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Elke’s staff spun in front of her, blurring her vision, pushing her attacker back. Another attempted to attack from behind. She dropped her staff low and spun around, tripping her opponents. One jumped over her spinning staff and leaned in to strike. 

She brought her staff up to block the blow. The force caused her hands to quiver. She shook it off and returned the blow, catching her attacker with a bash over the head. The last attacker fell at her feet.

“You have improved your fighting technique, Elke,” Devorah said, laughing from her seat on the ground. “We thought we had you there, but you have learned.”

Elke leaned forward on her staff, panting and allowing the vibrations in her hands to still. “I have never practiced like this with my staff before. Do you think this will prepare me to protect myself if invaders attack Limhah?”

“You fought off three of us just now,” Devorah said, pushing herself to her feet. “We haven’t seen more than three attack us. You will be ready.”

“If I don’t panic. When the Coos giants attacked, I panicked. Ormh had to drag me away from the gate to keep me from running out to throw myself in front of them.”

“You had no training then,” Etarre said, rubbing her leg where the staff had tripped her. “I can’t see you running if they attacked us today.”

“It has been two years since that day,” Devorah added. “You have learned much since then. You are happier than you were that day.”

“Much happier. Ormh treats me better than any man in my life.” She didn’t want to mention just how badly her papa and brothers had treated her.

“He loves you. Few women are protected and loved as Ormh loves and protects you.”

“He does protect me.” Elke glanced toward the rising sun. “If we are finished here, Aleeza will want her breakfast.”

Devorah nodded. “For today.” She waved her hand toward Elke’s home. “Go feed your baby. She needs you. She will give you the courage you need to stand and fight if the need arises.”

Elke stopped leaning against her staff and pressed her breasts with both hands. “Aleeza must be awake. My body is warning me she is hungry.”

“It happens,” Etarre laughed.

“Does it ever end?” Elke asked as she turned to leave the practice field.

“You will adjust,” Devorah said. “At least you don’t experience two demanding your attention.”

“I still don’t know how you managed twins,” Elke said with a laugh. “Your boys are busy. Their noise and busyness is impressive.”

“And they have calmed down since they were two!” Devorah said.

“I remember them at two,” Elke said.

“Even now, they find trouble, alone or together. It is a constant effort.”

Elke’s breasts prickled and began to get wet. “I must go. I will see you tomorrow.”

“Be here on time,” Etarre teased.

Elke waved a hand and jogged out of the practice field toward her home with her arms pressed against her breasts. She never expected her baby to induce such a pull on her body. She dashed up the two steps to her home and threw the door open.

Ormh stood in the sitting room, rocking their small daughter, crooning to her. “Mama will return to feed you soon. She knows you are hungry.”

“I’m here,” Elke said through her panting. She plopped into a comfortable chair and held her arms out. “Give her to me. She has been sending her need for food for half a span.”

Ormh nodded. “She woke up about then. I changed her, but she has been begging for food since she awoke.” He handed the babe to her mama.

“I thought so. My body warned me she would need food soon. I rushed home as soon as I could.” Elke cradled Aleeza in her arms and bared her breast. “Here you go, Aleeza.”

The child’s cries cut off, replaced by slurping.

“It is amazing how fast milk calms her,” Elke murmured.

“She knows what she wants. I’m sure she’ll be happy for two or three spans,” Ormh said.

He left the room for a short time, returning with a tall cup of cool water. “You always need water after practice.”

She drank deeply. “Ah. Thank you. You know what I need.”

When the babe was satisfied, Elke set her in her little basket. “Wait here, sweetie. Mama needs to feed your papa now.”

The baby gazed up at her with her green eyes.

“Where did she get her red hair and green eyes?” Ormh asked.

Elke shrugged and moved to dish up a bowl of grains for herself and Ormh from the pot hanging over the fire. She spooned the grains into bowls and ladled honey into it. Grains tasted better with a little sweetener.

“What will you be doing today?” Elke asked as she sat across from Ormh at the table.

“I need to water the wheat today. You should come see. The little plants are up and are green. It is a beautiful sight.”

“I will if Aleeza is happy.”

“What will you be doing?”

“Washing clothes. It will take most of my day. I miss the days when we had servants to help with the heavy chores.”

“Life in your grandmama’s home in Nod was easier,” Ormh said, dipping another spoonful of grains into his mouth.

“Life may have been easier, but I am much happier here, even without servants to clean our clothes and cook our meals. I’m learning to do what I must in order to keep our home clean and welcoming. I’m even learning to like the chores.”

Ormh leaned forward and took her empty hand in his. “You have grown since we first met. A strong, independent woman has replaced the frightened little girl who didn’t trust anyone.”

“Do you still like her?” Elke asked.

“I love her more every day.” He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it.

“I hope I don’t disappoint you again.”

“You didn’t disappoint me. Pagag’s ruthless actions frightened you in a way you had never experienced before. You have had time to learn to let me love you these past few years.”

“I hope I don’t freeze and panic like I did then.”

“You won’t. You know you are loved now.”
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The wheat grew fast enough Ormh could see the changes overnight. It was greener than the day before. He inhaled the clean fragrance of the soil and growing plants as he walked toward the field waiting for seed.

When he arrived at the recently plowed field, he reached into the bag he had slung across his shoulder and grabbed a handful of seed. He scattered it over the ground, knowing birds and small animals would eat some before it sprouted. His papa had taught him to throw extra seed out to feed the animals and birds. They needed to eat as well.

The work was mindless dipping into the bag and flinging the seeds out, slowly crossing it, back and forth until seeds covered the ground he set apart for it.

Near midday, Ormh began to glance back toward the small community of Limhah. He hoped Elke and Aleeza would bring him his midday meal. He loved having her join him in the fields. 

Elke had come often during the past year. Even as she carried a child within her, she preferred to join him in the fields as often as possible.

Since the birth of Aleeza, she had not come as often. The child took more of her time than either of them had expected.

Elke had been the youngest of her family, and her mama had left the family during her youth. Her papa, Daithi, had been cruel to her mama and her brothers. After she deserted the family, Daithi’s rages and cruelty transferred to the children. As the only daughter, Elke suffered from both Daithi’s cruelty and that of her brothers.

In those years, she suffered in ways she did not often share. It took him many months for her to agree to marry. Even then, Ormh had treated her with gentleness and patience. It surprised them both to discover she carried a child.

“Ormh!” Elke’s voice floated across the field. 

He turned and strode toward her, taking little Aleeza from her arms. “You came.”

“I wanted to see the greenery of the growing wheat. You are right. This is beautiful. Thank you for inviting me to come here today.”

Ormh smiled and kissed her soft lips. “I knew you would like this. Growing things always make me happy.”

“With reason. There is nothing like new growth to give us hope.”

“Perhaps that is why Aleeza gives us so much joy. She is growing almost as fast as this wheat. Her life gives us hope.”

Elke indicated the basket on her arm. “Here is our food.”

“Good. I am ready to eat.”

She spread a blanket on the ground for them to sit on, then spread out the food. They sat on the blanket as they ate and shared the food.

“How long do you think the priests of the cult gods will allow us to live here without trying to force us to give offerings to them?” Elke asked.

“I wonder about the same thing,” Ormh replied. “For this many people to leave the city, they must be feeling a loss in their coffers.”

“Even though we lived on the same property, many of us lived in those three houses. Grandpapa Nat made large donations to each of the cult temples.”

“I wonder if he continues to pay the same amount to each of those temples now.” Ormh reached for an apple.

“I do not know. Why would he pay for us to be there when we are not?” 

“To keep them from knowing how many of us left?” He mused with a shrug.

“What do you think would happen if Grandpapa stops paying for all his grandchildren?” Elke asked, leaning back on her elbows. She stared up at the sky. “Even when I must do all the chores, this place is so much more peaceful than the big houses in Nod.”

“You like living in our little home?” Ormh asked.

“I do. It is lovely to live in our home with no one living on the other side of the wall to listen in. No one to hear when we fight or when we make love. It is a privacy I never expected to have.”

“My mama enjoyed living in her little home as well. She appreciated having space between her and the other homes. It is the one thing I missed the most after our home was destroyed and I came to Nod.”

“Living here is good for you, too,” Elke said, turning on her side to stare at Ormh.

Aleeza had fallen asleep in his arms. Ormh laid her on the blanket beside him and laid next to Elke.

“I miss having you here with me.” Ormh sighed. “You need to be home with Aleeza, but I do miss you.”

“I miss you as well. That is why we came out to eat our midday meal with you. We’ll do it more often.”

“There are more fields that need planting,” Ormh said with a sigh. “I must return to work. Do you want to help?”

“I would love to,” Elke shrugged, “but I still have clothes to care for.”

Ormh stood and offered his hand to help her up. He pulled her into his arms and hugged her close.

“I love having you here with me.” He kissed her.

“And I would love to stay —”

“I know, but you must go.” He bent and moved the basket off the blanket.

He moved the baby next to the blanket. Together, they folded the blanket and tucked it into the basket.

Elke tucked the basket over her arm while Ormh picked Aleeza up and hugged her close, inhaling her scent. “You smell good, sweet girl. I will miss you.”

“You will be home later today,” Elke said with a smile.

“Yes, but I will miss her as I will miss you.” He handed the child to her mama. “We must work.”

Elke leaned close and kissed him again. “Until tonight.”

He watched her stride across the field toward the village before settling the seed bag over his shoulder and striding to the next field that needed planting.
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Ormh stood on the edge of his fields, surveying his land as the sun neared the top of the western mountains. He remembered watching his papa stand on the edge of his fields in the days when his family still lived. Papa had stood there, as though observing the plants grow.

Now Ormh understood. He looked out across the fields, considering what still needed planting, what needed water, what needed to be weeded, and all the other things a new field required. He held responsibility for this land, growing food for his family and the people of his community. As the only one with fields, he feared a drought or an invasion of insects that would eat everything.

Others had their own responsibilities — growing flax, raising animals, building furniture, tanning leather, and all the many other needful items used in a community. Ormh didn’t need to build his own furniture or tan his own leather. For that, he gave gratitude to Jehovah.

The women all grew gardens, wove fabrics, and created and mended the clothing their families wore. They had much to do to keep their families healthy and happy.

Ormh shook his head and turned toward home.

Home.

As a child, he had hoped for a home and family. His family exceeded his hopes. He had not known the joy following the commandments of Jehovah would bring. And Elke and Aleeza made everything wonderful. He had never expected to obtain a beautiful wife, a child, a home, and green, growing fields. 

He breathed in and exhaled. Elke would be waiting for him. He put his seed bag and seeds into the small storage shed, turned from the fields, and hurried home. 

As he passed by the sanctuary, strange men stepped out from within.

“Don’t you forget,” one man said to those inside, “you owe us our donation coins.”

“We hear you. You must wait to discover what the others think. We cannot make that decision for everyone,” a voice from inside said. “We will send you a message with our answer.”

“Be certain to do that soon,” another of the visitors said.

“We will send you word.”

Ormh didn’t want the men to suspect he listened in to other’s conversations. Besides, the leaders would share with everyone the demands these visitors placed on them. He didn’t want to consider it yet. 

The visitors walked into the street, swung up into their horses’ saddles, and rode away, not looking around to discover if anyone saw them. They acted like they didn’t care.

Ormh walked through the shadows of buildings, thinking of what he had heard. Someone from outside thought the people of Limhah owed them a tribute.

Did they not know that the people of Limhah had few coins? Most of them bartered their goods with others in the community. Only those who sold to the men in Nod had coins. And there were few who did.

He opened the door to his home and was welcomed by the fragrance of dinner cooking. He smiled. In the years after going to Nod and becoming a guardsman for Green Haven, he had never hoped to come home to a delicious meal waiting for him. He sighed at the gift.

He followed the aroma into the kitchen where Elke stood with her back to the door, kneading bread.

He put his arms around her and kissed her neck. “I love coming home to the aroma of your meals.”

She turned in his arms and put her arms around his back, holding her hands up to prevent getting flour all over him. “I am happy you like the food I cook. I am learning.”

Ormh sat at the table beside her and pulled the baby from her basket to bounce on his knee. “I saw something disconcerting on my way home this evening.” He held his voice calm, seeking to sound casual.

“Oh? What did you see?” Elke asked, returning to kneading her bread.

“Visitors leaving the sanctuary.”

“That isn’t all that unusual. We frequently receive visitors from Grandpapa Nat’s home.”

“Yes,” he punctuated his next words as he bounced little Aleeza on his knee with each word. “But ... not ... this kind ... of visitor. These ... men ... were demanding ... a donation?”

Elke turned toward him, holding her hands in the air. “What kind of donation?”

“They say we owe them a donation. I’m not certain who they represent. They say we owe them.”

Elke spluttered. “What makes them think we owe them anything?”

Ormh shrugged and pulled a funny face. Little Aleeza giggled. He spoke to her in a high baby voice. “We owe nothing to anyone from outside Limhah, do we Aleeza, except probably Grandpapa Nat. Grandpapa would not send strangers to demand a donation.”

“Grandpapa Nat gave us this land to move away from anyone who would demand a tribute. Who do you think they represent?” Elke said, clenching one of her raised fists.

“I know he gave us this land.” He looked into baby Aleeza’s face. “I don’t understand what it means, only that it happened,” he said in a sing-song voice little Aleeza loved.

“Any idea who they represent?”

“I could guess...” He allowed his voice to trail off.

“And who do you suspect?”

“We talked today about the cults missing the donations Grandpapa Nat gave to each of the temples.”

Elke returned to kneading and shaping the dough into flat circles. “Do you think they are brazen enough to enter Limhah and demand we pay the tribute to them?”

“If they are missing the donations Grandpapa Nat has been giving to them for all of his grandchildren who left Nod, they will notice a big change in the amount of donations they receive.”

“Would he just stop donating though?”

“I don’t know,” Ormh said with a shrug.

“There are fifty or more families here now. That could be an enormous loss for those cult priests.” She pushed the bread rounds into the fire and came to sit beside Ormh and their baby.

Ormh responded while speaking to the baby in a high-pitched voice. “It could be a lot of coins, couldn’t it, Aleeza? Lots of coins lost, baby, makes it difficult for them.”

“Yes, lots lost.”

Little Aleeza giggled as her papa bounced her on his knee.

“All this serious talk while you play with the baby,” Elke said with a laugh. 

“It is serious, and she needs me to play with her.”

“She loves it when you play with her this way.”

“I love to play with her.”

As Elke bent to pull the bread from the fire, a knock echoed through the door. Ormh stood to answer it, taking baby Aleeza with him.
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Elke watched her husband carry their child with him to answer the door. She could never remember her papa taking an interest in her like Ormh did with Aleeza. She didn’t remember when she was tiny, of course, but if the way he treated her in the days she remembered were an example, he had never treated her well.

Voices drifted from the front room. Ormh kept his voice low, so she couldn’t hear the message. She shrugged. It did not matter. Ormh would share with her when he returned to the kitchen.

The door closed, and Aleeza’s giggles floated back to the kitchen.

Elke lifted the food from the fire and dished it up for the two of them. Aleeza would want to taste everything they ate, but she wasn’t big enough to sit at the table alone.

Ormh entered the kitchen, tickling Aleeza. “You like that, don’t you?” he said, giggling with her.

The little girl squealed with joy.

Elke set the last of the food on the table and quirked an eye up toward her husband. “Are you going to share?”

“No. I thought I would wait a bit. We can give Jehovah thanks for this delicious food. Then I will share.”

Elke frowned and sat next to him, lifting her arms to pray. Ormh lifted one arm, holding the other around Aleeza. The little girl lifted her arms as her parents did while Ormh gave thanks for the food.

After the amen, Elke set their plates in front of them. As she set Ormh’s plate in front of him, she opened her eyes wide, waiting for information.

“Your grandpapa has called a meeting in a span. There is something important for us to discuss.”

“Something important?” Elke crunched her eyebrows close together.

“We know what it will be. Something to do with the visitors this afternoon.”

“I am surprised they are having a meeting so soon.”

“He said we needed to decide tonight. We may experience some problems.”

“What problems?” Elke asked. She took the baby from Ormh and shared her own cooling food with her.

Ormh twitched an eyebrow up. “I have no idea. I only heard the last of the conversation. I am certain your grandpapa and the others will bring more information for us when we arrive.”

They ate their meal and quickly cleared up the dishes. Elke changed the baby into a sleeping robe and nursed her. Aleeza fell asleep before she finished and Elke laid her in the carry basket and tucked a blanket around her before hurrying to change into a clean dress. 

Ormh had already changed and waited with the baby in her basket when she returned. He carried the basket by the handles draped over his arm.

He whistled a low whistle.

She lifted an eyebrow.

“You look extra nice. Is it for anyone I know?”

“Yes. Someone special,” she said in a low, sultry voice.

“Special? Like, perhaps ... me?” he teased.

“Perhaps.” She playfully swatted toward his arm. “Who else would I dress for? There is no one here in Limhah I would put my special dress on for except you.”

“In Limhah. What about in Nod?”

“Ormh!” she blew out a frustrated breath. “There is no one but you.”

“Good. I like to hear that.”

She smiled at him. “I like to say that. You are the only one for me.” 

He wrapped his arm around her and gave her a quick hug. “Shall we go? We don’t want to be the last ones there.”

“No. We want a good seat.”

At the sanctuary, Elke stared around at the seats. The room held over three hundred people. Most of the seats were already full.

“Where will we sit?” she asked, staring around the room at all the people.

“Elke, Ormh, over here.” Grandmama Merab stood waving her arm toward them.

“It looks like your grandmama has seats for us,” Ormh murmured in her ear. He led the way through the crowd to Grandmama Merab’s side, near the front.

Her grandpapa and grandmama were spiritual leaders in the community. That didn’t give her and her family special privileges — she wasn’t their only grandchild here, most people in Limhah were also their grandchildren — except when Grandmama Merab showered her with love and saved seats near the front for them.

She slid into the seat next to Grandmama and cocked her head back toward people seeking seats in the front. “They don’t like that you saved seats for us.”

“That is their problem. I can sit next to my granddaughter and her family if I want.”

“Many of the people here are your grandchildren.”

“True,” Grandmama said with a smile, “but you are the granddaughter I worked hard to keep safe and alive when your papa refused to do that.”

Elke’s smile drooped. “You did that for me.”

Ormh set the baby’s basket by their feet. Elke leaned forward to check her covers, hiding the hurt caused by her papa.

“I am sorry to bring it up. Even though I should not have favorites among my grandchildren, you are my favorite granddaughter. I spent more time with you when you were a girl and a young woman than I did with any of the others.” Grandmama touched her back with a gentle hand.

Elke dashed a hand across her eyes before she sat up straight. “I know Grandmama, but I feel their eyes pierce me sometimes.”

“Grow a shield. You are stronger than you think.”

“How, Grandmama?”

Grandmama Merab grabbed her hand in hers and squeezed. “Trust me. Trust Ormh. Trust Jehovah. We will protect you while the strength of your shield grows. Know that you are loved. Know that you possess meaning. Know that you have a purpose here.”

Ormh leaned over and took her other hand. “We are always here for you.”

Elke smiled at him, knowing of the bleakness of it. “I know. You keep me alive.”

Grandpapa Tiqvah walked across the front of the room, followed by Chayim and Afra, who helped him make decisions for Limhah. Chayim had been elected leader of Limhah shortly after people settled into the community. Afra had been a member of the Green Guard while living in Nod. Now, he directed the men as they took turns guarding their walls.

Everyone in the room ended conversations and settled into seats, waiting for one of the three to stand and share the reason for the meeting. A few continued to whisper to their neighbor, but most sat silently staring forward, waiting.
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Chayim stood in front of the crowd, saying nothing. Elke watched him swallow over and over. The message would not be easy for any of them to hear.

“We had visitors today,” he said without any preamble. “Visitors from Nod.”

Whispers interrupted the silence.

Chayim continued over the whispers. “We thought we were safe from the influences of that place. They think we should still fall under their regulation. They say that although we no longer live within the walls of Nod, our land is within their control. The representatives of the cult priests claim we owe them past donations.”

“Donations?” one man from behind Elke asked. “Why would we owe them past donations?”

“We don’t.” Chayim said. “They think we do. It does not mean we agree with them. We moved here to be away from their tyranny and wickedness.”

“This is our land. Grandpapa Nat legally purchased it from the governor of Nod. They say that Grandpapa Nat is regulated by their laws. Perhaps he is. Perhaps, because Limhah lies outside the bounds of Nod, they are mistaken,” a man asked.

“What can we do?” another man near the back shouted.

“That is what we are here to discuss. There are few choices,” Chayim replied. He lifted one finger, “We can give them the coins they demand —”

“With what coins?” a man who sat in front demanded. “We own no coins. We don’t use coins here in Limhah.”

“Yes, that is a problem,” Chayim agreed. “Coins would be hard to get. Grandpapa Nat won’t want to give us coins every time the priests demand coins from us. If we give in to them even this once, they will be back every festival demanding more coins.”

“What will happen if we don’t pay them?” Ormh asked.

Chayim lifted a shoulder. “We don’t know. They may be full of noise and bluster. Or they could bring guards who will insist. We will not know until we refuse.”

“What other choice is there?” a woman in the middle called out. “We don’t want to battle people from Nod.”

“Paying is only one choice,” Chayim answered. He held up a second finger with the first. “We could tell them we will not pay and wait to see what happens.”

“What will they do? Will they accept our claim of no coins?” a woman asked.

“Or?” someone else called. “What other choices do we have?”

“We do not possess coins to pay. We can try to get them to reduce the amount they say we owe until we can find the coins to pay,” Chayim said.

“That would keep us within the clutches of the priests,” a man called. “We moved here to get out of their control.”

Chayim gazed out across the men and women of Limhah who had gathered in the sanctuary. “That is the biggest problem. We are here because we choose to obey, honor, and worship Jehovah, not one of the many cult gods that control Nod.”

“How can we tell them we refuse to pay their extortion? We no longer live in Nod. We no longer participate in their festivals and bloody sacrifices. Can we not just say this?” Ormh asked.

“Yes,” one man behind him said. “There is no reason to give them any coins. We are a free people. We are free of Nod and Nod’s laws.”

Chayim stared out at the people in front of him. Elke inhaled deeply. She feared he would tell them Nod’s wicked laws continued to suppress them.

Chayim blew out his breath and waved an arm toward the other two men in the front. “We told them we no longer are residents of Nod. We reminded them we live outside the walls of Nod.”

“And?” Grandmama Merab prompted.

“And they laughed. We are within riding distance of Nod. They believe we must pay.”

“They miss the coins grandpapa Nat paid for us,” a man called out.

“They do,” Tiqvah stepped forward to respond. “Grandpapa Nat purchased this land from Governor Badu. He hoped we would be free of the cult priests and their demands for coins and obeisance to their cult gods.”

“What does Grandpapa Nat think about us being free from Nod?” a woman asked.

“We do not know. We sent a message to him right after the cult priests left Limhah. It is too early to receive an answer back from him. We are hoping he has some answers for us. The problem is the priests expect an answer tomorrow. They want coins tomorrow.”

“How many coins do they want?” a man asked.

Tiqvah chewed on his lip and glanced to Chayim.

Chayim looked at his feet before he spoke up. “They did not give us a number of coins they want. They suggested we would acknowledge the correct number to offer to keep us safe.”

“Safe?” Elke joined in the cry that spilled from the throats of most voices in the room.

“Are they suggesting we will not be safe if we don’t pay them?” a woman who sat farther down the row from Elke cried. She leaned forward and nodded to the woman.

“They did not say they would attack us,” Afra said, stepping forward to stand next to Chayim and Tiqvah. “However, the priests suggested we would want to consider the safety of our women and children.”

“Our women and children?” Telem roared. As Etarre’s husband, Elke knew and trusted him. “Our women and children are most important to us. They have the audacity to threaten our wives and children?”

The roar of voices filled the room as more and more repeated the questions and concerns. In the noise, Aleeza opened her eyes and cried. Elke leaned forward and lifted her babe from the basket to soothe her.

Other children wailed. Mamas attempted to soothe their cries in the midst of the uproar. Even after Tiqvah lifted his hands for quiet, the babies continued to cry.

“We must not get so enraged that we frighten our littlest community members,” he said.

Mamas like Elke put a knuckle in their child’s mouth or brought them to their breast to eat. It did not take long for the little ones to calm down.

When the room quieted, Afra spoke, “We still need to decide what to do about the priests. They will return tomorrow for their coins.”
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Ormh had expected bad news from the leaders of Limhah. But he had not expected the priests to demand coins from the community so quickly. Where would they come up with even a copper for each resident? Only Jokim, who had been selling furniture to residents of Nod in the last two years, had any coins.

None of the others had sold to the people of Nod, preferring to keep the items they made for those who lived in Limhah. Ormh had found no coins while digging and planting his fields of grain.

He had traded grain for furniture, cheese, milk, and other necessities that he and Elke couldn’t make for themselves. And they had learned how to do much for themselves. They had enjoyed learning to make soap and candles together in those first months of living in Limhah.

“We cannot tell those priests that we won’t give them anything.” 

The voice of the man behind him brought Ormh back to the discussion.

“Why not?” Ormh asked. “We owe them nothing. Why should we say anything more than ‘No. We refuse extortion by men with no say over our lives?’”

Men around him mumbled. Some argued that they couldn’t tell the priests no. Others insisted that it would be the only way to stop them from insisting they pay for the next thousand years.

Ormh stood and discussed with the others, stating his opinion as firmly as those around him disagreed.

A whistle echoed through the room.

Everyone stopped speaking and faced the front.

Tiqvah stood with his fists on his hips. “We are a civilized community. There is no need to shout and yell. We certainly do not need to resort to fists.”

Ormh stared around the room. Men with red faces slowly lowered their fists. How had this happened?

“Let us review our choices,” Tiqvah said, in a calm voice. He lifted a finger. “One, we offer them the few coins we possess.”

Men began to mutter, especially Jokim, who had more coins than any of the others.

Afra growled, “Let the man speak. Please listen.”

The voices quieted.

Tiqvah lifted another finger. “Two, we can deny that we owe them anything and refuse to give them any money.”

Voices softly growled.

“Three,” Tiqvah lifted a third finger, “we tell them we are researching the matter and will give them an answer in a few weeks.”

“As if they will go for that,” Elke muttered.

“Four,” a fourth finger lifted, “we take our question of sovereignty to Governor Badu and ask his opinion.”

“What do we do if he backs up the priests?” Ormh asked.

“That could be a problem,” Tiqvah said, sucking in his lower lip then spitting it out again. “We would not want to be forced to make offerings to the cult priests ever again. We prefer to offer our love to Jehovah, not coins and hatred to the cult priests.”

“Is there a way we could put them off ... forever?” a woman from behind Ormh asked.

“We can ask for time to look into our options, time to discuss with Grandpapa Nat, maybe even time to consult with Governor Badu. I don’t think we can extend the time forever, however,” Chayim said. 

“There is a number five,” Tiqvah said. “We can refuse to allow them past the gates of the city. It will only postpone their demands and make them angry. But we can do that. This is our land, our home. There are no requirement that we allow everyone who comes to our gate to enter.”

“Do we have enough men to stand as guards if we did that?” a man sitting next to Ormh asked.

Afra shook his head. “Most of you men can barely handle a sword. We will need to spend more time in training if we choose to refuse the priests. We can practice early in the morning before you attend to your duties in your shops and fields.”

Chayim shrugged. “Or we can give in and find coins to pay the priests.”

“No!” The sanctuary echoed with the voices.

“What shall we tell the priests then?” Tiqvah asked.

“Pray, first,” Elke mumbled.

“What did you say, Elke,” Ormh asked.

“We should pray before we decide.”

“You are correct,” Ormh agreed. He lifted his hand rather than shouting out the request.

Tiqvah acknowledged him.

Ormh stood. “My sweet wife reminded me of this. We need to pray before we decide.”

He sat down with a little plop.

Tiqvah stared at Elke for a breath. Then he lifted his head. “She is correct. We must include Jehovah in this decision.”

People moved from their chairs to their knees and lifted their arms to pray. Tiqvah, the spiritual leader of the group, joined them kneeling. He raised his hands in the air and begged Jehovah to assist them in making this thorny decision.

When the prayer ended, the crowd silently moved from their knees to their feet.

“I suggest we meet in small groups and discuss our options,” Tiqvah said.

Ormh put an arm around Elke’s waist and turned with her to discuss with the men and women who stood behind them. Her grandmama, Merab. joined the circle, adding her thoughts to the discussion.

No one wanted to be required to make donations to the priests again, which meant they had to find a way to tell the priests they would never get a lead coin from them.

They spoke about the problem until Chayim raised his hand to bring the discussion to a halt. The men and women in their group suggested that Ormh be the one to speak for them.

“Me?” he asked.

“You know what we would like to happen,” Sara said. “You speak for us.”

Ormh sighed and turned their seats so they faced forward once more. He did not believe he belonged to the community enough to speak up for their group. They asked, however, so he would do it.

As men reported their discussions, many of the others had come to some of the same conclusions as Ormh and his group. 

No one wanted to give the cult priests even one lead coin, even if they had coins to offer. As they did not worship any of the cult gods, they did not feel responsible to support them.

Ormh stood when it was his turn. “We agree with what everyone else has said. We should hold them off, tell them nothing except we must consult with Nat, the owner of the land. We need to see what he says about this.”

Ormh shrugged. “It may still be all on us to decide, but Nat may have something to add that will help us against the priests.”

“Who are we going to tell them we worship?” Afra asked. “We own this nice sanctuary. They know we worship some god. Who do we tell them we worship?”

“We cannot tell them we worship Jehovah!” Tiqvah said. “Jehovah is forbidden in Nod and in all the surrounding lands. If Governor Badu were to learn the truth of our worship, everyone here and our families in Nod would be at risk.”

“We must make something up. Certainly Jehovah will give us an answer so we won’t need to lie, and we won’t have to tell them we honor Him,” Chayim suggested. “This is more difficult than I expected.”

“We will solve the problem,” Tiqvah said. “I think we need to end this meeting with prayer. Elke gave us excellent advice when she suggested we pray before deciding. We need to decide how to respond if they ask what god we worship. If they don’t ask, we will offer nothing to make things worse for us.”

Tiqvah glanced around the room. Ormh felt like he stared through his soul. “We agree that when the priests come, we will tell them we need more time to consult with Nat, as this land belongs to him. Thank you Ormh and your group for that suggestion.” He nodded toward Ormh.

“Now,” Tiqvah said. “We should pray and take our children home.”
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After the prayer, Ormh helped Elke tuck little Aleeza back into her basket. He stood and lifted the basket and hung it over his arm. The group’s insistence that he be the one to speak up for their group surprised him. How had that happened?

As they moved toward the exit, Tiqvah, Chayim, and Afra pushed through the crowd toward them. Ormh did not consider this to mean anything, for Grandmama Merab walked in front of Elke. The leaders of the community spoke with others as they moved through the crowd.

Elke and Ormh had reached the end of the row of chairs and waited to join the throng moving toward the exits when Tiqvah and the other two reached them.

Elke glanced up. “Oh, hello, Grandpapa. Tough meeting.”

“Hello, Elke. It was a tough meeting. Ormh,” he said, reaching a hand out to stop Ormh, “may we have a word with you?”

“Now? The baby —”

“Elke and Merab can care for her while they wait for you. Will you come with us, please?”

Ormh glanced at his wife and her grandmama. When Elke shrugged and moved to sit on one of the chairs, he shrugged and set the baby down on the seat next to her.

“I have no idea what this is about, nor do I know how long this will last. Will you be well until I return?” he asked his wife.

Elke gazed into his face. “I am tired and ready to go home, but I will wait for you. Grandmama will wait with me. Go, so you can get back to us.”

Ormh bent down and kissed Elke. “I love you.”

She lifted her eyes and smiled. He took that look with him as he followed the men through the crowd toward the doors that led to the offices.

“Come in, come in,” Tiqvah said when they entered his office.

Ormh stepped into the room and gazed around as though he had never entered this office before. He had helped Grandpapa Tiqvah set up the furniture and had come here to visit many times in the past two years.

However, for some reason, the office felt unfamiliar, one he had never entered. He gazed at the desk, the chairs, the side tables, and the window. He noticed a small painting on one wall.

Ormh walked to the wall to examine the painting closer. It was a painting of pink and white flowers.

“Pretty, aren’t they?” Tiqvah asked from behind Ormh.

Ormh jumped, almost startled. “Oh. I did not know you were there. Yes. Those are beautiful flowers. Flowers similar to those grew beside my papas fields. I have seen none here. Where did you get this?”

Tiqvah grinned. “The summer Merab and I both went to Safe Haven to learn about life, our auntie Joyanna painted this for me. I wanted to give something to Merab that wouldn’t wilt like flowers when I picked them.”

“They appear real, after all this time. Why is it here and not in a room where Grandmama Merab can enjoy it?” Ormh continued to gaze toward the painting.

“She knows I had it painted for me, too. I love flowers as much as she does. If it is here, she has an excuse to come visit me to see her painting.”

“As if she needs an excuse,” Chayim said with a chuckle.

“Well, no. She comes any time she wants ... except when we are having important meetings.”

Afra threw back his head and cackled. “Except then? I seem to remember her standing in here while we had our visitors from Nod yesterday.”

“Well, yes.” Grandpapa Tiqvah swallowed. “I guess she comes whenever she chooses, unless we are having an important spiritual meeting for men.”

“Oh,” Chayim said, choking back another chuckle. “She allows us to meet with Grandpapa Nat and Grandpapa Crites when they come to discuss Jehovah.”

“She just came to the door as we finished,” Grandpapa Tiqvah argued. 

“Sure, sure. Believe what you will,” Afra chortled.

“She is in the gathering room with Elke now,” Ormh said, trying to help his grandpapa out. “She wouldn’t leave Elke alone.” He turned to gaze at Grandpapa Tiqvah. “Would she?”

“No, Ormh. I suspect she already knows what we are going to discuss. She won’t be standing outside our door tonight.”

“What are we here to discuss?” Ormh asked. “Why did you bring me here without Elke?”

“Take a seat, Ormh,” Afra said, waving toward a seat in the room.

Ormh moved toward the seats, followed by the other men. He sat down and watched the others choose a seat. Grandpapa Tiqvah took a seat closest to the desk in front of Ormh. The other two sat on either side of him.

Ormh breathed in deeply, then slowly allowed the air to expel from his lungs.

“We need someone to help train the men,” Afra said.

Ormh turned his gaze on Afra. He had been one of his officers in the Green Guard back at Grandpapa Nat’s home.

“I can see the need,” Ormh replied. “Many of these men only learned to work in the past two years since we settled Limhah. Most learned well.”

“This is true,” Chayim said. “Some struggled to learn to work after having servants do everything for them.”

“We have not had an easy beginning,” Grandpapa Tiqvah agreed. “But most of the men learned to work — and to work hard.”

Ormh nodded. A few of the families had returned to Nod for the safety and ease of Grandpapa Nat’s home. The others learned a trade. They learned to complete those assignments they agreed to do when Grandpapa Nat and the committee gave them permission to settle on this land. Most had to learn before they could do what they needed to do to have anything to share with others in the community.

Ormh had worked with his papa on his farm for many years before the Coos giants destroyed it, so he had known how to grow and harvest grains, fruits, and vegetables. He had cut trees and built homes, found copper and tin and heated them to make tools and nails and other needed metal objects. He had helped make knives, and swords were not much different. He had even helped his papa tan leather.

In the early days after settling Limhah, men came to the fields requesting Ormh’s assistance in learning how to complete some of the tasks they had agreed to do. They had come quietly, and he had not shared with others the help he provided.

“We know how many men you trained. Thank you for training many of Limhah’s new merchants. Because of you, they understand how to create goods and can trade with others,” Chayim said. “I required your assistance, as well, in those early days.”

Ormh smiled, remembering those days when Chayim had come to the fields, tossing seeds into the tilled land so Ormh would have time to show him how to smelt the ores.

“We need you once more to help these men learn how to protect themselves, their families, and their community. They trust you.”

“Why me?” Ormh asked. “There are others who were once members of the guard, others who fought as officers and who are your grandsons. Will they listen to my instructions?”

“Did they listen to you as you taught them the skills they needed to be successful here in Limhah?” Grandpapa Tiqvah asked.

“Well, yes. They did.” Ormh said, trying to hide his surprise that Grandpapa Tiqvah knew of his help.

“Then they will listen to you as you teach them to protect us. Especially when I introduce you as the new training master,” Afra said.

“Training master?” Ormh opened his eyes wide and stared first at Afra, then turned his stare to each of the other two men.

They nodded. 

“You earned the right, and you are the one with the most skills and training,” Chayim said.

***
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Elke sat with Grandmama Merab and Aleeza, waiting for Ormh to return from his discussion with the leadership of the community. “What is going on in there?” she asked, squirming on the hard seat.

Grandmama Merab patted her knee. “I went into the office earlier today while the men were discussing what to do this evening. I suspect they are asking your Ormh to join them as Master Trainer, training the other men in weapons and other skills to protect themselves and the rest of us.”

“My Ormh?” Elke squealed, not hiding her shock. “What has he done to make them assume he can train the other men?”

“Ormh served in the Green Guard before you met him. He was one of their best fighters. It is hard to accept, knowing him now, but he assisted the guard many times in driving away attackers. He has changed much since he joined us as a follower of Jehovah.”

“He has told me a few stories
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