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  Lord of the Slaves


   


  “Everyone secretly wants to be a slave. That is the truth that no one wants to admit. Those who deny it simply haven’t found the right master yet.” 


  The divan creaked under the slaver lord’s opulent weight as he ripped off another chunk of mutton with his teeth. Tamara didn’t know what repulsed her more: his words, or his manners. The torchlight flickered, casting shadows across the man’s round, pudgy face, but it was not enough to hide his prodigious double chin.


  “You’re wrong,” she said, ignoring the fear that gnawed at her gut. “My sister will be free again—I’ll die before I give up trying to save her. And even if you throw us both in chains, the yearning for freedom is like a fire that burns in the human heart. No matter how hard you try to quench it, you can never—” 


  The slaver lord threw back his head and laughed uproariously, filling the great hall of the stronghold with the awful sound. Blood rushed to Tamara’s cheeks, and she clenched her fists beneath the heavy irons that bound her hands. She opened her mouth to speak, but the slaver lifted a finger and her shoulder exploded with pain as the guard tightened his grip. It took all of her strength not to fall to the floor.


  “You true believers are the most loyal and dedicated slaves of all. You are such a slave to your ideals that you will follow them down to hell itself without so much as a backward glance.” 


  “Then what does that make you?” Davit Alamani, Tamara’s fellow prisoner, asked. “If all of us are willing slaves, who is your master?” 


  The slaver lord chuckled as he took a long draught of wine from a silver goblet. “Is it not obvious? Gluttony is my master—my only master. I decided long ago to accept no other.” He set the goblet down and leaned forward, the folds of fat sagging beneath his silken tunic. “If you do not choose your master while you have the chance, one will be chosen for you soon enough. And then,” he said, pointing to Tamara, “your only recourse will be to learn to enjoy it.” 


  Tamara’s hunting bow and leather quiver of homemade arrows sat on the edge of the slaver lord’s table, tantalizingly close and yet totally out of her reach. The guards had presented them to their lord when they’d hauled her and Davit into the chamber, and after casually examining them, the slaver lord had set them aside, as if they were cheap baubles. Tamara’s hands twitched with a longing to hold them again. The tables would turn in a moment if she could, and the fat, repulsive slaver lord would be stuck like a wild boar in the king’s forest back home. 


  “You’ll never have the pleasure of seeing me bow!” Tamara managed to retort before the guard made her wince in pain again. At a nod from the slaver lord, he backhanded her across the face, making her vision explode with stars. 


  “Your friends,” said the slaver lord, turning to Davit. “Your plucky little band has been a nuisance to my operations for quite long enough. Neither of you leaves this room until I have what I need to capture them.” 


  Don’t tell him anything, Tamara inwardly urged as blood ran down her forehead and into her eye. Don’t betray them to this bastard. 


  Davit glanced down at her, and the apologetic look on his young, clean-shaven face made her stomach fall. “Will you promise not to hurt her?” he asked softly.


  “I’ll have her beaten to a bloody, lifeless pulp if you don’t tell me everything, now!” the slaver lord snapped. He nodded to the guard, who loomed over her like a mountain. It was all she could do not to cry out in terror. 


  “Stop!” said Davit. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”


  The slaver lord’s eyes narrowed. “Well?”


  “No!” Tamara screamed. “Don’t say anything, Davit!” 


  “I’m sorry,” Davit apologized to her. Then, turning to the slaver lord, “The tavern at the village three miles from here. That’s where you’ll find them. We wanted to stay close enough that—”


  The slaver lord gave his thug a signal, and the dumb brute slammed his fist squarely into Tamara’s stomach, knocking the wind out of her. She fell to the hard stone floor, gasping desperately for breath.


  “What are you doing?” Davit screamed. 


  “Don’t lie to me, boy,” the slaver lord snarled. “For her sake. Now, care to start over?”


  Tamara tried desperately to swallow the pain—to keep the disgusting slaver from using her as leverage over her friend—but it was just too much for her. Her own eyes betrayed her, sending tears down her cheeks as she gasped and sobbed and doubled over again. The thuggish guard withdrew a pace, and when he returned, he held a solid oak quarterstaff in his hand. Tamara shuddered at the sight of it.


  “Forget me, Davit!” she screamed in spite of her fear. 


  “I’m sorry, Tamara,” he said softly. 


  The thug raised his staff as if to strike her, but the slaver lord stopped him by lifting a flabby finger. “Well?” he said, looking Davit square in the eye.


  “They’re out in the fens,” Davit said quickly. “Just north of here. The plan is to infiltrate the stronghold in a night attack—or, barring that, to storm the place when reinforcements arrive. 


  “No!” Tamara screamed. But of course, she was too late. 


  “In the fens, eh? Your friends are a resourceful bunch, I’ll give them that. I don’t suppose you can tell me how they planned to break in, can you?” 


  Davit hung his head. “We managed to bribe one of your men back at the tavern. He was going to throw a rope down from one of the landward-facing windows in your tower. From there, we were to split up and free the prisoners while Lord Sarvesh killed you in your sleep.” 


  The slaver lord chuckled. “A daring plan, to be sure. And what is the name of this traitor?”


  Tamara cringed in anticipation of the strike that would no doubt soon come.


  “He never gave us his name,” Davit answered truthfully. “Or, if he did, I never heard it.”


  The slaver lord pursed his sagging lips. “Are you lying to me again, boy?”


  “No—I swear it! He refused to give us his name, in case one of us should be captured. On my life, it’s the honest truth!”


  The slaver lord gave a signal to his thug, who loomed over Tamara like a thunderhead. She cried out in surprise as he lifted her to her feet, his enormous, muscular arm wrapped tightly around her neck.


  “It is not your life that hangs in the balance,” the slaver lord stated plainly as he produced a crooked dagger from the folds of his silk tunic. He pressed the point of it between her ribs.


  “Go to hell, you disgusting swine!” Tamara managed to snap at him before the thug cut off her breath.


  “It’s the truth!” Davit cried. “Why would he give us his name? Please—you must believe me!”


  For several tense moments, the slaver lord only stared at him. The stars on the edge of Tamara’s vision began to dance, until she felt as if she were watching the world from the inside of a cave. Just when she thought she would surely die, the slaver lord nodded to the guard, who released her. She fell to the floor gasping desperately for breath.


  “I believe you,” the slaver lord said casually as he re-sheathed his dagger. “But that isn’t going to save you. Lock them both in the tower overlooking the docks. I want this plucky little wench to hear her sisters cries as we load her onto the slave barge with the others.” 


  “Yes, Milord,” the guard said with a guttural grunt.


  “And tell the men they can have their pleasure with her once her friends are safely locked up in the dungeon. But make sure that he,” the slaver lord said, gesturing to Davit, “is forced to watch.” 


  The guard grinned wickedly, revealing broken yellow teeth. “As you say, Lord.”


  As he hauled Tamara to her feet, she lifted her chin and landed a well-aimed ball of spit directly in the slaver lord’s eye. The repulsive man grunted in surprise and staggered backward, clutching at his face with one hand.  


  “You bitch! I’ll give you to the great-mage for that! You’ll beg for the mercy of death before he cuts out your living heart on his altar!” 


  Still worth it, Tamara told herself as the guard dragged her off. 


   


   


  The tower cell was actually a refitted storage room. A heavy oak door had been installed in the doorway, its iron hinges driven into the existing stone, just like the chains that were bolted to either wall. A single arrow slit graced the far side of the narrow chamber, tall enough for a man to slip through if not for the iron bars. The room smelled slightly of mildew, probably from the straw that lay strewn across the floor. But it also smelled strongly of the sea. Once she and Davit were alone again, Tamara could hear breakers crashing on the rocks below. The sound was almost peaceful. 


  “Are they listening to us?” she whispered after several minutes had passed. Torchlight flickered through the crack at the bottom of the door, but the only light in of the room itself came from the waxing moon. 


  “I don’t think so,” Davit answered.


  Tamara sighed heavily. He was chained to the wall across from her, his wrists hanging limply just like hers. The chains were just long enough to let her arms dangle at the most uncomfortable angle possible while sitting on the dirty, straw-strewn floor. 


  “What do we do now? You already told that bastard all our plans. How are we going to save my sister now?” 


  “I didn’t tell him all of our plans.” 


  She glanced over at Davit and frowned. Was he actually gnawing at the irons that bound the wrist of his right hand? As she watched, though, something clicked, and the chain fell away, leaving his hand free. He took only a few moments to rub the stiffness out of it before pulling something out of his mouth and working on the other wrist.


  By the Void, Tamara thought, her heart racing. He had a lock-pick hidden in his mouth this whole time. 


  “Shh,” he said, motioning to the door. Tamara nodded and watched in silence as he freed his other wrist, then moved to his feet. When his chains were fully off, he crept to the door and pressed his ear against it. Satisfied that their captors hadn’t posted a guard, he moved to Tamara’s side and swiftly freed her. 


  “What’s your plan?” she whispered urgently.


  “I’m betting the sea air has loosened those bars,” he said, gesturing with his eyes to the window. “With enough exertion, we can probably pull them free.” 


  “And then?”


  He smiled. “You really haven’t guessed it, have you? I only told that slaver bastard half the truth. Yes, Sarvesh and the others are hiding in the fens, but they’re not waiting for our friendly spy. They’re waiting for me.”


  Tamara’s eyes widened, and her mind began to race. “So that means… you meant for us to be captured?” 


  “Yes and no. Plan A was that the spy would let me in secretly, and you would go back to tell the others. Plan B was to break out after the slavers took us.”


  “But what if we couldn’t break out? What was plan C?”


  He looked at her and grinned. “There is no plan C. Good thing plan B worked out then, eh?”


  He freed her other hand and started working on the irons around her ankles. Tamara rubbed the soreness out of her wrists, but the whole thing grated on her too much not to speak up. 


  “Why didn’t you tell me this before?” she asked. All that Sarvesh and the others had told her was that she and Davit were to scout out the slavers’ stronghold before they moved to infiltrate it. She hadn’t even heard about the spy.


  “Too risky,” Davit answered. “I’m sorry, Tamara, but we just couldn’t afford to be in a position where we both had to lie. Our enemies would have seen right through that.” 


  “Yeah, but—”


  “You put on a very convincing performance back there. With luck, they believe I was telling the full truth.”


  Tamara frowned. Her head still throbbed from the beating she’d taken earlier. Was that part of Davit’s plans too? It was very difficult not to feel like she’d been betrayed.


  The only reason she was here at all was to rescue her sister Theodora. She was here right now, somewhere in the stronghold—though according to the slaver lord, they didn’t have much time before she was loaded onto the slave barge and hauled off to heavens knew where. But if Davit was following
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