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  For Ryan, the love of my life. 
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Chapter 1


I don’t belong to him, and nothing he can do will change that . I repeated that in my head while I sobbed. I lay face down along the length of the heavy, familiar bench, my wrists secured to the legs on either side. The bindings held me so I couldn’t move more than a tiny bit in any direction.
Between my hitching breaths, I heard Master Mitchell’s belt threading back through the loops of his trousers. He stood next to me without saying a word. 
When the last of my tears had flowed, he pulled my hair away from my face with gentle fingers. “Aren’t you tired of fighting me after all this time? You know it won’t do you any good.” 
I didn’t bother to answer. He reached over me to his dresser, then gave me a whack on the backside. I stifled a groan. The pain was nothing compared to the welts that burned across my back from his belt’s attentions, but I knew what he held from that one touch. The wooden back he had just slapped me with was by no means the worst that coarse brush had to offer.
He paused to rub his knuckles over my bare bottom in a mocking caress. “With your uncooperative attitude, I can only place you with the roughest of my clients. Wouldn’t you prefer to serve men who won’t treat you so badly?” 
“Then who would you offer up to those swine?”
He flipped the brush around and hit me with the stiff bristles until I squirmed from the cutting bite of it scratching my skin. “That’s none of your concern.”
How wrong he was. I’d been making that decision for years by being difficult with every man he put in a room with me. Keeping the worst of them away from the other girls seemed worth it, most of the time. 
Merciful spirits, I hated that brush.
He sat down on the bench above my head and lightly placed his hand on the back of my neck. “I can think of more pleasant ways to spend our time.”
I had little interest in his clumsy seduction, a fact which he knew by then. “Let’s just skip ahead to the part where you force yourself on me and pretend that I enjoy it.”
With an angry hiss, he peppered my back with the brush. The bristles tore at my broken skin and sent agony radiating in every direction. I started screaming after the third strike and lost count soon afterward.
When I ran out of breath and could scream no longer, he stopped. My entire back throbbed. I gulped for air. He tugged the strap around my knees loose while humming quietly. I rested my face against the bench and took a few shuddering breaths. 
He scratched the bristles of the brush up the back of my right thigh to get my attention. Though my legs were free, I was too exhausted to move away from the uncomfortable sensation. 
“Your defiance is not without its charm. The quiet moments after are always so enjoyable. I’ll miss you when you’re gone.” He’d threatened to sell me to a labor camp as a breeder so often that it had ceased to frighten me long ago. 
I swallowed to steady my voice, my throat raw from screaming. “Am I going somewhere? I hear Garza is nice this time of year.” 
He laughed, but there was little humor in the sound. “Tristan will be here in a few weeks to take a batch of girls to sale in Rochelle.” He put down the brush and ran his fingers over the curve of my ass. “You don’t bring in as much as you used to. I can no longer justify keeping you for what little amusement you offer me when there is no profit in it. You’re going in the next group.”
I turned my head to look at him, not believing a word of it. When I saw his expression, though, I knew he was telling the truth. His graying hair clung to the sides of his face, framing a sad smile that was not at home on his handsome features. I held his gaze for longer than could be considered appropriate. Neither of us spoke.
I had wished myself free of his House more times than I could remember, but with the prospect of getting out before me, fear crept into my throat and choked me. With Mitchell, I knew where I stood and which lines he wouldn’t cross. As much as I hated him, there was a measure of trust there that I couldn’t deny. After I was auctioned, there was no telling where I would end up.
“Nothing to say?” His hand slid over the torn skin of my back with a light touch that brought an absurd amount of pain. I gritted my teeth. 
He crouched next to my head and worked at the binding on my right wrist. “If you ask me nicely, I’ll consider keeping you.” His blue eyes searched my face as he caressed my cheek. The unspoken promise of tenderness was a familiar lie. I no longer wondered who that lie was supposed to convince.
How easy it would be to beg him to keep me. For a brief moment, I almost wished I could do it. I despised the weak part of myself that wanted his approval.
“Never.” I turned my face away from him and closed my eyes. Tears overflowed and spilled down my cheeks. I didn’t want him to see how much he had hurt me because I knew that pain was what he sought, an indicator that he’d broken me at last.
With a contemptuous growl, he stood and kicked the bottom of the bench under my head, jarring my teeth with the force. The sound of his belt being pulled free again rasped in my ears.

      [image: image-placeholder]Later that evening, Mitchell sent Felicity to clear me out of his room where he’d left me alone to “think over my options.” She helped me limp to the cramped one-room building that housed a dozen of us. The oil lanterns of the House warded off the coming night, but our quarters were dark, as always.
Groaning, I settled on the sparse straw covering my pallet. Felicity lit the stub of a candle and placed it on the floor nearby. I wondered how she’d smuggled it out of the main House. If she earned a beating on my account, I’d feel terrible, but I was thankful for the meager amount of light. She cleaned the welts on my back with a damp cloth, making soothing sounds whenever I flinched. In another time, another place, her graceful hands would have made her a musician. 
“Why is it always you who comes for me?”
She made a thoughtful hum. “I volunteer.”
I turned to look at her over my shoulder. Older than me by several years, she’d been perhaps twenty when the Dominion’s armies had landed on our shores. Strands of gray were just starting to encroach on the edges of her dark hair at the temples.
“Why would you want to help me?” I whispered.
She met my gaze, her eyes unreadable in the dark room. “I could ask you the same question.”
“I’ve never gone out of my way to help you.”
Her lips curled into a small smile, and she tilted her head. “Haven’t you? Haven’t you helped every one of the girls here?”
Staring down at my chafed wrists, I sighed. “I don’t know what you mean.”
Felicity tsked. “I mean you acting up on purpose so Master Mitchell will assign you his worst clients. Did you think we didn’t notice?”
I squirmed as she wiped a particularly sensitive spot along my ribs. “Only someone truly demented would bring this on herself, don’t you think?”
“No, I don’t think that at all.” She rubbed ointment into a welt under my left shoulder blade.
I winced at the sting as the awful smelling herbal concoction seeped into my skin. “I do what I have to do to remain sane; that’s all.”
“Well, maybe you could tone it down a bit, just so some of these could heal before you get a whole new set atop them. You’re not as young as you used to be.” Her hand rested lightly on my shoulder.
I leaned forward, pressing my face into the rough-spun wool of my blanket so she wouldn’t see the tears that threatened. “I don’t think that will be a problem much longer.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“Last chance,” Mitchell said as he clipped a lead to the metal collar around my neck. We stood several paces away from the rest of the girls who were in the process of being tied to Tristan’s cart. 
I didn’t look at him or respond. I had nothing to say. 
He pulled my chin up and stared into my face with an inquisitive expression. “You’re going to regret this. You don’t understand how kind I’ve been.”
I met his gaze for only a few seconds, then lowered my eyes. I did understand. Kind was not the word I would have chosen, but he had always been reluctant to cause permanent damage, which was more than could be said for many Domini slave owners. I had been in his care for more than a decade and had never, in all that time, feared for my life. 
The worst of his clients were nowhere near as bad as the Dominion soldiers who had invaded almost twenty years ago. The shrieks of girls being battered and violated still haunted my nightmares more often than not. I tried to push away the recollection of the terror those men had wrought on my village when I felt the memories bearing down on me. The images of my dying mother’s bloody face lingered, along with the tightness in my chest.
He let out an exaggerated sigh and released my chin. I wondered if it was a game for him. Did he hope I would ask to stay, so he could pack me off anyway? He would never know that satisfaction. There were few enough matters I could control in my life, but that was one of them.
He walked behind me to remove the straps from my wrists so I would be able to keep up with the pace of the mule-drawn cart. Tristan’s hired thug approached, his heavy boots entering the edge of my vision. 
Mitchell handed my leash to the other man. “Keep this one bound at night, or she’ll give you reason to be sorry. Tell Tristan to push a hard pace so she’ll tire; that will make her easier to handle.” 
“This tawny kitten won’t give us any trouble.” Tristan’s man gave a sharp tug on the tether, sending me crashing into him, his broad chest halting my forward motion like a stone wall. “If she does, she’ll end up warming my blankets at night, and she won’t enjoy that one bit.” He fondled my bottom with a hearty chuckle. 
I wondered if Mitchell would say something as the hulking man led me away, but no final words came. When I glanced over my shoulder to catch a last glimpse of him, he had already gone.
“Tie that one up here, Blake,” Tristan said to the man leading me.
More than twenty girls were tied to his cart in chains of three. Six, including me, had come from Mitchell’s house. Blake tied me near the front, next to the driver’s seat of the cart.
“We going to have a problem with that one?” Tristan asked.
“No,” Blake answered, giving my backside another squeeze. “We already had a talk. If she steps out of line, she’ll be sleeping with me.”
The walking stick Tristan used to accommodate his limp came up under my chin. He spoke with the care one might take when addressing a dimwitted mule. “Meek as a lamb every step of the way and I won’t have to worry if he’s cutting into my profit by damaging you while you’re yowling under him.”
I repressed a disrespectful sound. I had sized up Blake already. Large he might be, but he was no brute. His fondling held affection that a man who enjoyed hurting women didn’t display. I had occasion to know the difference. Tristan was the dangerous one of the pair, of that I had no doubt. Tristan snapped his whip in the air above the mule team, and they took off at a quick walk. 
The brutal midday sun exhausted me within minutes. I kept my eyes on the horizon, concentrating on each step to keep my mind from returning to the life behind me. Lines of shimmering heat rose from the hard-baked earth. 
Tristan kept us moving much longer than he should have. My feet ached, and my eyes itched with the gritty red dust the ceaseless wind drove into every crevice. Blake silently walked beside me. He glanced around when one of the girls stumbled. “We should stop soon to give them some water.”
Tristan snorted with disgust. “We’ll stop in a while. I’ve no time to coddle these trollops. I still have another stop before Rochelle.”
Blake slowed, moving in toward the cart. “Some of them are about to collapse. It won’t speed us any if they start dropping.”
Tristan glared at his hired strong-arm. “You don’t make the decisions here, Garzan. Now be quiet and keep them moving.”
Blake subsided, but reached into the cart and pulled out a canteen. He unscrewed the cap and passed the container to me. I lifted it to my lips, swallowing the tepid water that splashed into my mouth. I passed the canteen back, and he slowed another step to pass the water to one of the other girls. Tristan made another disgruntled noise, but didn’t say anything.
Tristan didn’t stop the cart until almost dusk. We were told to bed down where we stood. Blake made a circuit of the girls with ladles of water and our dinners. He came to me last. I swallowed the water first to ease my parched throat, then started on the stale biscuit. 
Blake crouched down next to me and whispered, “He wants you tonight.”
I looked up into his wide face. A scar cut across his left cheek and twisted that half of his mouth in a perpetual grimace, yet the expression around his eyes was not that of a cruel man. 
“You’re in the wrong business,” I replied before I continued to eat.
His mouth opened, but he closed it after a moment. He looked over his shoulder to where one of the girls was serving Tristan his dinner. He turned back to me and narrowed his eyes. “Just finish up your food, and I’ll bring you to him. Remember, if you cause any trouble, you end up with me tonight.”
“While I appreciate the offer, Felicity would be a better choice for you.” I lifted my chin in the direction of the woman who had helped me so many times. She shook under the threadbare blanket wrapped around her slim shoulders.
His eyes moved to the frightened woman. He gave her a long, appraising look before turning back to me. He nodded once. At least she would be safe. I was quite sure she couldn’t handle what Tristan was rumored to dole out. 
I finished chewing the last mouthful of biscuit. He handed me another ladle of water. I sipped that one slower.
Blake frowned, pulling the scar on his cheek taut. “He knows you caused Mitchell trouble. He wants to make an example of you.”
“I’m familiar with his type.” I handed the ladle back with a small smile. “I’ll be fine.”

      [image: image-placeholder]There is an art to defiance; any slave would say the same. Knowing when to be meek and when to show spirit was a complex dance that depended on the man issuing the commands. I had never been very good at dancing. 
Tristan had battered the back of my shoulders and thighs with his walking stick for a long time. I had gone hoarse from shrieking to a point where I could do little more than groan with each blow. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to walk the next day, which would cause additional problems in the morning.
I hadn’t complied with a single order. As soon as I saw his smirk, I couldn’t bring myself to cooperate, though I had intended to at first.
Tristan limped around in front of me and leaned on his stick, watching me with a hateful expression. “Blake,” he called. “Bring me one of the others.”
Blake came over a few minutes later with a girl I didn’t know. She took in my state with a glance, shuddering as she walked by me. She set to pleasing Tristan with her mouth after little more than a suggestion. My example worked as intended, after all.
Blake moved to where I was bound and bent to untie me. 
“Leave the bitch there,” Tristan said.
“She won’t be able to walk tomorrow.”
“She’ll walk, or we’ll drag her.” He grunted and slapped the girl in his lap.
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Chapter 2


Almost a week later, we reached Rochelle. Despite the worry over what sort of man might end up buying me there, the rundown collection of low buildings was a welcome sight. The dust of the surrounding desert stained everything a dull red. What few inhabitants braved the midday heat lounged in the shade on either side of the main road and ignored our bedraggled procession as we shuffled through town.  
A ring of sparse grass had taken hold around the central well. Under the disinterested gaze of a boy wearing a cap with the mark of the Rochelle orphanage, a handful of mangy goats grazed on the meager growth. When we pulled to a stop, every woman in our group above childbearing age stared at the young shepherd. I knew the questions that raced through their minds because the pointless speculation overran my thoughts as well. Was he the right age? Was his hair the same shade of brown as mine? Might that child, against all the odds, be mine? The sad truth was he belonged to none of us, and all of us at once. 
A pair of the governor’s water-minders stood to either side of the well, spiked maces hanging at their hips. Tristan haggled over the price for a ridiculous amount of time. Once an agreement had been reached, coins changed hands, and Tristan disappeared into one of the buildings bordering the central square, leaving us exposed to the sun.
My shirt, sodden with uncomfortable moisture, clung to my back and sides. A glance around confirmed that most of the girls were worse off. 
I sidled up to Blake and spoke softly, “They need water and some shade.”
Blake frowned. “I can’t move the cart.” He reached around me and, after scrounging around in the cart, came up with the canteen.
I took a quick sip, just enough to moisten my mouth, and passed the water back to him. “Thanks.”
He made the rounds of the girls, all twenty-five, then came back to stand beside me. He mopped his face with a handkerchief. “When was the last time it rained in this blazing part of the country?”
“Been a while. I can’t remember exactly.”
“Does it cool off in the winter at least?” 
I lowered my head and repressed a laugh. “It’s winter now.”
“Well, that’s demoralizing.” He slouched against the cart.
“Perhaps you should move on before it gets too hot.”
“I’m headed for the coast once I get paid.”
“Probably for the best.” Looking up at him, I smiled. “You’re a terrible thug.”
Blake rubbed his nose with the back of his hand. “I want to help you.”
I glanced at his imperial insignia, a red starburst on a field of white. His rank wasn’t much above the level of an indentured servant. “Even if you had the coin, you couldn’t buy me.”
“Maybe there’s something else I can do.”
The sincerity in his expression made me fearful for his safety. “All you’d accomplish is getting yourself collared or killed. I’ll survive. I always do.” I offered what I hoped was a reassuring smile.

      [image: image-placeholder]Tristan prodded me onto the stage of the largest slave auction in two districts. The appraising stares of the men made my skin crawl. A trickle of sweat slid down my cheek. I tried to distract myself from the humiliation of what was about to happen. What was the proper expression to wear on the occasion of one’s purchase? I settled for what I hoped passed for meekness. I was not the willful daughter of murdered parents. I was just a nameless girl, up for sale with dozens of others. 
I scanned the crowd to get an idea who might purchase me. The options were not promising so late in the afternoon. Perhaps a kindly farmer would want me to help with his farm work or to take care of his children. That was the best-case scenario. From there, the prospects grew progressively grim. 
Tristan’s sales patter changed in midstream. Instead of relating my merits, he suggested that I was uncooperative. I glared at him before I could stop myself. The marks my nails had left on his face and neck stood out red against his pale skin. In retrospect, lashing out the night before might have been a mistake. He hadn’t beaten me, not wanting the fresh bruises to put off prospective buyers, but now it seemed he was taking his revenge.
I regained my composure and tried to appear meek again, but the bidding had already slowed. I hoped he would choke on what was sure to be a trifling commission from my sale. I tried to figure out who had made the highest bid. I thought it was Fat Rollo, the eunuch who sold women in isolated parts of the territory. He was a frequent customer of Mitchell’s House, both buying and selling. At least he wouldn’t sample my wares on our way to whatever backward villages he chose to visit. 
From my left, someone announced a bid three times higher than the current offer. Every eye in the vicinity turned to look. The bidder’s drab, travel-worn clothing marked him as something other than a merchant or the usual sort of flesh peddler. The green starburst on his chest marked him as a full lord, a rarity in that desolate part of the country. A shiver of dread slithered up my back, despite the heat.
Murmurs rose throughout the auction area. No one outbid him; it was a ridiculous amount of money for used goods. The auctioneer concluded the sale and announced the winner as Lord Devin.
The crowd silenced, and I knew why. Lord Devin was an enforcer, quite possibly the most respected and feared on the continent. He traveled the countryside, enforcing the Dominion’s rule of law with an unrelenting zeal. Tales of his cruelty preceded him wherever he went.
My stomach heaved as tension tightened my muscles. When I didn’t move at the end of the auction, Tristan came to fetch me. He pulled me down by the arm, and I almost fell. I backed away from him, knowing what was coming. Tristan punched me then, hard enough that I saw bright spots of light flicker in my vision.
A voice cold with fury came from behind me. “Touch my property without my leave again, and I’ll remove your hand.” Lord Devin strode up and grabbed me by the hair, pulling me toward him. Fear tightened my chest as pain lanced my scalp. 
Tristan backed away with mumbled platitudes, hands raised. 
The clinking of coins preceded a weighty thump as the bag with my purchase price hit the ground at Tristan’s feet. Tristan bent and scooped up the pouch, opening it as he rose. “A pleasure doing business with you, my lord.”
“Be quiet before I gut you,” Devin said with eerie calm. Tristan scurried away without another word.
The man who owned me towered over me by more than two hands. I felt the intensity of his gaze boring into the top of my head. 
“Show me your face.” He tugged on my hair to encourage my swift compliance.
I turned my face upward, keeping my eyes downcast. He swore, a violent and vulgar curse. I hoped that meant he was planning to sell me for profit and was upset about his merchandise being bruised, although I found it difficult to believe with the price he’d paid. After unwinding his fingers from my hair, he moved to hold my arm in a proprietary grip. He took off at a quick pace, pulling me along beside him.
We stopped at several shops, and he handed me the purchases to carry. My heart hammered in my throat as I struggled to keep up with him. I couldn’t remember what the going rate was for a mule, but I thought myself quite an overpriced pack animal. We finally stopped and joined the end of a line of men leading cattle and horses into a darkened shop.
I contemplated how much my circumstances had changed as we progressed through the line. Once we’d moved to the second place in line a loud bellow from inside drew my attention. My head snapped up. A calf, led by a thin girl, limped away from the shop. The man in front of us passed through the entryway, pulling a reluctant mule behind him. He handed a blackened piece of metal to the proprietor, then led the mule into a wooden chute and tied him fast.
The proprietor fit the metal piece onto a rod, then pushed the end into a heap of coals in a nearby basin. He spoke to the mule’s owner, and coins changed hands. The proprietor went back to the basin and pulled out the rod. Coming in from the top of the chute, he placed the red-hot tip against the mule’s flank. A sickening sizzle filled the air, and the mule brayed loudly. The mule’s owner gave him a little pat, then untied him and led him out of the shop.
Devin stepped forward, but I stood rooted to the spot. Devin turned back to me, every taut line of his body betraying malice. He tightened his grip on my arm and propelled me into the shop. The stink of burning hair and flesh filled my nostrils. 
“Well met, my lord,” the proprietor said. “I haven’t done a girl in a long time. Most folks go through slaves too quick to bother marking them. This one must be a keeper.” His grin was lecherous. 
I tried to back away, but Devin moved his hand to the back of my neck and squeezed until I whimpered. I was barely standing from the pain and terror, but he kept me upright with his grip. I began to cry, silent and helpless tears. He handed the proprietor a branding iron with the end shaped like a stylized “D.”
As the proprietor walked away, Devin pushed me to the chute, fingers gouging into my neck. He pressed the side of my face against the wooden slats, abrading my already swollen cheek on the rough wood. He lowered his mouth to my ear. “This is going to happen no matter how much you fight. I can truss you up like a piglet, if you make me. I’d like that. You have one chance to do this under your own power. You will stand here and not move.” His hand released my neck, and I almost fell to the ground. He grabbed my arm and held me in place.
I turned to look up at him through a hot haze of tears. Men like him enjoyed the tears; I knew that, but I didn’t care. His eyes were dark, almost black, and held no emotion at all. I imagined he hoped I would struggle. The humiliation of being bound and treated even more like an animal fueled my resolve. I stood straighter, leaning my forehead against the wooden rail of the chute with a sigh. 
The proprietor’s footsteps approached, and I thought I would faint. I moved my hands to the rail and hung on with all my strength. The pain wouldn’t last long. It would be over soon.
The proprietor asked, “On the ass, then?”
“No.” Devin pulled up the right side of my shirt and tugged down the waist of my skirt. He touched the spot where my waist curved toward my hip. I closed my eyes, inhaling a shuddering breath.
His hand retreated. I braced myself, waiting for the pain. The delay seemed to last forever, and then the burning hit. I screamed. The searing heat radiated over my side. The branding iron pulled away, and I felt some of my skin go with it. I screamed until I collapsed, trying to breathe, though my lungs refused to work. 
I wasn’t aware of what happened for the next few minutes. Devin must have paid the man and then dragged me into the alley beside the shop. When I regained my senses, the pain had eased quite a bit. A cool numbness covered my entire hip, doubtless a salve provided by the proprietor. An acrid pile of vomit lay on the ground beside me.
Devin leaned against the far wall of the alley, hat pulled low over of his face. A tether was attached to my collar, the other end wrapped around his hand. He walked away in silence, tugging on the leash to compel me to follow. I scrambled to my feet and hurried after him. If I lagged behind, he would drag me, of that I had no doubt.
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Chapter 3


Though I had been treated quite badly at Mitchell’s House, never had I been handled with as much disregard as I was that day with Devin. He set a hard pace and never looked back. It seemed the only difference between his mule and me was that I wasn’t strong enough to carry packs. He stopped after two hours and checked the horse’s feet, then the mule’s feet, and then mine, offering us water in the same order. His preference for his possessions was clear. At least he didn’t make me drink out of a bucket; instead, he handed me the mug he used. I avoided looking at him, certain that any misstep would earn me a harsh punishment. 
After the short break, I shuffled along behind the mule in a daze for some time. Finally, overcome by exhaustion, I stumbled and fell. My knees scraped the hard-packed surface, and I struggled to right myself. Devin turned the horse toward a pair of scrabbled trees that somehow managed to survive in this sun-drenched wasteland.
After we reached the shade, he dismounted. My fear of him managed to trump the exhaustion, and my heart raced. My legs threatened to buckle under me, but I managed to keep my feet.
He lengthened the tether, and said, “We’re stopping here for the night.” 
I stood still, unsure if it was a trick. Finally, I decided I didn’t care and limped over into the shade and collapsed.
The sun was beginning to go down by the time he had dealt with the animals and made a campfire. He dropped a blanket next to me and stood there for a moment. “Take your dinner.” 
I looked up and saw that he held out some dried meat and a piece of flatbread. The sight of the food reminded me how hungry I was. I hadn’t eaten since early that morning, and I had probably left most of that in the alley behind the branding shop. I took the food and began to eat ravenously. 
He sat beside me and filled a battered tin mug from a canteen. He took a sip, then put the mug down within my reach. I could feel his eyes on me as ate his meal. Even the discomfort of being under his gaze didn’t dissuade me from the food. I finished eating, then gulped down the mug of water. 
He refilled the mug and set it down again. “I assume you can talk?”
I realized then that I hadn’t said anything since he’d bought me. I had sobbed and screamed, but hadn’t spoken a word. I cleared my throat. “Of course.” 
He stood and dusted his hands on his thighs. “I’m going to finish setting up camp. Think of something amusing to talk about.” 
I was glad that his back was turned because I looked up at him in disbelief. After a few seconds, I decided that clarification was necessary. “I’m not sure I understand what you mean.”
“What I mean is, come up with something to talk about because I’m bored.”
The night was beginning to cool, so I unfolded the blanket and wrapped it around my shoulders while trying to figure out what he wanted. “Did you buy me to make conversation?”
He exhaled sharply. “Not precisely. I suppose that’s a good thing for you because you’re terrible at it.”
He had branded me, ignored me all day, exhausted me to the point of collapse, and then insulted me. “Perhaps you should have inquired before you purchased me whether I was capable of your high conversational standards.” That was enough to get his attention. 
I braced for the blow I knew would come as he stalked toward me. He knelt at my feet and reached for my right ankle. I tried to move away, but he grabbed my foot in a firm grip. He fastened a leather cuff around my right ankle, then another around the left. A sturdy leather strap, significantly less than a pace long, connected the cuffs. He hadn’t even hobbled the mule; I ranked low indeed.
“I thought the House-raised girls were taught civilized conversation.” He moved off to continue setting up camp.
I wondered exactly where he had gotten that impression. There was nothing civilized about the Houses; they were brothels with fancy names. When the girls got too old, they were sold at auctions. I really couldn’t think of anything to say, so I thought I’d just follow whatever path was likely to lead to a beating the quickest. I might as well know what I was in for. “I’m not unspoiled,” I said in the haughtiest tone I could manage.
Instead of a blow, I got a derisive snort. “I don’t believe I asked that.”
“The price you paid for me was enough for one of the younger girls, the ones who haven’t been touched.”
He shook his head. “I’ve doubts that any girl in this district above the age of twelve hasn’t been touched. No matter what the salesman says.” 
Well, he was right enough about that. I couldn’t figure him out, and the difficulty irritated me. The men who frequented the Houses fit into distinct categories, none of which seemed to apply to Devin. “Then, I guess you bought me because you needed something to rut.” Vulgarities were usually a sure way to earn a smack, at the very least.
“I’ve no interest in that,” he said calmly, as if I had asked him if he wanted tea.
Rudeness hadn’t gotten any reaction, so I decided to try a different tactic, though seduction had never been one of my strengths. “Then what are you interested in?”
He turned his head to regard me before going back to the pack. “For one, your name.”
I shifted under the blanket, and the pain of my hip reasserted itself. “Prudence. They called me Pru at the House.”
“Did they? I suppose that’s more flattering than the alternative.” He sounded distracted.
I wondered if that was his attempt at a joke. His face was expressionless, so it was impossible to say. I didn’t mention that Mitchell had called me just that, many times.
He pulled out a cloth-wrapped bundle and placed it on the ground. “I know the name they gave you when they tried to civilize you. It’s on the paperwork. What I’m interested in is the name that your parents gave you.”
I hesitated, unsure. The last time I had spoken my name I was beaten for four hours, then hung by my wrists until the following dawn. I’d been thirteen. Did I dare provoke him further? Before I could think better of the choice, it seemed that I did. “Sindari.”
The right corner of his mouth raised a fraction before he caught it, the first change of expression I had seen from him. “Which of your parents had the foresight to give you such a painfully ironic name?”
I blinked a few times. “I don’t know what you mean.”
He took off his armguard, wrapped it, then put it in the pack. “Don’t you? Surely you know what irony is.” 
“Well, yes, but—”
He cut me off by turning abruptly. My question caught in my throat, unvoiced. “Beautiful victory, the name of a woman enslaved by an enemy who defeated her land so thoroughly that she is not even allowed to speak her true name.” He watched me with a gaze that should have burned my skin as surely as the brand.
I realized that meeting his eyes that way was defiant and looked down at my hands, clenching my fingers around the edge of the blanket. I was beyond stupid. He wouldn’t kill me, not after what he had paid. He could do things that would make me wish he would, though. I concentrated on not shivering. I would not give him that. I had control over that much, at least.
After a long delay, he said, “Stand up and lower the blanket.”
I stood, trying to avoid looking at him. The tension in my muscles bordered on painful. I lowered the blanket and let it fall open at the same time. He moved to my right side and reached out to put his hand on my ass. I flinched when I saw him move, but the touch of his hand wasn’t painful. He turned my hip toward the fire and crouched to examine the brand. 
A cool sensation coated my entire hip, and the pain dulled in a matter of seconds, replaced by a numbed tingling. My muscles relaxed gradually as the soothing effects of whatever he put on my hip spread. 
“I regret the need for this.” The tone of his voice was different, somehow softer.
I looked down at him. For a moment, I thought I saw anguish, but the expression vanished so quickly that I was sure it had been a trick of the firelight. I turned away again. “I don’t believe you.”
He rose, lifting the blanket and putting it back around my shoulders. “Do you want to know why I did it?”
I pulled the blanket out of his hand and closed it around myself. “I imagine it’s because you like to inflict pain on those who are weaker than you.”
He didn’t answer right away. “It was the worst thing that I could think of to do to you in public that would leave no lasting damage. Rumors of my cruelty will spread like wildfire. They will speak my name and cower because of how I branded you for no reason other than that it suited me.” He paused. “The second reason is that, with that mark on your body, few would dare lay claim to you or harm you. A woman traveling alone through this land has no hope, but that mark should offer you protection against all but the very worst, should you manage to escape.”
My defiant tongue spoke before I could restrain it. “You expect me to believe that you branded me for my own good?”
With a movement so quick I barely registered it, he reached out and grabbed my chin, turning my face toward him. “I expect you to believe that you’re mine, and I’ll do with you as I see fit.” He embodied malevolence in that moment, his voice edged like the blades he wore. My knees buckled, but the force of his grip held me up. I couldn’t look away from his eyes, dark and glinting with reflected firelight. He held me there for an impossibly long moment. My jaw began to ache, yet I couldn’t look away. He muttered a vulgar curse as he released me, and I crumpled to the ground with a thud.
I sat very still as he continued to prepare the camp. Watching him, I wondered where he’d learned my native tongue. As with all of the Dominion-conquered lands, our language had been eradicated, and few remembered any words at all. A while later I worked up the courage to speak again. “Where did you learn Eldari?”
“From someone who is dead.” It took me a moment to realize that he had spoken the sentence in perfectly accented Eldari. The long vowels hung in the air like forgotten music. 
I shivered as he looked through another pack. He was only a little older than I was, so he would have been in his early teens when the Dominion came. Almost all of the Eldari men his age were dead, but… Despite what the Domini said, there was little that set our people apart. The biggest difference was that one of us wore the collar and the other held the stick. 
“Are you Eldari?” I asked before I could stop myself.
With a glare, he stalked over to where I sat and towered over me. I bent my head, concentrating on the ground and trying not to quake with fear. 
“I’m never to hear those words out of your mouth again.” His harsh whisper cut through me, the threat obvious.
I nodded because I found myself without words, a rare condition for me. 
He tossed a bundle of clothes to the ground. “You walk too slowly, so you ride tomorrow. Find something in there suitable to wear while riding.” 
My mouth hung open for several seconds before I had the presence of mind to it. He couldn’t be serious. Women didn’t ride horses. I stammered, trying to find a reply that wouldn’t be considered direct defiance. Finally, I settled for, “I don’t know how.”
He paused in unrolling a blanket to look over at me. “It isn’t difficult; the horse does all the work. I’m confident you’ll be able to avoid falling off.”
I didn’t share his confidence. My gaze moved to the huge beast placidly cropping grass nearby. I wasn’t fooled. It had tried to take off a groom’s hand earlier, missing only because Devin had grabbed the animal’s bridle before teeth found flesh. “Of course,” I said with certainty I didn’t feel. 
The clothing was a tangled mess, wrinkled and smelling of horse. I shook out each garment and folded it as I sorted, mostly for something to do with my hands. I didn’t realize I started humming until I felt his stare. The melody died in my throat as I looked up, and my heart thumped heavily. I wondered when I had become so stupid. I didn’t think it was one of the forbidden songs, but I honestly couldn’t remember. I couldn’t recall the name or the words of the haunting tune.
He held a battered kettle in his right hand, the handle gripped so tight that his knuckles looked like knots of wood. I thought he was going to stomp over and bludgeon me with it any second. 
He was going to kill me, despite what he’d paid for me. My heart pounded as I tried to figure out how I could escape. He took a deep breath, exhaling a grumble before he turned around and walked away.
I jumped to my feet. Frantic examination of the campsite yielded nothing to help me. Hobbled and still tethered to the mule, I wasn’t going anywhere. I swore in Eldari, multi-syllabic and vile, suggesting what the Domini enjoyed doing with pigs.
“It’s truly a wonder that you managed to survive this long.” His voice was calm as he walked back into the circle of light created by the fire. 
Panic took hold of me, bands of tension tightening around my chest. The entire Eldari language was forbidden. What I had just done was a death sentence, and before me stood a man who handed out those sentences.
In a level tone, he said, “Sit down before you faint.” 
Dizzy, and realizing that my legs weren’t going to hold me much longer, I complied. I lowered my head and gulped for air. The kettle sizzled as he put it over the fire, moisture evaporating as tendrils of flame spread over the bottom and up the sides of the container. I felt his eyes on me, but I didn’t look his way. He walked around the circle to pick up the discarded blanket and put it back around my shoulders. 
He was silent for a long time before he spoke. “We will spend most of our time alone. I won’t punish you for such behavior unless someone overhears you. Take care that no one does.”
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. He crouched down in front of me, lifting my chin with one hand. I struggled to meet his eyes. His face and voice were both completely without expression. “When others are near, you must be the embodiment of meek obedience. Am I making myself clear?”
I nodded again, his calloused fingers rough against my chin. 
“I would rather not beat you to attain that, but I will if you force me.” He released my chin and removed his hat with the same hand, putting it on the ground next to him. “The appearance of obedience is more important to me than the act of obedience.”
I considered what he’d said as I studied him. His angular cheekbones made his face appear ghoulish in the flickering firelight. He expected an act. He knew I didn’t have a compliant bone in my body, but as long as no one else saw my defiance, he didn’t care. The idea that his words were a ruse occurred to me. I dismissed the thought; he had no need for such elaborate trickery. He could beat me whenever the fancy took him, and no one would say a word. 
Acting was something I could handle. I had a great deal of practice; most whores did. I leaned forward and kissed him on the mouth. There was no passion in it, no emotion at all. His lips were dry, and he smelled of cinnamon. 
He didn’t move. After a few heartbeats, I backed away. “I understand.” 
Thus, our bargain was struck.
He nodded and picked up his hat, settling it back on his head. “I thought you might.” He stretched as he stood, arms reaching for the sky. The fire crackled behind him, and the orange glow it cast brightened. For an instant, he appeared made of flame, and then the illusion was gone. 
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Chapter 4


Someone shook me awake. Muzzy with sleep, I thought it was Devin come to claim his property at last. I hoped if I continued to feign sleep, he might leave me alone a while longer. A hand covered my mouth. My eyes shot open, and I stared up into Blake’s weathered face. My surprised noise was muffled by his palm. 
“He disappeared into the scrub ten minutes ago,” Blake whispered. “We can be away before he returns.” He pulled his hand back and smiled tentatively.
I sat up, pushing him away at the same time. “Are you mad? He’ll catch us before the sun clears the horizon, and we’ll both be dead.”
“Not if we take the horse.” He pointed over his shoulder where the animals grazed calmly.
“Now I know you’re insane. That’s a trained warhorse. You get within arm’s reach of him, and he’ll probably take off your hand.”
“I can’t leave you with him. He’s a beast.” 
His concern touched me, so much so that I knew I had to make him leave or we’d both be doomed. “Go now and forget about me.”
Blake looked as if he wanted to argue, but something behind me made his eyes widen in fear.
“That’s the best offer you’re going to get today.” Devin’s steel-edged voice froze me in place. “Get out of my camp right now and I’ll pretend I never saw you.”
Blake
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