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The continent of Raeru on the world of Byntar

~Translation Note~
Because many Earth flora and fauna are mentioned in this text, one may be tempted to assume that Byntar is too coincidentally Earthlike. I have simply used English names when the species were at all similar and their differences would not affect the story. Therefore, a Byntarian chicken would not necessarily look, act, or taste exactly like a Terran chicken; the word “chicken” was merely used for simplicity’s sake to communicate a non-flying, domesticated fowl kept for eggs and meat. I have also used standard English terms for royalty (king, duke, prince, etc.) even though Byntarian traditions surrounding these ranks conflict somewhat with those of Earth.
Where a word has no reasonable English equivalent, I have supplied the Byntarian word. Please be advised that interplanetary translation is, at best, an inexact science, and forgive my clumsiness in its practice.
~C.H.
~Prologue~
Byntar is a world of dualities. Two suns, Calla and Cana, rule the days. Guarding the nights are moons Paeva and Pouren. Sentient life continues the duality decreed by suns and moons above.
Elva derives from the ancient word for “heavens”, since Elva coloring echoes the firmament. Elva hair is black as night, white as stars, or any shade of gray clouds. Gray hair is just as likely on infants as adults, as it has nothing to do with age. Their eyes reflect the skies in all its seasons: black as night, gray as the storms, or blue as a summer’s day. Elva are tall and even Elva ears point heavenward. Strong physiques and ambitious constitutions mark the Elva.
Itzi means “earth”. Itzi hair is blond, brown, or red, echoing autumn leaves. Itzi eyes are usually brown as soil or green like grassy fields. Blue eyes occur, albeit rarely, in Itzi. Itzi blue is attributed to the sea. Itzi statures are closer to the ground and Itzi ears are round like rolling hills. Being substantially smaller and less intelligent, the docile Itzi are content to keep to themselves and allow the Elva to dominate nearly every aspect of life.
Choicest of the Twelve Kingdoms is Latoph, lying on the land’s western coast. Continuity of the Rebono Dynasty for the last thousand years has left a legacy of laws and civilization in Latoph which is unparalleled on Byntar.
Twin moons hung in slivered crescents, peeking through the scattered clouds. Fog flowed from the coast in wispy pseudopodia toward the inland woods. Leafless branches cast oddly twisted shadows in the wan moons’ light. Early evenfall should have lent Keedrina more security. It didn’t.
The shadows plagued her and she was sure she heard voices in the forest. Her heartbeat quickened at the prospect of discovery. If Mother found out, she’d beat her harder than a muddy rug and lock her indoors for several years. Keedrina pressed on through the thickets, resisting the urge to run. Running would draw more attention if she was right about being watched and not merely being paranoid.
Six months of clever artifice, though rewarding, came with a price. The strain of constant deception wore on Keedrina’s nerves; she’d never meant it to go on this long. She’d only wanted to meet the Elva farmhands that worked the field by her house, to talk to them a little. The reading lessons weren’t even her idea. Botlop had offered when she admitted she couldn’t read the note he brought her.
She should tell him. Keedrina bit her lip, considering just how to bring it up. She wasn’t who he thought. She wasn’t even what he thought.
She crouched at the edge of the wood to allow the pounding in her chest to subside. Warily, she glanced over her shoulder. No one had followed; nothing seemed awry. She inhaled deeply, stood, gazed one last time at the forest, then turned and stepped into the clearing. Keedrina sat on a weathered bench in an abandoned gazebo and lit three votive candles, sheltering them from the wind in clay cups. This meeting spot was far enough from home that Mother had never caught her and Botlop likely assumed the nearby farm was her family’s. Keedrina never disabused him of that notion.
She looked up and scanned the darkening horizon. Botlop always came as soon as he finished work. Throughout the summer and harvest it had been light at this hour, but the days grew shorter as winter impended.
Botlop waved as he approached. He was lean and vigorous; wisps of curly black hair dangled over his brow, his buckskins an inch too short for his legs. Keedrina waved back, then checked her dark brown braid as she lowered her hand. It was still pinned over her ear. He arrived and flashed a winning smile. His gray eyes sparkled in the candlelight. Keedrina smiled, craning her neck to catch a glimpse of what he carried.
“Well, Keedrina, you’ve read just about everything I can lay hands on. This is the last book I can find.”
Though she longed to read more, Keedrina found herself strangely relieved. She still hungered as much as ever to learn about the intriguing yet forbidden Elva. Maybe if they limited their clandestine meetings to once a week, she wouldn’t feel so guilty. She’d have to find a way to dampen her mother’s growing hopes that she aspired toward the magehood. Using communing with the Wood Nymphs as an excuse to leave the house every evening had created an unexpected backlash in that respect. But could she continue to deceive the young man who’d been so patient with her?
“Thank you, Botlop. I can’t tell you how grateful I am for all your time and trouble to help me.”
Botlop sat and scooted close to her on the bench. “Maybe now you’d let me meet your parents?” He took her hand. “I’d like to ask them if I could court you, Keedrina.”
Her jaw dropped. She looked down at her feet as she disengaged her hand from his. Even if she loved him, even if she were old enough, it would still be impossible. “B-Botlop? I c-can’t.”
He sighed. “What is it? I’ll have land one day. I’d take good care of you. I thought you liked me.”
Of course she liked him—as a teacher and a friend. But that wasn’t what he meant. She weighed using her age as excuse, but that would have led to her secret. If she were Elva, sixteen would be old enough to marry. Somehow, the secret she had minutes earlier hoped to disclose now seemed cruel to consider divulging. She took a quick breath. “I like you, Botlop, but I’m really not worthy of you. You don’t know anything about my family. I’m sorry. I never dreamed you felt this way. I didn’t mean to mislead you.”
Botlop fumbled with the tattered book. He opened his mouth as if to speak, but no words came. Suddenly, he stood and turned, scanning the farmlands. Keedrina looked up, startled by his abrupt rise. He set a staying hand to her arm as she began to stand. Keedrina frowned. She heard nothing but the wind sighing through bare branches. She searched the shadows but found nothing amiss in the encroaching night.
Botlop suddenly bolted, issuing a warning as he ran. “Stay here.”
Keedrina was bewildered. Why would he run off like that? Surely it wasn’t because of her awkward rebuff? She kept her seat until she heard something—far off screams and unintelligible commotion. Keedrina stood and ran after Botlop.
She could hardly see the ground in front of her, but the further she ran down the dirt path, the more her dread increased. As she passed a line of trees, she saw her farmhouse in the distance—on fire. Fear for her family flooded her mind. Horror quickened her footsteps to a frenzied pace.
When she finally approached her burning home, she had no breath left. Keedrina expelled a nearly voiceless “Mother!” as she staggered to a halt. Her neighbors’ frantic shouts drowned out her cry. She could see a line of them passing wooden buckets up from the stream, water sloshing. She shouted again, but no one noticed. She surged toward the blazing structure.
Two strong hands caught her shoulders. “Stay back! There’s no one in there,” Botlop said.
Keedrina pulled away from him, searching through the faces of the onlookers and down the line of bucketeers. Botlop followed, trying to calm her with soothing tones. “You’ve lost your way in the dark, Keedrina. This isn’t your house. Itzi live here.”
There wasn’t time to explain. She ignored him, screaming for her mother and coughing against the smoke that stifled her lungs. He held her back from entering the inferno. “Please!” she cried in a hoarse voice. She wrestled against him, frantically trying to look at the blaze beyond. Her head whipped back and forth; her hair tumbled about her face. Her rounded Itzi ear poked out.
Anger and injured betrayal flickered over Botlop’s features. Keedrina was too distraught to worry about him now. Botlop placed his arm around her shoulder and guided her to a clearing, away from the crowds. An Elva healer knelt on the ground beside a short, red-haired woman. Keedrina rushed to her mother and burst into tears. Botlop shook his head, sighed, and turned to join the firefighters.
The healer’s head jerked up, brows slanting. “Can you not see I’m busy—oh, Keedrina! Thank the Heavenlies you’re safe.” His brows relaxed as he retreated from his protective hover. Mother bled from several chest wounds, her nude body inadequately covered by a grass-speckled cloak.
Aided by the blaze, Keedrina could see bruises on her mother’s face and rope burns on her throat and arms. She took her mother’s hand and looked hopefully at the healer. She knew who he was even if she didn’t know his name. “You can help her, can’t you?”
The healer shook his head and replied sadly, “Little one, I have done everything I can, but I cannot fix this.” He touched Keedrina’s shoulder with a bloodstained hand.
She recoiled from him. “No! You let my father die; you will not let her die too! You’re a healer. Heal her! You must—”
Her mother’s voice halted her impassioned plea. “Kee...dri...na?”
Keedrina inhaled quickly. Hope and fear fluttered in her words. “Yes, Mother, I’m here.”
Her mother tightened her grip. Keedrina broke down in sobs and buried her face against the bloody shoulder. Weakly, her mother gasped, “Tried to stop them... tried to get help... thank the Nymphs you’re safe... my precious, precious... Kee...” She coughed. Keedrina felt a convulsive squeeze of fingers then a sudden relaxation in her grasp. Her mother went limp.
“No!” Keedrina wailed. “Please don’t leave me.” She drew her mother’s hand to her chest as the tears flowed.
“I’m sorry. I did everything I could,” the healer whispered.
She didn’t comfort him with a reply. All she could see was her mother lying in blood, her home engulfed in flames, and her world swallowed up in anguish. She shut the healer out and felt only pain and loss.
The healer arose, gave her a pat on the back, and walked away. He stopped just distant enough to give her privacy with her bereavement.
Keedrina wept bitterly until she spent herself. At length, she placed her mother’s hand over her bloodied breast and kissed her cheek. Still sniffling, Keedrina stood and turned away.
The healer returned and covered her mother’s body. He placed his hand on Keedrina’s shoulder and spoke gently. “Do you want to say goodbye to your sisters?”
“Them too?” She’d assumed when they weren’t at Mother’s side that her sisters had to be badly injured or dead, but she hadn’t the strength to find out which.
The healer nodded and gestured a few feet away to two blanket-covered mounds. She followed him numbly, too devastated to think straight.
He lowered the first rough blanket to reveal only the face. The amber light of the burning farmhouse illuminated bruises on her sister’s cheeks and deep scratches over her forehead and across the jaw. An eyelid was cut and swollen shut. Blood clotted the hair at her temples. Keedrina whispered her sister’s name and broke into fresh sobs. She couldn’t stand to look at the disfigurement. Choking a pitiful goodbye, she pulled the blanket back over the head before moving to the next shroud.
Afraid to pull the covering away, Keedrina stared at the smallest mound. Tears streamed, leaving tracks in the ash smudged on her cheeks.
The healer spoke in a kindly tone. “Her face isn’t bad. Go ahead and say your goodbyes.”
She lowered the sheet and cried, repeating her youngest sister’s name before kissing her cheek and replacing the cover with a whimpered farewell. She glanced at her home, already consumed beyond hope. Keedrina swayed. She felt lightheaded and then darkness swallowed her. Her muscles relaxed and she slumped sideways into oblivion.
She awoke to find herself lying on the cold, damp ground, covered by a rough blanket. The fire no longer crackled. No neighbors shouted bucket brigade instructions. Misty fog enveloped the area, chilling the air and dimming the moons’ light. The covered mounds were gone. For a few seconds, she fancied it all a nightmare. The bitter smell of smoke and the sight of smoldering ruins confirmed the grim reality. Only the henhouse remained.
The Elva healer spoke softly, “The house is gone. Why don’t you come back to Ny with me and get some sleep? I have to take care of some things early in the morning. You can wash up before we go see the duke.”
Mother had given the healer the land by their house in payment for attempting to save Keedrina’s father. The healer had hired Botlop and some others to work the field; he only came periodically to check on his crops. Mother had maintained a working relationship with him, selling garments and buying grain for the chickens, but they weren’t really friends. Keedrina had been forbidden to speak to him, as she was with all Elva. Why would an important Elva take an Itzi to his home?
“I—I have nothing, milord. I can’t even pay you for the care you gave my family...”
“You didn’t call me.”
“No, but I did beg you to heal my mother.” It had been more like an order, something Mother said the Elva wouldn’t tolerate from an Itzi.
“Silla was my neighbor. I don’t know how in Byntar she got your sisters out of there with the wounds she had, but they were both already passed when I arrived. I would have done anything in my power to save your family and I wouldn’t have done it for silver. We’ll catch the filthy knaves who did this. I promise.”
Keedrina clenched her fists. “I should have been here. I could have helped. They fought all alone...” She trailed off as she realized she’d heard the attackers in the woods and instead of checking the source of the voices, she’d thought only of herself and her secret.
“If you had, you’d be dead now too, and your mother wouldn’t have had the satisfaction of knowing that she left a daughter. Remember how relieved she was to see you? She had peace, knowing you were all right.”
Keedrina nodded and drew a deep breath. It now fell to her to bear the responsibilities of an adult. She wiped her eyes with a dirty sleeve. “Where are they? I should bury them.”
The healer pointed to his wagon and shook his head. “First I need to see them in the light of day, to see if there is any evidence that will help us catch who did this. Your mother told me just a little of what happened before you arrived. I will bury them once I finish. Right next to Blod.”
Keedrina nodded her thanks. She knew her mother would have wanted to be buried next to her father, but that land belonged to the healer. She had nothing to offer for such a favor. She was relieved she wouldn’t have to do the digging. Her people didn’t believe in ceremony or funeral. She didn’t need to be present for the burial. Yet, she didn’t have the heart to leave what was left of her home. “I should stay with the chickens.”
“I’ll leave one of my hired hands. You need to rest and clean up if you’re to come see the duke with me.”
“Why would the duke want to see me?”
“We must put a face to the crime—to show him who was most wronged.”
“What’s the use? I’m just another Itzi to him,” she grumbled.
“The duke cares about all his subjects,” the healer said, “and he isn’t prejudiced. Come now, I insist. Let Botlop take you into town. You can have the bed in the infirmary adjoining my home. As a guest.” He emphasized the last word.
She couldn’t use lack of silver again as excuse. Besides, a warm bed was too appealing to pass up. Wearily, she nodded her head and murmured a resigned thanks for the offer. The healer motioned and Botlop appeared.
Why did it have to be Botlop? Not only did he know about her deception, but she’d unwittingly hurt his feelings. He said nothing as he led her to a horse. She bit her lip, regarding the strange animal. Though she had seen them before, horses were uncommon in rural areas.
Most farmers preferred koopchuks as draft animals. Koopchuks ate one third more than a horse, but they did at least double the work. The strength of an ox, the stubbornness of a mule, and especially foul dung characterized the stocky breed. The koopchuk’s shaggy fur covered a round body on short, thick legs. As a child, Keedrina had sat atop a koopchuk while her father walked it on close rein. A running horse would be quite different. “I... I’ve never ridden before,” she said.
“Don’t worry. You can hold on to me. Besides, everyone thinks Itzi are too stupid to read, and you can do that, can’t you?”
“Botlop, I... I never lied, you know...”
“I know. I saw what I wanted to see. I should have figured it out when you had so much trouble, but I just thought I wasn’t a good teacher.”
Impulsively, she kissed his cheek and whispered, “You were a good teacher. Thank you.” He frowned; his face wrinkled in disgust, but he didn’t say anything. He recoiled and grabbed the reins, then swung himself into the saddle and extended his hand to her.
She realized then that he was only fulfilling an order from his employer. He was young and peer-conscious; it was unlikely there’d be room for a friendship. It was probably fair consequence for having deceived him for so long—one more loss in a night of losses.
She saw nothing along the way. It was too dark to distinguish landmarks she’d previously seen only in daylight. Ny was a prosperous port with thriving fishing, citrus-farming, and shipping guilds. The comforting daytime hum of commerce was absent, replaced with the clopping of the horse’s hooves on cobbled streets. Crooked fingers of shadow surrounded her, adding apprehension to her grief.
The horse stopped in front of a large limestone house. Botlop dismounted, then helped her down. He rapped on the door. A plump woman, barely taller than Keedrina, answered. Silver hair drawn tight in a bun and telltale pointed ears confirmed she was Elva. Obviously forewarned of her coming, she spoke kindly to Keedrina. “There you are, poor thing. It’s right this way.” She bustled to another door fifteen paces down the road.
Keedrina followed while Botlop stayed behind. Without a word, he mounted and rode off. “Thank you. For everything,” Keedrina called to his retreating back. He waved. Keedrina sighed and shook her head.
Inside the infirmary, she watched as the Elva woman lit an oil lamp and filled a porcelain basin from an indoor hand pump. The farmgirl could only marvel at such conveniences. The Elva set the basin on a table, then she set a sea sponge and oatmeal soap nearby. She pointed to a door and mentioned it was the inhouse. Too bad Keedrina had come under such unfortunate circumstances, or it would have been pure adventure to discover all the wonders contained in a town dwelling. As it was, the niceties brought only momentary lift to her depression.
The Elva woman smiled. “I’ll leave you alone now. I know it’s hard, but try to sleep. Tomorrow will be a long day.”
“Thank you for the hospitality, milady.”
“You’re welcome. Rest well, little one.” She left and shut the door behind her.
Keedrina stared at the volume of water for a long time, then sighed. It had to be a hint about the state of her clothes. She removed her canvas tunic and muslin chemise. Carefully, she pressed them into the water. Before the water got too dirty, she remembered to wet the sea sponge and wash her face, arms, and hands. Once her body was clean, she scrubbed away at the clothes. Strange that she couldn’t find a washboard. Keedrina found a small hand brush to use instead. Since the stains were essentially fresh, most came clean.
She frowned again when she couldn’t find a wringer. How could a place with a hand pump and inhouse not have something as simple as a clothes wringer? She twisted the garments by hand as hard as she could, then shook them out. In her bloomers, it suddenly occurred to her that she had no place to hang her clothes where they could dry by morning. She hadn’t seen a tree from which to hang anything, even if she had been able to get clothed enough to venture out. Keedrina berated herself for her stupidity. She would have to stand before the duke in damp clothes. It wouldn’t be any worse than being dirty, but it would be uncomfortable. Regardless, it was too late. She opened the window and hung the wet clothes from curtain tieback hooks on the window sash.
She headed to bed. It was a straw mattress much like her own, except thicker and covered with a more finely-woven material. Unlike hers, it sat on a platform that lifted it from the floor. She bit her lip as she considered the possibility of falling out. She pushed the bed against the wall and planned to favor that side in her sleep.
With the window open to dry her clothes and wearing solely underwear, Keedrina was chilled. She lay down and covered herself with a wool blanket, then blew out the lamp. Guilt and grief overwhelmed her. She cried until her head ached. No matter how she tried to relax, her mind stubbornly replayed all the night’s horrifying events. Finally, exhaustion took over and claimed her body to a fitful sleep.
The healer, Pharn Patkus, decided not to take the bodies into town to save time in the morning. He slept until dawn near the charred embers of Silla’s ruined homestead. As the first rays of the suns dusted the farmlands, he drove the wagon to a secluded area where no prying eyes could watch.
He removed the shroud from Silla and shook his head, sighing deeply. He took notes as he searched her body. Tiny blown-glass jars caught seedpods from her hair and bits of fabric embedded in dried blood. He labeled the jars with the stub of a black candle and stored them in a wooden crate.
His examination of the middle daughter’s body sickened him to the point of retching, something that hadn’t happened in twenty years. By the time he uncovered the youngest, his stomach was empty. He wept. The eyes of a child were always the same. It didn’t matter whether male or female, Itzi or Elva, the lifeless eyes said everything. They declared the loss of innocence. They cried out for justice. Woe to the filth that did this if he caught up to them.
He could lose to Disease. He and that enemy fought many times, and he defeated it more than he was defeated by it. He saw Accident far too many times as well, but he had an understanding with Accident. Accident was part of life—a momentary lapse, or as in Keedrina’s father’s case, the fault of an unreasoning animal, but Accident knew no malice. However, this was not Accident or Disease. This was Evil, a power that had preyed upon the weak to rape, steal, and destroy. He forced himself to continue despite the horror. He was determined to gather every bit of evidence he could against the Evil that had violated such docile, innocent females.
He couldn’t help but feel that fate had dealt cruelly with Silla from the day Blod was mortally injured. To a small extent, Pharn had shown her favor. He’d sold her grain for her poultry at less than what he could have received in town. He’d bought garments her family made and not squabbled at the asking prices. He’d tried not to make any overt gesture that would have exposed him as a benefactor.
Silla was too proud to have accepted charity and of course, her lot was nothing strange among Itzi. Itzi mating-compacts usually dissolved when each had a child of his or her own gender, so many Itzi females lived without males. He couldn’t be sure, but it seemed that Silla and Blod might have stayed together even if Silla had borne a son. The Itzi were a practical people and even those who weren’t in love might share a home for the sake of convenience.
But Blod had fallen in the path of a koopchuk’s plowshare. The wounds were too deep; infection slowly drained his life. Silla insisted that Pharn come see Blod twice a day, even after Pharn assured her it was hopeless. If Silla didn’t have feelings for Blod, why would she have done that?
Pharn had thought it benevolent to ask for Keedrina in payment for the services rendered to Blod. It would have reduced the number of mouths Silla had to feed. He had no unseemly intentions toward the ten-year-old girl who even then could pass as Elva. Her hair was so dark that only bright light and careful scrutiny proved it brown rather than black. Inconclusive blue eyes and unusually tall stature furthered the illusion. Only round ears gave her away.
A child slave, especially an Itzi female, was not nearly as valuable as the farmland Silla insisted he take instead. Pharn persuaded her to keep the henhouse and paid her extra for the barn and animals she couldn’t sustain without the field. That had been six years ago.
After going over the three bodies meticulously, Pharn wrapped them up and drove the wagon to the spot where Blod was buried, under a large oak tree. Silla had said it was Blod’s favorite place to rest. The stream was nearby so he could get a cool drink and sit in the shade overlooking his fields. Since oak roots were poisonous to crops, Pharn had had very little argument to allowing Silla to bury Blod there. Now he was compelled to give the rest of Blod’s family, save Keedrina, similar graves.
He was not an undertaker. This was a favor to Keedrina and a favor to himself. He did not have the back for so much digging, but dig he did. The three shrouded bundles were lowered into the earth. He knew the Itzi didn’t practice liturgy with their dead, but he couldn’t bring himself to show any less than proper Elva respect for females taken so violently. He bowed his head, addressed the Nymphs that Silla mentioned in her dying breaths, and committed the bodies to their care. Then he said a reverent goodbye and shoveled the dirt back over the graves. It was the tenth hour when he made it home and cleaned himself up.
The healer didn’t own a rooster and no one came to wake the weary orphan. The lighthouse bells were slightly louder here than on her farm, but Keedrina had tuned them out after the first interruption of sleep. With such emotional exhaustion to overcome, she slept well into late morning. Calla and Cana cast their heat upon her cheeks and woke her. It took a few moments to remember where she was. Keedrina groaned as reality hit her again. For a good while, she just lay there, debating whether she should bother getting up or whether she cared about living at all. Dark thoughts were pressed aside when nature called.
She rolled out of bed and trudged into the inhouse. Her eyes brightened at the prospect of using a watercloset. She allowed herself a small smile as she lowered her bloomers to straddle the strange bowl. The seat wasn’t nearly as cold as she was used to. The tinkling sound brought a light giggle to her lips. She chided herself for the levity enjoyed over the sinking feeling in her stomach. Once she finished and replaced her bloomers, it took her a moment to discover the mechanism for disposal of the waste. She pulled the cord on the wall tank, then stepped back and gasped. Amazing that they used so much water for such a thing.
Stiffly, she straightened the bedcovers and then went to check on her clothes. She marveled to find them dry. She looked out the window and noted the position of the suns. Oh no! It was late. Had the healer already gone, thinking she scoffed at his invitation? She dressed quickly and rebraided her hair, styling it to hide her ears out of habit. She gave the room a quick check, then left and knocked next door.
A short female with strawberry blonde hair and rounded ears answered. She appeared to be in her early twenties. The Itzi dipped her head, ushering Keedrina in with a sweep of her arm. Keedrina smiled, but couldn’t keep her eyes off the steel bands. She knew slaves wore bands about the neck, wrists, and ankles, but she had never seen a slave this close before.
The slave smiled back, seemingly unbothered by her stare. “They don’t hurt,” she whispered with a wink. Keedrina looked down quickly. The slave laughed. “I’m the one who’s supposed to look down, milady. Please, relax. The master and mistress are eating. I’ll show you the way.”
Keedrina was stunned. A woman older than she had called her “milady”. Heretofore, no one had ever called her that. What was more, this slave seemed to be in high spirits. Keedrina watched the woman closely as she led the way to the kitchen.
“Welcome, Keedrina,” the healer said. “Come, sit and eat.”
She had never eaten with Elva before. Though it was an honor, Keedrina was hardly in the mood to eat, much less embarrass herself with rural Itzi manners. Yet, to refuse would be an insult. “Thank you, milord.”
The slave guided her into a chair and set a plate and flatware in front of her. Keedrina stared at the spread of food and utensils, dumbfounded. Her hosts smiled and passed platters and bowls. Keedrina took small amounts of several dishes that smelled delicious, but were unfamiliar. With a nervous smile, Keedrina mimicked the healer’s fingering on the fork and took a tentative taste of the first unknown food. She chewed, smiled, and took another quick bite.
The two Elva and the Itzi slavewoman all chuckled before turning their attention to other things. Keedrina was surprised the banded one got away with laughing, or even that she might feel any sort of happiness to begin with. She assumed that slaves were held under grim conditions, but neither the healer nor his wife noticed anything astray. Keedrina observed the slave as much as she could, hoping she wasn’t too obvious. The banded Itzi smiled at the attention. The healer and his wife exchanged glances.
“Keedrina, how did you get your clothes so clean?” the healer’s wife asked.
“I used the little brush near the basin. I couldn’t find a washboard.”
“You mean you washed your clothes in that tiny basin?”
“Y-yes, milady. Wasn’t that why you filled it for me?” Keedrina fidgeted and looked down at her lap.
The healer and his wife both laughed again. “No, that was for you to wash your face and hands. It must have been some feat, to wash that bulky tunic. You did a wonderful job,” the Elva woman said.
Keedrina smiled, relief washing over her. She hoped they could keep up the small-talk. Tears threatened and only constant attention to trivialities could hold them at bay.
“I’m sure you’ll impress the duke,” the healer said.
Keedrina’s smile faded. She had never considered such a preposterous idea. There was no way an Itzi could hope to impress an Elva nobleman. If it had been up to her, she wouldn’t bother him at all.
“Of course, you’re not coming to impress him. I’m sorry. I know this is difficult. You don’t have to pretend this is a festival. It’s all right to show your sadness.”
Keedrina nodded solemnly.
“I took care of the burial. They are all next to your father now. Moreover, I am going to deed the area around the oak tree to you. I don’t want you to think of them as being buried on someone else’s land. I should have given it to your mother when your father died, but I didn’t think of it.”
Another slow nod from Keedrina verified she was listening. Her fork hovered in a circle over the remaining food. The healer looked up to the slave and gave her a nod. Without a word, she cleared the table, bustling about with a spring in her step and a light hum on her lips. Keedrina envied anyone who could be happy right then. She didn’t bother to hide her interest and openly stared, following the slave’s every move.
The healer nudged his wife who shook her head tightly. The healer frowned at her for a second, and then both of them smiled back at Keedrina, feigning innocence of marital collaboration.
“Well, time for us to go find the duke,” the healer said as he got up from his chair.
The slave stopped her kitchen cleanup to dip her head to the healer. “Safe journeys, Master. Good day.”
“Thank you, moxi. Don’t hold supper. I may be late.”
Keedrina wondered if the slave was putting on a show for her benefit. She rose from her seat, studying moxi for any signs of falsity. The slave dipped her head to Keedrina and set a gentle hand to her back. Although moxi was older, her actions didn’t seem condescending, but respectful and genuine. Nevertheless, Keedrina felt uncomfortable, though she couldn’t figure out why.
“Good luck to you as well, milady, and... I’m sorry about your loss,” moxi offered.
Keedrina managed the faintest of smiles as she nodded and vacantly answered, “Thank you.” In the haze of her depression, she had enough presence of mind to address her hostess as well. “And thank you, milady, for the hospitality and the meal and all.”
The Elva woman nodded, smiled, and waved her away.
Keedrina scooted out the door. Outside, she soon caught up to the healer. He was headed down the cobblestone road 90 degrees away from the duke’s residence. Rebono Keep was one landmark Keedrina knew. It was set on a knoll overlooking the city, near the East Gate. Elevated as it was, it could be seen from most anywhere inside Ny’s walls. She wondered whether the healer had to look in on a patient first or whether this was some sort of shortcut. She had only seen Rebono Keep from afar and had no idea which road to take. Without Mother, Ny was a labyrinth of streets, filled with far too many strange faces.
Pharn walked briskly once assured Keedrina followed. He hadn’t been stretching the truth when he asserted that Duke Vahn cared about Itzi. As much as any Elva he knew, the duke acknowledged that Itzi were thinking, feeling creatures, even if inferior. Besides, Itzi were consummate followers—followers whose support would be necessary if he were ever to take the Throne from his twin brother, King Arx.
Of course, it was pure speculation that the duke aspired to such a goal. Such treasonous ideas were only whispered in private, and not with mere healers. But because Vahn was a twin, many people, including Pharn, thought Vahn’s right to the Throne was as valid as Arx’s. The nineteen-year-old duke had only lived in Ny three years, but his charisma and positive leadership had won the hearts of nearly everyone.
Pharn knew of the duke’s inclination to frequent the places where his people gathered. While the young noble dressed in impeccable clothes and usually had an entourage of slaves, he took pains to identify with subjects from both breeds and all walks of life. He toured homes, fields, and shops. He was even known to speak with shady figures and those who shunned polite society. The Scarlet Dryad was probably a favored haven because it was central to the city and had an approachable atmosphere, while still offering some royal comforts.
Pharn stopped at the tavern entrance and put up a hand for Keedrina to wait. “I’ll check and see if he’s here,” he whispered.
Keedrina blinked and halted where she was. He disappeared inside the door. In a few moments, he popped his head back out and grinned. “I was right, he’s in here. And not very busy, either. You ready?”
“As ready as I’ll ever be,” she sighed.
Prince Vahn Rebono, the duke of Latoph, moved with strict attention to his stature. One of the many reasons he frequented The Scarlet Dryad was its high doorways, which afforded him free movement without constant ducking. He entered through the kitchen door, after having stepped out to discuss something privately in the alley behind the tavern.
The newest scullery maid gawked at his attire: a silk shirt with loose upper sleeves and long close cuffs, a finely tailored jerkin, butter-soft kidskin breeches, knee-length boots shined to perfection, and a floor-length manteau of velvet—all in solid black. His manteau was fastened with a silver and onyx tasseau and the hem swirled about his frame, licking at his ankles as if having a life of its own. He smiled and winked at the scullery maid, sending her back to work with reddened cheeks.
Purposeful strides delivered him to his private alcove where an Elva woman held a stalwart kneel. She bowed her head as he approached, and then straightened her back to appear even more poised than before. Her gaze didn’t venture above his knees. She wore a modest dress of silver broadcloth, trimmed in black satin ribbon.
“Sorry to leave you alone so long, timna,” he said softly. Vahn slipped into the velvet-padded chair—a high-backed piece carved of ebony, that looked more like a throne in contrast to the roughly hewn seats scattered elsewhere. The duchess’ throne stood empty, as did the other benches and stools positioned around his table. He reached for the silver chalice he’d left on the table.
“It hasn’t been that long, Master Vahn. Would you like timna to bring more wine?”
“You were here the whole time with my cup, yes?”
“Yes, Master. timna never left her post.”
“Then what I have is fine,” he said, resting the chalice on the arm of his throne. He really wasn’t in the mood to drink anyhow. His free hand settled on the other arm, long, slender fingers tapping nervously on the silver-gilded ebony.
“Is everything all right, Master?” timna asked.
Vahn paused and glanced down at her. She waited patiently for his answer, concern evident in gray eyes lifted to his face, but never meeting his gaze. There was so much he wanted to share. Rebono Keep would have been a preferable venue, but he couldn’t contain the news. He shot a look around the tavern. The closest occupied table was at least twelve feet away and none of the other patrons seemed to pay any heed. His thin lips curved into a smile.
“I just found out,” he confided in hushed excitement, “that the Archmage visited my father when Arx and I were born. In the thousand years of Rebono reign, twins had never been born to even minor nobility, much less to the king himself. The Archmage prophesied that we were a miraculous sign indicative of the influence of Calla and Cana. He advised Father to treat us with absolute equality in the same way that neither sun can outshine the other nor claim greater ownership of the Heavens.”
timna’s charcoal gray hair shone like satin. Vahn ceased his nervous tapping and ran his fingers through it, calming them both. She nodded at appropriate moments, assuring him she was listening. Vahn kept all his whispers barely audible.
“But Father didn’t want to split the kingdom, so he had the Archmage’s portents sealed and forbade him to speak of it. Father made a kingdom-wide decree on our Presentation Day. Although he was only seven minutes older,” Vahn fumed, “Arx was declared Heir Apparent while I was named the duke. Father didn’t even make excuses for ignoring the Archmage. If anyone thought it defied the tradition of Twin Inheritance, he couldn’t dare voice it.” Vahn took a quick swallow of the wine and let the chalice drop back to the chair’s arm. He controlled his movement just enough to prevent the wine from splashing out or the chalice foot from ringing in its impact.
timna’s eyes grew wide. No doubt she’d heard the rumors about his resentment. Surely, she comprehended the enormous trust he bestowed to reveal the depths of his aggrievement to her. She was optimess, the head of the household staff. Over the two years he had owned her, he had never known her to break a confidence, though this was the most sensitive information he had ever shared. Usually his wife was the one he bared his heart to. But the pregnancy had made her much too moody lately. In fact, he wasn’t sure he had ever made Saerula completely understand his past.
timna waited patiently at his feet. She didn’t look up or speak. She would listen to whatever he cared to share and never press him for more than he needed to say. Now that he had opened the floodgates, it was hard to stop. He slid his fingers through her hair and recommenced.
“After Father’s murder and Arx’s hasty coronation, I offered Arx help. I offered to come to Occi and bring men to assist with the investigation. Arx not only refused, he made a royal proclamation that I was to remain within the borders of my duchy.”
timna gasped lightly. Someone entered through the front doors, looked around, and turned toward the exit again. Vahn didn’t get a good look, but he dismissed it from his thoughts when the stranger left.
Vahn’s face twisted into a scowl as he looked back at timna. “I know,” he hissed. “But Arx made it sound so unselfish, like he could handle this easily and for me to leave would put the duchy at risk.” His whisper lowered to a voiceless expulsion of air. “My brother’s incompetent envoys only annoyed the king of Senkra.” He knew he was saying more than timna could understand. It didn’t matter; maybe it was even better she didn’t understand. “That’s when the skirmishes started. Again, I offered men and supplies to help stabilize the border. Again, Arx put his distrust of me ahead of the kingdom’s best interest. He refused ever-so-politely, shamelessly spewing assurances of his self-sufficiency and competence—”
Vahn quieted abruptly as two strangers approached. The man was the one who had entered and left just moments earlier. timna turned to face the same way, straightening her kneel at the side of his throne. She smoothed her skirt and held her head up proudly, displaying a brightly polished silver band around her neck. Vahn beamed inwardly at her statuesque bearing. He set his chalice on the table and directed his gaze to the man accompanying a young maiden toward his alcove.
It was Keedrina’s first time in a tavern. The curiosity of it all distracted her from her grim purpose. Lamplight danced over the limestone walls, mingled with suns’ light streaming through the windows. The air smelled of fireplace soot and lamp oil. The memory of smoke caused her stomach to lurch. Most of the numerous oaken tables were vacant, though she guessed this was due to the hour of the day. A few patrons held quiet discussions over pewter tankards and trenchers of stew.
The healer took her hand and pulled her toward a far corner. Keedrina took one look at the alcove and lost all nerve. The very sight of the impressive nobleman seated in a throne caused her to gasp. She tried to wriggle from the healer’s grip, but he held all the tighter.
An Elva woman knelt beside the throne. She was banded like moxi, but her bands were all brightly polished silver and had no little connection rings emerging from them. The slave was so incredibly still and so flawlessly beautiful, she appeared at first a statue. Watching the handsome young Elva slipping his fingers through her hair sent a warm shiver over Keedrina.
The healer spoke first. “I am Pharn Patkus, your highness, a healer of Ny. Might I have a moment?” The healer bowed his head and bent at the waist.
The man in the throne stood, towering a full eight feet. Keedrina gulped at his sheer presence. She had not expected a nineteen-year-old, even an Elva, to be that tall. She studied his fancy clothes, sleek black hair, piercing black eyes, the quiet strength of his willowy carriage. It was no wonder every female in Ny envied the duchess.
He extended his hand and the two men grasped each other’s wrists and shook. “Well met, Lord Patkus. I am Vahn Rebono and this is timna, my optimess.”
Keedrina stared in awe, willing her jaw shut. His voice was deep-pitched and commanding, yet at the same time soothing and lyrical. She watched as he swept his arm to indicate the silver-banded woman at his side, the one named timna. He had given the slave a title, yet not even mentioned his own. It then dawned on her that this was the first she had heard the healer’s name—Pharn Patkus. Keedrina tried to etch all the names to memory as they were mentioned.
Lord Patkus spoke again, tugging Keedrina forward then releasing her in front of him. “And this is Keedrina of the rural area to the south of Ny, your highness. Her family lived next to a plot of land I own.”
Keedrina was suddenly unsure how to act in the presence of royalty. She started to curtsy, then thought better of it, dropped to one knee and bowed her head. Patkus took her by the arm but the duke waved his hand at him. She remained motionless except for the trembling she couldn’t control. What in Byntar ever possessed her to appear before the second highest ruler of the kingdom?
The duke stepped in front of her, extended a slender hand to her chin, and lifted gently. She swallowed hard as she tilted her head at his bidding, her cheeks warming. He spoke again, his voice even sweeter and more captivating than before. “Lady Keedrina? Very pleasing.” He pressed gently upwards on her chin. She would have to shrink from his touch or stand. She rose, trying to keep her knees from wobbling.
He looked down into her eyes. His eyes were pure black, the pupil indistinct from the iris. Keedrina was sure she would lose herself in the depths of his fathomless gaze. She was so transfixed by his eyes that it didn’t even register that he called her “Lady”. Her heart beat wildly, drowning nearly everything else from her thoughts. He must have heard it; everyone knew Elva hearing was superior to Itzi.
Perhaps he caught the sorrow reflected in her eyes, or perhaps he just then processed what the healer said before, but the duke broke the eye contact to look back at Lord Patkus. “You say she ‘lived’ next to your land? Has she moved?”
Keedrina and Patkus both shook their heads. The healer gave solemn explanation: “That is the reason for my presence here, your highness. Last night, five men attacked this girl’s mother and two sisters in their home. The mother and one of her sisters were raped. All three were brutally murdered. The youngest was merely a child of six. Their farmhouse was set ablaze and burned to the ground. Keedrina was not home when the attack took place and that is the only reason she stands before you today.”
“OUTRAGE!” Duke Vahn roared, shaking his fist.
Keedrina could hardly believe the range of vocal expressions he was capable of. She half-expected the walls to crumble at the intensity of it. A chill coursed her spine. Everyone in the tavern stopped what they were doing to stare at the duke.
“Do you know who did this?” he demanded.
Patkus nodded. “Her mother spoke to me before she died and I have some seed pods taken from the bodies that do not grow here. The attackers came from Dronak.”
“Lady Keedrina, did your father survive this?” the duke asked softly.
She would have sworn as fast as he changed tone that he must be two people. Keedrina shook her head. “My father died six years ago, your highness. My parents were still compacted at the time.” She used the Itzi term purposely. It was obvious by the fact he mentioned a father and called her “Lady” that he assumed she was Elva. She respected him too much to further the misconception. Deceit had brought enough sorrow already.
“Compacted?”
Keedrina turned her head as she manipulated her hair to uncover a rounded ear. “Yes, your highness. Itzi do not marry.”
The statue-like timna broke perfect form to gasp at the revelation.
The duke only nodded. “I do not care if you’re koopchuk. I will not have this in my duchy. I will catch the filthy knaves that did this. I swear this to you, Lady Keedrina. Now, do you have relatives to stay with?”
Keedrina thought a moment. She did have an aunt, but she was two days’ journey away and if Keedrina went, she would have to give up the only thing she had left—her henhouse. “None that I can stay with, your highness. I have a henhouse and poultry to my name. I will be fine.”
Lord Patkus shook his head.
The duke didn’t bother to inquire Lord Patkus’ reason for disagreeing. “You will stay at my guest cottage until I have brought you the heads of these killers,” the duke commanded. Before either Keedrina or the healer could object, he added, “That was not a suggestion. Lord Patkus, you will have someone care for her poultry at my expense. Now, any questions?” His tone suggested there had better not be. Keedrina shook her head.
Lord Patkus sighed softly and shook his head as well. “I would like to accompany you on the search, if you please, your highness. You may need a healer. Besides, I am the closest thing you have to a witness.”
The duke curled his lips slightly upward and gave him a little nod. “I would be glad for your help. Meet me at the East Gate in one hour.” He raised his voice and addressed the tavern. Most of the patrons had been watching since his outburst. “Any who wish to join us are welcome, but I will take no cowards. Blood will most likely be spilt—those who do not wish to see it should remain behind.”
He turned to timna. “Take Lady Keedrina to the guest cottage. Make sure she has everything she needs. You are not to mention to your mistress that she is Itzi, only that she is a subject whose cause I am undertaking. Tell her I am looking for outlaws and not to expect me for at least three days. If Saerula takes any afternoon trips, you may bring Lady Keedrina inside the keep, but otherwise you are to stay with her at the guest cottage, understood?”
“Yes, Master. timna will take care of Lady Keedrina. Safe journeys and Heavenlies be with you,” she said. She arose from her knees, bowed her head once to the duke, once to Lord Patkus, then turned and walked toward the door.
Keedrina stood stupefied.
The duke laid his hand on her shoulder. “Please go with timna, Lady Keedrina. I must be certain you are safe before I leave.”
Safe? This was the first it occurred to Keedrina that the marauders could come back, that being the only survivor of the family might put her in jeopardy. They wouldn’t know she hadn’t seen them. She was torn between new apprehension and lingering awe. That long-fingered hand on her shoulder prompted a wave of cozy warmth to traverse her entire body. “Thank you, your highness. It is much appreciated.” She bowed her head and then turned to follow timna.
Without ceremony, Vahn and Patkus parted company. The healer had to arrange for Keedrina’s henhouse to be tended, gather his supplies, and ready a horse.
Vahn mounted his horse, Fortitude, and headed to the home of his Captain of the Guard, Najost Shil. Vahn’s official Castle Guard boasted fifty men, itself an impressive number. Unofficially, there were many more, though the exact total and who precisely were among them was a secret. Only the king was allowed to have a bona fide army. If Vahn were discovered to have one, it would be treason.
He supplied his knights with swords, horses, and a monthly stipend, but no quarters. A bunkhouse in Rebono Keep’s curtain wall housed whatever guards were on duty. The rest of his knights stayed in their homes all over Ny. In a way, this was better. They could act as his eyes and ears as well as his faithful defenders. All of them were sworn to him alone.
“Your highness!” the muscular, white-haired man exclaimed upon seeing Vahn at his doorstep. Elva newborns could have gray or white hair, but even the oldest Itzi never acquired it. Byntarians universally kept their hair color for life.
“Good day, Captain Shil,” Vahn said. “I need all the men gathered for a posse at the East Gate in an hour.”
Shil frowned. “An hour?” Vahn briefed his captain on the marauders. Shil’s tanned face wrinkled in disgust. His eyes burned with righteous indignation as his hand clutched the hilt of his sword. “Consider it done, your highness.”
Captain Shil initiated the chain of notification that would rally knights from all corners of the city. He beckoned a squire with a curled finger and whispered. The squire shot off down the road. The squire would only have to locate two men. Each of them was responsible to notify two more, who did the same in turn. The chain had been carefully planned to notify everyone as quickly as possible.
Vahn had not been jesting to claim he would be ready in an hour. Over a hundred knights gathered under his black and silver standard at the East Gate. Last to arrive was Pharn Patkus. The healer’s eyes widened as he approached the large group of men clamoring about on horseback. Swords clinked lightly in practice parry sessions. Vahn grinned to himself when he saw Patkus trying to count heads.
Vahn raised his fist and immediately gained silence. He addressed them calmly, using a booming rich voice that carried well. He thanked them for coming, then relinquished attention to Lord Patkus to explain the particulars. Though the healer did not have nearly the volume Vahn did, he had such full attention he could have whispered. “The men we seek violated a twelve-year-old girl and her mother. They defiled the maidenhood treasures of a six-year-old.”
He had to stop while the men cried out in rage. Vahn surmised he had left these aspects unsaid earlier to spare Keedrina.
“They stabbed all three victims repeatedly, then set their house afire. The mother was still alive when I arrived and she told me that they taunted her in Dronakian accents. She saw five men, all bearing raven tattoos in their forearms.” Escaped slaves often obliterated their Permanent Marks with symbols, but ravens were especially infamous.
The men nodded in agreement. Hushed whispers sprung up, “The Dronak Death Gang.” It was the appellation coined by the Ny Gazette editor. They were notorious for attacking travelers in Dronak’s badlands. They left terror in their wake and never witnesses alive. This was the first time anyone had heard of them crossing the border north into Latoph. If Vahn had his way, it would be the last.
The king of Dronak had a price on their heads, which meant Vahn’s posse could track them over the border with full royal support. This pleased Vahn immensely. He was prepared to defy anyone necessary to have justice, but this was perfect. He could exact his vengeance and earn an ally at the same time. His lips curled upwards at the thought.
“Who is with me?” he shouted.
“I am,” came the unanimous shout back. Raised fists and swords punctuated their enthusiasm.
“Then follow me!” Vahn roared. He turned to Patkus. “Take us to Keedrina’s farmhouse. We can pick up the trail from there.” Patkus nodded and urged his horse forward with Vahn next to him. In a cloud of dust, they vacated the East Gate.
The healer led the posse to the ashen ruins. The sight of the destruction only strengthened the collective resolve. The rural community noticed the knights led by the duke’s banner. Several farmers, even a few who were Itzi, asked to join the search. Eyebrows raised, but Vahn welcomed any who wished to help. Itzi could be courageous when they had a cause. In truth, more were willing than able because so few owned horses.
The hoof marks near the destroyed farm were clear, but doubtless the outlaws would use every tracking trick to their advantage. However, in all the excitement, Vahn had not thought to fetch his dogs. He still had time to send someone back for them, but two of the farmers brought hunting dogs, negating any need to wait.
Some Itzi women arrived while the posse sifted through rubble and bandied strategies about. Vahn was touched when the women offered satchels of food to the gathered knights—Elva men they didn’t even know. He thanked everyone and promised to avenge Silla’s family. The little cluster of rural neighbors cheered the duke and his men as they rode off.
The posse followed tracks to the stream where Captain Shil reminded everyone to water the horses and fill all waterskins. Although the party had formed quickly, they were not ill-prepared. With the food from the Itzi women, they had enough to cover the few who had been less than thorough in their excited preparations.
The dogs proved invaluable when the trail obscured at the stream, for there were numerous tracks both to and from the brook’s edge. The posse split for a while, following the meandering rivulet in both directions, each team taking half the dogs. After they found the trail upstream, the downstream group rejoined the whole and all proceeded east in pursuit of the outlaws.
Vahn felt cautiously euphoric. He had a large group of men, spanning different ages and occupations, even breeds, and all to a common goal that couldn’t have been more noble—defending the helpless and avenging an unspeakable crime. His “army”, though of course, it couldn’t be called such, had rallied to him in under an hour. If his goals were met, he’d make an ally of the king of Dronak in the process.
Keedrina followed timna to Rebono Keep. The Itzi admired the twin Rebono crests adorning the wrought iron spindles of the double gate which stood at its entrance. In the center of the crest, a silver sword crossed an anchor inlaid with onyx. A stylized “R” in deep amethyst topped the design. In the lower left corner was a fish with hematite scales and the lower right corner depicted an orange overlaid in gold with a cabochon emerald for a leaf.
The guards looked to timna to explain the stranger. “This is Lady Keedrina. She is under Master Vahn’s protection and is to be quartered at the guest cottage until his return.” Keedrina was impressed with the authority in the voice of the slave. The guards took her word without question and opened the gates.
timna walked Keedrina to the cottage and opened the front door. Keedrina stood wide-eyed at the threshold, reluctant to set foot on the thick, luxurious rug. Inside were tables carved of costly teak and couches upholstered in velvet. Rich tapestries hung from the walls. All the windows had clear, smooth glass panes, not like the bumpy and mottled glass common everywhere else. Her jaw dropped.
The slave smiled at the farmgirl’s wonderment. She stepped in and motioned to her reluctant charge. “It’s all right, milady. This is where Master wants you. You wouldn’t want to see him angered, would you?”
Keedrina shook her head. “Absolutely not.” She bent over and removed her worn brogans, slipped sagging, home-knit socks from her feet, then stepped into the entry. timna smiled and started a tour, pointing out where everything was. Keedrina followed with her mouth agape, completely overcome with the opulence.
timna invited her to sit. Keedrina sat nervously on the edge of a velvet-cushioned couch. timna sank to her knees two feet away on a lush fur rug. Keedrina took one look and slipped from the couch to the floor, mimicking timna’s pose.
timna frowned. “Is there anything wrong with the couch?”
“No, not at all. I just feel strange up there with you down here.” timna didn’t object to her choice, but she still avoided her gaze. As Keedrina thought about it, moxi had done that too. It then hit her why she had been so uncomfortable around moxi. It felt incongruous being called “lady” and being treated as superior. It felt strange with someone older and even stranger with an Elva. She had always been taught that Elva were stronger, smarter, and better than Itzi. One would only have to meet the duke for proof that was true. Keedrina’s heart still fluttered at the thought of him.
“t-t-timna? Can I ask you something?”
“Of course, Lady Keedrina. What is it?” timna straightened her back.
Keedrina recognized that same regal kneel as the one timna held when the duke stroked her hair. Keedrina could almost see him doing it even now, so vividly had the scene been etched to her mind. That action had struck a chord deep within her. She was loathe to admit it even to herself, but she wanted to kneel at the duke’s feet, with his hand on her hair like it had been on timna’s.
“Are you happy being a slave?” Keedrina didn’t know how else to word it. She suspected timna might be forbidden to answer, but it was a start.
timna acted like the question didn’t bother her in the least. She held out her right forearm. Tattooed just below the shining silver wrist band in half-inch numerals was a 22. “Do you know what the numbers mean?”
“No,” Keedrina admitted.
“In 1022, on Queen’s Jubilee, timna will be free—”
“That’s next year!”
“Exactly,” timna continued. “In one year and two weeks, timna will be free. timna was sold to a merchant for three years to pay off a debt. When timna went to the ITC, Master Vahn bought timna from the merchant. He is strict and does not allow laziness or lax manners, but he never harms timna as long as timna obeys.”
Keedrina nodded thoughtfully. “Do you have to talk like that? Lord Patkus’ slave didn’t talk that way.”
“It is up to an owner what standards he wants of his property. Some masters think third-person speech is a silly old custom. Some consider it a mark of excellence. timna uses it because it pleases Master Vahn.”
Keedrina nodded, working up the courage to ask an awkward question. “Please don’t be afraid of me. I’m not trying to get you in trouble or anything...really.” Keedrina fidgeted with the hem of her tunic. “I just never met a slave before today. I always thought slaves were miserable wretches that were constantly whipped and worked to death.”
timna laughed. “You have heard too many tales. Perhaps the galley ships stocked with criminals and Permanents are treated that way, but they are rarely female. Are you thinking of selling yourself?”
How had timna guessed? Oh yes, she was a homeless orphan. Nevertheless, she had the henhouse and the chickens. “I’m not in debt,” Keedrina said. “And I’m legally an adult.”
The Elva blanched. “Please forgive timna, milady. She did not mean to suggest...”
“Stop,” Keedrina whispered. “You were right. I am thinking about it.”
timna breathed a sigh of relief. Evidently, it was important not to offend.
Keedrina reached out and patted timna’s knee. She felt so kindred in spirit with the slave, so aching to become what timna seemed to be, but so much had happened, Keedrina could barely think straight. Could her mind be confusing wants with needs? Was she dreaming blindly?
“timna, you said the duke never harms you. But does he...” she took a deep breath—this was difficult to ask, “...does he force you to his bed?” Keedrina knew little about mating, even less about Elva customs or slavery parameters.
timna chuckled. “He would not have to force timna. If he wanted timna, she would give herself, but he is faithful to Mistress Saerula—even since she became with child. His heart and loins are completely hers.” timna paused; her brows furrowed a moment and then relaxed. “No one shares Master’s bed but Mistress.”
Keedrina released her held breath. That had been her greatest fear and the hardest question to ask. There were still more questions, but not for timna. “Thank you for talking to me.”
“You’re welcome. Is there anything timna can get you before she goes back to work?”
“Work? Have I been keeping you from something? Oh, I’m sorry. No, I need nothing, thank you.”
“No apologies necessary. Master Vahn asked timna to see to your needs. timna will bring back supper later. Please, enjoy Master’s hospitality. You appreciate it far more than the counts and barons.” She stood from her kneel in a single fluid motion and padded quietly away on bare feet.
Keedrina’s mind swam with uncertainty. She knew her perception was clouded. She leaned over on the fur until she lay on her side. Having slept so long the night before, she did not sleep, but she did some heavy thinking. Eventually, her defenses dropped and she allowed herself a private cry of grief for her family.
Vahn and the posse followed the trail of the marauders east to Fendrus Sector, in Marquis Terzak’s territory. It was dusk now and the area they were crossing was densely forested. Vahn thought it wise to set up camp.
“Captain, have the best hunters set out in pairs to scout around on foot. No one is to attack—only observe and report. Make sure they don’t disturb the walls around Mors Manor, but I want it scouted and reported on as well.” If the Dronak Death Gang was connected to the marquis, this could get messy.
“Yes, your highness, consider it done,” Shil said with a bow. He carried out the orders, then addressed the remaining men. “I want twelve men on guard, rotating on two-hour shifts. Everyone else, get some sleep. No reason anyone should stay up all night.”
Vahn lay down on a wool blanket and closed his eyes. He was annoyed that the tracking had not led south. If these outlaws hid anywhere in his duchy, it meant he would have to tolerate vigilantes from the south, the same as he could have crossed the border to Dronak if the tracking had led that way. Essential to his long-term goals was the security of his people. He refused to allow skirmishes and raiding as his brother did in the north.
Vahn tossed and turned on the hard ground, but finally managed five hours of sleep before the first scouts returned. He prevented them from waking Shil. He wanted to hear the reports himself and let his captain sleep as long as possible.
“Two hooded equestrians arrived at Mors Manor, your highness,” the scout whispered. “They stayed for about three hours, then left. The manor went dark an hour later.”
“Could you tell who they were? Did you see anything else?” Vahn whispered back.
“No, it was too dark.”
“Very well, thank you, milords. See if you can get some sleep now.”
Scouts trickled back to camp thereafter. Some reported finding a camp of five men deep in the forest, with snares and traps set all around. Vahn woke his captain. By torchlight, the scouts drew maps in the dirt and described the snares. Once they finished reporting and planning, Shil sent the scouts to sleep, checked on the sentries, then lay down.
Vahn retreated alone into the woods. He emerged an hour later. “It’s time,” he announced. His voice was low and reverberating. It was not particularly loud, but it didn’t have to be. One third of the men woke with his declaration. A few nudges later, everyone was awake. Rubbing eyes and squinting in the predawn mists, they all gave attention to the duke.
“I believe we have them,” Vahn said softly. No reply met that statement except the crickets and the waking birds. Someone coughed. “Our scouts have spotted a camp in the forest. The outlaws are not aware we are here. They are depending on traps and snares to alert them. We will attack from all sides. They will be surrounded with no escape. Be careful. I do not cherish the thought of explaining to widows why numbers such as ours did not vanquish without loss.”
The men nodded while quietly rising from the ground. The duke talked as they broke camp. “Form into four groups. I will take the south. Captain Shil will take the north. This covers the two greatest risks—Dronak and the marquis. Lieutenant Windrider, take the west, Lieutenant Alnen, the east. Once we close in on them, everyone spread out. Those of you who know traps, go ahead of the others and point them out. When I give the signal, we all advance at once. Hold your weapons for defense only until I say otherwise. There is always a chance we have the wrong men. I will not compound the injustice by killing more innocents. If anyone lifts a sword without my orders, he will answer to me.”
By the time his quiet speech was finished, the camp was broken and the men munched on cheese and dried meats. They were in good spirits, clapping each other on the back and clasping wrists. They muzzled the dogs for stealth. Vahn mounted his horse and set his jaw in determination. “For Latoph!” he cried softly.
“For Latoph!” came the hushed enthusiastic reply. Within seconds, everyone mounted and formed four groups. Vahn motioned the duchy banner lifted, exchanged a salute with his captain, and rode off. The rest dispersed with only the sound of hoof beats on the grassy clearing.
Keedrina wrestled with boredom. It was an unfamiliar feeling and doubly vexing with disturbing thoughts vying for her attention. She didn’t want to think about her family any more.
Bound in fine leather with gold embossed lettering, the storybook in the sitting room beckoned her. It was probably worth more than Mother had made in a year. Dare she touch something so valuable? They expected her to use fancy furniture and walk on luxurious rugs, so perhaps this was all right. She decided to take advantage of the opportunity for pleasant distraction. When timna returned with supper, Keedrina was curled up on the fur rug, reading by the light of an oil lamp.
The slave was flustered. “timna is sorry, milady. She couldn’t come sooner. Please forgive timna.”
Keedrina pitied her. “You aren’t late. This is fine. Will you be eating with me?”
timna’s eyes grew wide. She hesitated a second, then shook her head. “timna must see to Mistress Saerula’s needs or timna would be happy to. Thank you for asking.” As she set the plate down, she saw the book in Keedrina’s hand. “What are you doing with that?”
Keedrina gulped. “I was reading it. It was just on the table. I didn’t know—”
timna cut her off. “You can read?”
“Yes,” Keedrina admitted. She looked up at timna with shy eyes.
The Elva woman frowned. Her temples bulged as if gritting her teeth. timna glared at Keedrina’s shoulders, still not meeting her gaze.
Keedrina sighed, then lifted the book and read aloud. “Lady Bastra had six strapping sons, but it was Malcolm who was the apple of her eye. He was a winsome lad with eyes of bl—”
“You memorized the story!” timna interrupted. She bit her lip quickly.
Keedrina knew several stories by Itzi oral tradition, but this was not one of them. She shook her head and handed the book to timna. “Pick a page at random.”
timna grabbed the book and searched for a page with no illustrations. She handed it back to Keedrina with a satisfied grin.
Keedrina sighed and read from the chosen page.
timna stumbled. She caught herself on the sofa’s arm before slumping to the floor. “You really can read!” Her cheeks grew red and she looked down. “Oh milady, please forgive timna. She didn’t know it was possible. timna thought you were trying to...” She trailed off mid-sentence, shaking her head.
“It’s all right,” Keedrina said, “most everyone thinks Itzi are too stupid to read.” She sighed. “I wish I never learned.”
“But why? You are smarter than we Elva give credit for.”
Keedrina shrugged. “I didn’t tell my mother what I was doing. She wouldn’t let me talk to the young Elva men who worked Lord Patkus’ field. I had to lie to attend my lessons. I told her I was praying to the Nymphs, but I was having reading lessons when the marauders came. If I had been home like a good Itzi, or at least in the woods like I told my mother, then I could have heard their screams. I heard voices in the woods, but all I could think about was Mother catching me where I wasn’t supposed to be. I only thought of myself. I could have helped...” Keedrina broke off, wiping a tear from her eye.
“No, Lady Keedrina, you would be gone now too. This isn’t your fault.”
“Maybe I should be dead now.”
“If there are any ‘shoulds’, then your mother and sisters should be all right. No one deserves what happened to them. Not even animals should be treated that way.”
“No,” Keedrina admitted, sniffling. “Animals are killed quickly... and the young are always spared.” timna was right. Keedrina would kill a chicken with more mercy than was shown her family.
“Exactly,” timna echoed. “You shouldn’t be dead. Your family should be alive. It would only further the tragedy for you to throw your life away as well.”
Keedrina slipped into thoughtful silence. Was timna still talking about her dying with her family? Or was she commenting on the discussion they had earlier? “If you died before next year’s Jubilee, do you think your life would be thrown away?”
“No. There are worse fates than becoming a slave. There is no disgrace in service—especially in such a house as timna is privileged to serve.”
“Do you think Duke Vahn would accept me?”
“Master Vahn would, but—” She broke off suddenly as if what she had planned to say made her remember something. “timna has to go now, milady. She will come back to bathe you and ready the bed.” She sprung up and dashed out the door.
Keedrina had no time to thank timna for the food or the conversation. The farmgirl ate quietly, then found a hand pump in the inhouse and cleaned the plate. The pump arched over a huge oblong tub. Keedrina guessed it must be used to wash clothes. The healer’s wife had said the basin was too small. This was definitely large enough for a whole family’s clothes.
She pumped some water onto a washcloth and washed the same way she had at the healer’s home. She wasn’t quite as tired, so she took the time to sponge her feet and legs as well.
The mahogany featherbed with silk sheets and velvet comforter was just too pretty to disturb and Keedrina was wary of falling off. So she slipped into the trundle. She had slept in a drawer when she was very young, as had her sisters after her. The trundle had a nostalgic, homey feel to it. She blew out all the lamps, curled up in the trundle, and fell asleep.
After her chores, timna returned to find the guest cottage already dark. She slipped inside, lit a candle, and moved quietly. She smiled when she found the clean supper plate. No other guest had ever washed the dishes before. timna chided herself for not having returned sooner to help the poor orphan.
Her regret turned to alarm when she found the bed untouched. Lady Keedrina was nowhere to be seen. Had timna neglected Master’s guest so much that she felt compelled to leave? Had she offended her when she didn’t believe the Itzi could read? Then timna spotted the trundle. She sighed with relief, changed into a flannel gown, and pulled a fur rug near the trundle to lay down beside her charge.
* * *
Both girls awoke early the next morning.
“Could I help you with your work?” Keedrina asked as she rubbed her eyes.
timna shook her head. “No, thank you. You are a guest here. Sleep a while longer if you like. timna will bring breakfast later.”
Keedrina sighed softly. timna dressed and dashed off to the keep. Keedrina made the trundle bed and put her clothes on, except the shoes. It seemed wrong to wear them to walk on fancy carpets and furs. Moreover, the rugs felt so good against her bare feet. Bare feet—another reason to envy timna. Admitting to herself that she envied a slave was difficult. Would Mother be scolding her from the grave for such thoughts?
She still had questions, but she couldn’t ask the duke. Even if every instinct told her she could trust him, she knew she could never bring herself to ask. Her heart had pounded away, her hands had sweat, her knees had trembled, and that was just an introduction! Furthermore, she was vulnerable and naïve. It would have to be an objective source—someone outside the duke’s household, someone who didn’t know her situation.
Much as she tried to think about other things, her thoughts always wandered back to timna and the duke’s house. She attempted to distract herself with books. It worked somewhat, but it also reminded her that she’d have very little hope of reading ever again if she returned to live in the henhouse.
With the windows closed, she didn’t hear the city bells that marked the hours. They were set in the lighthouse so fishing boats could hear the tolling. From her home to the south, she could hear them only if she were listening hard. She never paid much attention to time at home, other than awaiting Botlop’s release from work. Here, with nothing to do but read, the hours passed slowly. Keedrina opened a window so she could hear the tolling, as if hearing the hours announced would somehow hasten their passage.
Just after the tenth hour, timna arrived, frazzled and harried. She set enough food on the dining table for two meals. She transferred a copper kettle from a cupboard to the cast iron stove, then checked to be sure there was wood to use. She brought a silver tea set from the hutch to the kitchen. Once everything was in order, she sighed and turned to Keedrina. “timna may not be here for tea, milady. She wanted you to have everything you needed, just in case.”
Keedrina stared at the fancy meats and pastries with her mouth agape. “Thank you, timna, but I really don’t need all this. Please, don’t worry about me.”
“Master told timna to see you have everything you need. timna will return as soon as she can. timna wishes she could stay and keep you company, but...”
“...but you have work to do. Please, go ahead and don’t apologize.”
The slave smiled and bowed, then hurried out the door again. Keedrina was afraid to eat on the white tablecloth. If timna had stayed, she would have done it, but with no one watching, she took the plate into the kitchen and ate over the sink. The kitchen sink had a hand pump just like the inhouse. Keedrina just couldn’t get over all the luxuries. She washed all her dishes and stacked them carefully.
The posse encircled the five fugitives who slept unaware in Fendrus Forest. Calla and Cana’s rays had just begun to penetrate the misty fog as everyone was in position. “Now!” cried the duke. His men shouted and charged forward. They bypassed most of the traps, purposely tripped others, clearing the way. In barely ten seconds, five groggy men stumbled to a defensive circle, disconcerted to be outnumbered and surrounded.
“Good day, my fine gentlemen,” the duke called sardonically as he rode forward with his rapier in hand. “I am Vahn Rebono, duke of Latoph.” In times like these, Vahn was grateful that the kingdom was named after the duchy. Foreigners usually assumed a greater asset than was actually his. “Might you direct me to the group of men who pillaged an Itzi farmhouse south of Ny two nights past? I have payment for them.”
“No, we don’t know anything about it,” sneered one of the ruffians.
Ah, the leader. He shall be mine. “No?” Vahn continued in a voice like honey-coated razor blades. “Such a shame. My men and I had hoped you might help us. You’re sure it couldn’t be you?”
“Yeah, we’re sure,” a few more voices sputtered out.
Vahn furrowed his brow and scowled at them. “Well, then I’m sure you won’t mind if our hounds have a sniff around, then, will you?” He ordered the dogs toward Patkus. The handlers unmuzzled the dogs and gathered them around the healer to sniff tiny scraps of clothing and handfuls of hair, then they dispersed to the fugitives and their saddlebags, barking and snarling.
The healer followed the dogs to the saddlebags. Within, he found a ripped shirt whose hole matched a scrap he had used for scent. “I have a match,” he yelled, holding the shirt and the scrap up for all to see, then moving the scrap in and out of the hole to demonstrate the fit.
Vahn was enjoying his little game. He pointed his rapier at the leader and yelled to his posse, “Add perjury to their list of crimes. By the way, what is on that list so far, my countrymen?” He sounded nearly jovial to the untrained ear. He waved his sword about in an encouraging motion.
“Rape.”
“Murder.”
“Arson.” The shouts came from different timbres and different directions.
“Torture of children.”
“Terrorizing a village,” one of the Itzi farmers added.
Patkus held up a scrimshaw pendant on a leather thong discovered in the bags. “Thievery!” he shouted. “This was Silla’s.”
The soft whoosh of metal against leather multiplied hundredfold as swords left their sheaths. Restless horses shifted under their riders, snapping twigs that littered the forest floor. The dogs barked loudly. Canine claws struggled for traction against their leashes. The owners had to pull them away.
“Sounds like some pretty grave charges,” the duke said coolly as he dismounted, approached the leader and leveled his sword at his neck. “Drop your weapons now, all of you.” The condemned exchanged surprised glances. Two of the five did as ordered. “Those two get quick deaths,” Vahn called. He motioned to the leader. “This one is mine. The rest are yours, my friends. Now!”
Mayhem commenced. Several dirks hurled from horseback struck the two unarmed men. They died quickly as ordered. Vahn engaged the leader, purposely removing himself from the other two still-armed men. It didn’t take long for 100 to 2 odds to relieve the criminals of their weapons. Not one of his men was seriously harmed.
Vahn fought with the leader for several minutes, just for the sport of it. He left a deep cut on the man’s shoulder and a gash on his thigh, while he himself barely broke a sweat. He easily parried the lunge for his heart and countered with a slash to the outlaw’s arm, tearing the sleeve and revealing the raven tattoo. He toyed with his prey only as long as it amused him; then with a twist of his wrist, he liberated the leader’s sword. The man fell to his knees.
Vahn glared at him, then addressed the knights who held the remaining prisoners at swordpoint. “Strip them and tie their wrists to a high branch, then bind their feet as well.” While the accursed men struggled, spat, and hurled insults, the posse carried out his instructions. Vahn recovered his whip from his saddle.
“I take no pleasure in this,” he announced when they were tied. “I do it for the blood of two girls and their mother. Innocent blood calls from the grave for the blood of the guilty.” With that, he lashed out, leaving a raw red stripe. Ignoring their screams, he whipped them haphazardly so they wouldn’t know when the next strike would come. Each flinched with every blow, even those of their companions, adding mental anguish to the torment. He kept no count of their lashes, for it mattered not.
When their backs were solidly bloodied, Vahn stopped and circled them. “I’m afraid that your punishments have been unfair,” he said, oozing false compassion. “The women you tortured were stabbed from the front. You should bleed from the front as well.” Again his whip cracked loudly and brought blood from across exposed pectorals. The captives screamed and tried to turn their faces to escape the whip’s flaming kiss, but Vahn made sure each had a taste of his own blood, besides chest and trunk lacerations.
Next, he directed Captain Shil to gag the prisoners. Their screaming and whimpering had become annoying and with what he planned, it should only get worse. Besides, gags would hinder breathing and hasten death. He couldn’t keep this up much longer.
Vahn taunted as the gags were applied, “This is what you did to helpless females, isn’t it? Covered their tiny lips with your hands to drown out their cries for mercy. Then you used what was sacred to deprive them of honor and life. Therefore I deprive you of sacred and life to return their honor.” He stepped in front of the first prisoner. With a quick unsheathing and skilled slice of his dagger, Vahn removed everything that made him male. Several men from the posse turned away, cringing, while the majority cheered.
The emasculated man screamed against his gag. The center criminal shook his head violently. A stream of muffled “no’s” escaped the cloth filling his mouth.
Vahn wavered, sickened by his own actions. He closed his eyes and imagined Lady Keedrina’s defenseless mother and young sisters. He summoned every ounce of fortitude he could muster to steel himself, inhaling deeply. “No?” he sneered. “Did the six-year-old girl cry, ‘no’? Did her mother not beg you by all that was decent to spare her? And yet you ignored her, therefore I ignore you.” He repeated his actions with the second criminal.
The third, the leader, also begged piteously, muffled by his gag. Vahn stopped for a moment, allowing him to squirm. “You know what is coming. You saw it happen first to the men you led. Tell, me, how does it feel to be helpless to stop a stronger power from torturing someone under your charge? How does it feel to know you will die painfully and not be able to stop it no matter how you plead?”
Muffled whimpers, pleading eyes, and a writhing body were the only answers. The leader was deprived of his male organs with a deft slash.
Vahn turned and walked away, wiping the blood from his hands with a kerchief. His men still ridiculed and taunted the prisoners. Some made suggestions for further torture. Vahn shook his head. Others volunteered to take over the task. He raised his fist until his men quieted. “This is not a sport. If we continue, we are no better than they are. Leave them to bleed until they pass out, then you may take their heads.”
Though the criminals still moaned and writhed in their bonds, the posse quieted after that. They gathered their equipment and remounted. Patkus attended to their cuts and scrapes. Within fifteen minutes, the prisoners’ bodies hung limp.
Vahn called Captain Shil. “Take the leader’s head and forearm to the king of Dronak. Tell him what you saw here. Tell him the rest of the heads will be on pikes outside Ny’s South Wall. The reward offered is five thousand silver. You will accept only enough to pay each man here ten silver, for two day’s lost wages, and you will ask for an alliance with me—not the duchy or the kingdom. Me.” Vahn removed his signet ring and extended it to Shil.
Shil nodded as he knelt to take the ring. “Yes, your highness. It will be done.”
Vahn studied his captain a few moments before releasing the ring. Shil tried it on his forefinger, but couldn’t get past the first knuckle. His burly hands were significantly meatier than those of his liege. He moved it to his pinky, where it fit securely. Then he cut the unconscious Gang leader down. With a single stroke of his sword, Shil removed the head. He severed the arm just below the raven and hoisted it up by the rope still tied around the wrist. Blood spilled from both appendages as Shil added the hair to his grasp. The captain mounted, then turned to the duke.
Vahn nodded his dismissal then addressed the rest. “I want the other four heads mounted on pikes outside the South Wall of Ny—where even the farmers may see. Leave the bodies to the wolves. Lieutenant Windrider, will you see to this?” he asked, motioning to the criminals. “I have an errand to do. I should be about an hour behind you.”
“Yes, your highness. I will be happy to,” replied the young Elva who’d led the western offensive group.
“I thank you all for your help,” Vahn called out loudly. “Together we have returned justice to the land. When Captain Shil returns, each of you will receive ten silver for your service to the duchy.” There was a hushed gasp.
Vahn rode off, trusting his lieutenant to carry out his orders. Meting out punishment had taken its toll on the young highborn. Only one matter stopped him from returning to the arms of his beloved wife: Terzak. It was too strange that they found the Dronak Death Gang in the Fendrus Sector of Latoph and not in their own country, or somewhere between there and the rural area they had attacked. Why had they escaped east and not south?
It was still early when Vahn arrived at Mors Manor. Marquis Terzak’s sentries denied him entrance until he ordered in the name of the duke of Latoph. The guards escorted him to the manor. Considering the reports he had, Vahn didn’t expect anyone to be awake yet. All the better. He wanted Terzak off balance. Vahn pounded on the door with a gloved fist.
An Elva in his fifties, ruffle-haired and wearing a dressing gown, answered the door and leveled a sword at Vahn’s chest. It took Marquis Terzak a moment to register just whom he threatened.
Vahn remained calm, raking his gaze over his defensive host. He was not amused.
“I’m sorry, your highness. I wasn’t expecting you,” Terzak said, lowering his sword and dismissing the guards with a nod.
“Surprise,” Vahn quipped.
Terzak shot a glance over his shoulder and cringed. He stood aside, revealing a dusty entry peppered with gloves, cloaks, and mismatched boots. Beyond was a den littered with goblets, plates of half-eaten food (one with a rat nibbling from it), scattered parchments, and several rusted scabbards. Terzak gave a forced smile. “Welcome to Mors Manor. Let us retreat to my office.”
Vahn stepped in, not hiding his triumphant smirk at catching the marquis with his figurative breeches down. “Housemaids have the day off, cousin?”
Terzak frowned. “It’s hard to find any good servants willing to live way out here.”
“Poppycock. You could buy slaves. I bet three or four could handle this place easily. You’re just too stingy, no?” Vahn wasn’t about to let this one slide. He enjoyed the embarrassment evident on Terzak’s face.
Terzak acted like the idea had never occurred to him. “Slaves? I may just do that, thank you. Now, to what do I owe the pleasure of your company?” He gestured to chairs in his office.
Vahn eased into the offered chair. He steepled his long fingers, arched a brow, and watched Terzak expectantly. He’d had better manners as a squire than the elder marquis currently displayed. “I’ve been outside in the cold for a long while. Might I trouble you for some tea?”
“Of course, how rude of me,” Terzak answered. He stepped out of the room and headed to the kitchen.
Vahn kept his seat, looking over Terzak’s unruly desk. He had a great urge to rifle through the parchments and scrolls strewn all over, but he restrained himself.
Terzak hurried back with a tray holding two cups and saucers. Vahn frowned. His optimess wasn’t with him to test for poison. Even at home, where there was little danger, he always had her do it for the ceremony. Here, he wondered if Terzak might actually slip him something.
“Anything wrong?” asked the marquis, giving Vahn first choice of two cups.
Vahn hid his suspicion behind a carefully crafted visage. He chose the furthest cup then held it untried on the arm of his chair. “Actually, yes,” he said. “I just found the Dronak Death Gang in Fendrus Forest. What do you make of that?”
The marquis studied Vahn’s face a long moment, then collected the remaining cup with a jittery hand and downed steaming liquid in one gulp. Vahn’s lips curled into a smirk before he took a swallow from his cup.
“I know they’re wanted in Dronak,” Terzak offered sheepishly.
“They’re wanted in Latoph too,” Vahn added with a tone of annoyance. Terzak was wasting his time.
Terzak swallowed. “Yes, of course. But what does that have to do with me?”
“I just found it odd for them to escape to Fendrus after raiding a farm south of Ny. You wouldn’t be harboring fugitives, would you?”
“I harbor no one, your highness,” the marquis replied. “The fact that you caught them outside my gates should dispel that myth immediately. So, are you returning them for the reward then? I’m sure old King What’s-His-Name will be making a sizable donation to your coffers...”
“No. I pronounced their sentences myself. I care not for gold or silver when my subjects are terrorized.”
“Your subjects?” Terzak sputtered. “Last I heard, Arx still wore the crown. I should think that his inability to safeguard poor Itzi women would only weaken his popularity.”
Vahn arched a brow. “I never said they attacked Itzi or women, only ‘a farm’. How would you know who was attacked?”
Terzak frowned and shifted in his seat. “I never said Itzi women were attacked. I only said that they are poorly safeguarded and that it was King Arx’s problem, not yours.”
“Hmmmn. So you did,” Vahn conceded. Though his private thoughts were far from excusing, he had no proof and thought it best to see whether he could instead turn the situation to his advantage. “So, tell me, Marquis Terzak, where do you stand with my dear brother?” His tone was sugary sardonic.
“Let us say that my ambitions do not include aspiration to the Throne myself, but if my personal goals were to be furthered by someone with legitimate claim to the Throne...” He paused briefly to give Vahn a knowing look. “...I would return the gesture in kind and aid in furthering his goals.”
The careful wording was not lost on Vahn. Terzak was no idiot. Nothing in his statement could get him hung for treason, but the offer was unmistakable. Vahn leaned back into the chair casually and took another measured swallow of tea before sliding his gaze over Terzak. “And what, praytell, dear cousin, are your personal goals?”
Terzak tried to feign surprise, but his act was less than convincing. “Well, as you can see, I have less than standard amenities for someone of my position. I want my house to rival yours and your brother’s.”
Vahn chuckled. “You’re not saying all you want is a staff and some better décor, are you?”
Terzak frowned, then answered diplomatically, “Staff is only the beginning of a proper house. I want my name known and feared. I want a reliable income—substantially greater than what I have now. My father left me woefully inadequate means to be whom I was born to be.”
Vahn shook his head and clicked his tongue. “I see. Such a shame. Do you have plans for how this is all to come about?”
“I do have some preliminary outlines, but I wouldn’t want to bore someone of your importance at this point.”
“But how could a family member help your cause if he didn’t know the plan?” Vahn asked, being just as careful to keep his own back clean from treason charges.
“For right now, I don’t think you could. But it would be helpful to know if you were interested.”
“I am always interested in mutually beneficial alliances.”
“Excellent, then perhaps we could talk further at a later date?”
“I will look forward to it,” Vahn said as he stood up from the chair. He narrowed his eyes and set the muscles of his jaw before resuming. “Just one more matter. If I ever discover that your plans include terrorizing any resident of my duchy, our ways will part. Violently. My brother may be technically responsible for the entire kingdom, but Occi is a long way away. The people look to me... and to you... to uphold justice in the south. This is not a topic of compromise. I need the support of the commoners to further my goals. Are we understood?”
Terzak nodded, hiding his eyes. “Understood completely, your highness.”
“Well then, I thank you for the tea and I leave you to your servant-hunting. It seems you haven’t a moment to lose.”
“Do drop in again, if the duchess would spare you the time.”
Vahn recognized the implication that his wife had him tethered and kept, but he didn’t allow it to affect him. He replied, “The beautiful Duchess Saerula is about to bear my child, but even in her condition, I’m sure she would welcome you as our guest at Rebono Keep or The Scarlet Dryad.”
“Thank you, your highness. I would be honored.”
“Very well. Good day to you.” Vahn was already on his way out the door without being shown. It had been a taxing trip and he was eager to get home.
It was past meridian toll when he reached the South Wall to inspect the mounted heads. A large crowd of farmers and merchants had gathered around the pikes. Most of the posse had returned to their homes and shops. As soon as Vahn was recognized, cheering erupted from the onlookers. Though he nearly broke into a satisfied smile, he decided the occasion was too solemn to warrant such a display and simply raised his arm in acknowledgment.
With a regal nod, he urged Fortitude through the South Gate. Adoring throngs accompanied him through the city, cheering and singing. Vahn wished more of the men were with him to enjoy this. He felt guilty to accept their accolades alone as if he had somehow cleansed the whole duchy, all by himself. He rode briskly, anxious to reach home.
When he arrived at Rebono Keep, Vahn waved his subjects away. Once behind the crested iron gates, he watched them disperse. They were all in such a joyful, triumphant mood. A simple act of justice had inspired such loyalty and civic pride. Good. Too bad Terzak hadn’t seen it.
Vahn stopped at the guest cottage first. He dismounted and sent Fortitude off with a soft slap to his hindquarters, then rapped lightly on the front door. Keedrina opened it. Her cheeks colored and bright blue eyes widened. She looked down immediately. Vahn’s gaze strayed to her throat where he couldn’t help imagining a slave band bearing his name. What he saw instead was a hard swallow. Trembling, she opened the door further and moved aside to allow him room to pass.
He hadn’t planned to enter. He had come to tell her that her family had been avenged, but it suddenly struck him that the news wasn’t as triumphant for her. The crowds could be happy that the Evil was purged from the land so that it could not strike again, but for this poor girl, it was too late. Nothing would bring her mother and sisters back. He stood silent for a moment, wondering how to begin. The girl slipped to her knees and trembled lightly.
“Lady Keedrina...” he said softly. He wasn’t a flatterer. He knew she wasn’t highborn. What had Mother always said? “You don’t have to give honor to anyone but your father and your brother. But if you give it freely to commoners, it will be all the more an insult when you find it necessary to withhold from a nobleman.” This poor Itzi deserved any verbal token he could fathom.
Keedrina exhaled as if she had been holding her breath.
Vahn continued, “I know it will not bring your family back, but the filth who hurt them have paid for their crimes. Their heads are mounted on pikes outside the South Wall.”
“Thank you, your highness.” She lowered her head even further.
“No thanks are necessary.” He admired her for a moment. He knew of slaves that didn’t pay respect as well as she. A smile meandered over his slender lips. “And now on to the business of resuming life. I find your manners very pleasing. If you were willing to be banded, I could promise you a comfortable home and fair treatment. I would certainly make it worthwhile financially. You talked with timna, no?” he asked, suddenly noticing timna was not present.
Without lifting her gaze, Keedrina tilted her head to speak. “Yes, your highness. I talked quite a bit with her. I do not come anywhere close to her grace. I’m not worthy of your house.”
“You’re probably fit for the king’s house, but I hope you’d consider mine.”
“You honor me with such words. You have shown me nothing but kindness and hospitality. I am embarrassed to spurn such a generous offer.”
Vahn suppressed a sigh. “Not at all. You said you have a poultry business, no?”
“Yes, I have a henhouse. It will be adequate,” she murmured.
“Of course. The loss is entirely mine. Please consider my offer if you ever change your mind, all right?” he said, lifting gently on her chin. He stopped once her eyes met his, not inducing her to stand. He was quite pleased with her kneeling at his feet.
“I would consider no other, your highness.”
Was that longing in her voice? He dismissed it as wishful thinking. “Excellent. Now would you stay for supper?”
“Thank you, but no. I need to get home before dark.”
Vahn frowned. Keedrina reacted immediately, cringing and averting her eyes. He was touched by her sensitivity. Long fingers abandoned her chin to slide across her cheek in a light caress. Keedrina bowed her head again. “I understand, Lady Keedrina. How callous of me. May I have someone give you a ride?”
“No, thank you. I want to spend some time alone outside the South Wall.”
“Of course.” He hesitated another moment, studying her. He wanted to give her so much more, but he only caused embarrassment at every turn. He had to find a way around her pride. “May I have timna call on you tomorrow? I’m sure she will be disappointed at missing your departure.”
Keedrina blinked and a smile dawned. “She is welcome any time. Thank you.”
“Excellent. Now, please forgive me, but I really must go and find the duchess.” His voice sounded detached as his thoughts flooded to his beloved. He turned and hurried home.
Duke Vahn rushed away, leaving Keedrina knelt with her head bowed. She was relieved that he didn’t expect her to ask for release. Kneeling at his feet felt so natural and so right. When he touched her face with those strong fingers, she thought she would melt into a puddle. She felt safe and welcome here. She had wanted to accept his offer, but she needed time to think. A distant memory of something Mother once said seemed to urge against this, but she couldn’t remember why. Her Mother’s voice echoed in her mind, admonishing caution. Keedrina didn’t have the strength to attempt a debate with the object of her bereavement.
Once the duke was out of sight, she stood and checked the guest cottage. The only evidence of her visit was all the food timna had left for tea. Though it was rightfully hers to eat or take home, Keedrina left it untouched. She knew it was ridiculous, but she felt her little rebellion against sensibility would somehow reprove her mother.
The Itzi stepped outside and reluctantly put her saggy socks and worn brogans back on. She would dream of life without repulsive footwear. Of course, shoes were necessary for protection if she were to be a chicken farmer. But did she have to be that? Weren’t there any other options?
She thanked the guards at the gate as they let her out, then stopped another moment to engrave the beautiful Rebono crests to her memory. What was it about the Elva and Duke Vahn in particular that had her so enraptured? Despite her grief, it was hard to stop thinking about him.
Keedrina took the road through the city toward the South Gate. She planned another stop—one which she couldn’t bring herself to ask some Castle Guard to accommodate nor admit to the duke. It was the real reason she had refused the offer of a ride, using time alone at the South Wall as an excuse. The Institute for Training and Correction, or simply ITC, was on the way, in the southeast section of Ny. She hoped to find a disinterested party that could answer her questions about slavery.
The ITC fortress was larger than Rebono Keep. It lacked the fields, gardens, and landscape, but the building itself bespoke strength and timelessness. Keedrina was intimidated by the immense stone structure, but willfully swallowed her timidity and approached.
As she neared, she saw owners leading slaves in various levels of submission. One Elva male was particularly resistant. His owner yanked on the chain attached to the thick iron neck band, but the slave would not go where he was ordered. The owner yelled insults and eventually pulled a cat-o-nine tails from his belt and whipped him. Keedrina shuddered.
Two Elva dressed in purple silk trimmed in gold with embroidered ITC crests ran out to help. Keedrina saw that the obstinate slave had a letter “P” tattooed on his right forearm where timna’s 22 had been. The ITC workers dragged the slave, kicking and screaming, through the vestibule and into a room where they quickly shut the door.
The relieved master thanked the two aides and returned to the informal line where the other owners and slaves waited. Keedrina noticed one young girl in the line who was banded. Her eyelids and nose were red and swollen as if she had been crying, but she seemed resigned and passive. Her eyes looked blank and distant. There were no chains attached to her bands, though they had rings available for that purpose. Her bands were not thick iron like the “P” slave’s had been, but thinner steel ones, like moxi’s. Keedrina saw no fancy Unringed bands like timna’s.
The line formed outside a window marked “Check In”. All eyes followed Keedrina, making her self-conscious. She nearly gave up the whole idea, but running away seemed as embarrassing as going in, so she decided she may as well get what she came for: answers. A little further down the hall, she found a window marked “Information”. Keedrina smiled. This was exactly what she wanted. When she arrived at the empty “Information” window, she noticed a sign: “Out to Tea”. Sighing deeply, she was just about to leave when she spied a large wooden rack sitting on the window counter. “Slavery: History, Laws, and Practices” was carved into the wood. She whisked a parchment scroll from the rack. The Itzi farmgirl grinned widely. This was better than asking—no one to be embarrassed in front of, no one to question her, no one to eye her suspiciously and possibly notice her rounded ears. Thank the Nymphs for teatime! She drew the scroll close and hastened out.
Keedrina stopped only a few moments by the four piked heads. She had hoped that the sight would evoke some sense of triumph, but it merely brought closure to a nightmare. Victory was hollow; the grotesque globes imparted no comfort, no balm to her heartache. She wouldn’t have given them more than a passing glance if she hadn’t used the stop as an excuse to decline the ride. People exchanged whispers behind her back as she stood there. A few patted her shoulder and offered condolences. She nodded numbly and thanked them.
The suns hung low in the late autumn sky when she arrived at her henhouse. The lad whom Lord Patkus assigned (not Botlop, to her relief) had done well. Keedrina noticed several blankets in the corner where the bedding straw was kept. There was also an oil lamp and a large iron skillet. She reminded the lad to gather his things, but he insisted they were not his. Her neighbors must have left them as charity.
The chickens were as healthy as could be expected. Smoke had finally cleared enough to calm them into laying again. Before he left, the farmhand delivered a small basket of eggs—a fraction of what was normally produced, but enough for one meal.
Scouting out the rubble of her house, Keedrina found her family woodstove, ruined. The clay had cracked under the weight of the falling roof. Not that anything else had fared better. She recognized a pattern in charred fabric—a tunic belonging to her youngest sister. Keedrina choked back tears and ceased rummaging except to recover fuel.
She gathered enough half-burned wood to make a cooking fire in the open. Felton berries from near the stream complemented her egg supper. After eating, she reckoned it two hours before suns-set. The chickens would need watering. Keedrina scrutinized the two small water pails. Five trips to the stream would take nearly an hour. A hand pump would be nice with all these chickens needing water.
She stared at the ITC scroll longingly. If she started reading now, she wouldn’t want to stop to water the chickens and they had to be priority. Already, she resented them and hoped to rationalize a way to be rid of them. It was difficult to appreciate the henhouse after staying at the duke’s guest cottage.
Did she have this notion to join the duke’s house just for the conveniences? Was this about inhouses and hand pumps? Was it the crisp broadcloth dresses and deliverance from clunky brogans? How much of her yearning for Duke Vahn’s caressing hand would be moot if her family were still alive? Was it even reasonable to hope she would be treated the same as timna?
Alone with the chickens, she should have been content. Grown Itzi weren’t supposed to need families or help of any kind. Yet, that was exactly what she yearned for—a place to belong, others to care about her, some purpose beyond a chicken farm and the inevitable dull compact-seekers she’d be forced to choose from.
Depressed and confused, Keedrina walked to the woods where she was supposed to be when she had her reading lessons. It was time to address the Wood Nymphs she had slighted. She knelt and repented her deceit, then asked for guidance in the present. No answers came, but she felt compelled to postpone any decisions concerning slavery. She would read, ask questions, and plan. To be certain of her motives, she would force herself to wait until the end of the mourning period—three months. She vowed beneath a tall pine.
Keedrina hurried to get the chickens watered while light lingered. She barely finished as the suns dipped into the Great Sea. She headed to her corner of the henhouse and arranged the blankets on the straw. Again, she thought of the ITC scroll, but she was reluctant to waste any lamp oil. In the dark, she lay awake for a long while, alternately thinking about the duke’s house and crying before she drifted off to sleep.
Nightmares woke her twice. She cowered in the dark, paralyzed by the feeling that more marauders would come. The sounds of nature had never frightened her before, but now the distant howling of wolves struck terror in her heart. Mother had always been the one to protect the chickens. Keedrina didn’t think she’d have the courage. Let the wolves have them.
The next morning, she was up before the roosters crowed. She shivered in her thin bloomers and muslin chemise. She quickly donned her tunic and built a fire. If she sold the henhouse, she could move to Ny for the next three months. She’d be warmer and safer there, not to mention closer to Rebono Keep.
Keedrina fed and watered the chickens, gathered eggs, and then cleaned up the accumulated droppings. She supposed timna would be along in the afternoon. If nothing else, Keedrina wanted to have tea to offer her special guest. She bartered with a neighbor, gaining a loaf of bread and a bit of tea for a dozen surplus eggs.
Finally, she had time to read her ITC scroll. Her reading would be slow, but she determined to read until timna arrived or until she finished. She settled to the straw and rolled the parchment out. The top had “ITC” in large purple letters with gold embossed filigree, then smaller letters beneath. She read them in a whisper, “The Institution of Slavery in the Twelve Kingdoms: History, Law, and Practice, Latoph Edition.” Taking a deep breath, she pored over the text with great concentration, her lips moving as she sounded out the words.
She was surprised there were so many protective laws concerning slavery: treaties of non-capture with several kingdoms; debtors had the right to choose any owner who could pay the debt; children under ten could not be enslaved; youth slaves automatically gained freedom at age sixteen; slaves could not be indiscriminately maimed or mistreated. So many protections. The scroll went on and on about how civilized the practice was over the Ancient Times.
She read about the different types of slaves and the tattooed symbols that accompanied them. The “P” was for Permanent Slaves, for those that were sentenced to slavery for crimes. Prisoners of war might also be designated Permanent, but if they escaped to their home kingdom, it was expected that their king would order the “P” fashioned into an “R” and name them “Royal Protectorates”. Royal Protectorates were safe from extradition as long as they carried documents. All Twelve Kingdoms would otherwise uphold the universal convention of bands or the “P” mark and return runaways to their owners.
Keedrina devoured the information. Even the old edition of the Ny Gazette Botlop had once brought paled in comparison. She read on about customs, traditions, and the many ways the ITC was there to help. One passage in particular caught her attention—Freewill Slaves are by far the least common. One can recognize them by bands accompanied by “expired” numbers, Owner’s Marks, or no marks whatsoever. It gave her a warm, tingly feel to read it.
Suddenly, she had a flash of remembrance. Mother had opposed the profit-mongering aspect of slavery. timna had said there was no disgrace in service and Keedrina was sure that her mother would agree. She didn’t have to accept any money. That would prove to everyone, including herself, that her motives were honorable. Deep within, she yearned to serve Duke Vahn Rebono, to discard her shoes, wear his colors, and belong to his house. This Freewill Slave classification was written proof that her desires were acceptable. She felt profound satisfaction at her self-revelation. She would be a Freewill Slave.
She cursed the vow she had made the night before to wait three months. So deep was her desire, it would be hard to wait that long, but wait she would, if for no other reason but to prove to her mother and herself that this was no passing fancy or impulsive reaction to the murders.
Life in Rebono Keep was miserable when Master Vahn was not home. timna had been careful not to speak ill of her mistress to Lady Keedrina, but it had been difficult to continue running off from the guest cottage and refusing Keedrina’s help without explanation. Yet, how could she tell the gentle farmgirl that Mistress Saerula was a hateful harridan who despised Itzi and peasants?
timna suspected she had been made optimess chiefly because she was Elva and therefore the only one Mistress Saerula would allow to touch her sheets and undergarments.
The household slaves had standing orders to vacate any room that Mistress Saerula wished to occupy. Anyone who had been with the house for any length of time was happy to obey that order. The mistress claimed she simply craved solitude. Why then did she so often countermand the order for timna to perform petty tasks? The mistress masked her bigotry with a feigned fondness for timna.
It was hard to say how much Master Vahn knew about Mistress Saerula’s true nature. Usually, he adored his wife and thought her incapable of anything ill, so timna had been surprised he ordered Lady Keedrina kept in the cottage. Perhaps he simply thought avoiding any outside contact was wise while his wife was so heavy with child.
The minute timna reported Master Vahn was “not expected for three days,” the house turned upside down. If the mistress wasn’t whacking hands and calves with her riding crop, she was finding fault with everything from the way aprons were tied to the amount of pulp in her citrus juice. Slaves ran up and down the stairs, back and forth from her chamber to the sitting room to the kitchen to the parlor. There appeared to be no purpose in most of her orders, except to torment slaves. timna could have stayed in the guest cottage with Lady Keedrina as Master Vahn ordered, but she wouldn’t leave the Itzi slaves alone at Mistress’ mercy.
Once, before she was optimess, timna had mentioned Mistress Saerula’s oppression to her master. Mistress had convinced him that she, timna, was exaggerating to drive a wedge between them or garner attention for herself. Master Vahn had rebuked timna. She would never make the mistake of reporting anything the mistress did ever again. And Mistress knew it.
Vahn finished with the posse much earlier than he’d expected. With a mirthful glint in his eyes, he decided to surprise his wife. He snuck into Rebono Keep through the kitchen, pressing a finger to his lips to quiet the slaves working there. They made hasty retreats, leaving him to plot his emergence to the parlor where he could hear Saerula’s voice.
At first, he couldn’t hear words. Stepping closer, he heard Saerula berating timna. His first impulse was anger at timna for not being more accommodating. He nearly bounded into the room, ready to roar at the optimess and dispense punishment. He peered through a cracked door.
“I want the best teacup,” Saerula hissed.
“Yes, Mistress,” timna said. “Which one seems best to you?” She stood at the hutch where the teacups were displayed, standing aside so Saerula could choose from a china collection full of exquisite specimens.
“Just pick one and be quick about it.”
“Yes, Mistress.” timna removed an expensive tea and saucer set and started toward the table.
“Not that one, you tasteless peasant. Take it back.”
timna turned without a sigh or complaint. “Yes, Mistress.” She removed a second teacup and saucer, this one just as fine as the first.
“What is taking so long, you stupid girl?”
“timna is sorry, Mistress. Is this one acceptable?” She held the cup up for inspection.
“Well, it will have to do. As long as you’re taking, my tea will be cold by the time I have any.”
“Would you like timna to reheat the water?”
“No, I’ve waited long enough. Get over here and serve me now.”
timna dipped her head and brought the teacup to the table. Just before she set it down, Saerula leaned over and whacked her calf twice with her riding crop. “Incompetent slug,” she spat. timna winced and endured the blows without so much as a grumble.
Vahn’s jaw dropped. How timna could stand it? His own reprimand suddenly sprang back to memory. timna had told him about this long ago and he’d taken Saerula’s side. He cringed at the realization and withdrew. He had to confront his wife, but not in front of timna. No matter how wrong she was, Saerula was still mistress of the house and he had to maintain respect for her.
As he walked around the keep to make a more public entrance, Vahn decided that revealing what he’d seen would diminish his chances to observe his wife’s attitudes discreetly. Could he possibly face timna again without telling her how sorry he was?
Far down the path, he saw Keedrina outside his gates, staring at the Rebono crests then shaking her head rather sadly and trudging on. She was all alone with nothing but her bereavement and chickens. Her pride and reluctance had rather baffled him until now. If Saerula was this odious to timna, he shuddered to think of leaving an Itzi at her mercy. He had been vaguely aware that Saerula was not particularly fond of the round-eared breed, but he had never suspected the enormity of the problem. His face contorted into a scowl.
Vahn stomped up the garden entry, the door he normally used when returning from the stables. Stomping accomplished two objectives: it gave him an outlet for his anger and it announced his presence. He wanted to be sure this arrival would be noticed. Carefully replacing his scowl with a weary smile, he walked in the door. As if on cue, the slaves inside knelt and chorused a greeting, “Welcome home, Master Vahn.” Was it his imagination, or did they sound louder than necessary? Were they giving warning to Saerula or truly happy to see him? Second-guessing irritated him.
“Thank you all. It is good to be back. Where might I find the duchess?”
“In the parlor taking tea, Master,” a young Itzi replied, bowing her head. Vahn waved dismissal as he strode toward the parlor. He would have preferred to speak to his slaves, but it would look abnormal not to hurry to Saerula’s arms.
Giving no further warning, Vahn progressed into the parlor. Saerula looked up with an innocent mien and welcomed him in an excited tone. Vahn matched her animation as he kissed her. He sat beside her and placed his hand on her burgeoning belly. “How have we been?” he asked.
“Tired, my love, so tired. Glad you’re back safe,” she purred back with a smile.
Surely, the problem with timna was a caste prejudice Saerula could unlearn, he tried to assure himself. Itzi or Elva, slaves were people deserving of courtesy and kindness. It seemed obvious to him. Then again, he had experienced prejudice first hand. Arx had received all Father’s attention because he would be king. “And did the staff take good care of you, love?” His voice was serious now.
“Nothing is the same without you here. Promise me you won’t leave again before the baby is born.”
“I promise, my love. I will stay with you.” He kissed her cheek again. She was so uncomfortable. Pregnancy could have made her a little snappy. He was just about to dismiss the whole episode when his gaze caught timna again. Her calf bore two nasty, red welts. He frowned and cleared his throat. “Saerula, why was timna hit?”
“Hit?” If Vahn hadn’t known better, he would have assumed from her tone and expression that she truly didn’t know a thing about it. timna remained silent, replacing the cup and saucer sets she hadn’t used.
“Come here, timna,” he ordered.
“Yes, Master.” She hurried to his feet, slipped gracefully to her knees, and bowed her head.
Normally, Vahn would give her a reassuring touch or greet her and thereby release her from the bow. This time, as much as he wanted to, he didn’t. “timna, there are two welts on your left calf. How did they get there?”
She hesitated a moment. “They were timna’s fault, Master,” she said sadly.
He pressed in a stern voice, “Were they? Hmm. You didn’t answer me though. How did they get there?”
timna bit her lower lip. Saerula held an indifferent expression and made no attempt at explanation. “It was Mistress Saerula’s rightful correction, Master Vahn,” timna said.
Vahn arched a brow and turned to Saerula. “Is that true, love?”
“I’d hardly call it hitting her,” Saerula said. “She was slow and wouldn’t listen to a thing I said. I was probably too easy on her, considering.”
“Hmmmn. I see. Perhaps she needs further correction then?” This was Saerula’s last chance to confess.
“Oh, would you please, Vahn? It’s too awkward for me to do it properly in my condition. And they all know it and take advantage of me when you aren’t here.”
It was worse than he imagined. Saerula was so smooth that he nearly believed her despite having witnessed the event himself. “Of course, love. I will take care of it. You say they all took advantage of you while I was gone? Then I will punish every last one of them.” He searched her face for a reaction. All he found was a smug grin.
Vahn turned to timna and spoke in the harshest voice he could muster. “timna, I am very disappointed in you. I cannot even be gone a day and come home to a peaceful household. Gather all the house staff and report to the dungeon immediately.” He couldn’t look her in the face or he knew his act would fall apart.
She nodded without lifting her head. “Yes, Master,” she whispered. Vahn couldn’t believe she didn’t protest, but he was thankful. Playacting was difficult enough. She arose from the floor, dipped her head dutifully, then hurried out.
Determined to see this through, Vahn nibbled from a pastry he found on the table before sitting back and patting Saerula’s hand. “Do you have any suggestions? I mean for punishment—what would you have done if it hadn’t been for your condition?”
Saerula sighed. Vahn couldn’t tell if he was getting close to the heart he knew she had or whether she had detected the falsity in him. “I don’t care what you do. Just teach them some respect and let them know they can’t get away with how they treated me. And those scruffy Itzi were the worst.” Her tone was as wounded as he’d ever heard.
“Absolutely, my love. Consider it handled.” He gave timna more time to gather the others to the dungeon and adroitly kept his mouth full in the interim. At length, he pushed away from the table and stood. “I’ll be back in a while. Don’t expect to see any of them back tonight.”
Saerula smiled and leaned back in her chair. She took a bite from a pastry as she waggled her fingers at her departing husband.
Vahn controlled his expression until he was well away from the parlor. How in Byntar was he going to face his entire house staff with this? He had to maintain respect for the mistress, but he wasn’t about to punish anyone without cause. Saerula had already done enough of that. He took a deep breath and headed down the dark spiral staircase. He came to the end of the stone-lined descent to find the iron door open. As his eyes adjusted to the dim light of a single candle, he shut the door with a loud thud.
He found his twelve female slaves, ranging in age from 14 to 25, in a neat row on the cold stone floor. All were in the Abject Position—placing themselves at his mercy and fully submitting to his whims—lying face down with their arms outstretched, 24 wrist bands perfectly aligned. Not a one moved nor made a sound. Vahn doubted there was a better collection in all the Twelve Kingdoms. To have his wife nit-pick on his prized house hurt him to the core.
He sighed deeply. “Please, all of you, get up,” he said in a soft tone. The slaves, who were all Ringed and Itzi, save for timna, nervously pulled themselves up into Standard Kneeling Positions.
“I have a problem and I need all of you to help me,” he said. Surprised expressions met him. His lips curled into a compassionate smile. “timna, I happened to come home earlier than you know. I saw what Saerula did and I do not approve. You tried to tell me once before and I didn’t listen. Please forgive me.”
timna’s jaw dropped; she nodded mutely.
“I am proud of all of you for the way you have acted toward a mistress who is difficult. And I’m afraid I have to ask you to continue in the same manner.”
He stopped a moment to think. “How many of you have been hit with that infernal crop? I want to see the marks.” Eight of the twelve had welts of varying degrees. They shifted to reveal the marks on their calves and displayed the backs of their hands. One Itzi had at least ten marks on one leg. He cringed and shook his head.
He sat down and called each welted girl to him by name. Individually, he bade each one to sit on his lap, kissed any wounded hands, and transferred a kiss with his fingers to marked calves. He wasn’t sure if the Itzi understood the Elva custom of sympathy and apology, so he whispered, “I’m sorry,” to each girl before he dismissed her.
Once they all lined up on the floor again, he continued speaking to the group. “Barring any emergency, I won’t leave again until after the baby is born. I ask you to trust me to take care of this. Saerula is still mistress of the house and must be treated as such. I will tell her I am taking care of discipline from now on, and I need your help to make this work. You are not to tell her anything about how you are punished, understood?”
All twelve nodded.
“If she presses you, you are to say—respectfully—‘Master Vahn forbade us to speak of it, Mistress.’ I will tell her that I made this rule to discourage grumbling. Now, I sentence the Ringed slaves to three days respite in the dungeon. I will bring food, pillows, and blankets. You are simply to rest. When I let you out, I want you all pretending to be relieved, all right? Rub your wrists and ankles a lot. Let your clothes get dirty and don’t even try to straighten your hair.”
The Ringed slaves smiled and giggled at the supposed “punishment.”
“timna, I’m afraid I can’t give you three days. You will stay the night down here and ostensibly not be available to help Saerula with her bath and dressing in the morning.” He wanted Saerula to see how much good the slaves did. “I promised Lady Keedrina a visit from you tomorrow. I’m concerned about her and I’d like you to see how she’s doing. You may stay with her as long as she will have you without rousing suspicion or as long as you can stand it.”
“timna will be happy to visit Lady Keedrina, Master. timna thinks she might be considering joining your house. Would that please you?”
“It would please me very much, yes, but don’t push her. She is still mourning her family. As long as you see she isn’t starving or freezing, don’t bring it up. She already knows she is welcome.”
timna nodded. Vahn caressed her cheek, then stood again and used the candle to light oil lamps in wall sconces. He looked back at his slaves, all still kneeling in a row. “Please, be comfortable. It may be a while before I can return with the amenities.” He waved his hand.
He received nods, smiles, and a chorus of “Yes, Master,” but not one moved. How could he not beam with pride? He walked behind them and kissed each head top before silently stepping to the iron door. He opened it slowly, sounding a great creak. Suddenly aghast that it was too quiet within, he motioned before the creaking ended. The slaves caught on and groaned on cue. Perfect. He exited quickly and slammed the heavy door to silence them. There was no sound on his side of the door but the turning of the key. He never heard the cheering within.
Food was a delicate issue. Saerula scoffed at him for feeding them at all. He countered that if she wanted them to return to duty, food would be requisite to their recovery. She seemed to revel in the implications of the word “recovery”, but refused to help prepare anything. She maintained that bread was generous enough and water was available by hand pump in the dungeon. Vahn made no apologies for insisting on milk, meat, and vegetables in addition to bread. He was glad Saerula was too busy sulking to help him deliver food.
It was not difficult to smuggle in sleeping comforts. Vahn routinely strolled the dark halls of the keep to be sure the house was in order and to clear his mind before bed. The female slave quarters were near the dungeon stairs. His only concern was Saerula hearing that creaking iron door. So he planned a little farcical playacting, just in case.
After delivering a huge bundle of pillows and blankets, he filled a bucket from the hand pump. He walked to an empty wall. He looked to see if any of his slaves were watching. Nearly all of them were. Most seemed puzzled, but a few nodded their understanding. He flung the water against the wall. Just as it splashed, two girls let out yelps as if they had been awakened with frigid liquid.
Vahn took a dramatic bow and motioned to his accomplices who curtsied. The rest of the slaves bit their lips and clapped their hands over their mouths to keep from giggling aloud. Vahn flashed an impish grin and hurried out.
He’d say nothing unless Saerula asked. Then he would make a statement of truth that implied what he wanted her to think he had done, without lying about it. He rehearsed his speech mentally as he headed to bed—It’s amazing how a bucket of cold water will get a sleeping slave’s attention. He almost hoped she would ask so he could use his brilliant plan. But she was sound asleep and he didn’t tempt fate by waking her.
The suns had climbed well into the sky when the duke and duchess awoke. For a fleeting second, Vahn was irked he hadn’t been awakened at his normal time. But of course, since it was timna’s duty and she was indisposed under his orders, he had no one to blame. Saerula grumbled her irritation over being without a personal attendant. She skipped her bath and dressed awkwardly. Vahn surmised she had never dressed herself before. “Would you admit that you miss having timna here to help you?” he asked.
“I admit I miss having a decent servant to perform all these mundane chores, yes. Whether timna was ever more than mediocre is another subject entirely,” she snapped.
“Is there another you find better suited?” He took a seat across from the bed.
“Not in this house,” she muttered.
“So, even though timna is the highest-scoring Elva to pass through the Ny ITC in ten years, she isn’t good enough? The only way to find any better would be to take an Itzi.”
“Forget the wretched Itzi, Vahn. I could find a better Elva handmaid in Ganluc. They aren’t so permissive and spineless there. Or how about a hired servant?”
“You couldn’t use a crop on a servant.”
“I shouldn’t have to. Besides, you picked all these slaves yourself, to suit your fancy.”
Vahn furrowed his brows and grit his teeth. Everything he’d done for the house had been done with her wishes and peculiarities firmly in mind. He’d only purchased the best slaves. The keep was always immaculate and she’d been coddled and catered to. She had no idea how long he’d waited for an Elva of timna’s caliber to become available. Most would have conceded his house was superior even without her. “Fine,” he said, “then you find and choose your own.”
“I can’t right now and you know it,” she said, rubbing her distended belly.
“You tell me what you want and I’ll have everything arranged. I’ll see a notice is put in the Ny Gazette. Write to Ganluc and I’ll have your letter delivered. Prospects can come here for interviews.”
Saerula smiled and nodded. “I appreciate it, Vahn. Thank you.”
“One last matter. If you are going to say our present house slaves are ‘mine’ and the ones you find are to be ‘yours’, then I insist that you no longer use a crop on my property. It could leave scars and bring down their value. Bring your complaints to me and I will deal with them.”
Saerula frowned. She grumbled, “Fine. But when you’re not around, I want them out of my sight. Once I have staff of my own, the second floor will be off-limits to your cheap little harlots.” Her face reddened and she winced, but she didn’t try to retract her statement.
Vahn scowled, glaring at her for nearly thirty seconds. Finally, he stood. “I am going to pretend I never heard that, Saerula. But don’t you forget who is funding all this. I could take a crop to you for that remark. I’ll be outside. Call me when breakfast is ready.” He knew she would never cook, but it gave him great satisfaction to imply she should. He turned swiftly on booted heel and stormed out the door.
Vahn took the opportunity to check in with his hypaethral division. His Ringed equerry, chupo, oversaw the male slaves with little supervision. Vahn made surprise inspections occasionally and he was never disappointed. The fields produced good crops, the barns were clean, and the animals were meticulously cared for.
chupo was in charge of Vahn’s personal horses: Fortitude, Regalia, and Allegiant. They were widely acclaimed the best in the duchy. Men he assumed were Arx’s proxies had offered him more than double what he paid for them. The duchess had her own horse, and there were several carriage horses, plus two koopchuks for the plows. Daily, the men delivered goat’s milk and eggs to Rebono Keep. Dwarfcattle, pigs, and chickens were also kept for meat.
His male slaves were roughly two-thirds Elva, all Ringed. They wore a black-over-silver livery. Vahn was deep in thought as he toured the barns and fields. The slaves stopped as he passed, bowing their heads. Those who were not prevented by their work knelt in homage. Although he often chatted with his staff, this day he was too preoccupied. He dismissed their kneels with a wave, but he neither slowed nor spoke as he surveyed his properties.
After an hour of walking, Vahn was still angry with his wife. He wished he didn’t have to return to the keep, but it was nearly meridian toll and no one had brought food to the dungeon since the night before. He knew Saerula would not have cared even if she had a key, which she didn’t. Vahn promised himself not to acquiesce no matter how she bemoaned her hunger and begged him to cook. Saerula wouldn’t learn to appreciate timna and the others if he took over their duties.
Reluctantly, he trudged back. He entered through the kitchen and scanned the adjoining rooms. He was glad not to find Saerula. It troubled him that everything had spiraled out of control so quickly. He had never fought with his wife like this before. Maybe she is just so unreasonable because of the pregnancy. Surely, she will regret her brash name-calling and apologize.
He filled a tray with fruit, cheese, and bread. Then he grabbed a pewter pitcher of goat’s milk. Hurrying toward the dungeon stairs, he met Saerula in the hallway.
She glowered at him. “So, the precious little pets eat before I do?”
“You could have eaten sooner, love. They had no choice but to wait. They also have no choice but to eat what I bring. You could have had anything you wanted anytime you wanted to fix it.”
“But I am princess of Ganluc, duchess of Latoph!” she retorted. “I’m nearly ready to burst with child and you want me to prepare my own food? I have half a mind to pack and go home this instant!”
Vahn frowned. Was she serious? Never had she made such threats. He halted, then glanced back and forth between the food tray and his wife. “Saerula, love, please calm down. Let me take this down to timna to feed the others and then when I come back up, we’ll sit and talk this over.” He purposely implied timna was in better condition since she would be imminently released to visit Lady Keedrina. Moreover, he hoped that mentioning timna might direct the argument toward resolution.
“timna can feed them, but not me?”
“Yes, she can. However, I left her down there so you would appreciate her more.”
“Appreciate her more! Vahn, you are insane! We are royalty. We don’t have to appreciate anyone. Peasants grovel at our feet because they were born to be our subjects. Just like slaves exist to serve our whim. Why do you insist on all these foolish notions we have to be kind and appreciative? If they won’t do whatever we want whenever we order it, then we should sell them to the labor camps and find those who will.”
“And what do we do when all of Latoph is in the labor camps and no one is left to make you some crumpets? Do you starve then so that your precious royal pride is vindicated?”
“No. If there is no one in your cowardly country that can serve properly, I go home to Ganluc, where they know how to treat me as the royalty I am.”
Vahn rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Milady, I love you, even if you are a spoiled shrew. Move aside while I feed a few peasants. I’ll deal with you later.” He didn’t wait for her to move, but took a step to the left and proceeded down toward the staircase.
Saerula huffed loudly before stomping off.
Vahn turned the key in the iron door. Was it his imagination, or did he smell Saerula’s perfume? Had she tried to get into the dungeon to check up on his punishments? Vahn shook his head to clear his doubts. Strange, but he was looking forward to the company of his slaves over his wife. He had planned to leave the food and bring timna up, but he changed his mind and decided to stay a while. Anything to be away from Saerula.
The girls fell silent when the door creaked open. They were gathered in a circle, perhaps telling stories. Like an army ordered to “about face” and “attention” all at once, they turned and immediately assumed Standard Kneeling Positions, bowing their heads.
Vahn couldn’t help smiling as he slipped in. “Please, ladies, as you were,” he said. “I’m sorry about breakfast. Without timna’s cheery voice to waken me, I overslept considerably.” He set the food tray down.
The slaves lifted their heads and smiled back. “There was enough food last night to tide us all, Master Vahn. No one has gone hungry,” timna offered for the group.
“Mmmmn. Very pleasing. Now, does anyone mind if I stay a while? I have missed you all upstairs.” The slaves exchanged surprised looks. Vahn settled his tall frame into a wooden chair. “Don’t mind me. Eat as you like. Go back to whatever you were doing before I barged in.” They studied him a while. A few of the oldest approached the food tray.
“Is everything all right, Master?” timna asked.
“Everything is fine, timna. Are you ready to go visit Lady Keedrina?”
“Yes, Master. timna is ready whenever it pleases you.”
“Then you should eat now. You will come up with me when I leave.”
timna nodded, arose from the floor, and headed toward the food. Vahn leaned back in his seat and watched his domestics. He would put them up against anyone in Ganluc that Saerula could find. It didn’t matter what she said; there was no better house in all of Byntar.
The slaves seemed uneasy that he watched as they ate. He decided to make some conversation and Saerula was as good a place to start as any. “I want to retract an order I gave you last night. While you are still not to tell your mistress any details of your punishments from now on, I don’t want you to mislead her either. Don’t pretend to be hurt if you aren’t. There will be no more buckets of water splashed against the wall or playacted groaning to deceive her. When I release you, go clean up immediately. I know this will be hard, but do your best to accommodate Mistress Saerula, all right?”
“Yes, Master,” was the unanimous response.
He couldn’t bring himself to mention that she wanted to replace them and then banish them from her presence. On second thought, perhaps they’d be relieved. dena and pippa bore “21” marks on their forearms; they were due to be freed in two weeks, on Queen’s Jubilee. He sighed as he remembered timna’s release was only a year away. Before the rift with Saerula, he’d hoped to entice the best slaves to remain in the house as hired servants. Now, he wasn’t so sure anyone would be willing to stay without the obligation of the bands. He could hardly blame them.
His youngest girl, a fourteen-year-old, sidled up to his left, slipping to her knees. He stroked her hair before addressing her kindly. “xassa, did you want to ask me something?”
xassa shook her head. “xassa missed you, Master. I just wanted to be with you.”
Vahn was touched by her need and didn’t mention her slip into first person. He patted his lap. “Come, sit with me,” he said. She got up from the floor and sat on his lap. He wrapped a long arm around her. Slowly, others found small ways to be near him as well. One feminine shoulder rested against each knee and several knelt around his chair. One rubbed her face against his boot, and timna stood behind him to massage his neck and shoulders.
He closed his eyes and savored the moment. He was so relaxed that he might have fallen asleep, but he couldn’t get Saerula off his mind. After thirty minutes, he whispered, “I’m sorry, but I have to go now, ladies. Thank you for a most pleasing tea.” The slaves withdrew immediately. “timna, are you ready?”
“Yes, Master Vahn.”
“Then would you mind grabbing the tray from last night?”
She had the tray in hand before she could have declared her willingness to do it. Even if she did mind, she wouldn’t voice such rebellious thought. If a slave couldn’t say something pleasing, she was expected to remain silent. Rarely did he have problems with his slaves, but when he did, it was usually something of this nature—snippy comments, reluctance to obey, or general bad attitudes.
Vahn rounded his Itzi staff and kissed the top of their heads. He turned and made sure timna was following before he headed out the door. Several of the Itzi didn’t wait for the boom of metal on metal before sighing. He turned to timna as he locked up. “They’re bored, aren’t they?”
“Yes, Master. And timna was running out of stories.”
“I should have thought to bring you a book. There’s no sense bringing one now. Itzi can’t read.”
“None of your Itzi can read, Master. Please forgive timna’s boldness, but it is not impossible for Itzi to read.”
Vahn was so surprised by her audacity that it took a while for the statement to sink in. He stopped in the middle of the spiral staircase. “Explain.”
“Lady Keedrina can read. timna saw it herself. She reads as well as any commoner timna has ever met.”
Vahn furrowed his brows in disbelief. Yet, why would timna lie? It could be disproved easily enough. He sighed deeply. “Oh well. I guess she was never meant to be mine.”
“Do you still want timna to go see her, Master?”
“Yes, I’m interested in her welfare whether I will benefit from it or not. It just would have been nice, that’s all.”
timna nodded and waited for him to resume his ascent. He took the tray and sent her to her chamber to bathe and change. He wouldn’t have her in public with disheveled hair or a wrinkled uniform even if she was on her way to a chicken farm.
timna hurried to her quarters. Since she was optimess, she had a private room on the other side of the sizeable bathing room shared by all the females. Bathing was one amenity that Master Vahn encouraged and insisted on.
She removed her rumpled clothes and drew herself a bath. If there were any enticement that would cause her to consider serving beyond her term, it would have to be this. Most Latophian homes didn’t have tubs, much less running water, and least of all hot water from indoor plumbing.
Rebono Keep was gravity-fed from the highest tower. The hypaethral division pumped the water from the ground to two holding tanks, one for hot, one for cold. Lens-windows magnified the rays of the suns against the iron tank, keeping water scalding. Only when cloud cover persisted beyond two weeks at a stretch did fires have to be built to compensate.
timna only took time for rudimentary cleanliness. She rinsed and stepped from the tub to dry, polishing her silver bands with the towel. The uniforms hung in a huge cherrywood armoire that dominated an entire wall of the servant’s bathing room. timna located her size and plucked one from a hanger. She slipped it on, inhaling the light scent of starch, then threw her soiled dress and damp towel into the laundry chute. She grabbed an apron and draped it over her arm.
Padding down the empty halls, she couldn’t help feeling strange. This time of day there were normally slaves cooking, cleaning, and doing laundry. The halls would echo with female voices in song. Today, it was silent. Out of nervousness, timna hummed. She hoped she wouldn’t be back before the Itzi were released.
Master Vahn waited in the foyer, scribbling a makeshift map to Lady Keedrina’s farm. timna knelt quietly at his feet, bending all the way over to kiss the top of his boot. Unlike the excitable departure at The Scarlet Dryad, this was not so hurried that she couldn’t perform the proper farewell ritual. Her master spoke softly in a formal tone, repeating the ceremonial words. “timna, optimess of the house of Prince Vahn Rebono, duke of Latoph—I your master send you forth. Whither you go, you represent me and my house.”
“This slave wishes only to bring honor to your house and name, Master,” timna replied, her cheek still resting on his foot.
“I place my trust in you and charge you to return to me. May the Heavenlies deal with you severely if you violate this sacred trust.”
“May this slave’s very life be forfeit if she violates your trust or honor, Master.”
“Rise and hasten to the task, my faithful one,” he finished, lowering his hand to help her up. She sealed the pledge in a final kiss to his boot before she took his hand and rose. He smiled and squeezed her hand. “Thank you,” he whispered.
“You’re welcome,” she replied with a smile.
Vahn pressed the map into her hand. timna gave it a quick scan to be sure she had no questions. She dipped her head in a final bow before slipping out.
Captain Shil ambled to Rebono Keep in a jaunty mood. timna had just exited the gates and was on her way down the cobbled road toward him. He smiled as he approached her, expecting that polite dip of her head and the requisite “Good day, Lord Shil” she always paid. Instead, timna sank to her knees and bowed. He blinked, then stopped to stare at her. “timna, what are you doing?”
“The ring, Master Shil. Anyone who wears it is to be treated the same as Master Vahn.”
Shil looked at his hand and chuckled at being called “master”. Ah yes, the ring. He had dispatched his duty and brought back the treaty, the silver for the posse, and the ring. There was even the possibility he had a lead on King Brendax’s murder, but he had some research to complete before he discussed it with the duke. He felt rather proud for having accomplished so much in a short time. timna’s display furthered the fuel to his budding ego.
He reached down and lifted timna’s face. Her skin was so soft. She looked so fresh and innocent, not to mention incredibly beautiful. She had called him “Master”. Would she obey him? Rumor had it that the duke did not bed his female slaves. Surely he wouldn’t mind if someone else appreciated them? “Ah, my little dove, timna. Come home with me and let me show you the heights of passion and ecstasy,” he whispered suggestively.
timna gasped and paled as she lowered her eyes. Swallowing hard, she answered in a tremored voice, “timna is your slave, Master Shil. Command her as you will, but remember whose slave timna is when the ring is returned to its rightful owner.”
What could he have been thinking? The very liege he had sworn himself to and was prepared to die for had trusted him. While bedding another man’s slave with her consent was minor, misusing the ring would have been a grave offense. Besides, timna sounded fearful of him. That was the last thing he wanted.
He recoiled, sank to his knees, and looked up at her with pleading eyes. “Please, timna, forgive me,” he begged as he removed the ring and set it before her. “I am Duke Vahn’s captain and nothing more. I had no right to ask that of you. I am so sorry.” He bowed his head, not caring that he debased himself in public.
timna looked at the ring and breathed a sigh of relief. She gave him a small smile. “Power is a difficult beast to capture, Lord Shil, and an even more difficult beast to train. timna is certain you will become its master.” She reached out and touched his arm. “Please, return the ring now, before it becomes lost or stolen.”
Shil nodded, completely at a loss for words. He scooped up the ring, but did not replace it on his finger, clutching it in his fist instead. He stood and helped her stand. “You are a remarkable woman, timna. Maybe when you are free—” He stopped mid-sentence, discarding his idea as preposterous.
“Maybe,” timna said with a twinkle and wink before she turned away.
Shil blinked in amazement, shaking his head to clear cobwebs of uncertainty. He opened his mouth to speak, but she was already on her way. Besides, though his mouth was agape, there were no words forthcoming. He watched until she turned out of sight. Another year.
Early forenoon found Keedrina in the woods near her henhouse, searching for some wild delights to serve for tea. She gathered mint leaves, a sweet lupta root, a bit of honeycomb (garnering only three bee stings in the process), and a bucketful of berries. She kept half of the berries and bartered the rest with a neighbor for some butter. Added to the bread and tea she’d acquired that morning, it was almost adequate. She knew it would be less than what timna was accustomed to, but it was the best meal she could assemble under the circumstances.
Keedrina hurried about her personal corner of the henhouse, picking up strewn hay and straightening the blankets she’d been given. In daylight, they didn’t seem quite as nice as they had at dusk. There was nothing to be done about the threadbare areas and mice-chewed corners, but had she noticed earlier, she would have washed them. The odor and constant clucking could never be disguised no matter what she did. It would be embarrassing to have a guest here, but she’d endure over the alternative of passing the time alone.
She hauled water from the stream and set some to heat in the cast iron skillet over an open fire. She scanned the horizon. Seeing no sign of timna, Keedrina walked to Lord Patkus’s field, carefully avoiding the planted rows.
The nearest worker was bent over with a sickle in hand. Keedrina cleared her throat as she approached. The worker looked up and removed his hat. “Good day, lass,” he said as he wiped his brow.
“Good day, milord. Might I trouble you to deliver a message for me?”
The Elva youth looked worried. “I’m working right now. Is it an emergency?”
“No, there’s no hurry. Just the next time you see Lord Patkus. The message is for him.”
“Sure, lass. What is it?”
Keedrina studied him, wondering if he would follow through. This was very important—at least to her. “Tell Lord Patkus that the Itzi Keedrina has a business proposition for him. Something for sale if he’s interested.”
“Business proposition. Itzi Keedrina. Something for sale. Got it,” he repeated.
“Thank you,” she replied and turned toward home.
“You’re welcome,” the lad said to her back as she heard his sickle swish again.
Keedrina looked up from traversing the planted rows of Lord Patkus’s field. She saw a tall figure approaching in a silver and black dress. She grinned and ran to meet her guest.
It was good to be out of the damp, dark dungeon, and even better to be far away from Mistress Saerula. timna had not been outside Ny’s gates since her banding. While cobbled streets were easier on bare feet than the rough rocks and cockleburs of the countryside, she delighted in the fresh air and open spaces. Her fine crisp dress and shining silver bands drew a few raised brows along the way. However, she didn’t feel the normal tension associated with being Duke Vahn’s optimess. Rural folk might not even realize whose house colors she wore.
timna recognized the charred remains of a home before she saw the excited Itzi running from the adjacent field. Lady Keedrina looked happier than she had the day before. timna attempted a respectful bow only to find herself embraced. She blinked back her surprise that a freewoman would disgrace herself like that in the open. Lady Keedrina bubbled with excitement and put her arm around timna’s waist, preventing any possibility of obeisance.
Inside the henhouse, timna did her best to keep from gaping at the squalid conditions. Chicken dung and wet feathers perfumed the place and the Itzi farmgirl had less than timna could have imagined. Yet, her shaggy old blanket held a large spread of food. “You didn’t have to do all this, Lady Keedrina. timna came to help you, not to be your burden.”
Keedrina motioned timna to sit, then disappeared out the door. She reappeared with a frying pan full of boiling water. “No, timna, please be my guest. I have very little to offer, but what I have is yours. I am only sorry I cannot do better for one who will be my optimess.” Two scorched, chipped cups were filled from the iron skillet. Keedrina poured the rest of the hot water in a bucket, then mixed it with colder water.
“Your optimess? Then you’re joining Master Vahn’s house?”
Keedrina dipped a raggedy cloth in the bucket and knelt at timna’s side. She swabbed timna’s dirty feet with the wet cloth. timna tried to take over the degrading task, but Lady Keedrina wouldn’t relinquish the rag. timna sighed and gave up in light of the revelation.
“Yes and no,” Keedrina answered. “I have decided that I want to, yes, but I must wait three months because of a vow I made.”
“A vow?” timna asked as she absently steeped a rickety tea infuser in her cup.
“Yes. I made a vow to the Nymphs and my mother to wait three months before I became a slave. So even though my mind and heart are set, I cannot commit yet. Please, don’t tell the duke, other than to say I have responsibilities I must attend to first. I don’t want him to think it was a difficult choice, when indeed it wasn’t. I think this may be what I was born...” Keedrina looked at timna’s frown and stopped mid-sentence.
“Are you saying that you want to be a slave, even though you do not have to?”
“Yes,” Keedrina admitted, “that’s exactly what I’m saying. In fact, that is what I must prove to my mother and myself over the next three months—that I am doing this because I want to, not because I have to. I will give myself to him as a Freewill Slave so there will be no doubt of my motives. I could live here and raise chickens, rebuild a house, eventually get compacted, but that was Mother’s path for me. Mother is gone. I don’t have to throw my life after hers. You said so yourself.”
timna stared at Keedrina, dumbfounded. Maybe Itzi were as stupid as she originally thought. Or maybe this poor girl had lost her mind because of recent traumatic events. timna berated herself for having given Master Vahn’s house such a glowing report. At least she was waiting three months. That should give her time to recover and see things more clearly. There was an uncomfortable silence.
“Lady Keedrina, there are things you should know that timna didn’t mention before. timna thought you had no other place to go. She thought you could not survive unless you were banded. timna was only trying to help you find a good house because she thought you had no other choice. She was trying to make a hard thing less painful...”
“But I have learned since we talked. I went to the ITC—”
“You WHAT?” timna blurted out.
Keedrina shifted on the straw and retrieved a scroll, then offered it to her guest. She beamed with pride. “See? I have been reading about this.”
timna shook her head. “Lady Keedrina, that place is not what you think it is,” she said, trying to ignore the goose bumps coursing her spine.
“What do you mean?” Keedrina’s innocent blue eyes mirrored concern.
“timna cannot explain it, milady, but you wouldn’t want to go there. They strip away your will and break your spirit. Trust timna, it is not a pleasant place.” She shuddered.
“But it didn’t last long, right? And was it not worth it to become the duke’s optimess?”
“It lasted three weeks, and timna would do anything to never have to go there again. That is what they want, after all—to make you so afraid you will behave and obey your owner.”
“But I will obey him anyway. I wouldn’t accept his bands to stir up trouble.”
“Why take bands at all? If you’re not in debt, you could be a free servant.”
“He didn’t offer that to me,” Keedrina said quietly. She was looking down, fingering a piece of straw.
“Master Vahn is a reasonable man, even kind. However, you didn’t meet Mistress Saerula. Even if you do everything she says—” timna gulped and shook her head. “She has a deep hatred of Itzi, but timna cannot please her either. Mistress beats us with a crop when Master Vahn isn’t home. Look,” she said, turning her leg to expose the calf.
Keedrina looked at the marks then bent over and kissed them. timna couldn’t allow herself to be sidetracked by the gesture. “Master Vahn did that too, but it doesn’t take away the fact timna and the others were beaten for no reason. It doesn’t take away the pain or the humiliation.” timna looked down and fidgeted with a blanket’s frayed edge.
“I’m sorry. We don’t have to talk about this.”
“No. It’s all right. There is no one else timna can talk to. timna always has to be strong for the rest, since she is optimess. timna could use a friend.”
“I want to be more than a friend. I want to be a member of your house—a sister.”
“Lady Keedrina, you are hurt right now. Your family was murdered. It is good you made that vow. Give yourself time. We can be sisters of the heart without these things.” She sneered the last word as she tugged on the silver band around her neck.
“I will wait three months, but I don’t think I will change my mind. Please, speak freely with me. I want to sell the henhouse and move to Ny while I wait. Would you teach me in the meanwhile?”
timna thought for a moment. A light dawned. Perhaps if she could show Keedrina the cruel and harsh reality of slavery, maybe she would be dissuaded from this foolishness. “timna would be happy to, milady.”
“Well, you could start with not calling me ‘Lady,’” Keedrina offered.
“That’s right. As a slave, you would be neither ‘Lady’ nor ‘Keedrina’. You’d be whatever silly name your owner chose. Since you have no owner, timna will just call you ‘Slave’ instead.”
“I would be much more comfortable if you did, thank you.”
timna frowned. She had hoped for a little more shock, perhaps some repulsion. Nevertheless, she wasn’t ready to give up. “No, that’s wrong too,” she said in a strict, condescending tone. “Slaves are never to use the words ‘I’, ‘me’, or ‘my’. They must be completely removed from your vocabulary.”
Keedrina nodded. “Slave is sorry, timna. Thank you for your correction.”
“It is correct that you apologize. In addition, slaves may only speak when offering to serve or when spoken to. Questions are permitted if they are not an interruption, unless you have been ordered to silence. You will call timna ‘optimess’ while you are training. This will remind you that she is nearly mistress to you at this time. Understood, Slave?”
“Yes, optimess,” Keedrina replied, dipping her head.
timna resisted the urge to sigh. She looked at Keedrina for a while, shaking her head. “Slave, you are not permitted to sit that way in the presence your optimess. Kneel now.”
“Yes, optimess.” Keedrina knelt.
timna stood and circled her trainee. “Head up. Eyes down. Chest out. Arms at your side...” timna barked. Keedrina did whatever she was told. “Strike that. Arms behind your back.” timna had an idea—one of the first training exercises she had endured at the ITC. Surely, it would frighten and humiliate Keedrina enough to get her point across.
timna reached down and grabbed a length of baling twine. She tied Keedrina’s wrists, making certain she left a bit of slack for safety. Keedrina remained passive and silent. timna pulled on the twine, lifted Keedrina’s bound hands backwards, then dropped them. They slapped Keedrina’s back. Keedrina cringed but neither moved nor spoke.
Without another word, timna left the henhouse. She could hardly stand herself for stooping to this and she had to retreat before she lost her nerve. Wasn’t she left alone in the same position at the ITC? She rationalized she was leaving to duplicate the training exercise.
Keedrina remained motionless. The pain in her wrists eventually dulled to a numb bearability. Her arm muscles ached. Was this what owners did? Bound their slaves for no apparent reason, gave no instructions, and then disappeared? Was she expected to get up and work like this? Or was she supposed to wait? She thought back to what timna had said. “Kneel now...place your arms behind your back.” There had been no mention of what to do next.
More deep thought. “Questions are permitted unless...” there was an exclusion. What was it? Her mind whirred with the possibilities. Unless the question was stupid? No, she would have remembered that, since all her questions were likely to be stupid. Unless the master was busy? That seemed reasonable, but did leaving the room amount to being busy? She had no idea.
Keedrina imagined herself moving and attempting chores. She could get to her feet with her hands as they were, but what then? She couldn’t very well pick up leftover food, except maybe with her mouth. Once she bent over to grab something in her teeth, could she stand again? Every way she imagined it, Keedrina could only envision falling on her face. Cleaning up the tea was impossible. The next chore would be watering the chickens. Carrying a bucket handle in her mouth seemed feasible, but if she fell in the stream, she’d likely drown. It just didn’t seem plausible to work with her hands tied like this.
Since the last order had been, “Kneel now...” and countermanding it seemed to risk embarrassment or injury with very little chance of success, she decided to wait. Her knees grew cramped, then numb; her arms throbbed. Time passed slowly. Perhaps the point was to see how she would manage for several days like this.
timna’s words about Mistress Saerula echoed in Keedrina’s thoughts. Why would a noblewoman beat her own property for no reason? Surely, timna did something to provoke it. But even if timna were telling the truth, two little welts didn’t seem that bad. Mother had done far worse the last time Keedrina and her sister fought in the henhouse and broke a dozen eggs. The memory of the nasty switching quickly melted into the commiseration they shared afterward. A lump lodged in Keedrina’s throat; she willed the thoughts of her sister away before tears could come.
Eventually, Keedrina worried about timna. Where had she wandered off to? The goal to the training was still a mystery, but whatever lesson she was to learn would be moot if timna were torn apart by a zupwolf or attacked by marauders. Keedrina bit her lip in concern and held her position.
timna had been close, just outside the henhouse, watching the garden suns’ dial as it slowly marked off the hours. The object of the test, as she remembered it, was that the slave not question the trainer’s right to bind her and thereafter refrain from complaint. timna had lasted less than forty minutes before begging to be released. She couldn’t fathom why Keedrina wasn’t begging as well. The four hours she waited for Keedrina were more painful than the forty minutes she endured at the ITC. timna fidgeted, pacing and praying that Keedrina would call.
When the suns dipped low and the chickens screeched hungry protestations, timna slipped into the henhouse through the door opposite where she left Keedrina. She had no idea how to feed chickens, but surely she could figure it out. timna peeked through the chicken nests at Keedrina—four hours kneeling and she had not moved. timna could only imagine how uncomfortable she must be. She longed to run and release her, but then she’d have to explain the lesson. No, she was committed now.
“Optimess?” Keedrina called timidly.
“Yes?” timna answered.
“Slave was worried over your safety. She is glad you are well. May Slave help you feed the chickens?”
timna smiled. “Yes, you may.” Keedrina would ask to have the twine removed and the lesson would finally be over. timna could hardly wait. She had lost all stomach for the training.
To timna’s surprise, Keedrina tried to stand with her hands still bound. timna cringed and started toward her. Though the try was valiant, Keedrina lost balance and fell flat on her face. timna closed the distance quickly and dropped to her knees at the fallen girl’s side. “timna is sorry, Lady Keedrina,” she said, trying to turn her around to remove the twine.
“No, it is Slave who is sorry, optimess. It was clumsy of her.”
“Never argue with your optimess,” timna chided softly.
“Yes, optimess.” Keedrina cooperated with timna’s attempts to turn her over.
“Oh no!” timna exclaimed as her heart leapt with fright.
“What is it?”
“Do you have something to cut with? timna has to get this twine off you. It’s cutting into your skin.”
“There is a knife near the feed sack,” Keedrina said.
timna dashed to the sack and found the knife. Her eyes filled with tears as the realization of what she had done sank deeper. She shook her head sorrowfully and cut the twine. Keedrina emitted a tiny whimper as timna pulled the twine from where it had embedded. Fresh blood mixed with what had caked around the binding. timna grabbed Keedrina’s shoulders and lifted her. Slowly, Keedrina made it to her knees.
“Please, Lady Keedrina, forget the kneeling,” she pleaded. “You’re hurt.”
Keedrina frowned. “Slave will sit if optimess will please not call her ‘Lady.’”
Hours earlier, that response would have earned a scathing lecture and ended the doomed lesson. It was too late now. “All right, Keedrina. Please sit and let timna look at the wounds.” She refused to call her “Slave” again.
Keedrina slowly pulled stiff arms back in front of her, wincing as she moved. She blinked at all the blood on her wrists. “Optimess, please do not cry. It wasn’t your fault.”
timna cringed through her tears. Optimess was a title of honor, trust, and respect. Keedrina only wanted to be like her and learn. In return, she had tried to cause enough discomfort and humiliation to persuade her adoring trainee not to join her master’s house. It was barely short of treason. “timna is not worthy of being your optimess. This was wrong. Master Vahn would never have done something like this to you. This could scar you forever,” she said between sobs.
“But no one will be able to see it beneath bands, timna,” Keedrina soothed. She started to open her arms, but winced and halted the movement. “Please, Slave will be fine unless the chickens attack and eat us both.”
“Oh, your fine chickens!” What a sad excuse for a guest she had been. She’d left tea dishes sitting, never thanked Keedrina for the meal, assaulted her host, quite likely left permanent scars on someone who was eventually to belong to Master Vahn, and neglected innocent animals in the process. Shame heated her cheeks. “Tell timna what to do and she will clean your wounds and then feed the chickens.”
“Don’t you have to go home? Will Master Vahn be angry with you?”
“Master Vahn said timna could stay as long as she was welcome. timna understands if she is no longer welcome, but please let her help before you send her away.”
Keedrina smiled. “Slave would never send you away, timna. The chickens should be watered first, while there’s still light.”
“Where is the pump then?”
“There is no pump. Water must be fetched from the stream and hauled up here. If we work together, we may be able—”
“No, Keedrina! You’re hurt.”
“You don’t know the way, and even running, you couldn’t finish by yourself before dark. Please, let Slave help you.”
There was no choice. Though it surely pained Keedrina to haul the water, it pained timna more to watch her do it. On the last trip, neither could see and Keedrina led the way by memory. Once inside, Keedrina lit a lamp. timna insisted Keedrina hold the lamp and tell her what to do. The Itzi orphan didn’t argue. timna fed and watered the chickens then gathered eggs.
timna checked Keedrina’s wrists. Her host acted indifferent to the wounds, but they had to hurt more than she was admitting. At least they were clean now after washing in the stream. Keedrina had no salve or poultices, so it would be fruitless to make bandages even had there been material to make them from.
“We should eat now. Slave hopes you like eggs,” Keedrina said, looking down.
Did Keedrina have idea of the guilt she evoked every time she called herself that? “Please don’t call yourself ‘Slave’ anymore, Keedrina. Master Vahn would give you a respectable name. Please use your own name until Master Vahn chooses something. Please?” The whole failed lesson cut timna to the core.
“If you like.”
“timna will make eggs if you want some, but there is enough food left from tea for timna. timna is sorry she didn’t express thanks earlier. The tea was glorious.”
“Keedrina is glad you were pleased. Don’t worry about cooking. Keedrina will help with the leftovers from tea and then we will have a large breakfast tomorrow.”
timna nodded. They both ate from the leftovers. Neither said a word about the dried bread or cold tea.
“timna,” the Itzi said sheepishly, “Keedrina should tell you that there is no more oil for that lamp...”
“Oh! timna had no idea. She is so sorry.” Another stab of guilt sliced through her.
“It doesn’t matter. But we should get to bed as soon as possible,” Keedrina said. The two of them cleared the dishes, made quick adjustments to the blankets to accommodate sleeping, then lay down and blew the lamp out.
timna tossed and turned. The chickens disturbed her somewhat, but moreover, her stomach and head both ached. Guilt gnawed at her. Keedrina had forgiven her, but there would be further repercussions. Even if Keedrina didn’t intend to mention it, eventually her wrists would come to Master Vahn’s attention.
Keedrina would probably take the blame, the same as timna had taken blame for Mistress Saerula. timna couldn’t allow that. Two tiny crop welts were nothing compared to the rope burns and gouged flesh around Keedrina’s wrists. Besides, the mistress had every right to strike her by virtue of ownership. Keedrina was a freewoman and timna had no right to touch her.
Even if Keedrina had been one of Master Vahn’s slaves already, this would not have been right. timna had to tell Master Vahn the first chance she got. If punishment at the ITC was ordered, she would be the first to call it just.
Keedrina slept well. Her heart was content and full. timna had alerted her to her insufficiency to ask for banding, but the problem wasn’t insurmountable. She wished there were a way she could convince timna that the scratches to her wrists were nothing. She was sorry that it made timna feel so bad that she halted the apprenticeship.
Sleeping in a henhouse, one can scarcely expect to sleep past dawn. Keedrina and timna were both awake as soon as the roosters announced Calla and Cana’s appearance on the Latophian horizon.
Keedrina groaned at the stiffness in her arms. Holding the position had actually hurt her muscles more than the cuts hurt her wrists. She was ashamed of her stiffness and pain, as if her body had betrayed her. She decided with or without timna, she would work to amend her inadequacies.
She mapped out the next three months in her mind. First, sell the henhouse and land. She hoped Lord Patkus would buy it so her father’s field might rejoin her mother’s homestead and henhouse. However, if the healer didn’t want it, or couldn’t buy it immediately, finding warmer shelter for winter was more important than remelding two deeds. She would sell to anyone who would pay a decent price—she hoped for three months’ living expenses.
Next, she would rent a room in Ny as cheaply as possible. Third, she’d gain employment with a tailor—if possible, something that paid by the piece. She would spend her waking hours on her knees, sewing. Never again would she be caught tripping or falling simply because she had been kneeling.
Keedrina planned soft restraints on her wrists at night. Maybe her old socks would work. She could sleep with her arms behind her back until the position was as natural and comfortable as any other. Surely, over three months, she could condition the muscles to do what was needed for her chosen vocation. She could make this work. She could find a way to belong in Duke Vahn’s house.
Before timna abandoned the training, Keedrina had envisioned further lessons, possibly meeting at The Scarlet Dryad or her rented room. That seemed in jeopardy, but perhaps she could coax timna back to her aid.
“How are your arms, Keedrina?” timna whispered.
“They are fine.” It was stretching the truth, but she saw no point to complaining. Keedrina forced herself to stand. She did her best to hide any indication of discomfort beneath a veneer of cheerfulness. She gathered the dirty dishes from the night before. They had to be washed before they could eat breakfast.
timna got up to help. Soon, a feast of eggs filled both their bellies. Over breakfast, they discussed the rest of the chores. Keedrina wanted to do everything because timna was her guest and too well dressed to stoop to menial and dirty tasks. timna argued that she should do it so Keedrina could recuperate from wounds she had caused, not to mention, timna was supposed to be a slave on loan. Since neither would consent to stand aside and let the other do it, they shared the chores, finishing everything by the ninth hour.
“timna? Keedrina was thinking of going to Ny to see to some business. Would you like to join her?” Lord Patkus might be difficult to track down if he wasn’t at the infirmary. Moreover, Keedrina had no idea where to find a room to rent or a tailor shop. Perhaps timna could help her.
“Keedrina... timna must see Master Vahn first...”
“Of course. You must miss him terribly. May Keedrina walk you home then?”
“timna would like that very much, thank you.”
timna was decidedly quiet as they walked. Keedrina chatted about her plans to sell the henhouse, look for work, and rent a room. timna seemed in a melancholy mood. “Are you all right, timna?”
“Yes, timna is just thinking.”
Keedrina couldn’t think of a polite way to pry, so she kept silent for the remainder of the walk. They took the South Gate into Ny and meandered northeast through the city. Keedrina studied the shingles of the shops they passed, but she saw none for needle crafters. She sighed deeply. “How will Keedrina find a tailor?” she mumbled.
“Master Vahn could probably tell you where to look.”
The Itzi shuddered. She didn’t feel strong enough to face him yet. “Keedrina can’t bother Master Vahn with her trivial problems. He has more important things to do. Keedrina will look for Lord Patkus first. Perhaps he can direct Keedrina.”
“timna understands. Good luck with all your plans.”
They came to the spot where it was time to part. Keedrina could see the infirmary up the street. She stopped and pointed. “That is Lord Patkus’s home.”
timna nodded. “Would you send timna word where you’re staying, when you know?”
“Keedrina will,” she promised. “Don’t worry over Keedrina. She will be fine.” Keedrina initiated the goodbye hug.
timna latched on and held tight. “Whatever happens, remember timna is sorry.”
“There is nothing to be sorry for, timna. Keedrina holds nothing against you. Thank you for coming and staying the night, and all your help. Perhaps Keedrina will see you in town or at The Scarlet Dryad sometime...” She trailed off, losing words.
The young Itzi kissed the Elva woman on the cheek then squeezed a little burst of a hug before breaking contact. It bothered Keedrina that timna seemed so sad, but she was sad too at having to part. Somehow, it seemed like more for timna, but Keedrina wasn’t sure why.
timna sniffled and inhaled deeply. She waved and called a last farewell, then turned and headed toward Rebono Keep. Keedrina echoed the farewell. timna didn’t stop or look back.
Rebono Keep was quiet—too quiet for timna. She had forgotten that all the Itzi were still in the dungeon. Master Vahn had said she could stay with Lady Keedrina as long as she was welcome or as long as she could stand it. With guilt boring its acidic stain through her, she could no longer stand it. She had to unburden her conscience. Even a whipping could not come close to the inner turmoil she was experiencing. She remembered her ITC trainer once saying, “Punishment cleanses the soul.” She never understood that before now.
timna made her way through the kitchen—the one place she probably wouldn’t find the mistress. It would be hard enough to confess to Master Vahn. If she had to face her mistress right now, timna would probably hand her the crop, bare her back, and welcome the beating.
No one was in the kitchen or the parlor. timna wanted to wash the mountain of accumulated dishes, but she couldn’t stand still. If Master Vahn wasn’t immediately available, she’d do them while she waited.
She walked the lonely halls of the south wing. Master Vahn was not in the library nor his physical training room. Lucky he wasn’t in there practicing his fencing. She didn’t relish the thought of him having any kind of sword in his hand while she confessed. It would be too convenient. While she wouldn’t argue that her actions weren’t near treasonous, she hoped they didn’t warrant death. If she survived his initial rage, surely he’d deal fairly with her.
A peek into the elegantly appointed study revealed Master Vahn poring over parchments. timna swallowed hard, took a deep breath, and dropped to her knees at the threshold. She bent at the waist until her upper body folded over on itself and her forehead touched her knees. The Submissive Kneel was between Abject and Standard, showing deep respect while saving space and keeping uniforms cleaner.
“Master Vahn of the Royal Family Rebono—timna, your worthless slave, has returned from whence you sent her. If it is your pleasure, grant her permission to enter the honor of your presence,” she said in a quivering voice.
Vahn looked up from his cherrywood desk and frowned. These were neither timna’s usual words nor her usual tone. Why was she back so soon and why was she in Submissive? “timna, you know I do not consider you worthless. Why would you call yourself that?”
Without lifting her head, she answered, “Because timna has failed you, Master Vahn. timna did not bring honor to your house or your name. timna is lower than koopchuk dung and deserving of any punishment you see fit.”
Vahn shook his head and rose from his chair. Saerula had whined incessantly until he had to cook for her to save his sanity. He was still serving the Itzi who rested in the dungeon and chores were piling up everywhere. He didn’t have the time nor inclination to hear timna berate herself for getting mud on her uniform or some other minor infraction. While the custom of taking small imperfections seriously usually brought him great satisfaction, right now he was annoyed. “What could you possibly have done?” he grumbled.
“Master Vahn,” she pleaded, “may timna close the door?”
Something in her tone suggested this was more serious than usual. He softened his mien. “Yes, please rise and see to the door, then come tell me what happened.” Vahn pulled his chair away from the desk, turned it 90 degrees, and retook his seat.
timna shut the door and moved quickly to his feet. She knelt in Submissive again and kissed his boot. She left tears in so doing, which she hastily wiped with her hair.
“timna, please, Standard Kneel and tell me what happened.”
timna straightened her torso into Standard position and took a deep breath. Her tone was timid and she seemed to be fighting tears. “Lady Keedrina said she wanted to join your house, Master, but instead of welcoming her, timna tried to persuade her otherwise.”
“You what?” Vahn barked. “But you knew I wanted her!”
“She planned to submit to you Freewill in three months.”
He could hardly believe it. A Freewill Slave would be a huge asset to his reputation and prestige. “Freewill? She wanted to give herself to me without any compensation?”
“Yes, Master Vahn. She wanted it very much. timna thought she was mad. She asked timna to train her as preparation. timna thought if Lady Keedrina could see how slavery really was that she wouldn’t do such a foolish thing.”
“timna! How could you say that after how well I have treated you?”
“Master,” timna tried to explain hurriedly as the tears fell, “you also said she was still in mourning, that she wasn’t ready. She can sew and read and she has a henhouse and land to sell. She doesn’t have to—” She cut off a moment, caught her breath, then resumed. “timna knows it was wrong.”
“You know me. She would have been safe and well treated here. Yet, you talked her out of it? Do you have any idea how precious Freewill Slaves are?”
“timna did not succeed in talking her out of it, Master. She still wants nothing more than to belong to you...but...” she hesitated as sobs overtook her.
Vahn frowned, regarding her harshly. If she had not succeeded in talking Lady Keedrina out of joining his house, why had she even brought it up? “But what, timna?”
“timna hurt her, Master. She may be scarred...”
“You hurt her?” His jaw dropped. “What did you do?”
“timna tied her wrists with baling twine and—”
“Baling twine! You tied a freewoman’s wrists with baling twine? Why in Byntar...?”
“To do the submission test, like at the ITC. She asked for training. timna was trying to show her...” timna broke off in more sobs.
“The submission test? You mean you tied her wrists behind her back?”
“Yes, Master,” timna whimpered, still struggling to finish. “She never complained. Four hours she knelt. Then she tried to stand with her hands tied. She fell trying and that was when timna noticed her wrists were cut by the twine.”
Vahn stood abruptly and turned his back, directing his gaze out the window. He was so angry, he could barely think straight. Lady Keedrina could hold him liable, even ask for restitution. He wanted to ask timna how bad the fall and cuts had hurt the poor Itzi, but he couldn’t bring himself to speak to her. Her blubbering was pushing him to the edge. She would have to be punished, but he didn’t want to do it in anger and right now, he was beyond furious. “I am very disappointed in you, timna. You are confined to your quarters until I can speak to Lady Keedrina.”
“Yes, Master Vahn,” she managed to say with a minimum of sobs. She got up from the floor. As she neared the door, she hesitated. Turning her head just enough to be heard, but not enough to face him, she said, “Lady Keedrina was looking for Lord Patkus when timna left her less than ten minutes ago, Master.”
Vahn tightened his fingers in a fist and delivered a loud blow to his desk. He appreciated knowing where to look for Keedrina, but appreciation was lost in the disturbing implications. To hear that the poor girl sought a healer was bad enough. The wounds must be severe. Even worse, timna had left her alone, without knowing if she’d found help. timna was a stranger to him and that troubled him deeply.
Vahn stormed out of the study, grabbed his manteau, and dashed out the door. He skipped saddling Allegiant and rode her bareback. A few minutes later, he dismounted at the infirmary adjoining Lord Patkus’s house. He rapped on the door. A silver-haired Elva answered promptly.
The woman curtsied. “May I help you, your highness?”
“Yes. I’m looking for Lady Keedrina. Have you seen her?”
“She was just here looking for Pharn. I told her he was seeing a patient on Squire Street—the shoemaker. His shop is next to the cooper’s.”
“Thank you, milady.” He hurried back to his horse. The fact that the healer’s wife or assistant or whoever she was had let Keedrina go comforted him. Surely, she would not have allowed a badly wounded girl to leave the infirmary. He galloped off toward the shoemaker’s shop. He saw Keedrina entering the shop while he was still several blocks away.
After dismounting and securing Allegiant, he slipped in the door and ducked into a shadowed space near the shop front. Keedrina didn’t notice him, but the two men in the shop looked up. Vahn put a finger to his lips and shook his head, pointing to Keedrina so that Patkus and the shoemaker wouldn’t acknowledge his presence. He knew he had a dumbfounding effect on her and didn’t want to interfere. Pharn Patkus smiled his willing assent to the unspoken request.
Keedrina inhaled deeply, enjoying the strong scent of leather in the cluttered little shop. An Elva sat with his leg elevated while Lord Patkus applied a bandage. Lord Patkus looked up and smiled.
“Ah, Keedrina,” the healer said. “I have something for you.” He fished through his pocket and removed a scrimshaw pendant on a leather thong. He stepped away from his patient to approach Keedrina, then held the necklace out to her.
Keedrina took her mother’s compacting gift with a nod. She ran her finger over the seagull etchings before closing her hand around it and slipping it into her pocket. She had to put it away fast before she thought about it too much. “Thank you, Lord Patkus. Did you get my message?”
“Yes I did, and I want you to know I couldn’t be happier.”
“Then you are interested?”
“I have been interested for a long time, Keedrina.”
“Well, then, the only thing to discuss is the price.”
“Yes. When are you old enough to be compacted, little one?”
Keedrina frowned. What did compacting have to do with anything? Not only that, but the “little one” appellation seemed inappropriate. She was as tall as his wife. If she was old enough to transact business, she shouldn’t be treated as a child. “In two years, milord, but I am a legal adult now.”
“Yes, of course. So what amount did you have in mind?”
Keedrina thought a moment. The tiny charred lot and small henhouse were worth far less than the farmland Mother had sold him. “Would 400 be too much to ask?”
“Oh, my dear, I wouldn’t cheat you like that! I was thinking more like 500.”
Keedrina’s jaw dropped. “500 silver?”
Lord Patkus laughed. “No, little one, 500 gold, of course.”
Surely, she didn’t hear correctly. “You mean for my land and the henhouse you would pay 500 gold?”
“Well, I hadn’t thought about the land and...” He stopped. “Keedrina, do you want to be banded?”
How had he known? Did she dare tell him her aspirations? Then understanding dawned. He had asked about compacting age to determine a slave term. He was offering such a high price for her, not her lot and henhouse. 500 gold still seemed exceptionally generous. She felt awful to disappoint him.
Keedrina dipped her head and answered softly, “I do want to be banded, milord, but I promised myself to Duke Vahn, if he’ll take me. I’m sorry. I thought we were talking about my lot, henhouse, and poultry. It was my fault for not specifying what I wanted to sell.”
Lord Patkus sighed. “Well, you can’t blame a man for trying. If by chance the duke doesn’t take you, please remember me.”
Keedrina didn’t know how to answer that. If the duke wouldn’t take her, she wasn’t so sure about anything. Indeed, it surprised her that her feelings about service were so closely tied to Duke Vahn and his house. Would moxi’s company be enough to fill the void in her heart? She was deep in thought when another voice interrupted. It was rich, booming, and unmistakable.
“The duke will take her, Lord Patkus.”
Keedrina melted. Without a conscious thought, she found herself on her knees. She bowed her head and held perfectly still. It came naturally, like a reflex.
The healer chuckled. “It appears the duke already has her.”
“Are you interested in her land and henhouse, Lord Patkus?” Duke Vahn asked. “The price is 400 silver, and I believe, quite reasonable.”
Lord Patkus paused. “Yes, your highness, I want it, but I want to deed her the oak tree area where her family is buried. It is of no agricultural value and it should remain with her.”
“Very pleasing. I will witness the transaction right now if that is agreeable to both?” Any transaction between Itzi and Elva required an objective Elva to mediate. The shoemaker could have done it, but any contract witnessed by the duke himself was as good as written in stone.
“That is fine with me, thank you,” Lord Patkus said.
Keedrina nodded. The healer sat and pulled parchments and a quill from his satchel. Keedrina could have written a deed herself, but Lord Patkus did not know of her writing ability. It was just as well, since she wouldn’t move without the duke’s request.
Lord Patkus handed two finished documents to the duke. The healer pulled a leather pouch from his pocket, counted out gold coins equivalent to the silver price, and handed them to Duke Vahn.
The duke scanned the documents, then set them on a workbench. “Lady Keedrina? The contracts are as you agreed. If it pleases you, would you seal them with your mark?”
“Yes, your highness,” she replied. She stood from her kneel and approached the workbench. She felt no need to recount the coins after the duke had done it. However, she read one of the deeds out of curiosity.
Duke Vahn looked over her shoulder. Lord Patkus was busy putting his bandage supplies away. The shoemaker had turned his attention to a shoe needing a new sole.
Keedrina inscribed a precise “K” to both deeds. She could write her whole name, but it wasn’t a legal mark for contracts. Most Itzi made an X or a circle. Keedrina withdrew and reassumed her kneel at the duke’s side. The healer quilled his mark on the deeds under hers. It was a double “P” with the letters stacked vertically and using a single line for both half-circles.
The duke grabbed a nearby candle. He dripped hot wax onto the deeds and then pressed his signet into the wax and held it while it cooled. He removed his ring and nodded approval of the imprint left. He handed the first parchment to Lord Patkus. “Congratulations, milord, you are the proud owner of the Silla Property, complete with henhouse and poultry.”
“Thank you, your highness,” Lord Patkus said, handling the deed carefully. “And thank you, Keedrina.”
“You’re welcome,” she replied.
Lord Patkus picked up his satchel and headed for the door.
Keedrina had not touched the coins, though she knew they were legally hers. She glanced at her deed. She was thankful the duke didn’t congratulate her as he had the healer. She didn’t want to think about owning a gravesite.
The duke consumed her attention. She couldn’t help noticing the dignity with which he walked, the strength in his tall carriage, and of course, that enrapturing voice. His very presence filled her spirit and caused her heart to beat wildly.
“Just a moment, if you don’t mind, milord,” the duke said to Lord Patkus. “I need your healing abilities.”
“Forgive me, your highness. How can I help you?” he asked as he turned to give the duke’s tall form a critical look.
“It’s not me, but Lady Keedrina. I want you to look at her wrists.”
Keedrina gulped. How could she have been so careless as not to hide her wounds? Could the duke guess how they got there?
Lord Patkus looked toward the frozen Itzi. “Keedrina? What’s wrong with your wrists?”
“Keedrina’s wrists are fine, Lord Patkus. Truly,” she said, nervously moving her hands from her lap to behind her back.
“No, Lady Keedrina, they are not fine. Please show them to Lord Patkus. For me,” Duke Vahn said softly. That was all it took. She could not refuse him. She lifted her wrists toward the healer.
Lord Patkus frowned, scrutinizing and turning her arms. “What happened?”
She didn’t know what to say. If Duke Vahn probed, she would tell him, but revealing anything negative about timna in front of Lord Patkus would not only get timna in more trouble, but dishonor the house. Above all, she had to protect the duke’s house. “I’d rather not say. It is minor, is it not?”
“No, I wouldn’t call it minor, but it looks clean. If you had come to me sooner, I would have applied some salve to reduce the chance of scarring, but I’m afraid there’s very little I can do now. Are you in pain?”
“No.” It was close to true. She wished it hurt more to remind her to be more careful.
“Thank you, Lord Patkus,” the duke said as he pressed some coins into his hand. The healer tried to refuse, but the duke would not take it back. Lord Patkus hurried out. Duke Vahn turned to Keedrina. “Milady Keedrina, might I have a word with you in private?”
“Yes, your highness, Keedrina is at your disposal.”
“Very pleasing. Is there any place you’d prefer to go?”
“No. Whatever pleases you is fine with Keedrina.”
“Excellent. Then let us walk a while.”
Keedrina scooped the gold coins and the deed into her pocket, then followed him out.
Outside, Vahn loosened Allegiant from the hitching post and strolled toward home. Keedrina maneuvered herself to a position several feet behind him, then followed at a respectful distance. Vahn smiled to himself. He weighed talking as they walked, but it seemed too awkward, considering the subject matter. He needed to have her undivided attention.
He led the horse and Keedrina through the gates of Rebono Keep then turned Allegiant over to one of the stable hands. He considered the keep for the talk and just as quickly discarded the idea. He didn’t want to see Saerula even in passing. He settled on the garden terrace.
Vahn walked briskly, sure Keedrina would follow. Coming to a bench in dappled shade, he made himself comfortable. There was another bench perpendicular to his position, but he felt certain she’d kneel on the grass before even asking to sit. Keedrina didn’t disappoint him. She knelt six feet away and bowed her head.
“Lady Keedrina, I want you to know how thankful I am for protecting my house while we were at the shoemaker’s. You had every right to tell Lord Patkus what timna did to you, yet you didn’t. I noticed you didn’t lie either. That’s very admirable.”
Keedrina blushed. “Thank you. But timna did nothing wrong. Keedrina asked her to do it.”
“You asked timna to tie your wrists behind your back with baling twine and leave you for four hours so you could lose circulation, fall, and tear your skin so badly that you bled?”
“No, but Keedrina asked to be trained—so I would be the best I could possibly be for your house. The wounds were an accident.”
“I’m flattered you were willing to submit to such a harsh training, but timna had no right to do it. It would have been wrong even if you were one of my slaves. An optimess is not an enforcer. She is supposed to lead by example. I haven’t decided on her punishment yet, but she will be punished.”
Lady Keedrina’s eyes grew wide. “Master Vahn, she apologized and she feels awful about it. She didn’t have to tell you. Keedrina would never have told you unless you asked.”
“She knew I would find out eventually. I am utterly amazed and deeply thankful she didn’t deter you from ever speaking to me again. The only thing she did right in this whole ordeal was to confess.”
“Yes, Master Vahn,” she said sadly. “As you wish.”
“Actually, I want to know what your wishes are. Your speech is very pleasing and I only grow more impressed with your actions and manners. What is your wish concerning my house?” timna was untrustworthy and it wasn’t fair to hold the gentle Itzi to words he overheard in a shoemaker’s shop either. She might have overstated her intentions to Pharn Patkus to make her refusal easier. If she was going to submit Freewill, he wanted to hear it from her own lips.
She drew a deep breath. “Keedrina wishes to sell herself in exchange for timna. Keedrina knows timna is Elva and optimess and Keedrina is but an untrained Itzi, but Keedrina will accept the ‘P’ in exchange for timna’s remaining year.”
She lifted her hands up to him in the Classic Offering Position—fingers curled shut, wrists together, with forearms exposed. In tales of old, before the advent of protective laws and the ITC, the master would bind the submitter’s wrists and attach them to any convenient stationary object. A distinguishing symbol (precursors to the modern tattooed Marks) would be cut or branded into the forearm, sealing the slave’s fate in seconds. The position was still used in war to beg for one’s life. It was universally known in the Twelve Kingdoms that assuming the position was to relinquish all rights and submit as a slave.
Vahn, however, was not a barbarian, nor was this Ancient Times. Dumbfounded, he stared at her offered wrists, focusing on the twine-burned skin. He reached out and gently pressed on her hands to encourage her to lower them.
“Lady Keedrina, do you know what you’re saying? The ‘P’ is for Permanents. timna mentioned you wanted to be Freewill.”
She smiled. “Keedrina knows, Master Vahn. I read a scroll from the ITC. And yes, I did intend to be Freewill, but that did not seem valuable enough to buy timna’s freedom.”
He couldn’t think of how to respond, so he decided to inquire about the other burning question. “I noticed at the shoemaker shop that you could read. Who taught you?”
“An Elva named Botlop, one of Lord Patkus’s hired hands. He thought I was just a rural Elva who never got the chance to learn. He didn’t find out I was Itzi until after the lessons were completed.”
“Who else knows you can read? Lord Patkus didn’t seem aware.”
“Keedrina has only told timna. Keedrina thinks it unlikely Botlop told anyone, since he is embarrassed.”
Vahn chuckled. Of course the lad would be embarrassed. He had been fooled by a very clever Itzi. Embarrassment would work to his advantage though. “Lady Keedrina, may I think on your generous offer? I want to talk to timna again before I do anything. In the meantime, would you please join me for tea?”
“Whatever pleases you, Master Vahn. However, Keedrina is not suitably dressed to enter your home. Perhaps Keedrina should find a dress shop first,” she said, patting her coin-filled pocket.
“Nonsense. There is plenty for you to wear here. There is no reason for you to waste your money on clothes. Come, let’s go to the guest cottage right now,” he said as he stood and pulled his manteau around his shoulders.
She rose from the grass and waited for him to pass, then followed at a distance.
Vahn led her through the cottage door. “Please, find anything you like from the drawers or closets—preferably with long sleeves. Bathe and dress, then I will send someone for you. I would love to see your hair down as well, if it’s no trouble. Covering your ears with hair in some way would be wise.”
“Yes, Master Vahn. Keedrina would be happy to fulfill your wishes.”
“One last favor, Keedrina, please. While you are with the duchess and not yet banded, I ask that you call me ‘Duke Vahn’ or ‘your highness’ instead of ‘Master’. In addition, please use normal first person. This is not an order, but a favor. I am delighted with your speech, but I don’t want questions from the duchess until I have decided what to do, all right?”
“As you wish.”
“Very pleasing. Now expect someone to come for you in about an hour, understood?”
“Yes, Master.”
It may have been his imagination, but she seemed to savor her words. It grieved him to request she change her speech for Saerula. At least it would only be temporary. One way or another Keedrina would be his and that knowledge gave him distinct delight. He quickly found his way out the door. There was much to be done before tea.
Vahn bounded into the dungeon and announced, “Sorry, ladies, but I have to cut the holiday short.” They scrambled for a military line, but they also smiled and nodded at his news. “I’m so glad you don’t mind. I need help with the cooking and the chores. Besides, I may need the dungeon for real punishment.”
He gave them no time to contemplate his cryptic statement. “I want to serve tea in an hour. Everyone go clean up as quickly as possible. Leave the dishes and other chores. The duchess and I are having a guest and I want tea set for the three of us in the parlor. I know it is short notice, but with all of you working together, I have every confidence you can do it. Any questions?”
“No, Master,” came the unanimous response from the line now formed.
Vahn nearly bubbled over with pride. That’s my house. He left the door open and tried to etch the memory of the Itzi, both the ones he owned and the one coming to tea, into his mind. He would need their positive images to counter the unpleasant task ahead. From the dungeon, he headed to timna’s quarters.
Knocking was a courtesy afforded slaves who had earned trust and respect. timna had earned such things once, yet had not only squandered them, but thrown them ungratefully into his face. Though he entered without knocking, he did so slowly.
Vahn found his optimess on her knees with her face buried in her arms atop the bed. She sobbed softly, but attempted to dry up as he entered. She folded into Submissive.
“Abject, timna,” Vahn ordered. His voice was barely above a whisper, but held an unmistakable edge of displeasure. Contempt, bitterness, and disappointment were all obvious in his stern tone. timna changed her position immediately, unfolding her body and spreading it across the floor until she was prostrate. Vahn made a silent resolution that he would deal more harshly if she dared beg for mercy before he gave her permission to speak. Three minutes passed in silence.
“timna, you have dishonored both your master and your house. You acted against my interests in word and deed, harming a freewoman and very likely scarring her for life. What do you have to say for yourself?”
“timna has no excuse for her actions. She was wrong and fully deserves any punishment you see fit. Do with timna as you will,” she said, barely holding back her sobs.
“Exactly what I wanted to hear, timna. Standard Kneel, please.”
She complied. Vahn took another short look over her before speaking again. Much of the bitterness was absent, but it was not his most soothing tone either. “Lady Keedrina offered to become a Permanent Slave on your behalf. She would accept my bands and the ‘P’ on her forearm in exchange for your freedom.”
timna gasped and her eyes grew wide. “Permanent?”
“Yes, Permanent. She admitted she originally planned Freewill, but to spare you punishment and deliver you from a condition you hate enough to try to dissuade her from, she offered herself under the grimmest possible circumstances. Why she would do such a thing after the way you treated her is a mystery to me, but her selflessness demands I at least discuss it with you.”
She bowed her head and murmured, “timna does not deserve that, Master Vahn.”
“I tend to agree, but I find it hard to refuse her. I am quite fond of her and she would be a huge asset to my house.”
“But what of her vow?”
“She didn’t mention any vow to me. Perhaps she is willing to break a vow for you. I will question her, but I cannot force her to honor a vow made solely in her mind. If there are no witnesses or contracts, then it is up to her. Right now, I need to know your feelings. You obviously despised my house enough to dissuade a poor orphan from joining...”
“Master Vahn,” timna whimpered, “you have been more than fair to timna. It was not your house that timna was trying to keep Lady Keedrina from, but slavery. She has other options. She doesn’t know what it is truly like.”
Vahn frowned and hardened his voice, though he controlled his volume tightly. “What is it truly like, timna? What is so awful about your existence that you found it necessary to torture a freewoman far worse than you have ever been punished?”
“timna did not intend to cause her injury, Master. Please believe timna,” she sobbed.
“Actually, I believe that, but only because Lady Keedrina told me first. That still doesn’t get us to the heart of the matter. Is this about the crop? I already took care of that. The duchess will not touch you again. Did you not trust me?”
She shook her head. “No. timna did not fully trust you, Master. But it is more than that. It is the training at the ITC, the way they strip a person of will and spirit. There is no way you could understand without being there. Nevertheless, timna was wrong.”
Vahn listened, studying her face. Several silent moments passed. He withdrew his probing gaze and stared across the room, focusing beyond the walls of her tiny chamber. “timna, do you want your freedom?”
“Yes, Master Vahn.” She stared at the number on her forearm. “timna wants it very much, but Lady Keedrina cannot know what she is offering.”
“What did you tell her I would do to you?”
“timna did not tell her you would do anything. Lady Keedrina would have kept it secret for timna’s sake.”
“I would agree there,” Vahn said. Another uncomfortable silence passed. “timna, I am not going to tell Lady Keedrina no. I will leave the choice to you. However, I will tell you right now what your punishment will be if you do not choose Lady Keedrina’s offer. I have lost the level of trust I had in you, therefore, if you complete your term, you will wear Ringed bands like all the rest of the house. Furthermore, since optimess is a position of leadership and honor, as of right now, you are no longer optimess. Beyond that, if Lady Keedrina will vouch that four hours with wrists bound behind her back was not cruel, then I will bind yours likewise. No baling twine, just Ringed bands. Someone will keep an eye on you to be sure your skin is not cut. If it is by accident, I will have salve applied to prevent scarring. Though scars are deserved, I will not scar you on purpose. Is the choice clear to you?”
“Yes, Master Vahn,” timna whispered sadly.
“Lady Keedrina is joining the duchess and me for tea in little under an hour. After tea, I will summon you. You have until then to decide. You will face Lady Keedrina, make your choice in her presence, and satisfy her fully. Understood?”
“Yes, Master.”
“Good,” he muttered, then swiftly vacated. He shut the door behind him—not loudly enough to be classified a slam, but not softly enough to be mistaken for respect either.
He left his discontent at timna’s door and hurried into the kitchen. Two slaves were already bathed, freshly dressed, and busy with preparations. While the women saw to the cooking, Vahn chose the china, silver, and serving vessels he wished them to use. When six Itzi were working and he was only in the way, he left to find Saerula.
The duchess was brooding in her expansive sitting room on the second floor. An ebony harp inlaid in silver and encrusted with onyx and hematite sat idle in the corner. Stacks of books were untouched from where Vahn had set them after hauling them up from the library. A bowl of fruit was as full as it had been a day earlier. Her pregnant form lazed on the padded velvet chaise. Though she saw him enter, she didn’t bother to greet him.
“Good day, my love. How are we doing today?” He crouched to rub her tummy.
She pushed his hand away. “Oh stop it, Vahn. I don’t need cheering up, and I don’t need another smarmy lecture on how I should ‘appreciate’ those foul little Itzi slaves.”
Vahn furrowed his brows. “Well, then I suppose you won’t want any of the tea they are preparing for you right this very moment. Never mind. I’ll tell them you’re not interested.”
“Wait! They’re preparing tea for us?”
“Yes, us and a guest—Lady Keedrina.”
Saerula sat upright so fast that Vahn blinked. She motioned for her house shoes, forgetting Vahn was the duke and not a servant. Seeing there would have been no way his wife could have maneuvered her enormous belly to retrieve them herself, Vahn said nothing and slipped them silently onto her feet. He pressed a kiss to her instep before rising and extending his hand to her. “To the parlor, milady?”
“By way of the inhouse,” she grumbled. This stage of pregnancy had her visiting the watercloset all too frequently.
“Of course, my love.” He did so pity her with her “ailment”. He escorted her to the master chambers and waited in the hallway. She emerged with her hair brushed and smelling of freshly applied perfume. He extended his hand in a formal pose and she draped her hand over his.
In movement akin to an elaborate ballroom dance, the two descended the stairs. The slaves who flitted about saw nothing out of place with their owners’ stately manner of entrance. Once they reached the parlor, Vahn seated his wife, then whispered to xassa to fetch Keedrina from the guest cottage.
Keedrina felt strange to be in the guest cottage again. The déjà vu was distant, as if it were months ago that she had been here, not merely days. She emptied her pocket, piling the coins and the deed on a dresser. She removed her mother’s compacting necklace and discarded the broken thong. After a whisper of a kiss, she set the scrimshaw pendant atop the deed. Quickly, she pulled off her clothes and set them in the giant basin in the inhouse.
Blood spotted the back of her tunic where her wrists had brushed against the canvas and her fall in the henhouse had dirtied the front. Although her search for a washboard was fruitless, she wouldn’t give up the opportunity to wash her clothes. She didn’t know when she might have another chance. She did a fair job with the soap provided, rubbing the coarse cloth against itself. Keedrina gave herself a thorough sponge bath next.
The drawers and closets held so much finery that it was difficult to choose. She didn’t want anything pretentious. A sapphire blue dress trimmed with white lace caught her attention. It looked as if it belonged to a lady-in-waiting. The lines were simple—an empire waist, a long, full skirt, and high neckline. The fabric was tightly woven, but not an expensive silk or velvet. Keedrina wasn’t even sure what it was. Close-fitting sleeves ended in loops that fit over her middle fingers. No one would see her wrists.
The dress was a perfect fit except in length. An Elva woman of average height would be taller than the tall-for-her-breed Itzi. Keedrina looked everywhere for a needle and thread to remedy the problem, but found none. Since her brogans were unsuitable, she’d intended to go barefoot. Now it was clear she’d have to wear shoes to keep the dress from dragging. Among a huge array of choices, she found shoes an inch and a half at the heel, perfect for allowing the hem to brush the floor just slightly.
Keedrina sat at the vanity and unpinned her braided coils. Long, dark brown hair cascaded over her shoulders and down her back. She spent fifteen minutes brushing tangles from disjointed, sectioned hair. When she finished, the natural oils were distributed, leaving waves of shining silk.
She’d never worn it down in public before, at least not without a headcloth. She would never have dared to if Duke Vahn hadn’t suggested it. With her hair down and in such a fine dress, she hardly recognized herself in the polished silver looking-panel. She could pass for Elva nobility of eighteen. The gown brought out her blue eyes like nothing she had ever worn. She hoped the duke would approve.
After hanging her wet clothes on a tree branch in the suns’ light, Keedrina returned to the guest cottage to practice walking. She wasn’t awkward in the high heels, but neither was she comfortable or natural. As long as she concentrated, she would be all right, she hoped. It’s just tea, not a grand ball, she reminded herself. Twelve laps around the sofa later, she heard a knock.
“Come in,” she called.
The door opened to reveal a red-headed girl of fourteen, dressed the same as timna, but wearing steel Ringed bands like moxi’s. The diminutive girl knelt and bowed her head at the door. “Master Vahn sent xassa to fetch you for tea, milady.”
Keedrina took her hand and lifted her up from the floor. She decided to use first person just in case the girl might say something to the duchess. “Thank you, xassa. I am just Keedrina, for now. Please don’t kneel for me. I’m nobody special.” She nearly asked her to refrain from the “milady” address as well, but it fit the persona that the duke had asked her to portray for the duchess. xassa nodded and the two headed toward Rebono Keep.
The farmgirl was not prepared for the splendor of the duke’s residence. The guest cottage was a shanty in comparison. Double ebony doors with silver handles and a silver knocker stood at the entrance. xassa held the door open for her. Inside was a large foyer tiled in polished black onyx. She could see the reflections of xassa’s feet within the deep shine of the floor. Though the walls were stone, many were covered by tapestries or silver velvet arras. Sconces held oil lamps, but at this hour, abundant suns’ light streamed through perfectly smooth windows and a stained-glass dome overhead.
Though Keedrina longed to explore the wonders of the keep, she followed xassa to the parlor, struggling to keep from gawking. Black linen covered a circular table. Three silver satin placemats lined up with the velvet-padded cherrywood chairs. Atop the placemats were onyx plates trimmed in silver, linen napkins to match the tablecloth and so many shiny silver utensils that Keedrina wondered what they could possibly all be for. Silver-rimmed onyx teacups and saucers completed each setting. The center of the table held two silver candelabra and a crystal vase filled with flowers.
Duke Vahn stood as Keedrina entered. He smiled and winked at her. She interpreted that as approval of her dress choice and allowed herself a smile back. She curtsied to the duke and duchess, holding the flare of her skirt out and bowing her head.
The duke spoke first. “Duchess Saerula, this is Lady Keedrina.”
The duchess scrutinized her with a single arched brow. “Hello, Lady Keedrina.” Something about her greeting seemed amiss to the farmgirl, but perhaps it was the Ganlucan accent.
“An honor to meet you, your highness,” Keedrina said with all the respect she would use to call her “Mistress”. She turned to the duke. “And thank you, Duke Vahn, for the invitation.” She wished she knew what else to say. The ways of the nobility were foreign to her and she decided not to fake it. Surely they wouldn’t want a potential slave to put on airs.
“The pleasure is ours to have such an enchanting guest. Please, come sit.” He moved toward the empty chair to pull it out for her. His glance sent a slave hurrying to bring the food.
Keedrina was sure she would trip on the heeled shoes. Please, please don’t make a fool of yourself. She took her seat, then arranged her skirt. Fancy clothes were too unfamiliar to feel if anything was out of place, but she didn’t want to keep checking her bodice either. She inhaled deeply and commanded her hands to cease their sweating and trembling by clasping them firmly in her lap.
Duke Vahn eased into his chair just as an Itzi in her twenties arrived with a silver tea set. Keedrina wanted to applaud the shining vessels and gracious service, but the duchess seemed to ignore the slave so completely that Keedrina thought it might be bad manners to draw attention to it. She fretted again over her lack of knowledge. If she committed some huge faux pas at the table, would the duke throw her out? What would happen to timna then?
“Keedrina, Keedrina, Keedrina,” the duchess muttered as if testing the name against her memory. “I don’t believe I’ve met a Lord Keedrina. Is your family new to Ny?”
Her heart skipped a beat at the mention of family. This was hard enough without thinking about them. Furthermore, the duchess had assumed Keedrina was a surname. Only Elva had surnames. The duke had asked her to wear her hair over her ears; he must not want her to reveal her breed, but she couldn’t lie either.
“She has no family here, Saerula,” the duke answered for her.
Keedrina nodded. Though grateful that he’d solved the dilemma, his words echoed in her mind—no family here. Grief and loneliness threatened to overtake her, but she couldn’t allow that right now. She tried to concentrate on her surroundings.
The slave poured three cups of tea, then took a sip from each cup. Keedrina assumed at first it was to be sure it wasn’t too hot, but that would only need to be done once. She shrugged it off as another complicated tradition of royalty, probably without any present purpose. She wouldn’t proclaim her ignorance by asking.
“No? Then where are you from?” the duchess asked.
Keedrina had just lifted tea to her lips for a dainty sip. She gulped hot liquid down to keep from sputtering, burning her tongue in the process. If the slave had been testing the heat, she’d been remiss in not warning them that it was scalding. Had her hosts heard the gulp? She felt her face warm as she looked up. The duchess stared straight through her. Nymphs! Why did she accept this invitation? She looked at the duke with pleading eyes. He merely nodded. She was on her own. “Just south of Ny, your highness.”
When another slave brought food to the table, she knelt and waited. The duke gave her a bite of the food before she got up. Six silver trays bedecked the table before all the slaves left the room. Keedrina wanted to watch them more closely, but with the duchess keeping a probing gaze locked on her, she didn’t dare.
Duchess Saerula frowned and furrowed her brow, then gave Keedrina a tight shake of her head. “Yes, of course, but the name of your family’s holding...?”
“It’s all been sold, Saerula. Perhaps Lady Keedrina would like to hear about that new gown you’re having made,” the duke suggested.
Keedrina breathed a sigh of relief. The duchess followed her husband’s suggestion and described the maternity gown she’d just commissioned. Finally able to eat, Keedrina studied the duke’s and duchess’ manners and did her best to mimic them. She ate a finger sandwich and a small tart, though everything looked delicious. Never had she seen such an array of food or so many silver platters and utensils. She held her awe in check and concentrated on conversation. The duchess segued from her new gown into pregnancy and its many accompanying woes. Keedrina nurtured her words with genuine concern and rapt attention. Everyone finished eating long before the duchess finished talking. Slaves removed everything but the cups, saucers, and tea set. Then Duke Vahn excused himself from the table.
The kitchen wasn’t running very smoothly and Vahn wasn’t sure whether timna’s absence or the neglected chores made the difference. He praised his house staff for their service at tea then delegated some to laundry and other household chores, leaving the kitchen less crowded. This gained an immediate improvement in their mood and efficiency. He granted them leave to eat once he and the duchess retired from the parlor. For Keedrina’s sake, he hoped that would be soon.
Vahn was happy to have someone else appease Saerula’s incessant need for commiseration. He was pleased Keedrina got along so well with her future mistress. Surely, anyone who could put up with the epic whining Saerula was presently inflicting could fill the void he’d tried so hard to satiate.
The only question now was when he would have her and under what conditions. The “P” implied punishment and shame, two concepts far removed when he contemplated the gentle farmgirl. Not even timna’s current infractions would have earned something so drastic. If she had dissuaded Keedrina from her intent, he might have lengthened her term by a year, but not to Permanent.
timna was another puzzlement to him. He shuddered to think that she might allow a blameless orphan to be branded a pariah just to gain a year of freedom. He and Keedrina would work out something, but it would not entail such extremities. The “P” would not be tattooed on an innocent in his house. He prayed that timna would not disappoint him into needing another plan. He didn’t want to lose timna either, no matter his present dissatisfaction. With the duchess wanting to hire her own servants and Keedrina joining at some point, the house would be unstable until everyone was properly trained and accustomed. The imminent baby added to Vahn’s anxiety. He couldn’t wait to settle the matter.
“Is timna back yet, Master?” one of the slaves asked.
“She is back, but she is confined to her quarters right now.” He paused, waiting for the surprise to gain him more attention. “timna is no longer optimess.”
That revelation met with gasps and questioning looks, but he dismissed further inquiry with a wave of his hand. He left the kitchen, knowing the news would be whispered from slave to slave until the entire house knew. In a way, he was doing timna a favor by not disclosing her deeds. Some would think he punished unfairly, but he didn’t care. He enjoyed gaining a tougher reputation while being lenient in his own mind.
Vahn returned to the parlor but refrained from retaking his seat. He hoped to hint to Saerula it might be polite to end her woeful tales, but the duchess was too intoxicated with the attention of an audience to notice subtleties. Finally, he caught a momentary lull and cleared his throat. “Saerula, love, I’m glad you and Lady Keedrina have hit it off so well, but I need to discuss some business with her. Perhaps you would like some help upstairs to rest?”
The duchess sighed. “Yes, thank you, Vahn. I admit I’m tired.” She rose from her chair, using his arm for leverage and stability. She smiled at the guest. “It was lovely having you. Please do come again.”
“I am very honored, your highness. I hope to see you again as well.” Keedrina looked so happy; Vahn couldn’t help winking at her.
“I’ll be right back so we can take care of our business,” he said to Keedrina as he escorted Saerula out of the room and toward the stairs.
“Please take your time, your highness.”
* * *
Once the duke and duchess were out of sight, Keedrina gathered the rest of the dishes and shuttled them to the kitchen. The slaves were horrified to find a guest in the kitchen and fell all over each other to relieve her of the burden. She smiled and assured them it was no problem. She longed to tell them that she saw them as kindred spirits, but decided against it. She was confused about what was going on. First, the duke invited her to join his house, then he told Lord Patkus that he would take her as his slave. But when she formally offered herself, he wavered. Had he changed his mind after she first refused him? Had he been blowing wind in front of the healer?
It suddenly occurred to her that she just wasn’t worth enough, no matter how long she committed to serve. timna was Elva; why would the duke accept some mere Itzi in her place? One way or another, Keedrina hoped to find out before she left Rebono Keep.
She peered at a portrait painting on the wall, wondering who the beautiful woman could be. The coronet, deep black eyes, and the angular jaw line led Keedrina to decide it was probably one of Duke Vahn’s relatives. She got the same warm feeling as she looked at the painting that she got when she heard his voice.
* * *
Vahn delivered his wife to the master chambers then stopped at timna’s quarters. He knocked this time. He heard a muffled, “Come in.”
He opened the door but did not enter. “Please report to the dungeon, timna. Lady Keedrina and I will be there shortly.” He turned to go without waiting for her answer, but heard it from down the hall.
“Yes, Master.”
Vahn didn’t react to her affirmation. He hated that she had put him in this position. He tried to summon a semblance of a smile for Keedrina’s sake when he arrived back in the parlor. Keedrina stood studying the portrait behind the table. “That’s my mother,” Vahn said. Heavens, how he missed her. Maybe if he’d brought her to Ny with him when Father forced him out, she’d still be alive. If she had outlived Father, she could have righted the ascendance issue, but even without her influence as Queen Mother, his heart longed for her. Judging by the letters from her nurse, the feeling had been mutual. Vahn’s name, not Brendax’s, was the one Mother had called when the sweating fever came.
Keedrina was startled by his appearance at the opposite side of the room. She looked as though she were going to kneel. “Please, you don’t have to do that while you are dressed like a princess.”
She looked down. “Yes, your highness.”
“We have some unfinished business, yes? I’m having timna meet us in the dungeon—” He stopped, reading the shock in her eyes. “I’m sorry. That’s where I keep the bands. I didn’t think to consider how frightening a place it might be for you. If you like, we could—”
“It is fine.”
“Very pleasing.” His lips hovered on a smile. Now if only timna would be the woman he thought he knew. If only... He shook his head to halt his musing and motioned to Keedrina. She followed his lead. As they descended the spiral staircase, she stumbled. He grabbed her arm, but she had firm grasp of the rails and didn’t need his help. Neither said a word. The heavy iron door creaked loudly when he pressed it open to allow room for Keedrina to enter at his side.
timna lay prone on the cold stone floor in Abject. She waited nervously in the dark, trying to keep her shivering at bay. She had already made up her mind; it was only a matter of explaining. She still couldn’t get over it. An Itzi she barely knew was willing to give her entire life for a single year of hers. Never since Mother died had anyone cared so much about her.
“Standard, please, timna,” Master Vahn instructed as he lit the oil lamps. His voice was nearly as pleasant as she could remember.
She pushed up from the floor and assumed a Standard Kneel with her head bowed. She saw the long blue skirt next to her master and assumed it belonged to Mistress Saerula, coming to enjoy her humiliation. She had yet to see Lady Keedrina, but assumed she was with them.
“Head up, timna, I need to reach your neck.”
timna lifted her head for him. She was surprised to find Lady Keedrina was the one wearing the gown. She looked so different that timna blinked twice and then stared. Keedrina smiled at her but kept silent.
Master Vahn unlocked and removed her bands, beginning at the neck. She rubbed her skin as each band came off. It felt so good to be able to reach those long-covered areas. She ached to give more attention to the skin, but she wouldn’t dare make her master wait. For him to remove the ones at her ankles, she had to shift her position. She rubbed the last ankle for merely seconds before returning to Standard Kneel.
He set the silver Unringed bands aside and arranged a set of steel Ringed bands in front of her. “timna, slave of the house of Prince Vahn Rebono, duke of Latoph,” he said, “Lady Keedrina has offered Permanent service in exchange for the one year you owe me. You may accept her offer and place these bands on her, or you may accept your own consequences and wear them yourself. What is your choice?”
Keedrina opened her mouth, but she had no time to object. timna did not hesitate. “timna chooses the bands herself, Master Vahn, if it pleases you.”
“It pleases me very much, timna. Thank you.”
Keedrina shook her head. “timna, wait. You wouldn’t be placing your bands on Keedrina. Keedrina wants this very much. Keedrina thought you wanted freedom.”
“Your offer was too kind, but you cannot know what it would mean. Besides, it would not please Master Vahn.”
Keedrina looked at her, then back at him. He frowned. “Explain, timna,” he said sternly.
Though his tone sent shivers up timna’s spine, she knew she was right this time. She turned to Keedrina and smiled. “Permanent Slaves are cheap. They are criminals and lowlife. It would be a disgrace and ruin your value to be given a ‘P’. Would it not, Master Vahn?”
He relaxed and smiled. “That is true, Lady Keedrina.”
“Then how many years would it take for Keedrina to redeem timna? Keedrina could be Numbered...” Her voice carried a frantic tone. Master Vahn sighed.
“timna is fine as she is. Can you not see that Master Vahn would much rather have you as Freewill? That you would honor him much more that way? Besides, why can he not have us both? Don’t you want timna as a ‘sister’?”
“Of course Keedrina wants you as a sister. She only wanted you to be happy.”
“timna is happy, Lady Keedrina. She will never forget what you offered.”
“Very pleasing,” Master Vahn said.
timna held her hands out for the bands. She deserved this and she would accept it with what little dignity she had left.
Master Vahn whispered in her ear, “Thank you.” He wrapped the bands around her wrists then slipped the largest band around her neck and locked it in place. timna shifted so that he could bind her ankles.
When he was done, he looked up and noticed Keedrina’s longing gaze. “Now, Lady Keedrina, timna said something about a vow you made concerning my house. Would you share it with me?”
“It was something Keedrina felt her mother wanted—a promise to wait three months before making any decisions regarding banding. Keedrina wanted to prove that her desire is not just a reaction to the murders, that this was something Keedrina wanted for herself.”
“Mmmmn. I see. Yet you were willing to break the vow for timna, yes?”
“Yes, Master Vahn.”
There was silence for a long interval. “Keedrina, it’s obvious that you haven’t taken this lightly. Furthermore, if you take my bands as a Freewill Slave, all you would ever need do is ask and you would have freedom that very moment, so if this is some ‘reaction’, you are still protected. However, I cannot claim to be objective. I want you for my house. I will lose two slaves on Queen’s Jubilee and the duchess is due to give birth soon. Still, I would not ask you to break a vow. Your place in my house is secure, no matter how long I have to wait.”
Keedrina smiled and nodded.
“If you like, you might meditate and see if your mother would release you from the vow. I give you my word that you may change your mind at any time, all right?”
“Thank you, Master Vahn. Keedrina will do that.”
“May I ask where you intend to stay since you sold your henhouse?”
“Keedrina planned to rent a room in Ny.”
“I have a feeling by the time you leave here it will be too late to look tonight. Why don’t you plan to stay in my guest cottage while you meditate and look elsewhere? It would give you a chance to learn some more about the house as well.”
“Keedrina will stay if you allow her to pay for room and board. Keedrina will not be a leech.”
He laughed. “You want to pledge yourself to my house, place yourself under my absolute authority indefinitely—for no pay—and you think you are a leech?”
She looked down. “Keedrina does not want to take advantage of your kindness.”
“And it is very commendable. How about we agree that you are my guest for as long as you need to either ask for banding or find lodging elsewhere? If you become mine first, we are even. If you find other arrangements, then you may pay me 20 silver a week for whatever room and board you used. Acceptable?”
timna doubted he would try to collect, but even if he did, the price seemed quite fair, considering the nature of the accommodations.
“Yes, Master Vahn. Thank you.” She hesitated a moment. “May Keedrina ask a favor?”
He arched a brow. “What is it?”
“Would you consider telling Keedrina what you would call her when she is yours?”
“You wish to know your slave name. Very pleasing.” He smiled and tapped his forefinger on his chin.
Keedrina’s given name was too long. By tradition, two syllables were the maximum—couldn’t have owners strain themselves or waste time while trying to order their property around. timna tried to remember how happy she had been when he gave her a name, because her first master had called her “slave”. Perhaps it wasn’t so ridiculous for Keedrina to want this. Master Vahn would treat her well.
“Would you prefer ‘Kee’ or ‘Drina’?” he asked.
“It is not up to a slave, but whatever is the master’s whim or pleasure,” Keedrina said softly.
“Excellent. I name you ‘Kee’ then. Oh, I have two favors to ask of you now.” He looked at her expectantly.
“Kee is at your pleasure, Master Vahn. Your wish is her command.”
“Very pleasing, Kee. I ask two things as simply a duke now. The first will become an order if you are banded. The second is only until that time.”
She nodded.
“It is my wish that you keep both your breed and your ability to read a secret. You are not to lie, but you are to say that Duke Vahn Rebono forbade you to speak of it. I am very pleased with your hair this way.” He ran his hand down the length of it. “It hides your ears well. If you belong to me, you will wear it like this at all times. Until then, I request you wear it in some fashion that hides your ears.”
“Kee will gladly wear her hair as pleases you and speak not of her breed or ability to read.”
“Good. That goes for you as well, timna. No one is to be told she is Itzi—not the other house staff, not Saerula. Understood?”
“Yes, Master,” timna said. It wasn’t hard to guess why he’d decided that. timna only hoped his ruse would work.
“Secondly, you are both to understand that timna is no longer optimess. There will be no further ‘training’ of the sort that wounded Kee. timna or any of the other slaves may tell you about the ways of the house, explain manners, or demonstrate rituals, but nothing more. Once you are banded, you will be trained at the ITC by the professionals. Do you both understand me?”
“Yes, Master,” they replied in unison.
“Excellent. Then the last order of business is timna’s punishment for her impropriety. Kee, let me ask you...was it unreasonable or cruel to have your hands bound behind your back and be ordered to kneel for four hours? Don’t worry about timna right now. I want the truth.”
“No, Master Vahn,” Kee answered. “It was not cruel or unreasonable.”
“All right.” He turned to timna. “Hands behind your back, timna.” She complied without a word or disparaging look, holding her head high. He placed a padlock through the rings on her wrist bands and clicked the lock shut.
timna held tight rein on her expression, but she couldn’t help that sinking feeling in her stomach. She hadn’t been locked up like this since she left the ITC. This time was worse, since she fully deserved it.
“Now all I have to do is find someone who can look in on you from time to time, to be sure you are not injured...” Master Vahn trailed off, eyeing Kee.
“Kee will stay with timna if it pleases you, Master Vahn.”
“I rather thought you might. I suppose you just want to stay down here the whole time?”
“If there is nothing else you wish Kee to do, and if it pleases you, yes.”
Master Vahn chuckled. “It pleases me very much. I will leave the door open. Kee, please be comfortable. I will return in four hours. If there are any problems, come look for me. If you cannot find me, you may unlock timna yourself, all right?”
Kee nodded. “Yes, Master.”
Master Vahn exited. Kee found one of the pillows left by the “vacationing” slaves and set it next to timna, then sat atop it. “Kee is sorry she got you into this, timna,” she whispered.
“You didn’t get timna into anything; it was timna’s fault. This punishment is nothing. You said so yourself. There is no cutting on timna’s wrists and timna has company. You had no such luxuries. Now, tell timna about selling the henhouse and the dress and having tea with the mistress.”
The two young women talked about Kee’s day for nearly an hour before Kee got up. She apologized for stretching, but timna encouraged her to go ahead.
Kee massaged timna’s shoulders and arms to keep some circulation going. She checked the bands to be sure no chafing or rubbing occurred. The hand pump in the corner was employed to quench both of their thirsts. They talked about timna’s past and timna thanked Kee again for attempting to buy her freedom. Slave customs were discussed at length, but both heeded their master’s order. timna was hardly in any position to demonstrate any rituals, so she made promises for her next free time.
At suppertime, one of the older Itzi brought a tray of food down. “Master Vahn says you are both to eat,” she said. Frightened eyes regarded timna in her bindings.
timna feigned indifference to her situation. “It’s all right, lopi. There has not been—nor will there be—any beating. timna deserved far worse, she assures you.”
“Would you like lopi to feed you?”
“I will do it,” Kee said. lopi’s eyes grew wide with skepticism. “Really, I’m here to watch her at your master’s behest. Ask him yourself.”
“It’s all right, lopi,” timna confirmed.
lopi shrugged. “As you wish, milady,” she said, then set the tray down and hurried out.
Kee fed timna like a mother nursing an ill child. timna was so embarrassed that she wanted to skip it, but she had not eaten since the eggs early that morning. Besides, lopi had reported that Master Vahn ordered her to eat. timna took the opportunity to explain to Kee that a relayed order was to be respected as if he had delivered it personally. Misquoting the master or mistress was a very serious offense.
About the time both were done eating, the fourth hour expired and Master Vahn reappeared at the door. “Ah, I see lopi delivered my message. Are you ready to get up, timna?”
“timna could not get up now, Master Vahn. timna wants to obey, but there is no feeling in her legs.”
“I know. I won’t ask that of you.” He turned to the Itzi. “Kee, would you please unlock her?”
“Yes, Master Vahn.”
When the padlock was removed, Kee gave timna a brisk massage, urging blood back through arms then legs. Master Vahn watched while Kee kneaded her limbs back to function. He inspected her wrists for damage and found none.
“timna, when you are ready to take the stairs, I would like you to walk Kee to the guest cottage. Please come back, though. I don’t want the others assuming I left you down here all night in chains. In fact, you will be sharing quarters with the Itzi from now on.”
timna nodded. She knew that was coming. Her private quarters had been part of her position as optimess.
“Kee, when you are with anyone besides timna or myself, you are Lady Keedrina. You need to speak and act as a freewoman until you are banded. timna will bring meals to the guest cottage and keep up with your plans. Please come to me if there’s anything I can do to assist you, all right?”
“Yes, Master Vahn. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” He turned and stepped toward the door.
“Master Vahn?” timna called after him in a meek voice.
“Yes, timna?” He paused in his retreat.
timna left Kee’s ministrations and approached her master, crawling on knees that prickled with returning circulation. She stopped in front of him and folded her body into the Submissive Kneel. She placed a kiss on each of his boots then spoke sincerely without lifting her head. “Master Vahn Rebono, prince of Latoph, timna, your humble slave, thanks you for punishing her. That a slave is alive after such an offense is tribute to your kindness. Thank you.” Master Vahn had never insisted that his slaves thank him for punishment. She had done it freely from her heart.
He bent over and caressed her shoulder. “timna, you may have lost a title, but you have not lost my favor. If you earn my trust back, I will consider the Unringed bands again. Go in peace. Your master’s wrath is sated.”
timna got up from the floor. A tear dripped over the confines of her eyelid onto her cheek. He brushed it away without a word. He kissed her forehead, dipped his head in farewell to Kee, then disappeared through the door.
Captain Shil rapped sharply on the great ebony doors to Rebono Keep. timna opened the door wearing steel Ringed bands instead of her usual silver Unringed ones. His smile faded. He stared at her neck, hoping she’d offer an explanation without prodding. timna saw his reaction and looked away. Her silence and dejected frown convinced him not to ask. “Good morning, timna. I need to see the duke. Is he busy?”
“timna is not sure. Please come in and wait. timna will inquire.” Her voice was quiet and less enthusiastic than her usual. He took a seat on the bench in the foyer and waited, resisting the urge to stare at her bands. She returned shortly. “Master Vahn will see you now, if you’ll follow timna?”
“Lead on, milady.” He bounded up from the bench.
timna led him to the duke’s study. She paused at the door and held her hand up to halt him, then turned her face into the doorway and announced, “Lord Najost Shil, Captain of the Castle Guard, sworn vassal knight to Duke Vahn Rebono.”
Shil nodded to her. The encouraging wink he tried was futile, since her gaze was downcast. He suppressed a sigh, entered, and sank to one knee before the duke.
“Thank you, timna. Please close the door and see we are not disturbed,” Duke Vahn said.
She complied with a soft, “Yes, Master Vahn.”
Duke Vahn motioned Shil to rise. “Please, be comfortable, Captain.” He swept a hand over the two chairs opposite his desk as he seated himself in the high-backed chair behind it. “What can I do for you today?”
“I heard something in Dronak that may interest you,” Shil said as he took the nearest seat and pushed timna out of his thoughts. “I didn’t mention it when I brought the ring because I wanted to check out the source. Seems he’s trustworthy as far anyone can tell. Still, it’s not very much...”
Duke Vahn leaned back, steepled long fingers, and arched a well-defined brow. “You have my full attention, Captain. Please, continue.”
“I met an Itzi who said he was traveling in Ganluc near the border with Senkra about a year ago...”
Duke Vahn’s inky eyes glinted to life.
Shil smiled and continued, “He said he witnessed a wagon carrying bodies, headed north. He thought nothing of it at the time. Thing is, he swears Jester was pulling the wagon. That’s why he stopped me.”
“Your horse?”
“That’s what he says, your highness.”
“How does he know for sure?”
“He’s a farrier by trade. Says he never forgets a horse’s legs. And Jester’s legs are rather unusual,” Shil reminded. The duke had bought Jester for him nine months ago when his previous horse died. Hopefully, he remembered the little streaks of black on otherwise gray legs.
Duke Vahn nodded then peered intently into Shil’s eyes. “Why do you think I would care what your horse was doing a year ago, Captain?”
The captain shrugged. “You probably won’t, your highness. I’ll let you decide. I questioned the farrier about the wagon and bodies. He didn’t see any faces, but he did mention the colors they wore—scarlet and gold. All but one, and the one out of uniform was not the driver.”
“Scarlet and gold? You’re sure?”
“I’m sure. The farrier had no idea of the import of the colors. He thinks some lord went to battle and was transporting dead for burial. I asked him what he thought of the non-uniformed body. He said it could have been a squire or some innocent bystander. He admits he didn’t give the matter much thought.”
“And don’t you think it odd that he never came forward with this information before? We offered rewards for any information about what happened to the scarlet and gold uniformed men.”
“But the farrier wasn’t in Senkra where we offered rewards. He was in Ganluc. Besides, he was only passing through on his way home to Dronak and he’s Itzi. Our reward posters had no drawings. He still has no idea that he may have seen your father’s party.” Shil paused only a moment to gauge his lord’s reaction. Duke Vahn was rapt, as expected.
“I didn’t want to tell him this information was valuable before I could check him out. As far as I can tell, he’s honest and has no motive to lie. He thinks he was just giving me some colorful background on ol’ Jester, nothing more.”
“Hmmmn.” The duke pondered. “We don’t know for sure there aren’t any lords in that area who use scarlet and gold, do we? In fact, we didn’t investigate in Ganluc at all because we found the bodies in Senkra.”
Duke Vahn stood and eyed his captain. “I want you to take someone you trust and head northeast. Dress as merchants. Once you get past the rapids, cross the Synchow and sneak across the border into northern Ganluc. Ask the local commoners—casually—what colors the lords in the region wear. Say that you’re trying to return a lost cloak or something. If you happen to hear of any lords who do use scarlet and gold, go visit them. Find out if they lost a group of men about a year ago. Dig up whatever you can without drawing attention. I do not need my brother or father-in-law to trace this back to me.”
Shil stood and bowed. “Understood, your highness. It shall be done.” The two Elva clasped each other’s wrists in a hearty knight’s handshake.
“Excellent. Safe journeys to you, Najost,” the duke whispered warmly.
Shil smiled back. It wasn’t often that the duke let his mask fall. Shil suspected he could have answered back using only “Vahn” and nothing would be said. His love for his liege transcended the oath of fealty, but he wouldn’t let respect for the young noble slip. He hoped the duke knew that he’d go to the very ends of Byntar for him. “Thank you, your highness,” he whispered. Shil showed himself out, sighing when he didn’t see timna on the way.
Vahn hid his longing to accompany Shil to Ganluc. Saerula would probably throw a fit if he mentioned it. He had promised to stay home until the baby was born. This was likely nothing and not worth breaking his word over. Besides, Captain Shil was the best he had. If Shil couldn’t find anything, then there was nothing to be found.
Vahn cleared his desk and prepared a parchment. As much as he wanted to share equally in the investigation of his father’s death, he had been rudely thwarted at every attempt. His brother always refused his help. If he offered information, it was either scoffed at or scrutinized for ulterior motives. This had even led to the tainting of sources and loss of leads. After several crumpled parchments were discarded, he finally wrote:
Dear Arx,
Far be it from me to question the Royal Palace on its investigation of Father’s death. You probably no longer care who killed him, assuming you didn’t plan the entire thing yourself. I suspect you will balk at my request, but I make it nevertheless.
For some unfathomable reason, I happen to care who murdered King Brendax, even if he was the worst father in Latoph. Now if you dare to withhold what is already in your records, I will have no choice but to start rumors that you are covering something up. We wouldn’t want any nasty civil wars to start, now would we? So do the brotherly thing and just tell me what I ask, all right?
I need to know how well all the bodies of Father’s party were identified. Were the wounds obfuscating? Were any of the soldiers new recruits? I have reason to suspect Father was betrayed by one of his own.
Saerula and I send love to Phinia. You know, you could come visit us sometime. Maybe when my son is born?
Vahn
He blew on the ink as he reviewed the letter. A sly smile wended over his lips. It was rather gratifying to accuse Arx of conspiracy to murder his father. The little jab about the soon-expected baby was a nice finishing touch. By all accounts, Arx was more than a little anxious about Queen Phinia’s barrenness. Vahn wished he could deliver the letter in person, just to see Arx’s face. “That ought to make him angry enough to send me everything he has,” he chuckled to himself.
He rolled the parchment, imprinted the seal with his signet, and then placed it within a silver cylinder to protect it from the elements. Now, whom to send on such a delivery? Captain Shil was occupied. A name came to mind. He nodded to himself and set the cylinder aside, then left the study.
Kee spent her days exploring the life she had chosen. She learned the names of the other house slaves, helping them in their work as circumstances allowed. They warmed up to her when she wore her own clothes, possibly even suspecting she might be joining them, though she made no mention to that effect.
When the others were too busy, or the mistress made one of her rare emergences from the sitting room, Kee retreated to the guest cottage and concentrated on securing release from her vow. Conditioning her knees coincided with fervent prayer to the Nymphs. Surely, they would give her some sign. Clutching the scrimshaw pendant, she implored Elysium. Please, Mother, I need to belong. I need to be needed and wanted. Please let me have this. Couldn’t Mother see her heart and understand this was no whim?
Kee couldn’t bring herself to look for other living arrangements. To do so would admit it was an acceptable option. Her entreaties would be less than sincere if she acquiesced. She was beyond that; she was happy here. She was home.
She and timna were gathering laundry from a clothesline when Master Vahn appeared. They bowed their heads in greeting.
“Good afternoon, ladies.”
“Good afternoon, Master Vahn,” they chorused.
“I have an errand for you both, in town. Please leave the laundry inside, then return to me here.”
Kee loved that he already treated her as his own. “Yes, Master Vahn,” they answered as they hurried off. They returned empty-handed and knelt on the grass, Kee taking a position behind timna at his feet.
“Please go find Lieutenant Windrider. Tell him to report here as soon as possible, after finishing any pressing business. Don’t leave the impression this is an emergency.” He paused. “Do you remember where his shop is, timna?”
“Yes, Master Vahn, timna remembers. But if he is not there, nor at home, are timna and Kee to keep searching all of Ny?”
“No. If he is not in his shop or home, you are to leave word with his family, then return. Searching like that needs to be done on horseback.”
“Yes, Master Vahn.” timna bent over and kissed his boot.
Though Kee didn’t meet his gaze, she saw him smile at timna. “timna, slave of the house of Prince Vahn Rebono, duke of Latoph, I your master send you forth. Wherever you go, you represent me and my house.”
“timna wishes only to bring honor to your house and name, Master.”
Kee watched, shivering in awe at the noble words.
“Then go as I have sent. I place my trust in you and charge you to return to me. May the Heavenlies deal with you severely if you violate this sacred trust.”
“May this slave’s very life be forfeit if she violates your trust or honor, Master Vahn.”
“Rise and hasten to the task, my faithful servant.”
timna sealed the pledge with another kiss to his boot, then rose from her kneel. Kee could almost feel timna’s relief that the oath was accepted. The Itzi scooted forward to repeat the ritual.
“Keedrina,” the duke said quietly as he took her hand and urged her up, “this is one thing that should wait for banding. I appreciate your willingness to learn, but I take this pledge seriously, and I’d rather you not repeat words that are not yet true.”
Kee nodded sadly. “Kee would not have said anything untrue, Master Vahn.”
“I know. But I cannot call you my slave without the bands, and if you are not my slave, the ritual is meaningless.”
“Yes, Master.” While she still felt she could have modified it to fit her situation, it did little good if he did not wish it done.
For a second, she considered begging for his bands right then. If her mother were alive, she would have declared herself of age and set out to live her own life. She consoled herself with the fact that he would not respect her if she broke the vow. He had asked her to seek release, not break it. If she broke a vow to deities, he might conclude that she were untrustworthy. timna took her hand and the two set off hastily to find Lord Windrider.
Vahn watched them until they exited his gates. A whisper escaped his lips: “Mine.” Just as he was about to return to the keep, he caught sight of a winsome young man heading up the path. From the muscular build, Vahn assumed it was a knight looking to join his Castle Guard.
“You there! Might I help you?” Vahn called.
“I have an appointment with Duchess Saerula. Please announce me.”
Vahn hid considerable irritation at being assumed a servant. He decided to go along with the false assumption, if not for espionage, then for the entertainment it promised when his identity was revealed. He looked down and adopted a meek tone. “Yes, milord. She’s expecting you. How should I announce you?” Vahn walked toward the front doors, looking back to be sure the man followed.
“I am Laban Jallor, son of Hannon, son of Zaern; member of the Royal Order of the Suns, esteemed Bearer of the Sacred Chalice, twice honored as High Diamond Servant. Be sure to mention my family’s illustrious history of 50 years of service in the various royal houses of Ganluc...”
Vahn was thankful he was in front of the man. It was nearly impossible to keep a straight face. “Are you sure you want me to say all this? Perhaps the duchess would be more impressed with the humble approach.” As they entered the keep, several of the house slaves bowed their heads. Vahn nodded silently then stole a look at Jallor. The ignorant stranger actually believed the slaves were bowing to him and not the master of the house leading the way.
“Yes, I’m sure, boy; now repeat it back to me,” Jallor ordered as they started up the stairs.
Anger burned deep and Vahn grit his teeth. He wanted to take the man directly to the dungeon and teach him a lesson, but decided to let Saerula see this for herself. “No, I don’t believe I will. I’ll announce you as I wish. I highly recommend you change your tone with me and never call me ‘boy’ again.” Jallor reached out to grab him, but Vahn anticipated the move and quickly took two stairs at once, eluding his grasp. “Just remember, I asked you nicely.”
“Don’t think I won’t report this, you snake,” Jallor spat back.
“I can hardly wait.” He would relish throwing this koopchuk out the door. Saerula would never stand for someone who didn’t grovel before royalty. They reached the sitting room. Though Vahn normally entered without knocking, for the sake of the charade, he knocked.
“Who is it?” Saerula called.
“It is your interview for majordomo, milady.” Vahn hoped she wouldn’t guess what he was doing yet.
“Come in.”
Vahn opened the door then stepped inside and announced, “Laban Jallor of Ganluc, candidate for majordomo to the house of the duke and duchess of Latoph.” It was a more than adequate introduction for a servant, especially one not yet hired. The man entered, shot a look of malice at Vahn, then knelt on one knee in front of the duchess.
“Thank you for coming, Lord Jallor,” the duchess crooned. “So nice to have someone from my homelands.”
“I’m honored, your majesty. Might we have a moment alone?” Jallor asked, looking toward Vahn.
Saerula looked back and forth between her husband and her countryman, dumbfounded.
“Go ahead; say whatever you like in front of me,” Vahn offered, maneuvering around to face him. This ought to be priceless.
“Fine,” Jallor said as he turned back to the duchess. “I asked this lad to announce my membership in the Royal Order of the Suns, my position as Esteemed Bearer of the Sacred Chalice, my twice winning High Diamond Servant status, and my family’s heritage as servants to several royal houses in Ganluc over the last 50 years. He refused to honor my request.”
Saerula glanced at Vahn. He couldn’t suppress a wicked smile. To his surprise, she frowned at him, then looked back at Jallor. “Lord Jallor, this ‘lad’ is my husband, Duke Vahn.”
Jallor froze, his eyes suddenly large as saucers. Vahn relished the moment, smiling like a giddy child. Jallor bowed his head. “Forgive me, your majesty. I didn’t realize.”
“I should hope you would show common courtesy to everyone, not just royalty, lad.”
Jallor only nodded; his face grew redder by the moment.
“Vahn,” Saerula said, “you can hardly blame him for not giving you your due if you didn’t make yourself known.”
Vahn threw his hands up in the air. “Saerula! Wasn’t it you who said we didn’t have to take any sort of disrespect? This man is ten times more flagrant than any of my slaves have ever thought of being. Yet you defend the stranger rather than demand I throw him out?”
“Vahn,” she said calmly, “I believe we were discussing Itzi slaves before, not an Elva chamberlain with excellent breeding and multiple honors. I want to give him a chance. He already apologized. What more do you want?”
“What more do I want? I want you to listen when I say he is unfit for the house. He actually thought my slaves were bowing to him. Let me throw him out on his arrogant hind end.”
“Well, if he were hired, it would be proper for the slaves to show him respect, would it not? He would be head of the household.”
“I cannot believe you do not see this, Saerula. Since you insist on having your own staff, I will let you make your own mistakes. In fact, you can go on without me. I quit. One last matter though—anyone you hire with title over my staff had best know he would not discipline them. No one takes my place where they are concerned. Understood?” He didn’t wait for an answer, but stormed out the door and slammed it behind him.
He stood in the hall, half-expecting the duchess to yell “rape” at any moment. When nothing happened, he stomped to the nearest adjoining room. Furious though he was, he’d still never leave her unprotected. He paced the floor, seething. When did Saerula become so blind? Had she always been so prejudiced and hid it, or did she suddenly become this way? It wasn’t solely a breed problem—timna was switched without cause while this sop was given a chance, even after his arrogance was demonstrated. What happened to the sweet creature he’d married and devoted his heart to?
Vahn swore he would find her heart again and coax it out of the hardened shell. If it meant compromise on the staff, he’d endure. He caught sight of the new maternity gown that had just been delivered. It gave him an idea. Smugly satisfied with himself, he retraced his steps to the sitting room.
Kee kept close to timna as they navigated labyrinthine streets clogged with fishmongers and farmers. Though she’d formerly been fascinated with people, since the murders, she felt unnerved by them. She wanted to keep her gaze solely on the cobbles and rush through the task so they could return to the safety of Rebono Keep.
However, if the duke sent timna on errands, she might expect to be sent one day too. She should familiarize herself better with Ny so that she’d be of maximum usefulness. She forced herself to pay attention to the street names and shop shingles as they pressed through the crowds.
Cuttlefish Street was mostly residential, as evidenced by the absence of shops and abundance of children zipping around them. Three men sat in the street mending a fishing net. Kee and timna were careful to avoid the net, walking close to the doorways. In so doing, Kee ran into a woman wearing a hooded robe. A magess. Kee gasped and backed away.
“Please forgive me, milady. K—I wasn’t watching where I was going.”
“No harm done.” The magess pointed to timna while snapping her fingers. “You’re part of Duke Vahn’s house, right?”
timna bowed. “Yes, milady.”
“But you...” she said to Kee as she looked up and down her form, nodding like she recognized her, but her brow furrowed with puzzlement.
“Not yet, but I hope to be,” Kee said.
“Yes, of course. That’s it. So why are you not in uniform? Do I need to speak with the duke? You belong with him.”
Kee’s eyes widened. Could this be the sign she’d prayed for? “It is I who made a vow to wait until my mourning period ended. Do you speak for the Nymphs to release me?”
The magess laughed. “No, they will speak for themselves.”
“They will?”
“Within a fortnight, you’ll have the answer you seek.”
“Thank you,” Kee said with awe. timna pulled on her hand. Reluctantly, Kee bowed away.
When they were out of hearing distance, timna spoke. “Charlatan. Another minute and she’d have asked you to pay for her phony prophecy.”
“But Kee has been praying for a sign. What if she was here to give it? The mages speak for the Nymphs and the Heavenlies.”
“She was here to pilfer anyone’s pocket she could. She told you nothing you didn’t already know. Can’t you see that?”
Kee sighed and nodded. She didn’t know what to believe, but there was no point to arguing. Nothing had changed.
“Very well, Laban, you start immediately,” Saerula said to Jallor just as Vahn returned to the sitting room. He kept from growling his displeasure at the news. She knew how he felt and she didn’t even discuss it with him before hiring. Of course, he had declared he quit, so he would have to swallow any objections for now.
“Made a decision already, have we?” Vahn said. “Then I’m just in time. Saerula, how about The Scarlet Dryad for supper tonight? You haven’t been out in weeks. Wouldn’t it be nice to get out and see some friends, laugh a little, hear some music?”
Saerula smiled. “That would be lovely, Vahn, thank you.” She turned to Jallor. “I hope you can find something suitable to wear, Laban. I’d like you to accompany us.”
Vahn feigned enthusiasm. May as well make the best of the situation until Saerula saw reason and threw him out herself. “Splendid. I’ll let timna know when she returns from her errand. How about Lady Keedrina joining us?”
Saerula frowned. “Vahn, we’ll have Laban. We don’t need timna. Besides, I thought you demoted her.”
“She’s not optimess any longer,” Vahn conceded. “But I haven’t given the title to any other. Whom did you have in mind?”
“I had in mind to go somewhere without slaves for once. Laban is our majordomo and he affords us a level of dignity they don’t.”
Vahn started to protest. No matter how impeccable his credentials, Jallor couldn’t be expected to know all their preferences. He wouldn’t dream of taking a slave fresh from the ITC out in public without fine-tuning first. His ire was doubly provoked at the suggestion that slaves were somehow less prestigious than hired servants. There was no house in Ny that compared with his. Having servants instead of slaves only proved one was rich or soft on discipline.
Just as he opened his mouth to spew objections, he remembered why he planned the outing to begin with. “All right. We’ll leave timna home this time, but if it’s prestige you want, why not bring an entourage?”
“Vahn, let’s not fight about this now. Can’t we just have a nice time?”
“Of course, love.” Vahn relented and kissed her cheek. He was relieved she didn’t bring up Keedrina again. There was no need for her to watch an arrogant butler fumble through his first night in their employ. Saerula would have to learn her own lessons. He just hoped the damage to his house reputation wouldn’t be too great.
Vahn left the sitting room and headed downstairs. Kee and timna had returned with Lord Windrider. The duke took him to his study and gave him the silver cylinder with instructions to take it to the king. He was to use Royal Rebono Road, which had stations where horses could be exchanged. The stations also supplied food and lodging. Vahn gave him a separate scroll authorizing the use of official royal channels. The lieutenant listened attentively, pledged himself to the task, and departed.
Vahn sent timna to gather the house staff to Great Throne Hall, then proceeded there himself. Within minutes, twelve females lined up in front of him, kneeling in Submissive, as was proper whenever he was formally enthroned. Kee slipped to her knees in the rear of the room. Vahn motioned her to a nearby chair. She could watch without being seen.
“Standard Kneel, please,” he said. He continued as they shifted. “There is a new head of the household—a majordomo. He is not a band brother, but a hired servant named Jallor. Normally, you address every commoner as ‘Lord’—and I expect that to continue—but as far as I am concerned, majordomo is the only address a servant is entitled to. If he prefers ‘Jallor’ to ‘majordomo’, that would also be acceptable. While I expect you to educate him on our traditions, if he requests something changed, you are to comply. He has been informed that he is not to touch you. You will resist any advances and decline to submit for discipline. If he tries, I want it reported immediately. Any questions?”
He paused and studied their expressions. They looked mildly surprised at the news and shook their heads silently to his query. “Very pleasing. Now for tonight, Jallor is accompanying the duchess and me to The Scarlet Dryad for supper.” The mild surprise turned to shock. Although he could read it well on their faces, none gave any vocal expression. timna’s eyes evinced more pain than surprise. She had accompanied them on every social excursion since she had become optimess two years ago. Vahn turned his gaze quickly from her. “You may eat and clean up, then take the rest of the evening off.”
“Thank you, Master Vahn,” several replied.
Vahn acknowledged their thanks with a nod. The females bowed their heads as he rose and exited.
When he passed Kee’s chair, she spoke meekly. “Your highness?”
He turned to regard her. “Yes, Lady Keedrina?”
The disguised Itzi took a breath and bowed her head. “If it please your highness, might timna be allowed to help K—me in the guest cottage tonight?”
Vahn smiled. Leave it to Kee to come up with the perfect consolation. “An excellent idea, Lady Keedrina. Would you mind, timna?”
“timna would like that, Master Vahn. Thank you.” Her voice reflected the upturn of her mood.
“I wish you all a good evening,” he said as he made his way out.
“Good evening to you, Master Vahn,” they replied. The slaves dispersed amongst hushed chattering.
Vahn found Jallor dressing his wife in the new gown. Jallor struggled with the many yards of fabric, but Vahn had to admit Saerula showed tremendous patience with him. Maybe letting her select her own servants was not a bad idea if it got her to soften. Vahn changed his shirt and fastened his manteau about his shoulders.
Although he and Jallor could easily have walked, Vahn employed the carriage for Saerula’s sake. Jallor announced them as “the duke and duchess of Ny”. Incredibly, Saerula either failed to notice, or somehow didn’t care. This was one mistake Vahn would not overlook—not in public. While Ny was part of his duchy, it was only the Seat of a large holding that stretched north as far as Fornatz. Only the Great Sea and neighboring kingdoms reigned in his borders on the west, south, and east. The kingdom itself was named after the older, albeit smaller, duchy. Jallor made him sound like some mere mayor.
Vahn cleared his throat and corrected loudly, “The duke and duchess of Latoph.” Jallor neither apologized nor repeated the correction. Vahn shook his head in consternation as he walked to their private alcove. Jallor intercepted Vahn’s normal routine of seating his wife. Saerula soaked up the gesture with obvious relish and purred her thanks. Vahn narrowed his eyes on Jallor, making plans to speak to the duchess in private. No supercilious manservant was going to usurp his rightful place as her Champion, Protector, and Husband.
Vahn wondered whether he was caviling toward Jallor merely because of the less than favorable first impression. Why else didn’t Saerula react? Caviling or not, it grated on his nerves to have the man hover behind him, looking over his shoulder. Since Jallor was free, Vahn couldn’t ask him to kneel on the floor where he could keep an eye on him, yet that was exactly what he wanted. Vahn reverted to ingrained courtly manners to hide his discontent.
Jallor served wine into a small cup for himself rather than taking the ritual taste from their chalices. While possibly well meant, wouldn’t the cunning assassin put poison in the silver chalices that no one else used rather than an entire bottle of wine in a popular tavern? While the poison rituals were mostly for tradition at home, Vahn wouldn’t take chances in public. If Jallor himself hadn’t been sent to poison, then Arx would exploit a weakness the minute it became known. Saerula drank before he could stop her, but he handed his cup back. “Either taste from my chalice or bring me one of the common tankards,” Vahn snapped. Jallor was startled, but dutifully tasted from the silver vessel.
“The peasants are staring, Vahn,” Saerula complained.
“Let them stare. This is a matter of life and death—ours. I would think you’d rather be stared at for correcting a servant than choking on pentahask venom.”
“Couldn’t you have found a quieter, less embarrassing way to deal with Laban?”
Vahn had noticed her use of his familiar name, something usually not done with hired servants one barely knew. He nearly said, “Sure, I could have beat him with a crop instead,” but thought better of it. Why was it becoming so difficult to even sit down to a meal with her? “No, I couldn’t have. Furthermore, from now on, I will bring my well-trained slaves to attend me, whether you choose to have them serve you or not. If anyone asks why the duchess endures poorer service, I will tell them it is your choice.”
Several of the tavern patrons chuckled quietly. Saerula turned from him and sulked through the rest of the meal. Vahn sat back in his throne and sipped wine thoughtfully. Jallor tasted the food they were served, but he chose the samples himself rather than accepting what his employers chose. Vahn pitied the Ganlucan royalty who had been served so poorly over the last 50 years.
The night might have been quite a long stewing session had it not been for the unexpected guest. In the middle of the silent meal, the milieu was interrupted by Marquis Terzak Rebono. One could probably assume by the smell that the straggly lad who announced him was a stable boy. Terzak wore a formal uniform styled as Vahn had seen in portraits of his grandfather, crafted from gray-trimmed blue wool that made Vahn itch just to look at. Terzak didn’t appear uncomfortable in the tall, starched collar and tight-fitting waistcoat, but Vahn thought the whole ensemble looked too constraining for knights. More than a few eyebrows raised and several patrons glanced back and forth between the duke and the marquis.
Vahn sparked to life. Not what he intended to accomplish for the evening, but nevertheless a welcome alternative to brooding. He stood and extended his hand. “Greetings, fair cousin. What brings you to Ny?”
For a fraction of a second, Terzak’s gray eyes reflected something amiss. Vahn couldn’t decide if it was surprise, irritation, or panic. It was gone too fast to confirm he saw rather than imagined it there. Terzak caught him by the forearm. “Hail the duke of Latoph!” he bellowed as he clapped Vahn on the back with his other hand. “I came to town for some negotiations—working out some business agreements.”
“Ah, what a shame. I was hoping you’d join us for a drink.” Vahn slipped back into his chair.
“Who said I couldn’t? Nothing is so pressing it can’t wait for family. I accept your invitation.” Terzak grabbed the closest stool and seated himself, then dipped his head to the duchess seemingly as an afterthought. “You are positively glowing, Duchess Saerula. You grow more beautiful every time I see you.”
Saerula soaked up the flattery like a sponge. “Why thank you, Terzak. I’d like you to meet our new majordomo, Laban Jallor,” she said, leaning sideways so that Terzak could see Jallor standing behind her. “Laban, this is Marquis Terzak Rebono.”
Jallor bowed deeply to the marquis, barely voicing his soft greeting. “An honor, your majesty.”
Terzak regarded the servant quizzically. Saerula had yet to correct what Jallor had already mistakenly called Vahn. “He is from my homeland and has yet to learn Latophian customs, milord. He was just hired today,” she explained.
Jallor’s eyes widened. “What is the proper address, Duchess?”
“It’s ‘your highness’ or simply ‘marquis’. In Latoph, only the king is addressed as ‘majesty.’”
“Please forgive me, your highness,” Jallor said to Terzak.
Vahn held his irritation in check. For the distant cousin, Saerula corrected him, but did she say anything when it was her own husband? Moreover, why Jallor’s remorse over something one marquis heard, but no apology over the huge gaffe when he announced his employers to the entire tavern? Terzak barely nodded in response to the servant, his attention drawn fully to Vahn.
“What would you like to drink, cousin?” Vahn asked.
“Hmm. How about felton berry wine?”
Vahn looked over at Jallor. Any of his slaves would have asked to serve if he didn’t immediately assign it. The look was ineffectual. He berated himself for not insisting to bring timna. He hated to ask this fool for anything. He shot a probing look at Saerula. This was her servant. She could teach him manners. Saerula returned the gaze just as pointedly, but void of understanding.
Vahn couldn’t bring himself to ask Jallor. He rose from his seat, strode to the tavern keeper, ordered Terzak’s wine, brought it back, and set it in front of the marquis. If Terzak wanted it tasted, then he could find his own wretched taster. Vahn wasn’t playing servant as well as bar wench. He retook his seat amidst amused stares. Saerula fixed a gaze of pure consternation on him, but he ignored her, turning to Terzak instead. “So, cousin, what sort of business are you venturing into, and might I be interested in joining?”
Terzak took a deep drink from the goblet then licked his lips while considering. “I want to open a tavern—a tavern like none has ever seen before—a place of entertainment rivaling the king’s court, a place the rich can put their wealth to good use and the poor can forget their problems a while. Are you interested?”
Vahn’s lips curled into the barest semblance of a smile. “Very interested, cousin. It sounds like just the sort of innovation I like to promote. Have you chosen a location?”
“Not yet. It would need to be somewhere in the heart of Ny, but not too close to the Dryad, though I believe we could compete even if we were next door. I am here to inquire about buying some property.”
Vahn arched a brow. “Mmmmn. Indeed. I should like to hear the details at length when you have no other appointments. But yes, you can count me interested.”
Terzak smiled then drained his goblet in a single swig. “I’ll keep you in mind. Oh, and thank you for the wine. I had no idea I was going to be waited on by royalty, or I’d have dressed better.” He winked, savoring his jab immensely.
Vahn’s joviality disappeared like smoke. He frowned and muttered, “If I’d have known, I’d have brought a slave.”
Terzak caught the warning and refrained from any further comment. “Of course, your highness. And now, if you’ll forgive me?”
“Yes, thank you for your time. Please do remember I want more details on your project,” he said as he arose for a parting knight’s handshake.
Vahn retook his seat once Terzak left. He scrutinized the tavern, catching every expression, burning to memory every identity. When Terzak joined a table with a white-haired Elva, Vahn studied the stranger’s face and clothes meticulously. Slender fingers steepled, Vahn adopted a stoic austerity as he pondered.
At some point, admittedly overdue, he perceived Saerula staring at him with an irritated mien. “Sorry, love, I was just thinking. Did you need something?” He sorely hoped that she wasn’t going to ask him to fetch anything with her precious Laban still hovering idly behind them.
Saerula sighed. “Yes, Vahn, I need to go home. I’m tired. Do you have any idea how late it is?”
Vahn blinked. Surely, he couldn’t have been pondering more than a few minutes. A glance to the hourglass in the center of the room proved him wrong. It was past the ninth hour. The Dryad was nearly empty besides Terzak’s party and his own. “Forgive me, Saerula. Why didn’t you say something sooner?”
The duchess shook her head in silence. She extended her hand to Jallor for help from her seat. Did she purposely summon his attention just to be certain he saw her taking this usurper’s hand? Holding jealousy in check, Vahn consoled himself that at least the indolent toy was doing something. How ironic—he had served a lower ranking cousin and the servant now took the duchess’ hand.
Kee and timna spent their evening reading and partaking of the sort of talks females have when they are close. Kee relished the time and hung on timna’s every word. Time passed quickly, so they skipped bathing in favor of sleep. Since timna wouldn’t join her in the bed or trundle, they both slept on a thick bearskin rug.
Early in the morning, Kee sat up, panting hard. Her heart beat wildly; beads of sweat dotted her brow. She studied a shiny object in her hand for several moments, then glanced beside her. timna’s blanket was gone and the fur was empty. Kee slipped the object into the pocket of her folded tunic, then headed to the watercloset. She blundered in on timna sitting in the washing reservoir, completely naked and soaking wet. Kee’s jaw dropped and she stared, speechless. She wasn’t sure if she was more embarrassed for timna, catching her in such a ridiculous situation, or more embarrassed herself for gazing on her nakedness. “K-K-Kee is sorry, timna, but what in Byntar...?”
“Did you want the bath? timna is nearly done. You may want to heat some more water though.” She gestured toward the large kettle on the floor.
Kee shook her head, still stunned. “Kee was not going to wash her clothes, thank you. Today shall be the last time they are worn.” She smiled at that thought as she stepped to the watercloset.
“Wash your clothes?” timna laughed. “This is a bathtub, Kee. It is meant for bathing people, not clothes.”
Kee scrunched her face. timna was playing a joke and she wasn’t going to fall for such nonsense. “Suuure, timna,” she purred sardonically, rolling her eyes for effect.
“You mean that all the time you’ve been here you’ve never used the bath?”
Slightly offended at the insinuation that she hadn’t kept clean, Kee frowned. “No, Kee washed her clothes more often since she’s been here than she ever did at home, and she used the sponge every night.”
timna looked down. Her voice was small and sad when she spoke again. “Kee, timna is sorry. timna should have been here the first night—to show you and assist you—even moreso since you were a guest. The bath is one of Master’s special privileges for his house. He insists we bathe every day.”
Kee felt the heat in her face rise. It was no joke. Would she ever overcome that rural Itzi ignorance that always left her feeling so inadequate? She looked down at her feet quietly. Her exciting news was overshadowed by embarrassment.
timna exited the tub hurriedly. Dressing in a rush, she looked back at Kee. “timna will come later tonight and give you a bath, all right?”
“Kee will not be here tonight.”
“You won’t? Where are you going?”
“Kee is asking Master Vahn for his bands today. It will be up to him where Kee sleeps tonight.”
timna nodded as she finished tying the laces on her house uniform. She peered at Kee with a decidedly neutral expression. “You will probably be at the ITC then.”
Kee assumed timna’s brevity to be a reflection of their talk in her henhouse. Thanks to her ineptitude, timna had paid dearly for sharing her feelings before. Kee appreciated that timna didn’t show false elation.
“timna is sorry she has no time now, but welcome to the family.” timna darted out the door and ran toward Rebono Keep.
Kee sighed. “Thank you,” she called after her, realizing it was likely unheard. She dressed, making sure the object in her tunic pocket was secure after she pulled it over her chemise. Then she spent two hours cleaning the guest cottage to spotlessness.
Vahn awoke when Saerula got out of bed. That fool Jallor was escorting her to the bathing room when timna knelt just inside the door and spoke in a soft voice. “Good morning, Mistress Saerula. May timna enter to serve you?”
“Didn’t Vahn tell you? I have Laban now. He will take care of all my needs. You are excused.”
“Yes, Mist—”
“You will stay right there,” Vahn ordered as he sat up. “Saerula, unless you’re going to start bathing yourself, you’d better think twice.”
“Laban was hired as my servant. I want him to attend me.”
“That’s fine when you’re talking about fetching your slippers, but bathing is another matter entirely.”
“Oh really? timna helps you with your bath. What’s the difference?”
“How can you ask that? She draws the water, sets out towels and soaps, then leaves me alone. I have never disrobed in her presence. She doesn’t even help me dress unless I have breeches on.”
“So you’re saying you don’t trust me to be just as pure as you?”
“Is he going to leave before you disrobe? Are you going wash yourself and put your own undergarments on? I thought you couldn’t stand doing those things for yourself.”
“Vahn, he’s a servant. He’s probably done this a thousand times before. You’ve had your females fawning all over you for years. You keep telling me it’s nothing. So now I throw your own words back: it’s nothing. You promised I could choose my own staff. Are you going back on your word?”
Vahn scowled and clenched his teeth. Although far from convinced, and less than pleased with the situation, he relented for the sake of peace. “Fine. Have it your way, Saerula.” After all, she was heavily with child. What could he possibly try with her in such a state? The bungler won’t last the week anyhow.
Jallor and Saerula retreated to the master bath. Vahn ordered timna to stay. No matter what he allowed that incompetent fool to do for his wife, he swore never to let him so much as shine his boots. timna would help him with shaving and dressing in the morning. In the evening, she would draw his bath and attend to his clothes for the next day. She seemed happy with the change of duties.
After breakfast, Vahn was pacing the floor of his study when he heard a knock on the door. He opened it to find lopi bowing her head. “Lady Keedrina wishes to see you, Master Vahn. She says she is ready for banding at your convenience.”
Vahn smiled. This was just the news he needed to balance the scales against the Jallor ordeal. “Please show her in, lopi.”
“Yes, Master,” she replied and hurried out. lopi brought Kee to the study, whispering a request for announcement instructions.
“Just ‘Keedrina’ is fine. It won’t even be that for long.”
“Lady Keedrina to see you, Master Vahn,” lopi announced.
“Thank you, lopi. Please run and fetch timna and ask her to report here.”
lopi nodded. “Yes, Master.” She sounded a little irritated, but he was too excited about Kee to worry over lopi’s moodiness now. lopi disappeared down the hall.
Kee slipped to her knees at the door and bowed her head.
“Please, come in and close the door, Kee. lopi says you’re ready to be banded?” Vahn leaned back in his chair.
“Yes, Master Vahn. Kee was released from the vow.” She entered, closed the door, and then looked up. He pointed at the floor in front of him. She moved to the spot and assumed a Standard Kneel.
“I am very pleased, Kee, but just out of curiosity—you don’t have to answer me—would you mind explaining to me how you were released from your vow? Wasn’t it with your departed mother?”
“Yes, it was. Kee was released in a dream. And there is supernatural evidence to support Kee’s dream.”
Vahn arched a brow. “A dream? Would you tell me about it?”
“Kee had been praying for release day and night. Mother came to Kee in the dream and asked what she wanted. Kee told her about joining your house. Mother stared at Kee and said, ‘Serving a royal house is a great honor. What is stopping you?’ Kee reminded Mother of the vow. Mother said ‘Vows made in haste are foolish to keep. I don’t hold you to it.’ Kee thanked her and asked how to find the Nymphs to gain their release. Mother said, ‘The key is within you’ and vanished.
“At first, Kee was confused. Then Mother’s words became visible, as if written on a wall. The ‘y’ in ‘key’ turned into an ‘e’. Kee still did not understand and cried out to the Nymphs. Then Kee woke up. Kee thought she failed again until she found this in her hand.” She reached into her pocket, removed a highly polished silver key, and offered it to him.
“May I?”
“What belongs to Kee is yours, Master Vahn.” She offered her pouch of coins and her deed to him as well. He set them aside and curled his fingers around the three-inch-long key. He brought it close and inspected it carefully. The handle was encrusted with multi-colored gemstones and sparkled brightly.
“Kee, are you sure this wasn’t lost in the bed?”
“Kee slept on the floor with timna last night. Do you not think it sufficient proof of release?”
“Undoubtedly. I cannot imagine a guest forgetting this and not sending back for it. It must have come from your Nymphs. This is very valuable.” He continued to stare at it.
She smiled. “Kee is happy you are pleased, Master.”
Her words snapped Vahn out of his wonderment. “I will keep this for you, and the coin and deed, but I want you to know that it will always be yours if you leave my house, all right?” It only made sense for him to safeguard such a valuable sacramental. Her money was inconsequential, but he could invest it for her and return it with interest if she changed her mind.
Kee nodded. “Would you hold something else for Kee? It is nothing valuable, but it was Mother’s.” She removed the scrimshaw pendant from her pocket and held it out to him.
Vahn recognized it—the pendant that had condemned the Dronak Death Gang. “You could wear this if you like,” he said without accepting it.
“No, Master Vahn, it is a compacting gift. It would be improper to wear it without being compacted.”
Vahn nodded and accepted the pendant. “I will hold it for you then.”
“Thank you, Master,” she whispered. Once her hands were emptied, she assumed the Classic Offering Position.
Vahn savored the moment. Loyalty and submission like hers were nearly tangible. It was the same when a knight knelt before him to pledge vassalage. He could taste it, feel it in his marrow; he craved it and fed upon it. Summoning a tone soft as honey, yet rich and commanding, he spoke to her. “Lady Keedrina of the rural lands surrounding Ny, do you know what you offer by your actions?”
“Keedrina, daughter of Silla and Blod, is fully aware, Master Vahn Rebono, duke of Latoph. This Itzi submits herself fully and completely to you and your house—to become your property and your slave.”
He beamed. She even had a flair for these formal exchanges he was so fond of. “I, Prince Vahn Rebono, duke of Latoph, accept your offering. You will please be bathed and dressed in the uniform of my house. I will bestow your bands in Great Throne Hall in one hour.”
“As you wish.”
There was a knock at the door. “Kee, will you please get that? It should be timna.”
A very soft “Yes, Master” escaped her lips before she stood and crossed the room to open the door.
“timna has come as you requested, Master Vahn.”
“Ah, yes, thank you, timna. I want you to help Kee bathe and dress in the house uniform. Make sure she is up to my standard. I will bestow her bands in one hour in Great Throne Hall. You and any of the others that wish to attend are welcome, but it is not mandatory.” Banding was sometimes a painful memory for a slave and he respected their feelings.
“Yes, Master Vahn,” timna replied.
“One more matter,” he said as he opened his desk drawer. “Kee, please hold your hair back a moment. I need to measure your neck.”
Kee gathered her hair and held it aside, then tilted her head to make her neck accessible. Vahn pulled out a short tape and slipped it around her neck. She shivered at his touch. He leaned down and read the tape. Kee held up her wrist before he had a chance to request it. He noticed the scars from the twine incident had faded. When he removed the tape from her wrist, she lowered her arm and shifted her weight to one knee, then swung the other leg around in front of her to set her ankle at his fingertips. He measured her ankle, then Kee retook her Standard Kneel. Vahn wrote three numbers on a scrap of parchment. “You are both dismissed.”
“Yes, Master,” they chorused.
In a few seconds, Vahn was alone. He fingered the parchment with Kee’s measurements, too gratified to sit still. He decided gloating alone wasn’t enough. He simply had to rub Saerula’s nose in this—her and that milquetoast incompetent, Laban. At least the thought of his name didn’t bring desire to vomit like it had fifteen minutes earlier. Now it was merely a joke—a pun so bad it made one groan.
He locked the mysterious key, the deed, and scrimshaw pendant in a chest hidden in the base of a stone table. He started to place the pouch of coins in his desk drawer, but changed his mind and took it with him.
His eyes glinted with mirth as he bounded up the stairs. Halfway up, he realized gloating would do his marriage no good. Saerula liked Kee. Maybe when she heard Kee was joining the house, she’d dismiss the bungling butler. He composed his giddiness and strode into the sitting room. “Saerula, you will never guess who just asked for my bands.”
The duchess took her time looking up. Eyelids drooped as she sipped her water. “Baroness Bettina.”
Vahn was slightly annoyed Saerula didn’t show more enthusiasm, but nothing would dampen his spirits. He smirked and shook his head. “No—better. This is someone you like.”
Saerula yawned, turning a bit in her chaise. Her facial expression denoted tedious toleration. “Why should it matter one wit to me what slaves you buy?”
He deftly ignored her. Better to declare his triumph than to argue. “Lady Keedrina. I’m banding her in less than an hour.”
“That name sounds familiar. Have I met her?”
Vahn frowned. “Yes. She had tea with us a while back. Dressed in a blue gown. Listened well. I thought you liked her. You told her you’d love to have her again.”
“Oh, the mystery girl who’s been haunting our guest cottage, eh? So what did she cost us?”
“Not a single copper. In fact, she paid me for the privilege.” He shook the pouch of coins. Saerula and Jallor both guffawed. Vahn’s triumph turned to acidity. “You think I’m jesting?”
“Quite amusing, Vahn. Why would anyone pay to become a slave?”
“Because my house is unparalleled.” He couldn’t resist stabbing an accusatory look at Jallor. “It is an honor to be part of it. This small pouch of coins is all she had, yet she gave it to me just as unselfishly as she gave herself. However, it was most unreasonable of me to think you could comprehend selflessness.” He glared at Saerula a few seconds, keeping Jallor in his peripheral vision. “Honestly, Saerula, I thought you’d be pleased. You got along so well with her at tea.”
“Just because I can hold a polite conversation with a piece of fluff you drag in from the Dryad does not make her fit to serve me. Face it, you’d band any cheap wench with a figure like hers.”
Vahn stood; his blood pounded in his temples. He clenched the sinews of his jaw and bored into Saerula with heated gaze. He was so furious it took a few moments to overcome it enough to form coherent thought. Bad enough she said such a thing, but to say it in front of her sorry pretext of a servant was inexcusable. “After she is trained, I would put her or any of the others up against ‘Majesty-Boy’ here any day.”
Saerula turned her face from him. “Laban, dear, please refill my water.”
“Right away, your highness,” he answered, evidently relieved for any excuse to put some distance between himself and the duke.
“Saerula, I don’t care whom you ask, anyone in Latoph will attest that banding a Freewill is rare and precious. If you and Jallor can respect the ceremony, you’re welcome to attend in Great Throne Hall at the tenth hour. I have business to attend to. Good day.” A swift spin on his boot heel and he was gone. When the door shut, he heard something soft hit the back of it. She’d thrown something at him. He reveled in the knowledge that she missed.
After being around Rebono Keep for a while, Kee thought she was prepared for anything, but the elegant luxury of the female servant’s bathing room surpassed her expectations. The floor was onyx and two opposing tubs were cut from a monolith of the same. Walls were solid marble. A cherrywood armoire dominated one wall. timna showed Kee where all the towels and toiletries were kept. Multiple uniforms in several sizes hung in the closet space. timna gave Kee a scrutinizing look then thumbed through the uniforms. She selected one, held it up to Kee, nodded to herself, and then slipped it over a silver hook on the wall.
timna turned a polished brass knob. Water flowed from a faucet over the tub without any pumping. Kee wouldn’t have been more impressed if the water had appeared out of thin air. timna took her hand and placed it under the flow. It was warm. Kee’s jaw dropped.
timna giggled. “It would take ages to heat water for twelve slaves on a stove, wouldn’t it?”
Kee nodded emphatically.
“Go ahead and get out of your clothes. This will be much better than the guest cottage would have been.”
Kee set her brogans down first. She peeled off her worn tunic and discarded it to the pile, followed by the chemise, then grayed and fraying undergarments. timna motioned her to enter. Kee stuck a toe in. It was warmer than the stream in late summer, but not too hot. She plunged her foot to meet stone’s surface. Taking timna’s hand for balance, Kee swung her other foot over the onyx ledge, then eased down to sit. Soothing aqueous warmth caressed her lower body.
As the water ran, timna disposed of the old clothes and shoes through a laundry chute. She grabbed a glass flask, then knelt on a towel at tubside and shut off the water. “You need to lie back and wet your hair.”
Kee blinked. “Why? Will it not be uncomely to have wet hair in Master Vahn’s presence?”
“It would be more uncomely to have dirty hair. Have you ever heard of shampoo?”
The Itzi farmgirl shook her head.
timna smiled. “Trust timna. You’ll like this.”
Kee slipped forward. timna guided her head so it wouldn’t hit stone. Long, dark hair billowed out and filled the water, proving against onyx tub it was not true black. timna helped her up and then poured the flask over her wet tresses. Lilac scent filled the air as the honey-thick emulsion trickled out.
“You realize that your hair will no longer be your own. Master may wish it cut,” timna said.
“Kee knows, but Master Vahn already said he wished Kee’s ears hidden. Kee’s hair is at his whim.”
“How did you become so selfless? You don’t seem to mind anything being taken from you.” timna worked the shampoo into lather, gentle fingertips massaging the scalp as they chatted.
“Kee minded her family being taken.”
timna gasped. “Oh, timna is sorry. That was insensitive.”
“Once they were gone, nothing else seemed important.”
timna guided Kee to lie back for rinsing. The Elva raked her fingers through sudsy strands. “You won’t have to wash your hair every day, but whenever it feels sticky or oily.”
Kee nodded. timna gathered her hair atop her head, then slipped a cloth bonnet with a drawstring over her head to keep it out of the way. timna poured scented oil into the water. “Normally, you should only use a drop or two, but this is a special occasion,” she whispered as she motioned to Kee to lie back.
Kee barely nodded, enraptured in the sumptuous heat enveloping her body. timna applied soap to a sea sponge and washed Kee’s legs and arms. After interrupting the lounge to scrub Kee’s back, timna handed the sponge to her. Kee smiled her thanks for the respect of feminine privacy.
timna snuck a peek at the hourglass in the hall, then urged Kee to get out. She wrapped Kee’s shoulders in a thick towel. Kee studied the fabric. Terrycloth was another new marvel. Would all these exciting things ever become mundane? She hoped she never forgot how fortunate she was. timna patted her skin dry, removed the cap from her head, and then dried her hair vigorously with another towel.
timna applied a drop of perfume to Kee’s inner wrists and neck. “This is the last time you’ll be able to put perfume there. After banding, it should go in the well of your collarbone and inside your elbows. Be very sparing with perfume. If Mistress Saerula thinks you use too much, she will not be happy.” timna shuddered.
She helped Kee slip the silver dress over her head. The crisp broadcloth felt good as it slid over squeaky-clean skin. timna showed her how to tie the front laces. “Master Vahn is very particular about appearances. It is better to be tardy and polished, than to be on time yet lacking perfection. You would be wise never to try his patience with either deficiency.”
“Kee understands, thank you, timna.”
“You’re welcome. Now come, sit. We need to brush that hair.”
Kee sat at the cherrywood vanity across from the tubs. timna plucked up two boar-bristled brushes and handed one to Kee. Each claimed a side of Kee’s head and began to loosen tangles in the midnight locks. At that moment, Kee almost wished Master Vahn would have her hair cut. Kee finished her side first, being less gentle on her own scalp.
timna finished, then smiled at their work. She guided Kee to the full-length looking-panel of highly polished silver. Kee gazed at the reflection. A tiny gasp escaped her lips and a tear slipped from her eye.
timna noticed the tear. “Are you still sure?”
Kee blinked, her eyes torn from staring in awe. “Kee is even more sure. Does it not appear as if Kee was born to wear this?”
“timna thought you looked beautiful in the sapphire gown.”
“Perhaps, but it did not belong to Kee nor did it feel right. Kee could not even kneel in it.”
timna opened her mouth, then paused to look over Kee’s shoulder. Kee beamed, lighting the room with her glow. timna shook her head and walked away. “timna is going to invite the rest of the house staff. Would you please clean up in here and then report to Great Throne Hall?” It was more a statement than a question.
“Yes, thank you, timna. For everything.” The Itzi lingered at the mirrored surface and turned to find timna already gone. Kee deposited the damp towel into the same chute where her old clothes had disappeared. She gathered the brushes, shampoo flask, bath oil, and perfume and returned them to their places.
The farmgirl couldn’t resist one last look at herself in the looking-panel. She could hardly believe her own reflection. She wasn’t the scraggly greenhorn she always imagined herself to be. She knew she had much to learn, but what she offered the duke was a gift worthy of him. She smiled and started down the hallway. The polished onyx felt smooth and cool against her bare feet. A glance at the hourglass revealed she had time to spare. She slowed just before she reached her destination. Her heart pounded in her ears. With a deep intake of breath, she made a conscious effort to hold her head up as she entered Great Throne Hall.
The duke sat in his throne. Four of the house staff knelt in Standard near the perimeter couches, watching her. Kee squared her shoulders, set her gaze toward the throne, and approached.
Master watched, the barest smile teasing at thin lips. “Turn please, Kee,” he requested. Kee obliged, spinning lightly on her toes and sending her dress to fan outwards. He nodded approval. “You look radiant, Kee. I am a very fortunate man.”
She could feel the heat rise in her cheeks. “You are too kind, Master Vahn. Thank you.”
He pointed to the floor at his feet. Kee didn’t imitate the current positions of the other slaves, but folded into a Submissive Kneel on the floor below the dais, remembering the protocol for this room.
“Standard Kneel, please,” Master Vahn said. Kee lifted her torso to the upright position, but kept her gaze averted. “Thank you, Kee. We’ll wait a few moments if that is all right?”
“Whatever pleases you, Master Vahn.” She had noted timna’s absence sadly, but she was not about to let it ruin her moment of jubilation.
Master Vahn acknowledged with a dip of his head. He spoke quietly to the other four in the room while they waited. He greeted each girl by name and gave her individual attention. Ten minutes past the hour, he waited no longer. He finished his last exchange and turned to Kee.
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