A damp morning breeze blew through streets that were slick with mud and muck, making the cart unwieldy.  The boy dragged it forward, through the debris of leaves and twigs left by last night's storm.  Despite what his master wanted, Sil was forced to go slowly on the treacherous pavement.

Master Morlin shouted orders from his perch on the cart's small seat, an occasional flick of the old horsewhip punctuating his commands.  Up one street and down another, they stopped at buildings where Master Morlin delivered cases of candles that Sil had helped make the day before, or picked up supplies for the work they would do back at the shop today.  

It was all still new to Sil.  He had been a slave to the candle maker for most of his life, working in the shop during the day, sleeping in the shed with the horse at night. But the horse had died a week before and now Sil had taken its place.  The work was harder than stirring candle wax or helping with the molds and the scents, but it was far less tedious.  This was as close as he had come to freedom in as long as he could remember.  Elgin, where he had been sold into slavery as a child, was a city of mystery to him.  The wide, stone-paved streets; the tall buildings and mysterious temples, were all alien and exotic to the boy from Tassan.  

High on the summit overlooking the sea was the castle, shielded in a layer of magic that made it look ethereal.  He was grateful they never delivered candles there.  The whisper of magic made him ill when he came too close.  Even passing the temples was difficult.

He hadn't always felt that way.  There had been a time, when he was very young and lived in a far land, that he felt the touch of magic with childish joy and wonder -- but the slavers had ruined that for him with their dark spells that controlled and punished.

He was startled when Master Morlin shouted for him to stop.  The makeshift harness jerked hard against his shoulders and he went to his knees as the cart knocked into his back.

A carriage of fine dark wood and prancing horses was approaching on the cross street. Master Morlin climbed down from the cart and bowed his head as the vehicle neared the intersection.  Sil, looking up, wondered where they came from, those clean white horses that even now showed hardly any mud on their legs.

Then he felt a cold, dark tendril of magic brush across his skin.  He froze, knowing he'd made a mistake, knowing that the master was angry because he dared to look --

Only this wasn't the master's magic -- that painful spell the man used to control his slave.  Despite the feel like fire against his skin, Sil realized it wasn't even directed at him.  The scene before him shimmered as though this were  the heart of summer heat and not a cool autumn morning.  Blinking through the haze, he could see ghostly movement at the edge of the buildings across the road: A gray man with a crossbow aimed carefully at the carriage.  Beside him, a second man aimed another crossbow.

The fine white horses shied as they slipped into the haze of magic; but the driver, oblivious to the danger, gave a shout and tried to force them on.  

Sil knew the ambush was wrong, knew it was evil.  Without thinking, he threw himself into the path of the white horses, shouting to frighten them away.  He heard Master Morlin scream as he pulled all those precious supplies into danger with him...  

struck.  The horse rolled, thankfully away from him, and made it back to its feet, looking startled but no worse for the fall.  Beyond its legs Sil could see men fighting, fine cloaked men with flashing swords facing the gray assassins.

His shoulder was bleeding.  He hurt.  Master Morlin would be after him soon if he didn't get up.  But for the moment, anyway, he closed his eyes --

"He's alive, Reed. Careful.  You'll have to cut the harness away."

Sil forced his eyes open and saw three men, all of them angry.  One was the carriage driver, standing behind the other two who knelt in the mud beside Sil, careless of their silks.  Gentle hands lifted him and worked at removing the harness.

"Here, Lord Reed," the driver said.  He stripped off his cloak.  "Get him covered.  When you're ready, I'll get him into the carriage."

The cloak, still holding the warmth of the other man, settled over Sil.  Master Morlin glared in shocked silence.

"Thank you, Charlton," the older man -- Lord Reed? -- said.  Sil knew that Lord meant he was a very powerful man.  "Hold his arm, Gale, while I cut this off." 

The man made quick work of the harness and pulled it away from Sil's chest before he spread the cloak over him again.  Sil shivered, though he was as warm as he had ever been on the cool autumn days in Elgin.

"My Lords!  This is my property!  I demand you turn it over to me immediately!  I have work to do --"

Lord Reed rose, his face darkening as he towered over the fallen boy -- who closed his eyes and tried to move to protect his side from what was surely going to be a hard kick.  He thought the man must not have realized he was a slave.

"Don't," the younger man said softly, holding him still.  "Don't move.  Reed won't hurt you."

"Hurt him?" Reed repeated, shocked, and Sil dared to look again.  Lord Reed's face was pale where it had been red moments before.  He looked from the boy to Master Morlin -- and the anger returned ten-fold.  "This boy saved my life and now he thinks I'll kick him for it?  What the hell have you done to this child!"

"He's my slave," Master Morlin said with an unexpected whine of fear in his voice.  "He's mine.  I know my rights!"

"Rights?" Lord Reed said.  He caught Master Morlin by the jacket collar and pulled him upward until the man balanced on his toes.  "You dare to mention rights in my presence?  By law I could hitch you to my carriage and have you drag me throughout the city and no one would stop me.  I am a Lord of the Land, you fool.  You are as good as a slave to me."

"Yes, my Lord," Master Morlin whispered.  There was real terror in his wide gray eyes.

"Fool," Reed repeated, letting go of the jacket and pushing the man away.  Then he reached inside his cloak -- Master Morlin stepped back nervously -- and withdrew a bag of coins. "There's something over five gold and a few dozen silver in there.  I believe that is a generous price for a half-dead Tassanian slave, don't you think?"

Sil didn't dare breathe; his heart pounded so hard he was afraid that he wouldn't hear the answer.  He didn't dare hope --

Master Morlin never even glanced Sil's way.  He grabbed the pouch and held it close to his chest.  "Oh yes, my Lord.  I should be happy to have you take him off my hands for such a price!"

"I thought as much," Lord Reed said.  There was no softening in his voice.  "I suggest, fool, that you buy a horse with some of that money.  If I ever see you on the streets with another human hitched to your cart, you will answer to me."

"Yes, my Lord." Morlin plainly didn't hear the threat.  He fondled the coins through the pouch and then furtively glanced up and down the street as though he expected thieves to leap out in the bright morning light. "How will I get the cart home?" 

"My first suggestion would be to tie it to your back," Lord Reed said. Then he took another breath, and though he looked no less angry, his voice was less sharp. "Why don't you try hiring someone to watch it while you go buy a horse."

Master Morlin's eyes narrowed.  He hated spending money.  Lord Reed turned away from him and Sil found himself looking at his new master.  The change was too quick.  He felt lost.

"You heard all of that, didn't you boy?" Lord Reed asked as he again knelt in the mud.

"He doesn't speak Anthican, my Lord," Master Morlin said.  "He's just a slave."

Sil felt a surge of despair, a stronger emotion than he'd experienced in years.  It tore away at thick gray walls that had protected him from the callous hurt of other's words, and despair swept through him with enough force to make him wish once more that he had died long before he came to this land.

Just a slave.

"Don't be afraid, boy," the other, younger man said.  "You aren't going home with that monster."

"You are coming with me," Lord Reed said.  "Do you understand that much, boy?"

"Y-Yes, my Lord Master," Sil dared whisper.  The words came with halting uncertainty.  He hadn't spoken very much in the last few years, except to the now dead horse whose place he had taken with the cart.  "Thank you, my Lord."

"Doesn't understand, eh?" the younger man said with a glare at Master Morlin.  The candle maker came closer and stared, worry in his eyes.

"That fool never knew that you understood, did he?" Lord Reed asked.

"Y-years with him, my Lord Master.  I didn't understand at first."

"What do you think, Gale?"

"Let's get him out of the mud and back to your apartment.  Then send for a healer.  Even if he didn't break any bones, he needs better care than you and I can give him."

"True.  Charlton, get the carriage in order. I'll carry the boy." To Sil he added, "Here, let me see what I can do to ease a little of your suffering."

Lord Reed murmured words that Sil could no longer hear. The man's gentle finger traced a pattern on his chest --

And he could feel the magic growing, a hint of fire on his nerves, panic catching his breath, knowing that the pain would come --

The magic stopped abruptly.  Sil shivered, his breath coming in ragged gasps.

"Forgive me," Lord Reed said. Sil stared back, stunned, as the man glanced up at his friend, his head shaking.  "They used pain-inducing spells to control him.  His body now reacts very badly to any magic. It's instinctive.  I can't help him like this."

"Damn them all," the other man said.

Lord Reed looked down and offered a tentative smile. "Can you tell me your name?  I should like to know who saved my life."

Tears came unexpectedly to Sil's eyes.

"Boy?" Lord Reed asked softly again.

"He never ask, my Lord Master," Sil said softly, a new pain battering at his heart.  "He never ask, all those years."

"Pardon?"

"That animal never asked the boy's name, Reed," the other one said.

Lord Reed gently lifted Sil's hand, the boy's grimy, burn-scarred fingers encased in the man's immaculate and bejeweled ones.  "I should like very much to know your name, my young friend."  

Friend.  There was another word he never expected to hear again. "Sil, my Lord Master," he said, then shook his head.  "No.  S-Silkation.  My name at home, a l-long time ago."

And he remembered golden sands, blue sea -- he and his cousin building sand castles on the beach.  He hadn't dared say so much -- or remember so clearly -- since the capture.  He could bear the beatings, but the broken dreams would kill him.

Lord Reed's warm fingers tightened on his hand, and the older man brushed hair and mud from Sil's face.  The boy closed his eyes and let the old gray walls come back again.  It was better to slip away now with a memory of gentleness rather than the whip, a sweet moment here in the mud.
