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      The heavy manacles binding my wrists clinked with every step I took, and it felt like I had taken a million. Around me, men trudged in silence, the jangle of their armour, the swish of leather trousers, their laboured breaths as we waded through the thick desert sand the only sounds breaking the silence of the night. We were all exhausted, ripe with sweat and blood, and I was scared as I had never been before, not even when I’d been captured and first sold into slavery.

      The cart carrying the cage bogged down for the hundredth, or maybe thousandth time, and the procession stopped, muttered curses accompanying the distribution of shovels to dig it out. A man kicked the small of my back, and I landed heavily on my knees. “Dig,” he ordered, so with my bare hands, I dug.

      I risked a glance at the cage’s occupants. The men had overrun the compound, looted everything of value, and set the place to burning. They’d dragged the limp bodies of Tamelik and Master out to the cart and locked them in the cage. Tam lay like a broken doll, an ugly gash on his forehead marking the place I had struck him with the hilt of my scimitar. He was still breathing, his chest rising and falling in brisk, shallow movements, and I offered up a prayer to the Great Overlord in the sky that I hadn’t harmed him too badly.

      It had never been my intention to harm him. When we’d seen Master fall, Tam had become hysterical. The attackers had advanced, and perhaps if it had been only me, I could have fought my way loose, but there was no way I was going to get Tam out as well. He hadn’t know what was happening, who was attacking us or why. There I had the advantage over him. Had he not been so scared, perhaps he would have taken note of the dark hair and green eyes of the men descending upon us.  Seen how closely they resembled me and realised it was my people who had torn his comfortable life apart.

      Or perhaps he had realised. He had been twelve years old when other soldiers, other Granthians, had done the same thing to his family: had stumbled across their nomad tents and slaughtered everyone. Everyone except Tam. And now my people had come again to take away everything and everybody he loved.

      Master was lost to us, or so I thought. I’d had a split-second to make a decision and I’d acted. Knocking Tam out had been a kindness; even if the men intended to kill us, at least he wouldn’t see the final blow coming. I’d dropped my weapon and sank to my knees, throwing myself on the mercy of my countrymen.

      That’s how I found myself bound and shackled, chained to the cart in which Tam’s senseless body had been thrown. In that moment I almost regretted leaving him alive. Then they had carried Master out of the wreckage of his home, placing him more carefully beside Tam. I reached through the bars, felt the weak pulse fluttering in his wrist, and my legs all but gave out under me. Against all the odds, he was alive.

      The soldiers—mercenaries—whatever they were, led us from the burning compound as the first sun reached its zenith. The compound was on the outskirts of Otiz, a small outpost crouched on inhospitable ground between the desert and the mountains at the extremity of the Thirskan lands, and I looked hopefully in the direction of the marketplace, where the army had recently erected a temporary base. If I’d expected help from the outpost, I was sorely disappointed. The base had been obliterated, bodies strewn in the streets, and smoke rose in black curls from buildings in every direction. If any of the residents remained, they huddled in the ruins of their houses, hiding.

      How had the mercenaries accomplished such a thing without rousing the compound guards? The attack had been calculated and decisive, but I didn’t understand why it had happened. Otiz was an outpost of no political significance, the army presence there small, even given the increase in troops stationed in the centre since an apparent suicide bombing a few weeks earlier, and Master was nobody in the grand scheme of things. One of a hundred other minor underlords controlling the outlier regions of the Thirskan Empire. It didn’t make sense.

      We marched into the desert, the men around me moving without hesitation. Granthia lay to the west, many days’ journey through the sands. Surely they didn’t expect to make the other side alive? Both factions considered the desert a barrier, protecting Otiz from involvement in the conflict that had waged for generations.  If the Granthians had found a way to cross it, the Thirskans were in danger of a second front line opening up behind their existing defences. They would be overwhelmed.

      The realisation left me with mixed emotions. My first reaction was horror, my second, following almost immediately on its heels, shame. Had I been so indoctrinated by a few months’ kindness that I was prepared to forsake my people for their enemy? Until recently, I had been a soldier in the Granthian corps. Victory in this endless war had been all I—or any of us—wanted.

      As a soldier, I’d seen men die, watched them torn limb from bloody limb, and I’d hated the Thirskans for fighting back. I’d seen the man I thought the love of my life murdered before my eyes, but I hadn’t thought of Maal in weeks. Was I so fickle in my affections?

      Maal’s death had killed something inside me. I’d lost hope, lay down on the battlefield with his ruined corpse, and waited to be found and dispatched alongside him. I had been found, but not killed. They’d sold me instead, a play toy for the wealthy underlords of Thirsk. Nobody expected me to survive above a few weeks, but then they hadn’t reckoned on Tam being the one to purchase me.

      The hot sand blistered my bare feet as we trudged through the endless desert. The suns heated the metal shackles around my wrists, burning red rings onto my flesh. Every step I took was agony, the sharp, searing pain of the surface sinking into the cooler, soothing layer beneath. A false relief, for each step required extra effort to dig my foot out from the greedy earth. I wished it would swallow me, wished I could disappear completely beneath the surface and sleep the eternal dreamless sleep.

      A warm wind blew from the west, casting sand into my face. The suns scorched my bare shoulders, my head ached, and my mouth was cracked and dry from thirst. The muscles in my calves and thighs screamed from strain and, to compound my misery, when the mercenaries attacked, I had thrown on the nearest clothing I could find to cover my nakedness, and Master’s trousers slid down my hips, requiring me to hold them up by the waist or risk losing them.

      By contrast, the mercenaries seemed prepared for our journey. Leather boots saved their feet from the worst of the sand, and as the wind picked up, they wrapped scarves about their heads, protecting their faces from the stinging blast. Each carried a bladder filled with water, from which he regularly sipped. I looked longingly at the one the man nearest me carried but received only a swift kick in the back of the knee for my trouble.

      I fell with a startled cry, and the men laughed as I was jerked along behind the carriage before I could find my feet again. I scrambled to standing, spitting sand out of my mouth as best I could, the grains sticking in the gum collecting at the corners of my lips. My eyes stung, but I refused to let them see me cry.

      At least the top of the cage was covered by a dark cloth, which prevented the worst of the sunlight from landing on Master and Tam. Flies swarmed around them, settling along the bloody wounds on Tam’s forehead and Master’s torso. I prayed they wouldn’t lay eggs, that somebody would clean the wounds before they festered and began to rot. I’d do it myself, if they would allow me.

      I doubted they would. Men in Granthia were not permitted contact with one another. They wouldn’t understand the relationship the three of us shared, how we tended and bathed and, yes, loved one another. Tam had been Master’s personal pleasureslave for fifteen years, and he had slowly initiated me into the intimacies two men could share. Intimacies of which I hadn’t dare dream on so many cold nights with the Granthian army.

      In those dreams, on the rare occasion I allowed them, it had been Maal’s hands on my body, and mine on his. Even had we lived in Thirsk, however, I don’t know that he would have ever allowed such a thing. Instead, it had been Tam who seduced me.

      I glanced into the cage. Neither man had stirred, and I was beginning to fret that the blow I delivered to knock Tam out had done more lasting harm. His long blond hair was tangled and matted, rusty orange with dried blood. His skin had darkened from mornings spent outdoors while I taught him to swim in Master’s pool, but he still looked impossibly pale and innocent lying slumped on the wooden floor of the cage. His tattoos, a swirl of inky dots and stripes that adorned his limbs and torso, made him look foreign and exotic in this land, surrounded by so much dark, unmarked flesh.

      Master was lying beside Tam, his face obscured by his hair, too dark to show stains but crusty with blood. His skin was splattered with the stuff, although most of it wasn’t his own. He had fought well before being overpowered; he had looked magnificent, whirling his scimitar over his head, bold and fearless and resolute. Now he lay broken, his brilliant robes tattered and torn, fallen open to expose his legs. Something about his bare thighs made him seem startlingly vulnerable, and I longed to cover him up.

      The suns set in a bloody blaze as we trudged on through the desert. I welcomed the respite from the blinding light and blistering heat, my temples pounding and my skin rough and sore. The planetary rings glowed in the sky like pale ghosts, silver rainbows that lit the desert in stark monochrome. The sky was full of stars, winking coldly at us through space, as empty and lifeless as the desert itself. The horizon in every direction showed nothing but black mounds of great dunes. And still we marched on into the unforgiving landscape, as harsh and silent as the grave.
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      A pale glimmer showed along the edges of the horizon before the scenery broke from the dull monotony of sand upon sand. At first I thought I was hallucinating, delirious after having marched for so many hours. The desert was empty, save the endless, boundless sand.

      But no, lights showed in windows of what turned out to be buildings, men called from the rooftops, and our group picked up their pace, clearly relieved to be at the end of the journey. As we approached, I distinguished the outline of a high stone wall surrounding the buildings, a number of men dotted along its length acting as lookouts. It was an impressive base for a band of mercenaries or small militia, as I was beginning to feel certain these men were.

      The gates swung open to admit us, the men calling to one another, hailing friends and reporting success. More emerged from the buildings to greet us, assisting the walking wounded, whose limping journeys must have been even more miserable than mine. Two men drove the mules towing the cart on which the cage sat to a small building and I followed, led by my chains.

      We appeared to be beside an oasis of sorts. A few trees grew tall over the buildings, the ground was firmer, and from somewhere nearby, I heard a trickle of running water that made my dry mouth salivate. A man opened the cage, pulled Tam out, and slung him over his shoulder while three more supported Master’s bulk. A fifth unlocked the chain binding me to the cart and half-led, half-dragged me into a squat building.

      Inside was a single room with bars set into the floor and ceiling through the centre to form a cell, and quarters for a guard on the near side. There were no windows, the space lit by a single oil lamp placed on the guard’s table. The man carrying Tam threw him onto a thin pallet in one corner, while Master was placed more gently on a matching pallet at the opposite end. Their ankles were cuffed, the iron shackles attached to chains embedded in the thick stone walls. Finally, they pushed me into the cell and, lacking a third cuff, the man leading me secured my long shackles to the bars.

      Ignoring my pleas for water, they locked the door and left us alone in the prison.

      The moment I was sure they were gone, I moved to check on Tam. Cradling his head, I wiped the worst of the crusty blood from his wound, relieved to see it wasn’t as large as I had feared.

      “How is he?”

      I started at the low rasp. Turning, I looked to see Master sitting, wincing with the effort.

      “I wish he’d wake up,” I said.

      “He’s breathing?” Master asked sharply.

      I nodded. The look of relief that passed over his face threatened to overwhelm him.

      “What happened?” he asked. “I remember fighting....”

      “I didn’t see. They must have knocked you out.”

      “Not me: Tam. You. Where are we?”

      I explained as best I could the little I knew or had surmised. My cheeks heated with shame as I confessed to being the one to fell Tam.

      “You did what you had to do,” Master said, and I almost hated, almost loved him for trying to console me despite the predicament he was in. “They might have killed him, or both of you. I’d have done the same thing.”

      “Where do you hurt?” I asked as I caught the start of a quickly suppressed wince.

      “Everywhere.” Master laughed but without humour.

      My chains clinked as I crossed the cell to his side.

      “Don’t fuss with me,” he said gruffly, but I ignored him, taking his head in my hands and examining him as best I could in the poor light.

      His pupils were responsive, and I found no open wounds on his head, although a painful, egg-shaped lump at the base of his skull showed how he had at last been overpowered. His arms and torso were covered in myriad small cuts, but the thick quilting of his robes had protected him from greater harm. I wished I had more freedom to move my hands, longing for a basin of water and a sponge to clean him, a brush to remove the dirt and gore and desert sand from his hair. My lower lip trembled, and I bit it to keep from crying as all the emotions I’d felt that day tumbled down on top of me when I looked into his soulful brown eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Kai,” he said, taking my hands in his and squeezing. I tried to sit beside him, but there wasn’t enough play in my chains for me to do more than crouch before his pallet. He butted his head against mine, giving—or perhaps receiving—some small measure of solace from the contact. “This is all my fault.”

      “No it isn’t!” I said hotly.

      “Kai, they didn’t attack us because of you.” His tone was weary.

      “Why attack because of you?” I countered. “What was the point? Why are we here?”

      “I don’t know. But Kai, when they come back, we can’t be seen talking. You have to keep away from me.”

      “Why?” For a moment I thought he meant to disown me, and it hurt so much it stole my breath.

      “Because you’re one of them,” he said patiently. “If you can convince them you have no loyalty to me, they might at least set you free.”

      “What about you and Tam?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe they’ll release Tam as well. He’s a good soul. He could find another master who will treat him well.”

      “No.” I shook my head firmly. “He loves you. He’ll never survive being sold to someone else. You know he won’t!”

      “He might have to,” Master snapped. “If you can convince these men to release you, maybe you can protect him. If he means anything to you at all, please Kai, do it.”

      It was breaking my heart, seeing him so earnest, so desperate to secure Tam’s safety without a thought for his own. This was why Tam loved him: because whatever their respective positions, Master genuinely cared for him. He meant more than a well-broken horse or obedient dog. More than I ever meant, or ever would. Not for the first time, I wondered why he had even purchased me to begin with, when he already had Tam to warm his bed and tend his every need.

      At length I nodded. I didn’t think I could do anything to influence our captors, but I found myself wanting to offer some token of reassurance, even if we both knew it was only an illusion.

      A low moan from Tam’s pallet brought us to attention, and I crossed the cell immediately to check on him.

      “Don’t get up,” I chided when he tried to sit, putting my hands on his shoulder to still his movements.

      He looked at me with bewilderment in his blue eyes, struggling to focus. I saw the very moment his memories came back, and his misery churned my insides.

      “Master’s alive,” I said immediately, knowing that was the prime source of his pain. I shuffled to the side with a clanking of chains so Tam could see for himself, as Master moved as far into the cell as his chain would allow.

      “I’m here, Tammy,” he said, stretching towards him. “I’m all right. I was only knocked out.”

      Tam made a choked sound, and I petted his hair, trying to comfort him. “He’s really here,” I said. “We’re all right. We’re alive.”

      “I, I thought you were dead,” he gasped, bursting into tears. His shoulders shook under my bound hands, and I would have given anything to have been able to sweep him up and comfort him.

      Master made a low crooning sound, somewhere between humming and singing. I didn’t recognise it, but Tam clearly did. He stiffened, then relaxed, the noise somehow soothing him when words couldn’t. His sobs subsided into hiccoughs and wet sniffles, then at last he burst into a relieved laugh.

      “You haven’t sung to me in years,” he said almost reproachfully.

      “Well, you’re not a child anymore.” I heard the smile in Master’s voice.

      Smiling myself, I lay between the two of them, Master’s hand on my calf and my hands on Tam’s arm, forming a bridge along which I hoped some comfort and reassurance could pass. Against all the odds, we had survived this far. We must have been kept alive for a reason.

      When Tam was more settled, we explained the situation to him as best we understood it. I apologised for hitting him, and he accepted immediately. Now he was awake and talking, I felt considerably more at ease about what I had done.

      Master explained to Tam his orders for me to distance myself from them, a plan of action that received no more approval from him than it had from me, albeit for different reasons. Tam protested that whatever Master’s fate, he intended to share it, the forcefulness of his tone giving me the last reassurance I needed that he was going to be all right. Master silenced his objections with a sharp word, and for good measure instructed him not to let our captors know he understood Granthian.

      I don’t know how long we lay there, my limbs growing stiff and numb on the cold stone floor, the flame in the lamp slowly dying. A strip of light showed through the gap under the wooden doorway, and I calculated it was well past dawn. A yawn seized me before I could stifle it.

      “Sleep, Kai,” Master said. “You must be exhausted.”

      “Tam should stay awake,” I protested. I’d been nudging him every few minutes to stop him from nodding off, a memory niggling from my army days that a man with a head injury should be kept conscious.

      “I’ll look after Tam,” Master said, his tone brooking no refusal. “Sleep.”

      I curled as best I could on the floor, more because he had ordered it than because I had any hopes of sleeping. I ached all over, and the stone was rough and uncomfortable. Resting my head on my bound hands, I shared a last, long look with Master, then obediently closed my eyes.
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      Despite my misgivings I must have slept, and slept deeply, because the next thing I knew the cell door was open and a man was standing over me, unfastening my chain from the bars.

      Tam shouted angrily, clawing at the man’s legs as he started to drag me out of the cell. Master bellowed at Tam to stop, then there was a sickening crunch as the man kicked out, his foot connecting with Tam’s face. Bewildered and disorientated, I struggled against the chains, pulling my captor away. I was rewarded with a backhand slap, which at least had the effect of bringing me to my senses. Recalling my promise to ingratiate myself with these men, I scrambled to my feet and made a show of contrition that I don’t for a moment think he believed.

      I followed meekly as he led me from the cell, waited for him to lock the door behind us—despite the temptation to hit him over the head and make a run for it—and followed him out into the blinding, brilliant light of the oasis.

      I covered my face against the glare as we stepped outside, the light making my eyes hurt with its intensity. The dunes on the horizon shimmered and danced in the waves of heat rising from the sand, and the dry, arid atmosphere reminded me just how thirsty I was.

      The stronghold looked to have been rebuilt from an abandoned settlement, the yellowed stones worn with age and blasted smooth by the sand carried on the winds that swept over the open ground surrounding the oasis. I wondered about the people who must have built it, who they were and where they had come from. Nomads, I assumed, like Tam’s race. Perhaps they had stumbled across the oasis and set up camp, then decided never to leave. How the militia had found it, I couldn’t begin to guess.

      My guard led me from the prison to another small building at the end of the walled compound, far away from the gate. Like the prison, this room had no windows, and I wondered if it had been designed like that or if the militia had blocked them up when they moved in.

      It took my eyes a few moments to adjust again to the relative darkness after the dazzling light outside. The interior was lit by more lamps, and I made out the shadows of two men sitting before a table in the gloom. The man holding my chain led me to the far wall, where shackles hung from iron spikes driven into the thick stone.

      Realising his intent, I started to fight against him, pleading in my native tongue. If he was surprised he didn’t show it, only signalling for the other two to hold my limbs and help him lock me in place.

      They bound my feet first, the chains much shorter than in the prison, barely letting me move once I was shackled. They spread my legs uncomfortably wide, and I felt vulnerable and off balance. Confident they had me secured, they released my hands and chained them above my head. I struggled against the bindings, but the iron held fast, keeping me spread-eagled against the wall and at their mercy.

      Satisfied, the first man left, closing the door and plunging the room into darkness. Nobody moved as the flames in the lamps guttered. The air grew still, and the light seemed to grow out of the small bowls as my vision adjusted.

      The men facing me were similar in appearance. Both had the same black hair and green eyes I had myself, and they wore a rough uniform of thick navy trousers and white waistcoats. When the militia attacked Master’s compound, they had sported leather armour on top of their clothes, but here in their stronghold, they had no need for such precautions.

      My weight rested on my wrists, my feet chained too close to the wall for me to stand upright, and already I could feel my fingertips tingling with pins and needles. I wriggled them, trying to get the blood flowing though I knew it was a hopeless effort.

      The smaller of the two gave me a searching look, then turned his back and reclaimed his seat at the table. His companion was at least a head taller than me , about forty at a guess, heavyset with a barrel chest and a white scar down his cheek. His breath stank, and I fought not to cringe as he put his face close to mine, his cold eyes boring into me.

      “P-Please,” I stammered, my tongue heavy in my mouth like a slab of old leather, making me lisp. “I’m a Granthian soldier. I was captured and taken prisoner.”

      “You killed Sergei,” the man growled.

      “I, I panicked. I didn’t realise you were Granthian. I thought you were bandits⁠—”

      “That man, that vesha.” He sneered the word, the worst curse Granthians had for referring to Thirskans. “He gave you a weapon, and you didn’t turn it against him.” He spat wetly, and I flinched. “You disgust me.”

      “I was trying to escape!” I snapped, my temper flaring. “I was in a different part of the compound.”

      The man at the table snorted.

      “I was! I was nowhere near him when I gave myself up.”

      “But where were you when we first attacked?” The smaller man rose and approached me, his voice silky-smooth. “Those are nice trousers you’re wearing.”

      A shamed blush stained my cheeks, and I hung my head, not wanting them to see. What possible reason could I give for wearing another man’s clothes, too big for me and far too fine for a slave? The truth was the only possible explanation, but I knew all too well how Granthian men felt about same-sex relations. I had ruthlessly suppressed that side of me my whole life, and with good reason. They would kill me for that, if nothing else.

      The man grabbed me by the chin, his thick, rough fingers digging into the flesh either side of my mouth as he forced my head up. “It will be better for all of us if you tell the truth,” he said. “Was he fucking you? Is that why you blush so prettily? Is that why you didn’t kill him? Once he’d forced himself inside you, did you discover you liked it?”

      “No!” I thrashed my head to get free of his grip. “No, never! How could you think⁠—”

      “Hmm.” He released me, frowning.

      I understood his confusion. How was he to know that while my words were true, I had indeed woken in Master’s bed that morning, having spent the night in both his and Tam’s embrace? I had permitted neither of them to fuck me, but that didn’t make me innocent. I had welcomed the touch of both men. My captors couldn’t understand the nuances of our relationship—indeed, I barely understood them myself—and I wasn’t going to try to explain when any admission would damn me completely in their eyes.

      “I hate him.” I snarled the words, really meaning I hate you. “I hate all of them—the men who captured me and sold me as a common slave, the other slaves and guards in his compound, all of them. I’ve dreamed of the day my people would rescue me.”

      “We didn’t attack the outpost to rescue you.”

      I knew that, but somehow the words still stung. My countrymen had forsaken me.

      “I don’t care why you did it,” I said. “I’m just thankful you came.”

      “You could have escaped,” the taller man said. “Your legs weren’t chained. You were loose in the compound. The guards were no deterrent.” He snickered, and I saw again the dead eyes of Shan, my best friend from amongst their number. Had any of them survived, or were we three all that remained of Master’s household? “A loyal Granthian would have escaped—or died trying!”

      “Peace, Zane.” The smaller man clapped him on his broad shoulder.

      “He killed Sergei!” Zane glowered at me. “He deserves to die.”

      “He was in the compound. He might yet prove himself useful.” They studied me like I was an insect pinned to the wall, not a fellow man. “What is your name, soldier?”

      “Kai.”

      “And how long were you held captive?”

      “About three months.”

      “See, Zane?” The man turned to his companion. “Three months in the prince’s home! Think what he might have seen or heard!”

      “Prince?” I frowned. “No, there was no prince. The master was only an underlord.”

      “Come, Kai,” he scoffed. “You expect us to believe you don’t know who purchased you?”

      “I’m telling the truth!” I insisted, rattling my chains. The muscles in my belly were starting to cramp from the position I was in, and breathing was becoming more difficult. “Let me down, and I’ll tell you anything you want to know, but I know nothing about a prince.”

      “I could beat the truth out of him,” Zane suggested, smiling nastily.

      “You will do as you’re told,” the smaller man snapped. The expression he turned on me was almost friendly. I could have trusted him if it wasn’t for the cold glint in his green eyes. “Come, Kai, we’re all on the same side. Answer us, and we’ll let you down.”

      “I can’t tell you what I don’t know,” I protested. “Do you want me to lie to you? What good would that do me when you discovered the truth? If you thought you were kidnapping a prince, you’ve made a mistake.”

      “We do not make mistakes!” Zane roared.

      I cringed as his spittle flecked my cheek.

      “Andor, let me at him. I’ll wring the truth from his scrawny body or see him dead for lying!”

      “Not yet.” Andor inspected me with a curious eye.

      I met his flat gaze with a defiant glare. Was this really what the attack on the compound had been about—they thought Master a prince? It was ludicrous.

      “Last chance, Kai. Tell us the truth.”

      “I am telling you the truth. I don’t know anything about any prince.”

      Zane cracked his knuckles. If he hit me, he’d probably smash my skull on the wall. It would have been a tempting proposition
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