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  Chapter 1


  A World Gone Mad
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  “Those who like to wage war, Verial, often proclaim it is necessary to guarantee the peace. As I have told you many times, though he enjoyed the challenge of planning a campaign and the exhilaration of blood rushing through his veins in battle, Anaxantis was a reluctant warrior. He never fooled himself into thinking the opposite of war is peace. All too often the alternative to armed conflict is slavery. That was the reason he was prepared to fight, and not so much to gain a short-lived truce masquerading as peace. He fought to prevent loss of freedom. That didn’t keep him from trying to find ways to achieve the lasting, assured security he longed for. It kept eluding him, and in the end he settled for balance.”


  …


  “We’ll come to that later, Starlight. Don’t be impatient… As he marched his army through the satrapies of Lorsanthia, Anaxantis found to his utter astonishment some had made their peace with what he considered abject submission, tantamount to servitude. It surprised him that some fully expected to never be free and master of their own destiny, and that they had settled in their bondage. They took it for granted they would just change masters, and their only worry was whether the next one would be kinder than the previous one. You will readily understand this ubiquitous subservient attitude complicated his self-imposed mission enormously as it ran afoul of what he called his Grand Strategy, and he realized—”


  …


  “Don’t interrupt me, boy. I told you we’d come to that later… As I was saying before I was so thoughtlessly interrupted, Anaxantis realized that not only he would have to remove the shackles of those in local power, but he also would have to cure them of their fear of freedom. It all made for the strangest of campaigns. His slow, and most importantly, unopposed perambulation of the southeastern satrapies gave him time to think. However, just wandering around wouldn’t achieve much. Unbeknownst to the warlord, the Lorsanthian military government of Trachia had massed their forces in the southern regions, as they expected—”


  …


  “That’s the second time you interrupt me, you annoying boy. Be quiet and listen… Anaxantis had guided his army slowly on the highway between the satrapies of Legranta and Mischa Vlaschov and had crossed the border of Brendaly. Finally, the scouts he had sent out to spy on the Lorsanthian troops started coming back. So did the ones he had sent to towns, small and large, with the express mission of bringing back maps of the western territories of Lorsanthia. At that point he had the army—”


  …


  “Didn’t I tell you we would come to him and his fate? I warn you, don’t try my patience—”


  …


  “Oh, very well… I see you won’t retain what I tell you anyway before you learn how Phrademys fared in his search for Thenoclon. Just to be rid of your whining, I will indulge you. This once. You will pay me tonight, however.


  “I hope you have heeded what I told you about freedom, as it applies to both individuals and whole nations.”
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  Try as he might, nothing General Bruonnt Tacladydes said, argued, or in the end pleaded, could make Demys, formerly known as the slave Lexyntas, and now more formally addressed as His Highness, Prince Phrademys, move away from Cypress Crossroads.


  The general, who considered the prince to be in his charge, had wanted him to go to the relative safety of the Wild Territories where the Trachians had made their camp for months. Demys wanted to dispatch scouts to try to find out what had happened to Thenoclon. Ravvid had intervened, proposing to send some of the Clansmen. Unlike the Trachians they were easily recognizable by their foreign clothing and weaponry. Moreover, as Anaxantis’s Clansmen, they were allowed to carry a triangular pennant with the black dragon on a yellow field, which would make them instantly identifiable to the Rhonoman troops they were bound to encounter. It would save long explanations and possibly dangerous misunderstandings, Ravvid had suggested. Not to mention it would allow the Trachians to stay near their prince.


  Reluctantly, Bruonnt had agreed to this compromise. In his turn he had sent some of his men to their hideout to get supplies and equipment, among which the prince’s personal tent.


  



  Antybion and his unit had left the day after the battle, but not before having helped bury the dead soldiers of all parties, except their own. Their own casualties were burned, according to Rhonoman military tradition. Each group held its own mourning service. After the departure of Termannyar’s Animals, both Ravvid’s men and the Trachians kept quiet for some hours. Then the routine of life in all its mundaneness gradually took over.


  



  Demys used the compulsory waiting time to catch up with Nyceas. He told the truth, but not the whole truth. At first he volunteered only the scantiest of information about what had happened while he was undercover, keeping the more embarrassing events to himself, and only indicating Thenoclon had made his ordeal as agreeable as had been possible under the circumstances. Nyceas guessed enough to fill the lacunae, but kept silent. Some gentle prodding made Demys a lot more forthcoming about the friendship he had struck up with the young Naodyman, again without going into intimate details. Nyceas had his doubts about the nature of their relationship, but as a good friend himself, he hadn’t asked more than Demys was prepared to divulge. In his turn Nyceas related how the Trachian loyalists had kept evading their Lorsanthian foes, and how they had always kept the faith in their prince’s return.


  Demys frequently laughed out loud when Nyceas told him some of his altercations with the old general.


  It was only after several hours that the prince noticed how Chryntyum sat by himself under the cypress tree. He and Nyceas walked over to the former slave.


  Chryntyum shaded his eyes with his hand against the winter sun as he looked up.


  “Ah, Your Highness,” he said with a light hint of sarcasm in his voice.


  “Give it a rest, Chryntyum. Nobody ever calls me that, except Bruonnt,” Demys said as he sat down.


  “We do too, but only on formal occasions,” Nyceas added. “Or to tease him.”


  “I wish the scouts would return,” Demys said. “Having to wait without being able to do something is getting at me.”


  “Keep your expectations under control, Demys,” Nyceas said softly. “Your friend was a soldier. There was a war going on. Anything could have happened.” He gave the prince a commiserating look.


  “I’ve been talking to some of the northerners, and actually there’s a good chance they survived,” Chryntyum said.


  “How so?” Demys asked, renewed hope resounding in his voice.


  “It seems the Rhonomans aren’t here just to conquer Naodyma. Their Commander-General has given orders to sell all captured Naodymans into slavery as rebels. Ironic, isn’t it? The best you can hope for is that Thenoclon survived and was enslaved." It was said without malice, or even satisfaction.


  “Oh, Gods,” Demys thought. “He had nightmares for years of exactly this happening… If what Chryntyum says is true and he has been captured and enslaved, he must be devastated. His worst fears will have come true. The Gods only know what this will do to him.” He let his head hang down to hide his fears. “On the other hand, he may be alive, and if he is, I will find him.” The resolve alone gave him comfort, yet he felt sick to his stomach thinking about Thenoclon's fate. It was then Demys realized he must be truly in love.


  “The same goes for Navastas,” Chryntyum added. “The little creep deserves no better, I know…” He didn’t finish the sentence.


  Demys laid his hand on Chryntyum’s arm.


  “Where one is, the other is likely to be too. If they survived, they were captured together.”


  Chryntyum shrugged.


  “It’s not as if I care what happened to him.”


  “That was not the impression I got,” Nyceas said.


  



  The fifth day after the battle the scouts returned, one after the other, and relayed what they had found out.


  “Seems easy enough,” Ravvid said afterward. “All we have to do is visit these so-called collection centers one after the other. If your friend survived he has to be in one of them. It should only take a couple of days to make sure.”


  “To make sure if he’s still alive, you mean,” Demys said.


  “To make sure what happened to him, yes,” Ravvid replied. He tried to make it sound comforting. “Whatever befell him, at least you’ll know.”


  “I guess it’s the best I can expect,” Demys said. “We have no time to lose. They’ve already begun marching off slaves to Aranquoran territory.”


  “They can’t have gotten far. We should be able to overtake them,” Bruonnt intervened.


  “We’ll go tomorrow at the crack of dawn. We should reach the environs of Naodyma within two, three days at most.” He looked at General Tacladydes, who nodded his consent silently.


  



  Next morning the group set out with the Trachians in the middle, flanked on either side by Ravvid’s men. Phrademys’s standard, the prancing horse under a silver star, was carried at the head of the column, but Ravvid made sure the dragon-pennants he had the Clansmen carry were visible from all angles for anybody they should encounter.


  On the third day they reached the outskirts of what had been Naodyma. Demys made the group come to a standstill and rode a few yards in front of them to take in the vista. Chryntyum joined him.


  In the distance they could see how the walls of Naodyma were being leveled. The surrounding landscape was speckled with burning estates and units of Rhonoman soldiers were marching all over the place.


  “I’ve dreamed many a night of Naodyma’s walls falling down. So, why am I not laughing like a fool? Why am I not more satisfied, even?” Chryntyum mumbled.


  “Good people lived there too,” Demys said. “It was not all bad, was it?”


  “They’re probably using some former Naodyman nobles as slaves to pull down the walls of their own city. There’s some justice in that, though it brings me no great joy.”


  “A downfall like that is always pitiful to watch.”


  “Not to mention Rhonoma will prove to be a harsher master for the common people than Naodyma was, I think. I don’t like to see that city grow even stronger.”


  “If we find Thenoclon, we might find Navastas as well,” Demys said.


  “Ah, maybe seeing him in chains and having him see me as a free man will give me some satisfaction.”


  Demys hesitated for a few minutes.


  “Our war chest isn’t deep, but there should be enough. Technically it’s mine to dispose of, though Bruonnt will have a deciding voice in how to spend it. I could ask him to, eh, loan you some money.”


  Chryntyum gave him a neutral stare.


  “That’s mighty nice of you, Your Highness, but I don’t think I’ll ever be able to pay you back. So, think again.”


  “Oh, I wouldn’t expect—”


  “And neither can I promise I would use the money to free Navastas, if that was your intent.”


  Demys sighed.


  “I’ll have a word with the general anyway,” he said.


  



  About half an hour later they encountered a Rhonoman patrol. The captain immediately recognized the northerners. He had seen Ravvid enter the tent of his Commander-General on more than one occasion.


  “We’re looking to buy some slaves, Captain,” Ravvid said.


  “Laborers or household servants?” the captain asked without blinking an eye.


  “Households servants. Preferably with some education. They’re meant for the personal service of the prince of Trachia.” Ravvid nodded in Demys’s direction. “You know, they’re sort of our allies in the struggle against Lorsanthia,” he added for good measure.


  The captain didn’t care about politics or shifting alliances. He did what his superiors told him to do. Nothing more, nothing less. He remembered hearing about the Trachians and how Ravvid’s unit was supposed to help them. And now this princeling needed a household staff. He gave Demys a short look out of the corner of an eye. It was enough to notice the boots, made out of fine leather, the pedigree horse, the rich, embroidered dark-blue tunic and the gentle, handsome face.


  “Catamites,” the captain concluded. “Everyone knows barbarians are effeminate. The young man needs some boys to warm his bed.“


  “Your best bet is one of the main collection camps. A lot of slaves are already being marched off, but those are the ones without skills or education. The ones destined for the mines and quarries are set to work leveling the walls of that shithole over there. However, the finer wares are still waiting for buyers.”


  Demys kept his face straight, but hope surged in his heart. Thenoclon was bound to be counted among the ‘finer wares.’ There was more than a good chance he was still in one of the collection centers. He refrained from trying to imagine what they would look like.


  The captain gave Ravvid elaborate directions to the nearest center and took his leave.


  “If you shouldn’t find fitting slaves in the first one, there are three more of them,” the Rhonoman said in parting.


  Then he forgot all about Ravvid, the Trachian princeling and their men.
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  Early the next day, to Demys’s delight, they reached the first collection center, a confiscated estate that had belonged to some Naodyman noble. The slaves were kept in the barn, chained together. The really valuable ones had been separated, and were locked, each on their own, in a horse’s pen.


  Ravvid explained to the captain in command what they were looking for. The captain told him most of the slaves had already been sold, though they were still held in the accommodations the slavers hired from the Rhonoman army. They would be all too happy to sell underhand whatever they could — provided the price was right — as it would save them transporting their precious wares.


  “There are always some slaves who die on the way to their final destination and discrepancies in numbers can be explained away,” the captain said.


  “And the slavers get paid twice for the ones that go missing,” Ravvid thought.


  “No harm in taking a look around,” the captain added, and he smirked. He had noticed the two young men with heavy purses dangling from their belt.


  Demys, Chryntyum and Ravvid went first to the stables, accompanied by a servant and four soldiers. They were met by the assistant of a wealthy slaver who showed them the newly acquired wares.


  “We keep only the best here. Mind you they don’t look their best right now. The shock, you know. They still have to settle in. But, all in all, they’re a quiet lot. Once it really gets to them they’ve lost everything, something breaks. That’s the perfect moment to start their reeducation and make well-behaved slaves out of them.”


  Neither Demys nor Chryntyum uttered one word.


  “These are the best you’ve got?” Ravvid asked.


  “Yes, Sir. They’re destined for the most luxurious pleasure houses, but they’re well educated too. Just look at them, and you’ll see they’ve been well-fed all their lives.”


  Demys wondered whether he should ask if they had someone called Thenoclon. Then he realized it was unlikely they knew the names of all the slaves — or of any. They probably weren’t interested, and it would look suspicious if he inquired.


  The assistant opened the doors of the pens, one after the other.


  In one a young man of around twenty sat naked on a pile of straw, his legs pulled up, his head down and his eyes closed. In the next pen another one hung by his wrists from a beam, his toes barely touching the floor. He was gagged, but when he saw Demys and Chryntyum, his eyes almost bulged out of their sockets and he let out a deep, indistinct grumble.


  “You know him?” Demys whispered in Chryntyum’s ear.


  “Yes. You have seen him too, once or twice. Not like this, of course,” Chryntyum whispered back.


  A few threatening cracks in the air of the assistant’s whip silenced the low, protesting moaning. Despair crept into the young man’s eyes as Chryntyum and Demys turned around and the door started closing again.


  



  The barns were even more depressing. Dark and dusty, with dozens of naked bodies, chained together, sitting or lying around. The stench of sweat and human waste was overwhelming and Demys almost lost his breakfast.


  “They’re not here,” Demys said to Ravvid who had waited outside.


  “I’m sorry. Don’t give up hope just yet. I’ve asked directions to the next collection camp. Let’s go.”


  



  An hour before midday they reached the second center. Another confiscated estate with a similar layout, except it had two stables.


  To make their search go quicker they split up this time, Demys and Chryntyum each searching one of the stables.


  A man came out of one of them and introduced himself to Chryntyum as a master slaver. Demys was still talking to Ravvid, when another man appeared from the main building.


  He looked at the two men who were waiting for him, and paled.


  Ravvid mistook his discomfiture for something else.


  “Don’t be shy, Sir. This is Prince Phrademys of Trachia. He is looking to buy some personal slaves.”


  “Ah… yes, I see,” Uckmyo said, unable to keep his eyes from Demys’s richly embroidered tunic and heavy mantle. In fact, he didn’t dare look up.


  Demys as well had recognized the assistant slaver who had treated him so kindly when he was being enslaved himself.


  “If Your Highness would follow me, I’ll show him what we have in stock,” Uckmyo said without missing a beat.


  When they had entered the stables and couldn’t be seen or heard anymore, Demys turned to the assistant slaver.


  “How have you been, Uckmyo?” he asked and he smiled.


  “Very well, Your High—”


  “You needn’t be this formal. It’s me, Lexyntas. The boy who was scared and whom you treated kindly. You’re one of three friendly faces I saw throughout this unsavory ordeal.”


  “You looked so miserable. As if not only you, but the world around you as well was about to die. I tried my best to—”


  “I know, Uckmyo, and I’m still grateful for what you did for me. Remember the senator you sold me to?”


  “Yes, of course. If I recall correctly he wanted a present for his son.”


  “His son was the third friendly face I met. In fact, it’s him I’m looking for.”


  “I’m sorry, but I never met the son. I wouldn’t know him.”


  Demys bit his lip.


  “Let’s look who you’ve got here then,” he said, vacillating between hope and despair.


  To Demys’s surprise — and his great relief — all the inhabitants of the pens were clothed, though scantily so. They didn’t seem to have been mistreated. They had searched every pen, but Thenoclon wasn’t in any of them. Uckmyo noticed the disappointment on his face.


  “There are two more. I’ve transferred them from their pen to a makeshift room that was used by the stable hands, I think.”


  “Two?”


  “Yes, there are two of them. One is sick and I let his little friend take care of him.”


  Uckmyo led the way.


  The room was small, but there was a table, a bench and a chair. In a corner were some straw sacks. Under two covers lay a young man, his eyes closed. It was impossible to tell if he was sleeping. A boy, sitting at the foot of the straw sack, was keeping watch over him.


  Demys recognized Thenoclon at first sight, though only part of his face showed. In a few hasty steps he was beside him. He knelt down and gently moved a strand of hair from Thenoclon’s forehead. The eyes opened, but they kept staring, unfocused, at the ceiling.


  “Lexyntas. Lexyntas, is that you?” Yonthas asked with a voice croaking from too much crying.


  “Yes, it’s me,” Demys replied, standing up with a worried look.


  “He’s all right,” Uckmyo said. “There’s nothing physically wrong with him. It’s just shock. It happens once in a while when someone can’t accept the… the change in his condition. They come out of it after a while. Usually, anyway.”


  “Since when has he been this way?” Demys asked.


  “After… after the procedure. I did it myself. I tried to be gentle.”


  “So, this is Senator Mennio’s son. How the world has changed,” Uckmyo thought.


  “He’s for sale, I suppose. I’ll buy him from you. Now. I want to take him with me at once.”


  “Of course… Only, I have to make a profit or Yphainas won’t be pleased. He gave me my freedom, some months ago, you know? I… I can’t disappoint him.”


  “I understand. How much?”


  “He’s very valuable. I’m sorry. I don’t decide about the asking price. Yphainas does.”


  “How much?”


  “He was destined for Torantall. We have—”


  “Yes. I understand. You were going to sell him to one of the better brothels.” Demys sounded bitter. “How much?”


  “Thirty rioghal,“ Uckmyo whispered. “I’m sorry…”


  “Thirty rioghal? You paid only thirteen for me,” Demys cried out.


  “Ah yes, we paid only thirteen for you. But we got twenty-five rioghal from the senator,“ Uckmyo said.


  “I see.”


  “We could have gotten fifty, maybe more, in—”


  “Torantall. I know.”


  “I had to plead with Yphainas to sell you to the senator. Although, looking back on it, he was unusually quick to agree.”


  Demys felt ashamed he had almost lost his temper. This man had been a slave himself until recently. He couldn’t be held responsible for all that was wrong with the world.


  “We mustn’t disappoint your master then. Thirty rioghal it is.” Demys patted his purse. “We can settle this deal here and now.” A horrible thought struck him. “You haven’t… done anything to him, have you?”


  “No, no, we haven’t. It would only have decreased his value if we had branded him. And besides, in this condition…” Uckmyo didn’t finish the sentence, but gestured at the pathetic figure lying on the straw sack.


  Demys opened his pouch and counted out thirty gold pieces on the table. Without waiting for Uckmyo to verify the amount, he returned to his friend and started to remove the covers. Thenoclon didn’t move.


  “He’s naked,” Demys said.


  “He seemed more comfortable that way," Yonthas said.


  “Can he stand upright?”


  “Yes, but if you want him to move, you’ll have to pull him.”


  “Help me get him up,” Demys said.


  Together they managed to make Thenoclon get on his feet. He didn’t seem to register what was happening to him.


  Demys took off his cloak and draped it over Thenoclon’s shoulders. Leaving one arm outside, he closed the garment as well as he could around his friend’s body. Then he tried to make him move, but Thenoclon wouldn’t budge.


  Yonthas had been silent most of the time. He felt as if he was losing his mind. What had become of the world? Everything seemed topsy-turvy. His captain and he, true Naodyman nobles, were treated like slaves, and Thenoclon’s slave, Lexyntas, was richly clothed and carried a small fortune in gold around in his purse. And now Lexyntas was taking his captain away from him. True, he had been mute and out of this world, but he had been there at least. And now he, Yonthas, would remain alone, here, and the Gods only knew what faith awaited him. His lips started to quiver and he could barely hold his tears back as Uckmyo gave him a pitiful look.


  Demys tried to make Thenoclon move forward but again without success.


  Yonthas took his captain’s free hand in his.


  “Come, Captain, you have to go with Lexyntas. He has bought your freedom. You’re free and—“ The words stuck in his throat as Thenoclon let himself be pulled forward a few steps. Yonthas’s eyes filled with tears.


  “It’s not my place,” Uckmyo said, “but maybe you could see your way around buying his little friend too. He has taken good care of his captain. And you never know, if he isn’t around anymore, that could have an adverse effect—”


  “How much do you want for him?“ Demys asked, fumbling with his purse, much thinner now than it had been just a few minutes ago.


  “I… I would have to—”


  Demys threw his pouch on the table.


  “Count what is there. If it isn’t enough, I’ll get more.”


  Uckmyo counted the money. There wasn’t nearly enough. Yonthas was younger than Thenoclon and his looks were decent. Not exactly top quality merchandise, but valuable nevertheless.


  “There’s enough,“ the assistant slaver said. “You can take them both.”


  “I’ll have to up the asking price for the others. Five to ten moltar extra each should do it,” he thought.


  “Thank you, Uckmyo. That was nice of you,” Yonthas said through his tears. A Naodyman noble never showed himself to be ungrateful. He turned to Demys. “Thank you, Lexyntas. I’ll pay you back as soon…” More tears prevented him from finishing what he had wanted to say as he realized he had no idea at all how he could ever pay back what Lexyntas had paid for him. Then it occurred to him that Lexyntas owned him, just like Lexyntas had been owned by Thenoclon, but now that as well seemed to have changed.


  It was all too much to comprehend.


  Uckmyo left the room. Demys laid his hand on Yonthas’s shoulders


  “I wouldn’t have forgotten you, Yonthas. You’ve been good to Thenoclon. You’re free and you don’t owe me anything. You can stay with us, if you like. As long as you want or need to.”


  Yonthas gasped with surprise.


  “I have no clothes. I’m practically naked.” Even to his own ears it sounded ridiculously inappropriate. He should have thanked Lexyntas for his generosity. “You were never a slave, were you?”


  Demys smiled.


  “No, I guess not. And neither are you.”


  “The captain said we were Naodyman nobles and nothing could change that as long as we kept Naodyma in our hearts.”


  Yonthas looked at Thenoclon who stood motionless without seeming to notice what was happening around him. Again tears rolled down Yonthas’s cheeks.


  Uckmyo returned carrying a bundle of clothes.


  “Some customers like their new acquisitions decently clothed. So, we always keep some around in different sizes.” He put the pile on the table. “Some of those should fit you.” He tousled Yonthas’s hair. “Consider them a present from me.”


  “I’m turning into a sentimental fool. Not a good thing to be for an assistant-slaver. Then again, it’s nice when for some it all ends well. I’ll have to up the price of the others with another few sarths. It should all work out.”


  Uckmyo smiled as he saw how Yonthas was rummaging through the pile of clothes. He gave Lexyntas a curious look. What could have caused this spectacular reversal in the former slave’s fortune, he wondered. None of his business, he decided eventually. So, he didn’t ask.


  Demys took the assistant slaver by the shoulder, turning both of them away from Yonthas.


  “Are you happy, Uckmyo?” he asked.


  “Yes. I’m a free man, though nothing much has changed. I do the same job for the same master, only now I get paid for it. I’m lucky Yphainas didn’t set me free just to turn me out. I wouldn’t have known what to do. I could have gotten a job somewhere, of course, but my life wouldn’t have improved. Yphainas values me, and he protects me. If I hadn’t been his first assistant, the Rhonomans might have caught me. Ironic, isn’t it? I would have been a slave again, and far, far worse off.”


  



  It took both Demys and Yonthas to make Thenoclon get on Demys’s horse, Xyalvo. After a while, Thenoclon’s muscles seemed to remember what his mind didn’t. Demys mounted the horse as well, and sat behind him, his hands holding the reins so that his arms enclosed his friend.


  “You can ride with me,” Nyceas said, offering his hand to Yonthas.


  Yonthas looked up at the smiling pale face and gingerly accepted the proffered hand. Once he had lifted the young Naodyman in front of him, Nyceas asked, “What’s your name?”


  “Yonthas. Yonthas Egorio. I’m a Naodyman noble.”


  “Ha, I see. Are you a friend of Demys, My Lord?“


  Yonthas colored red. He realized he must look anything but a noble. If there had been sarcasm in the friendly young man’s voice, Yonthas hadn’t noticed.


  “You don’t need to call me My Lord. You can call me Yonthas.”


  “Well, Yonthas it is. My name is Nyceas. So, are you a friend of— Wait. You might have known him under his cover name, Lexyntas. Actually, his name is Phrademys, or His Highness Prince Phrademys, as the old man calls him. But we just call him Demys.”


  Yonthas frowned.


  “I think you might call me a friend of Captain Thenoclon. Lex— Demys was… was…”


  Nyceas laughed out loud.


  “Demys told me about Thenoclon but I had to guess about the exact nature of their relationship. Let’s respect that. No need to tell me things that are not my business. Maybe he doesn’t like to be reminded of them. You can understand that, can’t you?”


  “Yes, I can.” Yonthas thought about some of his recent experiences. He wouldn’t want them to become common knowledge. He turned back in the saddle. “You’re a good friend, Nyceas.”


  “Demys seems to like you. You must have been a good friend to my friend’s friend as well. Doesn’t that make us kind of friends?”


  Yonthas needed a few moments to follow Nyceas’s reasoning. Then he grinned.


  “I guess so. Yeah, let’s be friends.”


  He turned back around, facing forward. He let his body lean against Nyceas’s. When he wasn’t pushed back, he relaxed. Maybe life could be good again someday.
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  Chryntyum had followed the man who had introduced himself as Lesto Nomala into the stables.


  “I’d recognize that ass anywhere, even as fiery red as it is,” Chryntyum thought when Lesto opened the third pen.


  “Ah, he’s a wild one,” Lesto said. He didn’t seem to particularly mind.


  A naked young man was tied over a rough pommel horse, consisting of a beam resting on two trestles. Bent over on his belly, his wrists and ankles were tightly secured to the legs of the trestles, keeping him immobile with his limbs spread apart.


  Lesto went to stand beside the young man.


  “See? Perfect height. It took two assistants and myself to subdue him. I tried him out, without the benefit of oil since he gave us so much trouble. Nice tight ass. If you’re interested you can try him out too. I’ll have his hole cleaned, if you want. Don’t mind the red color. We had to discipline him and test out how much he can take. There are specialized houses for pleasure slaves like him. Some clients like it when they resist and when they’re allowed to whip them.” He shrugged. “It takes all kinds, I suppose, and besides, what the customer wants, the customer gets. For a price.”


  Chryntyum went around the pommel horse. Navastas’s head hung down.


  “Yes,” he said, “I’m definitely interested in this little bitch.”


  Navastas had only seen the legs of his prospective buyer but he recognized the voice at once. His head jerked up as far as it would go.


  “Chryntyum,” he whispered. “Get me out of here.”


  Only then he realized his former slave was fully clothed and he himself tied naked over a wooden horse. He also realized Chryntyum had seen his naked, spanked buttocks.


  “Of course I will get you out of here,” Chryntyum said in a shushing voice. He raked his hand through Navastas’s hair.


  “How much do you want for the little fucker?” he asked.


  Lesto had duly noted his customer seemed to know the slave. He didn’t care in the least, nor was he curious about the exact nature of their former relationship. War was war and changes of fortunes were to be expected. Nothing new in the losers losing everything. Yes, war was war, and money was money. It was as simple as that really.


  “Well,” he began, “as I explained, services like this one can offer are sought after and—”


  “Nonsense," Chryntyum interrupted the slaver. “You can train any slave to perform those services, token resistance included. This one is moderately handsome, granted, but he’s unmanageable.”


  “Thirty rioghal,” the slaver replied, dropping all pretense.


  “Twenty.”


  “Twenty-seven.”


  “Twenty-five and his ass is mine. Last offer. Try to haggle some more and I walk.”


  Lesto smiled broadly and offered his hand.


  “You drive a hard bargain,” he said as Chryntyum shook it to seal the deal.


  “Rubbish. I could have gotten you as low as twenty-two.”


  Again Lesto smiled. He would have gone as low as twenty rioghal.


  Chryntyum counted out the gold pieces. He had plenty left.


  “I’ll call some people to untie him. Do you need clothes for him?”


  Chryntyum walked up close to the slaver.


  “I’m in the market for some, eh, accouterments, if you know what I mean. That is, if you’ve got them,” he whispered in the man’s ears.


  Lesto’s eyes lit up and he smirked.


  “I think I know exactly what you mean, Sir. Follow me, please.”


  As he heard the pen being closed behind him Navastas panicked. What had gone wrong? Why wasn’t he being untied?


  



  “I keep them in my private rooms in the main house,” Lesto said as he walked to the exit of the stable.


  In the courtyard Chryntyum first went over to Demys and the others who were waiting.


  “Any luck?” Demys asked. “I found Thenoclon, so—”


  “Yes. Thank you. I found Navastas. I’ll need a little more time though.”


  “No problem,” Demys said, and he smiled. “We’ll wait for you outside the estate. It’s almost noon. We’ll eat there. Take your time. I’m sure the men won’t mind.”


  Twenty minutes later both men reemerged from the house. Chryntyum was carrying a bag made from strong canvas.


  “Your toys are expensive, slaver,” he muttered.


  “What’s a bit of money compared to the pleasure they will bring you?”


  



  When he heard the door of the pen open again, Navastas tried to turn his head to see who it was. A futile attempt. He had to wait until Chryntyum stood before him.


  “What are you waiting for?” Navastas bit. ”Untie me and get out of those clothes. I’ll be needing them.”


  Chryntyum took him by the hair and jerked his head upward.


  “You don’t seem to realize the exact nature of what has happened here, sweetheart. I bought you. Your ass and all the rest of you is mine.”


  Lesto and two assistants had entered the pen.


  “You want his ankles shackled, Sir?” one of the assistants asked.


  “No. He’s got nowhere to run. Secure his hands behind his back, though.” Chryntyum produced a set of wrist-shackles from his bag.”


  “What? No. I’m not a slave. He is my—”


  Chryntyum backhanded him twice.


  “Shut up, you. Better get used to the idea things have changed.”


  “I told you he was a wild one,” Lesto said.


  The men had finished getting Navastas off the pommel horse and had shackled his hands behind his back. Lesto made a sign and the two assistants withdrew.


  Chryntyum took his time to take in the sight of his former master, standing before him, nude.


  “These years of training have at least produced this firm, hard body,” he thought.


  He went over to Navastas who was breathing nervously, his eyes darting right and left. Unceremoniously, Chryntyum took Navastas’s member in one hand, fondling his balls with the other. Navastas got an instantaneous erection.


  “What are you doing?” Navastas asked, bewildered. “Stop that. Let’s get out of here.”


  “Not so hasty. You like it when people watch you perform, don’t you?”


  Chryntyum started stroking Navastas’s cock. It took only a few minutes for Navastas to climax, his naked body shaking as he came. Lesto chuckled. Strands of semen still hung from Navastas’s shrinking dick when Chryntyum dug into his bag and retrieved a short wooden paddle. He held it before Navastas’s face.


  “What do you think—”


  In one rough movement Chryntyum turned him around and threw him once again on his belly over the wooden horse.


  “People are waiting for us,” Chryntyum said. “You need to learn your lessons quickly. So, they need to be harsh.”


  He let the paddle land on Navastas’s already red buttocks, twice in quick succession on either side.


  Navastas bellowed with pain. Again the paddle landed on his tender backside.


  “Stop. Stop,” he yelled in agony. “Chryntyum, please stop.”


  “What did you call me? Think again, boy. I bought you for good money. How does a slave call the one who bought him? I’m sure you know the answer to that one.”


  It took a few seconds for Navastas to get what his former slave was getting at. It was outrageous.


  “Are you mad?” he shrieked.


  Four whacks with the paddle landed on his ass and then two more on his upper thighs.


  “I’ll continue this as long as necessary. As long as it takes to teach you some manners. Beg me to stop in a way befitting a slave, and I will.” Chryntyum was breathing heavily from the exertion.


  Two more smacks.


  “Stop. Stop, please, stop.”


  “Whom are you addressing, slave?” Chryntyum asked.


  “You, damn it. You.”


  A torrent of strikes with the paddle landed on Navastas’s by now raw buttocks.


  “Stop it, stop it, stop it, please, stop it,” he screamed. “Master, please, please, stop it.”


  Immediately the beating stopped.


  “Very good, Navastas. Now, remember, whenever you fail to address me in an appropriate way, no matter where we are, I will paddle your naked ass, and I won’t care who sees or hears you.”


  Navastas could only sob with pain and humiliation.


  “Now, my dear, while you’re hanging there so conveniently, spread your buttocks.”


  Navastas didn’t react.


  “I warn you, when I tell you to spread your buttocks for me, you’d better spread them. It’s that, or another beating with the paddle.” He gently caressed Navastas’s buttocks with the wooden instrument. The former Naodyman noble shivered. Navastas tried to reach his butt cheeks with his tied hands. When he realized it couldn’t be done in the position he was in, he panicked. Fearing the beating would start again, he tried to come upright, but Chryntyum pushed him down again.


  “At least you obeyed and made an effort,” he said. “I’m not a cruel master. I won’t ask you to do the impossible.”


  He lowered the pants he was wearing under his tunic and produced his member. Lifting his tunic he leaned over Navastas’s back and introduced his dick. Navastas roared with pain at the unexpected violation. Chryntyum started moving rapidly. He wasn’t making love. He wasn’t even having sex. He was making a point. With a grunt he came inside Navastas and then withdrew instantly.


  Navastas hung over the beam of the pommel horse, quietly sobbing with misery and pain.


  “Remember, this is what will happen when you displease me, slave. I won’t tolerate your little bitch tantrums,” Chryntyum said, pulling his pants up. “Now, stand up and turn around.”


  Navastas obeyed with some difficulty. Then he looked at Chryntyum, defiance gleaming in his eyes.


  “Ah,” Chryntyum said in a disappointed voice. “I thought so. You’re thinking your moment will come, aren’t you? You’re thinking I can’t watch you every second of the day, and there will come a time you can escape.”


  Lesto’s two assistants entered the pen again. They were carrying several instruments and a fire tripod, loaded with charcoal. Navastas caught only a glimpse before Chryntyum blocked his view. It was enough to make him pale and make his heart beat wildly in his chest.


  “No,” he gasped. “No, you can’t possibly—”


  “It has to be done, pet.”


  “Which ring do you want, Sir?” one of the assistants asked.


  “The iron one, I think. If he pleases me I will exchange it later for a silver one. Or, who knows, if he is particularly adept in serving and obeying me I will reward him with a gold one. He’ll have to earn it, though.”


  One servant forced Navastas’s head on the beam and held it immobilized, while the second took hold of his right earlobe. With a sharp, pointy instrument he made a hole in the lobe and affixed an iron ring. Navastas cried out. He was still crying when the assistant put some grayish powder on the punctured ear.


  “That will take care of the bleeding,” he mumbled.


  “Stand up, Navastas,” Chryntyum commanded, “and let me admire your ring.”


  “Only pleasure slaves wear an earring,” Navastas wailed. “You can’t just—”


  “Oh, but I can and I just did, sweetheart. I have given this a lot of thought, you know. I considered being more discreet and have the ring put on one of your nipples. I even considered having it put on your ballsack, so it wouldn’t be noticeable when you’re naked. Which you will be a lot of the time, trust me. But in the end I decided the whole world should see you for what you are. A little whore. My little whore.”


  Again Chryntyum saw the flicker of hope and defiance in Navastas’s eyes.


  “I’m so sorry, pet. I know what you’re thinking, but it won’t work. You think one day you’ll run away. You think you can tear the ring off when you do and the wound will heal soon. I’m so sorry.”


  Chryntyum moved away and for the first time Navastas saw what the two assistants had been up to. A fire was burning in the tripod and a branding iron was buried deep in the charcoal.


  “No, no, no,” Navastas cried out in desperation. “Please, Chrynty—”


  Chryntyum slapped him twice in the face, hard. Navastas needed a few moments to recuperate. Then his eyes caught sight of the branding iron again.


  “No, please, please, Master. Don’t let them do that to me. It will never come off. I won’t run away. I promise. I really promise.”


  “See, pet, the problem with that is you’re not just a little bitch. You’re a lying little bitch. You can’t be trusted. I’m afraid this is necessary.”


  Although his hands were still shackled behind his back, Navastas looked around furiously, hoping to make a run for it, but already one of the assistants was coming for him. He tried to resist but Chryntyum and the assistant dragged him over to the tripod.


  “I want you to see this,” Chryntyum said as he took the iron from the tripod. He showed Navastas the red hot instrument. “See, it will brand the two half-circles in your skin." Navastas looked on in horror, sweating with fear, at the two facing half-circles, one slightly higher than the other. He knew it all to well. It represented the broken link of a chain.


  “That’s for runaway slaves,” he moaned. “I’m not a runaway slave. I promised. I promised, Master. I won’t run away.”


  “I don’t believe you, Navastas. This will make sure you can’t run away. Ever. You know all too well what happens to a slave, branded with this sign, who is caught a second time without his master in the very near vicinity.”


  Navastas knew indeed. He had never witnessed a runaway slave being caught a second time, but he had heard the stories. Heard and laughed loudly at them. Heard and agreed with the cruel punishments which were meted out to repeat offenders.


  “No, please, it can’t be… it will never….” he stammered.


  “No, indeed,” Chryntyum said softly. “It can’t be undone. It will never come off. Everybody will see you’re a runaway slave and wonder where your master is. You’d better keep close to me, Navastas.”


  He put the iron back into the fire.


  “Where do you want it, Sir?” the assistant tending to the tripod asked. “On his forehead?”


  “No. I don’t want to disfigure him too much. On the right side of his neck, I think. Right under his pleasure slave ring.”


  Held fast by one assistant by his shackled arms, Navastas tensed all his muscles and tried to wriggle free from the iron grip he was held in. He ended kicking both his feet in the air, exhausting himself, unable to prevent Chryntyum taking his head and forcing it sideways, exposing the right side of his neck.


  The glowing hot iron seared into his flesh. The rancid odor of burning flesh ­— his burning flesh — penetrated Navastas’s nostrils and he howled with pain. It was over in less than a minute. Chryntyum and the assistant let go of him. For a few seconds he stood wavering, as if drunk, about to fall down. Then he regained his balance. He looked up at Chryntyum, tears streaming down his cheeks.


  “Could you leave me alone with him?” Chryntyum asked.


  “Of course, Sir,” Lesto said. He had watched the whole procedure with mild interest. “I’ll have the deed of ownership prepared, though I expect you won’t need it.” He made a sign to his assistants, who collected their gear and followed him on his way out.


  Navastas leaned against the pommel horse, hurting all over his body, his earlobe and his neck on fire, his buttocks still smarting, semen clinging to his crack, inner thighs and dick.


  Chryntyum, with folded arms and feet planted wide, looked him over silently from head to toe.


  Navastas saw how his former slave was taking in every square inch of his abused, naked body. He couldn’t see the humiliating signs that proclaimed him to be a runaway pleasure slave, but he felt the searing pain in his neck and the throbbing of his earlobe and realized none of this could be reversed.


  He started crying with an unfathomable despair.
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  Chryntyum stayed silent for a long time and let Navastas cry his heart out, mourning his loss of freedom, status and dignity.


  “Turn around, pet,” he said after a while. “Let me remove those shackles.” He put them back in his bag. “Rub your wrists.”


  He looked around the pen. In a corner stood three wooden buckets, one filled with water. Chryntyum got the empty ones and turned them upside down.


  “Sit,” he said, his voice even.


  Navastas gingerly obeyed, taking care not to put too much pressure on his bruised buttocks. Chryntyum sat down opposite him.


  “Has the stark reality of your new status as a slave sunk in already?” Navastas didn’t reply, but kept rubbing his wrists. “It’s better this way, you know? You would have been sold to a whorehouse. You may think you might have liked that, but you wouldn’t have. Over time, as you would have grown older, you would have commanded ever smaller fees. At long last they would have sold your hole for a few rusty sarths to some stinking country bumpkin. Then… Suffice it to say you wouldn’t have ended up in a pretty situation. I couldn’t free you either. You’re a mean, stupid, cruel, rotten little bitch, and you know it. But now you’re my mean, stupid, cruel, rotten little bitch. And I will take care of you.”


  Navastas looked up. The hatred in his eyes was gone. There was only surprise and wonder. And shame. Navastas had never been shy, not even when a very young boy. But it had always been he who took the initiative, he who was in control.


  “I will take care of you. You won’t be responsible for anything but to obey my every command promptly and without question. I will be the only source of food and shelter for you. The only source of clothing, if I choose to clothe you. The only source of pleasure and comfort. You can’t run from me.”


  Navastas wanted to respond, but the words stuck in his throat.


  “You will stay near me at all times, Navastas. You will serve me in any and every way I tell you to. You will be polite, not only to me but to my friends as well. You will know your place as a pleasure slave.”


  Chryntyum stopped to let all this sink in.


  “Some masters give their slave a new name,” he resumed. “A pet name or a ridiculous one to humiliate them. I won’t do that. Navastas is a fine name for a slave.”


  This time the former Naodyman noble spoke.


  “Navastas has been an honored name in our kinship for centuries and—”


  “And you made it into the name of a whore, a pleasure slave. It fits you. Your city has ceased to exist. So has your kinship. You are nothing and you only have me. I am your present and your future. I am your master and I have chosen to name you Navastas. If all this gives you pain or anguish you can pretend it is one of your sick games. Except, it isn’t.”


  Chryntyum motioned Navastas to follow him to the corner with the bucket with water. On a nearby peg hung a rag. Chryntyum dipped a corner in the water and started to clean up his slave.


  “Stand still. I don’t want to touch your sore spots.” Both the gestures and words were almost tender. He looked Navastas in the eyes as he cleaned his slave’s dick.


  “Now, turn around, bend over and spread your buttocks.”


  Without a word Navastas obeyed. He closed his eyes as Chryntyum cleaned his crack and entrance. Afterward his master took his hand and guided him back to the upturned buckets.


  Chryntyum sat down.


  “Lay down on your belly over my lap.” He reached into his bag.


  “Are you going to spank me again? Why? I have done nothing wrong.”


  “Nothing wrong who?”


  “Master. I have done nothing wrong, Master.”


  Chryntyum smiled.


  “Nothing wrong? I told you to lie down on my lap and you’re still standing. Lie down. Now.”


  Navastas hastened to obey.


  “I will forgive you this once since this is all new to you, but I expect a better performance — a more prompt one — the next time. I wasn’t going to spank you. I’m going to apply some udder salve to your bruised ass.”


  Chryntyum smeared the greasy ointment carefully over the sore buttocks. Then he dipped one finger into the fatty substance and let it glide between Navastas’s ass cheeks. When he found his slave’s entrance he introduced his finger just an inch, and then withdrew. He smiled as he heard his slave sigh.


  “How does that feel? Better?” he asked when he was finished.


  “Yes.“ Navastas said. “Yes, Master,” he added quickly. It really felt better. Cool and soothing. “Thank you, Master,” he said almost inaudibly.


  “Stand up.”


  After Navastas had scrambled upright, Chryntyum looked at his earlobe.


  “It’s swollen. At long as it doesn’t get infected I suppose any discomfort will pass in a day or two. I’m going to apply the salve. If it hurts, say so and I will stop immediately.”


  Navastas winced involuntarily as Chryntyum gently touched his ear.


  “Shall I stop?”


  “No, Master. Please continue.”


  Chryntyum treated the branding mark in the same manner.


  “It will be beautiful when it is completely healed,“ Chryntyum said, admiring his handiwork. “How do you feel?”


  “Better. It still hurts, but better.” He frowned. “I’m hungry.”


  Chryntyum laughed.


  “I’ll feed you when we’re finished.”


  



  Chryntyum stood up and walked around Navastas who tried to follow him with his eyes.


  “Look straight ahead. Stand upright.”


  When he had finished inspecting his slave, Chryntyum stood before him.


  “Look into my eyes.”


  Navastas had to look up to obey.


  “Hug me.”


  Navastas hesitated.


  “Hug you, Master?”


  “Hug me. Put your arms around me and hold me tight as if your life depended on it… It does.”


  Navastas timidly put his arms around Chryntyum.


  “Tighter. Lean your body against mine. Rub your groin against me.”


  As Navastas did so, he felt his member swell with the friction. Chryntyum responded by putting his arms around Navastas’s naked body, resting his hands delicately, yet possessively, on his buttocks.


  “Tell me you need me,” Chryntyum ordered, but his voice was soft.


  Navastas looked up as if he hadn’t understood.


  “Tell me you need me,” Chryntyum repeated.


  “I need you… Master,” Navastas said in an unusually bashful tone.


  Chryntyum smiled down on him.


  “Tell me you will always obey me.”


  “I will always obey you, Master.”


  “Promise me you will be a good boy.”


  “I promise I will be a good boy, Master.”


  “Tell me you only live to serve me.”


  “I only live to serve you, Master.”


  “Hug me tighter.”


  As Navastas obeyed he felt his face becoming warm and red.


  “Tell me you love me.”


  Navastas looked up again. Chryntyum stared into his eyes.


  “You don’t need to mean it. You will eventually, but I understand you need time. Now lay your head against my chest and tell me you love me.”


  “I love you, Master,” Navastas whispered, flushing.


  Chryntyum lifted his slave’s head, holding it by the chin, and kissed him lightly on the lips, while he cupped his slave’s balls, hanging under the hard dick, with the other hand.


  “I love you too, pet.”


  



  Chryntyum took a few steps back and mustered his slave again. Although Chryntyum had seen him naked on numerous occasions, this time was different. This time, Navastas couldn’t end it when he wanted to. He couldn’t order Chryntyum to undress. He was marked, branded as a runaway slave and he wore a whore’s earring. And, although deflating, his dick was still hard, betraying that deep down he maybe liked being treated like trash.


  “In a few moments we’re going outside and we’ll rejoin my companions,” Chryntyum began.


  Navastas looked up, surprised and anxious. He wanted to say something, protest, but he saw a forbidding flicker in his master’s eyes and remained silent, bowing his head.


  “I want you at your best behavior at all times. The world has changed. Your world doesn’t exist anymore. Some of what was down is up, some of what was up is down. You are down. You’ll be reverently polite and demure to all my acquaintances, in particular to His Highness, Prince Phrademys. You might remember him as Lexyntas. Don’t you dare address him unless he commands you to. Displease me, and I will paddle your naked ass in public until you beg me to stop. Displease me some more and I will set you free.”


  “Set me free, Master?”


  “Yes. On a deserted road. After I break both your arms and your legs. Then you can go your way and I will go mine.” Chryntyum’s voice sounded harsh and Navastas didn’t doubt for a second his master would be as good as his word.


  “You will always stay by my side, ready to serve me.”


  “Can’t I… can’t I have something… something to…”


  “What?”


  “Something to cover myself with.” Navastas looked at his feet. “People will stare at me. Please, Master.” He looked up, shame in his eyes.


  Chryntyum’s face was without expression.


  “Yes, people will stare at your naked body. They might stare at your dick. They might stare at your red ass and they will know that you have been punished. They might mock you. They might stare at your pleasure slave ring and at your branding mark. They will know you for who and what you are. None of this concerns you. Stay close to me and I will protect you.”


  When it struck home that his master wasn’t going to relent and that his naked body would be on public display for strangers as well as for his erstwhile acquaintances, tears started running down his cheeks once more.


  Chryntyum took him in his arms, stroking his hair with one hand. Navastas wailed at the thought of his imminent debasement and humiliation.


  “This is the way it has to be, pet.”


  After a few minutes Chryntyum let go.


  “That’s enough, Navastas. Stop crying. Stand up, arms beside your body.”


  He fondled his slave’s flaccid dick with one hand. Navastas didn’t dare move a muscle.


  “There’s one more thing we have to do something about. This.” He squeezed the dick in his hand.


  This time Navastas panicked for real.


  “No. No. No, you’re going to—”


  “Calm down, Navastas. I’m not going to cut off your cock.”


  Chryntyum sat down on one of the upturned buckets and reached into his bag.


  “Come here, Navastas… closer… right in front of me.”


  He showed the contraption he held in his hand.


  “This is a little cage for your balls and dick,” he said. The instrument opened on two hinges. “See, these two cups are for your balls and your cock goes in the longer part. When I close the halves, this ring will lock around the stem of your dick.” He showed Navastas a tiny key. “Only I will be able to remove it.” Navastas gulped. “Don’t worry, people will still be able to see your cock through the cage. You will be able to piss through the meshed wires, but you won’t be able to masturbate though. I told you I would be your only source of comfort and pleasure. If you want release you’ll have to beg me to fuck you. Fuck you really good. That will be the only way you will get any satisfaction in the foreseeable future. Another reason to always be at your best behavior, Navastas. Keep me happy, and I will keep you happy. You won’t have any complaints in that department.”


  He held the open contraption in his outstretched hands.


  “Lay your balls and cock in the cage, pet. I could force you to. Easily. But I want you to give me control over your dick of your own accord.”


  After a few moments of hesitation, Navastas inched closer. He had to lift his dick with one hand to put his balls in the right place. Then he adjusted his cock.


  “Tell me you’re mine, Navastas,” Chryntyum said.


  Navastas looked at his member, resting in the still open cage held by Chryntyum.


  “I’m yours, master. I’m yours. I’m yours. I’m completely yours.” Tears streamed down his cheeks.


  Chryntyum closed the cage and locked it. He stood up and embraced the crying young man, holding him in his arms.


  “You’ve been a very good boy, Navastas. It can’t have been easy, but you were very brave.” Navastas looked up. He had stopped crying and Chryntyum wiped away his last tears with his thumbs. “I’m pleased with you.”


  He took a few steps back and admired the caged cock, then he adjusted Navastas’ bush.


  “This one is in iron, like your pleasure slave ring. If I’m exceptionally pleased with you, I will buy you a silver one.”


  Finally Navastas resigned himself without reservation to what he had become. He would be a slave for the rest of his days, branded, ringed and caged. He would forever be at the mercy of this young man, by only one year his senior, and be at his beck and call. But, hadn’t his master said that he loved his boy toy?


  “Are you ready to go outside and show the world the new us?” Chryntyum asked. “Or do you need more time to compose yourself."


  Navastas tried to smile. He felt his heart beat faster in his chest at the thought of the coming ordeal.


  “No, Master. I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.” It had sounded more confident than he felt. “You will stay with me, won’t you, Master? You won’t leave me alone?”


  “No, Navastas. I will be with you all the way. Come. You’ll carry my bag.” Chryntyum took his slave’s hand and held it until they exited the stable.


  



  Demys’s party had found a resting place in a meadow outside the estate. The men sat in little groups, some eating and drinking, others lying on their backs in the grass.


  When Chryntyum arrived with his naked slave, most stared at them with open mouth. Especially the northerners. They knew of bondage and serfdom. They had seen household slaves in Rhonoma, but nothing like this.


  Navastas felt as if every pair of eyes was piercing his naked body, but he kept walking beside his master, looking straight ahead of him. When they passed the first group he heard some men snickering at his raw, bare ass and he flushed. He was grateful when Chryntyum walked away from them toward where a few men were minding the horses. His master owned a horse, it seemed. At last they came to a brown stallion, loosely tied to a bush.


  Chryntyum reached into the saddlebags and retrieved a piece of bread. He broke off a piece and offered it in his open hand, held low.


  ”Don’t use your hands. Use your mouth only.”


  Navastas had to bend forward to eat out of his master’s hand.


  Chryntyum kept feeding him, piece by piece.


  “That’s enough for now,” he said finally, giving Navastas a pat on the head. “We’re getting on the road again.”


  A new ordeal awaited Navastas. This time they had passed all the men on horseback. Lucky for him, his master allowed him to walk beside his horse on the outer side, which meant most of the men caught only a glimpse of him.


  They reached the head of the column, and Chryntyum came riding to the right of Demys. Navastas recognized the one he had known as the handsome slave Lexyntas. To his surprise Thenoclon sat before him in the saddle. There was something wrong. It seemed Lexyntas had to keep him upright between his arms.


  Demys looked at Navastas.


  “Is this really necessary?” he asked.


  Chryntyum shrugged.


  “I think it is. I told you I might buy him, but wouldn’t set him free. You yourself were horrified when I told you what he did to that poor runaway. We can’t have him running around loose.”


  “But can’t you give him some clothes? A tunic, at least?”


  “It’s not that cold anymore, Demys. He’ll get used to it.” He turned to his slave. “Navastas, come walk between us.”


  “By all the Gods and Goddesses… he has been beaten,” Demys exclaimed as he noticed Navastas’s red buttocks.


  “I can only claim part of the credit for that. By the time I found him he had already been soundly paddled. He undoubtedly deserved it.”


  Riding behind Demys, Yonthas looked on in horror. He had served in Captain Navastas’s company. Truly, the world had gone mad. He felt so lucky to have found some true friends to save him from all this turmoil and anguish. After a while he leaned back against Nyceas’s chest, with a puzzled, yet contented look.


  “Navastas, show His Highness your pleasure slave’s ring and your branding mark.”


  Demys was shocked and startled. Only then he noticed the little cage containing the Naodyman’s member. He gasped.


  “Navastas, are you… eh…”


  “It’s all right, Your Highness. My master knows what’s best for me. He will take care of me,” Navastas said. To his own surprise it had hardly cost him any effort.


  “Go walk back to the other side of my horse, pet.”


  Demys sighed.


  “Well, you seem to have come to some agreement. I can’t say I like it very much, but then again, it’s none of my business either.”


  Chryntyum looked at Navastas who walked back to the right beside his horse.


  “You did well, Navastas.”


  He reached with one hand behind him in his saddlebag, retrieved a rag and dropped it to the ground.


  “A loincloth. I’m afraid it’s used,” he said.


  Navastas picked it up without missing a step. While he kept walking he draped the garment around his loins, partly covering his red buttocks.


  “Yes, yes, yes. I can do this. Chryntyum is pleased with me. It was such a little thing to do and yet he rewarded me for it. At least I won’t be raped by those soldiers anymore, or sent to a whorehouse.” He took a firm resolve. “I can do this. I have to do this. Chryntyum always liked me.”


  Navastas permitted himself a grin.
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