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For those who fear the collar of slavery
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A Slave
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A halfpenny, a halfpenny, 

Come little children, come and see 

All delights are a halfpenny.

Two plump and graying women (who had done their best to look young and happy) accompanied each other on lutes and sang this inviting song in the streets of Wilderton. They strolled back and forth from one side of the dirt street to the other and sang the refrain over again. The early morning sun cast bright but cold rays onto the wooden buildings that lined the market street.

Behind the women, conveniently blocking most of the way so that people would have to interrupt or stay and watch, four other people were preparing their entertainment. Over all there hung a winter chill that even the cheerful singing and colorful (though ragged) clothes of the troupe could not make warm nor drive away.

The young girl, Krea, began her part by juggling three worn wooden balls. It was so bitterly cold that she had to start slowly. The wooden balls plopped rhythmically into her hands, thumping them a bit each time, slowly waking them from numbness to feeling. The women receded behind the little troupe and went on playing their lutes. Jolly and Piper, two boys of about the same age, took their places and turned cartwheels across the street, each starting at one side and passing each other exactly in the middle. When each boy reached the opposite side, he switched to forward handsprings. Both boys, as Krea well knew, were hungry and miserable—empty as well as cold. But they looked sprightly and cheerful as they worked, whooping and yelling as they went end over end.

Krea herself was miserable and felt aches all over her, warnings that a fever was coming. She had very dark hair and blue eyes, and she would have been a pretty child if anybody had ever taught her to comb her hair and wash her face. As she was, there was still a wild, untamed kind of prettiness about her. She added a fourth wooden ball, juggling two balls on each hand as her blood warmed up.

The Master, his worn red cape flung over his ragged homespun clothes, doffed his cloth cap and tossed it high. He caught it, shook it to make certain it was empty, and turned it over. Bright coins poured from it into his hand.

If only they were real. Krea had wished that before, but she had often scoured up the little coins herself, and she knew they were worthless tin.

The Master tossed the coins up into the air one at a time, catching each one with his cap. Then he turned the cap over and nothing came out. It was empty.

A few children and one or two rough-looking fishermen came to watch, and the children asked for another trick. Meanwhile, Piper stopped his handsprings long enough to walk through the crowd with his two hands cupped together, collecting halfpennies. Although the Master was talking to the small cluster of people and telling jokes the whole while, Krea knew that his sharp eye never left Piper's hands for long. Before the money had been poured into the little felt bag to be counted later, the Master would already know how much Piper had collected on the first turn.

She added the fifth wooden ball to the juggling assortment. Five was her limit, and even at that it was hard to feel calm with that many. Old Dolly, who by this time was playing her pipe instead of her lute, had often said that Krea was too young to count five, let alone juggle that many. But Krea had learned. Master and the belt had seen to that.

The Master went through his three rope tricks. More people had come up, shivering and watching in the cold winter morning.

The village of Wilderton was a mere bleak and storm-lashed huddle of buildings that didn't see much enter­tainment. The small troupe was welcome, even in bad weather.

Piper quickly dropped back. He joined the women and pulled out his own fife. Bet put down her lute and picked up her cymbals to clash them in time to the two pipe players. The Master gestured to Jolly, who jumped a back flip. Someone applauded. Jolly jumped three more very quickly, did a handspring forward, then one backward, leaped to his feet, and bowed.

Krea caught her wooden balls while the crowd clapped for Jolly. She then went around with her own hands cupped, asking for money: "A halfpenny if you please; halfpenny for the show; halfpenny if you please," she asked, going from person to person. Master's eye was on her. The people fished in their pockets. Some came up with coins, and some did not. She went around to each one, barely hearing their replies.

"Here you are, then."

"All I got, lass."

"Here's a spare for my friend."

She came to a woman who stood bundled in a gray cloak and held out her hands. "Halfpenny if you please."

By habit, Krea never looked at their faces, only their hands to see if they would give her anything, and sometimes their garments to see if they were rich or poor.

An aged hand produced a halfpenny from the gray sleeve and put it in her palm. But then the hand held hers for a moment.

"How cold you must be," said a kind voice.

Krea looked up to see two beautiful eyes looking at her. For a moment she thought that the woman was really very young after all, but then she saw that no—it was an old woman. The woman's eyes were so young and bright that her face, even with tiny wrinkles around her eyes, was beautiful.

For a moment the young juggler stood as though frozen to the ground, puzzled and a little confused. Since the woman did not immediately release her hand, she did not pull away. In fact, for one wild, free moment, she imagined that if she flung herself for protection into that gray cloak, it would fold over her like a protecting sea, and the old woman would take her away—Somewhere Else: a delightfully warm, fragrant place spiced with both danger and comfort.

"Twinkle, my darling. . . " The Master's voice, sweet and smooth as honey, carried its silent warning to her. "The show must go on, my dear. Hurry along."

She pulled away from that warm hand and went on through the crowd. "A halfpenny, a halfpenny if you please."

Was it a coincidence that she came to the bag with her hands full of coins?

The Master went into his sword-swallowing trick, and Krea readied the knives. The crowd applauded him, and he gestured to her.

"Look at her, will you?" he asked. "Her pappy was a pirate of the south; her mamma a robber queen. She comes by her love of knives naturally, doesn't she?"

Krea tossed the three knives around, juggling them as though they were nothing. The gullible people 000hed and aaahed her. He went on: "Five years old! Only five years old she is!"

One of the fishermen called out, "You ragtag trouper! You said she was five last year when you came through!"

"Aye, and the year before that!" someone else added. The comments drew a laugh.

"Nay, that was her older sister. Run off and joined the robbers, that one did," the Master added, thinking fast to cover his lie. He doffed his cap and went around with it.

"Your appreciation, my comrades? Appreciation?"

"Come get a bite," a man said—an innkeeper to judge from the apron showing under his coat. "All o' ye. You'll draw a fair good crowd for me. Come in, then."

"At your service," the Master answered. "You heard the kind gentleman. Look lively and away."

They hurriedly packed up their wares and followed the Master across the dirt street to a plank walk. Wooden buildings were crowded close together—a net maker, a rope maker, a carpenter's shop. Krea knew them by the wares hanging in their windows, not by their signs. She could not read.

She smelled a delicious smell of hot bread, scalded milk, and cooking fish. The innkeeper led them inside his inn. The crowd followed.

Soon Krea found herself seated, with a bowl of fish chowder and a mug of hot milk before her. Jolly and Piper were on either side of her. Serving maids brought hot bread for them. The room quickly became crowded. Many questions were asked of the troupe, but the Master answered most of them, with occasional helps from his wife, Bet. Dolly, the mother of Jolly, sat as quietly as the children. Whenever any eyes turned to her, she pretended to be helping him mind his manners.

"Your children?" someone asked the Master.

"Oh no. Bet and me never had any of our own. Dolly and Jolly go together—mother and son. Piper and Twinkle is orphans. But I treat them just like I would treat my own."

"He's probably telling the truth," Piper whispered to her. Both he and she wore the leather collars of slaves hidden under their winter garments. It was a fact often hidden from townspeople who might turn a dark eye on a troupe master who owned child slaves.

The tables were full and noisy. Those privileged few who had gotten places at the troupe's table soon became busy with their meals. But suddenly one of the town boys pushed up between two men sitting opposite Krea and Piper.

"Was your pappy really a pirate?" he asked her. Piper looked up. "Get out of here," he snapped. "Will you believe everything any beggar says?"

The boy scurried away, but Krea felt the Master's eyes on them.

"He heard you," she whispered.

"Then let him belt me," he whispered back. She said no more.
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Camp

The night sank like a cold weight on them. Another performance, like the warm meal at noon, lay behind them. Camped in a field a few miles from town, they sat huddled around a fire, shivering in their blankets. Except for Piper. He lay full length in his blanket, too sore from the belting he had gotten to sit up.

"And you," the Master said to Krea. "You should get the same—standing and gawking at that old hag like a fool!"

"How could I pull away, Master?" she asked humbly. "What if she had taken the coin back?"

"Aye, there speaks sense," Bet said. Bet was not exactly a kind woman, but she often held the Master back to one beating a night.

"And look here!" he said to Krea. "Your name is Twinkle. Twinkle! Not Krea! That's cave talk. We talk circus talk. People doesn't pay halfpennies to girls named Krea. But they like little girls named Twinkle. I've spent two years trying to get that name into you, and I don't fancy spendin' two more."

"Supper, Master," Dolly said meekly, ladling up the rabbit stew.

He was quiet after that. They all ate in silence, until Bet, usually silent once the day was done, spoke up. "That old woman, now," she said.

He grumbled into his spoon as he slurped up the stew. Although Bet was married to the Master, he treated her more like a superior slave than a wife. But even he did not usually cross Bet or seek to make her angry. There was a severity in Bet that all of them respected. She went on, "That old woman. She did look odd on Krea here."

"Twinkle!" he bellowed.

"Twinkle, then."

"Well, so what?" he asked after a moment.

"Like she had a mind about her."

Krea shot a nervous glance at Bet. Thus far she had felt oddly charmed by the woman in grey; for some reason she was filled with longing and hope. And the longing and hope had been of a different sort than the longing for comforts such as warmth and food that she usually felt; though, indeed, warmth and food had also somehow been all tied up with it.

Now Bet's words drove some of that charm away. So far, the only people who had ever showed much interest in Krea had been cruel people who had purchased her and who had possessed the power to deprive her of food or to punish her.

She glanced at the Master to see what he would say. But then Jolly boldly spoke up. "Perhaps the hag wanted to sell her into slavery!" And he burst out laughing at his own joke.

"Shut your mouth!" the Master roared. "Nobody's going to steal and sell anyone—except you if you don't watch out. Aye, I'd like to see you in a cave with a bucket in your hands!"

Jolly's laughter died, and he huddled up to his mother, abashed and a little afraid.

"He didn't mean it," Dolly said to her son. "But it's not good to say such things or to jest about the caves."

The caves! That was the place where both Piper and Krea had come from, where—as far as they knew—all child slaves came from. It was in a land over the water somewhere. Children worked in the caves emptying rubble and climbing into narrow fissures to mount lights and check for air for the grown miners. When a child was too big for that, he was either made a miner o was shipped away to be sold in a market. Neither Krea nor Piper ever spoke of the caves unless the Master demanded it of them. They never even spoke of the caves to each other.

"Well," the Master said after some thought. "This is coast territory where it's a simple job to steal children and whisk them away. Maybe that was in the hag's mind. A body could pull off such a deed right easy."

Krea offered a weak protest. "I'm already collared. Anybody on a ship or in a market would know that I've been bought already."

Piper spoke up in agreement. "Anybody buying her with a collar would reckon she'd been stolen."

"Collars can be broken and marks removed," Master said, as he dug thoughtfully into his stew. "Piper, you and Krea watch out for each other. This is a hard life, but you don't want no harder. Don't let yourselves be stealed off. If you see that hag again, tell me."

"Yes, Master."

"Yes, Master," Krea said.

"And you, son," Dolly said to Jolly. "You be wary, too." He nodded, looking sleepy, and leaned against her.

Master rose and pulled the hand wagon closer to the fire so it would reflect the heat better. Dolly gestured to Krea, and they all settled down to sleep in the frosty night.

Wrapped up in her blanket and huddled against Dolly's back, Krea watched the shadows from the fire flicker against the brightly painted wagon. It was their only home, and they all lived out of it. Sometimes she had to live in it for a few days when she caught fever. They would prop rocks under it to make it level, and Dolly would nurse her through the worst of her illness. Then the Master would concoct some bitter and burning and terrible medicine to pour down her throat that would keep her on her feet to juggle for the crowd.

She thought about being a pirate's daughter. Of course she knew she wasn't. She had spent her early life in caves with other children emptying pails of sand and rubble. Nobody there had a mother or a father. They were slaves. That was all. It wasn't until she had been taken to market, sold to a slave dealer, shipped overseas, and then sold again to the Master that she had learned that everybody had a mother and father. Even slaves.

Where were hers, she wondered. Had they been slaves, too? Or had they died?

The fire had begun to go to coals. She couldn't seem to get warm, and Dolly had been too tired to pull evergreen boughs over them. Dolly now lay with Jolly cuddled in her arms, keeping him warm, while Krea was curled against her back.

"How cold you must be," the voice had said, but Master had warned, "Don't let yourselves be stealed off." He was so terrible. But so clever. He knew everything.

She tried to think about jumping into the safety of that cloak, but she didn't feel the same about it. It was like a dream from long ago—not real anymore. Never­theless, a slow warmth at last spread through her. She fell asleep.
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