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        They tell us the past was simple.

        That’s a lie we tell ourselves so we can sleep.

        Before laws, before mercy, before crimes were given names, there were bargains made with blood and dependence.

        Goods moved. Bodies vanished. Rituals solved what questions could not. And power learned to hide its hands.

        We descend from more than people. We descend from patterns of obligation, silence, and reward.

        Some were fed to the earth. Some were traded. Some were taught to obey and call it balance. No records remain. Only shapes, wounds, and fears repeated for eons.

        This isn’t history.

        It’s your inheritance.

        Do not look away.
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      The two men weren’t there to be nice. Their hands and faces were covered in matching tattoos and scars. Staring everyone down. Guarding a huddle of slaves and clutching the stone-head axes at their hips like they couldn’t wait to use them. Not just ready, Stone noticed. But eager.

      What Stone didn’t see was a way to distract them. At least not yet. If he was going to help these slaves escape, it wouldn’t do to have the cruel-eyed guards watching when he did.

      Stone had entered Skarnfell through the morning haze. Before that, he’d slept farther out and waited until dawn. He’d eaten from his meager supply and from a safe distance watched the first huts spark awake. But this wasn’t just any village. It sprawled. It spewed smoke and stench and sound. It filled the largest clearing he’d ever seen, and it was the biggest gathering of wattle huts and shanties, lean-tos and hide tents, lodges and longhouses he’d ever seen. He’d heard of Skarnfell from the smaller villages, but nothing prepared him for its sickening scale. Stone was a wandering trader and had been for the last two years and preferred the hush of open plains and leafy canopies, but this place assaulted his senses. Too many voices. Too much movement. And given the kind of trouble he’d been running into lately, too many dangers.

      Scrawny goats skulked near smoldering fires, scavenging scraps thrown by vendors. A line of benches stretched along the market’s edge. Each was taken by someone calling about pots or pelts or fermented drink.

      Squalor cluttered everywhere he looked. Paths littered with broken pottery, rotting food, puddles of who-knew-what. Some huts were thatched. Some were smeared with dried mud. Between them hung sweat and stale breath, the noise and the squalor. Everyone breathed it. Slaves shuffled. Animals brayed. Vendors shouted. One boar, tethered in the shadows, had a bulging, oozing wound. And in full view of everyone, a man and a woman already drunk rutted against a broken bin. He couldn’t look away fast enough.

      The slaver guards appeared at home among all this. Miserable and cruel. They jabbed the slaves. They whispered insults. They told the slaves to stand straight, stay silent, stay in line. But as far as Stone could see, they already were.

      Stone had barely arrived and already he hated Skarnfell.

      Yet something made him stay. A fascination. A disgust. Something. He needed to find a way to trade for food too, for he’d be hungry soon, and he had very little left to eat. Now the market was clearly preparing for a slave sale. More slaves were being shoved into the yard. More guards arrived. Different markings, some painted, some scarred. Different clans. Now Stone wasn’t going anywhere.

      He glanced at the guards. They were pointing at the two people mating in public. They elbowed each other and joked.

      Stone circled behind the guards and grabbed a hefty piece of split wood from a nearby stack. In his hands, it felt heavy. The three slaves he was going to help saw him coming. Their eyes tracked him under pinched brows. He waved the wood at them and nodded at the guards. They frowned, and he swung the wood in the air. Then he pointed. Showed them where to run. One slave nudged another. Their expressions darkened even more. He gestured again. More urgent this time. They still didn’t get it. But they would. Once he cracked the guards’ skulls, they’d know it was time to run. If he were a slave, escape would be the one thing he ever thought about. The only thing.

      Stone took two strides and raised the split wood and slammed it into the nearest guard’s scalp. The man dropped like meat. One leg folded beneath him at a bad angle. He hadn’t even raised a hand. The second guard was faster. Stone reached for the man’s axe. The guard yanked it back and snarled. He squared up and raised the axe and almost swung it. Stone was faster and caught the man on the neck with the heavy hunk of wood. The guard dropped to one knee. Stone hit him again, this time at the side of the head. The man collapsed beside his companion.

      The slaves stood staring. Rigid. Now was their moment, but they weren’t running. They were huddling.

      Stone turned and looked all around. He crouched low and kept his weapon up. Who else had seen? Other guards? Vendors? The crowd? Two men shouted nearby but not at him. A vendor shrieked about her goods. The drunk couple stumbled off laughing.

      He looked back to the slaves.

      “Go,” he said. “Leave this place.”

      They shrank from him. They stooped and trembled.

      “Go.”

      He stepped forward and gave them a gentle shove.

      “Now!”

      They didn’t move. They looked more afraid of him than they had of their guards. Then movement coming through the crowds. Other guards approaching. Stone backed into the shadows beneath an awning and dropped the split wood.

      Three other guards found the fallen men. They wore different markings. They were probably from different clans. One prodded a bloody temple. Another shouted at the slaves and began hitting them and driving them back into line. The slaves obeyed and did not protest.

      What Stone hadn’t considered was whether someone would point him out. All it would take was one finger. One shout. He stepped farther away and watched the terrified slaves take another beating. Then it occurred to him that if anyone was going to point him out, it’d be them.

      Gods below, this hadn’t gone as he planned at all. Why hadn’t they run? The chance was right there. No one had seen. No one cared. And now? What was wrong with people? Now he needed to move. The newly arrived guards were looking around. The ones he’d cracked in the head were sitting up and pushing people away.

      More slaves were being marched into the market. The crowd swelled. More people packed in between them. Voices rose. Heads turned toward the massive timber archway of the village’s entrance. Something else was drawing everyone’s attention.

      Stone slid along the stalls and moved toward the back.

      “Hey!”

      He should’ve kept the split wood. He dropped low. He curled his hands into fists and turned. A man slurred from a muddy shadow.

      “You’re gonna miss the best ones.”

      “What?”

      “The best are still coming. Just wait. They always save the best women for last.”

      Stone relaxed his hands and turned and started to leave Skarnfell for good, as he should’ve done all morning, but the man grabbed him with trembling fingers.

      “Look. Here they come.”

      Stone turned toward the growing commotion and caught sight of yet another slave caravan entering the market. Maybe it would have been better if he hadn’t seen. But despite himself, he did.
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      Takasa led her procession: twenty-two slaves, eight obedient guards, and two porters who followed her everywhere and groveled like no slave ever dared. Beside her was Moira. Barely more than a girl, but she made for an eager apprentice. It was a happy little group. Together, they strode the final stretch of the wide, ancient path to Skarnfell.

      Takasa looked down at Moira.

      “What do you think?”

      “It’s crowded.”

      Moira stared at the countless huts and villagers loitering along the path.

      “A lot of people are looking at us.”

      “Stand tall,” Takasa said. “They’ll believe you’re not to be bothered.”

      “Our guards help with that.”

      “Even without guards, people respect those who act like they deserve it.”

      Moira said, “It stinks.”

      Takasa smiled. “I’ve been here before. I know the chieftain. If he doesn’t have himself a new mate, we’ll get a good price today.”

      “And if he does?”

      “I hope not. I have ways of making lonely men generous.”

      “Even the Great Thane of Skarnfell?”

      Takasa drew deeply from the forest air. The last of the fresh sunshine. She let it out with a joyful sigh.

      “Stand tall, Moira. You’ll be surprised what that gets you.”

      They were nearing the end of the trees. For a few moments more, the canopy of dark green leaves provided them with welcome shade. Once inside Skarnfell, it would be nothing but sun and dust and heat.

      Skarnfell had grown since Takasa’s last visit. More huts lined the path. These were settlements for the poorest, those forbidden to live behind the arches. Probably refugees from distant lands. Desperate, frightened people. Or hopeful ones. It didn’t matter. As her procession passed, these villagers watched. Some laughed at the slaves. Some stared in admiration.

      Takasa glanced along her caravan. None of the slaves had seen anything like this. So large. So full of life. Their eyes wide with awe. Wait until they saw the size of the fields they’d be working. Which was why the market happened now. Dirt needed turning. Grain needed planting.

      Moira was visibly impressed too. Takasa would need to keep watch on her. A girl like Moira would throw herself at a big village like this.

      Then came the arch. The big one. High, carved wood. Imposing. Final. There were no walls, no gate. But passing beneath it meant something. Every time Takasa had come here to trade, it always took her breath.

      She was here to make a deal. And that started with a good entrance. People needed to know who they were dealing with. A pushover? Or someone with experience? Sure, the quality of the merchandise mattered. But so did presence, confidence, timing. Takasa didn’t need to cheat anyone to sleep well at night. Just to come out ahead. Even slightly. That was enough.

      Maybe she’d unload half the slaves today. Maybe she’d pick up a few strong hunters. It wasn’t complicated. And it started now.

      “Water!”

      Takasa turned back along the line of slaves.

      She grabbed Crow, her lead guard, and walked the line. At the rear, she found Samara helping the old man. Samara the troublemaker.

      “What did you say?”

      Samara pointed to the man with his hand on a knee.

      “Water. He’s struggling. It’s been a long time since⁠—”

      “Shh.”

      Takasa put up a hand. It was always something. She sighed. She called for the procession to stop and signaled a porter to bring water.

      The old man drank greedily with shaking hands. He made no sign of thanks. Samara whispered something to him, and he stood straighter.

      Takasa didn’t take her eyes off the slave. Samara was pretty but stupid. She held out a hand for the waterskin.

      “Everyone better?”

      She needed them presentable. A pitiful bunch wouldn’t help her price. She waved her arm in a big dramatic gesture.

      “Let’s go!”

      Takasa resumed her place at the front where she belonged. They strode beneath the archway and heard the rise of voices and laughter and trade. The place had indeed grown. The bustle. The eager faces. Vendors shouting. Benches shifting. Slavers and slaves and competition everywhere. Everyone watching to see the dealer who put on the best show. Not all tribes approved of slavery. But those who did? They made a festival of it. And that was good business.

      As long as Samara and her big pretty eyes didn’t make a scene at the rear. She’d better not. Not this time.

      Drums beat. The crowd parted. Faces turned as Takasa entered. Curious, seeking eyes. Excitement. Takasa would be the one they talked about tomorrow. She had the most. She had goods from distant valleys. Men, women, boys. Fit. Strong. Dull and obedient. And Samara? Her precious gift for the chieftain? She would not cause trouble today.

      Moira touched her arm. “What bothers you, lady?”

      “We’re a mess. We need food. Go to the vendors.”

      “Happily.”

      Takasa snapped her fingers. A porter brought her a small woven basket. She handed it to Moira.

      “Use the arrowheads for trade.”

      “I will.”

      “But not too many.”

      “I understand.”

      Takasa gripped her elbow. “Guards and porters first. If there’s enough, feed the slaves.”

      Moira glanced at the slaves. They bunched and gawked at the market. Perhaps with fear.

      Moira said, “They’ve had a long journey.”

      “Meh.”

      Takasa scanned the crowd. Not the stalls or the smoke. But the paths that converged here. She was looking for someone. He wouldn’t dare miss her. Not today.

      “And nothing for Samara. Understand?”

      She didn’t let Moira answer. She had other priorities. One in particular. Broad-chested. Thick-bearded. A man whose beard she’d buried her fingers in long ago. Where would the chieftain be? Oh, mighty and generous chieftain Gromvald? What did they call him now? Great Thane?

      She saw two guards across the market, hunched and stumbling. They were being dragged out by others. She didn’t recognize their clan markings, but she knew a beating when she saw one. Blood dripped from one man’s half-shaved scalp. Incompetents. She didn’t have time to worry about other people’s problems. Not now. But it sure didn’t show well for such a glorious, festive day.

      She adjusted her braids and shifted her shell necklace about her bosom and fixed her face into something both commanding and seductive.

      It was time to shine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          3

        

      

    

    
      Slaves shuffled and knocked into each other and looked constantly over their shoulders. Amazed and doomed. There were so many more now that the selling had begun.

      The crowd of villagers pressed forward. The stench of fermented drinks and unwashed bodies closed around Stone like hides left out to cure. Even though he stood a head taller than most, he felt swallowed by it all, shoved along by people reveling in the market.

      The shouts, the haggling, the jeers, all of it pulled him closer. It should have repelled him. He shoved past smaller villagers and wasn’t nice about it. Any other time, he would’ve stayed on the fringe. Detached. Free to leave when he pleased. But not now. He wasn’t detached. He had to see. He pressed forward. Through more people laughing at the slave market as though it were sport. He’d already watched the three he’d tried to free separated and sold to local villagers, along with many more. None resisted. They were just marked with paint, handed off, and led away.

      Now a woman was standing above the rest, shouting, her dark hair piled high, a bright collection of shells bouncing over her breasts. She pointed to the slaves, to the crowd. She commanded attention. Stone could almost believe she was one of the slavers. A woman. Why not? Beside her stood a much younger woman with long orange braids clapping at every word.

      Not everyone seemed entertained. A huge man stood nearby, draped in furs and trinkets of teeth and bone. He watched the loud woman closely. If Stone had to guess, this was the chieftain of Skarnfell. Stone also guessed that the big man didn’t like what he was hearing. Stone knew many things, but he did not know the trade of people.

      The tall woman’s voice rose over everyone.

      “The Alannii eat their own children! They mate with forest pigs. But they work all day and never complain. That’s why I’ve brought them to you, Skarnfell!”

      Everyone roared with laughter.

      The big man laughed too. He was surrounded by warriors whose faces were painted black and were unaffected by the merriment of the proceedings. The chieftain’s personal guard.

      “What good is pig blood?” he said. “Will they dig with their noses?”

      “Imagine how well their noses will plow your fields!”

      More laughter.

      Stone just watched.

      The tall slaver began parading out her wares. Slaves shuffled forward. Some bound at the ankles. Others at the wrists. The chieftain and his men jabbed and prodded. He kept a few. Rejected the rest. The spectacle dulled once the real trading began. Only the slaver kept her enthusiasm for it. Then everything changed at the presentation of the final slave.

      “At last we offer our most precious, most lovely of presents for mighty Gromvald, Greatest Thane of Skarnfell.”

      The chieftain lifted his bushy blond brows and set his hands on his hips.

      “What is it now, Takasa?”

      Two guards pushed through. They dragged a woman at the end of long garrote poles. She was bound at the neck and wrists, restrained more heavily than others. She could barely move on her own.

      When she was brought forward, she stood tall. Shoulders square. Chin high.

      A hush fell over the market. She’d been prepared for display. Darkened eyes. Something red brushed upon her cheeks. Hair carefully braided into rows.

      The slaver waved dramatically. The chieftain licked his lips.

      “Her name is as beautiful as she is.”

      “What name is that?”

      “Her name is Samara.”

      Everyone could see this slave wasn’t destined for the fields. What would a man like that do to a woman sold for only one reason?

      Stone couldn’t look away from her. Was she so beautiful? Or was it how she carried herself? Her blue eyes open and clear. Not afraid. Not ashamed. If he were in her place, he thought, he’d drool and slump and make himself ugly. Anything to avoid the lusty attention of a man like that. But she stood tall. Almost what? Unimpressed. Stunned and resigned like an animal at slaughter.

      A nearby woman said, “She’ll last two moons.”

      “Dead or in the fields by harvest,” her neighbor added.

      The chieftain didn’t take his eyes off the beautiful slave either. The chieftain leaned forward and stroked his beard while his painted warriors herded aside those slaves that were spoken for.

      “Tell me, Takasa. What promises can you make? Will this one do whatever I say?”

      Takasa turned the slave slowly.

      “Every slave I sell comes with my promise. They always please.”

      “All of them?”

      Gromvald stepped closer. He sniffed the slave woman.

      “You promise too much, Takasa. As always.”

      Stone could see the slaver hesitating. Swallowing.

      “I’m sure that Gromvald, the ferocious chieftain of Skarnfell, suffers no trouble from those who serve him.”

      The chieftain cupped the slave’s chin. He turned her face toward his own.

      “Tell me, darling. Will you give me trouble?”

      The crowd held its breath. The slave said nothing.

      “Samara, answer Gromvald.”

      “Yes, darling. Tell me how you’ll serve me.”

      The slave looked him in the eye. Her chest rose and fell quickly.

      The slaver hissed. “Samara.”

      “Oh Takasa, old friend!” the chieftain said. “Looks like your wares are broken.”

      “She will bend to your will, you have my promise.”

      “No, Takasa. I don’t think she will.”

      The woman next to Stone laughed and coughed.

      “Perhaps all your slaves are broken.”

      The slaver went rigid. She put a hand to the shells about her chest.

      “Here’s what I’ll do. For all these others, I offer two sacks of seed.”

      “Mighty Gromvald, that’s nowhere near⁠—”

      “I don’t care. That’s my offer.”

      She looked around. At her slaves, her apprentice, the jeering crowd pointing at her. Then she straightened her shells and lifted her chin.

      “I cannot.”

      “Like this ugly slave, you disrespect Skarnfell. You’ve wasted my time again, Takasa.”

      With a sweep of his broad arm, the chieftain sent back all the slaves he’d chosen. Warriors with black painted faces shoved them roughly. Some fell to the dirt.

      “We trade nothing.”

      The chieftain turned to his people and raised his hands. Men cheered him. Women called his name. He made a show, and they loved him for it.

      “The market is over.”

      Stone wasn’t watching the chieftain. He was watching the tall woman, the slaver. The way she swayed with disbelief, with anger, with pride that had been suddenly shattered like amber under a stone. The way she reached now for the beautiful slave and took her by one of the long garrote poles and twisted it and bent her down and twisted it even more. Harder. Until Stone was shoving through the last line of people. He was hurling villagers aside, charging forward, and he almost leapt to keep the woman from choking the slave to death when the slaver let her up.

      The slave’s face was a deep purple. Tears streamed from her red eyes. She was gasping.

      The tall slaver pulled her close and hissed something in her ear and pushed her away. The guards led all the slaves away and the slaver followed and quickly they were out of sight, lost in the commotion and uproar of the crowd that closed around them.

      Stone’s heart was pounding. His chest heaving.

      He’d almost done something
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