BARBARIA

CHAPTER 2

The rays of morning light were still poking shyly from between the mountains when the nomads left Gal. Siveril Letvai did carry out his promises diligently, getting the barbarians everything they asked for during their short stay. Those who wished new clothes or weapons got them from the city’s best professionals and the king even made the dining hall of his castle available for Sven and his men to drink, eat and party all night long.

As Sven’Odin fastened his new leather belt and admired the golden and silver rings he received as gifts – which surprisingly fit his large fingers -, the shining of the metal reminded him of a certain someone. He didn’t get to see Krisgan after that. He wondered what the young man did all night long. Did he stay in his room, fearing what would become of his life after dawn? Did he try to argue with his family? Did he run away at the peak of night when no one was watching? No, he was sure it didn’t get to this point. If there’s anything royal blood folk hate more than to be in shameful situations, is to bring shame to their family.

The wolf looked around to see his men getting ready for the road. Even the slaves they had with them from previous conquers seemed content and satisfied from being cared for and spoiled as much as their barbarian owners by the Gal servants. The huge Alstok, one of his right hands in command, was smiling softly at the sheep girl who accompanied him during the night, holding her hands ever so gently as she asked him when they were coming back to Gal so they could meet again.

“I can’t promise you a date sweetheart, but I hope it’s soon.” He says and her face beams in excitement.

“Gal is beautiful in the Spring! You should come back when the flowers bloom! I will cook you an apple pie!” the servant girl’s eyes shined as if the monstrous boar man in front of her was the most handsome lad in all the continent.

“Mister Sven’Odin.” A small, almost faint voice called for him from behind. The barbarian turned around and found the serval girl again. She humbly held her head down as she pointed to the figure next to her. “Your Highness the Third Prince of Gal is ready.”

Sven almost didn’t recognize the prince by the amount of garments that enveloped him. He was covered from paw to ears by a combination of dazzling tunics. He crossed his arms and only his elegant hands and the tiniest bit of wrist were visible. A sort of silky scarf covered his head and only allowed his face to be seen.

“My prize.” The barbarian sighed and the cheetah turned his face away.

He wanted to tease him a little more. Ask him why he was all covered for, if he was just trying to leave things for imagination. But Sven knew it was already tough enough for him as it was. To be given away by his own family as currency like that, it was humiliating enough that Sven didn’t want to push him further. He would allow him to hide himself, at least for now. He didn’t want his little bride to hate him that much already.

“We are all set.” Sven said to Siveril when the king came to ask him about their departure.

“I look forward to your next visit, sir. Gal will be waiting for you and your men with open arms.” The man smiled nervously when Sven grabbed his thin paw for a handshake.

A vacation house with free food and drinks that pays him taxes in return for a peace treaty, and a pretty bride as a gift too? Maybe Sven should start doing those types of deals more often.

“It was a pleasure to make business with you, Siveril Letvai.”

The king and his court bowed and waved goodbye as the barbarians started leaving their city. Sven saw the rest of the royal family sending Krisgan off with the corner of his eyes. The Queen kissed her son’s head and hid her face with her hands and the older prince hugged his little brother. Krisgan looked them in the eyes and then walked off with the barbarians.

-

The sun was hard on their heads when they stopped by a crystal blue lake to refresh and rest for a moment. The men were still euphoric and sharing with each other stories of how they spent their night of luxuries. Sven’Odin filled a canteen with fresh water and poured it all over his naked chest to cool off, then refilled it only to drink it all down in two gulps.

“Is your princess alright, Sven?” Alstok asks him and the wolf just hums in confusion. “With the amount of clothes he has going on, I’m impressed he hasn’t passed out from overheating.”

Alstok points to the other side of the lake, where a lonely Krisgan sits on the grass. The king puts his belt and axe sheath back on and slowly walks to the boy. Krisgan doesn’t look at him when he sits next to him, nor when he says:

“Are you good, kid?” the silence doesn’t bother him. “I bet you’re not used to walking so much in one go, and you’re not helping yourself by dressing like a prude maiden.”

He sees the way Krisgan pouts and just leans forward to cup some water with his bare hands and get it to his muzzle to carefully drink. The bobbing of his throat as he gulps the little amount of water down and the wet drops that drip down his hands and mouth are almost hypnotizing to the wolf.

Sven reaches to his face and tugs the scarf just barely, pleasantly basking in the sight of Krisgan’s long eyelashes and arched eyebrows. The cheetah is immediately taken aback, running from his touch and fixing his head scarf with angry eyes.

Sven simply smiles at him and offers him his canteen, but the boy doesn’t take it.

“If you’re tired we can stay to rest more.”

“I don’t need your help.” The cheetah growls.

For a moment the wolf waits, silently giving him a chance to reconsider his choices or maybe insult him a little more, but when the feline doesn’t give him anything else, he complies with his implicit wish to be left alone.

“Fine then.” Sven nods and stands back up.

He leaves the boy alone and, in a few minutes, they’re all back on their feet and walking. Another good few hours go past until they decide it’s time to settle and organize their camping site for the night.

Barbarians may be a chaotic bunch, but they’re well organized when it comes to their hierarchy. Who walks next to who and who does what is strongly structured between them, so it’s painfully obvious how lost Krisgan is when everyone immediately knows what to do without the need of instructions and he’s left alone standing like a statue in the middle of the forest clearing.

“Come on, princess. Are you just going to bum around and wait for people to hand you your dinner?” A stocky tiger pushes him out of the way as he carries three heavy boxes of wine bottles stacked on top of each other.

“No! But I- Don’t know what to do.”

“You know very well where you belong.” The tiger eyes him up and down, staring at the tunic covering Krisgan’s feet.

The smaller feline gulps down as the man carries on his task. He feels his stomach twisting with shame as he looks around. He knew that hiding his body didn’t mean that people didn’t see him – quite the contrary, the fancy fabrics probably only made him stand out even more. And he knew that covering his shackled ankles couldn’t avoid others from seeing him as who he was now: a slave. A servant, a spoil of war no different than the golden coins and wine bottles they received from his father.

Krisgan hugged himself and bit the inside of his cheeks trying to soothe his own pride in shambles. He slowly walked to a group of slaves who fumbled with the tent materials. A fennec fox much shorter than him was picking up metal rods almost double his size and passing down orders to the group. When he saw Krisgan approaching, he didn’t falter to talk to him in the same serious voice he used with the others.

“We’re setting the camp up from inside out. The collectors are already on the go to fetch the wood, so you stay with us here. Do you know how to build a tent?”

The prince simply nodded a no.

“And a fire, can you start one? Can you cook? Set up traps? Hunt? Fish? Use an axe?” The fox’s expression got more and more worried as Krisgan just kept nodding to every single thing he asked. “Blessed be the Gods, do you even know how to clean a weapon?”

The cheetah just stared at him in utter embarrassment. The fox wasn’t even trying to tease him, he was honestly trying to find something for him to do. Krisgan frowned as the fear of being absolutely useless settled in his chest and the awkward silence hurt more than if anyone treated him badly for it. The fox slave looked at him like… Like he was sorry for him.

“Don’t try to get milk out of a stone, Kit. This one’s just meant to sit pretty and do shit all day. It’s a waste of time to give him any task, he’ll just botch it and we’ll have to do it all over again.” A dragon with a strong build passed them carrying a log on his shoulder. He looked like he would fit in with the barbarians perfectly, only the copper shackles on his ankles gave away his position. “Besides that, it’s better not to get him too tired, he’ll need the energy to entertain the King all night long!”

The dragon threw his head back and cackled at his own joke, being followed by a few of the other slaves who snickered under their breaths. In a normal setting, Krisgan would be flying to the dragon’s neck in a second, but he found himself unable to mutter even a word in his own defense.

“Stop that, Isaac.” The fennec fox sighed and turned to the cheetah again. “Don’t mind him, he’s always an asshole like that.”

“I’m sorry.” Was all the young prince could mumble, his head falling down to stare at his paws peeking out of the tunic.

“No, no, it’s fine, really. Look, we’re already used to this so we’ll do the job really quick. You’ve had a long day, just wait for our tents to be up and you can go get some rest for the night, okay?”

“Thank you.” He said, but honestly he wanted to apologize again.

-

The night was vivid in the camp. The barbarians had received so many fresh goods and high-quality beverages from the Gal that it was like they were back to celebration night mode.

Sven’Odin walked through the camp with a smile on his face to talk to his men and check if all was well. Once again he hasn’t seen Krisgan in a while, so when he got to the other side of the camping grounds where the slaves were all gathered and eating together around their campfire, he had to ask for him since he wasn’t there either.

“He said he’s not hungry and went straight to his tent, sir.” Said Kit with honesty in his eyes.

“Get me a plate. I’ll go talk to him.”

The slave obliged and quicky served the wolf a bowl of hot stew which he took to the only closed tent around the smaller campfire. He pushed the covering of the front of the tent gently to the side to peek inside and had a moment to look at Krisgan – laying down facing the other way, now only wearing a pair of loose pants – before the cheetah noticed his presence and turned quickly, glaring at him.

“Hello.” The wolf smiled at him. “You look much better like this, you know.”

Krisgan gasped and fumbled with his surroundings to pull the tunic over himself to cover his chest.

“You don’t have much there to cover, darling, no need to be so flustered.” Sven’s laugh rumbled from his throat and he basked in the view of Krisgan’s face turning red. “For how much longer are you going to give me the silent treatment?”

“Get out! Leave me alone.” The cheetah cried, but Sven only stared at him in silence.

He then noticed the wolf wasn’t looking so much at his body, but at his feet. His paws were all bruised and raw from walking all day long. The barbarian’s eyes rolled slowly to look back at Krisgan’s face and noticed how exhausted the feline seemed.

“This looks painful.” The huge man said in a soft voice and entered the tent, sitting next to the cheetah and putting the bowl of food down. “You should’ve told me you were hurt.”

Krisgan turned his face to the side and he looked so tiny and fragile. Like a scared lost child who misses his parents. But maybe he was just exactly that.

“You should eat.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Yes, you are.”

“Am not.”

Sven sighed and got up. Krisgan watched him leave the tent with hesitant eyes, and then he was left alone again. The cheetah stared at the bowl next to him and his eyebrows knitted together. However, just a moment later, the tent was opened again and Sven was back with a canteen, a roll of bandages and a glass flask.

Sven had to hold back a smile at those adorable confused eyes that followed him as he sat back down. He put the things he brought on the ground and scooped some stew out of the bowl.

“What are you-” Krisgan’s sentence was cut short as a big hand grabbed his face and squished his cheeks.

“Open up.” The barbarian said while shoving the spoon in his mouth.

“Hmmph!” Krisgan protested, but his tongue tingled with the first taste of food he had in more than a day.

He couldn’t eat anything the night before nor the morning before leaving Gal and so his stomach was twisting by the prospect of food. Being spoon fed like this wasn’t the most comfortable choice, but he didn’t complain any further and ate every single bite Sven gave him.

“You’re just a kid after all, aren’t you, Mister Prince?” the wolf said as he put the bowl down and let go of Krisgan just enough to get the canteen and put it to his mouth too. “Quit trying to play the tough guy with me.”

The mixing of hot food filling his belly and fresh water hydrating his throat alongside the big, warm hand patting his head had Krisgan’s heart pumping and eyes glossy. His ears drooped down and he sniffled as he grabbed the tunic covering himself.

He yelped as Sven grabbed his ankles and brought them to his lap, making him lay down and use his elbows to support himself to see what he was doing.

“Look at you, you poor thing.” Opening up the flask, Sven let a good portion of greenish oil drip to his hands and a minty smell filled the tent. “Do you think that staying like this will help you in any way?”

Krisgan groaned as Sven massaged his bruised paws, getting the healing oil all over the soft pads and the sore soles of his thin feline feet. At first it stung, but it didn’t take long for the gentle treatment combined with the quick numbing power of the medicine to turn it into a relaxing massage.

That only filled the tank of guilt building up in the young prince’s chest. The loneliness of being surrounded by strange people in a strange place and the emotional and physical pain of the last twenty four hours were really catching up to him now. The dam finally broke when Sven looked at him mid massage, a kind look in his eyes as he said:

“Rough day, huh?”

A hiccup left his throat so suddenly he didn’t have time to cover his mouth fast enough. But the yellow eyes watching him didn’t have a hint of ill intent, and so when the tears started flowing nothing could stop them. Krisgan looked scared, and Sven couldn’t tell if he was rethinking the whole situation in his head or just terrified to show that side of him to someone else.

“Let it out, Krisgan.” The deep voice said, and those eyes went back to concentrating on the massage.

The cheetah cried with an open heart like he wished he had the previous night, when he couldn’t sleep for a single moment and only stared out the window of his room like a senile old man who can’t even gather enough energy to get up his rocking chair.

“I’m tired, so tired…” his voice comes out like bubbles stuck in his throat. “I wanna go home, but I don’t wanna go home. I hate it here, but I hate it there too. My whole body is aching and I miss my bed!”

Sven smiled as he unrolled some bandages and wrapped Krisgan’s healing paws with it.

“Why did it have to be me? It’s not fair! Why didn’t my family say anything?” he continued, rubbing his face. “I hate my father, I hate him! What the fuck was that about giving you my mother!? What is wrong with him! He talks so much about how we’re royals and yadda yadda, honor this, honor that. What’s the honor in this!? He should’ve just let us all die with honor. This is so embarrassing!”

Krisgan groaned loudly, pushing the heels of his hands over his eyes in frustration.

“This is so stupid! All of this! And all of you! Barbarians! What the fuck! Just leave me alone!” he roared and fell back to the ground, breathing loudly as the adrenaline slowly faded from his body.

When he opens his eyes again, he’s a little apprehensive to look at Sven’Odin again, fearful of the consequences of yelling all of that to his face. But when he does, he’s met with sympathetic – and entertained – eyes.

“I, um…”

“Do you feel better?” The wolf asked him.

“Yeah… Thanks.” The prince isn’t sure if he meant about his paws or about his heart, but either way he is feeling better. Much better, actually.

“You’re adorable, Krisgan of Gal.”

The cheetah’s cheeks warm up at that, and surprisingly he doesn’t even feel like fighting. Sven collects his things and checks on Krisgan’s bandages one more time before leaving.

“We’ll be in the move again tomorrow, so rest well.” He says and takes a last look at those big, expressive feline eyes. “Good night, Krisgan.”

“Good night.”

