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      Alana of House Torvah sighed as she urged her team of draft animals toward the flatlander village. The troop had traveled for months across the vast grassy plains and woodlands since crossing the wide Middle River, separating the East and West Kingdoms, and they needed a few days to rest their beasts and resupply their wagons.

      She used a long, slender willow rod to flick the muscular hindquarters of the broad-shouldered, horned beasts drawing her wagon. Alana sat uncomfortably beside her future mother-in-law, Sephra of House Physka, who scowled ahead at the tendrils of white smoke rising from the chimneys of the distant village.

      “Your dancewear is clean, I hope?” Sephra snarled. “You will have to join the other women tonight. We will need your share of the money for supplies. You cannot shirk your responsibilities to the caravan because you dance so poorly. If you were not betrothed to my dear Garrad, I’d have your skinny behind working the pallets with the other lazy sluts in this Troop.” The old woman smirked.

      I’m sure you would, if you could.

      “But I am betrothed to your precious Garrad, Sephra, and I’m no empath to work the pallets, so please be silent while I mind the beasts,” Alana scolded. “I will dance with the others and get the fools of the village worked up for the pallet girls,” she hissed. “Have no fear of that.” Alana turned to glare at the portly older woman. “Have you your cards and potions ready to filch money from the village fools with your lies?”

      “Don’t be impertinent, child,” Sephra hissed, her eyes narrowed in her chubby face. “I’ve been leading this troop for over thirty years and my readings are always true.” She raised an eyebrow. “Have you ever made a reading at all, Alana? I fear you have no talent for it. If your time ever comes to lead a troop of your own,” she said, shaking her greasy, gray head, “I can only pray to Blessed Neva you’re plagued with a daughter-in-law such as you.”

      A redheaded boy of seven poked his head out between them from inside the wagon. “I’m hungry, Auntie. Are we going to stop soon to eat?”

      Sephra turned in her seat and slapped at the boy. “There are beans in the stove and bread in the box. Serve yourself, child.”

      “Yes, Mother Sephra.” The boy winced and disappeared back into the swaying wagon.

      “That child is selfish and lazy, Alana,” Sephra scolded. “I cannot imagine why you’d want to saddle my son with such a one as him.”

      “He’s your own sister’s grandchild, Sephra,” Alana retorted, wide-eyed. “Would you have rather they’d smothered him at birth for the color of his hair? He’s a sweet child and will be a good man someday.”

      “He thinks only of his own needs,” the old woman persisted. “If you don’t beat some sense into him soon, his hair color may just prove true and you’ll find your throat slit in your sleep along with that of my son.”

      Like Jami slit yours? I’m sure he wanted to more than once.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Alana sighed. “Your own son is a redhead and he’s no man to fear. Lyham will be the same. Only old fools hold with that business of redheaded boys being evil.” Alans flipped the rod to urge the beasts along the rutted, dusty trail. “They were never born evil, just used for evil by others for greed.”

      “Jami cost me my prosperous merchant husband and a comfortable family life with a sturdy house back in Tarth,” Sephra replied bitterly as she stared at the wide fields of grain growing on either side of the rutted track they followed.

      “That was your choice, Sephra,” Alana pointed out bluntly. “You chose the life of your son over your wealthy husband and his family. Could you have lived with the man who chose to smother his own infant because the babe had the bad luck of being born with red hair rather than black?”

      “Alron was a good man,” Sephra protested. “He took me to be his wife even though I had Garrad in my belly from working the pallets.” She took a sad, deep breath and scanned the sky. “He simply chose to live by the traditions we were taught as children.” Sephra pulled her shawl tighter around her broad shoulders and dabbed at a tear. “Since the days of the Wizard Uprisings, red-haired boys have been put to death to prevent the chances of such atrocities ever happening again. Men with the power are not to be trusted, but my Jami has never shown any signs of being gifted.”

      “And if he had?” Alana asked with a raised brow. “Would you have slit his throat in his sleep at thirteen when the first signs came?”

      “Of course not,” Sephra snapped. “He’s my son and I’ve loved him since the first moment I felt him squirm in my belly.”

      “It was the same with Lyham’s mother when she begged me to take him into my care after seeing the tuft of red upon his tiny scalp. She, unlike you, wasn’t willing to give up her husband, her other children, and their standing in the community to keep her redheaded babe. I was the next best choice. I’m marrying into a family of heretics and was willing to accept a redheaded male as an equal.” Alana flicked the rod again to keep the animals lumbering along.

      “My Jami is better than most. He was never selfish and always grateful for my losses on his behalf. I fear this Lyham to be of lesser quality,” Sephra sighed. “Will he be grateful like my Jami, who has never forgotten my and his brother’s sacrifices, so he could live?”

      You’ve never let him forget it, have you?

      “How could he forget, Sephra?” Alana snapped. “You’ve gone out of your way to remind the poor boy of it every day of his wretched life.”

      “You’re an ungrateful, impertinent young woman, Alana. My son and I could have done better.”

      Would that you had. I’ll never understand why my parents agreed to the match.

      “Perhaps,” Alana said with a self-satisfied grin upon her sunburned face,” if he weren’t the son of a mean-tempered old heretic.”

      “I don’t have to take this from you, girl,” Sephra snapped and began twisting her chunky body around as she attempted to crawl back inside the moving wagon. “I’m the Mother of this Troop and you owe me respect for that, if nothing else.”

      Respect is earned.

      Alana pulled on the reins to slow her animals so the woman could make her way into the back without injuring herself. As soon as Sephra disappeared back into the wagon, Lyham took her place on the seat of the bouncing wagon. He held a thick slice of bread in one hand and Alana saw butter smeared on his chin as he chewed.

      “Why is Mother Sephra crying again?” he asked with confusion on his sweet freckled face.

      “She’s just old, Lyham,” Alana sighed. “Old women cry a lot for no good reason.”

      “You’re old, but you never cry, Auntie.”

      I just don’t let you see it, child.

      “I’m not that old.” Alana laughed and snapped the willow rod to get her beasts moving again.

      She led her caravan to the gates of the medium-sized village, where a man in a brown homespun tunic and simple leather boots stopped her.

      The tall bearded man grabbed the harness of her lead animal to bring the team to a complete stop. “What’s the meaning of this, woman? I’m Chief Constable Ivar. Who are you people and what do you want in Pyne?”

      Alana smiled her sweetest. “We are simple travelers from Tarth, heading to the west. We need supplies. Have you a mercantile for foodstuffs and a livery for feed grain?”

      Two men in similar brown tunics joined him and one sneered up at Alana. “These are a bunch of those Vermin from the east, Ivar. We don’t want their like here in Pyne. Their women are whores and their men thieves. If you let them through the gates, you’ll be letting in filth. Our women, children, and property won’t be safe at night.”

      “Maybe they have some of that Vermin wine,” one of the men added, licking his greasy, pink lips as he leered up at Alana, “I hear that’s some potent stuff and as sweet as what’s between their women’s legs.”

      “Is he right?” the chief constable asked. “You have any of that Vermin Wine with you? We might be willing to trade for some of that.”

      Another constable, shorter and plumper than the others and with missing and rotted teeth, leered up at Alana. He slid a grimy hand boldly beneath her skirt to fondle the bare skin of her calf. “We might be willing to trade for a little more than wine, as well.” He smiled a toothless smile and pinched the skin her leg. “What ya think, girlie? I hear what you Vermin bitches have between your pretty legs can suck a man all but dry.”

      His hand wandered a little farther up Alana’s leg. “Why don’t we go in the back of this fancy wagon and give it a try?”

      All the men except the chief constable laughed at the man’s lewd remark.

      Alana kicked his offending hand away and wished she could reach her boot to pull her knife. “We will dance later tonight, m’lord, and there will be pallet girls available for your pleasuring.”

      She glanced around, assessing the terrain beyond the gates of the flatlander village. “We can park our wagons over there,” Alana pointed to a stand of swaying conifers beside a small creek. “If that is agreeable with you,” she said to the chief constable, ignoring the others who stared up at her, grinning.

      “Yeah, I suppose it will be acceptable.” He drew a large knife from a sheath on his belt and pointed the wide, shining blade at Alana. “Keep your brats outside the gates, though, and I don’t want to see more than three adults together in the village at any one time either. You can set up tables for trade goods, but I’ll be around every day at dusk to collect the ten percent tax on your take. How long are you people planning to stay at Pyne?”

      Alana nodded. “That’s all agreeable,” she said sweetly. “We’ll be here for a few days … no more than three, to rest our animals and resupply our wagons. We are in need of a guide, as well. Can you recommend someone who knows the best route to the mountains in the west?”

      The eyes of all four men went wide. “Th-that’s Dark Elf territory,” the toothless man stammered. “You’ll be hard pressed to find anyone to guide you there. We don’t enter their territory and the pointy-eared bastards stay away from ours.”

      “What business do you have with the Dark Elves?” The chief constable asked with narrowed eyes.

      “We’ve got no business with them,” Alana admitted, but smoothed her red hair to conceal her ears that sported distinctive points at their tips. “We’re on our way west to find a valley of our own … where we can have a fresh start and grow our berries and make our wine.”

      “I suppose that’s your business,” the chief constable sighed and slid his blade back into its sheath. “Just heed my rules and keep your people outside the gates of Pyne. I don’t want to see more than three of your kind together inside. You understand that?”

      “Yes, constable, of course,” Alana sighed. “We don’t want any trouble here, only supplies and trade.”

      People from inside the village began to mill at the gates to stare at the strange, colorful wagons and the unfamiliar people in their equally colorful clothing. Some of Alana’s people had joined her at the lead wagon where Sephra had climbed back into her seat as titular leader of the Troop.

      “Take the wagons to the trees by the stream and make camp,” Alana told them and pointed to the copse of swaying green treetops. “Make ready for dancing and trade, but keep the children to the camp.”

      “We need beans and milled grain,” Sephra snarled. “Why did you not make offers of trade for that to begin with? I should have been driving the lead wagon. If I had, we’d be trading now and not simply setting up camp with these flatlanders fearful of our motives.”

      “You felt the wagon slowing,” Alana rebuffed the older woman. “You could have crawled back up into your seat.” Alana flicked her rod and the beasts moved toward the trees and the water of the creek.

      The wagons were settled into a circle and the draft beasts staked out to graze in the lush meadow nearby after being led to the water. Some youths made their ways into the stand of trees to collect the resin-rich firewood of the aromatic conifers for a bonfire in the center of the circled caravan. The brightly painted wagons drew a few curious visitors from the village as the Troop set up tables for their trade goods.

      Alana set up her table where she would display a variety of leather goods for sale the following day. She took down the heavy trunk containing belts and an array of pouches. She slid it beneath the table she’d draped with a bright blue cloth that hung to the ground.

      Once her trade table had been set up, Alana climbed back into her Vermawagon to change into her dance garb. Alana hated the dancing. She found it degrading, but knew it drew customers into the camp and they needed the income to purchase supplies for their continuing journey. They’d done poorly at the last village and spent the last of their coin on grain for the draft animals.

      The constable with the rotted teeth climbed up the three stairs to her open door and stuck his head inside. “Hey there girlie. You ready to spread those pretty legs now so a fellow can get a taste before the others get at it and muck it up?” He lifted his hand to display a dull coin.

      The coin didn’t amount to half the price of an hour with a pallet girl and Alana moved to close her door. “I’m sorry, but I’m not a pallet girl. You’ll have to wait until the fire has been set and the dancing begins.”

      She tried to push the wooden door shut in the constable’s face, but the man held fast to the brass handle and shoved his way inside.

      “This is nice,” he said, gazing around Alana’s wagon, and stepping closer to the bed with its heavy quilt neatly tucked around the thick goose-down mattress. He reached over and grabbed Alana by the wrist and pulled her down onto the bed.

      He moved his face close to hers and the odor of his foul breath made Alana want to gag. “How about a little kiss?” He took a handful of red hair and yanked hard. “Call it a down payment on your taxes.”

      He laughed and pressed his face forcefully into hers. He tried to part Alana’s tightly fused lips with his slobbery tongue and she turned her face away in disgust.

      Alana tried to wrench herself away, but he held fast, yanking with his fingers twined in her hair. With his free hand, he yanked at her skirts. She stomped on his foot with the heel of her heavy boot then kicked his shins until he yelped and released her hair.

      With a clenched fist, the man drew back and punched Alana’s jaw, causing her to see white dots before her eyes and fall over onto the bed.

      “You should be a little more friendly to your betters, girlie,” he sneered.

      Better, indeed. I’ve smelled swine more appealing.

      The constable quickly straddled Alana and viciously slapped her. He leered down at her and smiled with each stinging slap. Tears of rage welled in Alana’s eyes, but she refused to allow them to slide down her stinging cheeks.

      I’ll not give him the pleasure.

      “You’re a filthy whore,” he roared and slapped her again. “You’ll give me what I came for and you’ll give it for free,” he sneered at her and spat in her face before grabbing her blouse and ripping it down the front to expose her heaving breasts. “Now, those are nice.” He pinched one of her nipples and she involuntarily flinched with the pain.

      I’ve had enough of this. Why is there one like him in every village?

      Alana swung her arm and caught the man in the jaw with her sharp nails. He jumped back enough for her to free a leg and she brought her knee up forcefully into his exposed crotch.

      “Get out of my wagon, you stinking beast,” she screamed and pushed him off her bed to thud heavily onto the wagon’s wooden floor. From her boot, Alana whipped out her dagger with its narrow, pointed blade. “Get out, I said,” she screamed again, brandishing the sharp weapon.

      From the doorway, another man appeared and grabbed the scrambling constable by the collar. “Come on, Gork,” he said, pulling the moaning man to his feet. “I don’t think the lady is interested in your delightful company today.” The taller man turned the constable toward the door and gave him a little shove. “Does Ivar know you’re out harassing our guests?”

      Constable Gork turned in the doorway and glared at Alana. “She’s no guest of mine. She’s a whore. Everyone knows these Vermin bitches make their livings selling what’s between their legs. I was just trying to get a taste before it got all gummed up.”

      Alana cringed every time she heard him use the derogatory term Vermin for her people.

      You’re the only vermin here, you fat little rat.

      The tall man with golden, brown hair hanging to his shoulders turned the pudgy constable and shoved him through the door of Alana’s wagon. “Get out Gork, and I’m going to report this to Ivar.”

      He closed the door before the raging constable could reply and turned to Alana, who struggled to cover herself with her torn blouse. “I’m sorry, m’lady,” he mumbled and turned away. “That shouldn’t have happened. Ivar only keeps the fat little weasel around because he’s his cousin.”

      Alana wrapped herself tightly in her shawl and tied it at the front to conceal her aching breasts. “Thank you, m’lord. May I offer you some tea?” She took a shiny copper tea pot from its hook over the stove and set it under the spout of the water barrel to fill.

      He heard her and turned. “Ivar said you were looking for a guide to the west.”

      Alana brushed disheveled hair from her eyes and set the pot atop the little stove. “Yes, we are. We’re not familiar with this part of the country and were hoping to find someone who is to guide us on westward into the mountains. Please sit.” She motioned to a cushioned bench below the opening at the front of the wagon. “The water will boil in just a moment.”

      He stared at the iron stove with its pipe pushed out the rounded roof of the wagon. “You keep a fire lit even when you’re moving? Isn’t that dangerous?”

      Alana smiled proudly. “We have traveled this way for centuries. The fires in our stoves are the fires of the original Verma who came across the Deep Sea many years ago. Some say they have been burning for a thousand years.” She sighed and smiled fleetingly.

      “How can that possibly be?” He asked incredulously. “You mean to say they’ve never gone out?”

      “Never.” She picked up a thick stick of wood and popped it into the fire box of the little stove. “It is said that if a family’s fire goes out, their line will come to an end in that generation.” Alana closed the firebox door. “We are very careful to make certain that does not happen.” She wiped her hands on her skirt and offered one to him. “My name is Alana of House Torvah.”

      He took her hand and smiled. “Bellami … uh … of no House, but Bellami I suppose.”

      “You have no family?” Alana asked as the tea pot began to whistle.

      “My mother lives some good ways away with my grandfather and … and I had no father to give me his name.”

      “Oh, I see,” Alana sighed. “We of the Verma are different than you flatlanders. Our children take the name of their mother’s House. The man may supply the seed, but the woman bears the fruit and nurtures it as it grows,” she said with a chuckle. “You have nothing to feel shame about amongst us, Bellami … of House Bellami.”

      “Thank you.” He took the brightly glazed clay cup of tea she offered. “Now, where is it you and your people are traveling to?”

      Alana blew on her steaming cup of tea. “I can’t quite say yet, but I’ll know it when I see it.”

      “Excuse me?” Bellami said, his face screwed up in confusion. “Ivar said you wanted a guide. How is somebody supposed to guide you if you don’t know where you want to go?”

      “The prophecy in the Codex of Otar and Neva tells us we should travel westward to find our new homeland. Our ancestors traveled west across the Deep Sea centuries ago and came to this continent and the land east of here. But times have changed, and we felt it was time for us to journey westward once again to find the true land of the prophecy, where we can be free to live as we please.”

      “Well, I’ve never been farther west than the Opal Mountains, and those are overrun with Dark Elves. They’ll cut your throats and ask questions later.”

      Alana tucked her red hair behind her ears to reveal their pointed shape. “We do not know these Dark Elves you speak of, but the Verma carry elven blood from our ancient home across the Deep Sea. We fear no Elves.”
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      Kharl, king of the Dark Elves, sat in his lodge, sipping strong wine and listening to his counselors arguing around his table. With his free hand, he ran long slender fingers through his dark auburn hair. He wore a tunic woven of sturdy spider-silk and gold earrings studded with precious stones lined his pointed ears.

      “Silence!” he shouted and slammed his empty silver cup onto the highly polished table. “I’ve heard all of this before.”

      “But Your Majesty,” said the priest in his long black robes. His head was shaved except for the auburn braid hanging down his back. “It is important to understand the implications of this new information.”

      “Implications? What implications?” Kharl stormed. “My spy amongst these Verma tells me they travel now to the Monastery to collect the sacred Codex of Otar. That cannot be allowed to happen. The Codex belongs to the Elves. We are the true descendants of Otar and his bride, Neva. We will not leave it to a paltry bunch of humans, even though they possess a few drops of elven blood from our weaker cousins across the waters.”

      “Y-yes, Your Majesty,” stammered the priest, “but does this not give us the upper hand? You can send an emissary to the Monastery before they arrive to guard it and the Codex of our Blessed Otar.”

      “By Otar’s eternal fires, priest, we will send no emissary. We will not send guards to stand in the stone halls of humans to protect the precious words of our great Lord Otar.” He slammed his fist upon the table, sloshing wine from cups as he stared up at a tapestry depicting a muscular, golden male with a hammer in his fist. Two females, one with flowing silver hair and one with copper, knelt at his feet.

      “We will send a band of warriors to take our sacred Codex and bring it back here, where it belongs. It should never have been left in the keeping of humans for all this time. It belongs with us, the true children of Otar and Neva.”

      “Of course, it does, my king,” the simpering priest said, bending to place his bald forehead upon the table in submission to his king. “Our high priest, Mhar, has been preaching this for a very long time, Your Majesty. He will be very pleased to hear of your decision to reacquire the great Codex from the puny human heretics.”

      “My brother’s pleasure or displeasure is of no consequence to me, priest.” Kharl smiled and ran his big hand over the smooth backside of the naked human slave pouring his wine.

      He looked forward to taking his pleasure with her later. He grew hard thinking of Thonja’s high-pitched screams as he bit her tender breasts.

      “Kharlson,” the king yelled. “Where is my son?”

      “I’m here, Father.” A tall elf with pale skin and wavy, pale blond hair walked confidently forward from the back of the smoky room and knelt before the king of the Dark Elves. “How may I serve you tonight?”

      I hope you are planning to play with Thonja later, Father. Every scream you cause plays right into my plan for you.

      “I want you to gather a band of your best warriors to retrieve the Codex of Otar from that cursed monastery across the desert. Bring it here to me and our priests to study and safeguard.”

      The king emptied his goblet without offering wine to his son.

      Kharlson crossed an arm over his black leather breastplate and bowed his head to the rush-strewn floor. “Yes, my Father. What of the priests there, should they put up a resistance?”

      “Kill them,” Kharl growled as he pinched Thonja’s tender backside until she flinched in pain. “I have no care for human scum, even if they claim to be priests of Otar.”

      Kharlson smiled. And the human scum in your hand has little care for you, Father. You have no idea the things she does for me when I promise her she can stand over you and watch the life drain from your eyes.

      “They are heretics and blasphemers,” the priest hissed.

      “Of course, they are,” the king said, rolling his eyes at his grinning son. “It is why I have decided to have the Codex brought here to our forest city, where it belongs.”

      Kharlson smiled slyly. “It shall be as you wish, Father. We will acquire the Codex and return with it to you here.”

      Sandhrin and his men are eager to taste human blood again. They grow fat and lazy here in the city with nothing to do but eat, drink, and play with slaves.

      “I knew I could depend on you, my son,” Kharl said with a broad smile.

      Thonja yelped as Kharl slapped her to the floor for spilling a drop of wine on the table. He motioned and three of his retainers dropped on the girl and began using her while the others in the room looked on, grinning at the human slave’s humiliation, and hoping for a turn with her as well.

      The tall son of the king of the elves smiled as he stood, turned, and strode from his father’s hall, beckoning his armored companions to follow.

      They probably want to watch as my father’s men use Thonja. They can have her the next time she comes to my lodge. She’ll be happy to do whatever they ask of her. I’ve promised her what she desires most.
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      Bellami finished his second cup of tea when the door burst open and a portly woman in a white blouse and bright blue skirt with long, gray hair braided down her back pushed into the wagon, followed by two younger men. She gave a surprised gasp when she saw Bellami sitting on the bench beside Alana with a cup in his hand.

      “What’s the meaning of this, daughter-in-law? Who is this strange man alone with you in your wagon?” Sephra demanded, her eyes darting from Bellami to the younger man with dark hair.

      Judging from the resemblance, Bellami suspected him to be the woman’s son.

      Alana stood. “Mother Sephra, this is Bellami and he’s a guide. He’s agreed to take us to the Monastery of Otar and Neva, then as far as the Opal Mountains to the west.” She turned to Bellami and rolled her eyes. “Bellami, this is my betrothed, Garrad of House Physka,” she said, nodding to the dark-headed man in his mid-thirties with a slight paunch beneath his wide purple sash and wearing a shaggy black mustache.

      “The other is his younger brother Jami, and this is their mother, Sephra of House Physka. She is the Mother of our Troop.” Alana nodded and gave a cursory bow to the older woman, who still scowled.

      “Your betrothed?” Bellami said with a raised eyebrow.

      “Yes,” Alana admitted uneasily. “We were to be married when we reached our valley, but Mother Sephra has decided we should marry when we reach the monastery of Otar and Neva. Do you know where that is from here?”

      “The place where the monks wear those orange robes and tattoo wavy blue lines on their foreheads?”

      “Yes,” Sephra answered. “The orange robes represent the glow of Otar’s forges in the mountains of our original homeland and the blue lines represent Neva’s life-giving waters flowing from their peaks.” She glowered at Bellami. “How is it you do not know that? Are you a man without faith?”

      Bellami stood. His head brushed the arched ceiling of the Vermawagon. “I’m a man who has faith in himself and what he can see and touch. Fire is fire and water is water. There’s nothing divine about them,” he said bluntly as he moved toward the door. “Have your people ready to travel in three days, m’lady. We’ll depart at sunrise.” He stepped through the door and closed it behind him.

      “How long have you been alone in this wagon with that man, Alana?” Sephra demanded. “Have you no decency? Garrad is as good as your husband and you make it look to the rest of our Troop as though you cuckold him already.” Sephra put a firm hand on her oldest son’s shoulder and shook her head.

      As if he’d even care. He wants this marriage even less than I do.

      “When you marry this girl, you will need to beat some decency into her, my son. You can’t have her going about like a common trollop. You are of House Physka and such cannot be tolerated in a wife of our House.”

      Sephra glared triumphantly at Alana. “House Torvah didn’t come into being until after the crossing. They have nothing to be proud of. The fires of House Physka have burned for over a thousand years. I chose this one for you because her father was a good man from one of the old Houses who bred girls with red hair and boys with black, but I fear I may have done you a disservice in my choosing. The Torvah blood seems to dominate in this one.”

      She scowled at Alana, stood on her toes, and kissed her son’s whiskered cheek.

      “Mother,” Garrad said with a weak smile to Alana. “Alana has acquired a guide for us across this unknown land. She does not fear speaking to strangers and brings us goodly coin with her leatherwork. She will make a fine wife and will someday lead this Troop. I’m certain of it.”

      He poured tea into a cup and took a seat on the bench beside Alana, taking her hand in his.

      Sephra huffed, “She may, and she may not, but she still needs to be taught obedience and respect. I don’t think I’ve ever met a more disrespectful young woman. I’m going to begin carrying a willow rod and switch her across the backside every time she disrespects me.”

      Jami spoke for the first time, a wide smile on his ruddy face. “You do that, Mother, and you’re likely to find her knife between your ribs.”

      You are so right, brother. Switching me is the last thing that old cow would ever do, and she knows it.

      “Very likely,” Alana muttered under her breath. She cleared her throat and stood. “You should all finish your tea, so I can get changed to dance. They’ll be lighting the fire soon.”

      “You mean you’re not even going to cook a meal for your betrothed?” Sephra demanded. “You should have been preparing a meal instead of being closed up in here alone with a strange man, drinking tea.”

      “He’s not my husband yet, Sephra,” Alana said pointedly. “He’s still yours to feed until the priest binds our wrists.”

      “Do you see what I’m talking about, my son? She’s disrespectful and rude to her future mother and the leader of her Troop.” Sephra slammed her cup on the counter and turned toward the door. She made a point of smoothing the rumpled quilt on the bed and glared at Alana. “Just drinking tea … huh?”

      Garrad and Jami both put an arm around their mother and herded her toward the door.

      “Come on Mother, let’s have some of that stew you have on the stove in our wagon,” Garrad said and winked at Alana as he pulled the door closed behind him.

      How am I going to live with that horrible old cow? She makes me want to pull my last hair out.

      Alana changed into her three-tiered green dance skirt and cropped blouse revealing her bare midriff. She brushed out her long, coppery hair and applied kohl to her eyelids to darken them. Finally, she sat on the edge of her bed and traded her heavy boots for soft dance slippers. Her sharp knife, she slipped beneath her pillows.

      Alana pulled a straw from her broom, stuck it into the stove and when it caught, she hurriedly lit a lamp. Darkness didn’t frighten her, but she didn’t like walking into a dark wagon while they were camped in strange places. She didn’t want any surprise visits from men like the officious Constable Gork.

      

      Outside, men played their stringed instruments, creating a lively melody, while others beat small handheld drums. The combination caused Alana’s body to react and she swayed back and forth to the lively beat. She joined the other young women and twirled around the raging fire built in the center of the circled wagons.

      Men and women from the village clapped in time to the drums as they stood watching the gyrations of the fast-moving dancers. They sipped cups of the watered Verma wine and ate meat and vegetables grilled over open fires.

      In other wagons, the young women who acted as pallet girls readied themselves for the slobbering men from the village who would ultimately come looking to spend their coin to be pleasured. In some towns, the pallet girls were looked down upon, but most did not understand that nearly all the highly sought-after healers of the Verma had once been pallet girls, honing their empathic talents with the men they serviced. They learned by sensing the men’s desires and needs.

      Alana had no skills as an empath and had spent little time as a pallet girl. Her talent was the ability to read the weather. From an early age, Alana could sense the changes in the air pressure and humidity. She could tell when it would rain and how bad storms would be.

      Women with her talent were sought after by agricultural communities and the military. Men with the talent had died out long ago. Alana hadn’t shared the knowledge of her talent with many. She hadn’t wanted to be whisked away by some baron or duke to add might to his army in battle or a wealthy farmer who’d have paid her family well to acquire her talents for his fields.
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        * * *

      

      In his mother’s dark wagon, Jami sat in deep concentration, searching for the connection eluding him.

      Are you there, Father? I would speak to you of the Troop’s plans.

      Jami squeezed his eyes tighter and listened. Perhaps the priest was busy and couldn’t answer him.

      I’m here, my son. What news do you have for me?

      Jami’s heart leapt in his chest at the strangely accented voice in his head.

      We’ve stopped at the village of Pyne to dance, sell our wares, and buy supplies. After the animals have rested for a day or two and eaten, we will be on our way to the monastery.

      Jami listened for a reply.

      Do you still plan to take vows with the priests there?

      Not if you and your priests, the true priests of Otar, would allow me to come study with you.

      Several minutes of silence passed and Jami began to lose hope.

      I have discussed this with my brothers and if you are really willing to betray your people and help us acquire the Codex, then you may come to us, my son.

      Jami’s heart leapt into his throat and tears of joy filled his eyes. These are not my people, Father. They are weak humans who distrust and forsake me because I have the power of the elves in my blood.

      Are there others amongst the wagons who share your power, my son?

      A few of the women are telepathic, but can’t cover the distances I can. There are no men in the Troop with power, but there is a child who may one day show promise. His hair is red like mine, but he is only seven.

      I see. Are there no others amongst so many in your troop?

      Jami sighed to himself. His head began to throb, carrying on the conversation for so long over such a distance, but he didn’t want to appear weak to the powerful priest. There are three or four empaths among the men and pallet girls and Alana is a weather-witch. She can sense changes in the weather, but she can’t manipulate it like the wizards of old.

      I see. Will any of them be taking vows at the monastery?

      No, they will all be traveling on to search for a valley to settle in and grow the berries to make our wine. None are interested in cultivating their gifts.

      I see. You are welcome in the halls of Otar, my son. When should we expect you at the monastery?

      I’m not certain, Father. Alana is searching for a guide. I’ll contact you when I know more.

      Thank you, my son. I look forward to hearing from you again.

      Jami broke contact, furrowed his brow, and massaged his aching temples. Two weeks earlier while out foraging, he’d first made contact with the priest. It had surprised Jami and for a while, he’d thought he was hearing the voice of Otar in his head.

      He’d bragged about his elven blood and told the priest they intended to acquire the Codex of Otar and Neva to take to their new valley, where they would build a new monastery to hold the sacred text. Jami put forth the new monastery as a place of learning, where the Verma would reestablish their power as the Wizards of old, though not under the control of human nobility.

      The priest had told him the faith had been corrupted by humans and that the true faith was held by the elves in their forest home in the western mountains. Jami longed to be a part of that faith and when the priest had offered to tutor him in exchange for his assistance in acquiring the sacred Codex, Jami had jumped at the opportunity.

      The Verma have as much elven blood as human. Some, like Alana, even have the ears. Why shouldn’t the elves have the sacred Codex? The humans have had possession of it for centuries and done nothing of consequence with it.

      Humans in the old country enslaved and used us. The humans of this country fear and mistrust us. It’s time for the elves to have a chance.

      Perhaps I’ll take an elven wife and begin a new line of Verma in our valley. A new strength.
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      Kharlson sat before a fire in his lodge with Thonja, the pretty, naked female on his lap. He fondled one of her small, firm breasts as he sipped wine from a goblet made of horn. He fondled her tenderly, the bruises left by his father still healing.

      “What are you thinking, my lord?” the girl asked as she slipped the goblet from his fingers to take a sip. “You are silent tonight.”

      You think above your station, woman. I give you much. Don’t think to get more.

      He took back the wine and stood, dumping her unceremoniously to the packed earthen floor of the lodge. Her long, blonde hair fell from its clip to cascade about her pale shoulders. “I don’t share my thoughts with women of little consequence like you, Thonja.”

      “Forgive me, my lord,” she said, lowering her eyes as she got to her knees. Thonja lifted a hand to massage Kharlson’s crotch. “May I pleasure you with my mouth in another way?”

      Kharlson pushed the girl’s hand away. “Use your mouth to summon my men,” he said curtly. “We must make plans.”

      “Yes, my lord,” she said and got to her feet.

      A few minutes later, Thonja returned with six tall elves behind her. “Will there be anything more, my lord?” Thonja asked, her eyes lowered in submission.

      That’s better.

      Kharlson furrowed his smooth, pale brow. “Go outside and use your damned mouth on the guards at the door. They deserve a little treat,” he instructed, and the other men sniggered.

      Thonja stalked away, followed by laughter, and when he heard the door close behind her, Kharlson cleared his throat. “That should keep her busy and the guards distracted while we carry on with our business,” he said as he poured more wine.

      A tall, broad-shouldered elf with long, black hair and dark, deep-set eyes joined his Capitan at the wine table. “What are your plans, my lord?”

      “My father wants that damned Codex from the monastery of the humans,” he sighed. “I suppose we are going to get it for him, Sandhrin.”

      Sandhrin frowned. “And what of your other plans?”

      Kharlson grinned. “Those plans will go on, as we discussed before. Sending me off to take the Codex from the monastery couldn’t have come at a better time. If the king dies in his sleep while I’m out of the city, no blame can possibly fall upon me.”

      He emptied his goblet of wine and stared at the simple horn cup. “He’ll rue the day he denied me my place as a prince and made me drink from such as this when I should have been drinking from cups of silver.”

      Sandhrin smiled. “Will we be allowed to kill some humans?”

      “The king ordered it in front of a hall filled with people,” Kharlson grinned. “And the future king is restless to feel human blood up to his elbows.”

      He lifted his arms into the air and his men cheered.

      “What are your plans, my prince?” Sandhrin asked as he refilled Kharlson’s cup.

      “We will journey to the monastery through the foothills, skirting the great desert, take the Codex, and return here with it the same way.”

      One of Sandhrin’s men chuckled. “We need more female slaves. I’m tired of the old ones.”

      The other men in the group murmured in agreement. “We need a breeding pen,” one suggested. “Then we can train them from a young age.”

      Kharlson snorted. “You just like them young, Therin, while their breasts are no more than buds and before their first monthly blood.”

      “I simply prefer fresh meat to overdone,” he said with a raised brow. “Humans multiply like rabbits, my prince. Growing our own is more practical than raiding.”

      Kharlson shrugged his shoulders. “I shall put you I charge of the breeding program upon our successful return, Therin and you can be the first to break in all the new bed-slaves.”

      Therin bowed his brown head. “I am honored, my prince.”

      As you should be.

      “Have you any young ones from your own house slaves?” Kharlson asked.

      Therin raised a brow and said uneasily, “I just sent two boys off to the training camp for the royal guard, my prince.”

      “They are your sons by your slaves?”

      “Sons of Mhari and Dhani,” he said, “two of my bed-slaves. Both are strong boys. They will make fine royal guards for your court, my prince.”

      “He guards the girls like treasure,” Sandhrin sniggered. “He doesn’t pass them around until he’s deflowered them himself.”

      “Daughters should be treasured,” Kharlson said. “Have you any by your wife?”

      Therin stared at Kharlson, wide-eyed. “I would not bed the daughters gotten on my wife,” he said with disgust. “The children of slaves are slaves themselves and only half elven, if fathered by me.”

      “You allow others to bed your slaves?” Kharlson asked.

      “Certainly not,” Therin gasped.

      “Then, the daughters of your bed-slaves are the daughters of your body,” Kharlson said.

      Incest of any sort was frowned upon in elven society and Kharlson found Therin’s admissions and his defense of it reprehensible.

      “When we return from this campaign,” Kharlson said, “I’ll have one of your daughters by your wife.”

      Therin bowed deeply. “I’m honored, my prince. My oldest, Thera, will make you a fine wife.”

      “Wife?” Kharlson said with a chuckle and wink at Sandhrin. “I want to bed the little bitch, not marry her.”
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      Alana danced with the other women through the first set of five songs before trudging breathless to her wagon for water. She dipped a cup full from her water barrel on the side of the wagon, pulled the trunk from beneath her table, and sat. She drank deeply, then closed her eyes while she caught her breath.

      Maybe I’m getting too old for this.

      “You dance well,” a male voice said.

      Alana gave a start and lifted her eyes to see Bellami standing on the other side of her table with a mug in his hand.

      “I haven’t seen dancing like that in a very long time and you do it very well,” he said.

      “Thank you.” She scooted over to make room for him beside her on the trunk. “You’re familiar with the dancing of the Verma?”

      He smiled. “I traveled in the east some in my youth. I spent some time with a Troop in the mountains there.”

      “Oh, I see.” Alana sipped her water and smiled when she saw Lyham running with some of the village children in her direction.

      They stopped as a group and Lyham grabbed her mug, helping himself to a gulp of her water. He put it back into her hands and departed, laughing with the children once more.

      “I didn’t think the Verma allowed boys with red hair to live,” Bellami said hesitantly and sipped from his mug.

      Alana recognized the strong scent of Verma wine. He’d visited the refreshment table.

      “Most don’t,” she admitted. “We’re considered heretics and it’s the reason we’re traveling west in search of the valley promised in the Codex of Otar and Neva. We will consult with priests at the Monastery when we reach it for their advice, before continuing on our journey.” She smiled at the handsome man. “We hope they may have some knowledge of its location.”

      “Before or after your wedding?” he asked with an impish grin.

      “Before, during, and after.” Alana sighed and took his mug for a long drink of the watered wine sold by the women at the refreshment table. She handed it back to him and smiled. “I have a jug of the good stuff under my bed. Wait here while I get it.”

      She stood, walked quickly, and climbed the stairs into her wagon to retrieve the clay jug containing her private stock of the undiluted spicy wine.

      “There you are, girlie. I’ve been waiting,” the familiar male voice of Constable Gork said from the dark corner beside Lyham’s cot.

      Alana gave a start and whipped around to find the disheveled constable standing in the shadows, waving the dagger she’d left beneath her pillow and grinning.

      “What are you doing in my wagon? Get out!” she exclaimed loudly, hoping Bellami would hear through the open door and window above his head.

      For a pudgy man, the constable moved quickly and soon had Alana by the wrist again with the tip of the dagger pressed into the soft flesh beneath her chin.

      “I came back for that taste and this time I’m going to get it,” he said with slurred speech from too much wine. “It was nice of you to leave the door open and a light on for me. I think you were expecting me.” He reached over and pinched out the flame, throwing the wagon into darkness. “But we’re not going to need that now. I prefer to cuddle in the dark, don’t you?”

      Like I’d consider cuddling with you. I don’t couple with stinking swine.

      He flung Alana onto the bed and jumped atop her prone body before she could roll away. “I been thinking about this all afternoon.”

      He breathed into her face and Alana wanted to wretch from the foul stench of his breath. He tried to find her mouth again for a kiss and Alana struggled under his weight to push him off.

      “Let me go,” she screamed as she tried to push the man away. “I’m no pallet girl.”

      “I watched you dancing out there, girlie. I can recognize when a woman needs a man between her legs. You have that look, girlie, and I’ve got just the thing.” He began unfastening his breeches and pushing them down. “You’ll be dancing bow-legged when I’m done with you.” He laughed.

      In your dreams, perhaps.

      “Get off me you horrid, filthy beast,” she yelled louder. The musicians played close by and Alana wondered whether the playing kept Bellami from hearing her or if he’d walked away from the table for some reason.

      “You feel that?” Gork breathed and began rubbing his weeping, stiffened manhood on her bare leg as he pressed it toward her crotch. “I’m going to give it to you really good, girlie and you’re gonna beg me for more.”

      I doubt that.

      The wagon creaked, and Alana felt it sway with the weight of someone stepping heavily upon the stairs. It was too heavy to be Lyham and Alana gave a relieved mental sigh. She didn’t want the boy to see any of this.

      “I said get off me,” she screamed again and pushed at his smelly body with hers.

      Then Alana felt his weight being pulled from atop her and she bolted from the bed, lunging after him with her nails clawing at the horrible man’s face. Her hand caught cloth and she yanked, coming away with his filthy, loose breeches.

      Light from the dancing flames outside glinted off her blade and the furious young woman snatched it up off the floor where Gork had dropped it. In the glow, Alana recognized Bellami holding the flailing Gork in one big strong hand.

      “He’s persistent, if nothing else,” Bellami stated as he used his free hand to slap the back of the constable’s shaggy head. “You’re an idiot, Gork. I hope Ivar has the good sense to send you packing after he hears about this.”

      “Let me go, you half-elf bastard,” Gork roared at Bellami. “You just think this will get you a free go at her. These Vermin don’t give anything away for free. You’ll have to pay just like all the rest of us if you want a taste  … Ivar’s not going to do anything. He’s going to be around for his free taste soon enough, just like me.” Gork glared at Alana. “Maybe he’ll watch the door while I get my taste, so we won’t be bothered by filth like this elf-blood, trail man.”

      Alana felt someone on her steps again and relit the lamp as Chief Constable Ivar poked his head through the door. He peered at Bellami holding onto Gork, whose wilted erection hung limp in the glow of her lamp.

      “Did I hear someone call my name?”

      Bellami shoved Gork at his cousin with a frown on his handsome face. “Get this piece of dung out of this camp, Ivar, or the next time he assaults this lady, I’m not going to save his ballocks from her blade.”

      Ivar noticed Alana for the first time with her dagger in her white-knuckled hand and fury blazing in her green eyes. In the distance, thunder rumbled across the night sky.

      “What’s going on in here?” Ivar asked, glaring at his whimpering cousin.

      “Gork has made improper and malicious advances toward this lady twice today. I’ve had to pull him off her both times or she’d have relieved him of his puny manhood and probably cut his throat.”

      “He said it would be a down payment on my taxes,” Alana hissed, still brandishing her knife at the indignant little constable.

      Ivar rolled his eyes and gave an exasperated sigh. “I’m so sorry, m’lady. I usually keep him with me, but I had to attend a meeting today with the village council about your visit.” He gave her a strange look, then darted his eyes up at Bellami. “I know I told you the tax would be ten percent, but they’ve insisted on fifteen.”

      This was nothing new to Alana. She’d heard it from officials in other villages they’d passed through. Alana knew these men made their money extorting merchants because their pay from the villages tended to be minimal.

      “I won’t pay more than ten percent on the pallet girls’ earnings,” Alana said flatly. “They work too hard for their money and have to put up with foul-mouthed trash like him.” She nodded at Gork. “I’ll pay you the fifteen on our sales of crafts and the refreshment tables.”

      “And what the dancers earn?” he asked, emboldened by her easy capitulation, no doubt.

      “The money the dancers receive are gratuities and not earnings,” Alana told him. “I’ll not relent on that count.” She took a deep breath and continued. “If you want to press the issue, Chief Constable, I’ll pack up my people and we’ll move on to the next village. You and your council won’t see a single coin in your pockets from us.”

      Bellami stepped closer to Alana with a serious scowl on his face. “I can have you folks packed up and away from here before this ass rolls out of bed in the morning. Ivar, go on and get drunk with the rest of your constables, and be happy with what she’s already agreed upon.” He pointed a finger at the quivering Gork. “And if I see that fool Gork near these people again, I’ll be sending him back to you a eunuch.”

      Ivar grinned. “That would save me a goodly bit of headache, I’m certain.” He pushed Gork toward the door before he turned to Alana. “I don’t suppose you have your taxes calculated yet?”

      She shook her head. “The tables won’t close up until the dancing has ended and the pallet girls won’t have their tallies until the morning. I’ll add that to tomorrow’s total.”

      “Very well,” he said and shrugged. “I’ll be around again after the fire dies down.” He turned away and bounded down the steps into the crowd watching the dancers.

      Gork had disappeared.

      “He’s got a set of ballocks on him,” Bellami said with disgust.

      “He’s not bad,” Alana admitted. “We’ve been in villages that wanted fifty percent, free use of the pallet girls, and rent for our camping spaces.”

      “Really?” Bellami asked, wide-eyed. “That’s disgusting.”

      “Yes,” she said with a nod, “it is. I’ll pay the constable his fifteen percent. I’m sure the council doesn’t pay him enough to support himself and a family. Few of them do.”

      “That would be true,” Bellami concurred. “This council holds its coin close.”

      “Most do from what I’ve experienced.” Alana stared at the tall guide.

      In the glow of her lamp, she noted red glints in his shiny brown hair and his eyes shown bright green like her own. He had the look of an elf in his sharp features and lithe, muscular body. His skin tone was darker than that of an elf, but Alana suspected Bellami spent a good bit of time in the sun.

      “You have elven blood?” she asked hesitantly, remembering Gork’s slur.

      Bellami got a far-off look in his eyes. “Yes. My mother’s family farmed on the plain to the west of your Monastery. She and her two brothers were set upon one afternoon by a band of Dark Elves while gathering grain at the end of the harvest. The boys were slain, and my mother assaulted. I was the result of that assault.”

      “I’m sorry,” Alana said and bent to retrieve the jug of wine from beneath her bed. She slid out the heavy clay jug and tugged at the cork.

      The rich spicy aroma of the Verma wine wafted upward when the cork came free. That first hearty scent always delighted her, and Alana breathed deeply before offering to fill Bellami’s empty mug. “This is considerably stronger than what they offer at the table outside.”

      Alana filled his mug and poured one for herself. She seldom drank, but after the day’s troubles with Constable Gork and her ongoing troubles with Sephra, a drink seemed fitting. Alana lifted her mug. “To our forthcoming journey.”

      She tipped her mug and let the rich, sweet wine fill her mouth before it slid down her throat and settled warmly in her belly.

      The narcotic effect of the wine set her senses tingling as soon as it filled her mouth and Alana closed her eyes until the first dizzying minutes passed. As she opened them, the pressure of the atmosphere closed in around her. The humidity in the air felt cloying and she smelled the static of lightening in the distance.

      This is going to be a bad one. I’ve got to warn the Troop.

      “It will rain tonight.” Alana jumped to her feet. “The storm will be a bad one,” she gasped and pressed her fingers to her temples in an effort to relieve the mounting pressure in her head. “I’ve got to go warn the Troop to tie everything down and secure the animals. You should go warn the constable to let the village know the wind will be fierce.”

      “What are you talking about?” Bellami asked as she rushed by him and out the door. He followed at her heels as she went from wagon to wagon, issuing her storm warning.

      “Batten everything down,” she yelled as she went along. “There will be heavy rain, strong winds, and lightening.”

      Lightening flashed and thunder cracked as they pushed through the crowd around the dancers. “A storm is coming,” she yelled to Garrad and Jami, who sat playing. “You need to get everything tied down immediately. It’s going to be a bad one.”

      The musicians stopped playing and the dancers began rushing toward their respective wagons in heed of her urgent warning.

      The villagers, alarmed by the Verma’s reaction to her warning, began to scatter. Soon, rain began to splatter upon the dry ground and hiss in the dying fire. Alana’s people took down their tables and stowed away anything that could be blown away as a cold wind began to rage, twisting the tops of the conifers along the creek and cracking branches.

      “How bad will it be?” Garrad yelled to her on his way to collect the staked draft animals.

      “Bad,” Alana called back to him as she yanked the cloth from her table and wadded it into a ball. She slid the trunk filled with leather goods beneath the wagon, along with the table.

      The rain began to fall in a heavy downpour and lightening lit the cloudy night sky. The wind whipped Alana’s hair into her face and her clothes became plastered to her body. Lightning struck close by with an ear-piercing crack and Bellami yanked Alana up the stairs into the warmth of her dry wagon.

      “Get in here before you get hit.” He pulled a folded blanket from the end of the bed and wrapped it around the woman’s shivering body.

      Alana opened the firebox and threw in a few sticks of wood to feed the fire that had burned down to embers. She gazed around the wagon, looking for Lyham, but didn’t see the boy. “Lyham’s not here. I hope he’s found someplace dry.”

      “He’s probably with one of the other families,” Bellami said, trying to sound reassuring.

      “Not one of our families,” Alana sighed. “He’s not really accepted by most of them.”

      “But I thought you people were heretics because you let the red-headed boys live.”

      “We do, but some still don’t trust them very much, and expect to see signs of wizardry in everything he does.” Alana drained the wine from her mug, but it did little to warm her. She stood and put the teapot on the stove. “Lyham’s had a difficult time. The children tease and shun him, and their parents encourage it, I’m ashamed to say.”

      “Your betrothed’s brother is a redhead. Do they distrust him as well?”

      “Some do,” Alana admitted, “but most don’t let him see it because of Sephra. She’d not be pleased.”

      Bellami smiled and rolled his eyes. “I don’t imagine that old woman handles displeasure very well.”

      That’s putting it mildly.

      “No,” Alana sighed, “she does not.”

      “She doesn’t seem too pleased with her daughter-in-law to be.”

      “She thinks I’m disrespectful.”

      The teapot began to whistle, and Alana turned to attend to it. She took down glazed clay cups from their hooks and poured tea into them, savoring the minty aroma of the hot brew.

      Bellami stood and took the cup from her hand. “You should change out of those wet clothes before you fall ill from the chill. I’ll drink this tea and be on my way, so you can have your privacy.” He put the cup to his lips and swallowed.

      “Not to worry. The heat from the stove will dry me out soon enough.” She sat and put her cup to her lips.

      The door burst open and Lyham came charging in. “It’s really raining out there, Auntie. How long’s it gonna last?” He grabbed a linen cloth from a hook on the wall and wrapped his dripping head with it. He turned to Bellami. “My Auntie can tell the weather,” he boasted proudly with a broad grin on his impish, freckled face. “She’s a powerful weather-witch.”

      “That’s very impressive,” Bellami said with a smile, “but you’d better get out of those wet clothes. You’re making a puddle in your Auntie’s floor.”

      “No,” he said, shaking his dripping head. He began pulling clothes from the drawer built into the bottom of his narrow bunk. “I’m going back to my friend’s house. I just came to tell Auntie and get dry clothes.” He rolled his dry tunic and stuffed it into an oiled cloth bag.

      “Wait a minute, young man,” Alana said, taking him by the shoulders. “What friend?”

      “My new friend, Khent. He lives in the village.” Lyham tore a chunk of bread from the loaf on the counter and stuffed it into his smiling mouth. “His mother said I could stay the night.”

      “Lyham, the chief constable told me our children are not allowed into the village. I’m afraid you won’t be able to go,” Alana said sadly. She hated to disappoint the smiling boy. He had no real friends amongst the Verma children.

      “It’s all right, Auntie,” Lyham said with an eager smile. “Khent’s father is the chief constable and he said I could come as long as it was all right with you.”

      Alana darted her eyes to a grinning Bellami.

      “Ivar has a son named Khent,” the guide confirmed. “I’m sure it’s fine. If his wife said Khent could have a friend over, Ivar wouldn’t dare cross her. Mina isn’t a big woman, but she has a sharp tongue and rules her household with an iron fist.”

      “Very well,” Alana said and watched Lyham rush out the door into the rainy night. “Be a good boy,” she called after him. “Do as you’re told and don’t cause any trouble for the constable and his wife.”

      “I’m always good,” she heard the laughing boy call back through the pouring rain.

      Bellami stood. “I’ll bid you good night and see the boy gets to Ivar’s without incident.” He emptied his tea cup, turned, and left Alana’s wagon.

      Why couldn’t Father have found me a man like that?

    



OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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