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PROPHECY










“Just as each new dawn brings the sun,


One day soon she will come.


Come she will under a crescent moon,


As memory fades the time is now opportune.


Long hidden soon you will know,


Not as neighbor but as foe.


Surrounded by fire and consumed by flame,


One day soon you will hail her name.


Stop and take care and cast no stone,


Open your arms and welcome her home.


Just as each new day brings the light,


One day soon she will rule by right.”






-last vision of The Oracle Sallin

















A NEW BEGINNING










PAIN WRAPPED ITS fingers around her belly and caused Marla to drop the platter she was carrying to the table. She gasped as warm fluid trickled down her thighs. Shocked by the timing, she sucked in a great lungful of air and squealed, “The baby! The baby comes!”


After many, many years of praying, hoping for a child, and believing herself barren, her wishes were finally granted.


Now, extremely heavy with her first child, her legs threatened to give up on her. Dropping down into a somewhat comfortable squat and using the table as support, Marla tried to breathe through the building pain.


All morning she had felt strange pulls and tugs on her belly but thought it was nothing more than her growing child trying to find a more comfortable position to lie. She was told the delivery pain would be excruciating but hadn’t quite believed it until now. She tried to breathe through the pain, as she was taught, but couldn’t ignore the pain as she released a scream that hurt her own ears. The Birther’s words were true.


Durl was outside leading his plow horse team back to the barn when he heard his wife’s scream. It was followed with a sharp lance of pain that stabbed him through the chest. He dropped the reins to the ground without thought and ran for his house. “Mar, where are you?” He yelled as he neared the door.


Unable to respond, Marla could do nothing save gritting her teeth against the contractions wracking her body. Her fingers, now threatening to go numb from the grip she was inflicting on the table, managed to divert her mind somewhat from the pain, making her concentrate on easing her hold while she continued to pant. But try as she might, her mind wouldn’t let go of the fear and the fact that it was too soon. Barely two days ago, the Birther visited and said her baby wouldn’t be ready to enter the world until at least the next moon. Which was more than a fortnight away. Still breathing through the panic and agony flooding her body, she managed to pry open her eyes long enough to see her husband rush to her side.


Finding her on the floor, an island surrounded by spilled food and broken pottery, it made his heart stumble in his chest and caused his feet to become rooted to the floor. Never in his life had Durl ever been as frightened as he was by the sight she made. The spell he had fallen under broke almost as quickly as it had formed when she let out another agonizing scream.


“Tell me what to do?” He pleaded as he helped his wife to her feet, leading her to their bed.


“Jillund.” Marla hissed as she clutched at her tightening belly. “Need, Jillund.”


Of course! Durl thought as he watched his wife struggle through her suffering. “The Birther; I’ll send for her now!”


Thrusting out a hand and closing it over his wrist in a grip that belied her size, she screeched, “Don’t leave me!” Her silver-blue eyes went wide from distress.


Sweat beaded along his skin as joy and fear fought for dominance. He tried to appear calm for his wife as he smoothed the furrows forming between her now pinched eyes. “I would send Ivar, but he’s gone home for the night. My love, I’ll have to leave long enough to send word for her.”


Frowning at his words, Marla reluctantly nodded her head just before another wave of contractions stole across her belly. When the pain eased enough that she could speak, she hissed, “Hurry!”


Taking a moment to place a single kiss between her tense eyes, Durl turned and ran for the door and his horse. Turning it towards his nearest neighbor, Durl spurred his horse into flight.


Typically a fifteen-minute ride, he made the journey in just over nine minutes. Winded, he dropped to the ground at a run when he was close enough and bounded to his neighbor's front door.


Inessa, startled by the pounding at her door, dusted off her hands as she practically ran towards it. Upon opening it, she found a frantic Durl standing there, sweating and wringing his hands. Alarm gripped her chest with thick fingers.


“Durl, what is it? Please tell me it isn’t my Lino; what happened?” Durl watched as her confusion cleared and she frowned as her fingers touched the bright red scar running down the middle of her bottom lip, “But I didn’t feel anything.”


Shaking his head, he answered, “No, no, no. I’m sure he’s okay. But do you happen to know where he is? Or maybe Willan? The baby’s comin’, and I need someone to fetch the Birther.”


Relief washing down her back in one large soothing wave, Inessa nodded. “Go, go,” she pushed Durl back and towards his horse. “I’ll search one of them out and send them on their way. Then I’ll follow as soon as I can.”


Shocked by her offer Durl’s feet faltered, “You will?”


“Of course, I will.” She answered with an indulgent smile. “What sort of neighbor or woman would I be to leave you floundering by Marla’s side?”


“Thank you,” he whispered to her, exceedingly grateful for the offer.


Smiling, she shooed him away as she followed him down the front path, “Think nothing of it, now go. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


Thanking her one last time, Durl turned his horse and headed back toward home. On the way to a new beginning as a new family of three.


After being childless for more than seven years, they were beginning to lose all hope of ever having a child. Last summer, that all changed.


Marla became sick. Could barely hold down water, let alone food, and had the energy level of an infant. Neither one thought anything of it because she wasn’t the only one struck ill at that time. Almost half the village had fallen to the sickness. She was, however, the only one that didn’t seem to get any better as time went on. It wasn’t until Durl noticed she had missed her moon cycle that hope sparked brightly.


That spark ignited into a blazing flame that consumed them both with elation. The Birther’s confirmation only fanned those flames into an inferno.


That fire, reigniting in his belly, forced Durl to kick his horse into eating up the ground below. Before he knew it, he was flying home.


Hearing his wife’s screams from outside caused his chest to constrict. Without bothering to tether his mount, he dropped the reins to the ground and ran inside. Once there, he darted straight for his bedroom and the sounds coming from it. Rushing to her side, Durl took in the sight she made. Covered in a fine sheen of sweat, her once tidy hair was now falling down around her shoulders and sticking to her face. The Mark on her lip stood in stark relief against her pallid skin. Straining and gritting her teeth, she grunts and hisses around the pain as she writhes on the bed, her legs tangled in the linens.


“You’re back,” Marla huffed as the last surge of pain abated. Her silver-blue eyes were dull from all the effort expended.


Smoothing away the strands of hair sticking to her forehead, he nodded at her with a smile. “I am, and I’ve sent word for the Birther. And Inessa will be here soon to help you.”


“Iness. . .” she started before another wave crashed against her body. Panting, with eyes stretched wide, Marla reached out, fisted her husband’s collar, and with a keening wail screamed, “Coming! The baby’s coming!”


Examining his wife’s pain-stricken face, he realized the truth of her words. What captured his attention, though, was the movement of Marla’s belly. While it was not the first time he had seen his child move from within her, it was, however, the first time he had witnessed such punishing movement from their babe. For as Marla struggled on the bed, her skirts had managed to move and tangle themselves up and around her chest. Leaving her belly, which now appeared to be stretched tighter than any drum he had seen, completely exposed. He felt certain she would burst if she didn’t deliver before too much longer.


It was then that he recognized how soon and completely his life was about to change, and for the first time, he began to panic. His mind raced in several different directions all at once, and none of them offered comfort. Were they ready for the responsibilities of caring for an infant? Were they prepared to answer all the questions they would inevitably be asking themselves? What if they made mistakes, or what if they made the wrong decisions? What if everything they thought they knew was wrong? Surely the child would suffer!


Marla’s shifting and grunting pulled him from his dark thoughts. He watched as she tried to reach for the headboard with stumbling movements. Unsure of what she needed, he tried to help her into a more seated position.


When she tried to bear down with a heavy groaning, he realized she was trying to push out their child. Fear and excitement warred with each other as he tried to offer her what support he could in the way of kind words.


She was in the process of taking another great lungful of air when Inessa walked in, dropping her wrap on the floor by the door. Moving to the washbasin, she soaped and then dried quickly before standing at the foot of their bed.


Pushing against Marla’s shins, she examined Marla’s swollen flesh. Passing a quick glance to Durl, she said, “I sent Willan in search of Jillund. They should be here soon enough. Until then, I’ll need you to help me. And right now, you need to ease her onto her back; she shouldn’t be sitting up just yet.”


He opened his mouth to question Inessa when she cut him off with a brutal flash of her eyes.


“Please, just do as I say.”


Durl was about to ask why his wife couldn’t sit when Inessa shoved her hand into Marla’s core. Shocked, his voice and jaw stopped working all at once. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing, yet there it was. When his mind recovered, he shouted, “What the hell do you think you’re doing? You’re going to hurt them both!”


Shaking her head as she withdrew her hand, Inessa ignored his question and returned to the wash basin. “I’ll need this water replaced and more on standby.”


Ignoring her request, he demanded, “Tell me what you were doing to my wife!”


“I was checking her progress.”


“Progress?” Durl shook his head as his anger increased. “Speak plain, woman. I’m in no mood for your double talk!”


“Birthing a child is hard work, Durl.” Inessa huffed as she dried her hands before placing them on her hips. “As you can clearly see. Her body has to stretch in order for the child to be born. And that stretching is a process that takes time. She can’t be allowed to push too soon without suffering both her life and that of your babe. Now, I need you to do as I asked and replace that water. Also, I’ll need a clean cloth and another small bowl of warm water.”


Then, as if her memory was sparked, Inessa held up a single finger. Walking to her discarded wrap, she picked it up and uncovered a satchel. Rummaging around inside it, she then produced a fragrant sachet. “Steep this in a kettle for about five minutes, please.”


Taking the small sachet, Durl brought it to his nose. Pungent, he didn’t bother asking what it was for. Knowing he was so far outside his element, he glanced toward his wife once more before leaving to gather the items requested.


After changing out the wash basin’s water and bringing in two more tubs –one with fresh water and an empty one for soiled water– he returned to the kitchen to steep the bag's contents. While not wholly unpleasant, it didn’t smell good either.


He was in the process of removing the sachet from the kettle when the Birther walked in. Her hair was windblown and her cheeks were pink. She smiled as she saw him. With both hands full of bags, she shrugged her shoulders to slough off her wrap, which fell, tangled around one wrist.


“Good day, Durl. I hear your child is ready to meet you.”


Before he could respond, Marla screamed.


Without another word to him, the Birther ran for his wife’s side. With a weary sigh, he placed the kettle on a tray and stepped over the still scattered remains of his dinner.













CHAPTER ONE










“KIVANTIA,” HER MOTHER hissed. “Your hair is showing! Please, take care and cover it.”


“But Mama, Papa asked me to tend the sheep today. Besides, I’ll see no one on the hills. I’m sure of it because I never do!”


“Kiva, please, do as I ask.”


Without waiting for her daughter’s compliance, she turned back to the bread she was kneading by planting a fist into the dough.


Rolling her silver-blue eyes behind her mother’s back, Kiva did as she was told. While she’s not exactly positive as to why she must shield her hair, her mother is frantic that its true color not be seen by anyone. Ever. She did know her mother was afraid of how people would react to her and how they would treat her if they did see her hair.


Up until about two years ago, her mother took care of covering her hair, but when she finally reached sixteen years, her mother decided it was time that she took over the tedious, yet very important, task.


Walking over to the mirror set into the wardrobe by the front door, she inspected her hair. Turning her head this way and that, she finally discovered the offending lock. With a sigh, she wanders to her room to fix it. Reaching for the powder box, she flips back the lid to reveal the finely ground, light, and airy brown-black pigment. Dipping a dense brush into the silky powder, she picks up a fine film and then slides the contents over her hair.


Grumbling under her breath, Kiva takes her time to ensure the powder stays in place. While she’s fascinated by how it transforms her hair, she prefers her natural color. Her father says it’s like looking at a sunset. Bright and fiery, and if not restrained within a braid, almost as wild as an unrestrained blaze.


She hated changing her hair, which, when newly washed, really was the color of fire. In fact, she loved her hair. Her mother doesn’t know it, would probably fall over dead if she knew, but sometimes, after she’s washed away the day's dust and grime, she likes to open her bedroom windows, where she invites the fading sunlight to flood her room. It’s really the only time of the day she gets to enjoy what she was born with. She especially loves how the sun and wind grab hold of her hair and set it flying all around her when she’s off with her horse. Her mother would be well and truly shocked if she knew. And angry, Kiva can’t forget she would be angry.


After tending to her hair, her eyes wander over her face. Except for her unusual hair, she thinks her countenance is relatively unremarkable. Although she wouldn’t admit it, she is pleased that her mother gifted her many of her delicate features. She also likes to see the few small touches of her father here and there.


Like her mother, her eyes are the same silvery blue. While they both also share the same straight-lined nose and soft oval jaw, her mouth is most like her father's. Full lips that aren’t overly large, she rubs them together to infuse them with a bit of color. Smiling at her reflection, she likes how she’s the perfect blend of her parents while being uniquely her own.


Finished, she inspects her hair once more. Satisfied that all of her hair is now the mixed chestnut color her mother prefers, she closes the powder box and wipes her hands against her thighs.


Taking a deep breath, she exits her room to face her mother’s scrutiny. Then, stepping into the kitchen, Kivantia takes another deep breath and clasps her hands behind her back as she waits for her mother to turn from her work.


She stood there for what felt like all day, but she was used to it. Her mother always made her wait. Always.


When she finally turned and faced her daughter, it was with an arched brow. Spinning a finger in the air between them, she silently commanded her daughter to take a turn, which Kiva did. Slowly.


Having completed a full circle, she held up her hands and asked, “Am I presentable? May I go outside now and see no one?”


Dropping the hard façade, Marla walked up to her daughter and cupped her face. “I’m only protecting you, you know that, don’t you?”


Exasperated by the response, she has heard for as long as she can remember, Kiva asks her usual counter-question. “I know you say you are, but protection from what? You don’t make Ermid color his hair.”


She knew she sounded like a petulant child, whining and begging for things to go her way, but surely she was old enough to know of whatever danger that was lurking outside her home's safety.


Giving her daughter a sympathetic smile, Marla tucked the few strands of stray hair behind Kivantia’s ears. “That’s because Ermid’s hair is already a very pleasing and unremarkable brown, and I don’t want to worry you. For all I know, it could be nothing, and I refuse to chance your safety when it’s such an easy task to powder your hair.”


“Will you ever tell me?”


Ignoring her question, Marla tried to redirect her daughter’s thoughts. “That reminds me, Ermid came across a bramble of untouched starberry. Enough so that I have a few extra jars, and I promised Nelida that I would send her some the next time I made jam.”


“Jam?” Her tone was incredulous. Kiva could do nothing more than stand there gaping at her mother.


Brushing off the question lingering in the air between them, Marla turned toward the pantry to retrieve a basket and the jam. Taking her time settling her items in the basket, Marla tried to think of a way out of their current conversation. However, she could think of none. Fixing her best smile in place before she turned around, she hoped it would be enough for her daughter.


“Here,” she passed Kiva the basket, widening her smile. “Please don’t linger.”


Realizing she isn’t going to get anything more from her mother today, Kiva tries on her own smile. Disliking how it feels, she lets it fall as she gives her mother a nod.


Outside, she glances around for her father or brother, but they’re not within eyesight. Releasing a sigh, Kiva walks to Spider’s stall to find her already saddled.


Her father always seems to know when she will need a good run to wipe away the hurt feelings that always bloom from not getting the answers she continually seeks.


Smiling to herself, she extended her fingers and ran them down her horse’s velvety black nose. Whickering a welcome as she shuffled within her stall, Kiva could tell she, too, was ready to get away for a while.


Placing her basket atop the post just outside her black and white horse’s stall, Kiva opened the gate and climbed atop her mare’s back. Readjusting her skirt, she gave Spider only what she needed to encourage her to start walking. As Spider left her stall, Kivantia reached out, picked up the basket, and settled it on her lap.


Clicking her tongue, she let Spider take the lead. At least until they hit the main road, that is. From there, Kiva pulled her reins to the left, directing her toward town.


She knows her mother said not to linger, but since she’s not allowed into the village unattended very often, she will take full advantage of the small freedom and visit Darra, her closest and dearest friend.


Entering town always sends a thrill of excitement running up Kiva’s spine. Usually, she’s in the company of her parents for these visits. But, it’s during these rare times when she’s alone that Kiva feels most alive. Almost as if she could be anyone else out in the world and not some oddity with strange hair.


Unconsciously, she fingered her colored locks as she steered Spider in the direction of Nelida’s home. As the town’s best seamstress, Nelida is a well-liked and well-respected member of society. It also helped that her husband was the owner of one of the finest pubs for at least a league.


Looking up, Kiva drank in the sight before her. The rolling hills of Inuvic, with their little houses scattered here and there, always made her smile. Up ahead, the road she was on forked, splitting off into two different main roads that ran the entire length of town before rejoining again on the other side. From there the road continues onto Ellsmere. The home of King and Queen Foradoan and their three children. While she’s never been to the royal city, she’s heard tales of its beauty.


Entering Inuvic, she nodded to several passersby, offering hellos and good days where needed. She worked hard to make her mother proud of her behavior even if she couldn’t see her.


After making her stop at Nelida’s, staying long enough to be polite, Kivantia made her way across town.


The first person she saw was Darra’s little brother, Edan, who had to run straight to the house to announce her visit.


Laughing as she dismounted Spider, Kiva left her tethered under a shade tree. She was greeted at the door by a smiling Darra.


“This is a surprise!” Darra squealed, wrapping Kiva in a quick hug. “You’re alone?”


“I am,” Kiva answered with her own laugh.


Pulling her inside, Darra asked, “How much time do we have? I have so much to tell you!”


“Not long, my Ma said not to linger.”


In a flurry of skirts and laughter, Darra grabbed Kiva’s hand and dragged her inside, leading her to the sitting room.


Darra’s enthusiasm was palpable. Her honey-brown eyes were dancing with it. So much so she was having a hard time sitting still.


“Out with it,” Kiva begged around another laugh. “What has you so excited?”


Darra’s jaw dropped as she gasped, “You haven’t heard?”


She gave her friend a sardonic look, “Have you met my mother? I hear nothing of import.”


“Silly me, you’re right.” Darra shook her head before her face renewed with joy. “It’s all anyone can talk about!”


“What?” Kiva laughed again.


“The prince of Setsota is coming for a visit!”


Frowning, Kiva didn’t return Darra’s excitement. “But I didn’t think things were that good between Setsota and us.”


Waving away her comment, Darra’s smile never wavered. “I have no idea, and who cares. All I know is he’s taking a tour of Betmavo. And since we’re the closest town to the capital city, he’s sure to come through!”


“And how did you come by this information?”


Darra’s grin widened to the point that it nearly took over her face. “It was market day, and a messenger stopped by our stall to place an order for all the chickens and eggs we could spare. This messenger then made stops at all the other farm stalls making the same request. As the messenger was making his way out of the market my Da stopped him and asked him for any news. It was then that he said he’s been tasked with stocking the castle larder because the prince of Setsota and his entourage will be visiting. That he’s set to arrive some ten days hence.”


As the excitement of Darra’s story settled in Kiva’s chest, she realized her smile was just as big as her friends. But as soon as it had formed, it melted away. Her mother wouldn’t let her anywhere near the crowds sure to swell because of his royal highness’s visit.


Readjusting her fading smile, she grasped Darra’s hands and pretended to be just as excited. “You’ll have to keep sharp memories of his visit because I want to know every tiny detail.”


As Darra’s shoulders fell, she tried not to show her disappointment. “I’ll commit his every movement and feature to memory. I’ll even relay how I felt to see him so that you can feel it too.”


Truly grateful for the offer, a genuine smile curled her mouth, “So, what other news do you have for me?”


Passing the next hour laughing and catching up on the news she’s missed out on since her last visit, Kivantia knew her time in town was coming to an end. If she didn’t return soon, her mother would send her little brother to fetch her home.


She said her goodbyes and turned Spider toward home. Feeling lighter than she had when she set out that morning.













CHAPTER TWO










IN NO RUSH to return home, Kivantia let Spider wander at a slow pace as she sampled all the different types of grass and flowers growing alongside the road.


She was more than half way home when she spotted her brother walking in her direction with his head down, kicking at a rock with each step. She thought about pulling Spider off the road to hide behind a tree but quickly discarded that idea because as soon as Spider laid eyes on him, she would wicker in greeting. Instead, she let Spider continue to snack as they slowly closed the distance between them.


As his head remained down and his focus solely on the rock in front of him, Kivantia took the time to study her brother. At just over fourteen years old, he already looks just like their Da. And although his features are still soft, Kiva can tell he will take on all the hard angles she loves on her father. 


When he was close enough to hear her without having to shout too loudly, she called out to him. “Did Ma send you?”


Without taking his eyes away from the rock he was busy kicking, he nodded, “She did.”


“Where’s Slate?”


“Eton threw a shoe, so Da needed him to help pull the plow with Flaxx. And Ivar had Cress, Bolle, and Skobel, so here I am on foot.”


“Want a ride home?”


Shaking his head, he gave his sister a wicked smile, “Nah, I’ll just cut through the field, and I’ll still beat you home.”


Before Kiva could form a smart response, Ermid took off running through the trees in the direction of home. Pulling up the slack of Spider’s reins, Kiva kicked her into a run. Before she knew it, the wind was lifting her hair up and off her back as she leaned down over Spider’s neck. Laughing, she spurred her horse into eating up the distance that stood between her and beating her brother home.


Never in the five years she’s had Spider has she ever pushed her as hard during a run. Usually, she keeps to a more sedate pace. Seldom does she make Spider work too hard. Kiva usually leaves that task up to her father.


Loving the feel of the power beneath her, Kiva barely saw the ground as Spider seemed to fly with speed. Her whole body tingled with joy; she couldn’t believe she had been missing out on such a fantastic feeling. She had always wondered what a bird feels as it soars along with the clouds. Now she knows.


As she neared her home, she scanned the area for her running brother and laughed again when she didn’t see him. Confident that she had beaten Ermid home, she pulled Spider to a gentle trot as she reached forward to pat her strong neck.


Still feeling like she was flying, Kiva let her head fall back as she laughed toward the sky. She couldn’t remember the last time she felt so carefree and light and wanted to commit every tiny nuance to memory so she could live it again and again.


She was so wrapped up in her own joy that she almost didn’t hear the high-pitched squeal of laughter somewhere off in the distance. At first, she was almost sure she had imagined it. That was until she caught sight of her brother.


Shocked at what her eyes were showing her, her brain stuttered once, and then twice, before it cleared enough for her to pull on Spider’s reins. Turning her off the road to cut across the small field in front of her home. She almost couldn’t believe her brother had gotten in front of her. Had actually run, on his own two feet, faster than her horse. Clearly, she was unfamiliar with the shortcut her brother had taken.


Swinging both legs over the saddle, Kiva jumped from Spider’s back and landed hard on the ground. Trying to gain her feet as quickly as possible, she became tangled in her skirts. She had just managed to stumble toward the front door at the same time as her brother touched the worn wood of the door.


“I beat you!” Ermid exclaimed around a belly full of laughter as he jumped up and down.


Pulling herself upright, Kiva gaped at her brother, “You did not. I was here first!”


Still laughing at his angry sister, Ermid simply shook his head as he pointed a finger at her, “If only you could see your face right now. You lost, Kiva. To me!”


Sputtering, Kivantia reached for her brother, but he danced just outside her reach as he continued to chant, “I won, you lost! I won, you lost! I won, you lost!”


Drawn by their arguing, Marla opened the door to find Kiva chasing a laughing Ermid around a somewhat confused Spider.


“Ermid,” Marla snapped, stopping their game. “Go off and help your father, and Kiva, come inside for a moment before you tend to the sheep.”


Passing her brother one final glare to his enormous grin, they parted ways. He off to find their father and she to follow their mother inside.


Kivantia took a deep breath just as the door closed behind her. Entering the kitchen, she found her mother dismembering a bird, presumably for their dinner.


“Any news from Nelida?” Her mother asked without looking up from her work.


“She said thank you for the starberry jam. She tried some and said this batch has to be your best yet. She asked again for your secret.”


Smiling as she hacked away at the bird, she shook her head, “She’s never going to stop asking, is she?”


Returning her mother’s smile, not that she saw it, Kiva said, “Why you tease her with it, I’ll never know. If she ever found out just how simple your ‘secret’ really is. . .” Her voice trailed off as her mother’s knowing grin only grew. “Anyway, she gave me two loaves of her dessert bread as a thank you.”


Finally looking up from her work, Marla looked Kiva up and down, “Where are they?”


Startled by the question, Kiva looked at her hands for a moment before remembering. Gasping, she slapped a hand to her forehead, “I tied the basket to Spider. I’ll be right back.”


Dashing out the door, she returned with the basket and the gifts stowed inside. Unwrapping them, the sweet scent of berries and apples filled the air.


Inhaling with her eyes closed, Marla nodded her head. “Wrap them back up and we’ll have them this evening.”


As Kiva did as she was told, she mentally prepared for her escape. She hoped that her mother wouldn’t need her help here in the house and that she would be free to spend the rest of her day outside.


Her mother had other ideas.


“So, what news did Darra have to share?”


Stunned by her easy question, Kiva stood there with her mouth gaping. All coherent thought was blown away by fright.


“Honestly, you seem to believe I don’t know my own daughter. I know you better than you know yourself, I think.”


Still caught off guard by her mother’s openness, Kiva’s mouth continued to flounder.


“Well?” Her mother pushed.


“She said there’s to be a festival.”


“I’ve heard talk of a festival,” her mother added.


“That the prince of Setsota is coming to visit the royal family and that she’s sure he’ll visit Inuvic because we’re so close to Ellsmere.”


Nodding her head as if she were already aware of this news, she glanced up to meet her daughter’s eyes. “I sense an unasked question hiding somewhere in there.”


Shaking her head, Kiva tried as best as she could to wipe her face of any emotion and casually clasped her hands in front of her, “No, I have nothing to ask.”


Sadness swept across her features. Marla shook her head as she examined her stoic daughter. She could tell that Kiva was burning to attend the festival but didn’t know how she would respond if she actually said the words. Not wanting to argue with her daughter, she kept her lips together.


Becoming anxious under her mother’s probing gaze, Kiva’s limbs started to tingle. Struggling not to openly fidget, she instead begged for escape. “May I tend to the sheep now?”


Feigning a smile, Marla nodded, dismissing her daughter to her duties.


Relieved her mother let her go with barely a fuss or a deeper inquisition, Kiva snatched Spider’s reins and then practically ran all the way to the sheep’s pin. Opening the gate, she led them out. Used to her presence, they followed without much prodding.


When the last one ran to join the group, she mounted Spider and led them toward the far field. Up on that soft hill were a few shade trees and grass tall enough that she could bend down from her saddle to run her fingers across their seeded tops. Up there, she could lay back and watch the clouds race across the sky with no care as to where they were headed or for what they might become. Up on that hill, she was as free as the sheep were, and they didn’t care what color her hair pretended to be.


Weaving Spider back and forth behind the flock, she made sure to keep them all together and that they were headed in the right direction.


Reaching the top of the hill, she made a wide circle, checking for any dangers before dismounting and letting Spider join the sheep in their lazy grazing.


Drawing in a deep lungful of air, Kiva savored the sounds of being alone. Walking over to her favorite shade tree, she realized she had forgotten to bring a blanket and something to eat for later.


“Oh well,” she muttered to the sheep as she walked a small patch of grass flat.


Taking one more look at the sheep before lying down, Kiva ensured none were wandering too far from the group. Satisfied they were staying put, she finally relaxed and let go of all the anxiety her mother seemed to induce. Instead, she dreamed of what it would be like to attend the festival. Being surrounded by such open fun and laughter and not having to worry about her silly hair.


She enjoyed living out her life within the confines of her imagination. There she could be, do, and go anywhere she pleased. She loved her imaginary life.


“Such an intriguing smile.”


Startled by the sudden invasion of what she thought was a private moment, Kiva let loose a scream that caught the intruder off guard and frightened the sheep and Spider.


Hunched over with his hands held up in front of him, the stranger tried to appear non-threatening, and Kiva supposed he did.


Standing not that far away, he seemed to be just a handful of years younger than her father was. Moderately tall with broad shoulders, his dark hair just reached his shoulders. While not unattractive, there was something about his blue eyes that Kiva simply didn’t trust.


“Who are you?” She demanded as she scrambled to her feet and then took a few steps back.


Mirroring her movement, the stranger added to the distance between them. “I’m nobody. I was just passing through and caught sight of the sheep and wondered if their keeper would be able to point me in the direction of Ellsmere. I have family there and am stopping in for a visit.”


Frowning, Kiva looked at the intruder askew. “You don’t know where your family lives?”


Pinching his lips together, she could tell she had caught him in some sort of lie. Of what, she wasn’t sure, but it only added to her first instinct that he was not to be trusted.


“Of course, I know where my family lives. They live in Ellsmere. What I don’t know is if I’m going in the right direction. I was set upon a few nights ago by thieves and have lost my sense of direction.


Taking in his clothing, she had to admit he did look a bit bedraggled. Maybe that’s what she saw in his eyes and what made her feel uneasy in his presence.


Ready to be done with him, she made the space between them wider before turning to take in her own surroundings. Raising a finger, she pointed him in the right direction, “There. Take the road going that way, and you’ll find Ellsmere.”


His mouth was just opening when suddenly, he just stopped. Touched his face and then looked down at his fingers. At first, his actions confused her until a fat drop of water fell on the top of her head. It was then followed by another one that hit her on the shoulder.


Looking up, she saw that a few dark clouds had moved in and were in the process of opening up. All at once she became more wet than dry. Passing the stranger one more look, she said, “I’m sorry, but I have to go now. I hope you find your family.”


Running past him and dodging raindrops, she gathered Spider’s reins and leaped onto the saddle without looking back at the stranger. She rode around the sheep twice to gather them up before herding them back down the hill toward home.


Forgotten due to the unexpected rain, the stranger didn’t run for shelter. No, he didn’t. Even though he quickly became soaked through, he couldn’t seem to tear his eyes away from the sight before him.


Surely he was mistaken. That the dimming of light was causing him to see things that couldn’t be. But as he continued to stare, his eyes only confirmed what he knew in his heart. They weren’t lying to him, and she was the one. 













CHAPTER THREE










LEAVING THE SHEEP to graze nearer to the house in a gated field, Kiva tended to Spider. Kiva removed Spider’s saddle, gave her a quick brush, filled her oats and water, and then took off running toward the dry safety of her home.


Crashing through the door, she barely stumbled to a stop before accidentally tripping over her brother, who was seated on the floor, pulling off his muddy boots.


Initially giving his sister an angry glare, it quickly morphed into something Kiva was more accustomed to seeing. Unfortunately, she didn’t have to wait long for him to explain.


“Twice in one day, Kiva.”


Confused, she frowned as she also discarded her shoes, “What are you talking about?”


His annoying smile spread further across his cheeks as he tried to give his sister a wink. “I win. Again.”


“Are you talking about this morning? You did not beat me; I beat you, and you know it.”


Sighing as if it were a burden to speak to her, he shook his head, “Oh, dear sister, it’s so sad to see you don’t know the difference between facts and your imagination.”


“Why you little . . .” Kiva sputtered as she struggled for the right words to cut him at the knees.


Too bad their mother came to his rescue.


“Stop with your bickering. Ermid, go clean out the fireplace and then lay a new fire. I want it clean this time, Ermid. Not like you did it the last time. Kiva,” she then turned her eyes to her daughter, “you can help me finish in the kitchen.”


Clenching her teeth, Kiva suppressed a groan. Working side by side with her mother is harder work than it sounds because in such close quarters, it’s more difficult for Kiva to keep her mouth shut.


Following her mother into the kitchen, she took one last deep breath to steel her resolve to keep her questions to herself.


“What would you like me to do?”


As Marla turned to face her so she could answer her daughter’s question, she froze halfway through the turn as her jaw fell to the floor.


Startled, Kiva instinctively took a step back, “What is it?”


“You were caught out in the rain!”


Still confused, Kiva nodded, “I was, but it wasn’t that long. I doubt I’ll become sick if that’s what you’re worried about.”


With wide eyes, Marla closed the small distance between them and captured her daughter’s face in her shaking hands. “Did anyone see you?”


As understanding bloomed, Kiva’s heart skipped a beat as panic started to take root in her chest. “No, Mama,” she lied. “As soon as the first drops fell, I began gathering the sheep and headed for home.” Truth.


“You’re sure?” Marla asked as her eyes frantically searched her daughters.


Pulling out of her grasp, Kiva shook her head, “I was alone. I’m always alone because people don’t just wander fields lost. But what does it matter if I did have company? I don’t understand why you’re acting like this.”


Pinching her lips into a thin line, Kiva could tell her mother was angry, “Because, Kivantia, the rain washed away most of the powder! Someone could have seen your hair!”


Reaching around and pulling her braid over her shoulder, Kiva inspected the fat plait. Sure enough, her hair was nearly washed clean in several long streaks. Unable to contain it any longer, she tossed the braid back over her shoulder and faced her mother. Her shoulders squared.


“I’m done not knowing. Either you tell me what this is about or . . . or . . .” Angry, sad, and exasperated, Kiva threw her hands into the air. “Or I don’t know what, but something will happen!”


Fear raced across her mother’s eyes. Then, trying to calm her daughter and herself, Marla attempted to diffuse the situation with a light laugh, “Oh, honey, as long as you keep your hair covered, I’m sure nothing will happen.”


“You’re really not going to tell me, are you?” The disbelief in Kiva’s tone was unmistakable, but her mother ignored it.


Instead, she pretended her daughter hadn’t asked the same question she’s heard again and again. “Will you grab a jar of jam from the pantry and then heat some of it for Nelida’s bread?”


Heartbroken, Kiva turned inward and did as her mother asked without saying a single word.


That night, after she retired to the sanctuary of her room, Kiva realized that asking a direct question was the wrong way to go about her problem. Somehow, she needed to trick her mother into revealing her secret.


⁂		⁂		⁂










AS BROMLEY STOOD, hidden in the dark shadows of the cool night, he again marveled that he was the one to find her. He wouldn't have believed she existed if he hadn’t seen her with his own eyes. Actually, he had always believed the tale of the Great Oracle to be nothing more than just that. A Tale, a myth. Something to bring more fame to the already famous Oracle Sallin. Wishful thinking meant to bring hope to the hopeless. Now, he will be heralded as the one who found her and brought her home.


Not wanting to let her out of his sight, but also knowing he has a few hours before he needs to make his move, he turns and slinks further into the darkness. Finding his horse where he left him, he mounts up and turns him toward the small village.


Upon entering what he thought was the main road, he immediately sought out the apothecary. Finding that the old man behind the counter was in a happy mood and willing to be extremely helpful, he managed to collect enough herb and spice pouches to last him several nights. While the parcels at his sides emit a pleasingly soothing fragrance, he didn’t want anyone to notice them and ask questions. Careful not to crush them, he hid them in his saddlebags.


With time to spare, the need to settle the nerves racing through his body so he could complete his self-imposed task, he decided to seek out the nearest pub.


Finding the Saison was easy enough since it appeared to be the only pub in town. Entering the dimly lit building, the first thing he noticed was that everyone inside noticed him, too. As he walked toward an empty table, he could feel each pair of eyes follow his every step.


Nervous and not wanting to draw too much more unwanted attention, he passed his best friendly smile and a happy how-do-you-do to the whole room. In all his travels, he’s noticed people tend to trust, and then quickly dismiss, a man who faces them with a smile more than they do a man who tries to hide. Of course, a man who tries to hide is anything but hidden. He’s remembered.


Settling into the role of the approachable visitor, his act had the desired effect, and soon all the eyes that had been watching him faded into the background. He was deemed not a threat and, therefore, quickly forgotten.


As a woman with honey-colored hair and the eyes to match dropped a cup and a pitcher of beer onto his table, she asked if he was hungry as she filled his cup.


“As a matter of fact, I am. What do you have on the fire?”


“A bit of pig and lamb.”


Even though she looked at him as she answered him, she didn’t seem to see him, which suited him just fine. Reinforcing his persona, he brightened his smile and winked at her.


“I’ll have a bit of both if you don’t mind.”


Nodding, she walked away with a swish of her skirts and disappeared behind a curtain.


Alone, he drained his cup and surveyed his surroundings. At the table next to him were three men of differing ages. Each was tidy in their clothing and well into their drinks. Which also meant loose of tongue.


Raising his empty cup to the three men, he introduced himself as a traveler.


“Traveler, eh?” The oldest of the three asked as he scratched at a graying beard. “You here to see the prince?”
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