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The Beginning of the End
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Looking back, this day, five years after his master had mated two women, became the beginning of the end of Nat’s life in Qinten’s house.

Nat opened the door to the Master’s apartment. “Get a healer,” he said to the messenger, handing a message to him. “It is Mistress Kara’s time.”

The messenger nodded and turned to sprint down the stairs.

Mistress Kara had experienced a long and miserable period of confinement during the days she carried this baby. Nat had watched as the women slaves Kara brought with her to the mating carried out smelly bowls and towels used to clean up the mess caused by her illness, both in the morning and evening, through much of the time.

Master Qinten spent the early days vacillating between his excitement to be a father and anger over her intense illness, which prevented him from receiving the attention he wanted. He no longer found pleasure with only one mate. He wanted both at the same time, and Kara’s early illness with her child interfered with his gratification. 

Over the more than two years since their mating, two mates had served his enormous appetite. Even with two women in the house, he would return home early in the morning from his forays into the city, returning to his favorite harlot houses that sold women and boys to meet any need of their customers. Nat felt gratitude that the Master held a small level of respect for him, enough to prevent his use of Nat in that way. Nat preferred to be strapped, or killed, rather than accept his Master’s vile attention.

Now, however, Nat was worried about Mistress Kara. 

He had been there when women gave birth before, mostly when Hoth owned him. They lived close together. Men and women had relations around him. Most of the women agreed to the joining, although sometimes the women didn’t. They shouted and screamed. It did not matter. No one had the strength left at the end of a long, difficult day making bricks to fight to protect a woman who had little more connection than a fellow slave. Nat had been too small to do anything about it, though he covered his ears with doubled fists.

Some of these women, both those who agreed to the joining and most of those who did not, took herbal concoctions, becoming very ill for a few days. Nat saw the blood between their legs. Another slave took him aside and taught him about how women avoid having a man’s seed stay within them.

Some of those other women, those who agreed to the joining, allowed the seed to grow until their bellies distended to the point Nat worried they might burst. Then, these women stepped away from their assigned duties and squatted. They expressed their pain with groans. Some took a stick, dipped in water to rinse some of the dirt off, and bit into it to prevent extra noise. Usually, the child would appear within a span or two. The mother or her helpers would wipe away the blood, cut the cord connecting the babe to its mother, and wrap it in a blanket, sometimes clean, most often not.

Hoth allowed the mother to rest through the day before returning to work with the child slung across her back, tied in a blanket. Babies born into slavery belonged to the owner of the mother. They increased his wealth. Rarely had one of these women struggled to move the child from within her body for more than two or three spans.

Kara’s mother, Phycilla, barged into the house, shouting and insisting on her own way when Kara sent her a message that the time had come. As Phycilla had pushed many children out, she had not wanted Nat to call for a healer. 

“There is no need for a healer. This is a natural experience,” she had declared.

Now, three days later, the child was no closer to pushing out of Kara’s body than when Phycilla arrived. Kara’s cries had weakened, though the distance between them had closed to long breaths.

The Master had run away to a local house that sold alcohol, women, and boys after the first few screams. He didn’t mind his women noisy and screaming when he took them. He did not like to hear them cry out in pain, unless he was causing it.

Nat paced between Qinten’s study and the entrance to Kara’s apartment, cringing each time she cried out. Her cries had become weak and she sounded sick. How could the babe survive the punishment?

After a long wait, the healer rushed up the stairs, carrying her bag of herbs and tools. Nat sighed in relief and ushered her to Kara’s apartment. Phycilla greeted the healer and escorted her to Kara’s sleeping room, closing the door on Nat.

Perhaps now the child could escape from his mother’s body. With any blessing from a god, the child and mother would live. Nat had uttered a quick plea to Jehovah for its safe birth. Maybe now it would happen.

Nat returned to his desk to work on the planning for the upcoming Growing Festival. Since Qinten became High Priest of the cult of Lorca two years before, he had given the responsibility of purchasing sacrifices to another priest. Nat was relieved they didn’t have to search for all the animals necessary for the sacrifices. None of the other merchants could provide as many sacrifices of the appropriate quality as Orak had.

Orak continued to withhold his animals and grains from Lorca. Since Qinten pushed to have Orak give his daughter, Ziva, to him for a mate, Orak had refused to sell even a kernel of grain to Lorca. It had not helped when Qinten tried to abduct Ziva. Nat had cheered inside when Crites had come to their aid and prevented the abduction of his sister. 

Ziva and Nat were abducted from their home and parents as children and sold into slavery. Hoth had purchased Nat, then Vekt, and finally Gowdy for Qinten’s household. Orak purchased Ziva, a beautiful child of three, to take the place of his daughter, Liva, who had died in an accident in the market. A young Qinten had caused the accident, though he still didn’t know.

Liana slipped into the study with a meal for Nat. She set it on the table and stepped behind his chair and massaged his stiff shoulders.

“No baby, yet?” she asked.

“I have heard no news of that. Phycilla finally agreed to have the healer come help her. I escorted her into Kara’s apartment a span ago.”

“I have never heard of a woman taking so long to push a child from her body. I doubt she will participate in the Growing Festival.” She dug into a knot in his shoulder.

“No. It is a good thing the Master has a spare mate to perform the priestess duties, though the crowds are becoming used to having more than one high priestess.” Nat shrugged his shoulders and stood, giving Liana a quick hug and kiss before moving to the table to eat.

“Will we ever be able to show our love for each other?” Liana asked. 

“I hope so, my love, but as long as we live as Qinten’s slaves, we must be careful. He would take you—or sell you—just to spite me.” Nat reached across the table to caress her cheek.

“I know. I am surprised the Master has not come raging through the women’s quarters for comfort.”

“I, too, am surprised. How will we protect you when he does? You know he will.” Nat leaned his elbow on the table and leaned his head on his fist. 

“I usually hide in the back of the room when he comes searching. That has worked, so far. I do not know how much longer it will, though.” 

Nat covered her hand with his. “It cannot happen. We must find a way for you to leave this place.”

“I do not want to leave you ...”

“And I do not want you to leave me, but I want you out of the control of our vile Master. I don’t want to take a chance on him seeing you when he is in the wrong mood.” Nat squeezed Liana’s hand.

“Nor do I. I don’t want him to father my child. I won’t have a child in this house. I won’t bring a child into this house as Qinten’s slave.”

Nat squeezed a bit tighter. “You haven’t?”

Liana stared at their hands.

“Liana?”

At last, she spoke in a voice so low he almost missed it. “Once.”

***
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A house slave entered the study. “The healer needs to speak with you, sir.”

“Where?”

The slave pointed. “Outside Mistress Kara’s rooms. She said it’s important.”

Nat nodded and hurried from the study into the hall between the Master’s apartment and his wives’ apartments, leaving Liana to clean up the dishes.

The healer stood in front of Kara’s door with her hands on her hips, a foot tapping a staccato rhythm. “You took long enough.” She rattled out the words, much like the rhythm of her tapping foot.

“What can I do to help?” Nat swallowed the retort that filled his mouth. Though the personal slave of the Master, he was still a slave.

“Find your master, quickly. The child is born, but she will not live long.”

“She?” Nat started to question, then nodded. “Is there anything else I should tell him?”

“No. Just tell him he is needed. A span ago.” The healer spun on her heel and reentered the apartment.

Nat rushed into the study and sat at his desk. He jotted a note on a piece of vellum, sealed it, and wrote Qinten’s name on the front. He hurried to open the door and beckon the waiting messenger.

“Find the Master and give him this message. Hurry. He will not be happy to receive this message, but he will be less happy if it is too late.”

The messenger tucked the message into his pocket with a nod. “Where do I look first?”

“Try Gyranda’s. That is his usual haunt lately. If he’s not there, look in other places like hers. You know he will be in a place like that.” Nat shrugged. “Find him quickly. This is important.”

The messenger nodded and raced out down the steps and out the door.

Nat thought about where Qinten would be. He returned to his desk and dashed out another message. He threw open the door and called for another messenger. “Take this to the temple of Lorca. Perhaps the Master is there. Do not leave the message there. If he is not there, return quickly. The Master must be found.”

The second messenger nodded and ran down the stairs, skipping every other stair and out the door.

Nat shuffled back into the study. Liana stood with the tray of dirty dishes waiting for him. 

“Is the baby here?”

“Yes, but it isn’t good.” Nat took the tray from Liana’s hands and set the tray on the table. He wrapped his arms around her. “A girl who isn’t expected to live.”

“Oh, no. The Master will not be happy.” Liana leaned back in Nat’s arms.

“I know. I hope he doesn’t strap me in his anger. I have done everything I could.” Nat sighed.

“Of course you have. He should know you have while you stood in his place when he ran away.”

Nat let go of her. “You know, I know, and others know, but you know the Master will not know. He was not here, and even if he had been, he wouldn’t recognize me or my efforts.”

“As you have done many other times. I am amazed he did not beat that bath slave who shared so much with the other slaves after the mistresses came to him in his bath before their mating.”

“Ah, that. It took a lot of talking and a few punches to prevent that slave’s death. Qinten told me many times that he had the right to kill any slave he chooses. I managed to have him moved to a less important station in the house.”

“Does he remember to thank you when he sees you?”

“Profusely. The Master, however, never does.”

Liana picked up the tray of dishes. “Well, he should. I’m leaving before he returns. I don’t want him to notice me, especially not now.”

Nat kissed her forehead. “Go. And stay away for a few days. I don’t want him to think you may be important to me.”

Liana sighed and left the room.

Nat couldn’t sit still. He wandered from his desk to the door of Kara’s apartment, waiting for more news, wishing Qinten would return.

The second messenger returned from the temple. “He was not there, sir. Do you want me to search elsewhere?”

Nat scratched his head as he thought about where his master could be. “Yes. Go look for him at the governor’s home. He may have gone to meet with his father.”

The messenger nodded and sprinted back down the stairs.

Nat paced in front of Kara’s door, choosing to pace there rather than back and forth between the study and the door. As he passed Kara’s door, someone inside threw the door open.

“Is he here, yet?” the healer demanded.

“Not yet. I have messengers searching for him.” Nat made sure to keep his eyes away from hers. “We don’t know where he is.”

“Send another. Send him to the Young Men’s Society. I hear he sometimes spends time there,” she suggested. “Or to one of the harlot houses. I have seen him in them frequently.”

“I sent my first messenger to those. I will send another to the Young Men’s Society. We will find him.”

“Sooner is better. The child struggles to breathe,” the healer called after Nat as he scurried into the study to write another message. Someone had to find Qinten soon, or someone would pay a penalty. Probably Nat. He didn’t want to pay because the Master chose to be gone when his wife needed him. Nat growled under his breath and called for another messenger, sending him to the Young Men’s Society and suggesting he check the harlot houses near it.

Nat dropped into his chair and let his head rest in his hands. This would not end well for anyone.

A span later, as the sun dropped closer to the mountains, the healer exploded from Kara’s apartment door. 

“Is Qinten here yet?”

Nat shook his head. “Not yet. I’ve sent messengers everywhere I can think. They are still looking.”

“You cannot find him? Are you not his personal slave?” she demanded.

“I am. But I am but a slave. My master has no requirement to share with me where he goes. He has been gone since shortly after Kara first screamed in pain.”

“And he gave you no idea where to find him?” Her face registered surprise. “No, Qinten would not. It is on him.” The healer turned back to her patients.

Nat leaned against the wall, tears leaking from his eyes as he thought about the poor baby and her mother.

“What is all this uproar? Why would you dare send messengers all over the city searching for me?”

Nat pushed away from the wall to face his master. “Kara’s child is here at last—”

“Finally.” Qinten grinned widely and turned toward Kara’s door.

“You didn’t get any of my messages?” Nat moved to block the door.

“No. I went into Madam Gyranda’s. She told me my messengers had been searching all over for me. I came home to see why you would do such a thing. Let me by. I need to see my son.”

“That’s the thing, Master. The babe is a girl, and she is not doing well. She may not live. Go to her. Perhaps Lorca will hear your pleas.” Nat stepped away from the door. “The healer has been waiting for you.”

“Girl? And sickly? Why did you call me?” Qinten turned to leave.

“She is your child. Kara is your mate. Go to them, please.” Nat stared at Qinten’s receding back.

Kara’s door opened, and the healer stood in the doorway. “I thought I heard the sweet sound of your voice, Qinten. Are you leaving when your mate and child need you?”

Qinten stopped walking away. “What can I do for them?”

“Kara needs you to comfort her. The babe needs you to help her find her way back into Lorca’s presence. Only you can do this.” The sharpness of the healer’s words cut through Nat.

Qinten took a deep breath and dropped his shoulders. “I’m not wearing my priestly garb.”

“You don’t need it for this. You are her father.”

Qinten sighed and marched into the room. As he passed Nat, he hissed, “You will pay for your insolence.”

***
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Phycilla bundled Kara up to take her to her home almost before the door closed behind Qinten. She opened the door and demanded that Nat order her carriage to be brought around. 

“And send in a strong slave who can carry my daughter to the carriage,” she ordered.

Nat nodded and left, calling a slave to tell Phycilla’s driver to prepare his mistress’s carriage and bring it to the front entrance. He then called for Drak to wash and come to him. Of all the slaves in Qinten’s household, Drak was the strongest, carrying the carcasses of animals to be put onto the spit for cooking. He was strong and gentle.

By the time the horses were harnessed to Phycilla’s carriage and her driver aroused and dressed to bring it around to the front, Drak stood with Nat outside the study.

“Mistress Kara needs help to get to her mother’s carriage. Her mother will care for her and the child in her home. You are to carry the Mistress carefully.”

Drak swallowed a few times, then nodded. “Yes, sir. I can do that.”

“Don’t you start ‘sirring’ me. I’m still your friend, Nat.”

A smile creased Drak’s face. “Yes, sir.”

Nat growled, then the door opened.

“Is all in readiness? Is my carriage ready?” Phycilla demanded.

“Yes, Mistress, it is. Drak is here to carry Mistress Kara to it.” Nat lowered his eyes as he spoke.

“Then come in and take her, but be careful. She is in a great deal of pain.”

Nat and Drak followed her into the apartment and back to the sleeping room. Kara lay in the bed looking small and weak. Her tiny body looked like a shrunken raisin in a vast bed. Nat glanced around the room, seeking evidence of the child. 

She lay in a tiny basket near a wall. Her hair a mass of dark curls close to her head. Her skin mottled from the exertion of birth. Nat wondered if she slept.

He heard a grunt and turned to watch Drak lift Kara from her bed. Phycilla tucked a blanket around her and nodded to Drak to lead the way. A maid picked up the basket with the child, carefully carrying it in front of her as she followed Drak and Phycilla from the room. The healer and maids, carrying Kara’s possessions, followed and soon the room emptied of everyone, except Nat. He stared around at the litter they left, then hurried after them. 

Nat arrived in time to see Drak step back after setting Kara into the carriage. The healer and the maid with the child sat inside with Kara and her mother, along with two others. The other maids climbed up to sit next to the driver.

“What do I tell the Master?” Nat asked before he closed the door.

“You have no need to tell him anything. I told him I would take my daughter from his house. I have.” 

Phycilla rapped the ceiling with her walking stick, and the driver urged the horses forward. Nat hurriedly closed the door and watched the carriage drive down the long path to the gate and then disappear. 

As they walked together to the house, Drak touched him on the shoulder, then jerked his hand away. “I’m sorry, sir, um, Nat. This will go hard on you.”

“It will, Drak. You know the Master’s temper. I am responsible. I will pay. Watch for me at the lashing post.”

“I will be there for you, as always, friend.” 

Nat dashed away the sudden tears. “Thank you, Drak. I am glad you are still my friend.”

The men entered the house and separated. Drak turned back toward the kitchen while Nat turned to trudge up the stairs to the Master’s apartment, knowing he would hear about all this when the Master returned. How soon would he feel the Master’s anger?
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A messenger entered the sitting room where Ziva sat visiting with Crites. He reached for the message, but the messenger pulled it back.

“It is for the Mistress, sir.”

Crites nodded and the messenger handed the message to Ziva. As she untied the dark blue and white braid of Bram’s house and broke the seal, she wondered why Bram would send her a message. Kara had moved from his house when she mated Qinten. Perhaps they were announcing the birth of Kara’s baby.

Ziva’s unborn babe kicked her in her swollen belly, reminding her of his presence. She rubbed the place, then unrolled the scroll to read. 

“Oh, no,” she cried, dropping the scroll.

“What is it?” Crites lifted the scroll from her lap and scanned through the message. “You are needed.”

“Is it a trick? Will I be safe? I cannot trust Qinten.” Ziva stared at her mate, tears rolling across her face.

“I do not know. This came from Bram, not Qinten. Kara needs you. I will send a team of the Red Guard to protect you. I will not have you and our child go unprotected.” 

Crites leaned across her bulk to kiss her, then left the room to make arrangements. 

“Kara is with her family. She will heal,” Ziva murmured as she pushed herself from the seat to prepare.

A span later, she rode in a carriage over bumpy roads toward Bram’s house. She held her stomach with one hand and bumped the top of the carriage with the other.

“Please slow down,” she cried.

The carriage slowed, making the holes in the road more bearable. Ziva thought about the message she received from Kara. How could she comfort her friend?

A servant showed her into Kara’s apartment. Kara reclined in a lounger, pillows surrounding her with a pretty purple spread pulled almost to her neck.

“Kara. How long have you been here?” Ziva said, bending to kiss her on her cheek.

“Ah, Ziv. I hoped you would come. I’ve been here a week now. Mother had me carried from my birthing bed to the carriage. I almost remember it. Three days of fighting to deliver my child nearly killed me.” Kara waved her hand limply.

“Your message said something about a difficult birthing.” Ziva lowered herself slowly into a nearby comfortable chair.

“It was difficult. And for nothing.” Kara plopped her head back onto her pillows.

“Nothing?”

“The girl child died.”

The room spun around Ziva. She grabbed the edge of her chair to keep from falling. Children die? How could Kara be so callous about her own child? She dropped her head to her chest until the room stopped spinning.

“I am sorry, Kara,” she said through her fear. She lifted her head. “A girl, did you say?”

“Yes, a tiny little girl. Mother said she was big, but she looked little to me. Her skin had patches of red and there were bruises on her face. Tiny little fingers and toes and soft curly hair. But the difficulty of birthing weakened her. She had no strength to suckle and could not eat.”

“How sad.” Ziva allowed her tears to fall. “Did you give her a name?”

“Dara.”

The women sat in silence for many breaths. Kara broke the silence with whispered words.

“Qinten ran away during the birthing. He’s not strong enough to hear me cry out in the pain he caused. When Dara was born, we waited for what seemed many spans for him to come in to see her, to act as High Priest of Lorca and heal her. Mother had finally sent for a healer for me. She feared she would lose me. The healer did all she could for my little Dara. Qinten could have saved her if he would have come to us sooner. The healer went to Nat and demanded that he search the city for Qinten. He sent out messengers to search for him.”

Kara’s voice became stronger as she spoke. “The healer left me many times to ask Nat where his master was. He couldn’t say. When, at last, Qinten stormed through my door, he stared at me in my bed, demanding to know if I would be up and ready for the coming festival. He never even glanced at Dara in her basket. It was as if she didn’t exist. Lorca curse him! He didn’t even look at his daughter.”

Kara turned her face toward the back of her lounger and sobbed. Ziva leaned past the bulk of her child and brushed Kara’s dark hair from her face and patted her shoulder.

“I knew Qinten is evil, but even this is too much. Demanding that you participate in the Growing Festival so soon after ... well, so soon after. And he refused to look at his child? The man is beyond belief.”

“And he is my mate,” Kara sobbed.

Ziva stroked her friend’s arm until the sobbing lessened.

“What will you do now?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Mother can’t hide me here forever. She won’t.” Kara turned to face her friend. “I am his mate. He can do as he pleases with me. He will come drag me back if I do not return on my own. It will not be pretty for me if he does \that. I will return to him soon. Maybe he will see that I am too sick to participate in the Growing Festival.”

Ziva stared at her friend. “You would go back to him?”

“I have no choice. I am his mate. It is the law.”

Ziva shook her head slowly. “I cannot believe it. I know you are right, but even though I know of his dark soul, I did not expect this. I am sorry for you. What can I do?”

“There is nothing you can do about this. I wanted to be his mate. Father had already agreed before Tawna and I decided we wanted to be co-mates. Women have no choice.”

“How is Tawna? Did you see her before you left?”

Kara lifted her head. “She came to see me. Stayed with me when Mother allowed it. She is a good friend. I fear for her, alone with that brute.”

“That bad, huh?”

“Worse.”

When Ziva returned home, she hurried to Crites’ office to find him. He came around his desk and put his arms around her. 

“We must find a way to get Nat and Liana out of that house,” Ziva said, after she greeted Crites with a kiss.

Crites’ eyebrows rose. “You came from visiting Kara and your first words are for your brother?”

“I am sorry. I fear for him and his mate. Qinten’s behavior is vile. He ran from Kara’s birthing. She worries about what he will do to her for leaving. He won’t strap her unless she is too weak to participate in the festival. He will abuse her as he has since their mating. He takes both Kara and Tawna to his bed, sometimes he includes others. Oh, Crites, I cannot speak of his depravities. The thought of them sickens me. It makes my skin crawl.”

Crites pulled her close to him and held her as she quivered. “They chose him. Didn’t you tell them? You tried to convince them of his wickedness.”

He sat and pulled her bulk onto his lap. “You are safe here. He will never hurt you.” He stroked her hair and soothed her.

At last, she stopped shaking. “I know I am safe from his twisted heart. He would not even look at his daughter. He did not try to call down Lorca’s blessings for her. She did not survive her birthing.”

Ziva buried her head in Crites’ shoulder and sobbed.

When at last her tears had dried, she slid off his lap onto the seat beside him. “I did not know children do not always survive their birthing. Will ours be safe?” She crossed her arms across her swollen stomach.

“He will be safe. I will not wait to call a healer,” Crites soothed.

“And if he is a girl? Will you accept her?” Ziva stared into his eyes, watching for him to flinch away.

“I will love her. The child is ours, whether it is a man-child or a woman-child. It is yours and mine. She will be beautiful and kind, like her mother.”

Ziva blew out the breath she had been holding. “I knew there was a reason I love you.”

Crites bent toward her and gently kissed her. “And I love you.”

Ziva enjoyed Crites’ kisses. They almost helped her forget. Almost.

“Still, we must do something to help my brother. Someone will suffer. He allowed Kara to leave Qinten’s house. I will be surprised if he only receives a few lashings.”

“Because he allowed his mistress to leave? Qinten would lash him?”

“He has for less,” Ziva shook her head. “Nat told me he was strapped for speaking once.”

“I don’t know how we can get Qinten to let go of him. Nat knows too much. I can’t purchase him, nor can your father. Qinten hates us both for keeping you from him.”

“There has to be a way. We need to protect Liana. Can we find a way to have her taken from that horrible house?”

“Once again, we cannot. Qinten would be suspicious of us. Perhaps we can convince my mother or her friend to buy her from Qinten. Then, we could buy and free her. Bring her here. I don’t know how we can help Nat.”

Ziva hung her head. “I know. I fear for him. One day, Qinten will lose what little control he has and will really hurt my brother.”

Crites pulled her close. “We’ll find a way.”

***
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The night before the Growing Festival, Ziva woke to a strong pain in her stomach that strengthened and went away. She tentatively pressed her hands against the child within her, seeking a response that indicated strength. The child kicked. She relaxed until another pain twisted her stomach. After a span of pains, she could no longer hold in her moans. As she moaned through a stronger pain, Crites woke.

“What is it?”

“A twisting, deep pain that grows stronger before it leaves deep across the child.”

Crites sat up. “How long has this been happening?”

“About a span.” Ziva gasped and held her stomach as another pain overwhelmed her.

Crites set her hand on her stomach and felt the hardness. “Our child seeks to see the light. I have felt this hardness in my mares when they are about to drop a foal.”

“I am not a mare,” Ziva growled and curled into as much of a ball as was possible with the bulk of the child.

“No. You are not.” Crites swung his legs off the bed and grabbed his robe.

“Where are you going? Will you desert me as Qinten deserted Kara?”

“I am going to send for the healer. It is near your time. I will be back. Hold on.”

“Ack,” she yelled. “I’m trying to hold, but ... it is good you left the bed when you did. It is wet.”

“Your birthing waters have opened. It is near time. I’ll be right back.”

Crites opened the door and called for a servant. Ziva heard him say something to the man, but could not concentrate on his words, as another pain bore down on her. She heard pounding feet as someone ran from their door.

Ziva stood with the bedding in her hands, bent over into another pain. She was trying to replace the wet bedding beneath her when Crites returned to their sleeping room. Crites took it from her and tossed it to the floor, then caught her as she wobbled.

“Our child is in a hurry to see the light. The healer should arrive soon.”

A maid slipped into the room. While Ziva held onto her mate through another, stronger pain, the maid lay a clean covering across the bed, along with a thick woolen blanket. A folded blanket lay at the bottom of the bed.

“The Mistress can lie down when she pleases,” she said. “Her bed is ready.”

“Thank you, Chana. Please watch for the healer and bring her in as soon as she arrives,” Crites said.

As the door closed behind Chana, Crites maneuvered Ziva toward the bed.

“Not yet. I don’t want to lie down yet. The pains come faster and harder when I stand. I do not want a long, dangerous birthing like Kara.”

He put his arms around her, bracing her. Ziva relaxed into his arms and rode through the pain.

At last, she could stand no more, and lay upon the blanket, the pain tearing through her. Ziva clamped her teeth closed in an attempt to keep her cries of pain silent.

She opened her eyes as the plump healer bustled into the room and ordered Crites to help undress her. Ziva clamped her hands across her sleeping robe. “No.”

“The child cannot make his way past your small clothes. They must come off,” the healer said.

Her small clothes came off with a jerk and Ziva felt the healer’s probing fingers.

“You didn’t call for me any too early. The child will come soon.”

Ziva nodded and closed her lips tight as another pain rippled through her belly.

“Go ahead, cry out. Scream if you wish. Birthing a child is difficult work. Breathe through the pain. It will help.” The healer set her hand on Ziva’s stomach and pushed as another pain filled her. She allowed the pain to escape in a cry.

“That is better. Breathe.” The healer helped her roll onto her side and rubbed her back.

“What can I do to help?” Crites asked.

“Rub her back and hold her hand if you plan to stay. Just stay out of my way.”

Crites moved to Ziva’s back and massaged it.

“Oh, thank you, Crites. That helps,” Ziva moaned.

The pains came in waves, with little break between them. Ziva was swallowed up in them.

From a distance, she heard the healer call, “When the next pain comes, push. Push with all your might.”

Ziva groaned as another pain crushed her.

“Push, dear, push,” Crites said. He held her hand.

Ziva pushed.

“Rest a moment. A few more, and the child will be out of you,” the healer said.

Ziva lay back on her pillow and closed her eyes for a heartbeat. The pain crushed her once more, and she lifted her head to push. Crites helped to hold her body up as she pushed.

“Once more,” Crites breathed into her ear as she lay back, soaked in the sweat of her exertion.

“Only once? Do you promise?” Ziva whispered.

“The healer says once. We shall see.” Crites kissed her forehead.

Ziva felt the muscles in her stomach bunch up. She half sat, with Crites’ help, and pushed. She felt something slip out of her.

“Rest a bit. The child is out.” The healer lay the babe across her stomach. 

Ziva touched it. It felt slippery and wet. Why did it not move? Where was its cry?

She felt cold as the warm weight of the child lifted from her stomach. She turned her head and watched the healer massage its back and throat. A quick swat across its butt caused the child to wail.

“Why did you hit my baby?”

“She had to help him take a breath. He needs to breathe to live,” Crites said.

“He? We have a son?”

“Yes, dear heart, we have a son.”

Ziva relaxed back onto the bed, waiting for the healer to wipe her son clean and wrap him in a blanket.

“Will he live?” She caught Crites’ hand and squeezed.

He gently squeezed back. “It sounds like it. Listen to him bawl.”

Ziva listened to the sound of her child cry and allowed tears to leak down her face onto her pillow. Her child, her son, lived. 

Crites brought the child to her. “You will want to see if he is hungry.”

“How?”

“I forgot. You have never been around mothers with new babes, human or animal.” Crites helped to bare her breast and set the child in her arms near it. The tiny boy moved his face back and forth until he found her nipple, then he latched on and began to suckle.

“He’s hungry.” Ziva glanced up at Crites and smiled. “A boy.”

The healer pressed on her stomach.

“Ow!” Ziva cried.

“I know it hurts,” the heather soothed, “but you must expel the bag of waters that held your son and all the extra blood.”

More pains ripped through Ziva’s stomach. She felt something else slide from within her. The healer placed clean cloths beneath her, then left the room with something.

Ziva stared at her son. Tiny fingers escaped the blanket and touched her breast. She brushed her hand across his head and felt fuzzy soft hair, though she couldn’t see it. She touched his tiny cheek, amazed at his coloring, a ruddy red.

“What will we name him?” Crites asked.

“Is not that the father’s choice?” Ziva asked.

“In most homes. What would you like?”

Ziva stroked the little face as she thought. “I would like to call him Nat, to honor my brother.”

“That wouldn’t be safe to call attention to Nat that way. He would never be freed.”

“I know. My father is Enos. What was your father’s name?”

“Beldin.”

Ziva glanced up at the harshness in her mate’s voice. “You do not want to honor your father?”

“No. He took my mother from her home against her will. He wanted nothing to do with me, a sickly child. His harshness caused her to cry many years after his death in a war. No. I do not wish for this child to carry his name.”

“Then what? I have not thought. I expected you to name him.” Ziva frowned at Crites.

Ziva closed her eyes and thought of her mama and papa. What kind of name would they give their grandchild?

“Kimnor?” She stared into Crites’ eyes, waiting.

His face contorted. Then he smiled. “Yes. Kimnor is a good name. Strong. Different. I like it. Our son is Kimnor.”
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If She Had Known
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Qinten stormed around the study, slamming into things, including Nat, who flinched each time he came near. His back and shoulders were still healing from the lashing he received after Kara left. Nat knew Qinten knew there was no way Nat could have stopped Kara or Phycilla. It did not stop Qinten from beating him with his fists and sending him to be lashed, with the mandate that he return at the end.

Liana and Drak had followed the slave who carried him back to his sleeping room. They slipped in as the slave left and smoothed the herbs and honey on his back and left a draught to help him heal. Each evening, when Nat returned to his bed, they were there with more herbs and honey to slather on his wounds.

Now, the wounds were nearly healed but still tender and Nat could do little to protect them from his master’s rage.

“That bitch is my mate. She should be here. I allowed her to stay away during the Growing Festival. I made excuses for her. Me. The High Priest. Making excuses. It is not done. The people expected two mates to be beside me, helping with the sacrifices. But, no. I had only one.”

“I heard nothing of complaints from the people,” Nat murmured low enough not to be heard, he hoped.

But Qinten whirled around. “You heard nothing because you lay in your bed.”

“No, Master. I stood at the edge of the crowd, as I always do. Listening to the crowd, monitoring their responses for you. At first, there was a low grumble from the men who will grumble about anything, but they were overwhelmed by the crowd who fell under the spell you wove for Lorca. After that, no one complained. No one murmured. They were happy.”

Qinten stared at Nat for many long heartbeats. “You stood at the edge of the crowd? Why did I not see you?”

“You were busy, Master, with the effort of leading the rite and sacrifice. You did not expect to see me, so you did not. I was there.” Nat stared at Qinten’s robes, knowing it would be more lashings if he looked into his face.

Qinten returned the half-stare for several breaths, then shook himself. “That does not matter. Kara is my mate. She belongs in my home.”

“Have you sent a message requesting that she return?”

“I have sent a message demanding that she return,” Qinten roared.

“Is it not your right to retrieve your mate, then?” Nat dared to ask.

“It is. I will go now. Call for my carriage.” He strode toward his dressing room.

Nat took a deep breath. “It would be easier to get her if you were not raging like a bull.”

Qinten turned at the door. “And what would you have me do?”

“Remember the sweetness of honey entices a woman more than the raging of angry bees and their stinging ends. She will be happier to return if you are not cursing and shouting at her. Her mother will more readily let her go.”

“It is not her mother’s choice. She is mine.” Qinten shouted.

Nat rolled his shoulders straight. “I know, sir. She is yours. But mothers think their daughters belong to them. Try not to shout.”

Qinten shook his head and growled, “Get my carriage.”

“Yes, Master.”

As Qinten prepared himself to go to Korm’s to retrieve his mate, Nat opened the door and gave the instructions to have the carriage prepared and brought to the Master’s private entrance. He lifted his chin and returned to his desk, pulling vellum and pen toward him. Work always waited for him.

Qinten returned with Tawna. Nat watched her as she almost danced across the room with Qinten. He had not seen her so happy in some time.

“You will go with me and talk sense into your sister mate,” Qinten grumbled to her.

“I miss her. I want her to come home.” Tawna looked at Nat. “Is the carriage ready?”

“Yes, Mistress Tawna. I called for it half a span ago. It should wait at the entrance.”

Qinten shook his head. “Why would you question? My slaves know they must obey or pay the consequences.”

“I know. I wanted to be sure.” Tawna gazed into Qinten’s face. “Can we go now?”

Qinten held her cloak while Tawna slipped it on. Nat hurried over to the door and held Qinten’s for him, then opened the door. He listened for their footsteps to descend the stairs and waited to hear the horses pull the carriage past the gate before he slumped into a chair and sighed.

Many spans later, Nat heard horses, a carriage, and wagons. He gazed out the window as Qinten’s carriage came to a stop. Two wagons filled with Kara’s personal slaves and her luggage followed the carriage.

Nat hurried to the door and gave the order that slaves go to unload the wagons and carry the luggage up to Mistress Kara’s apartment. He stood at the door, waiting for Qinten and his mates. He bowed as they swept past him, giggling at some joke, then disappeared into Tawna’s apartment. All would be well for a time.

Liana slipped into Nat’s sleeping room that night to rub the herbs and honey into his back. He sat on a stool and dropped his robe from his shoulders. It puddled around him on the stool. As Liana’s cool hands touched his warm skin, he flinched.

“Your injuries are nearly healed.”

Her hands moved across the scars, warming him. He turned to kiss her. 

“Not here, my love. He will find us,” she worried.

“Not tonight. He is with his mates. Kara returned today.”

“I know. He sent for extra food to be delivered to Tawna’s room. But he will tire of them soon.”

“No. Not tonight. With his hunger for his women, he will be with them all night,” Nat said, kissing her neck.

Liana gave in and they made sweet love.

As they lay back, enfolded in each other’s arms, she whispered, “I think I carry a child. I missed my bloody time.”

Nat gazed into her eyes, knowing a silly grin stretched across his face. “A child? Of ours?”

She nodded.

“What will you do?”

“I do not know. I will not have our child born a slave in this house. I want your child, but not here.” Slow tears slipped across her cheeks and dripped onto the bed.

“I will think of something. I want a child. But you are right. I will not have our child born into slavery in this house.” He fell silent, thinking and listening to Liana’s quiet sobs.

“I will send a message to my sister. She will do something for us.”

“Your sister?” Liana wiped the tears from her face and neck. “I did not know you had a sister. How can your sister help us?”

“She is mated to a wealthy, powerful man. They will find a way.”

***
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“We need to do something, Crites.” Ziva held the message she received from Nat earlier.

Crites took the message from her and took his time opening and reading it. He dropped it into his lap.

“How can we help him? Qinten will never let Liana come to our home.”

“Can someone we know help her? There has to be a way. I don’t want Liana to destroy another child,” Ziva said. A tear slipped from her eye.

“From the things I heard from Seth and Enos—”

“My papa?” Ziva stared at her mate.

“Yes, I think it was your papa. He taught us about Jehovah’s commandments. One of the greatest is that we not take the life of another, especially the life of our children.”

“How can she allow a child to be born in Qinten’s house as a slave? He is the worst slave owner in all of Nod.” Ziva turned to Crites. “It would be cruel to bring a child into that.”

Crites stared at the message. “It would be sad. I wonder if my mother would purchase her for us?” his voice gaining a half-dreamy tone.

“Would she? Liana would be better off in your mother’s house than in Qinten’s. Your mother would treat her right, and the babe.”

“I am thinking we could pay mother for her, free her. Mother understands the commands of Jehovah. She will treat Linea with kindness.”

Ziva glanced into his face. “When can we talk with her?”

“Perhaps we can bring it up at dinner with mother tonight. She wants to see baby Kimnor.”

That evening Ziva sat with the baby in her lap in a chair, enjoying the weight of him. He had grown. Crites and his mother, Lilah, sat close together in chairs near her, holding hands. Ziva imagined it would be this way for her, if she had a mother. She blinked back the tears and buried her face in the Kimnor until she regained control. She had a mother somewhere. 

“Mother,” Crites said, catching Ziva’s attention. “We have a problem I think you can help us solve.”

“What would that be?” Lilah asked.

“You must know that Ziva is not from here.”

“Not from Nod? Yes, I knew that.” Lilah glanced at Ziva and nodded.

“Not from Nod, not from Cainan. She is one of the lost children of the prophet the traders search for after traveling to other lands.” Crites stretched to hold Ziva’s hand.

Lilah turned and searched Ziva’s face. “Yes. I see them in you. Your father was—?”

“I am told my papa was Enos. Nat remembers him and mama. I sometimes remember their faces. I was too little to remember much about them. Nat says I was only three when we were stolen.” Ziva gazed into Lilah’s piercing stare.

“Ah, yes. I remember Enos. He was very young when I met him. I don’t think he had children yet.”

“You knew my papa?” Ziva felt her heart pound and her face grow red.

Crites squeezed her hand. “You know she did. I told you we learned of Jehovah from Seth and another young man.”

Ziva looked at Crites. “Yes, I remember. I need to know for sure. Mother Lilah, you knew Enos?”

“I did. He was a kind young man, though impetuous. I think he was in a hurry to get home to his sweetheart.” Lilah smiled. “I invited them in because they reminded me of home. I had not seen men like them in many years, since Beldin took me from my papa’s home. Seth taught me of Jehovah and reminded me I came from the family of Adam.” She touched Crites’ cheek. “As are we all, though people around here try to pretend we are not.”

Crites kissed his mother on the cheek.

“Who is this Nat you speak of? Have I met him?” Lilah crunched her eyebrows close.

Kimnor opened his eyes and wiggled, letting Ziva know he would soon scream in hunger.

“May I feed him here or would you rather I go to another room?”

“Stay here,” Lilah said. “Feeding little ones is natural.”

“Nat is Ziva’s brother,” Crites said.

She prepared to feed the baby. “He is my older brother. We were brought here and sold in the slave market. Nat says I cried when they pulled me from his arms. I had nightmares for many years after I went to Orak’s home. I woke crying for my Nat. No one could find Nat for me. My nurse gave me a rag doll and called it Nat. That helped most of the time, but still I would wake crying for my Nat.”

“It must have been very hard. How did you end up in Orak’s home? You were in the slave market?” Lilah asked.

Ziva glanced down at the babe. “Orak purchased me.”

“He what? Orak has a reputation for having no slaves. And you were no slave,” Lilah exclaimed. She set her drink on the table, splashing the contents of the glass.

“No. I was no slave. Orak went to the slave market to find a replacement for his little daughter, Liva, who had recently died. She and Mother were in an accident in the market. Shelving and merchandise were toppled onto them. Liva died there. Mother, Elin, died later from her injuries. Orak needed a child for her to love when he brought her home from Edna’s healers. He found me at the slave market and brought me home to be his daughter. I have been his daughter in every sense since that day.”

Lilah glanced at Crites as she wiped away the spill with a cloth. “You knew this before you were mated?”

“Yes, Mother. I knew. And I still love her.” Crites brushed back a strand of hair from Ziva’s face.

“What happened to Nat? Who purchased him?”

Ziva shook her head. “I don’t know. We have not had time to visit often. He is now the personal slave of Qinten.”

“Qinten? That snake?” Lilah spat out the words as though they were poison. “How did that happen?”

“I do not know. When Qinten brought him to Orak’s house, when he was trying to entice me to become his mate, I felt something. I knew the tall slave behind Qinten was special. I saw him before, at Qinten’s house when Father took me there for a festival.”

“Not the New Year Festival?” Lilah brought her hand to her mouth.

“No, the growing festival. Qinten insisted we attend at his house. Father sold most of the sacrifices to Lorca at the time, and Qinten threatened to stop purchasing if we did not attend.”

“He would do that.” Lilah growled.

Ziva lifted Kimnor to her shoulder and patted his back. “At that festival, one of his servants, or one of his slaves, served me. He seemed familiar. Later, when he came to Orak’s house with Qinten, I recognized him as someone I should know. It wasn’t until near the Harvest Festival, when Qinten sent him to demand Father give me to his master, that I learned the truth. We were in Father’s study. Nat told me he is my brother. I had remembered just my parents only days before then. Nat shared the truth with me on that day.”

Lilah sat pleating her skirt as Ziva moved the babe to the other side to eat.

Ziva looked up. “Does this bother you?”

After several heartbeats of silence, Crites nudged his mother. “Mother?”

“Some. If only I had known, I would have taken you both into my home and sent you back to your mama and papa somehow.”

“You could not have known. No one knew, only Ziva and Nat,” Crites said, putting his arm around his mother and
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