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  PROLOGUE




   




  Over a thousand years ago, the Tuaneth kingdoms in Erdos lived in peace with each other and their human neighbors until Lord Estoril, the secretly ambitious ruler of Arcona Ileria, began experimenting with kazhra, forbidden black magic. Seduced by its power, he transformed his people, physically and spiritually, into the Ouida, an army of soulless creatures subject to his will. Now calling himself Lord Zarkhan, he embarked on a vicious campaign of death and terror to conquer all the peoples of Erdos, including his fellow Tuaneth.




  In those days, humans lived in small tribes, surviving as hunter/gatherers and subsistence farmers. But under the tutelage of the Tuaneth, whom they revered as gods, they learned about science and the arts; knowledge which would spur their development into organized countries and kingdoms. The largest and most advanced of these future entities would be the Olynthian Empire, which stretched from the Sea of Belfas in the east to the Carthus Mountains in the west.




  In response to Zarkhan's threat, the human tribes joined the Tuaneth to form the Free League of Erdos under the leadership of Lord Aros, Tuaneth ruler of Ossetia. Years of indecisive and costly warfare followed until Aros organized a major offensive to stop Zarkhan once and for all. Leading the combined Tuaneth and human armies, he attacked Zarkhan's Ouida hordes in the Battle of the Aulden Hills, just north of Zarkhan's newly-renamed kingdom of Morthus Darya. On the second day, however, several human tribes defected to Zarkhan's side, and one of their archers attempted to assassinate Aros. Instead, his only son, Arius, stepped into the arrow's path and sacrificed himself to save his father. Although Aros was injured by a second assassin's arrow, he was able to resume command.




  In a move to salvage what he could of the League's momentum, and hungry for vengeance for the death of his son, Aros challenged Zarkhan to single combat. Zarkhan, who considered Aros his chief rival for power among the Tuaneth, accepted without hesitation. Both men used magic to enhance their sword skills and physical strength, but in the end it was Aros's spell that prevailed. After Aros slew Zarkhan, nearly cleaving him in two, the Ouida lost the will to fight, and their ranks were decimated, as were those of the humans who'd betrayed the League.




  Total victory proved impossible, however. Zarkhan's broken body was snatched from the battlefield by a few remaining human traitors before the Tuaneth ritual of the dead, the Sarasomana, could be performed over his corpse. Thus, his soul did not go to the Mansions of Indore for judgment by Nerva, the Divine Mother of All, and instead was released to roam Erdos until the day it claimed a new host.




  Dismayed that he'd failed to vanquish his mortal enemy, and worn down by grief, Aros disbanded what was left of the League, and he and the other Tuaneth lords returned to their kingdoms. But they could never forget, nor could they forgive, the treachery of the humans who'd gone over to the enemy. Sick of war and death, and disillusioned by the weakness of human beings, the Tuaneth used magic to conceal their kingdoms and vowed never again to involve themselves in the affairs of Mankind.




  NOW, a thousand years later, something evil stirs once again in Zarkhan's former kingdom. No one knows for certain if his depraved soul has become incarnate, but the Ouida have returned and are raiding into the Olynthian Empire's western provinces, taking humans to be converted into more of their monstrous kind. Alliances have been formed between the desert southern kingdoms and Morthus Darya, and Zarkhan's evil influence is spreading, even onto the high seas.




  The stage is set for another epic battle for control of Erdos, but can Mankind prevail without the Tuaneth, who remain sequestered in their magic kingdoms, aloof and indifferent to the plight of humans?




  CHAPTER 1




  Though long years have passed since that terrible night, the chilling sound haunts me still. Sometimes, in the early hours of the morning, as I hover between sleep and wakefulness, I hear once more the shrieking battle cries of our attackers and the screams of our horses as they furiously yanked on their tethers, desperate to flee the savage bandits who stormed our camp. That night is forever engraved on my memory; etched in the blood of the one person I loved most in the world. For that was the night my mother was murdered, a brutal act which set in motion a chain of events that would alter the direction of my life in ways I could never have imagined.




  It was just before sunset when we stopped to spend the night under a few scraggly trees along a narrow, unnamed branch of the wild river known by my people as the Escalen. My mother and I were accompanied by two armed escorts, too small a number as it turned out. Although at the time I didn’t know the reason for our travel or where we were going, I had a strong sense we were fleeing something, or someone. I was then a decan old, the human equivalent of ten years, too young to understand the issues and disagreements between the adults, but I sensed the reason for our flight was compelling, for an aura of danger and fear clung to our little troop as we fled our home in Direth Varos, the Everlasting Wood, one of the three Tuaneth kingdoms in Erdos.




  It was early autumn, and chill winds were already cascading down the slopes of the rugged Carthus Mountains into the desolate valleys of the Aulden Hills, a notoriously dangerous place where bandits plundered and murdered with impunity. Why our small party dared to traverse this land, or do so without using a concealment spell, I do not know. Perhaps the soldiers wished to avoid the interior of the vast Emden Forest, where it was rumored an unidentified evil had taken up residence, or perhaps there was some sinister plot afoot, but in truth their decision to linger there left us vulnerable to attack from any one of the barbarian gangs that roamed the hills. The worst of these were the Western Wildemen, or the Dzemul as they were popularly known. I was soon to discover that they lived up to their reputation.




  We’d just settled down for the night, but the soldiers deemed a fire too risky as it would draw the attention of any roving brigands in the area. Unfortunately, that meant we were forced to eat only dry bread and hammel, a creamy spread made of mashed beans. While it was filling and nutritious, the taste was bland, and it was difficult to swallow without copious amounts of water.




  I shivered from the cold as I downed the last of my tasteless meal. “I wish we had a fire,” I whined, scooting closer to my mother.




  “I’ll warm you up,” she offered, extending her arm so I could take shelter beneath it and huddle against her body. “Once we’re through the Aulden Hills, the way will be less fraught with danger, and we’ll have a roaring fire every night.”




  “Where are we going, Mother?” I was confused about our flight from home and hoped to finally learn our destination.




  “A safe place, my child. You will know it when we get there.”




  Her answer perplexed me, as I’d felt no danger in Direth Varos. Our modest home was comfortable, and our lives had seemed quiet and unperturbed with no hint of peril.




  “But, why did we have to leave home?”




  She tilted my chin. “Lauriel, you’re too young to understand. But, rest assured, there is a very good reason why we had to leave Direth Varos.”




  Apparently unwilling to converse further, she crushed me against her warmth, and my quaking gradually ceased. To my surprise, I grew drowsy and closed my eyes. My head must have drooped, as well, because she began to softly sing my favorite lullaby in her high, crystal-clear voice. Contented and safe in her arms, I felt my soul begin to drift toward Malana, the land of sleep.




  “AIEAA!” From out of the still night, came a string of high-pitched, ululating screams, a terrible cacophony which jolted me awake and made the hairs on my neck stand on end. A swarm of nearly two dozen crazed raiders swept into our camp, their swords and daggers drawn, ready to kill us all. I clung to my mother, burying my face in her bosom, too terrified to move.




  Leaping to their feet, our two escorts drew their swords and engaged the enemy. Their elegantly-curved blades, forged by the finest Tuaneth craftsmen, were far superior to the crude weapons of the bandits, but the soldiers were doomed against such an overwhelming, blood-thirsty horde. I watched in horror, as first one, then the other, was cut down, their bloody bodies crumpling to the ground with limbs flailing and their once-proud faces frozen into gruesome death masks.




  “Quickly, come with me!” my mother exclaimed, grabbing my hand and scrambling to her feet.




  Speechless and stunned by what was happening, I let her drag me into the scrubby wilds surrounding our campsite. But, though we ran as fast as we could, it wasn’t fast enough.




  From out of nowhere, a stout, scar-faced bandit lunged at us and grabbed my arm with such force, I thought he would yank it from my body. As he grunted and worked at freeing me, my mother tightened her grip on my other arm.




  “Let her go!” she screamed while I whimpered and pleaded with him to release me.




  “She’s mine!” he shouted over and over in a booming voice.




  Unable to free me from his grasp, she withdrew a slender dagger from the folds of her cloak and slashed at his face, barely missing him. Trying again, she managed to cut him on the thick flesh between his head and shoulder, but it wasn’t enough to force him to release me.




  “You bitch!” he shouted, yanking my arm even harder and making me scream in pain.




  “Stop it!” My mother flung away her blade and grabbed me with both hands.




  Tired of playing tug-of-war, the brute raised his short sword in a brief warning and then plunged the tip into her breast. Mother! With a strangled cry, her grip slackened, and she sank to the ground, her beautiful face frozen in horror as her vibrant life was cruelly and swiftly taken.




  He tore me from her, and kicking and screaming, I yelled my head off, trying to free myself from his vise-like grip, but I was no match for his savage strength and determination. He threw me under his reeking right arm, and as he headed toward the waiting horses, I twisted around to gape at the grotesque scene.




  Our escorts sprawled next to each other, their limbs askew and their vacant eyes staring into nothingness. About thirty feet away lay my mother, her long, dark hair spread over her face and one arm outstretched along the ground. It was inconceivable that she was dead. I wanted to go to her, put my arms around her, and by sheer will power, pull her soul back into this world, for I could not imagine a life without her. One of the bandits began to drag her body toward the other corpses.




  “Leave her alone!” I screamed as I pummeled his thick abdomen uselessly.




  “Shut up!” my captor snarled, whacking me on the head with his free hand.




  He carried me toward the horses, a sorry lot of shaggy, sway-backed ponies. A large, swarthy brigand sat barebacked on a stocky black beast with only ropes for bridle and reins. Throughout the melee, he’d remained apart, as if guarding the horses, but I suspected he was more important than that, for he wore the spotted fur of a rata bear and a gold chain around his thick neck.




  “Here’s your prize, Ulfang. She’s a Tuaneth all right. Look at her ears.” I was handed up to the other man’s waiting arms. “This little one will bring you good luck and good fortune, I’m sure.”




  “Let me go, you beast!” I kicked at the man on the pony and managed to jam my foot into his thigh.




  “Yes, Gorbald, unless I beat her to death for her disobedience,” he said loudly as he wrestled me into position in front of him.




  “I’ll never obey you!” I shouted just inches from his homely face.




  He grasped my long hair and yanked my head back so that it rested on his chest. “Oh, you’ll obey me, my girl, and the sooner you realize that, the better.”




  I grew quiet and began to feel scared, but I’d not show him my fear. That would only encourage him to abuse me.




  He angled his head toward the rest of the men who, finished with their murderous rampage, were rifling through our belongings. One was examining the dead and stealing anything he deemed of value.




  “It’s time to go,” Ulfang shouted. “Burn the bodies, then round up the lads. We’d best make our way to the cave before someone else comes along. I’ve had enough confrontations for one day.”




  “No,” I shouted, shaking with terror and grief, unable to remain silent. “Don’t burn my mother. Please don’t hurt her anymore.”




  “She’s already dead,” the man snapped. “Now, be quiet.”




  “I will not! May Nerva curse you for what you’ve done!”




  Gorbald smiled. “She has spirit.”




  Ulfang grabbed my chin roughly and jerked my face toward him. “She’ll shut up, if she knows what’s good for her.”




  As I stared into the cold intensity of his black eyes, I realized he could snuff out my life with just one or two well-placed blows. I also realized the futility of further defiance, for I was well and truly his prisoner.




  Gorbald turned to the men, who were stuffing their stolen possessions into canvas bags. “Hurry up, you lot!” As two of the thieves gathered up our terrified horses, the others mounted their ponies.




  Ulfang held me firmly in place, his powerful right hand pinching my shoulder painfully. Despite his warning, however, I turned my head and tried to look him in the eye. “Who are you? Why did you kill my mother and the others?”




  “Shut up, brat! I need not explain myself to you.”




  I pressed on. “Where are you taking me? What right do you have to abduct me? Do you know who I am?”




  He wrapped his hand around my long hair and yanked it hard. “I said, shut up!”




  “Let me go!” I clawed at his fingers, but this made him jerk my hair even harder, bringing tears to my eyes.




  “Do you want me to truss you up and strap you to one of your noble Tuaneth horses?”




  I dropped my hands. “No.”




  “Good. Then be silent.” He signaled to the others. “Let’s go!”




  I had little choice but to settle down as he took the lead, and we rode away from the carnage of our camp into the gathering gloom of evening. I gasped for air as we quickened our pace. Being a Tuaneth, I was unaccustomed to humans, and the stench of his sweat mixed with blood and damp leather was overpowering.




  We rode east with all the speed the bandits’ homely little ponies could muster, and soon my whole world shrank to the hard pounding of hooves and the terrible pain of my grief. How could my mother be gone? It simply wasn’t possible. My eyes filled, but I swiped away my tears. I wouldn’t show this barbarian my despair. I may have been young, but I was a proud Tuaneth and would bear my loss with dignity - at least when I was not alone.




  After what seemed like hours, the party slowed to a walk, and despite my deep sorrow, I grew drowsy as the little horse fell into a gentle rhythm. I pinched my arm repeatedly, wanting to stay alert so I could memorize every detail of my surroundings. Unfortunately, although a bright moon now dominated the sky and my night vision was sharper than any human’s, there was hardly anything to see. In every direction, the low hills were a scrubby, barren wasteland with a few scattered, rocky outcroppings littered with sparse vegetation. Some distance away, however, I spied what appeared to be a line of higher hills, which I thought might prove more memorable, but I was disappointed when we finally reached them. They were as rocky and devoid of life as the rest of the country. We followed a well-worn track into the nearest valley, but after a time veered off, eventually stopping at the foot of a hill.




  Two of the men jumped to the ground and began pulling shrubbery away from the rocks, gradually revealing the mouth of a cave. Releasing his iron grip on me, Ulfang handed me down to Gorbald before dismounting, and I found myself once again being transported under the stinking arm of his lieutenant into the black cave. As the other men brought their horses inside for the night, Gorbald carried me deep inside their pitch-black shelter. I knew he couldn’t see a thing, so I was surprised that he moved through the dark with the confidence of a cat. This was evidently a familiar refuge.




  Passing under a low arch, we entered a second chamber. He placed me on the rough, pebbly ground and growled, “Stay put. I don’t want any trouble from you.” Although my exceptional vision clearly revealed the stone-encircled fire ring in the center of the cave, Gorbald moved away slowly this time, sliding his feet along the ground until he bumped into it. Then, as he stood with his back to me, I heard a scraping sound and suddenly a flame sprung to life, startling him. “Damn! These fire sticks really work.”




  “They’re not fire sticks,” I sniffed. “They’re called matches.” How primitive were these people? I didn’t know much about the world then and assumed all people enjoyed the same level of sophistication as the Tuaneth. The truth was quite different as I was to learn.




  “You don’t say!” he snapped. Putting flame to kindling, he started a fire, which quickly flared to life, its smoke wafting through a conveniently-placed hole in the ceiling.




  This cave was smaller than the first and seemed to be well lived-in. The fire ring was surrounded by flat stones, most likely for seating, and in the center, was an iron tripod and grate. Around the perimeter of the cave were straw pallets and an assortment of boxes, barrels and baskets, which I assumed contained provisions and other supplies. On the walls were several unlit torches.




  “What is this place?” I asked.




  “Our home away from home.” He lit a match and touched it to one of the wall torches, which were simply oil-soaked rags wrapped around metal rods and jammed into the soft stone walls. “This is our safe haven in these parts. Been ours for generations.”




  “You’ve always been bandits?” I dared to ask.




  I was surprised he didn’t take my head off. “Not always. Our people once were farmers, a long time ago, but it was too hard to raise crops with our poor soil. It’s much easier to raid, steal and capture what we need.”




  “I suppose, but do you always kill people?”




  He continued to light the wall torches. “When it’s necessary, yes. Now, shut up and let me finish my job.”




  Chilled, I edged closer to the fire. The warmth felt so good, and I noticed for the first time in hours that I was ravenously hungry.




  Soon, amidst much noise and rowdiness, the rest of the bandits entered and began to make themselves at home. One of the men opened a basket along the wall and pulled out carrots and other root vegetables, which he cut up, while another removed salted, dried meat from one of the barrels, and a third took several long loaves of bread from a basket and placed them on the grate, away from the flames. A fourth man emptied a barrel of water into a cauldron and hoisted it onto the tripod over the fire, which by now was burning nicely. Then he uncorked a barrel of some other liquid, beer I think, and began pouring it into the men’s tin cups, which they had taken from their trunks along with square tin plates. Sitting there quietly, ready to eat their evening meal, they seemed almost civilized, but I knew better.




  I was ignored as they fell into their familiar routine, and I was able to really study them for the first time. Short in stature and swarthy in complexion, they were stocky with muscular limbs, and their short black hair stood every which way in an almost comical manner. Many had coarse dark beards or mustaches, and the older men were missing many teeth. Most unusual were their eyes, which were so dark you couldn’t see the pupil within, making them appear emotionless and not quite human. They wore ragged leather tunics over dirty grey or dark green cotton shirts, and their trousers were also dark in color and patched in many places. Instead of boots, they wore black leather shoes over bare feet. All told, they looked more like miserable beggars than a party of ruthless thieves and murderers.




  As I continued to warm by the fire, the vegetables and meat were added to the simmering cauldron, and one of the men began to stir the mixture. Someone else added beer and commented that it was unfortunate they had nothing else to spice up the stew. There were murmurs of agreement, and a couple of the men remarked that the raid had been a total failure.




  “Well, at least we got away with one captive,” a young man remarked bitterly, angling his head my way.




  “Yes, but she’ll not bring us any gain,” said another. “She belongs to Ulfang.”




  “There’s always the next time, Otmar,” suggested a third. “And we’ll be sure to stay clear of the Ouida, that’s for certain.”




  “That’s going to be difficult,” said Otmar. “The Ouida are ranging farther afield every day. Ulfang’s decision to venture south was foolhardy. He should have known better.”




  “Be careful what you say,” said the first man in a hushed voice. “If Ulfang thinks you question his judgment, he’ll make you pay for it.”




  Otmar turned to me. “The Ouida are the servants of Lord Zarkhan. You’ve heard of him?”




  Every Tuaneth child had heard the old tales of Zarkhan’s evil doings and the horrid creatures he’d created to do his bidding. “There are Ouida in these hills?” I replied. “I thought Lord Zarkhan was dead, killed by a Tuaneth lord many years ago.”




  “So the old tales go,” said Otmar, “but there’s no mistaking the Ouida, and if they’re leaving Morthus Darya , then the Evil One must have returned from the dead.”




  This was bad news indeed. “I’ve heard they’re frightening to look at.”




  “You’re right about that, child. They’re the spawn of the devil, that’s what they are,” he replied. “They’re pasty-skinned, misshapen creatures with red eyes and razor-sharp teeth.”




  “And they like to eat little children like you,” added the third man.




  Otmar rolled his eyes and snorted. “They say Zarkhan turned his own people, Tuaneth like you, into the Ouida. What do you think of that?”




  I didn’t know what to make of that, so I said nothing, but I wondered how the Ouida could be any worse than the Dzemul.




  Someone then told a vulgar joke to lighten the mood, and soon the entire cave was filled with jollity and light-heartedness. I marveled that they could appear so normal after what they had done to my mother and our companions.




  Ulfang wandered over and sat down beside me. “Well, my pretty, here you are in Ulfang’s lair. Are you hungry?”




  I nodded, but didn’t look at him. He lifted my chin and stared into my eyes. “You really are a beauty, child,” he said with some feeling. “I didn’t see you clearly before. I’ve heard the Tuaneth were a beautiful people.” He turned my head this way and that. “Yes, you have all the fairness of your kind and will grow into a woman of great beauty.”




  His words meant nothing to me. All I could think of was the lovely, fair face of my poor mother. My heart ached, but I was determined to show him no weakness or fear. I was a Tuaneth, after all, a being far superior to this ignorant barbarian.




  “I marvel that we came upon you,” he went on. “The Tuaneth have been gone from Erdos for a thousand years.” He stared at me as if I were a street-show oddity. “What is your name, girl, and where are you from?”




  “My name is Lauriel, and I live in Direth Varos, the Everlasting Wood.” I puffed up my chest. “You’re wrong about us. The Tuaneth have not left Erdos. We just prefer to live by ourselves, away from humans.”




  “Then why were you traveling through the Aulden Hills? And why did you have an armed escort?”




  “I don’t know why we left our home or where we were going. I think we were running away from something, and the soldiers were there to protect us from whatever may have been pursuing us...and from people like you.”




  “Then you should have had more soldiers.” He scratched his belly. “How old are you?”




  “I’m a decan. That’s ten years old in human years.”




  He peered at me with his beady black eyes. “You seem older.”




  I looked down my nose at him. “I’ve been told that Tuaneth children mature much sooner than human children.”




  “Is that so? Well, then you’ll be of more use to me.”




  My stomach tightened. “What do you mean? What will happen to me?”




  “You’ll be taken to your new home, far to the west, where you’ll become a member of my household until the time is right to sell you.” He patted my head awkwardly. “I’ll treat you well, as long as you obey me and my family.”




  “I’ll be your child?” I asked skeptically.




  He snorted. “Hardly. And don’t think because you’re a Tuaneth, you’ll be given special treatment. You’ll be a servant, and that’s that.”




  “A servant,” I repeated. “Aren’t I a little young for such work.”




  He leaned toward me, his mouth twisted in a triumphant sneer. “You just boasted of your maturity.”




  Indeed I had. “Well, then, I’ll...”




  He cut me off. “You’ll do as I say. Now be quiet.” He leaned over to inspect the boiling cauldron. “I think it’ll be ready soon,” he shouted to the others. “Gorbald, bring me some beer.”




  Gorbald trotted over and handed him a tin cup filled with a dark, foamy liquid. Ulfang gave it to me. “Drink this. It’ll warm you and make you sleepy.”




  “I don’t want it,” I said, pushing away his hand.




  He glared at me. “You’ll do as I say!” Grabbing the back of my neck with one hand, he forced the cup between my lips. “Drink!”




  I shook my head and clamped my lips together, but he was far too strong, and I couldn’t prevent the beer from dribbling into my mouth.




  “She’s going to be a challenge,” Otmar offered with a toothy grin. He leaned toward me and touched my hair. “But she sure is a pretty one, Ulfang.” He leered at me. “She’ll fetch a good price for you, that’s certain.”




  “If I can curb her stubbornness and train her to be docile. No man wants an unruly, obstinate woman, no matter how beautiful she is. But I’ll have many years to instruct her before she’s ready for the market.”




  “If she belonged to me,” Otmar said, his black eyes glowing, “I’d keep her for myself when she’s grown.”




  Ulfang snorted. “You’ll change your tune when you see how much money she’ll bring me.”




  I glared at both men. “I am a Tuaneth. I’ll be no man’s slave!”




  Otmar slapped his knee. “Hah! I wish you luck, my friend.”




  “Shut up!” Ulfang barked. “You, too,” he snarled at me. “Otmar, bring me some stew. And a plate for her, too.”




  Otmar did as his leader commanded, but his scowl told me he didn’t like being ordered around like a servant. Well, I won’t either.




  Otmar returned and handed me a plate of the steaming stew. I wolfed it down despite its odd flavor and then waited for Ulfang to finish. I wanted more answers. Keeping my voice calm, so as not to rile him, I asked, “Why did you kill my mother and the others?”




  He arched one of his bushy, black eyebrows. “According to the legends, Tuaneth will not allow themselves to be captured. Without exception, they fight to the death.”




  “You could have spared my mother,” I murmured.




  “We could have, but we were in a hurry, and we didn’t want to waste more time trying to subdue her. Most likely, we’d have ended up killing her anyway.”




  His answer infuriated me, and I shot back, “But why did you attack us in the first place? We carried nothing of value.”




  “I disagree.” He chucked me under the chin. “We saw you.”




  My chest constricted painfully. “Me? Why did you want me?”




  “We lost our other captives to the Ouida. When we saw your party, we figured we’d at least have you to take home with us.” He stroked my hair. “Being a Tuaneth, you’re as rare as hen’s teeth, and you’ll fetch a nice price when I sell you.”




  “Others of my kind will come for me,” I said, throwing back my shoulders. “They won’t let me be a slave.”




  He laughed heartily. “Little Lauriel, there were no witnesses, and no one will know where you’ve been taken. We travel deep into the western lands, far away from any of your people.”




  My shoulders drooped, as if a huge stone had been tied to my back. My mother and our companions had been killed because of me. Oh, sweet Mother, forgive me, I beg you!




  “We’ve a long ride ahead of us, so we’d better get some rest,” he said, rising. “You’ll sleep next to me over there.” He pointed to a pallet of straw covered by the hide of some animal. “Get up, now.”




  I wandered over to the wall in a stupor. I was tired, but mostly I was devastated by the knowledge that I was responsible for my mother’s death.




  “Lie down,” he ordered.




  Overwhelmed by my grief, I quickly did as he asked. He lay down next to me and covered us both with a second smelly hide. “Now, go to sleep.”




  While the others took to their beds for the night, one of the men kicked sand on the fire until only the glowing embers remained. Walking toward the exit, he pointed his finger at a young man with a huge nose. “Torvin, I’ll tan your backside if you don’ relieve me by moonset.”




  Before long, only snores and heavy breathing could be heard. I cried quietly for a while and then closed my eyes, but sleep would not come. Riddled with grief and guilt, I saw the image of my mother’s bloody body shimmering in the darkness before me like a disembodied spirit, roiling my insides like the boiling stew over the fire. How could I go on without her? And how could I live with the awful knowledge that I caused her death? “Forgive me, Mother!” I softly pleaded into the dark.




  I closed my eyes and tried to calm down, but waves of fear washed over me as I sensed the dangerous, difficult, and lonely road that lay ahead. I knew, however, that my mother would want me to face the future with as much dignity and bravery as possible. That was how she had raised me, and it was the least I could do to honor her memory.




  After all, I was one of the Tuaneth, the oldest and noblest race of beings in Erdos. Tasked by Nerva, our Divine Mother, we brought beauty and knowledge into the world. Art, music, dance, poetry, literature, and science: those were our gifts to all the peoples of Erdos. Most importantly, however, were it not for us, Erdos would be a charred ruin and Humankind a race of slaves, victims of the triumph of evil over good. But I get ahead of myself.




  Though the Tuaneth shall be remembered for their legacy, memories of us as living, vital people have drifted away over time, like morning mists on sunny mountains. But this record, the story of my life, will be a testament to the glory and nobility, the fragility and failings, of my race...and to the search for love by one Lauriel, daughter of Celebeth of the Everlasting Wood.




  CHAPTER 2




  The next morning I was awakened by Gorbald as he abruptly threw off the warm animal skin from my sleeping body. For a brief moment, I didn’t know where I was, but then my grim surroundings brought me to my senses, and I felt a knot deep in the pit of my stomach. I’d not dreamed up the devastating events of the previous day. I had indeed been captured by bandits and murderers, and my beloved mother was dead.




  “Get up, now, Princess,” Gorbald said roughly. “We’re almost ready to leave.”




  I looked around. “Where’s your leader?” Voices and the occasional snort of a pony drifted in from the outer cave.




  He angled his head toward the door. “He’s supervising.”




  I stood up and straightened my soiled and bloody gown. “Why do you call me ‘princess’?”




  “Because Ulfang thinks you’re going to be the greatest beauty in all Galgoroth,” he replied, shaking his head. “Personally, I think you’re too skinny, and you’ve got pointed ears like the Ouida.”




  “What is Galgoroth?” I asked, ignoring his unflattering opinion of my appearance.




  “It’s in the west, where we live.” He thrust his finger toward the entrance. “Now, get your sorry self in there. I don’t have time to answer any more stupid questions.”




  As we passed through to the larger cavern, I saw Ulfang standing next to his sturdy little horse. He shouted to Gorbald, “Bring her over here. She’ll ride again with me.” He smiled as I approached. “Ah, child, how do you fare this morning?” he asked politely. “Did you sleep well?”




  I was surprised by his softened attitude toward me. Did he feel remorse for killing my mother? “No, I did not sleep well, and I’m hungry,” I said flatly.




  I glanced at the men, some of whom were staring at me. The one named Otmar regarded me with particular intensity, and I averted my eyes. I looked again at Ulfang. “When will we eat?”




  “We’ll break our fast on the road.” Clasping his hands to my waist, he lifted me onto his horse’s bare back, then clambered up behind me. “You’d best get used to this, princess. It’ll take us more than two weeks to get home.”




  I gasped in amazement. “Two weeks?” None of my people would ever find me now, even if they tried.




  He ignored me, and turning to his men, thrust his finger toward the cave’s opening. “Head out, men. We’ve got a long way to go.”




  Riding into the blazing morning sun, I shielded my eyes against the glare. Though I welcomed the sun in Direth Varos, where we lived in near perpetual shade under the dense canopy of the Emden Forest, here it painfully stabbed my eyes, and I had to wait a few moments until my sensitive vision adjusted.




  “Are you comfortable?” Ulfang asked.




  He was unexpectedly solicitous, and I found it curious that he spoke roughly to me when the others could hear, but was almost gentle when we were alone.




  “Comfortable enough,” I replied, shifting my weight on the horse’s bony spine. I squinted at the horizon. “Is it really that far to Galgoroth?”




  “I’m afraid so. We’ll make good time, though, since we don’t have to worry about running into the Ouida or any Olynthian patrols.”




  “Why is that?”




  “Soon our route will take us northwest, well away from Morthus Darya and Olynthia.”




  I grew quiet and thought about what lay ahead for me. “Must I be a servant?” I asked. “Can’t I do something else?”




  “No, not until you’ve grown up.”




  Unhappy with his answer, my temper got the better of me. “The men said your raid was a failure,” I said crossly.




  Surprisingly, he wasn’t offended. “I know they’re disappointed, but what could we do? We were outnumbered by the Ouida.”




  “What happened?”




  “The day before we came upon your camp, we were headed home with seven Taranti females, a good haul of slaves for our market. Regrettably, we drifted too far south and encountered a large Ouida raiding party. There were at least fifty of them, well armed and ready for a fight. We barely escaped with our lives, but the women were taken.” He heaved a sigh of regret. “I know the men aren’t happy about it, but there was nothing we could do.”




  While he rambled on with more details of their encounter, my mind drifted to sad thoughts of my mother and to my hopeless fate. I pictured myself in servitude to this man and his family until I matured into womanhood, when I’d be sold to someone else. Although I still dwelt in the innocence of childhood, I had some inkling of what that meant. But one thing I knew all too well was that my future seemed bleak beyond measure.




  Ulfang was finally silent, and as we rode on, I forced myself to observe the land through which we passed. The hills receded, and we veered away from the Escalen River, which had at least given us access to fresh water. We were now in a flat, hot and dusty country, a thoroughly desolate landscape, with scattered trees and shrubs that were as stunted and ugly as the men of Ulfang’s band. The entire scene was the exact opposite of my lush, green home beneath the trees. I sighed. Would I ever see it again?




  About an hour or so later, one of the men towards the rear of the party started singing, and the others quickly joined in. I didn’t understand the lyrics, for they sang in a strange tongue, but it was a rousing song, punctuated by the men’s laughter and gestures that seemed rude, although I didn’t understand them.




  “Don’t listen to the men,” Ulfang cautioned. “They sing a song not fit for young ears.”




  “That’s all right. I don’t understand their words. What language is it?”




  “An old tongue of our people, now unused and forgotten.” He tapped me on the shoulder. “Are you still hungry, child?”




  My stomach rumbled on cue. “Yes, I’m starving.”




  “Then it’s time to break our fast.”




  He reined his pony to the side of the dusty road, under the meager shade of a lonely, twisted tree that must have struggled mightily in that hostile climate to produce a few leaves. Everyone followed suit, and soon we were all seated on the ground. Immediately, the men opened their roomy leather waist pouches and pulled out some kind of dried meat, which they proceeded to eat with relish.




  Ulfang and I were seated in the scant shade “Here, child, eat some of this. It will fill your empty belly.” Ulfang handed me a chunk of the unnamed meat, and I nibbled tentatively on one end. Finding it surprisingly tasty, I finished it with gusto.




  “It’s not the best, but it’ll tide us over until we get home.” He gazed off into the distance. “My wife is a wonderful cook. I can hardly wait to taste her food again.”




  I wondered what his wife, my soon-to-be mistress, would look like. Would she have crooked teeth and a black moustache, too? Would she be mean and cruel? Or would she be gentle and sweet like my beautiful mother, who had loved me so much?




  Finished with our breakfast, we all remounted, and once again I found myself seated in front of Ulfang. The food made me sleepy, and I dozed a little, my head lolling back against his sturdy body.




  Some time later, I awoke to the sound of a man shouting. “Hey, Ulfang, tell us what you’re going to do with that little bag of bones.” Some of the other men chimed in. “Yes, yes, tell us.”




  Otmar rode up next to us and said for all to hear, “I don’t believe Helemar will like this, Ulfang. She’ll be jealous of this little skeleton once she grows into the beauty you say she will become.”




  My ears pricked up at the mention of Ulfang’s wife.




  “Helemar will do as I say. If she’s jealous, then she’d best keep it to herself. But she’s a smart woman, and I believe she’ll see the gain we’ll have from our little Tuaneth princess.”




  “I wager she won’t be pleased when she sees this is all the booty you come home with,” Otmar continued. “No slaves, no gold, nothing but this child.” He gestured at me. “And the rest of us bring home nothing at all! It’s unfair, Ulfang. I must feed my family. I’m not rich like you.”




  “Are you finished, Otmar?” Ulfang snarled. “You know we’d all be dead had we stayed and fought the Ouida. Giving up the Taranti women was the only thing that saved us.” I felt Ulfang’s body tense. “You’ve been disgruntled ever since we left Galgoroth, and to tell the truth, I’m sick of your constant complaining.”




  Otmar’s face grew red as his anger boiled to the surface. “Those slaves would have brought us a lot of money, Ulfang. They shouldn’t have been sacrificed to your poor judgment. You made a bad decision to go so far south. I told you at the time we were likely to encounter trouble.”




  Before Otmar could speak another word, Ulfang withdrew a slender dagger from beneath his leather tunic. “Do you challenge me, Otmar?” he taunted, brandishing the knife. “If so, then let’s settle this once and for all. You’ve been a thorn in my side for too long.”




  Otmar hesitated for a moment, then pulled out his own dagger. “Yes, it’s time a younger man was in charge.” As he jumped off his horse, he said loudly, “You’re too old, Ulfang, and that’s why you make mistakes.”




  As Ulfang swung to the ground to confront his rival, an excited murmur swept through the ranks. The men quickly dismounted and encircled the two fighters, but I stayed on the horse, too frightened to do or say anything.




  Otmar made the first move, lunging at Ulfang with a thrust to his abdomen. Jumping back, Ulfang deftly avoided the blade and then waited for his opponent’s next attack. The younger man came in low, trying to knock Ulfang off his feet, but Ulfang pulled his hair, yanking him off balance. Otmar fell to his knees, but he scrambled to his feet in a flash. A bit more wary now, he paused, deciding to let Ulfang make the next move.




  After circling each other for a good minute, Ulfang bellowed like a bull and ran at his opponent, wildly swinging his dagger, trying to confuse the other man. Feinting to the left, he then lunged to the right and took a wild stab at Otmar’s left arm. The blade slashed his shirt and made contact with the fleshy part near the shoulder. Instantly, bright red blood seeped from the wound, soaking his sleeve and enraging him. Shrieking like a man possessed, Otmar surged toward Ulfang with both arms flailing.




  Meanwhile, the onlookers shouted loudly, cheering on their favorite. Remembering Otmar’s comment the previous evening about having a woman in his bed, I decided to cheer silently for Ulfang. Who knew what would happen to me if he was not victorious? Being a house servant was better than...the other thing.




  The fight went on and on, with neither man gaining the advantage. Thrusting, parrying, thrusting, parrying. I was starting to have doubts about the outcome as Ulfang was clearly tiring. Sweat ran down his face in rivulets, and his mouth hung agape as he struggled to gulp more air. Otmar, on the other hand, seemed alert and energized, as if he’d just had a refreshing nap.




  Finally, one of the onlookers stuck out his foot and deliberately tripped Otmar, who stumbled to the ground with a shocked expression. Despite his fatigue, Ulfang was on him instantly, forcing his blade into Otmar’s stomach, then stabbing him again and again until his opponent lay bloody and lifeless on the ground, like a broken, discarded doll. Panting heavily, Ulfang labored to his feet amid the cheers of his supporters.




  “The rest of you grumblers would do well to change your minds, or I’ll have you slain where you stand,” he boomed, struggling for breath. “I’ll brook no disobedience. Is that understood?”




  As Otmar’s smaller faction reluctantly murmured their assent, Gorbald took the slain man’s weapon and dragged his body to the side of the road. “Leave him here?”




  Ulfang nodded. “Yes. Let the vultures have him.” He headed back to our pony, while the others quietly remounted theirs. Glaring at me with his black, unknowable eyes, he said, “That’s what happens when I’m challenged. Remember that!” He climbed up behind me and gave the hand signal to leave.




  Underway once more, we continued our travel westward. The men were unusually quiet, which was understandable under the circumstances. I was silent as well, relieved that Ulfang had won. He was still riled up, however, and I felt his rage pour over me like hot lava. Well, I was angry, too. These brutes had killed my mother and abducted me, carting me off to a life of drudgery as a house slave in a foreign and hostile land, and there was nothing I could do about it.




  Quite suddenly, I heard my mother’s voice inside my head. “You have the courage of the Tuaneth. You will not fail.” I startled at the unexpected sound, which seemed so real. What did she mean? Fail at what? Being a servant? Well, I wouldn’t make a very good one, that was for certain. I pondered her words, and my dim prospects, for the remainder of the day.




  That evening we made camp by the roadside. Though there was no wind, the cloudless night was chilly, and above us, the full moon seemed eerily bright, a silvery beacon in the black sky. The mood of the men was subdued, and even Ulfang didn’t speak more than a few words. We sat around the fire, trying to warm up, and to break the somber silence, I decided to ask Ulfang about his wife.




  “What’s your wife like?” I asked, imagining a female version of him.




  “Helemar?” He hesitated. “She is...formidable.”




  That didn’t sound auspicious. “Will she be kind to me?”




  “If you obey her. If you don’t, then not even I can help you.”




  That definitely sounded ominous. If the ferocious Ulfang couldn’t control his wife, then what sort of hellion was she? I prayed silently to Nerva, the Divine Mother of All. Lady, please watch over me and keep me safe.




  One of the men passed around a different type of dried meat jerky than I’d had the night before, but though I was hungry, I had a hard time getting it down. It was like eating boot leather, or how I imagined it would be: tough and tasteless. After the meager meal, it seemed pointless to sit around the fire, given the stress of the day’s events, so everyone bedded-down early.




  “Time to sleep,” Ulfang said curtly, motioning me to lie down near the fire. As I stretched out close to the flames, he shambled over to Gorbald’s pony and tugged down the dirty canvas sack that held his lieutenant’s booty. “You won’t be needing the cloak tonight,” he muttered to Gorbald, who just shrugged. Ulfang opened the bag and pulled out a long, brown, hooded garment that I immediately recognized as my mother’s. Made of the finest wool, it was woven in a shell pattern, with each scalloped motif outlined in silver thread.




  As Ulfang covered me with it, I felt the sting of tears, but I swore, then and there, that I would never cry before this man or any other Dzemul barbarian. Pulling the cloak tightly around me, I was surrounded by the sweet scent of my mother. Despite the instant comfort, however, it took me a while to fall asleep as my mind’s eye returned to the horrid visions of her bloodied body, and those of our soldier escorts, burning to ash in the bleakness of the Aulden Hills. Finally, after forcing myself to think only of the good times we’d shared, I slipped into the blessed refuge of sleep.




  And so it went. Day after day, night after night, we rode ever westward, through empty, arid lands, toward my new home with the evil-sounding name, and with every beat of our pony’s hooves, I was led farther and farther away from the only life I’d ever known. My verdant home and my beloved mother would become, over time, just wispy memories.




  Traveling through desert-like country wasn’t easy. The sun was our relentless escort, scorching the land and us as we rode along the packed dirt trail. Concerned for my fair skin, Ulfang fashioned a sort of sun bonnet from the tunic of one of the slain Tuaneth soldiers and insisted I wear it during the day. I felt ridiculous, but conceded that he had a point as my skin had already begun to brown.




  Not once in our long trek did I see a single cloud or a green tree. Nothing but rocks, sand, desert scrub, and vultures. The latter turned my thoughts to Otmar, whose body had been fresh meat for the scavengers that constantly circled above us in the brilliant blue sky, waiting for another meal. Then, with utter revulsion, I realized that my mother’s partially-burned body might have done the same.




  At long last, late in the afternoon, nearly sixteen days after my ordeal began, someone pointed to the west and yelled excitedly, “I see the village!”




  His shout yanked me from the trancelike state in which I spent most of my waking hours, and covering my eyes from the harsh sunlight, I craned my neck. There, on the horizon, was a settlement, and though I knew what was about to happen to me, I was nevertheless ecstatic to finally reach the end of our torturous journey.




  It seemed to take forever, but we finally arrived at the place they called home. As we made our way through the narrow dirt streets, the men peeled off one by one to go to their own dwellings. Made of hardened clay, they were just one story and had thatched straw roofs and mud brick chimneys, which belched forth smoke as the women prepared their evening meals.




  Most of the windows were open because of the warm temperature, so I was able to peek inside as we rode past. The walls, the curtains, the furniture - almost everything was the same dull tan color, as if the desert landscape had intruded into every corner of the village. Here and there, however, I spied a colorful piece of fabric or decorative object, the bounty of their raids into the east.




  At last, Ulfang stopped before a house that appeared to be larger and grander than the others. White, lacey curtains graced the windows, and the front door was flanked by ornate iron trellises laden with small white flowers vining upwards toward a clay-tiled roof. Obviously, Ulfang had led numerous successful forays into the eastern lands, garnering many treasures for himself. No doubt his men, and especially their wives, were jealous of his fancy home.




  As we dismounted, the door flew open, and several small children rushed out to embrace their father. Then a woman appeared, carrying a tear-stained baby on her hip.




  “I’m glad you’ve returned, Ulfang,” she said, her smile a thin gash in her round, fleshy face. “What gifts have you brought me and your children?”




  Ulfang winced. “Our journey was unsuccessful, I’m afraid. The Taranti villagers proved better able to defend themselves than last time. We captured a handful of women, but lost them in an unfortunate clash with the Ouida. Luckily, we came across a small party of Tuaneth and were able to take this.” He gestured toward me as I nervously hid behind the horse. “Come here, child.”




  “Tuaneth? I thought there was no such thing.” She glared at me as I slowly came forward and snorted derisively. “This, this is all you managed to bring home, husband? Why, she’s nothing but skin and bones.”




  Ulfang grinned. “What does that matter? You’re not going to eat her, Helemar!”




  His wife speared him with her black gaze. “Are you trying to be funny? If so, your humor is lost on me.”




  Ulfang’s broad smile evaporated. “Helemar, dearest, when she’s all cleaned up, you’ll see that she’s going to be a great beauty when she’s grown. She’ll be worth a fortune.”




  “And, in the meantime? We’ll have to feed and clothe her. The expense, husband, the expense!” Her raised voice frightened the baby, which began to wail pathetically. Helemar thrust the child into Ulfang’s arms. “Here. Take her!”




  “Do not be hasty in your opinions,” he replied, cradling the baby and rocking her, calming the little thing right down. “She can be useful to you in the house and with the children. Isn’t that worth some extra food and a new dress?”




  She gestured for me to come closer. “Come here, girl. I want to see why my husband brought you to me.”




  I stared at my blood- and dirt-stained gown, the evidence of the horrific ordeal I’d just gone through. I welcomed the chance to rid myself of it, even if it meant I’d be a plainly-dressed servant to the harridan who now glowered at me. At least I’d have other children to play with. I lifted my gaze to meet Helemar’s. It wouldn’t be so bad, would it? Even a mean mother would be better than none at all.




  CHAPTER 3




  I hesitated and looked at Ulfang, who smiled and angled his shaggy head toward his wife. “Go on, then. She won’t hurt you.”




  As I walked toward her, I decided to be polite and dignified, as befit a Tuaneth. After all, I’d been well-trained by my mother in the sophisticated ways of our people. I may not have been a true princess, but I knew how to behave like one.




  “How do you do, madam?” I asked nicely. “I am Lauriel, daughter of Celebeth of the Everlasting Wood. I’m pleased to meet you.”




  Her eyes grew round as marbles, and her thin lips parted in surprise. “What’s this? What kind of name is Lauriel?”




  Ulfang gently bounced the baby against his hip, making her gurgle with glee. “She’s a Tuaneth. That’s what they’re supposed to be like. All elegant and regal. Like a princess.”




  “How in the world would you know?” she sneered. Then, she turned to me. “A princess, eh?”




  I looked down at my dirty shoes. “No, ma’am, I’m not really a princess.”




  Helemar lifted my chin and made eye contact. “You just think you are. Is that it?” She grabbed my arm and dragged me toward the front door. “Well, I’ll soon cure you of that notion!”




  During this time, the other children, a boy and twin girls, stared silently at me as if I were an apparition. They also seemed more than a little afraid of their mother, and that did not bode well for me.




  Helemar pushed me into the house. Lit by candles, the main room was good-sized and easily accommodated the ornate furniture lining the walls. In the center, was a large table set with painted ceramic dishes and slender, cylindrical glasses. A green clay vase with little white daisies served as the centerpiece, and brightly-painted wooden chairs were placed around, more than enough for the entire family, or what I saw of it. On the floor beneath the table, was an exquisite carpet with a floral pattern in various shades of blue and green, and on the walls hung exquisite tapestries. Clearly, Ulfang had done well for his family.




  Surprisingly, his home was more luxurious than my own in Direth Varos. My mother and I lived modestly by Tuaneth standards, in a little house with very plain furnishings, far from the city. She didn’t earn much as a singer, but we were comfortable and life had been good. Now, without her, and living amongst these barbarians, my life would be as dreary and barren as the parched lands of Galgoroth.




  As I stood awkwardly next to the table, not sure of what to do, my attention was drawn to the delicious aroma emanating from the kitchen, and my stomach growled loudly, making the other children titter. “I’m sorry,” I said, “but I haven’t had much to eat since I was...taken.”




  Helemar took the baby from her husband and put it in the cradle next to her chair at the table. While not as homely as Ulfang, his wife was in no way lovely to look at. Her long, black hair was pulled back into a messy knot, with wisps of hair framing her moon-like face. Short and stocky, with no discernable waist, and breasts that hung low over her ample belly, she had crooked teeth like Ulfang and appeared to have a slight mustache.




  “All right, let me see you,” she demanded. “Come into the light.” She looked me up and down, made me turn round twice, and then pushed her face close to mine, peering at me as if she were inspecting a cut of meat at the market. “She’s so skinny, Ulfang. She’s not built for hard work, that’s certain, and I have no time to coddle any more children.”




  Ulfang came to my defense. “She’s a Tuaneth, as I’ve said. They’re supposed to be tall and thin, but look at her face, wife. She’ll be a beauty when she grows older and will bring us good fortune. Mark my words.”




  Helemar squinted at him skeptically. “In the meantime, I’ll have to raise her, but I won’t get much work out of her. You’ve brought home nothing of value to me.” Sighing loudly, she pointed at the table. “Now, sit down, everyone. Supper is ready.”




  As she waddled into the kitchen, I looked at Ulfang, who seemed hurt by her criticism. “You just wait,” he called after her. “She’ll fetch us a fine price when the time comes.” He pulled out a chair. “Sit down, children. You, too,” he said, waving his hand at me.




  As soon as I took my seat, I noticed my lack of dinnerware. “May I please have a plate, glass, and some silverware like the others?” I asked Ulfang.




  “I’ll get them,” offered the boy, who jumped up from his chair and ran into the kitchen. He came back with the requested items, which he set before me, all the while glancing shyly at me and smiling. I knew then that he and I would become friends, perhaps even more. This was not girlish supposition. The Tuaneth were gifted with exceptional intuitive powers and could sense things about people. I immediately perceived he was not close to his parents or his younger sisters and that he was lonely, almost painfully so.




  I focused on Helemar as she brought in a covered tureen. I didn’t need my intuition to know that she and I would be adversaries, if not outright enemies. “Brodegar, get the pitcher and pour water for everyone,” she said to her son, ladling out a portion of the thick stew onto Ulfang’s plate.




  “Yes, Mother.” The boy ran into the kitchen and came back with a silver pitcher. He walked around the table and poured water into everyone’s glass, taking great care not to spill a single drop. It occurred to me then that water must be a precious thing indeed in this desert-like land.




  Ulfang looked unhappy when the boy poured water into his glass. “Why is there no beer?”




  Helemar sighed. “There is no beer because our stores are low, and it’s too expensive to buy it all the time. If you’d stay home once in a while, you could brew your own and teach your son how to do it.”




  Ulfang grumbled, but didn’t say anything, and I realized grimly that Helemar wore the trousers in the family, which said volumes about her personality. I’d be a fool to cross her.




  She served me last and gave me a generous portion of the stew. “Go on, you scrawny child, eat. Maybe I can fatten you up.” I picked up my spoon and tried some of it. It was rather good, and I ate heartily until every morsel had vanished.




  All through supper, the children observed me, but it was the boy who seemed especially curious. He smiled at me often, and I smiled back, thinking I would need an ally in this house. He was probably a few years older than I, and despite the general homeliness of his people, wasn’t bad looking, in a coarse, unrefined way.




  After the meal, Helemar carried her baby to a wooden bench in front of the fireplace and began to breast feed it. The boy and his sisters toted the dirty dishes into the kitchen, while Ulfang moved to a comfy-looking chair near the window and pulled out a pipe. Not knowing what was expected of me, I followed the children into the kitchen.




  “Can I help you?” I watched as one of the girls placed the dishes in a wooden tub. The other pulled a linen cloth off a peg on the wall, and the boy removed a kettle of hot water from the kitchen hearth and poured it into the tub.




  “Sure,” answered the boy, grinning. He took the towel from his sister and handed it to me. “You can wipe.”




  Wiping dishes was one of the chores I performed in my own home, so I pitched in, happy to have something to do.




  “My mother says you’re to be our new servant,” said one of the girls, a roly-poly child with wayward black curls.




  “I...I guess so,” I replied, placing a clean plate on a stack of others on the sideboard. “I don’t know what that means exactly. I’ve never been a servant.”




  “My mother says we’re the richest people in the village,” she went on.




  “That’s nice,” I replied nonchalantly.




  “That’s because our father is the headman,” the boy added. “And he leads the best men on his raids into the eastern lands.”




  “So he has a lot of power?” I asked.




  “Oh, yes,” the boy answered. “He’s the most feared man in the village.”




  I recalled his ferocious attack on Otmar, yet here, in his own home, he appeared to be intimidated by his wife, deferring to her in all things domestic.




  “Your ears are funny,” said the second girl.




  “That’s because I am a Tuaneth, a race of people different from you humans.”




  The boy peered at me. “I’ve never seen one of your kind. Mother says the Tuaneth died out long ago.”




  “That’s obviously incorrect, since I’m standing here in your kitchen,” I retorted, looking down my nose at him. “We just like to live in our own realms, apart from humans.”




  “Why?” the first girl asked.




  “It has to do with something that happened a long time ago between our two peoples.”




  “What?” asked the second girl.




  “Well, during the war with Lord Zarkhan about a thousand years ago, some humans betrayed my people, which made our side, the good side, almost lose.”




  The boy gazed at me intently. “Really? How do you know about something that happened so long ago?”




  I set a clean glass on the sideboard. “Well, I wasn’t born yet, but my mother was a young woman then and remembers it very well. As soon as our soldiers returned home, our king, Lord Cirion, announced that, from then on, we would hide our kingdom from the humans and have nothing more to do with them ever again.”




  The three of them stared at me, bug-eyed. “Your mother was alive a thousand years ago?” the boy asked.




  I realized then that such a span of years must have seemed unbelievable to them. “Yes. We Tuaneth live a very long time. Even at two thousand years, my mother is still relatively youthful.” My heart stuttered. I’d spoken of her as if she were still alive.




  The boy’s eyes widened. “Your mother is two thousand years old?”




  I nodded. “Some of our people live to be fifteen or twenty thousand years old.”




  Helemar stomped into the room, her face a malevolent mask. “Stop talking to my children about such foolish things. And stop making eyes at my son!”




  “I can speak to whomever I want!” I snapped. My petulant tone was wholly inappropriate for a soon-to-be servant, but I couldn’t help myself. The stress of the past couple of weeks finally pushed me to the limit of my patience. How dare these barbarians treat me like I was nothing! I may not have been a princess, but I deserved to be treated with respect.




  Helemar did not agree. She leaped at me with the quickness of someone much smaller and slapped my face hard. “You will not be insolent with me, girl!” she screeched. “You’ll learn your place, and you’ll learn to like it.” She grabbed my arm and dragged me out of the kitchen and through the parlor to a small room that contained three narrow beds.




  Pushing me down on one of them, she began to pummel me with her large hands. When that apparently was not sufficient to make her point, she broke off her attack and grabbed a bristly hair brush from a nearby table. “I’ll teach you to be humble!” She pushed up my gown, exposing my naked buttocks to the blows she now administered with her new weapon. “You’ll show me respect, child. I’ll have it no other way. Do you understand me?”




  The pain she inflicted was severe, and I struggled to keep from screaming, but I was determined not to show my agony. I was a proud Tuaneth after all, and I wouldn’t give in to these boorish Wildemen. Unfortunately, my resolve finally gave way, and an agonized moan escaped my lips.




  This seemed to satisfy her, and she stopped her assault. Sweat stood in beads on her forehead, where a large blood vessel also pulsed angrily. “You’ll obey me or you’ll be beaten even worse!” She breathed heavily as she stood and straightened her dress and hair.




  I lay on the bed, shaking, but afraid to move. In the next room I heard the boy plead with Ulfang. “Stop her, Father. She’s hurting her.”




  “No, son, the girl must learn discipline like any other child. Your mother knows enough not to scar her face or body.”




  “I don’t understand,” the boy said.




  Ulfang cleared his throat. “You will someday. Now stop bothering me.”




  “Yes, Father,” the boy replied meekly.




  Helemar left the bedroom and said to her husband, “You’ve brought me nothing but trouble, Ulfang, but she will bend to my will. That I promise you. And she’ll be put to hard work, too.” I imagined her smiling thinly at Ulfang. “Now, children, it’s time for bed. Just leave her there and share the other beds between you.”




  I heard Ulfang say, “And it’s also time for us to retire. I’ve been without the comfort of our marital bed for far too long, and I’m eager to reacquaint myself with its pleasures.”




  Helemar snorted. “That’s fine for you, but if you get me with child again, you’ll be sleeping alone for the rest of your life.”




  He mumbled something I couldn’t catch, and then I heard the door to the bedroom close. For a couple of minutes, their muffled voices drifted through the wall, and then all was quiet.




  I lay still as the three other children quietly entered the bedroom. Since I occupied one of their three beds, the twins shared the second, leaving the third for the boy.




  He walked over to me and looked down with concern. “Are you all right?”




  “Yes. Thank you. You’re kind to care about me.”




  He didn’t reply, but smiled shyly before turning to his bed.




  Soon the children were fast asleep, but I lay there, pain and fear wrapping me in despair. I sobbed silently into the mattress and pictured my mother’s smiling face. I stretched my mind and mentally reached out to her spirit. I knew she was dead, of course, and that I wouldn’t see her again until we were either in the World Beyond or were reborn into this one, but I swore I felt her hands soothing me as she sang a familiar lullaby. Perhaps Tuaneth magic extended from beyond the grave, and she was sending me her loving greeting from the far reaches of the next world.




  Then she whispered, “Don’t be afraid, daughter. Your trials are just beginning, but all will be well in the end.”




  I took comfort from her words and finally fell asleep. I awoke frequently during the night, however, vexed by the recurring nightmare of the attack that had claimed her life. That awful dream, in all its vivid detail, would continue to plague me for many years.




  CHAPTER 4




  I was awakened the next morning by someone gently shaking my arm. Opening my eyes, I saw the boy standing over me, a tender look on his face.




  “It’s time to get up. You may wash your face and hands in that bowl of water over there.” He pointed to an intricately-painted ceramic bowl and pitcher on a stand in the corner. Like the other household ornaments, they were highly decorative and almost gaudy.




  I got up, still clothed in my dirt-stained and bloody, pale green velvet gown. I winced with stiffness and pain as I went to the wash bowl and cleaned myself as best I could. Since water was probably in short supply, I’d have to get used to going without my morning bath.




  All the while, the boy watched me, his eyes wide with fascination. “I’ve never seen anyone like you before.”




  “And I have never seen anyone like you.”




  “My mother beat you, yet you hardly cried out,” he marveled. “I can’t help but cry when she beats me, it hurts so much.”




  I lifted my chin proudly. “Well, I am not of your kind, as you know.”




  I studied the boy’s face. He was black-haired like his parents, and his teeth and features were quite regular, but I imagined he would become just like his father in a few more years: short, stocky, and unattractive.




  The boy stared back at me. “My father says the Ouida have pointed ears. Yours are pointed, too, but you’re very pretty.”




  “Thank you, but my ears are not Ouida-ears, they are Tuaneth-ears, delicate and pretty, and the points are very small. In truth, they’re not so different from your own.”




  At that moment, his little sisters burst into the room, squealing and giggling. They gathered around me, touching my gown and rubbing it between their fingers.




  “They’ve never seen fabric such as yours,” the boy said. “We have only cotton or wool to wear.”




  “And so will she,” bellowed Helemar, following the girls into the room. “Here, put this on. Your dress is filthy.” She handed me a plain, dark blue cotton dress and motioned for the other children to leave the room. “Get on with you, you worthless good-for-nothings! Get out and leave me with her.” With fear in their eyes, the children scurried out of the room.




  I stepped out of my gown and let it fall to the floor. I wasn’t normally shy about my body, but Helemar’s scrutiny made me feel awkward and self-conscious.




  “Turn around, girl.” As I complied, she touched my waist and hips, as if she were examining one of Ulfang’s stolen ornaments. I winced as her pudgy fingers hit several sore spots from the previous night’s beating.




  “Your bruises will heal. They could have been much worse,” she warned me. “Although you’re still a child, your body will change, and I see why my husband assigns you such value. Your skin is perfect, if a bit sun-burned.” I stiffened as she touched me, but said nothing. “Yes, you may yet grow into something worthwhile. Now put on the dress!”




  As I lifted my arms to slide it over my head, she noticed the small, silver heart-shaped locket I wore about my neck. “What’s this?” She rubbed it between her fat fingers, inspecting it closely. When I didn’t answer, she yanked it from my neck, breaking the thin silver chain. I recoiled, expecting to have my ears boxed.




  Instead, she opened it. “What do we have here? A lock of golden hair?” She grabbed my arm. “Whose hair is this, and why do you wear it?”




  “I don’t know to whom it belongs. I’ve always worn it.”




  She stared hard at me. “You’d better not lie to me.”




  “I wouldn’t do that,” I said sincerely. “May I have it back, please?”




  “No, you may not.” She scowled as she put the locket in the pocket of her apron. “A servant won’t wear anything so fine in this house. Now, finish dressing. There’s work to be done.”




  I heard Ulfang’s heavy footsteps as he entered the house. “Helemar? Where are you?”




  “I’m in here, husband, examining the girl.”




  Ulfang appeared in the doorway. “Well, what do you think of her?”




  Helemar eyed him dubiously. “I think she’ll be a burden to this family for many years. That’s what I think.”




  “Well, I disagree,” he huffed. “Granted, she’ll require care until she comes of age, but then she’ll more than repay us when she’s sold. I guarantee it.”




  Helemar shrugged. “Perhaps. In the meantime, however, she’d better earn her keep.”




  Ulfang regarded me in my new dress. “Well, she certainly looks more like one of us now that she is no longer clothed in velvet.” He stooped to look me squarely in the eye. “How do you feel today, Lauriel?”




  “I’m fine,” I answered, standing tall. “Thank you.” No matter what I felt inside, I’d be polite and respectful to Ulfang and his wife, as my mother had taught me.




  Helemar peered at me. “Hm...we must change her name.”




  “Change my name?” I blurted, my training evaporating. I stared at her with horror. “No, that’s not possible!”




  To a Tuaneth, a name is sacred and not to be taken lightly. In fact, a Tuaneth child is not given a final name until he or she reached one decan in age. I’d received my adult name just before we embarked on our fateful trip through the Aulden Hills.




  “Shut up!” Helemar snapped. “Your Tuaneth name is not suitable for a servant.” She knit her brow and looked at her husband. “Well, what should we name her then?”




  They both pondered the question for a few moments. Finally, Ulfang spoke. “I think we should name her ‘Morag.’”




  Helemar gasped. “After your sister’s dead daughter? Why would you name her after your niece? That’s a family name, not for outsiders like her.”




  “I think Morag is a perfect name,” he retorted. “My niece was about the same age when she died of the plague, and she was also very pleasing to look at.”




  Helemar threw up her hands. “Oh, very well. It matters not to me.” She grabbed me by the hand. “Come on, child….Morag. Time to break your fast with the others.”




  She half-dragged me to the table and shoved me into a chair. Although the children smiled at me, I didn’t return the gesture as I was very unhappy about my name change. Morag was harsh and unlovely, whereas my beautiful Tuaneth name, Lauriel, meant ‘precious child of the water’ and tripped off the tongue like a crystal-clear brook tumbling effortlessly over well-worn rocks. It would be most unpleasant to answer to a name as ugly as Morag.




  Helemar and Ulfang joined us at the table, and everyone dug into the bread, butter and dried fruit laid out on the small plates decorated with tiny, painted flowers. Helemar rocked the cradle at her side, while her baby girl gurgled happily. “Well, husband, where have you been so early this morning?”




  Ulfang frowned. “I visited Otmar’s wife to offer compensation for her husband’s death.”




  Helemar snorted. “Ah, yes. He should never have challenged you. What a fool!”




  Did the woman have no compassion? Or perhaps that was the way of the Dzemul, cruel even to their own kind. As the two continued to dispassionately discuss Otmar’s wife, the children hung on every word, their eyes wide with awe.




  “It was very bloody,” I interjected, delighted to shock them. “Your father stabbed the other man at least ten times, and there was blood everywhere.”




  The children sucked in their breath and looked at one another in horror.




  “Be quiet!” Helemar shouted at me.




  “She’s correct. It was bloody.” Ulfang’s chest puffed up. “He looked just like a stuck pig!”




  “Wow! That must have been something!” the boy exclaimed, evidently proud of his father.




  Helemar waved her hand at her son. “Be quiet, Brodegar.” She directed her attention at Ulfang. “How much did you offer her? Not too much, I hope.”




  Ulfang scratched his ear. “I gave her a small bag of gold coins, two goats and one sheep.”




  “Well, I guess that’s not too much,” Helemar replied. “She has six children to look after. If we don’t pay adequately now, she’ll be pestering us for help until the last brat is grown.”




  I was shocked at her callous disregard for Otmar’s suffering widow and children. The Dzemul were a heartless, insensitive people, and I could expect no sympathy from any of them. Not even Brodegar.




  Helemar took a deep breath. “All right, children, go outside to play. I must instruct Morag in her duties.”




  I winced at the sound of my new name, but I sat up straight, prepared to face whatever work this woman assigned me. After all, I wouldn’t remain here forever. One day, when I was a little older, I’d escape and make my way home to my own people. It would be a long, arduous trip across inhospitable lands, but I’d somehow find my way back to Direth Varos.




  “And I must see to some business,” Ulfang said as he rose from the table. “I’ll be gone for a while.”




  Helemar waved him off, then picked up the baby and bounced her on her lap. “Children, what did I say?”




  Brodegar and the girls quickly traipsed outside into the bright morning sun. The sound of other children playing nearby made me long to join them, but I knew it wasn’t to be.




  Helemar steadied the baby and looked squarely at me. “Now, Morag, although you are yet a child, you will put aside your childish notions and be useful to me and this family. As you can see, I have my hands full with four children. It’s all I can do each day to keep this house in order and feed them all.”




  “Yes, ma’am,” I replied.




  “Yes, mistress,” she corrected me. “You must always call me ‘mistress’, and you must always refer to my husband as ‘master’. Do you understand?”




  “Yes, mistress.”




  “Very well. Your primary duty is to serve me and help me here in the house. Every morning, you’ll make sure the girls are washed and dressed in time for the morning meal. You’ll also straighten the bed clothes, wash up the dishes, and help me with the baby. After that, you’ll go to market with me and then clean and dust the house. At night, you’ll again help me with the children and with the evening meal.” She hesitated. “I’m sure there will be many other duties for you to perform as time goes by. The master will also have things for you to do.”




  My head and shoulders sagged with resignation, and I looked down at my lap. So, this is now to be my life? A life filled with drudgery? Where was I to find happiness? And love? I needed the nurturing of a mother, not the exploitation of a Dzemul shrew.




  “WAAAHH...” The baby, named Brodwen, began to wail loudly, its round face reddening.




  “Oh, for goodness’ sake!” Helemar undid the buttons on her dress and clasped the screaming infant to her breast. “I hope this is the last time Ulfang’s seed takes root,” she said to herself. “I cannot have another child or I shall go...” She stopped abruptly, realizing she had an audience. “Go on, with you! Clean these dishes. Now!”




  I got up from the table and carried the dirty plates to the wash tub in the kitchen. I stared at the empty wash tub for several minutes, not sure how to get hot water to wash the dishes. This shall be my first task as a slave, I thought grimly.




  Finished feeding the baby, Helemar put it back in its cradle and then stood in the kitchen doorway. “Go to the fireplace, girl.” She jabbed her finger at the hearth where a cauldron of hot water simmered over the fire. “I can see I’ll have to show you how to do everything.”




  “You will only need to show me once,” I replied with as much pride as I dared show her.




  Not knowing for certain if I was being insolent, she went on, “Take the large ladle and transfer the hot water into that bucket. Then take the bucket to the tub and clean the dishes. It is a simple enough thing to do.”




  “Yes, mistress.” I followed her instructions, apparently to her satisfaction because she turned her attention back to the baby.




  During the afternoon, Helemar showed me how to clean the house, and after the evening meal, I once again cleaned the dishes and the table, plus I swept the floors and gathered more water from the well in the backyard. Helemar proudly informed me that they were the only ones to have a private source of water and that the other villagers shared a communal well near the village market.




  After dinner, Helemar and Ulfang decided to take the baby to visit Ulfang’s sister, Enna, as the warm evening beckoned them outside. This cheered me up, because I could spend some time with Brodegar and his sisters. Having concluded my evening chores, I approached them as they sat in front of the fireplace, playing a game with dice and stones. “May I sit here with you and learn this game you play?”




  The boy smiled and motioned for me to sit next to him on the floor. “Yes, of course.”




  “You know, I don’t yet know all your names,” I exclaimed brightly. “Will you tell them to me?”




  The boy spoke first. “My name is Brodegar, and these are my sisters, Helwen and Ulwen.”




  I grinned broadly, holding back laughter. “Your names are so strange to me. I find my new name to be quite odd, as well, and unpleasant to my ears.”




  Brodegar returned my smile. “Well, I disagree. To my ears, Morag is a beautiful name.”




  “Then our ears must be very different,” I said, hoping he would catch my humor.




  He did. “Yes, they are very different indeed!” We began to laugh in earnest, but the little girls paid us no mind and continued with their game.




  “I think everything here must be strange to you. Tell me about your home and people.”




  At last! I could tell him about my true self, and for a little while, be more than just a servant with an ugly name. “My real name is Lauriel, and I come from Direth Varos, the Everlasting Wood, which is a very beautiful land, filled with many kinds of wondrous trees and flowers, and there are many lovely streams with crystal-clear water and ...” I stopped as painful memories constricted my throat.




  “Please continue. I want to know all about your homeland...and you.”




  “It’s hard to talk about.” I searched his face. “You know, your father and his men killed my mother and the two soldiers who were with us.”




  He dipped his head. “I know. I’m sorry.”




  “Your people don’t like my people.”




  His expression was earnest. “It’s our way.”




  “Well, it’s not a very good way,” I replied listlessly.




  Seeing my despondency, he smiled and withdrew my silver locket from his leather tunic. “I took this from my mother’s things. It belongs to you?”




  I nodded as he placed it in my hand.




  “The lock of hair inside doesn’t look at all like your own.”




  “No, it’s not mine. It’s also not my mother’s hair. She’s dark like me.” I fingered the locket lovingly. “I’ve worn this all my life, although I’ve never understood why.”




  “Your mother never told you what it meant?”




  “No.” I gave it back to him. “She said she’d tell me when I was older.”




  Brodegar pocketed it. “Perhaps one day you’ll know the truth of it.”




  “That’s not likely if I’m to stay here in servitude all my days,” I said wistfully. “I could be here for years and years. I told you how long we Tuaneth can live.”




  Brodegar shook his head. “That just can’t be true.”




  “Yes, it is. When you and your whole family are turned to dust, I’ll still be full of life.” I hesitated. “Of course, we can be killed or die through mischance of some kind.”




  The corners of his mouth turned down. “Like your mother?”




  I nodded sadly. “Yes. When I saw her die, I wanted them to kill me, too. Then I’d be with her now, in the Mansions of Indore.”




  He frowned in bewilderment. “What are you talking about? What mansions? Where?”




  “The Mansions of Indore - that’s where the Tuaneth go when they die,” I explained. “They wait there for a time while Lady Nerva decides if their souls are worthy to continue. If they receive her grace, they then choose to go either to the World Beyond, whose wonders we know not, or be reborn into this world.”




  Brodegar looked dumbfounded. “You’re crazy, Morag. I’ve never heard of Indore or the World Beyond. No one lives for thousands of years, and once you’re dead, there’s no coming back.”




  I shrugged, suddenly tired of the conversation. “You’re nothing but a stupid boy. You can believe whatever you want. I don’t care.”




  Peeved with him and my enforced servitude, I rose from the floor and flicked my hand toward the empty green ceramic flower vase on the table. “Sereth baria, finar lativaria!” It rose off the table about a foot and hovered in the air. Then, fanning my fingers and flicking my wrist, I directed it to float toward me.




  The children’s dropped jaws and bulging eyes told me they’d never before seen magic of any kind, and I relished their astonished reaction to my simple trick, the only one I knew. In truth, it was the only one I was allowed to know. Magic was too powerful a force to be treated lightly, so Tuaneth children were banned from casting anything more than the most basic levitation spell. Only when a child reached adulthood, usually around the age of eighteen human years, were they taught the more powerful, arcane spells of their elders.




  “How is that possible?” Brodegar asked in an awe-filled voice as the vase continued to drift steadily in my direction.




  I stood tall. “I’m a Tuaneth, that’s how.”




  The twins clapped their hands excitedly, and Ulwen asked, “What else can you do?”




  At that moment, the door opened and Helemar, Ulfang, and the baby returned from their outing. They stopped dead in their tracks, staring at the vase still suspended in the air. Silence filled every empty space in the room, and I could almost see the waves of tension that rippled through it.




  “What devilry is this?” Helemar shrieked, thrusting the baby into her husband’s arms.




  Brodegar jumped to his feet. “It’s Tuaneth magic, mother!”




  “It’s evil!” she cried, rushing into the center of the room with remarkable speed. “How dare you practice your wicked arts in my home!” She snatched the vase from the air and clutched it to her bosom.




  I thought her action rather brave, considering she had no idea what else I was capable of. I realized the power that gave me, so I wasn’t about to tell her that she’d witnessed the only magic spell I could weave.




  “You will not do that again, Morag,” Ulfang cautioned.




  I straightened my shoulders and glared at them. “I am a Tuaneth. You cannot change me nor will I let you control me.” Everyone froze, waiting to see what I’d do next, but my rebellion was short-lived.




  “If I ever catch you doing magic again,” Helemar hissed, “you won’t live to see another day. She threw the vase to Brodegar and advanced toward me. “Come with me,” she said in a low, ominous voice.




  I stood my ground. “No!”




  There was a pregnant pause, and then she erupted like an overdue volcano. “I’ll teach you to defy me!” Grabbing my arm, she dragged me into her bedroom and pushed me onto the bed.




  Ulfang, Brodegar, and the twins rushed in behind us, but made no move to intervene. “Careful, now, Helemar. Remember, she shouldn’t be damaged,” Ulfang warned.




  His wife spun on him. “She will not have the upper hand, husband. I don’t care what happens to her.”




  Looking into her wild eyes, I didn’t doubt her for a second, and I pleaded with Ulfang. “Master, don’t let her hurt me, please!”




  Abruptly, Helemar seemed to calm down, but I suspected it was a ruse. “I won’t hurt you if you tell me what other tricks you can do with your evil magic.”




  I sat up on my knees, and as I glared defiantly at her, debating what to do, she moved closer and balled up her fists.




  “Helemar...” Ulfang handed the baby to Brodegar and stepped toward her, but not far enough to stop her.




  “Tell me!” she screeched at an ear-shattering level. Fed up with my hesitation, she grabbed the neckline of my dress, pulled me toward her, and slapped me with enough force to send me sprawling onto my back. The room exploded into chaos. All four children began to cry or scream, while Ulfang finally leaped into action, grasping Helemar’s shoulders and forcing her to her knees on the floor.




  I writhed in pain on the bed, sobbing and tasting blood. What kind of hell had I been forced into?




  Holding his fuming and sputtering wife on the floor, Ulfang demanded, “Tell us now, Morag. What other magic can you do?” Though I’d previously thought he was sympathetic to me, he now disabused me of that notion. “If you do not tell me, I’ll beat you until your eyes bleed. Do you understand?”




  “No, Father, don’t hurt her!” Brodegar interjected, daring to approach the bottom of the bed.




  There was no mistaking the sincerity of Ulfang’s threat. “That is the only magic I’m able to do,” I croaked. “The elders have forbidden greater powers to Tuaneth children.”




  Letting go of his wife, he came to the side of the bed and towered over me menacingly. “You will never, and I do mean never, use any magic ever again in this house or village. Do you understand, Morag?”




  I swiped my tongue along the torn corner of my mouth and nodded.




  “Good. I’m glad we understand each other. Now go and wash the blood off your mouth.”




  I scampered off the bed and fled the bedroom. I ran into the kitchen, snatched the dish towel from the peg on the wall, dipped it in the pitcher of cool water on the sideboard, and dabbed the cut on my lip. Although it stung painfully, it would heal quickly and not leave a scar. My Tuaneth constitution would see to that.




  I turned around at the sound of footsteps and found the entire family staring at me from the kitchen entrance. Helemar came toward me, and I backed up, fearing another attack.




  “I’m glad we understand each other now, Morag.” Although her voice was tight, like a spring that was about to violently uncoil, I didn’t believe she’d attack me again. “Put this behind you and do not repeat your mistake. Now, it’s high time the girls were put to bed. It’s well past nightfall, and they should already be sleeping.”




  “Why were you playing with the children?” Ulfang asked, waggling his finger at me. “You’re not allowed to play, child. You have duties. Now go and carry them out.”




  “Come along, girls.” I shepherded the twins into the bedroom we’d shared the night before. As Helemar observed me with her hawk-like eyes, I helped them change into their sleeping clothes and washed their faces and hands. As I tucked them each into a bed, I wondered where I would rest my head since the remaining bed would soon accommodate Brodegar.




  Helemar bounced the baby on her hip. “All right. It’s time for all of us to retire.”




  “Mistress, where am I to sleep?” I ventured.




  Instead of shouting at me, as I expected, Helemar looked truly perplexed at my query. She turned to Ulfang. “That is indeed a question. Well, she’s a servant now, so she can’t sleep in the same room as the children!”




  Ulfang pondered for a moment, and then his face brightened. “She shall sleep in the little alcove next to the back door where the wood is stored. There isn’t much in there right now, so I’ll clear it out tonight, and tomorrow I’ll make a straw pallet just big enough for her. It will fit in there quite nicely.”




  Once again, I couldn’t control my mouth, and my pride overcame my reason. “I don’t want to sleep there,” I huffed, stretching to my full height. “Such a place is not only filthy and full of insects, it’s undignified.”




  The frown on Helemar’s forehead threatened to split her face in two, and the large vein near her hairline popped into view, looking like an earthworm burrowing under her skin. “You’ll sleep wherever we tell you to sleep, Tuaneth or no!” Seizing my arm, she dragged me to the alcove, which Ulfang was already emptying. She pointed her fat forefinger at the space. “Now, that is where you will sleep, tonight and every night, and there’ll be no more discussion about it.”




  She turned on her heel and headed for her bedroom. “I will bring some blankets, Ulfang. See that she settles down.”




  Throughout the discussion of my sleeping arrangements, Brodegar kept silent, but his eyes followed me, and I thought he looked rather sad. At least, I hoped he felt sorry for me. I needed a friend if I were to survive Helemar’s wrath.




  After Ulfang carried the last of the meager woodpile outside, he approached me and rested his huge hands on my shoulders. “Morag, you must do as we say or you’ll be punished. I’ve tried to be kind to you, but I warn you not to test my patience nor that of my wife.”




  “I don’t mean to be disrespectful,” I said, staring at the wooden floor, “but I can’t help myself sometimes.” I looked up at him. “I’ve never been a servant before.”




  “I know,” he said, patting me on the head. “Just be careful, child, and no more magic.”




  Helemar returned with several woolen blankets and threw them into the dirty alcove. “Here, make your own bed, girl.”




  “It won’t be so bad,” Ulfang said. “Tomorrow I’ll make you a straw mattress.”




  As they withdrew to their bedroom, I began to sweep out the alcove. After removing most of the dust, twigs, bits of wood, and dead insects, I spread the blankets over the hard surface, trying without much success to create a comfortable bed.




  Curling up into a ball, I lay awake in the dark for a long time listening to the sound of barking dogs in the distance and Ulfang’s loud snoring...mingled with my own desperate sobs.




  CHAPTER 5




  As the weeks and months passed, my life became a dreary routine of child care and house cleaning, with Helemar barking her commands and otherwise treating me with disdain. The only bright spot was my relationship with the children. Both Brodegar and the twins liked me, despite their mother’s disapproval, and it was that which made my life tolerable. Sometimes, when Helemar would leave the house for an extended period, they would invite me to spend time with them, and I relished being a child again. Occasionally, I’d disregard the ban on magic and would send toys and other objects flying through the air to the delight and squeals of all. More than anything, though, it warmed my heart to hear Brodegar and the twins promise to keep my disobedience secret.




  Helemar ruled the house and her family with an iron fist, and I found it amusing that Ulfang, the fearsome outlaw and murderer, took his orders from his wife. He would good-naturedly comply with all her requests and didn’t seem upset when she kicked him out of their bed on occasion. As I grew older and gained in understanding, I realized she did this at certain times of the month to avoid getting with child. Once, in a moment of candor, she confessed to me that she would do almost anything to prevent having more children, even if it meant permanently avoiding her husband’s amorous advances.




  Being the village headman, Ulfang claimed the best booty for himself, and this would always make Helemar more agreeable for a time. Each additional ornament for her home or new piece of jewelry would briefly improve her mood, but they couldn’t transform her intrinsically disagreeable nature. She was a tyrant at home and with her neighbors, which made the other villagers dislike her and resent her relative affluence.




  At the same time, her husband and children seemed to accept her, flawed as she was, although there didn’t seem to be any great affection between them. Except for those times when his lust required slaking, Ulfang steered clear of her, spending most of his time at the local ale house, The Dragon’s Nest. The children, on the other hand, were constantly under her critical eye, and I often felt sorry for them as they received one of her frequent tongue lashings or the occasional ear cuff.




  My life was mostly tolerable as long as I did as I was told, kept mostly to myself, and didn’t use my magic. I tried to perform my duties well, more out of pride than from any desire to please my mistress, and when I did do something well, she would never praise me, but instead would make a little grunt to signal her approval.




  But, as hard as I tried to be a good servant, I could not do it. It was simply not in my nature. I found it almost impossible to constantly humble myself before Helemar. This resulted most often in verbal abuse, with Helemar shrieking unkind epithets at me. Sometimes, however, it led to physical punishment, which she meted out generously and with enthusiasm.




  Beatings were her primary form of punishment, but after her earlier assault, she was forced to restrain herself because of Ulfang’s directive that my skin remain unblemished. On those occasions when she could not hold herself back, she’d force me to lie down on one of the children’s beds. Then, wooden stick in hand, she would whack the bottoms of my bare feet for several minutes. Although the pain was excruciating, I bore it without uttering a sound. This would infuriate her further, and in the end extended my torture, but I would not let her destroy my spirit.




  The other children, particularly the girls, were upset by the beatings, and Brodegar would often try to intervene on my behalf, but his mother would shove them all out of the room and scream at them to be quiet. Later, if Helemar was not about, Brodegar would visit me in my little alcove and bring me a healing salve for the tiny cuts on the bottom of my feet.




  Indeed, he became a true friend. Whenever my duties didn’t interfere, we were together, talking about our hopes and dreams, our fears and failings. We even created our own secret code through facial expressions and hand signals. Sometimes, during the evening meal when Helemar and Ulfang were speaking, we’d laugh at inappropriate times because of something he or I ‘said’ to each other. Although Brodegar treated me like another sister, I sometimes imagined that we would marry when we grew up. I didn’t know if he felt that way, too, but I wanted to think so. In hindsight, it was silly and naive of me to entertain such a notion, but I think I was so desperate for love and so in need of nurturing, my girlish fantasies took hold of my imagination.




  *****




  The slave trade was the lifeblood of Galgoroth, bringing together buyers from all the surrounding kingdoms and lands. In the past year, however, Dzemul raids had netted fewer and fewer captives to feed the market’s demands because of increased activity by the Ouida, who wanted slaves of their own to turn into yet more Ouida, or if the dark rumors were true, to supplement their food supply.




  One day, after another unproductive raid into the grasslands of Taranto, Ulfang and his men returned home with only two female captives. I saw the terrified girls as they were marched off to the slave market, and my heart went out to them. They looked to be not much older than I.




  That same day, much to my surprise, Helemar ordered me to accompany her and the children as they went to the market to meet Ulfang. “We can watch some of the auctions,” she said, cheerfully, as if the buying and selling of human beings was no more than harmless entertainment.




  Located about a mile or so west of the village, on the main road, it looked like a fortress, constructed of wood with high walls surrounding a central open courtyard, or arena. On either side of the arena, were one-story barracks where the male and female slaves were separately held, and around the arena were banks of benches where the buyers, sellers and gawkers from all over Erdos could relax under canvas shades while viewing the slaves or bidding in the various auctions.




  As we entered the arena, I gazed at the auction block in the center and experienced an overwhelming sense of dread. Fear clutched at my stomach as I imagined my grown-up self standing on the block, ready to be sold. My face must have betrayed my feelings, because Helemar took my arm and turned me towards her, making it clear why she’d brought me along.




  “Yes, Morag. Take a good look. This is where you’ll come some day.” She had a pitiless smile on her broad face, clearly enjoying her taunting. “This is where you’ll be sold to the highest bidder.”




  Although her words made me nauseous, I said nothing and stared at her defiantly.




  She pointed her finger at the auction block. “You’ll be led out onto that platform over there, and then the bidding will start. But you’ll not be sold to just anyone. Oh, no! I’ll make sure the buyer has a deep purse, so we’ll be richly rewarded for having taken care of you all these years.”




  I pulled my arm from her grasp. “How can you be so certain someone will pay good money for me? You’re always telling me how worthless I am!”




  At that moment, Ulfang joined us. “You’re far from worthless, Morag. You’ll make a fine house slave, if you apply yourself.”




  “She’s worthless as a house slave, husband,” Helemar sneered. “Perhaps you meant to say ‘bedroom slave’ instead?”




  By this time I knew something of what happens in bedrooms between men and women, and I found the idea not only ridiculous, but wholly repugnant.




  I turned to Ulfang. “Please, master, please don’t sell me. I promise to do better. I really will.”




  Helemar grabbed me by the shoulders. “Shut up, you little fool! You’ll be sold when I say so, and that will not be too soon for me!”




  Visualizing my fate, my heart beat faster, but I maintained my outward stoicism and stared at her insolently. This only infuriated her more, and she raised her hand to slap me, but Ulfang pushed it away from my face.




  “Helemar, stop, please. She’s just a young girl. You’re frightening her.” Ulfang looked kindly at me. “Don’t worry, Morag. You’ll be with us for many years yet.”




  “Thank you, master,” I mumbled as I took his hand. “You have always been kind to me.”




  Helemar didn’t say anything, but the large blood vessel throbbed away on her forehead. Glaring at me, she turned on her heel and herded the children into a row of benches under one of the striped awnings. As Ulfang and I followed, several nearby spectators pointed at me and began to whisper.




  “Why do they stare at me?” I asked him.




  “They’ve never seen a Tuaneth before. You’re a rare sight, and that’s why you’ll bring us good money when you grow up.”




  “Oh,” was all I said, while Ulfang patted me on the head. “Move along now. They’ll start soon.”




  We sat there only a brief time before a short, bald, fat man entered and took his place on the auction block.




  “Ladies and gentlemen,” he exclaimed with a wave of both arms, “I welcome you to the Eastern Galgoroth Slave Market. We’ll begin in just a few minutes, so have your purses ready.” He didn’t appear to be a wicked man, an expert in the slave trade. In fact, he had the jolly demeanor of a street vendor at the village market.




  He waved toward the back and was quickly joined by a tall, young blonde man, whose hands were tied behind his back. As the man looked down at his feet, his shoulders drooping, the fat man picked up a black metal rod from a stand on the block, placed it under the young man’s chin, and lifted his face for all to see.




  “This is a young farmer from Taranto. He’s about 20 years old and is in excellent health. He’s not overly muscular, but his owner reports he is a very hard worker. I’ve also been told that females are quite attracted to him, so he could also serve at stud.”




  There was a slight murmur of female voices in the crowd, and I observed several wives smiling to themselves or whispering to their husbands. I didn’t understand exactly what ‘at stud’ meant, but I guessed it had something to do with what happens in the bedroom. Poor man. Was that the awful fate in store for me?




  The fat man continued, “Now, ladies and gentlemen, may I start the bidding at 1500 dronar? Do I have 1500?” A hand shot up across the arena.




  “Excellent! Do I have 1700 dronar? Ladies and gentlemen, this young man is a fine specimen and will make an excellent addition to your household. Do I have 1700 dronar? A small amount for such an excellent slave.”




  Hands continued to shoot up, signaling the bids, which grew higher and higher. The fat man seemed ecstatic as the bidding reached 9000 dronar. Such a high price made me wonder why the young man was being sold in the first place. If he was so valuable, why would his owner sell him?




  As if he heard my silent musings, Ulfang spoke to Helemar. “I wager the owner’s wife was becoming too fond of this young man, and that’s why he’s on the block. What do you think, Helemar?”




  Helemar looked slyly at her husband. “I think you’re right. He’s very handsome. No doubt he worked very hard in his mistress’s bed.”




  They both chuckled, while Brodegar and I rolled our eyes and signaled with our fingers that we thought their comments were disgusting.




  The bidding finally ended at 12,000 dronar, and the fat man smiled from ear to ear as the young farmer was taken from the arena and replaced by a middle-aged, dark-haired man, who was quickly sold off at a much lower price. He was not very good-looking, which must have kept his price down. Then, a very beautiful blonde woman was brought out to the block. She stood proud and tall and seemed very dignified. Although her ears were covered by her hair, I thought for a moment she might even have been a Tuaneth.




  The fat man beamed as he addressed the crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen, this fair creature was captured in the far off land of Lugaros several years ago. She has passed through two owners since then and is now being put at auction to satisfy the debts of the last.”




  The men in the audience were visibly eager to get the bidding underway. One of them, dressed in rich clothes, stood up and signaled the fat man. “A closer look, please.”




  “Ladies and gentlemen, it has been requested that serious bidders be given an opportunity to inspect this lot more closely. For some reason, this was not done before the auction. I now ask those bidders to come down here so that such an inspection may take place.”




  The richly-dressed man and several others, also well-attired, left their seats and made their way to the auction block, where they excitedly examined the woman, running their hands over her curves. Like a marble statue, the woman stood stock still and didn’t react to the humiliating examination of her body. She was no doubt used to such uncivilized behavior by men.




  As they returned to their seats to re-start the bidding process, Ulfang gently elbowed his wife. “I wager they gave her a good going over, don’t you, Helemar? She’ll most assuredly make an excellent bed slave.”




  Helemar smiled knowingly at her husband. “Yes, indeed, husband. Her new owner will use her well.”




  My heart went out to the blonde woman, and I vowed to do everything I could to avoid being a bed slave.




  The bidding was fast and furious and ended quickly with a high bid of 25,000 dronar, an unheard of amount of money according to Helemar. “This bodes well for us, husband. Men will pay great sums for a beautiful bed partner.” She stood up and began marshaling the children to leave. “Come along. It’s time we returned home.”




  As we walked back to the village, Brodegar sidled up to me, and we spoke quietly as we made our way through the dim light of evening.




  “Brodegar, I don’t want to be sold as a bed slave. Not ever. Please keep me with you always,” I begged.




  “It’s not up to me, Morag. My parents will decide what’s to be done when you’re older.” He leaned close and whispered in my ear. “I’ll help you, if I can. I think such things are disgusting, too. I swear I’ll never, ever, do anything like that.”




  I nodded. “Good. Neither will I.”




  As soon as I said the words, however, I knew they were meaningless. We were both going to be adults some day, and there was nothing we could do about it. Despite our revulsion at the physical congress of men and women, neither one of us would be able to avoid the dreaded bedroom forever.




  I shuddered at the thought. May the goddess help me!




  CHAPTER 6




  Late one afternoon, as I was in the kitchen, washing and cutting some vegetables for the evening meal, I heard Helemar joyfully shout her husband’s name. She was supervising Brodegar and the girls, who were in front of the house playing games with some neighbor children. I ran to the window and saw Ulfang and his men ride up the street with their meager bounty of captives from their latest foray into Olynthian lands.




  They’d managed to capture only two males. Worse, the Ouida had killed two of the men, and a third was missing his right hand. It appeared that several horses had also been stolen, since some of the men rode together on the same mount. Everyone in the village knew the raids were growing more and more dangerous, while the plunder grew ever more scarce. According to Ulfang, who often discussed the subject with his wife, it was a situation which needed to be addressed.




  As he approached the house, the children and Helemar ran to greet him. He gathered up the twins in his arms, while his wife and Brodegar surrounded him, visibly joyful at his return. I stood in the doorway, potato and knife in my hands.




  “Ulfang, I’m so glad to see you,” Helemar gushed as she patted his shoulder. “I’m relieved to see you home in one piece. I’ve been very worried about you.”




  This was quite unlike the way she normally greeted her husband, when she would mostly complain about what gift he did or didn’t bring her. Her new-found concern was no doubt due to her fear of raising four children alone.




  Brodwen, now a toddler, began to cry loudly behind me. I turned around to see her sitting before the fireplace, playing with a tattered cloth doll, tears rolling down her pink little cheeks. I put down my things and went to her. She was such a fussy little thing, but in my arms she always grew calm and contented. I carried her to the entryway, and we also smiled at the master’s return. Life was always better when Ulfang was around.




  The family came into the house and sat at the table to hear his tales. I wanted to listen also, but Helemar took the child from me and motioned me back to the kitchen. I quickly finished paring the potatoes and returned to the doorway.




  “This trip was the worst yet,” Ulfang began. “I don’t know how much longer we’ll be able to do this. This time we brought back only two Taranti slaves. We’d captured more, but we lost three in a confrontation with the Ouida.”




  Helemar frowned as she soothed Brodwen, who’d begun sniffling again. “What is to be done, husband? Surely there is something you can do.”




  “Gorbald and I have been talking. We’re going to call a meeting of all the village men, the slave handlers and auctioneers, and anyone else we can think of. Perhaps if we all discuss this together, we’ll find an answer.”




  “You will, Ulfang.” Helemar studied her husband. “You must be hungry.” She turned to me. “Morag, why are you standing there being useless?”




  “Everything is ready for you, mistress. The vegetables are cleaned, and the meat is prepared. I’m sure the master will be pleased to partake of your famous homecoming stew.”




  She waltzed into the kitchen and examined what I’d done. Satisfied, she picked up the butcher knife and proceeded to hack away at the goat meat bought earlier that day in the market. “I don’t need you now. Take care of the children.”




  Ulfang went back outside to speak with the neighbors, and I sat on the floor in front of the fireplace to play with the three little girls, tickling them and playing silly little hand games. Brodegar sat at the table and observed me, as was his wont. When he wasn’t outside with the neighborhood boys or traipsing after his mother, he watched me constantly, his gaze following my every move. Several times I caught him staring at my body, which was beginning to change as I grew older, and he’d get this far-away, dreamy expression.




  I knew he loved me. He never said so, of course, but I knew it. I cannot say, however, whether I loved him. I liked him well enough, but I could already see signs he was growing into a replica of his father, an unappealing prospect for sure. By now, I’d also outgrown my childish fantasy about being his wife. His parents would find a more suitable partner from among the village girls, and I would be sold, as promised, to a new owner. We were both growing up, and I knew that soon everything would change.




  That night, as I lay in my kitchen alcove, I thought about my future. Now that I was maturing, I might be physically capable of escaping my enslavement. I could possibly retrace the journey I’d taken with Ulfang through the desert years earlier, but I’d need provisions, a means of transport, and a weapon. None of these would be easy to come by, and I would certainly be discovered before I could put my plan into action. Even if I did manage to survive such a rigorous trek on my own, how would I find my people? Memories of my life before Galgoroth had already faded, and it would be dangerous to make my way back through the Aulden Hills now that the Ouida were rampaging throughout the area.




  If I stayed in Galgoroth, however, I was doomed to spend the rest of my life in slavery. The big question was, who would be my owner? Would I be sold to someone from the area or to a buyer from a far off land? Perhaps someone from The Bakhtaren, in the far south, where the climate was hot and humid and the men kept many wives and concubines under one roof.




  I sighed. Being married to Brodegar would make everything so simple. We were already the best of friends, and maybe I could be happy being his wife, but having his children would present a huge problem. I remembered my mother telling me that, because my people lived so long, the Divine Mother made it difficult for Tuaneth women to conceive as a way to control our numbers.




  Not having children would be a good thing if my fate was to be a slave or concubine, but if I was to marry Brodegar, Helemar would never let me hear the end of it, and I’d go mad from her insults and unceasing carping.




  *****




  In the days that followed, the family and their neighbors spoke frequently of the dangerous conditions faced by the Dzemul raiders and the resulting deterioration of the villagers’ quality of life. There was much talk about the Ouida and the rumored reappearance of their master, Lord Zarkhan, the ruler of Morthus Darya, which lay to the south of the Aulden Hills, through which the Dzemul traveled on their way into Olynthian territory.




  A few days after Ulfang’s return, a meeting was held at The Dragon’s Nest. The entire village turned out, the men filling the large main room to overflowing. The women and children congregated outside to gossip and speculate under the canvas awnings erected for the occasion. Because Ulfang thought it important for everyone in the village to hear and discuss what was accomplished, I was also allowed to accompany the family.




  Although Brodegar was deemed old enough to sit inside with the men, I was a female and automatically excluded. I longed to eavesdrop, however, so once Helemar was deep in conversation with the other women, I sneaked over to an open window. Standing on my tiptoes, I watched as the tavern owner and his wife scurried about serving ale and hard spirits to all the men, smiling from ear to ear as they pocketed the money. I surveyed the crowd. Most of the men were from Galgoroth, but there were a handful of strangers, as well. This I knew from their distinctive mode of dress or their varied skin color.




  As headman of the village, Ulfang opened the meeting by relating his own experiences in Taranto and the Aulden Hills. Hands soon shot up, and men around the room shouted they also had harrowing stories to tell. All had encountered roaming Ouida gangs and had lost both men, horses, and booty in bloody conflicts. Each man in turn related his tale in chilling detail, making the fine hair on my arms stand on end. As each man spoke, the others shook their heads with worry and called out that something had to be done.




  Then, when all had fallen silent in contemplation of their predicament, a handsome man with dark blonde hair and hawk-like features, richly dressed in strange garb, arose to address the assembly. Every head in the room turned to regard him.




  “Men of Galgoroth, I am General Ildar Tregalen, and I come from Bazram, far south of here in The Bakhtaren. Listen to me, for I have the solution to your problems.”




  Most of the men looked skeptical. “Why should we?” someone exclaimed. “Who are you to tell us what to do?” cried another.




  “Let him speak!” Ulfang shouted, pounding on the table. “None of you has come up with an answer! Let’s hear what he has to say.”




  “Thank you,” said the stranger, who climbed onto a bench so all could see and hear him. “For many years, my people, the Bazrami, have sought possession of the Kintyre Islands from our hereditary enemy, Prado Ugar. Unfortunately, our land also lies close to Morthus Darya, and several years ago, our people, like yours, became the targets of the Ouida. We were certain Lord Zarkhan had returned.”




  At the mention of Zarkhan, the men shook their heads and made the sign of the gorthang, a large ‘X’, which they drew over their chests to ward off evil.




  “Yes, I see you’re also afraid of his reappearance,” Ildar continued.




  “What did you do?” asked someone in the back of the room.




  “We tried to sustain our efforts against Prado Ugar, but it was nearly impossible to fight two enemies at the same time. The loss of life became too great, so I and my brother, King Aldar Tregalen, devised a plan that was not popular at first, but in the end was our only viable option.”




  “What’s the plan?” shouted the same man.




  “We decided to seek Zarkhan’s protection rather than continue to bear his ill will and its consequences.”




  The men gasped and shook their heads. One got up, waved his fist at the speaker and shouted, “No, we’ll never submit to the Evil One.”




  “Wait!” Ildar exclaimed. “Hear me out. By seeking a pact with Zarkhan, we’ve been able to continue our war with Prado Ugar, and we’re unmolested by the Ouida.”




  “Did you actually see him?” Ulfang asked, his eyes moon-like with awe. “Did you meet with Lord Zarkhan?”




  “No, our negotiations were conducted through an intermediary, but his seal was upon the treaty we signed, and I have no doubts about its authenticity.”




  The man from the back stood and shouted, “Then you don’t really know if he’s returned, do you?”




  “What does it matter?” Ildar asked. “If Lord Zarkhan has not yet manifested himself, then I’m sure he will very soon. What’s important is that the Ouida are becoming more of a problem for you every day, and I’m offering you a solution.”




  The fist-waver stood. “So, the Ouida stopped killing your men. What did you have to give in return?”




  “We offered Zarkhan our allegiance. When the time comes, and he asks for our assistance, we’ll supply him with troops, weapons and horses. You could do the same. It’s a small sacrifice compared to what you will gain. You’ll be free to raid into the east as often and as freely as you desire. Plunder and slaves will be yours for the taking.”




  At this, the men sucked in their breaths and began talking quietly among themselves. After a few minutes, Gorbald rose and spoke.




  “Men of Galgoroth. What the stranger says has merit. What do we care about the peoples of the high and mighty Olynthian Empire? The Lugari and Taranti have always been our enemies. They’re also the enemies of Lord Zarkhan, so let’s join with him, for it will gain us much in the end.”




  Gorbald’s comments ignited a loud debate which went on for some time. “Will Zarkhan demand tribute from us?” asked one of the men. “We can barely feed and clothe our own,” said another. “What will he ask us to do?” demanded a third.




  “Zarkhan asks only that you swear complete allegiance to him and that you provide soldiers and weapons when he calls upon you,” answered Ildar. “He’ll want your help when he makes war against your mutual enemies, but be assured, he will be generous in victory.”




  “What you say makes sense,” interjected Ulfang. “We must be practical, men. We cannot defeat the Ouida, and we certainly can’t fight Zarkhan, if he has returned! Why not join him and reap the rewards?”




  Most of the men nodded their assent. “How do we make such an agreement?” asked Gorbald.




  “All you need do is put your names on this document,” said Ildar as he pulled forth from his leather pouch a folded sheet of parchment. “I’m acting as Lord Zarkhan’s emissary. Sign here and you shall be counted among his allies. No longer will your raiding parties be harassed by the Ouida. From this day forth, you shall be free to pursue your business in peace and live your lives under Zarkhan’s protection.”




  Ulfang and Gorbald were the first to sign the agreement. The other men followed, one by one, until almost all had signed. A small cluster of doubters sat in a rear corner, shaking their heads and frowning. One of them stood upon a table and exclaimed, “Don’t do this. You’ll regret it!” Another jumped up, shook his fist at them and cried, “This is wrong, and we’ll suffer the consequences.”




  “Sit down, Arn!” cried Gorbald. “You worry about everything.”




  “You’ve done the right thing,” Ildar reassured them. “And you’ll be richly rewarded when the enemies of the Lord of Morthus Darya are defeated!”




  A jubilant shout went up from the men, and there was much toasting of ale and clasping of hands. Ulfang, Gorbald and several others huddled around Ildar, and Ulfang ordered the tavern keeper to bring more refreshment. Although they were too far away for me to clearly hear their conversation, I was very good at reading lips.




  “I’m glad you came to us, General,” Ulfang said as he raised his tankard in a toast. “How did you learn of our meeting?”




  Ildar smiled slyly. “Lord Zarkhan has many eyes and ears.” Then he laughed heartily and toasted Ulfang in return. “Let us drink to our new alliance.”




  “We should dine together tonight, sir. My home is not far away, and I’d like to know you better. If you don’t already have a place to lay your head, you may also spend the night with us.”




  I cringed at his words for two reasons: Helemar would not be happy, and I’d have to work doubly hard before the day was done.




  “Thank you, Ulfang. I’ve been traveling for several weeks and would greatly appreciate the hospitality of your hearth and home. There is one slight complication, however. I’m traveling with a servant. I hope that won’t be too much trouble.”




  “No, not at all,” replied Ulfang. “You are both most welcome.”




  And that is how I met Rima.




  CHAPTER 7




  I spotted Brodegar as he left the building and ran up to him. “Your mother isn’t going to like this one bit.”




  “No, she won’t, but we’d better hurry up and tell her.” His face already drawn with worry. “Come on!” He grabbed my hand, and we raced to where she was sitting.




  Beneath the shade of a canopy, Helemar was holding court. While the little girls sat at her feet playing with their dolls, Helemar behaved in her usual regal way, dominating the conversation and treating everyone like underlings.




  “Mother, Mother, we have guests!” Brodegar exclaimed as he reached her side.




  “What guests? What are you talking about, boy?” Her frown was both surprised and exasperated.




  “Father is coming home with two guests. From the meeting.” He waved his hand at the tavern. “He told me to tell you to go home as fast as you can to prepare everything.”




  “He tells me to prepare everything?” Helemar shrieked. “How very lovely. He brings home two men, and just like that, expects me to prepare a meal for them.”
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