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Prologue

	Heroes come in all forms. Some are born with righteousness in their heart. Others are forged into a tool for good. And some . . . some become heroes in spite of themselves. The tale you shall now read is one that was nearly lost to history. All knowledge comes at a price, and none has been more costly than the details of this precious record, but to prevent this story from going untold I would gladly pay it ten times over. It is the tale of the rocky road traveled by the least likely hero of the Chosen. By some he was called Leo. By more, he was called Lain.

	Most knew him as the Red Shadow—though, in truth, few knew him at all.

	His story begins in a nameless forest in the land of Tressor . . .

	


Chapter 1

	The deep south of Tressor was not a land known for its forests. Most of the kingdom was made up of vast plains. Those plains near to rivers and lakes were fruitful, some of the best farmland in the world. Those far from water were dry and barren, giving way to two vast deserts. Farther north was the Great Western Forest, and quite a few respectable forests could be found toward the border with the northern kingdoms, but trees in the far south were scattered and sparse. Where a handful of them stood together in what could be charitably called a grove, hunting was usually poor.

	Of course, that depended on what one was hunting for.

	In the stifling heat of a night in the deep south, a pair of men moved with slow care, stepping lightly to keep the crunch of dry grass from betraying their approach.

	“This way. I saw prints. He can’t be far,” hissed the first of the men. He was short and wiry, and whereas most of the people of Tressor shaded themselves from the searing burn of the sun by wearing broad-brimmed hats, this fellow had taken a much older route. Every inch of his exposed skin had been smeared with red-brown mud. It had since dried into a crust that blocked the sun nicely, but left him looking as though he'd staggered out of a swamp that morning. From between his teeth jutted a stem of a plant called sugar-stalk, a weed popular among the nomads for the sweet, syrupy pulp that it produced when chewed. His hair was cropped short, and he wore clothes of a billowy, sand-colored cloth. The sleeves of the shirt and legs of the trousers had been rolled up to provide relief against the heat.

	“How do they always manage to make it this far south?” moaned the second man quietly. He was taller and stouter, with the same short hair and billowy clothes, though he'd allowed the sun to bake his exposed skin to a leathery hide. He was also weighed down with ropes and sacks, and was swatting irritably at a cloud of flies that seemed dedicated to exploring his nose and ears.

	“I don’t ask questions. I just bring them back. You do the same and maybe you won’t need me to come along with you next time,” replied the smaller man.

	The many farms of Tressor needed workers. Most of the smaller ones were run by families and communities, with workers drawing a wage, selling their goods, or simply living off of what they grew. The larger plantations, however, tended to work their land on the strength of forced laborers. Slaves could come from any number of sources. Captured soldiers from the increasingly common skirmishes in the north and clashes with disloyal tribes to the south and east made up most of the workers. Others were brought back on ships from far-off lands. Some were simply slaves because their parents had been. The only thing they had in common was that, at some point in their lives, they would look beyond the walls and yearn for their freedom.

	If they decided to act, to flee their enslavement, there were men who made their livings by hunting them down and bringing them back. One would be hard-pressed to find two more typical examples than the pair wading through the bushes that night.

	They stalked toward a tight cluster of four trees, the ground between obscured by a clump of short, prickly bushes. Boot prints led into the stand of trees. A quick search revealed that there were no prints leaving it. The men communicated with short, sharp hand gestures, indicating what each should do and where each should be. When the thin man was satisfied that each was in position, he drew a short, curved blade from his belt, crouched, and launched himself with a bellow over the bushes. There was a bizarre, high-pitched squeal and a rustle of bushes, then silence. No shout of anger or fear, no fleeing fugitive, just the constant drone of flitting insects in the shaded moonlight. The thin man looked over the ground and grimaced in frustration.

	“Never mind, Latak,” he grumbled. “He’s dead.”

	“What? Dead? What do you mean he's dead, Dihsaad? How?” replied his heftier partner, Latak.

	“You won’t believe it. See for yourself.”

	Latak thumped toward the bushes, no longer worried about being heard and angry that he wouldn’t be earning his bounty. When he reached the point where his thin partner was standing, he grimaced. “Augh. Is that a malthrope?”

	“Can you think of anything else that looks like that?” remarked Dihsaad.

	On the ground, covered with wounds and dried blood, was a creature. It looked as though it was a cross between a human and a fox, with the beast’s head and fur applied to an otherwise human form. This one was a female. It was dressed in rags and, judging from the looks of the injuries, it had been dead for a few hours. The slave they had been hunting was a short distance away. His face, neck, and arms were striped with the slashes of claws and peppered with the punctures of teeth. In his hand was a crude club, little more than a branch.

	“Looks like he stumbled onto a hiding place that was already taken and they did each other in,” Latak reasoned. “But what made that noise?”

	His partner made a sound of disgust. “This is why I’m the one who ends up doing all of the tracking.”

	He slowly crouched, one hand out, and when he came near enough, darted it into the shadow of the nearest bush. More earsplitting squeals rang out as he pulled free a struggling blur of red fur and tattered cloth.

	“Enough! Quiet!” he growled, shaking the little creature until it lost the will to struggle.

	It was a young malthrope, barely a toddler, dangling pathetically by its tail. The little beast was more animal in appearance than the adult, with spindly limbs and stubby, almost paw-like hands and feet. Its eyes were locked on the motionless form of the female on the ground. Quietly, it made a sound somewhere between weeping and whining.

	“This is probably why our bounty got killed. The females are extra vicious when there's a fresh litter to protect,” he said.

	“How do you know that?” Latak asked.

	“I used to hunt these things with my father, back when there were enough of them to make a living at it. I still do, from time to time.” With the toe of his boot, he rolled the dead creature to its side, prompting another agonized squeal from the struggling beast in his hand. “Someone got to it already. No tail.”

	“Well,” said Latak, “At least we won't leave empty handed. I hear they pay upwards of seventy entus for a baby malthrope.”

	It was widely felt that malthropes were a menace. Stories told of them carrying off children and raiding livestock. The creatures were the villains of more than their share of bedtime stories, and were always a safe thing to blame for your problems if you weren't happy with your lot in life. One of the few things that the north and south halves of the continent could agree upon was that wiping the creatures out would be an improvement. Thus, a price had been put on their heads—or, more accurately, their tails. Slicing the tail off an adult and handing it in to the authorities would net you a small fortune in entus, the silver coins that lined the pockets of the more well-off Tressons.

	For young malthropes, though, the rules were different.

	Latak fetched a sack. “I just wish I knew why we have to turn the babies in alive.”

	“Oh, you didn't hear? A fellow up in Delti was turning the things in, oh, two or three times a week? People got suspicious and took a closer look. Turns out he was just catching foxes and dressing 'em up a bit. Since then, they don't pay unless you can stand 'em up on their hind legs.”

	“Figures some scoundrel would ruin it for honest folk,” he said, taking the struggling thing from his partner and shoving it in the sack.

	#

	Far north of Tressor, in the very northernmost city in the kingdom formerly known as Vulcrest, sat a cold and meticulous man. The city was known as Verril, and the man was known as Bagu. He was dressed as a noble—clothes exquisite and expensive, face as flawless and emotionless as a sculpture. In very short order, he had risen from a simple member of the Vulcrest military to one of the most powerful and influential of the king's advisers. He now held the rank of general, and already it was said that the vast armies of the newly formed Northern Alliance did not make a move without his direction. He was second only to the king.

	In a room adjacent to the entry hall of Castle Verril, its walls littered with maps and its shelves heavy with parchment and books, he waited. His eyes drifted to a sand timer standing in the corner of the room. It was tall and narrow, framed in an ancient black wood carved with symbols that seemed to have no place in this world. Rather than a steady stream of cascading sand, the timer seemed almost frozen. Now and again, a single grain would tumble through the pinched glass and add to the thin dusting in the lower half. At such a rate, it would take decades, perhaps centuries for the timer to run its course.

	The click of heels on polished stone echoed through the halls beyond his chamber; moments later, the heavy door was pushed open. In stepped a woman with features very much like his own. She was tall and slender, skin pale and milky, with dark lips and narrow, sharp features. She was beautiful, but in a disconcerting way, as though her beauty came not from nature but from careful study and dedicated attention to detail. Her face as immaculate as his own, but flavored by emotion that made her seem brittle of confidence and short of patience. Her clothes were heavy and layered, caked with fresh snow that was beginning to melt in the relative warmth of the castle.

	“You needed me, General Bagu?” she asked.

	“Shut the door,” he instructed, eyes not even turning to her.

	She did as she was told and began to pull the leather gloves from her hands.

	“Leave them, you will not be here long.”

	“Have you a task for me?” Her voice had the restrained energy of someone bursting with eagerness but well aware that to show it would be undignified.

	“Of sorts. Our associate Epidime has finished . . . consulting with the seers of this place. He has compiled what he believes to be the most accurate of their visions and prophecies. We are now confident in a number of things. Foremost, as we suspected, one of our targets is to be one of the malthrope creatures. Three of the five we seek appear to have already been born or created, and he is quite likely among them. To the best of our detection, he is somewhere south of the front.”

	“Shall I kill him?” she offered. Her enthusiasm was somewhat more poorly disguised this time.

	Bagu closed his eyes and breathed a slow, irritated breath through his nose. “I realize that you are the least experienced among us, Teht, but I am certain I have explained this on more than one occasion. The rules of discourse are quite clear. If we take no direct act of violence against them, they cannot unite against us. You must not—must not—kill him. Nor any of the others. If action must be taken, it must be taken through surrogates, and of their own volition. All that I require is for you to locate and secure him. Fortunately, he is a malthrope. They hunt them as vigorously in Tressor as they do here. You should have little difficulty finding him—or, at the very least, little difficulty in finding aid.”

	“That is all? An errand? I am a mystic specialist, Bagu. I feel as though I should be doing more than acting as tutor for that blasted necromancer and dashing to Tressor whenever the need arises.”

	“You are the least senior of the generals, Teht. You will do as you are instructed.”

	“My skills are being wasted!” She was bordering on petulant now, a bratty scowl working its way into her expression.

	“How your skills should be put to use is my decision alone. Do not question my orders any longer, Teht.”

	Bagu's final words were delivered no more forcefully than any of the others, but as he spoke, there was a subtle shudder, and around him the papers and shelves rustled and creaked as though under great strain. Her brittle confidence shattered, the boldness and defiance dropping swiftly to subservience. It was as though he had pulled a knife from his desk and explained, in detail, how he intended to use it if she did not fall into line.

	“Yes, General Bagu. Of course. It is an honor to serve!” she said hastily. She pulled open the door and marched out.

	He leaned back in his chair, eyes turning to the timer once more as the tension faded from his mind. “If she does not learn her place, that woman will come to a very unpleasant end.”

	


Chapter 2

	In the dusty fields of Tressor, a short night and a long day had passed. Dihsaad and Latak had trudged back into their camp, reaching it as the sun was setting. It was a typical camp for slavers, a cluster of low, lashed-down tents set up in a circle around a large bonfire. Every aspect was designed to be set up and taken down quickly, and to be easy to lock down and defend. In all, it had the feel of a prison combined with a traveling market. Carriages fortified with bars—little more than rolling cages—were crowded with their valuable cargo, recently acquired workers. Most were members of scattered nomadic tribes, but not all. Mixed among them was a pair of fair-skinned elves from the land across the sea to the east, a place called South Crescent. There was a short, stout dwarf from deep in the mountains as well. Each had been taken far from their home, and all but the newest of them had been stripped of their will to struggle by time and the lash of a whip. Now they sat with empty eyes, waiting.

	“Latak! Dihsaad! You had better have a good reason for getting here so late!” growled a voice nearly as grizzled as the man it belonged to. He was the slave master, a man named Grahl, and his leathery skin was a veritable road map of scars from years of encounters with men and women unwilling to become his prize without a fight. “Where is the man I sent you after?”

	“Jackal food, by now,” Dihsaad remarked.

	“You killed him!” the head slaver roared.

	“He got himself killed. Ran afoul of a malthrope vixen protecting her young,” he explained.

	The slave master grumbled a few creative profanities under his breath as he wiped away the sweat beading on his brow. “Did you at least get its tail?”

	“Someone got it first. But we got the kit,” he said, holding his hand out for Latak to supply the bag.

	Grahl snatched it away, prompting a few weak growls of complaint. He untied the bag and glanced inside, grimacing slightly at the sight of the occupant. The little creature, barely conscious after the rough trip and intense heat, stared up through dry, red eyes.

	“Gah. They really do look like drowned rats. And the smell,” he muttered, handing the bag away. “Someone dump some water on this thing. If we want the bounty for it, the ugly little monster is going to have to be alive. And we're probably going to need that money.”

	“Something got you on edge, boss?”

	“On edge? Do you want to know what's got me on edge?” he replied with a sneer. “Look over there. Do you see that dust cloud to the north? Do you know what that is? That's a plantation owner. He's coming to buy a dozen peak-condition slaves. Do you know what I have? Eleven. You were supposed to bring me the twelfth!”

	“So they take the eleven and we pick up a spare in the next raid.”

	“Our reputation is pitiful, idiot. This will be what? Eight, nine times we over-committed? He won't be back, and he'll spread the word that we can't fill our orders. We can’t take another stain on our record. We'll be finished!”

	“Well, why do you keep selling more than we have?”

	“Because people want more than I have on hand. When I found out this plantation was looking for my whole stock of single-stripe slaves, I foolishly trusted my best men to bring back the runaway alive!”

	“Perhaps he will accept a discount.”

	“He paid already. I convinced him we needed the money to pay for transport.”

	“Well then perhaps he will take a refund.”

	“I spent the money already, Dihsaad! Gods . . . this will ruin us!”

	As the distant carriage trundled ever closer, Grahl alternated between berating anyone within earshot for their laziness and ineptitude and attempting to miraculously identify a twelfth slave that was worth selling. Most of his latter efforts went as far as repeatedly counting the occupants of the carriages, as though it was possible he'd merely overlooked someone during the previous twenty counts. Eventually, time ran out and the prospective customer was stepping out of the sturdy carriage.

	The man who stomped his boots to the sandy earth of the slave camp was instantly recognizable as a lifelong farmer. He was getting on in years, but those years had tempered him like steel, leaving him with a shock of silver in his otherwise black hair and beard. He was every bit as sun-broiled as the slavers, as was the case for most everyone in the land of Tressor. His build was lined with dense, gristly muscle. It had been earned years ago, the product of decades of back-breaking labor, and even now that the hardest of the tasks fell to his workers, the wiry muscle was slow to fade.

	Everything else one might need to know about the man could be gleaned from the expression on his face. The set of his jaw and the hardness of his gaze spoke volumes of the determination and effort he poured into every enterprise he put his hand to. A slight sneer of disgust twisted his mouth, the sights, sounds, and smells of his surroundings nearly turning his stomach. Nevertheless, this was a purchase important to his business, and thus important to him, and he would not leave it to underlings, no matter how trusted.

	Out of his rugged and practical carriage stepped two servants, the sort of burly men one tended to bring along when doing business that might go wrong. A third servant remained in the carriage, reins in hand.

	Grahl marched up to the newcomers, a practiced look of hospitality hastily locked onto his face in place of panicked anger. The seller and the buyer approached each other, and each slapped his left hand on the right shoulder of the other, a gesture which in another culture would have been a handshake.

	“Jarrad! This late in the day I feared you would not make it!” Grahl said.

	“I keep to my schedule, Grahl. Are these my men?”

	“Yes, yes, ready for inspection!” he said with a brittle grin. “As you can see, some fine ones here. All of them unbranded or single-stripe, as requested. You'll get many good years out of each of them. Worth every entu.”

	“Mmm,” Jarrad grunted.

	“Look, here. You see? We've managed to find a pair of elves. Not much muscle on them, but renowned for their stamina. Should be able to do the work of two humans each.”

	“Mmm,” came another grunt, this one more irritated.

	“And we've even got a dwarf. Good strong mountain stock. He ought to do the work of three men, easily.”

	“I count eleven slaves here. Where is the last?” Jarrad rumbled.

	“I . . . ah . . .” Grahl began, realizing too late that he should have set a few minutes aside from his angry screaming to craft a convincing lie. “Disease, I'm afraid. It came upon him quickly. We separated him from the rest, but he died. Had to bury him deep. Couldn't be helped.”

	“I need twelve.”

	“But the elves! And the dwarf! They—”

	“I don't care how hard they work, Grahl. This is about numbers. I paid you for twelve healthy men because I have twelve jobs that need doing. Either I leave here with twelve single-stripe slaves, or I’ll take back my money and find someone who can provide them.”

	“I assure you, I am the only slaver in ten territories who deals exclusively in quality slaves. You won’t find another slave to match these for twice the price.”

	“Fill my order as requested or I will take my money and go elsewhere,” he said with the slow, deliberate tone of a man on the brink of violence. Responding to the unspoken threat, his hefty servants formed up on either side of Grahl, causing a stir among the more loyal of the slaver's men.

	“Of course, of course. Just one moment,” he said bowing and stepping back while snapping his fingers insistently for Dihsaad.

	“What do you want, Grahl?” asked the far from enthusiastic underling.

	“Bring me Ben,” the head slaver muttered quietly.

	“You don't honestly expect—”

	“I wasn't asking for your opinion, Dihsaad,” he growled, “Just get Ben!” Turning his attention back to his unsatisfied customer, he displayed his incomplete, yellowing smile. “Now, I may not be able to provide you with a replacement of the same level of quality on such short notice, but I assure you this man will be an asset to you, as he has been to me and my men for quite some time.”

	After a moment or two of anxious silence, a man was led from within one of the tents. In a camp such as this, it wasn't uncommon to see someone being led. Thanks in large part to the fact that all but the slavers themselves were in heavy restraints, nearly everyone had to be led, if only to keep them from attempting to escape. There was no threat of such a thing in this case, and only minimal restraints, but he still had better reasons than most to require aid in finding his prospective buyer.

	For one, he was old. Old enough to be a grandfather. While in actuality he wasn’t very much older than Jarrad, by slave standards he was ancient. He was also better dressed than the other slaves. Rather than the torn and filthy remnants of the last clothes he'd worn as a free man, he was wearing a long-sleeved tan robe, caked with dust. The waist was tied inexpertly closed with a length of rope, and the front was open enough to reveal a tunic and trousers of a matching color. A scraggly wreath of gray hair wrapped around the back of an otherwise bald head, and a wild mass of whiskers had claimed most of his face. Most notable, though, was a strip of cloth tied in place as a blindfold and explaining the main reason for the guiding hand.

	“A blind man!? You had better be joking, Grahl,” Jarrad barked. “You, slave. Show me your arm!”

	“Are you talking to me, sir?” asked the blind man with a crisp, precise manner of speech that seemed out of place in a place like a slaver camp.

	“Of course I am!”

	“Well, there are a number of slaves about, sir. If a man can't make eye contact with you, you really need to be more specific than that,” he replied, rolling up his right sleeve to reveal three deep scars, short lines arranged like the rungs of a ladder. The first was ancient and faded with time, the second somewhat more recent, and the last fresher still. The rest of his arm was littered with no fewer than six marks, ranging from letters of two different alphabets to simple insignias. The arm told a story, as was its purpose. The symbols told of past owners. The lines spoke of value. It was never a good sign to see too many of either.

	“You would offer me a triple-stripe slave in place of a single-stripe?” Jarrad growled.

	“What I am offering you is experience, Jarrad. This man has had half a dozen owners, yes, but he learned everything the first three had to teach, and taught the second three all they knew. You've got good strong backs, but Blind Ben here will keep their equipment in good repair, and teach them tricks that will make them work harder and faster than you'd believe. You and I both know a man doesn't end up with six slaver's marks on his arm unless there have been six bright and wealthy men interested in his service.”

	“Six marks also means five bright and wealthy men felt he was beyond his usefulness,” Jarrad countered.

	“Six, sir, seeing as how I'm back on the market, so to speak,” corrected Ben.

	“You would speak to your master that way?”

	“You haven't bought me yet, sir. Grahl is my master,” he said evenly. “But since you ask, yes, I would speak to my master that way. I'm too old to be worrying about who hears what.”

	Grahl's fists tightened, his muscles tensed, and another moment would have brought a strap across the slave's back, but a wry grin came to Jarrad's face.

	“Right. I'll take him, but he's still not a single-stripe. I want the difference in silver,” Jarrad said.

	Grahl twitched. “Yes, that . . . that is perfectly fair. I . . . I can have your silver for you in—”

	“Today.”

	“I . . . I have something better,” Grahl proclaimed, hissing again to Dihsaad, “The bag! The bag!”

	The weakly struggling bag was thrust into his hand, and he held it out to the dissatisfied customer.

	“In this bag is a malthrope. A baby,” Grahl said.

	“What good does that do me?” ask Jarrad, recoiling from the sack.

	“You know as well as I do that a live baby malthrope fetches no less than seventy entus. That should go a long way to making up the difference. And turning one of these in is a civic service. People will respect you for bringing this in.”

	“Where did you get this thing?”

	Grahl opened his mouth, but shut it again quickly before the truth tumbled out. He couldn't very well say that his men had found it while hunting for the slave he'd just said died of an illness. After taking a moment to remember to plan out his webs of deceit with a bit more care in the future, he wove the best one he could manage on short notice.

	“My brother found it . . . with its mother. The creature had died giving birth. We managed to keep the little pest alive so we could claim the bounty.”

	“This hardly looks like a newborn,” Jarrad said, tugging open the bag and peering inside.

	“Look, that doesn't matter, does it? What matters is you'll gain standing with your community if they know you're taking the time to help rid the area of these little monsters, and you'll have the money you're missing.”

	Jarrad looked long and hard at the man holding the bag.

	“I'll throw in food and water enough to keep the thing alive until you get home.”

	The customer's jaw tightened and he snatched the bag away. “Very well, since it is clear you don't have my money anymore. Load up the blind man and the food, and for heaven's sake, don't say another word. This deal has gotten twisted enough.”

	Blind Ben was led to the barred carriage, and when there were enough armed men on hand to make those already inside think twice about escape, the door was opened and he was helped in. Before the door closed, Jarrad upended the bag onto the floor of the carriage, causing the ragged ball of red fur to tumble out. The breath of fresh air and shock of the fall had brought its senses back and it made a mad scramble for the door, but the bars were slammed hard enough to knock the beast to the center of the carriage floor. A few halfhearted kicks and shoves sent it scurrying for cover, the same way one might treat a rat that had been dropped into a crowded room, and the same way the rat might behave.

	Ben had wearily taken a seat on one of the plank benches that lined each side of the carriage, and was too tired to grope for the creature when it wedged itself underneath. When it became clear that the thing wasn't going to climb out, the other slaves left it cowering and trembling behind the blind man's legs, its eyes wide and its heart pounding.

	#

	For a slave, the origin and destination of a trip have profound implications. When on the way to a slave trader, the journey was a perilous one. They were forced into ships, hundreds traveling in space intended for dozens, or into long and poorly equipped caravans of carriages and wagons. As the captives were tossed by the seas or burnt by the sun, those who could laughably be called their caretakers take little notice when a handful fewer arrive than had departed. There were simply so many, and each was so cheap, that it wasn’t worth the effort to take any real interest in their well-being. Some of them always survived.

	When on the way from the slaver, however, things were different. Now they were few, a precise number, purchased for a tidy sum and intended for a specific purpose. Very few plantation or mine owners could afford to buy more than they need, so every one of the workers was looked after for the duration of the trip, so that they would be strong, healthy, and ready to work when they arrived. It was astounding how much the value of a living, breathing creature could change based solely upon where it was headed, and how many coins had been exchanged for it.

	Regardless of the philosophical ramifications, it was this monetary value that had been one of the two things that had allowed the little malthrope to survive his journey. Jarrad was no fool, and the slaves he had purchased were far more than a simple purchase of workers. They represented his next harvest, and those for years to come. They were the tools that would allow him to grow more crops on his farm, and, in turn, would allow his farm to grow larger, and more successful. So he gave them food, and he gave them water, more than enough of each. He even provided a pair of buckets; one to wash with, and one for . . . other necessities. Though the red-furred creature was not destined to be a worker, it did represent a respectable quantity of silver when the time came—but only if it was alive. Thus it was only sound business sense to see to it that it received a share of the food and water.

	That was enough to keep it from wasting away, but for a helpless and reviled creature among a dozen frustrated slaves seeking a target for their hostility, there were greater dangers than starvation. The carriage had barely been on the road for more than a few minutes when the tribal and racial lines began to be drawn. Of the twelve slaves in the wagon, three were from Tanoa, an island off the western coast. Five more were nomads, two from Nattal tribe and three from the Wendo tribe. Each of these tribes was in on again/off again conflict with the others, and both were at war the Tanoans.

	The two elves quickly became the targets of their combined hostility, as well. Initially it was for the simple fact that they weren’t human, but this was soon overshadowed by the fact that they were just tall and graceful enough to look down their noses at the rest of the group. That left the dwarf, who had no particular gripe with any in attendance, but was eager for a fight just to break up the monotony. Twice the various combinations of allies and adversaries came to blows, and twice the hired hands supervising them had to lay down the law before they would settle for trading increasingly creative obscenities and eying each other distrustfully.

	The only passenger who seemed to be exempt from the posturing and prejudice was Ben, the blind man. Though none could explain precisely why, no one felt particularly inclined to involve him. He merely sat on the edge of the bench and slouched forward, swaying side to side as the carriage jostled along the poorly kept roads. Perhaps it was because he was blind. If he couldn’t see them, it seemed only fair that they treat him as though they could not see him. Or perhaps it was because he was so old that he had earned a measure of respect and reverence simply for having survived so long in so wretched a life. Whatever the reason, the blind man was left alone, as though he emitted an aura of solitude. Huddled beneath Ben’s seat, the malthrope was mercifully afforded the same luxury.

	It was a very long journey from the slaver camp to Jarrad’s fields. True, Tressor was a vast land, but most of the trip was spent attempting to maneuver an overloaded carriage over poorly maintained roads. That much time trundling along in the hot sun was enough to take the fight from even the feisty dwarf. As each of the men slipped into his own tight cycle of anger, frustration, boredom, and hopelessness, the creature among them drifted through its own sequence of emotions.

	First was fear. The carriage shook and rattled all around him, assaulting his keen ears and turning his stomach. And then there were the others. The little beast had seen and smelled things like those that surrounded him before, but only from afar. Worse, whenever he did, he saw and felt an anxiety in his mother that he quickly learned to adopt. If she was afraid of something, then it was certainly something to be feared. Now, for reasons he had no way of understanding, he was trapped with them.

	Worse than the fear, though, was the sadness. As he huddled in the corner, his deft paws hugging his gangly legs and his prized tail wrapped around his feet, he thought of the place he called home, a forest that was already farther away than he could even imagine, and growing more distant by the moment. He thought of his mother, too. Motionless on the dusty ground . . .

	The image burned hot in his mind. What burned his mind more was the slow realization that both his home and his mother were lost to him forever. He thought of these things, and quiet, bitter sobs shook him.

	Grief is like any other kind of pain. No matter how intense or how constant it is, time takes the edge from it. It may not fade, but it loses its sharpness. It becomes the new normal, and eventually steps aside and makes room in the mind for other things.

	When his mind had numbed to the sorrow, and for the moment there were no more tears left to cry, the little fox felt the parts of himself that had been buried by the tragedy creep to the surface. Chief among them was curiosity. As frightening as all of this was, it was new, and something inside of him wanted to know more. He inched out from his hiding place, stretching to get a better look and retreating when he was noticed and a foot or fist swatted in his direction. The attacks didn't make him less curious, just more cautious, teaching him to watch where they were looking and picking his inspections accordingly. He sniffed and tugged at boots and cuffs, generally making a nuisance of himself until a particularly quick kick sent him scurrying back to his corner.

	The food, when it was offered, was another curiosity. Once each day, a bowl for each of the slaves was slid through a rectangular slit along the bottom of the carriage door. When he received his share the first time, he didn't know what to make of it. The stuff was wet and mushy, and it didn't have any flavor to it, but it took the hunger away. It also gave him a bowl to play with until they were able to get it away from him. With a carriage of slaves to deal with, the servants couldn't very well climb inside and chase him around. As a result, they were forced to loosen the chain securing the door enough to fit an arm through and try to snatch the bowl away. Since it was the slave-keepers who were trying to take the bowl back, the longer he was able to hold onto it, the more entertained the other slaves were. It quickly became a game, and the little creature became very good at it, particularly since it was the only time he was able to scamper around the entire floor of the carriage without dodging feet.

	Eventually they just let him keep the bowl rather than fight with him. When a new one came at the next meal time, he would grab the new and they would take the old.

	When the current bowl became tiresome, he would look out between the bars of the carriage. There were many unfamiliar sights. Until the horrible day that his mother was killed, the malthrope’s world had been little more than thin forests and the occasional sprint through the sandy fields between. The nearest he’d ever had to a house was a simple hut composed of twisted branches, mud, and thatch. It was a place he only dimly remembered, because they had been forced to abandon it one night and never returned. Now he saw homes built of wood or stone, and there were so many of them. Sometimes they were far enough apart that he could only see one of them from one horizon to the next. Other times they were close enough that they were nearly touching. The closer the houses, the more people there were, and the busier they seemed to be. The busier they were, the more they spoke.

	To sharp ears honed to pick out the rustle of a single tuft of grass half a field away, the sound of so many different voices speaking was simultaneously the most terrible and the most wonderful thing he had ever heard. It was a chorus of complex sounds and unfamiliar voices. Sometimes he let the sounds blend together, washing over him. Other times he tried to single them out, scanning the crowds and attempting to match the mouths to the words. Some of the sounds had a familiar shape to them, things he had heard his mother say on one of the rare occasions that she spoke.

	Once he tried to form some of the sounds himself. The high-pitched, squeaky attempt at speech must have caught the attention of some of the townsfolk, because eyes turned to him, voices raised, and he learned a few new words that stung him with their tone. From that time onward he huddled in the shadow of the bench and kept quiet when people were near. There were some words he knew he never wanted to hear again.

	


Chapter 3

	The parched land and near-desert were long behind the carriage now, replaced by the lush green fields and rich brown soil of the heart of Tressor. The gray stone of the road traced a long, meandering line down the center of sprawling plantations on either side. Each was preparing for the long growing season ahead. The little malthrope tucked himself deeper into shadow as the sound of voices began to grow louder. It wasn't a city this time, but a crossroad. A noisy wagon loaded with hay, tools, and workers rattled by, taking the more worrying sounds with it. In the carriage ahead, he heard the man who always told the others what to do raise his voice above the rest. This caused his ears to perk up, as this was typically what happened right before one of the large men handed out food.

	“Blast it. They still haven't fixed that road to the bounty office,” Jarrad spat angrily as he stepped from his carriage and eyed a rocky trail with at least three fallen trees across it. “I am not going to risk snapping another axle trying to get a carriage down there to cash in that malthrope.” He turned to one of his men. “You, fetch the beast and walk it down to the office to get our silver. Shouldn't take you more than an hour.”

	The young creature spotted one of the servants headed his way and mischievously snatched the bowl up, ready for another round of keep-away. The lock on the barred door to the slave carriage was undone and the chain holding it shut was loosened, the servant's arm reaching inside. A quick yank pulled the bowl easily out of reach, but the man wasn't after it. Instead, he grabbed the beast's tail and hauled him out. Before he knew what was happening he was dangling from the servant's fist, yelping and flailing about as the man struggled to get a sack open to drop him inside.

	“Hmph,” came a grunt. “I've been purchased by a fool.”

	All eyes turned to the blind man. Aside from requesting food or one of the buckets, it was the first sound he'd made since they had loaded him into the carriage. The sharp looks he received from Jarrad and his men made it a pretty safe bet that it would be the last sound he'd be making for a while if they had anything to say about it.

	The servant not currently grappling with an unruly rascal stepped menacingly toward the blind man, a stiff leather strap in his hand. Though it hadn't been put to use yet, there was little doubt that it was a favored disciplinary tool. He folded it over and gave it a vicious slap across his palm to give the sightless man a sense of what was about to come. Before he could reach the door to wrench it open, though, Jarrad stopped him with a hand to the shoulder.

	“Blind man. Ben, is it? Your former master claimed you were a man of wisdom and experience. Talk like that suggests it was another of his lies. Explain yourself.”

	“Are you a farmer?”

	“I am.”

	“And do you sell your seeds, or do you wait and harvest them when they are full grown?”

	“What sort of a question is that?”

	“An apt one. You're about to hand over a seedling.”

	Jarrad looked to the creature just as it was finally wrestled into a sack. “You aren't suggesting I let that thing grow up?”

	“I'm saying that a grown male malthrope's tail is worth a hell of a lot more than a brat like that. Certainly enough to make for a good return on a little bit of waiting and a few scraps of food.”

	A look of disgust curled his lip again as the plantation owner looked to the struggling bag. It was a distasteful suggestion . . . but, then, such was so often the case in business these days. The last he'd heard, the bounty on an adult was at least two hundred entus, and it changed daily. Sometimes it climbed to over five hundred. Strictly speaking, it wasn't permissible to harbor a malthrope, but his land was tucked away at the tail-end of nowhere. The chances of the local watch ever finding out were pretty slim, and after the trouble they gave him when he was attempting to buy the new fields these men were to work, the thought of defying them a bit was enticing. Yes, he would have to feed it, but the skinny thing couldn't eat much more than one of his hunting hounds . . .

	With a shrug, the little beast's life was spared—at least for a few years.

	“Throw it back with the rest of them,” Jarrad instructed the servant with the sack.

	#

	Jarrad marched out before the assembled slaves, flanked as always by his burly servants. Neither had yet had his name spoken, but names weren't really necessary in their line of work. Their purpose was to be a force of nature, a physical weight applied to their master's words. They did their jobs very well. Each held a leather strap, wrist-width and arm-length, in one hand. The other hand held the harness of one of the master’s dogs.

	Unlike the men who held them, the dogs were sleek and thin. They had the short hair and mottled coat shared by most of the hunting dogs of Tressor, and to the untrained eye they were not terribly threatening. To one who had been chased by one, the cold, measuring look in their eyes as they stood at the ready stirred chilling memories and caused old scars to ache.

	Their owner turned and scanned his own gaze across the new workers, as a general might review a group of new recruits. When he'd determined whatever it was he'd been seeking to determine, he spoke. His voice was strong, and carried to the far reaches of his land with little effort.

	“By now you've seen your quarters, and you've seen the land. It is paradise by no means, but you can be damn sure that there are worse places to be. There are farmers, many of them, who think the best way to get a day's work out of a slave is to beat it out of him. They think the best way to earn a pile of gold is to scrimp in the bowls of their workers. I'm not one of them. I know that if I want a hard day's labor done well, then I need my slaves healthy and strong. On this plantation, life will be as good as you allow me to make it. If you work hard today, the harvest will be strong, and there will be more than enough food to fill your bellies, and more than enough silver left to keep roofs over your heads and clothes on your backs tomorrow. Slack today and you will feel it tomorrow. Your meals will be meager, your clothes will be ragged, and the holes in your walls will not be patched, because you will not have given me the means to provide anything better. I don't punish you for a poor day's work—you do.

	“Now, do not think for a moment that this means there will not be punishment if it is earned. You’ll notice my men carry straps. Some of you have already felt their lash. I cannot abide disobedience or disrespect. If you attempt to steal from me, if you speak ill of myself or my family, or if you do not do as you are told, punishment will be swift and severe. Is that understood?”

	There was a grudging murmur of acknowledgment.

	“Is that understood!” he growled, the nameless enforcers advancing a step.

	“Understood!” the slaves replied quickly.

	“Good! Now, as your first week on my land and under my ownership, this is brand week. Many of you are familiar with what that entails, but for the rest, listen closely.”

	Jarrad turned and motioned to one of his men, who paced toward a shed near the edge of the field.

	“You are slaves in the kingdom of Tressor. That means that your right arm must bear two things. The first is your set of stripes. You will bear one, two, or three depending on how valuable you are. The strongest among you will receive a single stripe. This signifies that you are able to work the hardest and the longest. This also means that you will have the best food, the best quarters, and the most privileges. Those who cannot or will not work to that level will not receive the same level of treatment, and will bear two stripes. Men and women too weak or old, or otherwise useless in the fields, will be given three stripes and very little else. If you want a happy life, you will fight hard to avoid those extra stripes.”

	As he finished this first speech, the man he’d sent away returned. Rather than the strap, his free hand now clutched a short iron shaft with a twist on its end. Even in the bright sun, it was clearly glowing cherry-red.

	“Aside from the stripes, you will be branded with this mark, the letter J. It labels you as my property, and in the event you escape and someone tracks you down, it will tell them who you should be returned to. You should know that, to this day, no slave has ever been brought back to me. Most have never tried to escape. Those who have didn’t make it far before Keenock and Ebu here got their teeth into them.”

	At the sound of their names, each dog perked up and turned to its master. He walked over and scratched each of them behind the ears.

	“You try to run away more than once, and these little devils will make sure that the second time will be with a limp. Understood?”

	“Understood!” the slaves hastily replied.

	“You learn quickly. Good to see. Now, obviously I don’t know for certain how hard each of you can work, so most of you won’t get your stripes until one week from today. You have that much time to prove your worth, and I suggest you use it wisely. One of you, however, already bears his third stripe, and thus has nothing to prove. He is also the only one of you who has been foolish enough to speak to me improperly. Thus, he is the volunteer to show each of you what you’ve got to look forward to. Blind man, step forward and roll up your right sleeve.”

	With the resigned sigh of a man who had done it too many times before, Ben took three steps toward the voice. Jarrad took the harnesses of his guard dogs as his men approached. One manhandled the old man's arm, steadying it while his partner raised the cooling brand. With a swift, efficient roll and a sickening sizzle, the tool was applied. Ben gritted his teeth, his legs deciding without his consent that they no longer wished to support his weight. He was lowered to the ground as he heroically resisted the urge to scream.

	The plantation owner looked up, his face blank and unfeeling. “Let that be one final motivation to work hard this week. One less stripe is one less branding. Get him on his feet and take him to my personal workshop. I’m going to put the dogs back in their pen. The rest of you, line up. Today you get a brand and some rest. Tomorrow you start earning your keep.”

	


Chapter 4

	“Inside,” growled Jarrad, forcing the sturdy wooden door of the workshop open.

	Ben placed his hand on the door frame, then slid it to the door and glided his fingers along its surface to guide himself inside. Were he able to see, Ben would likely have been very concerned indeed by the contents of the room. Woodworking tools of every type hung from pegs on the walls: axes, hammers, saws, and a dozen more implements with red-brown stains that could be rust, or could be something else. Most of the walls were wood, and most of the floor earth, but at the far side of the room was a stone slab and brick wall. The slab was scrupulously clean. At its center was an anvil and assorted smithing tools. Against the wall was a furnace, its door open and the fire inside slowly dying. There were many, many things that could be put to torturous use if punishment was the aim of this visit.

	Even without his sight, the old man was able to learn more than enough to make him nervous. From the feel of the door, it was a rough, thick construction; heavy enough to withstand an awful lot of punishment . . . and dense enough to keep virtually any noise from filtering through. From the crunch beneath his sandals, the floor was nothing but dirt and sawdust, the kind of floor that didn’t show stains when blood was spilled. When he was far enough inside to no longer feel the sun beating on his back, Ben’s new owner stepped inside and slammed the door, bolting it behind him. A rough grip on the blind man’s shoulder maneuvered him forward a few steps, then aside.

	“Sit,” growled Jarrad.

	After feeling around behind him to be certain there was a bench waiting, Ben obeyed. A creak signaled his master doing the same. After he sat, Jarrad released a long, meaningful sigh. It was the sort of sound one makes after placing down a heavy load, the body’s expression of bone-weariness. He mopped his face and threw down the strap on a work table, silently staring into the middle distance.

	“I want to ask you some questions, blind man,” Jarrad said with weariness in his voice.

	“Do you? I’d imagined you’d brought me here to put one of those straps you kept talking about to good use,” Ben remarked.

	Jarrad looked to the loop of leather, then to Ben. “In my experience, when a man reaches your age, he’s set enough in his ways that a few lashes aren’t going to change anything.”

	“There’s truth to that.”

	“The slavers tell me you are a man of many skills.”

	“There’s truth to that as well. Through six different owners, I’ve put my hand to just about any task that might need to be done. I’ve spent time in a mine, I’ve pumped bellows, plowed fields, worked a loom . . .”

	“Fine, fine. We grow rakka here. Familiar with it?”

	“Tricky stuff.”

	Calling it tricky was an understatement. Known variously as rakka berry, rakka fruit, red-seed fruit, and long-life fruit, rakka was infamously finicky. It would only grow in certain types of soil, needed a very specific climate, and couldn’t survive without just the right amount of water. It grew in dense bushes with cruel thorns, and didn’t even have the decency to ripen the way other fruits and vegetables did. The berries grew in clusters of a few dozen, and in a single cluster there could be fruits at every level of ripeness, from green to nearly fermented. Worst of all, the plant sapped the life from the soil. If you were foolish enough to grow it for more than a season or two on the same field, the land would be barren for years.

	It was a crop that had ruined more than its share of farmers, but if you had the dedication and resources to cultivate it properly and seek out properly ripened berries day after day throughout the growing season, it was bar none the most valuable thing a farmer could produce. Properly dried and roasted, the seeds from within the berries could last for years without spoiling. Ground and boiled, they produced a tea that was the only known treatment for a withering disease that the locals called bone-rot. Soaked and mixed into soup, porridge, or stew, they fortified even the most meager ration enough to keep a man alive for days. Indeed, they were largely responsible for the Tresson army’s well-earned reputation of having seemingly endless stamina. The berries themselves had all of the usual uses one might have for a sour fruit, the vines made for decent rope, and even the thorns had their uses. Growing it was a gamble, but one with a tremendous reward when it could be coaxed to pay out.

	“How much experience have you had with it?”

	“Two owners ago I worked on a rakka plantation on the east coast. I was there for six years.”

	“So you know how to process it?”

	“I do.”

	“Explain.”

	“Well, every day you go out and track down the ripe berries . . .”

	“Describe a ripe berry.”

	Ben raised one hand and touched his thumb to his ring finger, then pinched the meat of his thumb with the other hand. “That ripe.”

	“You do it by feel?”

	“I don’t have many other options, master. Though I’ve heard you pick them when they are as pink as the inside of your cheek.”

	“Right, go on.”

	“You squeeze the seeds out, then set aside the fruit for wine or preserves or whatnot. The seeds get a soak in oak ashes mixed with water for a few days, three at least. Then they get dried in trays, then roasted until they smell right . . .”

	“And how long is that?”

	“Until they smell right,” Ben repeated with irritation, “I know it when I smell it. You set me down in the roasting house and I’ll tell you when.”

	Jarrad grinned in satisfaction. “Continue.”

	“Then you cool it, dump it into a sack, and sell it.”

	The owner leaned back in his chair and breathed another sigh. “Well, Grahl wasn’t lying about you, at least. You’ll be helping to train the others. From the sound of it, you can teach my existing workers a thing or two as well. The question is, what do I do with you after you’re through teaching them?”

	“The slavers had me fixing their equipment.”

	“What sort of equipment?”

	“Whatever they gave me.”

	Jarrad grunted. “We’ll see what you can do in that area later. Tell me. What motivated you to speak up about the malthrope?”

	“You were about to throw away an opportunity. That’s something I hate to see,” he replied, adding with a shrug, “So to speak.”

	“Mmm. Well, listen closely, because there are a few things you need to learn about me. I’m not so hard-headed that I’ll ignore a good idea simply because of who suggested it, but I absolutely will not tolerate disrespect. You crossed the line with your remarks. As I said, I don’t see how beating you will do any good, but those three stripes on your arm afford you very little, and until I feel like you’ve atoned for your mistake, you will get even less, because every morsel I feed that malthrope comes out of your share, and every problem the beast causes, you solve. Understood?”

	“Yes, master.”

	“Good. Now go clean up that brand of yours,” Jarrad said, making his way to the door and unbolting it. His servants were waiting on the other side. “Take him to get cleaned up, then take him to the bunk house.”

	


Chapter 5

	That first week on the plantation—brand week, as Jarrad had called it—was a revealing one. Even to the newcomers, it was clear that the plantation had just undergone a massive change. The land was arranged into three long, narrow fields, but a novice could see that only the first of them had ever been worked. The other two were a match for the surrounding countryside; rolling, wild grassland with the occasional tree or bush. A newly built fence, new enough that the wood was still green in places, loosely separated each field from the next, and a more imposing one ran the perimeter of the plantation.

	Like the fences, the slave quarters were brand new, to the point that three of them hadn’t yet been completed. Each was little more than a shack; three solid walls made from rough planks were topped with a roof that sloped upward to a fourth wall featuring a door and a window, each covered with a woven-grass mat. Inside, there was enough room for a bed and a table with two chairs, with a bit of floor space to spare.

	At least, such was the case for the single-stripe slaves. Double-stripe slaves packed two beds into the same space, and until they proved otherwise, all of the new slaves were given this treatment. As for triple-stripe slaves, it turned out that Ben was the first of them to work on the plantation long enough to require lodging, so it was decided it was fitting to quarter him in one of the unfinished shacks until a more appropriate dwelling could be prepared. As expected, seeing the better treatment a hard day's labor could buy them and the punishment that awaited them for laziness was a remarkably effective motivator.

	As the week wore on, the slaves slowly allowed the lines between their factions erode. The Nattal and Wendo tribesman were the first to give up their rivalry after each realized that they could not remember the precise reason their tribes were fighting. The elves and the dwarf agreed that they ought to ally themselves together, since they were the non-humans of the group, and the alliance lasted until the dwarf remembered how smug the pair of fair-folk were and decided he preferred the humans after all. He alternately joined the Tanoans and the tribesmen in their various tasks, mostly because he had a hard time telling them apart, and eventually the elves caved and pitched in with the rest.

	Briefly, the newcomers attempted to draw a line in the sand between themselves and Jarrad's original slaves, but by the final day of brand week, everyone had come to the conclusion that formalizing their prejudices was more trouble than it was worth. Life was hard enough without having to remember whether you were supposed to hate the man working beside you.

	Each day that week was spent plowing, tilling, dividing, and marking the new stretches of land. Each night, a fire was built to dispose of the weeds, shrubs, and other waste that had been pulled free during the day. The slaves would gather around the flames, eat their evening meal, and recover from their day. As they did, they spoke to one another. It was in this way that the newcomers learned that Jarrad had managed to squeeze from the land an exceptional crop the previous year, and had used the profit to buy the two plots of land beside his own, with the remaining money going to the purchase the slaves to work the land. Thus, a single-plot farm with half a dozen slaves was now triple the size, with eighteen men to work it. It explained why there was so much hard work to be done, and promised a back-breaking season ahead, because their new owner had sunk every last coin he had into this gamble.

	That meant he would squeeze every drop of effort out of the slaves to make sure it would pay off.

	#

	On the last night of brand week, as the sun set and the fire smoldered, the inevitable subject arose. It was a topic that eventually made the rounds in every prison or labor camp, regardless of location or culture. How did you get here?

	As the stories began to flow, a sad fact once again came to light. For those unfortunate enough to have been a part of more than one such discussion, it became clear that there were only a handful of ways one became a slave. Most were taken by raiding parties, groups of ruthless men and women who made their living snatching up fresh workers. Some were taken because they had no means to defend themselves from the usually heavily-armed and heavily-armored raiders.

	This was the case for the Nattal tribesman. The Nattal were a loose group of desert nomads who traveled together from oasis to oasis. The unlucky pair now sitting around the fire had been separated from their caravan. Before two days had passed, slavers snatched them up like cows too slow to stay with the herd. Others were in the wrong place at the wrong time, caught trespassing on Tresson land or in Tresson waters . . . or at least near enough to Tresson land or waters for the raiders to claim they were trespassing. The Tanoans and the Wendo tribesman had been captured in that way. The Tanoans grudgingly admitted they were fishing in Tresson waters. The Wendos had attempted to squat a piece of land that they thought a local lord had abandoned. The lord felt differently, of course.

	“So, what about you, Blondie? How did you end up here?” asked Gurruk the dwarf as he shoveled thin stew into his mouth. The comment was directed at one of the two elves.

	“My name is Borohnirr, not Blondie! I already told you!” the elf replied. “I was the first one you asked.”

	“Well, how am I supposed to tell you elves apart? You can't even grow a decent beard! And I can’t remember what you said, anyway. Means you’re a bad storyteller.”

	“Or you’re a bad listener,” Borohnirr groaned. “For the last time. I was aboard a ship. It was a diplomatic mission. I was attacked, quite unprovoked, off the east coast. I fought valiantly, but I was subdued, and ended up working in a saltern. Imagine me, a prince, raking salt on the shore of this blasted continent.”

	“Oh, right. A prince. What about you, Goldie? A prince as well?” Gurruk asked, pointing a grimy finger at the other elf.

	“Not Goldie, Glinilos! And if you must know, I was a . . . well, you wouldn’t understand my native term, but I was what you would call a duke,” replied the other fair-haired fellow. “I was planning on buying a tannery, and the blasted raiders decided to put me to work there instead.”

	“Uh-huh.” Gurruk nodded. “Thought so. You know something? In my life I’ve met an awful lot of elves, and I’ve never met one that didn’t claim to be one kind of royalty or another. Either South Crescent is absolutely lousy with nobles, or you folk can’t be bothered to come up with an original lie.”

	“Believe what you choose,” remarked Blondie. “I suppose you’ve got a better story, Gurruk?”

	“Me? Well, I’d been drinking a bit too much—” he began.

	“Why do I get the idea most of your stories are going to start that way?” Goldie
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