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Their linguists had gotten it wrong.

One little diagraph and the entire story
changed.

 


 


 



Part One

 


“Grandmother, what big arms you have!”

“All the better to hug you with, my
dear.”

 


 


 



Prologue

 


When the colonists came to resettle the
abandoned territory on Terra 5, buried in the depths of old-growth
forests between two mountain ranges that cast their ominous shadows
over the town at nearly every hour except high noon, they had read
the histories left behind. They read the tales of the missing girls
and assumed their young females would be the ones in danger. None
of their females—young or old—went anywhere within the small colony
without male supervision, so it was nigh impossible to find a
solitary soul anywhere, any number better than one.

People grew lax in the restrictions as the
years passed and the colony spread. There were so many bigger
things to worry about than these fairytales from a people who were
long dead, their language barely decipherable by those well taught
in the various tongues of the ’verse. Too many things needed doing
to waste their menfolk on ferrying their women back and forth. They
needed the men for building, for timber, for mining.

They needed the men to make sure this colony
survived.

It was when the colonists began to allow
their women to go their separate ways that the men rushed off to
work at dawn and trickled home as the sun set, leaving the women to
walk to the market or to visit friends within the confines of the
town that they felt things finally settled. The township grew,
spreading beyond their original outpost and stretching tendrils of
civilization deeper into the surrounding forests and plains. The
City grew around where the wealthy chose to live, while those with
a confirmed trade and steady business developed Mid-Town. The poor
were left to carve out their lives on the fringes, as it was in
every other settled system, barely able to eke a living in the
Hinterlands, no matter how much sweat and blood was poured into the
soil.

This planet started to become a home, even
if the utopia they all had been promised turned out to look very
much like what they had left behind.

That was when the first man disappeared.

Perhaps man was too strong a word.
The one who disappeared was somewhere in the transitional phase
between boy and man—too old for games, but not quite old enough to
marry and to start his own family. He had been sent to fetch his
father from the local spirit house late one evening, before the man
drank away all of his wages and his family starved for another
week.

They found the boy, body brutalized, nearly
torn in half to hear tell of it. The story spread from one side of
town to the other, even encroaching past the borders into the safe
haven of the City, each version getting more graphic as it went.
The details were less acceptable for the ladies’ hearing as it
grew, since what had been done to the boy defied polite
description.

It was months before another was taken,
another male, the females of the town still untouched. It took a
few years before the pattern was truly seen, and they realized
their womenfolk had never been in danger from what they could tell.
Only these young men ever disappeared, mostly in the spring during
the twin moons, which turned the world as the colony knew it on its
head.

The women became the bodyguards. No young
man of that uncertain age could walk alone at night without fear of
becoming another of those lost boys. Mothers, aunts, or sisters
would walk with their menfolk if they needed to be out past dark,
because there was safety in numbers, even if that number was just
one, as long as it was female.

No young man dared to walk the streets alone
at night, not anymore, and no man of elder status would risk it.
There was all too good a chance they would not live to see the next
morning.

****

Their scents were always so intoxicating, a
heady mix of sweat and musk spiced with the sweet salt of their
exertions. The odors of others clung to them like a second skin,
strongest around their mouths and between their thighs, but that
entrancing, tangy aroma still called. The fact that others desired
them with such fervency hinted at their worth because only the
lushest could attract so many ardent suitors.

These ones smelled sweeter than the rest,
far more alluring than the bleeding ones who wasted all that
precious fluid, let it flow down their thighs, and tossed away the
remnants into the refuse heaps outside their domiciles to sully the
fresh air.

Blood belonged on the inside, filling flesh
and bringing pleasure. The stench of it on these particular
creatures who accompanied the delectable ones was almost too much
for its sensitive nose to handle, even when the blood remained
rotting inside their bellies just waiting for its chance to pollute
their smallclothes and defile the very air around them.

It gagged as one neared its hiding place,
its long throat heaving and forcing his tongue out in an attempt to
gather fresh air to settle its belly. It eyed the ones who walked
with the foul thing, smelling so much more immaculate and
delicious, and saliva gathered at the edges of its jaws as its cock
hardened between its legs. But it did not desire to near the fetid
one that fouled the lovely flock with its scent.

It waited impatiently, and soon, it sighted
one without a chaperone, a low purr of pleasure escaping it.

This one would do.


Chapter One

 


Janson glanced at the clock, counting the
precious few remaining hours until sunset. If he could manage to
finish up here, he might have time to actually earn some coin
before it got dark. The curfew tended to curtail some of the more
adventurous amongst the townsfolk, who preferred to lock themselves
safely behind doors once night crept near.

An apprenticeship was required on the path
to an actual career, one that would guarantee a steady paycheck and
a place in society. There were benefits to belonging to a guild of
any sort, but there were also detriments since being an apprentice
was something akin to slave labor. Janson did not get any credits
for the work that took up most of his daylight hours.

Not that he was not appreciative of the
opportunity. It was not often one of his background had such a
chance.

Janson shifted slightly, his knees starting
to ache on the cold stone floor of the library. The storage rooms
were never heated, and he seemed to spend most of his time back
here sorting through old texts or doing whatever odd jobs the
meister demanded of him.

The bitter flood of ejaculate filling his
mouth brought his mind back to the task at hand, and he swallowed
automatically, refocusing on the sweaty, round face of the meister
as the older man took several moments to pull away and tuck his
dick into his breeches. While this apprenticeship was a good
opportunity for advancement for a boy from the Hinterlands, Janson
suspected the meister only offered him the position so that he no
longer had to pay Janson for the services he requested of Janson
most often. Losing the meister as a regular paying customer and
accepting this apprenticeship had eaten heavily into Janson’s
earnings. Janson and his sister barely scraped together enough to
survive on before this turn of luck. Now it was even more difficult
with Janson apprenticed and his sister’s belly nearly nine months
full and unable to work at all.

It was a rare and worrisome bart who wanted
a Hood who was so obviously fertile and about to pop out a babe.
This meant most of the family’s earnings came from Janson, and he
only had so much time left in his day to spend on his knees or his
back before darkness fell. Janson looked at the clock around the
meister’s hip, waiting for his permission to rise. If the meister
released him from duty now, he might have time to make a few coins
before the laborers returned home from the ale houses to become
respectable townsfolk and fathers once more.

“Ahhh, yes,” the meister sighed, a near hum
of contentment. His eyes were still clouded, and he shook his head
to rid himself of the lethargy that overtook him after pleasure.
Janson was all too familiar with the motion. The meister refocused
on the young man still kneeling before him and seemed to gather his
scattered wits enough to make his next order. “Ah, Janson, m’boy.
Please collect the origin texts for the maturation rites of the
Xanchi peoples. I would like to do a cross-cultural comparison
between this planet’s rituals and those of our home system. There
are some similarities that are fascinating. I need to look a little
more in depth at the translations.”

Janson hid a grimace and struggled to rise
to his feet. He would have bruises on his kneecaps for sure. It was
past time to start hiding cushions behind the bookshelves for just
these occasions. “Yes, meister. All the origin texts, or something
particular?”

“All, m’boy, all. We always must be thorough
in our work.” The meister reached out to swipe at Janson’s chin
with his thumb, undoubtedly removing a spot of cum from his skin.
“And speaking of thorough, perhaps you can warm my cock again as we
finish up this last bit of work this late afternoon, hmmm?”

Janson barely refrained from groaning out
loud, all hopes of a few coppers lost at the meister’s words.

****

“Did the old bugger keep you on your knees
all afternoon then?”

Janson sighed at the inevitable question,
doing his best to avoid his sister’s eye as he came through the
door, tugging off the knit scarlet cap that announced his usual
trade. He was beginning to suspect she hovered around the front
door like some sort of evil harpy just to ask him bothersome
questions on days like these. But when he finally looked up, he saw
the wry twist to her mouth and could not help but give her an
apologetic shrug as he hung his hood next to hers by the door.

“He does realize we have to eat, right?” she
continued. “You cannot feign enthusiasm for hundred-year-old cock
on an empty stomach.” She waddled past him toward the kitchen,
thwacking his abdomen on the way past. “Though I am sure your
stomach is not nearly as empty as it was this morning, going by
that ungodly stain on your shirt.”

Janson flushed, scratching at the dried cum
crusting the fabric. “My belly is still far less full than yours,
Mariette.”

His sister frowned down at her bulging
abdomen. “You had to remind me. I am lucky if I can get a few
coppers these days. There is not a lot of call for Hoods with full
bellies out there.”

Janson felt a pang of guilt for reminding
her. She had been their main—their only—breadwinner after their
parents died. It had taken nearly five years to convince his sister
that he could do the job just as easily as she could.

Though, to be honest, he had been doing it
without her permission for at least three years before she found
out.

Then again, it had taken only a little
longer than that for her to screw up and get pregnant. She could
not argue the need after that. Either Janson worked or they
starved. There was no legitimate work for unsponsored males in
town, which left only a few avenues of legal breadwinning
remaining. It was become a Red Hood or nothing.

When the meister’s apprenticeship came up
nearly three months ago, it opened a whole new world of
possibilities for Janson’s future. Janson had a chance of a
legitimate position someday, no matter how questionable the path
had been to attaining the slot. His sister had been so proud—and
still was—though when she first saw the bruises on his knees and on
his wrists after a day at the Biblioforum, she wavered in her
enthusiasm. Janson convinced her he could handle it, and he had,
though it was even more of a struggle to make ends meet as
Mariette’s pregnancy progressed.

“I realize the curfew is a mere suggestion
more than a rule, but I would appreciate it if you managed to get
home before my heart stopped as the sun set. I was sure today was
my final day and all my worldly belongings would be yours if you
made it safely home, unless that was your plan all along,” she
teased, though her worried eyes seemed fixed on the rapidly
darkening window.

“Apologies, Mari,” Janson said, hanging his
head to look appropriately contrite. “But I had to make at least a
few coins before heading home.”

He heard the spoon clacking against the
sides of the cooking pot, indicating there was not much in there
besides water. He dug into his coat pockets and pulled out a few
items he had stocked away, before heading into the kitchen where
his sister was peering sadly into the depths of their soup.

“I hope you are in the mood for some
flavored water, Janson.” She tilted her head up and gave him a wan
smile over her shoulder. “Lita spared some herbs from her garden
for us.”

Janson rested his chin on his sister’s
shoulder, feeling the jut of her collarbone digging into his jaw.
“I received a little in trade on the way home,” he said softly,
depositing a few small potatoes, mushrooms, and a couple of eggs
onto the counter. Then he pulled out the real treasure and heard
her catch her breath in shock.

“Cheese! Real cheese!” Mari had been craving
cheese for most of her pregnancy, but it was a luxury they could
not often afford. She looked over at him, eyes wide. “What kind is
it?”

“Yak, I think. Maybe goat. I am not really
sure.”

Her look turned more shrewd. “Where did you
get it, Janson? None of your usual lot would pay with this.”

Janson flashed her an unapologetic grin.
“Let us just say the meister will be on a little diet for the next
couple of days. The mice in his larder must have developed a more
refined palette.”

He could tell by the purse of her lips that
she did not know whether to laugh or to scold him. “I guess the old
man owes you for all the extra work you put in.”

“Damn right, he does,” Janson agreed. “He
would keep us in cheese for a week if he actually paid me for what
I do for him.”

“Ack, do not tell me. There are some things
even I should not hear about my little brother,” Mari said with an
appreciative sniffle. He gave her a quick hug, and she thwacked him
sharply on the ass. “Get off before you make me cry on your shirt.
All you need is another stain to wash out tonight. How about you
start hooding the mushrooms and I shall boil the potatoes, and we
will pretend this never happened.”

Janson grinned, rinsing his hands in the
sink before turning to his task. Carefully, he squeezed the first
mushroom out of its protective skin, the hood pushing through the
translucent sheathing. The mushroom’s flesh was slick with juice,
and it was difficult to keep it still without bruising its delicate
flesh as he sawed through its stringy stem with a knife. He tossed
the hood into the pot and reached for another, humming as he
squeezed another mushroom between his fingers. His sister joined
in, the wrinkles smoothing out on her brow as she lost herself in
the relaxing tedium of the work, their preparations interrupted by
a sharp rap on the door.

Mariette peered out the kitchen window to
see who it was and groaned in dismay. “Shite, what day is it?”

“The first of the—” Janson winced, his
shoulders hunching around his ears. “The rent is due already?”

“Yes,” Mariette agreed dully, already wiping
her hands on the apron struggling to cover her belly. “The bastard
seems to have no fear of the dark to come bother us past dusk,
though he is probably so pickled even the creature that haunts the
darkness would not want a bite of his generous shanks.”

Janson stifled a laugh. “I will get him this
time, Mari. You finish up with dinner.”

He was stopped by her small hand on his
sleeve. “No, Janson. You had enough of that today. I will do it. My
mouth is still easy enough to get to, even if nothing else is.” She
waddled toward the front door, whispering over her shoulder,
“Besides, he likes me better anyhow, especially now that my breasts
have gotten so mammoth.”

“I did not need to hear that, Mari,” Janson
grumbled.

“Cover your ears then, or you will hear a
lot more,” she warned, before opening the door for their landlord
with a coy smile.


Chapter Two

 


Janson sighed, leaning back against the door
shut firmly behind him. The meister had assigned him to collate the
loose pages of the texts for the next hour while he had his weekly
“meeting” with applicants for future apprenticeships.

What this meant was that the meister was
currently busy with whatever Hood he managed to pick up off the
street that forenoon. Janson well remembered being one of those
supposed applicants, back when servicing the meister left him with
fuller pockets than those in which he came. With the sex and the
nap that usually followed, that meant Janson had about two hours to
fill, even with the work assigned to him.

He was familiar with the pages the meister
referred to and knew it would not take him nearly that long to
catalogue them. He might be able to take a quick stroll down to the
nearest ale house and earn himself a few coppers before the meister
awoke. Janson might even be able to convince some of his potential
customers to share a few of their leftovers with him. Men were
often more willing to give him their crumbs when he just had their
dicks in his mouth.

“Um, excuse me. Are you going to be holding
the door up for very long?” an amused voice asked Janson. “I will
need to take my lunch break eventually.”

Janson started, opening his eyes to see a
young man grinning at him, the curve of his lips bracketed by a set
of deep dimples. The young man’s hazel eyes sparkled with
amusement, as if he had caught Janson doing something untoward.

“No,” Janson said, running his hand through
his hair as he stepped away from the door. “I have got some work I
should be doing anyhow.” He hustled his way to a table toward the
back, but the young man followed him at a slower pace, settling in
a seat across from him.

“We have not been formally introduced,” the
man said, looking far too annoyingly cheerful for Janson’s current
mood. Even his hair looked happy, arching over his brow in a jaunty
chestnut wave. “My name is Owein and I am apprenticing with Meister
Lichenberg.” The young man rested his elbows on the table and said
with a smile, “And you are Janson, apprenticing with Meister
Gerbeist.”

Janson frowned at him across the table. “How
do you know my name? Were you spying on me?”

“Not spying, so much, but Meister Lichenberg
likes to gossip.” Owein leaned forward as if about to share some
tawdry secret and whispered loudly, “He is worse than my mother and
grandmother combined.”

Janson stiffened in his seat, a faint flush
coloring his cheeks. “What have you heard?”

There was no way the young man could not
discern Janson’s wary tone, but he answered with a mischievous
grin, “That you are too good for Meister Gerbeist, who is working
you like an ox and taking all the credit for your labor. Meister
Lichenberg says that Meister Gerbeist has never been more
productive since you became his apprentice and you can bet it has
nothing to do with him.”

“You can place coppers on that,” Janson
muttered under his breath and Owein’s laugh filled the small
room.

“He also says that Meister Gerbeist has
undoubtedly been lax in rewarding you as expected because he is a
stingy son-of-a-yak turd.”

Janson’s lip twitched in amusement at the
description, but it was the other news that held his interest.
“What do you mean ‘rewarding’ me?”

Owein looked a little guilty at that,
shifting in his seat. “Well, since apprentices do not make any
money while they are interning, if they are doing well, their
meister is supposed to gift them with small items to show their
approval.” Owein tugged at his shirt collar. “My meister gave me
this new shirt, and often will share his lunch with me, and
sometimes he gives me money to buy a flavored ice on the way
home…”

Owein’s voice trailed off as Janson’s face
tightened with each item so casually listed. “So,” Owein said after
several tense seconds, “do you want to get an ice with me noonpast?
I have enough for both of us today.”

Owein shyly held out his hand with the
coppers heaped in his palm, and Janson stared at the money,
cataloging what he could buy for dinner that night for both his
sister and him with just those few coins. It was nice to think of
wasting his free time with such frivolity for only a moment, but
then Janson quickly shook his head and refocused back on the pages
before him. If he went with Owein, that would mean no extra money
at all for tonight. “No, thank you. I have a lot of work to
do.”

Owein’s face fell with obvious
disappointment. “Maybe I could help?”

“No, I am sure Meister Lichenberg needs you
for something important,” Janson said, still keeping his eyes on
the nearly illegible scribbles of the pages spread across the
table.

Owein took the dismissal for what it was and
he got to his feet with a noticeable slouch to his shoulders, his
disappointment obvious. This boy would not have lasted a week on
the streets, Janson thought as he watched Owein head for the
door.

“Goodbye, Janson,” Owein said from the door
frame, his voice forced into a more cheerful range. “I will see you
tomorrow.”

Janson did not deign to answer, and Owein
disappeared out the door.

****

“You are cutting it close,” Mariette noted
with worry when Janson finally managed to make it in the door just
as the slim edge of the sun disappeared past the mountains. “You
must really want Mother’s velvet-trimmed capelet with the way you
try my heart.”

Janson just shrugged, tugging off his
scarlet cap and throwing it with a tired frown into the corner by
the door. “I do what I need to do,” he said, taking the small
satchel off his shoulder. “Luck was with me today. There were some
townies roughing it in the ale house this noonpast and they wanted
a little company for their ‘business’ meeting.”

Mari snorted. “So they will be able to write
off the fact they dipped their wicks in the Hinterlands. They will
get double back for what they paid you.”

“No one ever said life was fair,” Janson
said, forcing a small smile. “But I did manage to get some lamb for
us.”

When he set the satchel on the table, his
collar twisted, revealing the hand-shaped bruises along his
collarbone. Mari snatched at Janson’s wrist, tugging him closer as
her free hand went up to yank his collar further down his chest to
show the livid coloring across his skin.

“‘Townies roughing it’, Janson?” Mariette
said angrily. “It looks more like they were roughing you.”

Janson twisted out of her grip, focusing on
pulling the food out of his satchel and putting it in the cooling
unit, knowing this conversation from years of repetition—even
before he could legally set foot in a spirit house. “They pay more
if they can really let loose, Mari, and you know the truth of
it.”

“Do not be daft, Janson! That leads to
trouble and you know it!”

“Let it be, Mariette,” Janson warned, his
voice low. “I have managed to make enough coppers to stock away for
the midwife when we need her, with a few left over so we have
something more than broth and old bread to eat for a bit. I would
call that a good day’s work.” Janson grabbed his empty satchel,
shoulders held stiff, and said more loudly, “Make yourself
something to eat, Mari. I got something at the ale house.” At her
stricken expression, he gave her a weak smile. “I am heading for
bed. I have to get up early tomorrow now that I have got honest
work.”

Janson did his best to walk leisurely to his
room, though every step sent pain searing through his torso. When
he finally was able to latch the door behind him, he tossed his
empty bag in the corner and struggled out of his shirt, wincing at
the pull of the skin over the tears along his stomach and back. He
paused in front of the mirror hanging crookedly over his dresser,
his face twisting into a grimace as he prodded the bruises and cuts
decorating his body.

With a sigh, he poured a little water in the
basin on the dresser and dabbed at the dried blood with a washrag,
cleaning himself as best he could. It was not possible to reach his
back very well since every turn of his torso made him grit his
teeth, so he reached what he was able, applying ointment only to
the worst of his injuries.

It was too expensive to waste.

Then Janson stood by his bed and considered
his pajamas, but quickly gave up on the idea, instead carefully
crawling on top of the covers and waiting for sleep to overtake
him.


Chapter Three

 


Janson frowned at the translation as he
absently scratched at his chin, looking from the original piece to
its copy and back again. He was barely listening to the meister,
who was droning on in the background in sleepy satisfaction,
reiterating the translation as it had been told since the first
days of the colonists’ arrival.

“… and here we see the first reference to
the ‘red hood.’ There was a fierce debate regarding the correct
interpretation of this phrase—some even felt it might refer to the
native mushrooms that grow wild along the forest’s edge, if you can
believe that—but the linguists concluded from cross-referencing
various works that it meant menstruation, which would indicate the
creature was only interested in females that reached breeding age.
The first to land here in our more recent attempt at colonization
adopted the term for our pleasure workers of every gender as you,
of course, well know…”

Janson ignored the jibe, running his finger
over the squiggle that represented the pronoun, the subtle
differences almost unnoticeable except to those who were trained.
The pronoun that populated the script in the ancient legends was
unique in its presentation, neither the more elongated symbol for
male nor the slightly rounded softness of female, but an odd
combination of both. It was the gentle swells that curved the
pronoun that had caused the linguists to lean toward female for the
translation, despite the strong shaft that they were anchored to
within the sequence.

“… while there was some academic uncertainty
originally, once the ‘red hood’ was deciphered, the rest fell into
place. Unfortunately, there is little in the legend to clarify
events—just the mention of the girl alone in the woods with the
offering. Some have even suggested that the offering in the
‘basket’ was metaphorical for her virginity and the ‘red hood’ her
hymen…”

None of it made sense. It was only boys that
were taken, and none of them virgins from what Janson knew. Nearly
the only males that dared to be out past sunset these days were
other Red Hoods who needed a few extra coppers for rent or to fill
their bellies.

“But those early colonists had such archaic
rituals regarding gender, it is no wonder the tale is so thick with
symbolism. After all, their young men underwent a rite of passage
when they entered true adulthood, circumcision the indicator that
they were leaving the trappings of childhood behind.” The meister
laughed lightly, shaking his head. “Thank goodness we have
progressed beyond that. It would put you Hoods out of work for a
couple of weeks, at least, when your time came.” The laugh turned
more lecherous as the meister added, “Though I suppose you could
find other avenues of pleasure that did not require that particular
organ’s … participation.”

The clock chimed one past, and the meister
quickly stood to straighten his robes. “Now, it is nearly time for
my afternoon appointment, Janson. Go get yourself a bite to eat and
then shelve these tomes in the research room, will you? I shall be
in my office, if needed.”

Meister Gerbeist shoved Janson toward the
door, and Janson stumbled over his own feet as the door closed
behind him. Hands grabbed at his waist to steady him, and Janson
hissed at the contact before regaining his footing.

“Are you all right?” Owein asked worriedly,
gaze fastened to Janson’s wrists as Janson tugged the cloth of his
shirt down to hide the bruises still dark from last night. Owein’s
nostrils flared slightly as his eyes narrowed, scanning the length
of Janson’s body before aiming his glare at Meister Gerbeist’s
closed door. “He did not hurt you, did he?”

“Yes … no. I am fine,” Janson said,
discomfited at Owein’s closeness. He took a step back only to have
Owein automatically follow, leaving Janson feeling trapped against
the wall. Janson placed a hand on Owein’s chest to keep him in
place as he sidestepped the larger boy, immediately pulling his
hand back once he was in the clear. “Meister has an appointment and
needed to clear his office.”

Owein did not look satisfied by the answer,
his expression making his face look pinched. When he noticed
Janson’s discomfort growing, Owein shook his head, a smile taking
the place of the frown. “Thanks be! That means you are free for a
late lunch. Meister Lichenberg made far too much for just me today,
and I hoped we could share.” Owein leaned in a little to whisper,
“I do not want him to think I did not like it. His heart is as soft
as jam and his feelings get easily hurt.”

“I am not hungry—” Janson’s stomach chose
that moment to add its voice to the argument, letting out a
dissatisfied rumble.

“I will take that as a yes,” Owein said with
a grin. “Come. There is even a carbon-drink in the cooling unit for
us.”

****

Janson glanced at the position of the sun,
estimating he had at most another two hours to make some coppers
before it fully set. Things had been relatively slow, one of those
days that made him wish he were a female so he could work past dark
and earn some real money. He knew things would be tight—nearly
impossible—after Mariette had her baby and was reconsidering the
offer he had from a Mid-Town Pleasure House.

Sure, they would take a majority of his
earnings just for the roof over his head and access to a room, but
it opened up so many more wage-earning hours. The main problem was
he would have to give up his apprentice position, as shite as it
might be, because the owner of the Pleasure House would demand a
nearly nightly rotation. Janson knew his limits and going without
sleep for days on end was one of them.

He took a breath and considered his other
option, taking up the offer of one of his regular barts, though
that held no special appeal. While the bart had been a loyal
customer since Janson’s early Hood days and had been kind in his
own dismissive way, Janson was hesitant to agree to the deal. Being
a Kept Hood would ensure a place to live, regular food, and the
likelihood of small gifts granted for exceptional performance or as
a sign of fondness or favor, but it would require leaving Mari
behind entirely. Once the contract was signed, he would be nothing
more than that bart’s property. Janson had no desire to be owned by
anyone, and it would leave Mari to fend for herself with a baby on
her teat, even if Janson could manage to convince the bart to
funnel some funds Mari’s way. The thought left a bitter taste that
flooded Janson’s mouth with saliva, and he hawked into the gutter
to rid himself of the taint.

He caught sight of a familiar figure
strolling down the street out of the corner of his eye, and Janson
neatly shifted behind the stacks of old produce that littered the
corner where he stood, tugging the red cap that proclaimed his
current business interest from his head and clutching it in his
hand. From his protected position, he cautiously watched Owein as
he walked his way into the market square, wondering why he was so
far from center Mid-Town where the Biblioforum resided. Owein
smiled at the men and women selling their goods along the road and
Janson almost smiled himself at the sight. Owein knew everyone, it
appeared, stopping to chat with the apple seller and then the
blacksmith and even the sweep who had taken his break near the
water barrel.

Owein was not like anyone else Janson
knew.

He obviously came from a
more-than-comfortable living. His clothes were neat and well
pressed, the fabrics unlike what Janson was used to dealing with in
his daily trade. Owein never seemed to lack for food. He probably
had been granted an apprenticeship without even trying, if not
bought one outright as some of the wealthier citizens could manage
for their kin.

Janson would probably be that happy, too, if
his life were that easy.

He watched as Owein came to a small group of
children huddled by the candy stall, the dirt on their faces and
their bare feet indicating they did not have anything to spare for
treats. They likely crossed through the gates from the Hinterlands,
hoping to beg from those who had a little extra in their pockets.
They would never have made it past the City gates.

Owein leaned down with a grin, asking them
something to which the children replied shyly. Then Owein reached
into his pocket and gave the candy seller a coin from his pocket,
indicating the children, who looked at him in disbelief before
surging around the cart, hands grabbing for the treats the woman
now offered them.

Janson
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