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      Lady Aya lifted the mud-crusted hem of her long white dress and carefully wove her way around the sleeping men in her camp. She breathed through her mouth so she wouldn’t have to smell them. They were filthy, these men her husband had sent as escort. Their breath was foul and their clothes reeked of sweat and horse and stale smoke from the nightly campfires.

      Aya felt dirty, too. Her mouth tasted sour. Her skin felt grimy no matter how hard she tried to stay clean riding on the raised seat of the cart, wrapped in her cloak to keep the dust from penetrating her clothes.

      She had no wish to travel. But there was no other way.

      She was in her mid-twenties, still young and beautiful, she knew, even though she had already had a child. The boy was four years old now. Four years of exile, of Aya living a life far too rustic on an estate that had been her husband’s reward from the king for his bravery in the midst of war. Lord Aymon might love the squalor of their tiny stone house and the muddy farm fields and their meager livestock, but every day Aya longed to return to the city of Abincort and resume the life that was rightfully hers.

      “Just for now,” the boy’s father had promised, “only for a while.” But then months had turned into years. Four years of the dirt and stench of the farm and the pitiful attention of a man who might once have fought bravely in battle, but would have done his wife a better service by dying rather than returning.

      Aya had waited long enough.

      Now safely free of the snoring men, she stole her way down the dark footpath in search of the seer’s tent. There were other camps scattered throughout the trees, with lingering fires and other circles of sleeping men. Aya was not the only traveler intent on reaching Abincort. She strained to see a white tent somewhere in the midst of the pines.

      Walking unescorted through the woods was dangerous even in daylight, but Aya continued onward, seduced by curiosity. On the road that afternoon, while she stood beside the cart as one of the men repaired a splintered spoke, an old woman had approached Aya. The woman looked stooped, frail, the hump of her spine clearly visible beneath her long tattered cloak. Aya had recoiled at first as the crone drew nearer, but then the woman’s hoarse whisper had reached Aya’s ears.

      “My mistress is a seer,” the old woman said. “She has a prophecy for you. Camp here and come to the white tent tonight.”

      The old woman turned and walked back into the woods without another word.

      A seer, Aya had thought with a thrill. As far as she knew, there were few of that race still remaining in the world. Most had been removed during previous, more superstitious times.

      And while Aya knew the old woman’s mistress might prove to be an imposter, only interested in tricking Aya into giving her money… what if she were real?

      What if she really could tell Aya her future?

      Throughout the past many days of her long and arduous journey, Aya had reassured herself that her efforts would be rewarded, that her mission could not possibly fail. But in truth she felt plagued by misgivings. Four years of accumulated resentment and questions and doubt pricked at her night and day, feeding the fear that she might not succeed.

      What if he had forgotten her? Replaced her with someone else? What if the sight of her again, instead of reigniting his passion, made him turn away and mutter to one of his men, “Get rid of her. Take her away. Don’t let her come any nearer.”

      Would she see it on his face? Could she bear the humiliation?

      It was why she now stumbled through the dark. The seer might hold the answers. Aya needed to know.

      Finally she spied the hunched shape of the old woman ahead of her on the path.

      “Follow me,” the woman called in her rough, raspy voice. She beckoned to Aya with a bony arm.

      Aya hesitated. Something about the old woman made her feel unsettled. Her voice sounded stronger than Aya remembered, and the woman did not appear as frail as she had in the daylight. What if this truly were some trick? Aya peered through the darkness all around her, wondering if she could see the white tent anywhere.

      “Then stay here,” the old woman snapped. She turned and walked away.

      “Wait,” Aya called. “Yes… I’ll follow.” She lifted her hem and hurried forward, afraid to lose her guide in the dark.

      The old woman led Aya off the trail into thick brush that tore at Aya’s dress and the thin cloak she wore over it. Aya stumbled through the darkness. The old woman was surprisingly quick, and Aya lost sight of her several times.

      “Where—”

      “Over here,” the old woman barked. “Keep up.”

      At last, in a small clearing beyond the brush, Aya spied the white tent. It was smaller than she expected, only wide enough that one person might stretch out comfortably inside it. It was shaped like a teardrop, rounded at the bottom and elongated on top where three slender poles that supported the structure crossed each other in the center.

      The old woman parted the tent flap and disappeared inside.

      Aya stood outside waiting. She could feel her heart racing, now that she was here. The cold wind burned her delicate cheeks. She wrapped her arms around her chest, wishing she had worn a heavier cloak.

      “Lady Aya,” the old woman called from within the tent. “I told you to follow.”

      It was the first time the old woman had called her by name. Her mistress truly did know who she was. Aya stepped forward, her heart still thudding in her chest, and lifted the edge of the tent flap to peer inside. A small torch resting against a rock on the dirt floor formed a weak ring of light. The old woman sat beside it, alone.

      “Where is she?” Aya asked.

      “I am the seer,” the old woman answered. “Sit here where I can look at you.”

      Then it was a trick—

      “You lied to me,” said Aya.

      “Yes. I thought you would prefer it. I know how comfortable you are with deception.”

      Aya felt frozen in place by the words, as though a cold hand gripped her by the throat. “Y-you don’t know me. I’m going back.”

      The old woman seemed unconcerned. “Do you know the way, my lady? Or will you need another escort?”

      “I’m leaving,” Aya repeated, but she made no move to go. She still stood only partially within the tent. The wind continued to whip at her from outside.

      “Before you go,” said the seer, “perhaps you would care to learn a few truths. There are things to consider before you take your next step. Even someone like you should have the chance to change her mind.”

      Aya’s fear sharpened into anger. “What do you mean, someone like me? And what is it you think I’m going to do?”

      The seer motioned for Aya to sit. Aya still paused on the threshold, weighing her distaste for the old woman against the curiosity that still burned within her. If she knows something…

      Aya entered the tent completely. Reluctantly, but with her usual grace, she lowered herself onto the hard dirt and sat with her back erect. She brushed the dust from her lap and then elegantly folded her hands in front of her. When she lifted her gaze to the seer, she found the old woman’s mocking smile.

      “Yes, you seem a great lady,” the seer said. “Yet we both know your heart is dark.”

      Aya began to protest, but the old woman raised her hand for silence. “We will speak plainly, Lady Aya. You have told your husband you must travel to see your sister. That is a lie. The truth is you cannot understand why your lover has failed to send for you, so you go to remind him how beautiful you are, and to tell him you will not wait any longer.”

      Aya’s breathing had grown shallow. She could feel a flush heating her face. But she sat even straighter, her chin lifted in defiance, and refused to betray any emotion. “And who is this mystery lover?” she asked.

      The seer smiled. “Our anointed king, of course.”

      Aya’s composure faltered. She could feel a slick sheen inside her palms where her hands now clasped tightly to each other. This seer was real. Out here, in the dark dense woods, an old woman was about to tell Aya her future.

      “What do you need?” Aya asked eagerly, flattening her right hand and thrusting it forward. “My palm? My hair?” She had heard of seers reading the signs in either. Aya reached for a strand of her long brown hair, prepared to yank it free.

      “I am a prophet,” the old woman said, “not a sorceress or a diviner. I already see your future. I already know what is inside your heart.”

      It was more than Aya could have hoped for. “Then tell me,” she said, fighting to contain her excitement.

      But the answer was not what she expected.

      “You are an unfaithful wife,” said the seer. “An unloving mother. A liar and a thief. You have the conscience of a savage. Your heart is wicked, Lady Aya. Anyone who knows you can tell as much.”

      “But…” Aya sputtered, “you said… I didn’t come here for this—”

      “No,” the seer agreed. “You only want to know your future.”

      “That’s what seers do,” Aya said forcefully. She straightened her back again and pretended that none of the previous words mattered. “If you are a prophet, then show me.”

      The seer stared into Aya’s eyes. Aya could not hold the gaze for long. She glanced aside, into the light of the torch between them, anxious to escape the harsh and unwavering glare of an old woman who already knew more than Aya meant to reveal.

      “You want me to tell you about the king.”

      “Yes,” said Aya, grateful the seer had returned to her task.

      “He has found other pleasures.”

      Aya’s gaze jerked back up. “Another woman?”

      The old woman cackled. “Does it matter why? He has no use for you anymore.”

      Aya scoffed, although the seer’s words filled her with dread. “I gave him his only son.”

      “His wife will bear him another.”

      “She can’t,” Aya insisted. “She hasn’t by now.”

      “She will,” the seer said. “Carleman will never acknowledge you or your son.”

      Aya could no longer hide her agitation. “But he promised me! He told me to wait a while, then come back. I have a letter, with his seal. He promised me he would make a place for me—and for Rinaldo.”

      “He does not want you,” the old woman said. “He does not want your son. He does not even wish to know the boy’s name.”

      “I don’t believe you,” said Lady Aya. “You don’t know—”

      “I do know,” the seer said. She shrugged her stooped shoulders. “But perhaps I have said enough. Perhaps you should go.”

      “No,” Aya answered. She slumped in resignation and drew her cloak tighter, avoiding the old woman’s eyes. “Tell me what else you see. I want to know it all.”

      “Return home in the morning,” said the seer. “Go back to your husband and child.”

      “And if I don’t?” Aya asked in defiance.

      “Then you will have another child,” the seer answered, “and not by the one you wish.”

      Aya puzzled over the prediction. “But my husband and I no longer…”

      “If you return home
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