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The Death of Queen Amazonia


Chapter 1
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"Welcome, Kyrio. I was really hoping you'd show up."

Kyrio smiled as Rossella let him into her shop. She was a famous jeweler and one of his favorite customers in spite of being a woman and a Daughter of Amazonia. He had known her for years, bringing his goods to Maadre for her at least once a year.

Rossella was middle-aged, but still possessed a regal beauty that reminded Kyrio of his own mother. Rossella's thick braid of hair was still as black as ravens' wings, and her fleshy lips curved into a smile at the sight of the stash of white and black pearls he put on her table.

She took her pick one by one and paid him with golden goddesses, then asked him if he wanted something to drink. He accepted a lemonade – as the day was hot outside, although the thick walls of the house kept the shop cool – and she signaled her own son to bring it.

Kyrio openly stared at the dark-haired young man who brought the tray with the drinks while keeping his eyes low. The submission of men in the Queendom of Maadre still puzzled him even after all these years.

"So, how's business?" Rossella asked, relaxing in her Artisan's chair.

"I'm not complaining," he answered. "Although it's quite lonely to come to Maadre, leaving my crew on the coast."

"If you accepted women onboard, you could have company," Rossella said, amused. That was an old argument between them. There had been a time when she had tried to set him up with her daughter until he had explained to her where he stood. "And you know you're allowed here only because of your mother, may the Goddess bless her soul."

"She took me as her assistant when I was thirteen to pass me her business," Kyrio replied. "My sisters never wanted to travel much, so she relied on her firstborn. You don't need to take her place now that she's gone, you know?"

"I know," Rossella smiled. "You were her favorite son and she loved you dearly. I thought you were lost when she died – until I discovered you were not."

Kyrio chuckled. "My mother might have come from an island in the ocean, but she knew how to raise her children. And having married a foreigner, she had a man to help her educate us."

"Sometimes I wonder what you could actually teach us," Rossella teased. "According to our Queen, you're the most useless beings of the world."

"Your Queen is a little strange," he commented with a shrug.

"You're right, and we don't like some of the things she's doing to our men."

"Like treating them like animals?"

"Some say she's being a little too... rough on her lovers, lately."

"Not to mention the Fall Sacrifice. I mean, you're not the only ones who do human sacrifices, but virgin men... that's a first."

Rossella nodded, thoughtful. "Remember when we bartered that big black pearl with a necklace for your sister's wedding?"

Kyrio grinned. "Karalee still wears it today," he assured. "I'm curious to see what you've done with the previous batch."

She showed him what she had left – not much, considering one year had gone by and she had sold most of it. She was now working on a headpiece for the Queen herself and needed more pearls and other gems to finish it.

"Does the Queen pay well?" he asked, curious. His interactions with the Daughters of Amazonia, like the Maadrians liked to call themselves, were very limited. He was of the wrong sex – men had no voice in the Queendom of Maadre – and he was tolerated only because he was a foreign merchant. Their rules didn't apply completely to him, since he could go out in his clothes rather than covered head to toe with the Modesty Cloth, and was allowed to speak, providing he was respectful.

Rossella shrugged. "She's the Queen."

"She doesn't pay," he deduced. "Is it true she's well over a century?"

"Almost one hundred and seventy," Rossella confirmed, serious. "She buried seven generations of daughters. Princess Irene is now too old to be queen, and her daughter, Laurisa despairs as much as her that she will ever sit on the Queen's throne."

Kyrio was impressed. "I wonder what kind of spell keeps her this young and healthy. She hasn't changed since I first set foot here with my mother some twenty years ago."

"She's the daughter of the Goddess," Rossella said as if it were obvious. "Yes, Queen Amazonia made the Queendom of Maadre strong and powerful by annexing all the tribes of the land. But she's slowly losing her mind since her mother left the country almost a century ago."

"I guess your Goddess is your greatest mystery," he said, thoughtful. "Anyway, thank you for your purchase, I hope to bring more next year."

"Why don't you stay a couple of days?" Rossella suggested. "There's the Summer Solstice Celebration this week, and the Queen is pregnant, so she won't get out of the palace."

"Really?" Kyrio smiled. "Well, in that case, I'd gladly stay for a couple of nights. Any inn you'd recommend?"
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Kyrio saw the dancer at the Temple of the Goddess and couldn't take his eyes off of him. The dancer was well-built, with brown hair curling up at the nape of his neck, and moved as he were boneless, following the rhythm of the summer song.

Breathless, Kyrio tried to imagine what was hidden under the baggy pants. The young man seemed so nimble – what would it be like to have him in his bed?

Unable to let go, he followed the group of dancers to a house on the other side of the main square. A Public House – a male brothel in that country where men counted less than women. He might be able to buy the dancer's services after all.

He hesitated as lust stirred his veins. He wanted to see the young man up close, discover the color of his eyes...

He knocked boldly on the front door. As a foreign merchant, he was due some respect, and his purse was full of local coins after the deal with Rossella. He even had some pearls left.

The woman who came to open the door must be the owner, but Kyrio had also seen her dance inside the temple and lead the small group back – the men hidden under Modesty Cloths, the women with their sleeveless tunics. It was uncommon that the owner of the house answered the door, but not unheard of.

"May the Goddess be with you," Kyrio greeted with a half bow. "I was wondering if I could have a private performance from one of your dancers."

A little puzzled, she let him in. The main room had triclinia set around the walls for guests and precious carpets on the stone floor – aristocratic furniture for the wealthy customers, although all women could buy a man's services in a Public House. This woman must be well-off, maybe she had wealth of her own. Curtains hid doors to the rest of the house and windows brought in the light of day.

She pointed him at a triclinium and lay down on the next one, pondering. 

"It is unusual to see a man, albeit a foreigner, in this place," she said at last, studying him. Her eyes glanced at the tribal tattoo on his left bicep as she took in his sleeveless jacket and tight-fitting pants.

Kyrio sat on the triclinium, but wasn't used to reclining. "My name is Kyrio, from the Lekisha Kingdom. I'm a merchant, I trade mostly in pearls and jewelry. My mother came from an island where pearls grow as big as chickpeas and sometimes black pearls show up in the midst. My father has a mansion in the mountains that border with the Tattoo Country. This is not my first visit to Maadre, but it's certainly the first time I've been able to attend the Summer Festival and admire the traditional dances preparing your people for tonight's feast."

The woman nodded. "You are welcome, Kyrio. My name is Melania and I'm an Artist. I often perform at public ceremonies with my group of dancers. Which one has captured your attention? I assume it wasn't myself."

"No, although you're probably as good as him," he replied. "I believe he is your partner in dances, though, as you were often in his strong arms."

Melania giggled. "That would be Smeraldo, then."

"Where did he get his name from?" he asked.

"His eyes," she answered, her smile slowly vanishing. "Smeraldo is retired, though. He does not perform in this house anymore."

"But he still lives here."

"Yes. He's the son of an Aristocrat, but he showed some talent for dance, so I took him in a long time ago. He's lived here most of his life, and performed for years, both with the Dancers of the Goddess and as Public Man. But, like I said, he's retired now. I don't know how I managed to convince him to dance with me again for the Festival."

"Does he still dance for you as well?" Kyrio asked, frantically searching for another way to get closer to the gorgeous dancer. Those castes so clearly defined were both helpful and confusing. Men being properties, they could be bought like animals. It seemed he had found someone who considered the gorgeous dancer a person, though.

She stared at him before answering. "Yes. But what is it that you want from him exactly?"

Kyrio took a deep breath. He had learned long ago it was better to say the truth upfront. "I want to touch him," he said, looking Melania in the eyes. "I want to make love to him. I will keep my clothes on, so he will be in no danger at any time."

Melania smiled briefly. "Is that allowed in the Lekisha Kingdom?"

"Not really," he admitted. "But on my mother's island love is freely given, no matter the sex of the other person. And I've long known I prefer men."

"Must be tough," she said, amused. "I've heard of a tradition called marriage out there."

He grinned. "True. Most so-called civilized kingdoms have that rule. But I've taken after my mother, who took me everywhere with her when I was much younger – until she was too sick to travel. And my father gave up trying to impose a wife on me long before he passed away."

She giggled again. He liked her. Not the way he liked – no, lusted after – Smeraldo, but she was a very sweet Daughter of Amazonia. Those women were renowned for their harshness, but this wasn't Melania's case. She might even be Rossella's daughter, based on her kindness and dark-haired beauty.

"So, will you call him so I can touch him?" Kyrio dared to ask. "Please set a price, I'd love to spend one night with him, but if that's not possible, one hour would do. I'll pay a golden goddess for one hour with him." That was a lot of money for one hour, but he thought the dancer was worth it.

Melania's smile vanished again and she averted her eyes. "Like I said, Smeraldo doesn't perform anymore. He spent a couple of months with our Queen, which left him... crippled."

"I couldn't tell, from the way he dances," he commented, puzzled.

She scoffed. "He's talented, but I was aware he wasn't at his best today. After a three-month break, you can't be at the top." She straightened her back, looking towards one of the doors. "Moro! Fetch Smeraldo, please!"

She must be a very good mistress to the men of the house – unlike the Queen. Kyrio had heard about Amazonia's sexual urges and how she often ended up killing her lovers. Her legendary longevity made her stronger than any man, apparently. Kyrio had no wish to meet her.

"I've heard the Queen is not attending the ceremonies because she's pregnant," he said. "Would that be Smeraldo's doing?"

Melania smiled ruefully. "So to speak."

"How old is he?"

"Twenty-two. He has worked in this house before, doing Rites or pleasing women, but since he came back from the palace..." She shook her head, averting her eyes. "It would be cheating you out of your money for naught, I'm afraid."

A little puzzled, Kyrio didn't insist. He wasn't going to ruin his chances with useless prodding.

Melania offered him a lemonade, and then the dancer came into the room. He knelt by Melania's triclinium and sat on his heels, bowing his head in submission. He reminded Kyrio of a half-naked god sculpted in one of Lekisha's temples.

"Smeraldo, this foreigner here would like to make love to you," Melania said gently.

Startled, Smeraldo looked at her, then at Kyrio. Gray-green eyes, no wonder he was called Smeraldo. Maybe in the sunlight he had emerald eyes.

Breathless with the closeness, Kyrio could only nod with a reassuring smile. Melania must really care for the dancer if she asked him instead of ordering him around like so many women did in Maadre.

Smeraldo looked at Melania again, his face frowning in worry.

"You will not be forced, Smeraldo," she assured. "I'm asking you. Do you want him to touch you or not?"

Smeraldo hung his head.

Beautiful, gorgeous, wonderful young man, please, say yes! Oh, one hour, one night – will never be enough! I must buy you and take you away from here, where I can seduce you and make you my faithful lover...

Kyrio waited, his heart beating faster. Smeraldo was so beautiful, so perfect – but also so damaged. Kyrio could see it now – Amazonia had indeed crippled the dancer.

Slowly, Smeraldo nodded. He didn't look convinced, though.

"As you can see, the Queen stole his voice and she also rendered him impotent." Melania turned to look at Kyrio. "Women cannot touch him, but maybe a man can help him. Although one hour or one night might not be enough to get through. I'd feel like I'd given you damaged goods."

"I see now it won't be as easy as I expected," Kyrio said. "I cannot force myself on someone so obviously hurt. How about I take him with me for a year and work on healing him? Twelve months. When I bring him back, if he speaks again, I keep him; if not, he's all yours again."

Melania pondered. "But you must bring him back, so I can see if you have healed him," she said.

"Of course," he assured. "I come to Maadre once a year for business. My customers would hate it if I didn't show up."

"Who do you have business with?"

"Rossella the jeweler, mostly." He fished in his purse and took two small black pearls and one big white. He offered them to Melania. "Here is the deposit. I'll come back for it. Unless he's healed, in which case you get to keep the pearls as refund for your loss. Which means you can't sell them before a year."

Melania hesitated very briefly before taking the pearls. "I'll ask Rossella to make a necklace with them," she said. "Bring him back healed and I'll wear it proudly. Bring him back as he is and you'll have a jewel to resell."

"Fine with me," he said with a nod.

She sighed, sat up, and leaned towards Smeraldo. "I'll miss you, Smeraldo," she said, caressing his cheek. "But when you'll come back, the Queen will have forgotten you."

Smeraldo sniffled. Tears ran down his cheeks, but he didn't move.

Melania kissed his forehead. "Go now," she whispered, tousling his brown curls. "This good man will take care of you."

Kyrio wanted to hold the dancer and cuddle him, but he knew it wasn't the right time. He had twelve months to get to Smeraldo's heart, and he had always been a patient man.
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Smeraldo was a little surprised when his new master told him he could take off the Modesty Cloth. Being a hot summer, he was quite happy to comply after four days on a barge, headed for the sea where Kyrio's ship awaited.

"Saved you from the insects in the jungle, but there are no insects at sea," Kyrio explained as they reached the sea harbor.

Smeraldo remembered the sound of the luxuriant jungle they had glided through, although most animal calls were unknown to him. He had packed his few belongings and said good-bye to Maadre, knowing Melania had sent him away to spare him another stay at the palace, but in spite of his natural curiosity, his heart was melancholic about what was left behind and terrified by what lay ahead – especially the relationship with the new master, who had made quite clear what he wanted from him.

During the four days on the barge, Smeraldo had felt the man's dark eyes on him, but now that he was free of the Modesty Cloth, he blushed at the open admiration in his master's eyes.

Now that the lace of the Modesty Cloth didn't limit his view, he dared to have a better look at Kyrio. The foreigner was taller than him and slightly older, with a dark tattoo on his bicep that looked like a strange face. He traveled half-naked, as he didn't have to wear the Modesty Cloth, and had a golden armband on the right arm and golden earrings under his black, shoulder-length hair.

Smeraldo followed Kyrio onto his ship where sailors displayed two rectangular sails, shouting their welcome in a foreign tongue. The ship was medium-sized compared to Amazonia's trireme around them and had a hull for cargo with room for a couple of small cabins. Feeling the wind on his face was a strange sensation, and the smell of the sea was intoxicating.

Kyrio pushed him towards a brown-haired man about his age, ordering him to accompany the guest below deck. Guest, not slave or servant. And he had spoken Amazonia's dialect. Strange.

"In your cabin, sir?" the other man asked teasingly.

Kyrio nodded and shooed him off. The man grinned at Smeraldo and said, "Follow me."

Still puzzled, Smeraldo obeyed.

The man let him in a small cabin with a big bed and a big desk as sailors shouted and the ship slowly rolled out of the harbor.

"Welcome on board! My name is Jack, but I was born Bruno somewhere near Joyce some... thirty-something years ago." The other didn't seem too keen to say his real age, but it was obvious now that he'd been born in the Queendom of Maadre too. "The captain rescued me from this wretched country that has no use for men, and ever since, I've been living wild adventures on this ship. I can tell you that being his property is completely different than being one back in Maadre. I mean, we're raised with the idea we're someone's property – mother, sister, whatever – but out here it's so different, you wouldn't believe it if I told you!"

Smeraldo wanted to ask about the captain, but his voice still refused to come out. He had been told too many times to "shut up, you stupid animal".

Jack raised his eyebrows, expecting questions, but when none came, he kept talking with a hint of sarcasm. "So, I understand why the captain wanted you on board, but you don't seem willing to tell me much about yourself. I'll assume you've had some kind of misadventure with one of our lovely women – trust me, the captain will look very sweet compared to them. Now don't look at me like you're shocked. You're aware of why you're here, aren't you?"

Jack pointed at the bed and Smeraldo nodded reluctantly. 

"Good!" Jack grinned. "Make yourself at home. If you feel sick, come on deck, the fresh air will help. Otherwise just wait here, the captain won't be long."

With a flourishing bow, Jack left. Still startled, Smeraldo looked around the cabin and went to sit on the bed.

No attempt was made to touch him on the barge. Would things change now? Smeraldo looked for the Modesty Cloth and wrapped it around his body – as if it could protect him.

But then, if he didn't show off his body, maybe the captain wouldn't try anything. Smeraldo sighed and lay back, staring at the wooden ceiling, listening to footsteps and voices, and wondering about his future.

The ship's movement lulled him to sleep.

***
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Kyrio found Smeraldo curled up on the bed with his Modesty Cloth wrapped around him like a bedsheet, but his sleep didn't look peaceful. 

Having spent the nights on the barge observing his "purchase", he had noticed Smeraldo still had nightmares. The dancer was probably still in Amazonia's Apartment, even if no sound escaped from his lips.

Kyrio sat next to him on the bed and caressed Smeraldo's cheek, seeing him wince. He decided to shake his guest awake to spare him further dream torture.

Smeraldo's eyes snapped open as he panted. He focused on Kyrio and looked dismayed, trying desperately to say something that stayed in his throat.

"Don't worry, I will not hurt you," Kyrio told him, lying next to him but not touching him.

Slowly Smeraldo controlled his panic and took deep breaths to calm down. Finally he looked at Kyrio again, still worried, but also ready for whatever would come.

Kyrio smiled. "I woke you up because you were having a nightmare. I will not force myself on you. When you're ready, you'll come to me."

Smeraldo exhaled with relief, but didn't look totally convinced. Kyrio shoved both his hands under the pillow to avoid taking the dancer in his arms to cuddle him.

That heartless queen has really ruined this poor boy, he thought.

"Would you like to eat something before going back to sleep?" he suggested.

Smeraldo slowly nodded, still a little wary. It would take time until the dancer could trust the foreign captain.

Kyrio jumped to his feet and went to the door. "Jack, dinner for two!" he called.

Smeraldo untangled himself from the Modesty Cloth as Kyrio made room on his desk, piling maps and journals to one side.

Jack knocked with his foot and Kyrio signaled Smeraldo to get the door. Jack brought in a tray of warm food and put it on the desk, leaving with a mock bow.

"Sit." Kyrio shared the bench with Smeraldo. "I'm afraid Jack is the only one who speaks your language where we're going and his sense of humor is... a little twisted. But you don't have to listen to him if you don't want to. He'll be with you to help you communicate every time I'm not there, but that's it. I'll be with you most of the time anyway."

Smeraldo nodded, thoughtful, eating sparsely.

"Sorry, the cook isn't very good, the food will be better when we reach home," Kyrio apologized.

Smeraldo seemed to realize he was being slow and ate quicker to prove he was hungry and the food wasn't that bad.

Kyrio chuckled. "Relax, Smeraldo. Nobody will hurt you on this ship or in my house!"

They finished their dinner and Kyrio put the tray with the dirty dishes outside the door. He switched off the lamp on the desk, leaving only a candle by the bed.

"Can you find the bed?" he asked Smeraldo, who seemed frozen.

Slowly the dancer got up and went to lie on the bed. Kyrio lay on his back next to him after plunging the cabin in darkness. As his eyes adjusted, he listened to Smeraldo's ragged breath.

"Sweet dreams," he said, rolling on his side to give his back to Smeraldo.

The shadows in the cabin played with his eyes. He tried to imagine Smeraldo's smile, to no avail. He listened as Smeraldo's breath slowed into a peaceful sleep.

He smiled to himself and closed his eyes, drifting off too.

The next morning, Jack awoke him from his light sleep with a loud clearing of his throat. His back was very warm and Jack's mischievous smile made him realize Smeraldo was curled up against him with one arm around his waist, still fast asleep.

"Urgent. On deck," Jack mouthed.

Kyrio shooed Jack off. He tried to roll to face Smeraldo without waking him, but failed. The dancer pulled away, startled awake, wondering how he had gotten so close to his master. He had probably felt safe holding Kyrio – as he'd slept without nightmares.

Kyrio smiled reassuringly at him. "I need to be on deck. Come and join me when you want. Breakfast is served there. Did you sleep well?"

Smeraldo nodded. Kyrio hoped the wariness on the beautiful face would wear out soon. He touched Smeraldo's stubble.

"Can I trust you with a razor?" he asked. "Or will you try to kill yourself?"

Smeraldo blinked and averted his eyes.

"My barber will shave you when we get home," Kyrio decided. It wasn't too bad if facial hair hid those gorgeous features until they reached the mansion. Although he still wanted to kiss those silent lips.

He got out of bed and left his cabin to join the crew.

"Did you score, captain?" Jack asked, offering him a mug of tea.

"No." Kyrio shook his head. "He is worse off than you ever were. The Queen herself laid her claws on him."

"Oh! Oh, I see." Jack looked impressed. "Good luck, then. Will you rename him like you did with me?"

Kyrio sipped his tea, staring at the sea and watching the coast of Amazonia's country slide by. "I guess I should," he mused. "Men change name every time they change owners in the Queendom of Maadre, don't they? Well, he's a loan, more than a purchase, but he's not really a slave... I mean, I want him to think of himself as a human being and not an animal."

"A gorgeous animal," Jack said absentmindedly as Smeraldo emerged from the lower deck. "I mean, a gorgeous young man, captain!" he eagerly corrected himself, realizing what he'd just said.

Kyrio shook his head with indulgence. Jack had never fully recovered from what had been done to him, and Kyrio was used to his quirks by now. Jack had proved to have good sailing skills and was fluent in both his mother tongue and the Lekisha Kingdom's language by now, so Kyrio always brought him onboard. And his men were servants or hired hands, not slaves – and he certainly never treated anyone like a beast. He respected all human beings in the same way, even if they worked for him.

But Smeraldo was different from Jack. More deeply wounded but also younger than Jack had been when Kyrio had bought him. Smeraldo might recover – Kyrio had one year to heal him, or he'd lose him. Which didn't sound too bad if he couldn't put a smile on that haunted face.

Smeraldo joined him and waited, eyes low. Kyrio offered him a warm drink and dry biscuits.

"I've been thinking," he told the dancer. "I should rename you. I believe it's tradition in your country, so I hope you don't mind."

Smeraldo shrugged. Of course, he knew he was a piece of property who had worked in a Public House for most of his life – although he had probably never changed names. Well, unless Amazonia had called him something nasty such as Beast or Stud.

"I like your name, but it's quite long, and I'd rather call you something with no meaning," Kyrio continued. "I mean, you do have wonderful emerald eyes, but how about I call you simply Aldo? It's shorter, means nothing, and is simply a male name in some countries."

Smeraldo looked puzzled. He frowned in concentration, processing the information, then slowly nodded.

"Good!" Kyrio clasped his shoulder with a grin. "Then I'll introduce you as Aldo. And even if you're technically my servant, I'd like to consider you a friend. You have no duties on this ship, but when we get home I hope you'll grace me and my family with some of your traditional dances. Jack can play the accompanying music if you want. Will you do it?"

Smeraldo kept staring at him and nodded again. Kyrio let go of the dancer's shoulder before he gave in to the urge to pull him into a kiss. 

Smeraldo exhaled in relief. 

"Good, we're all set, then," Kyrio said cheerfully. "Feel free to wander onboard. We should reach the Lekisha coast in a week."
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Smeraldo's confidence grew slowly. His new master had renamed him, as was customary, told him his duties – none at the moment – and hadn't touched him – although he could tell Kyrio wanted him.

But Kyrio wasn't lustful like the Queen and treated him like a human being, which was what helped him to relax and enjoy the journey. Actually, everybody treated him like a person, even if most sailors and the first mate knew barely a few words of his mother tongue.

Jack's conversations were quite random – long monologues about his life both in and out of the Queendom of Maadre. As Bruno, he'd been a slave almost worked to death in a farm near Joyce. As Jack, he was a happy-go-lucky sailor and world traveler who had seen things Smeraldo could only imagine.

Jack had seen the island where Kyrio's mother had been born. He had seen a land where people had such dark skins that they were invisible at night. He had seen big islands where people had almond-shaped eyes. And he was happy to follow his captain wherever he took him, enjoying the freedom his new life had given him.

Smeraldo didn't know how he felt about the foreign merchant who had sort of rescued him from the Queen's clutches. The tall and dark-haired man's calm impressed him. He felt safe near Kyrio, in spite of the obvious attraction the man had for him. But the captain had kept his word and hadn't touched him yet.

Smeraldo didn't know what "freedom" meant yet. He had grown up obeying to women's orders and wasn't sure what he should do with himself now. He observed the other men, listened to their laughter and their songs and wondered. He couldn't see himself among them – but then, maybe Jack was like him at the beginning. Smeraldo guessed he needed time to adjust to his new condition – whatever it was.

Then they reached the Lekisha Kingdom, disembarked, put the captain's luggage on a wagon, and the crew was dismissed for a few months. Kyrio sold his goods in town, then climbed on the wagon with Smeraldo and Jack, heading for his family house.

Sea and coast became forest and hills until they reached a big building at the base of the mountains. Built with gray stone – and square except for a round little tower at the top – the two-story building looked almost like the houses of Maadre. The climate also seemed similar, although the mountains were a lot farther from Amazonia's capital and Maadre was a big town at the crossing of two rivers.

The main building hid a lower one used as a stable and a round granary. A stream gurgled nearby and a homestead was at walking distance. Farther down the unpaved road there was a small village with a temple for a local god. 

A covered well stood at the center of the main courtyard, which was paved. Smeraldo caught a glimpse of a garden outside the mansion's walls, and a forest loomed over it from the mountainside.

Servants and relatives welcomed Kyrio – unable to understand their language, Smeraldo couldn't tell who was who. Kyrio didn't introduce him and got rid of the others as fast as he could so he could lead Smeraldo to the upper floors.

Kyrio stopped in a corridor on the second floor. There were many doors at different intervals, but two were almost in front of each other.

"This is my bedroom," Kyrio said, putting his hand on a door handle. "You can have that one." He pointed at the other door on the opposite side of the corridor. "I will not come to your room, but feel free to come into mine if you don't want to sleep alone. I usually summon whoever I want to spend my night with, but you are free to do as you please. A bathtub will be brought to your room soon, and then the barber will come. I'll see you downstairs for dinner so I can introduce you to everybody."

Smeraldo nodded and entered his new room. It was bigger than the one at Melania's, with a double bed that made him shiver – reminding him of the Queen's Apartment. But the big bed had no poles and no curtains, so it looked safe.

There were also a couple of narrow windows with benches underneath so one could sit and watch the landscape, and a chest for his clothes. A basin, a chamber pot, a small table and a stool completed the furniture.

Smeraldo dropped his travel bag on the bed, looking around once more. No carpets, no curtains. This was his room. He could be a free man here – again, whatever that meant. He could dance or brood or explore. Nobody would force him to have sex, or drug him, or whip him unconscious.

A knock on the door startled him and he answered it. Servants brought in a big wooden bathtub and filled it with buckets of warm water. They gave him soap and a towel, and left with bows and smiles on their faces.

Still puzzled, Smeraldo undressed and immersed himself into the bathtub. Servants of both sexes smiling at him? Was he really a guest in Kyrio's house?

He washed away the dust and the salt of his long journey, then another knock announced the barber, who came in with Jack.

"Just in case you need an interpreter," Jack said cheerfully.

Smeraldo half-smiled and sat obediently to be shaved, barely listening to Jack's chatter.

***
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Kyrio held his breath when Smeraldo entered the great hall of the mansion. Clean, new tunic, his face suffused with melancholy, Smeraldo was even more beautiful than the day Kyrio had first seen him in the Temple of the Goddess at Maadre.

The dancer, with his shy demeanor, followed exuberant Jack, and Kyrio smiled.

"Welcome," he told his most revered guest before introducing him as Aldo to the servants and family members present.

His extended family was still mostly trading around the world, but soon they'd be reunited by the Winter Celebrations. His favorite sister, Karalee, with whom he had no secrets, nodded her approval for his choice with a smile. Except his latest choice of a lover was still reticent about being touched and Kyrio couldn't blame him.

Karalee was married to Benjamin, who also smiled at Smeraldo, hopefully making him feel welcome. They had three children who weren't bothered by the fact that their uncle had always men by his side. Actually the firstborn – who was now a girl of thirteen – stared adoringly at Smeraldo. Kyrio noticed also that Rossella's necklace had temporarily moved from the mother's neck to the daughter's.

Karalee and Benjamin stayed at the mansion all year, but the others would soon be back too – Kriloy, who had married Brienna and had given their father two heirs to the family name, and Kikki, who had married a shoemaker from the capital but always spent the Winter Celebrations with the rest of her family.

Both Kyrio and Smeraldo noticed the open hostility of Calvin, a house servant who had been Kyrio's lover during his last stay and who obviously hoped to be his bed partner again – except even Calvin couldn't deny Smeraldo's charm. Smeraldo handled the envy with a little shrug – he had too many names and faces to memorize to worry about a single jealous young man. Kyrio invited the dancer to sit next to him at his table and food started coming in.

Being traders' offspring, Kyrio's sister and brother-in-law could speak Amazonia's dialect, so after dinner they tried to talk to Smeraldo, but met only silence, nods or a shaken head. Karalee glanced at Kyrio, a little puzzled, and quickly adjusted to questions that required yes and no answers instead of trying to start a real conversation.

"He's not deaf," Kyrio assured them. "And he's an excellent dancer. Hopefully soon he'll grace us with one of his performances."

"Poor thing must be shaken from the long journey," Karalee said. "When you want, dear!" she told Smeraldo, who nodded.

"I am quite tired too, so I'll retire early tonight," Kyrio said. "We'll talk again tomorrow."

He signaled Smeraldo, who followed him out of the great hall. They stopped in the corridor outside their doors.

"Sweet dreams," Kyrio said. "If you have nightmares, I'm here."

Smeraldo nodded and averted his eyes, heading for his room. Kyrio's eyes followed him, and he sighed when the other door closed.

"New playmate is unwilling to play?" Calvin's voice startled him. The young servant sounded sarcastic.

Kyrio turned to face him. "He's not a playmate, Calvin. He is a young man who suffered much and needs all your respect."

Calvin scoffed. "Another one of your lost causes, like Jack?" he asked.

"Maybe he's not completely lost. We'll see. You'll have to keep your jealousy in check if you don't want to be sent back to your family."

"He's handsome, I'll give him that. But if he doesn't come to your bed... can I still warm up your nights?"

"You can tonight. Because it's been a long journey."

"With him, but without touching him."

"Indeed. Keep your sarcasm in check also, or I'll get rid of you anyway."

"Naughty master." Calvin pouted, putting his arms around Kyrio's neck. "I missed you."

Kyrio accepted the passionate kiss, wishing it was Smeraldo instead. But the dancer wasn't ready, so he might as well use willing Calvin's passion to try to quench his thirst.
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Chapter 4
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Smeraldo spent his first night in his new room sleeping fitfully but too proud to go knocking on Kyrio's door. On the ship he had rested well near Kyrio's body, and the sudden emptiness of the big bed made for an agitated sleep.

As the days passed, he grew accustomed to the quiet he found in his room after a day spent listening to conversations he couldn't understand unless they were talking to him – and it was either Jack or Kyrio or beautiful sister Karalee who always had kind words for him. She reminded him of Melania or his own sister, Alina – neither was harsh like the Queen or some of her subjects.

Smeraldo still remembered the Rite he had to perform on an Aristocrat's daughter with the mother standing by and giving him directions as if he was a dumb animal. He didn't consider himself very smart, but he knew his job, for the Goddess's sake! That woman hadn't been the only harsh one, although only the Queen had ended up hurting him physically.

Freedom meant now he didn't have to deal with those types of women, apparently. Everybody was very relaxed in Kyrio's household. Well, except Calvin, who showed a mix of contempt and envy towards him, and he couldn't figure out why.

After noticing Calvin's defiant stare once more, Jack had explained to him that the servant used to share Kyrio's bed – and sometimes still did. Not every night, and less and less often, but Calvin was still admitted into Kyrio's bedroom. Probably because Smeraldo was so reticent and Kyrio needed something more physical from time to time.

Smeraldo was getting used to the name Aldo and to the people of the house. He met the rest of Kyrio's family and was surprised to see how they accepted both Kyrio and his guest. They all smiled at him as if he were part of the family – not a slave, not a servant. He wondered if Kyrio had told them they were lovers or what. Kyrio had introduced him as a friend and always spoke Amazonia's dialect when Smeraldo was nearby, but maybe he had told more to his family in his mother tongue when Smeraldo was out of earshot.

When the whole family was gathered, Smeraldo danced for them, accompanied by Jack on a lute and a house servant keeping the rhythm with a drum. The cheers and applause were deafening as he caught his breath and bowed to the audience after the performance. He had never experienced such a personal success, and a shy smile curved his lips.

He met Kyrio's eyes and saw he was grinning. Embarrassed, he bowed again and retired to his room to rest.

After the performance, everybody became even friendlier with him – except Calvin, of course – and as a month had gone by, he was starting to understand what they said to him, although Jack or Kyrio were always nearby to translate if necessary.

He felt much better in the new environment, but his voice still refused to come out. His nightmares were almost gone, but he was still afraid of Kyrio's touch because he had no idea of what to expect. He admired the man but didn't trust him enough to give him his body. He danced for him and his family, but that was it.

On a restless night, he went for a walk in the empty corridors, following the wall with one hand since he didn't take the lamp. The stone floor was cool under his bare feet, and the shadows didn't scare him as much as his dreams.

On his way back to his room, he saw light coming out from Kyrio's open door and two figures entwined in the frame, whispering. He couldn't hear the words, but he recognized the master and Calvin.

The servant seemed to hang onto Kyrio, pleading, begging, but the master looked determined. Smeraldo backed away as Kyrio gruffly pushed Calvin in the corridor and closed the door on his face. Smeraldo hid in the shadows and held his breath as Calvin rushed by, sobbing.

Impressed by the servant's obvious distress, Smeraldo wondered if he should try to communicate with either of them, but Calvin's hostility didn't invite a conversation and Kyrio's mind was obviously set on Smeraldo anyway.

Smeraldo went back to his room, wondering what he should do.

***
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Kyrio had enough of Calvin's possessive love. He had made it clear upon returning that things had changed between them, but Calvin wouldn't listen. And the physical relief Calvin could give him was only temporary and didn't diminish his longing for Smeraldo. 

He knew he was falling in love with the beautiful dancer and that it would break his heart to take him back. Too many months had gone by and Smeraldo was as elusive as the first day. Kyrio despaired of actually healing him, but never considered asking again if Smeraldo was ready. The dancer would say yes only to please him, and it would be useless.

Calvin's tantrums were really getting on his nerves, though, so he decided to follow through with his threat and send him back to the city. Calvin's family had an inn on the waterfront where he berthed his ship, so he ordered Calvin to pack and leave on the peddler's wagon.
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"You can be happy now, Calvin is leaving!" Jack announced cheerfully.

Startled, Smeraldo looked at him. Was the servant leaving or was he being kicked out?

"I daresay it's high time," Jack continued, oblivious. "The little bitch had become a handful! You should have seen him last year when he managed to get into Kyrio's bed! Serves him right! I mean, he's cute, but who does he think he is?"

Smeraldo stopped listening and rushed to the courtyard. Calvin was climbing the peddler's wagon with tears streaming down his cheeks. Kyrio was nowhere to be seen.

Smeraldo jogged to the wagon and grabbed Calvin's arm. He didn't want the young man to go. In spite of the hostility, he knew how much Calvin loved Kyrio. 

Calvin glared at him, drying his tears with his sleeve. "What do you want?" he snapped.

Smeraldo shook his head, mouthing, "Don't go!"

Calvin scoffed. "He doesn't want me anymore," he said sourly. "He wants you. But you're too stupid to accept his love. Don't be so precious. He'll give you so much pleasure you'll forget all your previous lovers!" He turned to the peddler. "Let's go!"

The wagon moved and Smeraldo let go of Calvin's arm.

"Need translation?" Jack asked, amused.

Smeraldo gulped and shook his head. He shivered, suddenly feeling very cold.

Jack guided him back inside. "Calvin is right, you know?" he said, thoughtful. "Kyrio can give you much pleasure. He's not like those wicked women who put us in this world only to torment and humiliate us."

Smeraldo knew that Kyrio wasn't the Queen, but he was still wary. What could two men do? Their bodies didn't fit together like man and woman.

Then he remembered Kyrio had told Melania he'd keep his clothes on, which sounded even stranger. Kyrio only wanted to touch him and then what?

Smeraldo knew Kyrio wouldn't hurt him, but fear of the unknown fomented his indecision.
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Kyrio sat with Smeraldo in the garden, explaining the rituals of the winter solstice in the Lekisha Kingdom. On that night, family and friends exchanged gifts and wished each other well for the new year.

"You don't have to gift us with anything, but a performance of your dancing skills would be greatly appreciated," he told Smeraldo, who had listened carefully and now seemed lost in thought. 

In spite of having danced at the Temple of the Goddess for most of his life, Smeraldo didn't seem to be very devotional – or maybe he simply prayed to his Goddess in the privacy of his room. If he prayed at all, considering how his Goddess's daughter had treated him.

Kyrio himself wasn't very religious, but he liked the gifting tradition that kept the family together. His mother had different beliefs from his father, which meant the whole family was very relaxed about gods and goddesses, trying to take the best of both faiths. Kikki was the only one who followed her husband's religion, but she lived at the capital, while Kriloy and Karalee had reached an agreement with their spouses, much like their parents had.

The night of the winter solstice came, and family and servants gathered in the great hall to celebrate. After a banquet and a few traditional songs, the tables were cleaned to start the gift exchange.

Smeraldo didn't have anything physical to offer, but after his dance performance, he was approached with little presents. Karalee gave him a silver torque, her firstborn a pouch of perfumed herbs, Jack a new razor, Kriloy a silver armband, and Kyrio a belt. Overwhelmed with gratitude, Smeraldo smiled and bowed at each, touching their feet in a form of respect, which made thirteen-year-old Leila giggle nervously.

Kyrio dared to hug him, mostly because Smeraldo's smile was killing him – so beautiful, so open. Now the only thing missing was hearing his voice.

The celebration continued well into the night with more songs and laughter until the children fell asleep and wine took over some of the men, servants included.

Kyrio took Smeraldo's hand and led him out of the great hall, feeling ready to crash on his bed and dream of the dancer's smile all night. He was drunk, but with Smeraldo's smile, not the wine. He couldn't take the dancer's joy out of his head and he felt exhilarated by the accomplishment.

"Good night, Aldo," he said tenderly in front of their doors. Letting go of the dancer's hand almost hurt.

He rushed inside his room, closing the door with a huge sigh. When oh when would Smeraldo allow him to touch him?
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Chapter 5
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Smeraldo sat on the bed and spread his gifts on the quilted cover, staring at his new treasures, puzzled. He smelled Leila's pouch, caressed the dried flowers a maid had given him with a shy giggle, and touched the leather of Kyrio's belt.

Smeraldo could feel his master's embrace after giving him the gift. He could still see the longing glance Kyrio had given him when saying good night. He was well aware of Kyrio's desire.

And suddenly he wasn't afraid anymore. Overwhelmed by gratitude, he stood, glancing one last time at his treasures. He took a deep breath, knowing it was time to pay his debt.

He went to Kyrio's door and scratched the wood before entering. Kyrio was in bed, writing in a journal, and looked up, puzzled.

"Aldo! What..."

Smeraldo rushed to him and put a finger on his lips. He better not think about what he was doing. He took the journal and the quill and put them aside, then he climbed on the bed, all the time feeling Kyrio's black eyes on him.

Smeraldo took off his tunic, then sat next to Kyrio, waiting.

"Are you sure?" Kyrio asked, frowning with concern. He wore a night caftan and was under the sheets, and Smeraldo considered sliding next to him. But as he had decided to give his body, he might as well let Kyrio watch him before hiding it.

He quickly nodded, exhaling deeply. He was very nervous, but not scared. Kyrio took him in his arms and started caressing him, brushing his face with light kisses. Smeraldo felt stiff and tried to relax under the gentle touch.

He threw back his head and offered his mouth to be kissed. Kyrio felt different from the women he had kissed so far, but not unpleasant. Better than the Queen's kisses, which often turned into painful bites, and almost like Melania.

Smeraldo closed his eyes and relaxed in his lover's embrace.
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Smeraldo's unexpected surrender was overwhelming. Kyrio didn't know where to start, now that he could adore the body he had wanted for so long.

Smeraldo's skin and muscles shivered under his touch and his kisses, and soon the beautiful dancer was out of breath as he explored his torso with fingers and lips, heading towards the throbbing manhood.

Smeraldo didn't return the caresses – he probably didn't know how, yet – and lay gasping and panting as Kyrio worked his way to arousing him. Melania had said Smeraldo was impotent, but maybe enough time had passed since Amazonia. Kyrio gave the dancer his first orgasm in six months.

As he explored, he noticed the fading signs of Amazonia's cruelty on the dancer's body. Why a woman would want to hurt such a sweet young man was beyond him. But then, they said Amazonia was crazy and that her abnormally long life had made her lose her mind.

He gobbled Smeraldo's sex and sucked until Smeraldo came with a loud gasp – but his voice was still absent. Kyrio took him in his arms and caressed his clean-shaven cheek as Smeraldo opened sleepy green eyes and smiled at him.

"Thank you," he mouthed before nestling against him to sleep.

Kyrio held him tight, thinking he was madly in love and would never be able to let Smeraldo go. Although, the voice hadn't returned yet, so there was still work to do to seduce the gorgeous young man.

When he felt Smeraldo was asleep, he pulled back. He watched Smeraldo sleep, caressing his head with one hand while he pleasured himself with the other.
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Smeraldo woke up and realized he was using someone's torso as a pillow. Then he remembered the previous night and Kyrio's gentle touch, so he opened his eyes to check in whose arms he was sleeping. Kyrio, of course. The master was asleep, still wearing his night caftan, still under the sheet.

Shivering in the morning cold, Smeraldo slid under the sheet too, and nestled again with his ear on Kyrio's heart. His hand tentatively caressed the fabric of the caftan, guessing the body underneath. Another man's body.

Smeraldo slid his leg between Kyrio's thighs, and this time the older man woke up.

"Are you all right?" he asked, worried.

Smeraldo nodded. A part of him was curious, so he slid his hand in Kyrio's caftan opening, touching the hairless chest underneath.

He looked at Kyrio's face for approval and Kyrio smiled.

"Don't do anything you don't want to do. I'll keep my caftan on if it makes you feel better."

Smeraldo pulled himself up, shaking his head. He gestured for Kyrio to undress. The other man hesitated, then took off the caftan.

Smeraldo curled up against him again. It felt weird now that they were both naked. His hand started exploring, meeting scars, but his voice didn't come out to ask about them. His hand met Kyrio's manhood and he felt it stiffen at the touch of his fingers.

Kyrio embraced him and started kissing him. Breathless, Smeraldo returned the kiss and the embrace, crushing his own arousal against their bellies. They came pressed together and Smeraldo felt eager to learn what other pleasant things could be done by two men loving each other.
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Kyrio had unblocked the sex part, but Smeraldo was still mute.

"I wish you could tell me what was done to you, so I could make you forget with more specific attentions," he said, worried, holding Smeraldo tight. The dancer had moved into his bedroom, but he was still sort of blocked.

Smeraldo squeezed him as if to say it didn't matter.

"I'm serious, Aldo," he insisted. "I might have cured your impotence, but if you don't talk, Melania will not allow me to keep you. Do you want to stay here or go back to her?"

Smeraldo stared at him with his green eyes full of trust.

"Sorry, let me rephrase it," he apologized. "Do you want to go back to Melania?"

Smeraldo blinked, thought for a moment, then slowly shook
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