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Praise for the Novel s of Susan Wi ght

A Pound of Flesh

“Thi s unusual fantasy uses elenments of Norse and vampiric mythologies to
create a very different kind of tale, where even the | east slave can have a
prof ound inpact upon world affairs. Plenty of gratuitous sex and no snall
amount of warfare serve to make for a fast, light read.”

—Monsters and Critics

“Wight has nmanaged to paint a vivid world where every person and | ocal e
manage to | eap fromthe pages. Told froma first-person perspective, Wight
| ets the readers subnmerge thenselves into the novel, trailing Marja' s path.
They are able to identify with her and the other characters, rejoicing in
their triunmphs and nourning their |osses. Featuring cultures that stand

vividly apart fromthe norm yet still allow the reader to connect, Wi ght
weaves a spellbinding tale that will |eave read ers yearning for the next
installment. This is definitely not one to niss.” —Affaire de Coeur

"An interesting tale. . . . Fans who enjoy sonething dif ferent in their
reading will appreciate this erotic fantasy. ” —M dwest Book Revi ew

To Serve and Submit

“Spellbinding . . . [with] plenty of political intrigue and battle scenes. The

heart of this work lies in the character of Marja, who accepts her sensual
nature as a normal personality trait.” —Alternative Wrlds

“Featuring vivid cultures and lots of action, this should appeal to fans of
Jacquel i ne Carey, Terry Goodki nd, and Storm Constantine.” —tibrary Journal
“Susan Wight has built a very believable fantasy world. Although erotic, the
sex scenes are in good taste. This book carries you away into the exotic world
of sex slaves, hardy heroes, and barbaric chieftains.” —SFRevu



“Sensual and well constructed.” —Kirkus Revi ews
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Wth nmy first step onto the ruddy sand of the beach, the evil spirits
infesting Vidaris pressed in on ne. dinging wisps of foul air snaked al ong
t he ground, drawing closer to suck at ny strength and nuddle ny mnd. My
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instincts cried out for nme to flee before they found a way to seep inside.

The native Thul e who had brought Lexander and ne back to Vidaris al so sensed

t he denons. The dark-skinned warriors gathered close, silently supporting each
other’s inua. They left everything in the round-bottoned um aks except for
their spears and bows. Even the two wounded nen readied their weapons, naking
the warband a full score strong. They had cone to free Qananiq, the
granddaught er of Nerrivig, who had been lured away by Lexander to becone a

pl easure sl ave.

There woul d be no rest—texander planned to attack Vidaris at once.

The sliver of noon cast barely enough light through the clouds to reveal the
sheer red cliffs of Fjardemano Island. On top of the cliff there was sonethi ng
new. a rough wooden tower rose next to the gate in the palisade, overl ooking

the ocean. | urged the nmerry olfs to rise up the cliff face to illumnate the
tower. There was no sentry in sight.
Lexander coul d see through the darkness even without the olfs’ light. “l hear

one freeman on watch.” He tilted his head. “He's snoring.”

| didn't doubt Lexander’s uncanny ability, though the crashing of the waves
nearly drowned out the howing of the wind through the forest trees above.
“Hel anas built it?” | asked.

H s gol den eyes shone nuch brighter than those of the Thule. “She intended to
be forewarned of my return.”

| shivered at his tone. “Wat will you do?”

“That is ny concern.” Lexander turned away so | couldn’t see his face.
Nerrivig approached, his distrust for Lexander evident in his watchful eyes.
“My granddaughter waits.”

Lexander gave Nerrivig a curt nod. “Stay with ne, Marja.”

He led the Thule to the nouth of the river that followed a crevice in the line
of cliffs. Vidaris had been Lexander’s estate for nearly two decades, and he
knew every step up the w nding path.

As we clinbed inland, twisty little denons—ere puffs of snoke—whi pped
branches into my face, seeking to tear out ny eyes. The Thule chanted in | ow
voi ces, begging the olfs to aid us. Those faithful creatures gathered around
us, surrounding us in a warm gl ow and wardi ng off the mal evol ent spirits.
Sone ol fs flew ahead to |ight our way, while others dabbled in the dreans of
those sleeping in Vidaris. A fussing baby was lulled by the gentle singing of
a pair of olfs. Even the animals sighed and drowsed.

We ducked under the bridge for the wagons and not far beyond was a ravine. One
by one we pushed through the brush that filled the bottomof the gully, then
clinmbed the crunbling sides into the fields. The oats were nearly ready for
harvest, the heads of the stal ks gl owi ng golden in the nmoonlight. Insects
buzzed around us.

When we finally reached the haushold, | was panting fromwi thstandi ng the
mal i ci ous pressure that was building around ne. | feared one of the denpns
woul d wake Hel anas and warn her about us.

The servants had gone home to their own cots, so the kitchen was enpty.
Lexander lit a handful of candles fromthe rack and conferred briefly with
Nerrivig. The Thule split up, going in opposite directions to bl ock any
possibility of Hel anas’ escape.

| followed Lexander into the fire hall. Everything was achingly famliar, from
the red brick walls to the padded benches set before the hearth.

Nerrivig and his son followed us, stepping cautiously over the cool bricks and
warily watched the towering ceiling far above them M/ manis people were
attuned to the spirits Iike no others, so they could sense what had happened
here, |ike echoes of the pleas we pleasure slaves had made for mercy. | could
al nost hear Sverker’'s cries as Hel anas bound himtoo tightly and his w cked

| augh as his cruelty fed the denons, taking his pleasure in penetrating ne,
maki ng me cry out as he repeatedly forced his fat tarse into ne . .

Lexander notioned for the Thule to wait while he entered the smaller slave
hall. Sl eeping |ledges lined both walls, but there were only six slaves now
where once there had been a dozen.



“Wake up,” Lexander called out softly, “but don’t be frightened. |1’ve cone to
t ake you away.”

| lifted my candle higher to see Niels sitting up, rubbing his eyes. The two
Skraeling sisters huddl ed together, their long dark hair tousled and their
narrow eyes fearful at the reappearance of Lexander. Torngasoak was brave
enough to put an arm around each of them The two blond brothers from Fyl keran
were confused, but in the scant few moons they had been in Vidaris, they had

| earned not to ask questions.

Lexander went to check the other door. Niels stood hunched over as if
expecting to be hit, whispering, "Marja, is that really you? Were are Sverker
and Rosarin?”

| was pained by the thought of what mny slave-mates suffered now in the hands
of Lexander’s people. He had saved nme fromthat fate, but they had not been so
fortunate.

Lexander returned. “Quiet, or you'll wake Hel anas.”
The slaves went very still at her nane. At our gentle urging, they followed us
into the fire hall, scurrying in fear when they saw the Skraelings waiting for

us. They clung to each other, including the Skraeling slaves who surely
recogni zed the Thule as a northern clan

“Where' s Qamani q?” Lexander asked.

“She was sunmoned to Hel anas’ chanber,” N els offered.

Lexander gestured to nme. “Take themto the bathhouse, Marja. Stay there unti

| come for you.”

He sounded nuch like the master of Vidaris that | remenbered, though he had
freed ne hinself a few days ago, before the battle of Tillfallvik.

Lexander took Nerriviq through the courtyard. | paused in the doorway to the
ki tchen, the slaves close behind ne. “Niels,” | ordered, “take the others and
go to the bat hhouse.”

“What about you?”

“I"l1'l be there soon. Now go.”

He gasped, shocked that | would defy our master. But he was accustoned to
obedi ence and |l eft w thout another word of protest. The baths were faniliar
The sl aves woul d be safe there.

I went through the courtyard, and was surprised to see Lexander’s chanber was
open. He appeared holding a long sword. It had an ornate guard on the handl e,
yet he held it lightly as if its weight were no burden

He gl ared when he saw ne. “Go away!” he insisted under his breath.

| set ny lips and shook ny head.

He hesitated but could not take time to argue. The Thul e bl ocked t he hal | way
on either side of us, their spears pointing inward.

Lexander handed the heavy casket to me, opening the top to pull out a key.
Wth a motion of his hand to stay back, he threw open the door to Hel anas’
chanber, rushing inside with the Thule warriors behind him M candl e shook as
| followed, casting wild shadows on the flowered tapestries that hung on the
wal | s.

Soneone screeched in protest. | wasn't sure if it was Hel anas or Qamani q. Then
| saw the Skraeling woman on the floor, her dark hair a tangled ness and her
body linp. | knew that Qamani q was beyond suffering right now

Nerriviqg' s kin picked up Qanani g, exclaimng over her naked form But | had
eyes only for Helanas. My nmistress was on her feet, a knife in her hand.
Lexander caught her with the point of his sword against her throat. Her
shapely body was bare. Many tines had | caressed those generous curves and
stroked nmy mistress until she withed in pleasure. Yet Hel anas had never
sm | ed when she took her satisfaction, preferring to glower and furiously
taunt the slave who served her even as she cli maxed.

Wth two steps, Lexander drove Hel anas back against the tapestry until she
could go no farther. “Drop your knifel”

Hel anas hesitated, her eyes taking in the Skraelings in the room She sneered
when she saw ne. “That sly bitch! She’s seduced you from your duty, Lexander
You will live to rue the day you found her—=



“Silence!” Lexander demanded.

There was an edge to his voice that | had never heard. Perhaps Hel anas was
right: someday he would regret the choice he had made to | eave Vidaris and
abandon the ways of his own people. Perhaps he feared that fate nore than
anyt hi ng el se.

"You drove himto it,” |I told Helanas. “If only you had not been so cruel =
“You will not look at me, slave.” Her hand tightened on the knife. “Gesig!”
My knees buckl ed in an unreasoni ng compul sion to obey. But | fought ny trained
refl exes and stayed on ny feet, clutching the heavy casket tighter. The brass
studs dug into nmy flesh, piercing the denon-roiled cloud that threatened to
over come ne.

Di sgust tw sted Hel anas’ face, marring her satiny skin and perfect features.
“Thi nk of what you’ve done, Lexander! You can still rectify this terrible

m stake. Stay here in Vidaris. | won't tell Saal adet—=

Hel anas hardly shifted, but suddenly her knife slashed up

| gasped as Lexander blocked it with his arm The blade bit in deep as he
thrust it away. The knife flewinto the tapestry and clattered to the floor
Lexander hadn’t noved the sword fromher throat. Nay, it pressed in, and a
line of blood trickled down to the hollow of her throat.

"You're hurt,” | cried. But Lexander didn’t even glance at his bl eeding arm
where the sl eeve fl apped open.

Hel anas went quite still. Now her eyes were very wide and | saw ny nmistress’s
fear for the first time. “You don't have to kill ne, Lexander. Take what you
want and go. |’'ve done nothing to you.”

“Did you send word to Stanbulin that | left?”

Her eyes shifted. “Naturally! By nerchant ship. But | could fix it for you. |
could tell them!|l made a m stake. Wthout nme, you are renegade—and wll suffer

t he consequences.”

| couldn’t see Lexander’s face, but hers was el oquent. She was gl oating, even
with his sword at her throat. She would get her way, as she always did.

“You lie,” Lexander said quietly. “You were never able to fool ne, Hel anas.
Never.”

Her expression grew nore guarded. “You don't think you—=

Hel anas didn't finish. Lexander |eaned in, driving the point through her neck
Hel anas clutched at the sword as if to stop it, the sharp edge slicing into
her fingers. She gurgled as blood welled over the bl ade and poured down her
chest.

When Lexander withdrew the sword, her arns flailed. Then he brought the sword
sl ashi ng across her neck.

| dropped the candle and ran fromthe room Helanas’ body was too beauti ful
too flaw ess to be ripped apart. And Lexander’s expression was . . . inhunman
Lexander appeared in the doorway, glaring at me. “You insisted on seeing
that.”

| clutched the heavy casket to ny chest. “Why . . .Lexander, why?”

“I't was the only way to stop her.”

A high-pitched wail began to rise, nmaking nmy ears ring. The evil spirits that
had been drawn by the slaves’ terror and pain had grown strong over the
decades. They had fed on Hel anas’ ni sdeeds, and woul d not disperse easily. |
was buffeted by their swirling presence.

“Something terrible is happening,” | gasped.

“W have to get out of here.” Lexander still held on to the bl oody sword.

“ Q)rre! ”

The sky was growing brighter with the approachi ng dawn. | swall owed hard when

| saw the blood staining the sword and the long cut in Lexander’s forearm

The Thul e carried Qamani q' s brui sed and battered body out of the haushol d.
Nerriviqg' s eyes blazed with anger. Only the sight of Lexander slaying Hel anas
stayed his hand fromstriking down the man who had ensl aved hi s granddaught er
Evil spirits careened around us, and | realized there was heat welling up from
bel ow. The Thule felt it, too.

“What is it?” | asked.



“When a master is killed in our own house, retribution follows.” Lexander ran
down the gravel path toward the bat hhouse, where the slaves huddled. “Hurry,”
he ordered then. “W nust get away fromthe haushol d.”

They followed us neekly. In the nmorning light, | sawthat Niels had lost his
childlike beauty. His face was thin, Iined by despair and weariness |like a
shriveled old man

W had not yet reached the gate in the palisade when the earth shook beneath
my feet. | stunmbled into Lexander, who supported nme. | glanced back to see the
wal I s of the haushold split apart as flanes roared through the peaked roof.
Everyone ducked as bricks went flying high into the air.

Lexander | eaned over nme, trying to protect ne fromthe falling debris. W were
far enough away that nost of it mssed us. But the estate lit up |like daylight
fromthe fire that roared into the sky.

| marveled at the force it took to destroy the haushold . Lexander’s people
truly w el ded power far beyond our own.

“So it is done.” Lexander watched his home burn, his face |lit eerily by the
orange gl ow.

2

As the haushold burned, | followed Lexander |ike a shadow. He settled the
slaves in the crude sentry tower. The freeman who had been asleep on his watch
had fled in the face of the fire.

Nerrivig returned fromthe um aks where they had taken Qananiqg. “M
granddaught er lives, though we have no assurance her spirit is intact. That is
for the shaman to determne.”

“Don’t |eave yet,” Lexander urged. “Help me raze Vidaris so this place can't
be used to enslave your people again.”

W were joined by half a dozen Thule carrying their spears and bows. | was
concerned about the slaves, so | asked a fewolfs to stay behind in the tower
to alert ne if they needed ne.

The bl ood on Lexander’s sl eeve was beginning to brown, but he shrugged nme off,
refusing to allowne to tend to the cut. | had seen the terrible wound Keti
Gimsson had gi ven himwhen he won Silveta's right to speak to the chieftains
in Issland. That bl ow woul d have nmai ned anot her man, but Lexander had heal ed
in one night. Hi s people had powers greater than ours; they were godlings in
their own right.

Lexander went to each of the | onghouses on his estate, ordering his people to
abandon Vidaris. An outcry went up as the servants were told they nust |eave
their homes. The freenmen stared in shock at the burning haushold while their
wi ves and children wept. They had al ways had a prosperous life on the estate,
with everything they needed at hand. They inplored Lexander to have nercy and
et themstay in Vidaris.

Lexander sinply repeated, “Gather your bel ongi ngs, and take the grain and
livestock with you. You'll have plenty to make homes for yoursel ves

el sewhere.”

Even stout Hallgerd, for so long in absolute charge of the kitchen, could not
di sobey his command. The scullery maid who had taunted ne during ny training
was reduced to a shivering, broken child. It was not what | would have w shed
on them but surely it was better than living in the maw of evil.

Lexander relented only with a handful of field hands who had al so served as
oarsnen. He quietly directed themto take their possessions to the | ongship
and wait for himthere.

The protests of the others were cut short by the presence of the Thule, their
weapons hel d ready. Lexander’s people had been raised on tales of Skraeling
attacks that had destroyed entire settlements, and the sight of themwas too
much. Tears flowing freely, they hastily packed their carts and barrows ful

of their bel ongings. Casks of w ne, baskets of ripe fruit, and bags of grain
were piled up high. They tethered the fat cattle to their carts while

youngst ers herded the sheep and geese with sticks. The dogs barked joyfully,
adding to the conmotion



They set off into the rising sun, which cast a pallid light through the oily
bl ack snoke that hung over the estate. As each | onghouse was enptied, Lexander
set fireto it, letting the thatch blaze brightly. The fornmer inhabitants
hurried away, gl ancing over their shoul ders at the nad-man who used to be
their master. | wondered what tales they would spread about the fall of

Vi dari s.

Lexander didn’t speak to nme throughout the exodus. It was a brutal
contrast—the stark destruction he wought on I and that was flush with

| at e- summer abundance. The trees hung heavy with fruit and the thick grass
waved in the neadows. It seemed a place destined to prosper. But | could fee
how the life was seeping away day by day as the benevolent spirits were kept
at bay by the denons.

After the servants and freenen were gone, Lexander wal ked the edge of the
fields, setting fire to the crops that were ready to be harvested. The w nd

pi cked up the blaze and spread it rapidly. He al so burned the rows of vines
hung with clusters of grapes that were made into fine Vidaris wi ne. The plune
of snoke that went up could likely be seen as far as Brianda on the other side
of Fj ardemano 1| sl and.

Nerrivig was finally appeased by Lexander’s all-consuming wath. They were
united in their desire to destroy Vidaris, and the Thule could have done it no
nore thoroughly than Lexander

My only relief came fromwatching the olfs dancing in the flames. Fire was the
best way to banish the evil spirits. Wth nothing to cling to, the denobns
drifted off with the snmoke right before my eyes. | knew that soon the trees
woul d retake the fields and grass woul d cover the scars |left by the burned
hones. The | and woul d beconme whol e agai n.

When there was nothing left to set ablaze, Lexander returned to the haushol d.
The snol dering rubble sent streamers of snoke into the sky. Lexander wandered
around the broken walls as if searching for something.

Only one fragment of a wall still stood, reaching not quite to ny chin. It had
once supported the storage platform M mstress had delighted in using the
hook high in the wall to string up the slaves by our wists, leaving us with
our heel s scraping agai nst these bricks, trying to find purchase. | had cone
cl osest to dying here, despite everything else since, when Helanas had tied ne
around the neck and forced nme to stand on ny toes. As ny feet gradually gave
out, | couldn’t breathe and bl ackness hovered over ne. Lexander had rel eased
me, as he so often had, though he had never tried to stop Helanas from hurting
us . . .

| jerked my hand away from the rough brick—he had never tried to stop her
Warily | glanced over at Lexander, pacing through the rubble. He bent down to
pi ck up sonething, then let it drop again.

| went over to the white bit of stone. It was a tiny figure of the Norogod

Bal dr, the god of light, fromthe hneftaf game. Lexander had taught nme to play
hneftaf last winter, and we had spent many an eveni ng novi ng the figurines
about the board as he told nme about all the places he had been. | clutched the
tiny sculpture in nmy fist, not wanting to let it go. In the nidst of the

wr et chedness, there had been sonme good in Vidaris.

Finally, | asked, “How did you set fire to the haushol d?”

He | ooked at nme as if he had forgotten | was following him His face and
snoot h head were sooty, rem nding me of ny da, the village smthy, who had
sold me to him

“I released the fire by killing Helanas,” he finally said. “It’s a protection
nmy people place within our houses. W’ ve gained a reputation of being
difficult to kill, and those who try usually perish with us.”

Now | knew where Lexander had | earned his ruthlessness. It nust have shown on
ny face

“For nearly twenty years,” Lexander said, “Helanas was ny consort.”

“Do you regret killing her?” | had to ask

Lexander frowned. “Never. | only wish | had done it the night | saved you.”

| was sure there was nore to be said, but he turned and wal ked of f.



When we returned to the tower where the slaves had been left, they were
wrapped in the blankets |left behind. N els had been crying again. They hastily
got to their feet, watching Lexander warily.

“You'll be fine now,” | assured them They |ooked wung to near exhaustion
but none had been tainted by the evil spirits.

“I hereby free you all,” Lexander said heavily.

The sl aves | ooked dazed. | wasn’'t sure the Skraelings understood, so
explained it to themin ny manis tongue.

“l shoul d never have brought you here,” Lexander admitted stiffly. It was as
close to an apol ogy as he could give them

“I's it true?” one of the brothers asked. “W can go honme now?”

“Yes,” Lexander assured him “W’'Il| sail to Tillfallvik first. Fromthere 11|
send you to Hop.”

Ni el s asked faintly, “Tillfallvik is in Markland, where you're from Marja?”
“Yes, and 'tis the best of lands,” | assured him “You will be safe there.”
The Skraeling sisters were even nore frightened at the thought of going to
anot her Norol and. But Torngasoak kept his arnms around them holding them
firmy.

The six former slaves followed us down the long flight of steps to the beach
at the base of the red cliff. Lexander carried his casket under one arm and
the others kept the blankets around their shoulders to ward off the chil

wind. | still clutched the figurine of Baldr in ny fist.

The stench of snmoke filled the air even with the ocean breeze in ny face. The
sun was | owering, casting | ong shadows across the beach. | was eager to |eave
Vidaris before darkness fell. The vicious spirits that roanmed the woods at

ni ght, bl oodsucki ng adl ets and packs of qiqirn, would be drawmn by the void

| eft by the denons.

Fart her down the beach, the Thule were dragging their um aks into the surf. It
was a daunting task to row across the Nauga Sea. They had not slept since we
left Tillfallvik, but they would not |inger here. Their wounded were being
tended carefully to make sure that no evil could seep into themwhile they
wer e weakened.

Wthout a word, Lexander and | went over to the Thule, the slaves trailing
behind us. | didn't see Qananiqg until we drew nigh. She was wapped in furs,
| ying prone on the red sand. Nerriviqg sat next to her, murrmuring a healing
chant .

Lexander went straight to her side, kneeling down. “Is she . . . well?
Nerrivig glared at him “She will recover if the gods are good to us.”
| stood where | could see Lexander’s face. | had been sorely jeal ous of

Qamani g fromthe nonment Lexander had acquired her. Her regal bearing and
sunmpt uous figure had enchanted him

“Qamani q,” he said tenderly, “it’s me, Lexander.”

My hands tightened into fists at the way he said her nane.

“Lexander ?” Qamani g murnured, turning toward him

| drewin nmy breath at her ravaged face, worn with weariness and sorrow.

Hel anas nust have tried to grind her into dust to bring about such a
transformati on. Probably because Qamaniq was a favorite of Lexander’s, as |
had been.

“Master,” Qanmaniqg said nore strongly, “it’s you.”

“Forgive ne, Qamaniqg,” Lexander said stiffly. “I should never have convinced
you to |l eave the Thule. They are far nmore nmerciful than I.”

For a nmonent | thought Lexander would atone by offering to take care of her
as he had cared for ne.

But Qamani q's face crunpled. “The gods thensel ves coul d not forgive one such
as you.”

Lexander drew back. “No, indeed,” he quietly agreed. “The gods thensel ves
could not.”

Nerriviqgq tried to soothe Qanmaniqgq. “Go, Vidaris. |I’'ve got what | demanded, but
do not risk ny anger a nonent |onger.”

| tugged at Lexander’s arm seeing the truth in Nerrivig' s words as his kin



began to gather closer. Their fury was clear. Lexander hesitated, as if
willing to endure whatever sacrifice they required.

| gestured to the Skraelings on the sand behind us. “Lexander, the other
slaves are waiting. W nust get themto safety.”

But Tor ngasoak stepped forward to address Nerriviqg. “Honored El der, please
take us home. The sisters will cone to ny clan, where they will be safe. They
have agreed to join ne.”

Lexander had brought the Skraeling sisters to Vidaris shortly before me, and
t hey woul d have gone to Stanbulin in the wi nged ship when it next arrived.
Though Torngasoak was little nmore than a youth, the terror he had endured had
made a man of him He would be able to care for the sisters as they deserved.
“Yes, join us,” Nerriviq agreed. It would make their journey |longer to go to
t he Beot huk | ands, but he could not refuse the young Skraeling s plea.

Nerriviqg picked up his granddaughter still wapped in the furs. Torngasoak put
an arm around each of the Skraeling sisters and followed the Thule to the

um aks. The sisters were still hunched over as if they would forever be
afraid.

A crease appeared between Lexander’s eyes. Perhaps the others took it for
anger, but | knew he was distressed. Niels and the brothers from Hop waited
for us.

“I't’s not enough,” he said roughly. “There are other nmasters |ike Hel anas,
some even worse. | rnust stop them”

He had spoken of the other pleasure houses fromtinme to tinme. Before Vidaris,
Lexander had been master of the house in Veneto, in the Auldl and. “How many
houses are there?” | asked.

“I don’t know. We are ordered to maintain secrecy, even anongst ourselves. But
there nust be dozens.”

My eyes widened in horror. Lexander gently took ny hand. “This is nothing we
need to speak of now.” W headed back to the three young men waiting for us.
“W' || set sail imediately. 'Tis the last you shall have to see of this
accursed pl ace.”

3

Wth only five men to row, Lexander had to take an oar while | |leaned into the
tiller to steer the longship. The last tine | had manned the tiller, we were
fleeing fromBirgir after he had killed the old chieftain and seized Silveta's
estate.

The cliffs behind us were lit up by the burning of the palisade. Lexander was
determ ned that nothing remain of his estate, so he had set fire to the fence
and hastily built sentry tower. The flanes formed a line along the top of the
cliffs, and even the steps down to the beach were burning. There would be
nothing left of Vidaris but ashes when the w nged ship arrived.

Soon enough the lurid blaze disappeared into the fog. The water was a darker
version of the gray sky, with the |lowering clouds touching the sea around us.
The wind had died with nightfall, forcing the oarsnmen to row i ncessantly. The
two brothers were useless, though they tried to take an oar. They kept
tangling with the others and Lexander inpatiently told themto desist. N els
huddl ed near ne, too frail to even try to help.

| couldn’t touch the water, so | used the feel of the currents pushing agai nst
the rudder to reach out to the sea spirits. In their slow, watery way, they
responded to ny plea for help in reaching Tillfallvik. In exchange, they

want ed to know what had happened in Vidaris.

But | could not satisfy them | was a mass of confusion. | had never seen
Lexander so fierce, so heartless. | could not forget the sight of him slashing
the sword across Hel anas’ sl ender, elegant neck, yet | could not face it
either. The sea spirits disliked my uncertainty and withdrew fromny touch

| slunped over the tiller, appreciating the warnth of N els against nmy |egs.
W finally reached Tillfallvik as the sun began to rise, casting a feeble
light through the intermttent drizzle. Lexander’'s forehead was creased

t houghtfully, though he seemed not at all tired. The oarsnen were fatigued to



t he breaking point, and had been taking breaks in pairs, flinging thensel ves
down on a bench and gasping for breath.

| helped Niels and the brothers onto the dock whil e Lexander spoke to the
oarsnen, cautioning themnot to mention Vidaris. He donned a fur cap to

di sgui se his snmooth head, to keep others fromrecogni zing hi mas the notorious
sl ave nmaster.

Niels held ny hand tightly. He had never seen the hilly town of Tillfallvik
and he nust have thought it was a crude place conpared to his beloved city in
Vii nl and.

| bent to pick up a broken bit of arrow |lying on the dock—the chi pped stone
was bound to a broken-off shaft. It was a remmant of the fierce fighting that

had taken place only a few days ago. | clutched it as a talisnman of ny bel oved
Thule. Before we had left Vidaris, | had buried the figurine of Baldr fromthe
hneftaf gane at the base of the cliff, covering it with rocks. | would have

liked to keep it to remi nd ne of pleasant evenings with Lexander, but ny
sacrifice would help heal the |and.

When we reached the end of the dock, we were accosted by a few wonen bundl ed
in knitted shaws. They cried and pleaded on their knees, holding up their
hands in supplication for any coins we could spare. Bedraggled children
crouched al ongside them reaching out their tiny hands.

“What’'s this?” | exclained in surprise. | had never seen beggars in
Tillfallvik before. “Does Silveta know you are in need?”
“That she-devil!” A woman with gray stringy hair and a dirt-caked face spat

onto the docks. “Silveta threw us into the streets. Birgir Barfoot was slain
by her paramour and now we have no hones, no food, nothing!”

| took a step backward. “You are mistaken,” | breathed. “Birgir was destroying
our |and-=

“He was our savior! Wthout himwe are dooned,” the old woman wail ed.

Lexander appeared by ny side, his hand going to the heavy sword on his belt.
The huddl ed wonen backed away, their cries growi ng |ouder. “Come, Marja,” he
told me. “We nust be out of here.”

These worren didn’t know that we were responsible for Birgir’s downfall. |f
t hey knew, they would probably descend on us, scratching with their ragged
fingernails and screeching like crows. | hurried away, pulling Niels and the

br ot hers al ong.

“Al'l they knew was the everlasting fighting in Danelaw until Birgir brought

t hem here,” Lexander explained. “Markland nmust have seened |ike a paradise
until he was slain.”

Tillfallvik was not the sane town as | renmenbered, when the streets had been
crowded by working nmen and every woman carried a full basket on her hip.
Donkeys, goats, and chickens had thronged in the open yards, while pigs rooted
in the nmud near each house. But those aninmals had been seized by Birgir’s nen
to feed his warriors, and the gardens had been picked down to stubs.

There were sonme signs of renewed |life. We made our way through the

mar ket pl ace, where a dozen carts and nakeshift stands sold produce, bread, and
ale mainly to the nercenaries who had arrived with Jens to hel p vanqui sh
Birgir. The first time | had come to Tillfallvik, the nerry noise and snells
of the nmarket had overwhel med ne. Now the | oudest voices were those of the
castoff remmants of Birgir’s rule: wonmen and children clustered near the
stal |l s begging for food.

As we clinmbed up to the estate, some nercenaries were busy renoving the boards
fromthe wi ndows and doors of houses, taking possession. Too many of the nen
in Tillfallvik had died fighting Birgir before Silveta and | could return with
our Skraeling warband. Silveta had asked twoscore of Jens’ mercenaries to
remai n as her own bondsnmen, and likely she was gifting these houses to themto
seal their bond.

When we arrived at the estate, repairs were well under way. The mmin gates
wer e standi ng once again, constructed of fresh yellow pine and snelling of
sticky sap. There were two crossbars in place where once there had been one.
After what | had seen on the docks, | feared opposition would rise against



Silveta’s rule. My slave-mates al so | ooked concerned—this war-torn place was
not what they had expect ed.

The estate was |ike a barracks with many nen wearing | eather arnor, their
hel ms ready to be donned at a monent’s notice. They spoke in boom ng voices
and nade rude comments to one another, jesting as only fighting men could do
after a successful battle. Mdst were idling about in clunps, but some were
reinforcing the scaffolding that had been used so effectively by Birgir’s nen
in repelling our attack

The stench and death cries fromthe battle still hung in the air. | shied away
fromthe dark stains where blood had spilled. The denpbn that had infested
Birgir had dissipated, |eaving behind a raw wound in the [ and. The inua of the
slain warriors had already gone to the Otherworld, but the violence had torn
the fabric of life. Little wonder the cheerful olfs avoided the estate. |
wanted to flee as well, leaving the place to heal in peace.

W went straight to the fire hall, which sat on the crest of the hill. It
bristled with the horned skulls of bulls that E egod’ s famly had sacrificed
to the gods throughout generations of their rule. The |latest addition was
nailed directly to one of the huge doors—Silveta's sacrifice to cel ebrate our

victory over Birgir. Shredded pieces of pink flesh still clung to it, and
flies buzzed around eagerly.
Inside the fire hall, several wonen were enbroidering banners with Silveta's

new signet, the bull quartered with a seabird to honor Jens. Qhers were
sewi ng the dress Silveta would wear at their weddi ng.

Aside fromthe enpty rafters, stained black with snoke and age, the hall had

| ooked much the sane under Silveta’'s first husband, Chieftain E egod. The
worren were cleaning the trestle tables after the norning neal, and a trace of
tinkling |aughter could be heard through the kitchen doors under the sol ar

The servants were pleased by the return of their freya. Life under Birgir had
been brutal, and many of the servants had escaped the estate. There were a few
worren who went about with their heads bowed, unable to neet anyone’s eyes,
traumati zed by what they had seen and been forced to do.

Silveta was seated on the chieftain’s chair nade of walrus tusks, cushioned
with snow lynx fur. Jens had not disputed her right to it. Silveta s betrothed
woul d I'ikely become chieftain, as befitted the conquering hero, but his wife
woul d run the estate bequeathed to her in her marriage contract with E egod.
She had fought hard for that right and would not likely give it up to anyone,
not even to her bel oved Jens.

The candl es on the high table lit Silveta's yellow hair, braided into a crown
around her head. She had woven the strands with pink and | avender crystals.

Her i mmacul ate dress was enbroidered with tiny violets on the neckline and

wi de sl eeves. She was the enbodi nent of the goddess Freya herself. But Silveta
al ways | ooked regal, even when she had been crouched in an open knaar crossing
t he ocean.

When Silveta saw us approach the dais, she put down her stilo. “Well, was it a
success?”

“Vidaris is no nore,” Lexander answered.

“And your consort?” Silveta asked delicately.

“She is no longer a concern.” He reminded her, “I nust leave it to you to
ensure that no other pleasure house is established here.”

Silveta nodded, glancing at ne. She had despi sed nmy subservience fromthe
nmonent we net, but she had still used me to serve her own purpose. “l would
hate to ever see another pleasure house in any of the western maritinme |ands.
Jens will have to convince the overlord, but I’'Il make it a key point when
send ny trade del egation to Kebec.”

“I must speak to Jens, then,” Lexander decided. “I’'Il be |leaving i nmediately.
There are other houses | nust tend to in the Auldl and before word spreads of
what |’ve done. But be forewarned, the ship from Stanbulin will arrive within
anot her moon. They will track down the servants, and soneone is bound to
report that | canme here. You nust never admit to seeing ne this sumer.”

“So you cannot stay,” she agreed thoughtfully. “But surely you will be able to



return soon?”

“Next summer.” Lexander touched my cheek. “l can stay away from Marja no
| onger than that.”

| raised ny brows. “But |"mgoing with you.”

“No, it's far too dangerous,” Lexander said with a sad smle. “I will be able

to nove faster and nore safely without you. And 1’1l not risk having you near

ot her masters.”

“Definitely not, Marja,” Silveta agreed, nore vehenently than Lexander. “l can

tell how nuch you hate what just happened in Vidaris. Stay here with me. |
need you to deal with the Thule as they settle the northern coast. You' re the
only one who can translate for ne.”

Lexander nodded, pleased by Silveta's support. | inclined nmy head rather than
argue with them the nost inportant thing now was to help the Vidaris sl aves.
Niels was sniffling and trying to hide behind ne. The two brothers were

| eani ng agai nst each other to keep fromfalling down.

| gestured to them “Can you help ny former slave-mates, Silveta? They're from
Viinland.”

“The mercenaries are headi ng south today. These three can go along, if they
wi sh,” Silveta offered. “Jens just took the ot of themdown to the docks.”
“Many thanks, Silveta,” Lexander said quietly. “That will fulfill ny |ast
obligation to them”

But | had one nore concern. “Why do those wonen beg at the waterfront,
Silveta? Surely there is enough for all.”

Her mouth pursed in annoyance. “I couldn’t very well let themstay in the
estate, Marja. They're Birgir’'s people, and they saw their nmen di e yesterday.
Jens says they’'re a risk to both of us.”

| remenbered the tearstained faces of the children. “They’'re not to blame for
Birgir's deeds.”

“They were eager enough to take the honmes of our bondsmen who were slain by
that butcher,” Silveta retorted. “W have no roomfor them here, nor have |
any desire to succor such folk in ny bosom |’ve given themthe | and where
they first settled on their arrival, across the bay. Jens has ordered sone of
his men to build | onghouses for them”

“But . . . 'twill be a terribly cold, w ndblown place in the winter. | can't

i magi ne children living there.”

Silveta waved of f ny synpathy. “Any nercenary who swears as nmy bondsman can
take a wife fromanong them if that’'s his wish. As to the others, they are
not nmy peopl e and never have been. My responsibility is to my own, Marja.”
Silveta exchanged an exasperated gl ance with Lexander. They thought | was

unr easonabl e for bei ng concerned about everyone who crossed my path. But how
could | ignore the msery before nmy eyes?

We hurried back down to the waterfront to see Jens. It was rmuch busier than
when we had first arrived, with the nmercenaries now t hrongi ng the wooden
docks. It was a fearsonme sight, and | was glad they were nerely preparing to
return to their hones rather than readying for another fight.

Jens was easy to find because of his banner carried on a tall pole by a
bearer. Usually a grinning olf sat on the bobbing crossbar, but today there
were none to be seen. The crimson banner was quartered by the crest of his
father, the Overlord of Viinland, while the upper half held his persona
signet. The white seabird was a fitting synbol for the boy who had grown up on
a rocky isle in the mdst of Straunsey Bay.

Jens was a young nman still, for all that he had acconplished. He | ooked quite
boyi sh without his helm his auburn hair flying freely about. H s eager
sun- ki ssed face was beardl ess and showed the ent husi asm of youth, yet the
nmercenaries treated himw th the utnost respect, as a victorious |eader

deser ved.

When Jens saw us approach, he broke away fromthe cluster of mercenaries who
were receiving their pay. “l saw your longship and knew you had returned.” H s
voi ce | owered. “How did you fare?”

Lexander answered, “The estate is no nore, but another pleasure house will be



built unless you can convince the overlord to forbid it.”

“Ah, | will nake sure of that.” He glanced at nme. “l always felt sorry for the
pl easure sl aves who were brought to the bastion to tenpt ny father.”

“Jedvard never invited Vidaris to entertain in his house,” Lexander remni nded
him “So likely you'll find himreceptive.”

The brothers from Hop were much nore awake now, excited by the hubbub of
nmercenaries preparing to depart. But Niels was panic-stricken, darting gl ances
fromside to side as if fearing he would be tranpled at any nonent.

“These young men are former slaves of mine,” Lexander explained. “They need to
go back to their famlies in Hop. Wuld they travel safely in the conpany of
your mercenaries?”

“l have a good nman | can entrust themto,
har med under his charge.”

Jens began searching for the men he had in mnd, seeningly not realizing that
he was the sane age as “the boys.”

| asked them “Are you sure you want to return to Hop?”

Jens said. “The boys will not be

“Yes,” the brothers said as one.

But Niels’ face crunpled. “Wat’'s wong?” | urged. “Tell ne, Nels.”

“My father will beat me for failing. | knowit.” Hs hands twi sted in the hem
of his short tunic.

“Then you’ll stay here,” Lexander declared, as if the matter was settled. He

ushered the brothers after Jens wi thout glancing back at Niels. They quickly
di sappeared into the sea of mercenari es.

| thought it was done too hastily. N els, not Lexander, should have deci ded
his own fate. Niels took hold of nmy hand in a tight grip. “Wat am| to do,
Marj a?”

It was too late now. | would have to make sure Niels would be cared for
properly. “Cone, N els. | have an idea.”

We clinbed back up the steep streets of Tillfallvik, trying to avoid the nud
churned by the nercenaries’ boots. | was pleased to snell baking and hear the

voi ces of children playing again. The olfs were nuch nmore plentiful in town
than down on the waterfront anong the nercenaries or on the estate, where the
fiercest fighting had taken place.

Niels silently foll owed wi thout questioning my intent. He would do whatever |
told himw thout a thought for hinself. He had al ways been overly dependent.

| went straight to the fire hall, where Silveta had not noved from her post.
She was witing furiously, and a pile of papers covered the table before her
“I"'mrecalling all the nagnates to Tillfallvik. Not only is there the wedding,
but we need to settle this matter of chieftain. Has Jens sent off the
nmercenari es yet?”

“Soon,” | assured her. “He's finishing his paynments to them now.”

She frowned slightly at the thought of the expense, but quickly shook that
off. “It is well worth it. W have an abundant |and.”

“There’s something | must ask of you.” | drew Niels forward. “This is N els.
He needs a pl ace where he can be useful and protected. He could serve you
well, Silveta, since he wites with a fine hand and can read for you.”

Her raised brow of skepticismchanged to interest. “He can wite? | didn't
realize Lexander taught his slaves the finer arts of know edge.”

“Niels | earned before coming to Vidaris,” | explained. “He assisted Lexander
fromtime to tine as a scribe.”
Silveta glanced at the pile of parchnent. “lI do need soneone to copy this

letter for me, and to wite what | dictate.” She | ooked down at N els. “Can
you do that for nme?”
“Ch yes, freya!” N els eyes were shining at the thought of serving such a

fine lady. “I will please you, | swear.”
Silveta smled at his eagerness. “Then go to the kitchens and tell themyou' re
to be given sone proper clothes. I can’t have you working in that,” she said

with a laugh, pointing at his brief tunic.
For a nonent | worried about the brothers from Hop. But surely Lexander woul d
not send them home wearing only their short tunics and bl ankets around their



shoul ders. | nodded to Niels, who waited eagerly for nmy perm ssion to go. “You
serve Silveta now, Niels. But remenber, you re not her slave.”

“Certainly not!” Silveta agreed with a slight shudder. “1’ve a mind to free
all the slaves in Markland.”

Niels ran off to the kitchens, the first spark of joy in his face that | had
seen in a very long tine. “Thank you, Silveta. You'll be the saving of him
for he will always be a child at heart.”

“I"1'l make sure he's cared for,” Silveta agreed seriously. “But, Mrja, why do
you ask for nothing for yoursel f?”

| took a deep breath. “I have one request.”
“Narme it, and you shall have it.”
| met her eyes firmy. “I can't stay here while there are other slaves who

need ny help. Look at N els! He would have been | ost without nme.”
“But the Thul e—=

“You'll have to find soneone else to translate for you,” | interrupted. “Send
for one of nmy siblings in Jarnby, if you like.”

Silveta was not accustoned to being rebuffed. “I only want you to be safe,
Marja. You ve conme to nean so nuch to ne.”

“I"ve helped you in every way | can,” | reninded her. “Qur land is safe

because of it. But nowit’'s tine for me to | eave.”
Silveta toyed with the stilo, tapping it on the table. At last, she had to
agree. “If that is what you wish, Marja.”

4

I was not the only one who requested a boon of Silveta that day. Lexander
returned fromthe waterfront and formally petitioned the use of one of the
oceangoi ng knaars that had brought Birgir and his people to Markland. In
exchange for his passage to Danel aw, Lexander |and. In exchange for his
passage to Danel aw, Lexander agreed to broker a trade of Silveta's surplus
goods for luxury itens that could be obtained only in the Auldl and.

Silveta discussed the arrangenments with Lexander for sone tine while | watched
Ni el s happily run errands for her and comence the copying of the letters to
the magnates. On his way out, Lexander caressed ny cheek, his fingers so
gentle and loving that | closed my eyes in contentnent. He was too reserved to
often be affectionate, and rarely before others. Hi s sinple touch was a sign
of his nuch deeper feelings.

“I"1'l come with you to hel p nake the arrangenents,” | offered.

But Lexander wouldn’'t let me rise. “It’'s dirty, heavy work, |oading a shi p—not
meant for you.”

He strode off, determ ned keep me away. | had resolved to go, but little could

be gained from pressing ny point now.

So | watched Lexander’s progress fromthe hilltop in front of the estate.
Lexander rowed anong the knaars of Birgir's fleet and sel ected the sturdiest
craft. Wth help fromthe oarsmen from Vidaris, they unfurled the
yellowstriped sail to nmake sure it was sound. Then they rowed the heavy ship
into the deepest dock to load it with supplies and trade goods.

The olfs were nerry at the renewed bustle. Wth the nercenaries departed, they
were free to indulge in their antics on the docks, though they continued to
shy away from Lexander as if shunning a dark void.

| held on to the Thul e arrowhead until | knewits curves and sharp edges I|ike
my own hand. At sunset, when day and ni ght were about to touch, | returned to
the estate. | went to the nmeadow Silveta and | had run through the night we

escaped fromBirgir. The old fence on that side had been torn down and

repl aced by the nuch taller palisade

| knelt down and dug a deep hol e near where we had gone over the fence. |
opened nyself to the land as the wet dirt shifted through ny fingers. There

were still sickening reverberations |left behind by Birgir’s denon.
| took the tip of the Thule arrowhead and pressed it into the soft flesh of ny
arm just below the crease of ny el bow Taking a deep breath, | thought of

t hose who had given their last drop of blood to preserve this |and, both Thule



and Noromenn. The gods had not demanded my blood, so in return, | freely gave
what was not spilled in battle.

The sharp tip bit into my skin. Blood welled up, and | sneared it onto the
arrowhead. Then | buried it there in the soft soil

Now a tiny piece of my spirit would always remain, even after | had left. It
was a fitting sacrifice for a new begi nni ng.

| cleaned the nud caked beneath ny fingernails and attended the eveni ng neal
at the high table, wearing the crinson dress Silveta had given ne. Lexander
never appeared. He was busy on the docks, bargaining for oarsnen to acconpany
himto the Auldl and. He woul d have to pay a prem um because of the shortage of
men in town. But nmagnates were beginning to arrive from around Markl and,
havi ng heard of Birgir’'s denise, so there were enough willing nmen for the

j our ney.

During the neal, Niels grinned shyly and accepted some |ighthearted ribbing
from menbers of the noble entourage. Wth Silveta’ s approbation, her bondsnen
and servants were beginning to accept young Niels. In truth, he was so eager
to please everyone that they could hardly resent his presence.

That night, | retired alone to Silveta’s old sl eeping closet. The dark wooden
wal s and ceiling remnded ne of Birgir; it was here that he had raped and
beaten nme. It was here that | could have killed Birgir, if | had been nore
ruthless, forestalling the horror of the recent battle.

The bed and table were the sanme, but Silveta' s enbossed chests and caskets
were gone, likely noved to the solar she now shared with Jens. But the

fam liar fur blanket beckoned ne, and | crawed in gratefully as |I had done
the first night | had slept here at Silveta s behest.

Lexander returned very late, having made preparations to depart at sunrise. He
did not tell me, but | knew the knaar was ready to go with all the oarsnen

sl eepi ng onboard to guard the cargo. Lexander had conpleted everything wth
excessi ve haste, for reasons of his own.

The ol fs drifted away when Lexander appeared, setting the candle in the wall.
Seeing that | was awake, he pulled back the fur, revealing me naked and
waiting for him H's eyes devoured ne.

| had to tell him “lI’mgoing to the Auldland wi th you, Lexander.”

“Let’s not speak of that, Marja. Not now.~”

Hs lips met mne, softly at first, then urgently, as if he could never get
enough. Fl esh pressed agai nst flesh, heating and noi stening as we ki ssed.
caressed his smooth skin, pulling himdown to |lie against ne. He was no | onger
my master, but | could let nmy subm ssive desires run free when we joi ned
together. | could surrender to himconpletely, know ng that he woul d never
hurt ne.

| opened nmy mind and ny enptions to him as | did with the olfs. | hid
not hi ng, exposing every part of ny being. W nerged together as he sank into
me, to that very core of me that was al ways accepting, enbracing whatever was
desired.

He could see that | longed to please him even if it meant di savowi ng ny own
wi shes. And that satisfied him For he was distraught at the thought of
leaving nme. | could feel it now, despite his outward certainty that | should

stay behind. He longed to be with me, but he had yielded to a deep-seated fear
that | couldn’t penetrate.

W rocked together, rising to the highest pitch, |osing ourselves in each
other. | didn't know where | ended and he began as our passion weaved us
together. We cried out, our voices mngling as one.

| forgot all else, sleeping in his arms. Lexander woke nme by brushing the
strands of hair fromny face. The candl e had burned out, leaving us in

dar kness. But as always, | felt the com ng dawn.

There was the whi sper softness of silk around ny wist, and then it tightened.
“What ?” | nurnured, pulling against it.

“Hush,” he whispered. “I rnust claimyou as nmy own.”

Wth a quick turn, he secured ny wist to the post at the head of the bed. My
armwas outstretched, and tugging showed ne that | was held fast. He quickly



tied my other wist to the other post.

He had never bound ne in this way, and it sent a thrill through me. | was
exposed, displayed for his delight. He caressed me with his hands, then kissed
nmy face. Languidly, he nmoved |ower, nolding his full |ips against every part
of me. My neck, shoulders, breasts, and ribs, then lower to ny belly and hi ps,
down each leg to the tender flesh behind ny knees. | lost nyself in his |ips.
Since | could not touch him | could only feel what he did to me. | becane
pure sensation

He spread ny | egs wide and kissed nme there, where he entered ne, |icking
slowy and surely, driving me to nadness. | withed and jerked agai nst ny
bonds, but they held tight. | was forced to receive, only accept, and

surrendered to himagain and agai n.

Lexander finally took his own satisfaction when | was |inp and | ong past

awar eness of myself. He clained me for hinmself, driving into ne deeper and
deeper.

When he was done, my body was thrumming. My mind was far away, gone astray in
bliss.

He kissed nmy lips, and | responded with every fiber of my being. | had never
felt such fulfillment, such abandon.

He tossed the fur over nme, and the bl essed warnth nade ne drowse. The clink of
the I ock on the door was a distant annoyance, to be ignored in ny suffusion
The clink of the lock .

| fought my languid contentnent. A tug on ny wists showed ne that | was stil
tied. And Lexander was gone.

Lexander had left w thout untying me. He would sail away in the knaar for the
Aul dl and, leaving me here with Silveta.

“No! Lexander,” | cried out.

He would give the key to Silveta with instructions to rel ease ne once he was
safely gone. Wuld she cone sooner, renenbering her prom se to me? Could she,
when Lexander requested otherw se? During our |ong search for a warband,
Silveta had served Lexander, relying on himand doing as he said. It was
natural for Lexander to call out obedience in others. He always woul d have

t hat power.

Silveta would obey him | hated her for it, though |I could not blane her
| tugged at the bindings on my wists, gasping as they refused to give. So
soft, yet so strong. | strained against them willing themto part. But

Lexander knew his craft, and | was held fast.

A fs appeared, responding to nmy need. Their soft glow lit the snug cl oset as
t hey spun around the ceiling and bounced al ong the fl oor

“Please,” | pleaded with them “Rel ease ne.”

The ol fs cane closer, curious. They little understood physical constraints.
Not hi ng could hold them and they were puzzled by ny struggle.

“The cloth is tied to the posts,” | explained, shaking ny wist in enphasis.
“Undo the knots, | beg of you.”

Most of the ol fs were usel ess, unconprehendi ng or taking m schievous pl easure
in my thrashing. They liked to tease people, but | had no patience for their

ganes now. | had nothing to bribe themw th, no ripe fruit or shiny coin.
Atiny olf floated by ny head. It had twiglike |linbs and a comically distended
belly. | focused on its sad, know ng eyes.

“Help me, little one, as only you can,” | begged. “l helped rid your |and of

Birgir. Please help ne now.”

The tiny olf jogged up and down in indecision, then bounced over to one post.
It cocked its head on its frail neck, |ooking at the knots.

“Yes, untie it,” | urged. “The | oose end nust be threaded through from where
it cane.”

Its delicate fingers plucked at the cloth. |I poured good thoughts into the
ol f, encouraging it, adoring it, and promising to give it whatever it desired.
The knots parted and nmy wist was finally free. “Bless you!” | said as |
westled with the other binding. The little olf did sonersaults in delight.

| ignored the crimson gown and snatched up ny Thul e parka and pants. They were



made of caribou fur, waterproof yet soft against nmy skin. They woul d keep ne
war mer during the ocean crossing than any cl oak. My boots were also fur-1lined,
repelling both water and ice.

There was no one in sight as | ran fromthe | onghouse. The estate was sl eepi ng
inthe twilight of the norning, darkened by clouds overhead. | rushed al ong
the famliar paths to the gate

| was gaspi ng when | reached the bondsnen on guard. “Has a tall man left the
est ate?”

The bondsnen gaped at ny Thul e pants, but were even nore surprised when they
recogni zed nme. “Freya Marja! |Is sonething anmi ss? Nobody' s left since we
changed at daybreak.”

Lexander could have left through the rear gate, but | knew he was still with
Silveta, saying his farewells and giving her instructions to rel ease nme when
he was gone.

My fingers tightened on the bondsman’s arm “Listen to me well. Let nme through
the gate, and do not speak of ny departure to anyone, even if asked. Do you
under st and?”

The tone of command was foreign to me, but | had |learned at Silveta s knee.
The bondsnman straightened to attention, snapping out, “Yes, freyal It will be
done.” H's eye strayed to his fellow sentry, as if to inpress my order upon
hi m

They pushed the gate w de enough to let nme through. They were intrigued,

per haps wondering what | was going to do next. | suppose anything could be
expected of a girl who could sunmon a Skrael i ng warband.
A light sprinkle of rain began to fall. | ran through the streanmers of fog

toward the waterfront.

On the docks, | picked out the knaar with the yellow striped sails. The
oarsnen were still groaning and splashing the sleep fromtheir eyes with
buckets of water. Lexander had not yet arrived.

I clinbed into the knaar and stood in the stern, with the ol fs boundi ng around
me. One of the older nen called out, “Get off, girl! W’ re about to cast

away. ”

“I"’mgoing with you.” | put nmy hands on ny hips.

An oarsman who knew me from Vidaris quickly intervened. “Leave off, man. She
bel ongs to the master.”

Since that was enough to keep themfromtossing me off the knaar, | didn't
bother to correct him

“W weren’t told a woman was com ng,
freeman.

When Lexander arrived, surprise wi dened his eyes. He started to speak, then
seened to think better of it. He clinbed into the | arge ship and the oarsnen
pul | ed back and busied thensel ves at the sight of his frown.

“You' ve betrayed ne, Lexander.” My voice was low, but | didn't try to hide ny
angui sh. “How coul d you?”

Lexander gestured down to the dock. “Get off this ship, Marja. You re staying
here.”

| repeated nore slowy, “How could you?”

“I knew you weren’t listening to me. | wish | could take you along, but it’'s
not possible.”

“Then | amyour slave. And you' re a slave nmaster still.”

He couldn’t meet mnmy eyes. “I won’t have you at risk, Marja. WIIl you make ne
put you off mnysel f?”

For a nonent | thought he would pick nme up and drop me over the side, just as
easily as he had tied me up and wal ked out. “1’mgoing to help the other

sl aves, Lexander, even if | have to do it alone. I'll find another ship to
take me to Danel aw w t hout you.”

“Marjal!” he cried in frustration. “You can’t.”

“I"’mgoing to the Auldl and. There are other boys like N els out there who are
suffering and need ne.”

“How can you be so obstinate?” H's eyes bore into ne. “Wuld you kill my |ove

the ol der man protested to the Vidaris



for you?”

| drewin ny breath. “You would threaten ne with that?”

He paced back to the stern, shaking his head. He was distraught, but his words
hurt just the same. How could he deny me so? W had never fought before. The
clouds drifted just out of reach overhead, adding to the foreboding in the
air.

After a few tense nmonments, | went close to him |owering my voice. “You cannot
stop nme, and in good conscience you shouldn't try. W are here in Tillfallvik
because | fulfilled nmy pledge to rid ny honeland of Birgir. Have no doubt,
Lexander; | will do as | say.”

He sank his face into his hands. "Enough! Can | say nothing to prevent you
frommaking this terrible m stake?”

“I made no m stake this day, except in trusting you.” | turned away, pained by
the very thought of it.

“Marja!l” someone cried fromthe docks. “Marjal”

It was Silveta, running down the wooden palings. She clutched a bag to her
chest.

| leaned over the rail. “Silveta, what are you doi ng here?”

She gl anced at Lexander. “1 had to make sure that you were all right. And what
did I find but that you were gone!”

“I"'msorry | can't stay, Silveta. Please tell N els farewell for nme. 111l
return as soon as | can.”

She knew it was no use to protest. “You must take this, Marja. It’s your dress

and a cloak, and a few other things you'll need once you reach the Aul dl and.
Take it, with ny best wi shes for your safety and happi ness.”
| was touched. “Silveta . . . how kind of you.”

She lifted the bag to nme. It felt heavy, stuffed full of good things as only
Silveta could give. “Take care of yourself. You, too, Lexander.”

Lexander curtly bid Silveta farewell; then he junped across the benches to
yell orders for the crewto depart. | exchanged a look with Silveta and we
both smiled sadly. The last time we had set across the ocean, Silveta had been
with us.

“Take care of Birgir’'s people, Silveta,” | urged. “Gve thema chance as you
gave ne.”

Startled, she couldn’t deny ne. “If you think so, Marja.”

“You won't regret it,” | assured her

| grasped her hand, our fingers tightening on one another. For once Silveta
was straining to reach out to ne.

“Come home soon,” she said. Tears stood in her eyes.

As the nooring rope was tossed to the dock and the oarsmen took their seats,
reluctantly let go of her hand. Silveta waved her veil over her head for as
long as | could see her. | didn’t stop |ooking back until she was swal | owed by
t he cl ouds.

5

Rain began to fall in earnest as we sailed fromTillfallvik Bay. The snall

i slands that dotted the channel were ghostly sentinels draped in fog, emerging
and di sappearing as we passed by. The bl ack and white seabirds were barking as
they woke fromtheir night's rest, but their water diving was conceal ed by the
mst. | briefly closed ny eyes and asked for Al anerk, sea god of the tides, to
speed us on our way.

W sailed into a gray form ess wall where water and sky merged together
Circles appeared on the waves as fat raindrops fell. In my Thule furs, | was
warm and dry, but the oarsmen grunbled sourly at the dismal start to our

j our ney.

The ol fs who had |ingered onboard di sappeared one by one. | hoped desperately
that at |east one would acconpany us to Danelaw. But they silently wafted
away, and | knew it was because of Lexander. The ol fs avoi ded hi mnow, as they
had avoi ded Hel anas. Her deeds had echoed through the inua of the world,
drawing evil to lap at her feet.



After the brutal ease with which Lexander had killed her . . . | couldn't

bl ame the olfs for disappearing. | rubbed ny wists where ny skin had chafed
while trying to get free from Lexander’s bonds.

As the rain fell and the waves grew higher, | resisted sinking into the sea
spirits, though the rocking of the ship was hypnotic. The spirits were

whi spering to nme, asking nme to recount the battle of Tillfallvik and
Lexander’s revenge in Vidaris. But | couldn’t stand to relive the horror, nor

could | bear to think about Lexander. | had to refuse them
My unease grew as Lexander avoided ne. He returned only to set down a jug of
nead and a | oaf of bread stuffed with raisins and nuts. | said, “Please, we

must try to—=

He nerely turned and stepped over the benches to reach the prow, where he
could watch the flow of the waves. An oarsman manned the tiller near ne, but
he huddled in his cloak and said not a word to ne.

When the gl oony day began to turn to night, | crawl ed under the canvas
protecting the trade goods and supplies. | rolled nyself in the warm cl oak
Silveta had thoughtfully provided, and tried to sleep on the stacked bl ocks of
beeswax. Yet whenever | dozed off, the dead tormented me-Birgir cane out of

t he darkness to claw at me, gaunt and desperate, while Hel anas screaned in
angui sh, her face too close to mne

| kept waking suddenly as if | was falling. Eventually | gave up the effort of
trying to sleep, and | swayed with the noving ship, wondering what the norrow
woul d bri ng.

The rain turned into a gale that whi pped the waves higher. By day’s end, we
were in a raging storm The seasons were turning, and the tang of autumn was
inthe air.

The oarsmen were forced to |lash the sail down to keep it fromripping into
shreds. Their oars were usel ess, and they huddl ed under the canvas to avoid
the icy waves that washed over the hull. They bailed continuously to keep us
from swanpi ng. Lexander endured the nunbing cold at the tiller, guiding our
foundering ship to keep us afl oat.

When the oarsnmen’s prayers grew shrill, pleading with the Norogods for their
lives, | knew our situation was grim | finally sank into the sea spirits to
beg themto take our ship away fromthe storm But they slipped through ny
fingers and drifted away. | had refused to share ny stories with themfor too
long, and they were unwilling to listen now, nuch less lend us their aid. |
had been unwi se to deny them

Emergi ng from under the canvas, the w nd whipped ny face as | hung on to the
ropes that | ashed the goods to the deck. The dark cl ouds churned over head.
had grown up on the fens watching the novenents of the sky, and had | earned
how to rise above the ground to flow with the clouds, seeing everything
passi ng bel ow. But that couldn’t happen in this lurching ship with the water
rushing over the sides and salt stinging nmy eyes.

| saw no fam liar patterns in the shifting clouds. This was no ordi nary
storman unseen hand was stirring the heavens. The flashing bolts cane down
all around us, staying with us as we were driven forward.

| doubted any of the oarsnmen—er nyself for that matter—nterested the gods
enough for themto put forth this effort. It had to be Lexander. The sea
itself was rising up to stop himfromreaching the Auldl and.

Despite the howing wind and water washing over the sides, | clinmbed across
t he benches, clinging to the rope strung to the stern

“Marja, get back!” Lexander cried when he saw nme coming. “You'll be washed
over board—=

In a few monents, | reached him Lexander was wedged into the stern with a

rope tied to his waist. H's armclosed tightly around me, holding me against
t he surges of seawater that washed by. The shock of his touch was stronger
than the icy water that hit ny face.

"I'f only you had stayed behind! ” he cried, as the heavy knaar | anded agai nst
a wave with a boom

W both ducked down to avoid the spray. “There’s something strange about this



storm” | told him “lIt’s not right. Could your people be trying to stop you?”
“Inpossi bl e.” Lexander strained to search through the driving rain to see what
| ay ahead, leaning on the tiller. “Only the nost powerful anmbng us coul d cause
a stormsuch as this, and they care nothing about ne.”

“But, Lexander, you could be causing it.”

“I"'mnot . . . you can’t think that |- He broke off, his armloosening from
around ne. “You don't know what you’'re saying!”
Water swelled over the side, rushing by and shifting me off ny feet. | was

nearly washed away with the water. Lexander’s fingers dug into me, hol ding on
He dragged ne back into his tight enbrace, clutching me |like a drowni ng man.
My face pressed against his chest as | hung on to him H's heart was beating
fast and there was a catch in his breath. | was sheltered against him and it
suddenly felt as if the stormwas far away.

“I"'msorry,” he murrmured into nmy hair. “Sorry for everything |I’ve done to you.
| never should have taken you fromyour famly.”

“Lexander!” | exclained, looking up at him “You regret that?”

“You belong on the fens. Not here.”

Despite the wi nd whi ppi ng away our words, mny voice was | ow but clear. “You
saved ne, Lexander. You set me free. Now let me live.”

H s troubl ed brow showed his unease. “I fear 1'Il be the cause of your death.”
| reached up to touch his face, straining to kiss him Then his lips were on

m ne, making ne flush hot. | could forgive his arrogance and overbeari ng ways
when he opened hinmself to me like this. Through our touch, |I felt his enotions

roiling beneath his ironclad control, going far deeper than his conflict with
me. Hi s vengeance ran too strong; his pain was too sharp

“You're fighting yourself,” | whispered.

H s clasp tightened convul sively. “You know ne too well.”

“Because | love you,” | murrmured into his chest. | felt nmore than heard him
say the sane

Finally he released me. As | pulled back, | realized the sound of the w nd had

| essened. The boomni ng thunder was recedi ng. Now our boat was riding the waves
i nstead of poundi ng agai nst them

Lexander and | stayed together in the stern, holding on to each other. The
danger had passed once Lexander had accepted the truth about hinself.

When the rain finally eased and a break in the clouds was spied on the east,

t he oarsmen cane out fromthe hold and cried out their gratitude to their
gods. But | knew the cause, and our salvation, lay much cl oser

W sailed on through intermttent squalls and downpours that punctuated the
dreary days. At times the waves rose higher than our mast. Lexander didn't

sl eep except in the rare calns, staying close to the tiller to guide us

t hrough. Though we had snoot hed over our conflict, | could not forget what he
had done to me. | couldn’t take pleasure in him and he maintained the sane
careful reserve toward ne.

The sight of |and was wel coned by everyone onboard. As we passed by the

sparsel y wooded shoreline shrouded in mst, | was renm nded of ny honel and.
Mich of the coast was wild between the broad swat hs of pasturage and fields.
Though the air was nmoist and chill, it was no | onger the bone-shattering cold

of the ocean.

W stayed overnight in the mouth of a wide estuary. There were a good numnber
of longshi ps anchored in the calmof the river, just out of reach of the
encroachi ng waves. Al of the doubl e-prow Noroships put me in mind of
Tillfallvik.

Once we set sail again, going upriver, the salt water rode the tidal bore far
i nl and. Busy yards and structures lined the riverbanks. People kept pointing
to our knaar. Some waved in frantic welcone, as if we were returning kinsnen.
O hers fled at the sight of our square sail and the serpent rising fromthe
bow.

An inmposing fortress of stone marked the principal town of Londi nium Fromfar
downriver the round-topped turrets at each corner could be seen. The ground
around it was scarred, and there was a rawness to the red and white stones, as



if they had been freshly laid. The fortress was attached to an anci ent gray
wall, nearly as tall, with a round, crunbling top. Wthin the wall was a mass
of pointed roofs with seemingly no roomto wal k between them Londini um
dwarfed every town | had seen in Viinland.

Then directly ahead appeared an incredible structure—a wooden buil di ng spanned
the mghty river fromone bank to the other. It was a bridge, built on as
large a scale as the fortress and town wall. It was supported by thick posts
t hat di sappeared into the swirling brown water. People and horse-drawn carts
crossed it, ignoring the churning water rushing bel ow.

Qur mast was too tall to go underneath, so the oarsmen struck the sail and
rowed us to a wharf that jutted far into the river. O the other |arge ships
docked there, few were Noroships like ours. Mst had two masts, with
big-bellied hulls pierced by small round wi ndows. A few were sleek with
triangul ar sails, exactly like the winged ship that had come from Stanbulin to
take away my slave-mates. | swall owed ny apprehension, unwilling to |et
Lexander know how the sight of them unnerved ne.

A commotion was raised as we pulled in. On the dock, several men waved their
arnms as if to ward us off, while at [east two dozen nore arrived on the run
br andi shi ng broadswords and round shields. Lexander ordered the oarsmen to
hold as he called out to them

The warriors were concerned that we night be loyal to a northern Noroking
call ed Swegn. Lexander assured themwe were from Viinland, which had no

al l egi ances in the Auldland. Eventually we were allowed to berth. But we were
treated suspiciously, the warriors remaining on guard al ong the wharf.

As we docked, Lexander turned to nme. “I nust deal with these men. | will do
better if I know you are safe here. WIIl you stay in the knaar, Marja?”
“Yes, I'Il stay.”

Lexander’s expression softened in a smle. |I longed to set foot on |and, but
it gave ne a secret thrill to be able to please him

Lexander junped onto the wide wharf, and | settled down to wait with rmuch nore
equanimty than the oarsmen. The warriors kept them from di senbarki ng, and
they muttered anongst thenselves at this inauspicious greeting.

| was reassured by the nunmber of olfs flitting fromplace to place. There were
a remarkabl e range of sizes and shapes, fromolfs so fat and squat that they

| ooked |i ke bubbles with hands and feet, to tiny sprites that were no bigger
than nmy little finger. The sprites buzzed together in clouds, descending on
what ever intrigued them Soon | was |aughing out loud at their antics,

grateful to return safely to |and.

After nore discussions anong the officials, several of the warriors returned
wi th Lexander and they poked underneath the canvas, exam ning the bl ocks of
transl ucent wax. | stayed out of the way and didn’t say a word. Before they
returned to the wharf again, Lexander gave orders for half the oarsnmen to go
ashore for the evening. The other half were to stay onboard and protect the
goods. It had been a weary journey, and they all |onged for some good al e and
worren. Those | eft behind woul d get the next day off, but they grunbled so
loudly that | wouldn’t have been heard if | had rebell ed. Anobng those
remai ni ng behind were several of the Vidaris freemen. Lexander had ordered
themto protect me with their lives.

| leaned on the side of the ship, watching everything on the waterfront. The
tall bridge cut off nost of ny view upriver, but the town lay before nme. The
surroundi ng wall of gray rock, snoothed with age, stood higher than nost of

t he wooden structures w thin.

The construction yard in front of the fortress was busy with nmovenent as the
tower was conpleted. The fortress was a nmassive square block with a few narrow
wi ndows here and there in the form dable facade. The top was lined with square
battl ements where nen could crouch and take aimat any warband that tried to

i nvade the town.

The ground was very flat, so | could see only the road along the river and the
roof s and chi nmmeys of buil di ngs beyond. There were workshops of every
description lining the riverfront, nostly one story but sone with two. Wnen



poked their heads out fromthe upper floors, shaking out cloths or dunping
basins directly into the street.

The potbellied ship beside us was briskly selling casks of wine fromits hold.
The shi pmaster rapped out a continuous spiel about the w ne—both new and

ol d—and the price per cask. The shipnmaster nostly spoke in the Noronmenn’s
tongue as a steady stream of buyers queued on the waterl ogged dock. They wore
knee-length tunics with braies, w de-bottoned breeches. The weal t hi er ones
fastened a mantle to their shoulders with decorative brooches. Their hair was
long and they had full beards and nustaches like my father’s kin.

The nmen in arnor guarding the docks were different. They spoke the Frankish

| anguage anongst thensel ves, and were cl ean-shaven with cl ose-clipped hair.
Though they weren't large in stature, they were well formed from hard worKk.
Their snug tunics were very short and their [eggings were tight, their swords
fastened to lowslung belts. One squat warrior in a |leather jerkin sewn al
over with | ozenge-shaped nmetal plates ordered four casks of wi ne and hired
some hunched, servile porters to carry them back to his own ship.

There were al so sonme nmen whose heads were shaved in a round circle on top

| eaving a fringe of greasy strands hanging all around. Their robes were |ong,
reaching to their feet, and were invariably black as night. Some carried | ong
staves to swi pe at the urchins and beggars who gathered round them | guessed
fromtheir garb that they were clerics of Kristna. They rem nded ne of

| ssl and, where the nunerous Kristna followers had denounced all otherworldly
spirits, harmng the fragile ground. Yet despite the preval ence of Kristna
followers here, the olfs and sprites didn't seemto be in the | east inperiled.
| received a nunber of curious |ooks, and eventually | realized it was ny
Skrael i ng parka and pants that were drawi ng attention. No other wonan wore
formfitting pants as | did.

| withdrew under the canvas, letting it drop for privacy, and pulled out the
bag Silveta had given nme. The crinson dress was winkled fromits |ong
confinenent, but | cared not about that. Silveta had al so provided a brush,
which | used to untangle my long, snarled locks. | braided ny hair in one
plait down my back as was customary here, and tied it with a bright red ribbon
torn fromthe sleeve.

Silveta had al so tucked in her own purse, full of coins. | tied it to ny
wai st, under the skirt, where it would not be tenpting. The final gift was a
gol d-1inked chain with teardrops sparkling along its length. | wapped the

chain several times about ny waist, then looped it in a knot and let the ends
dangl e between ny legs. Al the wonen were girdled so, and | thought it best
to try to adhere to the custonms of the place. It felt odd to have ny dress
hel d so close around ny hips, but it did show off ny figure to good advant age.
| energed fromunder the canvas to appreciative stares fromthe oarsnmen. The
air was chill, so | put the cloak around ny shoul ders, glad to hide the swell
of my bosomfromthe hungry eyes of the men. The freenen of Vidaris planted

t hensel ves between ne and the rest of the crew, clearly anxious for Lexander’s
return.

| was determ ned to give Lexander no cause for concern. | ignored the nen, and
quietly played finger games with the sprites, letting themjunp between ny
hands, while olfs took turns swinging frommy long plait and trying to undo

the ribbon. |1 sang songs to them and hummed under ny breath.
| opened myself to themas | did with the olfs in nmy homeland. As the day wore
on, | realized that somehow | was already famliar to them Time and di stance

meant little to the olfs, who were connected by ot her neans.

Meanwhile the town lay tenpting, just out of hand s reach. The great fortress
that | oomed over us was like a magnet, pulling nme toward it. Perhaps Lexander
was inside right now | wanted to follow him but | had agreed to wait.

Bel | s peal ed through the town at regular intervals, including the night,
ticking off several days as Lexander traded the goods we had brought from
Mar kl and. Merchants cane to our knaar and surveyed our hold. Then ivory and
wax were of f-1oaded by the oarsmen while bags of cloth, spices, precious dyes,
and barrels of olive oil arrived



| tried to be invisible throughout, but too many of the merchants licked their
lips at the sight of ne. It made Lexander even nore tense than he al ready was.
The fog was usually thick in the nornings and eveni ngs, bl anking out the sight
of the houses along the waterfront, burning off only at nidday. Sonetines I
couldn’t see the fortress, and at its worst, the ship next to us becane a
hul ki ng shadow.

W had sone trouble with our oarsnen. Two didn’t return once they ventured
out, and at first Lexander thought they had abandoned their posts w thout the
pay they had been pronised. But one eventually reappeared with knife wounds
fromfighting robbers. Ohers suffered beatings and bl ackened eyes.

When | showed Lexander the purse of coins Silveta had given ne, he took it,
his fingers tantalizingly grazing ny palm “The best way for ne to get inside
Becksbury is to be exactly who | am-a naster whose house has been destroyed.

It will give me a chance to find out what they know about the other houses in
the Aul dl and, and to determi ne the best way to destroy Becksbury so anot her

pl easure house will never be raised in this town.”

“Then | must be your slave. | certainly know how.”

“I't will be dangerous, Marja. Think of Helanas. | can do only so nmuch to
protect you w thout alerting them”

I was nodding. “I think it’s best. That way | can speak to the slaves.”

“You mustn’'t tell anyone the truth. If we’'re discovered, then we both are in
grave danger.”

“You trained me well, Master.” | couldn’t help smling slightly as | said it.
But Lexander was not anused. “They will read your eyes, Marja. They w Il know
you |l ove me, as Hel anas knew, and that wll make them suspicious.”

“As you wish,” | said obediently, the perfect slave.

He was not satisfied, but | would not be denied.

| was nore than ready when the norning finally came to bid our faithful
oarsnen farewell. We stood on the dock watching as the knaar pulled out, the
yel low sail freshly mended for the return voyage hone.

Lexander and | set out, |eaving the waterfront behind. The snells and sounds
grew overwhel m ng. The predom nant odor was no | onger dead fish, but rotting
of fal, burned wood, and the acrid stench of hides being cured. The fog soaked
everyt hing—y clothes and hair, the thatch on the houses, and the slippery
cobbl est ones underf oot .

Each street was dedicated to a particular trade—andl e maki ng, bread baki ng,

i ronworks, carpentry, and weaving. On every corner was a public cookshop
selling roasts and stews of birds and fish. The vegetabl es and roots sold from
carts were rather w zened and snmall. There were no cattle, but a great many
pigs rooted in tiny pens and searched for tidbits in the center ditch of the
road. Most of the neat | saw butchered, hanging in haunches and full -bodied,
cane from pigs that had been snoked or spitted.

W passed one row of houses that had recently burned to the ground. People
shifted through the piles of blackened beanms to find iron pots and kettles.
Sone carried off the tinbers to use in their own buildings. Al of the
dwel I i ngs | ooked so flinsy that a strong wind threatened to bl ow t hem over.
They were nmostly of wood with only a few stone houses here and there,
decorated with pointed crenellations along the eaves and the round-arched

wi ndows and doors. The stonework was rough, done with pick and ax.

The npst inpressive structures were the Kristna sanctuaries, usually
surrounded by a fenced yard or protected by a thorn hedge. When | asked what
the stone and wood markers were for, Lexander said the dead Kristna followers
were not cleanly burned but were placed underground with the wornms and bugs.
That had been Birgir’'s fate, and in ny honel and burial was only for the

di shonor ed.

There were countl ess people in Londinium and too many w t hout hones or neans
of livelihood. Sone unfortunates had sores marring their skin, and they held
their hands out and lanented for the lack of a neal. | saw | egs mi ssing and
eyes filmed white or sunken and scabbed over. The cripples and beggars

gat hered around the finer buildings as if drawn like flies to a venison



haunch.

Lexander ignored them sonetimes clearing a path for me by pushing them aside
with an iron-tipped stave he had acquired.

W could hardly get past a huge crowd gathered in front of the blacksmith’s
shop. At the sound of a piercing scream | leaped in fright. The crowd | et out
a cry of victory.

A hard-eyed man hel d sonething al oft, dripping bright red. It was a hand
chopped off at the wist. Wth a shout of glee, he drove a nail through it,
pinning it to the door. Blood streanmed down the boards, and through the

shifting crowd, | could see a man on his knees, clutching the stunp of his
arm H's broken cries went on unheeded.

“No . . .” | breathed, ny knees weakeni ng.

Lexander put his armprotectively around ny shoul ders. “’Tis a moneyl ender who

made bad coins. That is the punishnent for stinting on silver in pennies in
Danel aw. ”

“It can't be.” It was too dreadful

“This is not your honeland, Marja. You little know how civilized your people
are conpared to those in the Auldland.” H's expression was grimas he ushered

me along. “I wanted to protect you fromthis.”

I could not forget those white fingers clutching at nothing as the life force
poured out. | swallowed hard, trying to force ny stomach to settle.

We continued on streets that twisted until | didn't know our direction in the

fog. At times | thought we were heading to the river, but Lexander knew
exactly where to go. He nmust have assessed the Danel aw pl easure house in the
past few days, though he hadn’t spoken to nme about it.

I ndeed, the massive town wall rose at the end of the street. “W are al nost at
Becksbury.” He rel eased ny arm

“Yes, Master,” | replied obediently.

Lexander | ooked pained, so | could not indulge my secret titillation. I
followed himlike a good pleasure slave, clasping my hands together and
keepi ng ny eyes on his heels.

W reached a round-arched gate in a stone wall that was taller than Lexander
He rang the bell, and alnost inmediately it was opened by a servile old man.
“Take me to your master,” Lexander demanded i nperiously.

The ol d man bobbed without daring to answer in return. He used a | arge
handbell to summon the huscarl, a sharp nman of mature years, who asked
Lexander, “Wat is your business, sir?”

“I"'man old friend of your master’s from Stanbulin,” Lexander said

i npatiently, |ooking around the courtyard at the outbuildings and a barn that
wer e hul ki ng shadows in the fog.

The huscarl treated Lexander with utnost respect as he | ed us through the
courtyard. Two nodest tinmber halls stood at right angles to each other

There were few ol fs, and | knew that boded ill for us. | would have to guard
nmysel f well, or | could inadvertently reveal everything.

The huscarl showed us into the larger hall. Inside, rough tree trunks served
as pillars and heavier crossbeans supported the pitched roof. It was smaller
than the fire hall on Silveta s estate, but still it felt drafty and echoingly
enpty. Tapestries were hung on the walls, sonme faded or grimed by soot. The
ceiling was clouded with snoke fromthe fire that burned fitfully in the
center of the floor. Ponderous irons held the logs while the coals drifted in
a pile below. The only light cane through narrow slits high in the pointed
eaves that |et the snoke out.

Not far fromthe fire were several settles—ong, high-backed benches that were
cushioned in blue pillows. A man and a worman were lolling there, |ooking
bored. The man had sparse pale stubble on his head and his face was w t hout
beard, as Lexander’s naturally was. But this nman | ooked older, with skin the
col or of aged bronze and deep grooves on either side of his nouth.

He was suspicious at the first sight of us. But when Lexander renoved his
peaked cap revealing his snooth head and sparkling anber eyes, the man | eaped
to his feet. “You bring word from Saal adet ?”



Lexander gl anced at the huscarl, and the master inpatiently dismssed his
servant with a silent wave. “lI am Lexander of Vidaris, in Viinland,” Lexander
explained. “I"'mon nmy way to Stanbulin.”

The eager light in the man's eyes faded as if he had suffered a mghty

di sappoi ntnment. He slunped back down, deliberately turning his head to stare
into the shadows.

But the worman rose fromthe settle, unfolding herself as languidly as if
energing froma bath. “Viinland, you say? Surely that is on the other side of
the world.”

Her eyes ran over Lexander as she appraised him She was a tall, fine

m stress, nuch |like Helanas in her pleasing form But she had ice-blue eyes
and her fine white hair brushed her forehead and neck in pretty w sps.
Lexander did not smile in return. “Vidaris was attacked and burned to the
ground by raiders. My consort died in the conflagration, and all ny slaves
were stolen except for this one.”

The mistress cast a negligent glance at me. | could see through ny | ashes that
she cared not what had brought Lexander here, only that he was a pl easant
diversion. “I am Drucelli of Becksbury. You are wel cone, Lexander.”

But the nmaster was not pleased. Perhaps it was the interest Drucelli displayed

in Lexander, or perhaps it was nerely his nature. “You | ost your house?” he
sneered. “And now you slink back to Stanbulin?”

Drucelli tossed her head disdainfully. “That’'s Ukerald. He's been stuck too
long in this backwater village that the dogs fight over |ike a bone. He hoped
you brought word that he would be relieved of his burden.”

Lexander nodded shortly. “lI will convey a nmessage, if you w sh, Ukerald. |
will be on ny way as soon as passage can be arranged.”

Drucelli placed her hand on his arm drawi ng Lexander to the settle.

remai ned where | was, my hands cl asped before ne.

“There are many who are waiting for passage, and they will continue to

| angui sh here for some tinme.” Her eyes caressed his face, and her hand stil
rested on his arm He did not try to dislodge it. “The conqueror hinself won't
travel with the seas filled with Noromenn. Swegn has laid claimto Danel aw,
and he has many | oyal warriors.”

“l had no trouble when | arrived.”

Drucelli let out a breathy giggle, |eaning closer. “Com ng fromViinland, you
were in a Noroship, yes? Naturally they wouldn't try to stop you, but no one
el se can get through. The ship from Stanbulin is weeks overdue.”

| suddenly realized Ukerald was watching nme. He saw nmy distress at the way his
consort charmed ny master

In confusion, | averted ny eyes and noticed a girl in the shadows. She was
naked and crouching in the rushes, her fingers digging into the dirt floor
There was a clinking sound as she shifted—a chain attached to the collar
around her neck was fastened to a nearby pillar. | couldn’t see nmuch in the
dimlight, but her eyes were as brown as her hair, while her skin was
exceedingly fair.

Drucelli stroked Lexander’s arm “The Noroking will arrive any day to take
back what is rightfully his. It’s a wonder the Franki sh conqueror has held
Danel aw for so long. W' ve secured the house and taken in supplies enough to
wi t hstand any siege. You'll be safe here with us.”

Uker al d | ooked nore annoyed than not, but he didn't protest. Lexander
graciously inclined his head.

| was afraid that getting out of Becksbury would be a lot nore difficult than
entering it.

6

Perhaps | was still in shock fromseeing the blacksmth strike off the

nmoneyl ender’s hand. | did not want to destroy this pleasure house or these
masters. Yet it was clear fromthe girl in chains that things were aniss here.
Ukeral d made a notion, and a boy appeared. He wasn’t nuch younger than |, but

he still had the awkward |inbs of youth. He wore an unflattering tunic and



baggy | eggi ngs.

“Take her to the slave hall,” Ukerald ordered.

My last | ook at Lexander must have been clear to both Drucelli and Ukerald. |
couldn’t help but lock eyes with him | saw a flicker of anguish, and yes, of
anger that | had insisted on com ng here. Yet | doubted either Drucelli or
Ukerald could tell. He was the master once again, detached and in conplete
control of hinself.

| followed the boy to the adjacent hall. The wal kway was covered by a pointed
roof, but the sides were open to the nuddy yard still shrouded in fog.

The slave hall was smaller, but it had the sanme wooden pillars and pitched
ceiling, with a fire in the center. Two trestle tables were pushed agai nst one
wal |l with the benches upturned on top. It was as dark as the other hall, with
a feeble light slanting through slits high above us. The walls were hung with
tapestries, though these were far nore threadbare and had been chewed into
ragged hol es al ong the edges.

There were no ol fs.

The pl easure slaves were sitting in various positions on the dirt floor or
crouching near the fire to get warm They |ooked at me intently, as if they
weren’t accustomed to anyone entering their hall. Fromnmny splendid attire,
they assuned | was not a slave. They wore | oose | eggings and bul ky tunics. The
col ors were dark—brown, rust, green, and gray.

| didn’t know how to explain nyself. The boy who had brought nme retreated in
silence, and | could see fromtheir wary glances that they were reluctant to
guestion himin front of ne.

I remai ned standing, ny hands cl asped and eyes downcast. | did not take the
vordna pose of deference because it was not proper for a slave to bow to other
sl aves.

Ukeral d arrived not long afterward, alone. The other slaves instantly knelt
where they were, facing him | remained standing since | had not been given an
order. | refrained fromlooking at himdirectly, stealing glinpses. Ukerald
had remarkably light russet eyes with the sanme bew t chi ng kal ei doscope dept hs
as Lexander’s.

Ukerald carried a thin, pale stick. “Take off those clothes,” he ordered. He
swi ped the cane through the air, naking a whistling sound.

| had prepared nyself to acquiesce to anything. | gracefully unwound the chain
fromnmy waist and | ooped it over ny wist. Then | undid the cloak and pulled
off ny dress. | draped the garments over ny arm then bent to remove ny
fur-lined Thul e boots.

Ukeral d gestured for the closest slave to take everything fromnme. | didn't

see which chest nmy garnents were placed in, as the master conmanded, “Take
your positions.”

The slaves shifted into straight lines, three abreast. There were el even so
took the open space farthest away fromthe fire. It did not surprise ne that

this severe master had not ordered clothes to be brought for me. | remained
naked.

Imtating the others, | knelt in Iydnad, straight up on ny knees with ny head
bent in obedience. | did ny best not to shiver though | was already chill ed.

“Anbud!” Ukeral d ordered.

| dropped ny hands to the dirt in front of ne, pressing ny face agai nst them
as | raised ny buttocks high in the air. The pose presented ny nether parts in
full display. UWkerald wal ked anong the slaves, muttering orders. | couldn’t
see much but the boy in front of ne, the one who had brought me here. His

| eggi ngs stretched over his raised buttocks.

Uker al d prodded the boy sharply in the back with his cane. “A deeper curve,
Matteus.”

Matteus flinched at the point of the cane, and he thrust his hips higher. The
master exam ned himcritically, stepping around himuntil he turned to face
ne.

I went very still as Ukerald approached. Hi s boots were near ny plait, which
curved down to the ground, still tied with the gay red ribbon. My toes were



pointed correctly and barely touched, as Hel anas had demanded.

Uker al d stepped behind me where | couldn’t see him | tried to breathe slowy.
Wt hout warning, the cane whistled through the air behind me. | felt a slash
of burning fire rip across ny hind cheeks. | gul ped back a cry, letting out a
strangl ed squeak. But the agony grew worse, spreading as ny body shuddered,
threatening to collapse to the ground.

Then his hands were on nmy hips, and | felt him prodding me from behind. The
wound |l eft by the cane flared in agony at every touch. Wkerald shoved his

t hi ckened tarse into me, forcing me to open for him

It was too sudden, too hunmiliating to be used in this way. But even as |
silently fought against him my body began to respond.

H s harsh breathing was the only sound in the hall other than the popping of
the wet wood in the fire. Not a word spoken as he took nme in front of the

slaves. | was accustoned to Hel anas’ whinms, but this went beyond even her
tal ent for persecution.
Even so, his pleasure had nore to do with Lexander than me. | could al nbst see

Ukerald sitting next to ny master, toying with hinmself as he thought about
violating me. He would use ne to prod Lexander into revealing nore than he

i nt ended.

Ukeral d suddenly pulled away, as if knowi ng my m nd had wandered to anot her
man. | tensed at the sound of the cane slicing through the air. | couldn’t
keep a cry from escaping. The pain seened too terrible to endure, but the
feeling spread and intensified, like ny flesh was splitting. | |onged to touch
my skin to see if I was still intact, but I knew | would be punished for it.
Each slight novenment was torture

“Cesig!” Ukeral d ordered

The ot her slaves rose up, sitting back on their heels. | followed a slight
beat behind. Ri bbons of fire bl ossonmed as ny abused flesh rested on ny heels.
Though | had been shivering fromthe cold, sweat now glistened on ny skin.
Ukeral d continued giving conmmands, taking us through a vigorous training that
Hel anas hersel f woul d have admired. W performed each pose several tines,
nmovi ng from kneeling to standing and bendi ng poses, then back to kneeling
ones. | felt the lash of the cane a few nore tines because | had difficulty
hol di ng the poses for long. | was sorely out of practice.

Ukeral d pull ed down the | eggings of several slaves to strike themacross their
bare buttocks or to briefly use themfor his pleasure. He struck others over
t he | eggi ngs, which nust have | essened the pain. H's |Iong tarse hung out the
front of his braies the entire tine. He barely spoke, but there was an
undercurrent of nmenace in his taut gestures. The slaves were terrified.

When we were again in the anbud pose, he returned to me. | thought he would
take me agai n, maki ng ny wounds sting nore harshly.
But he abruptly knocked ne over. | sprawl ed on nmy side, looking up in

astoni shment. Hi s boot went to ny throat, pushing ne down on ny back

| couldn’t help nyself; ny hands went to his boot, as he pressed agai nst ny
neck. | couldn't breathe. |I withed underneath him scrabbling at his foot.
“You wi |l unhand me!” Ukeral d ordered.

It was inpossible. My throat was being crushed. Bl ackness descended as
gurgled. He would kill re.

| forced myself to release his boot, forced nmyself to clench ny hands to ny
chest, trying to relax, to not fight the inevitable. Yet it was done too
quickly and I couldn’t find that place of utter submission in the face of his

assault. | had fought for ny life against Birgir and would fight to save
nysel f al ways.
| was near blacking out when he finally lifted his boot. | choked and curl ed

on ny side, coughing and trying to draw a breath. My hands cl utched ny throat.
Ukeral d jerked ny hair, ripping the red ribbon fromny braid.

I"mnot sure when he left or howlong | stayed there in the dirt. | only knew
that | had to survive

Later, the norning neal was served to the slaves. My throat was swollen and
could hardly eat the hard rye bread and bl and cheese. | had to stand because



couldn’t bear to sit on the rough bench

| used the water bucket to wash ny skin, twisting to see the bruises on either
side of the raw stripes left by the cane. The wounds seeped, but thankfully
there wasn’t mnuch bl ood.

Since | was naked, | could not spraw on the ground as the others did because
it would press dirt into my wounds.

The sl aves stayed away fromne, too fearful to reach out. | understood and did
not resent their silence. Several of them departed at the tinkle of a bel
attached to a cord on the wall. One of the eldest, a big blond nan who

rem nded me of the Sigurdssons merchant famly, returned with a naked girl. It
was the slave who had been chained in the main hall. She | ooked |ike she had

been through even worse than ne.

It seened like a mracle when an olf followed themin. The olf responded to ny
burst of surprise and delight, darting over. It was such a relief to feel its
soft light shining on ne. Its chubby face was concerned, unusually so for such
carel ess creatures. It pulsed in synpathy with ny throbbing buttocks.

“No,” the girl demanded. She was |ooking directly at me. “I want you here.”
It was the first tine any of the slaves had spoken to ne. Curious, | started
toward her.

The girl shook her head, naking her fine brown hair fall into her eyes. “Not
you! Hm” she insisted, pointing to a spot near ny head.

| realized she was tal king about the olf. “You can see it?” | exclainmed in

di sbelief. Skraelings talked to the olfs, but I had never net a Noronmann who
coul d.

“Come to ne,” she insisted to the olf, stanping her foot slightly against the
ground. She had swelling breasts, yet she was still boyish in the waist and
hi ps. Her dark eyes | ooked up slyly fromside to side as she kept her chin
tucked down.

The big blond sl ave shook his head in exasperation. “Don’t pay any attention
to dvid,” he said as he passed ne. “Her m nd has cone undone.”

A vid put her hands on her hips, jerking her chin. “She knows what | nean.”

| would not deny her. But mnmy kinsfolk in Jarnby had thought me touched in the
head because | spoke with the olfs. Surely | should not court that reputation
her e.

So | turned to the male slave. “Wo are you?”

“Rinmbert,” he replied with the obedi ence of a well-trained sl ave.

“And the others?” | asked. R nmbert began to introduce the slaves, distracted
fromdvid as | had intended.

At | ast some began talking as they told ne how they had come to Becksbury.
Most were Noronenn, but Drucelli had recently lured in several short Frankish
boys who had foll owed the conqueror’s warband to Danel aw. Ri nbert had grown up
in Londi nium while others had run away to conme to town, only to find it nearly
i mpossible to survive. | had struggled on the streets of the port of Brianda
and coul d heartily synpathize. They had cone to this house when Drucell

of fered them food and a warm place to stay, often in exchange for some m nor
sexual favor. Once here, they were ensl aved.

Barissa, the prettiest girl, had been sought out by Ukerald and seduced into
| eavi ng her home with promi ses much |ike those Lexander had rmade to ne—a life
of exotic adventure and high status as a conpanion to kings and enperors. But
none of these slaves believed that anynmore. The spirit had been beaten out of

them and nost sat in dejected silence, unable to sunmon the will to describe
the horror of their Ilives.
It was rmuch like Vidaris, yet worse. | tried to ignore ny pain, shivering

continually in the danmp cold. Now | understood why they wore such cunbersone
wool garnents.

Then Drucelli arrived for our afternoon training session. She strolled in, her
silver girdl e enmphasi zing the swing of her hips beneath her sky-blue dress.

For a wonder, she snmiled at us, nuch like an olf who had just eaten a bow of
cream | wondered if she had been with Lexander and, unbidden, | could inmagine
hi m ki ssing this perfect woman, her head tilting back as he tasted her neck



and cl eavage. | hoped it was a fantasy born of ny feverish state.

| joined the slaves in kneeling, facing Drucelli. Avid was right next to the
m stress, having not noved far fromthe door. The olf hovered over her, but
Drucelli seened not to notice it.

“You know what to do,” Drucelli purred.
The sl aves fetched a bundle froma chest and spread it out on the floor. It
was heavy canvas, like the material of a sail, but was worn soft with use. |

hel ped pull it out flat, but Avid only pretended to take part. She was still
preoccupied with the olf, looking up to one side, her |ips noving as she spoke
toit.

Drucelli also carried a cane, but hers was |onger and nore flexible than
Ukeral d’s. She enjoyed swishing it through the air, making that distinctive
whi stling sound. | cringed with the other slaves every time. Ukerald s bl ows
were still ringing in nmy flesh.

The sl aves disrobed and deposited their garments on the upturned benches on
the tables. It was tinme for the arts of sensual pleasure.

Drucel i announced, “The girls on Avid, and the boys on Mtteus.”

W separated into groups and | followed the girls. Their expressions of disgust
were clear as they approached AQvid s dirty body. Perhaps that’'s why Drucel li
had ordered it. Barissa began to kiss Avid. Wth Barissa' s beautiful

heart-shaped face and vol upt uous body, | wouldn’t have m nded having her I|ips
on mne, but Avid remai ned i npassive.
Two girls each took a breast and began to mouth her nipples. Drucelli flicked

her cane agai nst another girl’s back, leaving a short mark. It was not the
terrible full-armed swing that Ukerald gave us, but it was enough to make her
flinch. The girl quickly crouched between Avid' s thighs and began to lick her
crotch. Her eyes were cl osed.

That left me without a traditional position to take. Before Drucelli could
chastise me with her cane, | knelt at Avid s feet and |lifted one in ny hands.
They were as dirty as the rest of her, but | had no choice. | lowered ny lips
to kiss her toes. | tried to brush the worst of the dirt away when | coul d,
but was forced to lick, then gag when Drucelli wasn’'t watching. Avid hardly
noved.

Despite Avid' s disinterest, the girls slowy brought her to clinmax. They
began to shift and exchange gl ances as Avid started to twitch, then flung her
arms up as if to stop the girls. They held her down as she withed beneath
them | clutched her ankle to keep her from ki cking ne.

The ol f grew increasingly agitated as Avid burst out of control. My silent,
desperate questions were answered by the olf in a vision of Ukerald standing
over her—he slanmed his fist into the side of Avid s head and she went flying
across the room As she lay on the ground, her |inbs began to twitch
uncontrol | ably.

The horrifying sight disappeared along with the olf in a puff of white vapor.
A vid convul sed, her thrashing and guttural cries going on and on. | noticed
t he boys kept on pleasantly tormenting Matteus, who was respondi ng despite
AQvid s fit happening not an arm s | ength away.

Drucel i never took her eyes off us. It sickened ne. Ukerald had done this to
AQvid and Drucelli enjoyed it.
If | could have gathered every slave and wal ked out right then, | would have

done it. It seened inpossible to bear it a monent | onger.
But | had to endure. It wasn't enough to free these poor slaves; we had to

make sure that Ukerald and Drucelli were stopped for good. | would do whatever
it took to burn this house to the ground.

Drucelli called for us to each take a partner, and | was paired with a

wel | -endowed young nman with a strappi ng chest whose nane | had forgotten. At
his first tentative touch, | alnmst shrugged himoff, too shaken to desire any
i ntimacy.

But Drucelli’s eyes were hard and appraising. | wuld have to be a slave for a
little while longer. | had to abandon my freedom even in ny own m nd.

So as ny partner stroked ny body, | concentrated on naking it pleasurable for



him Likely he had little enough enjoynment in his life. |I lost nyself in his
fine body, becom ng nmesnerized by his well-defined chest and the hard nuscl es
in his arms. He responded vigorously, taking his tine to stinmulate ne into
passi on before he took ne.

As his body pressed into nme, his desire purely driven, | relaxed and finally
sank into my nost submi ssive state. | rested in that deep place inside of ne
that was al ways accepting, always molding nmyself to the needs of the nonent.
As | stopped struggling, it was easier to bear. Paring away everything el se
but the pleasure, |I found nyself again. My gift would carry me through even
this.

Bari ssa was summoned that evening to the main hall to serve Lexander. The | ast
time Lexander had joined with ne had been in Tillfallvik, so it wasn't just
the stabs of pain fromny welts that kept me up that night.

My one consol ation was that | was finally given | eggings and a tunic to wear,
so | was nuch warmer. The cloth was thick, nmatted wool, beaten and shrunk
then clipped to a velvety texture. My tunic was dark gray, with maroon sl eeves
and | eggi ngs. Qur bedding was a thin blanket for each slave, and we slept on

t he ground.
I woke with the cacophony of bells ringing periodically throughout the night
fromthe Kristna sanctuaries, calling the followers to prayers. | kept

starting up, fearing there was a fire, but the other slaves ignored it.
Sonehow, the bells had not been as frightening when | was sl eeping on the
knaar .

Barissa didn't return until long after dawn. She was satiated and pleased with
hersel f. The | oose tunic showed reddened marks on the curve of her neck. Going
closer, | saw she had been bitten several tines, probably during a sound

rutting with Lexander.

My fists clenched in jeal ousy. Lexander may have intended to taunt his hosts
by so visibly marking their prize slave, but he nust have known | would see
it, too. I was rem nded unpleasantly of ny conpetition with Qamaniq for
Lexander’s attention. Yet | also knew that | would be safer if he didn't show
interest in me. Ukerald would enjoy exploiting that.

Then we suffered through anot her pose session with Ukerald. He didn’t hesitate
to expose my buttocks and back to admi nister nore | ashes. He also rutted with
me again, though | couldn’'t tell what pleasure he got fromit. He didn't peak
with me or any of the other slaves.

| endured it better now because | gained satisfaction fromnere acceptance. It
was a sinple joy, but real nonetheless.

It sustained ne through another day w thout Lexander. My opinion of Ukerald
and Drucelli was confirned by their many cruelties, both nmean and petty. |
suspected that Ukerald was drawi ng evil spirits to Becksbury, nuch |ike

Hel anas had done. Their foul masma crept along the ground, repelling nost of
the ol fs.

So | was grateful when the huscarl appeared and announced ny nane to help
serve the evening nmeal. | eagerly followed the other two slaves, taking deep
breaths of fresh air. After the dingy hall with only the privy walls for
variation, it was a wonder the slaves had not gone nad.

My first sight of Lexander nade ny heart |eap, but | forced myself not to
reveal one bit of empotion. | carried a platter of flat bread high and set it
on the table between Drucelli and Wkerald, then retreated to the kitchen for
anot her burden.

It was only on ny return that | noticed Lexander was wearing new garnents in
t he Danel aw style. The cloth of his tunic was brightly enbroidered, while his
mantl e was a vibrant yellow The brooch on his shoul der sparkled with col ored
jewels. The style suited him Qutwardly he appeared rel axed, but a line
appeared between his brows.

“How i s she conpared to your slaves?” Lexander asked casually, |eaning over to
carve a hunk of neat off a spitted bird.

“She does well enough,” Ukerald said grudgingly.

Lexander shrugged. “1 should attend one of your training sessions to see your



t echni que.”
| quailed at the thought of Lexander watching Ukeral d abuse nme. But the master
| owered his eyelids, the closest he cane to a nod.

Drucelli trilled a | augh, and agreed. “It would be enlightening, |I'msure.”
Lexander held his goblet for me to fill with wine. |I poured wthout spilling a
drop. | wanted to touch his hand, to feel his skin against mne if only for a

nonment, but | dared not.

| knelt behind him nmy knees crunching on bones and bits of food they had
tossed on the floor for the dogs. The conversation fell around ne |ike water
on parched ground. Lexander asked a good many questions about the situation in
Danel aw and the Franki sh | ands across the strait. Ukerald was not tal kative,
but Drucelli was eager to please him She explained that the people of Danel aw
did not desire a Frankish overlord, and sone were organizing a revolt under
Swegn, king of northern Auldl and. The conqueror had bestowed huge sections of
Danel aw on his half brothers and friends, usurping the true jarls. In sone

pl aces, the conqueror had taken nenbers of the gentry hostage to ensure their
fam | ies’ obedience. That was why Birgir and his warband had come to Markl and,
fl eeing Danelaw after it had been taken over by the Frankish invaders.

“But | understand these Franks,” Drucelli assured him “Before | came here, |
was mstress of Montplaire. In the Twel ve Towns of Lutece—have you been

t here?”

“No,” Lexander demurred. “But the Frankish |lands are said to be charmng.”
Wth his encouragenment, Drucelli poured out all she knew as they drank the
wine. | increasingly struggled to follow their words. My body ached fromthe
unaccustomed use, and fatigue was setting in. Being so close to Lexander mnade
me feel safe, so the edge of terror that had kept me alert began to wane.

My hand slipped fromny thigh and | lurched to one side. | realized | had

al nost dozed off. | righted nyself, |ooking at Lexander, of course. But it was
Uker al d who beckoned ne to stand.

| went to him avoiding Lexander’s eyes. Ukerald didn't say a word as he
pushed nme over the table and pulled down ny |eggings. | was thankful that it
was too dimfor Lexander to see the welts that crossed my skin.

Ukeral d renmai ned seated as he swi shed the cane through the air. As it |anded,

| did everything | could to keep fromcrying out. | didn’t want Lexander to
see how badly it hurt. My fingers clutched at the wood slats of the table,
feeling the crunbs and spilled liquid fromtheir feast. Al | could see for a

nmonent were red spots.

“Return to your position,” Ukerald ordered, setting down the cane.

| pulled up my | eggings and turned. Lexander barely nmoved his lips. “That’'s an
unusual form of chastisenent.”

Uker al d shrugged, but he was watchi ng Lexander closely. | was a pawn being

pl ayed between them Lexander’s hand was cl enched, the only outward sign of
hi s distress.

Drucel I'i | aughed and | eaned over Lexander, squeezing his arm “UWUkerald is
harsher with the slaves than |I. They are al ways eager to please ne.”

| gingerly settled down on ny heels. Now there was no risk of dozing off, not
with this new | ash throbbing.

| didn't have to last for long. Soon after, Lexander set down his goblet,

i gnoring several hints fromDrucelli that they should adjourn to her private
chanmber in the rear of the hall. Ukerald nmerely watched t hem

“Marja, you' |l acconpany me,” Lexander announced as he pushed back fromthe
tabl e.

| stood up denmurely, hiding my elation. | wouldn’'t have to face Ukerald
tonight. Drucelli pouted, clearly annoyed.

| followed two paces behind as Lexander left, lighting his way through the

m sty night with a candle. He entered a small house | had not seen in the rear
of the conpound. It had one narrow room wth a fire in the center hearth and
a bed tucked under the slanting ceiling. The npoist air seeped through the
chinks in the wall

Lexander put down the latch and placed a crossbar over the door. There were no



wi ndows. He stirred the fire and added two nore | ogs.

H s voice was | ow to keep anyone outside from hearing. “What have they done to
you, Marja?”

“We’ ve had training sessions in the poses and sensual arts. Qher than that,
we're left alone in the slave hall.”

Lexander stepped closer. “He's been striking you?”

| lifted one shoulder reluctantly. “Surely you' ve seen Wkerald use the cane.”

“Only once. | thought it was for a serious infraction.”
“*Twas nothing | could not bear. But we must save these slaves, Lexander
Ukeral d and Drucelli are worse even than Hel anas.”

H s eyes narrowed, and he turned ne so nmy back was to the flames. He raised ny
tunic and pulled down ny | eggings.

“No!” he cried out in a strangled voice.

The welts | ooked ugly on the other slaves. The vivid red |ines were edged with
bl ue and purple bruises on either side. |1 had a dozen deep marks by now, and
some crossed. Were that had happened, ny flesh stung with every novenent.
Sone still oozed, with bits of fuzz fromny |eggings sticking to the wounds.
In the silence, his fingers brushed against my skin. | could sense his worry
and fear boiling to the surface. | suddenly felt powerless and small, consuned
by a long-famliar rage at nmy own weakness. It took a few nmonments before
realized these were Lexander’s feelings, not mne

“I didn't know,” Lexander swore. He picked me up and carried ne to his bed,
where he eased nme down, facing away fromhim He carefully washed ny back, the
cloth stroking every welt, sending fire sizzling through ne. The marks on ny

| ower back and thighs were the worst. “I thought those canes were an
affectation, used for intimdation. Not this, never this . . .~

He fetched a jar of salve froma shelf and dabbed it on me. The cool gel nade
me sigh as it soothed the burning. Then he wrapped ne in a sheet of finely
woven cloth and pulled the fur coverlet over ne.

Hi s touch was so sweet that | alnost drifted off. But nuffled sounds roused
ne.

| blinked in the Iow ruddy |ight. Lexander was on the floor, resting his head
on the bed. Hi s shoul ders were shaking.

“No, Lexander,” | murmured, caressing his head. “I was willing. We had to see
how they treated their slaves.”

He raised his face, wet with tears. It was a shock. Once before | had seen a
tear fall fromhis golden eyes, but he had sought to hide it fromne. Now he
cried outright, overflowing with grief.

| sat up, putting nmy arnms around him He clutched ny waist, his head in ny

| ap, as he struggled to stop.

It tore ny heart to see his agony. | stroked him rmurmnuring endearnents.
Wth his voice cracking, Lexander insisted, “l nust take you away now,
tonight, Marja.”

“No!” | cried. “These masters nmust be stopped, Lexander. You’ ve not seen the

worst of it. Ukerald hit dvid so hard that now she falls into fits. And
Matteus can hardly speak, he's so terrified.”

He raised his face, letting me see how he could not abide it. “l cannot watch
them hurt you, Marja. | cannot LT

He dropped his head in ny lap, and | could do nothing but stroke him holding
on as tightly as | could. Wth a terrible foreboding, | realized | was asking

too much of him

7
| slept that night in his arms, and the knot of fear that had taken root

i nside of ne began to ease. Lexander’s touch told ne that he would not |et
Ukeral d hurt nme again.

By the early-norning bells there were several olfs clustered in the roomw th
us. They responded to the purity of our feelings for each other, despite their
reluctance to be near Lexander. Indeed, | could hardly believe that he had
shown his anguish to nme. It nade ne love himall the nore.



Lexander waited until | woke before gently pulling away. He dressed quickly.

| smiled up at him but sonmething had shifted inside of him The olfs

di sappeared even as | recognized it—his eyes were hard and the multicol ored
flecks glittered brightly within the gold. He had | ooked the same after he had
cut off Helanas’ head with the sword he was now buckling to his waist.

“You're going to kill him” | sat up, letting the blanket slip fromny bare
shoul ders.

“Cf that, there is no doubt.” He considered ne. “But if | slew them both now,
other masters would be sent in their place. | nust devise a way to destroy
this house conpletely, so another will not be raised.”

| was pleased to see his fury checked by forethought, though even greater
destruction was his goal. “I agree.”

“And you' Il not suffer anynore,” he said sharply.

It was not his words but the thought of how he had cried | ast night that
stopped ny protest. In truth, | didn’'t have to share in the slaves’ agony in
order to help them “I1’Il not |eave Becksbury. There nust be sone way | can

remain here with you.”

“Per haps, but no master should be possessive of their slaves. That is our
cardinal rule, for we are training you for others. Yet | cannot allow Ukerald
to dom nate ne through you.”

“I thought that was his intent.”

“l shall respond in kind, and use you agai nst him” Lexander cane over and sat
down beside ne. His armbraced ny back, and I gingerly |eaned into him

| ooki ng up.

H s fingers touched nmy face, stroking ne lightly, as if to truly caress ne
woul d make himlose control again. | could feel the desire, but he was hol di ng
back for fear of being overwhel med by | oving ne.

| kissed his fingertips. “lI will do whatever | must,” | rmurnmured.

Hs arns tightened on ne. | thrilled to his possessive hold, and he responded.

He pull ed ny head back, his breath on ny cheek. “My own bel oved

| leaned up to neet his lips and we clung to each ot her

“Are you ready?” Lexander asked me. “You rnust display no enotion, no natter
what happens.”

| took a deep breath. “Yes.”

W were finally united in our purpose. He gave ne a kiss on the top of ny
head. | was startled by the gentle caress, the kind one would give a child. He
was telling me without words that he would take care of ne.

We left for the main hall in correct nmaster-slave node. The table was littered
with the remains of the norning neal for WUkerald and Drucelli. Poor Avid was
naked and chained to the post as she was each night. She had still not bathed,
so the grime on her was even thicker. Two of the house dogs were |ying nearby
and she tried to reach out to them nouthing words as she did with the ol fs,
despite their abrupt snarls and snaps at her hand. Several olfs drifted over
and she shifted her attention to them

Lexander nmarched down the hall and stood over the table with his hands on his
hips. “Marja,” he ordered. “Renpbve your clothes.”

He had not told ne what he intended, which was just as well. | gracefully
renoved ny tunic and | eggi ngs and joi ned Lexander at his curt gesture.

“Turn around,” he ordered. | obeyed so | faced away from Ukeral d and Drucel li
“So0?” Wkerald draw ed.

Drucelli hastened to explain away the beating. “Don’t worry, Lexander. The
mar ks fade much qui cker than you expect. Even if the ship arrives tonorrow,
she’ Il be perfectly healed by the tine you reach Stanbulin.”

“l needed her to be pristine now,” Lexander insisted. “One or two welts |
coul d countenance, but this makes her unappealing to all except the nost
confirmed sadist. Surely you re aware of that.”

| stood in the bojakna pose, with one hip higher than the other, gazing down
and off to one side. They were behind me and | could only see Avid. Feeling
Ukeral d’s eyes on me nade me shiver.

“Why do you want her to be unmarked?” Ukerald inquired.



“I intend to use this slave to bribe ny way to Stanbulin. Coins are easily
taken, but pleasure is far nore powerful. As you ve seen for yourself, she is
of the highest quality.”

“She is superior indeed,” Drucelli snoothly reassured him “An exanple for the
ot her sl aves.”
Lexander continued, as if Drucelli hadn’'t spoken, “She will remain with ne

from now on.’

“At all times?” Wkerald asked. “Surely that is excessive.”

I remenbered how Lexander had spoken as he challenged Ketil to a duel. He
sounded the sane way now+ti ke a sword bei ng unsheat hed. “Perhaps that will
prevent excessive marking of this slave.”

He waited a few beats, as | held ny breath. | couldn’t hear Drucelli and
wondered if she was al so holding her breath. The tension that swirled in the
hall intensified. The olfs ricocheted fromthe walls to the ceiling, diving
through the thatch to avoid the ill feelings.

A vid suddenly cried out, her hands to her head. “Stop it, don’t make them go!
Pl ease don’t!”

She fl opped down and began shaking in every linb. Her tongue protruded, and
wi t hout the other slaves to hold her down, she thrashed uncontrollably. The
dogs | eaped up and began growling at her, their hackl es raised.

The olfs couldn't take it. The last of them vanished, along with nuch of the
light.

“That one should be put down,” Ukerald said behind ne.

Drucelli retorted, “But you enjoy toying with her so rmuch.”

They both did. Ukerald drew the demons to Becksbury, but Drucelli was hardly
better in her disregard for everything but her own pl easure.

AQvid was still jerking and shaking, but her fit was starting to ease.

wi shed | could help her, even if it was only to stroke her hair to soothe her
final trenors.

Lexander sounded perfectly at ease. “Come, Marja, | have an appointment to
keep.”

| refrained from glancing back at Ukerald as |I followed, still holding ny

clothes. | couldn’t keep up with Lexander’s |ong-|legged strides. Avid |ay

unnoticed as the scrape of the bench against the ground indicated that Ukerald
was done with his neal

| didn't need to see Ukerald s expression to know that | could never bear to
be al one wi th him again.

| acconpani ed Lexander back to his chanber, where he produced ny crinson dress
and Thul e boots.

“Ch!” | cried out, clapping ny hands. | had thought | would never see
Silveta’s gift again. | had refused to think about it. As a slave, nothing was
ny own.

Lexander’s expression eased as | tore off the tunic and |l eggings and slid into
the fine wool dress. “You are so easily pleased.”

Wth that, he pulled out the chain with the gold teardrops along its | ength.
He | ooped it around my waist, caressing nmy hips as he did.

I was so delighted that we were together again that | could have joined with
himright then. But Lexander warded nme off by handing ne my cloak. “I1°’I
explain what |’ve discovered on the way.”

W | eft the manor, and Lexander lent nme his armas we made our way over the

sl i ppery cobbl estones. “Ukerald may send one of his servants to follow us and
report back on what we do. You rust act as ny slave at all tinmes.”

“l understand.” | resisted the urge to | ook behind ne.

“I"m hopi ng the bl ockade is broken soon so the ship from Stanbulin can arrive.
The shipmaster would be able to tell me of a dozen houses, at |east. Except
for Drucelli’s description of the Montplaire house, |’'ve discovered little
didn’t al ready know.”

As we made our way through the nmeandering streets, Londi niumremnm nded ne of
the overlord' s bastion in Viinland, wit |arge. The shops and houses faced
each other so closely there was barely roomfor a cart to naneuver between



them Through the occasional gate or alleyway, we could see yards beyond the
wal s, with gardens, trees, and outbuildings. Mst hung heavily in the air
muting the colors and maki ng the outlines of everything seemfuzzy.

When we arrived at the waterfront, Lexander went straight to a big-bellied

mer chant ship that rode high on the water. It | ooked battered but serviceable.
There were a nunber of ol fs hangi ng about, exam ning the off-|oaded cargo and
tripping up people who were passing by.

The shi pmaster emerged from a cabin bel ondecks. He was a small man, nearly two
heads shorter than Lexander. Wth his |eathery skin and prom nent nose, he was
as spare as if he had been carved froma wooden post.

They had obviously tal ked before, because Lexander onitted any preanble. “Wen
are you to sail?”

The shi pmaster pushed at his short hair that was standing up in stiff |ocks.
He spoke the Noromenn’s tongue with a drawling accent. “There’s no telling
now. W’ve reports of knaars full of warriors blocking the nouth of the river.
More than fifty all told.”

“Massing to attack?” Lexander asked. “That’'s hardly enough to threaten the
conqueror. Especially if he takes a stand in the fortress.”

“They’ ve shut down Londi ni um and bl ocked trade,” the shipmaster said. “The
conqueror will have to act to open the waterways, and soon.”

| realized that the shipmaster was al so Franki sh, and therefore nust be
supportive of the new overl ord.

Lexander nodded synpathetically. “I"msure the residents are pressuring him
for fear of what vikingr would do in Londinium?”

“The town surrendered to the conqueror when he arrived to escape a burning,”

t he shipmaster agreed with a short laugh. " 'Tis sure they' Il not want to risk
t hensel ves in defending their new master. But if Swegn' s warbands head
upriver, we'll slip down along the shore so as not to be caught between them”
“I'n that case, I'll want passage for nyself and my slave,” Lexander said.

“I'f you' re here when we depart, you can sail for the price we’'ve agreed on,”

t he shi pmaster acknow edged. “But | can’t be held waiting for you.”

“Send the boy to Becksbury, but he's only to speak to me,” Lexander replied.
“No one else.”

The shi pmaster snorted in sonething that could be considered agreenment. But |
got the distinct inpression that he cared little about passengers, and he

woul dn’t hesitate to flee without us if the need rose.

I ndeed, Lexander frowned as we left the waterfront. | refrained from
guestioning him because that would be out of character for a slave. A rough
boy whom1’d seen in the kitchens of Becksbury was hiding anong barrels on the
whar f wat chi ng us.

Lexander must have sensed ny unease, because he quietly said, “Let’s go to the
fortress to see how the conqueror fares.”

The riverfront was unusually busy, yet there was no sense of frantic haste or
pani ¢ about the massing Noroshi ps downriver. People were rude, shouting and
shovi ng one another, but not violent. Afs darted among them cheerfully
adding to the mayhem Lexander tried to shelter me through the throngs, and it
took some effort to reach the end of the street.

The fortress rose up in the fog before us, with a few wi ndows facing over the
river and the town. Men stood along the crenellated top peering down. The
buttresses that ran up the sides were nearly as thick as the walls thensel ves,
supporting the i mense wei ght of stones and nortar.

The muddy ground from the ongoing construction was interspersed with clusters
of sheds and barns. Among them were nen enough for a dozen warbands, and the
waterfront was crowded with their boats. Everyone was wearing |eather arnor
and nost were sharpening or nending their weapons. It certainly | ooked like a
battle in the making to ny appal |l ed eyes.

Lexander cursed under his breath as he tried to withdraw, keeping ourselves
from being pull ed deeper into the fortress yard. | understood why—we had

al ready seen the worst. There would be a fight, but whether it took place in
town or on the river remained to be seen. And in the mdst of so many short,



dar k- hai red Franks, Lexander was at risk. He | ooked |ike a Noromann because of
hi s hei ght.

Lexander pushed our way out, heading back into town. W followed a w de

t horoughfare away fromthe waterfront. It was filled with people and carts,
some pulled by donkeys or small horses.

The cl ose-packed buil di ngs opened into a | arge nuddy square. A nmarket was

bri skly underway on the far side.

| kept a watch out for the Becksbury kitchen boy, but we nust have lost himin
the crowd by the fortress. Lexander relaxed as if pressure had been lifted
fromhim giving ne a brief snmle

In one corner of the nmarket stood a stone structure, not as massive as the
fortress but on a sinilar scale. The pale gray walls rose several tines higher
than the houses around us, solid and powerful, with only a single row of
arched wi ndows near the roof. Atall pointed tower rose at one end, with a
cluster of slender points thrusting into the sky around it.

“What is it?” | asked.

“A Kristna sanctuary,” Lexander replied.

| gaped up at it, astonished at the size. In Issland, the |Iand had been
ravaged because the people had turned away fromthe gods to worship Kristna

al one. But here, the olfs had no compunction at popping into the sanctuary
itself and swinging fromthe decorative carvings around the door

| extended nyself into the olfs to try to understand. Many generations of
peopl e had lived on this riverbank, weaving their inua into the fabric of the
worl d. They had al ways gi ven abundant praise to the sun and the wind and the
rain, so the olfs prospered. Perhaps if Silveta had kept her bargain with

I ssl and and brought clerics to nmy homel and, Kristna would not have subsuned
everything el se. But as | took another |ook up the towering walls, | stil
doubted. Why did a god need a sanctuary second only in mght to the
conqueror’s fortress?

Lexander saw ny curiosity, and with a quirked lip, he led me up the steps. It
was brighter inside than | had expected, and ny gaze was drawn up to the
arched ceiling far overhead. It was so high that it seened a place fitting for
a god. Slender colums narched the length of the sanctuary, with the arches
between them | eading to narrow corridors that ran the I ength of the building.
The cl ean, chiseled stone reflected every sound, echoing voices into a finely
sustai ned, high-pitched tone, like the walls thenmsel ves were hunm ng.

It wasn’t until Lexander drew ne down the side corridor that ny tension eased.
| couldn’t feel the presence of Kristna in this place, but there was no nass
wor shi p under way as | had observed in Issland.

My feet scuffed over the carved runes in sone of the floor stones. Each wall
ni che was brightly painted with ingenious scenes of mniature buildings and
peopl e. They were veritable wi ndows into distant places, rmuch |like the visions

the sea spirits showed nme. It was quite beguiling, but I was still not tenpted
to let a god take up residence inside of ne as the Kristna followers did.
“Kristna holds great power here,” | rmurnured.

“Not as much as in the Holy Enpire, but certainly Kristna foll owers here have
a great deal of wealth. The conqueror is a supporter of Kristna, as many
Franki sh people are, so likely the influence of the clerics will grow2 He
stopped as if struck, staring up at a scene of a naked man and wonan. “It’s
sai d the conqueror brought a new bi shop to Danel aw, one of his own |oyal nen.”
I was not surprised that the dreaded conqueror was al so a Kristna follower.
Surely he woul d be eager to share the piece of god inside of himwi th everyone
here. |1 only hoped the olfs could withstand such a siege.

Lexander gestured to the scene on the wall. The uncl othed man and woman were
standi ng anong the trees, reaching out their hands to each other. Their dreany
expressions nade it seemas if they were about to kiss. “This scene shows the
Kristna | egend of when nmen were once godlings, and how they | ost that part of
t hensel ves.”

“So that’s why they allow Kristna inside them” | exclainmed. “They believe
that he belongs there.”



“They claimit was a wonan’s fault that they | ost Kristna. She used her
sensual wiles to tenpt her mate into forsaking the godly part of thensel ves.
They flaunted their freedomand lured others into their abandoned state.
That’s why Kristna clerics are celibate. They believe it’s the only way to
avoid the tenptation of this earthly realm”

My nouth fell open. There was nothing the olfs |Ioved nore than a good rutting.
I could not believe any god would reject that |ife-building force.

“How do you know this?” | asked.

“l spent two decades in the Veneto house. W were surrounded by the Holy
Enpire on every shore, so | had to |l earn the ways of Kristna.” H s hands

tightened into fists. “I can use Kristna to bring down Becksbury. If we can
make the bishop fear for his eternal salvation, he will nuster all of his
power agai nst the pleasure house.”

“But | thought Becksbury was a great nmanor, like Vidaris.”

“Ukeral d has isolated hinmself,” Lexander explained. “He’s nade no ties with
the leading fam lies. How could he when there have been three claimants on
Danel aw i n the past decade? |If Becksbury is not aligned with anyone, they
cannot be brought down by their opposition. But that is also a weakness.”
“They have no allies,” | agreed.

“Not among the ruling class. But fromwhat | can tell, they take in many nore
sl aves than they send to Stanbulin. They nust be selling the slaves who are
not fit to the gentry, perhaps even to nerchants.”

My heart ached for the poor children they'd pulled off the streets and
tortured into oblivion. Someone like Avid would surely be sold here in

Danel aw, rather than sent to Stanbulin with the nore polished slaves. Perhaps

the other failures becanme the slaves | had seen around Becksbury, |ike the
col l ared gatekeeper. “Do you really think Kristna will help us save thenP”
Lexander actually snmiled. “You seduce the bishop, Marja, and I'Il take care of
the rest.”
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The bishop’s residence was next to the great sanctuary, an inposing house made
of the sane pale gray stone. The entryway was capped by a small spire just
like the one over the door of the sanctuary.

Lexander announced his need to see the bishop with such authority that he
wasn't chal |l enged. Inside, one archway led to an altar. A statuette of a robed
worman stood in a niche in the wall. There were other signs of worshi p—kneelers
on the floor and several crystal and silver chalices on a wooden shelf. An ol f
or two drifted inside, watching us curiously. But nost darted off to the

mar ket throng, where they could filch bits of food and drink

Lexander took ny cloak along with his own and handed it to a servant. The

bi shop arrived soon enough. He was a nman in middle years with pronounced round
cheeks and a swelling belly. His florid health rem nded me of Birgir, but the
bi shop was dark where Birgir was pale. For a Frankish man, he was quite

i mposi ng.

He went to the ornate chair in the center of the roomand sat down, his
nmoverent s deliberately slow | was rem nded of Jedvard, the Viinland overlord,
for a nonent.

Lexander wasted no time in coming to the point. “I am Lexander of Becksbury.

|"ve come to negotiate for asylumfor ny house.”

“Asyl un?” the bishop countered. “From whom do you flee?”

Lexander raised one brow. “Noromenn warriors are preparing to invade

Londi nium Surely you nust be aware of the fleet that has gathered at the
nmouth of the river?”

Lexander’s sneer was so open that ny eyes w dened. ' Twas nost unlike himto
reveal disdain for other people. He had treated even Hel anas with courtesy.
“One could say that sentinent is treason,” the bishop retorted. H s hands were
in constant notion, fiddling with his robe. He had left his homeland to ally
hinself with the conqueror; he nmust have sone unsatisfied anbitions.

“We all rmust take precautions,” Lexander said. “The conqueror has built a



fortress for hinmself. |I’msure he wouldn’'t be surprised to see the town in
flames by norning.”

“Do you doubt the might of the conqueror?” the bi shop demanded.

Lexander ignored the obvious signs of his displeasure, stepping forward
conspiratorially. “Come, ny man, |let us be reasonable. You have sacred ground
on which few would step. | need to protect nyself and nmy cohorts, along with
our slaves. By staying here, we need not fear |looters and raiders.”

Lexander |l et his eyes wander up, indicating he expected to be housed in the

bi shop’s own hone. It was audaci ous, verging on insulting. Hospitality was

gi ven, not denmanded.

The bishop glared at Lexander. He was a proud man, but his post was newy

gai ned. “l’ve heard somet hing of Becksbury,” he declared flatly. “Surely you
know your trade is an abomination in the eyes of any nan who follows Kristna.”
“So you say,” Lexander said with a wink. “But any nman woul d agree that he is
wel | paid when he receives gold coins and the delight of a warned bed at

ni ght.”

Lexander gl anced at me. Seduce him had been his order

I went forward, lowering nyself as | approached, letting the bishop see how
willing | was to abase nyself. On ny knees before him | kept ny head bowed as
| lifted my hands to ny breasts to offer nyself to him The | ow cut gown
girdled tightly at nmy wai st showed off the flare of ny hips. | noved slowy,
sinuously, as if | could weave ny way into his very inua and make himdesire
ne.

When | finally gazed up at him his nostrils flared in resentment. | let ny
eyes linger, knowing this man wanted to strike back, to battle ny allure, to
ultimately conquer ne.

| slipped the neck of ny dress off ny shoulders, letting it slide slowy down
over my breasts. Wth a slight breath, ny nipples pulled free, tightening in
the chill, noist air.

For a nonent, he wanted ne fiercely. Then rage took over. H s hand swung back
and I flinched, knowi ng he was going to hit ne.

Lexander stepped in, blocking the bishop’s arm Hi s voice was remarkably
light. “Now, Bishop, you can do whatever you fancy with her. But first | mnust
have your agreenent that my house can take up residence with you until this
crisis has passed.”

“Never!” the bishop shouted. He stood up and thrust Lexander’s hand off him
“You dare insult nme on ground consecrated to Kristnal Becksbury will rue the
day you thought to tenpt ne.”

Lexander pulled ne up, shaking nme as if | was on display. “This is what nen
want, Bishop. You and every other man. W supply pl easure, and even you cannot
do without that.”

The bishop was red in the face. “I call upon you always to dread the Day of
Judgnent and every day to have before your eyes the nonent of your death!

Consi der the condition in which you are seen in the eyes of our God.”

I wondered if Lexander had gone too far and the bi shop woul d have us seized as
bl aspheners.

Lexander inclined his head. “If that is your last word, then | wll trouble
you no further.”

| pulled up my dress as he accepted our cloaks froma w de-eyed servant. From
the bishop’'s reaction, | was certain he did not forgo the delights of sensua
pl easure. He had responded to me, desiring me with a dark intensity that woul d
have nade ne trenble if 1'd had to bed him But the servant thought his naster
truly lived w thout wonen.

Back outside with the sanctuary | oom ng over us, Lexander kept his pose of the
perfect master as he nurnured, “Well done, Marja. Now let’s complete the task
and force it into the open. He won't be able to ignore Becksbury for | ong when
we' ve gone to every sanctuary in town and nmade thema simlar offer.”

W spent the next two days visiting Kristna sanctuaries. Lexander insulted
everyone we encountered, astutely judging the best way to irritate each man.

I ndeed, they were all nen. W saw few wonen anong those who served the Kristna



clerics. Yet, in spite of the belief that wonen were responsible for the |oss
of their god, some clerics lived with consorts and had begotten |arge

fam lies. These men were not averse to hel ping the pleasure house. One cleric
who wat ched over a hunbl e shack not far from Becksbury was very interested in

me, reaching out to stroke ny hand. | drew closer, sitting on his lap and
pressing ny thigh against his thickened tarse.
Lexander was hard-pressed to insult this cleric, who was willing to take both

coins and flesh in return for giving us shelter during the conming crisis. But
Lexander dismi ssed the man’s house as a hovel, and declared the only suitable
pl ace for the Becksbury gentry was in the bishop’s hone. He gave the man
enough to wet his greed, but not enough to satisfy him insisting that he
convince the bishop to help them

W al so ventured outside the town walls and visited a Kristna abbey where the
foll owers had chosen to live in seclusion, devoting thenselves entirely to the
worship of their god. The cleric who ran the abbey drew back at the first
sight of ne, hardly able to bear ny presence, as if his religious convictions
had subsumed his reason. Wien Lexander saw that, he began to treat the abbot
as if he were a lover of nen, standing too close and reaching out to touch the
man’s arm as he spoke. The abbot hardly gave Lexander a noment’s hearing
before clerics in hooded bl ack robes were ushering us out. Their faces were
forbidding as we were escorted directly to the gate.

To all, Lexander intinmated that the bishop was open to our bribe, including a
roll or two with nme, but he was not being flexible enough in his negotiations.
It ensured that our uncouth efforts would reach the man with the power to
destroy Becksbury.

Lexander paid a handful of boys to watch the sanctuary and the fortress to
keep himinformed. They reported in periodically at the cookshops and taverns
we frequented. Too many Becksbury servants were seen in the sane vicinity,

i ndi cating Ukeral d was keeping a watch on our doings. W avoi ded hi m by taking
our neals outside the manor, leaving early and returning |ate.

But by the third nmorning, as we woke in each other’s arms, Lexander nurmnured,
“It’s time to face Ukerald.”

| nodded, having expected it. “Wen do you think the bishop will act agai nst
Becksbury?”

“I't depends on how determined Swegn is. If nothing is happening on that front,
then the conqueror may | end his support to the bishop.”

“And if the Noronenn do invade Londi niun®?” | asked.

“Then we shall be in the mdst of a war. | shall waste no nore tine on Ukerald
and Drucelli.”

| shuddered at that. “W’ll have to take the slaves with us. They woul d be

| ost before they knew they were free.”

Lexander nodded, adding, “Saaladet will try to establish another pleasure
house here, but they will find it nore difficult than they anticipated after
our hard work. At worst, | can return in a few seasons to cl ean them out
again.”

He felt ne trenbling, and with a Iight kiss, he rolled out of bed. W talked
about it all except the one thing that silenced me—his ruthlessness. | could
not speak of it because |I was not blaneless. | was helping to incite the wath

of the bishop and the conqueror agai nst Becksbury. How many nore deaths woul d
| have to bring about before the olfs kept their distance fromme as they did
wi th Lexander?

Though no ol fs would come inside his chanmber unless we were rutting, by day we
wer e acconpani ed by a revol ving troupe of mschievous creatures. They lived in
t he nonent, never thinking of what would come, so they enjoyed the clerics’

confusion and hei ghtened enptions. I'msure they filched small itenms fromthe
various sanctuaries we visited.

Since | would have to face Ukerald and Drucelli, | dressed that nmorning in ny
bul ky slave tunic. | actually welcomed its warnth after so many chill, danp

days. W arrived in the main hall with a few curious olfs right after the
master and mistress sat down to the norning neal.



“Anot her trencher,” UWkerald ordered Ri nbert when we canme in. “We thought you
had left for Stanbulin.”

| knelt behind Lexander as he sat down at the table. Avid was chained to the
pillar as usual. The olfs went over to coo at the poor girl to try to cheer
her up.

Ri mbert returned with the porridge and a trencher of bread and set it down.
Lexander tossed ne a hunk of bread without a break in his expression
Drucelli’s exquisite face was petulant. “You couldn’t have avoided us nore if
we were | epers.”

Last night, after our |ovemaking, Lexander had finally confessed that he had
succunbed to her seductions. He clainmed he had taken her to irk Ukerald, but I
could tell he had been truly tenpted by Drucelli

Now he barely glanced at Drucelli as he accepted a goblet of wine from
Rinmbert. “1 nust reach Stanbulin in all haste so | can return to Vidaris with
reinforcements. Trying to get around this blockade is nothing but a cursed

nui sance.”

Ukeral d’s pale brown eyes flashed. “Apparently Becksbury is not secure enough
for you.”

Lexander | aughed out loud. “Don’t be as sinpleninded as these yokels, Ukerald.
It doesn’t becone you.”

Drucelli raised her brows in surprise. “Do you dare insult your host,
Lexander ?”

“He insults ny intelligence by making such a claim”

Ukeral d narrowed his eyes. “I'mwaiting for an expl anation of why you

interfere in ny affairs.”

Lexander picked up a knife and cut the snoked sausage. “To ensure that the

bl ockade is renmoved, | have incited panic anong the Kristna sanctuari es,
knowi ng the new bi shop has the ear of the conqueror. If the bishop puts
pressure on the conqueror to end this useless stalemate, then | will be free
to | eave.”

Ukeral d | eaned forward, unconfortably close to Lexander. “This is ny
territory. You have no right to stir up trouble.”

Lexander shot Drucelli a glance. “Your territory, Ukerald? It seens to ne
you've done little to protect Becksbury during these upheavals.”

“You’ ve brought this house to the attention of the Kristna clerics. You know
we're an anathema to them”

“That is why | went to them and not the merchants,” Lexander responded coolly.
“Becksbury has nothing to do with Kristna, so | haven't infringed on any of
your prior agreenents. And frankly, | think your lack of cultivating the
clerics is unwise. Kristna followers must be placated and flattered fromtinme
totinme.”

“That is not for you to decide!” Ukerald was finally getting heated, pounding
one fist on the table. He was so accustonmed to naking everyone quake before
hi mthat Lexander’s casual dism ssal was infuriating. “You are a guest in this
house and | forbid you to interact with the people here.”

The dogs rose slowly and began to grow, responding to their master’s fury.
“You forget yourself, Ukerald.” H's anmusenent was clear. “You have no power
over ne.”

Drucelli grew shrill. “We can deny you our table and the bed you sleep in at
ni ght!”

| was ready to leap to nmy feet at Lexander’s signal. But | was not sure
Ukerald would I et us go so easily.

The dogs began to bark, running toward the door to the courtyard. The huscarl
appeared, ushering in a young boy. | recogni zed himas one of Lexander’s
nmessengers. The boy hesitantly started forward, nodding to Lexander. “A

war band, sira.”

Uker al d shoved his bench back with a harsh scrape. “Cone here!”

Lexander | eaped to his feet, demandi ng, “Wich way do they march, boy? To the
shi ps or the sanctuary?”

“The sanctuary,” the boy stamered, keeping a wary eye on UWkeral d.



The dogs were naking such a din that | silently begged the olfs to descend on
them We were all at risk as long as Ukerald could order his dogs to attack. |
prom sed the olfs the first bites of ny neals for the rest of the season. They
darted over to cloud the dogs’ eyes, driving them out the door

Ukeral d ordered, “Fetch them Rinbert!”

Ri mbert hurried toward the door as if glad to escape. | silently begged the
olfs to goad the dogs across the compound, taking the slave with them
Meanwhi | e, Lexander tossed the boy a coin, which he caught in mdair. “Begone,
qui ckly.”

Ukeral d roared out, “Stop! You'll go nowhere until this is explained.”
The huscarl bl ocked the boy fromleaving. Hs eyes were wide, and | feared he
woul d spill everything he knew. | could barely remain on ny knees.

Lexander turned to Wkerald, his voice deadly serious. "“You ve m snanaged
everything, Ukerald. There's a growing sentinent against this house anbngst
the Kristna followers. | tried to create a rapport with them but it was too
| ate. Now we nust escape before they arrive.”

Ukeral d’s face contorted. “Wat have you done?”

“Thi s boy has brought warning that a warband under the bishop is marching on
Becksbury.” Lexander gestured to the messenger boy to go. The huscarl was
retreating in horror.

“CGo, bar the gates!” Wkerald ordered. At his sharp gesture the huscarl fled

“You' ve been caught unawares,” Lexander insisted. “l’ve got a way out, but we
must hurry.”
Drucelli had her hand to her mouth. “It can’t be true! W' ve done nothing to

t hese people.”

“You' ve created no alliances,” Lexander said. “No bonds with any of the Ioca
jarls or gentry of Londinium You |left yourselves exposed.”

“The situation has been unstable for decades,” Wkerald insisted. “The
conqueror could be ousted tonorrow, and a Noroking placed here instead.”
“Today you are being attacked,” Lexander said flatly.

“What do we do?” Drucelli cried out.

Lexander turned to her. “Go get your valuables and put themin a bag. Don’t
bring anythi ng heavy. W have to go over the town wall.”

“What about the slaves?” Drucelli asked. My eyes went to Avid chained to the
post .

“W' || take themwith us,” Lexander declared. “Get your things, then fetch
them here.”

Drucelli |ooked over at Ukerald for a nonment. He didn't believe Lexander, but
he didn’t protest. She saw his indecision, rare for Ukerald, and that made up
her m nd. She hurried to her chanmber in a rustle of skirts.

Lexander turned away as if to follow her. That's when | saw the knife he had
kept hidden in his hand the entire tine.

Ukeral d reached out to stop him “You did this! How did you provoke thenP”
Lexander shifted as if to tell him leaning in confidentially. But instead he
thrust his knife into Ukerald s side. He pushed hard, driving the point deep
into his chest.

Ukeral d cried out, and his feet kicked, sending the bench tunbling across the
ground. Lexander pulled out his knife and Ukeral d gasped, trying to draw

anot her breath. The godling s strength was prodigious; a man woul d have been
crushed. Lexander wrestled with himfor a nonent, then slashed the edge of the
knife across his throat.

It was done too quickly, too expertly, as if Lexander was killing a bird for
our eveni ng neal .

He dropped Wkerald, who was left to withe in his death throes right before
me. The few ol fs who renai ned bolted away.

Lexander hurried to the chanbers in back. “No,” | breathed, know ng what he
i nt ended.
| scranbl ed away from Ukeral d, who was growing still. H's eyes stared past ne

as the bl ood covered his neck and nouth, even flowi ng fromhis nose.
The door opened behind nme and the sounds of a struggle followed. | tore ny



eyes away from Ukerald as Drucelli screamed. It didn’t |ast |ong. Lexander
reappeared in the doorway, his knife hand bloody to the el bow and a wild Iight
in his eyes. There was a bag slung over his back

“I's this what you planned?” | cried.
“What el se?” he countered. “Hurry, Marja, the hall is starting to burn.”
Avid was crouching in terror by the pillar. | was surprised she hadn’'t fallen

into a fit. “W have to take Avid.”
Lexander called, “Marja, don't!” but | ran to her. The chain was held cl osed

by a peg. |I hit it against the post to force it out. The girl was so
si mpl em nded she had never realized escape was w thin her grasp.
“You'll be fine, dvid,” |I tried to assure her. But she was staring at Ukerald

sprawl ed on the ground. The air was growing hot and the pillars were

snol deri ng.

| tried to guide her away, but she saw Lexander coming and jerked from ny
hands. She ran to the front, where the door was ajar to the courtyard. |
started to follow, but Lexander shouted, “Marja, come here!”

Fl anes crackled up the walls, setting the tapestries on fire. W needed to

| eave fromthe back to reach the town wall. Avid slipped out the front, so
she was safe.

Lexander had the door open and was waiting for me when | dashed up. The thatch
over head sucked up the fire and burst into a snoky mass.

Hand in hand we ran toward the rear of the nmanor. W hadn’t gone far when the
ground shook with a |l ow runble, and the hall began to collapse. | went down
into the grass, but Lexander pulled me back up. Sonehow we kept going as the
fl ames gained strength, shooting up fromthe collapsing tinbers. People were
rushing away in the forecourt to avoid the burning buil ding.

“The sl aves—=- started to say.

“They’ Il be all right,” Lexander interrupted. “See, the servants let them
out.”

The pl easure sl aves huddl ed together as the huscarl drove them away fromthe
burni ng hall.

“We have to take themw th us,” | insisted.

Lexander was gazing through the snmoke toward the gate. “It’s too late. The

bi shop is here already.”

Lexander pulled ne across the open yard to the towering wall that surrounded
Londi nium He was able to scranble to the top where the wall was broken down
on the innernost |ayer. He reached down a hand for nme, stretching as far as he
could. | didn't think I could rmake it, but I willed nyself to clinb the near
vertical side until he could grab me. Then he easily hauled me up, rolling ne
over him

The top was uneven and | ayered with broken bits of gravel. Lexander notioned
for me to stay down so we wouldn’t be noticed frombelow Wth the hall fallen
in, we could see the gate, where a mass of nmen were entering. They net with no
resi stance.

“Look,” Lexander pointed. “There’'s the bishop.”

The inmposing cleric was in the |l ead, his head shaved in a white circle fringed
with dark hair. He and a few other tonsured men were the only ones wearing

| ong robes instead of arnor. But the bishop carried a broadsword. He hefted it
as if accustomed to the feel of a weapon in his hand. | could inagine himon
the battlefield with the conqueror, blessing his troops and praying over the
martyred dead.

The flames flickered between us as the warriors fanned t hrough the manor. The
slave hall caught fire, but | was reassured by the sight of the pleasure

sl aves, nearly indistinguishable fromthe servants in their bul ky garments.
“What' s going to happen to them Lexander?”

“They’' Il be fine. They' re certainly better off than under Ukerald.” Lexander
was retrieving a coil of rope froma crack in the top of the wall. “I stored
this here in case we needed to escape.”

He began to tie one end to a projecting stone. Qutside the wall spread a narsh
that was fogged in. The sounds of frogs and trickling water were confortingly



famliar.

Snoke shifted to briefly block ny view of the manor beyond the hall. It also
gave us a tenporary reprieve, keeping the warriors from seeing us.

But through the swirling vapors, Ovid was dragged forward. Naked, she
squatted down in front of the clerics. The bishop silenced everyone, shouting
somet hing that was lost in the crackle of the fire.

“You go first,” Lexander urged.

“But dvid-—= started to say.

The girl jerked and fell heavily to the ground. The warriors pulled back in
trepi dation. Several made the horned sign, warding off the denon that infested
her. It wasn't her fault that Ukerald had cracked her skull so the evil could
get in.

“Marja, we have to get away,” Lexander insisted.

The bishop held his sword in both hands, pointing downward, as he raised his
arms. Avid was beneath him He plunged the sword into Avid s chest, pinning
her to the ground. Wth a final heave, her withing abruptly stopped.

“He . . . he . . .” | gasped.

Lexander pulled on ny arm “Cone, Marja. O we'll face the sane fate.”

| felt as if | were choking. Avid had been spitted in cold blood. Just like
Lexander had slain Wkerald and Drucelli. | went nunb, unable to feel it all at
once.

Lexander dragged nme to the outer edge of the wall. There, | grabbed on to the
rope, noting there were knots along its length. | swng ny | eg over the side,

reaching for the knots with nmy feet. The rope was rough, and ny knuckl es
scraped agai nst the stones.

I could think of nothing but Advid—+ had Ieft her behind. | should have
brought her with us. | should have nmade sure all of the slaves were freed
before the bishop arrived. Wuld they be killed |like dvid?

| wasn’t payi ng enough attention because ny feet slid off the rope, and before
I could regain ny footing, ny hands slipped, too. | fell the rest of the way,
slamm ng al ong the nortared stones until | landed with a soggy splat in the

i cy marsh.

9

The next thing | felt was a slight swaying. My head was spinning and ny
stomach lurched fromits noorings.

“Marjal” Lexander nmurmured close to ny ear.“Thank the gods you re awake.

| was being held against his chest, his arnms around nme. | noaned, trying to
formwords to beg himto stop rocking ne. But as | swamto consci ousness,
realized we were both moving. W were in a small boat.

“Hush, now, Marja. There are people nearby. W nustn’t be seen.”

| relaxed, realizing it would sicken me if |I fought the notion. | was far too
groggy to reach out to the sea spirits, but sinply knowing | was supported by
their enbrace eased ne.

There was a tangle of bare branches around us. We were deep in a thicket along
the shore, lying on the floor of the boat, where nobody could see us. The
water was just on the other side of the wooden pl ank beneath my hip.

At first | thought it was early norning. Then | remenbered that Londi ni um was
bat hed i n haze through much of the day. That rem nded ne of Becksbury and
scenes too bl oody to bear

| shuddered, and Lexander stroked ny hair, nurnuring, “W’'re safe now, Marja.
When you fell so hard and didn’t wake up, | feared . . . but | couldn't take
you to a healer. Al they would do is bleed you, weakening you further.”
There was a pl eading edge to his voice, as if he needed to believe that I
wasn't badly hurt. But | felt pain in far too many pl aces.

“l carried you through that godforsaken swanp. | thought we’d never get out.
The ships are still in dock, and we cannot wait any |onger for the conqueror
to clear the river. Only a rowboat can get through the Noromenn bl ockade, so
that’s what | bought. We'll nmake it through, Marja, | swear it.”



Sonetime | ater, Lexander began row ng, using his uncanny vision to see through
t he darkness. There was not an olf in sight to help Iight the way. After
Becksbury, | wasn't sure if the olfs would ever come near Lexander agai n.
“Where are we?” | rmurnured.

Lexander shushed ny questions, and the pounding in ny head drowned out
everyt hi ng el se.

It was wet, cold, and dark for too |long. Then the boat shifted abruptly,
shaken by waves fromthe encroaching sea. Lexander was ridi ng the outgoing
tide. The fog grew so heavy that it turned into cold needles of rain against
nmy skin.

A huge beast reared out of the blackness. It took a feww ld nmoments for ne to
realize it was a ship lit by a lantern. The prow was carved in the shape of a
dragon leaping into the air, its wi ngs spreading behind it. The square sai
nmeant there were Noronenn onboard.

| choked back ny instinctive cry of wel conme. These were not the Noronmenn of ny
honel and but Birgir’'s kin fromthe cold north.

Lexander strained to silently pull us away fromthe circle of |ight cast by
the lantern. | held ny breath, fearing the worst.

But we slipped into the darkness again. The splash of waves beat against their
hull, and the voices of nen echoed over the water. Sentries nust have been
posted to watch for nmovenent upriver. Sonehow, Lexander had evaded t hem

The rocking finally ceased. | wakened slowly, lying in the water in the bottom
of the boat and staring up at the brightening sky. | was al one.

| struggled to sit up, nmy head throbbing painfully with every heartbeat. The
boat was beached on a crescent curve of white sand backed by | ow dunes. The
ground rose higher into a rugged bluff beyond, but the drifting fog partly
obscured it.

“Danel aw,” | murmured, realizing we had not gotten far in our escape. Then
again, perhaps the entire Iength and breadth of the Aul dl and was bl anketed in
cl ouds.

I coll apsed back, wapping the sodden cloak around ne. | was chilled through
despite my wool tunic and | eggings.

A shadowy form approached out of the fog. | thought it was Lexander at first,
but this man had a heavier step. | hunched down in the boat.

“What ho?” the man called out.

| forced myself to sit up again, though the world spun around. | could hardly

see his face |l eaning over me. But to nmy everlasting gratitude, two olfs were
hovering at his shoul ders, sending out sparks of welconme. Their curiosity was
i ke a warm burst of reassurance.

| smiled regardl ess of the ache in ny head. The olfs didn't flee fromne
despite the terror | had hel ped bring down on the people of Becksbury. “1’'m so
glad to see you,” | nmurnured to them sinking back down in the boat.

“I"ve not heard that before.” The man let go of the heavy bag he was draggi ng
across the sand. He spoke the Noronenn tongue, but his words were odd and
slurred. “Are you sick?”

“I"'mwaiting for my . . . Lexander. He brought ne here.”
The man stood up, |ooking one way then another. “I don’t see anyone nearby.”
“He’ || be back for nme soon.” | put ny hand to ny head, wondering if | should

try to sit up again.
“I can’t |eave you here,” he declared. “Let ne carry you up to the village.”
| fended off his hands, though | could tell fromthe olfs that his intent was

pure. “No, | nust wait for Lexander.”

But | was as weak as a kitten and couldn’t resist. He lifted me up fromthe
boat as if | weighed nothing. “You'll catch your death lying in the water,

| ass.”

A shout went up and | recogni zed Lexander’s voice. “Unhand her!”

“That’s him” | said.

The man hastily laid me down on the sand. There was sonmething wong with ny
belly, which nade sitting quite inpossible. There was also a problemw th ny
right |leg, which sent sharp pangs into ny groin.



Lexander appeared while the stranger backed off, taking the olfs with him
They were clearly avoi di ng Lexander.

“She smiled at ne,” the stranger said softly.

“Don’t worry,” | told Lexander, w shing everything was not so blurry. “This
man will help us.”

Lexander | ooked over at the hulking, silent man. “Marja, are you sure?”

| whi spered, “Ask him and see.”

Lexander carried nme gently, but even that was too nmuch for ne to bear. | woke
next in a dark place, lying on a blanket. | could feel the prickles of straw
beneath the ticking. My head was ringing and | was burning hot.

Then | realized Lexander was speaking to ne. “Wake up and drink this, Marja.
Remenmber what | told you about your body needing water.”

| swal | owed. Lexander sounded cal mer, not so anxi ous and rushed. That was al

I needed to know.

Then one norning the pain receded. There was still an ache in ny head caused,
I now di scovered, by a tender |unp above ny ear. As | gingerly stretched ny
arms and | egs, the sharpest pangs were now nostly caused by the stiffness of
inactivity.

I rolled over and saw Lexander |ying on a blanket on the ground. The fire
behi nd him had burned to coals. H s face was turned toward nme, shadowed. The
crude wooden walls were close around us and the ceiling was | ow.

Lexander was sleeping. | so rarely saw himasleep that | held very still,
gazing at the strong lines of his snmooth cheek and jaw. | longed to touch him
but I also wanted to savor the sight of himso utterly at peace.

He | ooked very different when he killed without hesitation, w thout renorse.
A slight sigh escaped ne, and his eyes opened. He was instantly aware of
everything around him It was one of his inhuman traits, like his |um nous
anber eyes.

“You' re awake.” He pushed hinself up, his hand stroking the hair fromny face.
“Thank the gods, Marja, for | feared | would | ose you.”

| could hardly raise ny hand. “Perhaps the G herworld was calling, but I
couldn't |eave you.”

He bent his head to kiss my hand, cupping it with his owm. He seened to fear
jostling me, for he was very careful

“Where are we?” | asked, |ooking up at the baskets and bags hung fromthe | ow
cei ling.

“Porter is letting us use his cot. He's sleeping on his brother’s floor.”
Lexander got up to stir the fire and put on another |og. “He woul d have given
us food, too, if we had been in need. |’ve rewarded hi mhandsonely for his
aid.”

“Porter?” The time since we had | eft Becksbury was oddly shadowed.

“The man who found you on the beach. His famly are all glaziers. W were
fortunate he was collecting sand that norning rather than firewood.” Lexander
checked a pot that was sitting next to the coals on the stone hearth, and then
poured the heated water into a cup

I remenbered the man acconpanied by two olfs. “He lifted nme fromthe boat.”
“Yes, we cane ashore north of the river.” Lexander sat down next to me on the
bed. He held the cup. “I had intended to go south to the port town, where we
could get passage to the Frankish | ands, but Swegn and the currents prevail ed,
so we | anded here.”

He helped me sit up so | could drink. The liquid was thick with herbs and

tasted nutty. | realized how much he had cared for me while | was ill
“Thank you, Lexander,” | rmurnured between sips.

He heard all that | intended in those words. “I could not let you go.”

Wien | was finished, | felt so weak that it was a relief to |ie back down.
wat ched Lexander nove carefully about the tiny cot, preparing a neal and
grinding up nore herbs until | fell asleep again.

It wasn’t long before | pleaded to be taken outside. | needed to escape the

narrow, snoke-stained walls. So Lexander carried me into the courtyard and
laid ne wapped in a blanket on a pile of straw the gl aziers used to pack



their bottles.

It was a perfect, clear day before autum turned to winter, when the air was
pl eased to recall sumer. | breathed deep, glad that | had insisted on

rel ease.

Now | could see everything | had heard frominside the cot. The rhythmc

t hunpi ng of the bellows beat through the glaziers’ compound, seeming to never
cease. The heat rose with the clear smoke fromthe large clay furnace in the
center of the yard. Orange and blue flickers through the air hol es showed a
fire that burned nuch hotter than any natural flane.

Porter was bent over, stoking the outdoor furnace to blast the quartz sand
into glass. | knew it was himby the way the ol fs gathered round. Wen he saw
t hat Lexander had brought me out, he shucked his thick gloves and ran a hand
over his hair. The strands | ooked nore gray than nmuddy brown fromthe | oose
bits of ash.

“CGood day, Porter.” |I smled up at him also acknow edgi ng the ol fs that
hover ed near by.

Lexander was seated on a bench not far away, but he tilted his head to listen
Porter seemed eager yet wary, as if accustoned to being rebuffed. “You are
better now?” H's words were slurred, perhaps because his upper lip was split
inthe mddle like a cat’s mouth. If it was an injury, it had | ong ago heal ed.

“Yes, I'"'msorry to have taken your bed for so long. I'lIl soon give it back
Your hospitality has given ne strength.”
Hs smle was achingly sweet. “ 'Tis not much, not near good enough, |ass.”

One of the olfs was darting at ne, trying to snatch a thread that had cone

| oose on the cuff of ny tunic. The olf had a tiny face on a rather puffed-up
head, which | thought was endearing. | pulled out a dark red thread and held
it up. The olf plucked it fromny fingers and sailed away with it.

Porter’s eyes widened. “Gft givers are always rewarded.”

“You can see the ol fs?” | asked.

"Ch, | think nost people can, lass, but they don't think on it nuch. That’'s
why they offer the pinch of sugar or salt as regular as their own neals, and
lay out the wards to keep the nischief away.”

| nodded. “So |’'ve seen in ny honel and.”

Porter suddenly smled. " "Tis sure to be true everywhere. But | know only
this—the olfs do brighten ny day.”

Wth that, he returned to the furnace. Most of the olfs went with him They
avoi ded the bench where Lexander sat, and | could tell they had not come into
the cot because of him It saddened ne, but | was relieved they had no wish to
avoid ne.

| watched Porter work hard all day, cutting wood and pitching it into the
bottom of the furnace with an expert eye. There was a brisk efficiency about
the glass making. Inside a |long shed, the two brothers used netal rods to bl ow
the gl ass over the smaller hearths. They spun the nolten gl obs, formng them
into blue, green, and yell ow bul bs. The bottles were cool ed and stored on

shel ves until they were packed in crates filled with straw. Sone of the olfs
dived into the bottles, making themglow in brilliant colors. They delighted
in |leaping through the airholes, shooting through the furnace and out the top
vents.

The ol fs gathered round that evening when Porter opened the upper chanber of
the furnace. He had transforned a pile of sparkling white sand into runnels of
cloudy glass. While he collected the glass into a basket, the brothers retired
to their houses at the end of the courtyard. | had heard their w ves and
children on the other side of the fence, tending the garden, pulling water
fromthe well, and feeding the hens.

It was an ideal place for me to heal. The weather was mld, so | stayed
outside as much as | could. It wasn’'t long before | knew everyone’s nane. They
were artisans, rmuch like nmy da. Their love of glass was infectious, but I
needed little encouragenment to admre the rows of brilliant bottles. Their
invalid father took to hobbling over to ny straw bed to tal k about the craft,
maki ng the bottles in the air with his trenbling, knobby hands.



Porter’s mouth was shaped such that he couldn’t bl ow through the pipe to form
the glass. He did the hard work, carrying | oads of firewood on his back
nmor ni ng and ni ght, and hauling | arge bags of sand up the bluff fromthe beach
He pounded the dye to dust so his brothers could mx it with the renelted
glass. | never heard Porter conplain. He usually humred to the olfs, going
about his work. But occasionally | saw himstare at the bottles lit up by the
pl aying olfs, and his expression was w stful.

One evening Porter came over and silently held something out. It was a gl obul e
of glass, a perfect oval, with swirls of white within. The bottomwas slightly
flattened and rough fromthe bricks it had rested on as it cool ed.

“Chh . . .7 | exclained as he gave it to nme. It felt slippery in ny hand. *How
beautiful I'”

“The ol fs carry off the tiny beads of glass,” he explained. “But a big one
like this doesn’t happen very often.” He smiled shyly. “Keep it, lass.”

I reclined back in the straw+ was still as weak as a baby and could barely
rise fromthe cot with Lexander’s support. As Porter returned to the furnace,
Lexander canme over and sat down next to ne. “It’s time we tal ked about what

happened i n Becksbury, Marja.”

| pushed myself up. “Yes, it’'s been preying on nme, Lexander. W shouldn’t have
left the slaves behind. Avid should be here with us now, alive.”

Lexander slowy nodded. “This is why you can't conme with me. You can't accept
what nmust be done to destroy the houses.”

| stared at him “Are you going to tie nme up and run away agai n?”

“No.” He shook his head. “I need you to understand why | have to go on al one.”
“CGo where?” | demanded. “We should return to Londiniumto hel p those poor
sl aves.”

“It’s too late. W'd never find them Marja, and it’'s nore likely we'd be

di scovered by the bishop’s clerics. Do you think he’'d hesitate to run you
through with his sword? And ne, as well. You can't even consider it.”

| heard the finality in his tone. Lexander would not go back. Perhaps it was
t oo dangerous, but Avid s horrid death would haunt ne forever. As would the
fates of Matteus, Barissa, Rinbert, and the other slaves. | should have

t hought nmore of them and | ess of sinply followi ng Lexander’s | ead.

“Marja, you alnost died,” he pointed out. “You re not strong enough for this,
and | need to know that you're not in danger. | need to know you' re not being
beaten or raped. Is that too nmuch to ask?”

“Someone coul d be raping Barissa right now You didn’t even try to save her.”
“Believe ne, Barissa can take care of herself.” Hs wy tone reni nded nme of
the bite marks he had |l eft on her neck. “I do feel sorry for those sl aves,
Marja. Ukerald was | oathsome. But the inportant thing is that they aren't
suffering under himanynore.”

“You gave ne a chance to be free, Lexander. They deserved that chance, too.”
Porter turned to | ook as my voice rang |l ouder with determ nation. Lexander
lifted me up and carried nme back inside the cot to avoid the glazier’s curious
gaze. He sat on the bed, cradling nme in his |ap.

“I can wait no longer for you to recover,” he told nme. “The ship from
Stanbulin could reach Londi nium any day. My nane is too clearly tied to what
happened there. | nust act now before the training masters realize | was the
cause of both catastrophes and warn the pl easure houses agai nst ne.”

| didn't want to let go of him | thought if | just held on, he could not

| eave me behind. “You can't go without nme, Lexander. It’s not right. I'll be
able to travel soon. | can feel it.”

“You can’'t wal k a dozen steps alone. Porter has promi sed to take care of you,
and | have paid the glaziers well for it.” Lexander tried to sumon a smile
“Don’t tell ne you' re not contented here. It’s the best place for you to
winter while you fully recover. I’'Il return in the spring, after 1’'ve
destroyed a few nore houses.”

| wanted to rail at him to make himsee that the slaves needed ny hel p.

But before |I could protest, he touched my lips with his finger. Through his
caress, | could feel himsilently pleading with nme, opening his sore heart to



show me how nmuch he I oved me. He’'d suffered untold agonies when | was tortured
by his peopl e.

But his touch reveal ed nore than he realized: a dark, driving force buried
deep inside of him the thing that drove his killing ranpage and excl uded ne
at every turn.

| knew there was nothing | could say that would stop him

He ki ssed the tears sliding down nmy cheek, holding ne gently as if fearing how

fragile | was. | had no desire to raise my lips to him

“You deny nme even a kiss?” Lexander asked, hurt by my rejection

"I can’t bid you farewell,” | cried. "You' re abandoning me, Lexander.”

He laid ne down on the bed, as tenderly as he always did. “This is a safe
pl ace for you to stay. I'Il return for you as soon as | can, Marja.”
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Lexander gave ne one lingering look, and then left. At first | thought he was
com ng back, that | would have anot her chance to convince himbefore he

fini shed naki ng the arrangements for his departure. But through the open door
| watched the shadows in the yard |l engthen in grow ng dread.

A curious olf was playing with a bag left on the tiny hearthstone. \Wen it

pl ucked out a coin and darted off, giggling, |I realized Lexander had |left the
purse behind for nme. It nust have conme fromthe goods Drucelli had packed

bef ore Lexander had killed her. He had planned this well.

My tears of frustration burned through me. In that noment sonething inside of

me died; in truth, | could trust no one. | had only nyself to rely on
| had failed Avid and the others because | had | et Lexander nake all the
deci sions in Becksbury. | should have nmade sure the slaves would be safely

whi sked away when the bi shop arrived. From now on nobody, not even Lexander
was going to stop ne.

It took far too long to stagger through the glaziers’ conpound to reach the
top of the bluff. Once there, it was inpossible for ne to clinb the trail down
to the beach. | could barely see the village farther down the bluff, a cluster
of peaked roofs behind a stone wall

| waited for a long tine, hoping Lexander woul d appear on the curve of beach
bel ow. But there was nothing but the wind and the fresh salty snell of the
sea.

Porter eventually found ne on the bluff and carried ne back to the cot.

| could not |eave ny bed the next day because of ny venture. But |
concentrated on soaking up the healing glow fromthe olfs, and |I drank the
herb m xture Lexander had |left for me every norning and evening. Porter
brought nme food and water at regular intervals, and supported me in walking
about so | could get stronger

Al the while, | kept hoping Lexander woul d appear. It had happened too fast.
He had run away rather than face nme. Porter adnitted that Lexander had asked
if I could stay soon after we arrived. The glaziers’ welcomng took on a new
light when | realized they expected me to spend several nobons with them

| longed to return to Londiniumto help Rinbert and the other slaves. But |
had lain sick for so long that they were likely already scattered, bought by
new masters or killed by the bi shop once he realized they had been trained for
seduction. There seened little | could do to redeem ny ni st akes.

Lexander was surely going to Montplaire in the Frankish | ands, where Drucell
had once been mistress. The only other house I knew of was in Veneto,
somewhere in the Auldland. The Frankish | ands were just across the strait, so
that was ny destination

Porter soon brought word fromthe village that the | ong-awaited battle had

t aken pl ace between King Swegn and the conqueror. The Noronmenn had skirni shed
with the Frankish warriors in their boats just outside Londinium On their
retreat, Swegn's nmen had rai ded the homesteads along the river, taking
supplies. Miuch of what they stole belonged to Noromenn settlers, which didn't
hel p their cause. It was said the Noroships had departed for their cold

nort hern homel and, and the conqueror was firmy in control of Danel aw at | east



for the winter.

Now | woul dn’t have to sneak through an arrmada of Noronenn to reach the port
town south of the river. The glaziers didn't own a boat, so | decided that the
village was the best place to | ook for passage.

On mar ket day when the gl aziers prepared their bottles to be sold, | hel ped
the el dest brother’s wi fe pack the bottles into crates filled with straw. She
showed me the trick of how to properly cushion the glass so none woul d break
Her two sons were not yet old enough to be trusted with the bottles, but they
hung about the cart, their eyes huge.

Porter’s brother, Daakon, came out to help us load the crates onto a handcart.
Porter arrived sneared with black soot from cleaning the rendering oven.
Daakon was wearing a fine tunic made of hunter-green wool with striped braies.
He shook his head at his brother but didn't bother to reprove him M ol der
brot hers had given nme that sane | ook when |I had returned dirty and unkenpt
after a long day in the fens.

Porter noticed | was watching the antics of the olfs as they jostled for a
spot on the handcart, and we exchanged a secret smle. |1'd never seen him

wi t hout an ol f. Daakon didn't pay any attention to them

Porter |l eaned his weight into the crossbar to pull the cart over a sandy path.
The village of Ry was situated on top of the bluff at its highest point. The
ol fs swung fromthe rails of the cart, bouncing up and down during the bunpy
ride.

| had to cling to the rail to keep fromfalling down in exhaustion. The
village wasn't far, but it exceeded ny strength.

Porter gave me an anxi ous |l ook. “No need to tire yourself out, lass.” He urged
me onto the cart so | could ride at ny ease. It appeared my weight hardly

sl owed hi m

Qur path nmet the main road into the village. W joined others from outlying
honest eads and passed through the open gates. The town wall was nade of stone,
but nmost of the structures within were of rough-hewn wood. Each house had its
own pl ank fencing around their sheds and barns. These fol ks nust have suffered
generations of raids and incursions—first the Noronenn, and nore recently the
Franki sh i nvaders.

The road forked between the houses. Porter plunged straight ahead, dragging

t he wood-wheel ed cart over the rocks that were enbedded in the road.

“It’s like a miniature Londinium” | exclaimed. Structures |lined both sides of
the road, some split in half with workshops and living quarters side by side.
One |l ong buil ding housed a smth who was maki ng bolts and hi nges. The gl ow of
the flames rem nded ne of the glaziers, but their conpound was nuch | arger
Likely the village had refused to all ow the huge rendering furnace within
their walls for fear of the fire spreading.

The talk | overheard nostly concerned the conqueror and the purges he was
maki ng anong the leading fanm|lies who had supported the Noroking. There was a
new Franki sh jarl who had been given a vast tract of |and that included the
village Ry. Many feared they would be forced to pay another tithe.

Porter pulled the cart into a dirt square next to a small Kristna sanctuary.
There were a number of ranshackl e booths and other carts selling their wares.
“Do you need to worshi p?” Daakon asked gruffly. “They’'re about to begin.”

“You mean Kristna? No, he is not my god.”

Daakon shrugged. “l say fire and the birth nother are the only two powers
worth praise. They are stronger than any god fashioned in the formof a man.”
He turned to help a nmerchant who was interested in bottles of various shapes
and sizes. Porter grinned at nme. The split in his upper lip was |ess

noti ceabl e when he was happy. | knew he would not accept the Kristna god
i nside of him He could never forsake the olfs.
When his transaction with the nerchant was conpl eted, | asked Daakon, “Where

mght | go to find passage to the port town?”

“Why?” Porter protested. “You're staying the winter with us.”

“No, |'ve recovered nuch faster than Lexander expected.” That was certainly
the truth, though not all of it. “lI need to get to the Twel ve Towns of



Lut ece.”

“Now, there’s no need to be hasty,” Daakon cautioned, no doubt thinking of the
rich paynent Lexander had given himfor ny w nter board.

“I"'mleaving,” | said sinmply. “And if you help ne find passage to the port
town, you can keep all the coins Lexander gave you.”

Conpr ehensi on dawned as Daakon realized the amount he woul d save by not having
to feed me for several noons.

But Porter was concerned. “You're very ill, lass. You should still be in bed,
not pitched about in a boat.”
“I"'mwell enough,” | insisted. “I just need to get to the port town.”

“That’s fine by me,” Daakon declared, glad to be quit of me with so little
bother. “Go find a rowboat you can rent for the day, Porter. You can take her
yourself.” Under his brother’'s stern eye, Porter was forced to agree.

On ny last evening in the cot, Porter handed ne a bundle. “I got this for you
t oday.”

| opened it to find a gorgeous spill of fine felted wool. The cl oth was woven
of blue and bl ack threads, with flecks of gray. | held it up and found it was
a dress with long flared sleeves and a pretty neckline. The girdle was a
knotted black cord strung with shell beads.

“It’s beautiful!” | exclainmed.

“l thought you d rather dress as a wonan than a boy.”

I remenbered how the villagers in the narket had stared at ny tunic and

| eggi ngs. Worren in Danel aw al ways wore |ong skirts.

It was a thoughtful gift, and | couldn’t hel p but consider ny benefactor
Porter was kind and a good provider. He was al so quite strong fromhis hard

work. | couldn’t understand why a sturdy man |like himdidn't have a w fe.
“Why are you unnmarried, Porter?”

He shifted unconfortably on his stool. | felt a pang of regret—tikely it

i nvol ved sonme sort of heartache. What if his wife had died in childbirth?
“Forgive me,” | said hastily.

“No matter. After all, what worman woul d want nme thus?” he nuttered, gesturing

to his face.

| didn't understand for a noment, and then | realized he was speaking of his
split lip. “Surely the girls here are not so blind.”

He turned his head away. “Now you’'re teasing nme, |ass. Besides, what do | have
to give a woman? This cot? A wife needs a proper home that she can be m stress
of .”

| remenbered the neat tinber and wattle structures in the village. Porter’s
brot hers each had a house with hearths and lofts for sleeping.

It wasn’'t fair. Porter worked ceaselessly for so little. | had seen enough to
know how separated he was from everyone el se. He watched his young ni eces and
nephews play with a heart-w enching expression. And he treated his brothers’
wives with the same delicate respect as the glass bottles that he couldn’'t
create.

“Surely you' ve had chances, Porter. A dalliance with a girl that didn't work
out ?”

“No, |’ve never " he said hesitantly.
“Never what ?”
He took a deep breath. “lI’ve not kissed a wonan.”

My eyes widened at the inplications of that. “You haven't?”

H s fingers touched his nouth in a self-conscious way. He didn't have to say
it—he thought it was enough reason for wonmen to avoid him

I went over and stood before him It made hi muneasy to have nme so cl ose.

put my hands on his shoul ders as he sat on his bed.

“Look at me, Porter,” | told him

It took an effort, but he raised his head. H s | ongi ng spoke | ouder than

wor ds—he desired me, but he struggled against it. | understood his connection
with the olfs Iike no other, and our grow ng rapport meant everything to him
“Listen to the olfs,” | told him “They see nore clearly than anyone el se, and
t hey adore you.”



| |l eaned down and kissed him He tried to pull back in surprise, but | held on
to his shoulders. | caressed his lips with my own, lightly, tenderly, wanting
not hi ng el se but to give himpleasure. He responded, tentatively at first,

t hen nore eagerly.

When | had kissed himthoroughly |I drew back to smle. Hs mld eyes were
shi ni ng.

A fs were popping inside the cot, responding to our burst of exhilaration. He
pul l ed me down onto the bed so we were sitting together

“That’ s even better than |I thought it would be,” Porter said with a sigh

He nade no nove to kiss ne again, but his hands were holding on to mne
tightly. Through our touch, his lifetine of [onging flooded ne. He was al ways
wat chi ng, forever alone. Porter was too kind to be served that fate.

| leaned forward to kiss himagain, nmore hungrily this tinme. | felt his need
and responded to himas naturally as | breathed. | wanted him How coul d

not? He had courage and strength to spare, and had faced his struggles in the
spirit of true acceptance. In that, we were kindred spirits.

My hand caressed his face, and | felt himnoan under ny nouth. He was
breathing fast when | finally pulled away.

| couldn’t help but feel his intent-he wanted nore than one night’s pleasure.
He was well on his way to falling in love with nme. It would be too cruel for
me to bed himand | eave tonorrow. Too crue

Porter abruptly stood up and made his way to the door. “I’'mso grateful to
you,” he said brokenly.
“As | amto you,” | rem nded him

He finally | ooked back, and his shy smle was sad. He did not return to the
cot that night.

The next norning | put on the blue dress Porter had given nme. When | stepped
into the compound in the pearly norning light, his gaze |ingered. Now that ny
eyes were opened, his adoration was clear

But Porter was not |ike Lexander. He knew | had to | eave; he could feel ny
resol ve through the ol fs.

It took hima few nonments before he could speak. “l hope you find Lexander.”
I wasn’t going to explain nmy real purpose in going to Montplaire. “If | don’t,
then 1’11 be back next spring. That’s when Lexander said he would return.”

Porter seemed inordinately conforted to hear that. “Cone back even if you do
find him Mrja.”

| silently gave Porter the purse with nost of the coins Lexander had |eft

behi nd. Porter had seen the pretty enbroidered bag, but he seenmed surprised at
how heavy it was.

“Build yourself a house,” | told him pressing the purse into his hands. “Take
a wife of your own. Choose the girl you want and go get her. Do you
under st and, Porter?”

He was bewi | dered by ny insistence. He tried to give the purse back to nme, but
| left it on the bed. I had enough coins to reach Montplaire, and this small
fortune would transformhis life. It was what | should have done for the
Becksbury sl aves. | could al nost see Porter tenderly caring for Avid and
giving her a confortable home in spite of her illness. But | had spoiled that
chance.

| tried not to let Porter see how wi nded I was by our wal k down to the beach
even with himcarrying ny neager bundle of tunic and | eggi ngs. They rem nded
me of the Becksbury slaves, and at the last nmonment | couldn’t bear to |eave

t hem behi nd.

Porter turned out to be quite conpetent with the small boat he had rented from
a villager, deftly using the oars to maneuver us beyond the breakers. He rowed
steadily down the coastline with the olfs drifting along with us. One ol f
hardly bigger than my hand clung to the oar the entire time, going up and down
as Porter rowed.

At tinmes | could see the marshy shore, while at others we were lost in a sea
of gray. My rough | eather cloak protected me fromthe clamy cold, but Porter
stoically shrugged off the weather as nild



| trailed nmy hand in the water, comuning with the sea spirits. | held nothing
back this time, pouring out everything that had happened in Becksbury, my own

failures and ny lingering illness. They felt my despair over Lexander’s
betrayal . | had forgiven himonce before, but how could I ever trust him

agai n?

W finally sighted our destination; a brown snmear through the fog. Porter
spoke so low that | alnobst couldn’t hear him “The olfs will show me what you
do, Marja.”

The thought of it warmed ne. Though Porter would never go farther from Ry, he
woul d be wat ching over my shoul der

Porter beached the rowboat on the sandy shore above the town. | would have to
wal k downriver to reach the docks where the big ships were noored. There were
peopl e about, dragging out small fishing boats or |ugging crates up to the
carts on the road.

“You stay here,” | told Porter. “Someone will take the boat if you leave it.”
He gl anced at the unsavory nen who were |loitering about. “You shouldn't go

al one.”

“I"l1'l be fine,” | assured him | kept ny battered hood up and ny cl oak cl osed.
The bubbl e of glass Porter had given nme was tucked into one corner of the
bundl e.

“Your house should be built by spring,” | rem nded him
| looked back a fewtines to give hima wave of reassurance. The olfs stayed
near him bounci ng anong the boats. Porter stood watching me until | could see

hi m no | onger.

The port town was decrepit, the battered docks falling into the water. The
houses were nmere sheds patched with crate tops and driftwood. | passed three
ale shops in arowfilled with shipmasters and their crews jostling, drinking,
and braying with exuberance at being on | and.

By dint of asking everyone along the way, | found a passenger ferry waiting to
cross the strait to the Frankish lands. But | wasn't allowed onboard because
it was already overfull. People were sitting and | oungi ng everywhere on deck

havi ng waited for days for the weather to change.

| could find no other ships setting out for the Frankish lands, so | sat on a
crate near the bow of the passenger ferry, hoping someone would give up and

| eave. | was determined to find passage.

When darkness fell, the situation on the ferry remai ned unchanged. The | antern
on the bow burned a sickly yellow. | pulled ny hood far over ny face and
huddl ed back against a wall where | could see the ship. It drizzled during the
ni ght, soaking the waterfront. Under the cloak, | wapped ny arnms around ny
knees to try to keep warm 1t was inpossible to sleep

When dawn broke with a muggy, gray light, my vigilance was not rewarded. Soon
the ferry greeted the rising wind by pulling up its sails and tossing away the

mooring ropes. | ran forward to try to bargain with the shiprmaster, calling,
“I"1l give you every coin | have!”
But the ferry was overloaded already fromthe long wait. | was forced to stand

there and watch them sail away.
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On the wharf nearby, an old man with a round, creased face was coiling the
nmooring rope. He'd seen ne haunting the ferry fromhis post in a | arge wooden
box. There was barely enough roomfor himto sit inside and wait for ships to
arrive. He chuck-led quietly to hinself at ny dil emma.

“Tell me there’s another ship crossing the strait,” | said plaintively.
“No’um You' |l get to Frank faster by walking to Dorster. It’s two days south
on the coast. Mst ships ply the strait fromthere.”

| watched the olfs gaily swinging fromthe nooring ropes and masts, but it
didn’t nake ne feel any better. Certainly | could walk to Dorster, though

t here woul d be dangers on the road. The olfs would help me as they had when |
had crossed Fj ardemano |sland to Brianda.

But there might be a faster way.



| had noticed an inpressive two-masted ship down the wharf. It had the
full-bellied | ook of a merchant vessel, and the hull was freshly painted. The
foremast was nearly as long as the main and raked forward over the bow

I"d seen the shipmaster going back and forth, speaking Frankish to his nmen. He
was beardl ess and finely dressed, unlike nost people on the waterfront. The
short cut of his tunic and broadsword were of the warrior clan, yet there were
several jewels set in his buckle and his cloak was lined with dark fur. He
wore only bl ack, and his appearance was sonber despite his show of wealth.
“What about that ship?” | asked the old nman.

The old man got a gleamin his eye as if he could read ny mnd. “She’s
carrying wool cloth. She crosses the strait once she’s | oaded with supplies.
Al the way to the Twel ve Towns of Lutece.”

The Montpl aire pl easure house was in Lutece, far upriver in the heart of the
Franki sh | ands. This fast merchant ship would likely reach the Twel ve Towns
within a few days. Lexander could hardly reach Montplaire that fast. Surely |
woul d get there in tinme to nake sure the slaves were taken care of.

| thanked the old man and wandered toward the nerchant ship. The shi pmaster
was not in sight. The crew was busy unloading barrels froma cart drawn up on
the wharf, then |l owering them one by one through a hatch in the middle of the
deck.

A fs played among them meking the barrels swing until they bounced agai nst
the sides of the hatch. The crewren swore and struggled to control their
cargo. Then a youth who was al ready browned and wi nd-creased despite his
tender age appeared with a handful of porridge oats, which he tossed onto the
deck. The olfs junped onto the bait, but the boy acted as if he couldn’'t see
them The crew | aughed at him but their |oading went snoother after that.
When they were finished, two crewnen clinbed down the rope | adder hung over
the side. | pushed back nmy hood as the | ast one went by. “Pardon ne,” | said,
usi ng the Franki sh words the ol fs had hel ped ne pick out of the patterns of
speech. “Does this ship take passengers?”

“No,” he replied, startled. Had | spoken the Frankish incorrectly? He hurried
away, talking rapidly to the other two, who turned to | ook back at nmne.

Coi ns al one woul d apparently not be enough to get ne onboard. But | had ot her
things to barter. | started down the wharf to find a place to | oosen ny hair
and clean ny face.

But the shipmaster was conming toward me. The crewnen were right behind him He
had a purposeful air as if readying to |l eave. The shi pmaster was aski ng about
the cart of barrels that had just been unl oaded.

As they approached, | pushed ny cl oak over ny shoul ders, revealing ny clinging
bl ue dress. “May | speak to you, Shipmaster?”

The shi pmaster paused, but he waved the others on. They clinbed the rope

| adder with brisk efficiency neant to inpress him

“Yes, what is it?” H s shrewd, dark eyes took ny measure. W were nearly of a
same hei ght; he was powerful yet conpact. Hi s short hair stood up stiffly from
the salt in the air.

“I must go to the Twelve Towns, and I'mtold that’s your port of call—=

“lI don’t take passengers,” he interrupted, and tried to brush past ne.

| stepped into his path. “I won't presunme to offer coins to a man of your
stature. But | can give you pleasure as you' ve never known before and ny
sincerest gratitude for conveying ne to Lutece.”

“I's this a jest?” he sneered. “VWere are your people? You re not from here,
not with that accent. Are you Frankish?”

“No,” | said with a laugh, glad that | had confounded him “I amfromvery far
away, the western maritime |ands across the ocean. | will tell you everything
if you take me with you.”

H s eyes narrowed. “Wat kind of wonan sells herself for passage?”

| shrugged slightly, nmoving my bosomenticingly. “lI spent a moon |ast summer
with a merchant prince and his wife, pleasuring themin exchange for
transport. Besides,” | added nore seriously, “fromthe | ooks of that ferry, |

woul d probably be raped by the crew or passengers. | would rather choose ny



partner and make it an agreeable journey for us both.”

“I think a pretty maid nakes for a nice trap, yes?” He returned to his ship,
waving to a man on the forecastle. “Prepare to depart.”

The shipmaster started up the rope | adder, and | followed right on his heels.
“There’s no harm| could do you. Indeed, | amthe one at risk—for I'll be at
your nmercy. But | rnust get to Lutece right away.”

He swng his legs over the railing, and then stood on the deck glaring down at
me. | thought he was going to order me off the |adder

I clung to the ropes, defying himto shake ne off. |I sensed this man wanted
intensity. My urgent need resonated with sonmething in him whereas it would
have nade a milder nan too wary.

The shi pmaster stepped aside. He didn't snmile as |I clinbed up, but | did.
stood agai nst the sterncastle, keeping back as the crew hoisted the foresai
to turn their great ship away fromthe dock

They worked together with precision, and the ship was nmarvel ously responsive.
I could feel the delight of the sea spirits in the way she noved. | was
thrilled to be off to Montplaire with so little effort.

| was surprised when two olfs stayed with the ship. They nmade it their hone,
whi ch certainly boded well for ne.

The crew al so seened quite cheery at their work. They slept in the two neat
cabins in the stern that were lined with bunks. The forecastle covered the
shipmaster’s cabin. | was taken there by the shipnaster as soon as the main
sail was hauled up and we were well on our way across the strait. The

shi pmaster sent his first mate to the top of the mast to keep watch for
raiders.

I followed himdown five steps into a triangular chanber with curved wooden
walls and a low ceiling. A table hung fromthe hull on one side, and the bed
on the other. The novenent of the ship felt nore pronounced under the deck
One of the olfs followed us and armused itself by swinging on the unlit
lantern. The olf had too many fingers and toes, and when it snmiled, it also
had too many teeth. | grinned back at it.

The shi pmaster crossed his arns and exanmined nme. “Now tell me why it’'s so
urgent that you reach the Twel ve Towns.”

| could see himthrough the prismof the olf’'s eyes and could hear his need.
This man had to be in absolute control. He would reject any attenpts to
mani pul ate him

So | gave him honesty, as far as | could. “I amgoing to neet ny lover. | had
a bad fall and was ill, so | stayed with a friend. | recovered sooner than we
t hought, so I'mgoing to Lutece to neet him”

The shipmaster didn’t believe ne; he couldn’t conceive that | would reveal ny
honest notive so easily. “Curious way of journeying to your |over, by giving
yoursel f to another man.”

“He trained ne to please others when he was ny naster. But then he freed ne,
so now it is my own choice whom | please.”

“Wio is this man?” he denanded

| didn't have to consider it. “"Awarrior.”

“Whom does he serve? What nation is he fronP”

“He serves no man,” | said sinply. “And he has not told me the name of his
honel and. ”

The shi pmaster was growi ng nore suspicious, as if | presented a puzzle that he
nmust unravel .

| could talk until ny throat was raw, but nothing |I said would convince him
And, in truth, it mattered not. W were on our way across the strait.

| yawned, having not slept since |l left with Porter to journey to the port
town. | eyed the bed longingly. “May | lie down? | sat in the rain all night
waiting to get onto the ferry.”

The shi pmaster frowned, but he saw no reason to object. He nodded to the bed,
taking a seat in the wooden chair. It was lowto the floor so it wouldn't tip
with the nmotion of the boat, and he stretched his legs out. The only light
cane through the small round portal over the table and in the door



I removed ny cloak and lay down on the bed. Overconme by exhaustion, | fel

asl eep, unconcerned by the shipnaster’s specul ative gaze.

| dreaned that | was rutting with the shiprmaster, his forceful eyes staring
into mne as we noved together. My hands were on his shoul ders, pushing him
away, but ny fingertips dug in, wanting to pull himcloser. It was pure
sensation, without thought or feeling.

| came awake, but it was happening still. | was gasping as ny eyes opened. M
hands pushed at his shoulders, with the shiprmaster on top of ne rubbing his
rigid tarse against nmy groin. My skirt was hi ked up around ny wai st.
Instinctively | lifted nmy hips, feeling himnmore fully. He was naked.

Wth our bodies grinding together, intensified by my dream | was bathed in a
burning heat. Hi s eyes were defiant as he entered ne, taking what he wanted,

wat ching me closely. | shuddered over and over, accepting the ecstasy he gave
ne.
When he was through, he rolled away quickly. | lay linmp on the soft beddi ng.

The shi prmaster slipped on his black | eggings, giving me a good | ook at him

H s chest was lean but wiry, nearly as dark as his tanned face. It was
difficult to tell how old he was—his third or fourth decade? He pulled on a
whi te under-bl ouse, then his black tunic to cover it.

H s expression was serious. “Are you satisfied?”

“Yes,” | answered sinply. He had taken ne in a sneak attack, but | had enjoyed
it too much to be upset. | was no timd bride that needed wooing, and | had
made ny bargain with himfreely.

He waited as if he expected sonething nore, but |I had nothing else to say.

So he left in a gust of cold wind, carefully latching the door behind him
Qutside he called for the crew, his words lost in the flapping of the sails
and the relentless creaking of the hull.

| lay back, content to doze in bed. | had not asked his name, nor he mne

It was extremely wi ndy and cold during our passage across the strait. | nostly
stayed in the cabin as there was no need for me to do anything. The crew

prai sed the sea spirits and gave abundant sacrifices to the novenent of life
around them

VWhile the ol fs kept watch for the shipmaster’s return, | carefully exam ned
the contents of his chests and caskets. In one was a razor, conb, and silver
scissors. In a small bag were sonme coins and a couple of weights for weighing

them | put his possessions back exactly where | found them
When we reached the Frankish lands and sailed into the wide river, the frigid
wintry blasts were sonewhat tenpered. | sat on the forecastle, where few of

the crew ventured, watching the banks and fields pass by. Even with m dwi nter
fast approaching, the grass and | eaves were enerald green. But the dismal rain
was cold, eventually driving nme back inside again.

The shi pmaster took ne whenever he wanted to, always w thout warning. | think
he was trying to catch me off guard, to see if | was vulnerable in sone way. |
wasn’t sure if he would have pounced on ne if | faltered, or never touched ne
agai n. Regardl ess, his demands called out ny subm ssive tendencies, and | was
content to please him

I ndeed, the shipnmaster did not understand me, and that fascinated him He
asked me questions at odd nonents, very quickly, as if trying to catch ne in
deception. | kept only the names of Lexander and Vidaris secret and answered
everything el se without hesitati on—frommy chil dhood on the fens to ny life as
a pleasure slave, as well as the aid | gave Silveta in reclaimng ny honel and
fromBirgir. He seened to think | was spinning an el aborate fantasy for him
and was even nore deternmined to discover the truth. But | wanted nothing nore
fromhimthan a safe journey to Lutece.

Wien we reached the first of the Twel ve Towns situated in the curve of the
river, the banks were reinforced by stone walls rising out of the water. The
fl ow wi dened out to becone a | ake, and one of the towns perched on an island
in the center.

| expected us to dock to unload the cargo. | had stayed away fromthe hatches,
knowi ng that any curiosity in that quarter would alarmthe shipmaster. But the



anchor was | owered and a rowboat was dropped over the side to take the

shi pmaster to deal with the port officials. There were a number of enpty docks
wai ting.

The shi pmaster had been possessive that norning, stroking nmy hair as | hel ped
buckl e his boots and hol ding ny chin as he gazed at me. | had grown concer ned
about getting away fromhim If he |locked ne in the cabin, his crew would
certainly not interfere. | would have to hope soneone heard nmy cries for help
onshore and took pity on me—whi ch was unlikely at best.

So | prepared nyself and was waiting on the forecastl e when the shipmaster
returned in the rowboat. As he clinbed up the rope | adder onto the deck, the
crew readied to put into dock. They pulled up the anchor and lifted the sails,
slowy turning toward the bank

The shi pmaster gestured for ne to cone down. He was accustonmed to ny

obedi ence, so when | stayed on the forecastle he called to nme, thinking | had

m sunderstood him | turned away and went to the railing.
The shipmaster started up the wooden steps. His forehead was creased and his
lips conpressed as if he were prepared to face down a storm | knew he

i ntended to | ock ne up.
| unhooked the girdle, letting the shell beads tinkle as they fell to the
deck. Then | | eaped over the side of the ship.

The shock of the cold water was like a blow | was instantly dragged under by
nmy heavy skirts, and was afraid |'d nmade a terrible m stake.

| opened my hand, releasing the glass bubble Porter had given ne. | silently
pl eaded with the river spirits to help ne.

The spirits accepted ny sacrifice, and with their aid, | slipped the dress
over my head. Wthout the fabric weighing ne down, | was free. Around ny wai st

was tied an oilskin bag pilfered fromthe shipnaster’s cabin that contai ned ny
sl ave tunic and | eggi ngs.

| burst to the surface with an agoni zed gasp. The ship was noving, but it
hadn’t gone far. The crew was rushi ng about on the deck |ooking for nme. |

di ved down again. The spirits fair sped me along, and after a few nore
breaths, | was out of sight.

| spotted the shore, and struck off. The river spirits were beneath ne,

hol ding me up even as ny linbs stiffened fromthe cold water. It was not the
ending with the shipmaster that | had hoped for. But it had been worth the
sacrifice.
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| cane ashore in the first of the Twel ve Towns of Lutece. The houses were as
conpact as the Franki sh people. The neat structures flowed up the hillside
fromthe stone buttressing along the riverbanks. | asked a passerby how to
reach Montplaire, and was pl eased to discover that | had cone to the right
bank.

It was a fair wal k upriver, through woods and past several nountainous hills
until | reached ny destination. | kept a watch out for the shipmaster because
he knew | was going to Montplaire. But | doubted he would pursue me. My plunge
into the river nmust have shown himl would not be taken easily.

After a serpentine walk up the hill, | came to a one-lane village lined by
cottages, a few shops, and animal pens. Dotting the distant hillsides around
us were the inposing stone buil dings of manors. Unlike Danel aw, there weren't
many wal Il s here, nostly | ow stacks of stones strung along the pastures to keep
the cattle in.

It was surpassingly lovely under the brilliant blue sky. Yet | dreaded that |
woul d cone upon a site of destruction |ike Becksbury or Vidaris.

| asked the way froma goose girl who was follow ng her fat flock, brandi shing
a staff. She pointed carelessly up the |ane, acting very much as if she was
accustoned to directing strangers to Mntplaire.

| clinbed through another vineyard to sone open pasturage. Crossing a slight
rise, | saw a massive house. A tiny arched wi ndow under the eaves indicated
there were three floors, and the sides were so tall that they were buttressed.



| mposing trees grew next to it, nearly concealing a few smaller stone
structures. The manor had a well-tended air, as if the | and had been manicured
by hand for generations, with each plant and furrow in pl ace.

The friendly Frankish olfs were happy to obscure ne fromsight as | wal ked
around the manor. | circled the great house, examining it fromevery vantage
point. The orchards and fields rolled gently away fromthe house. Slender
evergreens formed spires here and there in the neadows, while trees filled the
dales. The fields lay fallow, the dirt rich and crunbling.

| saw no sign of Lexander. Either he had been del ayed on his way here, or

had travel ed nuch faster than he. Or he wasn't coming to Mntplaire, but had
decided to go to a different pleasure house.

Regardl ess, | would have to place nyself anong the slaves to find a way for us
to escape the house together. | went straight to the great double doors and
pull ed on the bell cord. Wen the servant answered, | requested to see her

m stress.

The servant led me into an i nposing room The house was even grander on the
inside. | tried not to step on the tapestries woven in red, green, and purple

patterns that were laid on the floor. The stone walls were packed with nortar
and plastered until the surface was snooth.

Fromthe | uxurious furnishings to the fire crackling in the enornous wall
hearth, it was very different fromthe dark, drafty hall in Becksbury. Severa
archways led to other parts of the house. The thickness of the walls was
apparent in the w de, arched wi ndow at one end.

The tappi ng of heels sounded down one corridor. The nistress appeared, her
fine, blond hair brushed straight back and cut severely at the nape of her
neck. She had hi gh cheekbones and full lips, |ike Lexander, and her eyes were
an unusual silvery gray, full of sparkles.

“Yes?” she asked politely.

I would have to avoid all mention of Lexander to keep fromgetting our stories
tangled. “My name is Marja, and | was sent by the Becksbury house in

Londi nium There’s been great unrest and our manor was set afire.” | sounded
properly frightened, as any slave would. “The huscarl sent me here to tel
you—the nmaster and m stress are dead.”

The mistress’s surprise was evident. One thing was certain: she had not heard
of the fate of Becksbury.

“What happened?” she asked.

Her question gave ne the inpression that she was younger than other godlings
I"d net.

“l know not hi ng but what the huscarl told ne,” |I declared. If my threadbare
tale contradicted Lexander’'s, | could always claimthe huscarl had been

nm st aken. “He gave me coins so | could journey here.” | untied the hem of ny
tuni c and handed her ny nmoney. Thanks to the shipnmaster, | had not spent a
penny.

The mistress jingled the coins anxiously fromone palmto the other. She was
likely considering that she would have to notify Stanbulin of my news.
Finally, she said, “You're a loyal slave to cone all that way al one. Mbst
woul d have taken the nmoney and run away. Who were your masters?”

“Master Ukerald and M stress Drucelli.”

She grew doubtful again. “I never imagined Ukerald could inspire such
devotion.”

| froze. She knew Ukerald. | would have to tread very carefully. “lI do as ny
master says,” | declared. | rubbed nmy thigh slightly where it had been marked

by the cane.

Her eyes narrowed.

“Very well, I'lIl take you upstairs,” she agreed. “You may call ne Canille.”
The mistress took me down the corridor to another wi ng of the house and up an
i mpressi ve wooden staircase. The large roomwas as fine as the first. The high
ceiling was supported by a row of fat wooden beans. There was anot her wall
hearth and the floor was tiled in terra-cotta squares. Several |ong tables
were occupi ed by young nen and wonen.



A tall, spare man was tal ki ng about the Noromenn and their settlenents in a

singsong tone. 1'd grown fluent in the Frankish tongue under the shipmaster’s
constant questioning, and could easily understand.
Cani |l e announced, “I rmust speak to you at once, Etien.”

Etien scowmed at the interruption, but he did as she requested. Only when he
approached did |I realize he was the master. Hi s snmooth head was hi dden under a
vel vet cap, but his strong-boned face and nmesmerizing eyes betrayed him

The master and mistress left the roomwith a nmuffled thunp of the arched door
behi nd them The pl easure sl aves | ooked at me curiously. The girls wore pretty
dresses that were cinched with | aced bodi ces, while the boys had on short
tunics and tight Frankish |eggings. They each had a nop of dark brown curls
falling into their eyes, and the girls wore theirs tied with brightly col ored
ri bbons that dangl ed down the back.

Etien returned without Canille and | aunched back into a discussion of the map
fastened to the easel. Wthout a word, the slaves noved over to give nme room
on the bench at one table. The master didn't notice.

It quickly becanme apparent that this was a formal training session, but it
didn’t involve poses or sensual allurenments. | understood nmaps because
Lexander had shown ne, but he had not taught any of mny slave-mates how to read
t hem

These sl aves were well trained, answering the master’s questions with quick
preci sion. They were focused on the Noronmenn | ands in the north, and barely

di scussed the “harsh, cold clime” of Issland and Gronl and. My homel and wasn’t
even mentioned. It certainly showed ne where we ranked in Franki sh esteem
When the map was at last rolled and stored with others in a | arge cupboard,
the master continued with sonething he called “logic.” It was a way of
speaki ng that nade no sense to me, but the others followed al ong as they
conpared nen of different nations and the nunbers of birds flying through the
sky. | grew dazed and fidgety on the bench, but | was ignored.

I ndeed, nothing was expected of nme. That evening, we dined on a thick stew
served in a round | oaf of bread. It was the best thing | had eaten since | had
left Silveta's estate. Once full, |I followed the others up to the | ong narrow
room under the massive peaked roof, with each beam as thick around as ny hips.
There was a row of beds, and the others kindly pointed out the one | could
share with another girl. A few slaves were m ssing, busy serving the nore
formal meal for the master and m stress.

In the rel axed atnmosphere of the slave hall, | found nyself sitting
cross-1legged on ny surprisingly soft bed and answering their questions. They
were curious about ny naster and nistress in Danel aw.

“I"’'mso glad to be out of there,” | told them with the menory of Ukerald
firmy in mnd. “I never expected it would be like that . . . | hope your
master and mistress are not as harsh.”

The sl aves exchanged gl ances as if they didn't understand. “They punish us,”
one of the curly-haired boys agreed. “But | think the | essons are worse.”

It was not at all what | had expected. Even sitting anmong them and tal king so
freely was sonmething | had never experienced before. At Vidaris, the slaves
had mai ntained a rigid hierarchy, the ol der slaves preying on the newer ones.
| would have to nove slowy and reveal little until | understood the ways of
Montplaire. | put an end to their questioning by declaring ny exhaustion after
nmy | ong journey.

| had to renpbve ny tunic and | eggi ngs, and a sudden hush spread through the
room Even by the light of the one candle, the other slaves could see the
remmants of Ukerald s beating. Mst of the scabs had fallen off, |eaving
tender pink lines and peeling skin, but a few of the deeper wounds stil
puckered ny skin.

Their revul sion was clear as they pulled back fromme, nurnuring anong

t hensel ves.

“Have you never seen a slave beaten within the last breath of life?” | turned
to give themall a good |ook. “Have no doubt—you could be next.”

Canille took charge of us in the nmorning. W filed down to the |arge room



where the slaves did their | essons. The tabl es were pushed agai nst the wall
and they renoved their clothing before lining up in the customary nmanner to do
t he poses.

I took off ny tunic and | eggi ngs and assuned the |ydnad pose with the others.
I was glad | had reveal ed nyself | ast night because at |east the ripple of
curiosity anong the slaves was no |onger tinged with outright shock

The tiles were clean and pleasantly warmfromthe fire. Canille paced between
us, murnmuring instructions and correcting our poses. The slaves in front were
prai sed. Likely they were near the end of their training and would be sent to
St anbul i n soon

One of them caught ny eye. He was a tall, slender youth with wild curly hair
and nerry brown eyes. As soon as Canille’ s back was turned, he shifted from
the epitone of grace to exaggerating each pose. He lifted his chin to absurd
hei ghts or flattened hinself in an effort to be perfectly straight. It made
the other slaves snmile and some shook with suppressed | aughter

Then Canille was standing next to me, and my pose was the only thing that
mattered. | couldn’'t see the correction tool she carried.

“Nice,” she coomented with an edge of surprise in her voice. “But you need to
rel ease the tension here,” she said, placing both her hands on ny shoul ders,
drawi ng them slightly down and back

Her hands were firm adjusting my pose. She gave a slight stroke to ny back on
either side of ny spine, and | felt a corresponding rel ease. My pose was much
better.

She nust have seen and felt the wounds |eft by Ukerald s cane, but she didn't
react. The distinctive marks proved ny story better than words coul d.

Canille nmoved on to the next slave. Throughout the session, she used only her
hands on us. The poses becane sonethi ng new-a cal mi ng experience as | focused
on stretching nmy body into pleasing lines.

The only tine | saw Canille strike a slave was when she realized the young man
in the front row was playing the fool. “Stop that, Bene!” she commanded,
smacking the top of his head hard enough to nake the sound ring against the
stone walls. After that he ceased his antics and concentrated on the poses.

| received nore praise fromthe mstress and gentle corrections, but all in
all she seenmed i npressed. O perhaps she was astoni shed that Ukerald s

techni que had yi el ded one such as ne.

After poses, we had a norning neal of bread and cheese. The bread was round
and flat in both taste and form But the cheese was as aromatic and

full -bodi ed as those fromhone. | was glad to be rid of the bland Danel aw
f ood.
After the meal, | was surprised when we were allowed to | eave the house.

took one of the mantles hanging on the pegs that were used by the slaves. It
was a clear day, chilly but not too cold. The slaves scattered, sonme heading
down to a stream and others running to see the new horse in the paddock beside
the barn.

A fs were everywhere, diving into the wheel of the mlIl, playing anong the
trees in the orchards, and swinging fromthe mantles of the slaves. It was
qui et without the regular cacophony of bells fromthe Kristna sanctuaries that
had marked off the days in Becksbury in such a terrible, incessant nmarch

Only one girl stayed near the house. She silently practiced her poses on the
flagstone terrace. She had been in the front row, so likely she was one of the
el der sl aves. Her |ong body was excessively thin, her bones jutting from her
shoul ders, hips, and narrow back. Her wi de blue eyes had a gl assy fervor.

She completed two full cycles of deliberate poses. | wondered if Canille had
ordered her to do it. Perhaps the nmistress’s punishments were nore arduous

t han bl ows.

I was finally driven to ask, “Wy do you pose after the training is done?”
From her reclining position, she answered, “I do it to better nyself.”

“You do it perfectly already.”

“l have high standards.”

| sat down on a nearby wall. Stone steps |led down to another terrace. On this



side of the house there were a garden and a pretty wal kway |ined by hedges.
The slave snmoothly went into another pose, rolling to her hands and knees, her
toes pointed at precise angles.

“Aren’t they afraid that we'll run of f?” | asked. Becksbury had been a
dangerous place to escape from but |I could slip away from Montpl aire before
they knew it.

She finally | ooked at nme. “Wat kind of slave would do that?”

| raised my hands slightly. “There were sone slaves in Becksbury who woul d
have escaped. Wen people are in pain and frightened, they do things . . .”
She gazed at me unconprehendi ngly, then went back to her poses. She tried to
overcome the awkwar dness of her knobby knees and sharp angl es.

The saucy young man slowly approached, listening to us. | got up and wal ked
around the house with Bene follow ng me. “Anything you say to Vanais will be
told to our nmistress,” he warned playfully. “Be careful.”

| thought back over what 1’'d said, but | had stayed in nmy role.

Bene | aughed. “1 knew you had secrets. Your eyes are so different.” He neant
nmy al nond- shaped Skraeling eyes. “And your hair is so bright. Does everyone in
Danel aw | ook |ike you? We're all wildly curious.”

Per haps he was the one who carried tales. “There’s nostly Noronenn in

Londi nium but there’s also |lots of Franks now ”

“You must have seen the fighting, didn't you?” he asked eagerly. “Do you think

the conqueror will be able to hold the ands? | hear he's paying a gold coin
to any man who goes to Londiniumto fight by his side.”
| raised my brows. “I think the fighting is over for the wi nter—=

The tinkling of a handbell sounded, and sl aves cane running back to the house.
Bene grinned and took ny hand. “Conme on. It’s time for our |essons.”

| was expecting the usual instruction in bodily pleasure, but instead we were
seated at the tables and | essons in rhetoric began. The sl aves went up to
stand next to Etien and recited off facts and figures about arcane subjects
i ke Greek phil osophy or the devel opment of mathematics. Then anot her sl ave
countered their assertions and they were given a chance to rebut.

| sat there with nmy mouth open. Even with the help of a few ol fs hanging
about, | couldn’t understand what they were tal king about. Eventually | fel
into an absent daze, hearing only the buzz of words around ne.

| couldn’t understand why Etien went to such lengths with the slaves. Vidaris
and Becksbury had only concerned thensel ves with our serving and pl easure
skills. It nmust have fulfilled sone purpose for Etien, for | could hardly
bel i eve Lexander’s peopl e had need of slaves with greater know edge and
under st andi ng.

The next norning, we filed down to the | esson room and stri pped naked agai n.
But instead of poses, Canille ordered us into pairs to practice the art of
stimulating each other with our lips and tongues. She grouped the slaves in
twos and threes, ordering, “Bene, you take the new girl.”

| reclined back like the others on the clean, warmtiles. Bene had a

wonder ful , sl eek body, but he was just enough younger than | to nmake nme fee
protective of him

Bene made an absurdly leering face as he pushed ny | egs apart and craw ed
closer. | could hardly stifle my giggle, it was so silly. If he was going to
treat this like a gane, then | could, too

Bene bent his head and nuzzled nmy crotch with his nose and nouth. It felt

good, very good. | relaxed and spread ny |egs w der, opening nyself to him As
he began to flick his tongue against ne, | tried to keep from groani ng out
| oud.

After a noment he lifted his head. “Tell ne what you like.”

| realized the other receptive slaves were nurnuring to their partners. *“I
["mnot sure.”

“Go on,” he prodded, biting down on ny tender flesh.

I withed for a noment, and then he pressed harder. “That hurts,” | gasped.

Bene rel eased ne and began to lick the of fended spot. “Better?”

“Yes,” | managed to get out. | wasn't used to thinking or speaking in the



throes of lust. But he forced ne to describe everything | felt and desired.
Canill e wal ked up and down maeki ng comrents. She wanted our positions to be as
appeal i ng as possible, while ensuring we were being properly pleasured. She
urged Bene to use his fingers to tantalize ne nore.

| tried to resist the lure of climax. But as one after another of the sl aves
cried out and thrashed in ecstasy, | realized that was the only way it would
end. Bene was relentless, holding on to my thighs so | couldn’'t wiggle away,
hi s mouth never | eaving ny body.

So | gave in and let waves of satisfaction ripple through ne. | cried out
finally, letting go conpletely. My legs tightened around himas | shuddered in
rel ease.

Bene col | apsed on ny thighs, supporting his head on my belly. “Turnabout’s
fair play. Now you do ne.”

He nust have thought | had purposely prol onged our scene, so he would hold off
as long as he could. | let out sonething between a groan and a satisfied noan,
knowi ng I would have to suck himuntil my jaw ached.

And | did. The silky black hair at his groin snelled fresh fromthe bath he'd

taken the night before. | was |ooking forward to ny turn in the tin tub that
was set before the fire in the evenings.

| pleased Bene as mightily as he had pleased nme. | used every trick | knew to
make himspill faster, but he grimaced and resisted ne.

Canille smled when she realized what he was doing. “You look as if you're in
pai n, Bene.”

He gave an incoherent cry, trying to hold on

Canille | eaned over him sinking her fingers into his thick hair. Her breasts
strai ned her bodice, nearly tunbling out. The rich snell of her wafted over
us, making me wi sh she touched ne instead of Bene.

He couldn’t withstand her caress and he cried out in a frenzy of rel ease.

That excited Canille. She whisked aside her skirts and nounted the |ast slave
who had yet to climax, with the order, “I’'Il let you know when |’ve had ny
fill.”

The rest of us lay where we were spraw ed, watching them | stroked Bene's
sweaty skin, flushed and trenbling fromhis feat. Thoroughly satiated, we
cuddl ed together as Canille took her pleasure.
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The days slipped by in Montplaire as quietly as leaves falling froma tree.
Snow fell and bl anketed the fallow fields. But a few days later it nelted into
the earth, |eaving green grass behind. The olfs clained the winter here would
not get nuch col der than this.

Still Lexander didn't appear, and | wondered if he was sonmewhere out there in
the twelve towns plotting the destruction of Montplaire. In that case, he
shoul d have nmade his presence known to ne. But | began to believe that he had
gone el sewhere.

| was sonewhat at a | oss, having cone to Montplaire with the righteous
intention of freeing the slaves. But these young people were in no way
oppressed. They lived in luxury and were expanding their minds and enotions.
They were smart, happy, and contented with their slavery. Etien and Canille
wer e benevol ent nasters, taking in those who asked to be trained in the arts
of pleasure. One girl clained she had waited two years before she was at | ast

accepted. Those who had been saved fromthe streets, |ike Bene, were even nore
grateful.

The ot her slaves kept their distance fromnme, and | was excluded from nany of

the routines of the house. | continued wearing the drab slave tunic and | oose

| eggi ngs, which was a peasant boy’s attire in Frankish lands. And | was never
sumoned to serve the master and m stress. Etien clearly preferred boys rather
than girls, and Canille never dallied with me even during our |essons, though
she judged everything I did with a discerning eye. During our training, nore
often than not ny partner was Bene. He was fascinated with me, and Canille

i ndul ged his desire to a renarkabl e degree.



| also didn't serve at table, so | had no reason to go into the kitchen with
its massive chimey hung with copper pots. Once | used the help of the olfs to
sneak downstairs to glinpse the el aborate dining ceremony. The slaves carried
bow s of water for the master and mistress to wash their hands at every
course, and white napkins on which to wipe them In Vidaris, Lexander hadn’t
dined with Hel anas unl ess there were guests. Usually he had eaten alone in his
chanber with one slave in attendance.

| tried to explain the danger to the slaves in the eveni ngs when we were free
to talk and even rut together if we desired. The others would listen by the
hour as | described the torture | had seen and endured. But beyond their
titillated horror, ny stories had no nmeaning for them They had never felt the
| ash, so how could they truly understand? Canille would sooner cut her own
hand off than hurt her slaves, while Etien used encouragenent rather than

puni shments in his teaching.

Then one norning | woke froma dreamwith a start. The wi nged ship from
Stanbulin was gliding toward nme. At first it seened like a nightmare, a

mani festation of nmy greatest dread. But the olfs drifting overhead convi nced
me that a winged ship was sailing upriver to the Twel ve Towns.

| sat up on nmy side of the bed. The girl | shared with protested sleepily as
the cold air seeped under the bl anket.

I went to the wi ndow under the sloped roof. The walls were so thick that |

could sit on the sill. The river was hidden beyond the hillcrest.

The other slaves stirred and began to rise. | stayed in the wi ndow until | was
forced to go downstairs for our |lessons, all the while considering what to do.
As Canille called out instructions, | went through the poses with a distracted
air.

Eventual |l y a servant appeared and announced a nessenger had arrived. | al nost

pani cked and ran fromthe roomto escape. But Bene grinned through his |egs at
me, sticking out his tongue. He had completed his training, so he would be one
of the slaves sent to Stanbulin next. | couldn’t abandon himor the others.

| had a terrible fear that the slaves would sunmarily be gathered up and taken
to the ship. But Canille disnissed us and the slaves happily ran downstairs
for an extended outing.

I lingered behind. They would | ook for me outside, and Bene night conme back to

find me, but | had to risk it. I went down the steps w thout maki ng a sound.
At the end of the corridor was the fine hall. | kept close to the wall even
t hough | was cl oaked by an olf, creeping along quietly as | tried to listen
There was a rustle of parchment as it was rolled. “Very well,” Canille said,
much | ouder than | expected. “We'Il bring the cart at daybreak. You can tel

himthere will be five slaves this tine.”

The nmessenger boy muttered an acknow edgnent; then the outer door creaked
open. Canille appeared in the doorway, and | held ny breath, pleading with the
olf to conceal ne.

Canille was mghtily distracted, chewing on her |lip and winging her hands
toget her. She passed by with a swish of skirts as | crouched under the ol f.
For a nonent, | wondered if she would rebel as Lexander had, releasing her
sl aves rather than sacrifice themto her people.

But Canille encountered a servant at the staircase and told her to prepare
baths for the slaves that evening. She was nuch too matter-of-fact to be
contenpl ating a revolt.

| waited until they were both gone before | slipped out the side entrance,
pulling the mantle around ny shoul ders.

Bene was waiting inpatiently on the terrace. “Were have you been?”

“Did you see the nessenger |eave?”

He was instantly alert. “You ve heard sonmething. Tell ne!”

“A ship has conme. The cart will take us away in the norning.”

“Qur training is conplete.” He stared in the direction of the river. “No nore
maps and stilos! W'll finally get out of here and see everything we' ve

| earned about. | wonder who my new mistress will be.”

| alnmost told Bene exactly what kind of nonsters he would serve, but | bit ny



lip. “Tell me, Bene, what is the worst punishnent you’ ve seen here?”

He blinked a few tines. “The worst? We usually have to stand facing a wall for
a while. The mistress did nake Filip sleep on the floor for the whole w nter
to break himof his talking back. And I'd have a lot nore fun if there wasn't
the threat of dish duty hangi ng over ne.”

| closed my eyes at the enormity of my task. These panpered slaves had no idea

what faced themin Stanbulin. | couldn’t inmagi ne Bene being nistreated by a
master |ike Ukerald.
“You must understand the danger you're in!” | grabbed his arms, giving hima

slight shake. He laughed, thinking | was playing with him “Wat’s the worst
thing that’s ever happened to you, Bene? Imagine it happeni ng every day, every
nmonent of your life. Soul -w enching, hopel ess pain because you can’t do
anything to stop it—=

“That’s what | got away from” he interrupted, extracting hinmself fromny
grip. “Wen |I came here, everything was different.”

“Yes, Montplaire is a veritable paradise,” | said, sighing. “But we'll be
given to vicious, heartless beings who care not whether we suffer and die. W
have to get out of here.”

“Even if it was true, there is nothing else for nme,” Bene insisted. “The only
trade I know is farming, and |1’'d soon enough die than do that!”

It seened there was no budging him How could I frighten these slaves into

| eavi ng when Mont pl aire gave them everything they desired?

So instead, | proposed, “Don’t tell the others about the messenger, Bene. Let
it be our secret. They' |l be surprised when they find out. You can | augh at

t hem and say we knew all along.”

Bene gave me a sharp | ook. He knew | had ny own reasons, but it was just the
sort of trick he liked to play. So he agreed and gave nme a qui ck kiss on the
cheek.

Eti en taught the afternoon | essons as usual. Instead of struggling to
understand or dozing in a bored haze, | considered what to do. | had to
convince the slaves to | eave tonight.

The four el dest slaves and | were bathed before the evening neal. Canille
washed nmy hair herself, humm ng a haunting tune under her breath. | had grown
accustoned to her gentle hands and no | onger feared she would strike ne.

I could only hope Canille regretted sending her slaves to Stanbulin. Certainly
she sighed a great deal and was w stful even when Bene coaxed her to smile
The others didn't seemto suspect anything.

While the formal neal was served below, | went to the privy and used the
chance to sneak into Canille’s chanber. It was an airy roomlayered with
enbroi dered pillows and drapes. | searched quickly and found a casket that
hel d her jewels conceal ed within the w ndow seat.

As ny hands cl osed around the casket, a pang of guilt shot through ne. | was
no thief! But Canille was robbing these slaves of their lives, and the fortune
they could get for these jewels would establish them el sewhere. | could

i magi ne Vanai s owni ng her own shop, ruling over it with an iron fist. Bene
could travel and see all the exotic places he | onged for

| stashed the casket in a niche at the head of the staircase. It fit snugly
next to a statue, so | was sure that it would escape notice for a while.

Then | returned to our attic chanber and waited anxiously for the slaves who
were serving the nmeal to return. If any were taken to pl easure the master and
m stress tonight, they would have to be left behind. |I would use the hel p of
the olfs to get themout |ater

But they all returned, bringing with thema burst of talk and | aughter as they
undressed and slid under their blankets. | stayed near the door where the
candl e cast the brightest glow Qietly, | called for silence. “Please |isten
to me one |ast time.”

Sone of themturned over or sat up at nmy announcenent. O hers ignored ne.
“You’ ve never truly understood,” | continued. “You think that pain and
suffering can never happen to you—=~

“Qur master and mi stress have al ways been kind,” Vanais interrupted, pushing



asi de her bl anket.

| faced Vanais down. “They' ve lied to you. Slaves don’'t become conpanions to
enperors and queens. A ship has cone to take you away, to a place called

Saal adet in Stanbulin. Dreadful things will be forced on you—+ape and torture.
They’' Il even make you hurt others. They'll use you until your spirit breaks—=2
Vanai s | eaped to her feet, her face twisted. “You mustn’t speak that way!”
Several of the others were protesting as well.

Bene finally spoke up, “But the ship has cone. | saw the nessenger nyself. CQur
training is conplete and in the norning we shall |eave.”

The others were surprised, but Vanais protested. “Surely you don't believe
these wild tales, Bene? Torture and rape, bah!”

H s voice was low. “You wouldn't scoff if it had happened to you, Vanais.

Per haps you have yet to discover that not everyone is as kind as our masters .

H s sonber expression, so unlike Bene, struck everyone. Now t hey were

[ i stening.

“You can have everything you desire if you come with me,” | told them “No one
will be able to hurt you. You can do as you want, when you want, when you're
free, like |l am”

Vanai s gasped out |oud. “You should be punished! |I'’mgetting our mstress.”

She approached ne, but | bl ocked her from going through the door. It was |ike
pushi ng agai nst a bundle of dry sticks. Vanais was unpleasant to rut with, the

one time we had been paired in training. All | could feel were the bones
beneat h her taut skin.
“l have money,” | insisted. “A great wealth, enough for you all to prosper. |

can show you how W can find a place even better than this. You only have to
follow ne.”

Vanais tried to struggle past ne again, but | pushed her away. She went down

on her knees, scraping themin her awkward fall. Her outraged | ook pained ne.
“You're | eaving Montpl ai re?” Bene asked.

“Yes, this very nonent.”

Their frightened, angry expressions spoke | ouder than words. “W'd die on the
streets,” one girl protested, while a boy agreed. “They’'ll catch you if you

try.” Two of the younger girls pulled their blankets over their heads as if
they couldn’t bear to hear such di sobedience.

“Come with me, Bene,” | urged, hoping if he agreed that the others would
fol | ow.

He joined nme by the door. “Are you serious?”

“Dead serious,” | said flatly.

Vanai s was furious. “You can’t go anywhere!” she demanded, her voice rising.
That was the wong thing to say to Bene. He was rebellious by nature, and only

t he plush surroundings had lured himinto obedience. “I do what | want,” he
said flatly.

“You can't!” she shrilled. “You belong to our masters.”

“Claimthe life you dreanmed of when you cane here,” | called to the others as

Bene quickly donned his tunic and | eggings, tying on his boots. “You can be
free2

But their clanoring cut ne off, denying ny words. Others were rising to help
Vanai s. She struggled with me at the door and | was hard-pressed to keep her

i nsi de.

Suddenly Vanai s slipped away and tw sted past me. She flung the door open and
started to the stairs, blind in the darkness.

| grabbed Bene’s hand. “Hurry!”

W foll owed down the stairs right on Vanais’ heels. She was crying out for the
master and mi stress, but she hesitated in the archway | eading to their
chanmbers. She was too good a slave to go where she didn’t have perm ssion

| ran past her, flying down the steps with the olfs’ light to guide ne. But
Bene dragged at ny arm patting the wall to feel his way.

Suddenly | remenbered the casket upstairs in the niche. Vanais was screamn ng
to raise the entire house, and candl elight was flaring. | grabbed two nantl es,



thrusting one into Bene’'s arns. W ran out the side door as Etien’s voice
booned out, “What is this?”

Qut si de, we paused on the gravel drive. “Now what?” Bene asked breathl essly.
“This way,” | said much nmore confidently than | felt.

We struck off down the | ane through the nmeadows. Canille would organize her
freemen to search for us. Hopefully they would assume we had bolted into the
Twel ve Towns. But at the junction, Bene and | crossed over like cats in the
dark, heading away from Lutece, as far from Mntplaire as we could get.
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Perhaps it would have served better to speak with each sl ave al one rather than
all together. But even then | doubted ny ability to persuade. Wien | was in
training at Vidaris, nobody coul d have convinced ne to abandon my master. Only
Lexander coul d have sent ne away as he did.

At least | had gotten Bene out.

W ran down the frosty road, trailing clouds with every breath. A handful of

olfs followed along with us, lighting the countryside as bright as day for ne.
They | oved the excitenent.
“W’re heading away fromthe river, aren’'t we?” | asked. The waterway was so

serpentine that nost roads didn't followit.

Bene gave me an incredul ous | ook that he didn’t think I could see. “You don't
know?”

| tried to renenber the maps Etien showed us during the geography | essons, but
| couldn’t be sure. “We don’t have time for ganes, Bene,” | warned.

Chastised, he replied, “Yes, we're heading toward the rising sun.”

| woul d rather have been going downriver, but that neant we would have to pass
by Montplaire and the rest of the twelve towns. At least this direction was
not as obvi ous.

| pushed myself at a great pace, refusing to stop to rest. Bene was in the
flower of youth and he easily kept up with me, though he stunbled in the dark
and swore occasionally.

The road was deserted, so when | heard a horse approaching from behind, |
dragged Bene over a hedge and hunkered down in the nmud. The horse’s pace was a
brisk trot, and the man had a lantern in one hand.

Bene froze. “The dog— he started to murnur.

A mastiff hound began to bark, digging into the hedge on the other side. Hs
baying alerted the man on the horse, who swung his lantern toward us.

“Run!” | grabbed Bene’s hand and pulled himacross the neadow away fromthe

r oad.

W ran down the sharp incline, saved from being i nmedi ately savaged by the dog
because of the thick hedge. But | knew it would get through soon enough

At the bottomof the hill was a creek. | splashed into it and tugged Bene

al ong over the rocks. He fell in, and then | slipped and wet ny wool [|eggings
to ny hips. But | continued on, begging the water sprites to prevent the dog
fromsnelling us.

W had no breath for tal king as we struggled on. The creek splashed around us.
The trees arching overhead cut off the faint noonshine, and | was grateful to
the olfs for their light. There was no sound of pursuit by the dog or freeman.
When we had gone far upstream and my entire body was nunmb and shaki ng, we
clinmbed out. But | wouldn't |et Bene collapse on the ground. W had to keep
nmovi ng. “They know where we are,” | rem nded him

He was gasping fromthe exertion. “If | were still a slave, 1'd be warmin ny
bed right now”

“W’re not free yet,” was all | could say through ny chattering teeth.

W avoi ded several villages so we woul dn’t been seen. There nust have been a
search party of freenmen bl anketing the area. W couldn’t double back to the
river, so | pushed us ever farther east. W lost one olf, and then as the sky
began to brighten, the others di sappeared, returning to the Mntplaire

pl easur e house.

At sunrise we stunbled on a road. | wasn't sure if it came fromthe Twel ve



Towns, but Bene couldn’t be dragged across the fields of dead stubble anynore.
He managed to keep going, putting one foot stubbornly in front of the other as
we pl odded down the road. | wi shed we could stop in a barn somewhere to sl eep
but I was afraid the manor fol k would catch up to us.

More peopl e began novi ng about, and every hoof -beat and shout could have
her al ded our doom Bene and | pulled our mantles far over our faces. Splashed
in mud and worse, we |ooked like a couple of day |aborers. In ny tunic and

| eggings, | was taken for a young man rather than a wonan.

Bene and | paused by a streamto drink our fill. “Let’s use sone of your
riches to get food and a place to sleep in the next village,” Bene suggest ed.
“We shouldn’t be on the road where they can find us.”

| sighed. “I"'msorry to say that | didn't fetch the casket. | left it behind.”
Bene sat down hard on the ground. “You nean . . . we have not hing?”

“Don’t worry,” | quickly assured him |f Bene gave up, we would surely be
caught. “lI’ve found that coins are not always necessary.”

“No? 1've always found that the destitute starve.” He shook his head as if
reconsi dering his decision to cone with ne. “How could you | eave a fortune
behi nd?”

“I was trying to save the other slaves. | didn't expect Vanais to raise the
house. And in the rush to get out . . . | didn't think of it until it was too
late.” | hardened ny tone. “But anything is better than being sent to

Stanbulin, believe nme. You're not neant to be a slave, Bene. Under any ot her
master |’ve known, you' d have been beaten and puni shed until that wild nature
of yours was broken.”

Bene still refused to ook at ne. | had to pull himback to his feet, urging
hi m onward. As we started down the road | began considering the nen who passed
by, wondering if | could proposition themfor food. That would certainly

i mprove Bene's outl ook. But everyone | ooked as downtrodden and hungry as we.
Town walls rose in the valley ahead, nestled anong the trees. W chanced

di scovery by going inside, hoping to barter for food.

Bene roused hinsel f somewhat as we went under the arch in the wall, with the
gates opened wide. A fat six-sided tower rose nearby with a parapet at the
top. Two nen gazed down on the surrounding countryside. Inside the walls, the
twi sty mud | anes were lined with stone and tinber structures.

| followed the flow of people to the market. The busy square was swarming wth
people and spirits alike, as was the burial yard next to the Kristna
sanctuary.

| shuddered at the sight, remenbering how the bishop had killed Avid. She had
never harmed anyone, wanting only to be left alone to conmune with her bel oved
olfs. | clung to Bene’s hand tighter. | had failed to save AQvid, just as |
had failed to convince the other slaves of Montplaire to escape.

Everything 1'd said to the slaves would be relayed to Canille, and she woul d
tell her superiors in Stanbulin about ne. But | hoped they would continue to
believe I was a Becksbury slave. Know ng Ukeral d, ny vehemence about torture
and abuse woul d surely be understandabl e.

Then | caught sight of two freemen astride small horses typically used to pul
carts. They were searching through the crowd in the market, |ooking at
everyone’s faces.

“I think those are Montplaire freenen.” | |ed Bene behind booths and carts to
avoi d them

W circled near the sanctuary. A cleric was standing on the porch with his
arnms raised over a group of people gathered bel ow. Sonme were seated on nul es,
whil e others stood stoically holding long staffs. A few were well and

fashi onably dressed, but nbst wore long robes flowi ng dowmn to their feet and
cow s that covered their heads and shoul ders that | had come to associate with
foll owers of Kristna. They were surrounded by curious townsfolKk.

Though the spirit of Kristna was fl owi ng anongst the followers, | pushed
deeper into the crowd. Bene kept gl ancing behind us, watching for our

pursuers. The cleric was praying to Kristna to protect the peregrini before
him and to take his blessings with themon their journey. The peregrin



rai sed their staffs in acknow edgnment. Wth a |l ot of elaborate words in the
vein of “go and be safe,” the cleric finished with a flourish.

| was busy looking for the freemen from Montplaire, but the crowd shifted and
nmoved. The townsfol k bid friends and rel atives farewell and began to disperse
as nine or ten travelers carrying their staffs headed out of the market
squar e.

| pulled Bene into their mdst, keeping far away fromthe searching freenen.
Two wonen on mul es provided the perfect cover when one beast kept shaking its
head, frightening its rider

“I"1'l guide himfor you,” | offered, putting a firmhand on the nule s neck
The poor animal didn't like the rider’s uncertain seat. The nul e cal ned under
nmy touch.

The girl on his back was very grateful. “Bless you, ny dear,” she told ne,

though I was surely ol der than she. “You shall be rewarded for your aid.”
Bene foll owed behind me as we wal ked by the Montplaire freenen. They didn't
bother to glance at the peregrini.

As we passed through the | anes back to the gate, | gave up hope of getting any
food in towmn. It wasn't safe with the freenmen | ooking for us.

So we continued on with the peregrini, going farther away fromthe great
river. Though fatigue and hunger made nmy head spin, | was no | onger worried
that we woul d be discovered. W were well concealed in the mdst of the
peregrini. Sone of them prayed as they wal ked, their staffs striking the
ground with determ ned thuds. Ot hers sang ordinary songs and stopped to wet
their tongues with beer when we passed through a crossroads vill age.

Bene and | were saved when bread was handed to each of us at a nodest
sanctuary. The peregrini sat down to make a neal of it with fresh water from

the well. Sonme of them had abundant coins in their fat purses, but they took
what was freely offered

“Why do they give us food?” | asked the girl whose mule | had continued to

| ead.

“It’s decreed that all sanctuaries must help us on our way,” she replied in a
hi gh- pi tched, childish voice. | had discovered that one of the nen on foot was

her husband. “We traveled for three days to neet up with your group. Not many
| eave this time of year.”

“And where are you going?” | asked

“All the way to Ditalia. Surely you'll not be satisfied by the relics al ong
the way? W& nust see the Holy City where Kristna rules.”

Kristna followers clained their god was cast in an earthly form and

wondered if he wal ked anong themin his city. But | was not eager to wtness
it myself. | had troubl e enough with Lexander, a mere godling.

After Bene and | had eaten our fill, | considered |eaving the peregrini.
wasn’t confortable in the mdst of the Kristna followers, and | nissed the

ol fs, who were avoiding the band of travelers. But we were safely hidden and
were noving farther away from Montplaire. So | continued on with them

Bene and | were fortunate that the days were short. As the sun |owered, we
filed through the gates of a sanctuary conpound and were shown up a | adder
into a loft in the barn. There were mattresses stuffed with straw |l aid on the
wooden slats. It was warm because of the animals bel ow

Bene fell asleep with crunbs of our evening ration of cheese clinging to his
mout h. | snuggled up next to himfor warnth, feeling as protective as a nother
hen.

When | awoke refreshed the next norning, the peregrini began to stir. W

recei ved a bounty of hard bread fromthe cleric who tended the sanctuary.

It was difficult to feel victorious when we had barely escaped. It was al ready
too late for Vanais and the other slaves who had been sent to Stanbulin on the

shi p.

“l had hoped to return to Montplaire,” |I told Bene. “To convince the other

sl aves to come with us.”

“Sure, take ne back to Montplaire. 1'Il stay there.” He knocked the hard bread

agai nst the post in enphasis. “l only left because you said you were rich.”



By his tone, he neant it. But | decided not to take his grunbling seriously
unl ess he started wal ki ng back to Montplaire.

“We can’t go back right now,” | said. In truth, Montplaire would be fortified
after our escape and the near theft of Canille’'s jewels. “W’Il have to wait
for a while until they let their guard down again.”

“First you need to figure out how to convince the slaves to come with you,”
Bene told me. “Don’t expect me to say this is better.”

Wth Mntplaire out of the question, the only other pleasure house | knew of
was in Veneto, where Lexander had once been master. Doubtless he woul d take
particul ar satisfaction in destroying it, like he did with Vidaris. Perhaps
vengeance had driven himthere after he had |l eft ne behind. In his current
rage, he could even have gone straight to Stanbulin to directly challenge his
peopl e. But surely that would be suicide.

| wished | could be nore hopeful that Lexander would free the slaves when he
brought down a pl easure house, but | had serious doubts after Becksbury. Even
one |life saved, |ike Bene, was worth any price | had to pay.

| turned to Bene. “How far away is Veneto?”

“It’s on the Azure Sea, south of here.”

“I's it near Ditalia?” | asked.

“It’s just beyond the Holy Enmpire.”

| considered that. “So it would be quicker to sail there?”

Bene nodded, and | considered our options. To get to the river where we could
find passage to the sea beyond, we would have to avoid the dedi cated freenen
who were searching for us. O we could continue on foot to Ditalia with the
peregrini, getting free food and | odging al ong the way. And no matter what

el se could be said of Kristna followers, their nmen had not tried to ravish us.

“W’re going to beconme peregrini,” | decided.
“You're not a follower of Kristna,” Bene protested. “And neither aml.”
“There’s no need to tell themthat.” | didn't want to explain nmy plan in case

we were recaptured by Canille. “Trust ne, Bene. You said you wanted to travel.
This is as good a start as any.”

Bene | ooked around at our companions. “'Tis true, it’'s better than being a
farmer. And perhaps the food will inprove.”

So our decision was nmade. The peregrini were curious about us—especially when
they realized | was a worman, not a boy as mny clothing indicated. They believed
| dressed that way to protect nyself on the road, and were vehenment in their

i nsi stence that no one would dare trouble peregrini and bring Kristna's
sentinels down on thensel ves.

When t hey asked why we had become peregrini, | replied honestly. “W were
conpelled to walk this path.” They nodded approvingly.

The affluent peregrini rode nules, so it was easy for us to overhear their
conversation as we helped with their mounts. The young bride had a nervous
tenmperament, and she nmade fervent prayers in every sanctuary for a child,
havi ng | ost her babe with the harvest. | thought she and her ol der husband
sinmply needed to rut for another year or two, but he was eager to get an heir
for his vast hol di ngs.

The ot her coupl e had a no-nonsense way about their devotions, belying their
decision to | eave their confortable home and go vast di stances to pay homage
to Kristna. The matronly woman lolled on her nmule, with her husband astride
next to her. She chattered happily about her |arge brood of children |eft

behi nd to anyone who would listen. | wondered if they had become peregrini
simply as an excuse for a journey.
When her husband asked why we had no staffs, | admtted we hadn’'t a coin to

buy them The man was ki nd enough to pay a farthing for two of the stout
staffs by which peregrini were known.

Whil e the coupl es wel coned us, the squat Frankish clerics were al

seriousness. They marched stoically through the rain, and set to beggi ng

bef ore every sanctuary door. | suspected they had reserves of coins in their
pouches because they often bought foodstuff in the markets we passed through
In contrast, there were three Danel aw cl erics who mai ntained an austerity that



was di squi eting. They refused to wash thensel ves and ate only what the
sanctuari es gave wi thout begging for nore. They rose at each bell to pray to
their god, spending too much time on their knees before wal king all day.
Because we were | odged close to sanctuaries, the bells woke nme all through the
night. | never truly slept, and it left nme in a daze during the day. | |onged
to be able to commune with the olfs for rejuvenation, but all the otherworldly
creatures avoi ded the peregrini because of the strong presence of Kristna
anong t hem

Bene was thriving, always interested and excl ai m ng over sonethi ng—an
intricately carved bridge or a shining river snaking through a flat open
valley. He wasn’'t suited to service, being nuch too m schievous and i npul si ve.
He was happier flitting fromplace to place like an olf. So despite the
hardshi ps, he didn’t really regret |eaving Mntplaire.

On one particularly harsh day, the rain turned to sleet and there was no
conveni ent sanctuary nearby, forcing us to plod through the icy mud. That day
Bene conpl ai ned, but everyone did, including the Danel aw cl erics who prayed
loudly for Kristna to relieve their suffering.

When it becane clear that Canille’'s freemen wouldn't find us, | began to
confide in Bene. | told himabout ny honeland and that ny namwas a native
Skraeling. | explained that ny owmn master had freed me, and that | was

determned to free other pleasure slaves. Yet | never mentioned Lexander’s
nane or that he was bent on destroying the houses.

The peregrini noved at a |eisurely pace, pausing at each sanctuary and the
various shrines to Kristna erected by natural springs and crossroads. Sone of
the sanctuaries held reliquaries that were said to cause mracles. At the
sanctuary marking the entrance to the Holy Enpire, the land of Kristna, there
was a jewel -encrusted case that was said to hold the foot of a man who had
wal ked wi th Kristna hinself.

The peregrini knelt before the altar where the reliquary rested. | joined
them but instead of bowing ny head, | stared up at the sparkling green and
blue jewels, and the gol den enbroi dery on the draperies of the altar. The
cloth was so fine that the light shone through it. Two | eat her-bound books
were enbossed and dotted with pearls and rubies. The bronze candl esticks rose
hi gh, holding fat yell ow candl es that woul d take days to burn out.

At the rear of the altar was a carved ivory plaque hinged in three sections.
It showed the tiny figures of nen, some on horses, and the distinct outline of
a Kristna sanctuary. A fancy bucket sat on a pedestal to one side. The
peregrini were allowed to dip their hands into the water that had been bl essed
if they gave an oblation to the sanctuary. Even the clerics from Danel aw dug
into their purses to hand over a coin.

Bene and | hung back. He was | ooking up at the stone carvings on the arches
and col ums—vi nes, |eaves, and faces. Fat babies floated in the air on tiny
wi ngs, and | wondered if they were neant to depict olfs.

But no ol f passed through the great bronze doors, cast in coffers like the
arched ceiling. | was sorry because | thought they would like the wall

pai ntings that showed Kristna followers, their mantles of bright color slung
over their shoul ders and hanging to their feet.

That day we passed by an edifice that was under construction. The
flinmsy-1ooking scaffolding and pull eys rose higher than the unfinished wall. |
heard one of the peregrini say it had once been a great sanctuary that had
burned to the ground. It was being rebuilt taller and finer than before.

The Holy Enmpire surely belonged to Kristna. The spires of sanctuaries dotted
the countryside, rising higher than the villages around them The olfs were
rel egated to the kitchen hearths of the cottars or the wooded gl ades. It
wasn't just because | was with the peregrini—there were decidedly far fewer
spirits in the Holy Enpire

After too many days of wal king w thout reprieve, | hoped we were nearing the
end of our journey. But the peregrini settled into a rhythmthat offered no
hope of relief. As we arrived at a hospice, the last of the sun’s rays shone
under the bl anket of clouds.



The wide valley was illuminated before ne. It seened to go on forever. At the
other side was a line of mountains, with the undul ati ng peaks shining white
wi th snow. They extended far beyond sight.

“That must be the sunmmits,” Bene said in awe. He joined ne on the sl ope near
the hospice. “Etien said they're the tallest nountains in the Auldl and.”

“W’re not going up there!” | protested.

“We’ || have to cross themto get to Ditalia. Fromthe other side we can head
east to Veneto.”

| stared at the mountains. “Is it possible?”

“So they say. At the rate we’re going,
anot her nmoon to get there.”

My expression nust have been pure di smay. Bene began bounci ng up and down on
his toes. He wanted constant assurances fromne. He had been trained to be
subservient, and that was a hard habit to break

There was no goi ng back now, so | accepted the inevitable. | had m sjudged the
di stance based on ny travels at hone.

When we stopped the next evening and the nountains appeared | arger though not
much closer, | realized we were truly in for a difficult tinme. Wat were these
peopl e thinking, crossing peaks like that in the heart of wi nter? The
peregrini seened confident that it could be done. But | also discovered the
couples had left detailed instructions for the distribution of their property
if they died along the way, which did not confort nme.

When we finally began the gradual ascent into the outlying foothills, we cane
upon a village of stone in the mdst of the trees. The sanctuary and tower

bel onged to a conpound of Kristna followers. The village clung to its side

i ke a burr.

Bene said thoughtfully, “it may take

The nmountai ns rose up abruptly behind us. 1'd seen nountains before, but never
like this. The mass of rock | oomed nenacingly.

It was cold inside the hospice in the sanctuary conmpound. | hurried to the
bed, but as soon as | touched it, tiny bugs sprang out. | tentatively pushed
nmy hand into the bl anket, and the bl ack specks swarned toward me, attracted by
nmy war nt h

“I can't sleep here,” | declared. My flesh had al ready been eaten raw.

Bene sinply scratched and didn’'t seemto care. It made me wonder about his
life before Montplaire. My family in Jarnby may have been poor, but we drank
mlk every nmorning and had our share of neat in the stew—and we had no biting
bugs living in our furs.

There were sinply too nany people in the Auldland. The sheer nunber of

vill ages, towns, and nore villages was astoni shing. Even our band of peregrini
was growi ng as we picked up nmore clerics and followers. Mst of the clerics
avoi ded the wonen, but there were a few who watched us too cl osely, naking ne
doubt their proclainmed celibacy.

| left the hospice to return to the barn. Bene foll owed nme, as always. |
couldn’t go behind a tree to relieve nyself w thout having himat ny heels.

In the barn, we nestled into the clean straw stored for a fine herd of cattle.
The sanctuary was prosperous, and it was said the clerics owned nmuch of the
surroundi ng | and.

| snuggled up to Bene, lying on his mantle and w appi ng m ne over us. W were
bot h shiveri ng.

Since we were at |ast alone, | ventured to ask, “Wiy don't you ever speak of
your famly, Bene?”

“There’s nothing to say,” Bene nunbled. “I’mnot froma distant |and Iike you,
where everything is different.”

“Not so very different.” | knew Bene was the son of a sinple Frankish cottar

W had passed by hundreds of poor families living in shacks and eking out life
froma muddy strip of land. “My famly was poor, too. But | was never

raped.”

He shifted uneasily.

“What happened, Bene?” | asked.

He had been trained to respond, though he didn't want to. “My ol der brothers



used to take turns sleeping next to me and
Bene's arnms | oosened from around nme as he began to draw away.

| held himtightly. “Don’t. We're just starting to warmup.”

When he hugged nme again, it was with a different intent. “Good idea to get
away fromthe others,” he murnured.

Bene rubbed his body against mne. It wasn't the first tinme, but | had

di scouraged his advances while we were in the nmidst of the Kristna clerics.
They rejected sensual pleasure. The couples had refrained fromrutting except
for one or two notable occasions that had aggravated the clerics mghtily.

Now, starting to feel warm and drowsy, | let Bene press his tarse into my hip.
He grew turgid with excitenment, and his hands pushed under ny tunic to my bare
ski n.

It felt good, but somehow | could not enjoy it. Bene's urgency was born from
nore than a need to rut. It wasn't lust like we’d shared in Montplaire. Now
there was sonething nore he needed fromme, just |ike Porter had briefly hoped
that I would satisfy his unfulfilled longings for a wife.

| pushed at Bene’s hands, trying to stop himfromtouching me. He was

di stracting ne fromny questions about his famly. And even nore, he wanted to
be safe. For him that meant pleasi ng whoever held the reins. He nmust have

| earned that fromhis brothers, and Canille and Etien had reinforced it.

“No, Bene, don't,” | told him “W can't.”

He persisted, expecting ne to give in. But |I could feel no pleasure now, not
when | knew what he was doi ng.

“Bene, stop it.” | pulled away slightly, pushing on his shoulders and letting
a blast of cold air under the mantle.

“Please, it feels so good,” he urged, trying to pull ne back

“Bene, |I’mnot your mistress!” | snapped.

That penetrated his fog. He lay there breathing heavily. “W’ve rutted before,
Marja. | don't understand why you don’'t want to.”

“You can't rely on other people, Bene. | had to learn the hard way.”

Stung, he asked, “Wat does that have to do with a harm ess rut?”

| sighed. “You're trying to stay safe by pleasing me. But |’ m hel ping you
because | want you to be free, not because it serves ne.”

He lay there stiffly, unsure of what to do. | don't think he fully understood,
but his silence was encouragi ng. Perhaps he was considering it.

| pulled himcloser, wapping our mantles around us again and pressing ny face
agai nst his shoulder. This time we nel ded together w thout any sensual sparks.

That convinced me | was right. | had to give Bene the chance to becone his own
nman.

W clinbed into the nountains. The summits were not nerely a |line of peaks;
beyond the first pass were even taller mountains with nmore ahead. | could only

focus on the slippery path, beaten into packed snow. After we went into the
summits, the blue sky di sappeared for good, |eaving only white clouds above. |
couldn’t stop staring at the vistas of conifers and snow covered neadows

bef ore us.

The wi nd whi pped agai nst us, snaking through nmy mantle until | begged two

thi ck bl ankets from a hospice so Bene and | wouldn’t freeze. The young bride
had a fur nuff and a fur-lined cloak that |ooked very enticing. The clerics
wore many robes of felted wool that kept out the frigid blasts.

When we crossed passes that went over the tree Iine, where there was only ice
and gray rock, our pace slowed to a crawl. W were covering far |ess ground
each day. Here water was frozen in ways |’'d never seen before—in bubbles
around springs, and long icicles hanging fromexposed cliff faces, and frozen
| ayers on top of softer snow that broke with each step

W stopped every day in a different village tucked in the deep, narrow
val l eys. There were no walls here to keep out attackers—the mountains served
that function.

Then we came to a town | arger than nost, situated on the edge of a long |ake
that was smoother than any ice | had ever seen. The cobbled streets were
remarkably cl ean, with peopl e wal ki ng about wearing bul ky caps and stri ped



wool cl oaks, leading cattle and goats with shaggy coats.

The band decided to stop early because of the threatening black clouds pouring
over the next pass. There was a special service in the Kristna sanctuary,
celebrating a saint’s day. Since it was too cold to explore the neat town,
Bene and | went al ong.

The sanctuary was full of people, including a | arge number of peregrini. Bene
and | stayed near the back so we would not be conscripted into their rites.
Once | had accidentally let nyself be pushed up to the altar, and | had to sip
the sour wine froma large silver chalice. Bene partook fromtine to tine,
sayi ng he wanted the wine, but the spirit of Kristna didn’t |odge inside of
him He was free to choose for hinmself, but | would be sorry to see hi maccept
the “one, true” god, thereby rejecting all others.

When the ritual was conpleted, we were told that the clerics would be given
the I ast berths and there was no nore roomin the sanctuary hospi ce. Bene and
I, along with the two couples, would have to stay at an inn

Bene and | followed the couples. | had discovered that the young bride had

| ost two babes, born before their time, and she dwelled on it overnuch,
anxious to be perfectly correct in her worship. The matronly woman, on the

ot her hand, was quite pragmatic except for the day we drank froman icy,

Kri st na-bl essed spring and her ring broke off. She was delighted, claimng the
ring had been stuck on her plunmp finger for years and had caused her no end of
trouble. | thought the silver ring broke because she struck it against the
rock basin, but she said it was an intervention from Kristna hinself.

The inn was a | arge stone house with a few arched wi ndows and a tidy slate
roof. Snoke puffed fromthe chimey. Wth the dark clouds | owering over our
heads, | only hoped it was warm

Inside the main room I|it by several lanterns and a large fire in the hearth,
the other two coupl es bargained with the innkeeper in the Frankish tongue.
Most peopl e we had encountered in the Holy Enpire spoke nore than one dial ect,
per haps because we were followi ng the peregrini path to Ditalia.

There were several patrons seated at the trestle table eating a porridge of
roasted oats. The central hearth was open to the kitchen beyond, where the
iron pot hung near the flanes. Two wonen saw us enter and began to gather nore
bow s.

“Two pfenigs,” the bride told nme. “For each couple.”

“W have nothing to give,” | said to the innkeeper. “W started this journey
wi t hout any coins, as peregrini should.”

The poorest clerics were disdainful of the wealth of the peregrini, who were
supposed to give up everything in their journey to honor Kristna. Myst of the
clerics wal ked, refusing to ride the nmules that carried their packs unless
they were injured or sick. The bride’'s husband was also on foot to further
hunbl e hinsel f before his god. But he wasn’t above buying meat and veget abl es
in the markets to suppl enent the nonotonous diet of hard cheese and bread.

The matron huffed as if ready to take offense at ny words, but | held up a
hand. “I make no boast, for we had no coins to start. Qur journey would be
easier if we did. But we don’t ask for it to be easy, only to reach our
destination in good health.”

| was repeating phrases | had overheard fromthe clerics, but it nollified the
others. " '"Tis true,” the bride' s husband said. “Charity is supposed to be
given to peregrini to aid us on our way. W can afford to pay, but these two
cannot. |’ve seen it for nyself—they ve left no oblations in the sanctuaries,
for they had none to give.”

The i nnkeeper notioned for another peregrine to conme inside. The man

i medi ately agreed to pay for a bed. My heart began to sink at the thought of
sleeping with the mules again on this bitter-cold night.

“Let my friend share with this man,” | said to the innkeeper. “Surely | can
sleep here by the fire.”

The i nnkeeper shuffled his feet, pulling at his beard as if he wanted to
refuse. But the peregrine was of our own band, and he was agreeabl e.

Bene protested. “I can't let you sleep on the floor while | have a bed.”



“Better here than the barn.”

He gl anced at the strangers seated at the table. “It won’t be safe for you
alone. I'll stay down here with you.”

The i nnkeeper turned away to show the peregrine upstairs, but the two coupl es
lingered, listening to us argue. Bene’s advances were becom ng nmaddeni ngly

insistent as | kept rebuffing him He touched nme in intinmate ways and gazed at
me longingly for all to see. Perhaps he thought he could wear me down until |
finally ended up rutting with him

From the kitchen door, the young wonan called out, “You can share ny bed, if
you like, mss.”

“Many thanks,” | agreed quickly, so Bene couldn't protest. The girl sniled and
went back into the kitchen. | thought at first that she was a servant, but her
resenbl ance to the innkeeper’s wife was too nmarked for her to be anything

ot her than a daughter.

Bene was sul ky as we sat down to eat the good, thick porridge. There was honey

to pour on it, and the peregrini praised Kristna for the bounty. | was happy
that several olfs made the inn their honme, and they were el bow deep in every
pot as well as rifling through the bags of the new arrivals. | hid ny grin

behi nd ny hand, trying to not |et anyone see ny anusenent. Silently | told the
olfs that | had m ssed them exceedi ngly.

Fasia, the innkeeper’s daughter, was grown enough to be wed. She kept filling
our bow s when her father wasn't |ooking. The innkeeper and his wife were
confortabl e people who wanted for nothing in this nountaintop village, but he
grunmbl ed about the food we ate wi thout paying. The bride’ s husband finally

qui eted himby giving himanother farthing, calling it alms for the poor

Bene touched ne a few tines during dinner as he was wont to do. He had been

trained in the arts of allurement and he did it well. Wth a | ook or a brush
of his fingertips, | could feel my flesh igniting. But he was not pursuing ne
out of desire. Lust, | could have count enanced.

H s attentions escal ated when he noticed that the innkeeper’s daughter kept
smling at ne. Fasia had round red cheeks and nerry eyes. She was a sturdy
girl, but I could see fromher nother how she woul d grow plunper as she aged.
Her blond braids were tied up in a kerchief.

Per haps Fasia was sinply reacting to ny interest in her. | could not help
myself. | felt all msty-eyed seeing a pretty blond girl again; she remn nded
nme of hone.

Bene was growi ng nore upset by the nonment, but | ignored him Perhaps he

didn't realize what he was doing, but | was tired of his manipul ati ons.

Per haps Bene needed to be confronted by his own linmitations.

So | smiled at Fasia in that secret way, and was pleased when she responded.
Along with extra food, she heated water in the kitchen and carried it to her
roomso | could wash in the generous basin. Bene glared after us, but | sinply
bid hima good night.

| truly felt blessed to clinb the stairs into the small nook next to the

chi mey, hidden behind a wooden door. The rising heat kept the roomvery warm
| was able to strip off ny tunic and |l eggings for the first tine since | had
joined the peregrini. My body | ooked different—+ean and hard fromthe constant
effort of walking and clinmbing with barely enough food to sustain ne. |
scrubbed everywhere, renoving |layers of dirt.

I clinbed naked into the bed, which was nercifully clean without a hint of a
bug. | dozed off before Fasia finally cane to bed.

She undressed and slid in beside nme, snmelling of warmflour and wood snoke. |
was curled on ny side facing her, so she matter-of-factly snuggl ed her back to
me. | put ny armover her, and she noved even closer as if rel axing.

Wth such a wonderful arnful of woman, | couldn't fall back to sleep. |I pushed
my hips into her slightly, feeling her rounded buttocks agai nst ny thighs.

If she was unwilling, she could have easily pulled away and | woul d have | et
her alone. But after a nonment, she gently |eaned back into nme. Her hand took
m ne and placed it on her rounded belly.

| let out my breath in anticipation as | stroked the full curve of her hip.



Her wai st was smaller than | had expected, hidden under the bul ky apron that
fell straight to her knees. | squeezed her magnificent, plunp breasts, rubbing
her rosy nipples. She was pink and white, clean and hale. | couldn’t believe
this ripe woman had not yet been claimed by sonme man. It nust have been by her
choi ce that she was unwed.

She hi ssed and npaned, squirm ng under ny hands. | held her close to ne,
stroki ng her rounded cheeks and strong thighs.

Fasia | et me push her onto her back. Likely she had bedded plenty of girls who
had passed through the inn, but she was not aggressive about her pleasure.

ki ssed her red lips, feeling her nove beneath nme. She was like a pliable dol
that | could do with as | wanted.

My fingers eagerly excited her, rubbing as | watched her every reaction, and
slipping inside to test her response. Then | did as Al ga had taught ne,
rhyt hm cally bunping her crotch with ny thigh. She withed with abandon
pressing the blanket into her mouth so no one woul d hear her. Bene woul d
surely try to listen to us. But | didn't care even if the peregrini were

of f ended.

In bringing Fasia to climax, | al so peaked. | had been w thout pleasure for so
I ong, resisting Bene's deft advances, that | al nost screamed out loud. | had
to bury ny face in her mass of hair to stifle nyself.

| collapsed on top of her, both of us glow ng. W cuddl ed back together and
drifted off to sleep.
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When the blizzard kept us stranded at the inn for several days, Bene grew

i ncreasingly upset when each night I went to bed with Fasia and enjoyed her
st atuesque beauty. She was exactly the kind of girl that Lexander had once
searched for—eager to enjoy herself and passive enough to be trained. But the
t hought of gentle Fasia being tornented by Hel anas was unbear abl e.

It nade ne wonder if we had wal ked past other pleasure houses, |eaving other
slaves to suffer when I could have freed them | whispered to Fasia one night
after we were satiated, “Don’t |et yourself be taken away from here, ny
darling girl. There are those who woul d make you a slave and ruin your life.”

She passed it off, assuring ne, “lI’Il never |eave ny nother. Men have asked
but 1 always refuse.”

“Let no woman take you away either,” | warned, renmenbering Drucelli’s charns.
Fasia giggled. “Man or woman, | could never |eave Mana.”

So other than Bene’'s barbed remarks about ny enjoynent of Fasia, | enjoyed the
enforced rest. | ate the abundant food and lay in front of the fire, soaking
up the heat. | even washed my clothing and wore one of Fasia s dresses while

the ugly maroon and gray tunic hung in the kitchen to dry.
Fasia was discreet when we weren’t in her nook. Her parents didn’t notice her
preference, but Bene saw every gl ance we exchanged. He caught me al one by the

privy and insisted, “If you can rut with that girl, then why not nme?”
“Because you want sonething | can’t give you,” | retorted.

“I want you.” He saw ny doubt. “I do.”

“You don’t know what you want,” | said kindly.

H s hands cl enched in anger. “Wat if | decided to stay here instead of
| eaving with you?”

| al nmost | aughed. “It’s a very nice place. | would nake sure you were settled

in and then 1’d go on to Veneto.”

“How coul d you | eave ne behi nd?” Hi s dark eyes were accusing. “lI would never

| eave you, not unless you told me to.”

Wth a pang, | thought of Lexander. | quickly shook ny head. “You are free to

go anywhere | do, Bene. 1'd nuch rather be together than have you struggle

al one.”

Bene rubbed his hands through his curly hair until it stood on end, frustrated
and conf used.

When we finally left the inn and | bid Fasia a fond farewel |, Bene stayed far

away from ne, wal king anong the clerics. He took to | eaving the peregrini



whenever we reached a village, ducking down a side |ane or taking an opposite
turn when we passed through a market. | never said a word about it.

Once | saw himcharming the matronly peregrine into giving hima fat sausage
fromthe |ink she had purchased. She responded quite naturally to his
flattery. | thought it was well that Bene used his skills to get what he
needed. But he didn’t have to do that with ne.

Then one evening in a tiny village clinging to a barren, snow swept cleft,
Bene didn't return fromhis wanderings. | went searching for himin the fading
light. There wasn’'t rmuch beyond a few buildings, and I couldn’t find him

My heart was in ny throat, fearing sonmething terrible had happened to him
During the night, | lay awake in the hospice, imagining himhurt in a ditch or
dying in the cold. | was afraid | had nmade a nistake in bringing himon the
peregrini path in the dead of winter. | knew Lexander felt responsible for ne
in the same way.

Bene still hadn’t returned by norning. The peregrini departed, fearing the
weat her woul d close in again before they crossed the next pass. The two
coupl es were genui nely concerned about ne and Bene, but they left anyway,
claimng they couldn’t |ose the protection of the band.

Once the peregrini started off, olfs began to appear around ne. They didn’'t

m nd the sanctuary hospice as long as the Kristna foll owers were gone.

Bene returned to the hospice that evening, defiant but watching me too
closely, betraying his trepidation. He expected me to be angry with him

It was an inmense relief, and it nmade ne laugh to realize how false ny guilty
feelings had been. It wasn't ny responsibility to take care of Bene, just as
it wasn’t Lexander’s responsibility to protect ne.

I was lying down, letting an olf bounce on ny leg. “Did you enjoy yoursel f?”
asked.

He considered it. “Yes, | did. | found the nbost accommodati ng woman with a
great soft bed and lots of ale.”

“That sounds good.” | continued playing with the ol f.

He | ooked around, realizing the others were gone. “They |left without you?”
“There will be another group of peregrini through soon enough.”

Bene was nore confused than ever. He returned to the wonan’s house over the
next few days, but when another band of peregrini arrived at the hospice, we
continued with them

The new band of peregrini was nmuch smaller; six clerics who were intent upon
their journey. They claimed to have left other peregrini behind who coul dn't
keep up, and they warned us about their prodigious pace.

Most of the clerics were of an age to be dandling children on their knees as
they contenplated the work of the day. But instead they had dedicated their
lives to worshiping their god. They were bundled up in drab |ayers of wool,
revealing only their eyes, but even in the warnth of the hospices their shaved
heads made them | ook the same. O the two el der nen, one was distinguishable
by his |l arge, hooked nose that came down in a point, while the other had
col l apsed Iips where his teeth used to be.

| had been honed by my exertions so | was able to maintain their brisk pace.
had every need to reach Veneto quickly. Bene usually had energy to spare, so
he didn’t conplain. Even when we caught up to our forner band of peregrini, we
continued on with the fast-noving clerics.

Then one day we surmounted a pass and instead of snow before us, | saw a
verdant valley of luscious conifers. “W’ ve reached the other side of the
sunmits,” | told Bene.

He | ooked around doubtfully. “I hope you're right.”

It was not as bitterly cold, so |I pushed back ny hood as we wal ked. The

cl ouded sky lifted ahead, showi ng a swath of bl ue.

It seened the worst of our journey was over and that we had made it safely to
Ditalia. But that night we |earned that Veneto lay in the opposite direction
fromKristna’s Holy City. Soon we would have to | eave the band of the clerics
and stri ke out on our own.

We cane down out of the sunmits onto the western coast of Ditalia. The



brilliant blue sparkle of water beckoned us fromthe horizon. But the road
forked and the peregrini continued dowmn to the coast, while Bene and | turned
i nl and. Veneto was off the eastern coast of the narrow peninsula of Ditalia.
W stayed in a sanctuary close to the fork in the road, hoping to nmeet up with
peregrini going our way. But everyone was traveling to the Holy City.

Bene and | set off alone, and the olfs returned to bound al ong besi de us. Bene
didn’t notice them but | felt nuch better for their conpany. | started

hunm ng and singing to please them and after his initial surprise, Bene
joined in.

| realized | had to tell Bene about the olfs, otherwi se he was going to think
| had suddenly gone daft. He tried to | augh off ny explanations at first, but
when | began to describe their unseen antics—tickling a dog’s nose to nmake it
snap, tripping himup as he crossed a brook, and spl ashing water from puddl es
on us—he began to doubt.

| asked the olfs to obscure me fromhis sight, and when | di sappeared before
his eyes, he could no |Ionger deny the truth. Indeed, he |ooked at ne in awe,
the way the foll owers gazed at the images of Kristna hung in every sanctuary.
That was certainly not my aim “My mam and her people comune with the olfs
every day. |’ve nmet people in the Aul dland who do, as well.”

In thanks for ny open acknowl egment of them the olfs led nme to a snoker hung
with neat froma freshly killed boar. It belonged to an estate that clearly

| acked for nothing, so we feasted like kings. It was ny first taste of nmeat in
nore than a nmoon. | began to feel foolishly optimstic.

But that afternoon we cane upon a scene of devastation. A grand house had
burned to the ground, and the cracked beans and utter collapse of the walls
rem nded nme of Vidaris and Becksbury. A dozen nmen and wonen were gingerly
poki ng t he bl ackened nmounds.

| |l ooked for Lexander, but the headnman stopped us from going closer with his
soot-covered arm “Hold up. What are you two doi ng here? W' ve clainmed the

sal vage rights.”

| understood himaquite clearly fromthe olfs, but | stunbled in speaking the
Ditalia | anguage. “Peregrini,” | said, holding out ny staff. H s suspicion
eased. “People die in fire?” | put ny hands together piously, adding in
Franki sh, “We can pray for their souls.”

“I"ve no oblation to give you,” the man said bluntly. “And these fol k woul d
not want your prayers, not after Kristna’s own has killed them This was a

pl easure house. The sentinels cane two days ago and burned them out. The
master and his consort nust have been inside.”

| had no doubt that Lexander was the instigator. “Slaves here, yes?”

He turned back to his work of sifting through the rubble. “Not anynore. They
were taken to Chivasso to be sold.”

My worst fears were realized. Lexander had brought down the fury of Kristna on
this remote pleasure house, and the slaves were part of the weckage. |
grabbed Bene and ran w thout stopping to the town at the bottom of the valley.
My only hope was that Lexander had purchased the slaves to free them

| soon found the slave master and his cart in the marketplace. There were six
pl easure slaves sitting in the straw, their wists bound together in front of
them Their brief tunics |ooked much like the ones I'd worn in Vidaris.

| stopped a young servant boy and he told nme about the excitenment the previous
day when all fourteen slaves had been put up for sale. The townsfol k had cone
to gawk at the slaves, pointing and shouting out |lewd remarks until they were
hustl ed al ong by the town sentries.

None of the slaves had escaped. A wailing cry filled nmy head—How coul d
Lexander allow this to happen?

A fine wagon with tall wheels arrived, and a man in a fur-trimred tunic
peremptorily took charge of four slaves as if the sale had been previously
made. A servant linked their wists together with a rope and led themlike a
line of mules to the wagon. The sl aves never |ooked up, their shoul ders
hunched wearily, as if they had suffered exceedingly before this latest trial
| seized Bene’s arm “Please follow them Find out where they go.”



Startl ed, Bene asked, “Then what?”

“Come back here. I'mgoing to see what | can do about these other two.”
The wagon drove away, and Bene ran off wi thout questioning me. That was his
trai ni ng

| circled around the marketplace to approach the cart fromthe rear. There
were boys lurking about as | was, trying to get a |look at the pl easure sl aves.
The sentries were making regul ar rounds, ordering loiterers off and swatting
at themw th their sticks.

| slipped under the wagon next to the slave master, hiding behind the wheel. A
bi g donkey was in the traces of the slave master’s cart, flicking its ears at
the flies. There was no way to get the slaves out of the cart with the slave
master on the other side. So | decided to take the whol e thing.

Checking to be sure no sentries were nearby or urchins watching, | noved over
by the donkey’'s rear |egs. He was wearing hobbl es. They nade clinking sounds
as | renoved them The donkey snorted and shifted when it realized it was
bei ng freed.

The sl ave master was at the back of the cart, |leaning against it. Stealthily,
| clinbed into the front seat, picking up the short whip Iying on the floor

As | gathered up the reins, | raised the whip to crack it, shouting out, “Yi!”
But the donkey was a staid old beast. My cries and the sound of the whip were
not enough to startle it into a run. The cart jolted forward, then slowed. |
gritted my teeth and | ashed the donkey across the back, but by then it was too
|ate. The slave master swung up into the seat and with one bl ow knocked ne to
t he ground.

“Hold hard there, boy!” the slave naster shouted at me. “Trying to steal ny
stock, are you?”

| scranbl ed under the wheels of the adjacent wagon as he cane after ne. My
mant| e caught on something, so | shrugged out of it and left it behind in ny
rush. The sl ave master was bellowing for sentries, as | scuttled around
frantically trying to get away. | ended up panting behind a barrel with ny
head still ringing fromthe blow, when the slave master finally gave up and
returned to his cart. | hoped the slaves had fled while they had the chance.

| cautiously made ny way through the market. By the tine | returned, the slave
girl was standing beside the cart. Her lush hair hung straight to her waist,
hi di ng her bared breasts. The brief tunic was draped nearby, and a brawny nman
fondl ed her groin, exam ning her as he would a horse.

It nmade ny bl ood run cold. Perhaps this was what Lexander felt when he killed
hi s own ki nd.

The sl ave master seened familiar with the girl, comrenting on her docile
nature. | wondered if he had been the huscarl of the pl easure house.

Their bargain was soon concl uded and the nan nounted his horse. The sl ave
master put the girl on behind him She clung to her new naster as best she
could, her |legs bared to her hips.

| was ready to follow them but the slave master got into his cart. He whipped
t he donkey and anbled off with the slave boy in the back. | ran after the
cart, figuring it would nmove slower than the horse. But in the end | | ost
sight of the slave master as he turned onto an open road | eadi ng out of

Chi vasso.

Exhausted by ny fruitless dash, | returned to the marketplace to find Bene had
been searching for me. His fingers closed on ny hand too tightly. “Were have
you been? | thought 1'd | ost you!”

“I tried to follow the slave master. Did you see where the wagon went?”

Bene shook his head. “It left town, heading to the coast. |'msorry, Marja,
but I couldn't keep up.”

“Neither could I. We failed them”

“I't’s not our fault,” Bene protested. “They could have junped off the
cart—their legs weren't bound. But they just sat there.”

“You can't blame the slaves, Bene. W' re trained to yield. You wouldn’t have
escaped with me if Vanais hadn’'t goaded you into it.”

He frowned at that, but still insisted, “We did all we could for them Marja.”



I remenbered how | had used the olfs’ conceal ment and stolen Canille’s jewels.
If 1'd had nore time, | could have taken what | needed to buy the sl aves
nmysel f. The ol fs woul d have surely hel ped.

One thing was certai n—texander didn't care what happened to the slaves. He had
only saved N els and Qanani g because he felt responsible for luring theminto
sl avery.

I was not sure what we would find when we reached Veneto. | only hoped we got
there before Lexander.
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By the expedient of claimng we were going in the opposite direction, toward
Kristna’s Holy City, that night we were given shelter at a small sanctuary.
The kind cleric who oversaw t he sanctuary gave us flat bread his w fe had
baked in a brick oven. He was the sort of cleric who did not shy away from
worren, meking ne feel nore confortable.

W were allowed to stay inside the sanctuary itself. Both of us had trouble

sl eeping, thinking of the slaves we had just missed saving. It was deep w nter
in my honel and, but here, even without a fire, the air was as mld as spring.
When | awoke in the norning, Bene was not beside ne. He was sitting outside in
the sun with our norning neal in hand. “lI found a ride to Veneto for us. And
the cleric gave me this,” he offered, handing ne the | arger hunk of bread.
“Aride?” That news was nore wel come than the food.

“I wondered why there were so fewtravelers on the road. They told ne that
trade goods are taken to Veneto by barge. W' re near one of the feeder rivers,
so | made a bargain with a barge master.”

“But you can’t speak to them” | protested.

He | owered his eyes and noved his shoulders in a suggestive manner. “Sonetines
it doesn't take nuch tal king. You know that.”

| gave hima hug, beset by gratitude. “lI hope you know what you' re getting
into,” | nurnured.

He patted ny back. “Let ne take care of this, Marja. It’'s about tinme | did
somet hing to help.”

Bene handl ed everything. The barge naster was a burly nman who paid no
attention to me, which was a relief. Bene stayed near himas if he genuinely
liked the man. They spent each night under the canvas, rutting next to the

| arge ceramic jars containing wine. Bene clained it was easy to please him

| lay on the deck in the sun, dwelling on what Lexander had done. | had never
decei ved nysel f about Lexander—he was ruthless. He was still very nuch the
heartl ess nmaster, to allow those slaves to be sold at market. He was blinded
by his desire to destroy the nasters, while | wanted to stop themfrom

ensl avi ng us.

So the days slowy passed with the rolling hillsides covered with vines and
fields ripening despite the season. Under such nell ow sunshine, it was odd to
think that winter storns beat down on the sunmits and | ands beyond. | felt
disjointed, as if we had been transported to a place untouched by tine.
Eventual |y we reached a vast marshl and where the salt water sent its tendrils
inland. | sensed the nonment the river spirits gave way to the sea. | opened ny
eyes to see a city rising fromthe water before us. W were surrounded by
rippling waves with the marshy grass-lands behind us. At first | could see
only the peaks of the tallest buildings, the distinct Kristna spires on
round-topped towers. Then there were others, peaked and doned, crowding cl ose
toget her. Everything was bathed in a msty, golden light.

Bene appeared by nmy side, his own nmouth opening in awe. The vibrant blue sky
stretched inpossibly far to the flat horizon, with the island city before us.
Boats were approaching fromevery direction, crisscrossing the bay and headi ng
to the sea beyond.

Even when we drew closer, the buildings seened to float on the glassy surface.
The water mirrored the flat sides, painted white, yellow, and green, creating
a perfect wavering reflection of the walls.

“It’s magic,” Bene breathed.



Fromthe clamoring of the sea spirits, they clainmed this city as their own. |
was overwhelmed in trying to respond.

The barge wound its way up a wi de channel that undul ated |like a serpent
through the city. Many channel s branched off it, passing between structures
that were partially subnmerged. The stone foundati ons descended deep into the
mur ky green water.

Stonecutters filled the air with the sound of saws and chisels, making bl ocks
fromthe | arge slabs resting on barges. Boats were being constructed in

shi pyards fromlogs of wood corralled on the water. An enormous hull wth
three towering masts was supported in scaffolding. Qher ships equally |arge
were nmoored at docks and wharfs lining the channel

A floating city was beyond ny wi | dest dreans. Yet the draw ing phrases sounded
confortingly familiar, and | soon realized the sea spirits had acquired sone
of their fondest tales here.

When t he barge was docked, Bene bounded away fromthe barge master with hardly
a farewell. He didn’'t have to deal with any of the nmessy possessiveness that

t he Franki sh shi pmaster had shown for ne.

| quickly discovered it was nearly inpossible to travel around Veneto wi thout
asking the way. A shopkeeper pointed us toward the pl easure house,

Castropiero, but a curving maze | ay between us and our goal. The narrow all eys
between the stone walls tw sted and turned, ending abruptly at waterways. At
each open square, usually the site of a public well, we asked directions so we
didn’t have to search for the footbridges over the channels.

There were boats noored everywhere, sonetinmes several deep along the stone
quays. \Were there were no wooden bridges arching over the water or a wal kway
al ongsi de the canal, we got into a boat and stepped fromit to another, and in
t hat way passed between cobbl ed | anes.

Bene and | both tried to beg rides from passing boats. Mst people nade a
gesture with their fingers, asking how nuch coin we could give. But we had
none. So we scurried along in the gutters along with the nunerous rats.

In this manner we finally came to Castropiero, the pleasure house of Veneto.
To ny everlasting relief, it stood intact.

The great square house was situated on a wi de channel anpbng other i nmposing
mansi ons. | counted eight wi ndows with rounded arches on each of the upper two
floors. The I owest |level had only two small wi ndows and a doubl e door that
opened onto the channel. The high waterline was clearly marked above the

t hreshol d.

An alleyway ran along the side of the house, ending at the channel. The facade
of the mansion was highly ornate, but even the back had nunerous wi ndows. The
rear entrance was up a wide flight of steps to the second floor, where a

bal cony stretched. A nmarble urn carved with grapevines sat in the center of a
tiny courtyard. A row of nobdest houses was across the |ane.

A boy hurried out fromunder the arches that led to the first floor. | could
tell at a glance that he was not a pleasure slave. He didn't have that snooth
grace instilled by the poses. He ran down the alleyway and junped into one of
the narrow boats noored there. Qther servants called to each other and

occasi onal ly opened the wi ndows to toss refuse into the channel

| stayed and watched the house until the sun started lowering in the sky,
striking the flat stones and turning themred and orange as if they were on
fire. Bene returned fromhis ventures up the |anes, taking advantage of the
hel p Kristna foll owers gave hi m because of his peregrini staff.

“We shall have to cross three bridges to get to the sanctuary,” Bene told ne.
He had begged for food, and as the prize, he proudly handed me a slightly

wi thered pear. | seized it with delight, desperate for a taste of fruit. | ate
it right there, chewing it down to the core as if | could consunme the sunshine
it had basked in.

To please the olfs, | gave themthe core. Sea spirits liked sacrifices of
food, but they adored stories even nore. | had nmuch to tell after our |ong
journey over the summits, but | decided to dole out ny tales carefully to get
the information | needed fromthem



| followed Bene through the maze of the city to the sanctuary. As it grew
darker, the lanterns hanging fromthe boats lit our way.

When we arrived in the open square of the sanctuary, | was inpressed by the
maj esty of the col onnades down both sides, with slender colums supporting
round arches. The wi de facade of the sanctuary was a series of arches
decoratively carved around the edges. Sl ender towers made entirely of col umms
rose fromthe upper |evel

Sonme clerics noticed our staffs and we were quickly ushered up to the altar
W were asked for an oblation, but had nothing to give. The clerics did not
believe us at first, but our battered, hungry appearance |lent credence to our
claimthat we had wal ked all the way fromthe Frankish | ands wi thout a coin.
After that, we were celebrated for our feat, and received nmuch praise. | got
enough food to fill ne for the first tine since Fasia had surreptitiously
refilled my bowl at the inn

| pretended to understand less than | did to avoid answering why we had chosen
their sanctuary as our destination rather than the Holy City. We joined in

their prayer session to show our goodwi ||, and eventually were taken
downstairs into a vaulted hall where sone of the clerics slept. The walls
curved into the lowceiling, formng a long tunnel. | could feel the sea

spirits through the layer of nmud and a retaining wall holding back the sea,
and hear their echoes in the trickle of noisture that ran down the curved
wal | s.

After our first evening, we were accepted as nenbers of the fellowship. W
recei ved exactly the sane food that the clerics ate in the nmorning. | never
saw t hem t ake an evening neal, and indeed sone of the men were so thin they
were near to starving. They scattered throughout the city by day, begging for
food and obl ati ons.

| returned to the pleasure house every day. Bene begged or stole food, and
scrupul ously brought nme half of what he acquired. He told me about the things

he saw, and quickly picked up the words he needed to get by. | stayed near
Castropiero and | earned the rhythms of the house.

The mistress was statuesque with a strong-boned face, like all of her race.
Wth a fetching cleft in her chin, I would have thought Renata was beauti ful

but her pale green eyes were rather fixed and flat despite their inhuman
glitter. The master, Tonaz, overindulged in rich food and the ceasel ess
attentions of his slaves. He was a sour-faced, bloated man, torpid from

sati sfaction.

A |l arge nunmber of guests cane under cover of darkness, mpbstly nen whose

equi page and dress indicated they were very wealthy. Shadows passed before the
wi ndows that glowed with lights. During the day, the servants noved about
cleaning and bringing in supplies for the revelries.

There was no sign of Lexander.

One night | woke in the pitch-black vault of the sanctuary. The dri pping of
the water carried the sea spirits’ voices. | pulled the bl anket over my head
for warnth, thinking it had nothing to do with ne.

But they were calling Bene' s nane.

| sat up as the bells began ringing, sumoning the clerics to prayers. The
clerics were stirring around me as | reached over to Bene’'s cot. It was enpty.
| got up as the clerics lit their few candl es, casting bl ack shadows agai nst
the curve of the vault. They buried their hands in their sleeves and pulled
their cowms far over their heads.

| stunbled past them wup the steps to the door. In the corridor that led to

t he sanctuary, | saw Bene. He was kneeling in front of a cleric.

The young cleric’'s face was strained and his hands were buried in Bene’s hair,
pulling the strands as if to tear themout. H's jaw cl enched, and with as nuch
passi on as anger, he shouted, “Damm you!”

Then he saw nme, and froze in his confusion. Bene turned, his nmouth wet and the
cleric's fat tarse clutched in his fist. The creany seed spilled fromit as |
wat ched, and the cleric flushed near purple in apopl exy.

The other clerics were emerging fromthe vault behind me. They exclainmed in



shock as the cleric hastily covered hinsel f.

Bene | eaped to his feet, protesting his innocence. But the clerics were
denounci ng Bene and their fellow, and ny heart sank. The man who had been

pl easured by Bene knew he was caught and he desperately confessed the deed. He
fell to his knees, crying for forgiveness.

The clerics were incensed. Al | could think about was the bishop in Danel aw
piercing Qvid with his sword.

“Come,” | ordered Bene, pulling himafter nme. The only way out was through the
sanctuary.

Bene didn't need to be told twice. He ran with me, leaving the startled
clerics behind in the corridor. The sanctuary was filling with shuffling men,
nost still half asleep as they appeared for prayers. Some knelt on the stone

floor and began rocking slightly as they chanted the ritual words.

Bene and | ran down the aisle, making themglance up in bew | dernment. Then we
were out the doors and on the w de plaza. The nobon was shining down on the
clear, chilly night. The lap, lap, |apping of the water echoed in the

still ness.

“I"’mso sorry,” Bene panted as we ran down a side street. “l didn't mean—=

| stopped, putting ny hand on his armto listen. There was no sound of
pursuit. “Don’t be sorry. Do whatever you want, Bene.”

He tilted his head. “I should have known you woul dn’t be upset. You realize we
can’t go back there?”
“Definitely not.” | shuddered slightly. “W took fromKristna for far too | ong

wi t hout giving himworship. He’'s shown a generosity of spirit in waiting unti
now to cast us out.” Kristna was a dangerous god, patient in seducing his

followers, lingering until they turned to himin need and accepted himinto
their heart.

Bene | ooked around with interest. “Were will we go?”

“Where we need to be,” | retorted. "Near Castropiero.”
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That night we found a rickety bridge that we could sleep under. As it turned
out, doxi es haunted the bridges offering thenselves to each passerby. W
needed to rent a room so | would have to earn some coins.

| soon gathered patrons fromthose wal king over the bridge. My first was a
wor ki ng man who gave us his day neal in exchange for a quick suck under the
bridge. He was fairly clean, and soon | discovered the city fol k washed nore
than nost. Living on the water, they thought nothing of stripping off their

cl ot hi ng and dashi ng buckets of water over thenselves. Indeed, the mld days
encour aged such bat hi ng.

Perhaps it was having Bene nearby or maybe it was the nellow air, but the
streets of Veneto were nothing |ike ny desperate stay in Brianda. There | had
been harried fromplace to place, ending up on the docks, where | had to serve
t he rough oarsnen.

| didn't ask Bene to help, but he was eager to service a nerchant or two and
any | ady who showed interest in him Bene was not being satisfied by nme, and
hi s passionate drive was too intense for himto remain celibate |like the
clerics.

When | had an adequate stash of coins in hand, we returned to Castropiero.

went from one house to the next, asking if there was a room avail able. Qur new
prosperity bought us an undesirable cellar down a flight of steps. The
perpetual danmp left nmold on the walls and our garments had to be hung up at
night or they turned white with m | dew by norning.

| sacrificed a great deal of food to the olfs in exchange for their

conceal nent as | peered through the wi ndows of Castropiero and |listened to the
servants. The slaves trained, ate, and slept in their chanber on the uppernost
floor, and were brought out only when they serviced the masters or a patron
One of the slaves had gotten pregnant despite the potion used to suppress our
fertility for a full turn of seasons. She was forced to engage in the training
despite her distended belly, and was sold to the highest bidder at night for



ganes she sorely loathed to play.

Tomaz used the slaves for all sorts of personal care, ordering themto wash
himand tend to his copious excretory needs while he |lounged in the hall.
Renata didn't pay nmuch attention to the slaves, but she was vicious from sheer
carel essness, leaving a slave bound too |l ong or | ocked on display inside a
cage until he wept. | didn’'t see Renata rutting with any slaves, but she did
take a patron to her chanmber. Judgi ng by his abundance of jewels and | oud,
braggi ng voi ce, he appeared to be an influential nan.

When he left Castropiero with the dawning light, |I followed him A boatnman was
waiting for him and they rapidly nmelded into the darkness. | woke the boy I
had paid to wait in a skiff, and with silent pushes of his pole, we trailed
the councilor to his grand palazzo. By foll owi ng Castropiero guests hone, |
got to see many great houses of Veneto. It usually didn’t take nuch for the
serving boys to start talking to ne about their masters.

When | returned to our cellar with the dawni ng, sleepy and ready for bed, |
suddenly found what | had been | ooking for around every corner

Lexander was striding down the |ane toward the pl easure house.

| had nmistaken nmen for Lexander before in ny desire to see him but | was

al ways di sappointed. The tall man with a snoboth head inevitably turned out to
be a stranger.

“Lexander!” | called out, ny voice quavering.

He turned, and it was indeed Lexander. For a nmonment, he didn't recognize ne.
He had never imagined finding ne in Veneto. “Marja?”

Through nmy tears and ny laughter, we rushed together. Lexander’s arnms went
around ne, w ping everything fromnmy m nd

“Marja, how can this be?” he breathed in pure delight.

| opened myself to himin nmy elation, as | did with the spirits, and | could
sense his feelings—euphoria, confusion, passion, and sonmething else . . . a
sl owrising anger.

| could hardly speak. My fingers dug in, trying to hold on to him

He gl anced over at the inposing mansion. “Come, we nust be away from here.”

| stopped himfromretreating back up the lane, and | ed himdown the steps to
our cellar. Bene was sitting on the cot, rubbing his eyes as if he had just
awoken to find me gone.

“Bene, this is Lexander.” | gave hima glance. “He was ny naster.”

Bene' s eyes w dened, partly in fear. “The one who freed you?”

Lexander was | ooking around in frank disgust. The dirt floor was stained from
decades of use, and the wet stench was overpowering. “What are you doi ng here,
Marj a?”

“I couldn’t stay in Danelaw. | came to help the slaves.” | gestured. “I
rescued Bene from Montplaire.”

Lexander cl osed the di stance between us, seizing nmy shoul ders. “You went to
Mont pl aire? Tell me, Marja, what did you do?”

“Less than | intended,” | admtted. “The ship from Stanbulin arrived and
tried to convince the other slaves to flee with nme. Bene was the only one who
did.”

“What about Canille?” Lexander denmanded.

Through his fervent grip and the last tendrils of our connection, | suddenly
understood. | should have known; Canille was once Lexander’s consort. She was
very much like him and she had probably recogni zed his training in nme. That
was why she had watched me so curiously.

“Was Canille your consort when you lived in Veneto?” | asked.

“Yes.” He released ne. “Wen | saw that she was mistress of Mntplaire . . . |
could not bring nmyself to destroy it.”

“You passed by,” | said tightly. “But | got Bene out. | was too late to save
t he sl aves you abandoned in Chivasso.”

“Chi vasso? You were there, too? What are you thinking, Marja? You nearly died
getting out of Becksbury!”

Lexander glared at ne, then at Bene, who was unusually silent. Bene had not
expected an angry master to descend on us. Lexander advanced on him “Tell nme



what happened in Montplaire! How did you get here? Be truthful or I wll know
you lie.”

Bene scranbl ed out of the cot we shared and backed into the corner despite the
slick walls.

“Don’t scare Bene!” | demanded. “We didn’'t do anything to Montplaire. W ran
away and wal ked here.”

He stared at ne. “You couldn't have.”

“We traveled with the peregrini over the summits. The sanctuaries gave us food
and a place to sleep.”
“But you abhor Kri st na.
is pure folly!”

H s expression darkened. “Marja, you cannot deny this

“Ask Bene,” | retorted. “Wuld you rather be a slave?”
“No,” Bene retorted, blinking a fewtinmes at his own vehenence.
Lexander refused to | ook at Bene. “I won’t let you get involved in this,

Marja. It's far too dangerous.”

“I don't take orders fromyou!”

W glared at each other. Then Lexander gestured curtly to Bene. “You, boy.
Come with nme.”

Bene pressed his hands against his chest. | protested, “What do you want with
Bene?”

“I won’t harmyou,” Lexander told Bene inpatiently. “I only want to talk.” He
shot nme a glance. “Away from her.”

He had never been so dism ssive of ne. | sat down on the bed and crossed ny
arms. | should have known it would be this way, with us split asunder. “Bene,

you don’t have to go with him But if you do, he won't hurt you.”
Bene hesitated, then stepped forward, as if he felt conpelled to obey. |

wondered if he would bolt the nonent he reached the top of the steps. | al nost
hoped he woul d.
Lexander refused to | ook back as they left. | hurried to the door and up the

steps to see where they went. They wal ked down the |ane, receding at a
nmeasured pace. Lexander’s hand was on Bene’s shoul der as he spoke to him

| sat down on the steps to wait for their return.

| grew very hungry as the norning passed, but | remained on the steps. Wen
Lexander and Bene returned, sonething was different. | could tell as they
approached that Bene wasn't frightened anynore. He had a bounce in his step
and was excited and happy. Lexander al so | ooked nore at ease, and he held a
bag sl ung over his shoul der

They brushed past me to go down into the cellar. Lexander pulled sone fl at
bread and a jug fromthe bag and placed themon the table. “Perhaps you
haven't eaten,” he said curtly.

Bene knew we had given our last coins to the |ady upstairs to pay for the
cellar for another handful of days. W had planned on going out early to earn
our neal

Bene was trying not to grin, but he wasn't succeedi ng.

Lexander’s gol den eyes were unreadable. “I1’lIl cone by in a few days to check
on you.”

My hands were shaking. “Where are you goi ng?”

“Into Castropiero. |I'’mtaking Bene with ne.”

“No, Lexander!” | exclainmed. “These slaves are kept |ocked up all the tine
unl ess they' re being used.” | went to Bene, clutching his arm “Wat are you
doi ng?”

Bene gl anced at Lexander, who nodded. “Lexander is going to pose as an
assessor from Stanbulin, here to inspect the masters’ training nethods. 1’11
be his body servant.”

My heart sank when | realized that Bene had already cl eaved to Lexander. | had
refused himfor too long. Now he was determ ned to pl ease Lexander

And Lexander was mani pul ating himexactly as a slave master should. He was
once nmore in conplete control. “Bene is the right age and status to be ny
servant. That way he’'ll be safe fromthe nasters in the house, while |I’'Il have
the benefit of his eyes in the lower halls.”



| didn't care that Bene could hear. “You'll ruin everything I’'ve tried to do
with him Lexander, if you use himthis way.”

Lexander gestured. “Bene?”

Bene replied obediently, “lI want to do it, Marja.”

“Surely you can’t argue with that,” Lexander said flatly. He threw sone coins
onto the table. “This should be enough for you to live without selling your
body. It won't be safe without Bene to stand guard for you.”

It sounded as if Bene had told hi meverything.

Lexander turned to | ook at ne one last tinme as they left. He nmeant to chastise
me without a word, showi ng by his pai ned expression how nuch | had

di sappoi nted him

When he was gone, | fell facedown on the bed, too enpty to even cry. Once |
woul d have sworn that nothing could conme between us. How very wong | had
been.
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| spent the next day sitting at the end of the alleyway with nmy feet in the
channel , comuning with the sea spirits. They showed ne fleets of ships that
massed and fought far to the south, near the end of the Ditalia peninsula.
Sone of the sailors who were killed were from Veneto, and their death cries
rang through the water with astonishing clarity. Venetians were people of the
sea and were attuned to it |like no other

The ol fs who dared to enter Castropiero told me sone of what happened there.
Tormaz lolled in his chair, barking orders at the servants designed to inpress
their visitor fromStanbulin. In their upper chanmber, Renata put the sl aves

t hrough their poses while Lexander paced among them judging their ability.
According to one ol f, he encouraged a lovely girl with dusky skin and bl ack
eyes to please himwi th her nouth, and though he offered suggestions to

i nprove her technique, on the whol e he thoroughly enjoyed hinself.

Late that afternoon, Lexander departed the house in a narrow boat propelled by
a servant. He was facing away as he hel ped Renata sit down. Now he was dressed
in high Veneto fashion with a short cape over his shoul der and tight |eggings
that revealed his strong thighs and the curve of his buttocks. My rebellious
heart | eaped at the sight of him

After a long wait, the boat returned with its passengers. Lexander was | eani ng
close to the mstress, listening to her. Renata gestured, her nervous hands
nmovi ng too abruptly to be graceful. Their attitude was so intimate that |

i nstinctively drew back.

The sun was very low, glinting off the water and the wi ndows of the pleasure
house. Soon the night would come and patrons would arrive for the

entertai nnment. Lexander woul d doubtless partake of the slaves to maintain his
role as an assessor.

Lexander courteously hel ped Renata fromthe boat onto the | edge of the
doorway. Her movenents nade the boat tilt, and she |aughed uneasily. She was
trying to be alluring with her sidelong | ooks and shy sniles. Surely Lexander
saw t hrough her artifice. But he responded by hol di ng her hand | onger than was
necessary, and gazing appreciatively at her

As Renata entered the house, Lexander caught sight of ne. | had pulled back to
crouch in a niche between a rain barrel and the buttress of the nei ghboring
house. In the shadows, he could only see the pale oval of ny face.

Wthout a flicker of acknow edgnent, he followed Renata. His |ight comrent
about the beauty of the evening carried to ny ears. Then they di sappeared into

Castropiero

The next norning Lexander returned to ny cellar. He entered with a waft of
spicy scent. | took a deep breath, realizing it was the snell of the pleasure
house.

| stood up and net his eyes. He crossed his arns and gazed down at ne. There
was an odd constraint between us, as we stood stiffly away from each other. |
wanted to touch him and show himny heart wordl essly so he woul d under st and.
But he wouldn’t allow that, not now.



“What are you going to do?” | asked.

“l used the Kristna followers to destroy a house in Iberia as well as the one
you saw in Ditalia. Unlike Becksbury, those bishops had no need to prove

t hensel ves to the clerics, but it was not difficult to inflame and disgust the

locals. | nmade sure they’' Il never allow a pleasure house to rise there again.
I will be nore difficult in Veneto, but it can be done.”

“But you forget about the slaves.”

“They aren’t sent to Stanbulin, which is nmore than enough. 1’11 deal with
Saal adet soon . ”

H's tone sent a chill through ne. | should have known it fromthe start. H's

guest for vengeance would not be satisfied by anything | ess. He would destroy
all of the masters

He dropped a dozen coins on the table. “You can stop |urking about, Marj a.
The servants have noticed you. It's only a matter of time before it’s brought
to Renata’s attention, and she’'ll snap you up.”

“I know what |’ m doi ng—=

He shot ne a dark look. “Don't think for a noment 1’1l let you enter
Castropiero. | shall carry you out myself if you try.”

Lexander stal ked fromthe room not bothering to hear ny retort.

The weeping walls seenmed to close in on nme. During those |ong nights on ny
journey here, wondering what woul d happen when we net again, | had never

i magi ned this.

But | wouldn't let Lexander stop nme. The sea spirits had given nme the
information | needed, and | was determned to set nmy plan in notion

Al power in Veneto was centered on the sea, so that was how | found nyself
standi ng naked on the railing of a bridge. | was attracting quite a |arge
crowmd of passersby, all wondering why | was exposing nyself. A man tried to
grab my leg to pull ne back, but | shook himoff as | sighted ny quarry.

An el aborate vessel was being propelled by a boatman down the channel. It had
a low, curving hull with carving on the upturned prow and stern, like a

m ni ature Noroship. But this boat had no sails, only a cushion in the center
covered by a canopy edged in gold fringe.

Seat ed under the canopy was Domen Silvo, the Doj of Veneto. The doj had
supreme authority over the city—commandi ng the defense fleet and mlitia,
conducting foreign affairs, dispensing justice, and supervising the

admi ni stration of services. According to the doxies on the streets, the doj’s
various councilors perfornmed the actual work in consultation with men fromthe
hi ghest-ranking famlies in the city. But the doj had the final say in
ever yt hi ng.

| had heard stories about the grand doj fromthe first day we had arrived in
Veneto. On the death of the previous doj, the people of Veneto had gathered
around his palace to mourn and pray to the gods to give thema worthy
successor. The nane of Donen Silvo was suddenly called fromthe cromd and had
been shouted out by all the spectators, and thus by general acclaimhe had
becone their next ruler.

| was aimng high, |I admt it. | could have chosen one of the doj’s
councilors, and | alnost settled on the adnmiral of the fleet, since | could
rely on the sea spirits for information. But the olfs who went into the
admral’s pal ace showed nme that he kept two lusty w ves who nuch occupi ed him
wi th piquant pleasure. | would have a difficult time gaining a personal hold
in that house.

The doj, on the other hand,was a solitary man. According to gossip, Silvo's

wi fe was overly concerned with matters of the nursery. The doj had visited
Castropiero every few days, which neant he would be aniable to ny arts. The
worst | had seen himdo inside the pl easure house was to clench a slave's hair
as he pulled her head back. H s expression had been oddly renmote, as if he was
unaffected even in the throes of pleasure.

As the boat approached the bridge, the doj reclined back even after he saw ne.
| stretched up, holding ny hands high and arching nmy back. | waited until the
boat had nearly reached ne and the doj lifted a brow in appreciation



Wth a final plea for the sea spirits to aid me, | |eaped off the bridge. |
stretched out, diving into the canal right before the doj’s prow. The water
hit me like a slap in the face, making ny entire body tingle.

| was blinded by the nmurkiness, but the sea spirits warned ne of the hull of

t he boat above and the silt below Wthout their help I would have plowed into
the bottom 1 turned and surfaced by the side of the boat exactly where the
doj was | ooki ng down.

| smiled up at himas the water streamed off ny face and hair. | drew on the
force of ny inua, letting it shine through nmy eyes. There was a commotion on
the bridge as people pointed to nme, exclaimnmng over ny dive.

“Fine day for a swm” the doj comented. He had the sort of face you pass by
on the street, with plain, regular features. H's shock of dark hair was tied
back, and there was no ostentation in his dress or manner. Yet there was
somet hing remarkable in his confidence, as if he conversed with naked wonen in
the water every day.

| treaded closer. “lI’ve come to share a secret of the sea with you.”

Dormen Silvo grinmaced, clearly doubtful of ny sanity. People were stil

wat ching fromthe bridge, and he shifted irritably at being forced into this
public situation. He raised his hand to urge his boatman to push on

“Two days ago there was a battle at sea,” | told him “The Veneto fl eet
suffered nmany | osses and now fl ees back to the city. Ships are pursuing them
harrying any that lag.”

Silvo's voice was deadly. “Wo are you?”

| held his gaze. “I ambut a servant, a voice for the sea spirits who wish to
hel p the great Doj of Veneto protect his water city.”

“I see. What do you expect me to do about this . . . news?”

“I don’t know,” | replied honestly. “I nerely provide the know edge you
desire.”

He was intrigued, and he didn’t tell the boatman to push on. But the doj was a
cyni cal man and woul d not nake the mistake of trusting ne easily.

But | was only a naked girl, so what danger could | afford hin? I gave hima
snmle that | hoped conveyed ny amusenent at his dilemma. | could not show him
how much | needed himto respond.

“Cone,” Silvo ordered. “Cet in.”

The doj and his boatman shifted their weight so | could pull myself inside.

Peopl e were still pointing at the boat, having recognized the doj. He gestured
to a velvet lap robe, and | gratefully pulled it around nmy shoul ders. The boat
was propelled forward under the bridge and down the channel. | was on ny way.

The doj took me to his palatial residence. The three |l evels were fronted by
col onnades of arches. Rows of sparkling wi ndows backed the bal conies that ran
the I ength of the extensive building. The bricks had been laid in delicate
patterns of red and white di anonds.

The pal ace was busy with freemen and sl aves perform ng admi nistrative duties.
The doj’s reception chanber was on the uppernost |evel. The height of the

| arge room was broken by the |oft across the back, its dark wooden beans and
spindle railing contrasting with the creany white walls.

Silvo went to a nmetal casket and unlocked it. He placed a fol ded parchment

i nside and turned the key. Then he consulted a few stiff papers that had been
pl aced on a table.

| waited, exhilarated that | had caught his attention. Now | needed to use ny
wiles to win his confidence. | kept the velvet |lap robe tightly around ny
shoul ders, knowing this was not the tinme to try to seduce him

“So you claimto know where ny perineter fleet is now,” he finally said.

| nodded. “If you have a map, | can show you.”

Wth a sardonic shrug, Silvo removed a scroll fromthe shelf and unfurled it.
| carefully followed the Iines, having seen sinilar maps in Mntplaire. But
this one confused me at first because it showed only the Veneto Bay, a |long
finger of water. Then | realized the land along the western edge was the

peni nsula of Ditalia.

| closed my eyes and tried to reach out to the sea spirits through the sound



of lapping water drifting in the window. The images that came of the
retreating Veneto fleet were of a hul king mass of land to the west but nothing
nore distinct.

“l need to touch the water to know exactly where they are,” | decl ared.

The doj shook his head inpatiently, but he took me down a private staircase to
the interior boat |aunch. Double gates were opened to allow the boats in and
out. | thrust one hand into the water and | et the other nmove over the map that
| had brought along. The sea spirits guided nme, and | placed ny finger in a
certain spot about hal fway down the bay.

“Little nore than a day away,” the doj said sharply. “They’'re supposed to be—=
He broke off, exam ning ne. He thought | was a charlatan, at best, or perhaps
mad. But he asked, “How nmany of ny ships are there?”

The nunber came to nme instantly. “Six.”

He didn't believe me. “And you claimthey’ re being pursued?”

“Yes, by at |east a dozen vessels.” | closed nmy eyes and descri bed the shape
of the boats and the swarthy men with flashing white teeth who nmanned them

He tapped the map briefly. “Wat is it you expect nme to do?”

“What ever you think is best.”

He considered that. “lI want you to say here until | find out nore about this.”
| smled. “If that is your wsh.”

Wth a slight bow of nmy head in respect to the doj, | followed the servant he
sumoned to a cranped roomon the | ower level. There were no w ndows. Two fat

candles illumnated a sinmple bed, a table, and two chairs.

When the door closed behind the servant, | wasn't surprised to hear the latch
fall shut with a click. | tested the door and found |I was |ocked in. | could

have called an olf to open the door for nme, but | was exactly where | wanted

to be.

| sat down and began to wait.

| didn't see the doj for two days. The servant brought me food and a plain

shift to wear, but refused to tell nme anything. | couldn’t speak to the sea

spirits fromthe enclosed room so | had no way of knowi ng what was happeni ng

to the Veneto fleet. The olfs that popped in and out were nore preoccupied

wi th what had been served at the expansive table rather than discussions of

fl eet novenments by the councilors.

| wondered what Lexander would think when he came to the cellar and found ne

gone. Likely he'd believe | was out wandering in the city.

Then the door creaked open and the doj finally appeared. | blinked at the

addition of two nore candles, brightening ny room Then he sent the servants

out, shutting the door behind them

Fromthe intense interest in his face, | knew “Your ships have returned.”

“Yes. My perimeter fleet was cut to a third of its size by the Gleans in a

[ightning raid. Nobody could have returned faster with word of it.” H's eyes

narrowed. “If | had not sent ships to nmeet them the G |eans m ght have

chal | enged the defenses of the hone fleet, as well. But in the battle that

ensued, the eneny lost two ships and was driven off. How did you know?”

“I told you, the sea spirits speak to nme.” He still didn't believe nme, so

added, “Wiat does it matter, if my information is sound?”

“Perhaps.” Silvo gestured and we each sat in one of the chairs. Wth ny hair

denmurely coiled at nmy neck, | rnust have | ooked |ike one of his servants. No

wonder he was perpl exed by ne.

“Who are your people?” Silvo asked. “You speak |ike a native of Veneto, but

you're far too fair.”

“l came a great distance to get here. | followed the peregrini path across the

summits to reach your city. Wien | arrived, | knew that | had not been called

here by Kristna. The sea spirits spoke to nme instead.”

“A young worran traveling alone in winter? Have you no famly, no one who can

guar ant ee your word?”

“My compani on was a young man,” | said. "W stayed in the sanctuary here unti
he was caught rutting with one of the clerics. As | said, we were not

called by Kristna.”



Silvo rai sed one brow “Were is this conpani on?”

| could not mention Castropiero. “lI know not. He disappeared into the streets
a few days ago. | can only hope he has found a patron worthy of him?”

Silvo nodded, obviously prepared to check ny assertions with the clerics at

t he sanctuary. “What el se have you foreseen for ny city?”

“l can hear nothing fromthe sea locked in this room” | countered. “I need ny
freedomin order to speak to the spirits.”

He nodded shortly. “You can go wherever you desire. Wat else do you want?”

| stood up, knowing it was not what he expected. | went to the door and found
it open. On the other side was a long corridor with rooms opening off of it.
There were many voi ces and peopl e hurrying about.

| turned and smiled at him “First, | would like to bathe. Then | would Iike
to join you at this evening s neal.”
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| spent the afternoon swathed in luxury like nothing | had experienced before.
I was shown into a cool, spacious chanber filled with a dappled reflected
light fromthe channel. The tub of hamrered silver held frothing hot water

t hat soothed me down to the bones. The servants were quick to fetch anything
desired, bathing me as expertly as Hel anas coul d have wi shed and rubbing ne
with fine scented creans. Several beautiful dresses were brought for ny

approval . | chose a gown of supple weave that clung to ny body and flowed in
an anber swirl to ny feet.
When | was dressed in ny finery, | returned to the boat |launch. | pulled back

the flared sleeve and plunged ny hand into the water. A servant had foll owed
me, and likely would report everything | did to the doj.

| sank into the rhythns of the sea, feeling the spirits welcom ng nme. They
showed ships plying the waters near and far. Many were wi nged ships ski nm ng

t he waves, while the heavier merchant vessels plowed through the water with
stately majesty. It was difficult separating the inmages, but at |ength

settled on a pirate ship putting into a cove. The | andnmarks were distinctive,
and | envisioned the map the doj had shown ne, noving ny finger down the

i mgi nary line of the bay. The spirits indicated which island the pirates used
to resupply their ships.

It was something that might or might not interest the doj, but that was not ny
concern. My intent was to beconme a veritable fountain of information flow ng
fromthe sea

When the doj joined nme at the table, he said not a word about Bene or the
Kristna sanctuary. Yet he nust have verified nmy tale with the clerics. If Bene
had still been with me, | would not have risked it for fear they would try to
puni sh himfor seducing the cleric. But | had not done anything am ss.

| maintained ny status as guest, while deftly serving the doj during our neal.
| held the bowl of water for himto wash his fingers after every course, and
then wi ped his hands with the white napkins. | trusted the mx of intinmacy and
nmystery woul d be intoxicating.

He asked about ny travels and | told himof the beauty of the frozen nmountains
and the cl ean, rosy-cheeked people who lived there. He had sailed to nany
parts of the great Azure Sea, but he had never ventured inland to the heights
of the summts.

Etien’s | essons served me well with the doj. He was a political man,
accustoned to thinking about trade with nations and expandi ng Veneto’'s
authority. Thanks to Montplaire, | understood the fundanentals of the regines
of the Auldl and.

A fs played on the table throughout the nmeal, once snatching a bit of food
fromthe doj’'s fingers. He didn't see the olf, but he noticed ne watching him
cl osely when he sprinkled a few drops of wine on the tile floor, his Iips
nmovi ng as he nade the customary offering. The olfs clearly approved of the
city’s ruler. Yet | had discovered from Overlord Jedvard that a sovereign
could be ruthless in upholding his benevolent rule. The doj’s interests
coincided with mne at the noment, but | had no doubt that he would be



nmerciless in defending his city, at ny expense if need be.

| set out to intrigue the doj, but slowy | becanme captivated. | admired his
subtl e questions and assertions, so unlike the brazen ways of nost nmen. He
quietly received ny attentions |ike he was accustoned to bei ng served. Wen
told himabout the pirates’ lair, he nodded graciously.

Silvo was certainly a dominant nman. It gave ne a secret thrill to feel his
apprai sing gaze. He picked out the choicest pieces of meat and the ripest
fruit for me, urging nme to eat and concerned about ny slender form worn from
my long journey. He made sure | wanted for nothing and was quick to anticipate
nmy needs. Hi s address was ever courteous.

It rem nded ne of how Lexander used to treat me . . . but now was not the
nmonent to be distracted. | needed the doj to desire me. | was excited by him
went flushed and heated when he | ooked at nme. Yet | renained demure, |owering
nmy eyes and touching himlightly only while serving him

I found nyself wondering why Silvo's consort avoided his conpany. But the olfs
whi spered to ne that she was preparing to pass through to the G herworld. They
could feel her inua very strongly, though | got the inpression fromthemof a
wast ed body, her yell owed skin stretched |Iike gauze.

My gasp nmade the doj lift a brow “Yes?”

I could not lie. “Your consort . . . she is very ill.”

He avoided ny eyes. “All of Veneto knows how she has suffered. Sonme say it was
bearing too many children. But she | oves the babes so.”

Hi s consort and their children lived in the other end of the mansion.

couldn’t tell if he felt sorry for her or was repul sed by her illness.

After we had partaken of the ices at the end of the nmeal, | made a show of
rising. “Thank you for your hospitality, Donen Silvo.”

“You're leaving?” His quick glance was shrewd. He understood gratitude and was
confortable being the provider, so it bothered himthat | had asked for so
little.

| smled. “You said | was free to go as | wll.”

“Yes, certainly you may. But must you?” Silvo stood up and joined ne, taking

nmy hand. “I can give you a chanmber to use as your own.”

“Wth a guard at the door?” | teased. In truth, I would rather not return to
the cell ar.

Silvo gave a shrug. “If you wish to leave, | will acconmpany you to the boat

that will convey you to your destination.”

| raised his hand to ny lips, kissing himwi th fervent appreciation. “Thank

you, ny doj. You have been most . . . kind.”

My |'ips caressed the back of his hand. Inmpulsively, | turned it, lightly

ki ssing and stroking his strong, square palm He had the roughened hands of a
man who had sail ed ships and haul ed goods. Hi s great-uncle had been doj two
generations ago, but Silvo had not rested on the reputation of his famly. It
was said he had made his fortune for hinself.

Silvo caressed ny face lightly, drawing me back to his side to kiss nme. |
responded with delight. He was fascinated, true, but in his touch he reveal ed
hi s eagerness to gain nmastery over ne.

He pushed me down on the cushioned bench, and | laid nmy head agai nst the gold
pill ow where his arm had rested during our neal. As Silvo | eaned over ne, his
hand on ny waist, a servant entered and renoved our plates. The servant’s gaze
shifted away when he net ny eyes.

Silvo ignored the man as he kissed nme. | didn't protest as he gradually pulled
nmy dress down the curve of ny shoul ders. The servant saw it, slowi ng to watch.
Silvo nmust have noti ced.

He hesitated, expecting ne to object, but when | kissed himharder, he tugged
until my bosom was exposed.

Anot her servant entered and put out several of the candles. Wien he was

t hrough, he waited by the door, staring inward where he couldn’t hel p but
watch as Silvo dragged up ny skirt to reveal ny long |egs.

Per haps for sone wonen the humiliation of being taken before the servants
woul d not be pleasurable, but it added to nmy excitenent. | had al ways been



wat ched during ny training, and found it hei ghtened nmy sensations. Perhaps
that’s why Silvo enjoyed the pleasure house, where he could rut with conpliant
wonen in front of others.

Silvo grew eager at ny uninhibited response, baring his teeth as if he would
devour ne. When he spread ny legs, | was ready for him He was still clothed
with only his tarse exposed. The servant licked his lips as Silvo took ne.

O her servants, men and wonen both, entered while Silvo thrust into ne. They
renoved di shes and poured nore wine, acting as if nothing was happeni ng.
noaned in abandon

Silvo was caught up in the waves of pleasure that wenched ny body and coul d
not withhold his own clinmax. But when | thought it was over, he continued
punping into ne, still rigid. It carried me higher and further than before. He
kept plunging into nme until another burst of passion nade himcry out. | lay
fully replete beneath him

The days that foll owed were surpassingly pleasant, the sort of life that could
be mine with help fromthe sea spirits. But | was not one to seek the finer
things for their own sake.

|"msure the doj sensed that in ne. He probed ne ever deeper, both in flesh
and mnd. In doing so, | naturally came to know himbetter. He was the el dest
son of an inpoverished line of his famly. He had fought hard to el evate

hi nsel f and never forgot that he had been given nothing. There was an inherent
roughness in his blunt speech and | ack of pretension, as if his polish was
only a veneer. | saw himdo nothing deceitful, but | felt sure he would bend
the law to suit his needs.

So | reached out to that part of him the wild young Donen Silvo inside the
doj. Though he was the ruler of Veneto, | spoke to himfrankly, w thout

el aborate honorifics or conplinments.

| didn't mind it when he corrected ne, whether it was ny ignhorance or a

m st aken notion, and that puzzled him | thoroughly enjoyed all of his efforts
to gain control of me, know ng that even he could not plunb the depths of ny
submi ssi ve nature.

Yet at tinmes Silvo knew | was preoccupied by sonething . . . or soneone.
clainmed that my abstraction was part of my ability to speak to the spirits,
that neditative part of me, but he remmi ned suspicious just the sane.

| left the pal ace each day, taking | ong wal ks through the city. The doj had ne
foll owed sonetinmes, but with the olfs’ help | eluded the servants. \Wenever
returned to the cellar, | changed things in the roomso Lexander woul d know
was still in the city. Mre coins were occasionally |left behind, and the owner
of the house said ny fee had been paid for the next moon.

| waited in the cellar one afternoon, since that was when Lexander had comne
before. | even slept there one night, hoping he woul d appear in the norning.
But he didn't. It was just as well since | could not give himwhat he desired.
But | wanted to warn himabout my plan.

Fromthe doj’'s palace, | often asked the olfs to go into the pleasure house to
see what happened there, but they were reluctant to enter. One olf did tell ne
that Bene had been rutting with Lexander. Afterward, Bene fell asleep with his
head on Lexander’s chest. | could al nost see the sheets wound around them
reveal i ng Bene’s shapely buttocks and sl ender beauty.

What hurt the nost was the olf’s inpression of Lexander’s contentnent.

want ed Lexander to care for me as he once did. But instead, he was satisfying
hi nsel f at Bene' s expense.

I wasn’t sure what Lexander would think of ny efforts to gain the trust of the
nost powerful man in Veneto. | only hoped he would heed ny warni ng when it
cane tine to get out of Castropiero. So far he had refused to listen to ne.
That evening | whispered to the doj that his councilor of trade was using city
ships for his own business. The doj listened intently, stroking my hair during
our neal, nore pleased with ne than usual. He pressed the delicacies on ne,
urging me to eat nore.

| basked in his adoration. But | wondered if Silvo would grow ever nore
possessive and try to inpose his will on nme. | appreciated that he was a



dom neering and forceful lover, but | would not allow himto command ne in

ot her ways. The fact that he was doj made it near certain he would try.

As we were finishing our ices, the servant announced, “The house of

Castropi ero, your grace.”

Renata wal ked in first, foll owed by Lexander. The doj was not surprised, so he
nmust have invited them 1 should have known Silvo woul d be brazen enough about
his appetites to bring them here.

Lexander was superb. His eyes wi dened in surprise at seeing ne by the doj’s
side, but he quickly recovered. Silvo was watching himclosely, as he did
everyone.

Two pl easure slaves foll owed Renata and Lexander, kneeling at their feet,
gesig. | knew the pose of surrender would appeal to Silvo. One of themwas a
particul arly stunning, auburn-haired woman.

| sipped my wine and casually followed their greetings. Renata was filled with
nervous energy, tw sting her fingers together and chattering too fast. | was
not concerned that she would recognize me as the waif in the ragged |eggings
who had briefly haunted their courtyard. My face was enhanced with cosnetics
as the doj preferred, and ny hair hung | oose and tousled. The w de neckline of
nmy dress kept slipping off my shoul ders, exposing far nmore bosom than was
usual even in Veneto.

The doj spoke to Lexander as if they were acquainted, which neant Silvo mnust
have gone to Castropiero since we had net. The man was insati abl e!

| smled as the doj introduced Lexander and Renata. Lexander’s eyes were
shuttered tight as he nodded to me. My heart called to him standing there so
fine. But his rigid stance reveal ed his anger and shock, rem nding ne of the
di stance between us.

“Where have you been hiding?” Renata cooed to the doj. She came close to the
table as if her intimacy with Silvo was assured. “1 don’t think we've ever
gone this long w thout seeing you.”

The doj | ooked away as if bored by her presunption

“We are pleased you allowed us to cone tonight,” Renata hastened to add. “We
brought two of our best slaves. | believe they' re your current favorites

Per haps she said it to make me jealous, but it had the opposite effect. |
woul d much rather see Silvo rutting with the pretty slaves than Lexander

But Silvo declined with a bland expression. “Many thanks, but no. | have quite
enough to tend to.” H's hand slipped into the neck of nmy dress. | gasped as
his fingers tweaked ny nipple hard.

| leaned closer to him as he expected. | couldn’t even gl ance at Lexander

The tension in the room quickly rose.

Renata draw ed, “I’mglad to see you' ve been well entertained.”

Silvo touched nmy chin, lifting ny face. He licked ne lightly on the cheek
“Del i cious!”

Renata’ s hands were cl enched, when she should have | aughed it off. She wanted
nore fromthe doj, sonething beyond his patronage. Could it be that she |usted
for hin? | had never seen Silvo visit Renata’'s chanber, and he was not |ikely
to rut with her unless it was in front of the others.

Renata shifted back and forth as if unsure of what to say, eyeing nme sharply.
Silvo was nore decisive. He pushed my head down to his groin.

| stiffened, a rare nmonent of resistance. W struggled for just an instant,

until | gave in and began to nuzzle the velvet over his tarse.

“Suck on it,” Silvo ordered in | ow voi ce.

It was not how | intended for Lexander to find out what | was doing. But it
made the situation pretty clear. | unlaced Silvo's pants and dove in, |icking
and drawi ng his thickening tarse out.

“W will |leave you to your pleasure,” Lexander suddenly announced. It sounded

as if his jaw was cl enched.

Perhaps Silvo heard his fury, but he would assunme it was a reaction to his
i nsult—+taunting the pleasure nasters with a toy nore worthy than theirs.
Renata ordered the slaves to follow, bidding the doj a falsely affectionate



farewel |

Then they were gone and | had to focus on the task at hand, confirmng Silvo's
assertion that | was preferable to the attentions of two well-trained pl easure
sl aves.

The next day when | arrived at the cellar, Lexander was waiting for ne.

“Marja, have you gone nad?”

I removed the silk brocade cloak Silvo had given ne. “I’ve nmade an ally of the
doj .”

“You brought yourself to Renata's attention. Now she will not rest until she
owns you.” He ran a hand over his snmooth head, a rare gesture of despair.
“They rely on the doj to grant export of pleasure slaves from Veneto, but the
tariffs are high. They’ ve been trying to ease the burden by nmaking himreliant
on them Then you appear!”

“l have influence over him” | rem nded him

“Only until Renata offers himsomething he wants nore. She was annoyed enough
after that display, flaunting his attention el sewhere.”

| shook ny head. “I give Silvo things he can't get—= “Pleasure is fleeting,
Marja. And even your ability to submit is not enough.”

“I rely on the spirits, as well as nmy own nature,” | insisted. “lI can save the
sl aves and destroy Castropiero at the same tine.”

Lexander’s tone was harsh. “l1 should take you away from here before it’'s too
late. If | go fetch Bene, will you wait here until | return?”

“No. But you should send Bene to me. I'mafraid that your toying with himis
hurting him He doesn’t need anot her naster, Lexander.”

“Then you refuse to | eave with ne?” he demanded. “1 think you have gone mad.

The doj is nobody to trifle with, Marja.”
| took a deep breath. “Pl ease, Lexander, when | send you a nessage to | eave

Castropiero, get Bene out imediately. Gherwise I'll have to rescue you both
fromthe doj’s prison.”
| turned and left the cellar. | had never wal ked away from Lexander before.

But now I hurried from Castropiero and everything that | ove had once neant to
ne.

| avoided Castropiero after that. | couldn’'t bear to see Lexander again.

The doj, on the other hand, showered me with gifts in the hope of making ne
dependent on him He persisted even though | cared not for such things. |
traded one ring with a fiery stone for the use of a roomin a boardi nghouse.
It was on the western end of Veneto where the sun | owered over the bay. |
could sit in the wi ndow and touch the water when | reached down with nmy hand.
| gave the sea spirits everything in exchange for their inmages. The distant
ship nmovenents were confusing, the imges junbled and fragmented, a string of
instants preserved in watery echoes by the spirits. Some things didn't make
sense to ne or the doj. Sometines the passing of time brought clarity. But

t here was enough of interest to keep the doj fascinated beyond the viscera
delight | could give him

Every scrap of information had the potential to be the key I could use to free
the pl easure slaves. | concentrated on the ships since npst of the waterside
activities were too nundane—fi shernen in hunble villages, wonmen coll ecting
shellfish in the tidal plains, and busy shopkeepers al ong the Veneto channel s
goi ng about their business.

Very late one night, | was considering the nontage the sea spirits were
showi ng me when it all cane together. The C | ean ships were returning
stealthily, alone and in pairs. They had caught nmy eye for days because
simlar ships had attacked the Veneto perinmeter fleet not |ong ago. But |
hadn’t noticed until now that they were noving ever northward toward the water
city despite their seemngly east-west tack

The fact that they had not yet drawn together was deceptive. Likely the

mer chant shi pnasters who had seen them were al so not al arned

The first line of Veneto defense, the perinmeter fleet, had been destroyed
while the remmants were in the repair docks. For the nmoment, Veneto was

vul nerable to just such a furtive approach by an eneny fleet.



| gathered all the information | could, knowi ng that something inconsequenti al
could tip the balance in convincing the doj. | could not show any undue
eagerness. | readied for bed, prepared to launch ny attack agai nst Castropiero
after | had warned Lexander and Bene to get out.

| asked an olf to go into Castropiero for the first tine in days. Wen it
returned, the olf's puffy face was crunpled in pain.

&oing closer, | murmrmured assurances, hoping it wouldn’t sinply disappear.
“What did you see?” | breathed, holding out ny hands for the olf to rest on
The ol f whi spered, “The gane has ended.”

My heart tw sted—Renata nust have di scovered Lexander was not an assessor. But
I couldn’t react, not with the olf ready to vanish at any nonent.

“What’' s happened to then?” | asked. “Are they still . . . alive?”

The ol f was trenmbling, but | coaxed everything out, forcing nyself to remain
cal mdespite every revel ation. Lexander had been thrown into a cellar and was
| yi ng unconsci ous. Bene had been beaten and questi oned by Renata until he was
i nsensi ble. The agony in his torn back flared red-hot through the olf. | had
no doubt that Bene had told the m stress everything he knew.

The ol f disappeared in a blue flash, and | nearly toppled off the w ndowsill
trying to stop it. But | had heard enough. Renata knew Lexander was renegade.
She woul d send both of themto Stanbulin as soon as passage coul d be arranged.

20

At first light, |I returned to the palace and went to the doj’s anteroom The
sentries wouldn’t let anyone into Silvo's private chambers unl ess he
specifically ordered it, and no one would dare wake himunless it was an

ener gency.
Anyt hi ng out of the ordinary m ght arouse the doj’s suspicions, so | waited
patiently in the anteroom | couldn’t take any interest in the information

brought him Yet | would have to carefully orchestrate what | told himin
order to pronpt himto nove agai nst Castropiero

When the doj appeared, | was curled up on the divan in one of the | owcut,
el egant dresses he favored. Petitioners usually waited in the anteroomto see
hi m on busi ness, but if anyone el se had been present, | wouldn't have dared

take such a provocative pose. It was Silvo' s choice to whom he exposed ne.
“Early again, Marja?’ He gestured for nme to follow himinto his private
chanber with the nmezzani ne. The round tables were stacked with new docunents.
“The spirits showed ne there are G lean ships in the bay,” | told him *Sone
are traveling in pairs.”

“Where?” Silvo demanded

| shook ny head. “lIt’s confusing because they keep changi ng course. But
there’s at least threescore of them”

Silvo was scow ing down at a paper. “That is nore than | was told. The G| eans
woul d not likely send reinforcements when ny scouts report they have
retreated.”

| sat down, tucking my |egs beneath me. Idly gazing out the glass, | said,
“Ch, no, they’'re heading toward Veneto.”
He | ooked up at that. | set my chin dreamily on the back of ny hand and

wat ched the birds flying to their tiny nests in the carved eaves of the

pal ace. | enmptied ny m nd of everything but the sky and the giddy olfs
bounci ng on the steps up to the nezzani ne.

“Do you have any idea how cl ose they are?” he pressed.

“No,” | said. “But | could ask, if you wi sh.”

“Do that.” His tone was grim as if already pondering how to proceed. He woul d
likely send out nore scouts. But the G leans could turn and retreat at any
time. | needed to be sure they woul d continue advancing to be able to use them
ef fectively agai nst Castropiero.

From t he ant eroom beyond cane the rising voices of councilors and petitioners
who had arrived to see the doj. | left through the private door and went down
the spiral staircase

Going to ny usual spot in the boat |launch, | knelt by the water and steadi ed



nmysel f, reaching out to the sea spirits. Some of the C | ean ships were joining
toget her as they neared Veneto. | was surprised to find they were little nore
than a day away, nuch cl oser than when | had first seen them Tinme was al ways
tricky with the spirits—the past and the present sonetinmes nerged in odd ways.
“The doj wants to see you,” a servant said behind ne. They treated nme with the
ut nost politeness despite having seen me in the nost conpromni sing positions.

| followed the servant up the back stairs to the doj’s chanber. The voices of
the men in the anteroomwere louder, as if he had sent themaway to admt ne.
“Well?” he demanded.

“The ships are nuch closer than | thought. Only a day’'s sail from Veneto.”
“I"ve just received word. My councilors believe the destruction of our
perimeter fleet was the first phase in their plan to sack Veneto. The Cil eans
wai ted just |ong enough for us to let our guard down.”

“The spirits say the C | eans know your ship deploynents, ” | told him “That’s
how t hey anbushed your perineter fleet and avoi ded the notice of mnerchant

shi ppi ng as they approached.”

“Wio told then?” he demanded

“The house of Castropiero gives information to Cilean spies.”

The doj straightened abruptly, putting it together as | had hoped. Nearly al

of his councilors visited Castropiero, often arranging to neet there. Surely
the great men talked as if the pleasure slaves were nothing. But the slaves
could report what they heard to Renata and Tomaz, and if the masters were in
synmpathy with the Cileans, they would be able to divulge the inner workings of

the city.
“That new man . . . Lexander,” Silvo ventured.
“Renata has done away with him” | lied snoothly. “He discovered their

association with the Cleans and intended to expose them”

Silvo shook his head. “Then it was Renata herself involved in this. Wo is her
contact ?”

“That’'s all they’ ve shown ne.” | went to the wi ndow, watching the birds again.
I want nothing, | chanted silently to nyself. | imagined nmyself as a reed
bei ng swayed by flowi ng water, nmoving only at the behest of the spirits.

“But you nust know nore,” Silvo said, expressing a rare frustration

| took a few deep breaths, then said, “The |oudest call | hear is fromny
belly.”
| smiled at him then quietly left the room | had done it a dozen times

before in just the same way.

The servants soon heard that the C | eans were beari ng down on Veneto. |
unobtrusively pilfered some food as their talk grew | ouder, anxi ous about
their safety. Wen | left, a servant was right on nmy heels. Silvo nust have

gi ven hi m speci al orders because he stayed very close, determ ned not to | ose
sight of ne. But the olfs turned himaround on a footbridge and he was headi ng
back the way he cane before he realized his m stake.

The lanes filled with people as news spread of the approaching Cilean fleet.
had to fight ny way through city folk rushing to secure their hones and a
flood of sailors who were suddenly called to duty.

When | reached the cellar, | crouched on the slinmy bottomstep in the doorway.
It wasn’t long before the tramp of feet echoing down the cobbled | ane grew

| ouder and a dozen sentries appeared. They wore the doj’s colors, so | ducked
inside the cellar to avoid being recognized.

Sone of the sentries stood guard as the others clinbed up the steps to the
doubl e doors of Castropiero. The gatekeeper had no choice but to let themin
when they showed their orders fromthe doj. As they di sappeared inside, |
asked an olf to follow them

There were plenty of olfs curious about the conmmtion and they eagerly bounced
anong the sentries. The frightened servants did as they were ordered and | ed
the sentries directly to the masters’ chanbers. Both were still asleep when
they were routed fromtheir beds.

The sentries took Renata and Tomaz into custody. Wth the C | eans com ng, the
doj would try to get information about the plan of attack fromthem



The sentries placed Renata and Tonaz in a palanquin that had a bolt on the
door. It infuriated Renata and confused Tomaz to be confined. Renata was
nervously twi sting the ends of her veil around her fingers, tearing the
delicate tissue.

As soon as the sentries disappeared with the master and m stress of
Castropiero, a young boy slipped out the side door and scurried down the |ane.
I could hear the raised voices as the other servants pani cked. The streets
were al so getting louder as criers gave warning that the C | ean marauders were
com ng.

I marched across the courtyard to the kitchen door. | didn't try the main door
on the second | evel because the ol d doorkeeper was not likely to adnmit anyone
until his master and m stress returned. But the kitchen was w de open. The
cook had | ocked herself in the pantry when the sentries had arrived and was
refusing the other servants’ entreaties to come out.

The denons who had taken root in Castropiero pricked at me, trying to frighten
me away fromtheir lair by showing ne all the ways ny plan could go awy—
Renata tal king her way out of custody, or the doj catching ne in the act. But
| didn’t hesitate.

| announced in a ringing voice, “Your master and mistress are traitors to
Venet ol They have conspired with the Clean fleet that now threatens our city.
The doj has taken them prisoner and will punish them as they deserve. As he

wi || punish anyone who assisted themin this terrible deed . ”

| glared all around threateningly. The girls put their hands to their nouths,
and one flung her apron over her head and burst into tears.

| strode through the inner door to the stairs to the next level. | knew
exactly where to go to reach the slaves’ chanber despite the doubts laid by
the evil spirits in ny mnd. At the top of a narrower flight of stairs was a
door secured by a latch

The scrape of the hook being lifted was |oud. | wondered how many of the
slaves listened for that sound in dread. Sone nust have been | ocked in this
one dreary room for noons on end.

I flung the door open. A feeble light cane through the cloudy white glass of

the round wi ndow high in the wall. The slaves were rising up in their cots at

the sound of ny entry. Before | could say a word, they tunbled fromtheir beds
and knelt, gesig. A few swiped at their faces furtively, still bleary from

sl eep.

“Stand!” | declared. “lI’'ve taken Castropiero to set you free. Your master and

mstress are traitors to Veneto and have been seized by the doj’s sentries.
They won’t be returning to this house again.”
In truth, Renata m ght indeed be able to convince the doj of her innocence,

but I intended to be gone by then. Along with the sl aves.

They stirred and gl anced at one another, but they didn’t understand.

“I was a pleasure slave once, but | was set free.” | lifted my arm letting
the cloak slide back to reveal nmy satin dress. It gleamed richly even in the
dimlight.

A wiry young man scranbled to his feet and approached ne cautiously. He wore a
brief tunic like the others, revealing his arns and | egs. “You say our master
and m stress are gone? They were arrested?”

This lad nust be a kindred spirit to Bene. | pushed the door open to show them
there was no servant or master |urking behind ne. “Come see for yourself.

You' ve longed to escape, and this is your chance.”

“What about the servants?” the auburn-haired girl cried. “W’'Il be punished.”
The young man’s dark eyes burned with an eager light. “W shall see about
that.”

He started down the steps. | gestured urgently for the others to foll ow

“Come, it’s not safe to remain here. Stay together!”

They foll owed us down the stairs, clutching each other and stepping
tentatively. The pregnant wonman was anong them her di stended belly pushing
out her skinmpy tunic. Her | egs |ooked very thin by conparison. | noticed that
the girl with auburn hair was hanging on the armof the burliest slave,



| ooking to himfor protection

The boy who rem nded ne of Bene led the way, avoiding the doorkeeper’s post
and goi ng down another flight of stairs to the side exit on the | owest |evel.
It opened on the alleyway. He pushed the door wi de and saw there was not hi ng
preventing his escape. Wth a flashing grin at the other slaves, he ran off.
H s bare | egs | ooked strong enough to carry himfar

“Take a cloak with you!” | called after him but he was gone. | closed the
door, hoping he would be all right in that tunic, without a coin in hand.

The others were shocked. “He can’t do that,” one of them protested.

“You can do whatever you want. You don’'t serve Renata and Tomaz anynore.”
“What will happen to us?” the auburn-haired girl cried. Another whinpered,
“Where will we go? How will we survive?”

“Take what you need from Castropiero,” | told them “There are clothes to wear
and plenty of silver in the candlesticks and plate. Look for caskets hol di ng
coins and jewels.”

Sone of the slaves were scandalized, and | had to remenber when | was in
training in Vidaris, accustoned to doing exactly as | was told. “Go,” |
ordered. “Gather whatever you can find. Bring it back here, and you can | eave
with me. 1'll show you what to do.”

“I can’t,” the pregnant girl sniffled, tears running down her cheeks. “Wat if
m stress returns? O the servants?”

My heart ached for her. “There's a cellar across the lane. You can wait there,

if youd like.”
Most of the slaves had already run back upstairs to pilfer through Renata’s
and Tomaz’ s bel ongings. | could hear doors slaming all over the house. Sone

of the servants had undoubtedly had the sane idea.

| showed the pregnant girl and her friend across the lane to the cellar. They
wer e taken aback by the streams of people, and cries of “Cileans!” on
everyone's lips. Even the slaves’ scanty attire drewlittle attention

| left themthere and returned to the pleasure house. The sl aves had dived
into their pillaging with childlike delight. Sonme of the boys were wearing
Tomaz’ s fine clothing, the generous cut ballooning on their slender bodies.
The girls had pulled out dozens of |uxurious dresses in velvet and satin from
Renata’s chests.

| returned just as the doorkeeper tried to stop them appearing in a mghty
wrath to drag the slaves fromhis master’s chanber. Still holding the

candl esticks and jewel -covered cases they had found, they fell back in fear
Renat a had rewarded the doorkeeper’s loyalty in hiding Castropiero s many
secrets by giving himthe use of the slaves on regul ar occasions. The vile old
man had terrorized them

| leaped forward, accusing him “You are the traitor! You conspired with the

Cilean spies, and you will answer to the doj.”

He grabbed ny wist, nearly crushing it in panic. | punmeled his face with ny
fist, calling to the slaves, “Help ne!”

The door keeper let go of ne.“Stop at once! I'Il put the lot of you in the
wel | =

Enbol dened by ny exanmple, the slaves surged forward. They hardly | ooked

t hreateni ng, but the doorkeeper fled back to his closet, slanming the doors
shut. | stuck a poker through the handl es so he couldn’t get out.

Wth the remmants of ny ragged warband behind ne, | finally reached Bene. He
was delirious with pain, Iying on the floor. His clothes had been torn off and
his back was flecked with bl ood and welts. There was a coiled whip lying on
the table.

In dismay, | asked the slaves to help nove himto a bed. One solemm girl wth
delicate, pointed features and sun-bronzed skin fetched a basin of water and
sone ointnments. She renained cal mas she tended Bene, and | soon trusted that
he was safe in her capable fingers.

| soot hed poor Bene, whispering in his ear, “I'"msorry | was too |ate, Bene. |
cane as soon as | could.”

H s eyes opened, fastening on mne. He recognized me, his hand cl enching



convul sively on mne. Then he drifted away again.

Tears threatened, but | could not break down now.

The denons sensed nmy weakness and whispered to feed ny fears. They told ne

t hat Lexander was al ready dead and that the Cileans were at the door

As the solemm-eyed girl, Eshter, snmoothed the bal mshe had found onto Bene's

back, | asked, “Wat happened to that other master—texander?”

She averted her head. “I haven't seen himin days.”

| put ny hand on her arm “I know you can’t trust anyone, Eshter, but this is
vital. | must know what happened to him”

Wth her eyes fastened on Bene’'s torn back, she said flatly, “There’s an old
well in the cellar that they put us in to punish us. W have to stand in the

water that rises and falls with the tide. Vido was in the well yesterday, and
he says he heard the naster talking in one of the cells. But why would a
master be down there?”

“Which one is Vido?” | demanded

“He’ s the boy who ran off.”

| |1 ooked down at Bene. He was in no condition to be nmoved. “WII| you stay here
with Bene? W need to get out of here, but there’'s something | must do first.”
Eshter responded as she had been trained. “I won’t |eave his side. You can
rely on nme.”

I was not so sure, but | had little choice in the matter. | hurried back
downstairs. There were only four slaves at the door waiting for nme; the others
had fled with their spoils. | sent two of the slaves up to stay with Eshter to
help with Bene. The others carried all of the goods they had gathered across
the lane to wait in the cellar. People were running in outright panic in every
direction, simlarly | aden down.

| wanted to hurry down to the cellars to find Lexander, but the channe
beckoned at the end of the alleyway. | had to find out what was happening with
the Cilean fleet.

The wat erway was crowded by boats, everyone shouting at one another as they
tried to force their way through the narrow passageways. | dipped ny hand in
the water and saw the reason why. My warning had not cone soon enough for the
doj’s home fleet to intercept the Cileans. Too nany of the invading ships had
slipped through the | ast defense |ine and were rapidly approachi ng Veneto. The
gentry and weal thy nmerchants were abandoning the city in their own ships,
taking their famlies to safety. The |less fortunate fought over snaller boats,
fleeing to the mainland to take refuge in the Holy Enpire.

The bulk of the Clean fleet would reach the city by daybreak. The doj’s ships
were already skirm shing with themin several places. Flames devoured the
canvas sail on one ship. Qher shipmasters had realized what was happeni ng and
were rapidly retreating to Veneto to try to cut off the G leans. Unless the
sea spirits and wind favored them the Cileans would get here first.

| ran to tell the doj.
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I no longer tried to feign nonchal ance. | burst into the doj’s chanber w thout
caring that it was filled with nen. “The Cileans are comng!” | cried out.
“Their ships have slipped past your defense fleet.”

Silvo | ooked up fromthe sea maps spread across the tables. “No . . . it
cannot be.”

H s councilors were busy quarreling with one another, but those who heard ne

| ooked up in alarm

“They’' Il be here by sunrise.” | went over and placed the tiny wooden ships
where the spirits had shown nme. “There's fighting there.” | pointed to the

pl aces where | had seen the men in the ships drawn cl ose, brandi shing spears.
“The water runs red with bl ood.”

The council ors were shaking their heads and arguing, trying to drown ne out
with their raised voices. To them| was the doj’'s doxy, not to be taken
seriously. But the doj had heard the truth fromnme too often. Hi s eyes
lingered on the ships | had noved, trying to determ ne how he could win such a



battl e.

The doj asked a few questions of his councilors, and one gestured
contenmptuously at ny display, claining, “It’s preposterous! Even if we
recalled the fleet to defend our very shores, they wouldn't get here in tinme.”
“I"l'l not have ny city sacked,” the doj declared furiously.

| drew back as the councilors shouted over the dilemma. They had no sol diers,
no nmore ships, no way to stop the Gl eans.

The doj knew it, too. His fist clenched as he glanced at ne; then he quickly
gestured with his chin toward the private door

| waited in the curve of the stairs. He appeared only a few nonents after ne,
as if fearing | would vani sh again.

He took hold of ny arm “How can | save Veneto?”

“Have you any gods who favor you?”

He stared at ne. “They say Kristna is strong, but he is not the patron of ny

city.”

I wung ny hands. “I wish | had seen them sooner! The C | eans nust have

of fered great sacrifices to the sea spirits to hide their approach.”

Hs fingers tightened on nme. “I will give these spirits anything they desire.

Even if it’s the lives of ny people. Tell me what you want.”

I could hear his suspicion, even now He feared | would betray himinto his
eneny’ s hands.

But perhaps | could help him “If you are serious about this, you nmay be able
to sway the spirits. But they demand the nost we can give, so you would have
to reveal yourself to themwi th conplete honesty.”

“I"1'l do whatever is necessary.” Hi s narrowed eyes said he still doubted ne.
“Then come to the boat launch. You'll have to speak to the spirits through ne.
Hurry, there’s not much tine.”

He held on to ny armas we went down the stairs. At the boat |aunch, the sky
gl owed t hrough the open doors in brilliant pink and orange flanmes, tinting the
cl ouds. The day had gone far too fast. Several sentries stood armed and ready
at the doors guarding the water gate.

“You'll have to give thema story about yourself, sonething powerful,” |
explained. “Only the nost significant sacrifice of a secret long held will be
enough to convince themto save Veneto. If they honor your revelation, they
may change the currents in the waters and turn the wi nd agai nst the G| eans.
They al one can keep your enemi es at bay.”

“You can't be serious,” Silvo told me in a low voice. “You want nme to tell you
a secret? Sonething incrimnating?”

“This is your only chance to avert disaster,” | said sternly. “They nust hear
you clearly to understand, and for that you need ne. | know this will be hard
for you because you conceal yourself so well. But the spirits demand that we

gi ve of ourselves when we ask for a mracle.”

“You're not giving anything,” he retorted.

“The spirits know everything about nme.” | clasped ny hands between ny breasts.
“Please don't let this city burn.”

He considered ny plea, pacing away a few steps. Then he glanced up as if

t hi nking of the councilors in his chanbers who were grow ng increasingly
frantic. Indeed, he had no other option. But he was a deeply pragmatic nan,
and things of the spirit had no hold over him

“Cet out! ” he ordered the sentries, making themw thdraw. “No one is to
disturb us.”

When they were gone, | sat on the snooth brick and curled my | egs beneath ne,
placing ny hand in the water. “Come, sit beside ne. You nust try to touch
them but don’t be concerned if you feel nothing. 1'Il convey your story to
them but they nmust feel your presence in the water.”

The doj was unconfortable as he copied ne, dipping his hand in. | took his
other hand and held it firmy. Then | drew a deep breath, reaching out to the
spirits.

Gradually | sank into the notion of the water. The sea spirits were fascinated
by the doj because he ruled their favorite city. A sacrifice directly fromhim



could be enough to quell their support for the Cleans. Silvo nust reveal his
heart, and at the heart of the doj was his grasp of power.

“What made you the man you are?” | asked. “You are froma noble fanily, but
you had hunbl e begi nnings, did you not? What has driven your rise to rule?”
“I was the boy ny parents birthed, and the man ny shi prmates nade ne.”

“You weren't always this way,” | protested. "Not when you were a child.”
He hesitated. “No. My father was an artisan, but early on | realized | was
destined for a life at sea. | worked as a cabin boy first, then sailor and
shi pmaster. | suppose | was a happy boy.”

“Yes, the spirits have watched you.” Their images ranged froma grinning,
round-faced youth who knew little about ropes and ball ast weights, to Silvo's
steely-eyed reign over a nerchant ship. The spirits clanored for nore. “Wy
did you | eave the sea?”

Silvo didn’t want to reveal hinself; he doubted ne. But he had cone too far

al ready. He took a deep breath, averting his eyes frommne. “The sea had few
conforts, but that was not inportant to me. Even after ny father died, |

returned to nmy nother’'s hone little changed. | was a youth; what did | know
about the cares of a widow with several children at hone?”
| conveyed every nuance to the sea spirits. “lI understand, ” | assured him

“Your nother must have struggled mghtily.”

He briefly net ny eyes. “One time | cane hone to find her cousin there. My
father’s side of the famly had fallen away fromwealth and influence in
Veneto. But Loranzo was thriving fromhis wise investnments. | assunmed he was
simply visiting, but he stayed too long and it was apparent he knew t he ways
of the house. The children were bani shed to the upper |evel and my nother
tried to send ne out as well. But | resisted, feeling that | was the man of
t he house and nust stay. | was naive; ny nother was his mistress.”

“How did you find out?”

He clenched his teeth at the thought of it. “She took himto her bed that
night, the bed ny father had shared with her.\Wen Loranzo was done, he |eft

without a word. | tried to challenge himin the hallway, but ny nother

i ntervened. Loranzo shoved nme aside as if | were his own serving boy.” Silvo
shook his head briefly. “I swore | would put a stop to it, but my nother

she insisted that she had to feed the children and clothe herself, and there
was no noney to do so. | gave her all | had, but it was nothing, nothing

conpared to her needs. It would be many years before | gained a post that
woul d allow me to provide for her, and neanwhile there were my brothers and
sisters to be cared for. My nother clainmed that Loranzo supported them He
mai nt ai ned our honme and sent ny brothers to school. But every tine | returned

and Loranzo took her to bed, | wanted to kill him”

The sea spirits were greedily absorbing all he said. But | couldn’t understand
the depths of his anger. “Wiy?” | had to ask. “It was her choice to take
Loranzo as her |over—=

“She was forced to it!” Silvo insisted. “If ny father had survived, she would

never have been brought so I ow. She wore the clothing he gave her, and

recei ved himat any hour he desired. She even entertained his friends in our
hone, and cultivated wonen for their willingness to please his guests. She was
no | onger welcome in polite society.”

H s fingers dabbled in the water, and he avoi ded ny eyes again. “I left the
defense fleet as soon as | could and joined the service of a shipping
nmerchant, intending to make nmy fortune to help her. | discovered |ater that
Loranzo had reconmmended ne so that | would not conme hone as much. | gained
status through the years until | becanme a shipnmaster. But my nother died not
long afterwards. My siblings were settled, and ny dealings with Loranzo seened
at an end. My enployer was a councilor to the doj, and | |earned everything
could fromhimof politics and di pl onacy, as well as shipping. My travels
served me well because | had visited many of the cities that Veneto deal s
with. | also knew nmen as others did not, having had nmy eyes opened at a tender
age. But by the tinme | could protect ny nother, she was no | onger alive.”

It still pained himdeeply. | wanted to offer solace, but the spirits were



clanmoring | ouder, sensing there was sonething nore. “Wat about Loranzo?”

“As he grew ol der, his status decreased. | had something to do with that
| ater, but he could not have sustained his rise. It was dependent on one man,
a bad ganmble, which was a lesson | learned fromhis downfall. | et himknow

had a hand in it, and | didn't hide ny disdain for him | also toyed with his
granddaught er, spoiling her mai denhood. But it was an enpty gesture in the
end, when she married well.” He stared into the water. “I went to see Loranzo
before he died. He told ne it would have been better if | had not opposed him
because then ny nother’s | over would have been a great man instead of a
pauper. In the end, nmy nother was nothing but the debauched mistress of a
failed man.”

| waited, but he had no nore to say. “Is there nothing that can give you
ease?”
“As long as | amdoj and ny city is prospering, | can ask for nothing nore.

Does that satisfy your sea spirits?”

The spirits were humring with approval. They had seen sonme of the things he
had descri bed and they were pleased to have the story that weaved everything
together. “Now tell themwhy you want themto save Veneto fromthe Cileans.”
He cl osed his eyes and murrmured |ike a prayer, “I ambound by the sea, as ny
city is bound by the sea. Who else lets the water fill the streets and cone
inside their very homes as we do? W are yours to protect, and | beg that you
save us fromthe Cleans.”

In his fervor, the spirits heard him | added ny hunble plea that they stop
the Cleans fromconmng to Veneto. The rape and pillage that woul d ensue was
too horrifying to contenplate.

The spirits washed through us before finally wthdrawing. “Yes,” | said,
renoving nmy hand fromthe water. “I think they are satisfied. But | cannot
know for certain. W shall have to wait and see what they do.”

“You don't know if we'll be saved?” he denmanded.

“The sea noves slowy and the ways of the spirits are difficult to
understand.” | tried to smle at him “But you' ve done all you can, of that

" msure. They’'ve heard you. The rest lies with them”

The doj got to his feet. Hs hand was on his knife, and his face was drawn. By
nmorni ng he could be fighting for his life, at best to be inprisoned until he
was ransoned by his ravaged peopl e.

“I"I'l do whatever | can,” | assured him “I’Il return when | hear nore.”

“Stay here, Marja.” H s voice hardened, as if he needed my obedi ence. Perhaps
he felt vulnerable after revealing so much of hinself.

But | had to return to Castropiero. “Remenber our agreement? | must be able to
cone and go, or | cannot help you.” | held his gaze as the inplied threat hung
between us. | would renmove ny support and his sacrifice would cone to naught

wi t hout ne.

He al nost refused, but he could not part with his last shred of hope. “Co,
then!”

Wt hout another word, he turned and strode back into the pal ace.

The streets of Veneto were enptying as twilight fell. Everyone carried baskets
or pulled handcarts piled with goods. Some were abandoning the city while
others were taking their precious bel ongi ngs el sewhere for safekeepi ng. But
nowhere in Veneto would be safe if the Cileans |anded.

In Castropiero, the cook was snoring loudly in the pantry and the doorkeeper
remai ned bl ocked inside his closet. The rest of the servants were gone.

| went straight to the cellar. By the tinme | reached the bottomstep, | was
choking fromthe thick nmiasma of evil spirits. The narrow tunnel and dri pping
ceilings were dreadful. | had to take deep, calmng breaths to be able to

force nyself to continue on

| found the well that Eshter had told ne about beneath a round wooden cover.
To ny everlasting relief, there wasn’'t anyone inside. | couldn’t inmagine
standing in that inky blackness, the cold water at nmy knees as | struggled to
stay upright.

| pushed open several doors, until | found one that had a heavy crossbar



locking it shut. The bar was difficult to renove, but | nanaged to slide it
out .

The space inside was so low | had to duck my head. Lexander |ay on the crude
bench, apparently collapsed in utter weariness. The rise and fall of his chest
made ne cry out in relief.

| knelt down beside him In repose, he seenmed nuch younger. Yet he was ol der
than the ol dest man alive. Perhaps to him ny life was but a blink of his eye.
| stroked his cheek. “Lexander?”

He stirred under my hand instead of waking instantly. He noved wth great
difficulty, as if his linbs were very heavy. Hi s eyelids opened and shut
again. H s hands flexed slightly.

“You must wake up, Lexander,” | urged. “We need to get out of here.”

He tried to focus on me, but his golden eyes were sightless.

It was shocking to see himthis way. “Wat did they do to you?”

But he was too far gone to hear. His |lips were parched despite the danp air.
lifted the ladle fromthe water bucket, but there was sonething odd about the

snell. It stung nmy nose when | sniffed it. The denobns urged ne to give it to
him to save his life by letting himdrink the water—

| shut themfrommy mind and ran upstairs to fetch fresh water. | splashed
sone in his face, and when | tilted the bow to his nouth, he drank with
desperate gulps. | kept giving himnore water until it slowy began to revive
him H's eyes finally opened and he saw it was ne.

“Marja . . .” he rmurnmnured.

When | heard the love and longing in his voice, | wanted to cry. He had been
angry for so | ong.

“Yes, it’s me, Lexander.” | kept giving himwater, w shing he would recover
faster. “Is there anything | can do to help you?”

He gestured to the water, drinking nore. “Were is Renata?” he managed to ask.
“She and the master were arrested by the doj.”

“That was your doing, | suppose.” Lexander shifted and groaned in pain.
“Are you injured?” | asked.
“No, but it will take some days for the poison to | eave nmy body. The water

hel ps flush it away.”

He gradual |y pieced together what had happened to him Renata nust have dosed
his cup at the evening neal a few days ago. Once he was in the cell, he drank
the water to survive even though it was drugged as well. “Saal adet nust have
alerted them about ne,” he nunbl ed.

“Lexander, we have to go.” Not only were the Cil|l eans approaching, but the
doj’s sentries could return at any time. | couldn’t risk having Silvo discover
me in Castropiero. Then he would know | had an ulterior notive in denouncing
them 1 also worried that Renata woul d sonehow break free. The denmobns were
pressing on me urgently; | needed to gather everyone and get out.

Lexander pulled on ny hand so he could sit up, swaying with |ight-headedness.
The shock of touching himshot through ne.

He grimaced at his own weakness. “Were are we goi ng?”

“The cellar across the lane, if that’s all you can manage. But if you can

wal k, | have a safer place not too far away. It has a strong door that we can
secure.”
“I can walk.” He leaned on nme, trying to find his feet. | had not realized how

heavy he was. He had al ways been careful not to crush me, but now with him
slunped onto ny shoulders, | felt his full weight.

W got up the steps sonehow, and | began to think the cellar would have to do.
Lexander could barely put one foot in front of the other. | left himsitting
sl unped near the side door, then raced upstairs to get Bene.

Eshter woke groggily, on guard. There was an unsheathed sword next to her
“Eshter, it’s me,” | told her. “It’s tine for us to go.”

Eshter sat up, confused for a nonent about where she was. The other slaves
wer e asl eep.

“Come on,” | insisted. “Wake the others, and make sure to bring all the
beddi ng.”



| gently tried to rouse Bene, running ny hand through his hair. “Bene, you
must get up. How has he been?”

Eshter was | eaning over the two sleepy slaves. “I put nore balmon his back
when it sank in, and he ate sone of that al nond paste the others found.”
“Bene, listen to nme,” | urged.

He turned his head and snmiled when he saw it was nme. Then the pain hit. He |et
out his breath in an agoni zed rush.

“I know,” | told him feeling dreadful about his wounds. “But we have to

| eave. You nust try to wal k.”

By the time | got everyone noving, with Bene supported by Eshter and anot her
slave, | was definitely leaning toward the cellar, horribly crowded and danp

t hough it woul d be.

When the sl aves saw Lexander waiting near the door, they started up in alarm
trying to retreat. No wonder—he had not been particularly kind to them as he
pl ayed his role as Stanbulin assessor

“What’' s he doi ng here?” Eshter exclained fearfully.

| kept them from backing out. “lIt’s not what you think—texander intended to
destroy this house. That’'s why Renata put himin the cellar.”

Bene was noddi ng and nmuttering to hinmself. He nust have told Renata everything
he knew.

“But . . . he’'s a nmaster,” Eshter insisted.

Lexander could hardly hold himself up. | couldn't inagine anything |ess
threatening, but they saw it differently.

“I can explain later. | swear he's no danger to you. You have to help ne.”

ordered the young man who wasn’t with Bene to take Lexander’s other side.

The sl aves had been conditioned to obey, and the nost conpliant ones had
waited for nme while the others had fled. Before | knewit, we had crossed the
| ane and | decided to try for my spaci ous chanber in the boardi nghouse.
wanted to put distance between us and the frustrated denmons in Castropiero.
The slaves down in the cellar were called out, carrying sacks of goods
pilfered fromthe pl easure house. The pregnant girl was w ncing and hol di ng
her belly, and | feared she would drop the babe right on the street.

| led themthrough the dark | anes, supporting Lexander as best | could. The
houses were tightly shuttered and not a lantern burned. A hush lay over the
city as we waited for the Cileans to |and.

When we finally made it to nmy roomon the canal, and the bar was dropped on

t he door behind us, | let out ny breath. Wth ten of us inside, we were a
tight fit. But the slaves put the blankets on the floor, giving Bene the bed
with Eshter to watch over him The nother-to-be fell asleep instantly as her
friend fussed over her. At |east she wouldn’t have the babe this night.

| settled Lexander by the wi ndow, then unlatched the shutters and swung them
wi de open. The noon had set, |eaving only blackness. The water was as dark as
the sky, with the waves reflecting the stars in rippled streaks. | dipped ny
fingertips, alnost afraid to find out our fate.

But | felt nothing. | had been drained dry, too exhausted to understand the
scattered i mages, a nightmare of bl ood and battle that | eaped fromone horrid
sight to the next, distorted and incoherent.

“l have nothing left to give,” | rmurnmured.

Qut of the darkness, Lexander spoke. “l’d say you' ve given enough, Marja.”

| couldn’t see him but |I could feel himclose by. I closed the shutters and
barred them hoping they would not have to withstand a Cilean attack

Lexander hel ped steady nme when | sat down beside him | realized he was
feeling stronger.

H s voice was | ow so the slaves couldn’t hear. “During my brief nonments of

sanity in that cell, | hoped you would save ne. | knew you could, if only you
found out before they shipped ne off to Stanbulin.”

“Even then | woul d have cone after you,” | whispered. “I wouldn’t |let them

t ake you.”

“I"'mfortunate that you are so capable.”
| wished | could see his face. “You tried to halt nme at every step.”



He drew a deep breath. “No longer, Marja. |I'Il do whatever | can to help you.
But clearly you can triunmph on your own.”

By the time | awoke the next day, the city was abuzz with the news. The Cilean
fleet had come within sight of Veneto at daybreak. Panic had consumed the city
as their sails appeared.

But strangely, the ships had come no closer. The wi nds had gradually pushed
them away, until they di sappeared over the horizon. The honme fl eet sped back
to protect Veneto and the tips of their masts were reassuring in the distance
as they patrolled the waters.

I knew the Cileans might prevail with the sea spirits eventually, but for the
noment the Otherworld had sided with Veneto.

Most of the slaves were gone when | awoke, along with nuch of the sal vaged
goods. The pregnant girl had left with the others, probably because of
Lexander. | couldn’t blane them They weren't sure what he would do once he
fully regained his senses.

| took the remaining two slaves into the streets with ne, |eaving Eshter to
wat ch over Bene as she did so well, and Lexander to recline in the open

wi ndow. He was nore alert but still tended to | ose his bal ance when he tried
to wal k.

W paid an exorbitant ampunt for food. Shipping was di srupted by the I urking
Cilean fleet. | refused to go anywhere near the pleasure house.

That night, the other two sl aves sneaked away. | heard them go, but thought it
was their own concern. W discovered in the norning that they had taken the
rest of the coins and silver plate, |leaving only Eshter’s sword behind. Eshter
was the sole remining Castropiero slave.

“I"'msorry you didn't get your fair share,” | told her

“I't’s no matter.” Eshter glanced at Lexander as if unsure if she should speak
her mind in his presence. But Lexander had been nbst hunble and ordinary in
their discussions, allaying her fears. H s obviously weakened state called out
her nurturing instincts, and she brought himwater and hel ped himto the privy
just as she did with Bene.

Bene was lying in the bed, still in pain but awake. “What are we going to do
now?”
“I must see the doj,” | declared.

Lexander’s lips thinned. O all ny patrons, Donen Silvo had cone closest to
tappi ng the depths of ny conpliant spirit. Lexander nust have seen that in him
and instinctively known that | had given nyself to himin every way. Except

for ny heart.

“He’ Il be glad to see nme,” | continued. “I’msure he’ll reward ne with enough
so you can go wherever you want.” | knew nothi ng about Eshter but her nane,
yet | had trusted her to care for Bene. “Perhaps you' d like to return to your
fam|y?”

Eshter was al ready shaki ng her head, and judging fromthe | ook on Bene's face,
he wasn’t interested in going back to Frankish |ands.

“You could live here,” | suggested. “Veneto is the finest city |I’'ve seen.”
Bene gave me a grin, only a shadow of his usual glee. “I want to stay with
you, Marja.”

| could see Lexander fromthe corner of ny eye. “I’"mgoing to find anot her

pl easure house.”

“There’s a house in the Sea of Isles,
tal ki ng about it.”

| faced Lexander squarely. “Do you know this house?”

“Yes, Tomaz was once master of House Allonis, on the island of Tremti.”
“Then that’s where |’ m goi ng. What about you, Lexander?”

B ene said eagerly. “I heard the master

He hesitated. “l must go to Stanbulin to strike directly agai nst Saal adet .
That’s the master house where slaves are eval uated before being shipped to ny
people,” he explained to Bene and Eshter. “It will throw the houses into chaos

if I can bring down Saal adet.”
| knew where Stanbulin was |ocated, having seen it on Etien’s nmaps. “You have
to go through the Sea of Isles to get there. WIIl you help me liberate the



sl aves of Allonis first?”

“I"l'l help you,” Bene offered, with Eshter agreeing, “Yes, take me with you.”
“I'f that is your wish,” | told them

Lexander turned away; he clearly intended to go alone to challenge the nmasters
in Saal adet. But he was reluctant to let us take on a house w thout him

“I't would be better if we worked together,” | said quietly.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Lexander finally asked Bene and Eshter
“They may have heard about me and will be watching for us.”

“W have to try,” Bene said stoutly. Eshter |ooked uneasy, but she nodded.

So Lexander agreed. He didn't say a word as | prepared to go see the doj.

The doj’'s anteroom was buzzing and the sentries took nme directly in w thout
announci ng me. The doj broke into a smle, holding his arms wide. “lIt happened
just as you said it would, Marja.”

He hugged me close in front of his councilors, which startled ne nore than
anyt hing el se he had done. It was a gesture of pure affection.

“The current was too much for them” the doj explained. “At last word, their
fleet is retreating. Though | won’t hold too much stock in that. W' re
readyi ng a dozen nore ships of war, newy purchased to join our defenses.”

He ed me through the side door into the spiral stairway so he could speak

wi t hout his councilors overhearing. “You made the difference, Marja. Those

i gnorant fools in there claimit was tidal forces at work, but | know the sea.
|"ve never seen her turn like that.” He tucked a velvet pouch into ny hand. It
clinked with heavy coins. “You deserve every bit of my gratitude.”

That was one thing | had conme for. “And your enem es?”

H s expression hardened. “The Cileans will live to rue the day they set their
sights on Veneto. The Castropiero folk are being questioned, but they are
reluctant to confess their secrets. Wien | amdone with them they will be
executed. Their house and chattel were confiscated this morning. | wll succor
no spies inthis city.”

Wth that, | was done in Veneto.

He put his hand to ny waist, making me tingle with anticipation. “You can wait
in my private chanbers, Marja. \When |’ m done here, we can cel ebrate our
victory.”

The doj was finally offering his trust in me, but I was rem nded of the

Franki sh shipmaster. | had disliked running away fromhim and intended that
it should be different with the doj.

| sadly shook ny head, trying to smle. “I’"msorry, but | nust |eave now.”

H s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

“You agreed fromthe beginning that | was free to cone and go. | will return,

but I don’t know when that day will be.”
“Day?” he asked. At ny nod, he realized what | neant. “You nmean to | eave the
city altogether.”

“I go where | amcalled.” | reached out to touch his arm “l’msorry to have
to |l eave you. | love your city and | will see you always through the sea
spirits. They will watch over you as long as you are true to them”

Doubt wavered over his face, as he considered how he could bind me to him But
| had been careful to remain beyond his control. “And if | say no?” he
demanded.

| smled sadly, knowing | didn't have to say it out |oud—t would destroy
everyt hing we had shared.

He | et out a pained |laugh. “To have finally found such a woman, only to | ose
you! 'Tis nost unfair of you to ask it.”

| was touched and cl asped his hand, but | could not bring nyself to kiss him

| was afraid the passion would ignite between us. H s eyes were angui shed, and
| don’t believe it was sinply regret for what | so freely gave him He had
been honest with ne, and that nmeant rmuch to him

“Farewel | ,” | whispered, slipping down the steps. At the curve | glanced up

He nodded stiffly, naking no effort to stop ne.
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"This is ny reward for helping the doj repel the G leans.” | poured the dozen
gold coins fromthe purse into ny palm They slid together sensuously. “W can
| eave i Mmedi ately.”

Lexander pushed hinsel f up. “Are you in danger?”

“lI did the doj a great service,” | retorted. “He has a high regard for ne. But
you're at risk, Lexander. The doj took Renata and Tomaz into custody. He woul d
likely interrogate you, as well, if he had the chance.”

Lexander retreated to don a pleated felt cap to hide his smooth head. Wth his
torn and dirty clothing, he no | onger |ooked |like a naster of Castropiero.
Lexander and | went to the wharfs along the main channel, where the merchants
of eastern shipping docked. At ny request, the olfs were accustoned to
watching this area for the arrival of the w nged ship from Stanbulin. Lexander
also knew it well fromhis time as master of Castropiero. He had brought his
sl aves here twice a year to send themto Saal adet.

Everyt hi ng had changed between us, |eaving us both unbal anced. Lexander was
cautious, watching every nove | made. He never touched ne or offered ne his
arm There was an awkward constrai nt between us when we spoke. He acted as if
he didn’t know ne, and he was carefully determ ning how best to deal with ne.
At night, we slept next to each other but never entw ned as we used to.

Wth Bene, on the other hand, Lexander was quite gentle. He took care of him
and Bene delighted in his attention. In their short time together, they had
devel oped a real rapport. Bene relied on himand me—with utter faith and
trust. It renminded me of how | used to be with Lexander. But | wanted Bene to
rely on hinself.

It felt as if there was too nuch | eft unsaid between nme and Lexander. So |
concentrated on our departure from Veneto, resolving to deal with everything
el se later. Lexander bargained for our passage to the isles with severa

shi pmasters, switching dialects as needed. Chance had it that there was a ship
that coul d take passengers |eaving the next day that woul d pass through the
Sea of Isles. For a good price, the shipmaster was willing to take us to
Tremiti |sland.

W decided to sleep onboard that night, and returned to fetch Bene and Eshter
| hired a palanquin to carry Bene, and once we reached the ship, Eshter

bustl ed around, settling himin the snug cabin.

| lingered on deck gazing at the water city. | felt such a pang on | eaving
Veneto that it caught ne by surprise. This was not nmy home, just as Hellul and
was not ny hone, but both places were special to nme. | knew | would return
soneday.

“Marja, shouldn’t you come inside?” Lexander stayed in the shadow by the door
to the cabin.

“Why?” | was leaning on the rail admiring the gold flecks in the water cast by
the I owering sun. The buildings floated serenely, with the sea nmist softening
every line and reflection

“The doj does not release his treasures so easily.”

“I won't let the doj stop ne,” | assured him

“I wish | had your confidence.” Wien | turned with a frown, his voice | owered.
“There’s the doj now. You nustn’t be seen speaking with ne.”

Dormen Silvo was striding up the dock. He had two sentries with him and they
crossed their spears to stand watch. The shi pmaster energed from his cabin as
the doj clinbed onboard, bidding his ruler a flustered wel cone.

My breath caught. It would take but one word fromthe doj and I woul d be
thrown in a cell along with the others.

Lexander was crouching down in the shadow of the [ adder of the sterncastle. If
the doj recognized him we were all dooned.

| smiled in greeting as Silvo glanced around at the startled crew. “Are they
treating you with respect, Marja?”

“Certainly, thanks to your generosity. Bene and | are being cared for well.”
“Bene?” Silvo asked, without attenpting to feign surprise. He was well
inforned that | had arrived here with a pal anquin and several other people.
“Bene is ny traveling conmpanion. Wuld you like to meet hinP” | led Silvo



directly to the cabin. Lexander tried to wave nme off, but | was not deterred.
As we entered, | announced, “Bene, this is our benefactor, Donmen Silvo, the
Doj of Veneto.”

My eyes adjusted to the gloomto see Bene wincing as he tried to sit up

al arnmed beyond all conprehensi on. Eshter backed into a dark corner, where her
face couldn’'t be seen. She had chosen the nost denmure dress that the slaves
had stolen from Renata, and | was certain the doj wouldn’t recogni ze her as a
Castropi ero sl ave.

| hurried to Bene's side. “Lie back down.” Over ny shoulder, | told the doj,
“He’ s been beaten badly. But this kind woman has been hel ping nme care for
him?”

Bene’s white face and the sudden sheen on his brow fromhis effort was not

nm ssed by the doj. “Forgive me for not rising,” Bene nunbl ed.

“Don’t concern yourself with that.” The doj peered through the gl oom of the
cabin. “You are much younger than | had i magi ned. | thought that you two were
“Lovers?” | gl anced at Bene.

“She woul d not,” Bene declared, with very real vexation

| put ny hand on his hair. “Bene’s like a brother to ne.”

He grabbed ny hand and kissed it. “You are ny savior, Marjal”

The doj nodded agreenent. “That she is . . .”

| pulled the doj away, claim ng Bene needed to rest. Qut in the fading
daylight, the crew and shi pmaster were once again rapt with attention to see
their ruler wal king about their ship |like an ordinary man.

Silvo turned to me. “Way must you go, Marja? The shi pnaster says your
destination is in the isles.”

“I amcalled there,” | said softly. “But we nustn’t speak of that. | cannot
reveal a sacred trust, just as | will never betray yours.”
“You left too fast, Marja. | had to see you one last tinme.”

“So you tracked me down and canme to scare the mischief out of the shipmaster
and his crew,” | teased.

“Yes, but you let ne this time,” he pointed out.

"Twas true, | hadn’t obscured myself with the olfs or tried to hide away.
“Perhaps | wanted to tell you sonething.”

He nodded. “Your words are always precious to ne.”

“Then listen carefully. | know nore about your nother than you may think, for
I amvery much like her. You did not fail her, Donmen. Your nother was not
forced to accept Loranzo or their bond woul d not have |asted her lifetine.
That kind of love is very rare, | have discovered. | believe she chose her

| over, just as | chose you.”

For a nonent he | ooked like a boy, filled with pain and uncertainty. But
under st andi ng grew, and he nodded sl owy.

He rai sed ny hand and kissed it. He had never done so before. Wthout another
word, he descended the ranmp to the dock. The sentries proceeded before him
clearing the way for their doj.

After we set sail and Veneto disappeared behind us, Lexander still kept his
di stance fromnme. W were a disnmal group for days on end as Bene recovered.
Eshter often whinpered in her sleep, and she told nme about sone of the
tortures that the patrons and masters had inflicted on them Eshter’'s famly
had sol d her agai nst her w shes when Renata offered themtoo nuch to refuse.
But when Bene was finally on the nend, there was no stopping his irrepressible
ways. He was worse than the ol fs onboard, always dabbling where | east
expected. Wiile he was still in a weakened state, he seduced his nurse
Eshter. After that, | often heard themrutting in the night or at first light.
One afternoon | canme into the cabin to find Eshter down on her knees sucki ng
his tarse. Her buttocks were exposed, with her skirt hiked up around her

wai st, and her bodice was lying on the floor. Bene was |olling back, enjoying
it, his long curls falling into his eyes.

| quickly shut the door. “Don’t let those sailors see you or you'll have your
hands full.”



Then | wished | hadn’'t entered, because they both smiled at ne invitingly.
“Come join us,” Eshter said, reaching out to ne. She had a | ovely hand and a
dusky arm and rounded shoulder. | wanted to touch her, to see her black eyes
close in pleasure and a slow flush infuse her rich skin.

Bene grinned, an edge of his old frustration tingeing his voice. “Yes, it's
about time, Marja.”

“Many thanks, but no,” | dermurred, opening the door a crack to slip back
out si de.

Bene |l et out a sigh. “She never will,” he said to Eshter, whose di sappoi nted
expression made nme feel bad in spite of nyself.

| leaned against the rail, watching the waves and the undul ati ng nuddy |ine of
the shore pass by in the distance. | longed for the sinple rel ease that

pl easure coul d give. Bene was very tenpting. Sonetines when he sprawl ed out on
t he bowcastle, his skin shining under the fierce sun, | wanted to sink ny
mout h onto his and abandon myself to desire. He was so good and true! But |
didn't want to hurt him

Eshter began to pursue ne after that. She wasn’'t overt. She sinply did things
for me, ever attentive as Bene required | ess of her care. He began to make

i nroads on the sailors, and Lexander scolded himfor rutting with at | east one
of the rough nmen in our cabin.

Eshter stayed by my side so | was never wi thout a compani on. She | ovingly
tended to my hair, helped me wash, and cl eaned our clothes. | couldn’t stop
her. So | acqui esced when I normally wouldn’t have cared about the filth

i nvol ved in a sea voyage. The cabin was swept and the beddi ng thoroughly aired
and beaten by our second day onboard.

I couldn’t touch the water, but the ceaseless notion of the ship enabled ne to
conmune with the sea spirits. | confessed how | had used the Cilean attack to
betray Castropiero and free the sl aves.

In return, they showed nme the doj alone in the boat [aunch with his hand
thrust into the water. He was calling to ne, in the only way he knew how |
sent himny good wi shes, though | didn’t know if he could hear

As we sailed southward, the spirits rewarded nmy confession with snpboth seas
and good wind. | saw plenty of raiders through their scattered i mages, but no
shi ps ventured cl ose to us.

As we passed into the Sea of Isles, the air grew warm and sultry, heavy with
noi sture. W joined a convoy of nerchant ships in threading our way through

t he sage-green hills. The abundance of sheltering islands provided cover for
rai ders, so there was safety in nunbers for the nerchant shi pping.

The shall ow water was a brilliant blue-green and very calm The peopl e had

dar kened skin and curling black hair. Their robes flowed down to their feet,
while the children ran about in brief tunics.

Qur convoy stopped at an island to refill our water barrels. The hills were so
steep around the bay that the houses marched up the sides. On top of a cliff
stood rows of fluted colums. It had once been a structure, but the roof was
gone, and the stones were bl eached white like the rib cage of a great dead
beast .

| was lured by the call of the land, intoxicated by the depth of tine. Beyond
t he babble of spirits was an indelible inpression of people living in this
ordinary fishing village seemngly forever

As we prepared to disenbark, Lexander cautioned us, “You don't know the ways

of these people or their tongue. Stay near nme and all will be well.”

“The olfs will help me,” | rem nded him

My connection to the spirits seenmed to make Eshter nervous. “Do we have to
go?”

“You can remain here, if you' d like,” Lexander agreed. “W won't be gone |ong.
The convoy will be |eaving at sunset.”

“I want to get out and run!” Bene exclaimed. He gave Eshter a kiss on the
forehead. “But you can guard the honme fires, sweeting, such as they are.”
“That purse is our greatest concern,” Lexander said, referring to the coins
the doj had given nme. He had tucked the snmall bag into a crevice in the joint



of a beam

Eshter still |ooked confused, so | told her, “Do whatever you want.”

“Latch the door behind us,” Lexander advised. “And don’t |et anyone else in.
Even the shi prmaster hinmsel f.”

| didn’'t have to hear the sound of the latch dropping behind us to know Eshter
woul d obey Lexander. It was the duty of a pleasure slave to always pl ease
others. But she would | earn, as Bene was | earning.

W clinbed down the rope | adder, the sun beating down on our heads. The heat
rai sed a heavy stench on the waterfront.

Lexander bargai ned with shopkeepers for a basket of dried fruit and bottles of
wi ne, getting a handful of odd coins in return for a gold one. He kept calling
to Bene and ne as we wandered around | ooking at things that were for

sal e—shaggy furs, pots glazed in red and bl ack, and a herd of huge goats.
Lexander bought a jug of goat’s mlk. | dribbled a bit for the olfs to taste.
Bene quaffed his cup and asked for another. Lexander refilled the jug to take
back to Eshter.

As part of his banter with the nmerchants, Lexander asked about the isle of
Tremiti. They said it was a fair-sized island close to the eastern shores,
ruled by a king who was loyal to Ditalia. That meant he paid homage to
Kri st na.

Then one of the olfs called ne into a tenple that was dedicated to the sun. It
was warm and full of light. The floor was enbedded with chips of stone, a
nosai ¢ of the rising sun between the islands and vivid blue waves. A fire
burned on the altar, fed constantly by wonmen who had dedi cated thenselves to

t he service of the sun god.

Bene and Lexander were not in sight by the time | energed fromthe peaceful

pl ace. | descended through the sleepy town, lulled under the full warnth of
the sun.
At the turn in the lane, | saw them sauntering ahead. Lexander had his arm

around Bene, hel ping to support the basket on his shoul der. Bene | aughed; then
Lexander | eaned over and gave hima rough kiss.

The casual intimacy of it struck ne. Lexander never touched ne anynore. He had
agreed to help ne, but nothing nore. The first time he had desired ne was when
he realized | was a true subm ssive. But now | would no | onger submt to him
in every way.

There was not hing that coul d be done about our estrangenent. My conflicted
feelings over his betrayals didn't matter. As | had changed, so had his |ove
for me.

As we sailed fromthe fishing village, the setting sun at our backs, | had
only one thing on ny m nd. Lexander |ingered on deck, |eaning over the railing
and sadly staring at the waves split by our passage.

Finally |I approached Lexander and broke ny silence. “Do you | ove Bene?”

“Love hinf? No. But he is endearing. He rem nds ne of so many young nmen who
become pleasure slaves. Canille trained himwell, nurturing his talents. |’ m
very glad that you rescued himso his spirit was not crushed by ny people.”

He was so admiring that he m ght well have said Yes. “Then why are you rutting
wi th hin? Unl ess you' re seeking a new sl ave.”

He shot ne a pained | ook. “How can you ask ne that?”

“I"ve refused Bene’'s advances since we left Mntplaire. I won't let himserve
me because if | do, he'll only continue to be a slave.”
“Bene has grown a great deal since Castropiero. | wouldn't worry about him

being too subservient. And I'’monly one anong several he ruts with. But you,
now, you’'re another matter. You ve withheld for too | ong—you're
unat t ai nabl e.”

“What do you nean?”

“Remenber the summer of your training, when | ordered you not to speak?” His
voice lowered, as if sharing a secret only nasters were taught. “I didn't
touch you for noons. And then the first nmonent | did . ”

I remenbered how he had trailed his hand along ny wai st down to ny thigh. Hs
light touch had sent lines of fire ripping through ny body. | had climxed



al nost instantly. “ls that what |’ m doing with Bene?”

“Peopl e al ways yearn for what they can't have.”

“You think it was a trick that nade ne fall in love with you?”

“Certainly that was part of it.” He nodded toward the stern. “l think you’l
do Bene no harmif you have a roll with him Maybe even together with Eshter
That should rub off a bit of your glamour.”

I blinked. “I"Il consider it.”

| forced myself to walk away fromhim dinbing dowmn fromthe bowcastl e,

went directly to our cabin. Eshter had lit a candle in the holder on the wall.
She was snuggled in bed with Bene already. W had feasted early on the fresh
provisions fromthe market pl ace.

They | ooked so content. | wanted to feel that way, too. | mssed hol ding ny
bel oved, feeling adored and conforted.

“I's something wong, Marja?” Bene asked. Eshter was ready to do ny bidding.

| sat down on the edge of their bunk. They usually slept together, though
there was anot her bunk above it. The other |ower bunk was mi ne.

“I . . .” 1 couldn’t quite say it. | touched Bene’'s |eg through the bl anket.
“lI want you.”

Suddenly tears cane. | was crying because | couldn’t say that to Lexander. Not
anynor e.

Bene put his arns around ne with Eshter huggi ng us both. “Wat’s w ong,

Marj a?” Bene cri ed.

| had to |augh through nmy tears. This was no way to start! | w ped ny eyes,
pul ling away slightly. “1’mbeing daft. Because |'ve wanted this for so long.”
| leaned over and kissed himlong and deep, the way | had imagi ned. He tasted
good, and snelled of manly sweat and nmusk fromrutting with Eshter

Bene's face lit up. “Truly, Marja?”

| kissed Eshter. She was soft where Bene was hard, sweet and fragrant where he
was tangy and sharp. They soon had ny dress off and | aid ne back in the bed.
They wouldn’t let me do a thing. They caressed every part of me, rubbing out
the tension, stroking heat into nmy flesh, and licking ne into ecstasy. |
drifted on waves of lust, and knew this was how delicious | nade others feel

I wondered if Lexander would come in and join us. But he didn't. He returned
toclinb into his bunk after all three of us were curled around each ot her
nearly asl eep
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The island of Trenmiti was a |l ow, stony mound rising out of the turquoise sea.
The exposed rock was white, |ike the buildings, wth sparse vegetation al ong
the coast.

“Allonis may have been warned about you,” | rem nded Lexander

He adjusted the cloth over his head, cinched by a band. It was a comopn
headdress among eastern fol k, and conceal ed his distinctive snooth head. “I
shal |l be very careful when | make mny inquiries about the house.”

He stared at the island intently. | could al nost see himplanning the attack
in his head. He seenmed inpatient to get this over with so he could continue on
to Stanbulin.

“You won’t do anything without telling us?” | had to ask.

H's mouth pursed slightly. “You still don’t trust me, Marja? | suppose
deserve it.”

Wth that, he wal ked away.

The shipmaster took us to the largest town on Tremti. Knidos was on a
tranquil, open bay. It was nuch like the fishing village our convoy had
stopped at, only larger. The houses filled the steep hillsides and al ong the
very top were clusters of ancient stone buildings with rows of white col umms.
Sone were in ruins.

Once we stepped on shore, Lexander took charge. He kept a conforting hand on
Eshter’s arm soothing her fromtime to time. She had been confined in the

gl oony sl ave barracks of Castropiero for too many seasons, and the sl eepy
l[ittle town overwhel med her



Bene barely noticed. He was too excited, running ahead up the narrow, w nding
| anes. Cats sunned thensel ves on the whitewashed walls and on stoops; hunched
ol d worren wearing black scarves and skirts gathered like crows in the nooks
and cranni es, gesturing broadly as they spoke.

W took a roomin a nodest inn for traveling nmerchants. | lingered near the
mai n door, where | could overhear the conversations, soaking up the |anguage
through the olfs. Eshter stayed in our room relieved to retreat fromthe
bust| e.

Lexander refused to allow Bene to acconpany him so he ran in and out,

expl oring the nei ghborhood and returning with bits of food, describing the

t hi ngs he had seen. There were several small Kristna sanctuaries scattered
anong the nore nunerous shrines to nyriad gods: rulers of sea, sky, and | and.
Even the bakers had their own patron god. As usual, the |anguage barrier
didn't seemto bother Bene.

Toget her we went to see the largest of the Kristna sanctuaries, not far
upriver fromKnidos. It was perched on top of a rock spire. Nearly a hundred
clerics lived there, herding their goats and clinbing the dangerous path up
the cliff face while carrying supplies on their backs. It seemed that Kristna
nmust be powerful indeed to conmand such an unassail abl e promontory. But | saw
an olf tweak a cleric’s nose on a whim and another olf caused a cleric to

| ose his footing on the stones. Surely Kristna would not allow that if he

rul ed suprene on this isle.

The king, it seemed, had fallen on hard tinmes. His old ranbling pal ace was
perched prom nently on a hilltop. Colums had fallen down and the roof was
riddled with huge holes. Cearly sonething was am ss here.

On Lexander’s return, we all cane together in our room But Eshter was in
tears and her swollen face showed that she had been crying for sone tine. Bene
tried to confort her, but she exclained, “lI can’'t help you! You should have
left nme behind in Veneto. | can’'t even go outside.”

“Come with us,” Bene offered. “W’' || stay together.”

“I"’mtoo scared,” Eshter cried out, alnost angry. “l keep expecting those
people to touch me, and then I'll freeze, like |I always did, and let them do
what ever they want to ne.”

“I"1'l make sure nothing happens to you,” Lexander assured her

“She doesn’t need to be taken care of,” | protested. “Eshter needs to find her
own strength.”
“I'f you act like a freewoman, then they will treat you as such,” Lexander

patiently expl ai ned.

“Free!” Eshter put her hands to her face. “Wat is that? If you all abandon
me, | amlost.”

We didn't have time for Eshter to come to terms with her ordeal in
Castropiero. She had to be able to take care of herself. “If you can’t be a
freewonman, then be a freeman,” | told her

Eshter | ooked up in confusion. Bene snapped his fingers and pointed at ne.
“Li ke you did, Marja, traveling in disguise as a peasant.”

“Nobody will pay any attention to you,” | agreed. “You can go anywhere and see
everything differently when you' ve becone a different person.”

Lexander glanced at ne. “Indeed . . .”

“You mean act like a man?” she asked, al nost appalled at the idea.

“Well, you're quite delicate, so you should try being a boy first.” | sniled
at her.

“What if someone realizes |I'’ma wonan? VWat will they do to nme?”

“Peopl e see what they expect to see,” | assured her. “Try it.”

“You shoul d,” Bene chimed in. “Marja was never chall enged, and we went
ever ywhere.”

Lexander | ooked doubtful. | wasn’t sure if it was my suggestion or the thought
of me traipsing across the Auldl and di sgui sed as a nan.

Eshter considered it for a few nonents, then began to nod. “Yes, 1'll do it.
You' || have to cut off ny hair and get ne sone proper clothes.”

“Surely there’s no need for that,” Lexander protested.



“Marja tied her hair back,” Bene agreed. “Lots of boys do.”

“Mne is too long.” Eshter tugged on the dark strands that fell bel ow her
waist. “I want to feel different. | want to really be a boy.”

“She’s right.” It would be a sacrifice to cut off her long shining hair, but

it would be a fitting start to a newlife. “I’Il cut it for you, Eshter.”

| loosened the thick braid and brushed it out with ny fingers. Using Bene's
knife, I cut off a long lock. It nmust have taken Eshter her whole life to grow
her hair. Lexander grimaced as if he was about to protest again, to save her
from hersel f.

“Did you find out where Allonis is?” | asked to forestall him

“I't’s in Ovathi, an isolated village on the other side of the island. It’s run
by a guild that makes raw silk. The valley is filled with nouro trees that
provide | eaves for the silkworns to eat.”

“Cloth doesn’t come fromwornms,” Bene protested

“Silk does,” Lexander told him

| glanced over at ny brocade cloak, lined with dark blue silk. The doj had

al so given nme a whisper-soft dress made of green silk.

Lexander picked up one of the fallen | ocks of Eshter’'s hair. “Silk is as
strong as iron, worth nore than gold by weight. The king has granted the
Katartarioi guild a charter to produce raw silk, and they chose that
particul ar bay because it is easily defensible against raiders. Everyone in
the village is part of the guild, caring for the worns, removing the silk from
t he cocoons, and spinning it into thread. Merchants buy the thread in bulk,
and take it away to be dyed and woven into fabric.”

“What about the pleasure house?” | asked.

“l discovered little and was wary of asking nore. | don’t want runors to
spread of my inquiries. W Il have to pose as nerchants to get closer.”

“Who will | be?” Bene asked eagerly.

“You and Eshter, since she’'ll be disguised a boy, can be part of ny crew

W' ll hire a ship to take us there, and you can blend in with the sailors and

hear the talk on the streets.” He held up a cautioning hand. “Discreetly,

Bene. Do you understand? You can’t go lurking around the pleasure house or
aski ng people about Allonis. They nmay be watching for ne.”

Bene assured him “I’'Il just listen and tell you what | hear.”

| ruffled Eshter’s hair to shake |oose the cut strands. | had trinmred it close
all around, |eaving short bangs and exposing the dusky skin at the nape of her
neck.

“How is it?” Eshter asked anxiously. “Do | really look like a boy?”

Renata’s gown was too large for her, so she | ooked nore like a child in her
nother’s clothes, far nmore vul nerabl e than confident.

“You'll make a fine sailor,” Lexander assured her. “I trust you won't regret
the loss of your hair.”

Esht er shook her head uncertainly, rubbing her hand to feel it.

“What did you have in mnd for ne?” | asked Lexander

He noticed ny cool tone. “Wnmen of beauty and youth don’t travel around on a
nmer chant shi p. Perhaps you should pose as a sailor, as well.”

“To use my talents to their fullest, | should be your m stress who acconpani es
you on your long trading trips.”

Lexander set his lips together firmy. “No, that woul d expose you—= He broke

off as | put my hands on ny hips. “lIt’s your decision, naturally. But if you
act the part of a wanton |lady, then you will be treated as such.”
“My status will be lowso | won't be a threat,” | argued. “That may encourage

peopl e to speak before ne.”
“Per haps,” he conceded.

In the silence that fell between us, Bene ventured to say, “I think it’s a
good idea, Marja.”
“Can you do it, Lexander?” | asked. “Play the role of ny |lover?”

Lexander went to the door, his manner nore sardonic than | had seen since we
had argued in Veneto. “Certainly. Let’s go outfit ourselves for the grand
performance, shall we?”



As we gathered together what we needed, | grew ever nore worried that ny

di sgui se woul d not work. Lexander could hardly | ook at ne; how could he
convi nce anyone that | was his concubi ne?

Lexander took possession of my purse. “It will be safer fromthieves. No nan
could take it fromne.”

It was reasonabl e enough, but his abrupt manner showed how tense he was. |
said little as he bought the Eastern clothes that we would need to conplete
our disgui se, even when he chose nore demure robes and veils for nme than |
woul d have.

Eshter came along in some of Bene's castoffs, practicing her swagger and
speaking in a deeper tone. She began touching the merchandi se, rejecting
everything with a curt shake of her head when the nerchants suggested a price.
I was transfornmed when | changed into ny Eastern robes, |ayering the sheer
fabrics for nmodesty. Along with a silk scarf over my hair, there was a small
veil that curved over ny cheekbones, concealing ny lower face. | felt

unpl easantly enshrouded.

Bene and Eshter donned rough, hunble clouts, breeches, and shirts. But
Lexander was magnificent in his white head wap, red vest, and full pants that
tied at the ankle. Instead of a sword, he wore [ ong, curving knives on both
sides of his belt.

After surveying the waterfront, Lexander pointed out a large galley of the
ki nd nerchants typically used. But | watched the shipnmaster’s mate as he
shout ed orders and pummel ed the crew to drive themfaster, |anding blows on
their backs and shoulders with his stick

| preferred a nmuch smaller boat with a single sail, owned by two young
brothers. Their love for their craft showed as they scrubbed the deck and
stitched the sail. They would wel come the addition of nmore crew nmenbers, and
there would be less risk if Eshter was discovered.

“W nust take that one,” | said, pointing to the smaller boat.

Lexander was already prepared to bargain with the shipnaster of the galley.
“That one’s too small. W couldn't possibly carry a load of raw silk in it.”

| planted ny feet and refused to budge. He wal ked a few steps away, then
realized | was not conming. “Marja, be reasonable. That's all wong for a
nmerchant.”

“Then our story must change. Because that is the boat we nmust take.” | kept ny
voice low “The crew on the galley isn't to be trusted.”
Eshter shot a nervous glance at the | arger vessel. “They' re dangerous?”’

| nodded. Bene protested, “But we have to pose as rich merchants. Wy el se
woul d we go there except to buy silk?”

| thought of the Sigurdssons famly and how shrewd they were. “The only way
Lexander could prove hinself is to actually purchase the silk. Do we have
enough coins for that?”

“No,” Lexander admitted. “In the end, our negotiations would have to fail.”
“Then | think it's better if we give them sonething they don’t have. That way
we have sone influence over the guild.”

Lexander was intrigued. “Wat did you have in m nd?”

| showed themthe deep blue lining of ny cloak. “We'll offer themcolor.”
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When we sailed toward the narrow opening of Ovathi Bay, | was the only one who
had no doubt about our chosen path. Lexander was terse and paced incessantly;
|"msure he dearly wished the three of us had stayed on the other side of the
i sl and. Bene was unusual |y subdued and he kept shrugging his shoulders as if
renmenbering Renata’ s beating.

Eshter was a serious and increasingly vocal boy. The two brothers accepted her
wi thout a murnur, rmuch to nmy delight. Lexander cautioned Eshter to naintain
her pose even if she was discovered by the brothers. “You nust behave as if
you truly prefer being a man,” he told her

“I do prefer being a man,” she retorted. | knew then Eshter had chosen
rightly.



A stout warship came out to nmeet us, tacking smartly against the wind. They
demanded that we allow themto board, and Lexander graciously wel comed them
Down in the hold, they exam ned our sparse cargo of a small crate and two
caskets. The crate held bunches of dried flowers and herbs that were used to
make dyes, while the caskets were filled with pouches of ocher, cobalt, and
crystalline mnerals.

When the sentries found no weapons, we were allowed to foll ow them between the
cliffs on either side of the passage. The cleft was not much w der than a

| arge ship. Niches had been cut high into the rock where sentries were poised
to attack. Their concern about raiders was so great that | wondered if we
coul d somehow use that against the pleasure house.

The port official was waiting at the dock for us. Hs nmen searched the tiny
cabin and cargo space of our ship again, including our personal bel ongings.
Lexander had insisted that we maintain our roles down to the slightest detail
so we passed nuster. Lexander had al so supplied hinmself with letters of
reconmendati on addressed to his new nane, Mhali of Abund.

“What is your business?’” the port official denanded.

“I"ve come to see the guild masters,” Lexander replied.

The port official narrowed his eyes. “What is your trade?”

“lI ama dyer,” Lexander said with a bow and a flourish

The man | ooked suspicious, but he agreed. “You can send a message with the
boy.”

It was not appropriate for ne to acconpany Lexander when he went to speak to
the guild masters about setting up a dye works in Ovathi. Bene and Eshter set
out to explore the village, but I was too conspicuous in ny silk skirts and
veil to wal k about openly.

When twilight fell, | borrowed sone of Eshter’s breeches and slipped onto the
dock. | had nade friends with the olfs while | waited and several cane al ong,
willing to obscure ne fromsight. If anyone did see through mnmy di sguise, they

woul d assunme | was a | ocal boy running an errand.

The village was filled with wonen using the distaff and spindle to twi st and
double fibers to make silk thread. Younger girls were bent over tiny cocoons,
unwi ndi ng the long strands. The trees were carefully tended, and baskets of
fragrant | eaves were piled near a | ong shed where the worns were cultivated.
But my concern was the pleasure house. There were only a few | arge houses
positioned on the hilltops amd the folds of the valley. To exam ne each one,
| had to scranble up through the scrub brush. Judging fromthe cries of a baby
and the scream ng laughter of children, the first house was clearly not
Al'lonis. Nor the second.

The third house | clinbed up to, scraping nmy knees and hands, was so qui et
that it seened al nost abandoned. | crept into the garden at the rear and

wat ched the glow fromthe kitchen doors, where a few servants were finishing
cl eaning up fromthe eveni ng neal .

When a girl cane out to enpty a bucket of water, | slipped through the open
door into a scullery. If any of the servants could see the olfs, then | would
be discovered. But | had to find out if this was Allonis.

The ol fs stayed close to ne, showing fromtheir reluctance that they were
unaccustonmed to entering this grand house. In every other way, it appeared
idyllic. The servants chattered together confortably as they concluded their
duties, a good indication of the tenor of the house. The walls in the kitchen
were painted with twining vines hung with fat clusters of grapes. The w ndows
over | ooki ng the garden were open to the ocean breeze bl owing up the valley.

The kitchen was next to a dark courtyard, |ined by slender columms. A nunber
of doorways |ed off the courtyard, sone cl osed.
In the far corner a few candles flared, illum nating people who were dipping

and swaying in tine to a rhythmc tapping. It was the slaves, dancing
silently. The naster snapped out orders in a basso voice, noving anong them

i ke a menaci ng shadow.

| slipped fromcolum to colum, staying within the darkness. A warmyell ow
light beckoned froma large roomat the front of the courtyard. The walls were



painted with pastoral scenes of trees laden with fruit and peasants working in
the fields.

I nside a wonan was seated on a cushi oned bench, gazing out. Her snile was
serene, and | realized she couldn’t see the slaves danci ng because of the
nunber of candles that |lit up her chanber. Her eyes were so dark that for a
monent | thought she wasn't the mi stress, but they sparkled too nuch to be
human. Her hair was dark, short, and feathery, rem nding me of Canille.
Suddenly the tapping stopped. By the tine | turned around, the naster was
striding toward nme. For a nmonent, | thought he saw nme. | al nost darted away,
but | realized he was | ooking past nme, at the mstress. | forced nmyself to
stand firm begging the olfs to continue hiding me in the shadows.

He wal ked by, blocking the |ight as he entered the chanber. On the other side
of the courtyard the slaves were retreating through two doors. Sone spoke
together in low tones, warily watching for the return of their naster

The mistress silently rose and picked up one of the candles. She glided over
to a snmall wooden door. Wth my heart pounding faster, | shifted to watch her
creeping as close as | dared.

The mistress opened the door to reveal a slave girl seated on a stool. She was
naked, with her hands tied behind her back. Her ankles were pulled back so her
| egs were open, revealing her delicate pink nether lips. She couldn't see
because of a black silk hood over her head, covering her face and tied at her
neck.

The master and mistress didn't speak as they entered the small closet. The
mast er | ooked sickly eager, like a rat sniffing for crunbs. Then the door shut
bet ween us.

| hesitated at the very threshold of the chamber. Surely | had seen enough to
know t hat somnet hing very bad was happening to that slave

But my feet carried me forward, stepping quietly across the rugs. Only one ol f

remai ned with me—t had ears on top of its head, |ike the numerous cats in the
isles. | had to bribe it with the pick of ny next three neals for it to stay
with me.

| bent forward to see through the crack above the hinge. The mistress

consi dered the slave thoughtfully, then brushed her fingertips against the
girl’s belly. Aglitter caught ny eye as the m stress noved away. She was
hol di ng a needl e.

The girl jerked and trenmbled, trying not to nove. The silk over her nouth
nmoved in and out rapidly as she panted.

“What am | going to do this time?” the m stress asked in rmuch the same tone as
she woul d have wondered which wine to drink

The girl didn't answer, though every novenent cried out,

“No!” She had been in this roombefore. | put nmy hand to ny nouth.

The needl e was tiny, yet wi ckedly sharp. The mistress trailed the tip over the
girl’s skin, flicking her nipples and maki ng her squirm Wen she slowy
dropped the needle down to the girl’s crotch, | held ny breath.

“Do it,” the master said harshly. He was flushed and his hand was noving on
his tarse.

The mistress made a quick nmotion and the girl cried out as she jerked agai nst
her bonds. A thin line of bl ood beaded, then dripped into the dark hair over
her nether lips. A searing echo of her pain shot through the ol f.

In that noment, | also felt the slave girl’s certainty of what woul d happen
The mistress woul d poke and scratch her until she was frantic, then penetrate
her with a carved phallus that was worn with use. The master woul d pl easure

hi nsel f, climaxi ng once or twi ce, while growling out encouragenent to the

m stress. Not even the slave girl’s screanms could make the nmistress’'s
expressi on change. She was dead inside.

The poor ol f disappeared in a flash of |ight.

| backed out as fast as | could, choking on nmy tears, knowing ny |ife depended
on sil ence.

Only the brothers were on the boat when | returned, sleeping under the deck. |
huddl ed in the stern as far fromthe dock as possible, sobbing. As soon as



Lexander stepped onboard, he knew sonethi ng was w ong.

He cane to ne, kneeling down and cuppi ng nmy shoul der tenderly. “Marja, what is
it?”

The words were ripped fromny throat. “Wy, Lexander? Why are your people so
cruel ?”

“You’ ve been inside Allonis.” He pulled his hand away as if scorched. “Did

t hey see you, Marja?”

“No, the olfs hid ne.” For a nonent, we had connected, but now it was gone.
That rmade me feel even worse. “1 know the gods have such great concerns that
we're like ants beneath their feet. They tranple us with no regard because
they rmust. But what greater purpose does it serve for the masters to torture
their slaves?”

“I't serves no purpose but our own pleasure,” Lexander said flatly.

| stared at him “Have you no other desire?”

“Not here.” Lexander shifted and started to stand.

But | put nmy hand on his arm “l need to know why, Lexander.”

He turned his head away as if he would refuse. Then he | ooked down at ny
fingers, resting lightly on his sleeve. “You don't want to know,” he said
roughly, but he didn't pull away.

| kept my hand on his arm knowing ny flesh would feel very hot to him hoping
he woul d reach out to me again. But he was closed off, guarded and distressed.
“Tell me, Lexander. \What nmakes the masters treat their slaves so badly? It
could be the key to their undoing.”

Lexander abruptly sat down beside me, dislodging ny hand as he noved farther
away. " 'Tis selfishness, pure and sinple. You may not understand, but we
don’t have famlies as you do. W mature quickly and shun the kind of bonds
you form WMaybe that’'s why we consider only our own needs.”

“You don’t have parents?”

Hs mouth twisted, but it wasn’t a smle. “Not as you nean. A wonman birthed
me, but | net her only once and did not |ike her.”

| couldn’t imagine growing up wi thout ny mam and da. “And your father?”

There was a trenmor in his hand as he adjusted his head scarf. | waited.

“Why must you ask ne this?” he finally demanded.

“I"'mtrying to understand why your people hate us.”

That caught himoff guard. “W don't hate you . . . W use you for our own

pl easure.”

| shook ny head. “Not always. The mistress of Allonis felt nothing while that
slave girl screanmed.”

“Not all of ny people are like that. Only those who | eave our island becone
masters. We are the flawed ones, the unsociables and the disaffected. W are
suited to the training because of our dom neering or aggressive tenperanent,
and are encouraged to go out and establish our own small kingdons. W accept
because we have not hing el se.”

“But, Lexander, everyone has faults and inperfections. Even the gods.”

“You don't understand, Marja. My peopl e enbody perfection—ae are the nold from
whi ch your people sprung. But you are blurred copies of what we once were. W
are stronger and smarter, mastering the very currents of life that reside

wi thin. The best anong us can nove with a nmere thought and command t he

el ements at a great distance.”

“I know. We al nost died fromthe stormyou conjured when we left Tillfallvik.”
“I didn't cause that storm” he said irritably. “As | said, I'mflawed. |’ m
the last of ny line. There will never be another l|ike nme.”

That startled ne. “You can’t have children?”

“No.” Bitterly, he added, “According to the whispers in Saal adet, each of the
masters | acks certain traits and characteristics. W are good for nothing but
to train toys for our betters. | always knew my work woul d not be val ued even
when | called out the best in a slave. Slaves are inferior and easily

di scarded.”

| began to nod. “Now | understand why you hate us.”

“I don’t hate you—2 he insisted, his voice rising.



I met his eyes. “You see your own flaws in us.”

He shrugged as if he wanted to disagree. “W take out our anger on you, that's
true. But my people consider you to be animals, creatures of our distant past.
You don’t hate a horse for being a horse.”

I remenbered how Ukeral d had used nme and the way Renata had rel entlessly
beaten Bene. “No, we're too much like you. You can’t forget we’'re your
children. We are you cast in a formthat can sicken and suffer and die young.”
He considered it as if he was searching for a way to reject what | had said.
But he couldn’t. “Perhaps you are our worst fear, just as | amnmy own people’s
worst fear. In truth, we are no better than you, just different. Wy did

never see it before?”

“Because you believed them”

Bene and Eshter returned to the ship having spent too nuch time and coin in a
sailor’s tavern. They were eager to share everything they had heard, and had
di scovered that Allonis, the “house of pleasure,” was |egendary in the isles
for its slaves.

Lexander stood up to distance hinself fromne, absently listening. H's replies
were short, as if he was much occupied. The doj had tried to control nme after
he had reveal ed hinself, and | wondered if Lexander would try, as well.

But sonet hi ng renmarkabl e happened. Al the next day as we waited to hear word
fromthe guild masters, Lexander’s snile came easily, as if he’d been freed
froma burden he had not known he carried. Even in the throes of passion,

had never seen himso suffused with sinple joy. He took deep breaths of the
fresh salty air, squinting into the sun, and he touched everything reverently
as if he felt a connection to the sinplest objects.

Bene and Eshter saw the change in him too. They teased himand Bene even
tried to tickle himunder his open vest. Lexander threw himinto the water and
t hreatened a | aughi ng Eshter with the sane.

Despite the horror of Allonis, | felt a rare nmoment of peace. Now | understood
the masters. Despite their many differences, they were all obsessed with
drilling perfection into their slaves, because they believed they were

i nperfect thenselves. Lexander had never tried to reach his full potential
because he was told he never coul d.

Now per haps he would try.

Good news arrived; the guild masters had met and agreed to begin negotiations
to establish a dye works in Ovathi. They woul d consi der expanding their guild
to include the dyers of “Mahali of Abund.”

As a show of good faith, Lexander had been invited to their spring fete. “It’s
an inportant rite to ensure the health of their nmouro trees,” Lexander told
us. “It shows they have accepted ne.”

“I1’"d like to attend,” | said.

“Yes, the guild master said there would be a few wonmen there, and that you
woul d be wel cone.”

He was trying to please ne. | reached out to touch him “You have ny thanks.”
Lexander stiffened at ny gentle caress. It was a rem nder of his true
feelings. But we needed to convince everyone, so | sternly put aside ny
sadness. | became very subm ssive, as he preferred, turning to himfor
suggestions on my garnments and how to wear ny hair. | feigned ignorance about
the I ocal custonms |1’'d seen so he could explain themto ne. Quite naturally,
his masterful ways rose and he began to treat me as if | belonged to him That
woul d be good enough to convince the guild masters.

Wth Eshter’s help, | was soon arrayed in a red silk robe that fell from one
shoul der down to ny feet. A silver chain was snug around ny wai st, pleating
the fine material into hundreds of folds. Over ny cheeks rested a white silk
veil, nearly translucent, held up by a fine silver chain. It highlighted ny
eyes and barely nmuted the red of my lips.

As | stepped onto the dock, Lexander hardly glanced at me. He dutifully |ent
me his armto escort ne through the streets.

The guild house was not far fromthe docks. The darkened ground fl oor was
clearly a place of business. But up a curving flight of marble steps was a



grand hall. Tables were set in a horseshoe shape, and some people were al ready
reclining on the short benches. Though nusic was being played, it was
difficult to hear because everyone was tal king.

| picked out a few wonen anongst all the men. They exani ned me carefully,
drifting anong the guests and pausing to whisper to one another. Two had bared
their breasts, indicating they were doxies for hire. There were no wives in
attendance. | undid ny veil as was customary inside.

The di nner began with the beating of a | arge gong. W took our seats in pairs
around the table. Many of the guild masters were acconpani ed by younger nen
whom t hey caressed with casual famliarity. They continued to call to each
other with outward good nature, but their coments were often barbed and
pitched to be heard by the entire assenbly. The | aughter was | oud and
frequent.

Lexander treated me with utnost courtesy, touching ne at all times to claimne
as his owm. My body responded to his caresses as if they were real, naking ny
heart ache with desire. | spoke little, only when I was addressed, hopi ng ny
smle would serve instead. | was stared at intently by many of the nen, and
had to rem nd nysel f that they saw few strangers and were naturally curious
about nme.

Silence was finally called as the high guild master gave a | ong but rather
perfunctory invocation calling on the blessings of the gods. A w de bronze
bow was carried forward and a sacrifice of nouro |eaves, worms, cocoons, and
heavy skeins of pale silk was burned.

The nusi cians struck up a haunting tune with a heavy, driving drunbeat.
Servants hastily renoved the bowl and tripod, as the guests gazed expectantly
at the open end of the table. After a hushed nonent, a dozen people entered
and quickly took their places with their toes pointed and heads hel d high

| recognized them “It’'s the pleasure slaves,” | nmurmured to Lexander, trying
to hold ny smle.

They began to dance, their hips swaying suggestively. They wore di aphanous
tunics that displayed nore than they conceal ed as the folds shifted. | had
never seen danci ng such as this—seductive and erotic. They flaunted their

bodi es as their eyes begged us to take them They touched each ot her
tantalizing us with their pleasure.

| was enraptured. The olfs were spinning anong them feeding off the sensua
ef fusions building in the air. The corpulent man lolling next to me urged a
doxy to pleasure himin the crudest terns. She eagerly bent her head to
satisfy him Ohers were frankly touching thensel ves and their conpanions.

Lexander had gone very still next to me. Surely he would have to caress ne.
And | would have to please himin order to nmaintain our roles.

Suddenly | couldn’t bear it. | couldn’'t let himtouch me falsely. “lI can feign
illness so we can |leave,” | offered under ny breath.

He didn’t answer for a few long nonments. “If you wish,” he finally agreed.

| hardly had to pretend to be overcome by the heat. In a daze, | |et Lexander
support me as we got up fromour bench and quietly went to the door. Many of

t he candl es had been snuffed, |eaving only the dancers illum nated, so we were

hardly noti ced.

But a wonman stepped into the doorway. “Do you dislike the dancing?”

| put ny hand to my head, saggi ng agai nst Lexander as he hastily expl ai ned,
“She is unused to the heat.”

“Overcone by nodesty, | would say.”

| recogni zed her voice. It was the mstress of Allonis. | tried to stop
Lexander from stepping into the light of the stairs, but he dragged ne forward
thinking I was acting ill.

The mistress knew with one | ook that Lexander was a fell ow master. They were
so close there was no hiding the sparkling depths of his eyes. “It is you!”
she decl ared.

He realized his mstake and tried to shove her out of the way. But she was
ready for him hiding the knife in her hand with her skirt.

She grappl ed with Lexander, pushing nme out of the way so | staggered to one



side. She jabbed at his heart with the knife, but he parried her expertly.
“Inposters!” the mstress cried as Lexander caught hold of her wist. “They
are in | eague with raiders!”

The guild masters hadn’t noticed their scuffle, but they began to rouse

t hensel ves. Lexander wested the knife fromher hand and in a notion too quick
to see, slashed at her neck. She fell back with a wordless cry, clutching at
her throat. But she was still alive.

| grabbed hold of Lexander, stopping himfromfinishing her off. “W have to
get out of here!”

He warded off the blow of the first man who cane at us, then followed ne as |
ran down the steps. Comrands were shouted for the sentries to seize us.

| called desperately for the olfs to hide us fromtheir sight. By the time the
sentries responded, we were concealed as we fled fromthe guild house.

I ran as | had never done before. Lexander pulled nme along by the hand and we
fair flewto the docks. The clash of weapons echoed through the streets behind
us as the sentries advanced.

Lexander dashed up the dock, yelling, “Cast off, Bene! Cast off!” |long before
we reached the boat.

For a monent | feared that Bene and Eshter were not onboard. But Bene had the
nmoori ng rope | oosened and the brothers were frantically raising the sail as we
arrived. Lexander had warned themthat we night have to | eave at a nonent’s
noti ce.

Lexander picked ne up and threw ne onboard. He gave the ship a mighty shove as
he junped onto the bow Eshter was at the rudder, turning the ship away from

t he dock as the wi nd caught the half-raised sail

| started to get up, but Lexander pushed nmy head back down. “Get down!” he
shout ed.

Sonet hi ng whi zzed by overhead, and the sound of spears hitting the hull mnade
me cringe.

“Eshter!” 1| cried, knowi ng she was nost vulnerable in the stern. Wthout the
olfs, on this noonless night, | could see nothing.
The sounds of inpacts trailed off as Eshter called back, “1’m unharmed!”

Bene noved cautiously at my feet. The brothers had dived through the hatch for
safety. Torches flared on the docks as ships were readied to follow after us.
Eshter called out softly, “Can anyone see where we're goi ng?”

Lexander moved forward to peer through the darkness. | grabbed on to his arm
“We can’'t abandon the slaves!”
“W’ || be killed if we don't |eave,” Lexander said. He began calling

i nstructions back to Eshter to adjust our course. The brothers energed to
finish with the rigging, subdued by our sudden flight. “W still have to get
past the sentries on the cliffs.”

Everyone held their breath as our ship slipped through the cleft |eading out
of the bay. The sentries were concerned about ships entering, not |eaving, and
they made no effort to stop us.

Bene joined us with Eshter as the el der brother took the rudder, steering us
into deeper waters away fromthe isle. “Wat happened?” he denanded.

“The m stress recogni zed ne,” Lexander said.

| stared back into the darkness, knowing I wouldn't be able to see a ship even

if it followed us. W were so close . . ."We can’t just |eave the slaves
behi nd.”

“W’ || need a new di sgui se before we can return,” Lexander said.

“We’ || cone back later,” Bene consoled ne. “Like we planned to do with

Montplaire.’

W sat in silence, feeling the full weight of our failure. Everything had been
goi ng exactly as we planned, until that fete took a carnal turn.

Fi nal |y Lexander spoke. “I1 think we must first destroy Saal adet. That way we
can cut off the flow of slaves with one blow Then we can take our tine

pi cki ng off each pl easure house.”

“I"'mall for that,” Bene agreed.

| felt as if we were abandoni ng the slaves, but Lexander was right. The



pl easure houses were forewarned and they were strong. W had to find anot her
way.
“Then Stanbulin it is,” | agreed.
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Five days later, the brothers sailed us through the narrow channel that joined
two great seas. It was crowded with ships passing back and forth. At the

i nnernost end of the channel was the city of Stanbulin, situated on a
triangul ar point of hilly land with the sea on one side and an inlet of silver
wat er on the other.

The tremendous ranparts that surrounded the city could be seen fromfar away.
These wal | s surpassed every other structure | had seen, running the | ength of
the waterfront. Massive square towers punctuated their breadth, and the tiny
figures of sentries along the top made it clear their height was no illusion
“There nust be nore than a hundred towers,” Bene said in awe.

“Stanbulin is often attacked by warbands and marauders seeking its riches.”
The way Lexander surveyed the city rem nded ne that he had trained here,
returning every two decades to receive his new assignnents. He knew this city
wel I .

There were gates piercing the wall here and there, with some opening onto
smal | harbors. Each harbor was also walled off fromthe rest of the city,

of fering sentries the perfect vantage to attack a ship within. Bene and Eshter
were frank in their admration, but it was too foreboding for ne. Masses of
bui | di ngs covered the hills inside.

“Stanbulin is an ancient city,” Lexander explained. “The gateway between east
and west. You can find the finest of |uxuries here and the basest of vice al
wrapped in superstitious beliefs.” To ne, he added, “Kristna is powerful here,
but there are many anci ent gods whose worship is too strong to be supplanted.”
Qur small ship waited until a gate was raised in front of a public harbor

Soon enough we were waved through with flags so we could dock within the
walls. | felt as if we were at the bottomof a well, unable to see yet the
sounds of the city echoed oddly around us.

The brothers dealt with the dockmaster while we sinply wal ked away. They woul d
stay and take on supplies, if they were allowed. Qur business with them was
done, with all parties satisfied. Lexander had admitted the night before we

di senbarked that ny choice had been sound—surely we woul d have been caught by
the guild masters if we had taken the ponderous galley as he had wanted.

A broad shelf curved along the wall to an interior gate. Passing through, we
were instantly thrust into a boiling sea of people, thicker than a swarm of
bees. | grabbed Bene and Eshter’s hands to keep from|l osing them

After the tranquil villages in the isles, Stanbulin was stunning to the
senses. It was an endl ess maze of walls, gates, stalls, and pl azas spreadi ng
far into the distance. Along with packs of dogs that roamed around were
beggars and cripples holding out their hands, follow ng us as long as they
dared and beggi ng us for mercy.

Everywhere there were nen sitting cross-1legged on small rugs laid on the
ground, often snoking noxi ous substances, adding to the stench. Sone wore the
| ong robes of the isles and wound cloth tightly around their heads. O hers
wor e baggy pants enbroidered in a rai nbow of colors or brocade tunics that
were closed with silk frogs. Mst of the wonen tied dark veils over their hair
and faces, revealing only their eyes through a narrow slit. Those dark eyes
foll owed us, curious and exotic.

The words were as varied as the people. | heard a scrap of Frankish and was
happy to see a few of the short, curly-haired people. But Bene didn't notice
themin the din.

The npst preval ent tongue was spoken with a rapid sibilance. They used
gestures to convey nuances with the turn of a hand or tilt of their head.
called to the olfs so | could understand what was being said, and concentrated
on picking up as many practical words as possible, nmy tongue shifting around

t he strange sounds.



Bene and Eshter couldn’t understand any of the shouts ainmed in our direction

t hough the olfs told nme that some were neant to admire ny beauty. My veil was
sheer, the only kind | could bear, and that seened to grant |eave for anyone
to gaze upon nme. Eshter strutted happily beside me in her boyish attire.

W gaped at everything, especially the strange ani mal s—Aonkeys |ike skinny,
brown ol fs with hands as cunning as our own, and four-I|egged beasts of burden
with | ong curved necks and a hunp in the mddle of their backs. The buil di ngs
were unusual, with red tile roofs and slender towers thrusting into the sky.
Lexander pointed out monunents erected near the wells in public

pl azas—ebel i sks and marbl e statues painted in bright colors, celebrating great
events or rulers in the past.

As we entered one plaza, Lexander stopped abruptly, holding us back. There was
the clash of swords ahead and suddenly boys appeared from everywhere, dashing
past us to escape the plaza.

“I's it a battle?” | cried as we ran back down the street.

Lexander turned into a twisting |lane that led uphill. He made sure we weren't
being foll owed before relenting his pace. “They' re conscripting soldiers for
their next canpaign. The enperor died in the sunmer, after |osing severa
cities along the coast to the sultan. The enpress fights on with her new
husband. It’'s tradition to gather nen fromthe streets to fill out the enpty
ranks.” He gl anced at Bene and Eshter. “They' d take these two, and there’'s
little | could do to stop them”

Subdued, we three were less inclined to gawk or stray far from Lexander after
that. The line between his brows showed his concern as he hesitated at a
crossroads. “There’'s no help for it: we’'ll have to go through the slave market
to avoid the conscriptors. Don’t draw attention to yourselves. There may be
masters from Saal adet here.”

W entered the slave market through a high arch. Wthin were nore tw sting

| anes that were partially covered by canopies. Evil tw ned anong these walls,
| eaving nme breathl ess. None of the olfs cane al ong despite ny pleas.

The market consisted of open stalls set within the nooks, and doors that
opened onto chanbers lined with rich tapestries. Wnen, men, and children were
crouched down together or lined up with their heads bowed, waiting to be
bought .

W passed a rough group of men with a tragic air, corralled in a wooden

encl osure. They were nude to reveal the wounds of their castrati. Lexander
said grimy, “BEunuchs are quite prized for their adm nistrative abilities. The
old emperor even relied on his sister’s valet to |lead his war canpai gns.”
There were hundreds of slaves of every race and age in the market. The
enormty of it overwhel ned nme. None of these people deserved to be enslaved.
At the end of the lane was a round building, the front half open with only
pillars for support. Under the donme was a raised platformw th crowds of nen
gathering below At the top of the wooden steps was a table where several nen
sat witing on parchnent. The back of the platformwas crowded with people,
some carrying whips while others were bound.

A woman stood at the front of the platform She bent her head and reluctantly
dropped her robe to reveal herself. She was full fleshed and unbl enmi shed, as
if she had known only a |ife of ease. The nen bel ow began shouting out,
raising their hands, as an older man in a saffron robe pointed fromone to the
ot her.

The wonman was near to tears from bei ng exposed. Her hands trenbled and her
head turned away. It incited the men who were bidding for her, and their cries
grew nore insistent.

Lexander hurried us past the auction. | wondered if any of those turbaned nen
were nasters from Saal adet .

As we had agreed, Lexander took us straight to the naster house. It was
adjacent to the inlet of water that separated the city of Stanbulin fromthe
rest of the countryside. The hills becanme cliffs along the water’s edge.

As we approached a rounded butte, Lexander pointed up. “There' s Saal adet, the
mast er house.”



Bui | di ngs were carved directly into the cliff face. There were four |evels
with the floors intersecting oddly as they foll owed the natural undul ati ons of
the promontory. Scraggly plants grew in the crevices anmong the rubble. On the

low foothill in front of the cliff were a few small structures.
A wall encircled the base of the butte, sturdy enough to repel attack and
topped with tall iron spikes. | doubted even Lexander could surmount it. “It

| ooks like a fortress.”

“I't is.” Lexander’s expression had shut down, revealing nothing.

Lexander acquired a roomon the top floor of a hostel close to the city wall.
Through the lattice over the w ndow, we could see the roons of Saal adet cut
into the cliff. Lights shone forth, but only a few people went down the
slanting path to the city gate and the private harbor beyond. Unlike
Castropiero, the master house did not entertain its neighbors.

In the privacy of our room Lexander declared, “The only way is for nme to

poi son the nasters.”

| stared at him “Surely there are other options, Lexander. The masters mnust
have nade enemies in this city.”

“The enpire is in turmoil, Marja. Their |ands are under siege by the sultan’'s
war bands, whi ch keep wi nning every engagenent with their horse troops. And the
enpress just married a general few have trust in. Fromthe reports | heard in
the isles, | expected to see the sultan canped outside the wall. You' d not
convince the great sanctuary of Kristna itself to care about Saal adet ri ght
now. ’

“You want to kill as many of the masters as you can,” | said flatly.

“Yes, at the sane tine. It’'s the safest way. For that, | need poison.”
Eshter was taken aback. But Bene was grinning as if unduly excited by the
idea. “How will you do it?”

“I"l'l douse the wine with it. The masters are the only ones who drink wne.”
“What about the servants? You don’t think they drink the wine?” | renenbered
the kitchen servants in Vidaris taking sips fromthe open bottles.

Lexander waved that off. “The wine will mask the bitter taste.”

“WI1l you bribe the wine seller?” Bene asked.

“No. | nust do this nyself. Poison is available here, though it will be

expensive to get as much as | need.”

| shook ny head, disliking everything about his plan

“We tried it your way with Allonis, and it didn’t work,” Lexander told ne.
“Saal adet is far nmore powerful than any pl easure house.”

“You'll be recognized,” | told him “It won't be safe for you to go in.”
“l can take care to avoid everyone on ny way to the storage roons.”
It couldn’t be that easy. But Bene clearly believed him He offered, “I could

pose as a slave and do it for you.”

“This is not Montplaire,” Lexander told him “Slaves are kept confined at al
tines.”

“l can imagine,” Eshter nurnured.

“I must go in alone,” Lexander insisted.

“How can you get inside?” Bene cocked his head, exam ning the master house

t hrough our wi ndow. “We could go over the back of the hill and | ower you
down.”

“I't’s been tried before, but never with success. My peopl e guard Saal adet
wel | .7 Lexander glanced at ne, unwilling to say nore in front of Eshter and

Bene. Hi s people had special powers when it cane to protecting thensel ves.
“The gate is the problem” he continued. “The keepers know who can enter. But
there’s also a sea gate, which lies between the walls that open into the
harbor.” Lexander pointed, and we could just see the top of one of the massive
towers. “That gate is nornmally | owered so ships can't enter. | think it’'s
possi ble to swi munderneath, though it w