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      The future was dark, but it would be lit by a flame of passion I could never have imagined.

      But that was yet to come.  For now, I sat in my bedroom near one of the open windows, enjoying the fresh breeze from the pleasant green fields of my people.  They worked the land with their green magic, bringing forth a bounty most kingdoms could never dream of.  A smile worked its way across my lips.

      There came a knock on the door.  I turned my attention to my bedroom.  Large, thick carpets covered the stone floors, and tapestries hung from the walls, some created by my hands.  The four-post bed stood not far from where I sat, and a vanity of some age stood beyond that against the wall.  It was simple luxury at its best.

      A portrait hung above the mantel featuring the striking bearing of the regal man.  He smiled down at me, and his eyes twinkled with that familiar look of mischief.

      “Come in,” I replied.

      The door opened and one of the maidservants stepped inside.  She clasped her hands in front of her and bowed her head to me.  “Good morning, Princess Elina.  Your father has summoned you to dine with him for dinner.”

      My eyes lit up and I jumped to my feet.  “Is it that hour already?”

      She stepped aside as I swished past, my dress flapping about my running legs.  The halls of my father’s castle were long and wide, and crafted to make a simple square keep that surrounded a courtyard.  Two flights of stairs on either end of the square allowed people to move up and down the five levels.  I hurried toward one of them, as my bedroom lay on the third level and the dining hall was on the ground floor.

      I turned the corner to the stairs and crashed into a heavy-framed elf man.  Their hands shot out and grabbed my arms, preventing me from falling.

      “I am so sorry!” I apologized as I whipped my head up.

      The swarthy man smiled down at me.  “Where are you going in such a hurry, my swift-footed niece?”

      I looked past him at the stairs.  “To dine with Father, Uncle Manala.  Are you not coming?”

      The corners of his lips twitched down and he opened his hands, releasing me.  “Your father has not given me that pleasure today.  I hope you enjoy your meal.  If you will excuse me.”  He bowed his head and hurried off.

      I shivered and wrapped my arms around myself before hurrying off.  My steps took me downstairs and into the personal dining room adjoining the grand reception hall.  The large hall was empty.  There would be no entertaining until the harvest had been brought in for the season.

      I stopped at the door leading to the dining room and smoothed out the creases in my dress.

      “I could hear your feet pounding down the stairs,” a deep voice called from inside.

      I sighed, but a smile played on my lips as I stepped inside.  The quaint room was only twenty feet square with windows looking out into the courtyard.  The yard had long ago been transformed into a garden where flowers bloomed and trees provided shade.  Stone paths wound their way through the beauty, enhanced by the singing of many birds.

      A short table could seat ten people, but only one man sat at it.  His regal bearing and gold-hemmed clothes showed his royal status, but it was his kind eyes that made him the beloved ruler he was.

      “I was that loud, huh?” I asked him as I strolled up to the table.

      “As loud as a stampede of horses,” he replied as he gestured to the empty plate set on his right.  “You had better sit and eat before your food grows cold.”

      I took a seat and sampled all the delicious foods from the covered platters.  “I met Uncle Manala on my way here.”

      My father paused in capturing his food on his fork, and a dark cloud settled on his brow.  “Did you?”

      “He mentioned he hadn’t been invited to dine with us,” I commented.

      My father sighed and resumed eating.  “Your uncle and I have had a disagreement about the taxes, that is all.”

      “Would he not come to discuss the matter with you?” I wondered.

      “He refused my offer to dine with us,” my father revealed.

      I blinked at him.  “But he told me he had not been invited.

      “That is his way of saving face,” my father mused as he took a bite of his food.  “I fear my brother believes he is in the right and will not suffer the presence of anyone who thinks otherwise.”

      A suggestion struck me and I perked up.  “Would you like me to speak with him?”

      “I would like for you to eat your meal,” he scolded me as he used his fork to point at my hardly touched plate.  “The cooks do a wonderful job, and it should not be wasted.”  I bowed my head and dug into my food.  My father watched me for a while before he sighed and dropped his gaze to his plate.  “Why do we not go for a carriage ride through the fields?  I have some inspections to make and would appreciate the company.”

      My head shot up and a smile spread across my face.  “Really?”

      He chuckled.  “Truly, but only if you are a good girl and eat your food, especially your vegetables.”

      I dropped my gaze to the green stuff on my plate and wrinkled my nose.  “But they are so tasteless.”

      He plucked a singular spice dispenser from the table and held it out to me.  “Why do you not try my special seasoning?”

      I grinned.  “You know you are the only one who appreciates food in such a spicy manner.”

      “Right you are,” he agreed as he sprinkled the spice over his food.  He set the dispenser down and took in a great mouthful of food.  “The cooks are excellent, but few can compete with the natural world with its delicate-”

      “Delicate flavors?” I suggested as I gathered up some food on my fork.

      A strangled sound made me look up.  My father’s face was a ghastly red and his eyes were bulging out of his head.  He grabbed his throat and violent choking came out of him.

      My eyes widened and I leaped to my feet.  “Father?  Father!  Someone, please!  Help!”

      Servants rushed out of the adjoining kitchen and hurried over to one.  My father’s body sank into spasms and froth filled his mouth.  The servants laid him on the floor and pressed him to the floor to prevent him from hurting himself.  I rushed over and stood over them, fear gripping my heart.

      “What has he eaten?” one of them asked me.

      I shook my head.  “Just his usual spice.  It is over-” I pointed at the table, but the dispenser had disappeared.

      “We must move His Highness to his bedroom!” someone shouted.

      The men organized themselves on either side of my father and picked him up.  I hurried along behind them, but one of the maidservants stopped me.  She grasped my arms and met my eyes.  “You should stay here.”

      “But-”

      “There is nothing you can do for him but pray to the gods that he will be granted a speedy recovery.”

      Tears welled up in my eyes, but I nodded.  She drew me into a hug, and a sob escaped me.  “There, there, little one.  Whatever happens, you will be alright.”

      How I wish she had been right.
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      I sat in my bedroom near one of the open windows, enjoying the fresh breeze from the pleasant green fields of my people.  They still worked the land with their green magic, bringing forth a bounty most kingdoms could never dream of.

      I couldn’t bring myself to work up a smile as I had in past times.  The air was somber.  A heavy sorrow lay over everyone, especially me.  I turned my head and my eyes fell on the portrait above the mantel.

      “Oh Father. . .” I whispered.  The tears came again.

      There came a knock on the door.  I hurriedly wiped away my sorrow with the back of my hands.  “Come in.”

      The door opened and one of the guards presented himself.  He grasped his halberd tightly in his hand and a dark shadow lay on his brow.  “Sorry for disturbing you, Princess Elina, but King Manala has summoned you.”

      I furrowed my brow.  “My uncle?  But why?”

      “I do not know.  I only know I was to bring you to him.”

      “Very well.  I will go with you.”  I pursed my lips but stood and brushed the creases from my dress.  “Is there any word on locating the herb dispenser?”

      “It has not been found, Princess, and I believe your uncle has called off the search.”

      My face fell.  “But why?”

      “He believes you are mistaken, and in that terrible moment, you conjured up the dispenser being on the table.”

      My mouth dropped open.  “But I saw him use it!”

      The guard bowed his head to me.  “I’m sorry, Princess Elina.  I can’t tell you any more than what I’ve been told.  Perhaps you might speak with His Highness about the matter.”

      I clasped my hands in front of myself and lifted my chin.  “Yes, I shall.”

      The guard led me through the quiet, shadowed halls.  Servants stepped aside to let them pass, and their eyes were filled with pity.  I clasped my hands in front of me and managed a few small smiles for them.

      We reached the throne room, and the guard opened the door and stepped aside.

      I cocked my head to him.  “Are you not coming?”

      “King Manala has requested a private audience with you.”

      My hands tightened their grip on one another, but I held my chin high and nodded.  “Thank you.”

      I strode into the large throne room with more confidence than I felt.  Black curtains hung from the windows, and the green carpet that led up to the throne had been replaced by a black one.  Two thrones, one larger than the other, stood at the far end of the room.  The smaller one had been unoccupied since my mother’s death some ten years earlier.

      The taller one was not occupied by my Uncle Manala.  He lounged in its cushioned seat as though he had always sat there.  Part of me was riled by the sight, but another, more prudent half told me not to act out on such emotions.  He was the king now, and I was merely an orphaned princess.

      I stopped in front of the throne and bowed my head.  “You wished to see me, Your Highness?”

      “I did,” Manala mused as he toyed with the gold necklace that draped over his chest.  “I wish to speak of your future.”

      I straightened and furrowed my brow.  “My future, Your Highness?”

      He looked me over with an alarming glint in his eyes.  “You are young and healthy.  Have you never had a suitor?”

      My eyes widened, and my mouth dropped open.  “Pardon?”

      My uncle frowned and waved a hand at me.  “You needn’t look at me like that, Princess Elina.  I am well aware it has been only a fortnight since my brother’s unfortunate passing, but an opportunity has come up that cannot be overlooked.”

      I swallowed the rising ire within me.  “What opportunity?”

      “That you be wed.”

      My heart thumped hard in my chest.  I pressed a hand over it to try to soothe my frustration.  “I. . .I am grateful for your suggestion, Your Highness, but my mind and heart are too heavy to think about marriage at this time.”

      Manala sat up and his eyes took on a dark hue.  “This is not a suggestion, Princess Elina.  This is a command, especially as I have taken the trouble of finding you a husband.”

      My lips ran dry, and I found I could barely speak.  “I. . .I don’t understand.”

      “Then you may understand this,” Manala mused as he gestured to a bag I hadn’t noticed on my mother’s chair.  He reached over and lifted the leather purse before dropping it back down.  The contents loudly clinked.  “A king’s ransom sits in this purse.  Or rather, a princess’ dowry.”  He grasped the tied top and stood.  “And this only constitutes half the payment.  The other half is being carried here as we speak and will be paid in full when the king’s emissary makes his final evaluation of you.”

      Terror and confusion gripped my heart.  “Which king?”

      He lifted his chin and sneered down his nose at me.  “The Dragon King, of course.  Who else would pay so much for a cast-off princess?”

      My eyes widened.  “The ruler of the southern lands?  But that is nearly half a month’s journey from here, even in the best of conditions!  How will I return home?”

      Manala narrowed his eyes at me, and the dark look in them made me shrink back.  “Return?  You will not be returning, Princess Elina.  You will remain in the Dragon King’s palace and live out your days there.”

      My desperation rallied my courage.  “But why should I not visit?”

      “Because I do not wish it, and as ruler of these lands, whatever I wish, that is law,” he growled as his hand that was wrapped around the bag shook a little.  “You are a dead-end, princess.  Your father’s line will end with you, one way or another.”

      Fear froze my heart.  “What. . .what do you mean?”

      My uncle strode down the platform upon which sat the thrones and stopped by my side.  He lowered his voice to such a whisper that I struggled to hear his bone-chilling words.  “You will become this king’s wife, or you will be ‘removed.’  Do you understand?”

      Everything froze.  Fear overwhelmed my mind as I tried to make sense of this madness.  My uncle.  Had he just threatened my end?

      Manala’s sharp voice cut through the halted time.  “Do you understand?”

      I couldn’t find my voice, so I just stiffly nodded.   I stood dumbfounded, tears streaming down my face.  Father was dead, and now I was to be exiled from my home.  Or worse.

      He relaxed his stance and grinned.  “Good.  I expect the representative of the Dragon King to be very pleased with you, so wear your best dress and smile for him when he comes.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some taxes to reorder.”

      He strode past me and toward the doors.  A flash of defiance slipped into my numb mind.  “Your Highness?”

      Manala paused halfway to the door and half-turned to me.  “What is it?”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat and turned to face him.  “Why have you called off the search for my father’s herb dispenser?”

      A little color drained from his face, but he lifted his chin.  “Of course.  There is nothing to this nonsense about it being on the table.  None of the servants recall serving it.”

      “Has the dispenser been found?”

      He narrowed his eyes at me.  “I would advise you not to ask too many questions, Princess Elina.  I would refrain from doing so until you were well away from the kingdom.”

      My uncle turned and strode from the room, the coin purse chinking in his hand.

      My shock was disturbed by one of the doors opening behind me.  A guard stepped inside.  “Princess Elina?  Are you well?”

      I remembered my uncle’s words of warning about smiling, and I quickly wiped away the tears.  “Yes, I am quite fine.”

      “His Highness may not be pleased to find you still standing here, should he return.”

      I lifted my chin, forced a smile on my face, and turned to him.  “You’re quite right.  I’ll leave at once.”

      I hurried past him and back to my room.  The view from the black curtained windows enticed me, and I eased myself into my seat.  The birds sang and the people worked away at their fields.

      And I wept.  I wept for them under my uncle’s pitiless rule, and I wept for myself at my coming exile.

      And then, slowly, I rallied my spirits.  I lifted my head from my tear-soaked hands and stiffened my jaw.  I was my father’s daughter, and even if I was to be taken from my ancestral home, I wouldn’t lose my pride.

      And I wouldn’t be beaten down by anyone, even the Dragon King himself.  Speaking of the devil, my eyes wandered over to a large bookshelf situated on the opposite side of the room.  I hurried over and searched the shelves before I found an old tome.  The cover and spine were worn by my many readings, but a thin layer of dust on the top showed I hadn’t touched it in some years.

      I plopped myself down on the foot of my bed and studied the embossed cover.  A History of the Lands.  I flipped it open and froze on the interior page.  My heart sank as I beheld my father’s neat handwriting.

      

      
        
        To my little reader.  Love, Father

      

      

      

      I brushed my hand over the words, and my tears welled up again.  Handle yourself, Elina! I scolded myself.  Father wouldn’t want you to shed a tear on these beautiful pages!

      I was right.  The book had been engraved with wonderful pictures and maps.  I flipped through the pages until I found the map I wanted.  The chart unfolded to show my wonderful world, a huge landmass surrounded by many islands.  Green forests and fields stretched across the center, and to the north were the frosty tundras of my mother’s people.

      But it was the south that my gaze invariably traveled.  Sunny beaches and countless coves abutted the ocean of the great world.  The jagged coastline with its ship-wrecking rocks and endless deeps frightened me a little.  I couldn’t swim.

      I folded the map shut and flipped through the pages to one particular chapter: The Sunny Southern Shores.  I scanned the contents and my eyes lit upon one particular passage.

      

      The kingdom of Calida occupies ten times the area of our smaller but greener kingdom.  It has had only one ruler, King Marcus Tullia.  He is an ageless dragon and, as far as anyone can tell, the only one of his kind.

      

      “King Tullia,” I whispered as I lifted the book and studied the name.  I wrinkled my nose.  “An ageless dragon.  I wonder what he looks like.”  I flipped through the pages, but the chapter soon ended.

      A sigh escaped me and I closed the book.  Perhaps it was best I didn’t know what he looked like.  Somebody that old was bound to have a few more wrinkles than what I was accustomed to seeing among my elven people.

      I would have to wait and see about my groom-to-be.
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      But first, I had to pass the test.  To say I was nervous would have been quite the understatement.  From the first moment I awoke, I couldn’t stop fidgeting with my hands.  Green threads of my fae magic flowed out and knitted together a picture of my worry.

      I heard a knock on my door and nearly jumped out of my skin.  “Come in!” I squeaked out.

      The door opened and one of the porters stepped into the room.  “Sorry to disturb you, Princess Elina, but His Highness has ordered me to change your curtains.”

      I blinked at him.  “Change them?”

      “Back to their green color,” he explained as he nodded at the black ones.  “His Highness wishes the castle to be its most colorful for the coming guest.”

      My blood boiled at the thought of color so soon after my father’s passing, but there was nothing the porter could do.  “Very well.  The curtains are hanging in the wardrobe.”

      I stood to the side watching his deft work, and the window afforded me a view of the main road down which the carriage would need to travel.  My keen elven ears soon picked up the rumble of a large carriage, and an elegant four-horse vehicle soon rolled down the road, pulled by four magnificent white stallions.  Their white manes blew in the breeze and their hair glistened in the late morning sun.

      The porter stepped back, his work finished, and I hurriedly took his place while he exited the room.  I set my hands on the sill and leaned out to inspect the carriage itself.  It was an elegant machine with four large wheels and a large body.  An insignia stood out from the door, but even my keen eyes couldn’t make out the shapes and lettering.

      The carriage rolled into the front courtyard and stopped at the front door.  Servants hurried out, but one of the men from the box, a small, swarthy man of about forty, hopped down as spry as a squirrel.  He wore a long traveling overcoat and underneath was a dark vest and black pants.  His short hair was hidden beneath a broad-brimmed hat that partially hid his eyes.  The man’s heavy boots hit the ground, and in one swift motion, he stepped forward and opened the door before any of my people could perform the favor.

      The man held out his hand and a slim, wrinkled hand stretched out from the inside of the carriage and settled on his palm.  He guided the representative down from the body, and I was surprised to find it was a woman.  She was no doubt of the mortal variety, as she appeared to be about eighty or so.  The woman wore a simple white dress with gold lace on the cuffs, hem, and around her neck.  Her shocking white hair was done up in a tight bun behind her head.  A gray traveling cloak was clasped to her shoulders.

      She stepped down and paused, lifting her eyes.  They fell on me and I felt those bright blue eyes delve into my mind as nothing had before.  The effect was both startling and frightening.  I stumbled back and the connection was broken.  A crooked smile slipped onto the woman’s lips and she sauntered into the palace.

      I set my shaking hand over my heart and felt it pound against my chest.  I’d seen much magic in the court of my father, but I had never experienced such an intense focus, especially not on me.  My dread worsened after that first strange encounter, and the knock on the door sounded like a death knell.

      If I failed to win this strange woman’s favor, that would very well mean that result.

      “C-come in,” I answered.

      The door opened and one of the guards stepped inside.  “I am to take you to His Highness for an interview with his visitor.”

      I lifted my chin and stiffened my jaw.  “Of course.  Lead the way.”

      The guard led me back to the throne room, where I again found my uncle the only person in attendance, with the addition of the woman from the carriage and the man who had opened the door for her.  She sat upon a plump, high-backed chair while he stood beside a small, weathered chest with a heavy, old lock.  The man clasped his hands in front of himself and had his head bowed.

      My uncle caught the woman’s eye and gestured to me.  “Here is my niece for your viewing pleasure, Lady Verstand.”

      She examined me with those strange light blue eyes of hers.  “She is certainly a pleasure to behold, but My King demands more than that from his bride.”

      Manala bobbed his head.  “Of course, of course.  She has an excellent mind and-”

      “I am sure she has,” Lady Verstand interrupted him as she lifted her nose to my uncle.  “I wish to have this interview with her alone.”

      My uncle’s face drooped.  “Alone, Lady Verstand?”

      “Yes.  You must leave.”

      Manala narrowed his eyes slightly.  “This is most unusual, Lady Verstand.  I thought to better assist this transaction-”

      “And you can, from a distance that requires you to leave this room,” Verstand insisted.

      My uncle’s rage was expressed in the ruddy hue of his cheeks.  He gripped the fronts of the chair arms before easing himself to his feet.  Manala mastered the rage burning in his eyes and inclined his head to his visitor.  “If you wish.”

      “I do.”

      “Then I will take my leave.”  He stepped off the platform and down the walk, but his eyes pointedly looked at me.  I didn’t miss the deadly warning in them.

      The doors slammed shut behind him and I was left alone with the strange pair.  Lady Verstand hopped up and down, bouncing the chair until she completely faced me.  She leaned back and set her hands in her lap as she looked me over.  “Now, then, why do you wish to become a bride of King Marcus Tullia?  And no lies, mind you.”  She tapped her temple with one finger and a faint smile danced across her lips.  “I can tell if you’re lying.”

      I clasped my hands in front of me and pressed my lips shut.

      Verstand frowned after a long moment of silence.  “Well?  Speak up.  Why do you not answer me?”

      “You told me not to lie, but I can’t answer your question without doing so,” I countered.

      Verstand stared bewildered at me for a moment before a cackle erupted from her.  She slapped the arm of the chair with one hand.  “Bravo!  An excellent answer!”

      I blinked at her.  “Pardon?”

      She stood and stalked around me.  “His Highness prefers an honest bride, even when that honesty does her no service.”  She stopped in front of me and folded one arm over her chest while the other cupped her chin.  “Now then, why do you not wish to marry him?”

      “I know nothing of him other than what I have read.”

      “And I would wager that is very little, other than those scandalous biographies people are always bringing out,” she mused as her sharp blue eyes studied me.  “But there is something in your demeanor, girl, that you have not spoken about.  You’re afraid, aren’t you?”  She waved her hand that had held her chin.  “Don’t bother answering.  I can see it in your eyes.”  Her own flickered to the door.  “It’s that brute of an uncle, isn’t it?  He seems eager enough for the deal to force his own niece to accept such a proposal against her desires.”

      I bowed my head.  “That is just the situation.”

      She was quiet for a moment as she examined me.  “I think you would prefer to stay, but that option isn’t open to you, is it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Would you make a fuss by coming with us?”

      “No.”

      She cocked her head to one side.  “You are a very obliging creature.  I wonder what you’re like when you’re riled up.”  She stepped forward and slapped me across the face.

      Red rage blinded me and my green magic shot out of my body.  The wave struck Lady Verstand and sent her flying off her feet.  Her companion darted behind her and caught her against his chest, scooping his arms under hers to keep her from sliding to the floor.

      I clapped my hands over my mouth to stifle the scream of terror.  I’d just attacked the representative of King Tullia.  Horror made me stumble back as my stomach churned.

      And a laugh escaped her.

      I gaped at Lady Verstand as she climbed to her feet and waved off her friend.  “A good catch, Bystry.  This floor is waxed enough that I would have skidded into the wall had you not caught me.”

      My legs couldn’t stand the strain and buckled.  I dropped to my knees on the hard floor and sat there trembling, caught between the dueling desires to scream or cry.  Footsteps sounded on the stone floor, and Lady Verstand’s feet came into my view.

      She nudged my knee with the tip of one shoe.  “That’s enough of that now.  I’m not throwing you back to your uncle because you fought back when I hit you.”

      I lifted my bleary eyes to her, and she leaned down and offered me a handkerchief.  “There, there.  None of those tears now.  I want that spirited girl who has quite a way with her magic.”

      I reached up a shaking hand and took the handkerchief.  “B-but why?”

      “Why irritate you beyond your limits?” she mused as she smiled down at me.  “Because I must test your limits.  Being a bride to the king of Calida is no simple matter.  Your patience will be tested quite often, and I must see what you will tolerate.”

      My heart sank.  “Then I failed?”

      She folded her arms over her chest and sighed.  “I would say that, but I believe you’re a special case.”

      I blinked at her.  “Is. . .is that good?”

      She offered me her hand.  “You are most cordially invited to be the bride of the king of Calida.”

      My hand still shook as I set my palm in hers.  Lady Verstand helped me to my feet and looked me over.  “Now then, I believe your uncle called you Princess Elina.”

      “That is my name.”

      “A pretty one, but I’m afraid you’ll have to drop the title once you reach the palace.  There are so many princesses in the capital that nobody bothers with that formality.”

      My heart fell.  “I. . .I see.”

      Verstand leaned back and clucked her tongue.  “What a long face!  We should tell your uncle the good news!  Will he not be pleased?”

      My eyes flickered to the chest.  “Very pleased.”
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      Verstand leaned to one side and her voice rang out over the room.  “King Manala!  You may come back inside!”

      The doors opened and my uncle strode into the throne room.  He had a smile plastered on his face, but his eyes showed his concern as he stopped in front of us.  “I trust my beloved niece has met with your approval?”

      “Quite,” Verstand assured him as she looked me over.  “She will do nicely for His Majesty.”

      Manala rubbed his hands together.  “Then I trust we need only do the, um, unsavory task of exchanging what was promised.”

      Verstand turned her head and one eye caught Bystry’s attention.  The man bowed and slipped over to the trunk.  He grasped the entire lock in his hand and twitched his fingers.  The lock popped open and he quickly removed it.  Manala scooted closer, his greedy eyes on the container.

      Bystry lifted the lid and revealed a king’s ransom’s worth of coin bags.  They were all the same size as the one my uncle had shown me the other day.  Manala’s eyes widened and his mouth fell open.  Bystry removed only one of the bags before he shut the lid and returned the lock to its position.

      Verstand took the bag from him and held it out to my uncle.  “There.  As agreed.”

      He eagerly accepted the bag, but his eyes lay on the chest.  “Are. . .are those other bags for other purchases?”

      “Of course not,” Verstand mused as she smiled sweetly at him.  “They were meant for you.”

      Manala’s face drooped.  “Were?  Why will I not be receiving them?”

      Verstand looped an arm through mine.  “They are meant to compensate families who are understandably distraught at their loved one leaving them.”

      His eyes lit up and he practically jumped at me, grabbing my hand in both of his in such a grip that it made me wince.  “But I am distraught, Lady Verstand!  Very distraught!”

      Verstand narrowed her eyes at him and her lips curled down into a scowl.  Manala’s eyes widened and he stumbled back, losing his grip on me.  The lady’s smile returned, but there was a touch of coldness in the corners.  “I am sure you are, King Manala, and you have been paid according to that distress.  Now, if you would-” She reached into her traveling cloak and drew out a folded piece of paper.  “You must sign this document for the marriage to be considered official.”

      Manala tightened his grip on my hand.  “I’m not so sure anymore, Lady Verstand.  I am loath to separate myself from my dear, dear niece, especially for such a small sum-”

      Verstand shrugged.  “Then all the money will be revoked and the offer will be rescinded.  Bystry.”  The man moved to grab the bag of gold from Manala’s hand.

      My uncle scooted back, losing his grip on me as he clutched the bag to his chest.  “T-that is quite alright, Lady Verstand.  I am an elf of my word and will not go back on the agreement.”

      She unfolded the document and held it out to him.  “Then sign.”

      Manala swallowed hard and held out his hand.  His green magic flowed from his fingers and drifted across the bottom of the document.  The light etched his name into the parchment

      Verstand snapped the document shut and tucked it back into her cloak.  “That will do.  We will now bid you a good day, and may the dowry bring you some little comfort for the loss of your beloved niece.”  She looped an arm around mine and bowed her head to him.  “Come, Elina.  Let us see to your packing.”

      Bystry picked up the trunk with ease and Verstand led us out of the throne room.  I looked over my shoulder as we reached the threshold and beheld my fuming uncle, hands balled at his sides and his cheeks as red as a rose.  The dangerous look in his eyes told me that I was glad to be leaving.  He spelled ill for everyone around him.

      It made my heart heavy as we passed through those familiar halls.  Servants stepped aside and smiled at me, people I had known all my life.  There was trouble brewing on the horizon.  I regretted leaving them.

      Then again, how could I help them if I were dead?

      “You are very quiet, Elina,” Verstand mused as she studied me.  “Is your heart touched by your leaving so much that you would remain?”

      A bittersweet smile slipped onto my lips.  “I would not remain here for long, Lady Verstand.”

      She pursed her lips and lifted her chin slightly.  “Yes, I suspect the same.  We shall whisk you away and leave a little something behind.”  I cocked my head to one side and blinked at her, but she only smiled and tapped the side of her nose with one hand.  “There is no need to trouble yourself on that account.  You must focus on the future and your packing.  I believe your room should be this way if you were looking out your window earlier.”

      I nodded at the stairs.  “That’s right, just down there.”

      Verstand paused and half-turned to her companion.  “Meet us there as quick as you can.”

      Bystry bowed his head and turned away, where he disappeared down the hall.  I watched him go with more than a touch of curiosity.

      Lady Verstand noticed where my eyes lay and smiled.  “You’re curious about my friend.  I don’t believe you’ve seen much of the world, have you, Elina?”

      “Just my father’s-” My heart sank.  “That is just my uncle’s kingdom.”

      “Well, you shall see much of the world in the capital,” she mused as she guided me onward.  “Many people come to live and trade in Ortusia, and some become quite wealthy.”

      “Even as wealthy as the king?” I wondered.

      She laughed and slapped her leg.  “As wealthy as the king?  My dear, King Tullia is an ancient man.  He has had countless lifetimes to collect priceless treasures.  None can hold a candle to the wealthy in his treasury.  Now let us hurry along and pack your things.”

      We reached my room and began the packing process.  I pulled out many small bags to stuff my belongings, but Verstand caught my attention and nodded at a trunk at the foot of my bed.  “Why should we not use that?  It appears sturdy enough.”

      I set my eyes on the trunk and sighed.  “I would like to take that as my mother brought it with her when she married my father, but I thought it too heavy.”

      “Nonsense,” Verstand lightly scolded me as she opened the lid.  “This will do nicely.”

      We filled the trunk to bursting and I struggled to lock the clasp.

      “Hop onto the lid,” Verstand commanded me.  I did as she asked and the lid clicked shut.  She hurriedly locked the clasp and stepped back.  “There.”

      From my vantage point, I had a good view of the room.  Many of my personal items were tucked into the trunk, but there were a few odds and ends that remained.  The full-length mirror that had followed my growth as much as I had.  The rugs couldn’t be taken, those wonderful carpets I had tread on all my life.  The sweet scent of the wooden walls would remain.

      My gaze invariably fell on the portrait above the mantel.  “I. . .I don’t suppose I might take that.”

      Verstand half-turned and studied the portrait.  “Your father, I presume.”

      My stomach twisted and I clasped a balled hand against my chest.  “Yes.”

      “An admirable job, but I’m afraid it’s far too large to fit into even His Highness’ carriage,” she told me as she returned her focus to me.  “We might send it along at a later date.”

      I thought back to my uncle and his feud with my father, and it brought to mind the quick removal of the black curtains.  I managed a faint smile.  “Yes.  We might do that.”

      “What of that?” Verstand wondered as she nodded at the bed.

      The history book lay on the covers, the one that contained my father’s inscription.  I slid off the trunk and snatched it up.  “I’ll be taking this.”

      The bedroom door opened and Bystry stepped inside.  “Perfect timing, as always,” Verstand complimented him as she used a hand to gesture to the trunk.  “You may take that to the carriage.”

      Bystry bowed his head and moved over to the trunk.  I watched his motions and couldn’t help but be reminded of the lithe motions of a curtain blowing in a gentle breeze.  However, there was nothing dainty about the way he hefted the trunk over one shoulder.  I gaped at him as he impassively marched out of the room.

      Verstand looped an arm around mine and smiled.  “Let us go.”
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      The carriage bounced up and down along the rough dirt road.  I clutched my book against my chest and watched the scenery fly past.  We had been on the road for several days already and I had seen much of my former homeland.

      A sigh escaped me.  Former.

      “You have quite the habit of sighing when you look out the window,” Lady Verstand commented.

      I sheepishly smiled at her.  “I’m sorry.  I’ll try to stop.”

      “You should try to tell me what’s on your mind,” Verstand countered as she leaned back and folded her arms over her chest.  “It’s healthier for the soul.”

      I cocked my head to one side.  “Soul?”

      She lifted an eyebrow.  “Don’t tell me you don’t know what that is.”

      I stared ahead and furrowed my brow.  “I. . .I believe I heard a traveler mention that once.  He was a human, I think, and had a funny piece of jewelry around his neck.  The man was trying to convince my father to allow him to establish a school of some sort to better our souls, or so he said.”

      “Probably a believer in the Devotia,” she mused as she bobbed her head.  “They have often sent out their missionaries to the outer realms to set up schools of learning.”

      “Outer realms?” I repeated.

      She nodded at the window.  “Those that surround Calida.  They are often called that by those in the capital, often in a less-than-kind tone.”

      I dropped my gaze to my lap and frowned.  “I see.”

      Verstand studied me with her bright eyes.  “You have a temper, Elina.  That isn’t a bad quality, per se, as you will stand up for what you believe is right, but it will undoubtedly lead you into issues with the others in the castle.”

      I lifted my chin and let out a deep breath.  “I will try my best.”

      We rolled along and neared the border between Nemusia and the neighboring kingdom of Silvania.  I leaned against the wall of the carriage and admired the green forests as they sped past.  The hues on their leaves began to take on a more golden aspect the closer we came to the border.  The air, too, thickened with the scent of a faraway ocean.  An ocean I was soon to see.

      We approached the border and the coach slowed.  I leaned out and beheld a dozen men who stood in the road.  They wore the colors of my father’s kingdom: green with a stripe of yellow across the front.  However, they bore weapons that were unfamiliar to me.  Their staffs resembled halberds, but the tops were not metal points but crystals.  The stones glowed softly with all manner of colors, but the most prominent was a deep hue of red.

      Verstand frowned.  “It appears King Manala didn’t waste any time in acquiring some rather dangerous weapons for his new guards.”

      “New weapons?” I asked her.

      “I hope you shall not see.”

      There was a finality in her voice that stifled any more questions I had to ask.  My mind was filled with them, but the one that jumped to the forefront was: why?  Why had my uncle purchased weapons when my father’s kingdom had plenty to go around, and then some?  And what would a peaceful kingdom need with new weapons?

      The carriage rolled to a stop twenty feet shy of the men.  The men surrounded the vehicle and the light from their crystals grew brighter.  I felt a strange weight fall on me, as if someone was dropping a heavy blanket all over my body.

      I started when Lady Verstand wrapped her hand around one of mine.  A look at the tense lines in her face told me the severity of the situation.  She managed a small smile before she pressed her finger against her lips.

      One of the men stepped up close to the box.  He sported a wide, crooked grin and a sharp, dark look in his eyes.  I had never seen him before, but he had the sharp ears of my kind.  “Good evening, good gentlemen.  King Manala has required us to search all carriages passing through here.”

      Bystry reached into his coat and drew out a folded paper.  He held out the slip to the elf, and he spoke in a low, baritone voice that reminded me of an echo in a cave.  There was something impossibly deep about his tone that made even the elf man lift an eyebrow.  “We have a letter from King  Tullia to pass through the Kingdom of Silvania to reach Calida.”

      The elf man snatched the document and unfolded it.  He read the contents and sneered before tossing the paper to the ground.  The elf stomped his foot on the paper and rubbed it into the dirt for good measure.

      “That is all the authority your king has here,” the elf man snapped.  He jerked his head over his shoulder in the direction of the border.  “You can have all the authority you want over there, but over here we’ll be searching your carriage.”

      A faint smile slipped onto Bystry’s lips.  He beckoned with his hand.  The paper beneath the elf man’s foot flapped and fluttered, struggling beneath his weight.  The elf dropped his gaze and glared at the flailing parchment.  “What are you trying-”

      The paper jerked out from under him, sending the man flying onto his ass.  The staff clattered to the road at his side and the glow of the stone faded to nothing.  The elf shot up, his cheeks red and his eyes blazing.  A faint greenish hue surrounded him.

      “You insolent human!” he snapped as he snatched the staff off the ground and climbed to his feet.  The crystal glowed brightly and pulsed with a cold power that made me shudder.  “You’ll pay for that!  Get him!”

      The half dozen elves at the front thrust their staffs into the air and light erupted from the crystals.  Hot beams of fire shot out of half the crystals, and shafts of ice-cold water blasted from the others.  Bystry leaped back and the magics struck the ground, simultaneously melting and freezing the dirt and grass.

      Our companion flung his arms out on either side of him and a flurry of scrap paper erupted from beneath his long coat.  The parchments were torn and tattered, but long enough that they could wrap themselves around the attackers’ arms.  The papers wrenched them around and flung them off the road.  Many landed on their stomachs and had the air knocked from them.  The others at the rear of the carriage scurried to the front, where they were similarly dealt with.  In a few moments, we were surrounded by the wheezing remains of our attackers.

      The papers that had done such damage flew back into Bystry’s coat.  He climbed back onto the box, and the carriage rolled ahead.  I leaned out and the leader of the gang managed to sit up and glare at me.  The furious look in his eyes made me duck back into the vehicle.

      I dropped onto my seat and turned to Verstand.  A smile played across her lips.  “Bystry is as thorough as ever, isn’t he?”

      “What sort of magic was that?” I asked her.

      “Something similar to your green magic, I would suspect,” she mused as she looked me up and down.  “Though where you might grow a flower or a stalk of wheat, Bystry beckons the papers he hides in his coat to do his bidding.”

      I fell back against the seat and gaped at the wall ahead of us.  “I. . .I see.”

      “You will see a great deal more ere long,” Verstand mused as she clasped her hands in her lap and looked out her window.  “But first, we shall have two days to travel across the lovely land of Silvania.  I believe the people of this land are distantly related to elves, are they not?”

      “Very distantly,” I confirmed as I studied the woods with their lighter-colored leaves.  “My father once told me they had chosen the moon’s path and we elves the sun, and because of that, they weren’t gifted with our keen hearing but were instead given night sight.”

      A crooked smile slipped onto Verstand’s lips.  “That is a rather appropriate way of phrasing the differences.  Your father must have been quite an intelligent man.”

      My good humor faltered and I dropped my gaze to my lap.  “He was that, and so much else.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t get to meet him personally, though the court and he did exchange letters,” she mused.

      My head shot up and I blinked at her.  “Exchange letters?  Why?”

      “Mostly in matters of harvesting your timber, but there was some talk of a matrimonial union, as well,” she admitted as she adjusted her seat.  “Your father, however, was against the idea of your leaving, at least for a few more years.”

      “Then the king of Calida desired that I become his bride long before now?” I wondered.

      “It is a subject that is always broached by representatives of His Highness when discussing treaty matters with an unaligned kingdom,” she told me.  She leaned to one side and furrowed her brow.  “What a nuisance.  That delay means we won’t reach the inn before nightfall and all the best rooms will be taken.”

      Her complaint piqued my attention.  “What inn?”

      “The Rough Stallion,” Verstand replied as she sighed.  “An old establishment along the crossroads that is the halfway point between the borders.  It sees a lot of business so we’re bound to be placed together.  I hope you won’t mind sharing a room with me.”

      I shook my head.  “I would mind it more if I were left alone in a strange place.”

      My reply perked up her mood.  “Then it’s settled.  We shall have be roommates, and the men will no doubt be placed in the barn loft.”
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      King Manala stood in the doorway surveying the empty remains of his niece’s former bedroom.  Servants scoured the room, peeking under rugs and pulling out drawers.

      “Have you found nothing?” the king snapped at the two dozen elves who worked furiously through the furniture.

      One of them hurried up and bowed low at the waist.  “Nothing as yet, Your Highness.  Princess Elina was most thorough in what she took.”

      Manala narrowed his eyes at the servant.  “You were instructed never to mention that name again.”

      The servant blanched and his body quivered.  “M-my apologies, Your Highness.  It will not happen again.”

      “You can apologize better by finding some of the jewels that belonged to my brother’s wife,” Manala snapped.

      The elf’s hands fidgeted in front of him.  “I. . .I don’t believe we’ll find them, Your Highness.  The trunk the man carried out was quite large and Pri-they could have taken a great deal of the most treasured items.”

      “Damn it all. . .” Manala muttered as he turned away in disgust.  He stomped down the hall, his cheeks red and his eyebrows knitted together.  “And damn that woman!  How dare she mock me by dangling those bags of gold under my nose!  I should have had her thrown into the dungeon!”

      “Your Highness!”

      Manala spun around and saw one of the guards from the gate hurry toward him.  “What are you doing here?” he snapped, and his sharp voice made the guard skid to a stop a few feet away.  Manala stabbed a finger in the direction of the gate.  “Get back to your duties or I’ll throw you in the dungeon!”

      The guard stood at attention and lifted his chin.  “But I’ve come to tell you that visitors have arrived at the gate and insist on seeing you.”

      “I won’t see anyone right now!” Manala shrieked as he waved his hands above his head.  “Tell them to leave or they’ll be tossed in a cell beside you!”

      And with that, he turned on marched off toward the throne room.  The guard’s shoulders sank, and he stifled a sigh.  He turned and trudged back outside to the fence that surrounded the palace.  His four compatriots stood at the pair of wrought-iron gates.  They were huddled together and whispered to one another.

      They were also alone.  No one else stood on either side of the gate.

      The elf lifted his chin and quickened his step.  “Where are they?”  The elves jumped to attention and stood in a line.  Their leader stopped in front of them and scanned their faces.  All of them had unease etched into their lines.  “Well?  Where have they gone?”

      The guards shifted from foot to foot before one of them cleared his throat.  “T-they vanished, sir.”

      His eyebrows crashed down.  “Vanished?  How?”

      The elves stared at one another before one of them shook his head.  “We don’t know, sir.  One moment we were standing at the gate with them on the other side, and the next they had vanished.”

      Their leader pursed his lips.  “Search the perimeter and the grounds.  They must be caught.”

      “Shouldn’t we alert His Highness as well?” one of them suggested.

      A dark cloud settled on his brow as he half-turned toward the palace.  “That’s the last thing we want to do.  Perform the search discretely and don’t mention this to anyone until you’ve reported back to me with your findings, or with the strangers.  Do you understand?”

      The men stood at attention.  “Yes, sir!”  The four hurried off to the far corners of the perimeter to begin their inspection.

      Their leader surveyed the area where the strangers had stood and knit his eyebrows.  The ground was covered in a thick layer of gravel for the wheeled vehicles.  The area on his side of the gate revealed the tracks of his comrades.

      The other side was devoid of footprints.

      While the guards made their covert search, their king stomped through the halls and reached the doors to the throne room.  He paused on the threshold and glared at either side of the door.  The guards were nowhere to be found.

      “I am surrounded by incompetents. . .” he muttered before he grabbed the handles of both doors and pushed them open.  He stepped inside and froze.

      A dark figure stood in front of his throne.  Manala’s yellow blood ran cold in his veins, but his greed wouldn’t allow him to turn tail.  At least, not yet.

      “Who are you?” he snapped as he stalked down the carpet toward the thrones.  “And what are you doing here?”

      The figure half-turned to him, and Manala froze.  The man, if he could be called that, was horribly thin with a gaunt, ashen face and yellow, sunken eyes.  The man’s ears were slightly pointed like those of an elf, but there were tufts of hair at the ends.  He wore a long black coat with a high collar that reached nearly to the floor, and covered most of his heavy boots.  The coat was completely buttoned up, hiding his body.  Black gloves covered his long, slender fingers, and a large-brimmed hat atop his head kept his face in perpetual shadow.

      The man spoke in a low, almost hissing voice.  “How long ago did Verstand leave?”

      Manala curled his lips back in a sneer.  “You have no authority to ask questions of me, intruder!  Now I command you to leave or I’ll-”

      The doors slammed shut behind him.  Manala jumped and whipped his head around.  Two more tall, gaunt figures stood behind the doors.  The unconscious bodies of his guards were leaning up against the wall behind the portals.  The color drained from Manala’s face.

      “I will ask again,” the hissing man spoke up as he stalked toward the king.  His yellow eyes stared unblinking at the elf.  “When did Verstand leave?”

      Manala took a step back.  “Who are you?”

      The stranger paced around him.  “You will find your life very unpleasant if you do not answer our question.”

      The king bristled at the man’s commanding tone.  “Who do you think you-”

      Manala didn’t have time to blink before the man stood only a few inches in front of him.  The king’s gasp was cut off by the man’s hand as it shot out and wrapped around his throat.  Manala grabbed the man’s hand, but couldn’t pry the cold fingers from his neck.  The elf’s eyes bulged as he was lifted a foot off the floor.  His feet kicked the air, and the rest of his body squirmed in the man’s impossibly powerful grip.

      “Please!” Manala squeaked as his face twisted in terror.  “Whatever you want, I’ll give it to you!  Name your price!”

      “I want to know when Verstand left here,” the man insisted.

      “A-about half a day ago!”

      “She left with the elf maiden?”

      “Yes!”

      “And which way did they go?”

      “By the main road!”

      The man drew Manala close to his face so the elf was forced to stare into the black, unfathomable depths of those yellow eyes.  “Are you speaking the truth?”

      Manala bobbed his head as well as he could manage.  “Absolutely!  I swear it!  My men tried to stop them from leaving the realm, but they were beaten back!”

      The stranger studied him for a moment longer before he opened his hand.  Manala dropped to the ground like a heavy sack.  He massaged his throat as the man loomed over him.  Some of the king’s swagger returned to him as he looked up at the intruder.  “Why are you desperate enough to break into my palace to learn about a fallen princess and an old hag?”

      “That is our business, King Manala,” the man answered as he reached into his coat.  He drew out a small bag that jingled and held it over the king’s head.  “This is our thanks to you, and a guarantee of your silence.”

      Manala’s eyes widened as the man opened his hand.  The bag dropped onto the floor between Manala’s legs, and the king eagerly snatched it up.  He clutched the leather against his chest and bobbed his head.  “Of course!  You have my word.”

      A strange, crooked smile slipped onto the man’s lips.  “I know we do.  Good day, King Manala.”

      The man tipped his hat and slipped past the king.  Manala turned and watched the trio leave.  The room became noticeably warmer with their absence.

      Manala hardly waited until their forms had disappeared around the corner before he ripped open the knot that tied the bag shut.  The mouth fell open and revealed a pile of gold coins.

      And a black smoke.  The mist flew out and shoved itself into Manala’s face.  He cried out and scrambled back on his butt, his hands clawing at his features.  The mist slunk into his open mouth and nostrils, and a bone-chilling cold sank into his very being.

      Manala’s eyes flashed with a purplish-black light.  His arms dropped to his sides, and he stared listlessly at the wall ahead of him.  A strange vein pulsed down the left side of his neck before it sank back into his body.

      While he remained motionless, the guards at the door stirred.  Their eyes fluttered open and they sat up, rubbing the backs of their heads.  “What happened?” one of them asked the other.

      “I don’t know,” the second one replied.  He swept his eyes over the room and noticed their king sitting impassively in the middle of the room.  “Your Highness!” he shouted as he snatched up his fallen halberd and clamored to his feet.

      His shout roused his companion and the other elf followed behind him.  They reached their monarch and dropped to their knees in front of him.  Manala continued to stare blankly ahead.

      “What’s wrong with him?” the second one asked.

      The first guard shook his head.  “I don’t know.”

      He brushed his hand against Manala’s leg and the monarch started back.  Fury swept across the king’s face and he snapped his face about to glare at the guard.  “You dare to touch my person?”

      The guard started back.  “M-my apologies, Your Highness, but we thought you had taken ill!”

      “I’m just fine!” Manala snapped as he struggled to his feet.  His shaky legs wouldn’t support him, and he scowled at his companions.  “Well?  What are you waiting for?  Help me up!”

      The guards scrambled to their feet and helped Manala to his.  He managed to stand once up and he waved away their hands.  “I’m fine!  There’s no need for you anymore!”

      One of the guards stepped back and his foot knocked into the bag on the floor.  A few coins spilled out.  He knelt and swept the money into the purse before standing and holding the bag out to his monarch.  “Your Highness, I believe you dropped this.”

      Manala dropped his gaze to the bag and some color drained from his face.  He reached up and brushed his hand over the lower half of his face.  “Did I?”

      “Of course, Your Highness.  No one else would be owed such a prize,” the other guard pointed out.

      Manala’s hand shook as he accepted the purse.  He turned away from them and toward the thrones.  “Yes, well, back to your stations.”

      The guards reluctantly moved back to their positions.  Manala tightened his grip on the purse and clenched his teeth as he glared at where the man had stood.

      “You bastard,” he hissed as he thrust the bag into a pocket.  “You’ll pay more than this for what you’ve done to me.”
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      We rolled along the roads, the surface of which became increasingly bumpy the further we traveled into the Silven realm.  I grasped the loop above my head several times as the carriage flew over a large bump, only to land in an even larger hole.  The vehicle rocked from side to side and the scenery flew past.

      “Must we travel so fast?” I asked my companion.

      She grasped her own strap and inspected the world outside of our little vehicle.  “This kingdom isn’t as safe as your old one.  We need to reach The Rough Stallion as quickly as possible.”

      Night fell, and I was a different night than I had ever known.  The peaceful crickets and hooting owls were muted by an oppressive silence.  Even my acute ears strained to hear those comforting, familiar sounds as we sped down the dark road.  The men in the box had lit the lanterns on either side of them, and their light cast long, distorted shadows over the woods.

      Verstand leaned out the window.  “How much longer?”

      “Nearly there!” the driver shouted before he cracked the whip.  “Another two bends and we should see it!”

      I scooted to the edge of my seat and grasped the bottom of the window frame to catch a view of this important inn.  We rounded those corners and the road widened to reveal a meadow that covered twenty acres.  A huge three-floor inn, carved from the trees cleared to make the intersection, stood to the left of the road.  Four paths met there and weary travelers had parked two dozen wagons and carriages opposite the large building.  Four huge posts were topped with oil lamps that illuminated much of the central area, and smaller ones led up to the inn.

      The tall, wide windows revealed merry lamp and firelight.  Smoke puffed out of the dozen chimneys, and the roar of a crowd pierced my ears.  Drivers and servants stood outside the large double doors, mugs in hand and jokes on their lips.  A huge livery to the left was as illuminated as the inn itself, and the constant clatter of hooves could be heard moving about in the dozens of stalls.

      Verstand rapped her knuckle against the roof of the carriage, and our vehicle turned into the parking lot.  We were met by a young Silven lad with bright eyes and an eager step.  His eyes slightly glowed in the dim light as he grasped the halter of the lead horse.

      “Good evening!” he shouted as Bystry hopped down and opened the carriage door.  “We’re pretty packed tonight.  I don’t think most of you will find a room.”

      Verstand accepted Bystry’s offer of a hand and stepped onto the ground.  “One room will be enough if the hay loft is available.”

      The boy grinned.  “It’s never full, ma’am, but you’ll be hard up to find a room in the inn.”

      A crooked smile slipped onto her lips as I hopped out.  “I’m sure we’ll find something.”  Her eyes fell on the book I clutched to my chest.  “You can leave that in the carriage.  The lot is watched by the establishment.”  I reluctantly set the book on the seat while she turned to Bystry and the driver.  “We’ll meet you at the appointed hour tomorrow morning.”  Bystry and the other man bowed their heads to her.  She turned to me with a spring in her step.  “Good!  Now let us see about that room.”

      Verstand and I walked side-by-side down the lit path to the inn.  The drivers and servants gawked at us with bleary eyes and reddened cheeks.  One of them stepped into our path and puffed out his large chest.  “Were you ladies needing any company tonight?”

      Verstand offered him a grin almost as broad as his chest.  “What were you thinking, darling?”

      The crowd burst into laughter and the man’s daring was deflated.  “I’m not that drunk.”  Another round of uproarious guffaws swept through the men.

      Verstand looped her arm around one of mine and drew me close against her side.  “Perhaps I could help with that.”

      A strange light flickered across Verstrand’s dark eyes.  The man’s own orbs shot wide open, and his bemused expression morphed into a blank one.  He lifted his mug and dashed his drink all over his face.  A few of the men laughed, but most gawked at the sight of their dripping comrade.

      “If you’ll excuse us, gentlemen,” Verstand pleaded as she swept us through the silent crowd.

      I twisted my head around and watched the men scurry up to their companion, who shook off his stupor.

      “What happened there, Mike?”

      “What’d you do that for?”

      Mike stared dumbfounded at the empty glass in his hand.  “I-I don’t know.”

      Verstand scooted me through the double doors and into the chaos that was the main room of the inn.  The servant girls rushed to and fro, their hands full of platters empty or full.  The round, worn tables themselves were full, and most had six chairs around them.  The occupants of all the vehicles outside partook in the meats and drinks of the house, making merry with chatter, jokes, and a few attempts at drunken singing.

      The proprietor of the establishment made the rounds of the table.  He was a tall, thin human about fifty years old with a broad smile.  The man wore a pair of simple trousers and a white shirt with long sleeves.  He moved about the tables with the expertise of many decades of practice, and he held a pitcher which he used to fill the mugs of many people.

      Too many, in fact.  I wondered at the pitcher that could keep filling those countless glasses.

      He noticed us sweep into the room and his grin stretched his face even further.  “Bessy, you old fool!  It’s about time!”

      “Stop bellowing like a bawling calf, Vincent!” Verstand scolded him as she used a finger to gesture at us.  “We could use a room and a good meal!”

      “No more rooms, lady!” somebody spoke up.

      “Unless you’re willing to pay me a nice sum for mine!” another chimed in.  The room erupted in laughter.

      “Eat and drink, my fine fellows!” Vincent called out as he raised the pitcher in the air.  “I have to speak to my old friend Bessy here!”

      A man stood and lifted his glass to me.  “I wouldn’t mind speaking to the other one!”  The offer received a lot of guffaws from the audience.

      Vincent winked at him.  “Very kind of you, sir, but I know just what to do with fine ladies like these.”

      The room burst into laughter as Vincent herded us into a side room to the right of the main door.  The space was a private dining hall with all the unused chairs stacked on top of their tables.  Heavy curtains covered the windows, and a small bar at the back served the guests.

      Vincent gave us a hard push, and we stumbled toward the center of the room.  He switched a knob on the wall near the door and the oil lamps lit up.  We turned to face him and Verstand was nearly bowled over in a tight hug.

      “You old hag!” he teased as he lifted her off the floor and spun her in a circle.  He dropped her down and her head rolled in a
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