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Prologue
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Anna – 5 years old

“Aylex, they are outside in the forecourt...” Lily breathed harshly as she rushed into their daughter's room.  The sage green skirts she was wearing swished alarmingly around her legs.  “You must hurry!”

“Almost there...” Aylex huffed.  He was holding his daughter in a bear hug, tight against his purple vest.  No one would have a clue he was doing anything, unless they were a Rune Caster, and even then, it was very difficult to see the ethereal glow of light.  The glow enveloped his daughter’s head, his eyes flashed a bright shade of purple, and then he fought to keep his tears at bay.

“Aylex...” Lily snapped.  She pulled two long silver daggers from the belt around her waist.  She faced the door, hands up, prepared.  Each dagger had a sheen of green emanating from the blades.

“It’s done.”  Aylex turned to his wife and together they hugged their daughter.  Her eyes still closed from the powerful rune casting.  “We love you, baby girl.  We will always love you.”

“Your Highnesses!” Teamalah grasped the little girl and pulled her from their grip.  “You must come with me.  I can save you all!”

“No, Teamalah...” Aylex sighed softly and pulled his sword.  His weapon emanated purple rune symbols as he held it.  “Someone has to survive for our kingdom.  Lily and I are the last defense.  Take her, hide her, raise her as your own, and when the time is right, help her take back our kingdom!  Now go!!!!” he shouted just as the door crashed open.

Teamalah clutched a still sleeping five-year-old to her chest, tears streaming down her face as she turned from the imminent massacre.  She locked the memory of the king and queen defending their kingdom in her brain.  She would share this one day with their daughter.  Her eyes dropped to the child in her arms as she ran.  She was her daughter now.  The thought of anyone harming a child was beyond incomprehensible to her.  It would take the Goddess herself to rip this child from her.  She would protect her with every fiber of her being.

She half wished she was a Rune Caster.  She could protect her even more.  Even so, her feet were still quick for being thirty.  She darted quickly into the kings' chamber and shut the door, throwing the bar in place as she turned to find the hidden recess that she had accidentally found one day.  It had been somewhere near the desk in his study.  She rushed to the desk and began moving books and statues with one hand.

The book of fantasy tales for children clicked as she moved it and she let out a relieved sigh.  The bookcase slowly moved into the wall.  She sat her charge on the dusty and dirty stairs, using both arms to shove the bookcase back into place.  She could surely spare a moment to breath.  In this dark and dirty passage behind the walls of the castle, she could take a moment to grieve the loss of her king and queen.  She stood there, holding the bookcase closed, knowing that she needed to get moving.

“Mama...” the girl said groggily, rubbing at her eyes.  “Mama...”

“I’m here child...” Teamalah responded, turning and scooping her back into her arms.

“Why is it dark?” she whimpered, tears starting in her little eyes.

“I need you to use your power my child...just a little...like a firefly, can you do that?”  Teamalah silently thanked the Goddess as the little girl in her arms disappeared completely in the darkness, turning blacker than black, then a small orb of light appeared in the air.  “That’s it my precious.  Hold that...just for a little bit and keep quiet.”

“But mama...” she cried.  “I don’t like the dark.”  Teamalah had started running as fast as she dared with the dim light showing the way.

“I know baby...” she panted.  “Just a little longer...” she begged.

It seemed like forever as they plunged through the cobwebs of the dark passage.  The sounds of fighting grew louder and then disappeared.  The clashing of weapons, screaming of men and women, and loud crashing sounds grew as she stopped to catch her breath at the end of the hidden passageway.  She could see a faint outline around the hidden door.  She sent another quick prayer to the Goddess as she felt around for the latch.  The click and groan as the stones grated against each other sent shivers down her spine.  Surely the cacophony of the fighting was loud enough no one would hear it, right?  She pushed, crouching as low as she could while holding the child.  Poking her head out, she let out a soft whoop of triumph.  All the fighting was at the front of the castle.  None of the dissenters had made it this far into the back garden.

She looked across the moonlit garden, hoping that the horse she had hidden was still there.  She gulped in three deep breaths, pushed the hidden entrance closed, flinched once more at the sound of the grating stones, then tucked the child against her chest a little tighter and ran through the gardens.  She hopped over gardenia bushes, rushed through a field of lilies, and darted past jasmine vines, looking for the maze where she had stashed a horse only hours earlier.  Where was the damned beast!  She turned the corner from a statue of the king and queen, around a wall of roses and sighed with relief as the horse nickered quietly.  The beast was busy tearing off rose heads and chewing in delight.  Teamalah shoved the child into the saddle and then quickly climbed up behind her.

“Alright Ala...uh Anna, you can let go of your light.”

“Where are we mama?” she asked with a terrified sob as Teamalah whipped the horse into a gallop towards the northern forests.

“We were visiting some friends.”  Teamalah choked on her tears as she looked behind her.  She could see large fires engulfing the stables.  Thank the Goddess she had enough forethought to stash a horse in the garden.  “We were just visiting some dear friends.  Now we are heading off to visit the elves and then if you are a good girl, we are going to visit the dwarves.  You think you can handle that?”

“I promise I will be very good!”  Anna squealed with delight, the tears instantly drying on her cheek as she clapped her hands.  “I can’t wait to meet them.”

“And meet them you shall my princess...” Teamalah promised as she whipped the horse to go faster.

-*-*-*-*-
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ANNA – 10 YEARS OLD

Anna stood precariously on the edge of the river bank, reaching as far as she could, the herb she wanted just barely out of her reach.  She moved just a smidge closer, feeling the water as it began to soak into her leather boots.  She stretched once more.  Her fingers just barely grazed the stalk of the herb.  She heard a commotion behind her, turned her head, and lost her footing on the edge.  Tumbling head first into the water, Anna splashed and spluttered, shoving back to her feet, now completely soaked.  The sound of male laughter assaulted her ears and she flipped her wet brown hair out of her face.  She put her hands on her hips and glared at the two boys.  One boy was slightly taller than the other.  The taller of the two had black hair, brown eyes, and was wearing glaring white breeches and a tunic.  His boots were the cleanest pair of boots she had ever seen.  She turned her gaze to the shorter of the two and noticed he had dark brown hair, blue eyes, and dimples as he smiled.  This boy was wearing clean boots, a pair of black breeches and a pumpkin-colored tunic.  Both looked as if they had just bathed that morning.

“Why are you clodpolls laughing?” she demanded as she grabbed the elusive herb she had been after.  She opened the flap on her bag at her hip and shoved it inside, cringing at how full of water the bag was.  She tried to adjust her plain brown skirt and tunic to resemble something better than the drowned rat she now appeared to be.

“You looked just like one of those fish that jump around in the water...” the shorter one guffawed, holding his orange clad sides as he continued to laugh.

“It was fairly comical...” the taller one said with a wink.  He snickered, but otherwise cut off his laughter, clearing his throat, standing up straight, and tugging on the hem of his tunic.  “Why would you even be reaching into the river in the first place?”

Anna stormed past the two boys, aiming a well-placed foot to stomp on the taller one’s gleaming leather boot, satisfied to see she had left a trail of mud.  He yelped, grabbing his foot and hopping around.  She smiled and began laughing as the shorter of the two began howling with mirth so hard he fell to the ground, rolling around, snuffling and snorting.

“Well, if I looked like a jumping fish, you sir, look like a pig rolling in a sty.”  She turned her angry gaze to the tall one who was now limping around in circles, his head tossed back, his breaths puffing from his chest.  “And you sir, you looked like a monkey hopping around like that.”

“Well...” the taller one groaned as he finally stood straight without flinching.  “I must say that we are a sight...all of us animals out here...”

“Yeah!  Hey, we could do that, Ben.  Let’s play menagerie.”

“Naw...there is only two of us.  It wouldn’t be much fun to play menagerie with only two of us.”  The taller one, Ben, turned to look at her.  “I’m Ben and this is Mikal.  We were trying to decide what we were going to do today.  Would you like to join us for a game?”

“I’m Anna...” she dipped her head at them but then sniffed and tilted her head back slightly.  “I can’t.  I have to help mama and papa today.”

“Are you helping by jumping in the river like a fish?” Mikal snickered.

“Yes...I mean...no!” Anna snapped.  “Mama and papa are very important people.  They are the herbalists to the King and Queen.  We are only this far out in Border Town to collect some of the rarer herbs that we can’t find closer to the castle.  I don’t have time for childish games.”

“Childish...” Ben tilted his head and crossed his arms over his chest.  “I am twelve thank you!  I don’t play childish games.”

“Yeah...and I’m ten!” Mikal crowed, trying to mimic his brother's indignant stance.

“So?” Anna flipped her still wet hair over her shoulder and turned to follow the river.  “I’m ten myself, but I am way more grown up than you two!”

“We shall see about that...” Ben snarked as she disappeared around the bend.  “Come on Mikal.  I’m sure mother and father will be more than happy to invite some people over when we get back.”

“Oh, guests...I’m down for that.  It means all the good foods.”  He picked up a stick and began whacking the trees as they walked.  “Just not her...she is way too snooty!  She shouldn’t get any of those meat pies.”

-*-*-*-*-
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ANNA TUGGED ON HER brown lock of hair.  Her parents had dragged her to the castle as soon as they got back from border town.  Her mother had shoved two small parcels into her hands and insisted that she give the gifts to the princes.  She was now standing in this stuffy boring parlor room waiting for the princes to be brought in.  The room was large, holding an ornate wooden hand carved mahogany desk, a large wing back upholstered chair with gold braid, and two smaller chairs padded with velvet and trimmed in gold braid in front of the desk.  There were three bookshelves hand carved from mahogany with vines and leaves that lined the wall behind the desk, all full to bursting with statutes, rocks, books, sheafs of parchments, and other such things.  The books were all leather bound and gold leaf stamped.  The desktop was polished and gleaming in the candlelight in the gold sconces on the wall.  She tried not to gag at how lavish this room was.  She turned her gaze behind her and noticed there were two closed doors to the right.  She wondered what was in there that they didn’t want them to see.  She was currently seated on the royal blue velvet chaise with her mother, the King and Queen were seated across from them in the upholstered wing back chairs.

Jasper, her father, was walking around the room, admiring the books on the shelves and the artwork in gilt frames.  There was a hand carved mahogany table between the two sofas and it was currently holding cups that were trimmed in gold and a pot of tea.  Anna wrapped the lock of hair she was tugging around her finger and yanked again when the door opened.  She shot off the couch and turned just as those two clodpolls from the river walked in.  They were both dressed in dark blue formal looking attire with golden buttons and golden braid decoration.  Both were wearing white hose and polished black heels.  They ambled in proudly, dipping soft bows to the guests in the room, snarky smiles on their faces.  Anna giggled, snorted, and then grasped her sides laughing.

“You two look like girls in those hose!” she teased.

“We do not!” Mikal whined, his head dipping, his cheeks flaming, his hands twisting the gold buttons on his coat.

Ben did not react, only stood there, waiting for her laughter to die down.  It was at that moment he was struck with how lovely a girl she was.  The red of her cheeks highlighted those bright doe eyes, her pink lips curving up in a smile.  Her long brown hair curled slightly, hanging loose around her face.  She was wearing a pale pink dress that hugged her body but flared out around her long stick like legs.  He watched as she tugged on a curl, making the pink bow in her hair bounce, and inhaled deeply.  Her hands dropped to her dress skirt, pulling out two small parcels.  She thrust them into their hands, her cheeks turning redder.  He watched as she dipped a perfect curtsy and then stood.

“My apologies, Your Highnesses...”  She tilted her head, looking up at him.  “I brought gifts in honor of being invited to the castle.”

“We thank you.”  Ben tucked the parcel into his pocket and motioned to the door.  “Would you like to join us?  We were just getting ready to change out of these girly clothes and into something we could go riding in.”  He gave her a coy smile.

“I’d love to go riding...” Anna replied, turning to look at her parents.  They both smiled at her warmly and she turned around, beaming.  “I’ll meet you in the stable!”

-*-*-*-*-
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ANNA – 18 YEARS OLD

Ben approached her, the look of need burning in his eyes.  He didn’t dare touch her, not yet.  She had to be willing.  Her body backed up two baby steps for every single step he took.  He wasn’t backing down.  He wanted her.  He had wanted her for a very long time and he showed her in every way he could.  He projected that need into his face, his movements, his body, and even his mind as he pressed her further back.  It wasn’t until she ran into the trunk of the tree that she stopped backing up.  Her brown eyes gazed into his.  She swallowed and licked those perfectly shaped pink lips.  His eyes watched that tongue as it swept her full bottom lip.

Oh, how he wanted to taste those lips.  He bet she tasted like honey and spice and everything nice.  He held his meager distance, waiting.  Either she would break and be his, or she would run.  There was no other option when he used his power.  He inhaled deeply, catching all the scents carried on the gentle evening air, but more importantly, catching her scent.  She smelled of lavender and lilacs.  His eyes flashed with white light; his face slightly brighter than normal.  His mind was wrapped up with images of how he would take her and how the heavens would sing when he did.  He leaned forward slightly, taking a few more inches from her, his lips hovering a hairs breadth away.  He heard her moan softly, deep in her throat, almost like a purr.  His power was working.  How long before she broke?

“We can’t...” she whispered.  The sounds of the river burbled quietly to their left.  The night forest animals were slowly increasing adding to the noise.

“We can...” he rasped.  The need for her was setting his body on fire.  He needed the release of his power.  He needed her.  He wasn’t sure how long he could wait.  He would not be like the others who flamed out from their power.

“Ben...” she licked her lips again, tilting her head up to him.  “It is...impossible...”

“No...” he chuckled lightly, grazing her oh so soft lips with his.  They breathed the same air.  He could feel her heart beat against his.  “Not impossible.  Just say the words my lovely and I am yours.”

“Ben...” she sighed.  Then, as if she woke from a dream, she pressed her head back, her body going rigid, her hands fell from almost touching his chest.  Her eyes seemed to flash with blackness.  “NO.”  She cleared her throat.  “NO!” she said with a firmer voice.

Ben reeled, almost as if she had physically slapped him.  He stumbled two steps back.  The passion and need still simmering under his skin and in his veins, but he couldn’t see the images of their bodies entwined any more.  His skin stopped glowing.  It was as if she had channeled some unforeseen force to push him and his power away.  Her doe-colored eyes were hard as flint.  Her chin was thrust up in defiance.  Her body was taut with controlled anger.  He took another shaky step away, trying to reconcile what was in his mind with what he was seeing.  She should have succumbed to his rune casting.  She should have begged him to take her.  All the other girls he had used his casting on had succumbed within seconds.

She cast aside his mental assault as if he wasn’t casting.  Her cheeks were red and flushed so tantalizingly.  Her lips seemed a little fuller than a moment ago, almost as if he had actually kissed her.  Her shoulder length brown hair was flying wildly around her head like he had just thrust his hands into it.  Her chest heaved up and down.  Yet she still resisted his assault.  This was completely unheard of.  Never had a female been able to stand up to his power.  He was the most powerful white rune caster in all the lands.  How could this girl, the one he had known all his life, how could she possibly be able to resist him?

“Enough Ben.  I’ll not have you ruin our friendship over your silly manly need.  There are tavern wenches in the village who would be willing to help you with that.”

“How can you...?” he stammered.

“I’ve been around you my whole life, Ben.”  She crossed her arms over her chest and stomped her foot like an angry school girl.  “You don’t think that at some point I have mustered up enough resistance against that cursed white rune power you possess?”

“But...”

“NO!”  She mentally pressed on the orb of her own power, the anger rolling off her in waves, her eyes flashing black once more.  She took a step forward and inwardly cheered herself when he took a step back.  “Damn you royalty, always thinking any commoner would take a tumble with you just to have the pleasure.  I may be a commoner Prince Ben, but I will not sully our relationship that way.  Go cool off in the stream or take a wench from the tavern.  I’ll not be speaking with you again until your power has cooled.”  She flung her hand violently out in the direction of the river.  “GO!”

Ben took off quickly towards the river, his feet not slowing even as he hit the river bank.  He jumped and dived into the cold waters.  The shock of the cold water cooled his passion and reset his brain.  How in Gaia had Anna done that?  Not only did she force him to stop casting his power at her, but she had somehow forced a mental cast of her own for him to jump in the river.  Shivering, he climbed up onto the river bank and sat gasping for air, his passion now firmly under wraps.  The late fall evening had been comfortable but the slight breeze after his cold dip was making him a frozen icicle.  He swiped the hair from his eyes and let out a huff.  

Goddess bless that woman for keeping him from making a fool of himself.  He could see it now that he was clearheaded.  He could also see that he was falling for her.  He wouldn’t call it love.  He couldn’t love her.  He was a prince and she was a peasant, but he couldn’t imagine what life would be like without her.  He forced himself up off the river bank and towards his horse.  He had to find out if there was a rune power capable of equaling or besting his.  He had never heard of it.  His parents surely would have told him, right?  Swiping angrily at the hair covering his forehead as he rode into the courtyard, he vaulted off his horse, tossed his reins to a stable boy, and rushed inside only to halt quickly.  The sounds of his parents conferring behind their chamber door was never a good sign...not in those tones.

“Ben has an unnatural affinity for that girl!” his father growled.

“Now John...you know how teenagers are.  They grow fond of each other.  It won’t last...”

“Minerva...be realistic dear.”  Ben could see in his mind's eye how his father would pat his wife on her shoulder and give her one of his looks.  “Ben is the most powerful white rune caster in the land.  With his ardor telepathy, no girl will tell him no.  If he sets his mind to being with that peasant girl, Anna...”

“Leave his powers out of it.  We raised him right John.”  Ben could just imagine his mother’s annoyed glance at the mention of his power.  “He won’t take his power to the dark side like the Corrupt King.  We won't lose him that way.  Besides, it is just a crush.  She is eighteen.  I am surprised her parents haven’t wed her yet.  She’ll be betrothed to some farmer from the neighboring village soon enough.”

“Minerva...I can’t leave anything to chance.”

“What do you plan to do?  Lock her up in the dungeon until Ben forgets about her?”

“If I must...”
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Chapter One
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Anna wrapped her cloak tighter around her waist and stared at the hand drawn picture on the tree.  The parchment was faded and old.  She was surprised it was still there it was so withered.  The tree had also seen better days.  The once proud oak tree seemed to be ready to fall.  The leaves were brown even at the height of summer.  The bark was peeling, sap running down the length of the trunk.  The limbs all looked as if at any moment they would snap and fall to the ground.  The girl in that picture had been missing, presumably for twenty years.  If she hadn’t been found by now, she probably never would be.  She looked at the image one more time.  That girl looked vaguely familiar.  The drawing was pretty crude, almost as if a child had drawn it.

Shuddering, she tugged the hood of her cloak deeper around her face.  The village market of Stagreach was pretty crowded this early in the morning.  As if to remind herself of her purpose, her stomach growled angrily.  Clutching a single coin, the last she had, she walked among the food stalls looking for something she could stomach as well as afford.  It had been a while since she had been this far into Enderton, but she couldn’t remember it being so downtrodden.  The market stalls were all arranged down the middle of the village.  The stalls themselves were just wooden tables that had been scrounged up from left over wood piles.  The tents were made from patched fabrics held up by saggy poles of wood.  The back of the stalls stood against the wooden walls of the businesses they were selling from.  Those walls all needed fresh coats of paint, new thatched roofs, and new curtains on the windows.  Even the stall sellers needed new clothing.  It looked as if they were wearing whatever rags they could find with the fewest holes in them.

Anna finally found an old man, near the end of the market.  He was selling some flaccid looking root vegetables.  She motioned towards the carrots and held up her single coin.  The old man smiled softly and held two very large, but still soft carrots.  She nodded, putting the coin in his hand and scooping the carrots up.  She was just reaching back into her cloak to put the carrots away when he caught her wrist.  Her eyes instantly darted up to his.  The man had his head tilted, his eyes squinted turning slightly purple, his mouth was slack.  He was a rune caster, she recognized that unseeing look anywhere.  Anna waited patiently as the purple light slowly dimmed from his eyes.  When he returned to his senses, his mouth pressed into a firm hard line, his grip tightened on her wrist.

“My recommendation is that you move out of Stagreach as fast as you can miss.”

“I’m merely passing through.”  She turned her head to the side as she nibbled on one of the carrots.  They were pretty close to expiration, but it was all she could afford.  She schooled her face to not sour at the taste of them.  “What did you see?”

“Nothing good.  People like you and I...” he darted his gaze around as he dropped his voice.  “We are best served on the other side of the border.  You should make your way back there unless you want to meet your untimely end at the hand of the Corrupt King.”

“I have business here.”  She reached over and patted him softly on the shoulder.  “But rest assured my feet will make haste as soon as it is done.”

“I’m afraid that won’t be fast enough miss...” the man’s eyes darted to a guard behind her.  He cleared his throat and ducked his head.  “If those carrots be to your liking miss...”

“They are delicious.”  She took a large hunk out of one, feeling her stomach heave, and then turned away from him in the opposite direction of his gaze.  It wouldn’t do to attract the guard’s attention, not when she was so close to her goal.

Anna ambled along the dirt path, stopping here and there at various stalls as she made her way out of the town center.  She had heard plenty of rumors from the Garian's.  The once peaceful co-existence between the two kingdoms had crumbled in the last twenty years.  Anna blamed the new King of Enderton for it, the Corrupt King as he was called.  The man hated all rune casters.  Immediately after taking the throne, he had banished all rune casters from his kingdom.  After a few years of forcing rune casters out, he finally turned to execution.  If you were caught in Enderton using the craft, you would be hauled off to the royal dungeon to await sentencing by the King.  She had heard plenty about the different types of punishment the Corrupt King came up with, yet she still couldn’t find out the reason for his hatred of rune casters.

Anna tugged the hood of her cloak tighter about her as she passed three of the King’s guards.  She was skimming a little too close to the castle this time for her comfort, but it had to be done.  She was here to rescue a child with blue rune craft and she wouldn’t fail to save him.  For years now she had been sneaking across the border from Garia, testing children and adults alike who were suspected to have rune powers.  Once confirmed, she would help them cross the border into Garia, set them up with well-trained casters in their talent, and assist them with making a new life.  It was a dangerous path for her to walk, but someone had to look out for their people.

Anna reached the end of the market while still deep in thought.  She almost missed the small alley between the businesses and run-down houses.  She turned, ducking into the alley as if she had just remembered where she was heading.  If the guards were watching her, they would think she was forgetful instead of sneaking around.  The alley between the business stalls and the houses was only big enough for two people to walk side by side.  The putrid scent of offal and Goddess knew what else pervaded her senses.  Discarded parchments, half eaten vegetables, torn cloth and even the dead carcass of a rabbit lined the sides of the alley.  She ran her hands along the walls of the hovels, feeling the cracks and holes in the warped wooden boards.  Each door was painted a different color, making it easier for the townspeople to distinguish them.

Hearing footsteps behind her, she cringed.  Two scrawny teenage boys made their way into a flaky yellow painted door she had just passed.  They paused, watching her closely.  The lankier of the two elbowed his partner and motioned in her direction.  Tugging on her cloak hood once more, her eyes flashed black, the shadows around her face grew deeper, and she watched as both boys stiffened and stepped through the yellow door.  With a relieved snort, she wrapped her cloak tighter around her shoulders, fighting the urge to run all the way back to Garia.  She needed safety.  She needed protection.  Shaking her head, she clenched her hands and continued towards the red painted door she had been told to look for.  A tall gaunt man who looked greasy from head to toe propped up the wall next to the door.

“Yer late!” he growled angrily.  Anna’s gaze took in his tattered clothes, his missing teeth, his limp hair, and she shuddered.  Everyone in this town looked as if they were starving.  Thank Gaia she was rescuing at least some of them.  She flashed him her most daring smile before sliding closer to his sweaty body.

“Late is a relative term...” she purred in her silkiest voice, her eyes flashing yet again.  The shadows from the businesses behind them deepened.  The man’s eyes narrowed even more as she glanced over her shoulder.  “I could have been on time with the King’s Guard right behind me.  I can still grab them if you would prefer...”

“I’d of preferred not doin’ business wit ya, witch...” he grumbled as he opened the red smeared door.  She stepped past him, making sure not to touch him and allowed her eyes to adjust to the dimness of the interior.  The dirt floor was slightly cleaner than the outside alleyway.  Tattered clothing was piled up in the corners.  There were two filthy dirty cots against the far wall with no blankets and no sheets.  Anna spied a small chest on one side and two very rickety looking chairs.  “This brat here...” the man pointed to a young boy who stubbornly held the hand of a younger girl.  “He’s showin’ signs...”

“Why hello there!” Anna trilled softly.  She knelt down in front of the two children, pulling her hood back off her head.  The young boy gasped as he looked at her.  For a moment, but only a moment, that stung like it always did.  She fingered the scar with a derisive smile.  The angry red puckered skin slashed through her right eyebrow, across her eye, down the side of her nose and across her cheek to the back of her jaw.  The scar itself could have taken her eye sight, but thankfully it only skimmed the upper lid, making a dotted line down her face.  It was easy to hide in the cloak hood since no one could see much but the tip of her nose and her jaw.  Anna gave the boy a friendly smile and held her hands out palm up.  “I am not evil...and I promise I won’t hurt you.”

“You are very pretty.”  The little girl said in a shy voice, half seen from behind the boy’s back.  “Did it hurt?”

“Oh Gaia, yes, very much so.”  Anna gently rubbed the scar again, not remembering how she had received it or how it had hurt.  Something as ugly and prominent as it was, had to have hurt, right?  She shrugged off the feeling of forgetting something important.  “But that was in the past and thank you for telling me I am pretty.  Now, let me introduce myself.  I am Anna Forsooth.  And who might you two little lovelies be?”

“I am Jakob and this is Aria.”

“What lovely names!”  Anna clapped her hands.  The man behind her growled and pushed her on her rump with his booted foot.

“Get on wit it.  Ya  don’t need flummery.  Quickly, afore the guards come checkin’.”

“Sir...” she said with barely contained rage.  “It will take as long as it takes.  I’ll remind you to keep your body parts off me.”  Her eyes flashed quickly with an inner black light and the man immediately straightened, he turned towards the open door, and stepped outside.  “Now.”  She turned her gaze back to the two children.  “I heard that you, Jakob, might be showing signs of runes.”

“I’ll not be taken without my sister!” he cried, tears starting to stream down his face.  “I can’t protect her if I am not here.”  He whirled to the side and wrapped his sister up in a tight embrace.  Anna felt her heart rip in two as the tears on Aria’s face made little white paths through the grime on her cheeks.  She reached out and bopped his nose with her finger.

“Silly goose.  I would no sooner ask you to leave your sister unprotected than I would ask you to give up your rune craft.  There are so few of us left in the world...”

“But momma said...” Aria sniffled as she peeked out from behind her big brothers' arms.

“Momma doesn’t seem to be here...” Anna glanced around at the empty room
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