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Chapter One
The lioness was on the move.
Ethan watched, his finger steady on the trigger. Closer. Closer. The tawny cat's muscles gathered, and Ethan marveled at the raw power displayed by the beast. Two more cats joined the first, and three sets of golden eyes trained on the peaceful herd of zebras grazing by the waterhole's edge. The first lioness ignored her counterparts, but Ethan knew they would work together in perfect harmony when the right moment came. It felt as if the whole world held its breath.
Click. Click. Click. Click. Ethan shot his Nikon camera like a semi-automatic in an attempt to capture the moment. Water sprayed up, black and white stripes shooting in every direction. Ethan's heart pounded as he left the safety of his dugout and moved closer, still snapping away. He slammed his shoulder into a baobab tree, using it for leverage.
When the dust settled, the lions had their meal and Ethan had his shot. He flipped through the seventy-some photos he'd just taken, the sound of growls and snapping bones just a hundred yards from where he stood. The multiple vaccinations, the long flights, and the horrendous African heat had all been worth the effort. Even before he made it through the whole batch of shots, he knew at least a dozen of them would fetch a good price with any number of publications.
Ethan took a few more post-kill shots, and then packed up his things and called his transport on the radio for pick-up. He was content. After a month traveling around southern Africa, he could go home.
Ethan boarded the British Airways Boeing 707 at Jomo Kenyatta International Airport and settled in for the long flight. It was routine by now: stow his carry-on, find his seat, and pull out his laptop. Ethan scrolled through the photos of his Kenyan adventure one last time before moving on to his other passion. At the hotel he'd gone through his messages and found a prod from his erotic book publisher. The deadline to get his synopsis in was drawing close, and they were concerned since they hadn’t heard from him. Ethan had called and assured them he was working on it, that he'd been lost in the bush without phone service for weeks, and that the new book premise was going to wow them.
He'd lied.
Ethan stared at the blank electronic page. Capturing lions digitally was one thing. Capturing an elusive idea was proving to be quite another.
Tired of the typical flurry of warm and fuzzy feel-good love stories saturating the gay erotica market, the twenty-seven-year-old photographer approached his writing the way he approached his photography. He tried to offer a glimpse into worlds that most others considered too dangerous. If his heart wasn't pounding over it, it wasn’t worth his time.
The drawback was that each time Ethan completed a novel, he forced himself to dig deeper, to find that higher risk. He'd written about modern day vampires and blood drinking in his book The Bleeding Rose, and sensory deprivation in his piece entitled Dark Place. Topping those would be difficult.
As other passengers started boarding, Ethan's lip twitched; he'd hoped for an empty seat beside him. There was nothing worse for concentration than someone constantly looking over your shoulder, especially when you were writing something controversial. Unfortunately, the inevitable happened. A man, probably in his late thirties, paused beside Ethan and smiled apologetically. Ethan flashed a smile back, suppressing a groan inside. He closed his laptop. He'd attempt writing later if his seatmate fell asleep.
* * * * *
Ethan was the one to fall asleep first. He didn’t remember it happening, but when he roused himself he found that two hours had already passed. His companion had taken out a magazine, and Ethan was quite sure he hadn't seen it before. The images sprawled across the glossy paper were quite striking and unforgettable.
The other man behaved as if he felt Ethan's eyes on him. Obviously tensing, he quickly closed the magazine. "Oh, so sorry. I thought you were sleeping." The man's eyes lowered, his cheeks gaining a quick stroke of red.
"I was." Ethan smiled, curiosity piqued, "but you don’t have to put that away. I was actually going to ask about it." Ethan could see the man was uncomfortable, a typical reaction for someone caught looking at what another might construe as risqué. In this case, it appeared to be a serious bondage or fetish magazine.
The man's cheeks flushed redder.
"It's all right," Ethan said. "I'm a photographer. Not much shocks me anymore. My name's Ethan Bouwer." Ethan extended his hand.
"Nicholas Clarke." Still looking a bit sheepish about his choice in entertainment, Nicholas pulled the magazine back out and handed it over to Ethan. "I'll warn you, the images aren’t for everyone."
Ethan muttered the title aloud. "Millennium Magazine." He began to flip through the pages. Each one displayed a man or woman in a state of undress, many of them engaged in graphic acts of bondage or various sorts of S&M play. "Nice publication," Ethan said. "Exceptional paper quality. Nice color. These guys aren't a fly-by-night outfit."
He paused on one particular page toward the center of the magazine and felt his pulse quicken.
"They've been around for over twenty years," Nicholas said. Ethan found himself quite engaged with the visions on the pages, even aroused. Nicholas leaned over the armrest, stylishly shaggy blond hair flopping over one eye. "Ah. Like him, do you?"
Ethan could only nod. Dark eyes stared back at him from the page, eyes belonging to a man that possessed the same powerful authority as the lioness back on the African plain. Lean, with waist-length hair the color of night and a vaguely Asian slant to his eyes, the man was straddled backward on a simple wooden chair, looking as if he could command the world from it. In the foreground of the black-and-white photograph, a chair identical to the one on which the man sat was toppled over on the floor, and in one corner was a rear view of what appeared to be a shapely woman.
The woman wore dark leggings and a light-colored blouse with long, billowy sleeves. Dark, calf-length boots with numerous straps and buckles. Her hands, fingers splayed, gripped each buttock. Her long fingernails were darkly polished in contrast to her very pale skin. The seated man was dressed simply in dark slacks, shirt, and lace-up dress shoes. He was looking up, presumably at the woman's face, with an obviously wanton expression. Not an inch of skin showed other than the man's face and both the subject’s hands, and still it was one of the most erotic compositions Ethan had ever seen.
"David Turner. He's amazing." Nicholas sighed and settled back into his seat. "I saw one of his demonstrations in person last year, and it gave me wet dreams for months afterward."
Ethan blinked, the alluring spell broken at the sound of his seatmate's voice. "What exactly does he do?" he asked as he turned the page. More pictures of David, but now that raven waterfall of hair had been pulled back from Turner's face to reveal high cheekbones, almond-shaped eyes, and a beautiful, sensuous mouth. Despite his plain, very Anglo-Saxon name, David Turner obviously came from Asian stock. There were no more pictures of the woman, and Ethan felt oddly relieved.
"He travels the world giving lectures and demonstrations on various aspects of BDSM culture," Nicholas said. "Bondage and discipline, dominance and submission, sadism and masochism. David has written several books on it. He's a dominant." Nicholas paused. "A lifestyler."
Dominant. Lifestyler. Those terms were as foreign to Ethan as if his seatmate had spoken them in Swahili.
"He's an authority on the matter?" Ethan asked. Bondage. Discipline. S&M. A light went on in his brain. This was perhaps the topic he'd been hunting for—a story about the passions of a man like David Turner.
"One of the best," Nicholas said. "He's seen and done it all, so they say."
Ethan forced himself to ignore the photographs—made more difficult when David appeared in an approximation of a World War II SS uniform complete with authentic jackboots—and skimmed the article. There was some juicy information presented, and he found himself forming questions. His focus returned to the photographs.
"If you have a desire to learn, he's making an appearance in Providence for Halloween."
Ethan's attention snapped up from the glossy pages.
"You're flying into Boston," Nicholas said, soft gray eyes smiling. "You look like you're arriving and not departing, so I figure you must live somewhere close."
The flight attendant came around with drinks and little sacks of salty nuts. Ethan quickly closed the magazine and returned it to Nicholas.
Nicholas shook his head and pressed the magazine back into Ethan's hands. "Keep it," Nicholas said. "Something tells me you're going to get a lot more mileage out of it than I would."
Boston in October was a far cry from the arid heat of Africa. Rain streaked the colors of red taillights and white high beams into a colorful, muddled mess. Ethan pumped up the heater in his little Mazda. The traffic thankfully wasn’t bad, and it took him only an hour to get home to his little cottage in Warwick, Rhode Island. The entire way he was formulating in his head the email he would write to David Turner, asking if David would be interested in being Ethan's consultant regarding the world of BDSM.
Arriving home, Ethan tossed his luggage on the bed, turned on his desktop computer, and went into the bathroom to shower. The hot water felt good on his chilled flesh. It would take several days for him to adjust to the drastic temperature change from Africa, but he was already engaged in warming himself in other ways. His hand circled his balls and gently squeezed. Shoulder against the white tile wall, Ethan stroked himself, thinking of those dark eyes.
His palm rolled over the head of his cock and Ethan groaned, pulsing his hips forward. He licked his lips, quickened his pace, jerking hard flesh with new vigor. Visions of what he'd seen in that magazine played like moving pictures behind Ethan's closed eyes. He imagined sultry lips pressed against his ear, quietly commanding his every move. Slow, fast, hard, soft. He toyed with himself, testing his endurance. The water turned cold; Ethan didn't notice. His mind was too entangled in the idea of what that soft black hair would feel like swaying over his back. When he came, his scream ricocheted off the tiles.
Once he caught his breath and collected himself enough to dry off and dress, it took Ethan less than ten minutes of surfing the web to find an email address for David Turner. It took another hour for him to compose the modest little message that practically begged for David's help. Ethan stared at the email, his finger poised over the enter key as he reviewed the correspondence one last time.
My name is Ethan Bouwer. I am a published author in the realm of erotic fiction and have been looking for a new topic on which to write. Fate put your recent pictorial article in Millennium Magazine in my hands, and I have to admit that I was immediately intrigued.
An acquaintance informed me that you are coming to Providence, Rhode Island in two weeks time. I wonder if I might be so bold as to request an interview? I like to write realistically, and your input and guidance on the topic of BDSM would be much appreciated. I look forward to your reply.
Ethan sent the message, his heart nearly busting out of his chest.
Chapter Two
David Turner collapsed onto his bed, relieved to be home. The suitcase he had wheeled into the spacious room had been abandoned near the door. He yanked off the elastic band binding his ponytail and snapped it toward his lover in the doorway.
Kiyoshi stopped in his tracks when the elastic zinged past his ear and into the hall. "Sensei's aim is off this evening," he said, grabbing the handle of David's suitcase to wheel it and his own to the bed.
"If my aim were off it would have hit you in the face," David said with a smile. "Leave the suitcases, Kitten. It's late; you can unpack in the morning."
Kiyoshi dragged the luggage to his side of the king-sized bed and set them beside it neatly. His hands went to his hips. Long, scarlet-painted nails tapped an annoyed rhythm on his wide leather belt. "You know I don't like leaving things undone, Sensei. I won't sleep a wink knowing things aren't put away properly."
David laughed softly. "You're going to bug me about this until you get your way, aren’t you?"
"Of course I am." Kiyoshi kicked his snakeskin stilettos off, hitched his black leather skirt up past his knees, and then knelt down next to the bed. Long, wavy blond hair was tossed over one shoulder, fingers lacing together over a flat belly. Kiyoshi bowed his head. "If it pleases Sensei, I would like to unpack our luggage now and put things in order." Dark hazel eyes looked up under giraffe-like black lashes. Kiyoshi's smile was nothing short of well practiced coquettish.
Not that David would admit it aloud, but he knew he didn't stand a chance. He leaned up on one elbow, turning to face Kiyoshi. "There is nothing about you that doesn't please me." David placed a light kiss on Kiyoshi's full mouth, and then brushed his own lips with his thumb. Red lipstick stained his skin, and he rubbed it into oblivion between his thumb and forefinger. "Remove your makeup and your clothes before you start buzzing about. I'll check messages, and then I need a hot soak. Join me when you're finished?"
Kiyoshi nodded then placed a small, sweet kiss on David's cheek. The lipstick mark David knew was left behind put a pleased smile on Kiyoshi's pretty face.
Chapter Three
It was almost midnight when the email reply blinked in Ethan's mailbox. He had just finished pouring over dozens of BDSM sites on the Internet, reading up on as much as he could in order to construct intelligent questions for David Turner should the man accept. Ethan was about to shut the computer down when he noticed the little icon flashing. He felt his pulse speed up as he read.
I will be attending the fetish event in Providence, Rhode Island over Halloween weekend. I'll be arriving that Thursday evening. If you would like to talk over cocktails, I can arrange to meet you in the hotel lounge. My flight is due in around 8:00 p.m., so I would imagine that barring disaster I could make it around 10:00 p.m. Will that work for starters?
Overjoyed, Ethan wrote back immediately.
Those arrangements are perfect. I promise to try and not talk your ear off all night. I look forward to meeting you.
In the morning he would call the hotel, book a room, and order a ticket for the Halloween fetish event. He still needed to write his synopsis, but he was confident that his fingers would fly across the keyboard after the coming weekend. For now, he’d had a rather tiring, eventful day and his bed was calling, loudly.
Chapter Four
Ethan checked into his room at the Providence Grande early. It was his first time at the luxurious hotel, and he could hardly imagine the elegant lobby filled with leather and latex and skin. He'd discovered that not only was the hotel friendly toward the fetish convention patrons, but that the Grande had actually closed its reservations to those not attending so participants could enjoy themselves without worry. The hotel sold out for the event every year. The convention-goers were all at least twenty-one; the hotel bars did exceptionally well and the revelers were guaranteed privacy. It was a perfect, mutually beneficial arrangement.
In the lobby, a flurry of vendors wheeled in their goods to set up in one of the ballrooms. Guests were checking in, most of them dressed in completely normal street garb: tight jeans, even business suits, though there were a few with just a hint of leather in the form of boots, jackets, and the occasional vest or cap. Men and women greeted one another, some calling out names and doling out group hugs, others merely waving fingers discreetly across the lobby.
Underneath it all was an ever-building current of excitement. Ethan found himself drawn in, watching it all. He was once again the great observer, studying the behavior of his subjects in their natural habitat, locking it all firmly inside his mind to pour out later on his laptop.
"I'm hurrying, I'm hurrying!" Kiyoshi put on another coat of lipstick then rolled his lips together to spread it evenly. He smiled at David's reflection looking over his shoulder in the bathroom mirror, puckered up and blew David a kiss. "You want me to look nice, don't you?" Kiyoshi put the lipstick in his little black clutch purse and snapped it closed. He turned, smiling at David. "Now I'm ready."
"You could roll around in a dumpster and still look better than most of the population." David gave Kiyoshi a soft kiss on the forehead. "Let's go. We're almost late, and I need a drink."
Kiyoshi returned to the bedroom, spinning around a few times, obviously admiring himself in the full-length cheval mirror. David followed, also admiring. As much as he loved Kiyoshi in leather, rubber, and fancy sequined finery, sometimes it was a nice change of pace to see Kiyoshi in something simple. A tight pair of women's designer jeans and a pretty paisley blouse, and Kiyoshi could still turn heads. With long blond hair, that gorgeous slender body and picture-perfect face, Kiyoshi could wear a burlap sack and make it look like haute couture. But something was missing from Kiyoshi's ensemble.
David frowned. "Where did you put your—"
"Top dresser drawer, on the left." Kiyoshi smiled.
While David crossed the room to the dresser, he watched from the corner of his eye as Kiyoshi knelt down on the carpet, hair pulled forward over one shoulder, head bowed. Hands clasped over a metal belt buckle, Kiyoshi waited patiently.
After retrieving the jewelry, David came to stand behind Kiyoshi. With an ease and quickness borne of repetition, he affixed the single-row diamond-and-sapphire choker around Kiyoshi's neck and had it fastened and locked in seconds. He kissed Kiyoshi's bared neck.
"Thank you, Sensei." Kiyoshi's gaze remained fixed on the carpet as he lifted one hand slightly.
David took Kiyoshi's hand and kissed the back of it as he helped Kiyoshi rise. He picked up Kiyoshi's little black bag and handed it over, along with a tiny platinum key. "Let's go see what the boy wants to know."
The Skipjack Lounge was the show before the show. Ethan had arrived around nine, ordered a bottle of white wine, and settled in to observe the gathering groups. He hadn't known what to wear so he'd decided to play it safe: a charcoal designer business suit, white shirt, black tie, and black shoes. He'd spent an inordinate amount of time in front of the bathroom mirror making sure his shoulder-length chestnut hair was neatly brushed and feathered perfectly to the left, and he'd shaved. Judging by the appreciative looks he was getting, his hour or so of excessive vanity had been well worth the time and trouble.
As ten o'clock neared, Ethan checked his cell phone for messages. He didn’t really think David would stand him up, but airlines these days weren't exactly reliable. Snapping the phone closed, he noticed a very tall, dark-haired man entering the bar arm-in-arm with a beautiful blond woman. Ethan reached for his glass of wine and took two very large gulps. His subject had arrived. With company.
* * * * *
David headed for the bar situated in the rear of the lounge, sidling his way through the thickening crowd with Kiyoshi clinging to his arm. When they reached the bar, David flagged down the bartender while Kiyoshi turned to scan the crowd.
Kiyoshi leaned back against the mahogany bar, tapping his nails on the brass rail, and he surveyed the room until he found the most obvious fish out of water. He tugged on David's black leather vest. "Found him."
David said a quick, "Never mind," to the bartender and turned around to look. "Which one?"
"Over there." Kiyoshi pointed as discreetly as possible. "The Geoffrey Beene suit with the chardonnay at three o'clock. Brown hair, blue eyes." Kiyoshi zapped David a mischievous grin. "He's cute. Can we keep him?"
* * * * *
Ethan stood with his glass raised. He met them halfway, his right hand held out to David. "I'm Ethan Bouwer, Mr. Turner. Thank you so much for indulging my ignorance. I've already become aware of just how little I know about this culture, and the weekend has barely begun."
"I've always been a firm believer," David said, his grip firm in Ethan's hand, "that the only ignorant question is the one that isn't asked. Nice to meet you." David smiled, and his head tipped slightly to the stunning blond next to him. "My companion will be joining us this evening, if you don't mind."
Ethan's eyes wandered slowly to the blond at David's side, and he smiled and held out his hand, palm up. "Of course not. And your name?" Ethan became vaguely aware of eyes around the room turning toward the three of them.
Kiyoshi's eyes shifted immediately to David, and David gave a nearly imperceptible nod. Kiyoshi then smiled at Ethan, offering his hand in an archaically ladylike fashion. "I'm Kiyoshi," the blond said in a warm, husky bass. "A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Bouwer."
Someone at a nearby table snickered, and David shot them a pointed glare.
Ethan's surprise translated into a brief pause before he went through with the gentlemanly kiss to the back of Kiyoshi's hand. He quickly and carefully studied David's beautiful companion, and, even with the knowledge that Kiyoshi was a man, Ethan found the visual evidence sparse.
"I chose a table toward the back of the lounge," Ethan said, finally tearing his eyes away from Kiyoshi. "I thought it might be a bit more private."
"So would our suite." Kiyoshi smiled sweetly.
The back of Ethan's neck felt suddenly hot, the little hairs standing on end, and he swore the whole lounge went completely silent. "I . . . ah . . . ." He couldn't be losing it already, before he'd even asked a single meaningful question. Damn. "All right. I mean, as long as it's okay with you, David."
David gestured toward the door.
Chapter Five
Kiyoshi took the room pass from his clutch purse and slid it through the slot. The light turned green and the lock clicked, and he held the door open for David and Ethan. Once they'd entered, Ethan paused, watching as Kiyoshi not-so-discreetly slipped the 'Do Not Disturb' tag onto the outside door handle. Kiyoshi's face held a subtle grin as he locked the door and fastened the privacy latch. Ethan noticed Kiyoshi's obvious anticipatory grin, and his cheeks felt suddenly warm.
Ethan followed along as David went to the sofa and chairs in front of the sliding glass doors. "Have a seat, Ethan," David said, his voice pleasant and welcoming. "Make yourself comfortable. Would you like some more wine or something else to drink?"
"No, thank you," Ethan said. "I probably shouldn't have had the glass downstairs. I don’t drink often, so when I do it tends to land hard." He took a seat in one of the thickly cushioned chairs by the window and smiled. Fishing around in his jacket pocket, he pulled out a small tape recorder. "I hope you don't mind if I record this? I find it easier to review later than my chicken-scratch notes. You have my word, of course, that the tape will never be heard by anyone but myself."
Ethan's eyes followed Kiyoshi to the bar. Kiyoshi's movements were fluid, almost as if in slow motion, and Ethan found that, coupled with Kiyoshi's constant Mona Lisa smile, somewhat disconcerting. Ethan squirmed in his chair.
"By all means." David settled on the couch, facing Ethan, an oval coffee table separating them. "I learned a long time ago to never say anything I don’t want to see in print."
Ethan tore his eyes from Kiyoshi and snapped the recorder on. "I do have some actual questions, but I thought the best way to go about this might be just to start a general conversation. Let me tell you my interest in all this first." Ethan couldn’t tell if the room was uncommonly warm or if it was the company—particularly the cat-about-to-eat-the-canary look he was getting from Kiyoshi. He loosened his tie and decided his jacket had to go, and he wriggled out of it as he spoke. "I believe I told you I was writing a book. It's fiction, BDSM erotica specifically. But I want to get it right. Some of the books I've read on the subject seem unrealistic somehow. I can't put my finger on it, but they come across sugary-sweet, or way too violent, or so mystical it seems like some sort of religion. I admit I'm not very knowledgeable, but I suspect there's more to it than those polarized views."
David shrugged. "Sugary-sweet certainly isn't a term that I would use to describe it. But neither would I quantify it as violent or mystical, although those elements can be present."
Kiyoshi came to stand beside the sofa at the end where David sat. David didn't look away from Ethan; he just held out his hand and Kiyoshi put a short crystal tumbler into it.
David took a sip of his drink. "If I had to pick a single word to describe these activities and this lifestyle, I would have to say that 'trust' sums it up." Kiyoshi nodded silent agreement as he knelt at David's feet, eyes locked on Ethan, smile lingering on that pretty face.
Ethan cocked his head, watching Kiyoshi. "This"—Ethan ran down several words in his head, hunting for the correct one—"relationship is full time? I guess I assumed it was more like role-playing. Something confined mostly to the bedroom or for public spectacle. You live this as a lifestyle, twenty-four hours a day?"
"We do." David took another sip of his drink, his free hand moving to rest on the back of Kiyoshi’s neck, fingers threading through Kiyoshi's hair. "Most people don't, and most who claim to, don't really. It's usually quite easy to tell the real deal from the role-players."
Kiyoshi made a small, contented, sighing sound.
Ethan swallowed and squirmed. "And how long have you and Kiyoshi been together? How long did it take to get to this level of seriousness for you both?" Ethan leaned forward, folded his hands, and rested his chin on his knuckles, trying to look at ease. It was proving difficult.
"We will have been together for six years come December." David smiled. "It was this serious the moment I laid eyes on him. I've been owned by him ever since."
Kiyoshi looked up at David, a bright grin on his face, eyes twinkling, and he rubbed his cheek against David's knee. Ethan chuckled inwardly; the only thing that seemed to be missing was a saucer of milk and a purr.
David pushed Kiyoshi's wavy spill of hair to one side and slid a fingertip along the diamond-and-sapphire choker. "You should get comfortable now, Kitten. It's been a long day."
"Thank you, Sensei." Kiyoshi rubbed his cheek against David's knee again before rising and turning to address Ethan. "Does nudity bother you, Mr. Bouwer?"
Ethan swallowed, taken aback, his next question washed away in the flood of nothingness that suddenly seized his brain. "Um. No. No, that's fine as long as it doesn’t bother either of you." He took a deep breath and forced himself to refocus. "Six years is a long time for even a mundane relationship these days. How did you find one another? I mean, forgive my ignorance, but this seems like a rather exclusive club. I've lived in Rhode Island all my life and never knew this event took place every year. How does a novice who really doesn’t know the scene break into it in the first place? It isn't exactly in the Yellow Pages."
Kiyoshi said a quiet, "If you'll excuse me," and then he disappeared into the bathroom. The door closed.
David shook his head. "Actually, you probably can find them in the phone book these days. Look under 'Social Clubs' for any organization with a mysterious, darkity-dark name." David chuckled, and then took a healthy swallow of his drink. "Kiyoshi and I met at a mutual acquaintance's home on the outskirts of Amsterdam. A restored castle with a dungeon to die for. There was a slave auction on the final night of my visit." David took another sip of his drink, his brown eyes twinkling at Ethan over the rim of the glass.
Ethan felt himself pale on cue. "Slave auction?" He shifted uncomfortably in his chair, and he felt his heart pounding against his ribs. "You bought Kiyoshi?"
At that moment Kiyoshi re-entered the sitting area, naked as the day he was born, that long mane of wavy blond hair not quite as effective as Lady Godiva's. He passed behind the sofa shaking his head, mouthing an emphatic 'no' to Ethan.
Ethan did his best not to stare at Kiyoshi, but certain parts of him weren't as interested in polite appearances. He wished he could quit squirming. How is it that they ever leave the bedroom if this is Kiyoshi's normal state of dress? Ethan dropped folded hands into his lap. Kiyoshi's silent answer had been noted but hadn't satisfied Ethan's ever-growing curiosity. "How do the slave auctions work?"
David finished his drink and set the glass on the coffee table. "They don't, at least not in reality. There will be a slave auction this weekend. It's strictly for fun. No one has to do anything they don't wish to do after the transaction is complete, and all the money goes to charity. Why are you not back at my feet?"
Ethan startled. Confused and thinking that David's question was meant for him, he breathed a sign of utter relief when Kiyoshi knelt beside David.
Kiyoshi smiled at Ethan then kissed David on the knee. David scratched the back of Kiyoshi's neck. "As I was saying," David said. "If anyone tells you they purchased or bartered for a slave, they're full of shit. So are the 'secret European societies' you'll hear rumored, where slaves are trained and then sold off." David chuckled, head shaking in apparent bemusement. "I call it the Illuminati Syndrome, a society so secret-bound that no one can really talk about it. Therefore it can't be proven to exist, and you can make up anything you want. It's the perfect, self-perpetuating delusion. People have gotten a lot of mileage out of The Story of O. Kitten, why don't you go sit with our guest? You can enlighten Ethan from your perspective."
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