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DEDICATION

For Irresponsible Readers everywhere


 

CHAPTER 1

The large undulating cloud spread across the fields, its hunger almost palpable. Food was near, food and entertainment. Thousands of them, all gathered directly in its path. Lightning flashed through the cloud from its eager anticipation.

Long tentacle-like appendages touched the tall city walls, as if caressing a lover, as the cloud glided upwards along its surface. The scent of prey was near.

A resounding gong filled the night as a lone foodling spotted it and called to others in alarm. Yes, make it ring. Call your brethren to the feast.

More foodlings appeared, some in their protective shells of metal and others not. It went over the wall, satisfied and reached out to begin the fun.

Screams echoed in the night as its acid touch ate through their shells to sear the flesh beneath. Ah, the smell of it. The eons it and its fellows had dreamt of this. Their time was finally here.

The foodlings’ attempts to foil its progress sent ripples of amusement through it. Their puny metal weapons bounced off its tentacles without effect. Those foolish enough to enter it screeched in agony and then were abruptly silenced—tasty snacks before the main meal.

The cloud did not slow, but flowed down the other side of the wall, expanding as it went. Like a wave, lights flickered on across the city as it engulfed the nearest homes, the horrified cries of those within waking those without who were still asleep. It could feel the panic rolling before it, frightened foodlings leaving their homes in a vain attempt to avoid its advance.

A lamp fell and shattered inside a shop and flames attacked the wood within reach. The cloud was not bothered by heat or cold and enjoyed the extra fear the fire inspired in its fleeing meal.

The blaze and the hunger closed in about the city until soon there was nothing left but the taste of death.

* * * *

“No!”

La’tiera sat up, her eyes wide with horror. The green luminous aura surrounding her dimmed, shrinking back unnoticed to outline the birthmark of a closed eye on her chest. Her damp golden hair falling about her like a veil, she leaned forward, shaking, trying to catch her breath.

She’d had another horrid vision—this one more vivid, more terrible than the last. Feeling cold at the memory, she quickly reminded herself it wouldn’t be long now—it wouldn’t be long before she would never have one of these troubling dreams again.

Grabbing her robe from the end of the lavish bed, she stood and wrapped it around her. She doubted she would be sleeping again this night.

She silently crossed the fur rugs strewn over the cold stone floor and made her way to one of the small stained-glass windows, her heart gradually slowing within her breast. Opening it, she stared out into the darkness toward the east.

Beyond the low wall at the edge of the manor’s back garden, past the large stone ramparts encircling the estate and the hidden city beyond it, she could see the lightening of the sky proclaiming the coming of the dawn. Wistfully, she turned her gaze upwards, looking for any signs of the Herald. The comet was there, barely visible but growing larger each day, its tail not yet noticeable. But it would be soon, that much she was sure of. And then the nightmares would stop.

La’tiera retreated from the window, a sudden desire not to be alone welling through her. Knowing her uncle was usually up before the sun, she left her rooms to go searching for him.

The high, long hallway was quiet except for the padding of her naked feet. It was a familiar silence, one she was used to whether it be the height of day or at night, for little to no sound of the outside world ever reached here. Hugging herself for warmth, the terror of her dreams still lying within, she passed the doors to her library, the dining area, the sewing room, the stairs leading down into the garden and finally reached her uncle’s study.

Stopping before the domineering double doors, she tied her robe on straight, brushed her thick hair with her hands and straightened her shoulders. At this stage of things, she had no intention of rushing into his room like a frightened child. Not when her nineteenth birthday was so close at hand.

Feeling slightly more dignified, she raised her hand and rapped on the closest door.

“It’s open.”

Smiling for a moment in relief at the sound of her uncle’s voice, La’tiera eagerly reached to open the door.

Within was a broad room jammed with books, papers and shelves of curios from around the world. A dark ironwood desk resided on the far side, an ample leather chair behind it. She loved this room. It, more than anything else, encapsulated her uncle’s personality for her, yet it was more than that. In some ways it was as if the room and its contents encapsulated the world as well. Fertility statues from the Barbarian Reaches, masks from the hunter tribes in Gaya, purported demon skulls, strange insects trapped in amber, prayer wheels, curved knives, stuffed animals from faraway jungles—she never tired of looking at these things, of touching them. Gathered over her uncle’s lifetime and some by his ancestors before him, these things gave her a glance at the people and places she would never see.

In the corner, facing a tall shelf of books, she found the one she sought. Though taller than she was, her uncle was not a large man but rather thin and wiry. His white hair thickly ringed the sides of his head, which was otherwise bald. Age spots covered much of his exposed skin and a slight stoop hunched his shoulders. He leaned heavily on a thick cane with a silver head while holding an open book in his free hand.

Yet all his age was belied by the bright energy and intensity of his gaze.

She saw the familiar brightness now as he finished the passage in the book he was holding and glanced toward her.

“La’tiera?” He let the book close and set it back on the shelf. “You’re not normally up this early. Is something amiss?”

Seeing his welcomed concern, she suddenly found it hard to keep her previously contrived calm. “I…”

“You’ve had another nightmare.”

Her thin veneer suffered another crack. “Yes, I did.” Her voice shook. “It was awful.”

Her uncle’s lined face softened and he held his arms out to her. “Come, child.”

As if it were a blow rather than an offer of comfort, her veneer shattered and tears sprang to her eyes as she quickly crossed the room to fall into the offered embrace. She felt his thin arms wrap around her.

“It was terrible. A whole city was destroyed. So many people died!” She hid her face in his thick robe, trying not to sob.

“Shush, it’s all right.” He held her, softly caressing her hair as he sometimes had when she was a child. “Everything is all right now.”

La’tiera tried to pull herself together but was having a hard time of it.

“Here, wipe your face.”

From a pocket, he produced a handkerchief and handed it to her. She took it, not meeting his eyes as he moved away from her to settle gingerly in the large chair. Wiping her face, she sat down on the cold floor beside him and laid her head on his knees.

“I’m sorry. I really don’t mean to be a bother to you.”

With a slight smile, he caressed her cheek, his right hand appearing like a talon so wracked it was by age. She thought it wonderful.

“Nonsense, you’re my treasure and could never bother me. I’m only sorry the Eye burdens you with such visions—especially since you already know how important your mission is.”

Yes, her mission, her whole reason for existence.

“You won’t have to put up with them much longer.”

Though she already knew this, it was comforting to hear him say so.

“I’ll try not to let them bother me,” she said, looking up. “As long as they’re only visions and don’t come true, it’ll be worth it.”

“Yes and it will all be thanks to you.” He lifted her head so she could sit up, a soft smile on his face until he looked down at her. “La’tiera…”

She stiffened slightly, familiar with the chastising tone. “What is it?”

“What have I spoken to you about before?”

She pulled back for a moment, not sure what he meant, until she noticed her robe had come slightly apart near the collar.

“The Eye!” Unbidden, her delicate hand shot up to her chest to cover the strange birthmark housed there. It was what set her aside from all others and gave her a purpose in life. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.” She quickly stood and arranged her robe to keep it from view.

“You know how important it is for no one to know you who you are. It’s why I had your necklace made.” His voice turned very serious. “And why it is important that you never take it off.”

La’tiera bowed her head in apology. If only the necklace weren’t so heavy. It made it very difficult to sleep at times.

“I’ll try to do better.”

“I’m sure you will.” His expression lightened. “By the way, it seems we will have entertainment this evening. A traveling troupe arrived in town yesterday afternoon. If nothing untoward is learned about them today, they will be allowed into the manor.” He shot her a sly look. “Unless you’d rather not see them, of course.”

La’tiera felt a bolt of excitement shoot through her. “No! I mean, I would welcome the distraction, if you would permit it, Your Excellency.”

She gave him a small curtsy. Her uncle was the viscount of the area and in all things he held the final say. And she so hungered for things from the outside.

He laughed at her sudden formality. “Yes, of course, pending their approval. Now, run along so an old man can get back to his studies.”

“Thank you, Uncle.” She curtsied to him again, her excitement growing by the moment. Still, she managed to take ladylike steps to the door and let herself out.

Once in the hallway, however, she let out a small squeal of pleasure and took off for her suite. Her bare feet slapped against the floor, echoing off the stone walls.

Out of breath by the time she got there, she crossed her spacious bedroom and jumped into her bed, snuggling into the thick covers. A performing troupe would be coming by tonight! It was too delicious. New music, new faces—it would be wonderful. It would also be a sweet pain to have to wait for it until the evening. She’d have to make as much of it as she could. She wouldn’t have much longer to take advantage of such opportunities.

A smile on her face, she didn’t mind too much as she reached to her nightstand for the necklace bearing the viscount’s family crest and placed the heavy thing around her neck, hiding from view her reason for being.


 

CHAPTER 2

Dal hefted the tied buckets a little higher on his shoulder, watching as the small city woke up around him. Sleepy-eyed men and women swept the sidewalks as others either brought out their wares or rearranged merchandise.

This part of the country believed in a dual-component architecture—stone for the foundations and first full story, anything above made of wood. The roofs all gently sloped in four directions, in honor of the Gods, and their awnings were wide, providing shaded sidewalks and balconies.

They were a big difference from the adobe buildings he’d encountered to the far south or the cliff dwellings on the northern coasts, but these buildings were home.

As the morning traffic increased, he slowed his pace, observing everyone and everything. Passersby moved briskly, some in the viscount’s livery but most wearing the simple clothes of peasants or servants. On the surface, everything appeared as usual, but the keen observer could see signs of rising anxiety lying underneath. He would see a shopper or servant who would suddenly pause to glance up at the sky, eyes searching for the comet now hiding behind the sun’s growing light. Pieces of jewelry or patches of clothing would be touched or gazed upon, all of them representing one or all of the Four Gods, or the image of a lone eye.

The people were not the only ones showing signs. Windows and storefronts carried banners or pots in red, blue, yellow and green, the colors of the Four. To a foreigner, it might look as if the city was gearing up for a festival or holiday of some kind, but it was neither. Dal was sure more banners and colorful streamers would appear as the days moved on and the comet drew closer. The histories at the Mother House spoke of price increases, of people hoarding goods in case the unspeakable should happen, of tempers growing frayed, or people showing amazing acts of kindness, all brought forth by the impending Time of Trial.

The day would soon be here and though many did not believe, the time between trials being so long, the stories and legends kept the knowledge alive. With the Herald’s coming, many had started paying attention to them as never before.

He and his people were mandated long ago to make sure no one forgot, for in ignorance all might be lost. As he had often of late, Dal felt a surge of pride at being a part of it all, to have been fortunate enough to become an actual member of the Order. It was mostly through their continued efforts the knowledge of the Trial was kept alive.

Though the Order had remade itself many times over the eons, it had always been their dedication, their continued efforts which kept the people aware. The Order had found the Bearer cycle after cycle as well and kept them safe, helped them prepare for what would need to be endured, aided them in whatever way possible to promote the continuation of humanity.

Dal’s mood sobered.

Except for this one. This time they had been unable to find the Bearer, though they’d been searching for almost nineteen years, since the current cycle for the Trial began. There was no way to know if the Bearer was prepared, if he or she had heard the stories, if he knew what was to come and what he needed to do.

Dal didn’t understand how his father could just stay at the Motherhouse and do nothing, to let things happen around him while the Bearer was still missing.

Aside from fanciful dreams of being the one to find him, Dal knew his actual chances were none; but at least he was out here looking, doing his part, not just sitting around waiting.

He plastered himself against a wall, making sure not to splatter the well-dressed maid rushing by with a loaded basket nestled on the crook of her arm, looking distracted.

If only the Gods had seen fit to provide them a way to find the Bearer! Not once in the last nineteen years had they found a trace of his location. The other Motherhouses in the other kingdoms and empires had had no better luck. It was unprecedented and disturbing. The few feats of magic that could be coaxed from those in the know hadn’t found him. Aside from the relics left to the Order by the Four, magic was difficult, the knowledge rare, a lot of it lost during the massive wars in the previous cycle. Wasteful wars fought over who would have control over the Bearer, as if somehow the Bearer were capable of conveying powers or riches to anyone, when they actually only existed for one purpose and one purpose alone. Yet as soon as two of the countries started fighting others had joined the fray until eventually all were affected. What if it happened again?

For a moment, the street currently filled with the bodies and shouting of sellers, the talking and swaying of shoppers, the clomping of passing horses, changed in his mind’s eye to one of angry soldiers, bloodied cobblestones, all surrounded by the cloying scent of death.

Dal shook his head, moving on, realizing he was more worried about the coming Trial than he’d thought. But there were some advantages to the current situation. Though the Order might not have found the Bearer, neither had anyone else—or if they had they were not advertising it. If someone were hiding him, as long as the Bearer had been taught what was expected of him, all would be well.

Traffic on the streets thinned as Dal came near the center of the city and the viscount’s walled compound. The troupe had been allowed space just outside the walls to set up their wagons and make camp.

The compound’s walls were rather formidable, taller than those surrounding the city. They were manned as heavily—if not more so—than the city walls, which was unusual for something thought of as a last line of defense in a place that hadn’t seen war in generations. As if to excuse the excess, they were told the viscount relished his privacy and went to whatever means necessary to preserve it.

The large doors leading in were open, but guards blocked the open space, checking everyone wishing to go in or out. If you had no business with the viscount or his aides you wouldn’t be getting in. That, however, was one of the favors the troupe had received after a rather surprising invitation to perform there. They had the run of the place, at least as far as setting up for that evening’s performance was concerned.

Dal grinned, remembering Rostocha’s proud smile as the messenger intercepted them when they’d stopped to make camp at the appropriate place just outside the city. It had only dulled slightly a little later when they were told of the restrictions on what they could perform before the viscount, the nobles and other higher citizenry who would be their audience.

“Daltimoneous, taking your sweet time, were you?”

Dal grimaced, not liking his first name and liking even less that the leader of the troupe enjoyed using it. “Not especially.”

The big man grinned and took the buckets from him, hefting them with ease.

“Anything interesting?”

Dal shrugged. “More banners were flying this morning. People are looking more tense.” He fell in step with Rostocha as the latter led the way behind the first of the three wagons to where they’d tied up the horses.

Rostocha grunted. “I expect they’ll grow more so before it’s over.”

Dal agreed.

“Was the little scamp not with you? She was supposed to help Bentel cut vegetables this morning.”

Dal shook his head. Aya was better at avoiding chores than he was. “Haven’t seen her since breakfast.”

“That girl.” Rostocha slowly did the same, his eyes bright. “She’s got a talent for trouble, that one. I’m almost afraid to guess what she might be getting into now.”

Another thing Aya was better at.

“Keep an eye on her, if you can. All we need now is to get them annoyed at us. With all the rules about what we can and can’t play tonight, I’ve a feeling the viscount may not be the most forgiving of souls.”

“She’s not the easiest person to keep track of.”

“Too true, lad. But you’ve got the best chance of any of us.”

With a resounding smack to the back and a chuckle, Rostocha left him to his quest. Now all Dal had to do was figure out where Aya might have scampered off to. He gave a heartfelt sigh. Something a lot easier said than done.


 

CHAPTER 3

“Milady, it’s time to wake.” The short, squat woman swept into the room, a no-nonsense expression on her face.

La’tiera sat up slowly and stretched. “Good morning, Mela.”

“Morning.”

Sour as ever, Mela brought over a tray containing La’tiera’s breakfast to a small table with gracefully carved legs and matching chair. La’tiera was well used to the maid’s dampened disposition—Mela had been with her for as long as she could remember. Aside from her uncle, the older woman was the only other person she was allowed to interact with. The danger of her existence becoming known didn’t leave much room to meet others. For all she knew, everyone outside was like Mela, though she actually hoped they were closer to being like her uncle.

“I think it’s going to be a wonderful day today, don’t you?”

Every moment that passed meant the evening would be here that much sooner.

Mela nodded absently. “I’ll prepare your bath while you eat.”

She closed the open window, a slight frown to find it so on her face.

“Thank you, Mela.” La’tiera scampered over to the table and ate her breakfast with unusual relish. Yes, it would be an exceptional day.

Seeing her room washed with the rays of a new dawn, it was much easier to dismiss the horrid visions from the night before. The wood paneling on her walls broke up the austerity of the stone walls, their coloring enhancing the light coming into the room, the grain filled with sparkles, which she’d been told were only found in this rarest breed of tree. The matching armoire, table, chairs and bed frame, all shaped with curves, no harsh angles, made to encompass her femininity—or so she was told. How furnishings could be used to represent such things she wasn’t at all sure, not having seen enough of what there was to make comparisons.

By the time Mela returned, La’tiera had finished her meal. As the woman cleaned up after her, she slipped on her slippers, knowing how much the older woman worried about her walking barefoot on cold floors. Mela would be very disapproving of her little foray without them last night.

The room beyond the tall archway was almost as spacious as her sleeping chamber. Marble columns bordered the circular room, protectively sheltering a sunken pool. Wisps of steam rose from the water, carrying with them the scents of flowers and aromatic oils. Water lilies floated like fallen leaves on the surface, as well as petals from a dozen other flowers.

La’tiera didn’t entirely understand how the water was heated, other than it began outside in an oven, its heat sucked under the flooring to warm the stones and then the water. It was one of the many marvels her uncle  had encountered and brought home from his travels years and years before.

Mela helped her pin her considerable tresses out of the way before La’tiera slipped into the water, nude except for her necklace, her one constant companion. Leaning back into the luxurious warmth, she stared up at the mosaic tilework in the high ceiling. It was a giant representation of the Herald’s arrival. Nestled in a sea of darkness, his head floated above her, with a thrusting chin and eyes that glittered with purpose. His hair streamed out behind him in a long fiery trail. His purpose was to remind everyone the time for the Testing was close at hand.

Every four hundred and fifty years the Eye would appear on a newborn child. Nineteen years later, the Herald would be sent by the Gods to warn that it was time. Then, on the day of his closest passing, on a night with a full moon…

“Milady, you don’t want to prune. It’s not good for your skin.”

La’tiera sat up, pulling her gaze from the Herald. Mela stood at the pool’s edge, a clean robe open for her to step into. Glancing one last time at the Herald, she rose to her feet. Soon he would be in his full glory, soon the time of the Trial would be at hand.

Mela wrapped her in the thick robe and steered her to a nearby cushioned table. Efficiently, La’tiera was dried off and then oils and luscious lotions were applied to her skin.

“Mela?”

“Yes, milady?” The woman had her turn to her side, briskly massaging her skin as she moved.

“Will you be going to see the entertainment tonight?”

Mela didn’t hesitate. “No, milady. It’s a total waste of time.”

La’tiera didn’t know why she asked. The answer was always the same. But strangely, the woman’s obvious disgust at the prospect only helped heighten her own excitement.

Once her skin was cared for, they returned to her bedroom.

“Any particular dress today, milady?” Mela headed toward several armoires that stood against the wall near the door as La’tiera made herself comfortable before the room’s bronze-mirrored dressing table.

“The blue one, I think, the one with the half-sleeves. I’m in the mood to paint today.”

“As you wish.” Mela opened the doors of the armoire in the center.

La’tiera released her captured hair and watched it cascade down over her shoulders. She started brushing it with a large silver-handled brush but handed the task over to Mela once she had placed the chosen dress on the bed. She watched in the mirror as Mela worked on her hair with strong, meticulous strokes.

“Will you miss me once I’m gone?”

The squat woman never looked up. “Of course, milady.”

Sometimes La’tiera wasn’t so sure. It gave her a strange feeling inside. But it didn’t matter, did it? Not in the end. She would have served her purpose, risen to her destiny. She would be with the Gods, with Yrr, Ath, Hurr and Ryh and then it wouldn’t matter whether her maid missed her or not.

Once Mela finished with her hair, she helped La’tiera dress.

“Where do you wish to paint, milady?”

La’tiera slipped a couple of clips matching the color of her dress into her hair as she took her time pondering the question.

“In the garden, please.” With tonight to look forward to, she doubted she could stand being cooped inside.

“As you wish.”

Mela led the way down the main hall of La’tiera’s wing, given generously by the viscount for her use and protection. Stopping only long enough to pick up the paints and canvas, Mela stuck close to her as they descended the side stairs to the private garden. She opened the barred gate midway between the second story and the ground floor with a key hidden in her bodice.

The garden was tended only when La’tiera slept, and was empty except for the two of them. Almost as large as the wing of the house itself, it was hers alone. Paths meandered through the space, tall trees, bushes and flowers filling it with color and pleasant scents. Partially overgrown with ivy, a wall taller than a man demarcated the boundary. Some distance beyond it rose the higher walls guarding the manor.

Mela placed La’tiera’s things on a marble bench close to the small fountain near the garden’s entrance. With practiced ease, La’tiera set up her stand and prepared her easel.

“Will there be anything else, milady?”

“No, I guess that’s all. Thank you, Mela.”

The sour woman nodded once then took her leave. La’tiera turned her attention to the blank canvas. She picked up her brush, still staring at the virgin cloth. After a moment, she dipped the brush in the vibrant colors and spread them over the canvas to bring out something only she could see.

Painting was the one thing she felt she would truly miss once the Herald arrived and her time came. It was her only true means of expression, of escape. It was also a way for her to leave something behind of herself, some enduring feature those few who knew her could remember her by.

Her strokes slowed as she glanced up and saw the same view that had greeted her for almost nineteen years—the tall weeping willow with its streaming limbs of leaves; the yellowberry bush, whose fruits grew golden in the summer heat; the roses, the morning glories, the magnolias. And beyond them, always beyond them, the containing wall and, farther still, the ramparts.

Proud of her mission, her purpose, ready to do what was required, she possessed but one regret—that this garden would be as much of the world as she’d ever get to see. Still, it was the price she had to pay for the important role given her. And she would do everything in her power to do it right. It was too risky to allow her to see the world. There was too much of a chance someone would figure out who she truly was.

La’tiera turned her attention back to the partially finished canvas. For another half-hour she added details to the landscape she imagined lay beyond the wall before finally setting her brush down.

She studied her efforts with dissatisfaction. She was too distracted by too many things to do her art true justice today. She gathered her utensils together, knowing Mela would pick them up later and take care of them for her. Though she would have done it herself, there were a number of things, that being one, which Mela just didn’t allow.

It was still too early for lunch, so she decided to take a stroll. Her steps rang softly on the cobbled path, assorted scents rising to wrap about her. If she pretended not to see the ramparts, she could almost believe she was somewhere else, somewhere out there. Possibly going to a clandestine meeting with her parents, so she could say goodbye before the time came.

Her parents—a father and a mother. Might there be siblings as well? A sister or a brother—perhaps both, if not more. The viscount, who wasn’t truly her uncle, had told her her parents brought her to him for protection once they realized who she was. She had often imagined their pain at parting, at the bravery and sacrifice it took them to give up their daughter for the benefit of the country and the world.

For with the many dangers abroad, only someone with the viscount’s influence could protect the Bearer of the Eye. By cutting all ties to her, they also kept others from using them against her—from those insane enough to try to keep her from what must be done.  She would be like them, giving all she had to fulfill her destiny, as she was meant to.

“Oh!”

She stepped back, startled from her thoughts as something dark abruptly moved at the bottom of a nearby wisteria. She was soon more astounded as she glanced toward it, thinking to spy a squirrel or chipmunk—or less appealing, a rat—when she realized the creature sitting up and rubbing sleepily at its eyes was, in fact, a child.

“You…You shouldn’t be here.” La’tiera blinked twice, doubting her own eyes as her hand reflexively rose to cover the necklace sitting over her chest.

A big yawn greeted her statement, then curious green eyes met her own. The child’s round face was dirty, a crop of long, unruly red hair framing most of it, homespun clothes looking to have seen better days. Yet for all that, the child looked healthy, her eyes bright.

“Hello!”

La’tiera nervously glanced around, wondering if there might be more than just this child in her garden.

“My name’s Aya.” The girl sprang to her feet and pointed at herself as she spoke. “What’s your name?”

La’tiera stood very still, saying nothing. Where did this girl come from? What was she doing here?

Aya frowned up at her. “Don’t you have a name? Everybody has a name.”

“Ah, yes, I have a name.” Would it be safe to say it? She’d never realized children would be so small. She’d only seen them from far away and never very clearly. “La’tiera—my name is La’tiera. But what are you doing here?”

Aya gave her a gap-toothed smile. “Napping, playing, looking. This place is nice.”

She was standing here talking to a stranger, a child. Was this a gift from the Gods perhaps, allowing her to see a little of the outside through this child? Or should she assume she was in danger? Yet children were always innocent in the stories.

“I’m glad you like it…Aya, was it?”

The girl nodded emphatically.

“But where did you come from?”

Aya pointed to indicate the other side of the wall.

It was La’tiera’s turn to frown. Was her question not clear?

“I realize you’re from beyond the wall, but where?”

If she were smart, she should be rushing to get inside instead of taking the chance of talking to this girl. It would be what Mela and her uncle would prefer, she was sure. Yet she found she couldn’t just leave. She couldn’t take the risk this was a gift and that she’d be throwing it away out of fear.

Aya shrugged. “I’m from all over. We travel lots.”

“We?” La’tiera felt a twinge of uncertainty shoot through her. She glanced about her again.

“Uh-huh. Me and Lalu and Tersa and Dal and Kyr and Rostocha and…”

“Allright, allright.” La’tiera’s head was spinning from the cascade of names—so many strangers. “Who are all of you?”

Aya’s chest swelled with pride. “Why, the Great Rostocha Troupe, of course!”

“The Rostocha Troupe?”

“Uh-huh. We dance, we sing, we do tricks!” The girl did a handstand then flipped back to her feet. “See?”

“Oh.” Everything now clicked into place. “You’re with the entertainers who are playing tonight.”

“Uh-huh.” Aya gave her a satisfied grin. “We’re good, too.”

La’tiera wasn’t too sure, wondering if the rest were as untidy as this child.

“What’s that?” Aya pointed straight at La’tiera’s chest.

She felt a bolt of fear then realized the girl was only asking about the necklace, not what was hidden underneath.

“It’s the viscount’s crest. This was a present from him.”

Aya stared at the yellow-and-green squares embossed with a figure of a large lizard. “Looks a little scary.”

La’tiera silently agreed, it being yet another reason why she didn’t like wearing it. “Aya, you should go back now. No one is supposed to come into this garden from outside. You could get into trouble.”

The girl stared at her. “You’re here.”

“That’s true, but I’m not from outside.” She doubted she could talk Mela out of turning the girl in if she caught her.

Aya crossed her arms and pouted. “That doesn’t sound fair. I like pretty flowers and trees.”

“I understand that, but I’m serious. No one is supposed to come here. No one is supposed to see me.” She realized too late she’d said too much.

The girl’s eyes lit with curiosity. “No one can see you?”

Frantically trying to come up with something to explain the strange statement, La’tiera fiddled nervously with her necklace. “Aya, it’s not really—”

“Milady?”

La’tiera felt her stomach flip at the sound of Mela’s voice. No, not now, the girl was still here. She spun around, thankful for the path’s curves and the trees.

“Coming!” She glanced over her shoulder at Aya, hoping Mela wouldn’t continue looking for her. “Please, stay out of sight for a few moments. As soon as Mela and I are gone you have to go back.”

Without waiting to see if she understood, La’tiera followed the path back toward the fountain. Mela wasn’t known for her patience.

“There you are, milady.” Mela had already appropriated her paints and other accoutrements. “Your lunch is waiting. It’s not healthy to eat it after it’s gotten cold.”

“Sorry.”

“You hurry on inside, then. I’ll join you as soon as I take care of your things.”

La’tiera nodded and went on in, forcing herself not to glance back toward where she’d left Aya.

Taking the stairs up to her wing, she moved down the hallway to her small dining room. From what she understood, her wing was almost a house onto itself. She had her own dining room, sitting room, library, bedroom and bathing room. The only thing not available was a kitchen, her food brought to her by Mela from another part of the manor. She’d always thought it would be interesting to see how her meals were actually prepared.

The viscount’s study lay within La’tiera’s wing, and she was not unhappy at sharing the space. A large gate cut off the hall from there, her uncle’s room on another wing past it and the grand stairs leading down. These were guarded halfway down where there was another large gate. Having snuck there on occasion, she’d heard the guards talking with one another but had never actually seen them.

Very rarely was she allowed past the hall gate, for as Mela never tired of reminding her, it was best for all concerned not to take chances and let her be seen.

She entered the dining room, lightly running her fingers over the dark-colored wood-paneled wall. The table was rectangular and elegantly carved. Two large cushioned chairs sat at either end. Unlike in the evenings, covered dishes were set out for her. Once Mela arrived, she would stand behind her and serve her more drink or food, making sure she ate but never joining her.

In the evenings would she have an eating companion. Her uncle would spend time with her, and she would ask him about his day and hear of things and people she would never see or meet. She eagerly looked forward to them, her only glimpse of matters on the outside.

La’tiera sat down in the comfortable chair, thinking about her unexpected encounter. How open the girl was—trusting and brave. She hoped she would see her again during the performance tonight. She amused herself wondering if she would see the dirty, scraped-up child of this morning or if she would be transformed into a clean little princess from a quaint tale.

She hoped the girl had had the sense to listen to her and leave the garden. She’d never heard of anyone having come into the garden or her rooms without permission, so she had no idea what her uncle would do to such a person. She’d never actually considered it before. She knew from her uncle’s talks that punishments varied from fines to being put to death, depending on the crime. But what would he do to someone like Aya if she were caught?

Not really sure she wanted to know; La’tiera uncovered the soup and quiche Mela had brought up for her lunch.

At times, it felt like she lived in some remote place, one where no one could ever find her no matter how hard they looked. Yet not really all that far away there were those who worked in the house, those who took care of her uncle’s business and, beyond, a city full of hundreds, if not thousands, of people. All unaware of her existence.

“Milady?”

She looked up, startled, never having noticed Mela come in.

“More wine?”

“Ah, yes, thank you.” She watched the older woman refill her cup, envying her a little. Mela might have to work and toil to keep La’tiera healthy and out of harm’s way, but she could also cross the barriers. She knew and mingled with those elsewhere in the manor, those beyond the manor walls. She had experienced a myriad of things La’tiera never would.

Still, for once, she knew something Mela held no inkling about. She’d met someone from the outside—face to face. And though it was highly unlikely, she found herself selfishly hoping she might meet Aya again.


 

CHAPTER 4

The afternoon crawled by as La’tiera whiled away the hours in the library. The room was on the opposite side of the wing from the garden, and unlike her bedroom windows these were small and set very high on the wall, too high for her to see outside into the courtyard, stables, offices and guard quarters she knew from her uncle’s descriptions were out there.

Though she’d been told never to do so, she had tried once or twice to find a way to reach those windows. Unfortunately, her lack of height prevented her from seeing anything, even when she employed a chair or two in the effort. All the bookshelves were set well away from the windows and were all too heavy for her to move on her own.

The same restlessness that had assailed her while she painted now kept her from concentrating on her reading. Most of the books she owned were about heroic men and women and their acts of bravery and sacrifice. Her favorites were those that were similar to her situation. They were comforting, and gave her strength on the few occasions when she felt isolated or doubted her cause.

She’d asked her uncle once why there were no books about those who had previously carried the Eye. He’d told her most of those works had perished over time, and that some weren’t even aware of the coming danger. This had baffled her, but she hoped the stories that would be written of her might endure long enough to help the one who would come the next time the cycle turned.

Storybooks were not all she possessed. Her uncle had graciously bought her books on art and color and crafts. She had books on animals and trees, but none on history or foreign places. Mela told her many times books such as those would only make her yearn to travel and see the world and make her suffer more, since she could do neither. There really was no point in making herself miserable.

It hadn’t stopped her from wanting them.

She closed the book, deciding it was useless to continue. She needed a diversion, something to take her mind off the hours until the show that evening.

She would go look for Aya. She didn’t actually expect to find her, but pretending to look for her would be something to do.

She went to talk to Mela, who had informed her earlier she would be washing the bedroom floor.

“Mela?”

The sour woman looked up from her work. “Yes, milady?”

“I just wanted to let you know I’m going back out to the garden.”

Mela’s brow rose. “Will you be needing your things?” She made as if to stand up.

“No, I just want to walk outside a while.”

“Allright, milady.”

La’tiera left her to her work. It seemed unfair that Mela must to do all that labor alone, but her uncle insisted so there was no help for it. La’tiera had volunteered many times to help and was always flatly refused. Mela would insist the holder of the Eye had no place with doing hard toil, that she must be unsoiled, above the common folk as much as possible. She didn’t really understand what this meant, yet her uncle agreed wholeheartedly with the maid on this point, so there’s wasn’t much she could do about it.

Once, when she was younger, she’d woken up very early and fetched Mela’s mop and bucket. Filling it as she’d seen Mela do dozens of times, she had run up and down the hallway, leaving wet streaks on the floor. On one of the passes, she’d run over one of these wet spots and slipped, her body careening along the wet marble. Exhilarated, she’d done it again and again.

Mela had found her and screamed her name so loudly it echoed. Never had she seen her caretaker so angry—it had almost made her cry. Mela had dragged her back to her room and forced her to stay in bed all day. A lock was placed on the door to the small room with the cleaning supplies to prevent her from ever playing with them again. It was weeks before Mela finally decided to forgive her.

La’tiera still didn’t see how helping Mela would lessen her stature or that of the Eye, or influence how the Gods looked on her, but hated making her caretaker angry.

She stepped outside into the afternoon sun, its rays glinting off the heavy necklace at her chest. Her pulse beat faster as she eagerly studied the area around her, though she knew Aya couldn’t be there. At least she had met someone else, someone totally different. It would be a memory she would cherish till the end.

Following the path she had taken earlier, she looked for the child. The seeking, the expectation, made the garden seem new and mysterious, as if she were in a place she’d never been to before.

As she reached the tree where she’d first spotted Aya, she tried not to feel disappointed to find the place empty just as it should be. Even so, she would continue to play the game—it was what she’d come out here to do.

She half-turned to decide what path she should follow, and—

“Hah!”

Her heart leapt into her throat. “Aya!”

“Did I scare you?” The girl grinned, obviously hoping that was exactly what she’d done.

“Didn’t I tell you you shouldn’t be here?” La’tiera tried to slow her speeding heart, but whether it felt that way from being startled or something else, she wasn’t sure.

“I did leave,” Aya said smartly. “But now I’m back.” She cocked her head. “Do you want to play a game?”

“A game?” An outside game? Her breath came quicker.

“Sure. How about hide-and-seek?”

La’tiera pulled at a loose strand of hair. “I don’t know how to play that.”

Aya’s young brows rose, as if she were not able to believe everyone didn’t know how. La’tiera found herself feeling strangely embarrassed.

“I’ll show you. Come on!” Taking her hand, Aya pulled her over toward the closest tree. “You stay here with your hands over your eyes. You count while I go hide. When you get to ten, you come looking for me.”

It sounded simple enough.

“And no peeking!”

La’tiera glanced at the girl in surprise, no such thing having occurred to her.

“We can’t start if you don’t cover your eyes.”

Too confused by everything to protest, La’tiera raised her hands over her eyes and began to count. When she reached ten, she turned around. Aya was nowhere to be seen. With a flush of sudden excitement, she set off to search for her.

She rushed down the path, her long dress held in her hands to keep the hem from dragging and slowing her down. She scoured the garden looking for Aya. She’d turned onto a path close to the wall when she spotted movement behind a berry bush. A small smile of triumph lighting her face, she approached the bush quietly then pushed the branches apart.

“Found you!”

Aya gave a small squeal then took off running. Startled, La’tiera stared after her wondering if she’d inadvertently frightened her.

“Aya?”

Worried, she rushed to catch up to her. She found her grinning from ear to ear at the base of the same tree they’d started from. She came to a stop gasping for air.

“You lose,” Aya said, her grin growing brighter.

“What? But…I found you, like you said.”

Aya frowned. “You really don’t know how to play.”

Hadn’t she told her that already?

The girl’s frown grew deeper. “Why don’t you know?”

She tried to give her as honest an answer as she could. “I’ve never met anyone who knew how to play before.”

“But you have played other games, right?”

“Of course.” La’tiera was glad her breathing was growing easier. “I know how to play chess. Also a few card games.”

“That’s all?” Aya stared at her as if she were some strange, pathetic creature.

La’tiera didn’t like the feeling that look aroused. “I do know how to play hide and go seek now. Unless there are more rules you’ve neglected to mention?”

“Maybe.” Aya’s face cleared, and she grinned again.

Was this what I was like when I was her age? La’tiera wondered.

“You have friends, right?”

The question made her pause.

“I have you.” She realized she liked the idea. “Can you show me any other games?”

The next couple of hours raced by. Though at times confused, or out of breath, La’tiera found Aya incredibly amusing. The muscles of her face hurt from smiling and laughing so much. It was a whole new experience for her. They ran, they danced, they fell down amidst the flowers—she’d never known playing could be such fun.

She scooped Aya up and swung her through the air before collapsing to the ground, laughing. Mela would have been totally scandalized. For a moment, La’tiera laughed all the harder for it.

Then the thought of her keeper dampened her mood. What was she doing? Had she lost her wits? She glanced up at the sky and saw the sun lay low to the horizon. A cloud of apprehension rose inside her. It was a miracle Mela hadn’t been by to check on her before this. And the bell for the closing of the gate…

As she thought of it, the deep sound of the manor’s bell rang out. All of her previous joy now turned to dread. She quickly picked herself up off the ground.

“Aya, I have to go. Mela will be looking for me.”

She stared down at the still-grinning waif and then at herself. Her hair was a mess, her dress dirty and her necklace…

La’tiera turned abruptly away from Aya’s curious gaze and straightened her uncle’s symbol until it covered the Eye once more. How was she going to explain all this? Mela would be furious.

“Aya, please leave. I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

Without a backward glance, she hurried down the way, brushing at the leaves and dirt on her hair and clothes, trying vainly to tuck her tresses back into place. Though she held little hope she could do it, she was going to try to sneak back into her rooms before Mela found her.

She reached the top of the stairs, and a glance down the hall told her it was empty. She hitched up her skirt and prepared to dart down to her rooms.

“Milady!”

La’tiera froze. The older woman came out of the room across the way.

“What have you done to yourself?” Her gaze scraped her up and down with her displeasure.

La’tiera tried to think fast. “I–I got to daydreaming while I was walking and tripped.” She stared at the floor, not liking to have to tell this half-lie. Though it wasn’t a part of being the world’s hero, she didn’t want Aya getting into trouble. “I got caught in some vines and panicked a little, and…”

Mela stared hard at her for a moment, as if weighing her words against her appearance. “You must be careful and pay more attention, then. Your well-being is more important than that. Viscount Tih’ouren would be displeased if he learned of it.”

La’tiera felt her heart skip a beat. Surely, Mela wouldn’t tell him, not when she’d been so looking forward to the entertainment tonight. “Why don’t I go get cleaned up? Uncle will be here soon, and I don’t want to keep him waiting.”

Trying to look more confident than she felt, she headed off toward her room.

With a slight snort, Mela followed.

After a fast bath and thorough hair-washing, La’tiera dressed in frills and lace. Mela took great pains with her hair, adding pins and jewels in the shapes of butterflies and flowers. La’tiera sat patiently as she worked, used to going through the same long ritual almost every evening. Though she would only be seen by Mela and her uncle, it was what he preferred, and it made her happy to please him as best she could.

Mela hurried her along, wanting to be sure she was seated and ready before the viscount arrived. Glancing back to make sure La’tiera was a perfect vision with which to greet their lord, she then left her to go retrieve their meal.

La’tiera waited with anticipation, not only because she would get to see her uncle again, which she always looked forward to, but also because, once dinner was over, the entertainment would begin.

“Good evening, La’tiera.” The viscount entered the room, giving her a small bow after staring at her appreciatively. “You look beautiful as always, though you do seem to have a little more color than usual. Excited about the evening, I take it?” Tih’ouren took his seat, his attire as formal as hers but more subdued in color.

“Yes, I am. It’s been a while, and this will probably be my last chance.” There was more to it than this, though she could never admit it. Not to him. The memory of her fun with Aya would be a treasure until the end. She only wished she hadn’t had to leave her so abruptly. It would have been nice to have been able to tell her goodbye. “How did things go today?”

Tih’ouren waved a gnarled hand lightly, as if to dismiss the day’s events. “More of the usual complaints and requests.”

La’tiera sat up straighter. “Was it Master Furbish again?”

The viscount’s mouth twitched into an amused grin. “Ah, yes, Master Furbish…” As they waited for dinner to arrive, he shared with her the dealings of the day.

Mela arrived with a large cart with silver-covered dishes. She set out gold-rimmed china, golden utensils and crystal goblets for their use. Once the settings were arranged, she lifted the cover off the first item and served them. The scent of spiced pumpkin soup twirled about the room.

La’tiera and her uncle ate in silence, as was his preference, while Mela watched attentively over them both. Roast pork with wild berry sauce followed next, as well as helpings of stringbeans and sweet carrots. Though her portions were of good size, Tih’ouren’s were small, Mela giving him but a taste of the pork and mostly vegetables. A light red wine was served with the main course.

It was when they moved on to the delectable dessert that La’tiera broached the subject nibbling at her mind.

“Uncle, will the entertainers be staying for more than one performance?”

Tih’ouren looked up at her question and raised a brow. “I believe they’ve expressed a desire to perform in the hall multiple times as well as asked permission to perform in the city during the day.” He gave her a slight smile. “If they’re any good, I don’t see why they shouldn’t.”

La’tiera beamed. She couldn’t help herself. “Thank you, Uncle!” She toned it down when she caught a glimpse of the disapproving look on Mela’s face.

Tih’ouren pushed back his tall chair and stood up. “Shall we go see if this troupe is worth it?”

She nodded enthusiastically.

“Mela, please don’t expect us back till late.”

The sour woman curtsied, a disapproving look still on her face.

Tih’ouren strolled around the table and helped La’tiera out of her chair. He then extended her his arm, which she took eagerly. Her skirts swishing about her, she walked with her escort out of the room and down the hall.

Her heart pounded as it always did when she came close to the edge of her domain, seeing stairs she’d never taken, knowing there were rooms and people nearby she’d never seen. Grand affairs and entertainments were held in the manor’s grand court. Two stories from floor to ceiling, it was the largest room in the manor or the city. She had never actually been in it, but had seen it on occasions like tonight.

Tih’ouren removed a large key from a hidden pocket and opened a door adjacent to the gate. It would be from here and not the court that they would watch the performance.

Opening the door, he glanced inside before letting her proceed. A short hallway and vestibule led to two other, smaller doors. If she could see through walls, she would now be looking at an area beyond her wing, out into the center of the manor.

Tih’ouren escorted her to the first of the two doors. After assuring himself it was empty, he stepped back to let her through. Intimately familiar with the ritual, La’tiera gathered her skirts and ventured into the interior. The door was closed and locked behind her.

The small room was dark except for a line of light gently pouring in through a slit on the opposite, curving wall. The slit, no taller than three of her fingers, ran from one side of the wall to the other. A padded chair was centered before it, its height adjusted down each year for her so she could get the best view possible. Settling in it, she leaned forward to look out.

Her eyes caught sight of the lit stage, her limited view giving her a glimpse of the lively crowd below. On the far left of the stage, a wooden partition had been raised to keep the area out of view. Over it was draped a mantle of dark scarlet, which appeared worn at the edges. The words ROSTOCHA TROUPE were set prominently toward the top inside a half circle, a waterfall stitched in beneath.

Cheers rose from the crowd as her uncle stepped out on the balcony beside hers. Unlike hers, it wasn’t enclosed, giving him a wide view of the room as well as the ability for everyone to look at him as well.

La’tiera yearned to sit beside him, to share his space and his unobstructed view, but it would never be. Her role and the danger inherent in it would not allow it. She was glad to have a purpose, to have a chance to make a difference, and so she would endure what had to be done.

She studied her uncle fondly, knowing that even with the enclosing walls, he was taking a risk in letting her watch. Yet, he allowed it because he knew it would please her greatly. His kindness was more than she deserved.

Once the applause for her uncle died down, Tih’ouren’s voice echoed to those below.

“Let the entertainment begin!”

More enthusiastic applause followed.

La’tiera inched a bit farther forward in her seat, her face almost pressed against the slit, as eager as those below for what was about to come. She didn’t have long to wait.

The sounds of a booming drum thundered in a slow beat. As the pace increased, she could feel her pulse accelerating with it. Just when she thought the drum couldn’t possibly be pounded faster, a form shot out from behind the partition onto the stage. In one fluid movement, the figure flipped up into the air, touched ground then bounced into a series of somersaults and other feats, all to the speeding sound of the drum. With a final twist in the air, the acrobat came to rest before the crowd with hands up in the air, the drum simultaneously falling silent.

La’tiera was breathless. She felt as if she, too, had tumbled onstage. She stared with admiration at the one actually responsible, utterly amazed. He was young, she could tell that much—three, maybe four years older than herself. Black straight hair fell to his shoulders, held away from his face by a crimson band.

The drum beat once more, this time more softly and calmly. Someone rushed out from behind the partition and did a somersault onto the stage. With that bright hair and small form, she was sure it could be no one but Aya. Once the sprite landed and grinned at the crowd, La’tiera held no doubt whatsoever.

A flute joined the drum in a nice counterpoint as Aya dug into the deep pockets of her yellow-and-red costume and brought out three small balls. She juggled them quite efficiently for a minute or so then sent them one by one in the young man’s direction. He caught the balls and sent them moving effortlessly and didn’t seem to blink as Aya then added two more. As the audience made appreciative noises, the young man then returned some of the balls Aya’s way, and they kept exchanging them as Aya added a sixth ball.

The spheres went back and forth, dancing and weaving amongst each other, the rhythm never slowing. With a flourish from the flute and the two tossers, they ended the performance to a large round of applause.

Aya and the young man left the stage, only to be replaced by an older man and woman. The woman’s costume shone brightly, reflecting the light from the oil lamps. Her dress shimmered as she moved. La’tiera had no idea what type of material would do such a thing.

The man carried a lute and sat on a stool he’d brought with him. He strummed for a moment, making final adjustments to the strings as the woman bowed slightly in his direction then took her place at the center of the stage. Then, to the renewed music of the drum and flute, the lute added its own voice.

The woman began to dance. She was fluid, mysterious and made La’tiera a little breathless, though she didn’t entirely understand why. The audience was totally silent while she danced, as if mesmerized by her movements. The music rose and fell with her, while her form glittered as she shook from head to toe and then fell to her knees and bowed before them.

The audience was silent for a moment. Then, their cheers filled the room. The dancer rose gracefully and gave her admirers a deep curtsey then smiled brightly before twirling once and leaving the stage.

The lute player didn’t move. As soon as the stage was clear and the audience quieted somewhat, the lute’s strings rang, calling for attention. The drum and flute were silent, and it was the lutist’s voice instead that joined the instrument. He spoke to the crowd, his voice strong, carrying easily to those in the back. He spun a tale for them full of adversity, courage and love.

La’tiera felt herself blush as he sang of the star-crossed lovers’ passionate kiss, knowing she would never experience such a thing before her time was over. Mela had told her she wasn’t missing anything, but La’tiera wasn’t so sure. She guessed she’d never know.

More applause greeted the end of the song. The player stood and took a bow then exited the stage as well.

For several moments, the stage remained empty. Then from behind the partition: “Oh, no!”

La’tiera was startled by the high falsetto voice, but was more surprised when she saw the young acrobat walk out onto the stage dressed in an odd ballooning dress and tilted blond wig.

“Oh, what will I do? I’m beset by such a beastly situation. Who can possibly help me?” The falsetto voice rose higher in pitch, making her cringe.

The audience laughed loudly.

“Say here, daughter!” This was a child’s voice pitched low. A second later, Aya strutted up on the stage wearing a white wig and large glasses as well as baggy trousers and a jacket. “What is this racket?”

La’tiera hid a smile behind her hand, finding Aya’s appearance even more ludicrous than the young man’s.

“Darling, why have you left me?” The dancer came onstage, wearing men’s clothes and looking like a handsome fighter.

The audience gasped then laughed, many pointing fingers at the actors. La’tiera’s mind boggled as she tried to figure out the purpose of such a switch.

Two more players appeared, each as mismatched as the others. All five led each other onto tumbles, innuendoes, asides and misunderstandings and such a jumbled story she couldn’t keep track of it at all. The audience roared with laughter throughout, but she felt mostly confusion. Sadly, she realized some of the things that made the situation funny for her uncle’s people she’d never experienced or didn’t know enough about to find them amusing. In some ways, it made her feel even more isolated than the box she sat in. She almost sighed with relief when that part of the show was over.

The lute player returned to the stage and strummed for them an upbeat song that soon had her tapping her foot. His music was followed by more acrobatics from Aya and the young man.

The big finale brought out the whole troupe, eight in all, and they sang a song wishing for numerous fair days, good health and long lives to all. There were Aya, the flute player, the acrobat, the dancer, a mountain of a man, an old, bent woman, the lute player and another woman who was just shy of being plump.

The troupe bowed to the pleased audience and, standing in a line, danced a little jig as they exited offstage.

Applause and laughter followed them after they were gone. La’tiera stared at the empty stage, wondering what they would come up with for their show tomorrow.

She waited patiently in her chair until she heard the telltale click of the lock behind her. Smiling, she got up and greeted Tih’ouren as he held the door open for her.

“What did you think of them, Uncle?” She glanced at his face, hoping he’d enjoyed them as much as she had.

“Quite entertaining,” he said neutrally. “What is your opinion?” He took her arm in his, steering her back toward her rooms.

Not sure how to read his neutrality, she tried to match its seriousness. “I thought they were very good. Better than a number of the others that have come before.” She pushed on before her courage failed her. “Will you let them play again tomorrow?”

She waited for his answer with bated breath, knowing his judgment ruled everything.

“I suppose they could perform for us a few more times.”

She had to restrain herself not to squeal with delight. “Thank you very much, Uncle!”

He gave her a doting smile, his previous seriousness evaporating. “You are our future, after all. It’s the least I can do.”

They proceeded toward a light Mela was holding, awaiting their return.

“This is where I leave you, my dear. Please sleep well.” Tih’ouren released her arm and gave her a peck on the forehead. “Good night, La’tiera.”

“Good night, Uncle.” She curtsied before him then gathered her skirts to follow Mela as she led the way back.

“You really should have come. This troupe was quite good,” she told her companion, still wrapped in the excitement of the evening. “They weren’t as stiff as some of the others. They danced, sang, did acrobatics and a short play. Everyone found it quite funny, though I didn’t quite get it myself.” She could barely keep her footsteps at a ladylike pace, having an urge to run ahead and perhaps demonstrate some of what she’d seen. “I’m sure you could have explained it to me if you’d seen it.” She slid a glance at her companion.

Mela looked grimmer than was her usual wont. “You know I don’t hold with such frivolous pastimes, milady. It’s just foolishness, as far as I’m concerned.”

La’tiera said nothing else right away, only too well acquainted with Mela’s opinions on this issue.

As they entered the bedroom, she hurried over to the seat by the vanity so Mela could help her get undressed.

“But it was fun, really. And this troupe was good enough the viscount has decided they can continue to perform here for a few more days.”

Mela shook her head. “Foolishness.” She took out several of the pins in La’tiera’s hair.

Her maid’s severity made her that much more pleased to have seen the show. She’d never understood why being amused was so “foolish.” It was the simplest way to break the monotony of the passing days.

“It was a lot of fun.”

Mela grabbed the brush off the dresser rather gruffly. “Fun is not what you’re here for.”

La’tiera sobered immediately. “I know that. But surely it doesn’t hurt anything for me to have a little.”

The woman snorted, expressing her opinion on the idea. La’tiera sighed quietly and decided to drop the subject. Her maid would never change.

Once her clothes were put away and her hair tended to, Mela pulled back the bedcovers to tuck her in for the night.

“I’ll be in to wake you at the usual time, milady.” The older woman grabbed the lamp and started toward the doors.

As the darkness closed in and the sound of the doors shutting faded, La’tiera felt the usual wave of loss and loneliness. Aside from the heavy necklace always around her neck, there would be no one and nothing to guard her from her dreams. Turning on her side, she slid the heavy ornament off and tucked it beneath her pillow. She touched the birthmark of the Eye on her chest.

Thinking of Aya and wondering what she might make of it, she slipped off into sleep.


 

CHAPTER 5

“I want a story! Please.”

Aya hopped from one foot to another in front of Dal, too full of energy to stand still.

He sighed. Unlike the rest of the troupe, who were by this time more than ready to turn in after a long performance, Aya always seemed to end up with more vigor than when she started. Just watching her made him feel more drained than he already was.

“I don’t know if I should, actually. Someone skipped out on her chores again.” He sent her a pointed look. It gave him a slight bit of satisfaction to watch her suddenly grow still.

“Bentel didn’t really need me.” She jumped to sit on one of the beds in the wagon and swung her feet back and forth. “Besides, I met some kids, and they told me a really good story.” Her voice picked up speed. “And they knew I could go inside and begged me to go see. So, I snuck around and found a garden and in it I met this girl and—”

“Whoa, whoa! Slow down.” Dal knelt in front of her, grabbing one of her swaying feet to take her shoe off. “What story? What garden?” What trouble did she get herself into now?

“Trebor told me the important man has a daughter and that she’s all burned up and ugly. He said that she hides in her rooms and haunts a garden inside the walls.”

Dal had to dodge her feet and quickly dash in to remove the second shoe, her legs swinging faster than before.

“They all told me none of them had ever been able to get past the gate but they’ve always wanted to take a look and they knew the troupe was here and that we can go into that place, so…”

“So?” He placed her shoes under the bed then retrieved her sleeping shift from one of the built-in drawers.

“So, I went looking for her to see.”

Aya helpfully lifted her arms so he could take off her shirt and slip the shift on.

“And?”

She gave him a beaming smile. “I found stuff to hide behind and got around the big building. There was a short wall over there and lots of handholds so I climbed it and found this big garden.” She opened her arms wide to show him how big.

“I see.” He pulled her up to her feet to remove her knee-length breeches. This conversation felt a lot like getting her undressed, accomplished one small piece at a time.

Aya sat back down, squirming under her covers. Dal recollected the closed-off balcony in the hall tonight. He’d thought it a bit strange, but if the viscount truly had a daughter who’d been burned…

“So, did you find her?”

“Well…I found La’tiera. I don’t know if she’s his daughter or not, ’cause she wasn’t burned or anything. But she did say no one was supposed to see her.”

Dal stopped in the middle of tucking the sprite in. “Did she say why?”

Aya shook her head no.

He found his pulse suddenly racing, the exhaustion of the performance forgotten for the moment. “Was there anything strange about this girl?”

“Well…” Small red brows drew together for a moment. “She didn’t know how to play hide-and-seek and she has this really big necklace that’s really ugly and she messed with it a lot. Do you think that’s why they think she’s ugly? Because she wears an ugly thing?”

Dal felt a surge of excitement. But what was he thinking? There was no way she could be the one. Yet, what if…?

“Are you planning on seeing her again?”

She gave him a suddenly guarded look. “Will you tell on me if I am?”

He couldn’t help but smile. “No, I won’t tell.”

She watched him intently. “Troupe’s honor?”

Dal nodded and held his palm out. “Troupe’s honor.”

Aya smacked her palm against his. “Then, yeah, I am. She’s a lot of fun. And I can win easy.” She grinned.

“Will you do me a favor, then?”

She eyed him suspiciously again. “Maybe.”

“Ask her about the story of the viscount’s daughter. Find out if she’s heard of her or not.” He had to know if it might be her. If she was, she was definitely safe here, but for his peace of mind and that of the others, he had to know. “You think I could meet her?”

Aya giggled, hiding her face partially beneath her blanket.

“What?”

“Tersa was right. She said all you want to do anymore is meet pretty girls and try to kiss them.”

“Now, why would I want to do that when I have you? You’re the only one for me.” He puckered his lips into a big kiss then came at her tickling her over the covers.

Aya squealed, laughing, trying to get away as he made loud smacking noises on her cheeks and nose.


 

CHAPTER 6

Mela’s voice brought her instantly awake. Staying mostly hidden beneath her covers, La’tiera reached under her pillow for the necklace. As Mela fetched her robe, she slipped it on.

“Did you sleep well, milady?”

She shifted from beneath her covers to slip into the offered robe. She hesitated for a moment, realizing that, in fact, she had slept well. She’d had a dreamless night. Of late it was the exception rather than the norm.

“Quite well, thank you.”

Mela prodded her along into the early morning routine.

“What will it be today, milady?”

La’tiera didn’t have to think about it. The fact her uncle would allow the troupe to play opened a whole set of other possibilities.

“The garden, if it’s all right. I’d like to work on my painting some more.”

“Very well.”

Today, she had chosen a soft brown dress, thinking that if things went as she hoped it might disguise anything untoward she might get into. For the first hour, she paid attention to her painting and nothing else, though she did occasionally glance around for any signs of a visitor. Once she could no longer stand it, she put her paints and brushes to the side and looked toward the stairwell to make sure Mela wasn’t nearby. Not seeing her, she headed off toward the deeper parts of the enclosed garden.

“Aya? Are you here?” It was wrong of her to call for her, wrong of her to hope she was here, but she couldn’t help herself. As she walked along another thought occurred to her—what if Aya had tried to come and got caught and was now being punished for trying to come see her. A lump settled in her stomach and grew bigger as she realized she’d never have a way to find out.

“Boo!”

La’tiera gasped as someone leapt out from behind a bush. She almost tripped over her feet in her hurry to back away before she realized who it was.

“I scared you! Got you good, too!” The dirt-smudged girl grinned from ear to ear.

“That—wasn’t—very—nice.” She could feel her heart beating faster than a hummingbird’s wings.

Aya’s face lost some of its amusement. “Does that mean you won’t play with me now?”

La’tiera felt an uncharacteristic impish urge. “It might.” She gave her one of Mela’s disapproving looks.

Aya frowned, her lower lip sticking out. “I was only playing. I didn’t mean anything.”

La’tiera turned half away as if still mad, but was actually trying to hold back her amusement. After a moment, she gave in and glanced at her, smiling. “Okay, I forgive you.”

Aya’s face brightened considerably.

“But,” La’tiera continued in a whisper, one hand slipping down to grab her skirt, “because of what you did…you’re it!” Tapping Aya on the shoulder, she ran off down the path.

* * * *

After much hiding and running on both sides, La’tiera collapsed onto the moss-covered ground tired and out of breath. Aya dashed in circles around her.

“How do you do that? Where do you find the energy?” She reached out and stopped her, the girl’s movements making her dizzy.

Aya gave her a grin. “Lalu says I’m a little demon in disguise and that I use magic.”

The word demon brought her up short, and she wondered how anyone could think this child could be one.

“She didn’t try to hurt you, did she?”

“Huh?” Aya stared at her.

“The person who said you were a demon.”

Aya shook her head. “No, she was just teasing. The whole troupe complains I make them tired just watching me.” She grinned again.

“Oh?” The concept didn’t quite make sense to her.

“Did you see me last night? Were you there? I looked for you everywhere but didn’t see you.” Aya’s eager face waited for an answer.

“Yes, I was there. Your troupe is very good. I enjoyed watching all of you very much.”

“But I didn’t see you.”

It surprised La’tiera the girl had tried to seek her out. How had she thought she would find her amongst all those people?

“The room was crowded. There were a lot of people there. You could have easily looked right past me.”

Aya shook her head. “You’re the only one always wearing that.” She pointed at the necklace.

La’tiera felt herself pale a moment till she realized the child meant the necklace and not the Eye underneath. Still, this wasn’t a direction she thought they should pursue. She tried to come up with something to distract her.

“Which of those in the troupe are your parents?” None she’d seen possessed Aya’s bright hair, but surely some of them were related to her.

“None,” the girl stated promptly. “I don’t have any.”

La’tiera got the strange impression she was proud of the fact. She couldn’t understand it. “You don’t have any?”

“No, I’m a foundling.” Aya said this as if it explained everything. Unfortunately, as far as La’tiera was concerned, it explained nothing at all.

“What’s a foundling?”

Aya gave her a disbelieving look. “You don’t know?”

It irked her to be found so ignorant, but she had little choice if she actually wanted to know. “No, I’m sorry. I don’t.”

Aya’s eyes suddenly glittered. La’tiera felt a momentary stab of dread.

“Well…foundlings are the most special type of children. We don’t have parents, we’re just born—some say we’re made of magic. To find us and take care of us is the greatest of pleasures. A great honor.”

La’tiera might be ignorant, but she wasn’t stupid. And Aya’s obvious amusement as she spoke made her think she was definitely trying to put one over on her. “Aya…is that really what it means?”

The girl grinned shamelessly. “Maybe.”

La’tiera wondered if there was a way to ask Mela about it, to find out the truth. “I see.”

“Say, you’ve been here a long time, right?” Aya took a fallen twig and used it to make a small rut in the dirt.

“All my life.”

“Well, I was thinking, since you’ve been here, maybe you’ve seen her.”

“Seen who?” The conversation amused her, knowing she never saw anyone.

“The viscount’s daughter,” Aya replied. “I heard about her when we got some supplies in town.”

“The viscount’s daughter?” La’tiera felt a flash of apprehension. Her uncle had a daughter?

“Uh-huh. The kids said no one ever sees her. That she’s hidden away. They said there was a fire when she was a baby and it killed her mother and burned her. They said it made her so ugly, she doesn’t want anyone to see her and that she hides in her rooms all alone.” Aya studied her, her gaze curious. “I thought that first day maybe you were her, but you’re not ugly or burned up at all. But since you live here, I thought maybe you had seen her.”

La’tiera stared at the girl in amazement. Could she, was she, actually talking about her? For surely, if her uncle had a daughter, he would have said something about her at some point, wouldn’t he? Or could this story just be more proof of his careful steps to guard her, a rumor spread around so no one would suspect who she truly was—a ploy to keep her safe?

“I’m sorry, Aya. I’ve never seen her.”

The young waif shrugged her shoulders. “That’s okay.”

“Milady!”

La’tiera scrambled to her feet—the voice sounded close. “Coming!”

“You have to go?” Aya looked disappointed.

“Yes, yes, I do.” She quickly dusted off her clothes as best she could. “Mela mustn’t find you, and if I don’t go to her she’ll come looking for me. And it would make me very unhappy if I got you into trouble.”

“Will you be back later?” Aya asked.

“Would you like me to?” The words had already left her mouth when she realized she shouldn’t be encouraging the child. Didn’t she just tell her she could get in trouble if caught here?

“I would.” The girl grinned. “I might have a surprise for you, too. So, see you soon.”

“What?” La’tiera stared after her, but the girl had already scampered out of sight. Wondering what in the world Aya’s surprise could possibly be, La’tiera headed toward the other end of the garden.


 

CHAPTER 7

“Mela, has the viscount ever had children?” La’tiera was in the dining room, her lunch almost finished, it having taken her that long to figure out how to broach the subject.

The old woman raised a questioning brow. “Milady, what prompted you to ask?”

La’tiera stared down at her plate. “Well, he’s always been so good to me, I thought surely he would be a wonderful father. And it would be nice if he did have children, then they could keep him company once I had gone.”

Mela stared at her for a long moment. La’tiera became suddenly certain she wouldn’t answer. Maybe he did have a scarred daughter after all.

“His lordship was married once, long ago. But his wife died before she bore him any children.”

“He didn’t remarry?” Some of the heroic tales La’tiera had read spoke of marriage and the importance of begetting heirs. That it was the duty of the highborn to create stability for the peasants. How one had anything to do with the other she wasn’t sure. She frowned, realizing that her question of children should have occurred to her sooner. Yet it never had.

“His name was matched to hers. He would not demean his vows by marrying another.” Mela’s tone showed a touch of impatience. She’d never been one to answer questions. At least, La’tiera now knew the rumors about a hidden daughter were about her.

“What will you do this afternoon, milady?” Mela wiped the other end of the table as La’tiera finished the rest of her meal.

“I thought I’d take a book and read out in the garden. The morning was very pleasant outside.”

Mela frowned. “Being outside so much is not good for you.”

“I’ll make sure to sit in the shade,” she countered. “Besides, I don’t have much longer, so it shouldn’t matter, should it?”

The old woman gnawed on this for a moment before finally nodding. “Allright, milady. But take care. You seemed a little flushed earlier. The viscount wouldn’t like it if you became ill.”

“I won’t.” She excused herself and made her way to the library. In her mind, she was going over the books she loved best and which of them she’d like to share with Aya. Maybe the girl would also have stories she could share. It would be fun to hear of the troupe’s travels. As long as Aya didn’t decide to embellish them too much, she would learn more about the world she would never see.

With the book she thought might be best, she went on to the garden. It wasn’t until she got there that she realized she had no idea when Aya might be back. Wanting to see her as soon as possible, she headed for the far side of the garden.

She’d yet to ask the girl how she was getting in and of the place without being seen. The tall ramparts stood ever-vigilant beyond the garden wall. Occasionally, she could see a guard walk by, too far away to see other than as an indistinct silhouette. She doubted they could see her any better. She supposed they thought her to be the viscount’s daughter and she was too distant for them to tell if she was burned or not—if they ever looked in instead of out.

She reached the far end of the garden but still found no sign of Aya. A soft breeze touched her hair as she picked a bench under a shade tree to sit and wait for her. Resting against the trunk, she closed her eyes and listened to the birds chirping happily in the early afternoon.

A short while later, she sat up, an unusual metallic sound startling her out of a half-doze. Thinking it must be Aya, she retrieved her book and got up, searching for where the sound might have come from.

Against the wall, close to where it made a corner with the side of the manor, she spotted something that looked like the metallic talon of a bird hooked near the top. Cautiously going closer, she heard scrambling sounds from the other side of the wall then saw Aya’s small form. Though no limbs hung low enough to the wall, a nearby oak shaded the spot, neatly keeping Aya from view of the ramparts.

“Greetings!”

“Welcome back, Aya.”

The girl straddled the wall then inched over it away from the metal hook. “I brought your surprise with me.”

La’tiera didn’t see anything in her hands, and if she had this “surprise” in her pocket it wasn’t obvious. Still, her curiosity was piqued, wondering what the sprite would want to show her.

Aya glanced back to the other side of the wall, a smile on her face.

“Aya, what have you—” The rest of the words choked off in her throat as a dark head crested the top of the wall. The surprise wasn’t a thing but a person.

She took a step back, her book falling on the ground from numb fingers. “No…”

As the new face cleared the wall, the small hope that Aya had only brought another child died. The long black hair, piercing dark-blue eyes and square jaw didn’t belong to any child. The bright band holding back his hair nudged at her memory—he was Aya’s stage partner.

“Stop!” Panic gripped her insides as he pushed onto the top of the wall. “You’re not allowed in here.” Her hand rose to her chest, making sure her necklace was in place, her breathing growing labored.

“What’s wrong? It’s only Dal.” Aya stared in confusion from one to the other. “He just wanted to meet you.”

La’tiera took another step back. He wanted to meet her? Why? Warnings from her uncle about those who would seek for her, of their craving to stop those wanting to appease the demons and save the world, preferring chaos and death, echoed in her mind. Dread covered her like a storm. Of Aya she had no doubts, but this stranger…

The risk was just too great. She grabbed her skirts, preparing to run back to the other side of the garden. She wouldn’t tell on Aya or the stranger, but neither would she stay and take a chance.

“Milady, please wait!”

The unexpected entreaty and sweet baritone brought her to a stop. She didn’t turn back around, however.

“It wasn’t my intention to scare you,” he said softly. “Aya only mentioned she’d found a new friend, and I was curious to meet her.”

His words sounded reasonable, but they did nothing to slow her speeding heart.

“I won’t enter your garden, if that is your wish. I’ll go away altogether if looking at me offends you.”

Frowning at the strange words, La’tiera dared to peer behind her. She noted the young man hadn’t moved. Aya’s worried face tugged at her heart.

“You…You don’t offend me. It’s just not allowed. We have rules.” She slowly turned back around but wouldn’t let her eyes meet his. “They’re the viscount’s orders. Outsiders just aren’t allowed in this garden.”

“Allright,” the newcomer said seriously, “then we won’t come in. We’ll just sit here.”

La’tiera frowned, knowing there was more to the viscount’s wishes than that but not knowing how to say so without giving things away. “I really should be going.”

She half-turned to go.

“Wait!”

La’tiera hesitated, wondering at his almost desperate insistence.

“Aya and I did go through some trouble to get here. Couldn’t you at least speak with us for a few moments?”

She shook her head.

“At least, tell me why not. Unless you lied about being offended by my face?”

“I’m sorry, I just can’t!” She rushed off down the path before he had time to say more. Fear and a pang of loss rang through her as she hurried away. Her eyes stung, but she ignored them. If only he hadn’t come! There was so much she wanted to share with and learn from Aya.

She entered the stairwell but didn’t go up the stairs. Mela would realize something was wrong if she rushed up there in her current state. But she couldn’t stay outside on the off-chance Aya’s friend wouldn’t keep his word and came after her.

Left with nowhere to go, she sat on the steps and tried to calm herself. It proved more difficult than she expected. Over and over, she saw the image of the young man in her mind as he scaled the wall. He looked harmless, but how many times had Mela told her that looks meant nothing—that no one could be trusted.

Still, she had made the exception for Aya. Was she not being hypocritical by not doing the same for Aya’s friend? Though she knew little of such things, with only herself, Mela and Tih’ouren as references, she had the feeling Dal wasn’t much older than she was. Someone that young would have no thoughts of wanting demons to run amok in the world. Would they?

So, either she’d safeguarded herself against a possible threat or thrown away a once-in-a-lifetime chance of meeting yet another person from the outside. If only she could figure out which it was!

She stared out sadly into the garden, knowing she would probably never find out.

Once she finally calmed and felt more in control, she slowly climbed the steps. Finding the hallway clear, she quietly made her way to the library and closed the door. She picked up one of the books at random and sat in one of the comfortable, deep chairs. Had any of those who came before her ever felt so apart from everything? Only her soft answering sigh disturbed the silence. It would be yet another thing she would never find out about.

For the next several hours, she struggled to read but found herself reading the same sentences over and over, unable to concentrate. Every mention of a hero or a man made her think of the young stranger. Would his square features be considered handsome? Did he think her fair? But what was handsome, what was fair? She’d always assumed her uncle must be good-looking, the heroes of all the stories always being so. Dal, though, looked nothing like him. Still, his face was appealing.

But there was no one she could ask, no one who would tell her—yet another thing she would never know. Most of her world seemed filled with things she would never know or find out about. Though she pursued her duty willingly, it seemed horribly unfair to know or understand so little about those she would be giving up her life for.

Sitting there in that room, she felt utterly alone and dissatisfied and also knew there was nothing she could do about it.

The gate’s bell was a welcomed relief. Mela would be expecting her back. So, she would have some semblance of companionship to cheer her for a while, and soon her time with her uncle would arrive.

She dropped the book on the chair and hurried to her rooms. Mela only nodded when she saw her.

La’tiera bathed and then dressed, letting Mela take care of her hair and adornments in preparation for meeting her uncle for the evening. There would be another performance tonight, but she was no longer as eager for it as she had been. Seeing Dal and Aya would only bring back all the confusion of the early afternoon and all the yearnings that had never been meant to be hers.

“You don’t seem yourself tonight.”

La’tiera looked up from her plate and across the table at the viscount, only then realizing she’d been but picking at her food.

“Are you not feeling well?” Her uncle’s brow darkened with rising concern.

“No, I’m fine,” she said quickly. “I–I guess I’m just a little distracted this evening. I apologize.” She tried to shove her troubled thoughts aside and smiled. She could feel Mela’s heavy gaze studying her from the side.

“Distracted?” Tih’ouren’s eyes sought her own.

“Yes.” She looked away, knowing she couldn’t reveal the truth and hating that she needed to keep it from him. “I was thinking about words that I understand yet don’t really have the experience or knowledge to truly comprehend.”

“That’s interesting,” he said with a thoughtful look on his face. “Can you give me an example? Perhaps I can help you.”

He was always so kind to her! “Well, what about the word handsome.” It made her chest ache to skirt around the truth like this.

Tih’ouren smiled, obviously amused by her choice. “I see. I suppose that would be something hard to understand, especially with only myself as a measure.”

“No, sir. I didn’t mean—”

He waved her protests away. “I’m only teasing you.” He took a long sip of his watered wine, his eyes gaining a contemplative cast. “The concept of looks lies in the eye of the beholder as well as the fluid set of rules of conduct that help identify such things within a society. What our people might define as handsome will vary from the concept held by plainsmen across the southern border and vice versa. The Bonn Tribesmen’s scars from their rites of passage are thought very attractive by their people, yet our women would cringe from the sight and think any man wearing them ugly.

“But in the same town, who is handsome will vary from person to person depending on their personal opinions and what they themselves find most appealing in those they judge.”

She understood what he said but also realized his definition presented her with another problem—she possessed no idea of what she found appealing. As far as she could tell, she found both Tih’ouren and Dal handsome, each in their own way. “Thank you, Uncle.”

He gave her a doting smile. “Oh, by the way, the troupe will be able to stay for several days. Luckily, they have no pressing engagements.”

La’tiera made herself smile at the news, hiding the mixed feelings running through her at the announcement. If things had stayed as they’d been, she would have had several more days with Aya, several exciting, amazing days—if only she’d never brought Dal to meet her.

“That’s wonderful news.”

A derisive snort came from Mela as she picked up the dishes.

Just as on the previous night, Tih’ouren escorted her from her rooms to the locked balcony. Though she couldn’t be seen and there was nothing to fear, she still felt nervous as she entered the dark box alone. She could hear the excited whispers drifting up from the crowd below. The voices were soon overridden by applause as her uncle made his presence known.

By the partition to the side of the stage, La’tiera caught a glimpse of Aya’s red head as she took a peek at the audience. Her nervousness grew, knowing the girl was probably looking for her in the crowd.

As soon as her uncle gave the word for the show to begin, Aya disappeared from view.

For this performance, the lute player came out first, strumming a soft tune on his instrument. Standing near the edge of the stage, he sang of the promise of lovers, of their desires. The dancer appeared, gowned as a royal lady. She strolled gracefully about the stage, half-dancing. Dal appeared next, dressed as a great lord, his distinctive mane loose about his shoulders. His smile beamed across the stage as he spotted and approached the lady. He swayed to her half-dance as he drew near, then the two joined and twirled together around the stage.

Though the lute player’s song was skilled and beautiful, La’tiera only had attention for the dancers. Deep inside, she felt a yearning to replace the woman on the stage. She’d never danced, other than alone, and then only palely imitating the memory of what she’d seen in her uncle’s rare parties—some of which she’d watched from this very room. The whole concept of dancing seemed strange, and Mela thought it more useless foolishness. She wondered what it would be like not to dance alone.

It was almost a relief when the song finally ended.

Aya rushed onto the stage next, followed by the largest man of the troupe. While Aya played with hoops and balls, the man picked her up and tossed her into the air as if she weighed nothing. Aya flipped through the air, never losing track of her hoops.

Every time the girl was thrown, La’tiera’s heart rose with her. Every time the tiny body plummeted, she felt a touch of panic until Aya was safely caught and then tossed again.

More music followed these antics, giving La’tiera’s heart a much-welcomed respite. Then, as on the night before, most of the players came onstage and did a comedic skit. This time, however, they snagged someone from the audience and made him participate as well.

There were more acts, all received with great appreciation by the crowd. The continuous clapping was almost deafening.

La’tiera stared hard as the troupe came out as one onto the stage to close the show. Could a group of people such as they truly be dangerous? Surely, those who would seek to hurt her would not spend their time entertaining others. But there were no guarantees. Her own lack of experience would create flaws in her conclusions. She could not judge.

Planting a pleased smile on her face, she stood up and went to the closed door to wait for her uncle.

“Did you enjoy yourself this evening?” Tih’ouren presented her his arm after opening the door wide.

“Yes, very much.”

“Good.” He said nothing more as they made their way back to her rooms. La’tiera could not summon enough false cheer to add anything else.

As usual, Mela was waiting for them with a light. La’tiera gave her uncle a curtsey after a light hug, looking forward to sleep quieting her restless mind. She turned to Mela, but his voice stopped her.

“Is everything all right with you?” His voice was low, but seemed to echo off the walls around them.

She made herself turn around and face him. “Of course. I’m just a little tired. I’ve been much too excited, I guess.” She stared at the floor, not able to meet his eyes. She’d once more lied to him while telling the truth.

His thin arms wrapped around her, and she leaned suddenly against him, comforted by his warmth and caring as guilt wracked her. She then felt Mela’s hard stare on her, open shows of affection another facet of life the old woman found foolish.

“Sleep well, my dear, I’m sure you will feel better in the morning.” Tih’ouren caressed her cheek then pulled away. “Mela, I leave her in your care.”


 

CHAPTER 8

La’tiera woke up close to dawn, a scream scrambling up her throat. She clamped her hands over her mouth, her skin crawling with terror. The scent of fresh-spilled blood and the shrieks of the demon’s victims still echoed within her mind from her latest vision of what might soon be.

Shaking, she donned her robe and slippers then paced the polished floor, trying to get rid of what remained of the nightmare. She was tempted to go and open her window, but didn’t think she could deal with seeing the Herald and his growing tail.

She turned, instead, toward her doors, knowing there was a good chance her uncle was already up. A friendly voice, a warm touch would be a blessing. But she also didn’t want him to worry any more for her than he already did or, worse, give him doubts that she couldn’t do what would be required because of her seeming weakness. What else could he think, with her seeking him out like a frightened child twice in a small span of days. In no way did she want him to doubt her. Still…

She hugged herself before she could be tempted and closed her eyes. She tried to pretend her uncle was there already, holding her close. She pictured this clearly in her mind, pushing the illusion. She rocked herself gently, imagining the warmth of his arms, the beating of his heart against her ears. Her own heart slowed, her fears ebbed and her breathing grew easier.

She turned in her imagination to look gratefully up into his face. But instead of seeing Tih’ouren’s white hair and oval face, she found long, dark hair and deep, penetrating blue eyes.

Startled, she opened her eyes, moving her arms away as if to push someone back, destroying the illusion. What?

Her heart clamored once more within her chest, but this time for different reasons. Dal? Why did her uncle’s image change to this stranger’s? She couldn’t understand it. What did it mean?

Having no intention of going back to sleep, she went about her morning routine without waiting for Mela. She was sure the old woman would be cross with her for it, but she needed the distraction more than she feared her maid’s ire today.

She had no idea how Mela instructed those who turned on the fires for her bath every morning, so she stepped into the cool water as it was. Cold shivers worked their way up her body as she first stepped in, but she soon adjusted and felt wonderful.

For a short while, she pretended her huge bath was instead a small pond in the middle of some enchanted forest. She pictured the ceiling above to be the open night sky. She could imagine the Herald on his endless path above her, a benevolent smile shining down on her.

After staying in the water a little too long, she hurried out, hoping the weird pruning of her fingers and toes would go away before Mela arrived. She stared at the bottles of oils and perfumes, not remembering which the maid used or in what order, so she randomly picked two and tried her best to apply them.

Getting dressed, at least, was easier, and as the morning light finally filtered in her windows, she sat down with a satisfied air to brush her hair.

“Milady?” Mela’s startled face stared at her from the open bedroom door.

“Good morning, Mela.”

“Is everything all right, milady?” The woman’s gaze traveled about the room, as if she were expecting trouble.

La’tiera normally tried to sleep till the last possible moment, but surely her actions today weren’t that unusual.

“I couldn’t sleep, so I decided to get up.” Mela’s expression didn’t clear. “I had more nightmares last night.”

“Ah.” Relief flooded the sour woman’s face before it quickly returned to its usual bland expression. “So, you managed all right? Used the creams? Perfumes?” She came forward, checking her over and sniffing the air.

La’tiera sat as still as possible for the examination.

“I took care of things as best I could. I know how important it is.” Though she hadn’t meant to, she heard a bit of annoyance in her voice. A comely sacrifice was the only thing that would suffice—she knew what was expected. She would not neglect her duties.

Mela didn’t seem to take note of it. “I suppose it will do. We will take special care this evening to make up for it. Now, let me finish your hair and then I’ll go fetch your breakfast.”

Sighing softly, La’tiera turned back to face the mirror. Mela’s demeanor seemed in so many ways to be the total opposite of Aya’s. Though she would love Mela forever, she had no real doubt as to whose company she would prefer if she were given a choice.

“Will you be painting outside this morning?” Mela asked once breakfast was taken care of.

La’tiera hesitated, knowing it would probably be better not to stray outside. Still, the chances that Aya would come back after yesterday’s debacle were slim, plus the number of days she could enjoy the sunshine was shrinking to less than two handfuls—she didn’t want to waste them without reason. If she remained close to the garden’s entrance, she should be safe enough. If anything untoward happened, she could just run inside and close the door.

“Yes, I think I will.”

Later, sitting out in the morning sunshine with her easel before her, she decided she would do her best to finish the piece she’d been working on for the last few days. As she filled in more of the trees and blooming flowers, a small frown creased her brow. The painting as it was seemed lifeless, empty. Something was missing. On a whim, she cleaned her brush and mixed a light red. Half-hidden in the background, looking like a fairy or other magical creature, she added Aya to her painted world.

“Is that me?”

La’tiera spun, almost dropping her paints and toppling her canvas in the process. “Aya!”

The girl gave her a sheepish grin. “Sorry.” She then pointed at the painting. “Is that me? You paint pretty.”

La’tiera sat down on the bench beside her, her knees feeling weak. “Yes, it’s you. The painting seemed to demand it.”

Aya’s eyes grew wide. “It did?”

She half-smiled, amused despite herself that the girl seemed to be taking her literally. Her expression quickly grew grave, however, as she recalled where they were and how easily Aya could be seen.

Panic lending her strength, she shot to her feet.

“Aya, let’s go this way.” Grabbing her by the arm, she hurried across the open space into the shadows of the trees. She didn’t stop, despite Aya’s protests, until she was sure they were totally out of sight in case Mela stepped outside.

She let her go and leaned up against a tree trunk, exhausted.

“Is something the matter?” Aya stood close to her, her voice low.

La’tiera shook her head, trying to appear unconcerned. “It’s just best if no one sees you. I don’t want you to get into trouble because of me.”

Aya glanced back toward where she had been painting. “I wanted to see your picture. I made sure no one was around. I’m real careful.”

“I’m sure you are, Aya. But you can never be too careful.” Someday, she might follow her own advice. She should have never become so oblivious as to not notice someone coming up on her. What if it had been someone other than Aya? The thought made her shudder.

“I brought something for you.”

For the first time, La’tiera noticed the small pack the girl was carrying. Aya set it on the ground and opened it. The first thing she removed was a familiar-looking book.

“After you left yesterday, I took it back with me so it wouldn’t get ruined. Did I do right?”

La’tiera could only nod, the events of the day before having driven all thoughts of the book from her mind. “Thank you.”

“I liked the stories,” Aya said, “Dal read me a few of them after the show.”

“He did?” La’tiera stared at the beloved book in her hands and surprised herself by wondering which of the stories he’d picked to read.

“Dal asked me to tell you he was real sorry about yesterday.” Aya dug into the pack again. “He asked me to give you this, to apologize.” She pulled out a seashell the size of her open palm.

“Is that a…?”

“Uh-huh. He found it last fall when we traveled by the coast. It looks really pretty inside, see?”

She held the shell out to her, and La’tiera took hold of it with eager hands. The light filtering through the canopy of leaves around them reflected off the inner blue-pink-and-white surface. She rubbed both sides, fascinated by the coarse feel on one and the amazing smoothness of the other. This object  had traveled hundreds of leagues to get here. Her hands trembled, never having expected such a thing to come into her possession.

“It’s so beautiful.”

Aya grinned. “He thought you might like it.”

“I do.” She nodded absently, staring at the gift, wondering how a stranger could have fathomed such a thing about her. Maybe he thought she would like it for reasons other than the truth.

“I also brought you these.” Aya removed a couple of small cakes wrapped in a handkerchief. “Bentel made them. She cooks good.” She passed one of the cakes over.

La’tiera stared at the still-warm miniature loaf as if entranced. This came from outside the manor, cooked by someone other than those who worked for her uncle. Gingerly, she broke off a small piece as Aya gobbled hers down. The piece came away to show bits of strawberries and cranberries. She placed the piece in her mouth and ate it, enjoying the fruit though finding the texture heavier than anything she’d had before. But she didn’t dislike it.

“Good, don’t you think?” Aya chomped on another mouthful.

La’tiera nodded and ate more.

“He still wants to talk to you.”

For a moment, she had no idea who Aya was referring to. “He does?”

“Yep.” Aya licked her fingers then turned to her, a very serious look on her face. “Won’t you please let him? For me? It’s important.”

The sprite’s seriousness caught her off-guard. She looked away, glancing at the beautiful shell sitting on her lap.

“Why, Aya? Why is it important?” She felt her heart beat faster.

“It just is. Honest.” The girl moved around, trying to look into her face. “He would never hurt you. I know him. And all the girls always like him.”

This tweaked her interest despite herself. “Do they think him handsome?”

Aya shrugged. “I don’t know. But he’s lots of fun. He can do stuff, and he knows things. I really think you’d like him. And I know he’d like to see your painting, too.”

“Aya, no, it’s not allowed.”

“Please! Won’t you think about it? I’ll have him come to the wall and wait for you. If you decide you’ll see him, just go there. Otherwise…” She shrugged again. “For me?”

“Allright. I’ll think about it. But I’m not making any promises.” La’tiera added the last quickly as Aya started to grin.

“That’s fair.” She nodded slowly. “Should we play hide-and-seek again?”

The rest of the morning blurred. La’tiera had no time to think about Aya’s request, instead plunging into the fun that was to be had.

“Milady!”

She stopped in mid-pounce then hurriedly dusted the leaves off her dress and tried to straighten her loosened hair. “I have to go now, Aya.”

“Okay. I had lots of fun.”

“Me, too.” She watched the path, hoping Mela would not come looking for her.

“I’ll tell Dal to come. I hope you’ll see him.” Scooping up her pack, Aya scampered toward the wall.

La’tiera sighed, hating the lie but in reality having no intention of meeting Aya’s friend.

Hurrying to the waiting Mela, she spotted the shell Dal had sent her as well as her returned book. Picking them both up, she felt a renewed thrill at holding the shell, but she still knew she couldn’t do as she’d been asked. She would just have to make it up to Aya somehow.

Slipping the shell into the fold of her sleeve used for her handkerchief, she headed back to the other side of the garden. She found Mela waiting for her, putting up the paints in their case.

“Ah, there you are, milady. I was starting to get concerned.” Mela was frowning, tension radiating from her. It made La’tiera nervous.

“I’m sorry, but I was on the far side of the garden.”

“Yes.” Dark eyes bored into her as if examining every detail of her inside and out. “I was looking at your painting, milady. I noticed you added something unusual this time.”

Was this why she was upset, or had she heard or seen something in the garden? La’tiera’s hand lost all feeling she was holding on to her book so hard.

“Do you like it? It’s supposed to be a sprite.” She forced herself to step closer, trying her best to appear calm. “I based it on one of the performers of the troupe—a little girl with flaming red hair.”

Mela glared at the painting a moment then appeared to relax. “One of them, is it? Hmph. Useless lot.” She gave La’tiera what for her passed for a smile. “Come, milady, let’s get you fed.”

She nodded, helping Mela gather the rest of her things. She felt the weight of the shell within her sleeve and wondered what the old woman would make of it if she saw it. She quickly decided she didn’t really want to find out.

When they reached the top of the stairs, La’tiera set the canvas against the wall.

“I need to put this book in the library. I’ll be right back.”

“Don’t take too long.”

* * * *

Glancing behind her to make sure Mela hadn’t followed, she started to put the book back, her mind rushing to find somewhere she could hide the shell. As her arm rose high to slide the volume in its slot on the shelf, a slip of coarse paper poked out from the pages. Surprised, she pulled it out.

The paper was a short note, written in neat handwriting.

Allow me to apologize again for startling you yesterday. Such was never my intention. I enjoyed the stories in the book very much and hope you will give me the opportunity to share some of my own. Aya tells me you haven’t traveled much, and I would be happy to share tales of places I’ve seen or heard of.

Your faithful servant—Dal

She blinked several times after reading the note then read the words again. He’d sent her a note! Someone had taken the time to write to her. She felt a thrill as she realized it would mean little to anyone else; but getting correspondence, like so many other things, was an experience she’d resigned herself to never have, though she’d written innumerable letters over the years to her parents, imaginary friends and her uncle.

Yet here, now, in her own hands was a missive from someone from the outside, written specifically to her. She blushed, feeling foolish at her excitement but excited, nevertheless.

Having little time, however, she forced herself to return to her problem of what to do with the shell—and the note. She glanced back out into the hallway, an idea occurring to her. Not seeing Mela, she hurried across the hall to the sitting room. Half-finished stitching projects covered a small table in the back, a sewing chest filled with supplies under it. Though not one of her more favored pastimes, Mela was adamant she indulge in needlework on occasion, insisting that sewing, stitching and weaving were the proper use of a lady’s time, unlike several of La’tiera’s more favored preferences.

Hastily opening the box filled with threads, small pieces of cloth, needles and other supplies, she buried her two unexpected gifts within.

“Milady, your meal.” Mela’s voice echoed from down the hall.

“Coming!” Glancing back once to make sure everything looked as before, She hurried from the room.

She took her seat at the already-set table as quickly as she could without seeming improper. Though Mela said nothing of her delayed return, she could very clearly feel the other woman’s disapproval.

“The food looks wonderful as always, Mela.” Rich broth, meat and cheese-filled crepes and sliced fruits were all spread before her.

The intensity of Mela’s gaze dulled. “So it should. It’s only proper.”

“Thank you.” Breathing slightly easier, La’tiera ate.

Her necklace felt uncommonly heavy as the question of whether or not she should see Dal loomed before her. And when had it become more than a definite no? The note. He wrote to her, sent her a gift, and Aya had all but begged her to see him—and there was the promise of new tales as well. Would it truly be so dangerous to do it? As long as Dal remained up on the wall a decent distance away, she should be safe enough. She could run at the slightest sign of danger and call out for Mela and the guards on the wall.

Her gaze slipped down to the silver knife beside her plate. A weapon might help her feel more at ease as well, like a hero used his sword to hold the beasts at bay. But she was sure Mela would notice it was missing, and that would bring too many unwanted questions. She’d already told too many lies—she shouldn’t be making situations in which she’d have to tell more.

In the end, if she felt so nervous she wanted to take a weapon, it meant she really shouldn’t go at all.

* * * *

“It’s unhealthy to spend too much time outdoors, milady.”

“I’ll be careful. I promise.” La’tiera hurried from the dining room before Mela could protest further. If it had been later or earlier in the year she knew the older woman would have pressed the point. Yet so far this summer, the days had been deliciously mild, the heat pleasant rather than wilting.

She reached the garden, and her steps slowed to nothing. Her palms felt moist, her chest tight as she glanced at the path on the left, the one that would take her to her reckless rendezvous.

Did she really want to do this? Did she honestly know what might happen because of it? Would she hate herself later for passing it up? Her right foot stepped in the direction of the path. After a moment, her left followed. Slowly, gingerly, she traversed the garden to talk with a man who wasn’t her uncle.

Birds flitted playfully amidst the branches of the trees, making her feel a little less alone. Her lunch lay heavy in her stomach, underlaid by a feeling of suppressed excitement.

As she came around a large flowering bush she spotted Dal. Dodging back a step, she inched forward to study him but stayed out of sight. He sat on top of the wall, one leg stretched out, the other bent. His gaze seemed centered on the green canopy above him, his hands pillowing his head against the manor wall. A light whistling sound drifted toward her, which much to her amazement seemed to be coming from him, though he obviously carried no instrument. The tune seemed strangely familiar, but she couldn’t quite place it. She assumed it must be something she’d heard in their show.

She felt more nervous as she stared at his profile, realizing she wouldn’t be averse to looking at him all day, yet not knowing what she found so pleasing about him. If she waited too much longer, she doubted she’d have the courage to face him at all.

Drying her moist hands on her skirt, La’tiera straightened and walked out into view.

Dal noticed her almost immediately, the whistling sound coming to stop. He stared at her, not moving, almost as if afraid that, if he did, she would run. She wasn’t entirely sure that wouldn’t be the case.

“You…You wished to speak with me?”

He nodded slowly, a friendly half-smile growing on his face.

“What did you wish to talk about?”

“Anything milady wants.”

La’tiera glanced away, uneasy under his direct gaze. She still didn’t quite understand why he wanted to talk to her at all, and less why he was leaving the topic up to her. Feeling more awkward by the moment, she struggled to find something to say.

“Th–Thank you…for the gift.”

His smile grew. “It was my pleasure.”

He added nothing to this, just sat in the same position as before. It looked like it was up to her again.

“Where are you from?”

He didn’t hesitate. “Torrence, a small town in the eastern part of the Imperium. It’s close to the port city of Locks.”

She nodded, having seen some of her uncle’s maps but still having no real idea of where his town was. “Do you enjoy being part of a troupe?”

Dal’s hands fell from behind his head, but he made no other movement. La’tiera tensed but, seeing as he did nothing else, stayed her ground.

“Very much, actually. It allows me to travel, to see strange places, meet new people. And it’s a lot easier than tilling fields or constantly praying for rain.”

“Praying?” She didn’t realize she’d voiced her question out loud until it was too late.

“Sure.” He swung his legs to dangle his feet. La’tiera tensed again but he didn’t seem to notice. “Asking the Four Gods for their aid or, if way out in the country, to the local spirits or the creatures that live in strange rock formations and such.”

La’tiera didn’t understand this. “But why? The Gods can’t hear. They’ve left the world.”

He frowned at her words.

“They may have left the world, but they didn’t desert us. Anyone can pray to them, and they will hear. Now, whether they will answer your prayers—that’s another thing altogether.” The last held a smile in it.

Now, it was her turn to frown. Others actually believed the Gods could hear your prayers? Maybe have them answered? That wasn’t right. The Gods had gone to keep their side of the bargain with the demons, so that humanity could be saved. How could they still hear you? It wasn’t what she’d been taught. Surely, only a few believed this?

“Would it be all right for me to take a look at your necklace? It’s rather unusual, from what I can see of it.”

Her gaze snapped up, her hand rising protectively to the lump of metal and what she knew lay underneath.

“No!” She took a step back before realizing she was calling more attention to it that way. “I’m sorry, but you can’t.”

Dal gave no indication he’d noticed. “It looks very heavy.”

She shook her head. “It’s not. I’m used to it.”

His penetrating eyes met hers. “It doesn’t become you.”

La’tiera found her breath running short, though she wasn’t sure why. “It was a gift from my uncle.”

“Ah, one of those,” he said knowingly. “No one gives worse presents than family. You’d think living with you and seeing you all the time would give them a good idea of what you like, but invariably you get stuck with some awful, useless thing.” He stood up on top of the wall and leaned back against the side of the manor. “Worst part is then you’re stuck with having to pretend you like it or risk hurting their feelings. Rostocha stuck me with this on my last birthday.”

He lifted a small money pouch from out of a pocket. The fabric was bright orange with almost glowing green stripes. It was the worst-looking thing La’tiera had ever seen. The colors hurt her eyes—and she was a good distance away. She couldn’t imagine how bad it looked up close.

It was rather funny in a dreadful way.

“Oh, my.”

He tucked the pouch away again. “It does have one benefit. No bandit in his right mind would want to be seen with the ugly thing, so they tend to leave my pockets alone.”

She tried imagining some poor unsuspecting person taking the pouch and getting such a shock at what they’d pilfered they instantly put it back. Her hand flew to her mouth to stifle a giggle.

“Aya mentioned you’d never heard the stories about the viscount’s daughter.”

La’tiera sobered at once. “I never actually said that.”

“Don’t you find it strange, though?” Dal pushed away from the manor and slowly walked up and down a small section of the garden wall hidden from view of the ramparts, his arms extended to each side as if he were on a tightrope.

She had thought it strange, but had no intention of telling him that.

“It’s just a rumor.”

“But you’ve lived here a long time, haven’t you? And everyone else seems to have heard it.” Though he was carefully paying attention to his footing, she got the idea he was actually studying her more intently than before.

“Why are you asking me all these questions?”

“Just curious.” He sent her an askew glance. “I have a theory, you see,” he said softly. “I don’t actually think your uncle has a daughter. I think the mysterious person watching our performances from the closed box is you.”

She tried to keep any reaction from her face, his revelation too close to her own thoughts on the matter. A deep sense of dread rose inside her. Would he tell others of his suspicions or would he keep silent? By talking to Aya, had she inadvertently set herself to be found out by others now that the time for the sacrifice was so near?

Her gaze rose toward the sky, seeking the Herald, though she knew he couldn’t be seen in the light of day.

“What…What point would there be in it? What you’re saying makes no sense at all.”

He turned to face her. “Doesn’t it?”

His intensity made her quiver inside.

Then just as suddenly, it was gone.

“I’m sorry.” He smiled disarmingly. “I guess mysteries are somewhat of a passion of mine. It bothers me when things can’t be explained. Please forgive me.” He sat down again.

She didn’t know whether to feel relieved or more alarmed at the sudden change.

“I really should be getting back.” She half-turned from him.

“Already? I was hoping we could talk a bit longer. I don’t have to be back for practice for a while.”

He sounded earnest, but La’tiera wasn’t sure. In all the stories, it was always so easy to tell who was good and who was bad and the things that drove them. Yet real people and real life looked to be very different. She just didn’t have enough experience. It wasn’t something she’d been meant to ever need.

“What is it that you really want from me?”

Dal seemed taken aback by her bluntness. “Why, only whatever you’re willing to give.”

Her brow furrowed. “And if I’m not willing to give you anything?”

“Then, that is what I’ll have.”

She shook her head slowly, not understanding at all.

“How about I give you something instead? To make up for my questions,” he said. “Let me tell you a story told in the province where I found the shell.”

La’tiera stood still for several moments trying to decide what to do. This man puzzled her, in some ways frightened her and excited her—all at the same time. But he hadn’t once tried to come near her, and would there be any harm in listening to a story?

“Allright.”

Dal flashed her a smile. “You won’t be sorry. It’s a great tale.” He settled more comfortably on the wall, his eyes never leaving her face. With a soft, carrying voice and expansive hand gestures, he began his tale.

He spoke of a long-gone kingdom, one deep beneath the sea, far from the shores of man. He told her of a princess from that kingdom, one who was curious about the world above.

He described for her the places, the animals, fish and many other things she’d never seen. La’tiera was so entranced by it all she felt she could almost see them. There was a closeness with his telling, a sense of participation she’d never felt just reading a story. She could only too readily feel the shock experienced by the princess when, upon coming home after sneaking away to explore the world above, she found it being attacked by their enemies, the sorrow that was hers when she was captured and parted from her family, the anguish as she heard of her father’s death, her tireless efforts to escape her captors and her eventual success, then the rise of hope as she stumbled over an unlikely group of outcasts.

“Well, that’s it for today. I have to get back.” Dal stood up on the wall, stretching.

“What?” Her mind snapped back to reality, feeling as if someone had just snatched a book away from her hands in mid-sentence. “But what about the princess? Her family? You haven’t finished!”

In her distress, she forgot about her previous trepidation and rose from the bench she’d gone to sit on, advancing several steps toward him.

Dal threw her a mischievous grin, almost an exact replica of Aya’s.

“Then I guess we’ll just have to meet again tomorrow so I can finish the tale.” He gave her a half-bow. “See you then, milady.”

He shimmied down the other side of the wall and out of sight.

Oh, how could he? La’tiera took several more steps toward the wall, as if to go after him. It was a wonderful tale, so unlike the ones she’d read. And he’d not finished it! Oh, it just wasn’t fair. She wasn’t supposed to see him tomorrow. She’d already done too much seeing him today. Surely, he’d done it on purpose, but why?

She turned away, rubbing her arms, visions of the tale still spinning through her mind. If she couldn’t hear the rest of it, she would draw what she knew of it instead. Suddenly excited at the idea, she picked up her skirts and hustled back to the other side of the garden.

Winded, she hurried inside and to the library. She approached the small desk to one side and retrieved several thick pieces of paper and some drawing charcoal. Grabbing a thick bound book, she plopped into one of the deep leather chairs and, using the book as a makeshift desk, started to draw.

Her hand wove across the pages, trying to capture the essence of all she’d seen in her mind’s eye before the fading images could escape her. The ever-present necklace kept getting in her way, and so she took it off without a second thought, setting it to the side.

Though she barely noticed, so fast was she working, the images seemed to become clearer.

With some regret, she later set the worn charcoal stick down as the evening bell reverberated through the manor. She stared in wonder at what she’d drawn, having to force herself to rise from the chair. She wanted to study the pages, work on them, make them better, but she knew Mela would soon be looking for her and she would never be able to explain the drawings if the woman saw them. After so closely questioning Aya’s presence in her painting, there was no telling what she would make of the strange creatures on these pages.

Taking two blank pieces of paper, she put the new drawings between them then put them all back in the desk. She passed the chair on her way out and at the last minute remembered to grab the necklace from where she’d placed it and put it on again.


 

CHAPTER 9

“Did you like what we did last night?”

La’tiera and Aya were sitting beneath the shade of a tree, sharing an orange.

“I did.” La’tiera licked her fingers. “How do you remember all those lines? The troupe does so many different things, it must be really hard to remember them all.”

The young girl shrugged. “Not really. We practice a lot while on the road. The others are probably practicing right now.” She grinned.

“Are you happy, Aya? Leading the life you lead?”

“Sure! I don’t like chores, and practice can be boring sometimes, but I love the places we go, all the people we meet. I have friends everywhere!” She popped an orange slice into her mouth then smiled with it trapped between her teeth.

La’tiera tried not to be amused, but couldn’t help herself. “I’m really going to miss you.”

Aya ate her slice, giving her a cockeyed look. “I could talk to Rostocha. Maybe he’d let you come with us.”

As the idea gave her a spurt of excitement, La’tiera tried her best to crush it. “No, I can’t. But I appreciate you offering. I really do.”

“Not even for a few days? I think you’d like it.”

“No, not even for one.” She felt a wave of regret. “It’s not allowed.”

Aya frowned for a moment, but then her face cleared. “Dal’s coming to see you again. I heard him tell Rostocha.”

Once again La’tiera felt a quickening of her pulse and hastily tried to squelch it as a tinge of worry took its place. Why did he tell the leader of the troupe he was coming to see her?

“Does he know you come here, too?”

“Sure,” Aya said. “Rostocha knows everything.” Then she grinned that impish grin of hers. “Well, almost everything.”

La’tiera didn’t let it distract her. “Why would he let you come, then? I’m sure he knows better. It’s dangerous for you.”

Aya shook her head. “You’re nice. Why wouldn’t he let us? Nothing’s happened.”

La’tiera felt a lump form in the pit of her stomach. Something about this didn’t seem right. “When did Rostocha first find out you were coming here?”

Aya rocked on her heels, giving the question some thought. “Yesterday?”

The answer confused La’tiera more. She’d been seeing Aya for several days, and Dal had been there twice. Why did the child feel the need to tell Rostocha of seeing her only on the day before—the day she’d capitulated and met with Dal again?

“Aya, are you and your troupe here to hurt me?”

The girl stopped rocking and looked upset. “We would never do that!”

Though she was adamant, La’tiera couldn’t stop feeling ill-at-ease. Did it all mean something, or was she misunderstanding things?

After parting from Aya to have lunch, she felt restless and barely touched her food despite Mela’s ministrations.

“Is the meal not to your liking, milady? Are you perhaps not feeling well?” Actual worry clouded the woman’s face.

“I’m sorry. No. I’m fine. Just thinking too much today.” She stuffed some food into her mouth then ate more to try to pacify Mela, though she really didn’t want it.

If only there was a way she could ask for advice without revealing anything. But there wasn’t. If she hoped to understand any of it, she would have no choice but to see Dal again.

Once the meal was over and Mela seemed reassured as to her health, La’tiera went to the library and retrieved her drawings from the day before as well as bringing with her more paper and the charcoal. She placed them all inside a small satchel she used when drawing on paper outside.

As she reached the far end of the garden, she spotted Dal in the same place as the day before.

“Good afternoon, Lady La’tiera.” He rose to his feet and gave her a deep bow.

“Afternoon.” She made sure not to watch him, trying not to be taken in by his flattering manner. Instead, she settled on a nearby bench, her satchel on her lap.

“You’ve brought something?”

“Some pages to draw on. I thought I would try my hand at capturing the images you speak about as you continue the story.” She still wouldn’t meet his eyes.

“Are you any good?”

She looked up, not sure how to answer. She enjoyed what she drew and painted, and the results seemed to fit what she’d learned of art from books, but aside from Mela and her uncle no one else had ever seen any of her works, except Aya.

“I do all right.”

“Did you bring any with you?” He sat down on the wall, staring at her pointedly.

“They’re just sketches—nothing really.” She felt herself getting nervous at the thought he might want to see them. Who knew what art he had marveled over in his travels.

“Could I see them? I’d really like to.”

She shook her head, her nervousness at having her work looked at increasing and also too aware of the fact she’d have to go closer for him to have a look.

“You still don’t trust me.” There was no sign of anger or bitterness in his voice.

La’tiera said nothing, not wanting to be rude but also not wanting to lie.

“If you’ll put them halfway, I can come down and get them once you move back. That way, I wouldn’t get too close.”

She considered this for a long moment then nodded. Taking out her drawings, she kept her eyes on him the entire time as she approached a halfway point and set them down. Without turning around, she returned to the bench but didn’t sit down, wanting to be ready to run if it proved necessary.

Giving her a smile, Dal dropped a piece of rope and climbed down, retrieved the papers then made his way back up again. She studied him as he sat back down and perused her work.

She blinked as his eyes widened with surprise as he moved from one drawing to the next, wonder brushing his face.

“I thought you’d never seen the ocean.” He didn’t look up, his eyes still focused on the pages before him.

“I haven’t.” La’tiera was excited, wondering if she’d somehow managed to come close.

“But you have!” His gaze rose, seeking hers. “The way you’ve drawn the beaches, the fish, the crabs—everything. It’s amazing.”

His obvious joy and wonder suddenly made her very nervous.

“I must have seen a book with drawings of them and forgot.” She did have a number of books showing animals, trees and plants.

Or he was lying about her accuracy. But why would he?

“I see.” He said nothing else, still studying her drawings.

La’tiera wasn’t sure how much more she could stand for him to look at them when he set them aside.

“Thank you for letting me see. Would you like them back now?”

“Do they really look…real?” The question rushed past her lips before she could stop it. The images she saw in her mind while listening to his story seemed so vivid, but they had to have been just her imagination working hard. What else would explain it?

His eyes met hers again. “Yes.”

La’tiera looked away, not knowing what to make of all of it. “It–It just means your powers of description are very good. Making me recall the drawings I’d seen before.” As she said it, she knew that wasn’t right.

“Might I ask you something?”

She nodded, still not looking at him, hoping it would be about something other than her drawings.

“The viscount seemed very particular about some of the things we could and couldn’t do on stage. Might you know why?”

As varied and different as each performance had been, she couldn’t think of anything the troupe had omitted.

“I don’t know. What can’t you do?” She regretted the question as soon as she’d said it. If it was something her uncle decided she shouldn’t see, she was sure it was somehow tied to her protection.

“He doesn’t want the troupe to sing songs or do skits having to do with the Four Gods. I overheard the viscount’s man talking to Rostocha, and he was quite adamant. He’s brought it up every single night. Said it had to do with the viscount’s feelings about them with regards to his dead wife and burned child. But if he really doesn’t have a daughter…”

La’tiera shook her head, confusion rising within her. “I don’t know.”

She knew about the Gods, knew what they had done and what her role was. Surely, her uncle had forbidden reference to them to help her not dwell on the fact her time was almost over.

“Do you think it might have something to do with the fact the Herald has arrived? That it might be because no one’s yet found the Bearer?”

Her gaze snapped up, her hand unconsciously rising to touch the necklace at her breast.

“You’ve seen the Herald in the sky, haven’t you? You’ve heard the old stories about the Eye and the pact of the Four Gods to their people?”

La’tiera swallowed hard. “Of course, I have. Everyone has heard those tales.” She answered blindly, trying hard not to show her discomfort.

“So, you know as well that the prophesied time is near.”

She stood up. “I have to go. I’m sorry to be rude, but I promised Mela I would take care of something for her and I just remembered it.” She bobbed him a half-curtsey. “Goodbye.”

Scooping up her things, she rushed away.

“La’tiera, wait!”

She didn’t glance back, didn’t slow at his voice. She couldn’t talk to him about these things, couldn’t take the chance she’d slip and let him know she knew more than she should.

It had been a mistake—all of it. She should have never played with Aya, never let her curiosity drive her to talk to Dal. She’d been selfish and stupid. She had the Eye, she knew her place. All of this…

All of this had been unnecessary.

Did he suspect? Running probably hadn’t been the wisest choice, but she’d been too shocked to do anything else. Well, it didn’t matter. She would see neither one of them again. Too much was at stake.


 

CHAPTER 10

Dal watched La’tiera go, half-tempted to jump off the wall and run after her. The scents in the garden smelled sweeter, stronger than they ever did before. He was filled with a joy he wasn’t quite sure where to place. La’tiera was the one. She was the one!

He stared down at the drawings in his hands, reassuring himself they were all real. She’d drawn this from a simple story, yet—the detail, the realism. It was as if she’d somehow transported herself to those distant shores and drawn them. No forgotten books or pictures could have given her this aspect, this accuracy about a place she’d never seen.

Carefully, reverently, he rolled up the drawings to take back with him. He had proof! Rostocha was a little skeptical when he’d first told him about La’tiera, but he, too, had been unable to live with unanswered questions. Now there would be none. They’d actually found her!

Dal clung to the sparse handholds on the wall after tucking the important parchment in the front of his tunic. As he had done each time before, he watched the patrols on the higher wall and when they weren’t looking followed the circuitous way Aya had shown him to make his way to the garden unseen. After hiding the Bearer all this time without mishap, the viscount had become complacent, security was lax. The yard before the manor lay cluttered with wagons full of his personal goods, carriages and other equipment kept here for safekeeping or for the realm’s business. Dal dashed from one bit of cover to another until he finally reached the normally traveled areas the troupe had permission to be in.

It was all he could do not to run for the gate and the troupe’s camp outside. As it was, he couldn’t help the grin stretching his lips, his blood singing at the fact they’d found the Bearer and that all the fears of the Order were for naught.

As he stepped under the arch, something nagged at the back of his mind for attention, but he was distracted as one of the guards chuckled as he passed, misinterpreting his bouncing pace and wide grin. Dal gave him an acknowledging nod, feeling his cheeks grow hot as he realized what the man must be thinking. He did get lucky that day, but not quite in the way the guard supposed.

Spotting the wagons, he let his pace increase a bit, wanting nothing more than to find Rostocha and share the news. He found the larger man at the makeshift table between two of the wagons. Lalu was sitting with him, and from the grimace on Rostocha’s face, he guessed they were talking finances again.

“I’m only asking for a small increase. The viscount will surely pay.”

Lalu tsked at him. “As if we’ve never been stiffed by the nobility before. How many times must I remind you to get payment before rendering services?”

Though more than twice her size, the troupe leader looked away, chastised. “Now, Mother…”

“Rostocha!” Dal rushed on over to the table, sending an apologetic glance Lalu’s way.

“What is it, lad? Trouble?”

“No.” He shook his head. “This is something good. Take a look at these.” He pulled out La’tiera’s drawings and spread them on the table.

Lalu’s brow rose as she and her son both studied them.

“Amazing work to be sure, but…”

“She did these!” Dal stared at one then the other, his excitement too great to be contained. “It’s the proof you wanted. It’s like I said, she’s the one.”

“Daltimoneus, please calm down. I don’t see what you’re talking about.”

Dal forced himself to take a deep breath then spread the drawings apart so they could look at several at the same time.

“La’tiera, the girl in the garden Aya and I told you about. She’s the one. Look at these drawings. She’s never been outside those walls yet she could draw creatures and scenes from places she’s never been to. I’m sure it has to be the power of the Eye. We need to inform the Order right away.”

“Did you actually see it?” Lalu asked, her finger tracing the outline of one of the fishes.

“No, I haven’t. But I’m telling you it’s her. That clunky necklace she wears can’t be for anything but hiding the fact she’s got the Eye.”

The door to the closest wagon opened, and Tersa and her mate Mishal peered out at them.

“What’s all the excitement?”

Rostocha waved at them to come over then leaned out to look past the side of the other wagon. “Kyr! Go get Bentel and the two of you come join us as quick as you can.”

The tame giant looked up from where he’d been checking the third wagon’s wheels and nodded.

“Rostocha—”

The troupe leader held up a hand. “Let’s just wait for the others, lad. It’d be best if we only have to go through this once.”

Dal held his tongue and stood still, though he had a hard time of it. He willed the others to hurry, wanting to share the good news.

Tersa and Mishal joined them and browsed the drawings. They looked totally confused about what might be going on.

Kyr and Bentel soon came around the corner with Aya running in front.

“Dal! You’re back!”

She ran straight for him and leapt up, expecting to be caught. From long practice, he scooped her out of the air and twirled her around, laughing.

“Was she there? Did you talk to her again? Did you?”

“Yes, yes and yes!” He stopped spinning, smiling at the others.

“Who drew these? They’re wonderful.” Bentel picked up a drawing of a beach.

Dal set Aya down. “It was the Bearer.”

Startled looks met his own.

“Now, all of you, we’re not totally certain of that yet.” Rostocha sent Dal a quelling glance.

“Where is this person?” Mishal’s angular face couldn’t quite hold back a grin.

“She’s part of the viscount’s household.”

Tersa lithely placed herself on the table, her eyes bright. “Let me guess…the burned daughter?”

“She’s not burned.” Aya jumped up onto one of the benches. “She’s actually very nice, and pretty, too.”

“What a marvelous cover.” Tersa’s appreciation was evident. She sent a sly glance in Rostocha’s direction. “Might be something to use for the next time around.”

“Lord Tih’ouren seems to have things well in hand, then, if this is her.” Bentel’s expressive face showed relief. “The Time of Trial should be safe.”

“Oh, it is her. And we can be here in case anything happens in the final days.” Dal couldn’t hold back a big satisfied smile any longer.

“Something doesn’t seem right, though.” Kyr appeared to shrink in on himself as everyone’s attention abruptly switched to him.

“Come on, dear one, tell us.” Lalu’s voice was very gentle. “We want to hear.”

The hulking soft-faced man stared at them then at the ground, his hands clasped tightly before him.

“The restrictions…”

The gnawing feeling Dal had felt before but forgot came back with a vengeance.

“By the Four!”

Kyr glanced at him hopefully, eager to have someone else explain.

“Tell me, tell me! I want to know, too.” Aya voiced what was on all their minds at the moment.

Dal had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. All his previous excitement evaporated.

“Could it be?”

“Quit making us guess about all this and just tell us.” Tersa pounded a fist on the table.

The sound brought Dal out of his thoughts. He floundered a moment longer, not totally sure how to explain.

“Kyr is talking about the restrictions placed on our performances. Some of it is understandable—nothing depressing, keep it all light. But when you look at the fact he wanted us to do nothing about the Four Gods, or the Eye, and yet the Bearer is here…”

All the faces around the table sobered except for Aya, who watched them and became unusually quiet.

“We have to do something.” Dal stared unseeing at the table top.

“Now, hold on. Maybe he just wanted to make sure to distract her for a few hours, ease her burden a bit by not having any reminders around.”

Dal grabbed at Mishal’s words and felt a bit of hope, but his doubt was too much to be overcome. “We have no proof of that. Do we dare risk it?”

“True, lad, but what can we do?”

He shook his head. “I–I don’t know.”

“Can you talk to this girl? Can you find out what she knows?” Lalu’s wrinkled hands squeezed his.

“I’ve already tried.” He couldn’t help but sigh. How had he been so blind? “When I brought it up, she ran away from me.”

Mishal leaned forward. “If she were at one of the Mother Houses, or at one of the stations, we would be able to protect her and teach her what she must know.”

“And how do you suggest we get her there, dearest?” Tersa asked with the merest hint of chiding in her voice. “Kidnap her?”

“Is it bad for her to take a nap?” Aya eyed the others, her confusion plain.

Bentel picked the waif up and set her on her lap. “No, precious. It isn’t. Though I think the viscount might get quite angry.” The last was said at the others.

“Yet his own precautions would buy us time. If we were devious enough.” Tersa slid off the table and paced as she spoke. “If the girl disappeared in the night and we went on with our usual route for a ways before making straight for the closest Mother House, we might be able to pull it off.

“It’s doubtful he would tell anyone of her disappearance because then he’d have to admit the girl was not his daughter—or burned.”

“There would be a lot of risk.” Rostocha pulled at his chin.

“Do we dare leave it as things stand, though? Especially when it’s within our power to do something?”

Rostocha slammed his palms down on the table and stood up. “No, we can’t. So, we will act. We will verify if she is truly the one, and if she is we will take her with us.” His normally cheerful face was stern as he glanced at everyone. “I will have tasks for each of you. We have very little time in which to prepare.”


 

CHAPTER 11

For the remainder of the day, La’tiera stayed indoors. She quietly lamented the loss of her drawings but wouldn’t take the risk of finding out whether he’d left them at the wall or not.

She was still feeling out-of-sorts when she met her uncle that night for dinner.

“My dear, you’ll have to make sure to enjoy this evening’s entertainments to their fullest.”

Just the thought of seeing them from above the stage and hidden in darkness made her shiver inside.

“Why is that?”

“The troupe has informed me this will be their last performance.” He gave her a half-smile. “It seems we’ve already drained their repertoire.”

“Oh.” Despite her resolve never to meet Aya or Dal again, hearing that they would be gone hit her with a round of unexpected sadness.

As she watched them perform later on, tears rose to her eyes several times. She wondered if this heavy weight over her heart was close to what her parents must have felt when they’d let her go for her protection. She’d never felt anything so painful before.

She slept poorly that night and didn’t feel much better in the morning as she forced herself to stay indoors, though it would be her last possible chance to see either of them. She knew no good would come of such a meeting, and she was sure it would only help to make her feel sadder still.

“You seem sad tonight, La’tiera. That’s unlike you.”

She and the viscount were still in the dining room. The supper dishes had been cleared, and she had moved to a closer seat so the two of them could reach the chessboard now between them. Tih’ouren slid one of his rooks forward placing her bishop in jeopardy.

“I’m sorry.” She tried hard to smile. “I didn’t sleep well last night and it’s made me feel out-of-sorts all day.”

He frowned slightly. “You’ve been wearing your necklace to bed, haven’t you?”

“Yes, of course.” She’d been tempted to remove it the night before, but between her guilt over her lies and lapse in duty where Dal and Aya were concerned she’d left it on, though it had chafed her more than usual.

Not paying much attention, she moved a knight forward rather than attempting to defend her bishop and in so doing exposed her king.

“Your heart doesn’t seem to be in the game,” he admonished lightly. “Could it be you prefer the entertainers to my company?”

A snort echoed from the place in the back where Mela was knitting.

La’tiera sat up guiltily. “No, of course not.”

Tih’ouren chuckled softly, gingerly rising to his feet. “Perhaps you should turn in early this evening to recover your smile.” He leaned heavily on his cane. “We can match wits on the board again tomorrow.”

She stood up quickly, more guilt piling inside her, knowing she didn’t have that many more opportunities to spend with him before her time was done. “I’m truly sorry. I promise to be better tomorrow.”

He patted her hand. “Do not worry yourself on my account. You have much on your mind. Just remember all will soon be well.”

She watched him make his slow way down the hallway and felt loneliness falling once more about her shoulders like a cloak.

“Come, milady. It is not healthy to linger in these drafty halls.”


 

CHAPTER 12

La’tiera tossed and turned, for once her nightmares of her own making. She awoke several times, but shifting beneath her covers and mumbling sleepily, she would soon drift off to sleep again.

The fourth time her dreams woke her, however, she felt strangely alert, her senses telling her something in her room wasn’t right.

Trying to pin down the feeling, she sat up in bed, her gaze trying to pierce the shadows around her.

“I’m sorry.”

Turning her head in surprise at the whisper right beside her, she never got a chance to scream before something fell over her mouth and nose, forcing her back. An acrid smell attacked her nostrils as it burned down her throat.

Gloved hands seized her arms and pulled them down as she desperately attempted to grab the rough rag over her face and yank it away. Fear raced through her, a strange numbness spreading in her limbs. With all her might she tried to gather her strength to call for help but only managed a faint whimper.

“Don’t be afraid. We’re not here to hurt you,” a deeper voice than the first whispered close to her face as the one to whom it belonged to let go of her now-unresponsive arms. The rag was gently pulled away from her face.

“We need to verify things before we go any further.”

Something was set on the bed close to her head. La’tiera heard a faint creaking noise and then a small shaft of light fell over her. At the edge of her tilted vision, she saw a gloved hand reach toward her chest and the medallion resting there. She could do nothing to stop it, nothing to prevent them from revealing the secret her uncle tried so hard to hide.

Panic and fear filled with utter helplessness made her dizzy. She knew what would be done with her, she knew what they planned. But there was nothing she could do to stop any of it.

Sharp gasps echoed in her ears as she felt the room’s cold air caress the Eye.

“You were right. She is the one.”

The awe she heard in the man’s voice made her more anxious.

“But…”

“We can discuss that part of it later. I’m sure it will be all right.”

With another soft creak, the light disappeared. She felt her speeding blood thumping at her temples. There had to be something she could do.

“Get her ready. I’ll keep watch.”

One of the deep shadows moved away from the bed in the direction of her door. The shadow beside her reached for her. She quivered inside as she was carefully lifted and the heavy necklace removed from around her neck. She felt the mattress move as the medallion was tucked beneath it. Her hands were gathered together and tied at the wrists. Her ankles were tied as well, though neither binding felt very tight. She was lifted again. Her hair was swept gently to the side and a gag tied in her mouth.

She was set back on the bed for a moment then scooped up and nestled in someone’s arms. Her face fell against the man’s chest, and she could hear his heart beating. It was going almost as fast as her own.

They moved across the room to join the shadow by the door.

“Ready.”

The other said nothing, quietly opening the door into the hall. Only the soft sounds of their footfalls stirred the air.

La’tiera knew they’d just passed the dining room when the group stopped and cautiously opened a bit of the hooded lantern to get a look at what lay ahead. Closing it, they went forward again.

When they started to descend, she knew they’d found the stairs leading to the garden. She heard the creak of the metal gate Mela locked every night so no one could enter her wing. There was a gate on the first floor behind the stairs that only opened at night to let those who tended the garden do their work. Hoping against hope, she prayed fervently that they’d not finished for the night and that someone would see.

She stared anxiously at what little she could see, wanting nothing but deliverance. She saw no one as they opened the door leading out to the garden.

Moonlight sparkled on the predawn dew, giving her plight a totally surreal quality. Her bearer shifted her in his arms, moving her field of vision so it now included his face.

Her heart lurched, and he must have felt something because he glanced down at her face. Though his mouth was covered by a dark scarf, she recognized him. There was no mistaking that blue gaze. It was Dal. He was the one taking her. Dal was trying to ruin the survival of the world.

Tears welled in her eyes, a pain she couldn’t quite name flooding through her. She didn’t have the ability to blink them away. She thought she saw his expression grow troubled through her blurred vision. She knew she must be imagining things.

“It’s not what you think,” he whispered. “We’re here to save you.”

She didn’t want to be saved! There was nothing to be saved from. She’d been a fool from the start. He’d pretended to want to know her, to be interested in her, only to do this. She would have hit him, screamed at him if she could, anything and everything to try to make some of the pain go away.

“I know it sounds mad, but once we’re out of this, everything will be explained. You’ll see.”

Nothing would be all right, no explanation possible.

Dal and the other shadow hurried down the garden paths, heading toward the back wall. They would use the way Aya had found to escape.

The taller man climbed the rope dangling from the wall. As soon as he was up, Dal carefully slipped La’tiera over his shoulder and climbed, holding onto her. She could only stare at the dark ground, feeling dizzy. The descent felt worse, as it made her feel she was rushing toward the leaf-littered ground and would smash upon it, helpless.

Once on the ground, Dal returned her to the earlier, more comfortable position. He glanced at her but said nothing.

Following the other man, they kept to the shadows, moving from object to object, shadow to shadow, the areas of darkness growing less dense. Despite everything, La’tiera found herself staring in fascination at what little she could see. She was over the wall; for the first time, she was outside the small world she knew.

An opulent arch led into the manor. To the left and above were the high narrow windows of her wing. The whole building possessed a grandiose and imposing look. The other buildings she could see within the walls appeared small and insignificant by comparison.

Dal turned, and she now saw the darkened way toward the manor’s gates. Light from torches illuminated guards standing on either side.

Though the torches made the sentries easy to spot, their small group went on unseen as they zigzagged in that general direction. If only she was able to make a sound, if only one of her captors would make a misstep…

Dal changed directions again. Ahead of them were a number of wagons packed full of goods and barrels, all covered in tarps. Slowing down, the two men carefully made their way to the wagon farthest from the light and the battlements.

Dal’s partner climbed in, loosening the cord holding down the tarp. Several moments later, he climbed back down after lowering the wagon’s tailgate. He took one of the barrels and placed it on the ground. He then took the top off, careful not to make a sound.

“It’s ready.”

The thready whisper brought Dal closer. La’tiera stared at the barrel, a horrible premonition letting her know what they planned to do with it.

“You’ll only be in there a few hours,” Dal told her. “As soon as they open the gates at dawn, they’ll come for the wagon. Once it reaches its destination we’ll get you out.”

Despair tugged at her heart, and more fear at the thought of being put in such an enclosed place.

“We’ll be here with you. We’ll make sure nothing happens to you.” With great care he slipped her inside the barrel. La’tiera felt the tears starting to come again, the strong scent of wine rising around her as she was enveloped by the deeper darkness of the barrel.

“You will be free very soon.”

Scrunched inside, she heard the lid being placed back on top, trapping her in total darkness. Her fear swooped over her, making her feel breathless, until a soft pop came from above and a beam of half-light trickled within.

Moments later, she felt the barrel being lifted and slipped back into the back of the wagon. Indistinct sounds of movement dribbled in over the next several minutes, and then everything grew still. She had never felt so abandoned and alone.


 

CHAPTER 13

La’tiera woke, barely aware that she’d actually fallen asleep. After hours in the confined space, the scent of the strong wine had grown muted. She shivered, feeling cold, then gasped as something warm trickled from between her legs.

With horrified chagrin, she realized her bladder had just emptied. And though the warmth was nice while it lasted, the wetness started cooling around her, making her colder than before.

She thought the tears would come again, but her eyes were empty. They itched, feeling dry, whatever had been done to her not allowing her the luxury of blinking. Did they want her to go blind? For her eyes to fall out of her head? Maybe they felt it would make her cooperate better. She begged her eyes to blink, the itching growing worse. She put everything she could into this one solitary wish, and then suddenly, much to her amazement, she did.

She would have laughed out loud if she could have managed it.

Gathering her will, she tried it again. Her eyes blinked once more. The more she tried it, the easier it got. The drug they gave her must be wearing off.

With a flare of hope, she tried to wiggle her fingers. After almost getting a headache concentrating, she felt them move a little. If she could get them and her arms to cooperate, she might manage to remove her gag and call for help.

Small aches and pains from sitting so long in such an awkward position started making themselves felt. Taking it for a good sign, she continued trying to move her fingers, hoping the constant activity would make the drug wear off faster.

A sudden lurch disrupted her efforts. The wagon was moving. Working at rolling her eyes upward, she realized the light coming through from the hole at the top was brighter. She could make out strips of pink and gray up in the sky.

La’tiera struggled to force her arms to raise her hands to her mouth. Her limbs shook, trying their best to obey her but still unable to do as she asked.

The sounds of men’s voices seeped into her small space. She tried screaming, despite the gag, but all she could produce were soft, muffled sounds. The hole overhead darkened then lightened again moments later. There was a gentle swaying motion as the wagon rolled a little faster. They had passed the gate.

She wailed in her mind with despair then made herself stop. She wouldn’t give up, she wouldn’t assume it was over—too many lives depended on her. As long as the wagon was still within the city, she had a chance to escape.

With stoked determination, she went back to trying to make her arms follow her commands. It felt like hours before she was able to get her hands up to about her scrunched knees. Sweat gathered on her brow and underarms from her efforts, but at least she no longer felt as cold.

She froze as the wagon came to a stop. Her heart beat loudly in her chest—she had no idea what to expect now.

“Come on, get a move on, you layabouts! The viscount wants his latest shipment distributed promptly, so get on with it.”

The gruff voice sounded close. When the light from her hole was momentarily cut off, she knew the speaker was standing right beside her. She would never get another chance like this. She willed her hands to rise.

The sounds of the other men stomping about filtered into the barrel.

“This whole lot goes into the warehouse. A buyer is coming, so don’t be manhandling any of it or it’ll come out of your pay.”

Grunted assents. Next thing, her barrel was moving then pulled off the wagon. She squealed in surprise, most of the sound absorbed by her gag, as her prison was abruptly tipped sideways.

“What did I tell you two? Careful with that stuff!”

Squished within the barrel at an even more awkward angle, La’tiera identified readily with the grumbling that followed from those carrying her.

The light coming through the hole dimmed again, and soon after the barrel was set on the ground with a teeth-shattering jar. She heard the men’s footsteps recede then come again, followed by a resounding thump as they placed another barrel on the floor. She returned to her previous efforts.

Her fingers finally reached the gag at her mouth, but she couldn’t curl her fingers around it to pull it out.

“As promised, milady, the viscount’s wine. First pick is yours as agreed.”

La’tiera double her efforts, the voice being very close.

“Wonderful. I knew you wouldn’t let me down.” The sound of jingling coins echoed from outside. “I’ll take this one here and…this other.” The female voice rose and fell, as if the owner were moving around.

“What else of his is available?” the woman asked.

“Why, all manner of goods, milady. The viscount invests heavily in trade. This latest shipment consists of goods from the Eastern continent—silks from Pythia, Sarrccan pottery, spices from Melan.”

The two voices slowly drifted away until La’tiera couldn’t hear them anymore. She got one of her fingers to snag the gag. A moment later she was able to convince another to do the same. She tried to pull the gag away then, but her fingers would not stay curled long enough to do it.

Heavy footsteps approached once again. “Pick up this one and that one over there. Then get the first crate in section three. There’s a wagon waiting for them out front.”

Not sure of what exactly was going on, she was startled when her barrel was picked up once again. As she jostled around inside, her fingers were able to hang on long enough to partially remove the gag. Feeling success within her grasp, she tried to call out.

Instead of the plea for help she expected to rise from her lips, all she heard was a low croak from deep in her throat.

Frustrated and angry after all her previous efforts, she tried again. It wasn’t much more successful. La’tiera was rocked hard against the barrel’s side as it was roughly set down on something wooden.

“Help.” The word was coherent but barely audible.

A thump rang out beside her barrel. She tried aiming her face up toward the opening. “Help.”

She got no reaction. No one would ever hear her at this rate.

A second thump followed the first.

“This is everything. Make sure to tell your mistress she’s welcome back anytime.”

“I will, sir. Thank you kindly.”

This voice was new—a man.

“Help.” Someone hear me. Anyone. Please!

The wagon lurched as it was set in motion. La’tiera felt a shot of apprehension, wondering where she might end up next. She kept calling out, her throat hurting from the effort, yet her voice growing stronger by the moment. She rattled inside the barrel as the wagon came to an abrupt stop.

“Did you get them all?” The old raspy voice was barely audible.

“Yes.” It was the voice of the man who’d picked up the goods for his mistress. “I think we should stow this one away first before we let them out. Is Tersa back yet?”

“Help.”

“Just a few minutes ago. Laughing all the way, too.”

She thought the raspy voice might belong to a woman.

“Kyr, help Mishal. The sooner all this is done the better.”

La’tiera’s barrel was lifted again. She gathered every ounce of strength she could and focused it into her voice.

“Help!”

“By the Eye!” The barrel’s movement rocked to a stop.

“Watch it, Kyr. Let’s just get it inside as fast as we can.”

La’tiera felt her chest grow tight. Surely, they’d heard her. Surely, this last time was loud enough. They had to help her.

The barrel was set down with a final-sounding clump.

“Help me. Please.”

“Mishal…” The soft, deep voice sounded unsure.

“Let’s get the others then deal with this.”

La’tiera felt despair nibbling at her mind. They’d heard her, she was sure of it. Yet they’d done nothing. She’d been retrieved by her captors. All her efforts came too late.

She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from crying. She couldn’t give up, no matter what happened. The viscount would soon realize she was gone and come looking for her. It was her duty to try everything in her power to help him find her. She must fulfill her destiny.

Slowly raising her tied wrists to her mouth, she tried working at the knots with her teeth. She’d not been at it long when she heard a door swing open and several feet trundle inside accompanied by voices.

“Have you checked on her? Is she all right?”

La’tiera stiffened at the sound of Dal’s voice.

“She’s moving and tried to call for help.” The voice was the one belonging to the man called Mishal. “I figured it would be best to wait until you and Rostocha were out. She wouldn’t know me, and I’m sure she’s frightened enough as it is.”

“You did fine, Mishal.” This voice was the other man who’d been in her room—Dal’s accomplice and also, apparently, the troupe’s leader. They were all in on this.

A cracking noise made her look up as the barrel lid was removed. She closed her eyes as she was bathed in bright light.

“La’tiera, it’s me, Dal. You’re safe now. No harm will come to you.”

Hands grabbed her, so she did the only thing available to her to resist. She opened her mouth as wide as it would go then clamped down on someone’s flesh.

“Ow!”

Dal’s yelp and quick retreat brought her a moment of deep satisfaction. Steal her from her home, would he?

“What happened?”

“She bit me!”

He sounded more astonished than hurt. Too bad. She should have bitten him harder.

“It would seem the drug wore off faster than anticipated.” Mishal gave a soft chuckle.

“It wouldn’t be the first time men underestimated a woman.” It was the raspy voice again. “Serves you right, Daltimoneus.”

“Lalu!”

“This is a woman, no matter how special she is, and it will require women to bring her out. Bentel and I will handle this. The rest of you get out from underfoot. The sooner we leave the city the faster we can make safely for the woods.”

There was a lot of foot shuffling.

“Allright, Mother, we’ll do this your way.” It was Rostocha again. “Come on, the lot of you, we need to get ready to move out. That means you, too, Dal.”

“But—”

“Daltimoneus…” The tone left no room for argument.

“Allright.”

“Send Bentel in on your way out.” This came from the one called Lalu.

La’tiera looked up through the open end of the barrel, her eyes finally adjusted to the light. Aside from a curving wooden roof, she could see nothing.

She heard a door open, and people leave.

“Bentel, I want to see her!”

Her chest tightened at the sound of the familiar voice.

“I’m sorry, Aya, but she’s likely quite upset right now and not wanting to talk to anyone.” This was a kind female voice she’d not heard before. “I promise you can see her later but not right now.”

La’tiera heard Aya’s disappointed sigh. She was tempted to stand up and try to see her but didn’t. There was no guarantee she could do it just now, and she didn’t want to make things easier for her captors if she could help it.

“Lady La’tiera, please allow us to help you out of there.” This was Bentel again. “I’m sure you’re very confused and angry right now, but your staying in there won’t make things better.”

Glancing up again, she saw a heavy-set woman looking into the barrel. Her round face was kindly, her thin blond hair tied back.

La’tiera told herself looks didn’t matter. No one could be trusted.

“I’m not going to cooperate with you. You’ve drugged me, tied me up and dragged me away from my home. I refuse to make life easier for any of you!” She was glad to hear her voice come out strong. If only she’d been able to do it earlier.

Bentel frowned, looking troubled, but a chuckle trickled from another part of the room. A new face eclipsed the barrel’s opening. La’tiera stared, never having seen so many wrinkles in her life. She knew the viscount was old, but this woman had to be ancient. Brown, amused eyes stared down at her upturned face.

“Sounds like we’re going to have our hands full. And here we thought the rich were genteel, like.” The old woman chuckled again, her eyes locking with La’tiera’s. “Are you sure you don’t want to do this the easy way?”

“I will not help you destroy our world!”

“Allright, then. Don’t forget later that I did ask.” The old woman disappeared. “Go ahead, Bentel.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

La’tiera tensed, wondering what they planned to do and not knowing how to take all that had been said so far. Suddenly, she was falling backwards as the barrel was tipped over. She tried hard to grab onto something, anything, but she wasn’t fast enough, not to mention there was nothing to grab onto. Her teeth rattled as the barrel hit the floor. She was still half-stunned when it was picked up from the other end and she was unceremoniously dumped out onto the floor.

“Ah, that’s better. Now we can get a proper look at you.”

La’tiera tried to move her tired, unresponsive limbs.

“Stay away from me! Leave me alone!” She rolled to face them, her hair in her eyes.

The barrel was moved back by the door, leaving nothing between her and the two women. The older of the two leaned on a cane, but unlike her uncle’s this one was rough and twisted, as if pulled straight from a tree. The old woman’s back was bent, her hair white as snow, adding to the impression that she was ancient.

Bentel was tall, her body just shy of plumpness. Where the old woman stared at her with eager interest, Bentel appeared concerned.

The floor beneath them gave a sudden lurch. For the first time La’tiera realized she wasn’t in a room. The concave roof and lack of real depth or width, the high narrow shelves stuffed with goods and what she guessed might be folding beds—she was in some kind of wagon, one people lived in.

“Lalu, the drug—it’s made her soil herself.”

The pain in Bentel’s voice as she said this brought La’tiera’s attention back to the two women. She felt heat rising in her cheeks, remembering her  embarrassment.

“Yes, we apologize for that,” Lalu said. “Luckily, we have some water and fresh clothes for you, so this can be fixed quickly enough.” The old woman took a step closer.

La’tiera tried to scrunch backwards away from them. She smacked into a wall. “I told you to stay away!”

Lalu came no closer. “Bentel, it looks like we will have to do this the hard way as well. Call for Tersa and bring in the water. I think we’re going to have our hands full with this one.”

“Yes, Lalu.” Sending La’tiera a long, pitying glance, Bentel moved the barrel to get to the back of the wagon and opened the painted door. “Tersa!”

“What?”

La’tiera recognized the faint voice as the woman in the warehouse.

“We need you. Please come!”

She would have taken the opportunity to work at her bonds, but the old woman didn’t take her eyes off her for a second. She’d felt this type of scrutiny before from Mela when her maid was trying to make sure she’d not gone and done something wrong.

Bentel stretched an arm outside the door and brought back a swinging hook with a lidded bucket hanging from it. La’tiera tried to look past her to see where they were, but aside from some bright colors, she couldn’t make out much. She stopped trying when soft taps crossed the roof above them. A moment or two later, a young woman’s face peeked in from above, hanging upside down.

“Coming in. Ready or not.”

Bentel hustled out of the way as the younger woman swung down through the door. She gave them all a grin.

“Glad to be able to get away. Between Aya’s fuming and Dal’s brooding, it was getting awfully gloomy up there.”

Full amber-colored hair framed the newcomer’s triangular face. From her lithe form, La’tiera assumed she must be the dancer she’d seen perform with the troupe back home.

“It may not be all that jolly back here, either,” Lalu said, bringing La’tiera’s mind back to her present predicament. “Our esteemed guest does not want to cooperate, but she needs to be cleaned and dressed.”

“Oh?” Tersa’s gaze met La’tiera’s with a mischievous gleam.

“I demand you return me home. I will not cooperate with criminals.”

Tersa grinned, her eyes growing brighter.

“I see what you mean. Not quite the meek lamb they were expecting, is she?” The younger woman pushed her already folded sleeves farther up her arms. “Let’s do this.”

La’tiera tried to make her legs come under her when Bentel set the bucket down and Tersa pulled a small knife from the folds of her skirt. Lalu squeezed past them back toward the door, her intent stare taking in everything.

“Go.”

Faster than she’d thought possible both women were suddenly upon her. Bentel’s strong arms grabbed her own as Tersa’s knife flashed before her eyes. She froze, full panic trying to kick in when she was abruptly released. Before she could realize her hands were now free, her gown was pulled up and slipped off her.

The two women took a step back, and before La’tiera could do anything to cover herself, a bucket full of water crashed over her. They then jumped her again and, in a blur, dried and dressed her.

La’tiera was panting, out of breath, almost as if the exertion was hers. She backed away from them, wide-eyed, not sure what would come next. The coarse knee-length skirt and loose top they’d forced on her felt strange, they were so unlike her normally close-fitted gowns.

“That didn’t go too badly.” Tersa smiled widely. “Guess all that practice with Aya is paying off.”

La’tiera stared at them in shock. This was how they bathed children?

Something of this must have shown on her face, because Bentel suddenly looked embarrassed.

“The little sprite gets dirty but doesn’t always agree she should occasionally get clean.”

“You can help with her next time if you want.” Tersa’s eyes sparkled with mischief.

Though they looked nothing alike, La’tiera wondered from their similarity if she and Aya might somehow be related.

“I don’t understand any of this. What do you people want?”

Lalu shuffled forward. “We want what everyone wants. To save our world from the demons.”


 

CHAPTER 14

“What do you think they need Tersa for?” Aya glanced back over the top of the wagon for the third time since the dancer had left in answer to Bentel’s call.

Dal shrugged, wondering the same thing. “Probably something to do with girl things.”

“I’m a girl, and they didn’t call me.” Aya stared at him expectantly.

“No, you’re not a girl, you’re a scamp.” He playfully tousled her hair.

So far, they’d been able to make their way through the city and to the gates beyond without incident. Rostocha had maneuvered his wagon to the front, keeping theirs in the middle. The slow, easy pace would normally have been quite pleasant, but today it grated on Dal’s nerves like an itch he couldn’t scratch. Though he knew they would attract attention if they traveled any faster, all he wanted to do was drive the horses as fast as they could go and rush La’tiera away now that they had her.

He should have been thrilled she was with them, that she was safe, but all he felt was worry. Despite the fact he and Aya had accomplished what others hadn’t been able to and found the missing Bearer, it tore him inside to have been the one responsible for that look of betrayed pain on La’tiera’s face when she’d realized he was the one taking her from all she’d ever known. It hadn’t made him feel much better when he’d explained he wouldn’t harm her, that what they’d done was for her own good and she’d not believed him. His hand still smarted from where she’d made that perfectly clear.

But that wasn’t all. The Eye—something was wrong with the Eye. This close to the Time of Trial it should have changed, yet it was still only a birthmark. La’tiera should innately know more about her purpose, but she didn’t. The viscount kept her in ignorance and had somehow managed to keep the Eye from developing as it should have. Was that the true purpose of the necklace? Was it somehow more than just something to cover the birthmark from prying eyes?

A soft yank on his sleeve brought him out of his brooding. Glancing down at Aya, he saw her small face looking serious, staring raptly at her swinging feet.

“She…She did want to come with us, didn’t she? She’s not really upset like Bentel says she is, is she?” She turned to look at him.

Dal wasn’t sure what to say. He didn’t want to lie.

“We did what we had to do. To help her, to keep her safe. She will understand that soon.”

He hoped.


 

CHAPTER 15

La’tiera sat in the corner of one of the cots, her arms wrapped about her knees. The wagon rolled along, as it had for the past several hours.

After picking up the barrel, her discarded clothes and the bucket, Bentel and Tersa had gone, leaving the bent Lalu to watch over her as La’tiera stared at all of them in shock. Bentel returned after a short while, carrying another bucket and a small sack of potatoes.

Though the opportunity had been there, she hadn’t tried to escape, not fully trusting her limbs to act as they should and allow her to overpower the seemingly frail old woman. Instead, she’d decided to rest, to conserve her strength and wait for her body to become fully her own again.

She’d asked no more questions of her captors, Lalu’s previous answer too confusing. Besides, she was told none would be answered until some of the others were present. So, she sat quietly and watched Bentel peel potatoes, feeling Lalu’s eyes on her.

Despite herself, La’tiera was somewhat fascinated by Bentel as she hummed softly to herself, her knife moving at a constant rhythm, peeling the brown off each potato to reveal the white hidden underneath. Her hands never faltered when the wagon came to a rolling stop.

La’tiera stiffened.

Lalu stood up from their cot, pressing her hand against her back as if all the sitting had made her stiff. “Bentel, I’m going to speak to my son before he comes.”

“Allright, Lalu.”

The old woman glanced over at La’tiera with a half-smile before leaving the wagon.

“I’m sure you’re quite hungry by now,” said Bentel. “I’ll find something for you to hold you till lunch, once Rostocha comes in.”

La’tiera made no comment, though now that the subject had been brought up, her stomach gurgled emptily.

A minute or two later, there was a soft knock at the door. Bentel got up and opened it, lifting her bed up against the wall to make more room. Rostocha walked in, with Dal close behind him. The troupe’s leader was heftier than Dal but not large. He had a close-cropped beard and a friendly air about him, though La’tiera knew it wasn’t real.

Bentel then picked up her things, and with a slight wave aimed in La’tiera’s direction, she left, closing the door behind her.

La’tiera was left alone with the two men who’d kidnapped her.

She rose to her feet, feeling tense, and stood near the wall. She was startled when Rostocha dropped to one knee before her and bowed. Dal followed suit.

“Bearer, please allow me to introduce myself. I am Rostocha of the fifth tier of Watchers, son of Lalu and Nathan.” He lifted his head, his eyes seeking her surprised ones. “I earnestly apologize for our methods, but they were necessary. We needed to make sure we could take you safely from your prison to privately explain ourselves to you.”

He appeared earnest, but La’tiera didn’t believe him. “I don’t care to hear your explanations. I only want you to take me back where I belong.”

She tried to make her expression hard, though in truth she quivered inside.

Rostocha looked away. “I’m sorry, but that is not possible. Our world is in peril, and you are the key to our salvation. It is our duty to educate you, to keep you safe, until the time comes. Then, after the danger is past, if you still wish to return, we will do as you ask.”

“What lies!” She felt a flash of anger bring heat to her face. “If you honestly wanted the world to be saved you wouldn’t be making such promises to me.”

“La’tiera, what are you talking about?” Dal asked her.

She pierced him with a hard stare. “I could hardly choose to go back home once I was dead, could I?”

This brought him to his feet. “Dead? Why would you be dead?”

“Because it is required!”

Rostocha also stood, a look of comprehension dawning on his face. “You believe you have to be a sacrifice.”

Dal spun to stare first at him then at her. “What? That’s insane!”

His utter shock confused her.

“You expect to die? You were going to allow yourself to be killed?”

She had no idea what to make of the horrified expression on his face.

“Of course. I will do what is necessary, what I was chosen to do.”

“The Eye is not a mark of death!”

“Daltimoneus, enough!” Rostocha sent a hard look at the young man. “She’s obviously been taught differently from what the Gods intended. And the fact that the Eye itself has somehow been kept closed…We’ll have much to discuss later.”

“But—”

“Later!” Rostocha insisted, placing a large hand on Dal’s shoulder. “Her safety is our main concern right now, as well as ours. There’ll be time for explanations after that.”

“Yes, sir.” Dal stepped back, throwing a worried glance in La’tiera’s direction.

She understood none of this. Why would they be worried about her safety? She’d been perfectly safe before.

“Who are you people? Really?”

Rostocha gave her his full attention. “We are entertainers, for the most part. Yet within the entertainers’ guild there lies another. It is the Guild of the Watchers.” He paused for a moment. “Our sole purpose is to keep the knowledge of the Bearer and the Eye alive so that when the Time of Trial comes, he or she can be ready.

“Dal or I will be glad to explain more once the immediate danger is past. For now, the plan is for us to act normally—to hide in plain sight. We’ll be moving on to the village of Tryest and stay there a day or two as we normally would. Fortunately, the viscount’s own tales of a deformed daughter will work against him, and from what I understand very few know what you look like.”

La’tiera stared at the floor, feeling a touch of panic. He was right, no one knew what she looked like. The very stories told to protect her now would be used against her.

“Dal will stay with you until Bentel returns,” Rostocha told her. “It is a true honor to meet you, Bearer. Please allow the Eye to open and show you the truth.”

Still not looking up, she heard the door open and close as he left. She stepped over to the bed and sat down. There must be a way to get out of this.

Dal did nothing to disrupt the ensuing silence, but she could only too vividly feel his presence, making the wagon seem smaller than it was. She glanced in his direction, her gaze meeting his as he watched her from where he leaned against the wall close to the door. The moment their eyes met, he glanced away, looking uncomfortable.

“I will never forgive you, you know.” She felt a trickle of satisfaction as his face twitched at her words

“I regret that,” he said quietly. “But to save our world, I vowed long ago to do whatever it took.”

“Save it? You’re not saving it. By taking me you’re actually working to destroy it.”

“No, that’s not what we’re doing at all.” He pushed away from the wall, his eyes meeting hers again. “Since the time of the Pact our Order was given the task of finding and protecting the Bearer until the appointed time. We’ve helped keep the world from the demons for thousands of  years, and with any luck, we’ll do it for thousands more.”

She shook her head. “Say what you will, but I will never believe you.”

This wasn’t exactly the truth, because she did want to believe some of it. If Dal was deluded and actually thought he was doing all this for her own good, it would mean he hadn’t truly betrayed her.

“Why? Why do you say never?”

“Because my uncle is not a liar. And believing anything you or the others say would make it so.”

Dal’s nostrils flared. “How can you be so sure he’s not? Why must we be the ones who are not telling the truth?”

La’tiera met him stare for stubborn stare, the answer totally obvious as far as she was concerned. “I know him, but I don’t know you. Would you believe it in my place?”

This brought him up short. A moment later, he shook his head. “It still doesn’t mean we’re wrong. Only that we will have to work to earn your trust and prove to you what we say is the truth.”

Before she could think of a suitable response, there was a knock at the door. Dal opened it a crack to check who was outside before opening it wide. Bentel came in, a bowl in one hand and a mug in the other.

“I’m sorry I took so long.”

Dal slipped behind the larger woman and, without another word, stepped outside. Moments later, La’tiera heard a bout of excited giggling.

“Ah, I’ve also brought a visitor.” Bentel set the bowl and mug close to her on the bed. “I hope you don’t mind, but she’s been so eager to see you.”

No sooner did the words leave her mouth than a redheaded blur skirted past her. She dived to scoop up the mug and bowl as Aya crashed into La’tiera, almost sending them both to the floor.

“La’tiera! La’tiera!”

The girl hugged her hard, and though breathing was difficult, it made her heart lighter to see a friendly face. The feeling didn’t last long as she recalled that Aya, just like Dal, had also betrayed her. She’d told her enemies where she could be found and how.

With stinging eyes, she gently but insistently pushed her back.

“You’re happy to be here, right? What do you think of the wagon? We saved you and everything and now you get to travel with us and everyone can have so much fun!”

“Aya, you promised.” Bentel tried setting the mug and bowl within La’tiera’s reach again.

The young sprite looked down at the floor, taking a small step back.

“Sorry. I forgot.” She backed away a little more, giving La’tiera a happy smile.

She didn’t look at either of them, grateful for Bentel’s interference. She didn’t know for certain how much Aya knew or understood, but either way things could not be as they had been.

“Please, miss, eat. You’ve had a very trying time and need to keep your strength up.”

La’tiera glanced at the dark bread, cheese and apple slices in the bowl and realized Bentel was right. She would need her strength, if only to figure out a way to get free and then make her way back home. She tentatively reached for an apple slice. As the sweet fruit hit her stomach, her appetite awoke with a loud rumble. She didn’t look at either of them as she reached for more.

The cheese was stronger than she was used to and the bread heavier and coarser, but both were still tasty in a foreign way. The watered wine, though, left much to be desired. As she ate, Aya kept up a drone of chatter, telling and showing her the different cubbyholes in the wagon and what they held. Some were filled with tattered books, but most contained all sorts of odds and ends—strips of cloth, small bells and other items they might use during a performance. A lower, semi-hidden alcove contained a bowl for private necessities. Aya showed her how to hook and unhook the beds and slide open the broad windows that would let in air high along the sides of the wagon, all of which were too small to try to sneak out through.

When she finished eating, she glanced over at Bentel, who was sitting back, relaxed, the storm that was Aya not affecting her in the least.

“What happens now?”

Bentel stood up to take her dishes. “We’ll continue on our way to Tryest. The Gods willing, they’ll want some entertainment and we’ll put on shows for them in exchange for money, food and supplies.”

La’tiera had asked the question on a number of levels. She wasn’t sure which she would get an answer to, but at least Bentel’s matched what she’d been told before.

“Can I stay here with you?” Aya asked eagerly. “We can play games, or you could read to me.”

She didn’t look at the girl as she answered. “I’m sorry, but I’m feeling rather tired right now.”

“Okay.” The disappointment was clear in her voice. “Maybe later, then?”

“I don’t know.”

“Are you still mad?” The girl came close. “Why are you still mad? We saved you—you should be happy now.”

“Aya, don’t. You heard her say she was tired.”

La’tiera almost looked up at that, Bentel sounding strangely sad.

“She’s going to need time to understand things.”

“But—”

“Come along. Leave her be, dear.”

Once they left, La’tiera stretched out on the bed, her face to the wall. She made no move to see who took Bentel’s place as her guard changed.


 

CHAPTER 16

Dal watched Aya go inside the domed wagon, still disturbed by everything he’d heard. His stomach churned, his previous worries compounded by the unexpected information.

She actually thought she had to die to save them? It went against every principle handed down to them by the Four Gods. If she hated him forever he could never regret having taken her from that place.

“Rostocha!”

He ran across the grass, hoping to intercept him. The older man heard his call and stopped, a bowl of cut apples in hand. As Dal joined him, he extended the bowl so he could take a slice if he wished. Though he’d had nothing to eat  all day, Dal refused the offer, his innards too knotted to be able to digest anything.

“She really believes it! She really believes she has to die. Shouldn’t the Eye be telling her the truth somehow?”

Rostocha popped a piece of fruit into his mouth, mulling the question. Dal stared at him, wanting to shake answers out of him. How could he be so calm about all this?

“According to the records, the powers of the Eye don’t fully manifest until the time of the Herald. That would make it nineteen years, depending on when he found her, that he could fill her head with all sorts of notions. And since it seems he’s found a way to suppress the Eye’s opening…”

“That damn necklace.” Dal felt his teeth grinding together and tried to make himself relax a bit.

“I see you’ve been having the same thoughts.”

Though the day was bright and the air warm, Dal felt chill. “It’s just so hard to believe.”

“I asked some questions that last day,” Rostocha said. “Seems the viscount was quite a traveler in his day. Crossed the ocean a few times. There’s no telling what he might have run across out there, especially if he was looking for it.”

Dal shook his head. “But we left it behind. The Eye will develop now, won’t it?”

For the first time he saw a glimmer of doubt cross the troupe leader’s face. It made him afraid.

“We can only hope, lad. We can only pray and hope.”


 

CHAPTER 17

To her surprise, she actually fell asleep. Not long after Bentel left, the wagon resumed moving and the soft rocking motion lulled her into a doze.

When she awoke hours later, the rocking motion was gone. They’d stopped again. She sat up with a start.

“Whoa, there, young miss. You keep startling me like that and I’m not likely to make it to my next birthday.” Lalu sat on the other bed, mending some red-and-orange garment. “Have yourself a good nap did you?”

The old woman smiled with amusement.

La’tiera had no idea what she found so funny. “I did.”

She swung her legs out, straightening her skirt and stared at where the privy pot was. Lalu’s amused eyes sparkled brighter.

“Please feel free. Don’t be shy on my account. I’ve seen more than my share of bare bottoms.”

La’tiera felt her cheeks grow hot. While she’d been naked before Mela countless times, the privy had always been her own private business. Yet her need pushed insistently, telling her it cared nothing about that at all.

Trying her best to ignore the old woman, La’tiera pulled the bowl from its place of concealment. She hid her business with her skirt, feeling awkward and ungainly having to squat over the bowl, used more to the seat arrangement at home. After she finished, she put the bowl away, trying not to swish the contents, then went to sit on the bed again. She stared everywhere but at her guard.

The wagon set off again.

After she’d committed the wagon’s interior to memory for the hundredth time, she found herself wishing for something to do. But she wasn’t about to stoop so low as to ask her captors for charcoal and paper.

“Do you have any special skills, my dear?”

The question caught her off-guard, so La’tiera found herself looking at Lalu though she’d told herself she wouldn’t.

“Special skills?”

“Sure, skills. What I am asking is, what can you do? Do you know how to sew or cook? That kind of thing.”

La’tiera wondered why she wanted to know. “I can make lace and am adequate with needlepoint. I also draw and paint.”

“Can you read and write?”

La’tiera frowned. “Of course. It was a kindness from my uncle, like the painting. Though neither are necessary for the fulfillment of my role.”

“How odd,” she said. Lalu’s face was pensive. “What types of things were you allowed to read?”

She found the question strange but didn’t see any harm in answering. “Books about drawing and painting, some on animals and plants, stories as well.”

“How curious. What kinds of stories do you read?”

“Kinds?”

“Of course, child. There are as many kinds of stories as there are colors in a rainbow.”

La’tiera remembered the tale Dal told her and how different it was from those she’d ever read. And Lalu was telling her there were more?

“The stories were about heroes.”

“What kind of heroes?”

There were different kinds of them, too? “Uhm, brave men and women who hold their duty above everything else. Heroes who do what they must despite the cost.”

They all had a purpose, a reason for being in the world, like she did.

“Oh, my.” Lalu gave her a look La’tiera didn’t understand. “So, you really are ready to sacrifice yourself, aren’t you?”

“One death in exchange for the lives of a whole world is a small price to pay. So, yes, I’m willing.”

Lalu slowly shook her head. “Even if it’s unnecessary?”

La’tiera looked away, realizing what the old woman was doing now. Well, they would find her resolve would not be cracked so easily. She made sure not to look Lalu’s way again.

Not long after, the wagon slowed then stopped. She could hear the laughter of children filtering in from outside. This was soon joined by the sound of a large bell.

“Ah, looks like we’ve arrived. Finished this just in time, too.” Lalu held up the shirt she’d been working on by the seams. “Be a dear and grab these, will you? Have to start getting ready for the show tonight.”

Before La’tiera had a chance to say anything, Lalu dumped a bundle of clothes on her lap and then moved to open the door. Not sure what exactly was going on, she followed after hesitating for a moment. If she was allowed to be outside, she might also get an opportunity to make her escape. When she reached the small covered area outside the door, though, she stopped and stared.

The troupe’s three wagons were drawn in a semi-circle just inside the low walls of a large village. The wagons were painted in bright colors, and all around them ran half-naked children as weatherworn men and women stood and stared.

Though she had seen crowds from afar before, this was the first time she’d seen so many people up close. Round, drawn, square, long—she’d never believed there could be such a variety of faces and expressions. Her hand itched more than ever to draw.

The bell, which up to now had resounded every few seconds, came to a stop.

“Good people,” Rostocha’s voice boomed from the top of the center wagon. “We’ve traveled from far away, through good weather and bad, to come before you. If you will have us, we wish to give you entertainment to lift your hearts and souls this very evening. And if you will, make sure to bring an extra dose of stamina because we will also play some rousing dance music to celebrate life and the act of living. So, what say ya?”

Excited cheers rose from the crowd in answer.

“It’s settled, then! Give us a while to set up then come back and a good time will be had by all!”

A second set of cheers cut through the air. Buzzing conversation spread through the crowd, a few running off for home while others milled about and studied the wagons. Following their stares, La’tiera studied the wagons closer herself.

Aside from having wheels, they looked like nothing she’d ever seen pictures of. They were square with a bowed roof, all painted as brightly as any rainbow. The wood was heavily carved with flowers and vines. On all of them, with red, gold-bordered lettering, the name Rostocha decorated the side panels. The horses were done up with outlandishly colored bangles, tall plumes decorating their harnesses.

It took her a moment more to realize what she was truly seeing—horses! These were the first horses she’d ever seen. Not a drawing on a page, not some fancy imagining, but real!

“It does all look pretty, doesn’t it?”

La’tiera jumped, almost dropping the clothes in her arms as Lalu spoke from beside her.

“It catches the attention of the customers quite well, which, of course, will increase the attention we get and therefore the money we make.”

Money was important to them? “So, you took me for money?”

Lalu snorted. “I believe my son has already explained why you were taken. And no, it has nothing to do with profits. Now, come along, everyone has to get ready.”

La’tiera got off the wagon and walked behind the half circle, Lalu right behind her. The rest of the troupe was already there, seven plus Lalu and herself making it nine. There was Bentel and the woman they’d called Tersa. Dal was there, and nodded as he saw her. Rostocha was next to a thin man La’tiera thought might be the lute player. There was also a bigger man she wasn’t sure she’d seen before who was currently holding Aya at arm’s length as he tried to put on a tassled vest.

The moment Aya spotted her, she ran over and offered to take some of her load.

“Are you feeling better now?” she asked.

La’tiera nodded slowly but said nothing.

“Well, come on, come meet everybody.” Aya dashed away with her part of the bundle to where a table had been set up. Reluctantly, La’tiera followed as Lalu gestured for her to go ahead.

As she came near, Rostocha gave her a big grin and offered her a seat. “We won’t have much time before the curious get bold, so let’s do this so everyone knows who is who and what is what.” He placed a protective hand on her shoulder. She stiffened, not used to this kind of contact.

The others came in close to hear what he would say.

“Troupe, this is La’tiera,” he said quietly, “the one the Order has been searching for these last eighteen years, the one who will save our world in keeping with the Gods’ promise.”

Aya grinned at this as if it were the best of news, while the other six nodded with serious expressions.

“Lady, you’ve already met Lalu, my mother. She’s in charge of the pursestrings, amongst other things.” The old woman gave her one of her piercing looks followed by a smile.

“This is Kyr. He’s very good with his hands.” He inclined his head toward the husky man, who looked embarrassed at being mentioned. He nodded in acknowledgement, not meeting La’tiera’s gaze.

“Next is Tersa…” He pointed to the dancer. “…and this is her mate, Mishal.”

The pair gave her an exuberant bow. La’tiera had a hard time picturing the thin lute player with such a forward woman, but then again, she knew nothing about such things, either.

“And you’ve already met Bentel and Daltimoneus.”

The woman gave her a welcoming smile, but Dal only nodded, his expression blank.

“And last, but never least, our own little sprite, Aya.”

“That’s me!” She grinned.

La’tiera said and did nothing, feeling strange inside. This was the closest she’d been to this number of people in her life. Though they were outdoors, she still felt somewhat enclosed.

“Now to business.” Rostocha rubbed his hands together eagerly. “The villagers seem eager and lively, so let’s do ‘the Farmer and his Daughter,’ followed by Dal and Aya’s juggling routine. Mishal, you’ll go next to wrap things up, and Tersa can do her favorite dance to get everyone in the proper mood. Then we can get them all to dancing till they collapse.” He laughed. “Is that all right with everyone?”

“Should work well enough,” Lalu said. “Though I doubt they’ll have much to offer.”

Rostocha beamed. “And for once it won’t matter. We have much to already be thankful for this day.” He glanced over at La’tiera.

She didn’t understand.

“Let’s get to it, then!”

Everyone dispersed except for Bentel, who stayed by La’tiera’s side as the others moved off to get ready.

“Why don’t you come with me? You can help me, if you want.”

Her kind expression made it hard to say no, though La’tiera possessed no idea what it was the woman wanted help with.

“If you like.”

“Wonderful.” Bentel stood up. “Let’s get the instruments, then.”

Leading her to one of the other wagons, Bentel retrieved a flute, some small bells and a mid-sized drum. Handing the first two to La’tiera, she also picked up a small stool to bring along. La’tiera marveled at the feel of the wood and the shiny metal of the instruments, never having touched any or seen them up close before.

On the other side of the wagons, Aya was busy sweeping the ground and chasing off some of the more curious children. Rostocha and Kyr unhitched the large board with the Rostocha name and symbol from beneath a wagon and set it up close to the back platform of the wagon La’tiera had been kept in. Dal brought out his juggling equipment, occasionally doing a toss or two. Mishal tuned his lute as Tersa stretched, much to the amusement of a couple of peeking teenage boys.

As each member of the troupe went about their business, it was almost as if a new bell had rung, for the people of the village migrated toward them, some carrying stools or benches, others just staking claim to pieces of the ground.

“You’ll sit here with Rostocha and me behind the cover during the performance. I think if you settle down right here you’ll have a pretty good view.” Bentel set the stool down close to the edge of the board.

La’tiera realized her placement would also keep her in view of the others while they played, giving her no opportunity to sneak away.

In short order, the troupe was ready to begin. Their colorful costumes were hung on the side of the wagon currently hidden by the screen. The players came behind it and grabbed some and put them on as Rostocha picked up the drum and began beating it in a slow cadence.

Peeking around the screen, La’tiera saw the villagers settle down, a feeling of excitement and anticipation filling the air. Their expressions were hopeful, eager, almost hungry, as if the performances were rare treats. It filled her heart to see it, for she knew their sentiments exactly. She’d never thought anyone else wished to see these things or needed them as badly as she did.

Tersa stomped out into view, following the beat of the drum. Her hair was in total disarray, her feet in giant, clunky shoes. La’tiera momentarily felt the same expectant excitement as that reflected on the villagers’ faces as they all waited to see what she would do.

The comedic skit was well received with hooting laughs, foot-stomping and hand-clapping. Though she’d seen the skit back home, being so close, being able to so clearly see the expressions and movements, made her feel as if she’d never seen it before at all. She’d never realized faces could be so outrageously expressive. She was hard-pressed not to forget her situation and laugh along with the rest.

Aya came up silently behind her. “Watch me, okay? I’ll make it extra special just for you.”

With a flash of a smile, she rushed past for her turn.

Watching the young sprite tumble and twirl between the throws to catch the pins and balls was more amazing this close. It made it harder to believe Dal and Aya had anything to do with her misery. Was there any chance they could be right about the things they’d told her?

No! There couldn’t. She knew her purpose. They would not sway her. She would do what was right.

So, she watched them tumble and play, and though Aya occasionally sent smiles her way, she told herself they meant nothing. They would be unable to stop what was to come.

Mishal’s turn came next, and Aya sat down at her side to watch. La’tiera tried to ignore her. And she did, for soon Mishal’s song distracted her more than she’d expected. This song was not one of the ones performed before her uncle. Being this close, it was easier to follow the rise and fall of his voice, to hear the magic in the telling and the music.

Mishal sang of the Gods—of Yrr who ruled the sky; Ath of the earth; Ryh, whose dominion was water; and of Hurr, who commanded the air between them. He told of their time upon the world, of the jealousy of the demons and of their leaving in order that mortals would not be destroyed.

Despite herself, La’tiera was entranced. Never had she heard a song about the Gods before. Shyly, she glanced out into the crowd and saw nodding and smiling faces, as if nothing being said were new, as if they’d known this all along. Yet such songs had never been heard within her uncle’s walls.

When Mishal’s song ended, the drum rang out again, and his new tune followed a faster beat. Suddenly, Tersa was before them, wearing something that seemed to cover little while at the same time everything, with bells at wrist and ankles. As she cavorted back and forth, appreciative whistles filled the air, and most of the audience began clapping to the beat of the drum. After a few minutes, Tersa then approached the closest of the benches and grabbing the hand of the nearest man drew him out to dance with her. As he began trying to mimic her movements, she went back for another and another.

Aya and Dal left the safety of the screen and went to grab their own villagers to bring into the dance. Soon, the villagers were standing up on their own.

Other instruments soon joined in the music, their sounds different, softer but no less lively. Mishal masterfully backed away from his song and let the villagers change it to one they knew, interweaving his instrument with theirs as the dance Tersa, Aya and Dal were performing changed as well. The crowd followed suit, and from the look of it, this dance seemed to be something they were more familiar with. They split into pairs, laughing and talking.

Rostocha, Bentel and Kyr emerged from behind the partition, dancing and playing. La’tiera felt her foot tapping to the addicting rhythm, busy watching everyone enjoy themselves. Deep inside, she felt a strong urge to join them but had no idea how. Instead, she just watched as she had always watched, unable to join in, apart from everyone.

“Would you like to try it?”

Surprised, La’tiera looked up to find a slightly winded Dal standing beside her.

“I—no. Thank you. I don’t know how.” She found her heart was beating faster.

“It’s easy. I’ll teach you.” He gave her an inviting smile, his eyes meeting hers. “Come on.”

Before she could protest, he took her hand and pulled her to her feet and out to the edge of the dancing.

“Dal, really, I don’t—” She felt her face coloring, afraid and excited by what he offered at the same time.

“Just follow the rhythm. It’s not hard. Just do what I do.”

He placed one of his hands on her shoulder then followed it with the other. Nervous, never having touched a stranger, La’tiera followed suit.

“Take two steps toward me, two back, two to the right and then two to the left. Now a half-turn.” He led her through the steps, giving her an encouraging grin. “You’re doing great.”

The more they danced the more at ease she felt with the process. A smile actually started tugging at the corners of her mouth. Though still not trusting him, she couldn’t help but feel slightly grateful he’d dragged her out here. She was really enjoying it, and from the relaxed look on his face, she had a feeling he felt the same.

They stepped and spun—always at the periphery, for which she was grateful. The pressing humanity in the dance floor’s center made her feel ill-at-ease, and she had no real desire to find out what it felt like to be in the middle of all those people.

Song after song played, the time twirling gloriously by.

“You’re looking a little flushed. Should we stop for bit?” Dal asked her.

La’tiera tried to tell him no, that she wanted to go on, but couldn’t catch the breath for it. She could feel perspiration on her brow and other places, though the darkening sky made the air cooler.

Dal led her through the revelers back toward the wagons. She felt her heart speed up as dancers came close to crashing into them more than once. The press of people made her feel more out of breath.

The villagers had brought out tables between the dances and now had them laden with cuts of cheese, heavy breads and jugs of mead and water. Dal scooped some up on the way past for them both before steering her back to the stool behind the partition.

La’tiera sat down with a grateful sigh. “Is it…always like this where you go?”

Dal dropped down on the ground beside her, offering her a filled cup. “By the Gods, no. Though I have to admit with Rostocha around it tends to happen more often than not.” He gulped down his own drink.

La’tiera peered out at the dancing throng. “I’ve never seen anything like it before. The dances at home seemed so much more somber. I never realized people could be so merry.”

“Their lives are hard and chances for celebration few,” he told her. “When they get one, they tend to push them for all they’re worth.”

She nodded, staring at the crowd. She barely noticed as Dal passed her her share of the cheese and bread. She found that, for some reason, it tasted marvelous—as if her exertions made the food that much tastier.

The laughter, the music, the lamps and the deepening night made everything seem magical. This was what she would be giving her life up for. Her heart swelled with gratitude at having been able to see it.

“If you’re feeling up to it,” Dal said, “there are other dances I can teach you.”

“Oh, yes, please!”

Laughing at her eagerness, he set his cup down and stood, holding his hand out for hers. “Then let’s.”

She put her hand in his, the warmth of it reassuring, somehow. She admitted to herself she liked him better like this than the sober manner he’d used earlier. Not that she would ever tell him so.

The dance had once again changed. The men and women formed concentric circles and danced forward and back and shifted positions. With an impish grin, Dal plunged them into the fray.

At first horribly nervous at the proximity of all these strangers, La’tiera was soon too lost in the dancing to worry about it. She was no longer on the outside looking in—this time she was at the very heart of things.

After much more dancing and laughter, the festivities eventually started to cool down. Bentel took charge of a reluctant La’tiera, who was dead tired but didn’t want the evening to end.


 

CHAPTER 18

The hunger rolled inside her, commanding her to move with greater speed. Prey lay everywhere, but which should she choose? Which would scream the loudest and be the tastiest as their fear flowed from them in waves? Her gaze raked over the waiting choices.

That one—that one would do nicely.

With the decision, she changed direction, the dirt crumbling beneath her large claws. There, in the larger of the clustered houses—an enclosed gaggle of prey.

Without slowing she plowed through the wooden door barring the entrance, sending splinters flying. Startled screams heralded her arrival. Two older prey turned shocked faces to stare, but what drew her attention the most were the eight young, tender tidbits.

Saliva dripped from her maw to the floor and bubbled there. Savoring the anticipation of the coming feast one moment longer, the waves of fear rising deliciously around her, she leapt forward.

Razor-sharp claws swept left and right. Cries of pain and screams of terror filled her ears like music as streams of red splashed in rapid strokes against the floor and walls. The scent of blood made her nostrils flare with ecstasy. The rapture surged as she sank her fangs into the moist and oh-so-tender flesh…

* * * *

La’tiera’s scream rang in the enclosed space, merging with the voices of the victims in her nightmare. A quickly fading greenish glow showed her dilated eyes that she was still in the wagon.

The taste of blood was in her mouth; she felt it cooling on her hands. She had killed them, killed them all. Her stomach retched, hot acid rising in her throat.

“La’tiera?”

Something warm touched her arm, and she almost screamed again.

“Child, it’s me—Bentel.”

La’tiera pulled away, her breath coming and going in harsh gasps. The door to the wagon flew open. The stars and streaming moonlight brought light into the dark interior, but also enshrouded the form filling the doorway in shadow.

“What’s happened? What’s wrong?”

Dal’s panicked voice pulled at her attention. What was he doing there? How did he come so quickly? Could he have been sleeping just outside her door? She felt comforted and angered by the thought. It helped drive the images of her visions back where they belonged.

She couldn’t stop her hands from shaking.

“She’s all right. It was only a nightmare,” Bentel explained.

“Are you sure?” He stepped farther into the wagon, as if needing to verify it for himself.

“Dal, there was a light,” Bentel’s voice was almost a whisper. “The Eye…”

La’tiera pulled her sheet up to her chin. Bentel was right, there had been a light. But what did it have to do with her visions or the Eye?

Suddenly, the doorway was crowded with the other members of the troupe, Rostocha at the forefront.

“What’s going on?”

La’tiera shrank into herself, not used to attracting this many people’s attention.

Dal answered. “She’s had a vision. Bentel said she saw a light.”

“I see.” Rostocha relaxed, though he threw La’tiera a pitying look. “I don’t think they will have heard the scream at the village, but I’ll take care of anyone who might decide to come take a look.”

He turned around to face the others as Aya finally was able to wriggle past enough of them to get a look inside.

“Is she okay?”

“She’s fine, little one. It was just a bad nightmare.” He picked her up then looked at the others. “The rest of you go on back to bed.” He shooed them out of his way.

Bentel stood up. “I have some wine in one of the other wagons. Let me get you some to drink.” She eyed Dal, who had yet to head for the door. “You’ll stay with her?”

“Yes.” He never took his eyes off La’tiera.

Bentel nodded, satisfied, then left. Dal sat down on the vacated bed, moving his loose hair back over his shoulder. La’tiera said nothing, but was grateful for his presence.

“Was it very bad?” He asked the question very quietly.

She didn’t answer him.

“With the time so close at hand, it must have been very vivid.”

“How do you…?”

“Know? The Order keeps records of each of the Bearers. I read a number of them during my training.”

She glanced at him in surprise. He’d read accounts of others like her? But she’d been told…

Lies, all he said must be lies—only another scheme to get her to do what they wanted. She turned her face away.

His quiet voice reached for her again from across the wagon. “We were taught that the visions are part of the cycle, part of the covenant the Gods made with the demons. It’s a way for the demons to put fear into the Bearer, so he or she won’t resist them when the time comes—to speak to the Bearer’s inner demon, to entice them with the power that is theirs to command and which they might share if the Bearer doesn’t interfere.”

How could he know these things?

“You need to stay strong, La’tiera.”

“I am strong,” she replied hotly. “These horrors only serve to shore up my resolve, not weaken it. I will die when the time comes.”

“No!”

His protest brought her up short.

“That’s what they want. That’s how they win. If you don’t fight to live, if you’re paralyzed with fear or give yourself willingly to them, the gate will remain open and the world will be theirs. Then all your nightmares will be reality.”

“No. You’re wrong.” How many times would they have to go over this foolishness? “Whether you take me back where I belong or not, when the time comes I will do what’s right.”

Suddenly, he was there, right beside her. So close she could feel the heat radiating from his body. Here in the darkness, alone, it felt intimate in a way it hadn’t during their dancing. She didn’t understand what she was feeling as her heart beat loudly.

“You’re meant to live, not die. The Gods are not that cruel. I’ve seen it.” His voice was low, his face almost touching hers, as if by sheer proximity he could get her to accept his point.

Before she could ask him what he meant by his last remark, they were no longer alone.

“Sorry I took so long.”

As Bentel’s voice rang out from the doorway, Dal moved away as if he’d never been there. The other woman gave no indication she’d noticed anything amiss.

“Here, drink this. It’ll help.” She sat on the edge of La’tiera’s bed and handed her a small cup.

La’tiera took it then hesitated as she saw the dark liquid, her mind telling her it would taste like blood—a faint echo of her dream still nibbling at the edges of her consciousness. The moment the slightly sour flavor hit her tongue, however, she sighed and drank the wine down eagerly.

“I’m going back outside.” Dal left on silent feet, closing the door softly behind him.

La’tiera tried to forget the things he’d done and said, instead concentrating on the warm sensation the wine brought to her as it slid down her throat.

Bentel’s gentle fingers moved a few stray strands of hair away from La’tiera’s face. “Did that help a little?”

“A little,” she conceded. She gave the woman back the empty cup.

“Good.” It sounded like she meant it. “Try to get some rest, then. I’ll be right across from you if you need anything.”

Though it was dark inside the wagon again, deeper darkness outlined the other woman. As she relaxed from the wine, the knowledge she was not alone made her become more so.

“Thank you.”


 

CHAPTER 19

She was going to drive him mad! Dal paced back and forth on the grass, the scent of the tramped blades rising around him, too worked up to go back to sleep again. A cool breeze swept between the wagons, making him reach for his discarded blanket and drape it over his shoulders.

Had there ever been anyone so determined to throw their life away? She was so unbelievably stubborn! Normally, he was sure it would be considered a great trait for a Bearer, but in this instance it might just get them all killed. He had to find a way to convince her they were right. She was stubborn to the point of blindness. But there must be a way!

He sent a frustrated glance at the closed wagon door and paced faster back and forth.

At least the Eye seemed to be awakening. Whatever the viscount had done to it was thankfully not permanent. But would she pay attention to anything it tried to show her? Would she be able to learn how to use its powers to help her see the truth?

He forced himself to a stop and shook his shoulders, trying to loosen his coiled and aching muscles. There had to be a way to make her see. The Eye must make her see.


 

CHAPTER 20

La’tiera woke to the soft singing of birds and bright sunshine pouring in through the wagon’s windows. She felt rested, which surprised her. Thinking about the dancing the night before made her feel better.

Lalu sat on the other bed doing some stitching.

“Good morning. Sleep well?” Her moving hands never slowed, the needle going in and out.

“Yes, thank you.”

“Breakfast is over there on the table.” Lalu inclined her head toward a built-in set of drawers.

La’tiera sat up slowly, her nose curling slightly as she smelled fear-tainted sweat on her nightclothes. “Will I be able to bathe?”

The old woman grinned. “I guess that depends on your definition of bathing.”

La’tiera stared at her, not understanding.

Lalu set her stitching aside and got up. From drawers opposite the set holding her breakfast, she lifted the top and revealed a hidden washbasin with water and several folded cloths.

“I’m afraid that while we’re traveling, this is the best we can do.” She returned to the bed and gathered up her things. “There are drying cloths in the drawer beneath that one. If you’ll bring the cloths and your shift outside once you’re done we’ll make sure they get washed.”

La’tiera waited until she was gone before leaving the bed and approaching the water-filled bowl. This was how they bathed? She stared skeptically at the minuscule amount of water as she compared it to the huge bath she normally used. There was no way she’d be able to clean her hair. Not with this. How could they stand it?

Deciding to use what she had, if she wanted any kind of bath at all, she removed her shift and stepped closer to the basin. It was then she noticed the simple mirror attached to the lid of the compartment. She could see herself in its reflection, but the image was not as clear as in the one she had at home.

She checked the birthmark of the Eye on her chest, remembering the green light she had seen when she’d wakened from her vision. She ran her fingers over it, and frowned—the area felt different from before. It was almost as if she’d developed a bump there, but though she studied it in the mirror, she could see no difference. Was it changing?

Shaking her head, she stopped trying to see it and picked up one of the cloths. Though she glanced around she saw no oils or creams. The cloth felt coarse against her skin. She didn’t much like it.

After cleaning herself as best she could and putting on the clothes she found folded at the end of the bed, she ate breakfast. She wasn’t excited by the simple fare but ate it all. She noticed the shirt, like her own clothes, was cut close to the neck to keep the Eye hidden.

Cleaned, full and dressed, she figured she was as ready as she would ever be to face the world. So, gathering her dirty things, she opened the door to the wagon and stepped outside. She found Lalu sitting on the tailgate’s edge waiting for her.

“Ah, there you are. I was starting to wonder if you’d decided to spend the day indoors.”

La’tiera decided to ignore the comment. “Where did you want me to put these?”

The old woman chuckled. “Over there where Tersa is working.”

Glancing in the direction she pointed, La’tiera spotted the dancer by a large shallow tub. Kyr stood beside her, emptying a bucket of water into it. Hair in a ragged bun and sleeves pushed back to the shoulders, she was rubbing something up and down on a board partially sticking in the water. Behind her, between two trees, lines were strung up, and articles of clothing hung from them, dripping onto the grass.

La’tiera approached, watching what Tersa was doing with growing curiosity. Mela had always taken her clothes away each day and brought them back smelling clean and fresh, but she’d never had any idea how they got that way.

“Lalu said I should bring these to you?”

Tersa gave the bundle an ugly look. “Just set them there, please.”

She did as directed.

“Do you have any experience with laundry, by any chance?” Tersa asked.

“No, I’m afraid I haven’t.” She wasn’t about to admit she’d never seen it done before.

Tersa let go of the garment she’d been working on and shook the soapy water off her fingers. “Here, let me see your hands.”

Not sure why, La’tiera put them forward for inspection. Tersa turned them over and looked at her palms and fingers. Like Dal’s, Tersa’s hands were calloused and rough. At the moment, they also looked red and chapped. In comparison, hers were smooth and white, except for where she held her brushes and charcoals.

“That’s what I thought.”

“Is it bad?”

Tersa grinned. “No, it just means I can’t rope you into doing this for me. These hands are too pretty to ruin.”

La’tiera felt embarrassed by the statement, though she wasn’t entirely sure why. “I–I’m not allowed to do any work.”

Tersa laughed. “Not allowed? Wouldn’t that be grand!” The dancer’s eyes were bright as she tucked an errant curl behind her ear. “Off with you, then, before I’m tempted to have you do something forbidden.” Still laughing, she returned to her work.

La’tiera walked away not totally understanding what was so amusing. Kyr sheepishly nodded at her as he came by with another bucket of water. Rostocha and Mishal both greeted her as well from the table where they looked to be repairing one of the drums.

A flurry of giggles from the other side of the wagon tugged at her attention. Turning that way, she felt Lalu’s eyes following her wherever she went.

Aya and Dal were practicing some simple acrobatics, a group of six young children watching closely, trying to emulate them. They were having a great time laughing at one another as they tried to match the players. She noticed Dal kept most of his movements slow, giving the children plenty of time to see how he was doing things. She could see his muscles straining with effort as he laughed along with them. Aya, however, had no mercy on them, doing all her tricks as fast as possible.

La’tiera drifted a little closer, using a tree as partial cover, not wanting to intrude. She now had the opportunity to study the children a little closer, unlike the day before. Like Aya, they all seemed to be smaller versions of adults, their faces rounder, softer than the grownups’. These would be the adults of the future, the ones to whom her sacrifice would mean the most. She smiled watching them—their dirty faces, their laughter, their smiles, the endless energy. Had she been that way at their age?

Her gaze slipped over to Dal. She wondered what he’d been like as a child. He looked so comfortable with them, enjoying himself as much as they were. He seemed so open this way, so carefree, more like when they’d first met than the serious man he became once he learned she would be giving her life away. How could they be the same person?

“Is he yours?”

She jumped at the voice behind her. Turning around, she found a young woman, her face and arms tanned from being outdoors, a filled bucket of oats in her arms.

“Mine?”

“Sure, the black-haired handsome one. It’s a straightforward enough question, isn’t it?”

La’tiera stared at her bland face. “Ah, I’m sorry. But I really don’t understand what you’re asking.”

The girl raised an irritated brow. “Are you paired with him or is he a free man?”

“P–Paired?” La’tiera’s eyes grew wide. The woman thought that she and Dal…?

“You’re a pretty thing but kind of slow, aren’t you.” She shifted the bucket to her opposite hip.

La’tiera blushed. “No, he’s not mine. Not anyone’s, as far as I know.”

“Even though he only danced with you?” A crooked smile lit her face. “Well, that’s very interesting.” With her free hand, she reached up behind her and loosened her brown hair so it would fall freely to her shoulders. “Tell me, how long is the troupe planning to stay here?”

“A day or two, I believe. I don’t really know.”

“You wouldn’t, would you. But a few days—this is getting better and better. With the Trial coming, we must do what we can.”

La’tiera didn’t like her tone. It occurred to her that perhaps this person planned on trying to make Dal hers in some way. She wasn’t sure she liked that but couldn’t say why.

“By the way, what do you do for the troupe?”

She felt her throat go dry. What should she say? Then, she realized she could tell the truth—this girl might be able to help her. From her actions so far, she somewhat doubted she’d believe her, but the tale might still get back to the head of the village and then somehow back to her uncle. She at least had to try.

“Actually, I—”

“She’s an artist.”

La’tiera glanced guiltily back over her shoulder at Dal’s unexpected intrusion.

“Is that right?” The village girl smiled at him, her eyes brightening. All that because of him?

“Painter’s Guild asked us to see her safely to Sais to fill a position there. In exchange, she’ll help us figure out some decorations for our wagons and do sketches we can sell as well.”

La’tiera shivered as he placed an easy hand on her shoulder. How could he lie so easily? It sounded like the truth.

The girl gave her an unhappy look. “Is she any good?”

“Come back later, and she’ll draw your picture for you. My treat.”

The smile came back on full force. “Really?”

“It would be my pleasure.”

La’tiera could hear the returned smile in his voice. She liked it no better than the girl’s.

“Shierla!”

The girl glanced to the right. “I’ve got to go. But I’ll make sure to come by after my chores are done. Maybe tonight you might save a dance for me.” She gave him a half-curtsey, made awkward by the bucket she was holding, her eyes never leaving his. “See you soon.”

“Until then.”

La’tiera stared unhappily at the ground, having missed out on a chance to get help but also bothered by what seemed to have gone on among the three of them.

Dal’s hand left her shoulder. “That was close.”

She turned around to face him. “How could you lie to her like that?” She felt her face grow hot remembering other falsehoods he’d told. Those had come easily as well.

Dal frowned. “Lie to her like what? You’re an artist, and we are keeping you safe while escorting you to another city, though admittedly not Sais. It would prove hard to protect you if we went along telling everyone the truth whenever they asked.”

It didn’t make her feel any better. “But what about the rest of it? She now expects me to do a drawing of her, but I have nothing to work with. How will your lie help you then?”

“Oh, that’s not a problem.” He grinned. “Come on.” Grabbing her hand, he set off toward the farthest of the wagons.

As he dragged her along, La’tiera was hard-pressed to keep up. Gasping for breath, she waited outside as he ran into the wagon. Moments later, he reappeared carrying a small bundle.

“After I found out how much you liked to draw, I picked these up in town. I hope they’ll do.” He extended the package toward her. “I would have given it to you sooner, but I hadn’t found a good time.”

Staring at his excited face in surprise, she took the wrapped bundle and peeked at the contents. Inside were a small nondescript box and a leather satchel. In the box she found ten charcoal sticks and in the satchel a short stack of thick paper.

“I don’t understand. Why would you do this?” She looked up at him, her heart beating faster, confusion washing over her. He had betrayed her, and now he gave her gifts?

She saw his cheeks redden before he looked away. “I just thought you would enjoy them. It’s a sort of apology for the rough way I knew we were going to have to take you away from there.”

La’tiera stiffened at the words, but seeing his truly earnest expression didn’t have the heart to spoil it by saying what she thought. Nothing he did would ever make up for the fact he’d ripped her away from her home, though with this, he did bring back something truly important to her.

“Thank you.” She decided not to meet his gaze.

“We truly only want to help you.”

She said nothing, knowing it wouldn’t do any good.

“La’tiera! La’tiera!” Aya ran up to her. “Gire and Lessy are going to show me around. They said there’re lots of animals here. You have to come, too. It will be really fun!” She grabbed onto her arm as if her answer had already been delivered.

La’tiera looked down at the girl then out into the village. Animals, she would get to see animals. She didn’t resist as Aya pulled her away, her own steps quickening. Dal followed them.

The village was a small one, or so Aya informed her, with one large communal building that served for village functions—the village council, storage and a myriad of other things. Most of the homes ran along one side or the other of the main road, though a few were farther off, closer to the wide array of cultivated fields. A tavern/general store took up space at one end of town. Close to the communal building was a small stone structure Aya pointed out as the local shrine for the Four Gods.

La’tiera stared at it as they came near. Banners, streamers and other colorful decorations covered it from top to bottom, making sure there was no way it would be missed. The whole concept of worshiping and praying to Gods who were no longer there was incomprehensible to her. She expected a lecture or some such from Dal, but he said nothing as they took a look inside.

Fresh flowers and foodstuffs covered a small shelf before four statues in the vague shapes of people. The walls were painted behind them, showing a young man with an open eye on his chest and the Herald crossing the sky.

Fascinated, she was also reminded how little time was left. But why would they do all this? What did they think giving long-gone Gods tribute would accomplish?

Her attention turned to an old woman kneeling before the statues. The woman stood up and turned, sensing them there.

“The time is near, children. The Herald is in the sky again.” She pointed upwards. “Make sure to say your prayers every evening. Ask them to give the Bearer strength.”

That said, and followed by long looks to make sure they’d heard her, she shuffled outside. La’tiera watched her with barely concealed wonder. They prayed to the Gods for them to help her? Might they do such a thing?

Two of the children quickly rushed forward and planting kisses on their palms, touched the statues then ran back out. La’tiera shook her head and followed them out. The old woman didn’t need to worry. She possessed strength enough to do what needed to be done when the time came. Still, she felt grateful for the support. She wondered how many other villages or cities were now trying to send her strength. She wouldn’t fail them.

Aya’s two friends took them everywhere, almost as full of energy as she was. They showed them the enclosed yards behind most of the houses, homes to small gardens and domesticated animals like chickens, dogs, cats, cows and goats. Each one was a wonder to La’tiera, finally be able to see the drawings from her books come to life. Their strong scents, their strange habits and the noises they made—it was all amusing, enlightening and strange. Her hands tingled with excitement as Aya brought one of the cats over for her to pet, cradled in her arms. The fur was so soft and smooth. She was surprised when touching it made the creature thrum and emanate a strange vibrating sound. For a moment, she thought she’d done something wrong, until she noticed the contented, slit green eyes of the creature, gazing on her as if telling her how privileged she was at being allowed to touch her.

The dogs scared her a little, as one happy bouncing pup decided he wanted to leap into her arms, though he was half as tall as she was. Dal saved her from the continuous attention, laughing as he saw the half-horrified, half-thrilled expression on her face.

Horses seemed so large up close. She knew people could ride them, but she thought their backs were awfully high, and she had no idea how they got up there. She was surprised to see they had whiskers, something never depicted in her picture books.

Along with the animals, La’tiera saw the people of the village as they worked—churning butter, washing clothes, feeding the animals or tending their gardens. Some were in the fields of corn and grain but were too far away for her to really make out what they were doing. Everywhere she looked she saw ribbons in the colors of the Four Gods. Some homes had miniature shrines facing in the direction the Herald traveled, all filled with sweet cakes, shiny stones and other offerings. She let it all wash over her, absorbing everything she could, though there was much she didn’t entirely understand.

“We’d best be going back,” Dal suggested a couple of hours later. “Lalu will be cross if we don’t make it for lunch.”

Aya bid her friends goodbye and promised to look for them later. As they strolled back, La’tiera was tired, but her mind raced with all she had seen so far.

They congregated at the table behind the half-circle of wagons and ate. Once they were done, Aya got pulled by Bentel to help her with some chores, and Dal excused himself to take care of some of his own. La’tiera stayed at the table, more than content not to be doing anything at the moment, still absorbing all she’d seen before. She set Dal’s gift on the table and stared at it, not reaching for the charcoal or paper though her hands itched more than ever to draw.

Lalu sat on the steps to one of the wagons, keeping an eye on her but otherwise leaving her to her own devices.

Dal’s kindness puzzled her, as did his enjoyment of her wonder at the things she’d seen today. Everything he did seemed to speak of him as a kind, nice person, but she couldn’t understand how that could be when he was also the same man who had kidnapped and lied to her. Could people be both good and evil?

“Say, what have you got there?” Tersa dropped onto the bench on the other side of the table, eyeing the chalk and paper.

“Dal gave them to me,” La’tiera said. “So I can draw.”

Tersa reached out and felt the paper. “That’s interesting.”

“What is?”

Tersa’s dark eyes met her own. “This paper.”

“It’s the kind I normally use,” La’tiera admitted. “Is there something wrong with it?”

“No. But paper is expensive, so I don’t want to think about how much more this special kind would have cost him.”

“I don’t understand.”

Tersa stared at her for a long while, as if not believing her. “Hm, maybe you don’t, at that.” She tilted her head, exposing her graceful neck. “I keep forgetting you’ve lived all your life locked away like a cask of wine in a cellar.”

La’tiera didn’t truly grasp what she meant by this, either, but wasn’t going to ask and look like a fool again—one point of ignorance at a time.

“Won’t you explain it to me?”

Tersa leaned forward, placing her arms on the table, the scent of soap and sweat wafting from her in soft waves.

“I don’t know if I’m the best person for this, but I’m willing to give it a try.” She closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. “The things you had at home, they’re a lot different from what we have. Different from what you’ve seen that the villagers have—the clothes, the food, the houses.”

La’tiera fingered the rough fabric of her simple skirt beneath the table. She thought of the thatch-roofed buildings, the bitter wine, the thick breads, the hard bed she had to sleep in.

“Yes, they’re very different.”

“Any thoughts on why that would be?”

She blinked, not having thought about it before. “Because my uncle is a viscount and he was born to the important job of protecting the people and lands of the area—because he strives to work for the good of all.”

Tersa nodded. “That’s true. But what is also true is that he charges for that protection in the form of taxes and tribute—money, in other words. And those who have money can buy better or more things than those who don’t. Don’t you think everyone would want to have the things he has?”

She’d never thought of that. “I guess so. But not everyone is highborn.”

“So, you don’t think Aya should have nice things just because she is a foundling?”

La’tiera quickly shook her head. “I never said that.”

Tersa sighed. “I told you I wasn’t made for this. Let me try to say it another way. The fact your uncle has more money than most means he can have finer things than anyone else. Most people, however, have no choice but to purchase what they can afford. That paper is more than most people can afford.”

La’tiera nodded. “So, you’re saying Dal should not have gotten this for me.”

“Right. He is not a noble, he collects no taxes and I’d wager getting you those things took a nice chunk if not most of what he had. Meaning he now doesn’t have money for other things he might need. You should be flattered. He’s normally pretty close with his earnings.” Tersa gave her a knowing smile.

La’tiera stared at the paper, realizing she had no idea of the trouble giving her this might cost him, or what it was to do without, which because of her he might now have to.

“Maybe I should give them back.”

“Oh, no! Never do that! Men giving women presents is something we want to encourage. As much and as often as we can.” Tersa laughed. She got up to go. “If you don’t squander them and treat them as important, he won’t care about the expense. And, as it should, it might entice him to buy you more.” Still laughing softly, she headed off toward one of the wagons.

La’tiera stared after her, totally confused by the conversation. At first she thought Tersa was trying to make her understand how the gift would make trouble for Dal, but now she was encouraging her to try to get more from him. It made no sense!

How many other things did she not understand and would have to stumble through before her uncle found her? She’d never thought the actions of others would be so confusing. In all the stories you always knew what everyone was thinking and what everyone was about. Reality was altogether irritatingly different.

Staring once more at her gift, she pulled out one of the pages and ran her fingertips caressingly over it. She would not squander the pages. She would doodle with sticks on the ground or ashes on a table, only using the paper when she was sure of what she wanted to draw. She would treat them as the rarity Tersa implied they were, like the entertainments her uncle arranged on occasion for her. That she understood quite well.

She placed the paper back inside the satchel.

* * * *

Late in the afternoon, the troupe gathered one by one back at the table. Bentel brought out large bowls of soup, and bread, Aya putting smaller empty bowls before each person. Using the ladle in the first bowl, each of them served themselves. La’tiera hesitated, not sure if she should as well, so Aya decided to take care of it for her. She scooped soup into the bowl once, twice and looked to be aiming for a third time when Rostocha made her stop.

“She’s not the only one eating, you know.”

La’tiera stared at her bowl, almost filled to overflowing, and wondered how the child expected her to eat it all.

“But Bentel says food is good for you and makes people happy,” Aya said. “And I want La’tiera to be very happy.”

“We all want that, sprite, but you keep giving her food and you’re likely to kill her with it.”

Laughs rang all around. La’tiera felt embarrassed at the attention, but was also grateful for Aya’s feelings. Hearing them talk as if they actually cared about her felt strange.

There not being enough room at the table for all of them, some brought over stools and sat back from it. Collecting her bowl and some bread, La’tiera gave up her space and sat down in the shade of a nearby tree. Aya never sat, running back and forth as if too full of energy to stop long enough to eat properly.

The others ate and talked of everyday things—the coming weather, Rostocha’s conversation with the village leader, the mood of the villagers, the state of their crops. They reminded her of her conversations with her uncle—except these went both ways, for everyone had something to contribute. There was a warmth to their camaraderie she had never experienced before. This must be what it was like to be part of a true family—this feeling of ease and commonality, of give and take, of friendships forged by work, love and happenstance.

Before she thought of what she was doing, she’d set aside her bowl and opened her satchel. This she must capture, this was worth putting down on velum. Using the back of the satchel as her drawing surface, she took one of the charcoal sticks and drew.

By the time the others were done with the meal, she had the main outlines done, the picture she wanted planted firmly in her mind. There was Lalu’s cackling laughter, Rostocha’s harsh face and gentle eyes, Tersa’s playfulness, Kyr’s quiet shyness, Mishal’s love for his wife and music, Bentel’s kind heart, Aya’s blasting energy and last—Dal. Dal’s bright presence and joy of life.

She saw them clearly, as clearly as if each one were posing before her to be captured by her hand. She idly rubbed at the spot on her chest where the Eye sat but hardly noticed the gesture, the need upon her to capture all she had seen and more.

“That’s us!”

La’tiera almost jumped at the unexpected voice. She realized she’d forgotten everyone and everything, totally lost to her work. Aya stood beside her, a wide smile on her face as she looked down at her drawing.

“And that’s me!” She pointed to where La’tiera had drawn her playing peek-a-boo from beneath Bentel’s skirts after stealing Kyr’s roll. “And there’s Lalu and Rostocha and Bentel and Dal and Tersa and Mishal and Kyr. But, where are you? Why aren’t you in the picture?”

She looked up into the girl’s confused features and felt her heart lurch in her chest.

“This is your family, Aya. I don’t belong in there.”

The girl’s eyes flashed. “Who says so? I’ll make them take it back!”

“No one said anything.” She didn’t understand why this upset Aya, and wasn’t sure she could explain that kidnap victims weren’t normally considered family members. Or at least, she didn’t think so. “Tell you what. If I draw another picture of the troupe, I’ll make sure to put myself in there as well, okay?”

The frown didn’t totally leave the girl’s face, but she slowly nodded. “You promise?”

“Sure.”

Green eyes stared fervently into hers. “You’re a part of us now. You were always meant to be a part of us.” Her expression was serious.

Not knowing how to tell her it was never meant to be, La’tiera decided to say nothing. Instead, she dragged her attention back to the drawing and added to the background the details of the wagons and hints of the village beyond.

The sun was slowly lowering on the horizon when she added the last stroke.

“You’ve been sitting here a long time. Are you all right?”

She’d just tucked the drawing away into the satchel when Dal spoke from behind her. He leaned against the trunk of the tree, his arms cradled behind his head, a long thin blade of grass hanging from his mouth. He was looking toward the setting sun.

Closing the satchel the rest of the way, she had a sneaking suspicion he’d been standing there watching her for a while and she just hadn’t noticed. “I got carried away with what I was doing. I’m done now, though.”

She tried to stand, only to realize her legs had fallen asleep long ago. Grimacing at the returning blood flow, she half-stumbled to her feet. Suddenly, Dal was there beside her, steadying her when it looked like she might fall.

“I’ve got you.”

Her skin abruptly felt hot where he was touching it. She tried to get her balance back as quickly as she could.

“I’m all right. Thank you.”

He let go of her, his eyes smiling. She pretended not to see it.

“Might I ask you a question?” She picked up her satchel.

“Please.”

“Last night you said that I was meant to live. That you’d seen this. What did you mean?”

He sent her an askew glance. “Do you really want to know? You probably won’t want to believe me.”

She wasn’t sure if he was serious or not. “Try me.”

“Like Rostocha told you, he belongs to the fifth tier of Watchers. I belong to the second tier. There are a total of seven.”

La’tiera moved away from the tree, leaving him to follow. “What does that have to do with my question?”

If her bluntness annoyed him, he didn’t let it show.

“The Watchers have been around for thousands of years, their sole function to protect the Bearer and to make sure the knowledge of the test is not lost. The group has gone through many incarnations over the ages. At the time of the pact, it was a religious sect. But the world got bigger, the belief in the Gods waxed and waned and the sect grew too heavy and filled with self interest. Four hundred-fifty-seven years is a long time between Bearers, and I’m not proud to say there have been those who’ve used the cause to line their own pockets.

“Now, the sect is more dispersed, no longer affiliated with any country or government. The Word and finding the Bearer are the most important things, and so now we entertain, spread the knowledge far and wide so no one will forget, so they understand the signs when they see them. Entertainers are welcomed everywhere.”

La’tiera wondered if that’s also how they’d spread the wrong knowledge about what she needed to do. It was fortunate her parents took her to the viscount.

“We have branches in all the major cities. The histories are kept in the halls, where the lives of the Bearers have been documented. They also have schools to teach our craft and for many other things. But though the troupes keep the knowledge of the Bearer alive, not all are Watchers.”

“I still don’t see how—”

“Members are chosen from the children of the troupes. When a child reaches the age of eleven, they are sent to one of the thirteen main centers to witness a ritual. It’s there that they’re shown the truth, where we’re told what is expected and why it must be. Not all join the sect then, but all have seen the truth. The sect itself is for those who wish to learn more, those who feel they can pledge their all to the cause.”

Dal rushed around her, bringing her to a stop. His earnest eyes sought hers. “It was during the ceremony that I came to know what I told you. I touched one of the relics left by the Gods. The object showed me what was expected and why. It was a gift left behind by them so we would never doubt, so the demons would not win because we had forgotten. It’s where we’re going to take you, so you, too, can touch it and receive their message.”

La’tiera tore her gaze away. Could there be such relics? Did the Gods truly leave something of theirs behind to keep the knowledge of the Trials alive so humanity would always have a chance to win? It made sense, but…

“And what is expected?”

“Four hundred and thirty-eight years from the time of the last test a child is born wearing the mark of the Eye. Nineteen years later, the Herald appears, and on the first full moon after the celebration of the Bearer’s birth the portal will open. At that time, the Bearer will be tested one final time, facing the demons in the flesh. If he or she is strong, the Bearer will face the demon and repel it back from whence it came. But if the Bearer does not stand against it, does not use the Eye, the demon will consume them and rip the passage open to our world so they can come and go at will. All of humanity would become playthings for them.”

La’tiera shook her head in denial but said nothing, knowing she’d asked to hear this.

“Were you ever told that the Eye has power? That it is more than a symbol?”

This caught her attention. “What do you mean?”

“The Eye possesses the power to show the truth—possible futures. It’s the reason why you have the dreams, the ones used by the demons to try to break your will. But though it is used to test you, it can also help you by showing you the truth of things. For each Bearer, this gift shows itself in different ways. The Bearer before you saw the truth in pools of water. The one before saw it when playing music. Yours should be fully active now, telling you we speak the truth about everything we’ve told you, but it’s not. It should be more than just a birthmark, but it isn’t.”

La’tiera unconsciously touched the Eye through her shirt, remembering how it had felt different to her that morning.

“I suspect that necklace the viscount made you wear has something to do with it. But I’m hoping now that it’s gone, if you can figure out how the power manifests for you, then maybe…”

Could it be true? Could she have a power that would enable her to make sense of all this?

“You actually think I can do that?”

“I do. And I think it might manifest through your art,” he told her seriously. “Remember when I told you the story of the princess? How you drew those incredible pictures? I believe that was the Eye working through you. It’s how I knew you were the one.”

She considered this, the frown already creasing her forehead deepening. She looked at the satchel that hung from her side. A number of things suddenly added themselves together, and hot anger followed. She turned on him.

“So, your gift to me—it…it wasn’t an apology. It wasn’t about friendship. It was only so I would have what was needed so I could bring forth my power and see the truth as you see it? Is that what it was for?!”

Dal took a step back at her vehemence, raising his hands as if to keep her anger from burning him.

“No! Please don’t misunderstand. Sure, I was hoping there’d this benefit, but when I bought it I was only thinking about—”

“I don’t want it! Do you hear me? I don’t want anything that comes from you!”

She threw the satchel at him, her eyes stinging. Just like when she’d first met him, this had nothing to do with her, nothing to do with who she was but only with what she was. She didn’t like it! Before Dal could recover and say anything else, she ran.

“La’tiera!”

Ignoring him, trying not to feel the pain inside her, she ran away from her captors, from her past, from her duty, everything. She knew Dal would come after her, for the Eye—it was all he cared about. If it wasn’t him, it would be one of the others. But she didn’t want to be found, she wanted to be alone—alone as she had always been, where things made sense and no one hurt you like this.

With tear-blurred vision she headed for the village’s cultivated land, toward what Aya had said were cornfields. She dove into the wall of cornstalks, fleeing between the neat, narrow rows. Thick long leaves tried to snag in her hair and clothes, but she barely noticed. She ran, heedless of her path, until her sides flared with pain and her lungs felt on fire. Gasping, she allowed herself to finally stop and collapse on the ground.

None of it meant anything—the dancing, the gift. All he and the others cared about was her destiny and the Eye and nothing else. But why did she care? It didn’t matter. Her life would be over in days. So why did it hurt so?

She hid her face in her hands and wept.


 

CHAPTER 21

“La’tiera!”

Dal hesitated, watching her run from him, not sure how or if he should make her stop. Feeling guilty, he bent to retrieve the discarded satchel that had caused all the trouble.

When would he stop being such a bungler? And why did she always have to misunderstand everything? He kicked at the soft ground with his foot.

“Lover’s spat?”

He spun around. Shierla stepped out from behind a tree, hands behind her back.

Damn, how much did she hear?

“It was a misunderstanding, actually.” He glanced over his shoulder and sighed, seeing that La’tiera had reached the cornfields. Maybe if he gave her a little while. She was in no condition to tell anyone anything if she stumbled across someone there.

“Guess I won’t be getting my portrait done today.”

Shierla sidled up to stand very close to him. He noticed her hair was still glistening from being freshly washed, and that her clothes were fancier than the usual village day wear. Somehow, he doubted she’d gone to all that trouble for a portrait.

“I really should go after her.” He turned to go.

“Wait!” She grabbed his arm, pressing against him. “The Time of Trial is almost here.”

Dal tried to take a step back, but she only clung to him harder.

“I know it’s rather forward of me, but not that many men come around who aren’t either farmers or toothless. I know I’m not a charming beauty, but I have brains, unlike some, and I work hard to please.” She rubbed against him. She was shaking. “If the world is about to end in a few days, I’d like to have done something worthwhile.”

This attitude hadn’t been covered in any of the histories, that he knew of, dealing with the Time of Trial. Though a part of him was definitely reacting, he gently but forcefully pushed her away.

“I–I’m sorry. Tempting as the offer is, I can’t.”

“I know a very private place! No one need ever know.” She pressed in on him again.

Dal moved her away once more. “I really can’t. I’m very sorry.”

Her smile turned into a sour pout. “I can do much more for you than she can.”

Like save the world from the demon hordes? He made himself say nothing, only shook his head. His duty had always been clear. Circumstances just kept making it more difficult than it had to be.

“Again, I’m sorry.”

Shierla shrugged. “Well, if you change your mind…” She walked away with a pronounced swing to her hips, as if showing him what he was missing.

Dal swallowed hard then shook his head, sure none of the others would believe him if he told them.

He suddenly realized it was growing dark. The darkness got very dense out here away from the city. Though he knew there was nowhere for La’tiera to go, he would feel better knowing where she was. He doubted she’d ever been outdoors this long alone before. Now if he could only figure out how to stop offending her.

Her satchel slung on his shoulder, he headed toward the fields, the color draining from the land as the sun completely disappeared behind the horizon.

There were several sets of fields. He realized there was no guarantee she’d stopped at the first one. His steps grew faster. For the first time, he felt a tinge of worry. It would be hard finding her in the dark. He’d really bungled things now.

He considered going back for a moment and getting the others, but by then all the light would definitely be gone. Plus there was the fact Rostocha would have his hide for letting her out of his sight. And if they all trooped out to the fields, it would probably bring a lot of unwanted questions from the village. No, he’d have to find her on his own.

She had to be all right.


 

CHAPTER 22

La’tiera sat up, feeling achy and spent. The smell of earth was strong in her nostrils, as well as those of plants she didn’t know. She looked around to find herself surrounded by walls of green, with occasional tufts of white.

She realized she was in the fields on the outskirts of the village. She had been betrayed again, and ran away to be alone—she hadn’t cared where at the time. She had cried all her eyes had to give and now only felt a deep, sad emptiness.

She peered up at what she could see of the sky above the stalks and found it filled with a quickly darkening purple. Night was almost upon her. Gingerly, she rose to her feet and wiped at her still-damp face then shook what dirt she could off her skirt and legs. She turned slowly, squinting in the decreasing light, but all she saw were stalks in all directions. Which way was the way out?

As she pondered which direction to try, or if to try at all, she realized she was still alone, that no voices called for her, that the troupe was not combing every inch of the fields to find her. Maybe they were confident she wouldn’t go far. That she would go back to them out of fear of the darkness. She felt her ire rise. Maybe it was time to make them worry. She was used to being in the dark alone. She felt no need to scurry back to them at all.

A noise off to the right made her turn around a little too quickly. Something was moving through the stalks. A touch of fear flared inside her, but it dissipated almost as fast as it came. It was probably just one of the villagers. If so, they would be able to lead her out of here, and she would be able to tell them of her plight, get their help in making her way back to her uncle.

“Hello?”

The movement stopped.

“Is someone there?”

The light was fading rapidly. The sounds of movement picked up again, much faster than before. She quivered inside as she told herself there was absolutely nothing to fear. It was one of the villagers, not some beast from the forest or a dragon intent on supper. It had to be.

“La’tiera!”

Just as she registered who it was, she was enveloped in his arms.

“By the Four Gods! I thought I’d never find you.”

Dal’s breath tickled her ear as she stood in stunned surprise. His arms crushed her against him, almost painfully. But though she could barely breathe, his warmth, his strength felt oddly comforting.

“La’tiera, say something. Are you all right?”

She was almost sorry as he let her go and took a step back.

“I’m…fine.” She glanced away from the open worry on his face. It was then, she noticed her satchel hanging from his side. She stiffened, reminded of what had made her run away in the first place. But why bring it here?

“We need to go back. The others are surely very worried about us by now.”

He hadn’t gone back and told them she was gone?

Dal hesitated a moment, then took off the satchel hanging from his shoulder.

“Here, this is yours.” He held it out to her. “It was a gift. It’s all it was meant to be. I swear it. I bought it for you because I thought you would enjoy it, that’s all.”

She meekly took the satchel back and said nothing. She wanted to believe him, though she wasn’t sure why. But she wasn’t quite ready to…yet.

“Come on, we’d better get moving before we lose all the light.” Taking her hand loosely in his, he led the way.

She was tempted to pull her hand away, but as the darkness closed in the contact felt more like a life-saving tether, and she was suddenly loath to drift on her own.

The crops’ protruding leaves and maturing ears bumped against her as she walked. She could feel small aches where they must have hit her in her heedless flight. The darkness increased, and she tried her best not to think of them as reaching hands intent on dragging her off and never letting go.

Soon, she couldn’t see much of anything. She tightened her hold on Dal’s hand and moved a little closer to him. She followed him blindly, wondering how he knew the way.

One moment she was wrapped in darkness. The next she was facing a million small candles lit up in the sky.

They’d finally made their way out of the fields.

“Which way is the village?” She blinked, her eyes still dazzled by the seeming brilliance of the sky compared to the almost total darkness of a few moments ago.

“That way.” Dal pointed off to the left, and she saw lights closer to the ground in that direction.

La’tiera let go of his hand, not looking at him when she realized she was still holding onto it. Dal said nothing, instead leading the way again by following the edge of the field.

She was amazed at how truly dark it was out here. At home, there had always been a little light coming through the windows from the ramparts, the moon or the fireplace in her room on stormy nights. Here, the dark almost felt like it possessed a life of its own, all-encompassing. It made the village seem lonely, separated from other life, a small island in a huge sea of black.

Suddenly eager for more light, for life, she stuck close to Dal as they continued forward.

A shrill scream tore the silence. La’tiera froze, eyes wide, remembering other screams and what they meant. But it was too soon! She glanced up into the sky searching for the Herald and found him, his tail still not full of fire but so much brighter than before. He had not graced the heavens long enough for it to be time. But if it wasn’t the demons, then what…?

Dal touched her arm, and she jumped. “I’ve no idea what that was, so let’s go around until we can sort out what’s going on. Allright?”

She couldn’t see his face clearly, but had a feeling he’d been as unnerved by the scream as she had. She nodded at his suggestion, feeling suddenly cold.

He took a long circuit around the houses, coming in while keeping the troupe’s wagons between them and the village. The wagons’ outer lamps were unlit, making it easy for them to approach without being seen.

There was no sign of the others. Dal slowed down, half-crouched, trying to look everywhere at once.

The sounds of harsh voices, weeping and frightened murmurs drifted to them as they neared the closest of the wagons.

“Bring the next one forward.”

They heard a yelp and sounds of a struggle. Dal pointed to the underside of the middle wagon then crawled beneath it to look out the other side.

The villagers were gathered in two groups across the way, ten uniformed men surrounding them. Two had taken hold of Shierla and were dragging her to face a man wearing a conical helmet.

“Hold her fast.”

Shierla vainly struggled in the grip of the two guards. “Let go of me! I’ve done nothing wrong.”

The men from the village in the one group looked angry; the weapons of the soldiers were poised to attack anyone who moved. The women, separated into the other group, looked pale and full of fear, some of the children watching with wide eyes while others huddled close to their mother’s skirts, tears glistening on their faces.

A slap echoed in the clearing as the commander hit Shierla across the face.

“Silence!”

She would have fallen from the force of the blow if not for the two holding her. La’tiera covered her cheek with a hand, never having seen someone do violence to another. She felt Dal tense beside her.

While Shierla still reeled from the blow, the leader grabbed her bodice with both hands and yanked it apart, exposing her breasts.

“Wonderful, it’s not this one, either.” He sounded almost bored. “Bring on the next.”

The two guards dragged a weeping Shierla back to the other women. As soon as they let her go, she dropped to the ground sobbing, trying to cover her exposed flesh. La’tiera realized with horror that a number of the other women had had their clothes ripped as well.

As the guards moved to grab another woman, Tersa strutted out of the huddled mass.

“I’ll be next.”

“No!” Mishal took a step forward from the men only to find two guards in his path, sharp weapons aimed at his midriff. Rostocha and Kyr grabbed him.

Tersa sauntered forward, not waiting for the two guards. She was no longer wearing the working clothes she’d had on while doing laundry, but one of her beaded dancing costumes. The bells on her ankles rang as she walked.

The commander held up a hand, stalling the two guards about to grab and stop her.

“Leave her be. It’s good to see some cooperation for once.”

La’tiera shivered, watching the man’s eyes raking Tersa’s lithe body. The dancer smiled at him warmly, as if she’d wanted nothing else from him.

“I understand you’re only carrying out your duty. And there’s no reason why complying has to be unpleasant.” Her sultry voice wove around him as she reached up and slowly undid the ties to her beaded bodice.

“Yes, only doing our duty.” The man licked his lips as if they’d suddenly turned dry. “And so are you by following the viscount’s orders.”

La’tiera felt her heart skip a beat. Her uncle ordered these men to do this?

“Is that right?” Tersa’s smile turned mysterious. She was still pulling slowly on the bodice’s strings. “Still, it would help so much more if we knew why we needed to do this.”

The man swallowed hard, Tersa now standing very close to him, her hands never stopping in their assigned task.

“It is only for the viscount to know why.” His voice grew slightly slurred, his eyes never leaving her bodice. “We’re to search every woman we see, no exception, to find one with a mark on her chest. If we find her, she’s to be arrested and taken to him.”

Her uncle was looking for her! But why like this? Didn’t he believe she would want to go back to him?

“He’s looking for a woman with a mark?” The last of the string fell away. “Do these look marked to you?” She pulled her costume open on both sides, but only to where the commander would be the only one to see the fruit hidden there.

The man’s hands half rose, his fingers twitching, before they fell down again. “N–No, not marked. Very lovely.”

“You’re too kind.” Tersa leaned forward until they almost touched then pulled away and turned, closing her costume as she did so. Her soft laughter echoed in the clearing as she made her way back to the women.

“Ne—” The leader cleared his throat. “Next.”

Before the guards could grab someone, one of the village women stepped boldly forward.

La’tiera almost jumped as Dal shifted to whisper in her ear. “We need to go.”

Go? Go where?

As he crawled backwards out from under the wagon, La’tiera numbly found herself following suit. She opened her mouth to finally ask what he meant, but he motioned for her to be quiet and follow.

She took two steps then realized he was asking her to leave behind her one possible chance at rescue, even if what she’d just seen totally horrified her. She wrapped her arms about herself for courage.

“Dal, I’m…I’m not going with you.”

He turned around at her soft whisper. “You must! By the Gods, La’tiera, this is not the time to be stubborn. Think about it, please!” He shook his head in exasperation. “You’re a stranger to all this, but we’ve no time, so I’ll be blunt. If you go back, those men will do the same to you as we’ve just seen them do to the villagers. Rostocha and the others won’t stand for it, and they’ll get hurt, if not killed. And do you think they’re just going to let the villagers alone once they realize they were harboring you?”

She felt her skin turn cold. “But they didn’t…It was you…the troupe…”

“They won’t ask, they won’t care! Please, La’tiera.”

What had been done to Shierla replayed in her mind. If they were capable of something like that, what else might they do?

“Allright.”

Dal led her back toward the fields then on past them. As they walked and she shuddered over the violence she’d seen, another thought came to her. If those men were so sure she was there, what would they do when they didn’t find her? Would they punish the village? Would they do more violence just to make some kind of example out of them? Her emotions swept from side to side. But the villagers were all innocent…

“We can’t do this!” Her harsh whisper brought Dal to a stop.

“We don’t have a choice. There’s nothing we can do to help. And we have to get you out of here.”

There was a tightness to his voice that made it sound as if he were saying this more in an effort to convince himself of the rightness of what they were doing than her.

“If…If I turn myself in, if I tell them who I am before I get too close, surely…surely, they wouldn’t treat me like the others. If they’re already convinced I am there, and they don’t find me…”

He turned slowly to face her. “There’s no guarantee that will happen. We don’t know what other orders they were given. Better if they don’t know whether you truly were there or not than have it confirmed. They might punish them some now, but if they knew for sure they could torch the village or worse. They won’t want any witnesses saying they’ve seen the Bearer.”

She shook her head, sure that her uncle would never order such a thing. But then, he wouldn’t be out here to stop them. And she’d seen how his orders had already been taken out of context and used to hurt others.

“Besides, the time of the Trial is only a few days away. I’ve got to use it to convince you to fight. And the only way to do that is for you to see the holy relic and have it speak to you as it spoke to me.”

“No.” She shook her head. “That won’t work. This relic can show me whatever it wants, but it won’t convince me. How do I know that instead of being something left by the Gods it wasn’t left by the demons instead?”

She saw frustration, then concern and worry flicker in his face and eyes.

“Why are you so determined to die? I can’t understand it.”

She sighed. “It’s why I was born. It’s my reason for existence. And I mean to carry out what I was assigned to do. I am going to save the world.”

Dal shook his head, one moment staring at her in almost admiration, the next looking more frustrated than ever.

“Don’t you have anyone, anything, to live rather than die for?”

La’tiera looked away. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Then I’ll show you.”

She raised her eyes to see what he meant and found him very close, his eyes trapping hers.

“What are you…?”

Before she could say anything else, he reached behind her and pulled her close, his lips falling on hers.


 

CHAPTER 23

La’tiera stuck close to Dal as he led her through the night, her thoughts in total disarray. Her fingers caressed her mouth for the tenth time as she recalled the tingling sensation of his lips pressed against hers.

She’d been kissed before, many times, by her uncle—on the cheek. Never on the lips. And though her stories had kisses, they never mentioned what it felt like, only spoke of them as rewards for the champion. Something coveted but never explained. It had never meant much to her before. Her gaze moved of its own volition to Dal’s back.

What did it mean to him? She’d been so shocked, so surprised by it, she’d done nothing while it lasted. Then he had pulled away gently, a mysterious smile on his face.

“Something to live for,” he said. Then he’d turned away and led them farther from the village.

Her heart pounded loudly in her ears just thinking about it. Yet what, exactly, had he meant? Why did such a simple thing make her feel so strange inside?

“Let’s stop here,” Dal said.

She looked around, seeing nothing but darkness and trees. She saw no reason why they’d want to stop at such a place. “Here?”

Dal nodded. “We crossed a road not too far back. If we stop here, we can rest out of sight but still be close enough to find it again in the morning.”

She glanced back the way they’d come and saw nothing. She had been too distracted to notice any road.

Now they’d stopped moving, she realized her legs and feet hurt. Her stomach rumbled with hunger, and her throat felt dry. They’d brought nothing with them except her satchel, and there was nothing edible there.

Dal sat, leaning his back against a tree. She could barely discern his outline in the night. Moving a little closer, she did the same. The darkness folded around them, bringing sounds she’d not noticed before. The chirping of insects, the rustling of leaves in the night breeze, creatures slinking through the brush—it all sounded eerie, dangerous. She tried to find a way to distract herself.

“Do you think they’re all right?” She felt her pulse speed up as she glanced at where he sat, and for a moment thought him gone as his shadow merged with the others.

“I hope so.” His voice drifted to where she sat. “Since you weren’t found, they shouldn’t have a reason to suspect them of anything. As long as no one mentions that we were there.”

“Will we be all right?” Her stomach grumbled again, more insistent than before. She’d never had to do without food or drink before. She hoped he didn’t heard it. She knew he’d had nothing as long as she had.

“We’ll be fine.” His voice sounded confident. “We might have to do without some comforts for a day or two, but we won’t starve, if that’s what you’re thinking. I’ll scavenge us something in the morning. Nothing bad will happen to you, I swear it.”

Tired, hurting, she found it difficult to find any comfort in his words.

“We should try to get some sleep. We’ll need to get moving as early as we can in the morning.” She heard him lie down. “I’m truly sorry things have turned out this way.”

La’tiera curled up on the ground, saying nothing.

Her makeshift bed was hard and bumpy, rocks and twigs poking her from weird angles. Her aches and pains clamored for her attention. Exhaustion came and covered her like a cloak, and she was certain she would never be able to sleep. She sighed, wishing for her soft bed, for a lavish dinner, for a bath. Whether she liked it or not, she had no choice but to try to make the best of it. 

Whatever that really meant.


 

CHAPTER 24

“La’tiera, it’s time to get up.”

Her eyes fluttered open to bright daylight. Dal knelt beside her, looking a little rough about the edges, as if he’d not slept much. Despite this, he had a warm smile on his face.

She sat up, feeling stiff. There were dirt and leaves on her clothes, and her hair fell disheveled around her. Tears stung her eyes—she’d never felt as uncomfortable as she did at that moment. She hurried to her feet and turned away, not wanting Dal to see her cry. She wiped at her face then tried to brush off her clothes and combed her hair with her fingers.

“I found some berries. Some are a little too ripe, but they’ll help hold you till I can find something better.”

She turned around and tried her best to smile. When she saw the pitiful handful he held in a handkerchief for her, the tears tried to come back. She didn’t look at him as she took the offered food.

“I apologize there’s not more.”

She shook her head and sat down, picking at the unfamiliar fruit. The ones that were ripe had a sweet tang to them and a deep red color, but others were darker and tasted almost like sour wine. Rather than quell her hunger, the small meal brought it raging back, stronger than before. She sucked at her fingers trying to get what juice she could from them. It didn’t bother her that they were now stained.

She looked up as she wiped her fingers and mouth with a clean corner of the handkerchief and found Dal leaning against a tree, his profile toward her. A strange thought occurred to her then, one she couldn’t get rid of. As she watched him standing there, looking away from her, she became more and more convinced that what she’d eaten wasn’t her share but all there was to find. His fingers were clean, and there were no stains around his mouth, and he was so staunchly not looking in her direction. He’d given her everything and kept none for himself. Why? And was it for her or for the Bearer? She would never understand him.

Folding the handkerchief neatly, she got up and went toward him. He turned to look at her as she approached.

“Thank you.” She put as much feeling into the two words as she could, knowing if she felt this bad he probably felt even worse.

He took the handkerchief from her, his gaze moving away, soft color suffusing his cheeks. “I’m sure we’ll find more as we go along. We should probably get going.”

Nodding, she found her satchel and picked it up. “I’m ready.”

He pushed away from the tree and took them back in the direction they’d originally come.

Walking soon eased the stiffness in her legs but not much else. Her stomach began making low growling noises, and her throat felt like it had gravel inside. She tried to think of something to distract herself with.

“Dal, will you tell me about your family?”

He glanced back over his shoulder at her, surprise on his face. “My family?”

“Is that inappropriate?” Did people not talk about their families? She remembered her uncle never having mentioned his dead wife or daughter, or much about his other relatives. Maybe it just wasn’t done.

“No, no. I…” He shook his head. “My mother’s name is Leila, my father’s Nerat. I have an older sister, Tilli, but no brothers.”

She picked up the pace to walk beside him. “Where are they now?”

He sent her a veiled glance before answering. “My father and mother are at one of the schools, the one in Pilea. My sister lives with her husband at the main center at the capitol. She gave birth to my nephew last year.”

La’tiera absorbed all this and found she wanted more. “What are they like?”

Dal didn’t respond for several minutes as they fought their way past a thick copse of brush.

“My mother is a kind person, with the patience of the Gods, and she could also rob you blind while making you not mind it. My sister is like her, though she’d never think of robbing anyone. She has a gift for crafts. My father is strong and has a good head for numbers.”

She wondered if her own parents might be anything like that. “Why aren’t you with them?”

He sent her a glance. “My father and I don’t get along. We’ve never agreed on anything. The last being my desire to be out in the field, where I might actually help to find you and see the world. His was for me to remain at the school and do what I could by pursuing higher knowledge.

“I like books and learning, but I prefer to be doing something rather than sit in a stuffy room deciphering texts. Besides, the more of us that were out the better chance we would find you in time. Unlike in previous cycles, the Order didn’t find any sign of your existence. And we’ve always been there to guide, protect and help the Bearer.” He glanced at her again and laughed at the shocked expression on her face. “Don’t tell me you believe I should have done as he wanted!”

It was true she had a hard time thinking of him sitting in a dark room surrounded by tomes, but still…

“Children are supposed to obey their parents and guardians as if their words were law, are they not?” All the books she’d ever read that talked of such things said so. Horrible things happened to children who didn’t do as they’d been told. She would never dare defy her uncle in such a manner.

“They’re not infallible, you know. Parents make mistakes just like everyone else. And there comes a time when you are old enough to make your own decisions. I had to choose my own path.”

Choosing his own path. Such a choice had never been hers to make. Her place in the world had been decided before she was born. She knew her destiny, her purpose, why she was. She drew strength from it, comfort. She didn’t have to battle with uncertainty, or the stress of having to make choices. Hers had all already been made.

“What about your parents?” Dal asked. “Is he truly related to you?”

“I’ve never met them.” She felt a pang inside. “It would have been cruel for them to come to know me, knowing I would have to die. And it would have been unfair to expect them to guard me from those who might want to stop me.”

“So, he took you from them, to keep them and you safe.”

La’tiera looked over at him, wondering why he sounded angry. “Yes, that’s right.”

“And everything you know about them, about your destiny, has been dictated by him.”

She didn’t understand why this bothered him so. “Yes.”

“Don’t you see? By isolating you, by taking you from your parents, he’s been able to manipulate every aspect of your life, including what you need to do when the time of the Trial arrives.”

La’tiera stopped. “You’re wrong. What would he have to gain by letting demons into the world?”

Dal faced her squarely. “I don’t know. But ask yourself one thing. If he’s not wrong, and we’re the ones deceiving you, what do we gain from doing it?”

She looked away from his determined stare.

“I don’t know. I don’t know!”

She didn’t think Rostocha’s troupe wanted to hurt anyone, but neither could she picture her uncle doing such a thing. Yet one of them must be wrong. Mustn’t they?

A comforting hand squeezed her shoulder. “Forget I said anything. It wasn’t my intention to upset you. Everything will be clear once we get to the city. You’ll see.”

She nodded, though she had her doubts that anything would be made clearer at all.

They continued, her stomach eventually quieting down, leaving behind only a dull ache. Her throat, however, felt worse than ever, until all she could think about was having something to drink. Wanting to complain, but knowing he was as thirsty as she was and that it would only make her throat feel worse, she glanced around at the trees instead. She came to an abrupt stop as she caught a shimmer of reflected light to her left.

“Water!”

“What?” Dal turned to look at her then at the direction she was facing. “I don’t see…”

“It’s water, I tell you!” She bounded forward toward the crystalline reflection, no doubt whatsoever in her mind. Her satchel fell from her shoulder, and she left it behind, forgotten, only one goal in mind at the moment.

“La’tiera!”

She ran past trees and brush, not caring about anything except her goal. When she got there, she stared in utter bliss at the crackling brook and fell to her knees. In near-reverence, she dipped her cupped hands into the clear liquid and guzzled it down before scooping up more.

“By the Gods!” Dal dropped beside her, as eager as she. “You actually found some.” His hands splashed beside hers as he reached for a drink.

The water slid down her parched throat, the relief making her dizzy. She kept dipping her hands over and over until she couldn’t drink anymore. She sat back with a contented sigh.

Finally looking at Dal, she saw he was staring at her satisfied expression, his own thirst also quenched.

“How did you find it? How did you see it through all the brush?”

La’tiera shook her head, not sure why he was asking. “I looked and it was there. Why wouldn’t I be able to see it?”

A smile lighted his face, and then he laughed. “That’s right! Why wouldn’t you?”

She didn’t understand what he meant at all. She was about to ask when she saw him dip his hand back in the water. Amazed that he could still be thirsty, she opened her mouth to say so when he flung the hand back up, sending the water splashing all over her.

“You…You threw water on me!” She couldn’t imagine why he’d want to do such a thing.

His grin grew wider. “That’s right, I did. And I can do it again. So, what do you plan to do about it?”

La’tiera widened her eyes at this as an answering grin grew on her face. “This!”

She scooped up water with both hands and sent it in his direction. It had barely landed before he was sending more of it her way. Not to be outdone, she retaliated. Amidst squeals and bouts of laughter they threw water at one another until the whole area was sodden and the dirt turned into mud.

They both stretched out on the ground, wet from head to foot. La’tiera had never realized that getting dirty could be so much fun. If they’d only had some fruit, cheese and some bread—anything to eat, for that matter—the experience would have been divine.

She turned where she lay to look at Dal and found he’d done the same. Their faces were very close. She suddenly felt her pulse racing. As he stared into her eyes, her lips began tingling on their own. Feeling her cheeks grow hot, remembering what he’d done the last time he’d been this close to her, she made herself sit up and look away. She didn’t need things to live for—it would only make what had to be done harder.

“I guess we should get going,” Dal said softly from behind her.

She heard him stand up so she did as well. Would he have kissed her again if she hadn’t moved? And why did she feel so disappointed?

He took the lead again, returning to their original path and finding the satchel for her on the way. He didn’t meet her eyes as he gave it back.

“I believe you dropped this.”

“Thanks.”

Hours later, her shoes still made squishing noises as she stepped along. Her feet’s complaints were becoming quite insistent. The longer they went on, the more they ached. She doubted she’d ever done so much walking in her life.

With Dal’s encouragement, she helped keep an eye out for more berries. It surprised her somewhat that she kept seeing them before he did. There was never a lot, most of the fruit having been already picked over by birds or other animals, but it was better than nothing. She made sure as well that Dal was getting his share and not giving them all to her, no matter what her stomach would have preferred.

By the time it got too dark to go on, she felt tired to the core. Crumbling to the ground, she was sure she’d never have the strength to get up ever again. “How long do you think it will take us to reach this city of yours?” She gingerly removed one of her shoes.

Dal was silent for a moment, his head tilted back, eyes closed, against the trunk of a tree. “Two or three more days and we should make it to Mentose. From there we’ll be able to get some help to reach the Mother House.”

She sighed. She didn’t know if she could do this for two or more days. Massaging her feet, she curled her nose at the smell rising off them. She could feel blisters on the soles of her feet.

She lay down not long after, wondering how they would make it.


 

CHAPTER 25

“La’tiera, wake up! It’s just a dream!”

Her eyes snapped open, the taste of warm blood in her mouth, the euphoria of the kill resonating in her body as her mind screamed with terror. Something held her arms, and she tried to push away, sure that this time she would be the victim instead of some poor person in a vision of the future.

“La’tiera, it’s all right! The vision is over. It’s only me, Dal.”

She continued to be held fast, but the sharpness of her panic dulled. She felt his arms for what they were rather than as demon tentacles squeezing the life out of her.

“Dal?”

“Yes, it’s me.”

She stopped struggling and went limp. He brought her close, enclosing her in his arms. The warmth coming from him felt good, and reassuring. Her own arms went around him and she clung to him, not sure if she dared to believe he was real. A sob wracked her before she could stop it. It was followed by another and another.

Dal rocked her, whispering over and over that everything was all right. Somehow, his support, his being there for her, made it harder for her to maintain control. It was as if all the weight of the last few days came crashing down around her shoulders.

Eventually, she quieted down and was able to push away from him, wiping her face on her sleeve.

“Here, use this.” Dal handed her his stained handkerchief, his expression hidden by the darkness.

She turned from him, wiping her face and blowing her nose. Her heart slammed against her chest as she distinctly felt his attentive closeness behind her. What was wrong with her? She was stronger than this.

“I–I’m sorry.”

He ignored her apology. “Was it very bad?”

She nodded, though she doubted he could see her, not trusting herself to speak. Her left hand touched her chest, where the birthmark Eye resided. The bump she had noticed back in the wagon felt more pronounced. Could that be the reason the dream seemed so much more real than ever before?

La’tiera shuddered. The Herald was already in the sky, her birthday had already passed. She had days, perhaps a week before the gate would open. How much worse would these visions get? Instead of feeling everything the demons felt, would she become one? She shook her head at the obviously irrational thought but still couldn’t keep a moan of fear from escaping her lips.

A jolt shot through her as a warm hand settled on her shoulder.

“They’re only testing you. Hoping to break you. Don’t let them. None of it was real. None of it has to come to pass.”

She nodded again, knowing he was right. It was just that, out here, in the cold and dark, she found the truth much harder to believe in.

“Would it help if I told you a story? Tell me what kind you’d like to hear, and I’ll tell it to you,” he said gently. “I’ve done the same for Aya when she’s had a bad dream or two.”

At the mention of the child’s name, La’tiera easily envisioned her young smiling face. She hoped her little friend was safe.

“Does Aya have a favorite?”

Dal’s soft laugh reached over from behind her. “Oh, yes. The nymph and the mountain.”

“That’s the one I would like to hear. If you’re truly willing.”

“I am.”

She heard him shift behind her, so she slowly turned around to face him and tried to get as comfortable as she could.

“Many, many seasons ago, a happy nymph lived in a green glade at the edge of an immense forest, where it met the towering heights of a mountain. Like all nymphs, Noriel was a very energetic and curious creature.”

La’tiera smiled despite herself, seeing already why Aya liked the tale. As Dal talked on, she closed her eyes, trying to picture what he spoke of, her hands itching to draw. With each passing word, she felt herself relaxing, her previous tension easing, the story and the way he told it a kind of magic, drawing her in.

A drawn-out howl suddenly shattered the silence, destroying the story’s  enchantment and bringing Dal’s voice to a stop. Goosebumps rose on her arms and neck—she had never heard the like before.

“What was that?”

Before he could answer, another howl tore the air, followed by barking. It was closer than before.

“Hunter dogs!”

She heard him scramble to his feet as they waited for the sound to come again.

“Are they bad?”

“Only if we’re the ones being hunted by them.”

More howls and barks came from within the trees. La’tiera searched around to find her shoes and put them on.

“And are we?” she asked.

“Someone in the village must have mentioned we were missing. And if the dogs were able to pick up our trail there…” He turned toward her. “We have to get moving. We need to find a stream, a village, anything we can use to make it hard for them to pick up our scent.”

“But we—”

“We have no choice!” He abruptly loomed over her and grabbed her arm.

Her previous fear, not totally forgotten, flamed again, fed by his own.

Stumbling through the dark, he held on to her hand so they wouldn’t be separated. The howls and barking sounded now and again, pushing them forward, and were definitely coming their way.

It was as if she were one of the victims of her visions. Demons were after them, wanting to tear them limb from limb. The dark hid everything from them as roots tried to trip them and branches caught at their clothes and hair.

Her mind turned numb as they struggled on, only fear and their need to escape keeping her going.

The sparse trees and tall grass and weeds gave out, dumping them on a wide road as the sky slightly lightened on the horizon. La’tiera slipped on the small slope and fell down, her strength totally spent. The sounds of the hunter dogs still came from behind them.

Dal turned around and tried to get her to her feet, but her body wasn’t cooperating.

“La’tiera, we can’t stop here. We have to keep moving.”

“I don’t think I can.” Her legs shook, refusing to support her. “I’m not used to this.”

Blue eyes stared into her tired face and then up and down the still-dark road.

“Allright. But we can’t rest here, we’re too exposed.”

Dropping her head in a nod, weary beyond bearing, she tried again to get up. Dal caught her before her legs gave out and half-lifted her so they could start moving.

“Hold on a little longer. Only to the trees over there.”

La’tiera groaned, the distance to the copse farther than her body wanted to go.

Hobbling together, they started across the road, the barking closer than ever before.

“I see them!”

They turned their heads at the same time to glance behind them and spotted a broad-shouldered man wearing a helmet pointing at them. Cursing, Dal forced her to go faster. They made it to the road’s other side before La’tiera’s legs gave out and took them both down.

Dal turned to face her, his quick breaths falling on her cheek.

“Listen to me. I’m going to hold them off as best I can, but you need to get moving. You can’t allow yourself to get caught by these people. The world is at stake.”

He helped her back on her feet, his worried gaze shifting between her and the five men and half-dozen dogs now exposed on the road. He bent and retrieved a dagger La’tiera hadn’t seen before from his boot.

“La’tiera, please, you have to go now! The Gods will protect you.”

Go? How? She could barely stand, let alone run. As she took a look at the men, she realized they wore her uncle’s livery, but they weren’t the same ones she’d seen at the village. Surely, these would listen to her before committing violence.

But Dal wouldn’t let them have her, at least not without getting hurt or killed.

“I’ll go.”

He turned away from her, relief on his face, focusing his attention on the three men who cautiously headed toward them, their hands on their sheathed swords. She stared at his back, not moving. She had a duty to perform, a reason she existed. And while Dal hadn’t forgotten that, he did forget they didn’t agree on exactly how her duty was to be carried out.

Suddenly very calm, her mind incredibly clear, La’tiera remembered the story of the Grey Knight and the Maidens of Whir. Knowing what she must do and how to do it, she stooped and grabbed a rock sitting exposed on the ground. Swaying only a little as she stood back up, she raised her arm. She had her duty, and if Dal resisted he would be stabbed or torn apart by the dogs. But there was a way to keep him alive and by which she could be rescued as well. He shouldn’t have ever forgotten he had kidnapped her from her home. He shouldn’t have forgotten she was his prisoner, not his friend.

She brought the rock down hard on the back of his head.


 

CHAPTER 26

La’tiera stared down at Dal’s prone body and dropped the rock, her hands and body shaking. He was so still. And there was blood. But he must be all right. It was the only way she could think of to save him.

She forced herself to look up and away from him as the men came closer. There were things she needed to do.

“My name is La’tiera. I believe you’ve been looking or me. Please take me to the viscount now.”

The dogs pulled against their leashes as if eager to come at her, but their handlers kept them on a tight rein. A slightly older-looking man, wearing what she assumed was a badge of rank, stepped forward and gave her a half-bow.

“It’ll be our honor to do that, but first it must be verified that you are who you say.”

He took a step toward her. She had to fight the impulse to turn and run. Once he came closer, she pulled down the edge of her loose shirt so he could glimpse the Eye but nothing else.

“By the Gods!” The leader took a half step back. “We weren’t told that it would be you!” He instantly lowered himself to one knee.

She felt a thrill at being recognized and relief she wouldn’t have to show anything further. She glanced down at the Eye and saw it was more defined than before, looking like a true eye and not a birthmark, its eyelid closed. She stopped looking at it, not sure how she felt.

The other four men and dogs came forward, not having seen what their leader did, but confused all the same. The older man stood back up.

“She is the one we were to look for. All is well.”

One of the men went over to Dal and poked at him with the toe of his boot.

“Sir, what shall we do with this one?”

“Don’t hurt him, please!” She tried to put herself between them. “He helped me escape from those who took me. He just didn’t understand that you weren’t with them. You should just let him go.” When had it gotten so easy to lie?

“I understand, my lady, but we still have our orders. Anyone in any way connected to you is to be brought before him—no exceptions.”

A bout of trepidation flushed through her, but she pushed it back, knowing she was being foolish. Nothing would happen to Dal. Her uncle was a wise, tolerant man. Even if he were told the truth he would see that Dal only took her because he was confused about the facts. If she stuck to her story, Dal’s part would never be called into question anyway, and he would be released and sent on his way. Though misguided, he wasn’t evil, and neither was the rest of the troupe.

She watched worriedly as the man who had poked Dal with his foot now bound his hands and feet and then searched him.

“Lod,” the leader said, “there should be a village up this road not too far from here. Get over there and appropriate a cart and some provisions. And be quick about it. I don’t want the lady inconvenienced any more than necessary.”

The one who’d tied up Dal nodded then took off running in the direction the leader indicated.

“The rest of you, stay alert for signs of trouble.” He turned to face her again, his expression gentle. “You can rest for a while if you wish, my lady, while transport is procured for you. I apologize I have little to offer you, but this will be remedied as soon as possible.

La’tiera nodded, the excitement of the moment fading, leaving her exhausted. She sat and tried to get comfortable. Guiltily, she glanced at Dal’s prone form, hoping he wasn’t truly hurt.

“It’s not much, my lady, but would you care for some water and jerky?” The leader knelt before her and offered her a water skin and a strip of dried meat. “My name is Sergeant Kern.”

“Thank you, Sergeant.” She reached for the offered items eagerly. The meat was salty and strong but at the moment tasted fabulous. When she finished the first piece, he handed her another then left her alone. She was hungrily going to consume the second as she had the first, but stopped as she wondered if they would feed Dal when he awoke.

She had no idea what other orders her uncle might have given these men. He didn’t know those who took her weren’t evil.

So, when Sergeant Kern wasn’t looking, she stashed the second strip in her satchel.

With her stomach no longer rumbling and thirst not a concern, La’tiera felt exhaustion seeping through her, making her sleepy. Not fighting it, she lay down in the grass facing Dal and quickly fell asleep.

* * * *

“My lady, the transport is here.”

La’tiera opened her eyes then sat up, startled. Dal still lay not far from her, his position the same, the sun only a little higher on the horizon. On the road sat a rickety, partially covered cart harnessed to an old mare.

The leader helped her to her feet and escorted her to the wagon. Two bales of hay and a small blanket made a seat for her in the back, under the tarp.

“My lady, it would be best if you remained out of sight as much as possible. For your safety.”

She nodded, and he helped her up; she moved to the back of the cart to take her seat. Two of the other men brought Dal over and slid him into the back of the cart as well. That done, they sat on the end, facing out, as the others got ready to go.

“You two, take the dogs back to our starting point. Have Russ and the other men join us at the Cross Road’s Inn. The sooner they can get there the better.”

“Yes, sir.”

She heard the flurry of movement as they took the dogs and started on their way.

The wagon rocked gently as the leader climbed up into the front. Moments later, she was jerked back as the cart lurched, and she was bounced around as the wheels traveled on the uneven road.

Dal let out a low moan. Throwing a quick glance at the guards, she scooted to his side.

“Dal?”

His eyes opened but didn’t seem to focus.

“Dal, are you all right?” she whispered.

He moaned again, but this time his eyes moved in her direction, though they seemed no more focused than before.

“La–La’tiera?”

“Yes, it’s me.” She tried to help him sit up, propping him against the covered bales. “Are you hurt?”

He blinked. “My head is killing me. What happened?” He shook it slowly, as if trying to clear it.

La’tiera bit her lip for a moment then blurted out the truth. “I hit you on the head with a rock.”

He snapped his head around, his blue eyes focusing for the first time. “You what?”

She looked away, feeling guilty, though she knew she had no reason to be. “I hit you on the head. They would have hurt you or worse. The dogs would have torn you to pieces.”

He stared at her hard. “Do you realize what you’ve done?”

She met him stare for stare. “Of course, I do! I got myself rescued and kept you from getting killed.”

He stared at her as if he’d never seen her before in his life. After a long moment, he rested his head back against the bale, closing his eyes.

She leaned closer. “They don’t know what you did. I told them you helped me escape and just didn’t know they had come to help me. I tried to get them to leave you behind but…”

“You should have let them kill me.”

La’tiera sat back, stupefied by his words. “Why?”

“It would have been better than what I’m likely to receive now.”

The deadness in his voice scared her.

“Dal, you’re not making any sense. Nothing is going to happen to you.” She felt a quiver inside. “I’m going back. I’ll do what has to be done. No harm’s been done.”

He chuckled softly, his eyes still closed, nothing humorous in the sound at all. She fervently wished he would look at her. She didn’t understand.

“You were found by outsiders. Have you no idea what that means? Whether your way is right or mine, the viscount can’t afford for anyone to have your location known. He’ll want to know who else knows who you are, how many people were told. And I won’t give him that information willingly—so he will try to pry it out of me.”

“No!” She wasn’t sure how one would “pry” information from another when they weren’t willing, but she was sure it wouldn’t be pleasant. “My uncle isn’t like that. Why won’t you believe me?”

He laughed; it sounded full of pain. “Why won’t you believe me?”

She said nothing, knowing the old argument would go nowhere. Instead, she removed the piece of dried meat she’d hid earlier in her satchel.

“I saved some food for you. It’s not much, but…”

Dal opened his eyes and glanced at the offered food then turned his face away.

“I can’t.”

La’tiera felt her ire rise. “Can’t or won’t? Are you that angry with me? I know you’re hungry. Eat it.”

He didn’t look at her. “It’s not that. My head is throbbing, everything is spinning. If I ate it, I don’t think I could keep it down.”

Guilt crowded all around her. She was responsible for this. “Will you be all right?”

He closed his eyes again. “Probably. It’s not the first time I’ve been knocked unconscious—juggling does have certain hazards. Especially when you turn your back on Aya, and she’s not ready to stop.”

His tone had lightened slightly, but he still looked very pale. She wished she knew something about this type of injury so she could be sure he would be all right, or if his condition was worse than he was letting on. Then she wouldn’t worry. But why try to spare her at all?

She moved closer but left him alone, not knowing what to say or how to make him more comfortable.

She still hadn’t come up with anything when the cart came to a slow stop.

“Boy! Go get your master and have him come out here. Now, boy!” Kern’s voice bellowed. The cart creaked as he got off.

Moments later La’tiera made out the sound of rushing footsteps. The two guards left the back of the cart and moved to stand on either side.

“Here he is, sir. This is Master Dolos.”

“Ah, good sir, is something the matter? My boy told me you wanted to see me.”

She wished there was some way for her to see what was going on outside. As she stared at the cart’s cover, eavesdropping as she could, she had the strangest feeling the boy was about Aya’s height, thin and very curious, while his master looked anxious, wiping his hands nervously over and over on his dark apron.

With a start, she realized she was seeing them, though indirectly, as if through a veil. Dal’s words about powers from the Eye came back to her. Could it be true, or was it just her imagination and need filling in what was there? Never once had her uncle or Mela spoken about powers of the Eye, only about the dreams it would bring. Might there be other things about the Eye they didn’t know as well?

“Yes. My men and I will be appropriating your inn for a day or two. Whatever guests may be currently staying with you must leave at once. You will also turn away any new ones.”

“Sir?” The owner’s nervous wiping grew frantic.

“You heard me. I know it’s unfair but there’s no help for it. Viscount’s orders.”

“But…But…”

“I suggest you get moving,” Kern’s voice turned hard. “My men and I are tired and hungry. My patience, therefore, is running rather thin.”

Dolos paled. “Oh, yes, of course. There’s only one guest at the moment. I’ll go inform him now.” He bowed hurriedly. “Please excuse me.” He almost ran back toward the inn, waving for the boy to follow him.

Kern turned to his men. “Berg, go check the stables. Ly, take a look around the inn and then make sure the guest is escorted off the premises as soon as possible.”

The two men took off to their assigned tasks. Kern came around the back of the cart. La’tiera turned to face him, throwing a glance at the still quiet Dal.

“My lady, accommodations will be ready for you momentarily. We will remain here until reinforcements arrive and then proceed to the city. Every precaution will be taken to ensure your safety.”

“Thank you for your efforts, Sergeant. But if I might ask a favor…?”

“Yes, my lady?”

She threw another glance in Dal’s direction. “Could someone be found to take a look at my helper? I don’t think he is well.”

Kern frowned in Dal’s direction. “He awakened?”

“Yes, but complained of a headache and dizziness.” It worried her that he hadn’t moved or spoken since the cart had stopped.

“I’ll see what I can do,” he told her. “You might see if he can be roused again. Blows to the head can make a man sleepy, but if left to this desire he might never awaken again.”

She felt a shot of trepidation. Surely, surely, he wouldn’t. She couldn’t have hurt him that badly, could she?”

The sergeant gave her a bow and left them alone.

La’tiera didn’t watch him go, turning all of her attention to her former captor.

“Dal, you need to stay awake. You are awake, aren’t you?” She hesitated touching him, not wanting to hurt him further.

One of his eyes opened slowly, looking more focused and steady than before.

“You weren’t sleeping.” This came out almost as an accusation, though she didn’t exactly mean it to.

“Guilty as charged.” He gave her a tired half smile. “I thought it might be useful to pretend. People don’t worry about what they say if they think you’re not listening.”

La’tiera blinked several times at this then felt her cheeks grow hot as she realized how she’d fallen into that very trap.

“What are you hoping they’ll say?”

He shrugged slowly. “Anything that might help me get away, though it’s unlikely.” He glanced out at what they could see of the road. “Do you still have the food you offered me before? I think I can eat it now.”

Nodding, she turned away and dug inside her satchel. She realized that, in a strange twist of fate, their roles were reversed—this time he was the one who’d been taken against his will, this time he was the one looking for a way to escape, while she had been the one to betray him. It made her stomach churn.

“Here.” She held the jerky close to his mouth so he could take a bite. He ate it all in three. As he licked his lips, La’tiera felt her own hunger resurface, but she resisted licking her fingers.

“If I untied you, do you think you could make it away?” She didn’t look at him as she said it.

“I appreciate the offer, but I doubt I could take advantage of it.”

She could hear the regret in his voice. He must not be doing too much better than before.

Minutes later, an indignant voice broke the silence as the inn’s solitary guest was sent abruptly on his way. The innkeeper’s apologies followed him a short distance down the road.

“All’s clear, sir.”

“My thanks.” Kern’s voice turned away. “Innkeeper, you and your boy and anyone else in your household are to go into the kitchen and prepare a lavish meal. We will see ourselves inside and choose our rooms as we see fit.”

“Y–Yes, of course.”

Not bothering to look, La’tiera felt the cart shift as someone climbed into the driver’s seat again. She held on as the wagon lurched forward and saw Dal grimace, his eyes closed once more.

When the wagon stopped, Kern came around the back. La’tiera noticed they were parked next to the inn’s front door.

“My lady, if you will hurry inside, we’ll get you to a room where you can rest and refresh yourself.”

She glanced at Dal then got up. A bed, hot food, a bath—she was ready for it all. But Dal…

“And my helper?”

“He’ll be brought inside as well. He will be under guard but not mistreated. This I promise you.”

With a lighter heart, La’tiera eagerly let him help her down.

The inn was a high-raftered building. The common room was spacious, three sturdy tables aligned neatly with one another with plenty of room in between. Small wooden bowls with wild flowers sat on each one, their light fragrance perfuming the air. Potted plants hung from the rafters and appeared to be healthy. The floor was clean. La’tiera liked the place already.

“This way, my lady.” Kern led her to a wide set of stairs in the back.

At the top, a broad hallway extended to either side of the landing. Still following Kern, she turned right, and peeked into the open doors they walked past. Each room held one or two sturdy beds, a small table and, occasionally, a dresser.

The sergeant stopped before a closed door with one of his men standing before it. The guard opened the door, and both men stepped aside so La’tiera could enter. This room was slightly larger than the others and was better appointed. The bed was wider and looked more comfortable, and there were actually drapes over the windows.

“I will see if some clean clothes can be found for you. I will have the food sent up as soon as it is ready. A guard will be stationed outside your door at all times in case you require anything.”

“Thank you, Sergeant.” She gave him a grateful curtsey as he bowed. The guard closed the door.

La’tiera stared at the closed door feeling tired and energized at the same time. With quick steps she approached the polished bronze mirror hanging over the water basin and pitcher.

She stared at her reflection and almost didn’t recognize herself. Her face was scratched and filthy. Dark circles stood prominently beneath her eyes, and her hair looked like a dirty nest. Mela would throw a fit if she saw her in this state—not that she was any happier at seeing it herself. The thought of her keeper, though, made her smile. She would see both Mela and her uncle very soon. She would be home—safe, pampered, protected. Her smile now drooped a little, for she would also then be trapped, hidden away from the world, once more whiling away the time until her duty demanded her sacrifice.

La’tiera shook her head. There was no help for it. It was the price she had to pay to make sure she could do as she must. And despite the betrayal and fear, in the last few days she’d received and seen more than she’d ever expected. She’d met actual people, seen children, petted animals and lived as others lived. Though it would ache to give it all up, she was glad she’d had the chance to experience it. It made what she would do feel that much more important.

Pouring some of the water from the pitcher into the basin, she grabbed a cloth and dipped it in the water. She scrubbed at her face then at her arms, her neck. She undid the tie of her shirt and wiped there but stopped when she felt the bump of the eye through the cloth. Moving closer to the mirror, she studied it.

All evidence of her birthmark was gone, the bump that took its place looking more than ever like a closed eye. She thought she could tell where the hairless lid met its brother. Would it open? Would that be how she would know her time had truly arrived? Would it serve as a witness to her sacrifice?

Gingerly, she touched it with her fingertips then gasped and pulled them away as she felt something roll beneath the skin. Goosebumps sprang all up and down her arms. She suddenly wondered what Dal would make of it. Did he know if it would open? Would he tell her what she might expect next? This was normal, wasn’t it?

A soft knock on the door jolted her out of her thoughts. She grabbed her shirt and held it closed to hide the Eye as the door swung inwards and she turned to meet it.

“My lady” Kern stepped inside holding a tray as well as some clothes draped over one arm. “Here is some simple fare to tide you over until a proper meal can be prepared.”

He set the tray on a table and the clothes on the chair. Watching the vapor rising from the bowl of soup made her mouth water.

“I was also able to procure clothing for you. It will be somewhat large but should do until we can have your clothes washed. If you will change and hand them to the guard at the door, he will see it is taken care of.”

“Thank you again, Sergeant.”

He gave her a half-bow and turned to go.

“And my helper? Is he well?”

“A room has been secured for him down the hall. The innkeeper’s wife has some skill with herbs and will come to see him soon.”

She nodded. “Thank you again.”

The moment the door closed, La’tiera rushed to the table to eat. She gulped down the soup stock and chomped on the large chunks of vegetables, following them eagerly with some dark bread.

Finally feeling full and content, she bolted the door and stripped down to wash as best she could. Her hair gave her a hard time, but though she made a mess, she somehow managed. The innkeeper’s wife’s clothes fit like a tent, but they were clean.

Using her dirty clothes to clean up the mess she’d made as best she could, she bundled them together and walked barefoot to the door. Pulling back the latch, she opened it slowly. The guard on the other side snapped to attention.

“The sergeant said I should give you these.” She offered him the bundle of clothes.

The man took it, not looking directly at her. She took a glimpse down the hall, hoping to ascertain Dal’s location, but didn’t see anything to give her a clue. Thanking the guard for his help, she stepped back into her room and shut the door.

As she crawled into the wide bed, she hoped Dal was all right. Feeling her body sink into the mattress, she glanced at the wall, wondering if she could do here what she’d done in the cart. If he was in the room next door she felt sure she could somehow manage it, but had no idea how distance would affect it.

As she strove to try, the warmth of the covers seeped into her, making it ever more difficult. She was still struggling when she lost the battle.


 

CHAPTER 27

A loud rap at her door made her stir. Rubbing at her eyes, La’tiera sat up in the darkened room. A jolt of fear cut through her at the unfamiliar feel of her surroundings, the remnants of sleep making it hard to think.

A second rap focused her attention. She remembered she was at an inn and what she’d been trying to do before sleep took her.

Climbing out of bed, staring at the door, she tried to see past the wood. It appeared to lighten in color until it was almost transparent. She could see the guard about to rap again, Kern standing beside him with a tray in his hands.

She arranged her over-large clothes without looking and hurried to the door, wanting to prove what she was seeing wasn’t just her imagination. As she came closer, she closed her eyes for a moment, willing her vision back to normal. She was relieved to find that it did as she asked.

La’tiera opened the door and found things exactly as she’d seen them. She felt her face flush with excitement.

“I apologize for disturbing you, my lady, but I thought you would want a warm supper.”

She stepped aside so he could enter, the guard behind him bringing in a lit candle.

“I’m expecting more men to arrive during the night. Once they and their horses have had a chance to rest, we’ll be on our way. If there are no problems, we should have you back home in a day.”

She felt her heart leap and tighten at the same time. “I see. Thank you for letting me know. My uncle will be most happy to see me.”

“I’m sure you’re right.” Kern then took his leave.

La’tiera ate, but didn’t taste much of it, trying to concentrate her sight on the walls. Dal was not in any of the rooms around her. Disappointed but not surprised, she was about to try to get more sleep when she spotted her satchel. Remembering what Dal had once told her, she reached for it and made room on the table. She took out one of the pieces of paper, tried to picture him in her mind as clearly as she could and then started to draw.

Her hand moved from one side of the paper to the other, the semblance of a room taking shape on the paper as it did in her mind. The room grew more distinct, and then she saw him, felt him, as his shape took form beneath the charcoal in her fingers.

Dal was in a small room, propped sitting on a cot against the wall. A guard stood in front of him, undoing his bonds; a tray of food sat on the side of the bed. She studied him closely, and he seemed unharmed and a little better than when she’d seen him last. He was still as dirty as before, and a look of worry was plastered on his face.

She’d told him he was in no danger. Why wouldn’t he believe her? Her uncle wasn’t that kind of man. She would stick to her tale and try to take suspicion off the others if she could. Though she didn’t believe as they did and was unhappy at some of their methods, they had still inadvertently given her a gift, one for which she would try to repay them.

Assured now that Dal was being taken care of, she brought her hand to a stop. Putting her things away, she bundled herself back into the bed and tried to get more sleep.

She awoke late the next morning. She’d forgotten to bar the door, so breakfast was waiting for her on the table. Her cleaned clothes were neatly folded on a chair.

She was halfway to the thick drapes to throw them and the windows open when she remembered the sergeant’s request not to expose herself unnecessarily. So, taking only the barest of peeks out into the daylight, she barred her door and bathed again before putting on her clean clothes and eating.

She found the almost total silence disquieting. It was amazing the amount of sound she’d been exposed to of late—insects, animals, people. The sounds of children running and laughing, of their mothers and fathers going to work in the fields. Aya never standing still; the rest of the troupe practicing, mending and cooking. She’d not been able to say goodbye to the sprite. She had no idea if they’d been released or not. Or how the rest of the village fared after that awful night. If she wanted to avoid implicating them in what had happened to her, she couldn’t ask Kern for information and risk making him suspicious. But maybe there was another way…

Latching onto the idea, she rushed through the rest of her meal then brought her satchel up onto the table. Concentrating specifically on Aya and her memories of the energetic child, she took out a piece of paper and picked up her charcoal.

Her hand moved on the paper, dark vertical lines appearing across the page. Blurred trees filled the image, giving her the impression of movement. As the picture grew more detailed on her page and mind, she realized the only one of the troupe with Aya was Tersa. Where were the others? She frowned as she realized they were dirty, that their faces looked tired. Some of their clothes were torn.

Rather than easing her spirit, what she saw made her more concerned. Something did happen, but what? Why were they not with the others? Surely, they’d been released once she was found.

Yet Dal had sounded unsure. He’d not been so optimistic about their fate. Maybe he would know what this meant, maybe he could explain it to her. She just didn’t have enough experience to guess at what might be going on.

But though he might be only a few rooms away, Dal was as inaccessible to her as the rest of the troupe. She might be granted permission to see him, but she doubted they’d be allowed to be alone. Still, just seeing him, being with him for a few moments, might ease the growing trepidation in her heart.

Taking one long last look at the picture, La’tiera put everything away and went to the door. She took a couple of deep breaths and opened it.

“Excuse me, would it be all right for me to visit my rescuer for a short while?”

The guard scratched at the stubble growing on his face. “I’ll need to ask the sergeant, miss. I have no orders regarding that.”

“I would appreciate it if you would ask him for me, please.”

“As you wish, miss.” The guard waited till she stepped back inside then closed the door.

La’tiera stared at it, wondering how long it would be before she got an answer. She thought about drawing more pictures to try and find the others, but hesitated, not sure she would like what she learned. Instead, she began to pace, willing time to move, yearning to see Dal, yearning to open the window, yearning to go outside, yearning to, basically, do all that was forbidden to her.

When a knock finally came, she almost ran to answer it. Feeling suddenly nervous, she opened the door, using it as a shield, as the sergeant stepped inside.

“I’ve been informed that you wish to see your companion, my lady?”

“Yes, please. That won’t be a problem, will it?”

The sergeant hesitated a moment. “I suppose there would be no harm in it. I’ll escort you there now, if you’re ready.”

“Yes, thank you.”

Kern led the way to a door halfway down the hall. He knocked, then opened it and spoke for a few moments to the guard La’tiera knew was inside. He stepped aside so she had room to enter.

“I’ll come back in a short while and escort you to your room, my lady.” He gave her his half-bow and motioned for her to go on in.

With some trepidation, she entered the room, though she already knew what she would find. The lone guard leaned against one bare wall, only three quick steps separating him from its other end.

Dal sat on the cot, his hands and feet tied. It looked like someone had taken the time to wipe his face clean, but his clothes were still a mess. He sat up in surprise when he saw her.

“La’tiera.”

She gave him a small smile, amused at his expression. “How are you feeling?”

She could sense the guard’s scrutiny behind her but tried for the moment to pretend they were alone. It was a strange feeling. The smells of sweat and bodies in the room were strong, the air stale and close—nothing like her quarters.

“Better. And yourself?”

There was a neutrality to his tone she’d not heard before. She wasn’t sure if it was because he was still angry at her or because they weren’t alone.

“Much better. Thank you for asking.”

She gingerly sat down on the far edge of the cot. She looked at him from the corner of her eye, not sure what she should say next. Between the silence and the guard’s attentive stare the atmosphere became more strained.

“The sergeant told me we should be on our way later today.”

He nodded, not looking at her. “I see. You should be very happy, then.”

La’tiera frowned but held her tongue, sure anything they spoke about would be reported to the sergeant and, more important, her uncle.

“Are you being treated all right? Have they given you enough to eat?”

Dal nodded, but said nothing.

She sighed softly, not finding the comfort in his presence she had hoped for. Would it hurt him all that much to trust her? She said nothing else, and the minutes ticked by. She hoped he would say something, anything, but he remained silent.

A knock told her the sergeant had returned. As the guard moved to open the door, she stood up slowly.

“La’tiera.”

She turned around, surprised he would try to speak with her now.

“You’re still wrong. You’ve got to try to see the truth.”

His face was filled with a resigned despair, and she had no idea what to make of it.

“My lady, you should return now.”

Nodding, she followed Kern out of the room.


 

CHAPTER 28

Dal stared at the door as it closed behind her, vainly hoping he somehow had said enough. He was doomed and he knew it, but he still needed to get her to see the truth before it was too late for herself and everyone else. If only he’d been able to get her to one of the relics.

He closed his eyes, another bout of dizziness sweeping over him. The awful concoction the innkeeper’s wife gave him was helping, but…

He slumped against the wall, waiting for it to pass. He knew the guard’s eyes were on him, as if he were any threat to anyone like this.

It was his own fault—he should have never turned his back on her. Yet, what else could he have done? If only she hadn’t hit him so hard. A half-smile tugged at his lips as he wondered if she’d done it because she thought him as thick-headed as she was.

His amusement didn’t last long. It was that very stubbornness that was going to get them all killed.

Bump on the head, dizzy or not, if he saw an opportunity to escape he would take it. A quick death would be better than what the viscount would have in store for him. Besides, the Gods willing, there was always a chance he might make it, at least long enough to inform others of the Order what was going on. They could inform the emperor, retrieve La’tiera in time—something. It was their only chance.

He opened one eye and glanced at his guard, who gave him a glare for his trouble.

All he needed was an opportunity.


 

CHAPTER 29

Night had fallen by the time Kern came to tell her it was time to go.

“My lady, if you would wear this, it will help keep you from prying eyes.”

He placed a light cloak over her shoulders. Not seeing any reason not to do as he asked, she pulled the cowl over her head. He opened the door for her and waited while she stepped out into the hall.

The moment she was outside, she was immediately surrounded by men. It startled her a little until she noticed they wore her uncle’s livery. It didn’t distract her for long, however, her thoughts quickly returning to what had been troubling her all day.

Try to see the truth. Was he implying she needed to use the Eye somehow? But there was no truth for her to see. He was wrong, and her uncle was right. It would make no sense for it to be otherwise.

Yet, the look on his face, as if he’d thought it was his last chance, as if he might never see her again…

Of course, that was true—he wouldn’t probably see her again. Yet, there was more to it than that.

She realized as they moved down the steps that he truly believed he would be hurt, that her uncle would try to force information from him. She would intercede on his behalf. Dal had absolutely nothing to fear. Yet, he was so sure…

Her escort led her to the inn’s front door. Parked outside was a large carriage. Kern moved forward to help her climb into it.

“Sergeant, what do you think of the viscount?”

He watched as she took her seat, a slightly surprised expression flickering across his face.

“He can be strict, but he’s fair, my lady. He is well respected by his men. He is not beyond getting his hands dirty when the job calls for it. My father was proud to go on campaign with him. He’s a good leader and cares for his people.”

She smiled, relieved at his words though she shouldn’t have been surprised by them. “Thank you, sergeant.”

He bowed to her. “I apologize for any discomfort you might suffer. We will be riding hard all night and will only be stopping to change horses.”

Her heart lightened more. “And my rescuer?”

“He will travel in the cart and will arrive a number of hours later.”

“Couldn’t he just ride with me?”

“I’m sorry, my lady, but that would be improper.”

Kern closed the door to the carriage. She heard men clambering on the outside of the coach and the soft jingle of horses being secured to a harness, and could see hints of lamps through the heavy curtains. Making herself more comfortable on the padded seat, she felt the carriage lunge forward as they got underway. She was going home!

* * * *

The carriage stopped six times during the night. La’tiera dozed between stops and was grateful for the chance to stretch her legs once the sergeant ascertained it was safe for her to do so.

Twice she used her new, strange talent before they got going again to draw a picture and check on Dal. Still trussed up and guarded, he was stuffed into the back of the cart they had first used. She wondered if he was still trying to think up ways to escape. She hoped he wouldn’t, determined to show him all his worries were for naught.

At every stop, she stared upwards at the sky, the Herald now very close, his tail almost completely full of fire.

Her excitement grew as the dawn finally arrived. It would only be a matter of time now.

Unlike when she was taken from the city, she got a chance to peek out at it on the way back. In the growing light, she saw narrow streets, shopkeepers sweeping the steps of their storefronts preparing for the day’s business, the place coming to life. She’d thought before the village had been lively. Now, she saw the activity there was nothing compared to what went on outside the viscount’s walls. The people were more varied—in color, in face, style of dress. Scents snuck inside of baking bread, roasting meats, strange chemicals and more, all exotic to her.

Just as in the village, banners and streamers decorated buildings and balconies. Everywhere she looked there were signs pertaining to the Four Gods, to the Eye.

A few passersby stared at the carriage, most then hurrying to get out of its way.

With mixed emotions, she caught a glimpse of the protective wall enclosing her home. As the carriage and her escort approached the thick gates, she couldn’t help but think that once she went through them everything she had just seen would be forever denied her. She tried hard to tell herself it was for the best, but had a hard time believing it as she crossed the threshold.

As the carriage slowed before the house, La’tiera remembered to check her hood to make sure it was still in place. When Kern opened the door for her and helped her down, she spotted her uncle waiting at the top of the stairs, Mela standing beside him. A smile raced across her face as she saw them.

“Uncle!” She ran up the stairs two at a time. She almost knocked him off his feet as she raced into his open arms.

“My child…”

La’tiera glanced up into his face, tears gathering in her eyes as Mela opened the door and they all went inside.

“I despaired of finding you again in time.” His voice was filled with emotion, prominent bags under his eyes. “But now you’ve been returned to us and everything will be all right again.”

She hugged him fiercely, worried that he looked so haggard and too happy at seeing him again for words.

Tih’ouren pushed her away gently, so he could take a look at her.

“You’re still ready to do what must be done?”

She wiped away her tears. “Yes, yes, of course, I am. As always.”

He reached within one of the folds of his robe and brought out the familiar heavy medallion.

“Here—so you will have protection again.”

La’tiera blinked. A strange orange glow surrounded her uncle’s head as he said the last. It disappeared, however, as soon as he placed the necklace over her head. The old weight settled on her chest, rubbing against the raised Eye beneath her clothes. Unexpectedly, she found her joyous mood souring.

“You must be tired and hungry. Let Mela lead you back to your rooms where she can take care of that. Rest, eat and then we will talk. I must assure myself all is in readiness, and that you will be kept safe.”

“But, Uncle, I really need to—”

“Hush now, milady.” Mela placed herself between them. “There’ll be time for that later.” She leaned in close. “It is hurtful for him to see you as you are right now. We must make you presentable.” Her gaze was more disapproving than usual.

Not wanting to offend or hurt either of them more than they’d already been, La’tiera allowed herself to be led away.


 

CHAPTER 30

The hot bath, the oils, the perfumes and then the feeling of the soft material of her normal clothes on her skin felt luscious. Mela hovered over her the whole time, mumbling to herself, admonishing her to scrub harder, surveying every inch of her as if taking note of each scratch and bruise. Her keeper struggled to untangle small knots from her hair, her displeasure quite visible in what La’tiera could see of her expression in the mirror.

It felt comforting to be there, for things to be more as they had been, but her need to try to explain what had happened, to make sure she did what she could for Dal, clouded everything.

She wished she could sit down and draw so she could find out where he was, but when she tried her newfound power on Mela, trying to see her through the armoire doors as she picked a suitable dress, La’tiera discovered she couldn’t. She played with the medallion on her chest, wondering if it could somehow be responsible. Still, she hesitated to take it off, if only for a moment, not wanting to find out what Mela would make of the changes in the Eye—though she couldn’t quite rightly say why.

“Mela, when do you think he will come see me? I truly need to speak with him.”

The old woman’s sour face didn’t look pleased at the question. “He will come when he comes. You must be patient. He’s working very hard to keep you safe. The time is very near now. There must not be any more mistakes.”

For the first time, La’tiera realized Mela’s eyes were cold. They looked the same as they always had, but the eyes of those she’d met and seen so recently gave off so much more warmth. She shook her head, wondering why she was thinking such a thing. Mela had been with her forever.

“I understand that and I’m grateful, but there’s someone who’s being brought to see him who helped me. I want to make sure Uncle knows what he did.”

“The viscount will find out the truth and make his decisions without you. His business is nothing for you to be concerned with. Milady has but one thing she should be keeping in mind.”

She bit her lip, knowing Mela didn’t understand. She had promised Dal she would make sure he was all right.

“I also expect there will be some changes around here. Too much complacency is what allowed you to be taken from us. The viscount will ensure it does not happen again.”

La’tiera frowned, not liking the sound of what she was hearing. She didn’t have that long left in the world. She hoped she wouldn’t be restricted for what little time she had.

“Don’t look so glum,” Mela admonished. “Milady, carrying out your purpose is more important than anything else. Or would you rather have someone take you again?”

“No, of course not.” She was being selfish. All was being done for her benefit and the benefit of the world. It was just…

The day crawled by with agonizing slowness. La’tiera craved some time alone—to draw, to look for Dal—but Mela wouldn’t leave her side. A cold meal awaited her in the dining room, and she ate without relish, though the fare was very good. She tried to read, to do her needlepoint, but nothing held her interest. She stayed away from her art supplies, knowing if she tried to draw her usual things she would be too tempted to use them in other ways.

She would have gone outside and walked in the garden, yet her fear she would miss her uncle if she ventured from her rooms was too great. She finally started pacing, trying to release some of the nervousness building inside her, until a stern word from Mela made her stop.

The longer she sat and fiddled, the more she yearned to yank off her necklace and find out if her powers would return again. Then she might be able to somehow ditch Mela and find out where Dal was. His resigned look haunted her, and she just had to prove him wrong.

Mela lit the lamp then went back to her knitting. There was still no sign of the viscount.

“Mela, it’s late. Won’t you please see what’s keeping him?”

The woman eyed her with annoyance.

“What’s keeping whom?”

La’tiera jumped to her feet, startled by the new voice at the doorway. “Uncle!”

“I apologize for not coming sooner. Matters proved a little more stubborn than I’d anticipated.” He gave her a tired smile, leaning more than normal on his cane.

“With your permission, my lord, I’ll go retrieve your dinner.” Mela gathered her knitting and bowed to him.

Tih’ouren nodded, his eyes never leaving La’tiera. “Please do. We’ll wait for you in the dining area.”

He extended his hand to his niece. She took it, worried about him as well as several other things. She felt his weathered skin, his slightly trembling fingers, the familiar warmth running through them. She would explain, he would understand. Everything would be all right.

Tih’ouren’s sharp eyes studied her as they stepped out into the hallway. “I see Mela has done her usual wonders. You look no worse for wear for your short adventure.”

She blushed. “I wasn’t treated badly. And there was a young man who helped me.” They weren’t quite lies. “He was to arrive a few hours after me. Have you seen him?”

“A boy with dark hair? Tall?”

“Yes, that would be him.”

He led her to her usual place at the dining table and bid her to sit.

“Did you talk to him? Is he all right? I wanted to let you know right away that he was coming. That he helped me get away.” That it was from Tih’ouren’s own men she kept to herself.

“He was part of the troupe of players that was here, was he not?”

“He might be. I have a hard time making out details of their faces from the balcony.” She hoped he wouldn’t take it as a complaint.

Tih’ouren nodded, taking his seat across the table. “Do you know where the villains are now?”

“No. Neither of us does.”

“I see.”

His eyes were half-closed, his expression unreadable. She tried hard not to think of what it might mean.

“Is Dal still here?”

“The boy? No. Once he answered my questions and the sergeant corroborated what he knew, I let him go. Hopefully, next time he will find a more worthy troupe to work for.”

La’tiera breathed a sigh of relief. Of course, Dal had been released. She had told him it would be that way. She had worried all day for nothing.

“Did they tell you why you were taken? What it was they intended to do?” he asked her.

“They told me they were taking me to a city. That there was something there I must see. But they had the prophecy all wrong. I’ve always known what I had to do.”

She felt him searching her face as she kept her gaze on the top of the table. Did he doubt her now? Did he think she’d fallen for their lies?

“Your resolve has always been strong. It’s one of the things I love about you. A better savior the world could not have asked for.”

She smiled brightly, her worry dispelled. Her uncle’s compliments were few, but when he gave them, he meant them.

“Not knowing what contingency plans they might have or who else is involved will make things difficult now that the time is so near. While I don’t doubt your commitment, these fiends might try to hamper you in some way. I wouldn’t be surprised if they used banned sorcery to find you. What else might they have in their arsenal?”

Sorcery? Was that possible? She’d thought it was a thing only for tales.

“You understand we can’t allow any unnecessary risks at this point. Unfortunately, it will mean the surrender of certain freedoms for all of us. Some of our habits will have to change.” His gaze softened. “Please understand it is not to punish you in any way, but to assure you are protected and ready to fulfill your duty when the time comes.”

La’tiera nodded her understanding, but was still saddened by the necessity.

“Mela or I will be with you at all times. We believe they gained entry into your rooms through the garden, so that stairwell has been sealed. This means you won’t be able to spend your days outdoors.”

“I understand.” She tried hard not to show any disappointment.

Mela came in then with their supper. The rising scents of the familiar food boosted her sagging spirits.

“By the way, La’tiera, did anything strange happen while you were away?” Tih’ouren didn’t look at her, just continued cutting his blander fare.

“Strange? From the moment I was taken so much of everything was strange.” Some of it wonderful as well.

He glanced up at her and then at Mela. La’tiera wondered if he was actually asking about the Eye.

“Did they hurt you in any way? Make you do things that were improper?”

“Endanger your virtue,” Mela added.

La’tiera glanced from one to the other as it slowly dawned on her what they were asking. She felt her cheeks grow warm. The stories and tales were vague on what it meant, but she knew it wasn’t something she wanted to happen. Yet she had no idea how she’d know if it had.

“N–No.”

“Are you certain?”

The memory of Dal’s kiss came back to her, and the strange sensations it had produced. But that couldn’t be part of it, she was sure. Heroes took it as a reward. It wasn’t stealing someone’s virtue. But what if the person wasn’t a hero—did that change things? Her cheeks grew hotter.

“How is that done?”

“Did a man look and touch parts of you normally hidden?” Mela pressed.

“No!”

Why were they asking her this? Why was it important? And wasn’t that exactly what the soldier did to the village women?

“La’tiera, it’s all right. I believe you’re fine.” He sent Mela a hard look. “We’re only trying to make sure you’re all right.”

“I understand.” She didn’t understand at all, but didn’t know what else to say.

“I promise, no more questions for tonight,” he said gently. “I don’t want anything to spoil your first night home.”

She tried hard to smile, ever grateful for his kindness.


 

CHAPTER 31

After they’d eaten dinner, her uncle stayed for a while, and the two of them played games while Mela cleared away the table. By the time he left her, she could almost pretend that all the strange things they’d asked and said, plus the changes they wanted made were but a dream. That is, until she entered her room and found a cot set against the far wall. They really meant for her to have no time unaccompanied. Her new reality was growing sourer by the hour.

Once Mela helped her undress and tucked her in, La’tiera lay stiffly, too aware of the woman’s movements as she prepared for sleep. The quiet was full of presence, making her room not seem like her own.

Soft snores began, but she still couldn’t relax and go to sleep. The medallion weighed on her chest worse than she remembered. Carefully, she moved it out of the way and tentatively reached to caress the Eye.

Though she couldn’t be totally sure, it felt less exposed than before. She didn’t know whether she should feel relieved at this or not. Was it wrong for the Eye to grow? To look less like a birthmark and more like a real eye? Her uncle never told her that could happen, and he’d also not told her of it giving powers. But if the nightmares came from the Eye, couldn’t it give her a gift as well?

Uncertain, but knowing she wouldn’t sleep at all if she continued wearing it, La’tiera took the necklace off and tucked it beneath her pillow. With any luck, she would be able to grab it and put it on in the morning without Mela being any the wiser.

* * * *

She traveled on eight legs through tall stalks of corn, swatting them aside. At the end of the field, she spied a village, and as she and the others came closer she realized it was one she knew. It was the village where the troupe  had stopped before.

Tearing into the first home she encountered, she chomped down on startled children, many the same ones who had played with her and showed her their town. Blood, horror, joy flushed through her. Shierla screamed and screamed as she took her time, snapping off one piece and then another just to watch her squirm.

All about her was chaos and destruction, and though a deep part of her struggled to get free, the rest of her reveled in it.

Things grew undefined for a moment, and then she was something and somewhere else. The thick doors before her shredded like paper. Within was a large room packed with people; and at the far end, on a tall pedestal, was an open case in which nestled a large glowing stone.

She was filled with glee as she realized her prey had nowhere to run, that she was blocking the only exit. Men surged forward to oppose her, amusing her. She knew some of them—Rostocha, Kyr and Mishal. Rostocha looked worn, his face and arms full of cuts and bruises. Kyr wore a bandage over one eye and Mishal—Mishal was missing an arm.

All three died as her cloud of poison and acid touched any who came near. Screams, frantic pleas, chaos and death wove all around her. Tersa went down with a knife in her hand, ever-defiant, her dead husband’s name on her lips. Bentel tried to shield some of the children, but to no avail. La’tiera easily sent the woman’s body sailing across the room to splatter against a far wall.

With only a few of the prey left, the scent of the blood and fear at fever pitch, she spotted Aya. The child was at the pedestal, trying her best to pick up the glowing stone, as if she thought she had a chance of escaping this place with it. Her dying scream filled La’tiera’s demon ears as she rent her in two.

* * * *

She woke up gasping, her eyes wide with terror. A scream struggled to escape, but she clasped her hands over her mouth to hold it in.

Sounds from across the room made her lie back down, turning onto her side, and she hid beneath the covers, trying to be still. She couldn’t make her body stop shaking.

“Milady? Is everything all right?”

Please don’t come over, she begged silently. It was all she could do not to sob. If Mela found her like this, she would know she had taken off the necklace. And the dreams had been so much worse this time. The taste of blood and burned meat was too fresh in her mind, the smell of fear, the glee at causing such chaos, the death of…

There was no way she could even attempt to pretend nothing was wrong.

She heard Mela rise from her bed and check the window and doors. The pounding of her heart gradually slowed as the woman said nothing else and returned to her bed. La’tiera’s mind was not eased, however. It was still a total jumble of fear and confusion.

Though in most ways this nightmare had followed the same pattern as the others, something new had been added, something that had never happened before. The victims were people she knew, some of the places where they were killed places she’d been to.

She curled into a ball, trying to make sense of it. Why did people she’d so recently come to know end up in her nightmares? In her months of dreaming she’d never once dreamt of people she knew. Why had this changed? And why these people and not Mela or her uncle?

As she calmed she had another, more troubling thought. She’d seen the people from the village and those belonging to the troupe—except for Lalu and Dal. Why hadn’t they been part of the vision? Why weren’t they with the others?

She couldn’t come up with an explanation, and it brought up a feeling of dread inside her she couldn’t explain or dismiss. Dal was safe—her uncle had released him. Surely, he would have tried to go back to the others. And Lalu—she’d been with the rest when she’d last seen them.

Then she recalled the picture of Tersa and Aya she had drawn at the inn. How they were running, looking frantic and afraid. Something definitely happened after she and Dal left the village, but what?

La’tiera shook her head beneath the covers, telling herself she didn’t need to know. Her time was near, that was all that should concern her. She told herself this over and over until her exhausted mind finally dragged her back toward sleep.


 

CHAPTER 32

The wheel hit a large rock and jostled Dal around the interior of the wagon. So far, things had gone pretty much as he expected. He’d been dragged from the inn under heavy guard then tucked away like baggage in the back of the cart he’d been brought there in. Two guards were placed inside with him, despite his efforts to still act mostly incapacitated, though most of the symptoms of the blow La’tiera had given him were gone.

They’d traveled for hours, his slim hopes for a possible opportunity to manage an escape attempt never materializing. By the time they reached the city it was late into the day. Out the back, he could see curious passersby wondering at the rickety wagon and the guards surrounding it. All were forcefully discouraged away if they came too close, the wagon never slowing as it rattled through the city streets.

When they finally stopped and then moved again, Dal realized they’d reached the viscount’s keep as he saw the heavy doors close behind them. Guards worked with a set of pulleys to insert the huge bar that would keep all but a determined army out. It would definitely be keeping him in. The viscount was taking no chances.

As soon as the wagon came to yet another teeth-jarring halt, the guards inside with him grabbed him and hauled him out, then hustled him through the manor’s double doors. The hallways were strangely deserted.

A large, burly guard signaled to the two holding him and led them all down several passages then through a carved door that led into a sparse office filled with portraits of grim-faced men.

Someone stood up from a high-backed leather chair, and Dal recognized him as the sergeant who’d captured him. He felt his mouth go dry as another came forward—the stooped form of the viscount.

“So, Sergeant Kern, is this the young man?” Tih’ouren asked.

“Yes, sir.” He sent Dal an acknowledging glance. “The lady was quite concerned for his safety, saying he had been the one to help her escape.”

Tih’ouren said nothing to this, instead turning his attention to the burly guard. “Yor, if you will take charge of our guest?”

The man nodded and, taking Dal’s arm in a grip of iron, dragged him to a nearby chair.

The viscount then turned to the sergeant and his men. “I thank you again for your service and discretion. You may pass my thanks to the rest of your men as well.”

Kern bowed. “It is my honor to serve, sir. If you or the lady ever have need of me…”

“That is quite generous of you. I will keep it in mind.”

Kern gave Dal a parting glance then he and his men took their leave. Tih’ouren watched them go, saying nothing. Dal got the distinct impression a little play had just been put on for the sergeant’s benefit. Now they were only waiting to make sure the dupes were gone before moving on to other, less pleasant matters. He tested his bonds for the umpteenth time, not finding them any looser than before.

“Yor, bring our guest along.”

The vise on Dal’s shoulder released only to grab his arm again and hoist him to his feet.

He was just thinking he might finally be about to get his chance to run when Yor’s coiled fist connected with his unprepared stomach, sending all the wind out of him. Doubled over in pain and trying to regain his breath, Dal suddenly found the guard’s arm wrapped around his neck. He struggled to remain on his feet, wheezing for air, as Yor unceremoniously dragged him forward.

Tih’ouren revealed a partially concealed door at the back of the office and opened it for them to go through. The strong grip around his neck kept Dal laboring to breathe as they entered a narrow hallway and worked their way down several corridors to a flight of stairs leading down. The air cooled as they descended, a musty smell rising all around them. Their pace was slow, to accommodate the viscount, but steady.

They went through several doors, finally stopping at one he heard being opened with a rattle of keys. Tih’ouren picked up a lit torch and led the way. The new corridor was full of old acrid odors that made their way into Dal’s still-struggling lungs. He recognized one of the smells right away—it was the stink of old fear.

Without warning, Yor’s hold on his neck disappeared, and he was shoved through a dark doorway. Honed reflexes kicked in, and Dal tucked and rolled on the hard floor, coming back to his feet. Dry hay crunched beneath him, and a feeling of close walls surrounded him.

He went into a half-crouch, his heart thumping, taking in great lungfuls of air, knowing this would be where the unpleasantness would begin.

Yor came in, a nasty grin on his face. Tih’ouren followed, closing the cell door.

“You might as well kill me now because I won’t tell you anything.” Dal hoped his voice wasn’t shaking but couldn’t tell. La’tiera wasn’t the only one who could be stubborn about her duty.

Tih’ouren’s thin white brow rose, amusement tugging at the edge of his lined mouth. “While information would be appreciated, I doubt you have anything truly useful you could tell me I couldn’t find by other means.”

Dal flinched, knowing he was right. More than likely all he needed to do was ask La’tiera.

“But do not worry, you won’t be dying. At least not presently.” The viscount leaned forward on his cane. “I can’t run the risk she might somehow sense your demise, you see. La’tiera is like a daughter to me, and it would pain me for her to suffer unnecessarily.”

Dal couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “If that’s true, then why are you doing this to her?”

Tih’ouren frowned. “To her? For her would be more accurate. I’ve given her the best life I know how. Raised her from her common blood to treat her as a true noble, my own flesh and blood. Now I will give her the gift of leaving this world in the prime of her life. She will never know the debilitation of age or disease. She will depart never having the sour taste of knowing what time took from her.”

Dal shook his head, appalled. “So, you’re going to destroy the world just so she can die young?”

Tih’ouren sighed, as if Dal were a dull student. “No, poor fool. That is but a side benefit of what I do. For when she leaves us in her prime, I plan to regain mine again forever.”

“If that’s what they’ve promised you, it’s a total lie.” He couldn’t quite keep the disgust from his voice. “They’ll kill you like they will destroy the rest of us—without a second thought.”

“Why must the young always think they know everything?” Tih’ouren sent an askew glance at Yor before his scathing glare returned to Dal. “I’m not a total fool, peasant. First, you forget their kind have kept their word for thousands of years. Their covenant with the Four—”

“They haven’t had a choice! The Four Gods have kept them in check!”

Tih’ouren’s face darkened with displeasure at being interrupted. “Second, there are ways to bind their kind, to hold them to a spot despite the open gateway. They could come into our world but not go out and see it, not until they gave me what was agreed on.” He smiled, but there was no warmth in it. “Once I have what I want, I will force them back through the gate. If I can’t, I will use my new powers to save whom I can. There will be survivors. Humanity will just have to learn to live hand-in-hand with them.”

“You’re mad!” Dal thought of throwing himself forward, of somehow killing this lunatic, but Yor shifted between them, anticipating just such a move.

The viscount’s face grew hard. “I should have known better than to expect one such as you to understand.” He turned to the guard. “Perhaps a lesson in manners regarding his betters is in order.”

Yor took a step forward, showing yellowed teeth. The sound of cracking knuckles echoed in the small space.

Dal backed up to give himself room, but there wasn’t any.

“Don’t break anything. We’ve gone too far to take any risks at this point. But do make sure he understands the importance of respecting his betters.”


 

CHAPTER 33

“Milady, what is this?”

Mela held up the satchel, finding it where La’tiera had tucked it away before letting the woman help her out of her cloak the day before. She had forgotten all about it.

“It’s a gift—a bribe, really.” She strolled over, hoping to snatch the satchel back before the woman had a chance to open it.

Mela didn’t let go. “Yes, but what is it?”

“A satchel with paper to draw on and charcoals. He…They knew I enjoyed drawing, so they got this for me, hoping to soften my heart toward them.”

Mela reluctantly released it. “Might I see what you drew while you were away?”

La’tiera held the case protectively against her chest then slowly nodded. She moved to a nearby table, and hiding the contents with her body, she took out the blank papers and one drawing, leaving tucked away the ones she’d done using her gift.

Mela shuffled through the pages, making sure they were blank, then stared hard at the one of the troupe sitting around the table. “So, these are the ones who’ve cause us so much trouble.”

La’tiera looked at the picture over Mela’s shoulder, conflicting emotions rising within her as she gazed at the familiar smiling faces.

“Yes.”

Lalu’s face in the drawing grabbed her attention. Why didn’t she see the old woman in her vision last night? What did it mean? She found it harder to look at Dal’s. She couldn’t explain the continuing dread in her heart. But Dal had been released.

“You should have given this to the viscount yesterday.”

“I forgot I had it.”

“Then I will remedy that for you.”

La’tiera could think of no reason she could use to keep it, though it bothered her to lose it after all she’d been through.

“As you please.” She took the blank pages and placed them back in the satchel, covering the drawings she’d not shown Mela.

As the day wore slowly on, she couldn’t rid herself of her nagging questions. She felt restless, and Mela’s continued presence did nothing to ease her feelings. It was as if she were back with the troupe, always being watched—but it felt ten times worse here. This was supposed to be home.

Yet she possessed the power to answer some of her own questions, did she not? But did she dare try? She would have to decide what to do soon, or time would run out and she would end up knowing nothing.

* * * *

“La’tiera, are you all right?”

She looked up across the table at the viscount, realizing she’d been mindlessly stirring her soup instead of eating.

“Sorry. Yes, I’m fine. I guess I’m just feeling a little restless.”

He nodded knowingly. “It chafes, doesn’t it? Being trapped indoors, unable to do what you’re used to.”

La’tiera nodded, not looking at him, noticing his choice of words. It occurred to her that, in a way, he was as trapped here as she was. He’d once roamed the world, seeing marvelous places and things, but now, due to his age and the burden of responsibility her being here placed on him, it was no longer possible. Age was his prison, one that was in no way attractive. At least she would never be trapped by it. She would never feel this slow loss of freedom as age robbed her of her youth.

“It won’t be for too much longer.” He gave her a soft smile. “It won’t be in vain.”

“Yes, so eat.” Mela took away her soup and replaced it with the main course. “There are others being inconvenienced, not just you.”

La’tiera said nothing and did as she was told, but there was more going on here than just her or Mela’s inconvenience. She owed it to herself to have answers before she was gone. What was a scolding compared to her peace of mind? When she went she wanted to have no regrets, no loose ends. One way or another, she had to find some answers.


 

CHAPTER 34

La’tiera carefully pulled back her covers and sneaked out of bed. She rearranged her pillows and covered them back up, hoping it would look like her in case Mela woke up while she was gone.

She put on her robe, dread and excitement warring inside her, never having done anything like this before. She took the necklace from beneath her pillows. It felt heavy in her hand as she slipped it into her pocket. She dared not leave it here in case she got caught. Then, she could claim she only had it off for a few minutes.

Taking her slippers in one hand, she tiptoed to the vanity where she’d seen Mela put the key. Finding it, and holding it in a cold hand, she crept to the door.

This was the point of no return. Once she unlocked the door and crossed the threshold she would be committed. La’tiera took a deep breath, held it, then let it go. She slipped the key into the lock and gently turned it. She held her breath at the barely audible click.

A murmur came from the direction of Mela’s bed, but that was all.

Daring to breathe again, La’tiera turned the knob and slowly opened the door. She slipped through as soon as the aperture was wide enough.

Keeping her ears primed, she slipped the key into another pocket and set down her slippers so she could slip them on. They slapped softly against the cold stone as she made her way down the darkened hall to the dining room. Once there, she felt around until she found one of the candelabra and the means to light it. Her hands shook ever so slightly as the small flame took hold.

Bringing the light with her, she continued on to the library. She set the light on the table farthest from the door then went back and closed it. She wasn’t sure if the light was bright enough to be seen through the high windows, but she would have to risk it.

Taking her satchel from where she’d placed it earlier that afternoon, she set it on the table as well and brought out a clean sheet of paper. Though she knew it was pure foolishness, since they would never hear her, she still found herself sending the Gods a small prayer asking for their help. She wasn’t quite sure why, but it made her feel a little better. Perhaps it was why others prayed to them, even though they’d abandoned the world.

Breathing deeply, trying to relax as much as possible, she set a stick of charcoal to the paper. Lalu—please show me what is going on with Lalu.

Slowly at first, but soon picking up speed, her hand moved over the page. As the picture formed, La’tiera felt her brow gather in confusion. She was drawing a landscape, something near the back of a house, like the ones she’d seen in the village. But though the drawing continued to form, she’d yet to see anything having to do with Lalu.

Her hand slowed, and La’tiera knew the drawing was complete. Yet Lalu was nowhere to be seen. What did it mean? What did this stretch of barren earth have to do with the old woman?

She stared and stared at the picture, trying to find some meaning in it, something that would tell her what she wanted to know. She got the sense that maybe the fact Lalu wasn’t there meant that Lalu couldn’t be found. That Lalu no longer existed.

Before the thought finished forming she knew it was correct—Lalu was no more. She was dead.

La’tiera felt a dull ache in her chest. Lalu was dead. That strange laugh forever silenced. But how? Why?

Aya and Tersa running. The events must be related. The fact they were running, the fact they weren’t with the others, the fact Lalu died at the village. Did this also have something to do with the injuries she’d seen on the others in her vision?

The dull ache grew stronger. All of it was connected. They must have fought with the soldiers, maybe made a bid to escape and Lalu…

All the things Dal had tried so hard not to think about as he got her away, pushing on with his mission rather than help them. Would Lalu still be alive if she had turned herself in? If they’d stayed and tried to figure out a way to help them?

She understood now why she hadn’t seen the old woman in the dream. It was difficult to be slain by demons when you were no longer alive. A slow shiver worked its way up from her feet. Would this then mean that Dal…?

No!

Roughly grabbing another piece of paper, La’tiera tried to focus her troubled thoughts on the last person unaccounted for of the troupe. Dal couldn’t be dead. He couldn’t be! Her uncle let him go. Dal was free. There must be some other explanation why he wasn’t with them.

A small room grew beneath the moving charcoal. She got a feeling of cold, dampness, of a coppery smell—all growing more real in her mind’s eye by the moment.

Then he was there—a huddled form on a dirty stone floor. Aching, hungry, alone. But where?

He is here. She knew this absolutely. Dal was somewhere in the manor. He hadn’t been released after all. But how could that be?

She had to see him. She had to know. Somehow, something had gone terribly wrong.

Without thinking, La’tiera grabbed another piece of paper. She had to figure out how to find him. She needed to get from here to where he was.

She let her hand draw, thinking only of what she wanted. She had no idea if the powers of the Eye were enough to help her do this, but she had to try.

Her eyes slowly grew wide as she recognized the miniature room being drawn at the top of the page. Books, scrolls, trinkets and more—it was her uncle’s study. One stone on the back wall was drawn with more emphasis than the others—a key to a door. A passage flowed from the charcoal, sloping down in twists and turns to other passages. At the end of the route, another stone was emphasized and opened into a corridor a short distance from Dal’s cell.

She stared at what she’d drawn, her heart pounding. There was a way to get to him. There was a way to try to find out what went wrong.

She put the charcoal back in its box. Mela knew about the satchel so that wasn’t a problem, but since the woman had kept such a close eye on her all day she’d been unable to do anything with the drawings she didn’t want her to see. Now, taking those as well as the new ones, except for the map, she folded them carefully and hid them inside one of her least-used storybooks. Since reading stories was another activity Mela thought was a waste of time, the chances of her looking there were slim. The drawings should be safe.

Telling herself she must remember to put everything back once she was done, she left the library and continued down the hall toward her uncle’s study. She stopped outside the door, hoping this was not one of the nights he couldn’t sleep. She put her ear to it but heard nothing. Taking a deep breath, she turned the knob.

The room was dark and silent. Though she’d seen its contents many times, tonight they seemed to glare at her, as if knowing she shouldn’t be there. She stepped farther inside. The candlelight fell on her uncle’s numerous tomes, and she discovered that, unlike before, she understood the titles on their spines. Most made sense—books on herbs, histories of foreign lands—mundane things; but others disturbed her for reasons she couldn’t name: Forbidden Secrets, Lost Arcana, Sacrificial Rituals. They made her think of darkness, of despair. She tried not to look at them.

Circling behind her uncle’s desk, she pushed his large chair forward to get at the back wall. Without looking at her map, she knew which stone to press. The cold block shifted beneath her hand; a whole section of the wall retracted the length of one finger. Excited even as fear nibbled at her, she leaned on the section of wall to push it open farther, straining, suddenly unsure she could make it move. Then, it slowly shifted until she had enough of an opening to squeeze through.

The light of her candle seemed to shrink in on itself in the passage’s deeper darkness. Goosebumps covered her arms and legs as small skittering sounds ran away from her in the narrow way. She held back a sneeze as her footsteps stirred up unseen dust, a musty odor assaulting her nostrils.

Looking back at the displaced piece of wall, she spotted a set of runners on the ground. The wall section sat on them, explaining how it was able to be moved. A large ring was set along the backside to pull it farther in. She hoped she would be able to figure out how to put it back once she was done.

La’tiera followed the narrow passage. It was musty, dirty. Though she curiously studied each passage she came across, she remained on her chosen path. The passage sloped steeply down, and putting the unneeded map in her pocket, she was forced to hug the filthy wall, trying to minimize the possibility of tumbling down it into the darkness.

After what felt like forever, she reached the end.

The walls, which had felt close up to now, felt closer. It was as if she were once more inside the barrel, journeying to an unknown place with no choice as to her fate. The longer she inched along, the closer the walls seemed to press around her. They felt at times slick, dirt and cobwebs clinging to her as she passed. Trying not to think about any of it, she focused only on moving ahead, her breath going in and out faster than before.

She groped with her hand and eyes for the handle that would allow her to open the way. Grunting and straining, she was eventually able to open it far enough to get a look at the corridor beyond then squeezed on through.

The larger space immediately made her feel better. A lone torch burned in a sconce on the far wall, partially illuminating the place. She could now see the hem of her robe was filthy and hated to think what the rest of her was like. Taking a deep breath, she almost choked at the heavy scent of mold and mildew. There were other smells as well, strong and biting, though she had no idea what they were.

The air was cold here—too cold. And this was where Dal was being kept? She shuddered. It must be a misunderstanding. It had to be.

Holding her candle, she stepped in the direction of the torch. Doors stood open on either side, gaping mouths leading to small rooms with nose-curdling smells, small troughs and old straw. The door to the room across from the torch was closed. That was her destination.

The wood was old but thick, with a metal flap built into it close to the floor. Without thinking, she Looked through the door and spotted Dal in the almost total darkness, lying prone in the same position as in her drawing. She reached out toward him, and her hand smacked into the wood. Snapping back to normal vision, she sucked on her bruised knuckles for a moment then tried to open the door. It was locked.

No! She was so close. She thought of calling out to Dal to get him to come near the door, but someone else might hear. Not knowing what else to, she turned around and tried to think of where she might find a key.

The way she’d come was dark and forbidding. She felt somehow she would find nothing that way. The other side of the corridor, however, went on past several more doors then turned. Having nowhere else to look, she crept in that direction.

At the corner, she peeked around to find a closed door with no means to open it from her side. On the wall beside it were several pegs, and one held an old ring of keys.

Thanking the Four Gods for her good fortune, she fetched them and hurried back to Dal’s door. She heard something give with the third key. Easing the door open, she stepped inside.

“Dal?”

Her voice seemed to be absorbed by the damp walls. He didn’t stir. Fear stung her, but not for herself. Her footsteps were  muffled as she rushed to his side. The candle’s weak light washed over his features.

La’tiera gasped, barely recognizing him. His face was swollen and discolored. His clothes were dirty and torn, scratches and bruises showing through. His wrists and ankles were shackled, held to one another by short, thick chains.

“How can this be? Dal!”

She knelt beside him, not sure if she should touch him and cause him inadvertent pain, yet too worried to do nothing. She touched his cheek with the back of her hand.

A moan—and moments later his eyes fluttered partially open.

“Dal! It’s me. Are you all right?”

A bark of a laugh greeted her question, then he winced from the effort.

“No. I’m not.” His words were slightly slurred. “And soon I won’t have to worry about it anymore.” He chuckled softly, the half-smile making his pummeled face look more gruesome than before.

She stared at him with wide eyes, a shiver running through her at what she thought he was implying. He needed help and she wanted to give it to him. She just had no idea what to do.

“Dal, why are you here? Why has this happened to you?”

He suddenly reached out and grabbed her wrist, the rattle of chains loud in the narrow space.

“None of that’s important! The time is almost here. Too much is at stake. Use the Eye. Please! You’ve got to—” He choked then started coughing, pain staining his features.

Desperately, she glanced around, looking for water, for anything that might help him, but found nothing. He clung to her wrist, his chains jangling from the force of his coughs, until they finally subsided. Sweat covered his brow, his breathing shallow and rapid.

Surely, this wasn’t her doing. Surely, he wasn’t in this pain because of her.

“Dal, you need help. Tell me what to do!” She felt close to tears in her helplessness.

He only shook his head. “No. Go before they find you here. But when the time comes, fight. You have to fight, not die.” He squeezed her wrist until it hurt. “You can’t give in and die.”

She couldn’t, wouldn’t look at him. She knew her duty.

“Do you think you can stand? I–I was able to find a secret way down here. You can come back with me, hide in my rooms. Maybe from there we can find a way to get you out. And once this is over, they won’t have a reason to go after you.”

“Damn you! What will it take to convince you? Ask the Eye, La’tiera. Ask the Eye to show you the truth. I’m begging you.”

He let her go as he tried to sit up to stare her in the face. She reached out to steady him but jerked back as he gasped in pain when she touched his side.

“I’m sorry!” Her hands wavered between them, undecided, as he swayed.

Dal shook his head slowly, his dirty dark hair falling about his face. “It’s not your fault.”

What had they done? What did the viscount do to him? La’tiera rose shakily to her feet, leaving the candle on the ground.

“We need more light. There’s a torch in the hallway. I’ll be right back.”

She turned away then hesitated. She knew she needed the light but was suddenly afraid of how much worse it would reveal Dal’s injuries to be. She stared at him, his shoulders slumped, arms wrapped about his sides, his breaths long and careful.

This—this was done to him on her behalf? Did her uncle truly believe she was in that much peril? But it was wrong. She had to help Dal out of here.

La’tiera turned back toward the door. She started to reach for it when it was opened from the outside. She froze, only too aware there was nowhere for her to hide. Light flooded into the room.

“La’tiera!”

She gasped as if slapped, first taking in the sight of the armed guard and then her uncle, Mela behind him.

Chains rattled behind her.

“Your true captors are here,” Dal told her. “Since we’re all together, why don’t you ask them why they’ve been lying to you all these years? Ask the traitors what they’ve been promised by the demons for humanity’s betrayal.”

Dal’s cold anger let her breathe again, though it frightened her as well.

“Guard.”

The armed man darted past her; as she turned, he backhanded the barely standing youth to the ground.

“Know your place, cur.” The guard drew back to kick him.

“What are you doing? Stop!” La’tiera tried to lunge forward to get in the man’s way, but she found her arms grabbed from behind. “Let me go!”

“I will not allow you to further soil yourself with the likes of him.” Mela’s voice was pure poison.

Dal wiped blood from his mouth and tried to stand again. The guard knocked him back down with relish.

“Uncle, I beg of you, please, make him stop.” She tried to pull away from Mela’s grip, but it was too strong. “He’s hurting him!”

The viscount stepped into the filthy cell, leaning heavily on his cane.

“Yor, enough. Though if he dares to utter another word, you can give him more of the same.”

La’tiera was horrified by Tih’ouren’s cold tone. “But, Uncle, he helped me escape. He’s never hurt me. Why is he being treated like this?”

She looked over her shoulder, trying to see him, but he said nothing until he was with her and could look at her face. His eyes were hard.

“Because he took you from me.” He pounded the end of his cane against the floor. “I will not take the risk of him trying again.”

She tried to understand, to tell herself it was all due to his love for her, but his hard eyes and the fire burning behind them swept it all away. She felt a tendril of fear kindle inside her. “What will you do with him?”

“Milady, do not bother the viscount with such questions,” Mela interjected. “This is no place for you. Come away.”

Though the woman pulled at her trapped arms, La’tiera held her ground.

“No, I am not finished. Uncle!” She glanced at Dal’s prone form, his defiant gaze never leaving the viscount.

Tih’ouren still gazed at her as if the young acrobat didn’t exist. “What do you think I should do with him?”

She felt a small smattering of hope. “Have his wounds tended, have him fed, cleaned. Have him attend the ceremony. That way he can see for himself we’re doing the right thing. It’s too late for anyone to do anything to stop it, isn’t it? And once he sees the results, he’ll know the truth.”

The viscount’s eyes suddenly warmed. He looked more like the man she knew.

“You’re right, my dear. It is probably too late—an army would have a hard time getting through to us at this late date. So, there should be no reason why he can’t be treated fairly, why he can’t witness what is to transpire. Yes, no reason at all.”

La’tiera turned toward Dal. Her joy at her uncle’s capitulation, which she expected to share with him, soured. Dal was staring at her now, a look of utter misery filling his face.

As total confusion swept through her, he let himself go limp, hiding his face in the damp straw. She had saved him. Why did he look this way? Why did he act as if she’d betrayed him instead?

“Milady, you must come now.”

Mela tugged at her to come along. La’tiera was too unsettled by Dal’s actions to resist anymore.

“Yor, take our important guest to the east wing. See that he is cared for and made presentable.”

“Don’t worry, sire. I’ll treat him like royalty. Leave it all to me.”

La’tiera blinked, her attention shifting to the guard as she saw a red aura surround him. It was very similar to the one she’d thought she’d seen surrounding her uncle when she’d first arrived home.

As her muddled mind tried to make sense of it, Mela dragged her out into the corridor. She let go one arm but kept the other in a hard grip, as if never meaning to let go. Tih’ouren exited the cell, his face expressionless, and joined them.

A pained gasp came from inside, followed by Yor carrying out a still-chained Dal. The young man made sure not to look at any of them as he was carried past. La’tiera stared after him, wanting to say something, but her mind was a total blank.

“Milord, will it be safe to take her back to her rooms through the manor?”

The viscount studied the way the guard had gone then glanced back into the dungeon’s dark-covered part of the corridor.

“La’tiera, how did you get here?”

She forced herself to turn away from the now-empty passage and faced him. “There’s a hidden passage down the hall.”

His gaze intensified. “Of course.” He turned his attention to the older woman. “Mela, alert the captain to clear the way to her wing. Then she can be returned to her rooms safely.”

The woman gave her a hard look before leaving, almost as if she didn’t trust her out of her sight for even a few minutes.

“You had her very worried.”

She couldn’t look at him. “I didn’t meant to do that. But I needed to find out if my friend was all right. I had a dream, and I just…” She forced herself to say it. “Why did you lie to me about letting him go?”

He never hesitated.

“It would have put undue stress on you. The boy might not be evil, but he is misguided. He would have caused more trouble if he’d been allowed to go free.”

“But—”

“Enough.” His tone held a note of annoyance and impatience, one she’d never heard from him before. “Things have been made better for him, and you’ve more important concerns. It’s only another day before all our destinies will be fulfilled.”

La’tiera felt her heart speed up. So, it would be tomorrow. All would end for her tomorrow.

Tih’ouren came close and gently swept her long hair from her shoulder. She saw him freeze as it became obvious her throat was bare, the bump that was the Eye peeking over the edge of her robe. “Where is your necklace?”

Though the question was soft and cordial, she sensed coiled tension behind it.

She heard herself lying, though she couldn’t rightly say why. “I left it upstairs, in one of the rooms. It was chafing my neck. I wasn’t thinking.” She tried to ignore the telltale weight in her pocket, which seemed to increase.

Tih’ouren stared at her face as if looking for something. “No matter. It’s just important you put it back on. Though the time is nigh and I expect no problems, you need to wear it to insure your safety.”

An aura of red light ringed his head.


 

CHAPTER 35

La’tiera’s heart beat so loudly, she was amazed everyone wasn’t deafened by the sound. The light—it was the same as she’d seen on the guard, the same she’d seen on her uncle when she’d first come back. The Eye was trying to tell her they were lying.

No, it couldn’t be! But then why…?

There must be a way to find out what it was trying to tell her. There had to be.

As she tried hard to come up with a way, Mela returned.

“Milord, the halls have been cleared.”

“Good. Thank you, Mela.” He turned to look at La’tiera. “My dear, please return to your rooms now. Mela will help you look for the necklace. It is very important that you continue to wear it.”

There was no color around him this time. So, wearing the necklace was important. But was it important to her—or to him?

Mela’s eyes grew large. “Missing, is it? I’ll make sure she finds it and wears it, milord.” She sent La’tiera a displeased look. “Come on, milady. You’ve been down in this filth long enough.”

La’tiera curtsied to her uncle before meekly following the other woman.

The door on the other side of the bend was open and led into a wider corridor as damp and dim as the first. Two more doors, and they ascended a flight of stairs to the first floor.

“You should be ashamed for what you put us through.” Mela’s harsh whisper cut through the silence of the deserted halls. “He’s given you a wonderful life, more than most get, yet you betray his trust and sneak around and soil yourself for someone you barely know.”

La’tiera tried not to feel belittled by her words, knowing she was partly right, but it was difficult.

“I needed to know he was all right. Despite everything, he never set out to hurt me.”

She was sure Mela didn’t want to hear her side of it, having already made up her mind, but she just couldn’t let it go. She’d been doing a lot of that lately.

“So, you’re saying the viscount has?”

“No, I’m not. It’s just that—”

Mela cut her off. “Just do what is expected of you and all will be forgiven. No more forays into dirt and filth. You must look your best at all times.”

La’tiera kept silent. Instead, she inspected this previously unseen part of the manor. Halls and doors, vases and paintings—things she’d lived so close to all these years yet had never had a chance to look at before.

A lot faster than it had taken her to get to Dal’s cell, she was back in her gated area of the manor. She felt a slight chill at the resounding clang as Mela closed the gate behind them and locked it.

“I remember where I left the necklace. I’ll go get it. I’ll be right back.” Not looking at Mela, she hurried down the hall toward the library.

“Milady! You shouldn’t run.”

Once out of sight, she fished the necklace out of her pocket. “I found it!” She stared at it, feeling its weight in her hands and didn’t want to put it on. Yet Mela would not be satisfied until it hung safely around her neck. But perhaps, if it was somehow responsible for putting the Eye to sleep, she might be able to minimize its influence a little.

Closing her robe so it covered the Eye and the metal wouldn’t touch it, she put the necklace on.

Mela swept into the room, almost running into her. “There you are.” The frown on her face eased as she spotted the necklace around La’tiera’s neck. “Well, then, let’s get you cleaned up and settled, milady. We’ll have us a nice quiet day today. Tomorrow will be very busy getting you prepared for the ritual. And we won’t be having any more trouble, will we?”

“No. Of course not.”

“Good.”

Mela had her bathe until long past the point where her fingers wrinkled and her skin turned pink from scrubbing. She bit back tears when the maid washed her hair and scraped at her scalp to dig out every mote of dust she might have picked up during her foray in the secret passages.

She wanted time alone, but Mela stuck to her more so than before. She worried about having to wear the necklace, she wanted time to draw a picture of Dal to find out whether he was truly faring better now. She wanted to test the Eye’s powers and find out if it really revealed when someone told a lie.

By the next evening she would be dead, completing her destiny as the sacrifice for the world. Her own death didn’t bother her. She was ready for it; she would welcome it for the honor it was. But to leave with doubts, to not know the truth of things—these weren’t matters she’d ever counted on.

The day dragged on like torture, Mela’s scrutiny following her every twitch, her every move, as if expecting her to make an attempt at escape. It was with great relief that she dressed for the evening, knowing that while her uncle was with her, things would ease up a bit.

When Mela left her alone with him to retrieve their meal, she was almost giddy with relief. She felt better when she saw that he looked healthier than he had that morning. She thought of asking about Dal but held back, not wanting to make their time together in any way awkward.

“You look very lovely this evening.”

“Thank you.”

Mela had tried to outdo herself in getting her ready. Almost as if the more beautiful she made her the more distant the memory of her grubbiness of that morning would become.

“I checked on your friend before coming over,” Tih’ouren told her. “His wounds have been tended to and he’s been fed. Rest assured he is being well taken care of.”

La’tiera felt one of her worries ease, at least until she remembered he’d lied to her about Dal’s status before. No, she couldn’t start doubting him now. He’d done so much for her. And he’d only lied not to worry her, after all. He had no reason to do that now.

“Thank you for telling me.”

He waved her gratitude away. “I am the one who is grateful. Grateful you are here and thankful you will do your part tomorrow.”

Mela returned not long after and served them dinner. La’tiera tried her best to ignore her, wanting to enjoy her last meal with her uncle. Once the dishes were cleared away, the two of them talked like old times and played games late into the evening.

* * * *

“Uncle, there’s something I would like to give you, if I may.”

Tih’ouren looked up from the chessboard with curiosity.

“I just need a moment to go get it. It won’t take long at all.”

Not waiting for his reply, she rushed from the room and retrieved a covered canvas from the library.

“It’s not much and I doubt it actually resembles me very much, but I would be honored if you’d have it.” She took the cover off and set the painting on the cleared table. “I finished it weeks ago. I just hadn’t found the right time to…”

She felt her cheeks growing hot and looked away.

The painting was a self-portrait, set in the garden. She hoped he might like it enough to look at it and remember her every once in a while after she’d gone.

His hand gently brought her chin back up. Tih’ouren smiled as her eyes met his. “I will treasure it always.”

She felt the warmth in her cheeks grow twofold.

When her uncle finally took his leave and Mela shooed her off to bed, La’tiera slipped under the covers satisfied. She barely let it bother her when she noticed that Mela took the key with her to her pallet.

Once the light was snuffed out, she slipped the medallion from her neck and tucked it beneath her pillow. She tried not to think of what she was doing or the fact she felt the need to do it at all.

* * * *

La’tiera slept till late and was rather surprised at the brightness in her room when she awoke. Mela was not in her bed or even in the room, and for a moment, La’tiera thought all of the previous day must have been part of a strange dream. Nevertheless, she fished out her necklace from beneath the pillow and put it on before sitting up in bed.

“Mela?”

No one answered. It didn’t disappoint her at all.

With a half-smile, she got up and grabbed her robe. On bare feet, she hurried to the sun-filled window and opened it wide. She breathed deeply of the late-morning air and looked out over the garden. How she wanted to go down there, how she wanted to walk beneath the trees and listen to the birds play.

She looked up into the bright sky, knowing this would be the last time she would have the privilege of doing so. But because of her, generation after generation of others would get to—without fear and with the same joy she felt.

She took a deeper breath, trying to absorb it all, imagining there was a way for her to take it with her.

“Milady.”

La’tiera pulled back away from the window, feeling suddenly guilty without knowing exactly why.

“I was coming to wake you. The bath is ready.” Mela walked past her and shut the shutters tight. “There are many oils and creams needed for your skin today so it would be best if we got started. Everything must be just right.”

La’tiera’s stomach grumbled. She thought of saying something about breakfast first but didn’t, having a feeling it would fall on deaf ears today.

Mela made her clean herself as thoroughly if not more so than the day before. Pruned, she was then made to lie down, and Mela massaged her with scents and oils on every part of her body. She washed her hair then washed it again, lighter oils and rosewater combed through it in between. Waiting for it to partially dry, Mela turned her attentions to La’tiera’s body again, massaging her arms and legs, applying more scents or oils in places that had yet to meet her specifications.

Once all that was done, Mela whisked her away to the bedroom and, giving her only a thin silk shift to wear, sat her down before the mirrored vanity and began working on her hair. She rolled it, piled it, pinned it, as if she were making a sculpture whose final shape only she could see.

La’tiera could see, reflected in the mirror, the gown she would later wear, laid out on the bed behind her. It was more lavish than anything she’d ever had before. Rubies, emeralds, amethysts, opals were sewn into the soft fabric in a cascade of almost dizzying patterns—expensive wrapping for the gift that would appease the beast.

She felt a pang at the thought. In a matter of hours, her time here would truly be over.

“Mela.” She tore her gaze away from the dress and studied the reflection of her keeper in the mirror. “Will you miss me once I’m gone?”

The older woman slipped a jeweled pin into La’tiera’s hair. “Of course, I will, milady.”

La’tiera’s heart gave a lurch as a dim reddish glow appeared momentarily around the woman’s head.

“A–Aside from marking me as the sacrifice and showing me the dreams of the future, does the Eye have other powers?”

Mela frowned. “No, that’s all it does. Why all the questions? None of this will matter to you anymore very soon.”

Her heart lurched again, this time followed by feelings of pain. She averted her gaze, not wanting to look at her lifelong companion and her red aura. She should ask her, ask her straight out about the sacrifice, but she was afraid—afraid the aura would show around her once again.

La’tiera closed her eyes tight, begging the tears she could feel gathering not to come. That the aura would be there, that the two most important people in the world to her could have been lying to her all this time—just thinking of the possibility made her feel as if she’d been stabbed. It would make Dal’s betrayal seem like nothing in comparison. It just couldn’t be true. It couldn’t!

“Milady, what’s the matter?”

She forced herself to straighten and open her eyes, blinking back the still threatening tears. She made herself lie.

“Nothing. I–I was just thinking about how much I would miss you and my uncle once I ascend.”

Then the tears did fall, as a gasp escaped her lips. For there, in the mirror, on her own reflection, she saw a red aura prominently circling her own head.


 

CHAPTER 36

“Please, milady, you must stop this!” Mela stood flustered before her, dabbing at her face with a cloth while simultaneously trying to keep all the curlers and pins in place.

La’tiera tried everything to end her tears. Sobs were already on the way, and she knew if she went that far, nothing would prevent her from wailing in her misery.

It couldn’t be right. Something else had to have gone wrong. They couldn’t have been lying to her all this time. It wasn’t possible! None of it made sense. She had to be misinterpreting something.

“We know you will miss us, milady. And it is so sweet of you to think of us. But right now is not the time. Now you must be strong.”

Strong, yes, she needed to be strong. If she only had an idea about what she should do.

“Perhaps some food and drink would make you feel better? I thought it’d be best if you fasted, but perhaps a little something would cause no harm.”

La’tiera nodded, not trusting herself to speak. She grabbed on to Mela’s solution, hoping it would get the older woman out of there and give her a few precious minutes alone to think and pull herself together.

“Stay right there. I’ll get something and be right back.” She placed a handkerchief in La’tiera’s hands, looking doubtful.

“I’ll be fine.” She made a show of using the cloth on her face. “Something to eat sounds very nice.”

“Allright. It’ll take but a moment.”

As soon as Mela left, La’tiera felt the tears start again. She bit her lip hard, willing herself to stop. Half of her wanted to stand up and run ranting and raving around the room, screaming at the injustice, the betrayal. Another part of her wanted to just give in and fall to the floor to curl up in a ball, to escape all this doubt and uncertainty.

She did neither. Instead, she sat taking deep, shuddering breaths.

She’d been so certain for so long. Then, the moment Aya and then Dal entered her life, everything was turned upside down. But if what she feared was true, why, why would they do it? It made no sense! Why would anyone want to allow the demons free rein in their world? It was madness!

She didn’t know who or what to believe anymore.

She almost jumped from her chair as a large boom! came from outside. Disregarding Mela’s instructions, she went to the window and reopened the shutters.

The garden looked normal, so she looked toward the outer wall. She saw more men stationed there than ever before.

The booming sounded again, and several of the men ran in the direction of the gate. Faint cries were carried on the wind, and seemed full of fear and anger. Why?

“Milady!”

La’tiera closed the shutter before turning around, already sure of the disapproving look she would find on Mela’s face. She wasn’t disappointed.

“What’s happening? What is that sound?”

The older woman sent a dark glare at the window before setting the tray she was carrying down.

“I’m sure it’s being dealt with. There’s nothing to worry about.”

“That’s not what I asked!” She shocked herself with her anger as much if not more than her keeper.

“You truly are distraught today, milady.” Her voice was ice. “If you must know, there are men at the gate. Men who want to stop the ceremony. They will not make it through in time, however, so there’s nothing to worry about. Though we should not dawdle. There’s still much left to be done. Come, eat, so we may continue.”

La’tiera hesitated for a moment then did as she’d been bid. Mela served her and watched her eat.

Was Rostocha one of those outside? What of Kyr and Mishal? Was this the place they would receive their wounds, the ones she’d seen in her dream? Or would those come later? And what would happen once they broke through the gate, if the ritual was over? Wouldn’t they be angry?

“Mela, if they’re too late, won’t you and the viscount be in danger?”

“Full of questions today, aren’t we?” Mela sent her a sidelong glance. “The viscount has taken all of this into account. We will not be harmed in any way.” She gave a smug smile.

La’tiera looked away, sure there was something unpleasant behind it. But what could she do? How could she make sure? A sense of dread settled about her shoulders, heavier than the dress she would eventually wear.

The dishes were soon removed, and La’tiera was herded back to the dressing table. She couldn’t look in the mirror, not wanting to see anything the Eye would care to show her. She wanted to believe, to stay strong. Never did the heroes have doubts, never were they unsure of the truth. She had no proof, only suspicions. Yes, they may have lied to her, but the lies could have been meant to shelter her, to protect her from things she couldn’t change. Yet…

She felt a deep need to talk to Dal. She couldn’t understand why him, of all people, but it didn’t change her feelings. He felt about his cause as deeply as she felt about hers, but he showed no doubts, no hesitation.

Mela fussed with her hair, then her hands, feet, the color on her face. For once, La’tiera had become the canvas, and she would be the woman’s greatest masterpiece. The bejeweled dress was as heavy as it looked. And though she thought the colors clashed, still she was to wear the necklace. She felt trapped, controlled, maneuvered, lost—and she had no idea how to make it better. The Eye seemed to almost burn beneath its metal prison.

Restless, she walked toward the window, the long train trailing behind her.

“Milady, it truly would be best if you left them closed.”

Acting as if she hadn’t heard, La’tiera opened the shutters wide. She could not see the setting sun, but did see the reaching fingers of darkness spreading up into the sky—the barest hint of the Herald could be seen way up above. The sound she’d heard earlier rang out once again, though it was more muted than before. The garden was quiet, empty, as if it had already forgotten all about her. Sadness settled over her as once more she realized she would never get to say goodbye to it, never get to walk again within its comforting embrace.

A soft knock at the door dragged her attention away from her melancholy thoughts. Mela moved to answer it. The viscount stepped into the room, dressed in startling finery. A necklace showing his position hung from his neck, a silver circlet was on his head. His long cloak was bordered with speckled fur, bright reds and blues for his hose and doublet, ruffles everywhere.

La’tiera had never seen him attired in this manner. The style seemed almost comical on his thin, stooped form—a total deviation from his usual warm robes and long jackets.

A sheen of excitement brightened his wrinkled face.

“La’tiera, you look wonderful. They will be so pleased.” His smile brightened the room as she wondered why demons would care. He sent a look in Mela’s direction. “Are we ready, then?”

“Uncle…”

“Yes, my dear?”

How could she ask him? How could she express what she felt? This man had protected her, raised her, given her every comfort. And she was afraid—afraid as she had been of nothing her entire life.

“It’s nothing.”

He came up close, supporting himself heavily on his cane. “Nervous? You shouldn’t be. You’ve prepared yourself for this moment your entire life. You have nothing to worry about. You will not fail us.” He took her arm. His touch felt very warm—too warm. “Shall we?”

She nodded slowly, not looking at him, feeling hot and cold at the same time. Mela gathered her train and followed them out of the room.

Their footsteps rang in the empty hallway, and La’tiera was almost overcome with the sudden urge to tear away from them, to run from all of this—from the questions, her duty, everything. But she didn’t give in to it. She would see this through to the end one way or another.

They came to the locked gate, and Mela opened it for them. The area was deserted. It was as if only the three of them existed.

Once on the main floor, they took an unassuming stairwell down, different from the one they’d taken coming back from the dungeon. At the bottom, the stairs opened into a stone room with a high ceiling. In the center, a raised dais took prominence. The walls were draped at equal intervals with tapestries depicting the viscount’s colors and family crest. Several large cabinets hugged one corner, their doors closed and locked, hiding whatever was contained within.

As her uncle steered her toward the dais, La’tiera saw that Dal and his guard were already there. Dal had been cleaned up, his face looking less swollen though the coloration was more ghastly. His torn clothes had been replaced with black hose, shirt, an overcoat—an utter contrast to her own bright colors.

At the moment, he was on his knees on the hard floor, his hands tied behind his back and a gag in place. The moment he saw her he tried to regain his feet but was forcibly held down by the guard’s meaty hand. Their eyes met, and again La’tiera was struck by his look of abject misery.

For the first time, she understood his despair. He knew he was right, just as she’d thought she’d been. And he was going to be forced to watch her die, giving the world over to slaughter and the reign of demonkind, and there was nothing he could do about it.

She almost stumbled on the stairs of the dais. What could she do? How could she stop it? She had no idea.

She glanced down at the floor of the dais, as if it might provide some answers. Unlike the rest of the room, the floor was carved with symbols filled with silver, gold and other precious metals. They blurred for a moment in her vision as the titles of the books had done, but then returned to normal, their meaning unread. She felt power emanating from the circle; then it, too, was gone. The necklace was doing its job only too well.

She placed her gloved hand between the medallion and the Eye.

“Uncle, is having him like that really necessary?” She threw another glance in Dal’s direction as she positioned herself to keep him in view.

“His misdirected beliefs are too strong. If he had the means to interfere, he would. I can’t risk that.” He threw a half-smile in the young acrobat’s direction.

Dal never noticed it, his eyes locked on her.

“Mela, the cup and vial if you please.” Tih’ouren removed a key from a pocket and handed it to her. She half-bowed as she took it then hurried over to the largest of the cabinets in the back.

“Uncle, how will they know to open the portal here?”

“They can sense the Eye. They always know where it is. It can’t be hidden from them. As soon as the sun has hidden behind the horizon, they will come.”

She couldn’t miss the rising note of excitement in his usually reserved voice.

Mela returned, holding a jeweled cup and a small vial. Tih’ouren took them from her. He tucked the vial in his belt then turned to face La’tiera fully.

“Here, drink this.”

She took the offered cup, staring at the reddish liquid within. From the corner of her eye, she saw Dal shaking his head fervently until the guard smacked him on the side of it to make him stop.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Something to calm your nerves. To make the experience less unpleasant.”

She slowly brought the cup to her lips then glanced at Dal and saw him pleading at her with his eyes not to drink it. What did he think was in the cup? What did he suspect her uncle of doing? She lowered it.

“I think I’d rather not have it, if it’s all right.”

She tried to give it back and saw a flash of annoyance cloud Mela’s face, though it was quickly hidden.

“You should do as the viscount says. It’s for your own good.”

A very faint glimmer rose around her head.

“You know from your nightmares how frightening the demons can be, how they can cause the bravest man to quiver,” Tih’ouren told her. “This will dull your senses so such things won’t affect you. Why put yourself through that if you don’t have to?”

His aged hand touched hers and pushed the cup gently back toward her lips.

Dull her senses? Slow her mind? Was it truly for her benefit…or could it be so she wouldn’t think, wouldn’t fight, wouldn’t stop the demon from taking her. It was tempting. Though she knew she had to stop them somehow, it would be so much easier just to give in. But she couldn’t—she wouldn’t.

“I’m sorry, I can’t. They might get angry if you try to spare me. I can’t take that risk.” When did she become so good at lying? Why had she been driven to this?

Several emotions flickered over the viscount’s face, but she couldn’t identify them. He took the cup back.

“As you wish.”

Mela made no effort to disguise her displeasure but said nothing. La’tiera felt her chest tighten, knowing it probably had nothing to do with the fact she would not be spared any pain.

“I will leave it here, in case you change your mind.” Tih’ouren set the cup at the edge of the platform. He then leaned on his cane as he went to stand close to Dal and his guard, Mela following closely behind him.

Left alone, La’tiera felt strangely exposed. Time went on with agonizing slowness. Her dress and medallion weighed her down. Her back stiffened as the air before her suddenly…changed. She could almost feel the growing waves of anticipation coming from those watching.

La’tiera’s heart sped up, goose bumps rising all over her body.

The air before her shimmered, as if she were outside during the hottest part of the day. Through this strange veil, she saw the viscount take a step forward.

It was time. The moment of truth was finally upon her, and she still had no idea what to do.

“La’tiera, there is still time for you to drink the contents of the cup.”

His misplaced insistence made her suddenly sure it was vital she not drink it. But what was she supposed to do?

A rift appeared in the shimmering air; a foul stench drifted in from the other side. She took a step back. The shimmering wall moved with her.

The tear grew wider. Air passed in and out of the opening like breathing, one moment blowing at her, the next trying to drag her in. Beyond the tear, she saw Dal trying to stand against the guard’s grip.

The tear opened further, and a long hairy leg ending in a foot with six scaly toes stepped through. A wave of fear almost drove her to her knees. She held on, knowing the fear wasn’t truly her own and only too aware from her nightmares that there would be nowhere she could run that they could not find her.

“Dearest, spare yourself. Drink.”

A long arm with claws the size of knives pushed through the opening. The breathlike wind increased in intensity.

Mela yelled at her across the distance, her eyes lit with strange glee. “Drink it! Drink it and embrace what you were raised to do!”

The demon’s body came into view, pushing the tear wider, a massive torso with hair sprouting from every inch, and long enough to reach the floor. Three legs and four arms protruded without symmetry from that body; the creature’s face almost touched the ground from the end of a long neck. It was like a puzzle someone had put together wrong.

La’tiera stared at the horrible apparition, barely seeing it as Mela’s words still rang through her mind. Drink it and embrace what you were raised to do!

The demon ogled her, drool dropping from its maw, then looked behind it over the tear at the others. Tih’ouren stepped boldly forward, staring at it eye to eye, a joyous expression on his face. Mela was but a step or two behind him.

La’tiera felt her breath coming in harsh gasps. What was she supposed to do? How could she ever hope to stop this thing?

A sudden flurry of movement attracted her. With the guard’s attention fixed on the looming creature, Dal had made his move. Shrugging out of the guard’s hold, he stood up and smashed his head into the man’s jaw, knocking him back. Before he could recover, Dal brought up his leg and pushed him hard against the nearby wall. The back of Yor’s head smacked it dead on. He slumped to the floor and didn’t get back up.

Dal hurried over to the wall and scraped the side of his face against the rough surface until the gag was pulled from his mouth.

“La’tiera, the Eye, use the Eye!”

“Ignore him, child,” Tih’ouren implored her.

The demon lumbered forward, his hot stare and breath washing over her. This thing would eat her, kill her, and she would have let it willingly if not for meeting Aya, Dal and the others. She would have walked into this blindly, bringing the end of the world. Her life was a lie, her destiny as well, the love of those around her—her entire existence was a sham.

But no more!

With shaking hands, she grabbed hold of the medallion and yanked it over her head, sending Mela’s carefully placed pins flying and messing up her coiffure.

“La’tiera, you mustn’t!” Tih’ouren staggered forward. He fumbled for the vial in his belt, throwing a glance behind him to make sure of Dal’s location.

La’tiera pitched the medallion off the dais. Mela rushed to retrieve it. Dal started moving to the side to come toward La’tiera, away from the others. The demon’s head swiveled back and forth as if trying to keep tabs on all of them.

Ignoring all this, La’tiera realized with growing dread that though the Eye was the key, she had no idea how to use it to defeat the demon. Tears welled in her eyes at her uselessness, her coming failure. Dal, Aya, all of the troupe would die. All because of her, because of her. And she would be the first casualty.

“La’tiera, use the Eye! Don’t give in! You have to live!”

To live. It was what he’d told her over and over. Was that the key? Was that what she needed? She suddenly felt it was.

“I want to live!”

The Eye on her chest fully formed, long lashes waving in the air as the lid opened. The silver iris focused on the demon before her. She felt her body tingle inside and out as the monster suddenly reached out for her.

Spots of light flickered and gathered between them.

“No! You can’t, you can’t!” Mela rushed up onto the dais, the medallion clutched in her hands.

The tingling sensation coalesced and centered in her chest. She felt the pressure gather inside her until she thought she would scream. Then, abruptly, the force was gone as a beam of light was released from the Eye and punched at the demon.

The twisted creature screamed, and then so did Mela as she tried to thrust the medallion between the beam and the demon, only to be smacked away by a flailing hairy arm. La’tiera couldn’t move, her body paralyzed, the Eye doing its work as the demon’s sharp claws came within a hand’s-breath of her cheeks.

With a guttural scream, the demon struggled against the light as it was inexorably driven backwards into the rift from which it came. La’tiera watched its maddened eyes, hunger and hatred pouring from it as it clawed at the tear, at the floor, at anything it could grab hold of to try to stay. But the Eye was unrelenting, the light giving no quarter until the demon was shoved back into the rift.

As one of its claws finally found purchase in the floor’s carvings and it fought to pull itself back out, the tear closed cutting off its arm cleanly at the elbow.

A deafening silence swept over the room as the light, the tear, the shimmering air—all but the flopping arm and its burning green blood—disappeared as if they’d never been.

La’tiera shook from head to toe. Her legs turned to water and dropped her on the hard floor. It was over, she was done—the right decision had been made. The demon was gone.

“La’tiera!”

She looked up, surprised at the sound of Dal’s voice, having forgotten the others.

“Are you all right?” He was suddenly there beside her, looking as beaten and exhausted as she felt, yet worried for her despite what she had almost allowed to happen in her ignorance. He’d managed to free his hands while she’d been distracted.

He caressed her cheek, the warmth of his fingers making her gasp. She was alive—alive, not dead.

“I’m still alive.”

“Don’t sound so disappointed.” He gave her a tired smile. “Can you stand?”

She nodded, not really knowing if she could or not but willing to try.

She was halfway to her feet when a wail cut across the room. She turned and found her uncle helping Mela to her feet as the woman protectively cradled her right arm. It hung at a slightly skewed angle.

The older woman trapped her eyes, her own dripping with mixed pain and hatred.

“It’s gone! You wretched child. Why couldn’t you just do what you were told!”

La’tiera recoiled as if slapped. Only Dal’s gentle hold kept her from falling.

“Don’t listen to her,” he whispered for her ears alone. “You did the right thing. You saved us all.” He steered her away from Mela over toward the open doorway.

“I’m afraid the two of you can’t leave just yet.”

Tih’ouren left Mela, and faster than she’d ever seen him move, he stepped to block the way out. He pulled on the top of his cane and withdrew a long, thin sword. The vial, which he had drunk a minute before, fell empty to the floor behind him.

A dagger appeared in Dal’s hand, seemingly out of nowhere—he must have taken it from Yor’s belt. It was incredibly lacking compared to the reach of the older man’s sword.

“It’s over, Tih’ouren,” Dal said. “You’ve lost. Don’t make things worse for yourself.”

Tih’ouren laughed. His voice was strong, ringing with the vibrancy of youth. “Oh, young fool, you don’t understand. Things can’t get much worse than as they stand. But with a little luck, I plan to come out of it as best I can.”

“But, Uncle, why? Why did you want me to die? Why did you want to give the world over to the demons?”

“How dare you ask him these things?” Still cradling her arm, Mela moved to stand by the viscount. “He gave you everything, everything you could ever want or need. He made you a part of his family. He gave you the kind of life you would never have had if not for him.” She pointed at herself. “And what of me? I gave up years serving you, taking care of you, making sure you were always at your loveliest, that you remained pure. Yet you would repay us both by denying us our reward.”

“Your reward?” Dal stiffened beside her. “You mean your blood prize. Throwing away the lives of everyone for your own gain!”

“What would they have given you, Uncle?” La’tiera stared at the viscount, confused. She remembered the things Tersa had told her. “Was it more money?”

Tih’ouren laughed. The coldness in it made her shiver.

“No, my dear, I’m quite capable of gaining such things on my own. I didn’t need them for that. What they could help me with you are too young to understand.”

She felt Dal shaking with anger. If only she could make sense of all of this.

“La’tiera, it doesn’t matter. He was willing to let you and everything else be destroyed for his selfishness, his madness. No one could possibly understand his motives.”

“Young fool, you really must learn to know your place.”

La’tiera grabbed on to Dal’s arm to keep him from lunging recklessly at the viscount. Something in his eyes told her it was exactly what he wanted.

“Dal, no! His sword.”

He glared at her but didn’t pull away, turning his attention entirely on the older man.

It was obvious Tih’ouren had the advantage on reach, yet it was more than that. Something about him had changed. She thought of the potion he’d drunk. If he had something to blur her senses and he could create a medallion that would curb the power of the Eye, what else might he be able to concoct? Would something that might return his youth for a time be so farfetched?

“It would have been easier, my dear, if you’d let him do it. Things have to be rectified as much as possible before anyone comes looking for us.” Tih’ouren shrugged out of his outer coat, never taking his eyes from them. “It was quite a tragedy, you see. The world was saved, but the young man who’d protected my niece after she’d been kidnapped went mad at the sight of the demon. He attacked the guard and then went after you. Before I could stop him, he killed the very object of his desire. So I had no choice but to dispatch him before he could hurt anyone else.”

He smiled and nodded to Mela, who slowly moved off to the right.

“Your compatriots might know the truth, young man, but if they make it through my walls, they’ll have no proof of wrongdoing, since the only two who could have told them different will be dead. Without proof, they won’t be able to hold me, especially since the world was saved after all. If they persist, their own tales against a noble of the realm will turn against them, and who knows what punishment the king might decide to decree for such upstarts.”

La’tiera couldn’t believe her ears, though why she still should be surprised after all that had been revealed, she wasn’t sure. She no longer recognized either Tih’ouren or Mela—or anything else.

“Milady, move away from him and make this easier for all concerned.” Mela came a little closer, moving in from behind them. “It’s the least you could do after the mess you’ve made of things. As if you hadn’t already cost his lordship enough—cost him his wife and child.”

“La’tiera, move over to my other side,” Dal told her, his eyes never leaving Tih’ouren.

She didn’t move. Mela’s words echoed in her head. Cost the viscount his wife and child? How could she have possibly done that? Was she not told his wife died before bearing him any children?

“What do you mean?”

“La’tiera, don’t listen to her. She’s trying to trick you.” Dal tried to place himself where he would be between her and Mela while at the same time not taking his attention from the viscount. Before he could, Tih’ouren lunged with his sword. Dal was forced to resume his previous place or leave La’tiera wide open to the blade.

Mela ran forward while he was distracted and, grabbing onto La’tiera’s arm, yanked the girl away with her. Dal could do nothing as Tih’ouren pressed the offensive.

Mela’s grip on her arm was painful. She tried to pull away only to have the older woman yank her more roughly than before.

“A spoiled little brat, that’s what you are. Ungrateful, deceitful. He could have locked you away in a dungeon till the time came, gave you nothing. Instead, he treated you like royalty, better than he at times treated himself. And for what? For what?”

La’tiera recoiled from her anger as far as she was able. She was sure the woman would be pummeling her with a fist if her free arm hadn’t been injured—she could see it in her face.

She didn’t understand it. “Mela, please!”

“Sacrificed his young wife and unborn child just so we could find you,” Mela hissed. “She was obedient; she knew to do as she was told. No foolish ideas of her own to get in the way of things.” Mela yanked on her arm again, throwing La’tiera to her knees.

“You’re lying. He would never do such a thing!”

“Am I?” Mela cackled. “And since he was able to find the fortitude to give them up for what was needed, what do you think was done with your useless parents once we’d found you?”

La’tiera turned her face away from the woman’s raw madness. Death—her whole existence had meant nothing but death for others. If they’d had their way, she would have been responsible for thousands of them.

Mela let go; La’tiera’s arm throbbed from the harsh grip. Before she could try to get away, however, Mela backhanded her on the face.

“Useless whore.”

La’tiera hit the floor hard, falling against the side of the dais. Mela pinned here there with her knee and slapped her again.

“You will behave and drink whatever I give you.”

La’tiera’s vision swam, her face stinging with pain. She saw Mela take hold of the golden cup they’d tried to get her to drink from. Part of her shocked, befuddled mind actually still worked enough to be amazed the cup had remained unspilled through all that had happened.

Mela pressed the cup roughly against La’tiera’s lips.

“Drink!”

Her first reflex was to comply with the harsh command, but she’d done no more than taste it before she stubbornly pressed her lips shut. She hadn’t wanted to drink this before, and she wouldn’t drink it now.

“You won’t be stubborn for long. I don’t have to restrain myself any longer.”

Her tone sent shivers down La’tiera’s arms. Mela pressed harder with her knee against her chest, then set the cup back on the dais to free her hand. An ugly smile lit her face as she bent to strike her again.

La’tiera did the only thing open to her. With what might she could muster, she hit the older woman’s injured arm.

Mela screamed. Refusing to think of what she’d just done, La’tiera pushed her away. Mela fell on her arm and screamed again. As fast as she could, La’tiera stumbled to her feet and grabbed the filled cup.

Grimacing at the pain she’d caused, she didn’t hesitate and poured the contents of the cup down the woman’s throat. Mela coughed and choked, inadvertently swallowing some of the potion down.

Mela struggled to sit up, the reddish liquid staining her clothes. La’tiera stepped back and let the cup drop to the stone floor.

“You evil little witch!” Mela glared at her, pain and hatred marring her face. Her eyes lost focus, becoming dull and clouded; her face suddenly relaxed. She sank back to the cold floor, oblivious to everything.

Backing farther away, La’tiera finally made herself turn from the prone form and check on the other conflict in the room.

Dal and Tih’ouren still faced each other. Both men were breathing heavily. Dal’s clothing was slashed in several places; cuts decorated his arms and legs, a few bleeding freely. Tih’ouren was untouched, but his stance was slightly more stooped, closer to his usual self.

La’tiera shivered, torn inside as she watched the two men who meant most to her trying to kill each other.

“Both of you, please, stop! Uncle, you can escape. We won’t try to stop you. Just don’t do this. Please. Too much blood has been spilled already. I beg you. If you ever felt anything for me, stop now.”

Tih’ouren ignored her, launching a new attack at Dal. Strange noises and muted shouts echoed down to them from the stairwell.

“La’tiera, get out of here. Go get help!” Dal flashed her a tired grin, though he never took his eyes off the viscount. “He won’t be able to stop you. He’ll be too busy dancing with me.”

Tih’ouren said nothing, only gritted his teeth and strove harder to strike Dal down, on his face an ugly grimace. Dal dodged, using his speed and blade to keep from getting cut down. The beatings he’d received during his imprisonment were taking their toll, however, hindering him and slowing him down.

More sounds descended the stairwell. Pushing her disheveled hair away from her face, La’tiera stared from the two men to the exit and back before finally nodding. Lifting her heavy skirt, she hurried toward the way out.

Tih’ouren made as if to lunge at Dal again then didn’t follow through, instead pivoting to run toward La’tiera. She saw him coming from the corner of her eye and tried to flee.

Tih’ouren suddenly stumbled, coming to a stop. He reached behind him, pain on his paling face, as La’tiera also stopped and turned, alarmed.

Tih’ouren’s hand came back filled with red. His sword clattered to the ground, soon followed by the viscount as he dropped to his knees.

“Uncle!” La’tiera took a step toward him, worry rushing through her despite all she now knew.

“Don’t!” Dal yelled at her, his gaze flickering between her and Tih’ouren. “It could be a trap. The wound is not that severe.”

He inched forward.

All the unusual energy seemed to pour out of the viscount, his shoulders and back more stooped than before. Tih’ouren fell forward. La’tiera saw the knife stuck in his back.

Once Dal got close enough to kick the viscount’s sword out of reach, she found herself coming closer.

“Uncle?”

Tih’ouren’s eyes opened, unfocused, his lips twisted in a pain-filled smile. “Betrayed by my own body. How…predictable…how utterly useless…”

“You, sir, have much to answer for.” Dal stood over him, anger and sorrow warring on his face.

Tih’ouren ignored him. “I was going to save you from this. Save you from ever having to experience the ultimate betrayal of the flesh.”

La’tiera felt tears rise in her eyes. There was just so much she didn’t understand.

Dal’s face twisted with ire. “You have no right to make such decisions for her!”

He would have said more, but hurried footsteps came from the stairs, louder than before. Throwing a worried glance in her direction, Dal stepped forward, picking up Tih’ouren’s discarded sword and put himself between her and the entrance.

La’tiera turned around to look with him, Tih’ouren gathering enough strength to partially raise his head to look as well.

A score of men flooded into the room, their weapons at the ready. She tensed, not sure what to expect. She realized the livery most of them wore was not the viscount’s.

In moments, all three of them as well as the still-unconscious guard and Mela were surrounded. La’tiera pressed closer to Dal’s side.

“Put down your weapon.”

“In whose name are you here?” Dal challenged back, the sword in his hand still raised.

“Arrest him,” Tih’ouren said. “This man is a danger to the realm. He must be restrained.”

The men around them tensed. “What about the Four Gods? What about the Trial?” The questions came from several directions at once, fear, anger, despair lacing every word. Several men knelt beside the viscount to try and help him, while others turned to press closer to Dal, their weapons at the ready.

“Wait! He’s one of mine.” A familiar voice boomed to them from the entryway.

“Rostocha!”

La’tiera heard the obvious relief in Dal’s voice; the weapon in his hand quickly lowered.

The leader of the troupe cut through the cluster of men and swept Dal into a bone-breaking hug. Dal grimaced in pain, but his eyes were bright, giving Rostocha as good as he got. La’tiera felt herself relaxing, an actual smile wanting to grow on her face.

So, she was more surprised when Rostocha spotted her and his already bright smile grew brighter.

“Thank the Gods you’re also well!” Still keeping Dal wrapped in one muscled arm, he brought her close with the other. She was too startled by the unexpected gesture to protest. She felt a lump lodge in her throat.

One of the armed men, the one who’d demanded Dal put his weapon down, stepped forward. “Is this the Bearer? I do not see the mark on her.”

“It is she, and the fact the Eye is gone means the test has been passed.” Rostocha’s voice rose in volume. “Our world is safe!”

Cheers rose across the room, the news spreading quickly outside and up the stairs, the cheering rising in volume as more and more voices joined in. La’tiera barely heard them. Instead, her gaze dropped down to her chest, where she saw that what the soldier said was true—the Eye and all trace it had ever been were gone. Every vestige of her purpose, her reason for existing had disappeared.

The room around her darkened, her vision contracting to a bare pinprick with the realization. The walls began to spin, and though she tried to speak, no sound came from her mouth.

“La’tiera?”

The darkness came and carried her away.


 

CHAPTER 37

La’tiera felt warm. The touch of the blankets against her skin was comfortingly familiar. The scent of flowers in the air told her she was home—tucked away in her room. Things were as they should be, as they had always been. She snuggled into the covers a bit more.

In an hour or two, Mela would come, and they would start their daily morning routine. Would it give her a lot of trouble, she wondered, having to clean the room now that her arm was broken?

Broken. Done. Over.

La’tiera’s eyes snapped open, and she sat up in bed. All that had happened came back in a rush, so fast she reeled with the shock of it.

What was she doing here? Feeling terribly disoriented, she glanced about her room, wan light trickling from her shuttered window. The smell was right, and there was her armoire, her dressing table. This was her bed. She was definitely in her own room.

Was everything she recalled just a horrid nightmare brought on by the Eye, then? She reached up and touched her chest and found no trace of the familiar bump. When she looked, she saw there was no dark birthmark where it had always been.

She got up, feeling suddenly cold, meaning to run to the window and open the shutters so she could see better, to make sure what she already knew was true—the Eye was gone. She was almost there when she stopped, her heart beating furiously, as she noticed Mela’s cot and realized it wasn’t empty. If she called out, would Mela turn and face her?

But how? It had all been so real. Suddenly dizzy, she approached the cot, hoping to learn who was there. Maybe Mela did love her, her uncle hadn’t lied, he’d never killed her parents, never sacrificed his own wife and child to find her. Her eyes stung. Everything could be as it had been.

The sleeper turned, bringing her to a panicked stop. Her breath came in hurried gasps as she recognized the face of the person lying there.

It was Dal. Even with the poor light she could see the bruises on his face.

So, it was real—all of it. The Eye was gone, Mela hated her, her uncle was her uncle no longer. People had died and suffered because of her.

A pained groan escaped her lips as her legs decided not to hold her up any longer. Dal sat up at the sound, startled, a grimace of pain on his face at the sudden movement, but it never slowed him down as he drew a dagger from beneath his pillow, scanning the room for what had awakened him.

“La’tiera! What’s wrong?”

He rushed to her side, kneeling beside her. His worried gaze scoured her face.

She couldn’t speak. Her throat felt clogged with emotion. She stared at him, at the bruises on his face, and of its own volition her hand rose to touch his cheek.

“I—I did this.”

He reached up and took her hand in his. “No. Don’t think that.”

She looked away from him. “It’s true. If I had listened to you, if I hadn’t been so stubborn…”

“Then, you would have never known I was still here, you wouldn’t have set things in motion to save the world and ruin the viscount’s plans.”

She stared at the floor, not ready to believe him though she’d just admitted she should have done that very thing before.

Dal gently took her chin and lifted her face toward his.

“You saved the world. And you’re still alive.”

She felt her pulse rise as his eyes stared into hers.

The door to the room opened. Before she could turn around and look to see who was there, a happy shriek cut across the room.

“La’tiera!”

Aya ran toward them and leaped into her arms. La’tiera was surprised by both the fierceness of her hug and the swirl of happiness and sadness that seeing her brought to her own heart.

The child reached out and grabbed Dal, almost smashing his head against La’tiera’s.

“You’re both here! I’m so glad!”

Dal was finally able to pry her away, giving them both room to breathe.

“We’re happy to see you, too, sprite.” He ruffled her hair playfully.

“We came as fast as we could,” she told them, her small face serious. “They made us wait outside the city until it was over.”

“So, everyone is here?”

La’tiera flinched at the sudden brightness in Dal’s voice, knowing that wouldn’t be the case.

Before Aya could say anything, the door opened again.

“Aya, I thought we agreed you would wait before coming in here.” Bentel entered and stood, her hands on her hips, an annoyed look on her face. Others crowded in behind her.

Aya jumped to her feet. “But she’s awake. See? It was okay.”

Bentel shook her head at her logic as Rostocha chuckled.

Dal helped La’tiera to her feet while she did her best not to look directly at the others. Behind Rostocha were Mishal and Tersa, their hands clasped. La’tiera felt her eyes widen—his arm was in a fresh sling and not cut away as she’d seen in her nightmare. Maybe the fact she’d not died had kept that from happening. If only she’d been able to stop other things.

Kyr came in last, looking as shy as always in his big body. They all moved to gather around them, smiles and kind words showered with abandon.

They hurt her, made her eyes sting. One was missing, gone, all due to her stupidity.

“Where’s Lalu?” Dal’s question sent a jolt of apprehension through her.

The smiles around them dimmed.

“She’s dead.” La’tiera could hardly believe the words came from her own lips.

Dal stared at her in muted shock. “What?”

The others had surprised looks on their faces.

La’tiera stared at the floor. “I tried to find everyone through my drawings. All it would show me of Lalu was an empty spot of earth. The Eye told me she was dead.”

“It’s true.” Rostocha’s voice was more subdued than normal. “My mother has left us. She bought us precious time when we were discovered trying to escape from the village. She sacrificed herself so we could flee.”

La’tiera saw once more the gap-toothed, knowing smile, heard Lalu’s hearty chuckle. She’d made a true willing sacrifice for lives—unlike what her own would have been. Tears welled in her eyes and ran unhampered down her cheeks.

“I’m sorry I was too foolish to see the truth. Perhaps then—”

“Nonsense!” Rostocha’s voice boomed through the room. “My mother’s spirit has joined the Gods and has no regrets. She always believed in you, and you didn’t let her down. It’s now your responsibility to live, however, to have a good life. It would be something she’d want, something you can do for her. It would make her happier still.”

This only made La’tiera cry harder. “I–I don’t know how!”

Without the Eye, without her purpose, she had no idea what to do.

“Don’t worry, dear.” Tersa put an arm around her shoulders. “I’ll teach you everything there is to know.” Her eyes were bright.

Aya started jumping up and down. “Me, too!”

“We all will.”

Bentel, then Rostocha, Mishal and Kyr all placed their hands on her head as if invoking an oath.

“Yes,” Dal agreed. “We’ll show you the world you’ve saved and a whole lot more.”

He smiled, his eyes only for her, promising things she couldn’t fathom and found herself excited to consider.

La’tiera hiccupped, her tears slowing. She would live. She would do it for her parents, for Lalu. She would trust in the Four Gods and hope and those here with her.

She would live.

END
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