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Chapter 1


Egan


 


 


The chair went
flying across the room and crashed loudly against the far wall. Splinters and
boards exploded in the air, until the room reeked of dust and varnish.


Vacot Soss froze in the doorway, very
much aware of how close he’d come to being in the path of that chair, and glad
he had been tardy in answering the costell’s summons.
The man’s mood swings were becoming more erratic, sometimes to the point where
he feared for his friend’s mental health.


“Vacot!”


Egan Pri stood in the middle of the room. His face dripped
sweat, and he was breathing heavily, making it obvious he was responsible for
the broken pieces of wood and pottery that littered the room.


“Yes, Egan? I’m
here. You can cease your little temper tantrum now.” He gave the man his best
I’m-not-in-the-mood-for-your-nonsense glare. As usual, it had little effect on
the big man.


He watched the costell stumble toward the door before turning to head down
the hallway toward his personal chambers. Vacot
sighed loudly, not caring if the man heard him, and dutifully followed. Once
they were back in the costell’s bedroom, he stood to
one side as Egan slumped wearily on a tufted footstool by the fire. When he was
certain the man was finished with his little show, Vacot
took the chair across from him.


“Shall I call
for something to drink?” 


Egan glanced at
him. “Call for yourself, if you wish.”


Vacot nodded. He knew that tone of voice all too well, but
he knew his friend better. Getting up from his seat, he walked over to the bell
pull near the door and tugged twice on the elaborately sewn length of cloth.
Seconds later, a maiden opened the door.


“A pottle of prine, and two mugs.”


She bobbed her
head and disappeared. Vacot resumed his seat near the
fire. By this time Egan had wiped his face, and his breathing had slowed. Which
meant he was ready to be civil again.


“What’s wrong?”


Egan gave a
slight shake of his head. “Grain count is off. We won’t have the harvest this
winter the farmers had been praying for.”


Vacot frowned. More bad news, on top of all the other bad
news they had been experiencing for the last six years. Would it ever end? No
wonder his friend was throwing a fit.


“How short do
you think we’ll be this season?”


“At least two
bushels per person,” Egan snapped. Digging his fingers through his thick, black
hair, he stared dejectedly at the fire. “The crops have been off for far too
long. There’s no avoiding the fact that my people are going to starve this
winter if something isn’t done.”


“Egan, listen.
You didn’t cause the flood that washed away half of the storage bins. Neither
did you bring about the drought that caused the grain shortage,” Vacot pointed out. 










“Hunting is
poor. The fish are scarce. There’s very little to look forward to.” Egan
clenched his hands in front of him. The man’s anger was again rising, borne of
frustration, fear, and the overwhelming sense of impotence. He couldn’t help
his people, and knowing many would die this winter under his rule was tearing
him apart.


Vacot tried to hide his own disappointment. “What did you
need to see me for?” He reminded the man why he was here. 


The costell gave a sound that was part grunt, part growl. “I
need a clear head to give me suggestions.”


“I’m not a
miracle worker, Egan. I can’t make crops appear out of thin air. I have no more
control over...” He stopped, suddenly speechless, as an idea crossed his mind.


Egan buried his
face in his hands, unaware of his friend and advisor’s moment of epiphany.


“I don’t expect you to pull a miracle
out of your ass, Vacot. But I was hoping for some
sound advice. Perhaps a suggestion or two. If nothing else, a hard lecture on
my piss-poor job performance.” He glanced up to see the half-smile on Vacot’s face. Immediately, he sat up a little straighter.
“What?”


No. No way
will he go for it. “Forget it,” Vacot said.


“What?”


“Forget it,” Vacot repeated. “You said yourself you’re the last person
who believes in the mystic arts.”


That frigid look
he knew so well settled over Egan’s features. “I have said all the prayers I
can muster,” the man began.


“No. Not
prayers. Something else. Or rather, someone else.”


“What are you
talking about?” the costell demanded. “Quit with the
riddles!”


Vacot swallowed hard. “A Charm. I’m talking about a Charm.”


Egan looked as
if Vacot had swatted him across the face with a wet
fish. “A Charm? You’re talking about one of those, those gypsies?”


“Egan, listen to
me—”


“You want me to
take one of those vagrants and let them have free reign of my home and my lands
because you believe they can bring us luck?” The man got to his feet. He
was clearly incensed by Vacot’s suggestion. “You want
me to risk the lives of my people on the chance this Charm could actually—”


“Egan, for the
gods’ sake, listen to me!” Vacot got to his
feet to meet the man face to face. “Go take your precious gem coins over to the
next province. It won’t do you any good, and you know that! They’re hurting for
every scrap of food they can find, as much as we are! And if they do have a
meager portion to share, they damn well won’t share it with you, no
matter how much you try to barter!”


Rather than risk
having the man take a punch at him, Vacot turned and
strode over to the opposite wall, near the bed. “Egan, I’ve been racking my
brain, trying to find some kind of solution, whether it be temporary or
permanent. But the truth is, we have run out of options. We have no chance, no
hope...nothing that will keep us from slowly starving to death. And I...I’m
willing to do anything now to prevent that from happening...even if it means
putting my faith in the mystical arts.”


“But...a Charm?”
Egan gasped. His anger had diffused itself again, to the point where he was
near tears. “What next? Writing the stars in our own blood?”











“Listen, I
recently received word that a gypsy camp will be landing in Goddenslau
in eight days. That may be your only chance to procure a Charm, since they
don’t show but every few years. If you don’t take the risk then, Egan, you will
never have another opportunity.” Vacot took a deep
breath. “We may not be alive the next time the camp comes around.”


He watched as
Egan wearily rubbed his face. “How will my people react when they discover I’ve
foolishly spent their taxes on a gypsy Charm? Huh?”


“If the Charm
works, you know how they’ll react.”


“And if it
doesn’t?”


“Will any of us
be around much longer if you don’t try?” Vacot held
out his hands in supplication. “We have no chance but this one, as slim as it
appears, and as much as you don’t believe in the mystical arts. But we have to
try every option, every possibility, no matter how it appears to be. Egan?”


“What?”


“You know my
beliefs. You know where I stand on this.”


“Yes, I do,”
Egan nodded, then paused to think. “Eight days?”


“Yes.”


“Only in Goddenslau?”


“It’s the only
port that’s gotten a notice, so far as we know. Roh Torom is a bit off the regular trade routes. You know
that.”


Egan nodded in
answer.


“All right. Let
me think on it.”


Vacot held his breath, afraid to show his joy. Giving a slight
bow, he turned to leave when his friend stopped him.


“Vacot? Have you ever witnessed one of these Charms
yourself? Up close?”


“No. I’ve only
heard of them.”


“Same here. I’ve
heard of what they can do...of what they’ve done in the past. It almost sounds...it’s
almost...”


“Too good to be
true?”


For the first
time in days, Vacot heard a soft laugh come from the costell. “Yeah. Very much.”


“People swear by
them. Have been for as long as I can remember. But one rule is very clear, or
else the Charm will not work.”


“I know,” Egan
told him. “They must be kept happy.”


“Yes. Think you
can manage that, my friend?”


“Whatever it
takes to save my people,” the costell vowed. “I’ll do
whatever it takes.”


As the man
lapsed into silence, Vacot bowed again and finally left
the bedroom.


Egan Pri had not been a happy man for the past six years, but he
promised he would do whatever it took to keep those under his rule healthy and
safe. He was known as a man of his word.


Vacot prayed the man would also be able to find a little
happiness of his own.








Chapter 2


Genesee


 


 


“Dai, I’m
ready to be sold.”


It seemed like
eons ago when Genesee ii Duuru made that decision,
when in fact it had been less than a month. She remembered when her mother turned
from the stove where she was fixing their supper, and gave her only child a
strange but sad look. She didn’t ask Genesee if she was certain. She didn’t
question her in any way. All she did was turn back to slicing vegetables and
placing them into the pot of boiling water.


Laying aside the
glass rose she was sculpting, Genesee arose and walked over to the viewing port
and gazed out into the vast darkness punctuated with color. A bright orange
nebula arched overhead. A pale blue sun glowed to the far right. Gliding below
and barely visible from this angle was the Speranta,
Crede's sister ship. Along with the others in
their caravan, they were in the middle of some galaxy. A galaxy that looked
like all the other countless star systems they'd passed through during her
twenty-five solar cycles. 


And yet, this
galaxy was different. As soon as they had exited hyperspace, she'd felt its tug
on her psyche. It seemed to call to her. Tried to draw her toward it. Almost
begged for her attention. A field of nearly tangible misery seemed to seep
through the impenetrable hull and fold itself around her. Its thickness made it
nearly impossible to breathe.


Closing her eyes,
she forced herself to concentrate. Gradually, the sensation eased enough to
where she was no longer suffocating. Another minute, and she was back in
control of herself.


She went directly
to the main bridge where she found her father bent over as he checked the main
sensors on the navigation console. Jala ii Duuru sensed her presence and straightened to greet her
with a smile. The moment he saw the expression on her face, his smile dropped
slightly.


"It's rare
to see you here, my rose."


Genesee glanced
around at the otherwise empty room. Before she could ask, he responded. 


"We are in
the middle of a shift change. Middee and Lass are due
to relieve me shortly. I told Falbon he could go
ahead and leave." He tilted his head. "What brings you on
board?"


"I can feel
it. Them. I mean, I can feel them." She stumbled with her words, unable to
clearly explain what she meant, but it appeared her father understood. 


"Chey, do you hear
them?" he softly inquired.


            She
nodded. "But not as voices. I feel... There is sadness. Despair.
Hopelessness."


            Her
father sighed. "We are due to arrive on Roh Torom in less than two days. Let me know if the voices grow
louder as we approach."


            "I
will. Dadro,
is this unusual?"


            "Unusual
how?"


            "I
mean, to be heading for a planet, and having one of us called while we
approach?"


            He
smiled, his eyes softening with love. "Most of the time, we follow a
pre-ordained route given to us by the chief. We received a call for help from Roh Torom, and fortunately it was
on the route." He snorted lightly. "Or perhaps the Elder Mother was
aware the planet would send us a message, and designated our course with them
in mind. Have you told your mother?"


            "Yes.
She’s fixing dinner."


            "Good.
Return home. I will join you shortly." Walking over to her, he placed his
hands on either side of her face and kissed her forehead. "You are
ready."


            "I've
been ready," she reminded him with a wistful smile.


            "Yes,
you have. All you lacked was your purpose. Now...now it appears you have found
it." He kissed her forehead a second time, then patted her on the
shoulder. "Go."


            Without
answering, Genesee left the bridge, passing through the observation room to
pick up her crystalline piece on her way to their quarters.


            Upon
her return, she found her mother setting the table, but her movements were
slow, her eyes filled with tears. "Once you said you were ready, we knew this
time was imminent."


            "I
hear so much sadness. It's like thousands of voices crying out loud." At
the sight of her mother's tears, she felt her own face go hot as her vision
blurred. "I want to help."


            "It
is our way. It is your heritage. You are blessed, and you can bring them those
blessings."


            "If
they allow," Genesee amended.


            "That
is true. If they allow. Too many times we have tried to help those desperate
and in need, only to be turned away. If such a thing should happen to you,
don't fight it. Accept their denial."


            "If
they do deny my help, will the sound of their sadness go away?"


            It
took her mother several moments before she replied. "Eventually."
Giving her daughter a hug, she ordered, "Go set the table. Your father is
always ravenous when he gets off duty. Have you told him yet?"


            "Yes.
I was on the observation deck. He was closest."


            "Does
he know where your feelings are from?"


            "He
said it was a small planet called Roh Torom. We are due to dock there in less than two
days."


            Her
mother's eyes widened. "So soon?"


            "Yes,
that soon." Jala strode in, pausing by a small
tier of shelves inset in a corner to set a few items on the lower one. Without
looking, Genesee would know one of those items he'd leave behind would be his
communications band. Once his shift was over, he was adamant about spending the
rest of his time with his family, rather than remain on call.


            "What's
for dinner? I’m starved."


            They
ate in relative silence, speaking little, and none of it pertaining to their
next stop. It wasn't until they were finished, and Genesee got up to clear off
the table, when her mother grasped her arm and gestured toward the living area.


            "Come."


            Wordlessly,
Genesee followed her mother over to the sofa and sat beside her as her father
made himself comfortable in the overstuffed chair across from them. "I
have already asked for an audience with the chief regarding Roh
Torom," he began, watching his daughter. "I
will inform him that you felt a calling."


            "What
if another was called?"


            Her
mother laid a hand on her thigh. Genesee could feel its warmth through her
skirt's thin material. "No, my child. Only you. Jala,
tell us what we know about this world."


            "There
is a series of small, out-of-the-way planetoids circling a yellow dwarf
star called Torom. The fourth and fifth bodies are
inhabited, Roh being the inner planet. Once we
achieve orbit, we will take the shuttle down to the town of Goddenslau.
It's the largest populated port. That's where we'll put you up for sale."


            "What
if I fail?" Genesee voiced her doubts. 


            The
hand on her thigh tightened its grip. "You won't fail," her mother
assured her. "You already feel their despair, right?"


            Genesee
nodded.


            "Then
you have already succeeded."


            Taking
a deep breath, she looked to her father. "For one solar cycle,
correct?"


            "Correct.
You will remain with them for one of their solar cycles. At the end of that
time, we will return for you."


            “Is
there anything I need to do to prepare before we get there?” Genesee question.


Her mother
patted her knee. “Until then, just listen to the voices. They will help guide
you.” 


When they
arrived two days later, and the caravan was placed in orbit around the small
planet, Genesee was called before the gypsy chief. Standing in front of the
man, whom she’d known all her life, she tried to remain calm, taking on a stoic
expression she’d practiced in front of the mirror. But inside she was nervous
and quaking. To help steel herself, she clasped her arms around her middle.


Zellan smiled warmly. “Little Genesee, you have grown into
a beautiful young woman.”


“Thank you.” She
dipped her head slightly to honor him.


“I’ve been told
you’ve declared yourself ready to be sold.”


“I have,” she
confirmed. “I am.”


“This meeting is
only a formality,” the older man stated. “It is my duty to remind you of your
obligations, and to make sure you completely understand them.”


She quickly
glanced around the small cabin where the chief held audience. Other than a few
Elders and her parents, there was no one else present.


“Swear to me, Genesee, that you will uphold your duties as a Charm, those
duties being as follows. First, you will be fair and equal to all who approach
you.”


“I will.”


“Secondly, you
will not cause harm unless harmed yourself.”


“I will.”


“Good. And
finally, you will take no recompense for your actions. You will not be swayed
by power or money, or any other promise in order to gain your favor. Do you
swear by this?”


“I do.”


The man stood
and held out his arms, and she happily walked into his embrace. A quick buss on
both cheeks, and he stepped away to gaze directly into her eyes. “Go with my
blessing.”


She thanked him
and left the room, going directly to the shuttle bay. Before she reached the
double pressurized doors, she spotted a familiar figure leaning against the
bulkhead, his arms crossed over his chest. The look on his face did not bode
well.


“I’m leaving, Borol.”


“I heard…from
others. Not from you. Why, Genesee? Why couldn’t you at least give me the
courtesy of telling me to my face that you were leaving?” Undoing his arms, he
approached her, hands out, as if to take hold of hers. Genesee halted, keeping
her distance. Borol saw her reluctance, and his frown
deepened. “You promised to marry me.”


“No.” She held
up a hand to stop him from proceeding. “I did nothing of the sort. I was
promised to you.”


“Our parents
signed a contract,” the young man clarified. “You were going to become my wife
at the advent of your twenty-fifth solar year. Your twenty-fifth birthing day
is fast approaching.”


She met him
frown for frown. “What are you trying to say?”


“I’m saying I
find it very suspicious that you would decide now that you’re ready to sell yourself.”


He was
challenging her, daring her to contradict him. To tell him his suspicions were
wrong. Sadly, they weren’t, but truthfully, their impending nuptials only
played a minor part in her decision. Regardless, she refused to accede. 


“I have been
thinking a lot these past few months about my duty, Borol,
when I felt my abilities strengthening. I hear the voices. I sense their pain.
Have you been paying attention to Zellan’s speeches
these past few weeks?”


Borol made a disparaging sound. “That old vaida spouts so much propaganda, it’s hard to
tell when he’s telling the truth, and when he’s blowing things out of
proportion.”


She felt her
face flush with anger. “Then I strongly suggest you listen harder to our chief.
Our people are in dire straits. We’re running very low on funds.”


“Did he ask you
to sell yourself?” Borol interrupted.


“No,” she firmly
replied. “He did not ask me. He did not imply that I should.”


“Did your
parents?”


She was galled
by his audacity, but held her tongue. “I volunteered of my own free will.”


Borol pressed his lips together. She could tell he wanted
to ask her to reconsider, but he already knew it was too late. Once Zellan gave her his blessing, the deal was sealed. And,
short of extenuating circumstances, there was no backing out. And she knew as
well as he did that a promise of marriage was not one of those circumstances.


The young man
let out a long sigh of defeat. “I will be here when you return. You can take
that reassurance with you.”


She hung her
head. “If you wish.”


“Yes, I so
wish.”


            He
moved toward her and took her by the arms. She raised her face to accept his
perfunctory kiss, but gave him no other sign of affection because she felt
none. She’d never had any romantic feelings for this man-child she’d known all
her life. When she was six solar years, her parents had selected him to be her
husband, and the contract had been signed by both families. Yet she’d never
felt anything other than friendship for the man. Unfortunately, among those in
the tribe, most marriages didn’t require an emotional attachment.


            Truthfully,
she’d known she would be planet-side when her twenty-fifth birthing day came
around. Although she regretted not being able to be with her family at that
memorable time, she simply wasn’t ready to become Borol’s
wife. 


            He
stepped away, allowing her to enter the docking bay without any further word.
Genesee breathed a sigh of relief as the door closed behind her.


            Her
mother was waiting for her. She could already tell the woman had been crying,
and the realization of what she was about to do stared baldly back at her.
After exchanging kisses, her mother hugged her as they both tried to hold back
further tears. 


            “I
know you packed yourself, but I placed a few extra items in there to help you
remember us by,” Maora whispered with a hitch in her
voice.


            “Thank
you, Dai.”


            The
woman caressed her daughter’s cheek and gave her a sad but beautiful smile. “Be
well and happy, Chey. I will rejoice on the day you return
to us.” Handing Genesee a needlepoint bag containing her clothes and other
accouterments, the woman remained where she stood and watched her daughter
enter the small two-seater where her father already sat buckled up behind the
controls.


The man raised
an eyebrow at her. “Take a seat. Are you ready?”


She knew he
wasn’t asking if she was ready to leave. He was asking if she was prepared for
this new journey in her life. Genesee nodded. “Yes, Dadro.”


Yes, she was
prepared. She was also terrified, but she would never admit it. She’d taken
that first step, and now she had no choice but to find her destiny.








Chapter 3


Sold


 


 


The bay doors
opened, and the planet, although small, loomed in front of them. Their flight
passed mostly in silence. She spent the time in quiet introspection, while also
wiping her sweaty palms on her skirt. At one point her father noted, “You do
know that if you’re sold, it will be one solar year before we return.”


“Yes, I know.”


She stared out
of the porthole as the shuttle circled over the patch that gradually revealed
itself to be a village consisting mostly of one-story buildings of stone or
wood, and with thatched roofs. In the center of town was a cleared area, and
already the circumference was being ringed with individuals. Some of those
people would be bidding on her, hopefully. But most were attending to watch and
stare.


Her father
gradually brought the shuttle in for a landing. There would be no others arriving
after her. Only one of her kind was allowed on a planet. Being a singular
entity ensured the tribe could get any price they stated. And if no one on that
world could afford what they asked, there were always other worlds who could.


“The town is called
Roh Torom. It looks to be
an agricultural world,” her father murmured from his co-pilot seat. "Or
was. There are signs of extreme drought." He glanced over his shoulder at
her. "This could be a very demanding world."


Genesee nodded
and pulled her hood up over her head. She was grateful her mother had remained
with the caravan where it orbited above this world. The woman was already devastated
to lose her only child, and parting would only become more difficult if she’d
come along on this flight. By right, since Genesee was allowed one family
member to accompany her, her father had asked for that honor, and she’d happily
accepted.


As she had
anticipated, she'd heard the voices strengthening the closer they approached.
Becoming louder and clearer, almost to the point where she thought she could
make out words and phrases.


            Someone
help us!


As the hatch
door swung open, Genesee hesitated at the sight of the throng milling about the
tiny landing area. Her father’s hand rested at the small of her back.


“Are they all
here because of me?” she asked softly.


“Yes. Come. The
stage has already been erected.”


She walked along
with him, confident no harm would come to her. No one dared. The legends about Charms
were known in almost every corner of the galaxy. To deliberately try to
antagonize, harm, or in any way upset a Charm was tantamount to the death
penalty for anyone who was brazen enough to attempt such an illegal act. At
least, it was that way on most planets.


She glanced at
the landscape, including the mud brick buildings and the unpaved roads. It was
clear, even to her untrained eyes, that this place was beset with drought and
poor crops. There may have even been a plague at some point.


Hundreds of thin
faces and wide eyes stared at her as she and her father passed through the dirt
street toward the center of the square where a platform had been erected. These
people wore clean but tattered clothing in dull colors. No bright materials
here. The bright materials were only affordable by the rich, or those in the
upper echelons. 


She knew by
comparison her own appearance must surprise them. Her huge skirt was a deep
blue, and spangled with chips of non-expensive jewels. Her blouse was almost
pure white. The cloak was of short-haired dakka fur,
bought during one of their visits to the markets on Desek
VI. And that didn’t count the bangles and other jewelry adorning her. Some
people reached out to touch her. Genesee took care to let them brush her skirt
as she went by. By gypsy standards, her attire was reasonable, if not a bit
drab. Still, she caught bits and pieces of whisperings as she passed them by.







“Such a tiny
thing.”


“You knew she’d
be dressed in riches.”


“She’s so young.
Are all Charms this young?”


“Are all Charms
female?”


“She’s still a
girl.”


“She doesn’t
look...special.”


“How can we be
certain she’s a real Charm?”


This last remark
forced Genesee to halt in her tracks and turn to face the area where she’d
heard the comment. Her mother had told her people would have their doubts. They
would voice those doubts because they were worried. Worried, desperate, and depressed
people beset with calamity always grasped at any last thread of hope they could
find. Mostly they would pray that the ungodsly amount
of money spent on her would not be in vain.


Looking around, Genesee
spotted what she was looking for. A small child stood hand-in-hand with her
mother. A tiny cut marred the ashen cheek. More than anything, Genesee had a
special soft spot in her heart for children because they were innocents. It was
easy for her to find joy in something as simple as a child’s trust.


Kneeling in the
dirt, she licked the pad of her thumb, then brushed the cut with her saliva. “There.
Did that hurt?” She smiled at the waif.


The child placed
a dirty hand to her face, but her eyes remained fixed on the newcomer. “No,” the
tiny voice trembled.


Genesee glanced
up at the bewildered mother, smiled again, and nodded before rising to re-join
her father. Behind her she heard the woman’s gasp of surprise. Word would
quickly spread about the cut’s disappearance, and as such no one would ever
question her ability again.


She caught her
father’s quick nod of approval. The simple act of kindness might even mean an
increase in her asking price.


They took the
steps together which led up to the platform. Once they were there, Genesee
spotted an announcement board. Her father gave her nod to remain where she
stood, then went over to the board. Taking the small brush and paint pot in hand,
he wrote a price on the sheet of paper tacked to the board. He wrote the same
amount three times, in three different coin. The crowd grew loud and angry as
they read her asking price.


Yes, it was
steep.


Yes, it was so
much money that very few, if anyone, could afford it.


But it was the
way of her people. It had always been the way of her kind. The money would be
divided among everyone in the caravan and help pay for food and supplies and
fuel. It was how they earned their living as they traveled through space.


More than that,
everyone knew a Charm was worth every coin.


“Doff your hood,
Genesee. Let them see you.”


Quickly, she
lowered the cowl of her cape so that the crowd and any prospective owners could
get a good look at her. At the same time, she scoured the faces to see if any
of them appeared sufficiently wealthy. A couple looked promising. An older man
bedecked in dark blue robes and jewels eyed her with undisguised greed. All of
them gave off voices that echoed what she had been hearing for the past several
hours.


            But
there was one voice, one soft, plaintive voice that caught her attention. So
soft, it was barely audible amid the other cries. It was not a sound of need or
want. There was no pleading or crying in its tone. It was the sound of absolute
defeat that made her search the crowd for its source.


            The
sadness was almost overwhelming where it touched her soul, for it was the voice
of one who had all but given up hope. Who had accepted what fate had dealt. Had
given up ever seeing brightness or happiness again.


            The
figure stood near the back. A brown cowl shielded most of his face, making it
difficult to tell if he was young or old. But from what she could see, his
beard and moustache were streaked with gray. His eyes were two dark stones,
shining with anguish as they bored into her. His weathered face could have been
called attractive if it weren’t for the scowl. As she focused on the figure,
the voices grew softer and more despondent.


            Help
me save my people.


            He
caught sight of her studying him, and he lifted his head to stare back. At the
same moment, her father gave her a little nudge.


            “Over
by the blue building. The bald man with the red shirt.”







Reluctantly, Genesee
tore her gaze away from the man and quickly spotted the one in question. The
older man was somewhat portly. He wore an air of self-importance about him and
a multitude of rings on his hands. Yes, that one was definitely wealthy.


“Hold here while
I give the announcement.”


She nodded and
watched as her father stepped close to the edge of
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