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Chapter 1

 

 

Not for the first time in his life, Fen marched through the forest with a rope around his neck. The memories of his short stint as a slave came back to him as clear as yesterday: the chafing of the noose, the weight of the shackles, the sore burn of the nail through his ear. But there was no Catell to save him this time. Catell was dead, and so were the others. Once again, he was on his own.

He heard Livy make a noise of distress behind him and stopped to help pull her boots from a bank of mud, his own woes momentarily forgotten. The shackles on their wrists clinked. Albero tugged the rope leashed to their necks.

“Come on,” the slaver said. The deep lines around his eyes creased as he touched the knife on his belt. “When you slow down, it makes me nervous.”

“Livy broke one of her ribs a while back,” Fen said. “It still bothers her when she has to walk all day.”

“We'll rest once we're with the others. Come. Not far now.”

They had spent the morning walking, following the route from the old tower on the edge of Lunne's March back to Niall's Ford. The men Christian had left to guard them, Lulach and Brian, had escorted them some of the way before Albero abandoned the trail to head north. No doubt he wanted to avoid Niall's Ford and the questions that would arise if people saw Livy in shackles. Christian had been very clear in his instructions: He wanted them taken far away, somewhere they could never make trouble for him by revealing what he'd done to Catell of the Woods and Edrich Ford.

Fen's fluffy blonde hair hung in his face as he trudged forward, dirty from days spent locked in the tower. He kept his feet moving, trying not to think about anything. It was a bad time to be inside his head. In that place lay harrowing questions about the future, painful regrets from the past, and a swollen lump of misery when he thought about Catell.

He still hadn't spoken about Catell's death to Livy. She'd been verging between desperation and despair ever since Christian locked them up, and Fen doubted she was in the mood to hear wistful sentiments about a man who'd had her beaten half to death.

But as Fen walked, the ache inside him grew. It felt like it was weighing him down, dragging at his heels, binding him to the bloody scene he'd witnessed at the tower. Once they met up with Albero's slavers, he and Livy might be separated. He had to say something before he lost his chance.

“I don't know if I'm happy he's dead.”

Albero looked back at the sound of Fen's voice, but his attention returned to the path when he realised the comment had been addressed to Livy. Fen waited for her to respond, staring up at the November sun falling through shafts of mist in the naked branches.

“How can you not be?”

Fen shrugged. “You only saw the worst of him. No one's pure evil.” The words felt like the release of a long-held breath.

“Some people are close enough.”

“When I was younger, he used to sit by the fire and show me how to knap flint while Madwen cooked supper. I felt safe. Not like with my uncle. He gave me a place to be.”

Livy fell silent. Her pace quickened slightly, and Fen felt the comforting presence of her shoulder brushing against his.

“Go on.”

“It was like having a father again,” Fen continued. “He gave me my instruments. After I spent all evening listening to a minstrel play a lute one summer, Catell came back to camp with the nicest lute I'd ever seen.”

“Stolen?”

Fen shook his head. “He paid for that one.”

“He was still a monster.”

“I know.” Fen paused. “But that doesn't mean there weren't times when he wasn't.”

The weight eased slightly. That was what he'd needed to get out. He hadn't been able to make sense of it while it gnawed inside him, but his mixed feelings were a little clearer now. Perhaps all that mattered was that Catell had been important to him. For good or ill, the man had been the most important figure in Fen's life since he was a boy. Now he was gone.

They walked in silence for a while until Livy sniffed. It sounded like she was holding back tears.

“What's going to happen to us, Fen?”

“Don't think about that.”

She shook her head, strands of matted golden hair clinging to her cheeks. “I can't think of anything else.”

For a moment, Fen felt his own panic rising. Imagined beatings, tortures, and abuses filled his mind's eye. Hellish premonitions of despair. He focused on the squish of mud beneath his boots and breathed deeply. The air was cold, but not freezing. It was pleasant weather for a walk on an autumn day.

“Think about the path under your feet. Think about keeping your legs moving. Think about eating a meal and getting a night's sleep.”

“And what about tomorrow?”

“Do the same again.”

Fen wasn't educated and worldly like Livy. He couldn't add up numbers or write his name, he didn't know the difference between a bishop and an abbot, and he couldn't have guessed what day of the month it was right now. But he did understand hardship. He knew what it took to steel a soul against hopelessness. He'd been in this position more times than he could remember, whether it was with a rope around his neck, one of Catell's flint blades pressed to his throat, or shivering in a roadside hollow with an empty belly and a cold night closing in.

“That's how you survive, Livy,” he said softly. “You can't think about what happened yesterday. You can't think about who you were or what you wanted. We might be dead tomorrow, or we might be free. There's no way of knowing. The best we can do is make sure we're there to find out.”

“The lad is wise,” Albero called back. “He will do well as a slave with that attitude. However hard you think your fortunes are, you're still alive. Make peace with it, and even a slave can live a good life.”

Livy said nothing, falling back into step behind Fen. This wouldn't be easy for her. Before the hardships of the past few months, she'd led a life of happiness and comfort. Even after Catell's attack, she'd still been Livy Merchant, beautiful, talented, and with a prosperous future ahead of her. Now she might never be that person again.

Fen wished he could hold her. If he'd been one to pray, he would've pleaded with God to give her the strength to endure. She would be his focus. To stop himself thinking about tomorrow, to stave off the weight of Catell's death, he would concentrate on keeping Livy alive. If he could do that, the next day would come. And the next. And the next.

And one day, things might be different.

 

They met up with Albero's group at noon. The slaver had been skittish on his own, keeping a safe distance and making sure his hand never strayed far from his knife, but once he was back amongst his men, his mood lightened. He began to smile and joke about the fine catch he'd made of two beautiful young slaves, spinning some lie about having bought them from an old woodsman in the forest.

Albero's camp was at the edge of a forest trail snaking north. It wasn't the main road, but Fen guessed it probably led to some of the smaller settlements nearby. His gang were in two groups: eight enforcers minding more than a dozen slaves who sat near a fire with ropes around their necks and shackles on their wrists. They were mostly young men, dirty and ill-clothed, but there were a few women amongst them, one of whom bore a head of grey hair with a patch missing as though part of her scalp had been shorn away many years ago.

The slaves regarded Fen and Livy with dull gazes. None of them looked to have been beaten or starved, but a few bore light red marks on their exposed arms. Several of the enforcers carried thin, supple sticks they occasionally swiped through the air with a vicious hissing noise that made Fen tense up.

Four of Albero's men came over to appraise the newcomers. They were an imposing gang, some tall, some squat, but all muscular enough to manhandle two struggling slaves without breaking a sweat. Their padded jackets and cudgels reminded Fen of Christian's deputies. One man wearing a wool cap over a clipped ear ran his hand through Livy's hair, grinning when she flinched and stepped closer to Fen.

“Search both of them,” Albero said. “I checked before, but you never know.”

One of the men tugged Fen away from Livy and lifted his arms while another began to pat down his body. They were thorough, making him take off his boots and ruffling their hands through his hair before they were done. Livy suffered the same indignity, the slavers showing no courtesy as they cupped her breasts and lifted her surcoat to check there was nothing stuffed into her leggings. She remained silent, face pale, eyes staring blankly ahead. Only when one of the slavers ran a hand down her wrist and gripped the silver ring on her little finger did she react. Livy pulled back with a start, cradling the hand to her chest.

Annoyed, the slaver grabbed her wrist again and squeezed. His accomplice wrenched Livy's other hand away so he could get at the ring.

“Don't take it!” she begged, her voice cracking with emotion. “It's not worth a thing!”

“Everything is worth something,” Albero said.

Livy struggled, but there was nothing she could do against the two burly enforcers. A sob broke from her lips as the man twisted the ring free, leaving behind a mark on her little finger. Fen blurred his eyes, trying to take his mind away from the moment. He couldn't think about the day he'd stolen that ring for her. He couldn't think about the indentation on her finger that attested to how many years she'd worn it. What that meant or where that might have led were questions for another Fen in another life.

The man who'd taken the ring looked at it, brushing his thumb over the pattern of silver wire before handing it to Albero, who put it in his purse.

“Sit with the others. We'll rest and eat, then march on through the afternoon.”

The enforcers started to walk them toward the fire when Livy pulled back suddenly, fixing Albero with a pleading look.

“My family can pay you. They have money! A hundred silver shillings–two hundred–however much you think you can get for us, they'll pay double!”

Albero's face hardened with warning. “I think not. Your family are not rich. You were sold to me by a poor woodsman. A slaver I may be, but I am an honest man. When I strike a bargain, I keep to it.”

And I will not make an enemy of the sheriff by breaking that bargain, the look said.

The enforcers pulled Livy to the fire and pushed her down. Fen came without needing any encouragement. They took the rope around their necks and knotted it into the long tether connecting the rest of the slaves in a line. If one person slowed or stumbled, that rope would begin to choke those standing next to them. A cruel way of enforcing mutual responsibility.

They were given stale bread and dry carrots that they had to soak in cups of water to make palatable. The old woman with the missing hair showed them how. She probably needed to soak everything she ate, for her gums barely seemed to be holding onto the last few teeth in her mouth.

Livy sat rubbing the mark the ring had left on her finger. She stared into the fire, trembling. Fen reached out and took her hand, pulling it away from the restless rubbing.

“First today. Then tomorrow. Then the next. We'll survive.”

Livy's head twitched with a shake of uncertainty. “I don't know if I can.”

“I'll make sure you do.”

“We're going to Norcombe,” the old woman mumbled. “Big town. Long way north.”

“Barely a stroll,” Fen said, trying to smile. “Not much more than a week from here.”

“Then what?” Livy asked.

The old woman looked at her as though it were a silly question. “Sell us.”

The enforcers started packing up their belongings. The fires were doused and the travelling supplies bundled onto the backs of the strongest young slaves. They looked like pack mules waiting to be marched by their masters. As the slaves got up, they uncoiled from their circle like a snake, threading out in a long line that stretched from one end of the camp to the other. Albero strode alongside them examining the ropes and shackles. Fen had only been wearing them half a day, but he could already feel his wrists aching from the weight of the iron clasps. Some of the other slaves had stuffed theirs with bits of rag. He would have to remember to do the same for him and Livy the next time they stopped. It would be a miserable slog to Norcombe if they chafed their wrists raw.

Livy was second to last in the slave line while Fen brought up the rear. The enforcers spread out along the column, a couple of the meaner-looking ones whipping their sticks back and forth as they paced.

“Hector, the drum,” Albero called before stopping next to Fen and Livy. “You march in time with the beat. If you stumble, you'll slow the others. But if you keep pace and cause no trouble, I will feed you well and give you plenty of rest tonight.”

The tap of a deerskin drum sounded from halfway up the column. The entire procession began to move as one, a rhythmic chatter of chains signalling the start of the afternoon march. Fen and Livy stumbled to make pace, so sudden and abrupt was the movement. The neck ropes tugged uncomfortably until they found their rhythm with the others. The beat of the drum thumped in Fen's ears, a numbing pulse to drown out the world. Left, right. Left, right. As long as he focused on the drum, he could keep going.

 

They marched like that for three days, rejoining the Lunneset road at the end of the second. It was difficult to find lodgings for so many slaves when they stopped to rest, so Albero kept an eye out for barns and large animal pens he could pay the owners to use while his men stood guard. Most people were wary of slavers, but it seemed like Albero knew the men he spoke to, and he was affable when the money changed hands.

To Fen's relief, the enforcers didn't harass them unless they stepped out of line. The one with the clipped ear liked to leer at Livy whenever the slaves stopped to relieve themselves, but leering was all he did. No privacy was afforded them while they performed their necessities. Most of the slaves squatted beside the road with their heads down, but a few like the old woman seemed completely unperturbed, even when passersby stopped to stare at them.

At night, when the shackles were looped together and the enforcers took turns standing watch, Fen and Livy huddled together with their arms around one another, their faces close enough to pass whispers into each other's ears.

“I think I could squeeze my hands out of these shackles,” Livy murmured as they shivered amongst the straw of a pitch-black barn, rain drumming on the shingles overhead.

“I can't. Mine are tight.”

“Perhaps I could take the key from Albero.”

“How?”

There was a despairing pause before Livy answered. “We have to do something. I won't let this happen to us.”

It already has, Fen wanted to say, but he held his tongue. In his heart, he didn't believe there was any chance of escape. Albero was a shrewd and attentive man. He ran his slave gang with the rigour of a soldier. His enforcers always obeyed their orders and never slept on watch. When the slaves were disobedient, they were whipped with sticks, though never so badly as to cause lingering injury. Albero didn't want to damage his merchandise.

Perhaps Livy wasn't ready to hear that their situation was hopeless, but thinking about Albero's professionalism did give Fen an idea.

“What if we ask to speak with Albero?”

Livy wrung his hand agitatedly. “What good will that do? He isn't going to let us go.”

“But he might make things easier for us. He's not cruel. He keeps us fed and rested. People only get whipped if they make trouble. I think he cares more about turning a good profit than anything.”

Fen sensed that Livy wanted to argue with him. She still hadn't accepted their situation. She wanted freedom, not an easing of their discomfort. But with no better ideas in mind, she took hold of the one thing that gave her a sliver of control over her destiny.

“Alright. We'll ask tomorrow before we set out.”

 

The gang rose at a leisurely pace. Albero knew he couldn't march the group all day, so he didn't enforce a rigorous schedule. Some of the slower slaves like the old woman–whose name they'd learned was Mary–would invariably hold the procession up if they were driven too hard. Short of cutting them loose, Albero had no choice but to limit marching house to the span of his slaves' endurance.

Fen and Livy caught his attention as the group gathered outside the barn. There was a determination in Livy that Fen hadn't seen since before they were captured. She had her chin up and her eyes open. It was a desperate kind of purpose, more frantic than hopeful, but it was better than the dead-eyed despair that had followed her for the past few days.

“May we speak with you, Albero?” she asked. “Privately?”

The slaver ran a hand through his crop of dark hair, looking at the rest of the group with a noise of exasperation. “Do you mean to try and bribe me again?”

“We mean to talk. I think there are things you would rather speak of in private.”

Fen was impressed by Livy's shrewdness. It was dangerous, tempting fate like this, but Albero had proven himself a pragmatic man. If he thought there was a risk of them revealing the truth about their captivity, he wouldn't want his men hearing. Christian had entrusted him with a valuable secret.

“Search them,” Albero said to a pair of his enforcers. “Then I will speak to them inside the farmhouse.”

When the enforcers finished patting them down to ensure they hadn't hidden any stones or sharp sticks in their clothing, they put on the neck ropes and marched them to a farmhouse adjacent to the barn. Albero exchanged a few words with the owner before sending him outside. Livy and Fen followed Albero in. The enforcers spent a moment tying their halter to one of the roof beams before leaving them in private. Albero stood in the middle of the hall, a far enough distance away that they wouldn't be able to reach him before the ropes pulled taut. He wasn't taking any risks. A trio of cows that must have been evicted from the barn the night before lowed at the other end of the room, tethered to one of the house posts with ropes not dissimilar to the ones Fen and Livy wore. They were just a different kind of livestock.

“If you mean to speak of the man who gave you to me,” Albero said softly, “keep your voices down. I am a man of my word. If you make my promise any more difficult to keep, I will not be pleased.”

A chill of fear ran through Fen. Cordial or not, Albero was still a slaver. Men in such ruthless professions did not nurture kind hearts. Fen held his tongue for the moment. He was good at winning people over, but Livy was the merchant. When it came to striking deals, she had more experience than him. What did they have to bargain with, though, besides the promise of staying silent about Christian? He didn't think Albero would take well to attempts at extortion.

“What do you want from us?” Livy asked.

The question seemed to surprise the older man. “What I want is for you to fetch a fine price at market.”

“And how will we do that?”

“For two like you? It will not be difficult. You are young and good-looking. Not very strong, but hardy enough, from what I have seen. Once you are clean, your hair washed, your clothes fresh, you will sell yourselves.”

Livy seemed to falter, wavering as the thought of being dressed up for sale cut into her resolve.

“So it behoves us to make a good impression, Sir Albero?” Fen said.

The remark drew a smile from the slaver. “You speak well for a boy who looks like he comes from the forest. And you, girl, I believed you when you told me your family were rich. You speak like a lady, but a lady of the commoners, I think. You are a step below nobility.” He took a chair from beside the table and moved it in front of them. “Sit. We will talk.”

Fen and Livy lowered themselves to the beaten-earth floor. It was cold and hard, and the rope barely held enough slack for them to sit without feeling like they were being strung to a gallows bar. Albero planted himself in the chair and leaned forward, arms resting on his thighs.

“I know what you want. Girls like you often do. You want to be reassured that I will not mistreat you, hm? That I will not give you to the man who likes watching you piss?”

Livy drew a shaky breath. “Yes.”

“What will you do for me in return?”

“My family's money–”

“You'll see none of that. You are slaves now. Whatever you were before, it would be wise to forget it. I told you that a slave can live a good life, but not if they still think they are free.”

“Then we'll be good slaves,” Fen said. It was all he could think of. That was what Albero wanted, so what else could they give?

“Good,” said Albero, looking back at Livy with a gesture towards Fen. “Your friend understands.”

“Don't sell us to a cruel master,” Fen continued. “Christian said we weren't to be mistreated. Don't put us on a boat or in a brothel.” He'd heard tales of boat slaves. It sounded like one of the worst fates a person could suffer. Chained to an oar, forced to sit in stagnant water, subjected to backbreaking rowing and being whipped if you missed a stroke. That was one of the many things he'd been trying not to think about for the past few days.

“You don't have the build for oar slaves, but you'd do well in a brothel. Boys who look like you can fetch a high price, and your friend would never be short of customers. You would make your owner rich. Rich owners are pleased owners. There is a bathhouse in Norcombe where you would be treated like royalty.” He let the thought linger for a moment, impressing upon them how little of a say they had in the matter. Then he shrugged. “But that is not the only place for pretty faces. Nobles sometimes pay well for handsome slaves if they have the right temperament.”

“What temperament is that?” Livy asked.

“A polite and obedient manner. A willingness to work. And talent.” He looked between the two of them. “Understand–I am not bargaining with you here. I will sell you to whoever offers me the best price. But if you can show me that you have the talent to open a rich noble's purse? I will try and sell you to such a buyer.”

“Fen can play musical instruments, and he's a beautiful singer. He knows sleight of hand, too. Any noble would be glad to have him as their house minstrel.”

“Show me.”

Fen stood up, drawing air into his lungs and clearing his throat. He sang the first thing that came to mind, a song he'd been piecing together to distract himself. His voice came slowly after days without exercise, but the notes soon found their melody.

 

“In the plea of a prayer and the peal of a bell,

In the breath of the wind of the stories we tell,

When tomorrow's forever and nothing will last,

And the time we once treasured is already past,

 

A girl walks on a road with a moon high above,

Feet like silver, pale as a dove.

The darkness so soft and her brightness so sharp,

And a strain in her heart like the string of a harp.

 

With shining rings on fingers fair, 

And a note of gold to sing in her hair.

 

I think you've met her, I think you know well,

She's the one in the wind of the stories you tell.

With a face and a spirit that only you know,

Yet our meaning's the same in the heart's quiet glow.

 

For now or for never, for near or for far, 

Still she dreams by the light of a wandering star.”

 

Albero cut him off, clapping his hands together in applause.

“Very good. Very good. I don't follow the tale of your song, but you sing it with the tongue of a minstrel. If you can perform like that for the nobles of Norcombe, you will catch many ears.”

Fen saw Livy staring at him. Her expression held a look of longing, then it was gone. For just a moment, the wistful mood of his song had captured her.

The words were about her, of course. Maybe the girl with silver feet and golden hair wasn't the Livy who sat beside him right now, but the idea wouldn't have existed without her. Fen wasn't sure exactly what the verses of his song meant. He didn't have the education to ponder poetic depth and layered meaning. He just liked pretty words and pleasant rhymes. But he did try to capture a certain mood with his songs. He put feelings into words, then gave those words a tune. Perhaps his song was about the idea of who Livy could've been to him before any of this happened. The one who existed in his mind's eye when he was wandering in the forest, when tomorrow was forever and nothing would last.

“What about you?” Albero said to Livy. “Can you sing like him?”

She shook her head. “I'm good with numbers, and I know how to conduct myself in noble company. I can read and write. I was educated by nuns, so I have an understanding of history and the church.”

“Those are not the skills people expect from slaves. I think I would be better served selling your beauty than your mind. You would do well in the bathhouse. The boy can be presented to the nobles.”

“Sell us to the same buyer,” Fen said. He stared fixedly at Albero, heart pounding. He might get a beating for this, but he couldn't bear the thought of being separated from Livy. “If you try and sell us to different masters, I won't sing. I'll pretend I'm a stupid skinny serf boy barely worth a shilling.”

Albero cocked an eyebrow. “And if I whip you until you change your mind?”

“It won't look good to your buyers. People don't want disobedient slaves.”

“True. Though I can always have you whipped in private. Her, too. And if you continue to refuse, it will get worse.”

Fen said nothing, struggling to hold Albero's gaze. The slaver's cold eyes twitched back and forth as if seeking weakness in him. When they found none, he smiled.

“I like you, boy. I will try and find a noble willing to purchase you both. We will present you as a pair; two jewels fit for a king's crown.” He raised his finger at them. “And in return, you will do everything I ask. You will smile and perform when I present you. You will woo your buyers like courtesans at a king's table. You will be the two most obedient slaves in the kingdom.”

Fen didn't need to hear an or else. It went without saying that if they displeased Albero, he would make life hell for them.

“We will.” Fen looked at Livy. Her bright expression had faded, resignation taking its place.

“Yes,” she said. “We'll do as you say.”

 

Chapter 2

 

 

Livy tried to follow Fen's example. As the days passed and her feet grew sore from walking, she began to understand how he maintained his cheerful front. It wasn't drawn from an endless wellspring of optimism–though his surely ran deeper than hers–but a rejection of the desolate alternative. She practised smiling every day, knowing she would soon have to put on a winning performance regardless of how grim she felt. She couldn't accept that she might spend the rest of her life as a slave, but she'd given up her immediate hopes of escape. Perhaps if they got themselves sold to a household with lax security and inattentive masters, it would be easier to slip away later. Or perhaps the hardships would only get worse.

Fen told her to focus on one day at a time, so that was what she did. Sometimes it worked. Sometimes it didn't. Sometimes she woke in the night and forgot where she was, then the harrowing thoughts crashed into her all at once. Caught up in some nightmare that had twisted her emotions into knots, she would shake and weep, her breath growing short as the weight of the future pushed down on her chest. Fen held her when that happened. The misgivings she'd harboured when she learned about his relationship with Catell had vanished. Outlaw or minstrel, Fen was a good person, and he was there for her. She didn't know what she would've done without him.

The march to Norcombe took over a week. Miles of earthen road disappeared behind them as they crossed the forest north of Niall's Ford. They passed through more and more fishing villages as the river thickened, tributaries swelling it to a vast watercourse that was wide enough for a dozen boats to pass abreast. Alongside the barges laden with timber, charcoal, limestone, and salt, towering ships began to appear. Livy had never seen a proper ship before. None of the rivers in her part of the kingdom were wide enough for them, and the boats she'd seen on lakes were usually fishing vessels. Most of the passing ships–old Mary called them cogs–had large, curving keels that rose like barn walls from the water. Oars jutted from holes in the sides, and thick masts bore sails that billowed like oversized gowns on washing lines. Some of the cogs had decks above the oar holes, and a few bore wooden battlements on raised platforms at either end. These more elaborate ones looked like floating castles. Livy could only imagine how much cargo a merchant might fit onto a ship like that. It made the heavy wagon she'd owned seem minuscule by comparison. The merchants who traded on such ships could probably earn dozens of gold crowns from a single journey.

Watching the ships and wondering at their trade helped distract Livy as the journey brought them closer to Norcombe. Albero didn't treat them cruelly, but she felt the sting of the enforcers' sticks more than once when she dawdled or tripped over her feet while staring. She was more troubled by the shackles than the whippings. The constant weight on her wrists made them ache as if she'd sprained something, and even the bits of rag Fen had begged from the slavers did little to stop the chafing. Sometimes Albero let them take the shackles off for a few hours while they rested, but only when the guards were there to watch. Livy found her wrists red and the skin scabby in places. She ached from bruises leftover from the struggle with Christian's men. The only relief was that her cracked rib hadn't troubled her any further. It must have healed well enough to survive the march.

Livy had stopped trying to remember what day it was by the time they reached Norcombe, but she estimated about eight or nine days had passed since they got back on the road. The forest thinned out near the coast, giving way to open meadows and clusters of trees that reminded her of the kingdom's midlands. There were far more settlements here than in southern Lunneset. Along with the familiar sight of fields and church spires, she spotted stone towers and manor houses with pennants fluttering from the eaves. Horsemen wearing red and white livery, some of which was embroidered with the shape of a cresting wave, occasionally stopped Albero and requested to see his documents. Law and order might have been lax around Niall's Ford, but here it seemed to be enforced stringently.

Norcombe itself was a wonder to behold. Livy heard the sound of gulls crying, catching glimpses of an endless blue horizon through dips in the land until they crested a wooded rise and the coastal town came into view. It sat in a bay between two crescent limestone cliffs, the beige-white rock forming a natural harbour that cupped the settlement like a pair of hands rising from the earth. The twin cliffs had buildings studding their narrow green backs–one a sprawling manor house, the other a small fort overlooking the harbour–and a dense lattice of streets between them. It was hard to tell from a distance, but Norcombe looked easily as large as the town of Tannersfield. Amongst roads that spread out in a broad arc around the harbour, Livy could see compounds, warehouses, churches, fields of livestock, and beyond them a small forest of masts.

The clouds had parted to reveal the sun that morning, but the November wind still gusted in earnest. Waves crashed in frothing white valleys beyond the cliffs, lending the horizon shades of grey where it met the sky. Those waves looked like they could tumble a boat over like a leaf in a gale, yet the water inside the harbour barely stirred. It was little wonder so large a settlement had sprouted here. This harbour was a natural haven, probably the safest place to moor for miles around.

Livy found herself fascinated by the merchant prospects of Norcombe, ignoring the landscape in favour of the masts clustered around the docks. Fen stared beyond, watching the clouds roll above the waves where sunlight glittered on the water.

“Almost there,” Albero called down the line. “You've all done well. Today and tomorrow, we will rest.”

They trudged into town on a road surfaced with pale gravel. The powdery limestone had thrown up a mist of dust from the fishermen and carters passing by. Unlike the travellers in the south, few of them paid Albero's procession any mind. Slaves must not have been so rare here as to warrant curiosity. Livy didn't know much about the slave trade, but it was her understanding that, while legal, it was rarely practised. What need did lords have for slaves, after all, when they had serfs? Yet here on the coast, where merchants had cargo to load and oar crews to fill, Livy suspected cheap manpower was in high demand. Slavery could be decried in the heart of the kingdom as a barbaric practice employed by raiders and savages, but out here it was an accepted part of life. Her heart sank at the thought of being marched onto one of those ships and taken away from her homeland, worked to the bone at sea or stranded on distant shores.

She practised her smile again, trying to think about what she would say to win over the noble buyers in this town. Perhaps her knowledge of the merchant trade would impress them? Most of them probably made their money from the docks here. If she could prove her worth as a clerk or treasurer, that might be her salvation.

“This is where they took my sister,” Fen said as he stared up at the old limestone buildings around them. “I came here looking for her once.”

“Did you find anything?”

He shook his head. “Maybe it'll be different this time.”

Albero's men drew in around them as they neared the centre of town. The well-laid-out streets weren't as congested as the human deluge of Tannersfield, but it was still busy. They passed through a long marketplace with a wooden stockade in one corner. Livy saw a line of cages outside, two of which had people occupying them. At first she took them for miscreants being put on public display, but the guards nearby didn't wear the red and white livery that seemed to belong to the local lord, and no one was jeering or tormenting them. The caged people were slaves. They'd been put on show to entice buyers into the stockade. That must be where the local slave market was held.

Livy looked away, swallowing the desperate queasiness that welled inside her. She stared at the ground beneath her boots, trying to focus on the present moment like Fen had taught her.

The streets were well-kept here. Some were even paved with flagstones, while many others had a gravel surface. This was a wealthy and meticulously kept town, nothing like the rustic merchant hub of Niall's Ford. Livy wondered who the lord was. She'd heard that the count of Norcombe was the count of Lunneset now, though so far he seemed to have paid his new lands little heed. Livy couldn't blame him. With a rich coastline like this, why would he waste time on the half-lawless villages buried in the forest to the south? She wondered whether the manor she'd seen on the westernmost cliff was his, or if he dwelt in one of the estates outside town. She could still see the white walls of that western manor complex looming over the cliffside. Trees and gardens were now visible between the buildings, adding a gentle touch to the imposing exterior. It reminded her of an abbey, a miniature enclave towering above the harbour. Those cliffs seemed even taller from down here. It was no wonder the harbour was calm with such enormous rock walls blocking out the wind.

Albero led them to a long stone building near the market. He spoke to a pair of men outside, both of whom seemed to know him. The door was opened and the slaves were ushered through. The interior reminded Livy of a stable, though the musty smell in the air was one of human living rather than livestock. Wooden compartments resembling stalls lined one side of the room. Their walls reached the ceiling and the gates were high enough that it would've taken a tall man to peer over the top. Some of those gates were open. Through them, Livy saw recessed floors dug like pits. Straw lined the bottom along with benches, buckets, and the occasional table. Basic but functional living space, each stall large enough for about four people. Chains attached to shackles were embedded into the walls of each.

The rest of the room was a broader living space occupied by about a dozen men, most of whom were dressed like guards. The others, who seemed like merchants, called out to Albero, who raised his hand and smiled in greeting. A few words and a dozen coins passed between Albero and one of the men before four stalls were opened at the end of the room. One group at a time, the enforcers untied the slaves from their ropes and marched them in. Each slave had an ankle locked into one of the wall shackles before the chains were taken off their wrists. The man who liked to leer at Livy took his time pulling off her boot and feeling her leg before putting on a shackle that fit her.

Livy, Fen, and old Mary were given the last stall at the end of the row. The space was dim with only a barred window no wider than a person's arm letting in light from above. It was too high to reach. Livy realised with an uneasy feeling that the stalls had been well designed for their purpose. The recessed floors meant the gates were too high for the slaves to climb–even if they could have shed their shackles–while the guards could still peer in from outside to check on them.

The gate swung shut and Livy heard a bolt being drawn. She sat down on the stall's single bench, pulling off her other boot to nurse her sore feet. She thanked God that she was used to walking. A slave taken from a more sedentary life would have blistered their feet raw on the trek to Norcombe.

Mary found a bucket full of fresh water and drank hungrily before offering it to Fen and Livy. There was another bucket with some grain in it. Fen and Livy could crunch the kernels dry, but they had to soak Mary's portion in water. Livy helped the old woman pound the softened husks into a paste on the end of the bench using one of the spare shackles.

“You're a good lass,” Mary said after she'd gummed down her meal. “If whoever you're sold to has other slaves, be kind to them. They're your people now.”

“Were you a slave before?” Livy asked.

“Aye. Most my life. Last master sold me because he needed the money. Won't be worth what I once was, but I can still work.”

Mary didn't seem to begrudge her fate. Livy wasn't sure whether that made her happy or sad. While the old woman didn't seem miserable, there was something lifeless about her. She didn't say much. Most of the time she avoided eye contact, responding to questions simply and without emotion. She was almost like a beast of burden, resigned to her existence yet not overly troubled by it. Whatever font of life had once welled within her, whatever spark of passion and individuality had once burned, it was long dead. Was that the price of survival as a slave? Would Livy have to let go of everything she treasured about herself, too? If that was what it took to make the harrowing despair go away, perhaps it was a fair trade.

The thought hollowed her out, dragging her into an empty daze as she stared at the wall.

She wasn't at that point yet. She couldn't be. As horrible as this was, she had to endure. Once she resigned herself to the alternative, any hope of freedom would truly be lost.

“What will it be like?” she asked Mary. “When they sell us?”

“Probably take us to market. Folk come by and have a look. Usually they know what they want. They talk to the master. Some might talk to you. If you're what they want, they buy you.”

Fen sat against the wall opposite them with a copper penny in his hand. Livy didn't want to ask where he'd got it. The thought of him risking Albero's ire by stealing from his men wasn't a worry she could burden herself with right now. Fen was practising his sleight of hand, holding up the penny between his thumb and forefinger, then making it vanish with a flourish. Mary giggled and rocked on the bench when she saw.

The miraculous way Fen made the coin disappear began to lose its mystique as Livy watched. He'd told her it was magic taught to him by the forest faeries, but from where she was sitting, she could see the coin being pinched between his thumb and forefinger. Sometimes the trick involved dropping the coin to the ground, but it was always accompanied by a movement that drew her eye elsewhere. Fen pretended to put the coin into one palm while keeping it tucked between the fingers of the other, then he let it roll off the back of his hand and drop into the straw as he opened his palm with a dramatic wiggle of the fingers. He was a master with his hands. Whether he was playing a musical note, making a coin vanish, or coaxing open a locked door, he moved with an effortless ease that seemed to feel out every motion before it happened.

It was enough to keep Livy distracted until Albero's men brought them some proper food and blankets. Sheltered from the wind by the thick walls, their little slave pit was warmer than anywhere Livy had slept in the past two weeks.

 

The next day, Albero prepared them for sale. They heard him taking the others out of their stalls and giving them instructions, telling them to put on different clothes, bathe themselves, cover up their sores, and stand up straight. Livy, Fen, and Mary came last. It was almost midday by the time the gate swung open and Albero unlocked their shackles. It was unusual to be led without a rope around her neck, but when Livy stepped up from the recess, she saw why. Even if she'd been brave enough to run for the door, she wouldn't have made it far before one of the two-dozen men filling the room intercepted her.

Along with Albero and his enforcers, several more guards and men in plain clothing had arrived. Most sat around a long fire pit while others leaned against the walls. The more richly-dressed among them regarded Fen and Livy with interest. Were these prospective buyers being given an exclusive taste of what to expect at market tomorrow? Livy felt their eyes on her, unguarded looks appraising her like a fine horse being trotted out from its stable. She tried to ignore them, focusing on Albero as he turned to address them.

“Bathe yourselves,” he said, gesturing to a wooden tub near the fire. “The water is clean and warm. There is even soap. Only the best for my two jewels. You,” he said to Mary, “help them.”

Livy looked around in dismay as the men in the room continued to stare. The tub offered no privacy. Whatever she did would be on display for everyone to see. It took a tug on her wrist from Fen to get her moving. Albero said nothing, only raising his brow. They had made a bargain. He'd held up his end so far. Now they had to be good slaves for him.

Neatly folded clothes lay on a table near the tub. There was a hair comb made of polished wood and a block of lye soap next to them. Livy tried to think about how good those fresh clothes would feel to wear. Her red surcoat was filthy, her hair matted and her skin crusted with grime. Yet still her step faltered as she approached the tub.

Fen went first, showing no hesitation as he stripped off his tunic and trousers. He even winked at one of the men sitting by the fire and tossed his head like a girl.

“Feast your gaze, milords, for you'll not see a finer morsel this day.”

That drew a host of chuckles from the assembly. The distraction gave Livy the impetus to take off her boots and remove her leggings, moving with a jerky quickness that longed to get the ordeal over and done with. Her face burned and her neck itched. She couldn't take off her surcoat in front of so many people. Fen got into the tub first and offered her his hand. The surreal feeling of seeing him nude was lost amidst the shame and anxiety of the moment. Livy lowered herself into the water, unable to feel comforted by its warm caress, her surcoat billowing around her before Mary lifted her arms and pulled it over her shoulders. She covered her breasts with her hands, leaning forward to try and preserve what little modesty she could. She flinched as Albero tossed the block of soap into the tub with a splash.

Once again, she didn't know how she would've endured that day without Fen. As Mary helped scrub them with soap and a pair of rags, Fen frequently turned to address the onlookers, disarming their lecherous stares with questions about who they were and what they came looking for in a slave. His cheekiness seemed to please Albero, who shared in the laughter when Fen's antics amused the room. Livy could still feel half the men ogling her, but she tried to keep her gaze focused on the water while she washed her hair and scrubbed the muck from her body.

The only moment of true fear came when Albero leaned in and put his hand on her bare shoulder.

“I hope you perform better than this tomorrow,” he murmured close to her ear. “Try to smile like your friend.”

Livy drew her lips into a smile that provoked a chorus of amused comments from the onlookers. They could all see how forced it was. She would have to pretend she was a merchant tomorrow, trying to woo prospective partners with the charm and confidence that used to come so naturally. Perhaps it wouldn't be as difficult when she wasn't naked.

The clothes Albero had prepared for them were finer than she'd expected. They wouldn't have been fit for a gathering of nobles, but they were the sort of thing a pair of servants in a rich household might wear; clean, well-made, and cut with a style that reflected the affluence of their owner. Fen's tunic and leggings were dyed pale purple–an expensive dye to spare on a slave–while Livy's dress was made from flowing white fabric with long open sleeves and a hint of embroidery around the neckline.

Mary draped a linen towel over Livy's shoulders and used a second one to tousle her hair dry. In the warmth of the fire, her head was soon a poofy mess of tangles. She hurried to put on the dress, relief washing over her once she had a layer of fabric between her skin and the eyes of the onlookers. Mercifully, most of them seemed to have stopped paying attention, returning to their conversations now that the novelty of the two pretty slaves had worn off. Fresh undergarments and wool stockings accompanied the dress, though Livy suspected it would be a cold ensemble to wear in the late autumn weather.

Once she was dressed, Mary took the comb and began tending her hair. The old woman seemed to know what she was doing. With a quick and gentle touch, she worked the comb through Livy's golden locks, holding up the tangles so they didn't tug on her scalp. One section at a time, the messy haystack became sleek and smooth. Mary combed it back behind her ears and started plaiting one side into a braid.

“You do that well,” Albero told Mary. “I'll have you do the same on one of the others tomorrow. The buyers can watch you.” He strode around Livy in a circle, putting a hand beneath her chin and tilting her head sideways so he could admire her in the firelight. “You could almost be a noblewoman. Perhaps we can find a necklace for you to wear. Maybe a silver bracelet.”

Livy felt a twinge of hope for something she'd thought lost. “Or my ring.”

Albero paused for a moment, then crossed the room and retrieved his purse from a pile of baggage. Livy's ring glinted between his fingers when he returned, yet something about his languid pace told her she wasn't getting it back so easily. Did he want to hold it over her and gloat? That didn't seem like it was in Albero's character. He wanted something from her, and Livy thought she knew what it was.

She stared at the ring. It was her special little treasure, the piece of jewellery she'd owned longer than anything else. She remembered the day Fen had stolen it for her, taking herself back to the carefree summers of her childhood. The memory of that happiness glimmered like an ember. She focused on the feeling, trying to breathe life into it. Like a sail billowing from one of those tall ship masts, she held it steady as it threatened to blow away. It was a false happiness, a mask that would slip the moment she stopped concentrating, but it was enough to cover her face with a smile that spread to the corners of her eyes.

“That's what I want to see,” Albero said. He touched her cheek, brushing back a stray lock of hair as he held up the ring. “If I let you wear this tomorrow, will you keep wearing that smile for me?”

“Yes.” Livy felt like a doll in a borrowed dress, someone else's hand puppeting her mouth in a mockery of speech.

“Earn yourself a good price, and I'll let you keep it.” Albero knelt and took Livy's hand, sliding the ring back into place on her little finger.

She swallowed a sudden upwelling of emotion as she clasped the ring to her chest, letting her fingers run over the comforting pattern of wire on the silver band.

Fen smiled at her from across the table. His hair hadn't seen the attention of the comb yet, but Livy doubted anything could tame that playful tangle.

“One day at a time,” he said. “And some days, good things happen.”

 

Chapter 3

 

 

The slave market was layered with the same pale limestone gravel Livy had grown accustomed to seeing in this town. It was the size of a small courtyard, iron cages lining two of the palisade walls while a raised platform stood like a gallows at the far end.

Albero didn't bring his slaves out all at once. Livy, Fen, Mary, and four of the men who'd been carrying the baggage came first. Albero made sure to parade the burly men through the slave market with their shirts off despite the chilly weather, leaning close to whisper to each of them in turn. His words spurred them to stand taller, square their shoulders, and tense their bodies to show off the lean definition of their muscles. Perhaps they too had shared private conversations in which the comfort of their captivity was negotiated in exchange for putting on a show.

As they waited in line near the market entrance, a man with a wax tablet came to speak with Albero. When prompted, the slaver produced a ledger containing his affidavits. Livy edged to the side so she could see. Each slave had a document attesting to the details of their sale. She was dismayed, but not surprised, to see that the final affidavit–the one concerning her and Fen–bore neat handwriting and the seal of the Niall's Ford merchant's guild. That had been Edrich's seal once. With the alderman dead, it must have been easy for Christian to produce a forgery.

Livy wrapped her arms around herself against the cold. Her legs were warm in the wool stockings, but the billowy sleeves of her dress did little to keep out the wind. She would soon be shivering. Despite her nerves, she was adapting to Fen's mindset of survival. She'd stopped weeping at night. She might not have fully accepted her future like Mary, but she'd learned to numb her thoughts about it. Right now, her goal was to get herself sold to a noble house. Thinking about anything else wouldn't help her. So she would make the best of her situation, survive, and wait for an opportunity. Once her circumstances had settled, then she could think about what to do next. After the past year of her life, she supposed she was getting used to adapting.

The man with the tablet stood aside and Albero led them through. Half a dozen enforcers followed. Much like the building they'd stayed in the day prior, the slave market was guarded like a castle. The sharpened wooden stakes of the palisade rose high overhead, blocking view of the marketplace beyond. Two trios of armed men flanked the gate while yet more with long staves watched the cages.

It didn't look like the day's business had started yet. Once more they had to wait while Albero and his enforcers talked with some of the other slavers who were coming in. Iron chains clinked all around them, feet crunching on gravel as the stockade filled up. Livy tried to keep her gaze ahead, practising the false smile she'd worn yesterday, but when her eyes strayed sideways, she saw an olive-skinned man shackled to another line of slaves looking at her. The beads of sweat on his skin matched the desperate look in his eye. He was wringing a scrap of fabric between his palms. Was that a keepsake, or just a rag he'd torn loose from his weathered clothing? A trickle of blood leaked from one of his feet into the pale gravel.

Livy took a deep breath and looked away, unlatching her mind's eye from the lingering image. She touched her ring and thought of Fen, of that happy day in the Kinedwyn market, and once more she smiled. It was like forcing herself to breathe water.

She and Fen weren't put on show immediately. Albero took them aside and explained that he'd invited some special buyers to look at them later. The four muscular young slaves were brought up to the stage instead. Livy noticed that a thick log had been attached to the planks by chains. Two metal hoops resembling stretched horseshoes held it in place at either end. A pair at a time, Albero had his slaves lift the log until it bumped against the hoops. Once they'd demonstrated they could carry it with ease, he had them repeat the feat individually. Two of them struggled, but they still managed to lift the log high enough to draw a smattering of applause from the onlookers.

By then, the stockade had filled up with a number of prospective buyers. The guards seemed to limit how many people could enter at a time, for Livy saw a queue forming at the entrance. A bearded man who spoke with a thick accent waved Albero down and pointed at two of the men on stage. They exchanged words, then the buyer climbed up to inspect the slaves in closer detail. He looked at their arms and feet, checked their fingers, and peered into their hair for signs of lice. Seemingly satisfied, he spoke to Albero again and the pair counted out two heavy purses of silver at a nearby table.

“How long will he make us wait?” Livy asked Fen in an attempt to still her mounting anxiety. She rubbed her arms against the cold. The sky was overcast and it looked like it might rain soon.

“If he invited someone special, it might take a while. Noble folk come and go as they please, don't they?”

As the morning wore on, the remaining two men were sold to ship owners. Albero brought Mary forward and had her brush the hair of a giggling teenage girl who looked like she'd come to market with her parents. The girl peered into a steel mirror afterwards and exploded with glee at the crown of braids Mary had crafted from her brown curls. Her parents paid Albero a small purse of silver and took Mary with them. The old woman expressed no emotion throughout the exchange, only glancing back briefly before she stepped out through the gate. Livy gave her a smile, the first genuine one she'd worn all day. She couldn't tell from a distance, but it looked like Mary smiled back. Whatever life awaited her in the rich girl's household, Livy hoped it would be a kind one.

Livy's grumbling stomach told her it was past midday when Albero finally took them up to the stage. It hadn't rained yet, but the weather was still no warmer.

“I like your smiles today,” Albero said. “I expect a gold crown for each of you. Earn it, and I will let you keep that ring.”

The slave market had emptied out appreciably since earlier. Gone were the businesslike buyers and crops of half-gaunt slaves who sold quick and cheap. Now that the afternoon was upon them, half a dozen small entourages trailed after four men and two women dressed in the finery of nobles. Livy recognised the red and white quartering one of the men wore on his surcoat. He was probably a knight or baron in service to the count of Norcombe. The other men seemed like they might be merchants, but it was the two women who caught Livy's eye.

The one standing nearest the stage was tall and pretty, with a head of curly red hair spilling from beneath a green hood embroidered with yellow. The other looked older, perhaps in her fifties. Her black hair was starting to thread with grey, pulled back in a tight ponytail that ran in a braid down her spine. The matching grey of her dress should have looked drab, yet it somehow complemented the woman's severe features. The fabric was clean and meticulously tailored, framed with black embroidery and bearing a silver brooch that had been wrought into the letter S. Elaborate serifs decorated each end, giving it an almost thorny appearance.

“Lady Semila Pura,” Albero said when he saw Livy looking, then his eyes dropped to the pretty woman in the green hood. “And Miss Autumn. Both wealthy enough to afford you. Sit.” He took her by the shoulders and pressed her into a chair one of his men had brought to the stage. Fen sat beside her and was presented with a lute. It wasn't as nice as the one he used to play, but after a few twists of the tuning screws, his fingers began plucking out a melody.

His music drew the noble visitors to the stage. This was it. Their time to perform. Livy clasped her hands over one knee and smiled, making sure her silver ring was on display. As Fen's music filled the stockade, she began to sway in time with the tune, picturing herself as a nymph entranced by a minstrel's ballad. She hoped the display made her look enchanting rather than air-headed. The stiffness in her cold arms made her second-guess herself, but the smile remained fixed to her lips like a bronze mask. No matter how difficult it was, she had to keep up the pretence.

Some of the nobles went to look at the more burly slaves in the cages, but the two women remained nearby. Semila Pura wore an expression so impassive it looked like she was cut from slate, but Miss Autumn swayed her head along with Livy, beaming a smile through her red curls. Livy smiled back, and the woman ascended the stage steps. Albero bowed and offered her his hand.

“What is her name?” Autumn asked as she bent down to look at Livy.

“It can be whatever you like.”

Autumn glanced toward the stockade entrance. Livy followed her gaze and saw a squat older man standing there. He gave a nod, and Autumn turned back.

“April would be a pretty name for her. Or July. Would you like one of those names?”

Livy swallowed the objection in her throat and nodded. “They are very beautiful, my lady.”

“And so well spoken! Is she educated?”

“Yes, my lady,” Livy said. “I can read and write, and I know arithmetic.”

“That can be an attractive quality to some. What are you asking for her? I suppose she's worth at least eighty silver shillings.”

“With her beauty and education?” Albero said. “More than a gold crown. Do not let your gaze overlook the boy, either. The two are a magnificent pair. If you purchased them together, I might lower my price.”

Autumn looked toward the man at the entrance again. “I don't know if we have need of a boy, but his music is very good.”

Livy's stomach tightened with discomfort. She had a feeling she knew what those looks meant.

“Would you be purchasing us for the bathhouse, my lady?” she asked.

Autumn smiled again. “Yes. Have you worked in such a place before?”

“No.” Livy struggled to maintain her composure. She wanted to say something that would dissuade the woman–or more likely her master at the entrance–but she could feel Albero's eyes on the back of her head. He was holding to his end of the bargain by trying to sell them as a pair. If she undermined his efforts, that courtesy wouldn't last. She sat in silence, the waxen smile plastered to her lips as she resumed her swaying.

“I'll ask about the boy,” Autumn said, accepting Albero's hand again as he helped her back down the steps. She retreated to the gate and spoke a few inaudible words to the stocky man, who lifted a finger in warning. Autumn seemed to shrink from him, raising her hands in a placatory gesture before the man shook his head and began counting from a purse.

Livy trembled. There was sweat on her palms despite the cold. Sweat like she'd seen on the brow of the man with the bleeding foot. She looked towards the other buyers. Surely one of them would be interested?

A man with blonde hair that was turning white and a purple sash over his shoulder approached the stage. His tanned skin and sprightly bearing lent him a youthful air despite his middling years. When Livy smiled at him, he ignored her, walking straight to Fen instead. He asked him to demonstrate a few techniques on the lute, then requested a song. The sound of Fen's voice drifting over the stockade stilled the murmurs of conversation, even stirring a few slaves to look up from their cages.

“He's not bad, but he hasn't been trained,” the blonde man told Albero. “I'll give you fifty silver shillings for him.”

“For a young man of such beauty–”

“I don't want him for his beauty.”

“Still, it gives him value. I could accept no less than a gold crown–if you take the girl for the same price.”

The man looked at Livy. “Can you sing like him?”

“No, my lord.”

“Then I only want the boy. Sixty silver shillings.”

Albero shook his head with a look of regret. “I have already received a higher offer.”

“Waste him on the bathhouse, then.” The blonde man turned and walked down the steps without another word. Livy's heart sank. There had been something appealing about his energetic manner. Miss Autumn and her master were still watching from the gate, perhaps waiting to see if anyone would make a counteroffer before trying to haggle Albero down some more.

After a long circuit of the palisade, Semila Pura ascended the stage steps. She ignored Albero's proffered hand, having her guards help her instead. They wore no colours besides thin strips of yellow and purple across black jackets trimmed with fur. Each one had a matching cap and badge on his breast decorated with the same stylised S as Semila's brooch. If the woman could afford such extravagant uniforms for her servants, she must have been as wealthy as a duchess.

Semila's leather boots creaked on the planks. One of her guards shadowed her at all times, hovering like a spiked mantle about his mistress's shoulders.

“Beautiful,” Semila said with a wistfulness that belied her impassive expression. “I have long been searching for a minstrel so fine. A shame the girl cannot sing.”

She'd been listening to their previous conversation, then. Despite her air of indifference, she struck Livy as a sharp woman. Surely it would be better to be bought by her than Miss Autumn's surly master? Livy didn't pause to indulge the lurching feeling in her gut when she realised how subtly she was beginning to accept the prospect of slavery. Perhaps this was where the path to becoming like Mary began.

“I have other talents, my lady,” Livy said.

“Literacy and numeracy, yes, I heard. What is your name?”

“Livy. And my friend is Fen.”

“Short for Olivia and Fendrel?”

“No, my lady, just as they are.”

Semila's lips thinned. “Were you named by simpletons?” Livy sensed she wasn't supposed to answer, which proved to be the correct choice when Semila continued: “I don't care for those names. I suppose Livy is fine, but Fen is the name of a farm boy. Where are the two of you from?”

“The south,” Livy answered, feeling Albero's hands on her shoulders. His grip tightened, warning her not to be too forthcoming with the truth. She'd already spoken her real name without thinking. That probably hadn't been wise.

Semila gave Livy an appraising look. “What is your impression of Norcombe?”

It was a test of some kind. Women like Semila didn't ask slaves their opinions out of courtesy. What was she looking for? Some proof that Livy was as clever as she claimed? She considered her answer carefully, thinking about the fine gravel roads, the sprawling docks, and the grand manor on the cliff.

“It strikes me as a prosperous town, my lady. Whoever runs the docks must be wealthy indeed, for I've never seen such a perfect harbour.” She hadn't seen another coastal harbour at all, but her answer drew a look of approval.

“Norcombe is prosperous indeed,” Semila replied, “and the harbour is not the only reason. We have thrived while the kingdom at large struggles.” She paused, giving Livy another chance to speak. Livy tried not to wring her sweaty palms together, keeping them clasped demurely over her knee as if she was sharing polite conversation at a banquet.

Why was Norcombe so prosperous? She would have assumed it was due to the docks, but she'd visited other towns that saw large volumes of trade, and they hadn't had paved roads and opulent manors like this. Was it the limestone trade, perhaps? The slave market?

It came to her as she remembered their journey up the road. Anywhere you travelled in the central kingdom, there were always abandoned fields, dilapidated homesteads, and burnt-out ruins. Two civil wars across two generations had left scars that marred the midlands like cracks in old plaster. Not even remote Kinedwyn had been spared. Yet Livy hadn't seen any of that damage on the way to Norcombe. There hadn't been so much as a fallow field.

“The wars never came this far north. You were isolated because the road hadn't been completed yet.”

Semila nodded. “You are an astute woman. Norcombe was almost a kingdom unto itself during those years. It is rare to find such intelligence in a slave.”

“These two are no mere slaves,” Albero put in. “They are jewels fit for a crown. They would suit you most beautifully, Lady Semila.”

It was odd that he called her by her first name, though perhaps no more odd than wearing the same initial as her insignia. Perhaps she preferred to distance herself from her family title.

“We would be honoured to serve in your household, my lady,” Fen said, pausing his music to dip a bow. “No other patrons of this market compare.”

“I am pleased that you know how to flatter as well as sing, though you both speak too freely. You will learn to














OPS/images/cover.jpg
THE SONG OF SILVER

VOLUME TWO

‘ t;mg






