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Memories
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If she understood the effects of a man desiring her, Ziva may have never dreamed about the coming day when her father would choose a mate for her. As she did not ...

Ziva hurried down the long hall to join her father for dinner, her pale blue silk dress brushing softly against her legs. Why did I lose track of time in the bath? I did not need to dream of the man father would choose for my mate. Tall and handsome will be nice, like those boys Tawna and Kara gush about. I wouldn’t know. I will go to the market with Tawna and Kara tomorrow. I do so want to have a look at those boys. How will I convince Father?

Ziva slipped into her seat at the small table in their private dining room, breathing a sigh of relief. Father had not yet arrived. She sat with her back straight, legs crossed at the ankle, her right foot bouncing as she waited.

Orak, her father, joined her soon after. “I’m sorry to be late, Ziv.” He strode into the room and took his seat. “Bram kept me late, discussing problems with distribution.”

“It is fine, Father. I only just arrived.” Ziva smiled. “What problems are you having with distribution now?”

“The city leaders want to tax our sales. Nothing to worry you pretty little head.”

Servants unobtrusively served the meal. Ziva glanced up and nodded her thanks to the man who sat her plate in front of her, then picked up her spoon to eat.

“Tax the sales? Are they not taxing each step of production? How greedy can they get?”

“I do not know, my dear. Korm’s girl, Tawna, asked about you.” Orak nodded to the servants and spooned soup into his mouth.

“Tawna? I haven’t seen her for some time. Was she at Korm’s shop?” Ziv glanced up from her food.

“Tawna came to encourage Korm to hurry home. I was glad of it, for I knew you waited for me. She is growing into a pretty young woman.”

The two then lapsed into silence as they focused on eating. Ziva thought about her friend. Though they once lived in houses near each other and spent much time together, they did not visit as often now. When Orak and Ziva moved to this bigger house, it separated the girls. They shared messages through the day, making plans for a visit to the markets, which was much easier for Tawna and Kara, whose fathers did not protect them as closely as Ziva.

“We have been invited to a party at Roven’s house next week.” Orak interrupted Ziva’s contemplation.

“A party? At Roven’s? And I have been invited? Do you think Tawna and Kara will attend?” Ziva tilted her head to the side as she peppered her father with questions.

“I believe they will,” Orak said. “Bram mentioned he and his family would be going.”

“I feel uncomfortable at those things, especially when I don’t know anyone there.”

“Of course you do, Ziv. No one likes to be in a large group of strangers. I will be there, too. You will not be alone.”

Ziva noticed the kind look in his deep brown eyes and remembered how he had taken her to other parties and stayed close, unlike some other fathers. Most of them left their families at the edge of the party to seek out business cronies and city leaders. Orak did not. He held Ziva’s small hand in his big paw as they walked through the crowd, stopping occasionally to visit with other merchants until they found Tawna with her mother and sisters. Ziva begged to be allowed to stay awhile with them. Orak bent to kiss her on the cheek and reluctantly left her with her friends. He then returned soon to reclaim her hand and walked with her to find food.

Ziva often wondered what it would be like to have so many sisters. It must be nice to have a sister to share secrets with, but Tawna had other opinions about sisters who were always there, listening, and crowding her. Ziva supposed it was both bad and good. She would never know. She had no mother, no brothers, and no sisters.

She looked up at her father and smiled. “You are right, Father. You are always there for me.”

He beamed at her, his dark eyes shone from his dark mahogany face. She looked at his dark hands and arms, then down at her pale pink arms. His eyes were dark, while hers were blue. His hair a kinky, curled, dark brown; she wore hers in soft honey colored waves across her shoulders. 

For the thousandth time, she wondered why she looked so different from her father. But, now was not the time to ask. She had tried before, but Orak became somber and melancholic at the question. Ziva tried to stay away from that subject in happy times. But, someday ... someday, she would get her answer.

Ziva glanced at her father. “I look forward to joining my friends at the party. May I join Tawna at Bram’s shop tomorrow? She can help me purchase fabric for a new dress to wear to the party.”

Orak looked up, his bushy eyebrows lowered. “And how will Tawna know to meet you there?”

Ziva’s cheeks warmed as she stared at the table in front of her. “She sent me a message.” She lifted her eyes and rushed on. “I will be careful. If we are going to a party, I do need a dress.”

“The seamstress can bring fabric for you to choose from.” 

“I know that, but, Father, please. I do so want to go to the market and visit with my friends. Please.” She stared up at him through her long, light brown eyelashes.

Orak returned her stare, thinking. At last, he replied. “I suppose I can do without Com for a span or two. Would you promise to listen to him, follow his orders?”

Ziva pouted.

“You know the market is dangerous for young women, especially for young women whose fathers are wealthy.” 

She breathed heavily through her nose and flicked her eyes away. “If I must.”

“You must, if you are to go at all.” Orak smiled.

“You will let me go? Thank you, Father.” She leaped from her seat and threw her arms around his neck.

Orak gathered her close. “You may go, but you must listen to Com.” 

“I will. I promise I will.”

***
[image: ]


At the back of the house, buried in a huge copper kettle, Nat wiped sweat from his face with the back of his hand, then grabbed more cleansing sand and continued to scour the burnt vegetables from the surface of the kettle. Cleaning pots gave him time to think, and to remember.

Five years earlier, Nat became part of Qinten’s household. The scullery needed a boy small enough to crawl into the smaller kettles. He had been small and skinny then. In the years since coming to the priest’s home, he had grown taller and stronger, now able only to crawl into the biggest kettles.

Part of his strength came from wrestling the heavy kettles. The rest came from Kenji. Nat remembered how the older scullery boys kept the younger, smaller boys in place by beating on them. Kenji took an instant and personal interest in Nat.

On his first day in the kitchens, a boy thrust an unexpected foot into his path, and he tumbled to the hard, stone floor.

“Get up scrawny,” Kenji had jeered.

Nat had been warned when he arrived in Qinten’s kitchen. “Beware of the older boys. They think they own the place,” one of the young men who brought him to the kitchen had hissed. Nat wondered what he meant. Now, he knew.

Nat had been carrying his kettle toward the place designated for cleaning. A hand in his back pushed. He stumbled. Fighting back would not help this situation. Much as he disliked giving in, he hated battles even worse. This was one battle he feared would be forced on him. He turned toward his tormentor. A bigger boy, covered with the grime of working in the scullery, stood glaring at him.

“Hi. I’m Nat. And you are?” he said.

“Bigger and better than you.” The boy shoved at the kettle held in Nat’s arms, knocking him off balance.

Nat regained his balance easily enough. His last owner had been a drum maker and Nat had plenty of practice in balancing large, awkward objects of every size.

“I see. You are bigger than me. Better? I doubt that.” Nat turned to move in the proper direction when a foot reached out to knock his feet out from under him and sending him sprawling, the kettle banging across the floor.

“I was told you could manage kettles,” a big voice proclaimed, reaching down to pull Nat up by the back of his thin garment. “Falling does not show that ability.”

A red-faced man, obviously someone who mattered in this kitchen, pulled him to his feet and bent to stare into his eyes. He wondered about telling the real reason for his fall for half a breath.

“I usually can manage larger kettles, sir.” He lowered his eyes. “I am unfamiliar with this floor and must have tripped on a rough spot. It will not happen again.”

“Rough spot? On my floor?” the man roared.

“Or something?” Nat whispered.

“Yes, something.” The man softened. “Pick up that kettle and get it cleaned.”

“Yes, sir.” Nat quickly retrieved the offending kettle and hurried toward the cleaning grounds.

Nat had been inside the kettle, scrubbing for a short time, when he felt a tug on his foot. Thinking it may be the red-faced man, he quickly backed out to see his tormentor.

“If you think you can avoid a beating by sucking up to Gowdy, you are mistaken,” the bigger boy had hissed and ran off.

Nat shook his head and crawled back into the kettle. In the short confrontation, he had learned two important things. He knew the name of the red-faced man and he knew he needed to protect himself from the bigger boy.

Over the next few days, Nat learned the most vicious bully of the scullery boys had a name, Kenji. Kenji decided Nat was his personal “project.” The next morning, Kenji waited for him at breakfast. Before Nat knew what was coming, he had swatted Nat’s bowl of food off the table onto the floor. Nat quietly found a rag and cleaned up the mess, earning a smile from Liana, the girl who had dished up the meal. He received nothing else, only the smile.

“Food is not to be wasted. You get only one bowl of breakfast,” Gowdy had growled. “What you do with it is up to you. If you want to feed the floor, that is your choice. You will wait until the next meal for more food.”

Nat left the table area and walked to the scullery, found a dirty kettle, and began to clean it. Later, he watched Kenji walk through the scullery. Kenji’s more frequent assignment was the task of turning the spit. When he was there, Nat felt safer traversing the kitchen. He had managed to avoid Kenji for two days. Then, while Nat sat with the other boys outside the cleaning space behind the kitchen one evening, Kenji stood over him.

“Think you can avoid me?” Kenji sneered.

“It was worth trying.” Nat looked away from him.

“You are wrong. I’m here and you will not hide from me.”

“Why? I dislike fighting.” Nat glanced up at the bigger boy.

“Because you are smaller and deserve a beating?”

“From you?” Nat voiced his lack of concern with a shrug. Inside, he prepared himself. Would it be better to allow the beating, or fight back? He had seen other, smaller boys, cowed by this bully. They gave him their food and did his bidding. Nat refused to do that. He needed his food to grow. He may be a slave, but that was all the degradation he needed. No more. He would fight.

Kenji must have believed Nat would sit and take his beating. He stepped forward as Nat punched him in the stomach. Kenji’s eyes widened as he fell back. Nat stood, legs apart and ready. Kenji regained his balance and began to rain blows on Nat. For a time, Nat managed blow for blow. However, because he was smaller and weaker, it was not long before he found himself on the ground, curled in a ball, arms protecting his head. Eventually, the beating ended.

Nat had never received another beating from Kenji, he remembered with satisfaction. Though his bruises did not lighten for many days and he limped a bit longer than that. Gowdy gave instructions to the young men to be watchful of Nat. He was needed to clean the kettles, and no one molested him while he healed. He could not depend on the young men to protect him all the time. He would be required to protect himself.

He watched the other younger boys. Some aspired to be like Kenji and did all they could to move closer into his circle. These boys watched the other little boys and ran to tell Kenji whenever the others did something Kenji didn’t like. Nat marked these boys, making certain they didn’t know his plans.

As he healed, he spoke quietly with other younger boys. These boys saw him as a hero. He stood up to Kenji. No one else had. Alain came first, slipping to his side while he cleaned, whispering encouragement. Other boys found their way to tell him they were glad he stood up for himself. Nat considered two plans of attack while watching Kenji bully and beat on other boys. He thought of leading a small group of younger boys in the fight back, but he feared if he did that, others would perceive him as a bully, as much as Kenji.

Rather than involve the other boys, Nat decided he could handle Kenji on his own. He smiled at the other boys when they offered to help him “take down that bully, Kenji” and shook his head. No. He would do this on his own.

He found a heavy, knotted stick and used it as a crutch, leaning on it when walking. He hobbled around the scullery and into the boys’ dormitory, as though he were weak and hurt. He had dealt with bullies before. He knew to be prepared. It wasn’t long before Kenji found him alone.

“Thought you could hide behind the skirts of your friends?” Kenji snarled. “Where are they now?”

As Nat had expected, Kenji brought his buddies to back him up. Bullies rarely went anywhere alone.

“And you came with your girlfriends,” he taunted.

Kenji’s face reddened beneath the grime. “I beat you to nothin’ before. I can do it again.”

“Sure you can, with your back up choir.” Nat worked to ensure Kenji was angry, so angry he lost control. He continued, “You beat me before. I’m just a little guy. You think you can take me on any time you want. Of course, you have to bring along the choir, just to be sure I don’t beat you up.”

“Nah. I don’t need my boys to help beat you up. You’re just a scrawny bit of nothin’.” Kenji’s anger crept in and the volume of his voice lifted. “I’ll show you. Min, Drak, stay back.” Kenji waved them back. “I can beat up this little piece of nothin’ on my own.” 

“You sure?” Drak glanced between Kenji and Nat.

“Of course, I’m sure. Stay back. I’m goin’ to stop the mouth of this little boy.”

Min and Drak stepped back. “If you say so, Kenji. We won’t join in the fun.”

‘Good. That leaves only Kenji to deal with.’  Nat watched Kenji ball his hands into fists and move forward, balancing on the balls of his feet. No, not mad enough.

“Sure you can take care of this little boy, all alone?” Nat taunted. “I am such a little thing. You are sure you can handle me on your own?”

“Enough!” Kenji bellowed and rush forward, fists ready to pound Nat down.

Nat leaned on his stick until he felt Kenji’s hot breath on his face, then swung it out, crashing it into Kenji’s body with a resounding “Oof” and a crash. 

Kenji looked surprised, sucked in his breath, then lifted his fists once more to beat on Nat. But Nat gave Kenji no opportunity to hit him, knocking his hands back with the club. Kenji ducked his head, determined to hit Nat in the stomach with it. Nat swept Kenji’s feet from under him with his club. Kenji fell with a yell and a thud.

Nat glanced quickly toward where Drak and Min stood. They had disappeared. He spun around, checking to be sure they were gone. Drak had disappeared, but Min was trying to sneak up on him. 

Nat lifted his club and swept it toward Min, knocking him in the head with a satisfying thunk. Min fell to the ground, making no more noise. Nat allowed the club to continue swinging him around, hitting Kenji again as he rose, prepared to attack from behind. 

The club caught Kenji across the arm. Nat heard a loud crack. Kenji dropped to the ground with a scream and cradled his arm. Nat turned to be certain Min was still down. When he was certain no danger threatened him, he walked to his dorm.

Kenji returned to the kitchen two days later. A rag tied around his neck supported the arm, tied between two sticks. He could do little in the busy kitchen to stay out of the way. Gowdy gave him the chore of toting buckets of cleaning sand to the boys who cleaned the kettles.

Min spent several days in bed before he finally returned to the kitchen. Drak slipped into the background, staying far away from the troublemakers. Within two weeks, Kenji and Min disappeared, sold at the slave market.

Now, Nat felt someone pulling on his legs. “What now?” he muttered, tensing as he backed out of the huge kettle. When he realized he had been stuck in memories, he relaxed a little.

“Relax, boy,” Gowdy said. “Cook wants to see you.”

“Cook? See me?” Confusion filled Nat. “Why would Cook want to see me?”

“Don’t know, but you’d better hurry into the kitchen.”
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The next morning, Ziva stepped into a small carriage. Com helped her tuck her skirts around her feet.

“You remember what your father said, don’t you? You will listen to me. If I say we must leave now, do not argue. My job is to keep you safe.”

Com stared at her until she nodded her head. “Yes, Com, I will listen.”

“Be certain you do,” he huffed as he closed the carriage door.

I have to listen if I want to do this again. I hope we have no problems. Ziva scooted close to the window and gazed out at the trees and walls that surrounded the houses lining the streets, hoping to keep out those who would rob and steal. She wondered why people would want to steal from others.

They passed out of the wealthy section of the city where she lived into other sections with smaller houses without walls, and on into the market. The road became busier, full of other carriages, people on horseback, and others wending their way between horses and wheeled vehicles, as they moved closer to the market.

Finally, the carriage slowed and stopped. Ziva knew better than to leap from within its sanctuary. She leaned back in the seat, her hands folded in her lap. Only the tiny movement of a bouncing foot betrayed her impatience.

The carriage door opened and Com held out his hand to help her step from its depths. They had reached the door to Korm’s fabric shop and Tawna stood in the doorway. 

Before Ziva could scurry to greet her, Com grasped the hand he held and pulled her close. “Remember, I am here to ensure your safety. Do not do anything rash.” The cold in his dark eyes caused her to shiver.

“No, Com. I will listen to you.”

With that, he released her hand and she hurried to her friend’s side. Tawna embraced her briefly and the two young women entered the shop as the carriage rolled away from the entrance. Com followed her inside and stood watching from beside the door.

“I never believed your father would allow you out of your house,” Tawna said. “How did you manage?”

“I told him I need a new dress for Roven’s party. He knows I hate parties. I told him I’d go without complaint if he let me come here today. He was happy to allow me to choose fabric for a new dress.”

Tawna raised her eyebrows. “Your father was happy to let you come here?”

Ziva twisted her mouth to the side. “Well, not happy. I had to bring Com,” her eyes darted toward the silent man by the door, “and listen to everything he tells me. Father sees danger for me everywhere.”

“Your father is overprotective. There is no danger in my father’s shop.”

“I know. Which fabric should I choose?”  Ziva moved to the stacks of beautiful fabric.

The girls wandered around the shop. Tawna pointed out fabrics she thought would look good on her friend, while Ziva fingered them and pulled a few from the shelf. Some she brought to her face to feel the soft texture.

A bell above the door tinkled, and the girls looked up to see their other friend, Kara, breeze through the entrance. Tawna rushed to greet her while Ziva carefully set her armload of fabrics on top of the others before turning to her friend.

“How ever did you manage to escape the close watch of Orak?” Kara gushed. “I have not seen you outside that big, beautiful home since you moved in.”

“I begged. I cried. I pouted.” 

“You?” Tawna and Kara chorused, their eyes wide.

“Not really,” Ziva laughed. “But I begged. I must have said something right, for I am here.”

“With your watchdog,” Tawna murmured, her eyes darting to Com.

“If he had not come with me, I would not be here. I’m happy he would come.” Ziva turned back to the pile of fabrics. “Which one should I buy?”

The girls wandered through the stacks of beautiful fabrics, laughing and gossiping. Kara suggested a bright orange, but Ziva shook her head. Tawna pointed to a deep burgundy. After a heartbeat of thought, Ziva shrugged it away. After looking at all the lovely, soft fabrics, Ziva had reduced the stack to four: a dark golden fabric with swirls patterning across it in lighter shades, a light orchid covered with diamonds of deeper purple, a pale green, and a dark blue.

“Which looks best?” Ziva held each fabric near her face.

Tawna gazed into her face. “They are all lovely against your pale skin and blond hair.” 

“I like the green. It contrasts with your eyes,” Kara said.

“It is pretty. The gold looks nice with your hair, too,” Tawna said.

“I am wearing a bright yellow. Shall we dress in similar colors?” Kara spun a long curl around her finger.

“My dress is orange,” Tawna said. 

“Then, no. We should choose our own colors. Look different.” Ziva returned to her decision. She set the gold aside. The orchid soon joined it. “Green or blue? Hmmm. Com?” Ziva turned toward the man towering beside the door. “Which would you choose? Green or blue?”

“Me? You want me to give my opinion? About fabric? Never,” the big man growled and folded his arms across his chest.

The girls tittered. Ziva held the last two against her face. “I think I like the blue. My eyes are blue. And I like the feel of it better.”

“That dark blue?” Kara gasped. “It is so sedate, almost matronly. No young man will look at you in that.”

“Then it is the fabric for me. Tawna, will you help me with the purchase?”

Tawna took the bolt of fabric from her friend and carried it to the back room. When she returned, she carried a bag, heavy with the fabric. “I will have a brother take it to your carriage.”

“Thank you.” Ziva ducked her head. “I do not know if I brought enough coin.”

“My father put it on your father’s account. Do not worry. We will be paid.” Tawna touched her friend on the arm. “You don’t do this often, do you?”

“No.” Ziva brushed away the sparkling tears from her eyes.

“Let’s go into the market now,” Kara whined. “I want a treat.”

Ziva looked at Com. “May I?”

The big, dark man drew his eyebrows close. “Wait here. I will check the streets.”

The girls watched him slip out the door.

Com returned and signaled. “You may go, but listen to me. If I say we must leave, we must leave immediately.”

Ziva glanced into his eyes and saw his concern. “Yes, Com, I will.”

The girls left the shop and walked, with arms linked, into the market, gossiping about the party, and other things.

“Mmm, nice looking man there,” Kara ogled.

“Where?” Ziva asked. She followed Kara’s eyes to see a slave, wearing only a thin rag wrapped around his waist. “Oh.” She felt her face redden.

“He is not for us,” Tawna said, pulling them along. “Now, he is.”

“Which one?” Ziva asked.

“The gentleman standing by the jeweler's stand.” 

The tall, well-dressed man bent over a necklace, dangling with jewels and reflecting the light.

“Yum.” Kara licked her lips.

The girls giggled and continued on. A vendor passed carrying meat pies. Kara stopped him and purchased three, handing one to each of her friends. They ate the pies as they walked, laughing and talking.

A shout from the crowd caused them to look around. A boy pushed through the crowd with a man chasing him. The boy shoved himself between the girls and raced on through the crowd. 

Suddenly, Com stood beside Ziva. “We must go. Now.” Ziva looked into his eyes and saw danger.

She grabbed Tawna by the arm. “Come with us.”

“No. We are safe. You go,” Tawna said, pushing her away.

Com grabbed her by the elbow and rushed her around a corner, down a busy street, and around several other corners and down streets until they arrived at the place where their carriage stood behind Korm’s shop. Ziva bent to set her hands on her knees and sucked in huge, gasping breaths. Com’s breath seemed normal.

“Get in, quickly,” Com ordered.

Ziva stumbled as she stepped into the carriage, falling onto the seat as the carriage moved. In no time, they were racing down the street and out of the market. The driver shouted and cursed as people rushed to get out of the way of the thundering horses' hooves. Ziva held on to the strap on the side, trying to stay upright. 

Eventually, they slowed, though the carriage did not return to the leisurely pace of their ride to the market. Soon, it drew to a stop in front of Ziva’s door.

Ziva brushed her hair back into place with her hands. When Com opened her door, she asked, “What was that about? It was only a boy.”

“The boy was a distraction. You did not see the men chasing us. They wanted to take you.”

“Take me? Why?”

“Your father would pay them a hefty price to free you, or so they think.”

Ziva brought her hand to her mouth to cover her gasp. “Oh. I didn’t know. Thank you for saving me.”

Com nodded and ushered her inside. “Perhaps you will be happy now to stay here, in the safety of your father’s house.” 

Ziva nodded.

***
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Nat stepped into the pantry, searching for ginger root. He stretched his back. Cook’s helper seemed to be a big promotion, but it wasn’t as wonderful as he had dreamed. Released earlier from the work, he rested in the evenings and no longer crawled into the huge kettles to scrub them clean.

Freedom to rest at the end of the day was counterbalanced by the requirement to wake early in the morning, for Cook prepared all the meals, including the morning meal. He required Nat’s assistance—mostly for running back and forth to the pantry, like now, to retrieve ingredients for the many dishes presented to Qinten each meal. Thankfully, he was not also required to run for Baker. He’d never stop if he had to run for both of them.

By now, the pantry had become familiar. Nat found most of the required ingredients with little effort. Ginger root was new. He looked on the bottom shelf and found the tangy smelling root in a basket. Cook needed three. He found the best looking three in the basket and hurried back to the kitchen. Cook directed him to wash and peel the funny-looking roots, then chop them for the dish he was making.

Nat found a small, sharp knife and began to work on the ginger. He knew he would need to work quickly, for Cook would need the ginger soon, and would think of something new to send him for.

It had surprised Nat that first day—was it only a month ago? — when Gowdy sent him from the cleaning scullery to the kitchen. Cook had simply said, “I need a new helper. You will do as I say.”

Nat had nodded and was immediately put to work running to the pantry for vegetables, fruits, and any other ingredient Cook decided he needed. Additionally, he helped peel, cut, and chop, as he did now with the ginger. Nat was careful and quick, and his work pleased Cook. Cook said little to him, beyond short instructions: “Ginger, wash, peel, and chop finely.”

He was used to working without extra instructions. His previous owners had expected him to speedily understand and complete his assignments without asking many questions. Of course, he was required to ask questions in the beginning, but he learned easily and soon discerned many of Cook’s needs before he uttered a request. Cook was learning to depend on Nat, and Nat liked that trust.

Nat had finely chopped the ginger and passed it on to Cook, who nodded, too busy for further interactions. Nat hurried to the pantry for the carrots and celery Cook would need next.

Drak stepped from behind the door, blocking Nat’s way.

“Hello, Drak. Haven’t seen you for a while.”

“No? I’ve been here, turning the spit at the fire,” Drak said in a surly voice.

“I have not been near the spit. Cook keeps me busy elsewhere.” Nat kept his voice carefully neutral.

“Kenji and Min are gone. Sold to a slaver.”

“I am sorry, Drak. They were your friends.” Nat tried to sound more concerned than he was.

Drak rubbed his forehead. “Kenji never was beat like that before. How did you do it?”

“Got me an equalizer. I was smaller than Kenji. Knew he would hurt me bad if he could. So I got a walking stick and equalized things between us.”

“Yeah, you sure did. Guess I’m glad you did.” Drak stepped aside to allow Nat passage through the door and into the pantry, following him in.

“Glad? How so?” Nat frowned.

“Less trouble with Cook. I’m where I belong, not runnin’ after Kenji.”

Nat felt a bit of a smile attach itself to his face. “You aren’t angry?”

“Nah.” Drak stuck his hand out.

Nat put his now larger hand into Drak’s.

“Thanks,” Drak said.

Nat’s smile grew. “Do you need something from the pantry, too?”

“A side of beef. Sounds like there will be extras for dinner tonight. Unexpected, so I have to get it ready fast.” Drak walked to the cooler at the back of the pantry where the meat was kept. Nat heard him lift a good-sized slab off the hook and sling it over his shoulder.

He reached into the baskets and grabbed his needed vegetables, holding the door and following Drak from the pantry. Nat noticed raised eyebrows and open mouths from other kitchen workers.

“Did they expect us to fight?” he quietly asked Drak.

Drak looked around. “Must have. Disappointed them, huh?” A broad smile crossed his face, then he laughed. Nat joined in, surprising the others who expected a war from them.
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Bait for a Man
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Ziva stood in her room, staring into the mirror. Her maid, Ana, had painted her face. She wanted to use a bold, bright red on her lips and cheeks. Ziva had refused. Ana gave in to her reserved nature and painted her lips a light pink and her cheeks only a shade darker.

Ana had argued for brighter colors on her eyelids. “At least, a peacock blue to highlight your eyes?” she had said.

Tigre, her yellow and black cat, stared up at her and emitted a single yowl.

“Tigre is right. Peacock is too bright. It makes my eyes fade. Do you have a blue closer to the color of my eyes?” Ziva compromised on this one point.

Ana had smiled and dug through her paints until she found the shade that matched Ziva’s eyes. She had wanted to use a similar color to paint her fingernails, but Ziva insisted on a light pink.

“I am still a young girl. I am not yet ready to paint myself so brightly. I do not want that kind of attention.” Tigre jumped on Ziva’s lap, kneaded her with his front paws, then curled up to sleep.

Ana had nodded and stopped pushing.

At fifteen, Ziva felt much too young to seek to appeal to men in that way. She enjoyed the feel of Ana brushing her long hair that looked like spun honey. Ana had dressed her hair, placing a beautiful pin to hold the curls back from her face.

Ziva had set Tigre on the floor and stood while Ana pulled a long, filmy dark blue dress, created from the fabric she had purchased at Bram’s shop, over her head and tied with braided fabric matching the dress.

Now she stood staring at her reflection. “I guess this will work,” she murmured, half to herself.

“It works. You look lovely, my dear.” Orak’s deep voice startled her.

She glanced at the door and smiled. “I don’t look too ... too grown up, do I? I am not ready to leave you.”

Orak pulled her into a bear hug, careful not to disturb her hair or mar the face paint. His love radiated through the embrace and warm smile. She stood on her toes and kissed him on the cheek. Orak stepped back, spinning Ziva around.

“Uhm hmmm. You look good. Almost like a grown woman.” He held up his hands to stop her flurry of words. “Not a grown woman, but almost. I know you are not ready, but it will be hard to hide your beauty for much longer.”

Ziva felt the bright red of embarrassment color her face. “Oh, Father.”

“I do not lie, Ziva. You know my honor.”

“I do, but I do not like what you say. I do not want some man to claim me. Is there not a better way?” Great tears welled up inside her eyes.

“Be careful of your face paint,” Orak warned. “We do not have time for Ana to redo it.”

Ziva sniffed and regained control of her emotions, smiled, and reached over to pet her cat’s back. “Bye, Tigre. Be good now.” She took her father’s hand.

“I’m ready. Will you stay with me awhile when we get there?”

Orak nodded and smiled down at her as they left her suite. She felt comfort in his loving presence.

When they arrived at Roven’s home, she descended from the light carriage, holding Orak’s hand. She looked around, noting the other conveyances moving to the side of the residence. The numbers indicated neither a small party nor an enormous one. It appeared to be large enough she could stay out of the line of attention, yet small enough to find her friends. It should be a nice evening.

Orak clasped her hand, as promised, as they walked through the doors and into the large public parlor. They nodded to other guests and wandered through the crowd. He seemed to be happy to be seen with his beautiful daughter, not interested in discussing the cares of the merchant world this evening.

“You came!” Kara squealed when she caught sight of Ziva. “Mother said all the eligible girls and their families were invited to this party. Bede had to stay home. She is too young. I was not certain you would come.”

“Oh? That kind of party?” Ziva stared at Orak. “Father?”

“Roven agreed to sponsor a party to help some men who need a mate. It is difficult for them to meet young women.” Even beneath his dark skin, Ziva saw red tinting his neck and cheeks.

“Why didn’t you tell me? I would not have come.” She allowed the frustration to tinge her whisper.

“I know. That is why I didn’t tell you.” Orak smiled. “You cannot remain in my home forever, though I would love for you to do that. You know our customs. Girls need to be mated.”

“You know how I feel about that,” she said between her teeth while smiling at her friend. “We will talk about this later.”

Orak sighed, though he did not lose his smile. “Make the best of this. Enjoy.”

Ziva lifted her head, placed an elegant smile on her face, and slipped her hand into Orak’s. “I will. I’ll find you later, Kara.”

Ziva and her father strolled through the crowd, her eyes searching for Tawna. She had supposed Tawna would arrive earlier, but from behind, she heard her friend’s voice calling. She turned in time to catch her friend’s gentle hug. Now she felt she could enjoy this party, with Orak and Tawna’s help.

When Orak slipped away, flashing a smile in her direction, Ziva wondered briefly about his business. Then Tawna pulled her along and they strolled, arm in arm, around the room.

“Your dress is beautiful,” Ziva said. “That color suits you. I can never wear that shade of orange. It makes me look yellow.”

“And your dress matches your eyes. What is this party all about? All the available girls our age are here.”

“Father says Roven offered to have this party to show off the eligible girls for the men. Too many young men are unmated. I suppose we are here as bait.”

Tawna raised her lovely eyebrows. “Bait? Rather harsh, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, I suppose. You know how I feel about all this.” She felt her smile falling and purposefully reset it.

“I know. Maybe the man who chooses you will be kind.”

“You jest! These men believe we are beneath them. Female mates are property to be brought out and shown off, like prized baubles.” Ziva covered her contempt with a smile. Anyone looking their way would never guess. Tawna heard it and frowned.

“Do not think about that now. Dinner will be served soon. What do you think it will be? Where is Kara?”

The girls strolled through the crowds, greeting friends, and discussing inconsequential things. Kara joined them, her voice adding to the general noise of the occasion.

“Who is that?” Ziva whispered, her eyes pointed toward a man standing on the edge of the crowd. “I feel his stares.”

“Who? Oh, Qinten. He is a priest of Lorca. One of the unmated.”

“He is dark. No, no.” Ziva blocked the protests of her companions. “Not his color, though it is dark. I feel a darkness in his soul.”

“His soul?” Tawna’s eyebrows arched high once more. “Do men have souls?”

“Everyone has a soul. And his is dark,” Ziva replied with a sigh.

“Then you must hope he does not decide he wants you as his mate.” Kara laughed and patted the back of Ziva’s hand.

“Truly. I pray Orak is strong and refuses.” Arm in arm, the three girls swished their skirts and moved on.

***
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Ziva felt Qinten’s eyes brush across her several times that evening as she, Tawna, and Kara strolled about the room. She knew her trio of friends were contrasting in looks and behavior. Her modest dark blue dress matched her eyes and showed off her pale skin, honey-colored hair, and her muted demeanor. The only jewelry she wore was seven black, tan, and orange clay beads. 

She had long ago grown out of the length of hemp her beads hung on when she received them. Orak had found her crying when she was about seven. The hemp had shredded and the beads scattered. He helped her gather them from the floor, placing them in a small cup. Later, he presented her with a fine gold chain and helped her string the beads on it. She wore it all the time. For some unknown reason, it gave her comfort.

Tawna, taller and more outgoing than Ziva, wore a burnt orange dress, with a deeper neckline than Ziva would ever wear, that complemented her dusky brown skin and green eyes. A single strand of pearls surrounded her neck.

Shorter than either of her friends, Kara wore a bright yellow dress, matching her outgoing nature and highlighting her raisin-colored skin and amber eyes. The neck of her dress, too, dipped much lower than Ziva’s, while her skirt daringly opened on the side, hand spans above her knees. Chains of gold encircled her neck and arms.

A servant announced dinner and directed the crowd to a large dining room. Orak appeared out of the crowd and escorted Ziva toward the dining area, while her friends found their families. She and Orak chose a table near the edge of the room. Soon, Tawna arrived with her parents, brothers, and sisters, sitting on both sides of the table, nearly filling it.

“Look.” Ziva nudged her friend with her elbow. “Qinten thinks he will sit with us.” 

“I doubt he will find room.” Tawna directed her friend’s attention to Kara’s family, who were bearing down on the table. “Kara and her sisters will fill the table.”

Kara sat with her parents and sisters across from Ziva. Bram greeted both Orak and Korm before he sat between his wife and Kara. Qinten sauntered past, staring at Ziva, Tawna, and Kara. Ziva saw a dark look pass through his eyes as he saw there would not be room for him. He glided past to a seat.

The noise in the room dropped significantly when servers brought each table food. Still, Ziva was aware of Qinten, sitting nearby at a table of boisterous young men who seemed not to care if the girls, and their fathers, heard their ribald remarks. She knew Orak would not give her to any of these vile men. Qinten, however, sat apart from them, choosing not to participate in their jests. She felt his gaze roam across her and studiously avoided glancing in his direction. 

Ziva enjoyed the food almost as much as the company. Roven had spared no cost in the preparation of the food, and the cool peach ice desert washed away the heaviness of the other courses. Happy the meal had ended, she rose and linked arms with her friends. 

“We are going to the facilities, Father. Do enjoy yourself.” Ziva flashed a smile in Orak’s direction as they left.

“Great dinner, but I’m glad it’s over.” She sighed and rubbed her stomach.

“Yes, too long sitting. I hope we can dance. I love dancing.” Kara’s eyes sparkled at the thought. “Will you join us tonight, Ziv?”

Ziva enjoyed watching her dance from the sidelines. “Maybe, if the music isn’t too wild. I don’t want to shake my brains out.”

“I don’t care what they play. I’m ready to dance!” Kara let go of Ziva’s arm and twirled around.

“Not me, Kara. I don’t want to shiver and shake everything off. I don’t care what the ‘men’ say.” Tawna shook her head as they entered the ladies' room, lining up behind others with the same idea.

When they finally left, the girls promenaded toward the ballroom. The music jangled against Ziva’s ears, but Kara giggled and entered the dance floor alone to spin and dance. Soon, a young man bowed and spun her away. Ziva could hear her laughter in the quiet spaces of the music.

She and Tawna found seats along the wall to watch. Several of the foul-mouthed men from the table nearby asked them to dance. Both Ziva and Tawna shook their heads. Not this music. Not those men.

When the tempo changed to something more moderate, Tawna accepted the invitation of a young man to dance. Ziva watched until another man offered her his hand. At least, he’s not one of those foul-mouthed men. 

“My name is Crites,” he said as he took her by the hand.

She stood and whirled away with him onto the dance floor. They laughed and visited through the song and another, then the music increased in tempo and she had him return her to her seat, with a promise to return for another dance. 

The wild music brought out the shaking and shivering she refused to participate in. Tawna’s escort swirled her to her seat, with a promise of drinks. The girls watched the gyrations of the dance as they visited.

The music slowed, and Kara dropped into a chair on the other side of Tawna. “I need a break.”

A servant offered them drinks. “Orange juice for me,” Tawna declared. “I need to clear out my throat.”

“I’m going to try the ...” Kara glanced at the faces of her friends, and her hand moved from the wine to an apricot juice. “... one of these.”

Ziva asked for a glass of cool water. “The sweetness of juice is cloying,” she said with a shrug.

The tempo of the music picked up, and soon Kara danced out onto the floor with yet another partner. Tawna and Ziva accepted a dance with different men and joined the mass of dancers. When the tune ended, Ziva made an excuse and returned to a chair. She did not want to be pawed by eager young men.

Several dances later, Ziva noticed Qinten amble toward Bram. They spoke with heads together to hear above the music. The song ended and Bram signaled to Kara with a nod of his head.

Kara joined the men, and after a brief discussion, sauntered to the drinks table with Qinten. Ziva allowed a small growl to escape before planting a smile back on her face. Not her business. 

Later, when dancing with yet another man, she noticed Kara speaking even louder than usual, her motions exaggerated. Qinten had long since given her to another. Not good for Kara.

After the dance, Ziva accepted another glass of water and joined Tawna watching a slow, groping dance. Over Tawna’s shoulder, she saw Qinten staring at them.
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Never Interfere
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Ziva watched Kara dance with drama and flair. She did not approve of her allowing the young men to touch her so intimately. Does she know she will lose standing with the better young men, those who will treat her better? Ziva shook her head. No, Kara rarely thinks about how her actions affect her.

The music changed again, to a faster beat. Ziva’s foot bounced to the cheerful music. Tawna nodded to her partner and sat beside Ziva, fanning herself with a fan she produced from a hidden pocket. A servant appeared, offering refreshments.

“Oh, the orange juice is so refreshing.” Tawna smiled at the young woman as she took a glass off the tray.

“Is there any water? It solves my thirst.” Ziva looked up at the girl, who shook her head. “Could you please bring me a glass of water?” She added a smile with the request.

The girl nodded and slipped away.

“Water, again?” Tawna playfully tapped her arm. “Only water? I have seen you drink juices. Why only water tonight?”

“I feel safer with water. Little can be added that I cannot see or smell.”

“Silly girl,” Tawna laughed. “Who would put anything in our drinks?”

Ziva shrugged.

“Would you join me in this dance?” Crites stood before Ziva, holding out his hand. The music lilted, enticing. She took his hand and moved with him to the dance floor.

“I’m glad you found me, again,” Ziva said as he whirled her out. 

“I promised you another dance.” 

The music encouraged movement without the “shiver and shaking” Ziva abhorred. Crites kept his hands away from intimate touching. His friendly manner enticed Ziva. A definite positive among so many negatives. They shared small talk, and when the music changed, he led her back to her seat. He bowed,as she sat, asking, “Could we do this again?”

“Certainly,” she replied and watched him walk away.

Tawna raised her eyebrows and Ziva shrugged.

Kara joined them. “The musicians say they need a break. How can they need a break? They strum a lute or bang on a drum, maybe blow on a pipe?”

“The answer to your question, Kara.” Tawna pointed to the musicians who left their instruments and trouped to the refreshment table. “They must believe they need a rest, a drink, and something to eat. They’ll be back.”

A young man interrupted them, offering sweets. Each girl chose one, then helped herself to a drink from another tray, produced by another young man who even had water for Ziva. She and Tawna sat back and listened as Kara bubbled about all the dancing and the young men.

The refreshed musicians resumed their seats and struck up a loud, fast tune. Kara swept onto the dance floor with yet another partner. A different man drew Tawna out to dance. Ziva sat alone, watching. The priest, Qinten, who she had seen following them off and on during the evening, came forward.

“Would you like to dance?”

“No, I think not. This music is much too fast,” she replied.

“I agree. May I join you?”

Ziva glanced around the room and saw Orak. “I am sorry, but my father is beckoning. I must leave.” She stood and hurried to where he stood, watching the dancing.

“You don’t want to dance with Qinten? He will be powerful someday.”

“Who is he? He has been following us around all evening. He gives me the creeps.” Ziva shivered involuntarily.

“Creeps?” Orak chuckled. “Pretty strong. He is a priest of Lorca, on his way to becoming their Hight Priest. Powerful.”

“I don’t care. There is a darkness within him. Power and wealth are for men, not me.” Ziva shook her curls and stamped her foot.

Orak shook his head. He knew well his daughter’s stance on this issue. They stood together for a short time until Orak signaled a servant. “Please have my carriage brought around.”

Together, Orak and Ziva found Roven and thanked him for the party, then slipped out the door. Their carriage and driver were waiting.

“No interest in any of those young men, Ziva?” Orak asked as they rode through the quiet streets toward home.

“None. Well, one. Crites asked me to dance, twice. He was respectful. He said he’d come back for another dance, but—”

“—you left before he could return?” Orak finished.

“Probably. I do not like parties like these. I do not like to be on display, as one of the ‘goods for sale,’ much like a side of beef in your market”

“It must feel like that to a young woman of your sensibilities.”

“Promise me one thing?” Ziva stared into Orak’s eyes.

“What? You know I will give you whatever I can.”

“Do not sell me to Qinten. He is dark inside.”

“Not even for money and power?” Orak teased.

“Especially not for the money and power.”
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Shouting and yelling woke Nat in the middle of the night. He tried to close his ears to it, but the sound came close to the dorm room where he lay, before receding. He pulled his thin blanket over his ears to dampen any further noise. It was a temporary solution.

Just as he felt himself drowsing into sleep, a sound jolted him awake. A whip lash sizzled through the air and onto the victim’s back. The poor man screamed.

Nat moved, thinking to fling the blanket back. Drak snaked his hand out from his nearby cot and latched on to Nat’s wrist.

“Don’t,” Drak breathed.

“Don’t what?” Nat responded, his voice no louder than Drak’s.

“You can do nothing to help that poor man. We have heard it before. Remember? The Master must be angry.”

Nat lay listening to the lash striking the unfortunate slave’s back, his terrified screams, their anguish. It was not the first time he woke to such screams. He learned early to lie still, hold himself separate, away from the sound. 

Shortly after he arrived in Qinten’s home, this same noise had wakened Nat. The sound drew him up from sleep and he sat horrified, listening to it. 

Another boy, not much older than him, could not contain his fears. He jumped from his mat and ran out to see what caused the turbulence in their kettle cleaning grounds. Nat heard the boy’s shout, followed by a brief silence. The boy screamed. The whistle of the lash returned. The boy’s screams echoed through the garden. At last they stilled. 

The boys in the dorm lay on their mats, fearing to utter a sound, lest someone should find them too, causing them to receive the same treatment. Nat had shuddered through the remainder of the night. His body eventually relaxed into sleep as the sun peeped through the window, the signal for the boys to rise and prepare for another day of work.

Exhausted, Nat shuffled toward the cleaning scullery, eyes half open. The boy in front of him halted. Nat bumped into his back.

“Sorry,” he mumbled.

Rather than the usual growl and slap, the boy he had bumped into said nothing. He only pointed. Nat’s eyes opened wide as he followed the pointing finger. The boy who had left the dorm lay on the ground, his back bloodied and bruised. A boy near Nat ran to the bushes lining the cleaning ground and vomited. Nat fought his stomach, refusing to be the one who showed such weakness. Not with Kenji watching.

One of the bigger boys threw his shoulders back and marched over to the boy on the ground. He touched the beaten boy’s neck and shook his head.

“I expect Gowdy needs to know,” the boy said, looking up from the broken body.

“I’ll tell him.” Another larger boy stepped away from the mob of staring boys and sped toward the kitchens. 

Not many breaths later, the boy returned, with Gowdy following close behind.

“Move on,” Gowdy growled. “There is nothing to see here. You have things to be doing. Do them.”

Nat shook himself and moved to join the lines at the latrines.

Later that evening, as the boys gathered on the grass after working all day, Gowdy strolled from the kitchen and stood in front of them.

“Kai did not survive the lashing,” Gowdy said. “You must learn now that your lives are important to the Master only when you do as he demands. Do nothing to make him angry. Do not interfere with the Master’s punishments of another. If you do, you will receive a greater punishment. Kai interfered. He no longer lives.”

Gowdy stared into the faces of the boys sitting in the grass in front of him. “Never, ever interfere. We need you healthy and in the kitchen.” He allowed the sound of his voice to drop on the boys, before turning on his heel and leaving them.

Now Nat remembered those words. Never interfere. It hurt him to lie in silence and listen to another receive punishment. He had learned over the years that many times, the punishment was undeserved. Qinten had a vile temper and when things outside his domain went poorly, a slave took the punishment.

Nat sighed and nodded. Drak released his wrist. Nat clenched his jaws and dug his fingernails into the palms of his hands, trying not to hear. It did not help. The Master must be angry indeed, for the lashing seemed to go on forever. 

Finally, it ended. Nat heard the slave’s soft sobs. In the silence of the room, the others hardly breathed. Nat promised himself he would never be the one Qinten chose to expend his anger on. If that happened, Nat promised himself he would not scream. He would not give the Master the pleasure of his screams.
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