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Chapter One: A Father’s Return
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Keira Telandra hurried down the palace hallway, stopping to check her reflection in a mirror as she went by. Yes, her shiny black braids were still correctly pinned up, her necklace lying smoothly over her dress. Keira fingered the pendant, a diamond-studded heart—it was a gift from her father. She suddenly turned from the mirror with a thrill of excitement as she heard her mother calling—her father was coming home today!

“Coming, Mother!” Keira shouted, forgetting decorum and beginning to run down the hall, lavender silk swishing against her ankles. A scandalized maidservant stared at her as she passed, but Keira knew she wouldn’t say anything—not when Keira’s father was one of the richest and highest-ranking nobles in Tolo. He’d been gone for two months on an embassy to Virgos to help arrange a marriage contract between the king of Tolo’s second-born daughter and the king of Virgos’s eldest son, but he was coming home today—he’d be arriving in a few minutes.

Keira felt her feet beginning to dance as she rounded a corner and came upon her mother, Lady Lalyra.

“Keira!” Lady Lalyra exclaimed, looking a bit startled. “Slow down, my love.”

“Sorry,” Keira giggled, stopping and smoothing her skirts. “I’m just so excited.”

“Me, too,” Lady Lalyra smiled suddenly. Though Keira thought that her mother always looked dazzlingly beautiful, she looked especially so today, her ivory gown making her coppery skin seem to glow, her black hair twisted up with pearl combs, and the pearl necklace Keira’s father had given her as a wedding present around her throat. 

“You dressed up for Father, too, didn’t you?” Keira grinned.

Lady Lalyra smiled. “Of course. We have to remind him how beautiful two Taufstan women are, don’t we?”

Keira laughed. She, like her mother, had been born in the island country of Taufsta rather than the country of Tolo, where they now lived; Keira’s father, Lord Tarqui, had met Lady Lalyra in Taufsta when he’d been ambassador there and it wasn’t till a few years after their marriage that they’d moved to Tolo.

“Come on, then,” Lady Lalyra told her, taking her hand and beginning to walk down the hall. “I hear the delegation has already entered Talmé; we must hurry.”

“But not look like we’re hurrying?”

Lady Lalyra smiled. “Exactly.”

They soon joined a stream of other nobles and courtiers moving in the same direction, finally emerging into the spring sunlight, dazzlingly bright on the marble terrace.

“There’s the king,” Lady Lalyra stated. “I must go join his train. Keira, go wait with the other nobles’ children.”

Keira nodded, used to the routine. Tolese protocol demanded that nobles and ambassadors wait alongside the king at formal ceremonies while family member waited nearby; since Lady Lalyra was the Taufstan ambassador to Tolo, as well as having received a title from her marriage to Lord Tarqui, she doubly had to follow these rules.

Keira skipped down the marble steps at the terrace edge, pausing at the bottom to stand with the other nobles’ children waiting there.

“Are you excited, Keira?” asked Anlacia, a tall fourteen-year-old girl that Keira had dancing lessons with.

“Of course,” Keira smiled, trying to keep her feet from dancing even now.

“I’m sure my father was the one to arrange the deal,” announced a boy named Laquin importantly.

“Shut up, Laquin,” another boy hissed, and Keira rolled her eyes at Anlacia. Laquin was the son of the governor of the southern provinces of Tolo and was always full of his own importance.

“Here they come!” cried a little girl, and everyone stopped talking, straining to see the approaching delegation.

First came pipers and trumpeters, then the nobles themselves who had gone on the embassy. While the one leading the procession and carrying the white message wand was Laquin’s father, Governor Granli, Keira quickly picked out her own father’s dark hair, noticing with pride that he was undoubtedly the most handsome man there. Keira looked back at her mother, standing tall up near King Canlo of Tolo, and she could tell that her mother had spotted her father, too. Princess Emira, the second of the king’s daughters, was standing nearby as well, Keira noticing that her face was a bit pale. Keira wondered what it would be like to be always wondering if some man you had never met had agreed to marry you—she decided she would much rather be her father’s daughter than a princess, for she knew her father would let her choose for herself.

The musicians were at the base of the steps now, and after a final fanfare for the king, they bowed and stepped aside as the nobles advanced.

“What news, my lords?” asked the king formally, the sunlight glinting off the crown and robe he’d put on for the occasion.

Governor Granli advanced and knelt, offering him the wand. “It is a match, your highness.”

“Ahh,” the king smiled, opening the wand and glancing at the parchment inside. “My daughter Emira, Princess Secondus, will wed Prince Vranzeka Zorka of Virgos, heir to that throne. Hail to the future Queen of Virgos!”

Loud cheers arose, and Keira saw that Princess Emira looked relieved, a tentative smile on her face. As the cheers died down, the king began a long speech on the duties of queenship, daughters leaving home, the passing of years, etc, etc.

Keira saw her father scanning the crowd out of the corner of his eyes, and a moment later she could tell he’d spotted her. Seeing that no one was looking at him at the moment, he threw her a wink. Keira grinned. Finally the king stopped talking, and with a final cheer the crowd was dismissed, the king and his family heading back into the palace, leaving the nobles free to go greet their own families.

Keira hurried through the surge of people and up the steps, finding her father kissing her mother.

“Keira!” Lord Tarqi exclaimed as he saw her. “The most beautiful twelve-year-old in the kingdom.”

He swept her up in a hug, kissing her cheek and asking, “Learn any new languages lately?”

“Only a little Old Tusker,” Keira replied in that language.

“What?” exclaimed her father in delight. “I’m gone for two months, and already my daughter has another language at hand. This is number five, is it not?”

Keira nodded, and her father smiled. “My daughter will soon be speaking every language in the world. A true Telandra—with, of course, exceptional beauty brought from your side of the family, my love.”

Lady Lalyra smiled. “You don’t look so bad yourself, Tarqui.”

“Maybe,” Lord Tarqui smiled. “But Taufstan beauty is something else entirely. I haven’t been able to take my eyes off you since we met, Lalyra.”

Lady Lalyra gave him another kiss. “Maybe I don’t want you to.”

They smiled at each other, and Keira turned away with a little smile; her parents were always like this when they first got back together after trips.

They soon turned to go back inside, and Keira followed them, Lord Tarqui asking as they walked, “Anything exciting happen while I was gone?”

“I won a prize for my geography presentation,” Keira announced.

“Really!”

“Out of all the other nobles’ children in her age group,” Lady Lalyra explained.

“That’s my girl,” Lord Tarqui said proudly. “With a daughter like you, who needs sons?”

“Kings,” Keira shot back, though she flushed with pleasure.

“Ah, ha, a politician already, I see. Quite so, Keira, at least in Tolo. That’s why our crown princess had to marry a Tolese noble—to keep the throne in Tolo, since by Tolese law the male is always preferred.”

“A ridiculous law,” Lady Lalyra put in.

“I agree, at least if all royal daughters were as smart as you,” Lord Tarqui told her.

Keira was glad that they were, as usual, speaking Taufstan when they were together, a language that no one in the palace spoke except them. It made discussing royal affairs much safer and easier.

Entering into their own apartments, Lady Lalyra asked as she shut the door behind them, “So it will be a match, Tarqui?”

“Indeed it will, for good or ill. But Princess Emira will have her wish at last.”

“To be a queen,” agreed Keira. “Just like Princess Shamira will be queen of Tolo someday. And did you hear about Princess Vamira?”

“I’m sorry, Tarqui, but she accomplished it,” Lady Lalyra told him as they sat down to the meal the servants had laid out for them. “Princess Vamira convinced her father to offer her hand to the prince of Tusklin.”

“No!” Lord Tarqui cried.

“Yes,” sighed Lady Lalyra. “You know how Vamira is. She wore him down. And I have no official influence here except in matters concerning Taufsta.”

“I’ve long thought that Princess Shamira was the only good one,” Lord Tarqui grumbled. “She will be a great Tolese queen someday. But Princesses Emira and Vamira—”

“Now that Emira finally has a man, maybe she’ll calm down,” Keira suggested.

“Keira!” her mother reprimanded. “I have told you not to use that type of language. But Princess Emira has had a difficult time, we must remember. First there were those hints about a match with King Frederick of Cantel that came to nothing—”

“Tolese as I am, he’s too good for her,” Lord Tarqui put in. “I had the honor of meeting him once, and Cantel is blessed in their king—and he picked himself out a good queen, too. A lovely woman. Though not nearly as beautiful as you, my dear.”

“—And then there was that merchant alliance match that fell through. And you know that Taufsta has no prince, and the prince of Tusklin is far too young for her, so she really hasn’t had any eligible suitors till Virgos agreed to her consideration. I was hoping they wouldn’t think her age a barrier since she’s older than many women are upon marriage. Do you think she’ll be well-treated?”

“The prince of Virgos is a very different man to his father,” Lord Tarqui said thoughtfully. “I think she has a chance.”

“Well, I’m glad of that—difficult as she is,” Lady Lalyra said with a little smile.

“Yes—so am I.”

“Any word on the lost princess?” Lady Lalyra asked, Keira working on holding her oyster spoon at the right angle.

Lord Tarqui sat back, dabbing at his lips with a napkin. “I have heard a rumor, my dear.”

“A rumor! After all this time?” Lady Lalyra exclaimed excitedly.

Keira sat up straighter, forgetting about her spoon. For she knew her father was no longer talking about the three Tolese princesses, Shamira, Emira, and Vamira, but instead about the lost princess of Taufsta, sole heir to the throne, who had vanished when Keira was two. Lady Lalyra and Lord Tarqui had long ago been appointed to the group of people searching for the princess, who had last been seen in Tolo. 

“A Virgoesian slave I met said he had once been part of a household where there was a darker-skinned slave woman who spoke a language no one could understand. It’s slight, I know, but it gives a possibility—slaves with darker skin are rare, so perhaps this slave is actually the princess, who has somehow ended up a slave in Virgos.”

“A slave!” Lady Lalyra gasped. “Who would dare?”

“I don’t know. I don’t even know if it’s true yet. I only heard this rumor as I was leaving, and I haven’t even had a chance to mention it to Governor Granli yet, who, as you know, was appointed head of the search for the princess. We were on different ships in the convoy. But now that the marriage business is concluded, I am free to pursue such street rumors—as long as you authorize me to do so, love.”

“Of course I do. Taufsta needs our princess found.”

“Good,” smiled Lord Tarqui. “I’ll send messengers to investigate at once. Maybe we’ll find something.”

Keira sat thinking about this, wondering what it would be like to be a princess turned slave. Once again, she was glad she was her father’s daughter instead.

*****

[image: ]


Keira woke up in the night, turning over in bed and wondering what had awakened her, suddenly becoming aware of her father’s voice, louder than usual, coming from the front room.

“That’s what worries me about both matches, Lalyra. They would both be for Tolese advantage, no doubt, even Vamira’s foolishness. If they were both to go through, it would give Tolo unprecedented influence, with a queen in each of the three large countries of our continent. But at what cost?”

“What do you mean?” Lady Lalyra asked.

“Take Vamira, for example. You know that Tusklin wants nothing to do with a Tolese princess—it would bring Tusklin into closer connection with Virgos since a princess of ours is marrying the Virgoesian crown prince—and they just fought a war eight years ago with Virgos and still refuse to do any trade with them. They gain nothing by marrying their prince to ours except headaches. So they won’t do it—except if they refuse, they now get a threatened war with Tolo for their audacity in turning down our useless princess.”

Keira gave a little gasp at her father’s boldness, very glad once again that he was speaking Taufstan.

“And don’t start defending Vamira, either,” Lord Tarqui snapped. “She only wants the prince of Tusklin because she thinks he’s handsome—he’s not even her age, for heaven’s sake, he’s only just turning seventeen. It’s wrong of her to want him!”

“I agree, Tarqui. But do you really think they can’t turn the offer down?”

“I only hope they can. Maybe their synforta can work something out.”

Keira knew that the synforta was the second-highest ranking person in Tusklin after the king, and she hoped the synforta would indeed be able to arrange something. Tolo and Tusklin had long been on friendly terms, and Keira didn’t want that to change.

“What’s really upsetting you, Tarqui?” Lady Lalyra asked after a moment. “There’s something behind all this, I know.”

There was silence for a minute, then Keira heard her father sigh. “It’s something I saw in Virgos. We were out walking down the street, and there was this girl—she was a slave, I could tell by her dress, and she was walking behind a man and carrying a bundle far too heavy for her. And then she tripped. And instead of helping her up or something, her master started beating her. Beating her! And she only looked about twelve, too, the same age as our Keira. And that’s what haunts me. What if it had been Keira? Heaven help me, what if it had been our Keira? And I stood there and did nothing—I helped bring our country into an alliance with theirs, for heaven’s sake. And while it certainly is to Tolese advantage to have a queen on the throne of Virgos, are we accomplishing this at the cost of human lives? Are we funding evil?”

“You’ve ever been against slavery in principle, Tarqui. Even spoken out against it at the Someet.”

“Yes, once. But I’ve never actually done anything about it.”

There was a little silence, then came Lady Lalyra’s voice again.

“Tarqui, you can’t solve every problem in the world.”

“No—but I can solve some of them.”

There was a moment’s silence, then Lady Lalyra began, “You know that’s one reason why I fell in love with you, Tarqui. Because you actually care about right and wrong, not just what’s advantageous.”

“Sometimes. So often I mess up—like with that girl. I can’t get her out of my head. Virgoesian slavery is evil! Evil! But it’s not my country—how am I supposed to interfere? Usually I agree with Tolo’s non-interference policy with the countries with which it trades—but how far should that go? Should I completely ignore the fact that by giving Virgos more money I am enabling them to give that girl more beatings?”

“Perhaps this marriage will help spread Tolese influence in Virgos so that slavery will weaken its grip.”

“Or perhaps Virgoesian influence will spread in Tolo so that soon we’re buying slaves. Lalyra, I can’t ignore slavery anymore—not now that I’ve seen it. But how to stop it? It’s not my country. Heaven help me, it’s not my country—how am I supposed to stop it?”

Silence fell, unbroken this time, and Keira turned over, staring out her window at the stars sparkling in the dark. And like her parents, Keira felt she had the same answer to their question that they did—that she didn’t know the answer.
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Chapter Two: The Lost Princess
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Keira sat on the terrace with her father two weeks later, playing chess. The morning sunlight made the white mother-of-pearl squares on the board almost too bright to look at, and Keira had to shade her eyes as she made her move.

“Your move,” Keira told her father, sitting back and looking at her pieces a bit nervously. Had she really moved that knight to the best advantage? She fiddled with her necklace as Lord Tarqui studied the board, thinking. Then Keira saw it as he began to move his hand towards one of the pieces—a flicker in his gray eyes.

“No, you don’t!” Keira shouted, leaning forwards. “You’re not allowed to lose to me on purpose! I refuse!”

“All right, all right,” Lord Tarqui sighed, moving his hand instead to his ivory queen and sliding it. “I’m afraid it’s checkmate, Keira.”

“Again?” Keira sighed, staring at the board.

“Well, you told me I couldn’t let you win.”

“And I don’t want you to. But I wish I could win by myself.”

“You have beaten me before, quite fairly.”

“But only once. I guess I’m still not very good at chess.”

“You’re one of the only three people I’ve ever lost to.”

Keira looked up at him, and Lord Tarqui smiled. “It’s true, Keira. You’re becoming quite good.”

Keira felt her face warming with pleasure, when they were suddenly interrupted by a servant scurrying over, bowing as he presented a rolled parchment. “Lord Tarqui?”

Lord Tarqui took the roll, breaking the seal and quickly reading the message, then looked up, excitement in his eyes. “Thank you,” he told the servant. “I’ll return an answer very shortly.”

The servant bowed again and vanished, and Keira demanded, “What is it?”

Lord Tarqui stood up, taking Keira’s hands and spinning her in the beginning swoop of a Tolese waltz.

“It’s the lost princess,” he told her in Taufstan. “I think she might be found.”

“Really?” Keira gasped, coming to a halt.

“Really.”

Her father finished off the waltz steps with her, then began, “I must speak to your mother right away. Come, Keira.”

They turned and hurried into the palace, soon finding Lady Lalyra in the music room, strumming a harp. Lady Lalyra had been the court harpist back in Taufsta, and while Tolese harps were not quite the same as Taufstan ones, Lady Lalyra’s playing was still heart-stopping no matter which instrument she used. Both Keira and her father paused as Lady Lalyra finished the last shimmering strain, then she looked up at them and smiled.

“What is it, my loves?” she asked, letting go of the harp.

“Gorgeous music, as always,” Lord Tarqui told her, coming forward and giving her a kiss. “But I am currently on official business with the Taufstan ambassador.”

He knelt, handing her the parchment and saying, “A message for you, my lady.”

Lady Lalyra took the parchment and opened it, looking at the writing inside. “Foolish messenger,” she said haughtily, letting the parchment roll back so she could smack Lord Tarqui on the head with it. “You know very well I can’t read Kararan.”

“Have pity, beautiful lady,” Lord Tarqui moaned, rolling his eyes dramatically. “Since Taufstan had no written language, what was I to do?”

“Transcribe it,” Lady Lalyra commanded, trying not to smile.

“But I did,” Lord Tarqui whimpered, and Keira giggled. She knew her father really had invented a written language for Taufstan since previously it had solely been oral, and her mother knew it, too.

“Show me a translation,” finished Lady Lalyra impressively, and Lord Tarqui reached for Keira’s hand.

“To save time, my lady, I have brought a translator, the most talented girl you have ever seen. She looks just like you, too.”

Lady Lalyra smiled deeply, handing the parchment to Keira. “Go ahead.”

“May I really?” Keira asked in delight.

“Didn’t you hear the ambassador?” Lord Tarqui demanded, then added in a different tone, “It was my personal servant I sent, not a king’s messenger, so it’s fine, Keira.”

Keira grinned and opened the parchment, beginning to read the written Kararan and translating it verbally into Taufstan as she read.

“‘My lord, I have traced the rumors of the darker-skinned slave and I believe I have located her. She is working in a bead factory, and while I have not personally seen her since factory slaves never go out, I have heard that she originally spoke a strange language that no one understood and knew no other, and also that she has been working in the factory for about eight years. She is believed to be in her twenties, which would be about the right age for the princess. Let me know what steps to take, and if possible send someone who could positively identify her by virtue of having seen her as a child. Bring or send money to buy her, for her mistress will not free her otherwise except by royal decree, and unless there is proved evidence of wrongdoing, such a decree will not be sent. Your obedient servant, Tranli.’”

“If the princess is indeed enslaved, that would certainly be evidence of wrongdoing,” Lady Lalyra snapped. “But Tarqui, you’ve found her!”

She flew into Lord Tarqui’s arms as he rose to his feet.

“I hope so, my love. I’ll go myself since I do know the princess and will hopefully know her again. I’ll pay the money if it’s her; actually, I think I’ll pay it regardless, for it is undoubtedly a Taufstan slave, and I don’t want to think of a countrywoman of yours being in bondage. I would like not to pay these scoundrels, but I can’t risk them whisking her away somewhere while waiting on a royal order; there’s certainly foul play somewhere, so someone has a very strong motive in preventing us from finding her.”

“Of course you must go, my love, though I’ll miss you desperately. Time is of the essence.”

“All right. Let me just clear it with Governor Granli—”

“Laquin said in class yesterday that his father had left to go visit the southern provinces,” Keira put in.

“Then I’ll go without permission. Granli’s always left me to do the real work anyway, which is why I didn’t end up bothering him with the rumor at all. He just likes being in charge of things, so I wouldn’t think he’d care. Besides, the Taufstan ambassador requested me to go, did she not?”

Lady Lalyra kissed him. “I did.”

“Then no one can really complain without creating a diplomatic incident. Promise you’ll make one if I get in trouble, love?”

“A huge one,” Lady Lalyra smiled. “Worse than when the princess was lost.”

“Then it will be a sight worth seeing. Your mother is a force of nature when she’s truly upset, Keira.”

Keira smiled and ran to hug her father. “Be careful, Father.”

“I will,” Lord Tarqui told her, kissing her hair. “And Keira, none of the royal translators currently working for the king can better your translation speed and accuracy. Keep it up, and I’m very proud of you.”

Keira grinned, gladly joining in one last group hug.

*****

[image: ]


Lord Tarqui sailed for Virgos at dawn; as Keira returned with her mother from seeing him off at the docks, she felt a bit empty inside. Her father had only been home for two weeks, after all. 

“Mother,” Keira began abruptly as they arrived back at the palace. “Tell me again about meeting Father and about the lost princess.”

Lady Lalyra looked at her, then she smiled, saying, “Of course, Keira. But no thousand questions today since you have lessons to get to and I have a reception to help with.”

“All right,” Keira agreed. She sometimes did get carried away with questions about Taufsta since she couldn’t really remember it—just vague feelings, almost, about the sea that surrounded the islands. Keira supposed that was because she loved the sea so much.

As they walked back into their own apartments, Lady Lalyra sat down on a couch, Keira settling beside her, Lady Lalyra asking, “What first?”

“Father first.”

Lady Lalyra smiled. “I grew up as part of the Taufstan court since my parents were important members of the tribe—rather like nobles here. Though Taufstan court is quite different from the court of Tolo. No palace, no hundreds of people. Just the king and queen and their tribal leaders, who all go to their homes at night. I was what would probably be called here a court lady—I played the harp for royal entertainments and helped assist the queen, and then the princess when she was born. As you know, Taufsta is very isolated because we’re so far out at sea, so the day when your father arrived was very dramatic for all of us; he was one of the first foreigners I had ever seen. 

“He reported that he had been sent by the king of his country as an ambassador to ask if we would be willing to establish trade relations with them, for the very few foreigners who had made it to Taufsta prior to him—a handful of Virgoesian and Tolese traders—had told such tales of our shells and pearls and weavings as to make Tolo desirous of such a trading partner. The matter was greatly debated in the court, for the few traders who had come through, especially the Virgoesian ones, had not seemed entirely trustworthy. But your father seemed different—while he was supporting Tolese interests, he also seemed interested in what was best for Taufsta. And he also spoke Taufstan. No foreigner had ever bothered to learn our language before; your father said he had learned it from a shipwrecked Taufstan sailor, whom he had brought back with him. And the sailor told about how kind your father had been to him, and how trustworthy, and very soon a trading agreement was reached. The fact that your father was also incredibly handsome probably helped, too.”

Lady Lalyra smiled, continuing, “Soon after he arrived, he also began working on a way to write down the Taufstan language, asking lots of questions about the words and sounds involved. At first he just asked everyone, but one evening after a harp concert he sought me out to ask me ‘language questions.’ He kept coming back to me for more and more help with the language, and pretty soon all his questions seemed to center on how to say, ‘I love you.’ We got married a few months later, your father continuing to act as ambassador, and a year later, you were born. At the time, we had no plans to leave Taufsta. Your father was doing a wonderful job as ambassador, with trade running smoothly between the two countries, and I was busy caring for you and assisting the royal family, including the princess. She was ten years older than you, and a very sweet girl. Things were going well, so well, in fact, that when a royal offer came from Tolo to let the Taufstan princess come and visit the country and attend school there for a few years if she desired, the offer was accepted. Since it seemed Princess Lirali would be dealing with a more global picture when she came to the throne than her parents had had back in their day, it seemed a wonderful idea to give her the opportunity to see more of the world. We were planning to accompany her as well on the state ship sent to receive her so that she would have a reliable translator with her. A few other Taufstans, mainly sailors, had learned enough Kararan to communicate in Tolo, but no one had the grasp of the languages like your father had.”

Lady Lalyra paused, and Keira asked after a moment, “That’s what I’ve always been confused on. I know you didn’t go with the princess—that’s how she got lost, isn’t it? But why didn’t you go with her?”

Lady Lalyra looked at Keira, then said slowly, “Because of you.”

Keira blinked. “What?”

“It wasn’t your fault, darling,” Lady Lalyra said quickly, pulling Keira to her. “But I suppose it’s time you knew. It isn’t a secret—just something your father and I don’t like to talk about.”

Keira stared. “Whatever do you mean?”

“We almost lost you,” Lady Lalyra whispered, kissing Keira’s nose.

“I got lost?”

“No. The day before we were set to sail, you managed to get hold of a lorta shell and put it in your mouth—you were only two then. But lorta shells are coated with a slow but deadly poison. You were getting sicker and sicker, and there was no way your father was going to leave you. The ship sailed without us. We thought you were going to die.”

Lady Lalyra’s eyes were bright with tears, and Keira asked in surprise, “But why didn’t I? Is there an antidote to the poison or something?”

Lady Lalyra shook her head. “There is no antidote to lorta poison. It is death, unstoppable.”

“But I’m still here,” Keira said, puzzled. “So it can’t be.”

Lady Lalyra was silent for a minute, then said slowly, “It’s a strange story. That’s another reason we’ve never told you; we don’t understand it ourselves. But I’ll tell you now, and you can make of it what you will. You were so ill, Keira. There was nothing the Taufstan healers could do, for the poison was deep in your system. The longest anyone has ever lived with lorta poison is a week, and for you it was faster because you were so little. By the third day you were dying; you couldn’t see anymore, and all you could do was lie there, suffering...” Lady Lalyra sniffed, wiping her eyes. “It was awful. Your father couldn’t take it anymore and ran out of the house, and then I did a strange thing. I remembered an ancient Taufstan legend about there being people in the sea, people that could bring healing, and that Taufstans were connected to the sea in some way. So I picked you up and took you down to the cliffs where the sea birds nested, where there was a little cave at the bottom of the cliffs. I took you inside the cave and made you a little nest in the sand right above the tide mark, and then I called out, ‘I, Lalyra of Taufsta, as a daughter of the sea, beg for healing for my daughter, Keira of Taufsta, from the sea and all the dwellers therein. I give her to you and plead your mercy.’
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