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Isn't it a pleasure when you can make practical use of the things you have studied? Isn't it a pleasure to have an old friend visit from afar? Isn't it a sure sign of a gentleman, that he does not take offense when others fail to recognize his ability?
--Kung Fu-tzi, known as Koshi-sama, or Confucius
CHAPTER ONE: WELCOME TO OKINAWA
The murmur of voices had that peculiar polyglot cadence of a mixture of languages. English dominated, as it always did, a combination of sheer numbers and the decibel level of its native speakers. But Japanese was a close second, and the lilting tones of French wove in and out like snatches of melodic static. The excitement level was high, matched by the energy of people in motion, going from one to another, hands and arms outstretched.
"Parker-san." It was a strong voice, cutting through the din as neatly as though it had been pitched perfectly for one listener without seeming like a shout.
Chris Parker glanced up as the automatic shading in his glasses finally began to fade. He smiled and waited until the man who had called to him came closer, and then bowed low in greeting. His bow was met by one noticeably less deep, and they both smiled when they rose to look at each other.
Sakai Tetsuo hadn't changed much in the three years since they had last met in person. His hair was a dense mixture of gray and white, trimmed just a little longer than current Tokyo fashion, his blue suit impeccably tailored and pressed, his shoes hand-made and Italian. His tie was knotted tight to his throat, perfectly neat, matched by the shining peaks of his pocket square. He was only slightly taller than Chris Parker, and as they shook hands, they looked like a strange pair of brothers, small and compact and precise in every movement.
"You are looking excellent, my friend," Tetsuo said warmly. "It has been too long!You must stay after the conference and come back toTokyo and visit with me."
"Oh, no, Sakai-san, I must look like something the cat dragged in. Spending a day on airplanes doesn't do much to improve one's disposition or appearance.Thank you very much, but you are too kind." Chris ruefully ran a hand through his hair and shook his head. "I would love nothing more than to visit with you, and it might be possible." He avoided the direct and rude negative that they both understood would have been improper, and Tetsuo nodded slightly in pride.
"You are always a welcome guest," he said simply."Perhaps we could speak later, upon some insignificant items concerning mutual business?"
Chris hid his shock at Tetsuo's directness. To bring up business first was unknown of in this rigid instructor in all things Japanese. "I am at your service," Chris answered, this time in Japanese.
Tetsuo smiled again. "Excellent! In this too, you have improved," he said. "But perhaps we shall speak English, so that I may practice my own poor efforts?"
They could continue this dance back and forth all night— as in fact, they had, on several occasions. The rhythm of Japanese conversation, especially concerning business, was soft, rolling, and required patience which few untutored Westerners could finesse. However, Tetsuo's English was excellent, a language he had begun to learn as a child and had honed with years in America. His business acumen was also honed in America, with a Harvard MBA. Chris's Japanese was of much more recent vintage and rudimentary at best. The areas of knowledge which he had studied both at college and during his first extended contact with Tetsuo would simply not be adequate to the subtle nuances of negotiation.
"I will be honored to see you at your convenience," Chris said, inclining his shoulders slightly. Tetsuo immediately reciprocated, and the two of them straightened at the sound of a delighted, low-pitched laugh.
"I could watch you all day, bobbing up and down like those strange toys in the backs of American cars," Ken Mandarin said, sliding up to them. Today, she was not in her usual Western cross-dressing drag, but in a stunning Japanese outfit. She whirled for their approval, indigo hakama trousers flaring out, the heavy jacket wrapped more tightly around her body than perhaps necessary or customary.
The two men bowed to her and she laughed again, dipping elegantly into an enormously exaggerated one. "All this up and down, up and down!" she exclaimed, tossing her head back. "One might get dizzy!"
"I see you've already been shopping," Chris said.
"What, this old thing?" Ken looked pleased, though, and she leaned forward to give him a peck on the cheek. "And look at you!" she exclaimed, backing up to arms length."I like your new haircut!Very modern, oui?" She glanced lightly to her right. "Good to see you, Sakai."
"A delight to see you again," Tetsuo said, his voice equally light. But they both had acquired a slight edge. "I did not realize that your name also revealed an interest in a martial art."
"It's Ken-da, not ken-do," Ken answered. "And I wouldn't know which end of that bamboo sword to hold, let alone how to beat my opponent to bits. But this—this is a fine outfit, no?" Her eyes became sharply drawn; no matter why she choose an outfit more suited for a dojo, she was clearly ready for some kind of battle. There was a reason why Ken did not often work in Asia, but preferred the West. Her battles with the various Marketplace establishments in the Far East were legendary, as were her father's before he died; they had both shared a marked dislike of the Japanese block for their own reasons. Memories were long in the East, she would sometimes say with a shrug. No matter how carefully the Marketplace cultivated an air of neutrality, there were always political and historical differences between some people. Chris was grateful for the sight of a convenient excuse to move on.
"Michael!" Chris snapped."Find out what room I'm in and don't dawdle."
"Yes, sir," Michael said, struggling with the luggage and too obviously dismayed that he couldn't join in the mingling. As slaves approached, he had to shake his head over and over again, until the message spread not to help him. He turned toward the registration room to the left of the main stairs and both Ken and Tetsuo relaxed somewhat at the distraction. Tetsuo was the first to excuse himself, omitting the usual reminder to schedule a meeting, and Ken kissed Chris again and gave him a hug.
"Is that the boy you told me about?" she said, appraising Michael's body from behind, cocking her head as if she could see his hips and flanks through the hanging garment bag. Apparently the edge she had acquired was gone again as she switched her attention to something new. "Pretty! Lend him to me. I've brought the two—they haven't had a toy in months!"
Chris chuckled at the thought of Ken's rapacious matched set of personal servants and what twisted and exhausting use they could make of Michael. He nodded. "Done," he said. "But there is a price."
"Anything!" she replied extravagantly.Then, her eyes narrowed again and she adopted an arms akimbo stance that looked rather appropriate in her new outfit. "Oh, you mean a real price!" she said accusingly. She wagged her finger at him, making tsking sounds between her teeth."You should know better, white boy. The proposal you've placed before the Academy is more complicated than it seems to be—I am still not quite comfortable with all the potential... ramifications."
Chris shrugged."I am sure we can find some grounds to agree upon," he said."But I was really thinking of asking you for a proper introduction to your friend from Seattle and the junior she's brought with her."
Ken had the decency to look abashed, and Ken Mandarin looking ashamed was quite a sight."I am so sorry," she said, with just the slightest evidence of a blush underneath her wheat-colored skin. "Of course, I shall introduce you to Marcy, she wishes to make your acquaintance as well. Naturally! But now, you must excuse me, so that I can go and commit suicide over my stupidity." She reeled away in a false swoon, and threw herself through the open panels of the exterior wall into the garden beyond. Her gutter Cantonese trailed behind her as she cursed herself. Chris smiled as he saw two Chinese gentlemen gaze after her in shock and horror.
But her gaffe had communicated more than she had perhaps thought. Chris's smile faded as he turned to look for Michael, thinking of the comfort of a long, hot bath. It wasn't even the first day of The Academy, and the battle flags were out. And for the first time ever, he wasn't the squire on this crusade—he was a goddamn knight.
* * * *
Trainers from all over the world were converging on the Shimada Resort and Ryokan, located deep in the green hills about forty miles outside of Naha, the capital of Okinawa. Autumn in this tropical area was lush and warm, and the gleaming wood beams of the Japanese country-style inn glowed in the sunlight. It had been specially emptied for the week, entirely staffed by Marketplace employees and servitors of varying levels. Stone lanterns marked the long drive into the property, and a beautiful red and gold gate framed one of the splendid views of the valley to the east. There was a bubbling stream on the northern edge, where outdoor baths were also available, framed by raised dark oak platforms. Ornamental gardens could be seen from almost every window. Small ponds were dense with almost garishly colored lilies, hidden between the trees. It was a breathtakingly beautiful site that invited exploration and an experience of sensuality.The army of service staff moved with the practiced ease of slave veterans—no one would embarrass themselves by sending a marginally acceptable piece of property to serve at the Academy. In fact, it was common for trainers to bring a special slave with them, a way for those lucky individuals to see perfection in action.
The resort was cunningly split between Western and Japanese style accommodations. Much of the actual conference area was Western, with high tables and straight backed office chairs and rooms that were exact copies of every other hotel room in the world, clean, small, and efficient. But in his annoying way, Chris had insisted upon a room in the ryokan section of the resort, a traditional Japanese room, and Michael had prepared to deal with one.The pictures he had studied and the descrip- tions in the tourist guidebooks had been enough to let him know that there were in fact, beds in the room—or at least they were behind panels somewhere. He gazed at the perfectly proportioned room, counting the tatami mats that made every room in such a traditional arrangement uni- form sizes.There was an ikebana arrangement of a floating lily in shallow water over dull, gray, water-smoothed stones, set in a niche across from the door; a perfect position for the late afternoon sun to hit it. He found that he couldn't remember what the little niche was called, and tried to hide his panic by unpacking.
Belatedly, he remembered his shoes, and took them off immediately, carrying them to the door. He had been gratified to see that many of the guests were shod in the shoes they wore outside. But in this traditional wing, where the flooring in the rooms was the ubiquitous tatami matting, you had to leave your street shoes outside, wear slippers on the wooden floors, and socks or bare feet inside.
Oh, jeeze, and I walked through the whole place! Why didn't someone stop me? Did I pass the slippers on my way in without noticing? Wasn't there supposed to be a special kind of porch, a genkan, something like that? Were staff people right now snickering over his error and whispering about him? He was about to slide the door open and dash down the hall to the main entrance, but naturally, that was when Chris got there.
"That'll be ten," Chris said, brushing by him. Chris had already removed his boots, and his small feet were neatly encased in Japanese slippers. He kicked them off and stooped to place them neatly by the door, toes facing out. "Excellent," he said with a sigh, after turning again to scan the room."I'll be bathing. Have everything unpacked and my strap out by the time I'm finished."
"Yes, sir," Michael said glumly.
"And don't worry, Michael," Chris said cheerfully as he took one of the ryokan yukatas hanging on one wall.The light cotton robes all bore a stylized gate pattern in soft, pale gray on a much darker background. "You have an infinite number of potential fuck-ups ahead of you over the next couple of days. You had to start somewhere." He chuckled as he padded out the door, leaving Michael to slide the lightweight panel shut after him.
Michael bit back even the thought of a retort, one of the hardest things in his new regimen of exercises. Back in the spring, when he had impulsively volunteered to be trained as "a classic"—a rigorous, seven year process involving everything from this current apprenticeship assignment to actually being sold and living for a term as a slave—he thought he had considered every possible drawback to the situation. As usual, however, he was dead wrong.
He hadn't counted on being immediately assigned to Chris Parker, the man he had somehow developed a massive crush on, despite years of knowing that one, he was just not very attracted to men, and two, he was certainly not a bottom. He hadn't counted on suddenly becoming the real low man on the totem pole at an entry-level training house, subject to the whims of everyone except the damn slaves in training, and occasionally to them as well. And finally, he hadn't counted on liking it so damn much.
It was perverse beyond belief. No matter how difficult things got, from Chris's degrading taunts about his skill level or thought processes, to the various hazards of working with no less than three demanding trainers, to the sheer pain of his continual punishments, erotic and not so, his heart beat out a passionate plea for more and he slept like a baby. Even his constant stream of self-castigation seemed to be part of this whole process to make him stunningly aware of his place in the world— and more firmly convinced that it was right for him.
And this was only the beginning! If Anderson and Chris weren't bullshitting him, they intended to actually sell him to someone within the year. At first, he had been eager for the chance to prove himself, but lately, he had been wondering if, in fact, it was all some sort of head- game. After all, they both admitted that almost no one was trained like that any more, and Chris hadn't mentioned this potential sale since they were both at Anderson's place. Plus, there was the fact that despite his occasionally insufferable arrogance about these "Old Guard" methods, Chris admitted that he had not fulfilled them himself. Not adequately, at any rate.
Of course, Chris had been in some sort of service, somewhere. It showed in the way he perfectly deferred to Grendel and Alex back at the House, and in the way he acted toward Anderson. But there were no sale records for him in the Marketplace. His experience had to have been some sort of private arrangement that somehow still counted. Michael was convinced that his own "sale" was really just going to be some kind of reassignment to another trainer, possibly Grendel and Alex, since they seemed friendly with Anderson and busy enough to use him. But if that happened, he feared that Chris would no longer be part of the picture. There was no way they really needed two under-trainers, and the house seemed over-staffed as it was, what with Rachel pretty much running things and the trainee slaves doing the scut work.
The thought of continuing his training without Chris—no matter how much he hated him—was very disturbing.
It was, in fact, mortifying.
Even now, as he found the closets and hung up Chris's suits and smoothed out his ties, (and found a western style shoe rack), Michael could feel his cock straining against the narrow cotton rope that Chris had wrapped around it before their connection in Tokyo. It had been almost three hours to Okinawa, and another hour and a half on the road to get here. But that was nothing, Michael thought ruefully. At least the rope didn't have little spikes on the inside of it, like the parachute/cock- ring assembly that he had been directed to pack along with the other items that Chris used to keep him aware of his status. It didn't matter, really. Anything that Chris used on him, touched him with, said to him, seemed important beyond all logic now, imbued with erotic and emotional significance.
The only regularly used toy not in the bag, as a matter of fact, was Michael's now well-used gag. Because, for once, he was free to speak for the entire trip—free to ask questions, engage in conversations, even— chat about the weather. After months of isolation, he was almost feverishly eager to have those experiences. And cautious as hell, too. Just because you are allowed to do something doesn't mean you can do it badly.That was one of his most underlined notes in his precious book of hints and rules, compiled since Anderson, the Trainer of Trainers, reminded him that obedience to her was more important than what he felt was correct. If he took the opportunity to speak up, his voice had to be controlled, his questions intelligent, his conversation appropriate. If not....
He pulled Chris's strap out of the garment bag pocket and laid it out on the low, polished, pine table. The handle was dark with palm sweat, the smooth leather worn by years of use. Michael couldn't remember three days that had gone by in the past five months without feeling it. Even now, there were fading bruises on the backs of his thighs.
As he moved and felt them, he sighed in pleasure. Oh man, he thought, fighting to keep his motions sure, his attention on the task before him. This is as far from where I was a year ago as I could get!
And it felt so damn good!
He had no illusions about his presence here. He was not here to serve anyone but Chris, and he was not here as an example of anything except for what he was—a raw, untrained man marked by Anderson as having a chance at becoming a trainer. And while some people would envy his position, Michael still felt the tug of ambivalence from time to time.Was he crazy, thinking that he stood a chance at being anything but a dilettante, Chris's favorite accusation? Was he clinging to this trainer-in-training facade in order to avoid considering becoming a full-time slave?
As if to relieve his worries, his cock gently settled underneath its bondage, no longer strangling itself in frustrating tumescence. There was never a true erotic attraction to being a full-time slave, never that jolt of feeling right that he had read about in so many slave interviews and reports. So clearly, he was made to be a trainer, and this newfound passion for use, abuse, and humiliation was directed toward one man and one man only. And since Chris made it clear that his loyalties lay in only one direction—that of Imala Anderson and her methods and traditions—and that he was certainly not interested in owning a slave, then that settled things. Period. Nothing more to say.
Yet when Chris came back and Michael got on all fours and presented his ass for a beating, his traitorous cock was hard as a rock, red, and straining painfully between the white strands of rope, and every stroke drove the breath from him in gasps that were ecstatically pure. And his thanks were as genuine as his obedience and his gasps. As usual, he forgot all about how cut and dry everything was, needing only to feel the slight brush of Chris's hand on his head to make him wriggle with pleasure and ache to be better—so much better—in the future.
* * * *
"Ladies and Gentlemen, thank you for attending this year's Academy. On behalf of the International Coalition of Trainers and Handlers and the Asian and South Pacific offices of The Marketplace, I welcome you to Okinawa and this beautiful resort, provided for our use by the Shimada family." The speaker was Noguchi Shigeo, the undisputed Trainer of Trainers in his part of the world. At least eighty years old (some said ninety), he seemed to be made of seasoned timber, as ancient and creaky as the central beam of an old country house. His English was precise and British, his manners impeccable, his training methods unspeakably brutal. It was said that his school rejected at least a dozen applicants for each position, and then weeded out half of those who were accepted. In the small world of the Marketplace, that was quite considerable, especially because although he was always cordial and respectful, no gai-jin—no foreigner—had ever been accepted for training in his house. Plus, his rejections were still considered among the most desired of private trainers, especially if they had survived the first year.
Tetsuo Sakai had been trained by Noguchi. Like all of those who had received the touch of this venerable master, he was standing to Noguchi's left side, mingled with the crowd, yet easily within sight of the old man and proudly attentive. It didn't matter that Tetsuo had been an independent trainer for decades or that his house was the acknowledged second, right behind Noguchi's, in slave training. What mattered was knowing where you came from.
The rest of the room was still settling as Noguchi went into the extensive list of welcomes and introductions of the various Marketplace representatives who were going to be present for the Academy's session. Slaves circulated, bearing bound copies of the schedule and various position papers that were to be shared, discussed, and debated.There was also one formal proposal this year, requiring a vote of the membership. Interpreters buzzed constantly; there was a tight edge of excitement in the air.
Ken Mandarin had made the attempt to look interested and be quiet, but as soon as she got hold of the Academy schedule, she flipped it open, scanned the contents, and immediately began turning pages to the section she wanted to read first. Several of Noguchi's men gave her short, stern glances, but she ignored them, preferring the circle of spotters who had congregated around her, just as eager to see what was going to be the real business of the week. We are the real outlaws here, Ken thought smugly, as she and her peers began to scan the items that might affect them. Perhaps it is not at all where you came from, she reflected, but where you are going. And neither this old man nor my pompous little American friend is going to tell me where I am going.
Yes, there it was.They had scheduled an obscene amount of time for debating, as usual. Talk, talk, talk, they always had to talk everything to death! She sighed theatrically and shut the binder sharply, noting who ignored the sound, who jumped and tried to pretend they didn't hear it, and who actually turned to see. It was gratifying to have her powers of observation. It was all part of what made her so good at what she did. Damn to hell anyone who thought they could tell her what her job was.
She felt that the critical mass of her fellows had digested the material, and deliberately scanned each of them in turn, letting them see that she was prepared to fight. Even the oldest one there deferred to her—as was only correct. A pity that she and Parker would come to heads over this, but c'est la guerre. She turned her attention back to Noguchi, who was finally getting to some of the information she had come to hear.
"As our schedule is heavy and our time limited, we shall limit discussion on the major proposal to our formal debates. I respectfully request that the usual 'hallway discourse' be as limited as possible, so that all of our attendees will have the most complete information possible." There was a slight wave of laughter at this valiant attempt to control the second oldest human instinct in the world, that to gather and gossip. Noguchi gave the slightest of shrugs, acknowledging the futility of his position, but his face was stern, his voice slightly harder. "When matters of such import come before us, they deserve our best efforts for resolution," he added."It is not an exaggeration to say that the very character of our institution might change after this meeting of the Academy. I encourage all of our members to be cooperative both in the process, and in the final results, whatever they may be."
"Even if we are disenfranchised by this process?" Ken called out, stirring those around her to muted agreements.
Shigeo Noguchi lowered his gaze to her, slowly and with the great majesty that was his to bear. The anger of his students and the surprise of those who would never presume to interrupt such a grandfather in their midst was perfectly palpable. Ken tossed it all off with a casual sniff and stared back at the man with a perfectly insolent smile on her lips.
"I look forward to the debates with great pleasure," the old man said simply. "But I know no amount of talk will ever disenfranchise you, Ms. Mandarin."
The light laughter broke the momentary tension until Ken laughed herself. She gave another of her dramatic bows toward Noguchi and turned to leave. He seemed not to take any offense, and continued his introductory words as she and several others quietly left the room.
Michael itched to follow her. Now, there was a hot babe, he thought, fully aware of the massive disrespect such a thought entailed. He had never been formally introduced to her, had only heard of her, seen her from afar. He knew that she and Chris were old acquaintances, if not friends, and that she had spotted several excellent clients, both for Chris and for Chris's employers, Alex and Grendel. In fact, Chris had told him that Ken's patience when scoping out potential clients by far exceeded his own. Not a bad compliment from a man who thought that patience came before obedience in the proper attributes of someone in service. Or those who trained them.
Even still, Michael liked the way she looked, exotic and playful, strong and passionate. He liked the way she moved quickly and gracefully, assuming that people would move out of her way. She looked like the kind of woman who had had people surrounding her to see to her every whim for a long, long time. It was frankly sexy, enticing, yet slightly dangerous. In his older days in California, he would have played with her in a minute, gone hunting with her, if she wanted to, and enjoyed her wickedness when it was aimed at someone who was helpless before it. He smiled slightly, imagining her in a latex cat suit and spiked heels.
"I'm loaning you to her later," Chris said casually.The level of sound rose in the room as people applauded Noguchi and broke up into their little social groups. Michael paled, unsteady for a moment. Damn him! Damn all of them! Was he so transparent that they could all read his mind, or was he so simple that they could all stay two steps ahead of him?
"Speak," Chris snapped.
"Yes, sir. Thank you, sir," Michael replied smartly. He had learned that gratitude fit almost every occasion and used it liberally. This time, it seemed appropriate, because Chris nodded and let the matter drop. In any event, there was someone approaching, from behind Michael's shoulder, according to how Chris's eyes were tracking. Carefully, Michael edged out of the way, and sighed when he managed to move to the side just as the newcomer came close enough for a personal greeting.
* * * *
"Mr. Parker, what a pleasure to see you again."The voice behind him was low, smooth, and gently accented; he turned his body to stand behind Chris and to his left, and saw one of the most beautiful women he could possibly imagine.
There he had been, just seconds into a full-fledged erotic fantasy about this slender, angular Asian woman with spiky hair and high cheekbones. But now, Ken Mandarin faded before something ever so much more—ethereal. And Michael struggled to understand why.
She was in her fifties, maybe even her sixties, it was hard to guess. Her smooth, olive-toned skin was faintly glowing in health, that kind of color you got when you lived in a warm place. Her hair was a rich, lush black, touched lightly with silvery white, making you guess at her age, mocking you with the possibilities. She had large, bold, dark eyes, and a body that Americans would describe as heavy. But when she stood and offered an elegantly manicured hand toward Chris Parker, she seemed as tempting as Aphrodite freshly come from the waves, as stunning as an Italian movie actress, as inviting as a warm embrace.
Chris took her hand and kissed the back, European style. Michael couldn't think of any other way to greet this woman. He realized that his mouth and lips had dried out, and nervously swallowed, hoping that Chris would not introduce him. I'll just fade into the background, he thought, praying that his palms weren't sweating.
"Ninon," Chris said, pronouncing it like it was French. "I was so pleased to get your note."
"And I was pleased to see that you have at last truly joined us," the woman said."Your writings have been so useful to me, it seemed a shame you were not more active among us. I hope that I am among the first to give you my full support and encouragement."
"I'm honored by your interest," Chris replied. "I just hope that the upcoming discussions won't be—unpleasant to you."
"Oh, my young friend," she laughed, and her laugh was like something warm and soft thrown over bare shoulders."I have been here much longer than you, and have faced terrible battles in the past. Surely, you know that it is those moments of unpleasantness which accentuate the moments of joy."
"Of course." Chris smiled, and was that just the slightest touch of color in his cheeks? Well, there was certainly a lot of heat pumping through Michael's face, and it intensified when Chris turned toward him and indicated him. "Ninon, please allow me to present Michael, who was chosen by Anderson to train under me."
Michael felt buffeted when the woman turned her gaze toward him. He bowed deeply, appropriately for a person of such little status, and, he hoped, low enough for Chris's judgment. She smiled at him, though, and it made everything instantly better. She did not extend her hand to be kissed, for which he was terribly grateful. He didn't think that it would be appropriate to take one of those pretty hands into his suddenly huge and sweaty paw.
"Ninon is one of the greatest gifts the modern Marketplace has," Chris said. "And her specialty will interest you, Michael."
"Yes, sir?" Michael managed to say.
"Ninon exclusively trains pleasure slaves." Chris smiled again, and Michael gulped as Ninon turned to look into his eyes again.
"Is that truly a field of interest to you, Michael?" she asked, her eyebrows raising delicately. "As a client, or a trainer?"
"I—I hope to be a trainer," Michael stammered.
"How charming. And fortunate for you, as well.You are at an awkward age for pleasure training," she said gently. "Too young for the proper experience, too old to be fully trained in the most proper way. But a few months with me, and I would teach you things about pleasure which you could have never imagined."
I bet, Michael thought, bitterly hating the way the spikes were digging into his balls and around the base of his cock. "It would be an honor for me to study under you ma'am," he said. He hated the way it sounded the minute the words left his mouth, but again her smile made everything better. When she turned her attention back to Chris, he tried to breathe in deeply and gently and regain his composure.
"Surely, you have many allies in this," she was saying.
"All I need," Chris said confidently. "And I suspect that many of those who have indicated opposition will come around before our meeting is over. I've found that there are a lot of irrational fears surrounding what this might mean for independents, especially spotters." He gave her a meaningful look, and she nodded wisely.
"Still," she said gently, "it is needed. The quality of merchandise has been declining for years now. I have seen common threads; a lack of dedication, a lack of the proper spark, the passion." She shook her head sadly. "However, we cannot place the blame entirely upon the clientèle. We must bear this responsibility, as we are the foundation upon which the Marketplace exists. We are more than the conduit, Mr. Parker—we are the shapers of service. Surely, we must admit that there are universal standards of acceptability."
"Of course we do," came a deep voice from behind her. "We accept the standards and teach them. But we can't allow any governing board authority over us and our methods.That would go against the very essence of our origins and place in the world."
Michael cringed at the sound of that confident, cheerful voice. Chris and Ninon turned to welcome Geoff Negel into their little conversation, and Michael wished even harder that he could sink into the floor, unnoticed.
"Mr. Negel," Ninon said, extending her hand. He shook it, American style, and offered his hand to Chris as well. Michael half expected his trainer to refuse it, but without the slightest hesitation, Chris returned the greeting.
"A pleasure to see you again, Ninon, Parker," Geoff said. His eyes sparkling, he turned deliberately to Michael and held his hand out. "And great to see you, Mike! You're looking well."
"Thank you, Mr. Negel," Michael said softly, surrendering to the moment. He shook his old trainer's hand nervously, and stepped even further back away from the little group.
"Oh, please, we've never stood on that kind of formality," Geoff said cheerfully. "Call me Geoff, the way you always did."
Michael glanced at Chris, but the man didn't come to his rescue. "Uh, thank you, Mr. Negel, I'm honored. But, I'm—it would be improper for me to address you so informally. Please excuse me."
"Of course, of course," Geoff murmured. "You're quite the stickler for formality, Parker, aren't you?"
"Quite." Chris said with a slight smile. "Which is why I see we shall be the principle opponents over this issue."
Geoff opened the binder and read, "'Proposed: That the International Coalition of Trainers and Handlers create a standing committee of Standards of Training, including a certification process for accrediting new Trainers.' It sounds so innocuous, Parker. But what you're suggesting could destroy one of the primary freedoms we enjoy in the Marketplace—the ability to create new and innovative methods, to challenge the past and create for the future. I mean no disrespect, I hope you realize this. Your own methods are documented successes, and I have learned much from your input in Anderson's reports. Anderson herself is truly the greatest American trainer of our generation, I will admit that freely. But there are other styles—perhaps better, perhaps equal, certainly worse. But styles which deserve to succeed or fail on their own merits, not on your personal judgment."
"What makes you think that my standards would be the sole basis for accreditation, Negel?" Chris asked. "My proposal clearly outlines a method for establishing the criteria by committee."
"And who selects the committee?" Geoff asked, waving one hand dismissively. "We all know that's where the real issue is. Who is selected to rule over us, and what training methods will be approved of, hm?"
"Gentlemen, gentlemen. Surely, this is one of those discussions best left for the debating floor?" Ninon said lightly, touching each man and smiling at both in turn.
Geoff immediately assumed a contrite expression."Of course, Ninon! I apologize. I really just meant to come over and say hello. I'm sorry I interrupted your conversation.You'll both hear enough from me later! See you in session, Parker. Bye, Mike." He turned and entered the crowd, immediately greeting someone else and getting drawn into another conversation.
"The battle is joined," Ninon said softly.
"I wish that he was the worst of my opponents," Chris said lightly. "You know where the real battle will be—with the spotters." He coughed, and then added, "And the British."
The older woman nodded, and laid her hand lightly on Chris's arm again. She looked sympathetic. "Yes, I have heard. Still, I believe we should gather our friends close, and be sure to listen very carefully to what Mr. Negel and his supporters are saying. It would be a shame to lose because we have underestimated the feelings of those like him. I think I shall see who else is here and in agreement. Let us share our resources at breakfast, yes?"
For a second, Chris Parker looked almost shocked, but he recovered and nodded gravely. "An excellent idea, thank you, Ninon."
"No, no, thank you. And may I say, Chris, you are looking more handsome than ever! Good-bye, young Michael, and do try to calm down." She smiled kindly, and as she turned to leave, Mike colored into a blush.
God, this was going to be difficult! It was one thing to just be there, acting as Chris's valet and all around flunky, being nice and polite to everyone. But he had been dreading this eventual meeting with Geoff Negel. To have it coincide with the erotic flush he had felt upon meeting Ninon was just typical of the exquisite timing that made his life so hard.
Geoff Negel had been the first Marketplace professional that Michael had ever met, back when his first exposure to this underground world was through his Uncle Niall, a Hollywood writer. Somewhat undecided as to what his own professional life was going to look like, Michael had leapt at the chance to become a trainer of real-life slaves, and for many months, lived the idyllic life of a man for whom no pleasure was denied. But then, he screwed up royally and put his own training in jeopardy. By sheer luck, the East Coast trainer known as Anderson responded to his request for further training. Little had he known where that trip would take him, exactly how far from the warm, sheltering hedonism of Geoff Negel's California-based house of slave training.
He felt ashamed; as though he had been stripped and exposed before Geoff, and made to grovel like a penitent slave. Geoff hadn't gone for all this "in order to be a good trainer, you have to know how to be a good slave" stuff. In fact, he had spoken derisively of it, confident in his own methods, his own style. To stand there in front of him behaving like a slave in training, to refuse his invitation to call him by his first name— it was humiliating. How could something that was so right, day to day, be so damn hard minute to minute?
"Was it really so difficult?" Chris asked, in his casually maddening way.
"Yes, sir," Michael said. "I'm sorry I let it show."
"Well, it takes practice to know exactly how much emotion to display," Chris said. Apparently, he was in a generous mood. "If your intention was to show Geoff that he could effectively humiliate you, you did well. If your intention was to make Ninon treat you like a clumsy, shy adolescent, I'd say you were marvelously successful."
Or, maybe he was just saving the cutting remarks for last, Michael thought.
"Never mind that, though—Ninon has that affect on many people, regardless of orientation or taste." The corner of Chris's mouth twitched slightly, and Michael knew he was flashing on some pleasant memory. "If she had not produced that effect on you at first, she would have no doubt tried for something even more devastating."
"I've never been attracted to a woman who—" Michael hesitated, trying to find the right words.
"Was so much older than you? Who was not two slender legs supporting breasts of a more than moderate size?"
"It's not that, it's just she's—I mean, she isn't—she's hardly unattractive!" Michael sputtered.
"Certainly not. But it is her profession to make people who can attract attention, divert it, keep it. Naturally, in order to pass that knowledge on, she is the master of the art."
Oh, so it was a lesson. Michael tried to compose himself. "If I heard her physical description, I wouldn't have thought she could have that effect on me," he admitted. "Is she Italian? I couldn't place the accent."
"Greek," Chris said, with a slight nod. "Her house is on Mykanos, surely one of the most beautiful spots on earth. I guarantee that you would find it absolutely intoxicating. Most trainees do. But such training isn't for you.Think about that, and write me a few words on it tonight."
"Yes, sir," Michael said. He was doing a lot of writing these days. And unlike Anderson, Chris not only checked up on him, but read and commented on everything.
In fact, Michael mused, this seemed an awful lot like junior high school. He spent far too much time reading and writing, and kept getting interrupted by inconvenient boners. He hid a grin as he wondered whether that would make a good entry in his journal. Probably not.
* * * *
As trainers would continue to arrive the next day, dinner was an informal affair, with ad hoc groups meeting in separate rooms or enjoying an array of fresh sushi being prepared on one of the open porches. Michael finally was freed from his duty at Chris's side, as Chris went off for some private meeting with one of the Japanese trainers. Michael had practically jumped for joy; instead, he smiled and thanked Chris as politely and warmly as he could and dashed off to enjoy a tour of the premises uninhibited by anything save his fear of being unintentionally rude to someone. I can manage to stay out of trouble, he swore to himself, after trying a few clearly identifiable pieces of raw fish from a table hosting two stern sushi chefs. He found that the food was not quite what he knew as Japanese food per se, and tried to act as nonchalant as possible when confused by dishes of what looked like little nuggets of something pale and soft. Noticing several people digging into them and popping them like peanuts, he tried them and found himself chewing something that tasted remarkably like incredibly dense Velveeta.
Weird. Also weird was the fact that a lot of the foods seemed spicy hot, especially when dabbed with a red pepper sauce that seemed very popular with the locals. He smeared a healthy portion on top of a piece of sashimi and took a bite, and felt like his mouth was being seared. As he gasped and tried not to choke, someone pressed a small cup into his hand and he swallowed its contents compulsively. Not the best idea, as it turned out. Expecting the light taste of fine sake, he was met with a much denser, harsher feel, like a brandy, which did precious little to soothe his tongue and quite a bit to make him dizzy.
"Uchinaa guchi wakai miseemi?" A tall, broad and bearded Japanese man demanded of him. It was one of the local trainers, of course, and his face was so composed that the loud voice seemed terrifying. He helpfully repeated himself in a slower, and much louder tone and Michael made a helpless gesture, still spitting around the array of tastes in his mouth.
"Sir, please excuse my rudeness, but Master Sato wishes to know if you speak Okinawan Japanese," said a young woman suddenly next to him. By the collar around her throat and the careful phrasing, he knew she was one of the many interpreter slaves who were wandering around, and he was very grateful for her sudden appearance. She had a ribbon pinned to her blouse that listed English, Deutsch, Español, Italiano, and two names in kanji, one of which he assumed was Okinawan Japanese. Michael wasn't even sure whether there was a big difference between Okinawan and mainland Japanese, or whether it was like the difference between Mexican and Puerto Rican Spanish. But he was glad to see her anyway.
"Yes—er, no," he said carefully, finally feeling a slight easing in the burning sensation. "Thank you, please tell Mr. Sato that I am sorry that I don't speak Okinawan, but thank him for his kind concern for me." Michael handed the little cup back with a sheepish grin, and as Sato heard his response, he nodded and smiled.The smile barely broke through the stone of that face. He said "Ma'asan, eh?" and elbowed Michael and winked, and then bowed slightly and left.
"Ma'asan?" Michael asked the interpreter.
"It means, 'tasty,' Sir." she replied with a brilliant smile. She was not even five feet tall, Michael realized. Tiny, like all the women in adventure books about big burly men finding themselves in Japan. Her ink black hair was short, though, appallingly short. He wondered if it was custom, or her owner's taste, or even a punishment. Without thinking about it, he brushed one hand across the soft layers of shorn hair, so much like an animal's coat. She didn't even blink, only took his caress with the same calm confidence she had radiated when interpreting. But her smile seemed to waver and then get suddenly wider.
"Thank you for your help," he said, suddenly embarrassed by his action. It had been so long since he felt free to touch a slave, he thought. Yet how natural it felt, how comforting to know that she would stand there and allow him to run his hand across her head. But did he do something wrong by touching her? No one had said anything to him about such things.
"It is my honor to serve, Sir," she said."Do you require anything more from me?"
"Yes—yes," Michael said. He didn't want her to leave. He wanted to touch her again. Most of all, he wanted to take her into one of those secluded groves and fuck her brains out. Instead, he asked her what he had been drinking, and how to get another one.
"It is called Awamori, Sir," she said, elegantly indicating in which direction he should walk. "It is considered one of Okinawa's most famous exports. It is like brandy, and the Awamori here is of the finest quality." She remained calm and polite, but that initial smile was now barely a memory. Her face was frozen in a kind of cheerful grin that made him shiver, and he recalled that one of the ways that Japanese people showed embarrassment was by smiling. So he had done something wrong by touching her, dammit. Also, he knew a factoid when he heard one; she was slipping into a tour guide mode, and she was much more important as an interpreter. He sighed and shooed her away to help someone else while he waited for one of the servers to pour him a new cup.
"You must watch yourself when you drink this fine beverage," came Ken Mandarin's voice from over his shoulder. "It is a drink that seduces, you know. You think you have not had enough, and then suddenly, you find yourself in—how do you say it? A compromising position."
"Ms. Mandarin, I'm honored to meet you," he said, surprised at how cleanly it came out.The he remembered that Chris had arranged to "loan" him to her, and he blushed. She smiled in her predatory way, and tossed back a cup of the strong drink and sighed with satisfaction. How dangerous she seemed, especially in contrast to the slight, composed translator who had come to his rescue a moment before.
"Yes, I am sure you are!" she replied, putting her cup down. "So, what are you doing off of your leash, hm?" She started to walk away, and he felt compelled to follow—a question was hardly a dismissal, and she was one of the big shots here.
"I've been freed to wander," he said, keeping up with her. "I am even allowed out to play from time to time," he added daringly.
"Oh, ho, you are? How terrible for you. Do you not find it easier to be controlled, knowing that your world is ever safer than the traffic you are playing in now?" She waved merrily to someone who had nodded her way and turned suddenly back into the hotel.The cool shade of the evening was so pleasant inside, warm wood everywhere, muted light in the corners. Michael scrambled to keep up because she seemed purposeful now.
"I'm not a good porch dog," he said.
"That's not what I heard," she said, suddenly stopping and flashing a very nasty grin. "In any event, you shall certainly meet a rather fascinating doggie trainer later on, and we shall see what he makes of you."
What the hell am I supposed to say to that? Michael wondered. "Well—I'll be honored to meet anyone you wish to introduce me to, Ms. Mandarin."
"Ha!" she laughed, smacking him smartly on the arm."You're a good boy. Come in and meet some of my friends—I make no promises that they will not bite!" He looked around, and saw the half-open sliding door that she was pointing to. Instantly, he slid it open wide enough for them to enter, and found himself in a small western-style meeting room, with a regular sized table and real chairs. Seated around the table were five individuals he had seen earlier with Ken. Her fellow spotters, most likely. Suddenly, he realized that this might not be the smartest place for him to be. If Chris was stirring up trouble with the spotters, and he was Chris's... Chris's... trainee. Student. Junior trainer. Boy? Whatever.
"Heya, this is Mike here," Ken said, sprawling across one of the chairs, one leg dangling over the arm. "Meet the real people who make the Marketplace work, Mikey."
Michael sighed and bowed as the people in the room introduced themselves. There was no awkwardness with these people, and no one extended a hand to shake his. Only one of them was known to him, a man named Paul Sheridan from New York City, a friend of Chris's older brother, Ron. Paul had literally decades of experience in the field, and this was the first time Michael had seen him out of some form of leather. In fact, Paul was wearing a rather loud Hawaiian shirt over a pair of cut-off jeans, certainly one of the most informal people there. But he had never met the darkly tanned woman who introduced herself as Shoshana, or the vaguely sinister Italian man who barely scanned him for an instant before nodding and shrugging as though the meeting was of no consequence at all.The last man was a slender, brown-skinned man who was engaged in the Academy schedule and barely nodded to him when he was introduced. It was one of those moments when Michael realized he had been examined and quickly regarded as a person of little consequence. As always, it hurt.
Michael felt an increasing need to leave, but couldn't figure out how to elegantly get out of the situation without insulting Ken Mandarin or showing how scared he was.
"Do you know why we are here?" Ken asked him, as he bowed to his final introduction. She looked pointedly at him, and he felt that sinking sensation that meant he was about to Learn a Lesson.
For a second, he thought of answering her with a quip, but decided against it. "I know the purpose of the Academy is to encourage communication and learning among the trainers," he said carefully. "You meet every year, but not everyone attends. I know that for years, it has been the custom of the Academy to bestow an honorary accreditation to senior trainers who are sponsored by previous members, and that this was always a voluntary process, something like getting a certificate from a civic organization. And I know that this year, there's a proposal to make accreditation into a formal status instead of an optional one, and you have to vote on that."
There was a derisive snort from the only other Californian in the room, a man Michael had never worked with when he was out there.
"Oh, don't be so harsh, Daniel, everything he says is true," Ken said waving a hand at him. "So what do you think happens to us, Mike, hm? What will happen to the freelance people, the spotters who train, the trainers who spot? What will happen to those who might not get this, this accreditation, eh?"
"Well—we can't know that until it's tried," Michael said, knowing how awful it sounded. "Besides, it's not even clear what the qualifications of accreditation will be, you don't know who might be accepted and who not. And I know there's nothing in the works to deny people access to the Marketplace—"
"Yet!" snapped Shoshana. "Nothing yet! First they want to register us, make sure we are all in agreement, and then those who are not will be cast out."
Michael instantly put his head down and his hands behind his back. It was a posture meant to receive a rebuke, and it calmed the entire room as though they were all alpha dogs and he had turned his throat to them. Ken laughed, delighted.
"Oh, poor thing, poor thing," she crooned. "Come here and sit by me, and learn something, mmm?"
"Ma'am—" Michael began to speak, but she shushed him.
"No, no, we shall not frighten you any longer. I only want you to leave here knowing what we do for the Marketplace. Actually..." she paused meaningfully and looked into his eyes, "actually, I think you understand quite well what a spotter should and should not be, is that not true?"
Michael wished he could just hang himself there and then. But instead he sat gingerly where she pointed, even more subdued than before. She knows! he thought with a moment of anguish. Of course, Geoff must have told her, they were on the same side now.
Daniel pointed a finger at Michael and said, "People always say that spotters are the gateway to the Marketplace, and leave it at that. Well, sometimes I don't think that anyone really understands how must time and effort—and money!—goes into being a successful spotter. Come on, folks, who here spotted ten clients last year?" Ken waggled a finger, but the rest of them scowled. Daniel waved at Ken with one hand and said, "Well, we have to expect that from you, Ken, you have no other life! Besides, you pick 'em and send them off for training faster than anyone I ever heard of. I doubt you remember the names of the people you spotted last year!" That was met with friendly laughter and Ken grinned with satisfaction.
"But look at me—five damn clients last year, and I was grateful for every damn one. And you know how many people I spotted and let go?" He looked around the table.
Shoshana shrugged. "One hundred? Two? It is the same all over."
"I built the playroom, I go to all the soft events, every damn one of them. Plus, I do the swinger circuit, and the post military rounds. Know what that means? I'm on the road three weeks out of four sometimes. And when I find a good one and get 'em into training, there's no guarantee I can see 'em to the selling floor, because we're getting a higher return rate now than ever!" He was obviously worked up about this, prepared to say all these things, and in the saying, some of his anger seemed to deflate. He sank back into his seat. "What I don't need from the Academy, thank you very much, is more rules to learn, so I have to make it even harder for a new client to get into shape. And the last fucking thing I need is someone else telling me what trainers I can use if I don't have the time or talent to train."
"Trainers tend to think they have the hardest job," Shoshana said. "They are always whining about how much time they spend getting a client ready for market. But what about the time we spend making sure they are market material? What about the number of times we throw back bad merchandise, the ill-bred, the ill-motivated, the... the fakers. How many times we find out only at the last minute that they truly do not have the wish to serve and must be gotten rid of so that we can move on? How many times are our hearts broken because we cannot get a client to the right level to send them on?"
"Don't ever let them break your heart," Ken scolded. "You must be more positive! But it is true, we toss so many back into the sea! We are more than the gateway, Mike, we are the funnel, the, what is it? The strainer. Without us, these exalted trainers would be wasting all of their time going to meetings on..." she thought for a moment. "On Twenty-Four-Seven! Yes, that was the phrase, 24/7!"
"What is that supposed to mean?" the Italian asked.
"All the time. Twenty-four hours in a day and so forth. How to, 'live the lifestyle,' n'est ce pas?" Ken laughed and the others joined in. Even Michael spared a slight giggle. He had been to several seminars on just that topic, and couldn't begin to imagine what Chris would look like at one, let alone how he would participate.
"I went to one last year, as a matter of fact," Ken said, sitting up in her chair."I go to several of these conventions, these weekend meetings, although I prefer the ones most concerned with fashion for my own uses! I have found some very good clients there, very good ones. But, oh, what I go through to find them! The agony! The hours of looking, and waiting! The teasings, the bindings, and oh, oh, all the sex I must have! But you know—when the bird is in the bush, you must beat the bush to get it to fly out."
"I'm sure you hate all that bush beating," laughed Daniel.
"Oh, sometimes," Ken agreed. "But sometimes, also, one finds a moment of truth."
She was like a knife blade in twilight, attractive and dangerous and oh, so obvious in her presence. I felt for her like I sometimes feel when I stand on the edge of a balcony, like I should really bend my knees and launch myself out and down, to my certain destruction.
I dampened my jockeys right through to the seam of my 501s, and turned away before I leapt.
I was late for the seminar, the booklet folded back in my hands, slipping and sliding among the dozen handouts and schedule updates, glancing down from time to time to make sure I was in the right place. The hotel hallways were crowded, and I could barely make it from one room to another without running into ex-girlfriends, former bottoms, current fuck buddies, and assorted community acquaintances, who all had to be acknowledged. Hugs and back pounding, kisses and casual gropings, promises to meet later, later, after the next one, before the contest, at the dungeon.
How many people have I slept with, based on a relationship that lasts ten minutes at a time, while we're both on our way to something else? I amused myself by trying to count while I scanned the room looking for a seat behind someone not too tall.
As usual, the presenters weren't ready, just milling around at the front of the room, playing with the microphones and pouring glasses of ice water. I stuffed the papers into my vest pockets and settled my dick comfortably against my right thigh. It was itching today, probably too dry. The straps of the harness settled up tight, and I sat up straighter to relieve the pressure.
Finally, with nods all around, the leader of the seminar coughed and tapped the mike, and people began to settle down. I waved at a pal across the room, and they turned the tape recorder on, and the man introduced the topic.
"Twenty-four-slash-seven, or, Do People Really Live This Way?" There was scattered laughter; I smiled a little. The amusement didn't make me feel comfortable. I pulled the program booklet out of my pocket again to check the description of the seminar. It said:
An examination of the possibilities in a full-time D/s relationship. Presenters will discuss the realities of this most difficult lifestyle.
I tried to sit tall while they introduced themselves.Yes, yes, the middle guy has been in the scene for twenty years, he has two lifestyle subs under him. Yes, the woman at the end has been in the scene for thirty years, and she is up to her third slave.The two leather men have been together for five years, and they are master and slave. I read it all in the program. Let's get to the point. How did they meet? How did they know? What did they do—and how can I find someone to do that with me?
Well, isn't that the point of all these things? I mean, I had fun watching the fire demonstrations earlier, but really, I'm here to hook up. If not for tonight, then maybe... maybe much longer.
As they took turns explaining how real their relationships were to them, I was dismayed to find my mind wandering.Yes, it's sweet that you love each other so much, I said mentally, but what does it say in your contracts? Do you really do anything you want with your lover? What does it feel like? And why weren't there more bottoms on the damn panel?
Instead, I began to hear how compromise made things work for them all.The same stuff I'd heard before, last year as a matter of fact.This one had a trick for making sure that his slave knew that certain things were his right to do—but that he didn't have to exercise that right. Another one sat down with his slave once every quarter, to discuss things like equals, just to make sure things were going great. Not that she couldn't ask to do that at any time, he added quickly. It was just to make sure that they both had a safety net. That started a discussion on the burdens of being the top in a full-time relationship. Nods of agreement all around.
I stifled a yawn, and wondered when the dungeons were going to open that night, and whether there was a women's party.
As my mind wandered, so did my eyes. And that's when I saw her slip into the room, followed by this tall, blond-haired man who looked like he would be more at home posing for an advertisement for milk.
But she was the one who grabbed me. Five-foot-four or -five was my guess, with spiky, ink-black hair that looked like it ran down between her shoulder blades. Her high cheekbones and narrow, dark eyes spoke of an Asian background, but she wasn't obviously Chinese or Japanese— maybe Filipina? She was wearing faded jeans and tight chaps with a silky leather uniform shirt, aviator glasses hanging from a correct loop in the front. There wasn't a ring of keys dangling left, but what looked like a silver snake of a collar, with a lock hanging tantalizingly low on her thigh.
I instantly saw myself crawling to her and rubbing my face against that thigh, pushing that loop of silver, begging for it to embrace my throat.
I turned back to the seminar and pressed my lips closed. Swallowing hard, I then had to take a deep breath, because a wave of dizziness had washed over me.
You got it bad, baby, I thought to myself. Calm down! Jeeze, you'd think you weren't getting laid often enough!
But I didn't dare look back at her. I stared at the presenters, waiting for wisdom, or at least a clue.
"You have to recognize that your sub is a human being, with feelings and needs just like you have," one of the guys was saying. "Sometimes, she's going to need some time off, maybe to just chill out and take inventory. It's your responsibility to provide her with that time."
"And what if you should require that person's services during that time?" came a voice from the back of the room. I knew who it was.This time, I was not the only person who turned to look at her.
She was still standing, and the blond guy was behind her and to one side, looking kind of casual, but attentive. And very cheerful. She, on the other hand was dead serious.
"Well, what do you mean? Like to talk or something?"
"No. I meant, what if, when you have dismissed your slave for this free time, you realize that there is a task which needs completion, or that you wish to have sex with them. What if you have an unexpected guest whose comfort requires the services of your slave? What if you are merely bored and wish them to come and act as a footstool while you take tea?"
Her voice was low-pitched, but clear, and there was some kind of accent there I couldn't recognize, like an English person speaking French, or a Frenchwoman who learned English in London. She made short gestures when she spoke, little, sharp movements which emphasized words, added ironic accents to her phrases.The room swayed as attention went back to the panel.
"I'll take that," the woman on the end offered. "It's simple—the agreement I have with my slaves is just that—an agreement. In it, chaptI have made promises, too. I have to uphold them, on my honor as a mistress. If I have to deal with a minor inconvenience from time to time, it's my responsibility to deal with it."
There were noises of agreement, affirmation.
"Then why do you call them slaves? Would a slave not be pleased to be used by their owner? Would a slave not be utterly available, at all times, even if this is inconvenient to them—because that is their purpose? Does not an owner have the right to use their slave, so long assuch use does not cause them to be incapable of serving?" I was beginning to flush. Every line from her made my cunt throb and pulse, and by now, I was so wet I wondered if the seat was going to be spotted. But I was also shaking. When I turned back to the panel, I grabbed hold of the laces on the side of my vest and wrapped them around my fingers to keep my hands from trembling.
"Well, I guess it depends on your definition of slavery," one of the men countered. "The way I see it, I have just as much responsibility as my sub, more, in fact. As a dom, I have to make sure that she is safe, and—"
"Happy?"The woman asked.
"Well, yes, of course," he admitted, with heads bobbing up all around. "What's the point of doing all this unless both partners are happy?" asked another one. There was some applause, and then the room swished as heads turned back to the woman in the rear. A few hands danced and waved, trying to get in on this, but it was obvious that they were going to have to wait.
"It seems strange to me," the woman said, this time allowing a thin smile to show through, "that you will spend all this time and effort to create happiness when a man or woman who truly wishes to be a slave will be happy once they become one." She made an abrupt gesture to one side, and blondie stepped away, opened the door, and she slid through.
"Hey—don't leave—you can't do that—" came an outraged cry from the podium.
"Oh, that was nice," the woman on the end snapped. "Come in, say your piece, and then leave before anyone can argue with you. That was useful."
"Well, let's just say that that sort of judgmentalizing doesn't help anyone," the leader said, regaining focus. "Slaves and masters are whoever they decide themselves to be. Now, let's get back to the real topic, OK?"
I heard one person down the row from me whisper, "Do you know who she was?" I saw the head shake, no, and then I gathered up my papers and made my way out.
By the time I got to the hall, she was long gone.
* * * *
I saw her again, skirting the edges of the room where the fundraising auction was held, but lost her in the crowd. In vain, I looked for her at the dungeon space, even loitering in mixed space for two hours, asking people if they'd seen her. Almost everyone had—but not there. I didn't know what I would say to her. I didn't even know how I'd say it. But that night, after a few half-hearted friendly scenes with some other girls, I fell asleep alone, twisting under the covers, hot but unable to jerk off. It was like being love sick, except that I didn't even know her name, or whether she liked girls, or shit, even if she'd take one look at me. It hurt, real bad. And no, not in a good way. On Sunday, after the last of my marked off seminars, I packed and stowed my luggage at the front desk. I would have three hours until I had to take the shuttle to the airport and then home. Because of that woman, this had been one of the strangest conferences I'd ever been to—I hadn't taken anyone new to bed, and I hadn't bottomed to anyone new, and I didn't even come, not once. I was wondering how long this was going to last.
"Excuse me," came a voice from the door. No, it wasn't her—it was him. Blondie. I turned and jumped a little—but she wasn't next to him. He flashed a smile."I'm sorry, I don't know how to address you," he said easily. "Is it Miss, Ma'am, or Sir?"
God, you could hear the capitals when he talked. "Jessie," I said, clear- ing my throat."Jessie is just fine."
"Thank you, Jessie. My Mistress has asked for the pleasure of your company if you are currently free."
My heart beat out the rhythm of a tango. I stood without thinking and nodded, and he held the door open for me. How did he find me? Why did she want to see me? How did she pick me to see? I walked with him to the elevator, where he punched up the penthouse suite floor, naturally, and I began to feel a little giddy.
"This is like being in a book," I said out loud. "Yep," he agreed. "I mean, wealthy, mysterious woman who I don't know asks to see me the last day of a conference.This doesn't happen on a regular basis." "Nope!"
I wiped my hands against my jeans legs and looked at my traveling clothes in horror. I was as vanilla as you can be, not even packing. I didn't even look like a dyke, let alone a tough, butch, bottom leatherdyke.
The elevator door slid open and Blondie waited for me to exit, and then kind of sailed across the hall to tap on a door. He opened it slowly, and ushered me in like he was going to announce me.
She was sitting in one of the big wing-backed chairs by the wall of windows that gave a great view of the city. She was also not in her leathers—she was wearing a man's tailored, white shirt, French cuffs and gold at her wrists, and one of those fancy silk ties that cost more than what I make and will never, ever be used for makeshift bondage.
"So," she said right away, before I had a chance to even step into the room. "What do you want?"
My mouth went dry, and my mind went blank. I stared at her for an incredibly long moment and then mentally shook my head to get the cobwebs out. "Er—you sent for me," I managed to say.
"You sent for me, what?" "You sent for me—Ma'am."This time, I put in the capital. It was real easy. "Sir," she corrected genially. "Yes, Sir," I whispered. "You were looking for me, and now, you've found me. Tell me, little girl with a big cock, what it is you were going to say when you followed me out of the workshop yesterday."
"Well," I started.
"No, wait! First, straighten your back. Place your hands in the small of your back, and push them forward. Do not, do not fidget, yes, do not fidget. Look at me.Tell me."
I did as she said, and my hands burrowed into place before I figured out how to do it. "I wanted to tell you," I said, shaking, "that I liked what you were saying. Sir."
"Yes, you did. And you wanted what else?"
"To—to see if you knew—to find out if you might—" I lost the nerve. Sweat was covering my body, and I was trembling too hard to concentrate. It all seemed so stupid, that I was standing there like that, so scared yet so fucking turned on that I couldn't even move. I hung my head, and took deep breaths.
"You must say it, or I will have Andy open that door and send you on your way."
I looked back up at her, and felt my knees shaking. There was only one response to that—I hit the floor, hard, and she made a hissing sound that was almost like a whistle. "Then come closer and tell me," she said.
Flashback to that moment in the seminar—but now, I was there, literally crawling to her on my knees, crossing that hotel room in an agonizingly embarrassing, halting shuffle, until I was as close as I dared to be, her curious, hard eyes following my every move.
"I want to be a slave like that," I choked out, bowing my head again. "Sir. I would be happy if I were a real slave."
The scissoring whisper of steel caught my attention, and like magic, there was a knife in her left hand and her right hand was gripping the collar of my T-shirt. "Everyone says that," she said, catching my eyes with hers. "Whose slave would you be?"
"Yours," I gasped. Anything else was cut off as swiftly as she swept that knife along the front of my shirt, stabbing it down below where her fist was, and then cutting straight through the straps of my bra, and not stopping at my waistband. Instead, she switched grips and pulled my shirt from the jeans and finished severing it. I felt a tug from behind and gasped again, but it had to be Andy, pulling the newly made rag from my shoulders, along with the remains of my bra.
She reached down and pinched one of my nipples, gently."You would be my slave? I have enough slaves. Be my toy, right now, and show me how much you meant what you claimed."
This is crazy, I thought. I have a plane to catch, and I don't have anything to wear down to the lobby, and that was a good bra!
"As you wish, Sir," I said, shaking.
To describe what we did would be fairly pointless. If I told you she spanked me, how would you know that every blow of her hand made me want to cry? Not because of the pain, but because she was telling me with every heavy swat, that spanking was for children, and only with my tears would this end. Every time I felt that, I fought the battle with never wanting it to end and wanting so much to give her what would please her.
How could you know that?
And if I told you that I crawled and whimpered on the floor, following her boots with my tongue as she parted my legs with a slender and wicked cane, leaving so many slashes on the inside of my thighs that the very thought of pulling my jeans back on was terrifying, would you realize that I didn't care about the pain or the discomfort? Would you believe me when I said that my thoughts were only on the boots that I had been commanded to shine, and that until they were gleaming with my spit, nothing, nothing would distract me? Could you possibly understand how pleased I was when she braced her heels, one at a time, against my back, and pronounced the job done to her satisfaction? That I came, grinding my cunt against her foot, only to repeat the exercise, knowing that this was a trap set for me yet also understanding that I was to fall into it, eagerly?
It's impossible to describe.
And when I say she possessed my body, you may think that her fingers in my mouth, in my cunt, in my asshole, were all just that—fingers, penetrating and opening me, spreading me wide to examine and tease, to empty and fill again, until I squirmed with ecstasy and groaned in pain. But to me, she was taking possession of me—marking her territory. I begged for more, not with words, but with every time I arched my back, every time I relaxed to take more, every time I cried, or moaned or licked hungrily at her offered fingers in gratitude.
The knife was in her hand again, but her other hand was indicating her fly. "Take me," she said, "take me well, and all that I wish to do with you, and I will mark you. And if I mark you, I will see you again."
I forced my hands into stillness as I worked the fly open. Underneath the expensive trousers, dampened with my tears, were silk boxer shorts, never so sexy on a woman before. I reached in, and felt the bulge I would have to take to earn her favor, and licked my lips desperately. It was large. No, it was huge. One of those black silicone things that doesn't look anything like a real cock, and as it came free of her clothing, I despaired of ever really taking it with any expertise. I could only hope to survive on sincerity. She passed me an un-lubricated condom, and slowly, I worked it over the tip, using my lips to push it on.
"Eerie— yes," she sighed, watching me. "That is good, ma petite. I know you cannot swallow all of me. But make love to it nonetheless. Do not allow what is happening to you to distract you."
What was happening to me? I wondered about that for scarcely a moment before I felt my thighs being spread wider. It had to be Andy again, and his fingers lightly touched my cunt, and I shivered.
I had not had a man touch me there in years.
The cold shock of that made me stop what I was doing—exactly what I shouldn't have done. What she said she didn't want me to do. Instantly, her hand was in my hair, jerking my mouth off of her cock, and turning my eyes to hers.
"You are not a virgin," she stated with the assurance of one who has already had access to my open holes. "You may be a lesbian, but you are my toy right now, are you not?"
"Yes, Sir," I said, feeling a wash of betraying tears. The fingers had left me, and I shook, half in fear and half in anger at myself.
"And if I choose to have my toy penetrated by my hand, or my fist, or my cock, that is my right, is it not?"
"Yes, Sir!"
"Or any hand or fist or cock. It is of no import who or what they are attached to. I wish it done—you will accept it."
I felt a word dancing around in my mind, and captured it before it could escape. Safe word, I was thinking. Dammit, safe word! I want you, not your boytoy, I don't want any man's dick in my cunt.
But I want to be a slave, your slave, like you said, serving you—But I don't want anyone else—But other women, that would be all right—But I could be happy—
She pushed my head back down, and speared my mouth, expertly. I choked at the intrusion, and almost fell backward, but caught myself with a fist wrapped around each of my ankles. There was no intruding hand between my thighs this time, only the hard, slick cock of a woman, the pounding and sliding penetration that no flesh and blood phallus could duplicate. I set my lips around it, and pushed back, taking as much as I could, coughing and gagging as she took me. I didn't know what to think, and soon enough couldn't. At one point, she held me suspended on this gag, filling me until I couldn't breathe, and laughing as I swayed back.
And then, I was on all fours, and that big, awful cock took me, first driving into my cunt, slick with the dampness of come and sweat and every drop of lube my body could possibly manufacture. By the time she spread my ass cheeks, I was near blind with confused pleasure, drunk on endorphins, exhausted with the strain of holding my own body up. I felt the tearing pressure as though it came from outside my body, and when she sank her teeth into my neck, pinning me to the floor, I screamed and thrashed around in something so shattering it couldn't be contained in the word orgasm.Think of one mind-blowing, electrical shock that zaps you from head to toes. Now, sustain it until you can't breathe.
I lay there, panting and oozing, clutching at the carpet fibers, trembling. I felt a weight on my back, and a sharp cut on my shoulder, and cried—sobbed, really—when I realized that she was marking me.
Then, I felt Andy lifting me up and allowed him to lead me to the glorious bathroom. He bathed me like an invalid, wiping me down, and left the room with me sitting on the john, utterly wasted.
I stood, and turned to see my back in the mirror. On my left shoulder was an odd mark—two vertical lines, one with a shorter line flying up on the right side, the other with a line extending from the top at perhaps a 30 degree angle. They were trickling blood. When Andy came back, he put a bandage over both. He brought my clothes with him—at least my jeans, socks, and boots. A conference T-shirt was with them, probably his, since the woman's would be too small for me.
I realized that I didn't even know her name.
I walked out into the room, unsure of what to say, or what to do. Should I kneel again? What would happen now?
"You may go," the woman said. She was placing a business card on the table by the door.
I stood still. Confusion must have been quite apparent on my face.
"You are not ready," she said, with a shrug. "C'est la vie. But you were fun to play with, and so I have given you a souvenir. Perhaps you will be ready one day, and then you will call this number, and I will see you, and if you prove suitable, I shall finish the cuts. But do not dare call if you are not prepared to give me everything."
Tears came quickly—how could I still have them to cry? And she shook her head at me.
"There is no failure with me, little girl-boy, only partial success. You have been entertaining, and so we part as so many do, mm? Without rancor, without tears. Surely, you will find other happiness, even if you never call me."
I hated her, with every fiber of my being. I hated her for teasing me, for playing with me, for cutting my shirt and making me miss my fucking flight, but I hated her for making me leave, oh yes, that was the worst part. Stiffly, determined not to make a scene, I strode to the door. My back and thighs and ass and cunt and tits ached, and I thought, well, at least I have that. I picked up the card in shaking fingers and put it in my pocket. Andy was holding the door open and I was almost through it before I turned and hit my knees again, this time bowing my head all the way to the floor.
"Yes," I heard her say. "You are welcome."
* * * *
Andy took me to the airport in a big, shiny rent-a-car.We didn't say much to each other. And I didn't look at the card until I got home. It was very plain. It had a New York telephone number on it, and the initials KM. She had written on it, "When you are ready."
I slid it into the frame of my mirror, where I see it every morning, and every time I check myself out before hitting the bars. I don't exactly know how I feel about this readiness, what it really means, and whether I'll ever call that number.
But I do know this: the price of freedom has never been so low.
CHAPTER THREE: FORTUNATE BASTARD
As I knelt, trembling on the polished wooden floor, my back a tight bow, the growling words of my new master came too fast for me to even hope to follow, punctuated by sharp, staccato sounds that dripped with contempt and anger. From time to time, I felt a slight kick— against my shoulder, against my thigh, but I did not raise my head, not an inch, holding myself as still as possible, as Anderson had cautioned me to do.
Finally, the command to look up came, and I carefully brought my body up, not moving my knees, sliding my arms alongside my body as carefully as possible, even though I felt the tingles of worn and sleeping muscles all over myself. Sakai Tetsuo was a handsome but severe man, his eyes dark and narrow, his cheekbones drawn tight over an aristocratic face. He was holding a rod, and too fast to follow, it descended and smacked hard, making a loud crack that cut through the room. I couldn't help it; I flinched as it struck, and that began the first of many, many beatings. I didn't know what I had done, or what I had neglected to do. I wasn't to know for days. It would be three weeks before I found out that my new master even spoke English. All I knew that day was that I was held as beneath contempt—not only because I was an American, but because I was a freak.
And yet, she had sent me there. After all the time it took for her to see me as what I was, she had sent me there.
* * * *
Chris snapped himself out of his reverie as he stood by the door to the room Tetsuo had invited him to. It was a lifetime ago, his first visit to Japan. Yet still, it seemed unnatural for him to approach this door on his feet; strange to merely tap against the pine door frame and wait to be invited in. Surely, if he dared to walk in, eyes level, Tetsuo would erupt in rage and nearly take his head off with one blow.
But he heard the invitation come, slid the door open, and entered without a trace of the tremors which threatened to rise in him like waves. Tetsuo was already seated by his table, soft lamps illuminating the one corner of the room.
There was never a need to say the empty things that were taught to slaves in the States. No "I am here, Master," or "What may I do for you, My Lord?" Here, one is summoned, and one comes. I need a drink, Chris thought, settling opposite Tetsuo and forcing the memories into a corner of his mind.
"Sake?" Tetsuo offered.
"Thank you, no," Chris said. "Just water please."
Tetsuo nodded, and the door to the adjoining room slid open like a whisper. A tray appeared, followed by a woman in a kimono, and Chris stopped watching as she went through the ritual of closing the screen, picking up the tray, and all of the movements which you had to learn in order to bring someone something as simple as a drink. He didn't comment on how quickly whoever was in the other room had found a cup of water for him, or arranged the tray. To notice a serving slave, as opposed to an ornamental one, was a breach of etiquette.
There was the usual exchange of courtesies; Tetsuo asked polite questions about the state of affairs in NewYork, and Chris inquired about Tetsuo's school in Tokyo. They agreed that the Shimada resort was quite an excellent blending of Eastern and Western styles, and the weather was fine, and that they both regretted being so busy that they could not spare any time to cheer for their favorite baseball teams in person, although they hoped that they might find an afternoon this year to do just that. Finally, Tetsuo changed his posture in that minute way that showed he was ready to talk business.
"As to the matter at hand," he said, "I have been most interested in this proposal of yours. I must tell you that I and my house support it wholly."
Chris bowed his head down slightly in acknowledgment and gratitude, but did not comment. It was only natural that Tetsuo would support it. He waited for better news.
"Noguchi-sama is also in favor," Tetsuo continued, as though this were of no singular importance. But that was the real blessing, Chris thought. As Noguchi goes, so do the great Japanese houses, trainers and spotters alike.
"That is encouraging news," Chris said.
"But that is not why I asked to see you." Tetsuo emptied his sake cup and put it gently down. He made a slight motion with his right hand and no slave returned to the room to refill it. It was so very subtle; so designed to make it seem that slaves just knew when to do things and when not to.
"I have some proposals of my own to present this week," Tetsuo continued.
"This first one is for you. I have been following your progress for these few years.Your record has been exemplary; you have been of great value to the house of Elliot and Selador. Your writing style varies enough from Sensei Anderson's that I can see where your influence has been growing in her own reports. In addition, I have found your independent style of training to be most instructive, particularly considering the nature of the North American clients you have trained."
Chris picked up his cup and drank slowly. Tetsuo had never been so...effusive in his compliments. It was almost too much to process cleanly. Without thinking, his left hand made a gesture, and the slave returned to refill his cup. Tetsuo didn't hide a smile, and Chris almost blushed.
"You are too kind to this poor, ignorant student," he finally murmured in Japanese.
Tetsuo didn't argue, as an American teacher might have, only grunted in response to the use of his language. He continued in English. "There has been one mark against your record, and that is a disappointment. However, considering your youth and the pressures of the market, I believe I understand the complete situation. Our failures often point directly at our weaknesses."
Chris nodded.
"And if your greatest weakness is your loyalty, then you are to be commended upon choosing a remarkable fault for this age," Tetsuo said with a slight smile. "A fault which I wish to exploit. It is time you... moved on, Parker-san. I realize that in your country, it is common for one in your position to begin a house of your own. I propose something different. An alliance, and a business proposition. Between my house, and the house of Sensei Anderson. Between myself, and you. Come to Japan, Parker-san. As a trainer in my house." He signaled for more sake, and held up one finger toward Chris, who had taken a breath to speak. "I am not finished."
Chris composed himself smoothly and waited as the sake was poured, allowing the girl to serve him some. When she was gone again, Tetsuo reached next to him on the floor and picked up a carved wooden box, which he placed on the table. As Chris stiffened in surprise, he pried the top of the box off and pushed it across the table so that Chris could see the contents. Even though there was no real reason to look, Chris did. The coil of dark metal was threaded with the stylized magnetic lock and identity cylinder that Tetsuo used on his personal slaves, and not the large orange tag that was used on trainees.
"Not only as a trainer," Tetsuo added, settling back comfortably. "But as my personal slave. I wish to purchase you from Sensei Anderson."
Chris reached for the sake, and drank it down like water.
* * * *
"And then what happened?" Michael asked, when he finished giggling. The other people around him were wiping tears from their eyes and calming their own snickers.
"What could I do?" The speaker shrugged. She was a broad-faced, bright-eyed young Korean who called herself "just Kim!" "I bowed low, backed out of the room and went back later with a can of paint..." More laughter followed and she grinned.
Earlier that evening, Michael had pried himself free of the brooding spotters as soon as he could. After wandering aimlessly for almost an hour and considering turning in, he found a group of folks who were all his age and younger hanging out by the hot tubs furthest away from the ryokan. To his delight, they were almost all trainees themselves. He tossed off his clothes, cleansed himself quickly and thoroughly in the glorious outdoor area set up for it, and joined Kim and a quiet Canadian man named Benjamin, while others sat at the edge or lounged on the platform. Kim had turned out to be quite a storyteller—and very funny. Two translators knelt nearby—the Brazilian man's bad English wasn't quite as good as Michael's bad Spanish sprinkled with bad Portuguese, and Kim's French wasn't as good as she had hoped it would be, although her English was fine, so Catherine, the Swiss woman who spoke only German, French and a little English had felt left out. Now, they all traded stories and jokes with the gentle murmuring of translation going on throughout it all.
"So what about your teacher, Michael?" Kim turned to him and he felt her toes nudge against him in the tub. "Does he make you do stupid things?"
"Don't they all?" Michael said a bit too loudly. But beer, sake, and that incredible local rice brandy had made them all a little bold, and everyone laughed. He wanted to nudge her back—firmly—but stopped himself ruefully. He couldn't explain that he often thought that Chris read his mind, and that speaking ill about him would almost certainly cost Michael whatever freedoms he had this week. "I want to be Ninon's trainee," he quickly said with a leer. Everyone laughed some more.
"So do I!" several of them said at once, and cups banged against each other in toasts to the Mistress of Pleasure.
"I would train for two more years to spend one year with her!" swore Catherine, the Swiss lady.
"Three!" swore the Brazilian."By God, three years, with beatings every week!"
"I would give myself to her as a slave," Kim said,"and I do not like women!"
"But neither do I!" said the Brazilian, and they exploded in laughter.
Oh, this is better, Michael thought. This is fun! Nice people, no politics, just a little vacation, that's all. Talking about sex instead of business was a bonus, too.
"But the market for pleasure slaves is down," Benjamin said soberly, killing Michael's last thought. "At least it is in the Americas. How is it out here, Kim?"
Kim shrugged."Better than you have, I think. Many more people here want pleasure slaves than in your country. You are so strange in America— and Canada!" she amended. "Here in Asia, people always think of slaves as property to be fucked. In America, you wanted slaves to work in fields, and were ashamed that you want to fuck them. For Marketplace slaves, it is the same! Here, we use them for pleasure, and in America, you make them do housework."
"Aw, that's not true!" Michael immediately protested. "We produce hundreds of pleasure slaves in the US! And they're still popular!"
"Sure, yes," Kim agreed. "But see how the international sales go, eh? The most pleasure slaves are trained in the East, and the most specialty slaves are now coming from the West."
"Huh?"
"It's true," Benjamin agreed. "I've been studying sales records for the past ten years, and comparing them to the previous fifty. America and Canada are producing more slaves with cross-training than anyone else right now, and the Asian markets are supplying more pleasure slaves than ever. The Mediterranean and Middle East markets are full of pleasure slaves, too. But we North Americans are putting out specialists. Cooks and butlers and doctors and drivers and teachers, eh?"
"I wonder what that means," Michael mused out loud.
"It means you Yankees don't know how to have fun!" Kim teased.
"I know how to have fun!" he protested, finally giving her that nudge with his toe. She nudged him back, and they ended up splashing each other like kids, until Benjamin protested and they all settled down again. Specialists, huh? Michael thought as he settled into the warm water up to his chin.Well, it was true—so many of the slaves whose files he'd seen in his studies were supposed to be doing specific jobs.The kind of basic training that the Elliot/Selador house did—designed to make a person easy to place in a simple job—was pretty rare. It was one of the reasons they were so successful; not only did they specialize in newcomers, but in slaves whose only talent was their desire to serve. Some owners liked that, certainly enough to keep the house in the black. But the real demand—and the high prices—were reserved for the slaves who had valuable training in specialized skills. And it had been a surprise for Michael to find out that there were plenty of slaves who did not expect to be used sexually—and even slaves whose contracts said so! Very strange, at least to him.
It was all so confusing sometimes. Chris had made him painfully aware of the essential humanity of the slaves that they handled, yet the little bastard was a cold, distant, absolutely scary topman when he deigned to play. One of the harshest things he had ever called Michael had been "user"; yet he was the first to tell a would-be slave that their entire purpose was to be used and useful.
It was enough to make you nuts, Michael reflected. "I don't want to talk business," he drawled, stretching luxuriously. "This is the first time I haven't been under supervision, underfoot, or just plain under the weather in ages. I need to have some fun out here before I go back to all-work-and-no-play! Did you see some of the pleasure slaves they were showing off at the party? I want a few pieces of every one. Who's with me on that?"
There was a moment as the interpreters managed the idioms, and some light laughter in response. Kim sighed dramatically and shook her head. "I am still celibate this trip," she said easily, with no trace of embarrassment or annoyance."Next year, when I finish my apprenticeship, I will be a goddess of sex! My slaves will never sleep until I have been satisfied a thousand times. But this year, you will all have to lust for me in vain."
"Man, that sucks," Michael said honestly."For real, you can't get laid?"
"You can?" translated the two interpreters simultaneously.
"Well, yeah!" Michael said, and then suddenly paused, thinking.
When was the last time he got off? Was it that time when Rachel did a toy inventory with him? He had ended up with what seemed like a sex shop's worth of things clamped, strapped, and chained to and in him while she and one of the slaves-in-training went at it like a couple of hungry weasels in front of him. Unable to touch himself, every time one of them even brushed his cock, he almost came, and when Rachel finally started taking all the toys off and out of him, the little slave girl stroked his cock until he exploded. He had almost fainted, it was so intense. But that was ages ago.
His face told the story, and they all laughed at him, and he blushed, deeply. Yeah, he was horny all the time, and no, no one had really had sex with him since he left Anderson's house, but he hadn't thought that he was necessarily celibate.
"I don't understand!" he said in a burst of annoyance. "Why the hell do we have to suffer so much, when we're the fucking trainers?"
"Oh, you might be a trainer," the Brazilian man said with a snort. "But I am a maggot!"
"And I am slut," added Catherine with a brilliant smile.
"I'm just 'the kid,'" said Benjamin cheerfully.
"You want to be a trainer that fast, you go train with Negel in California," Kim said wagging a finger at him. "He will call you whatever you like! I hear he says you are a trainer after only six months, very easy!"
Michael slid quietly back into the water as they laughed, and felt his ears burning. He had no way of knowing which of his new friends—if any—knew how he had gotten here and wished he had not raised the issue of training at all. But their laughter seemed general and not cruel, so he counted his blessings and allowed part of his mind to follow their outrageous conversation. But even as he managed a few soft laughs and a nod or two, the practical side of his brain was occupied with figuring out how to keep his secrets safe during the conference. Suddenly, he was keenly aware that it wasn't just his face that was on the line here, but Chris Parker's as well.
Lucky bastard, he thought, flashing a grin at Kim. Chris never has to worry about anything.
CHAPTER FOUR: TIGHTENING COILS
Pickled papaya? Rice porridge with bitter melon? And were those misshapen things really considered donuts? Michael gulped in some air and tried to concentrate past the throbbing in his skull. The unfamiliar food wasn't making his hangover any more friendly. He passed the entire table by and snagged a cup of American coffee and went outside to drink it.
It was steamy in the early morning, and the local birds seemed in on the conspiracy to tear his eyeballs out through his ears. He tossed back three aspirin with his coffee and groaned. Why on earth did he drink so much last night?
He had made his way back to the room some time between two and three. Chris liked his privacy, and Michael had thought to just tiptoe in and find his futon in the dark. But to his surprise, the room was empty, a single lamp lit and no sign of his trainer. There was a shoji screen set up, blocking half of Chris's futon, but it was amply clear that he wasn't in the room.
He had somehow managed to get out of his clothing and shove it all in his luggage to minimize any mess he might make, before collapsing face down onto the shockingly thin sleeping mat.The next thing he knew, a strange slave was gently opening the shutters and once again, he was the only one in the room. Chris's futon, out and pristine last night, was already put away, and on the table was a note that simply read "Review the track 1 seminars and choose two." The Academy schedule was open to the event listings and there were several tabs inserted on various pages, with Chris's neat script indicating papers for Michael to read.
When does he sleep? Michael wondered, clutching the coffee mug protectively. Back in the states, coffee was a treat for him, despite the fact that Chris was rather a caffeine freak himself, drinking it at all hours, even late at night. But this is no treat, he thought, grimacing. This is life-saving medication. He gulped at it desperately and groaned again. The schedule and its attached papers seemed so huge and complex, with lists of meetings, seminars, presentations, and special discussion groups. He hadn't been ready to examine it, only shoved it under his arm for later perusal. He thought that maybe another coffee, then another shower, and he might be ready to read fine print.
"You're looking a little worn this morning, kiddo," came Geoff Negel's nauseatingly cheerful, deep voice.
Great, Michael thought. I'm never going to get rid of him, ever.
"Morning, Mr. Negel," he mumbled. As he started to rise, he felt Geoff 's hand gently on his shoulder.
"No need to get up for me, Mike. There was a time when we were equals, remember?" He walked around Michael's spot on the stairs and took a deep, theatrical breath. He was dressed in white shorts and a soft looking summer sweater, his tan clean and glowing, his silvered hair brilliant in the sun. Michael felt like he was a troll looking at a knight. "Beautiful day, isn't it?"
"Yes, sir," Michael grunted.
Geoff looked down at him, his mouth compressed suddenly in what looked like genuine hurt. "I'm sorry you're mad at me, Michael, and somewhat in the dark as to why you are. I'm very happy for you; accepted to study with Anderson, and now the single student of her protégé— that's very impressive. You've come far since I first met you. You deserve to go much, much further. If you're holding some sort of grudge against me, I wish you'd tell me what I did, so I can apologize for it."
Michael lowered his own head to avoid those piercing, ever so earnest eyes. What am I supposed to say now? I hate you because I spent all that time with you learning things that my new teachers think are the cause of every thing bad in the universe? I want to avoid you because you were there for one of the biggest fuck-ups of my life, and I have no idea how many people you've told about me?
"I—I'm just not feeling well today, sir," he mumbled. "I'm sorry that I've made you feel uncomfortable. I—I'll try to be in a better mood." Not an acceptable apology at all, in addition to being a piece of misdirection that Chris would slap him into next week for, but what did he care? Geoff wasn't like these people he was learning with now, he wouldn't be able to tell. Besides, Geoff Negel was nothing to him. Nothing.
"I see," Geoff sighed. "Well, if you're going to hide behind what passes for manners, there's not much I can do. Sorry to bother you, Mike. Try to drink some grapefruit juice, that'll help rehydrate you. Feel better." He started to move away, and Michael made no move to stop him.
Other people came and went, exploring, or on their way to one of the outbuildings. Michael sat as still as possible, waiting for the pounding to stop echoing. He was also waiting for the feelings of self pity and anger to wash away. Damn Geoff Negel anyway! Damn him for being so strong and healthy and positive he was right; damn him for being handsome and fit and sexy and confident, and so, so damn wrong.
Most of the time, Michael knew that the methods and philosophies that he was being taught by Imala Anderson and her golden boy Parker were tested by time. He saw the results, met them, studied them in files and folders, and in the flesh. And although he also saw other training methods that were excellent, he knew the value of being trained according to one tradition and then teaching it to others. He also knew, in retrospect, that the time he had spent with Geoff 's house in California was wasted. That in time, Geoff and his methods would vanish like a fad.
But it was one thing to know something because logic and wiser people than you tell you so, and another thing to feel it in your heart. And seeing Geoff glide effortlessly through his detractors, white teeth gleaming and hand always out, was humbling. Maybe he's right for now, Michael thought in a torrent of confusion. Maybe it really is his time. And what's wrong with being right for the moment?
At least no one answered him. He was getting tired of Chris sneaking up behind him and answering his thoughts.With a sigh, he got up and went back inside for his second cup of coffee. And maybe some grapefruit juice.
* * * *
Chris took a seat on the floor, crossing his legs comfortably. Several of the people at this invitation-only breakfast demonstration and discussion had pillows and bolsters brought for their comfort, but there were no chairs in the room. It was all for the best—the view from the floor was quite stimulating enough.
The sinuous, dark-skinned man with intricate scarification traces on his back and legs had been holding wrapped coils of colored rope, waiting until the last guest had been made comfortable.Then, with patience and grace, he unwound the rope from the perfect coils, re-winding it around the bodies of the man and woman who had started out by standing and holding onto a ribbon-like strand of heavy-weight silk that had been thrown over one of the exposed beams overhead. It had looked disarmingly unsafe and unstable.
That had added immeasurably to the charm of the scene. As the coils became more intricate, wrapping around limbs and body parts, the dark man began to link one part to another, and the two slaves used for his demonstration were slowly drawn down, one to her knees, the other onto his back.The three of them were nude—but as the rope was used, coils of red, dark blue, pale green, the bodies of the couple in bondage became clothed. Uncomfortably so—the male was bent backwards with his legs tucked up underneath him, and the female had no way to balance except on her knees and toes—but they bore it with only slight moans and a light sheen of sweat to mark their trial.
They both screamed sex. So did the binder, whose circumcised cock was fully erect. But he paid no attention to it, other than to make sure his ropes never touched it.
Nice touch, that.
When he had used up the last inch of rope, the binder then moved his human packages from side to side—handling their immobilized bodies with ease as he showed them to the guests. It was cleverly done. If you wanted to, there was access to genital openings and nipples. It might require rolling them over—and in the man's case, pushing apart his lower limbs to such an extent that he groaned—but they had neatly been both tied up and arranged for use. The binder demonstrated this with a gentle thrust of his hips in the direction of each available orifice— a cute movement that showed his arousal and control and teased the viewers. Both bondage arrangements left "handles" that could be used to lift the slaves, which the binder also demonstrated, his muscles bunching and gleaming.
He ended his demonstration by bringing the silk ribbon down from the rafter and elegantly draping it around the two bound slaves, making them into an attractive package. Then, in silence, he bowed his way behind the screen, leaving the guests to politely applaud and murmur praise.The bound slaves, of course, had no place to go.They both closed their eyes; Chris could see them straining to breathe quietly, their bodies hot and slick, the ropes tight and just so slightly yielding.
"All this to make slaves ready to be used?" Walther Kurgan laughed, and stretched his shoulders. "The master must have great patience, I think."
"Well, not everyone thinks that foreplay consists of 'bend over,' my friend," Ninon replied, fanning herself lightly.
"What more do you need?" The ex-military man grinned and eyed the bondage arrangement again. "It is attractive, though. I can see this on the auction block. After the examinations, before the bidding."
There was some general agreement with him on that score. Chris was one of the only dissenters. "I don't think Americans have that kind of patience, Mr. Kurgan. As a special demonstration, yes. But they want to be able to go right from exams to bidding."
"Americans don't have any patience," Kurgan said strongly. "Present company excepted, of course!"
Of course, thought Chris, as he nodded.
"Mr. Parker," Ninon said gently, after giving Kurgan one of her pointed "I am ignoring you" head tosses, "When can we expect Anderson to arrive?"
"I don't know if she is at all," Chris said, feeling the ripple of shock that followed his words. "The last time I spoke to her, she was still considering." Across the room from him, Tetsuo sat comfortably, no sign that he was paying any particular attention to this announcement.
"That is not like her," Corinne said petulantly. The French trainer whose translator clients were making the week easier for everyone was a woman in her late fifties, with a narrow, elegant nose and long, sandy hair. She was easily fluent in over a dozen languages and functional in half a dozen more, and her slaves were in high demand as tutors and translators, but she cherished opportunities to dabble in less-specialized property. She moved forward on her knees to examine the slaves up close, running her fingers across the ropes. "I know she does not like to attend, but this is too important for her to miss. She supports the proposal, of course."
"Yes," Chris nodded. "I do know that her vote is assured, and her... cadre will support her as they always do."
"But we will not have her presence. That might be a problem." The female slave groaned—Corinne had apparently found a sensitive spot. She smiled briefly and then turned her attention back to the little group. "I hope you understand that I am not disparaging your presence, Chris."
"I understand perfectly."
But it was a problem, and they all knew it. Kurgan yawned and stretched again and then prodded the nearest slave with his toe. "I will tell you what I think," he said bluntly. "We must make alliances with the South American factions; they will appreciate the need for order among our members, even if they chafe at the thought of... hmm... regimentation? You find a better word, Corinne."
"No, I don't think that military terms will serve us best here," Corinne agreed, her eyes mischievous. "Present company excepted, hm?" Alone, away from their students and apprentices, away from their lesser rivals and the need to keep up that all important appearance of absolute control and formality, the trainers in the room delighted in teasing each other. Among themselves, they were not rivals; each had their areas of expertise and their countries of origin (or residence) to separate them. They were an un-elected elite, formed by habit and tradition, and maintained, some said, throughout the history of the Marketplace. Although Chris had met with all of them separately on different occasions, this was the first time he had taken a place among them. Of the fifteen people in the room, he was the youngest; he had paid his deference early, and was rewarded with a position next to Ninon and frequent nods when he spoke.They seemed gratified that he took their teasing in stride without being baited into replying sharply. If any of them had expected him to be as blunt as Anderson, they hid their surprise. In fact, it was almost as though they were ready to accept him as an individual.
It was beginning to look like this Academy was going to be nothing but a series of shocks.
Ninon passed him a sheet of paper, and he scanned the list of trainers on it. She had placed her initial next to several whom she agreed to speak to. As they chatted and joked, he initialed three he already knew, sighing as he saw the familiar names. He then passed it onto Walther who scowled at it. But he would agree; he would do his best as they all would. Whatever Anderson meant by leaving her attendance a mystery, whether it was to pass on her mantle to her favored protégé or to protest this very battle among her kind, they could not afford to waste time in group speculation.
And in fact, Walther seemed to snap out of his displeasure as easily as he had slid into it. He scrawled his initials across several names and tossed the sheet of paper onto the male slave's stomach. "I am due at a discussion now," he announced. "If any of you can do this favor for me, see if this female is available for later tonight."
"After the demonstrations?" Corinne asked."I will share with you, if you like."
"Good God, no, during them. Thank you for your offer, but I don't know if I can stand another two hours of this sort of thing," Walther laughed, waving his broad hand dismissively over the bound bodies. "I want some diversion while any new styles of bondage or singing and dancing are going on. Perhaps we can share someone tomorrow." A few of the trainers laughed or smiled politely.
"I will ask Honore," Tetsuo promised.
As the German left, the remaining trainers all took a moment to study the bondage sculpture again, and then moved in closer to each other to talk about business, ignoring them. It was one of the many small differences between the trainers; some of them brought sex to their business, others brought business to their sexuality. It was no dishonor to Walther that he would rather fuck a slave than watch something new and distinct; it was just his style. Everyone had their own priorities, and as long as they did their jobs well, a certain amount of individual taste was always allowed for. It was only the eternal presence of the slaves themselves, clients or property, which remained the same.
* * * *
After his first seminar, a kind of basic overview of the current market conditions, Michael's head was reeling with something other than the hangover. It was one thing to understand that the Marketplace was international and old and established; it was another thing to hear people discussing things ranging from rescuing Marketplace property from places that were splitting apart in political anarchy to how to recreate the huge Russian market that was broken up after the Revolution.The Chinese representatives were eager to discuss what might happen when Hong Kong was returned to the mainland—would that hurt them, or would it open greater mainland China, the largest potential customer base in the world? That the hand-over wasn't scheduled for years didn't matter— apparently, some of the Marketplace plans were decades in the making.
American software millionaires, Russian businessmen, and Asian import/export pioneers were dominating a rise in new ownership. Fewer slaves were renewing contracts with the same owners after their first years. Contracts themselves were getting more complicated all the time. So many little facts were jotted down in his notebook, so many questions alongside them. How on earth had he ever thought this was all easy to understand?
"Ah tell you, it's getting harder and harder to figure out where the new clients kin come from," came a distinctly southern-American voice from over his shoulder. "An' yet, Ah see the numbers go up every quarter! We gotta put the brakes on, Ray!" Michael half turned to see a middle- aged man in a light, tropical suit waving his hands for emphasis, his Asian companion nodding.
"Far too many failures," the younger man agreed. "Yet the demand is extraordinary. Too much money, far too easy to get certified as an owner right now. I think we must eventually consider cutting the market back, sharply."
"Restrict the number of available slaves?" Michael asked out loud. "Sorry to intrude—but is that what you meant? And can we do that?"
The American looked at him for a moment and smiled indulgently. "We sure kin, son. When you control the manufacturing process, you kin sure as hell slow down the shipments! Ah'm Sebastian Pettibone Tucker, Tucker to my friends. This here is Mr. Ray Wong."
Michael shook their hands and introduced himself. "Oh—you're the kid Anderson picked out last year, right?" Tucker said genially. "Well, she ain't exactly the one to start her trainees on market share principles, tha's the truth!"
"But—I don't understand. Why should we slow down training new clients if the demand is so high?"
"'Cause when the demand gets high and the money flies, people get sloppy," Tucker said, heading to one of the inner western-styled rooms and signaling for a slave. When she came, he said sternly, "Coca Cola, with plenty of ice, and keep it coming!" As he collapsed into a tall, bamboo chair, he fanned himself with the schedule. His face was slightly flushed, and his sandy hair curling around his ears. The three of them watched the slave for a moment of silence, and then looked at each other and laughed out loud.
"Well, you can't help it," Tucker said, sighing. "You come to the Academy, and you see everything that was wrong with your last three clients."
Mr. Wong motioned to Michael and they sat side by side on a comfortable bench."Did you notice that the return figures for slaves are up? And the contract renewals are not?"
"Yeah."
"This indicates to me—and to my esteemed colleague—" Tucker nodded, as he accepted a frosted glass of cola from the elegant servant— "that the quality of clients may be suffering. We are noticing a general shortening of training periods. Perhaps you have as well?"
"Um—actually—Anderson said the same thing to me last time I saw her," Michael began. He paused as he saw the two men smile in what looked like triumph, and for the first time, got a glimpse of what it must feel like to be representing the Trainer here among her peers. He warmed to the feeling, and continued,"And I think I agree. If it takes years to train a trainer, how can we expect to put a slave on the market in a few weeks?"
Tucker lifted one hand in an elegant "so there" gesture. "My friend, you are wise beyond your years."
"But—then the problem is with the training, not with the clients, right?"
Mr. Wong shook his head."It is interrelated, I think. If a trainer thinks he can make a slave in a month, he wants to make twelve a year. And where is he going to find twelve clients worth the training time? That is my question."
"Ditto," sighed Tucker. "I swear, I just don't know what the damn spotters are thinkin' of anymore. I had to outright refuse seven 'pre-selected' clients last year—and let me tell you, I only work with the best spotters! But there they were—lazy, dumb as a caseload of hammers, and a few that had no idea what they might be gettin' themselves into! And lemme tell you, son, when I have to do my own spotting, what happens to my training schedule, huh?"
"I only trained three new clients last year," Mr.Wong admitted. "Plus, I spent time in New Zealand at a new training facility. I am considering joining a partnership this year."
"Do you think—that maybe people don't really need what the Marketplace offers anymore?' Michael suggested cautiously.
Tucker laughed. "Hell no, Mike, I think we'll always have a demand for high quality flesh!"
"Oh—well, I meant the slaves.The clients. Maybe they don't need to come to the Marketplace, because they have so many modern outlets for kinky sex now. I mean, why give up all your freedom if all you want is some top to slap you around and fuck you every once in a while?"
Mr. Wong and Tucker looked at him as if he had uttered blasphemy.
"Sir, that is the very core of our problem!" Tucker exclaimed, sitting upright. "Spotters who think that people with the latest fetish are somehow acceptable for our Way Of Life. Clients who believe that they kin learn to be a proper slave by taking classes in it; that's just a—a fad, that's what it is. Ten years ago, they thought they could be slaves because they saw a coupla movies about masters n' slaves. Forty years ago, because they read all the smutty books about it. People like that are just a fact o' life, son. The problem is when they are convinced that they kin—and should!—seek something beyond their ken, as it were."
"Although it is true that a significant number of new clients are reaching us through the fetish arenas," noted Mr. Wong with a pointed look. "And many of them are as true to their new life as any client who was not a part of that world.We cannot simply recommend that spotters not cast their nets over a portion of the sea just because many of the fish need to be thrown back!"
"But how can we make sure that those fish don't end up in my tank, that's what I want to know!" Tucker laughed and heaved himself to his feet. "Well, hello there, stranger!"
Michael half-turned in his seat and then rose himself, with Mr. Wong at his side. Alexandra Selador joined them, hugging Tucker warmly.
"Hello, Tucker, good to see you!"
"It's always a pleasure to see you, Ms. Selador," he said genially. "Do y'all know Alex here, boys?"
She turned and shook Mr. Wong's hand and then smiled at Michael, who had automatically put his hands behind his back and taken half a step back. "Well, hello there, Mike! I see you're meeting all the important people here."
He grinned; he really liked Alex. Of the two partners in the Long Island House he was working in, she was more likely to offer a kind word or a hint when things got bad. "Yes, ma'am," he said cheerfully. "I didn't realize that you had arrived! If I had, I would have seen to you this morning."
"I got onto an earlier flight and slept in," she said, sitting down. "You don't have to worry about me, Mike. I know Chris will keep you busy enough, and it looks like they almost brought a slave for everyone this year. My it's hot, isn't it?" The men took seats around her and a slave brought her a glass of iced tea with that same fluid grace that they all did.
"I couldn't help but overhear what you gentlemen were talking about," she said after taking a sip. "I wish I hadn't missed the report, Michael. You'll have to give me your notes later. But you know, Tucker, there is only one way to make sure you don't spend six weeks training someone who will run off and marry the first self-appointed master or mistress who gives them an orgasm—and that's to listen to them. We seem to have to learn that lesson every year."
"But they all say the same damn things, Alex," Tucker said. He cocked his head to one side and said in an innocent sing-song voice, "Why Masta' Tucker, I was just born to be a slave, I was! It's in my dreams, it's in my blood, I'd do anything for my masta!" They all laughed.
"Yes," Alex agreed. "They often do. But you know what? We have to stop believing them. Oh, we toss back the obvious loose cannons and flakes, at least I hope so. But sometimes, you find someone who is as honest and hungry as they claim to be—but the Marketplace still isn't right for them."
"The ones who wish a more conventional life?" asked Mr. Wong. "Marriage and children?"
"No, I wasn't thinking of them, although I think we have to consider expanding our resources to cover that sort of matchmaking. I'm thinking more of the ones who know exactly what they want to be and limit themselves right into a niche that is best served off the block."
"Now, see, I like that kind of thinking," Tucker said. "More private sales, that's a good direction to go in. The old-fashioned way, really, owner to owner, trainer to owner."
Alex shrugged elegantly. "That too! But what I was really thinking of is all the arrangements we can make without involving the contract people at all. Not everyone needs the kind of protection and system we offer; especially if they only want one owner, or only one role. I think we need to consider our secondary market; slaves who co-exist in our world without belonging to it. With the proper relationships in place with responsible owners, there's no reason why we can't admit that there are some people who belong to our world without ever being formally registered as a client."
"But what do people like that need from us?" Michael asked.
"They need the assurance that we are there for them when—or if—their time comes,"Alex said. "They need to know that we will act on their behalf if they need us to. And most of all, they need to know that we exist."
"Why?" Tucker asked, a look of amused disbelief on his face.
"Because," Alex smiled, "It will make their lives ever so much more... delicious."
CHAPTER FIVE: THANK YOU, MISS CLAUDIA BY KAREN TAYLOR
"I can't believe this is actually happening to me." I stared out the window as the driver turned left onto a tiny lane that I hadn't even seen from the road we had been on. The hedges were high and thick on the right, the left opening into an enormous, meticulously kept lawn with formal flower beds rolling in great curves and swirls across the grass. I couldn't even see the house yet! I clenched my fists, relieved that the white cotton gloves were actually absorbing some of the sweat from my palms. Did this all belong to Mistress Madeline? Of course it does, I told myself, digging my covered nails deeper into my cotton-covered palms. Why, someone like Mistress Madeleine was probably fabulously wealthy, to keep such an estate. And to have people—people like me—under her care.
I still couldn't believe my luck. After spending months as Miss Cruz's personal maid-in-training, she had recommended me for a long-term position with Mistress Madeleine, and I was accepted to the position of second chambermaid, with possibilities of advancement in her house. Miss Cruz told me that if Mistress Madeleine was pleased with my work, there was the possibility I might be trained for the Marketplace, even sold on the auction block.The idea of being owned, a slave maid for the rest of my life, was frightening—and intoxicating.
I smoothed my skirt down, trying unsuccessfully to cover my knees. Opening my purse, I pulled out a compact to check my make-up one last time. Breathing a sigh of relief that my mascara wasn't running, I refreshed my lipstick and snapped my purse shut just as the car came to a stop. The driver opened my door, helped me out, and was turning the car around before I even remembered to thank him.
I stared up at the house. It reminded me of something out of an E.M. Forster novel. Brideshead displaced to New Jersey. A great, Georgian door centered in the building, with small wings spreading off to each side. Windows everywhere, so I made sure I was standing straight and moving as gracefully as possible across the driveway, just in case anyone was watching. Drawing a deep breath, I rang the bell.
The door opened, and a man who could have played a butler in any movie for the last fifty years glared at me. "What are you doing here?" he asked, the chill in his voice so noticeable I wished I had a sweater on. "I'm, I'm the new chambermaid, sir," I said, curtsying as Mistress Cruz had taught me. If possible, his glare was even more chilling. "Don't you think I know that?" he hissed at me."I'm asking you what you are doing here, at the front door, as if you were a guest of Mistress Madeleine instead of the kitchen door where it is proper for someone in your position." Gulping, I felt my cheeks burning hot, and tears filling my eyes. I can't believe I made such a horrific mistake! I turned even as the butler was closing the door and ran to the side of the house, hoping to find the kitchen door before he alerted anyone to my amazingly stupid act.
The wing I was sprinting for was obscured by hedges, and as I skidded around the corner, hair disheveled under my hat, I knew it was the wrong side of the house. Full-length windows, which offered a view of the garden (and me) covered the entire south side. Through a set of open French doors I could hear someone singing German lieder accompanied by a piano. When the music stopped abruptly, I knew they had seen me. I wished myself invisible and sped on around the back of the house, finally stumbling to a halt in front of a door that stood wide open, once again facing the baleful glare of the butler.
Gathering the last of my emotional strength, I curtsied again, panting. "Sir, I'm the new chambermaid, sir, reporting in."
As I gasped for breath, I felt his eyes move over me. My skirt was hanging wrong now, there was a run in my left stocking, and my felt hat was wilted. I had scuffed my shoes and the heels had bits of earth on them. His nose twitched as if he could smell me sweating profusely through my blouse. The palms of my gloves were stained and damp. "I will inform the housekeeper of your arrival," he said, gesturing for me to wait under the covered roof of the breezeway, next to the recycling and compost bins.
Just before the tears spilled out of my eyes, a flash of memory. "You are not a quitter, you got chutzpah." Miss Cruz. She said it to me so many times, sometimes after watching me drag myself off the floor after a beating, other times when I was perfecting my tea serving skills in her Chelsea apartment."Remember that, my dear. It's your greatest strength."
Alison Cruz had been the best thing that ever happened to me.While meeting her had been through an odd set of accidents and misunderstandings, she had taken a liking to me, and she introduced me to the world I was now entering. First, she took me to some of the S/M clubs in New York, and later, to some of the private parties held by the professional doms. I found a partial answer to my desires there, but I wanted more. I begged her to let me serve her, to become her personal maid. Reluctantly, she agreed to a trial arrangement. I moved in with her, and for three months I served her. In return, she taught me how to speak properly, and to perfect my make-up so as to enhance my features without calling undue attention to them.When I took her to lunch after being accepted into my current position, she expressed her confidence again. "You are a natural, Francie, I knew that when I first saw you," she said. "You will go to the Marketplace. I'm betting on it."
So instead of running, instead of breaking down into tears, instead of doing all the things I wanted to do, I snapped open my purse, fetched my brush and pulled it through my hair, refastened my hat, and fixed my make-up. I thought about removing the sweat-stained gloves, but I heard footsteps approaching and settled for straightening my skirt. The door opened and the housekeeper stepped out to the breezeway.
"Welcome, Miss Francie," she said formally. "I am Miss Claudia, the housekeeper and Mistress Madeleine's personal maid.You will be working under me."
Miss Claudia was a petite woman who wore a dark green dress with a neckline decorated with lace in a manner that appeared modest while inviting attention to her cleavage. There was lace at the wrists, and decorating her apron. Her brown hair was drawn back in a French twist, held in place by a complicated arrangement of long hairpins decorated with tiny pearls. There were curly wisps that had freed themselves, softening the overall effect to such success I knew it was deliberate. She looked like a perfect little china doll, absolutely delicious.
I curtsied in acknowledgment of her introduction. "Thank you, ma'am," I whispered, keeping my voice soft.
"My Mistress says you have very high recommendations from Miss Cruz," she said."She expects good work from you, and I intend to ensure she receives it." The housekeeper stepped closer to me, looking up into my eyes. I could smell a light floral scent from her hair. She reached forward, as if to smooth a wrinkle in my blouse, her fingers brushing my left nipple, which immediately hardened. With a small smile, her hand traced its way down my buttons to my skirt, and patted the bulge I had tried so hard to hide under a tight jockstrap. "I expect you to work hard to please me in every way, Miss Francie," she said, a twinkle in her eye. "It is not until I am satisfied that you will be allowed to personally serve Mistress Madeleine."
I gulped. It wasn't that I was ashamed of my cock. I wasn't like the men who thought dressing in women's clothes and licking the shoes of a dominatrix was the height of sexual satisfaction. Dressing in women's clothes wasn't degrading or humiliating for me, in fact, it exhilarated me. But I didn't want to change my sex. I just wanted to be a maid.
A maid with a dick.
Being a maid had been a lifelong dream. When I was a little boy I devised elaborate tea parties for my stuffed animals, and served them all. I devoured old etiquette books, memorizing the details of setting tables and changing bed linens. My favorite television show was "Upstairs/Downstairs." As I grew older, I became devoted to Merchant/Ivory films like Howard's End and books like Remains of the Day. I never wanted to be the butler or the chauffeur in my fantasies. I wanted to be a maid.
I fantasized that I lived in Edwardian England, working in one of the great country halls, starting as a scullery maid and working my way up the servant hierarchy until I was moved Upstairs, eventually serving as Lady's maid. I dreamed of lacing her corsets, brushing her hair (a hundred strokes). Sometimes in my fantasies I was caught doing something wrong, and was disciplined severely. The punishment would depend on my position in the household: if I was a scullery maid, for instance, the cook would beat me with a wooden spoon. If I was a Lady's maid, it would be a spanking with her silver-backed brush. Or I might lean forward and place my hands on the fireplace mantel in the parlor, my crisp black dress yanked up above my buttocks, and be caned by the butler or housekeeper. Never in my dreams, however, had I imagined a housekeeper so delicate and beautiful.
Pulse pounding, I followed Miss Claudia through the kitchen. She took me up the back staircase to the third floor, showed me the room I would share with the other maids, and instructed me to freshen up and prepare to meet the rest of the staff. "Your uniform is on the bed. We will be waiting in the parlor at four p.m. precisely, Miss Francie," she said, and closed the door behind her.
I kicked off my pumps and let myself slump against the wall momentarily. I was awash in a mix of emotions: awe, fear, joy, and an unrelenting horniness ever since the pretty housekeeper had touched me. I undressed, washed my upper body, and shaved my face at the basin in the corner of the room. Foundation, blush, mascara, a hint of eye shadow, and lipstick in a soft coral were next.Then I padded over to the bed, and looked at the uniform. It was exactly as I had dreamed about all those years: simple, black rayon dress, starched white apron, crisp white cap. Black leather pumps and sheer black stockings. Each garment was an erotic delight to handle and put on. I could have spent hours just running my fingers across the silk slip, and pulling the tight, high-waisted girdle over my throbbing privates nearly made me come. But I only had a few minutes before my introduction to the staff, so I contented myself with snapping the garters against my thighs as I secured the stockings.
Standing in front of the room's full-length mirror, I studied myself. My short, dark brown hair was once again brushed firmly into an old-fashioned pageboy, bangs marching straight across my brow, cap fastened firmly on top.The dress had been made from my measurements, and showed off my slender waist, the hem line precisely at my knees. I would still tower over most of the women in the house, but I kept my shoulders down and my back straight. I knew other men who slumped to hide their height when they were in women's clothes; Miss Cruz had cured me of that habit long ago. Besides, my shoes had low heels, keeping my height at a manageable five-foot-eight.Taking a deep breath, I headed down the stairs.
The parlor was just off the main hall. I knocked quietly at the door, and once again came face to face with the frosty-eyed butler. I curtsied again, mostly to avoid his eyes, and he stepped to one side, allowing me to enter. The staff was lined up in front of the fireplace, Miss Claudia standing in front of them.
"Welcome, Miss Francie," she said warmly, indicating that I should join her, then turned to the staff. "Miss Francie is to be the new second chambermaid. Her responsibilities will cover the guest rooms, and to assist the first chambermaid and myself in any other duties." She then introduced me one by one to the rest of the staff: the parlor maid, Miss Charlene; the first chambermaid, Miss Susan; the Cook ("Cook," of course); and finally, the butler, Mr. Fletcher. As I was introduced to each, I curtsied and they would respond with a curtsy (or in the case of Fletcher, a bow).
"Jefferson, the chauffeur, is out with Mistress Madeleine," Miss Claudia explained, "and the garden is managed by a company, and is not part of the house. But in any event, you would have little contact with Jefferson or the gardeners, as your duties should not take you even downstairs, except for meals and to assist Charlene for special events. We don't need chambermaids running through the gardens, interrupting music lessons in the Conservatory, despite evidence to the contrary."
I blushed a deep crimson, and heard someone snigger. The house- keeper's head snapped in the direction of the sound, and her pretty eyes narrowed.
"Susan," she said quietly. The plump red-head stepped forward quickly, her face filled with dread. "Fetch me a cane from the stand, please." I watched the maid's eyes fill with tears, but she didn't protest. She trotted to what I had mistakenly thought was an umbrella stand, and pulled a cane from the half dozen that were kept there. She returned to hand the cane to Miss Claudia, and curtsied.The housekeeper pointed to the fireplace mantle, and with a nervous whimper, the red-head turned to the mantle and pulled her skirt up, revealing creamy white buttocks barely covered with black lace panties, and a black garter belt. With trembling fingers, she lowered those wispy panties to just below the curve of her bottom.
"Susan, you are to receive four strokes for inappropriate verbal behavior," the housekeeper stated.
"Yes, Miss Claudia," the girl answered, her voice quavering.The first stroke came almost immediately after she finished speaking, and I winced involuntarily at the sharp sound of cane hitting flesh.The impact had hit the softest, fleshiest part of the maid's buttocks, just above her thighs, and two red, parallel lines were already appearing in sharp relief against her skin. She had gasped, but made the formal reply. "Thank you, Miss Claudia." The swish of the cane and its impact cracked through the air again, and again two parallel marks appeared, directly below the first set. "Thank you, Miss Claudia," the maid whimpered. The third stroke bit into her thighs, and I flinched again, in sympathy.The housekeeper flicked the cane through the air one last time, and now there were eight angry red lines paralleling each other perfectly across the chambermaid's buttocks and thighs. "Thank you, Miss Claudia," she responded, a sob catching in her voice. I watched the housekeeper step forward and touch the girl reassuringly on the shoulder.
"Don't cry now, Susan, it's not seemly," she said. "Mistress Madeleine will be home for dinner, and we can't have your eyes all puffy and red, can we?" I watched her hand dropping to caress the chambermaid's buttocks, cupping them briefly, and running a finger across the marks. "What if she wants a juicy redhead to turn her bed down tonight, hmmm?" The maid nodded, a smile lighting up her face now, and Miss Claudia patted her once more before pulling her panties up and smoothing her skirt back over her buttocks. She then returned her attention to the rest of us. Other than a slight rise of color in her pretty cheeks, the housekeeper was as calm as she was before she had so viciously caned the young maid. I shivered. What composure!
"Mistress Madeleine will be returning at six," she informed us. "Mr. Linden will be joining her for dinner, and is expected to stay through the weekend next. Dinner will be served at seven thirty. Charlene, please assist Cook in preparations. Mr. Fletcher, I must ask you to attend to the table, as I will be instructing Francie in her upstairs duties. I expect to be finished before seven, and will assist you at that time. That will be all, thank you." With her dismissal, the servants left quickly, to attend to their various tasks.
I followed Miss Claudia to the back stairs, still in shock. I knew I would have trouble sleeping tonight, thinking of her sweet, smooth hands wielding a cane that would come sizzling down on my backside, but I kept that thought in the back of my head and made a determined effort to concentrate. On the second floor, Miss Claudia began opening doors.
"This is the guest wing," she explained. "There are four rooms, each with their own bathroom. Linens are kept here." She continued the tour, pointing out where supplies were to be found, the closet for storing dirty linens until they were to be taken to the laundry room in the basement, and the dumbwaiter located between the second and third rooms.
"Mr. Linden will be using the blue room," Miss Claudia said as she showed me the room, which was decorated in the more masculine Federal style, with a sturdy four-poster bed dominating the room. "He takes a snifter of brandy at night, and prefers his windows open." She hesitated, looking at me. "Previously, Mr. Linden has requested that Mr. Fletcher attend to him because we don't have a valet on staff, but Mistress Madeleine has decided that you shall be called upon for those duties." She hesitated, and I wondered if Mr. Linden was expecting someone like me to appear at his door. Then the housekeeper seemed to come to a decision. "Follow me, Miss Francie," she said, and we headed to the other wing, passing through a hidden door into a small bedroom that I knew instantly was hers.
The room was petite and very feminine. The walls were bisected with a chair rail, and floral wallpaper reached up to the ceiling. Pink curtains moved slightly in the afternoon breeze. A double bed with a fluffy comforter was pushed against one wall. A vanity set, a straight-backed chair, and a chest of drawers were the other furniture. I stood in the center of the room on a round rug decorated with a rose pattern, while the housekeeper went to her vanity and opened one of the drawers, retrieving something that I couldn't see.
"Francie, please take off your undergarment," she requested. I pulled the skirt up to grasp the top of the restrictive girdle and peel it off my body. As I started to pull my skirt back down, she interrupted. "No, keep your skirt up." She walked slowly toward me, her eyes fixed on my cock. I blushed, and I felt my cock get harder under her gaze.
"That's such a pretty package, it's a shame to hide it under something so binding," she said."I think an alteration in your uniform is required." She gently gathered my balls into her hand. I breathed hard at her touch, my insides melting in embarrassment and desire.
"Francie, from now on, this will be worn beneath your uniform instead of underwear." In her hand was a leather strap with snaps that I immediately recognized as a cock ring. She smiled at me as she wrapped the leather around my cock and balls. "This was a special gift from a friend, a fellow maid when I first met him," she remarked as she snapped it tightly around my privates. "Oh, I'm so pleased it fits," she said.
She started to pat my balls, the palm of her hand coming up between my legs, first gently, then harder, until she was lightly and rapidly slapping my scrotum. A moan escaped my lips, and she smiled wider. She stopped slapping and grasped my cock in her hand, moving up and down on the shaft, encouraging it to grow. I was panting from the intensity until she slapped it as well, and the pain stabbed through my groin. Even as I gasped she returned to fondle my balls again, torturing me to the edge of pleasure, then slapping, never so hard as to cause real agony, but enough to make me gasp. Finally, she stopped, but the leather ring kept my balls engorged and my cock was protruding nearly straight out from my body. Miss Claudia stepped back to admire her handiwork. "Yes, that will do splendidly," she decided. "I'll have your uniforms shortened to enhance the effect, but this will do nicely for this evening." She smoothed my skirt down, her eyes twinkling as my throbbing package showed in sharp relief through the fabric.
"Yes, this will do quite splendidly," she repeated, and gestured for me to follow her out of the room. Glancing at the grandfather clock in the corridor, she ordered me to my duties, and started downstairs to assist Mr. Fletcher.
I was dusting the windowsills in the blue room when Susan knocked timidly on the door and entered.
"Francie, I wanted to apologize to you personally for my behavior earlier today," she said, after curtsying to me."I hope you won't be mad at me—I'd like us to be friends."
"Oh, I hope we can, too," I responded eagerly. "But I must admit I was rather taken aback by your punishment. After all, you barely made a peep. Is Miss Claudia always so stern with the maids?"
"Oh, yes," said Susan, with a bit of relish in her voice. "It's one of the reasons I love being here. You know," she added, lowering her voice confidentially, "she wasn't always that way. When I was first working here, Miss Claudia was a timid little thing. She would cry at the slightest thing. I thought she was rather brainless, really, the way she would flutter about. She wasn't much good for anything other than serving tea and polishing the silver."
"No!" I cried, astonished. By this time we were huddled together like schoolgirls. "What happened?"
"Miss Madeleine sent her to a special training house, a place where they train slaves for the Marketplace," Susan informed me. I could hear the capital letters in her voice when she mentioned the Marketplace, and shivered in fear. "When she came back she was a different person. You've seen!"
"What kind of training would make someone change like that?" I wondered out loud, but before we could continue, we heard footsteps in the hall.We turned quickly and curtsied as the housekeeper appeared in the doorway.
Looking at both of us shrewdly, she said, "Mistress Madeleine and her guest, Mr. Linden, are on their way here. Please come downstairs to welcome them." We quickly trotted behind her, and stood in the hall, where this time I lined up with the rest of the staff.
Mistress Madeleine was taller than I, and dark, the color of milk chocolate. She wore her hair long, and in a complicated arrangement that must take nearly an hour to prepare. I ached at the vision of brushing her hair out (a hundred strokes). She was dressed in a simple, but elegant dress, and had clearly been shopping, as witnessed by the packages being carried by the two gentlemen following her in. Since one was in uniform, I guessed he was Jefferson, making the other Mr. Linden.
"Carl, give those to Fletcher," she said in a light, musical voice. The butler was already stepping forward to relieve the man of the packages, and he and the chauffeur took their burdens into the parlor. Mistress Madeleine turned her attention to Miss Claudia, and at her signal we all curtsied. That was when I heard Mr. Linden gasp—well, snort, really.
"Good heavens, Madeleine, what's this?" Mr. Linden exploded. I knew he meant me, but I stayed in position, eyes fixed downward, hands clasped together—and my bound cock now pushing slightly against the fabric of my skirt.
"Well, Carl, you kept complaining that I didn't have enough available men around the place," Mistress Madeleine answered. "I decided this would be a good compromise: another man for you without taking away from the feminine ambiance that I've taken such pains to create here."
"But, a sissy maid!" he protested. I kept my eyes down, staying in position. I can't stand the term, but I was certainly in no position to contradict the Mistress' companion. She made a shushing sound to him.
"Claudia, I will want a bath before dinner. And a brief consultation with you as well—we're going to have a party this weekend." She turned to walk briskly up the grand staircase, indicating that the housekeeper accompany her. With a long sigh, Mr. Linden followed. I followed the other servants to the kitchen.
"Well, you shore wuz a surprise for Mista Linden," said Miss Charlene flicking a lock of caramel-colored hair out of her eyes. "You even made Mista Fletcher's eyes jump, even though he knowed aboutcha aheada time. But I gotta admit, you look cute as a bug's ear in that yooni- form, 'specially with that little package y'all got under theah." Susan giggled, and nodded in agreement.The attention of the two maids made me blush even more.
"Thank you," I said awkwardly, and she flashed a smile that lit her whole face.
"Aw shucks, Francie, I really jest meant to say welcome. But I gotta go," she said, standing up as a little bell rang on the servant's board. "That's Mista Linden ringing for you, and I gotta give Cook a hand finishin' the salads."
I headed up the back stairs to the second floor, hesitated, then knocked at Mr. Linden's door.
"Come in," he called, and I entered, with a curtsy. He was sitting on the edge of the bed, waiting. He pointed to his boots. "Give me a hand with these," he said, and I immediately dropped to my knees and gently removed the boots, setting them carefully by the fireplace. "So, what's your name?" he asked me.
"Francie, Sir."
"Francie, huh? Well, if that's the way it is." He was unbuttoning his shirt. "I'll want a bath, hot, and I'll want you to shave me." I went into the bathroom and started the hot water pouring into the iron claw-foot tub. As steam began to fill the room, he joined me, stark naked. He was a big man, darker than Mistress Madeleine, with an upper body that he clearly kept up with weights, and thick, stocky legs. His head was beautifully shaped, and he kept it shaved. An enormous gold earring weighed down his left earlobe, and an ampallang piercing framed the head of his thick, heavy cock. He looked at me, and sighed again, and stepped into the bath.
"My shaving items are in the cabinet there," he directed. "Give my head a once over. I usually have it shaved every other day." I found the razor, shaving brush, and the cup containing the hard bar of soap.
Working the soap into a lather, I covered his head with the bay-scented foam, and began to shave him carefully. It was a strangely erotic sensation, rubbing my hand over the smoothness of his head, checking for stubble.
"Wonderful, Francie, just wonderful," he said as I handed him a mirror to inspect the results, and I glowed at his compliment. He must have noticed, because as he dried himself he gave me another once-over.
"Francie, take off that uniform." I obediently stepped out of my shoes, untied the apron and unbuttoned the dress, letting it fall to the floor. I then unhooked my garter belt and slipped the stockings, still attached, off my legs. As I reached up to unpin my cap, he interrupted me.
"Is that part of your standard uniform?" He pointed to the cock ring.
"Yes, Sir," I answered, embarrassed.
"I don't think I've ever seen a maid wearing one of those before," he said, cocking an eye at me.
I blushed. "Miss Claudia has decided I am to wear it under my garments," I explained.
He threw back his head in a roar of laughter. "Claudia!" he laughed. "Oh, that sweet, wicked thing! I'll have to thank the wench personally." I stood silently, wondering what was going on, and feeling very naked. But he didn't seem to be laughing at me, but at some joke I didn't yet understand.
"Francie, get over here and suck my dick," Mr. Linden said, still chuckling. I dropped to my knees and opened my mouth, stretching wide to include the ends of the ampallang, as he continued to laugh quietly. The laughter changed into grunts, as I worked my tongue around the shaft of his thickening dick. I found that I could grasp one side of the barbell piercing with my teeth. He moaned with enjoyment as I tugged on it gently, then worked my mouth to the other side and did the same.
I felt one meaty paw on the back of my head, keeping me in place as he thrust harder and harder down my throat, finally pulling out to shoot his orgasm onto my bare chest with the roar of a tiger.
"You know, I think I like the cap," he said, as I gently cleaned the come from his shaft and then from myself. "From now on, whenever I call you to this room, I want you in just the cock ring and the cap."
"Yes, Sir," I answered. He laughed again, and dismissed me for the evening.
After that, life began to settle into a routine. Every morning I would present myself to Mr. Linden, dressed as requested. I would help him dress for the day, and then straighten his room.Then I would change into my uniform and help Miss Susan or Miss Charlene with other tasks in the house. In the afternoons, I would undress again, draw a bath for Mr. Linden, and suck his cock before dinner. In the evenings, after we finished our chores, I would join Susan and Charlene in our attic room while we prepared for bed. I would brush Susan's curls (a hundred strokes) until they shone like copper, and Charlene would beg one or the other of us to offer her our feet for a massage or pedicure. We would giggle like young school maids as we shared snippets of gossip. Nearly every night, however, our talk would eventually turn to the housekeeper.
All of us were in awe of Miss Claudia. She was so pretty, so efficient, and so, so sexy. The maids gave me tidbits about her punishments that made me wriggle on the bed. I became obsessed with perfecting my appearance and my work, in the hopes that she would notice. At night I would fantasize that I had invited her wrath, and dreamed of that dreadful cane whipping through the air to bury itself in my flesh.
As the weekend approached, we all grew busier. Miss Claudia had informed us that Mistress Madeleine was hosting a small party on Saturday night, for about twenty slave owners and friends, and that a dozen additional slaves were expected. Some would be there to help us in our duties, others for the enjoyment of the Owners. "Not that any of us are exempt from that duty, as well," the housekeeper reminded us. "Should an Owner request your personal services, you are expected to comply immediately." We nodded, excited, and I listened eagerly to the stories my roommates had to tell of previous parties in the house.
Early Saturday morning, the first of the slaves began to arrive. These were mostly additional kitchen staff, which made Cook both happy and testy, so we did our best to stay out of her way unless we were absolutely needed.Two additional maids were brought in to help in the downstairs with rearranging the furniture and arranging flowers, and another joined me upstairs in the afternoon, airing out the other guest rooms and scrubbing the floors. By four o'clock the house felt crowded with slaves, and Miss Claudia was in the midst of it all with a clipboard, checking off items and sending slaves to the garden, the kitchen, the garage, anywhere they were needed. I was in awe of her control, and couldn't reconcile the woman before me with the vision Susan and Charlene both insisted had been what the housekeeper was like before she was trained in the Marketplace.
As we came closer to the hour of the party, I took advantage of a lull in the house to change into my evening uniform.The bell rang as I was pulling my stockings on, and I glanced quickly at the bell board. It was Mr. Linden's room. Mr. Linden! His bath! I immediately stripped off the clothes I had so recently put on and raced downstairs, skidding to a stop before the open door. There he was, waiting. And next to him was Miss Claudia, cane in her hand.
"Francie, Mr. Linden had expected his bath drawn nearly 30 minutes ago," she said quietly. I nodded, and apologized without making any excuse for myself. I had learned from Miss Cruz that slaves never had an excuse for forgetting their duties. She ordered me to the bathroom, and I hurried in, starting the water splashing into the tub, then returned to the bedroom.
"Thank you for bringing this to my attention, Mr. Linden," said the housekeeper."I'll send her in to you as soon as I'm finished."
"Thank you, Claudia," he answered formally, and strode into the bathroom, shutting the door behind him.The housekeeper stood before me, and took a deep breath.
"Francie, until this moment your first week here has been quite without complaint," she began, her words piercing my heart. "I under- stand that you are getting along very well with the other maids and Mr. Linden speaks highly of your services. However, Francie, there is no excuse for forgetting your primary routine, even in the midst of preparing for a party. Especially in the midst of preparing for a party where Mr. Linden is expected to appear." I nodded, miserable that I had failed her, failed the one person I wanted to impress.
"Francie, you are to receive six strokes for forgetting your first duty to Mr. Linden," Miss Claudia announced formally. "You will also scrub the grand staircase tomorrow morning.The usual punishment is twelve strokes and a week's extra chores, but Mr. Linden requested that in light of your new employment and the extra activity in the house, that I should be lenient with you." I nodded to indicate I understood, and at her gesture, bent over, resting my hands on the bed. "Let's make this quick, Francie, you have Mr. Linden to attend to and I am needed downstairs. I want quick responses from you."
"Yes, Miss Claudia," I answered. I heard the whistle of the cane only a moment before the stinging rod struck my buttocks. The pain shot through me like lightning, but I fought my urge to cry and quickly answered, "Thank you, Miss Claudia."
The second came while I was still feeling the white hot of the first stroke, and a burst of flame went through me again. I gasped, and as I released my breath I remembered to thank her again. The third stroke caught me on the soft spot where the flesh of my buttocks melted into my thighs, and I nearly cried out. "Th—thank you, Miss Claudia," I stammered, trying to gain my breath before the next stroke. It came too soon, and I was gasping again.There were spots in front of my eyes, and I felt my knees begin to tremble. "Thankyoumissclaudia," I rushed out, taking a gulp of air just before the cane whistled through the air again. I cried out, tears spilling out of my eyes. "Thank you, Miss Claudia," I moaned. I was sobbing as the last stroke struck my upper thighs. "Oh, Miss Claudia, thank you," I wailed.
I felt, rather than saw that she had put the cane down. Her touch was cool, soothing against the white hot of my buttocks. "There, there, my dear," she murmured, handing me a crisp white handkerchief. "You don't have time for this, and neither do I. Go to Mr. Linden, and as soon as you're finished, I'll need you downstairs." I nodded, dried my eyes, handed her back her handkerchief, and scurried quickly into the bathroom to shave Mr. Linden.
The party was a blur. I was too busy carrying trays and picking up champagne glasses to notice much. There were handsome men and women, scantily dressed pleasure slaves, with Mistress Madeleine holding several attractive people in thrall in the parlor. Every once in a while I heard the familiar roar of Mr. Linden's laughter coming from a smoke-filled corner of the den. I was certain that I had seen a very famous movie star coming down the stairs with a man who had been linked to him for years in the press.
On one of my trips through the servant's corridor, carrying a load of empty champagne glasses to the kitchen, I caught something out of the corner of my eye. I glanced again into the canning pantry, and saw one of the slaves who had arrived earlier that day to help park cars. The uniform he was wearing was very old-fashioned, and emphasized his height and the span of his shoulders. He was also kissing the top of Miss Claudia's head, and her arms were wrapped tightly around his waist.
"Oh, Robert it's so good to see you," she was saying to him. I had never seen her look so happy, and I must have made some sort of noise, because she looked up and saw me. I cringed, sure that I was going to be punished, but she instead broke into a delighted laugh.
"Francie, this is Mr. Grafton, who belongs to Ms. Pauline of Pound Ridge. I met him when we were both undergoing Marketplace training." I curtsied as best as I could with the heavy tray in my hands. Robert nodded his head formally, and turned to the housekeeper with a mischievous grin. "I hope he's more coordinated than I was when you first met me," he said, and she laughed in response. "Francie is very good," she replied, and I blushed at her compliment.
"But as you can see, there were some things about her that reminded me of you." The housekeeper stepped forward and pulled my dress up. Helpless because of the serving tray, I could only stand there as she displayed my semi-hard cock. "Notice the decoration?" she asked him, and Robert clapped his hands in glee.
"You romantic thing, you," he cried, and once again gathered the petite woman into his arms for a quick hug. "I have to return to my duties, Claudia. It's been a pleasure to see you again." He stepped carefully around me, and strode quickly down the corridor.
"Return to your duties, Francie," the housekeeper ordered, and I quickly retreated to the kitchen, thoughts rushing around in my head. Mr. Grafton trained with Miss Claudia? Was he the maid she had referred to when she first strapped on this cock ring? That huge, muscular, masculine entity? Could Marketplace training really change a person so much? It was a dreadful thought. Dreadful, I firmly told my erect cock.
By midnight I was exhausted. My buttocks ached from the caning, my feet were sore from all the running around, and my arms ached from carrying the heavy trays of food to the buffet. When Miss Claudia dismissed me for the night, I barely had the energy to climb the stairs to the third floor, and was asleep before my roommates were even undressed.
The next day, I pulled myself out of bed at the usual time and took a tray with coffee and croissants to Mr. Linden's room. He thanked me, and told me not to return until he called for me. When I left his room, Miss Claudia was waiting for me in the hall.
"Don't bother to change into uniform before starting on the stairs." She walked with me to the grand staircase, where a bucket of hot water and a stiff brush were set on the top stair." You know what I expect from you," she said, and left me there. I immediately went to the task.
I had learned how hard physical labor can numb the mind from my training with Miss Cruz. It was also a dangerous trap, inviting a slave to become lazy. I struggled against that natural tendency, watching carefully that I had reached every spot, using a smaller brush to work the dirt from the corners of the risers, crawling across each stair to check for smoothness against my knees. I was careful to rinse each stair with clean water that I replenished from the kitchen, and to rub a soft cloth over each completed stair. By the eighth stair, halfway down, I was seeing double, my mind begging me to skip the spots that didn't look dirty, but I forced myself to be thorough. When I grew tired, I slowed down, but forced myself to be even more vigilant, bending down until the risers were nearly in front of my nose. It was almost noon when I had finally reached the last stair. As I wearily crawled across the floor with my brush, I found myself staring at a shoe. I looked up, and it was Miss Claudia before me. Beside her was Mistress Madeleine.
I struggled to stand, but after the hours I had spent on my hands and knees, it took a few moments. My curtsy was awkward, but Mistress Madeleine didn't seem to notice, she seemed more interested in my uniform—or rather, the lack of it."
Mr. Linden has requested that Francie appear to him only in this costume," Miss Claudia explained. "I assigned him this chore to commence immediately after his morning duties with Mr. Linden."
"Ahh," was Mistress Madeleine's only comment. She stepped forward, and walked slowly around me. I felt as I would on the slave block that I had once imagined, completely exposed and vulnerable. I felt her pinch me, deliberately twisting one of the bruises left by the caning. I squeezed my eyes shut, willing my body to stay still.
"Trouble?" she asked her housekeeper.
"A minor incident," Miss Claudia replied. "Easily remedied." Her hand then slid between my legs and fingernails scratched the underside of my balls. "And this?" I felt her fingers tug at the cock ring, and saw a remarkable sight—Miss Claudia blushing.
"I, I thought it might make Francie more acceptable to Mr. Linden, Mistress," she replied. The color in her cheeks made Miss Claudia look younger, and for a moment I could imagine what she might have been like before her Marketplace training.
"That was good thinking, Claudia," she said, releasing my balls and gliding back to the housekeeper, lifting the girl's chin with a long, delicate finger.
"Did you put it on yourself?" Mistress Madeleine asked her. I watched Miss Claudia blush even more prettily and lower her eyes demurely.
"Yes, Mistress. When I first gave it to him to wear with his uniform."
"With your own pretty little hands, my dear? Did you tug on this lovely cock gently, play with him? I bet you did, you naughty little thing." Her voice was teasing, and the effect on Miss Claudia was astonishing. She shifted on her feet and fluttered her lashes as if she were ashamed of herself. But at the same time, her nipples were pressing quite noticeably through the white blouse she was wearing. Her lips were parted, and I heard her breathing quite rapidly.
"Did you, Claudia?" her voice was sharper.
"Yes, Mistress, I touched him. I played with him, Mistress."
"Did you enjoy it? I bet you did, you hungry little pet." Mistress Madeleine tapped a fingertip on the housekeeper's lips, and she opened her mouth to kiss it, her tongue flicking out like a kitten's.
"Well, my dear, I think I'd like to see that. Perhaps later this afternoon, after my bath. Francie can brush my hair while I watch you finger yourself into readiness for his equipment." At that, I felt my cock tug hard against its restraint, and I knew I was blushing as deeply as Miss Claudia. I didn't know which thought made me more excited—brushing Mistress Madeleine's hair, or knowing my maid's cock was to be put to use for her entertainment.
"Yes, Mistress." We answered in unison, and both of us curtsied as the tall, dark woman glided past us up the stairs.
I glanced at Miss Claudia, who was gazing after our Mistress. Her color was still high, and she was panting. She was more beautiful than ever. With a catch in her voice, she turned to me with a light of joy in her eyes. "Oh my, Francie, let's finish here quickly, shall we? We mustn't keep Mistress waiting!"
At the lunch break, Michael was gratified to discover that he had an appetite and that the lunch was sponsored by the Italian trainers and consisted of fresh salads, pasta, and wonderful, lightly grilled fish sizzling with garlic and basil. Traditional Japanese meals were also available, and he saw many of the local people pick up what looked like a beautifully arranged box of food. But there was no question for himself; after a large helping of tangy green salad, he dove into linguine with wild mushrooms. Alex had her own agenda to turn to, and didn't require his services, so he picked through Chris's suggestions in the program. Suitably fortified and feeling much better, he was able to attend a discussion on managing re-training negotiations with a clear head and a lot of curiosity. His hot- tub buddy of the night before, Benjamin, was there, also taking notes like mad, and with him what looked like a tribe of his relations. Mike wasn't surprised to find that they were in fact a large family and after the discussion was formally ended, he drifted over to join them, and got introduced all around.
"Da, this is Mike LaGuardia, he's apprenticed to Chris Parker, eh?"
"Parker? Good kid, that one. Good old Anderson, eh?" the older man said, warmly shaking Mike's hand. Ezekiel ("call me Zeke") Urquhart was a tall, rangy man, with a craggy face and kind, slightly squinty eyes. His large hands were rough surfaced but gentle to grip.
"Yes, sir," Michael said, smiling. It was hard not to instantly like this old man, so like his disarmingly charming son. "What part of Canada are you from?"
"Saskatchewan, son, near the south. Afternoon drive from Medicine Hat. You know the area, eh?"
"No, sir, I don't. The only part of Canada I've visited is Vancouver."
Father, brother, and two children all laughed gently. "Now, that ain't Canada, son. You ever want to see the most beautiful land God put on earth, you come up and spend a visit with us. Take your breath away, eh?"
"I'm sure it would. But—isn't that kind of—isolated? Doesn't it make it hard for the clients to—well—find you?"
"You'd think it would," Benjamin said with a grin. "But we have to beat 'em off with a stick, don't we Da?"
"That would just encourage 'em," Ben's hard-eyed sister said, with the slightest of smiles.
"Yeah, we're a piece aways from the big cities," Zeke admitted. "Used to be a real workin' ranch, back before the depression. Came the money troubles, herds had to be cut back to pay off the debts. To live. That was when my own Da started on the new family business. Seems Grand-da put together a pretty interesting group of ranch hands, and most of them had stayed on, because, well. Like attracts like, eh? Some of them done some rodeo stuff, trick riders and calf ropers and such. Turns out they was practicing on each other, least that's the way Da explained it to me! Pretty friendly bunch—I remember old Jeremiah, he's the one that taught me how to use a bull whip. Used to take a fly off a bull's ear without touching the flesh; he was that good."
"Wow," Michael said, in spite of himself. "So your father and grandfather actually started training slaves for the Marketplace?"
"Yup. Da was the one got involved with official training, Grand-da was more of a recreational man. But Da, he brought it all together. Specialty stuff, animal training. Started with a few of the hands, just for kicks. Then this woman came by with a few friends and two eager-looking fellas. She asked Da if he could teach them to pull a cart that she could ride. She offered him good money. Six weeks later those boys were pulling as good as any matched set of thoroughbreds. I've seen the pictures—she's riding in a surrey, carriage whip in hand, and those boys are dressed in nothing but harnesses. We've been busy ever since, eh?"
One of the other listeners, a youngish woman with a British accent nodded. "I've seen your work with some of the owners at Saratoga," she said. "In NewYork."
"Oh, yeah," Zeke nodded. "Those pony folks really like to mix it up with the real horse crowd. Me and the kids here, we're figuring on setting up meets an' the like, throughout the Triple Crown. Do our own derby, eh?" He cackled.
"And then there's the steeplechase folks and the hunting folks, too," added Benjamin. "And we make our own harnesses, custom fitted to the critters we train. Can't say we don't have enough work."
"There's a rather large pony community in Britain," the woman said thoughtfully."We should see if we can arrange some business.Who does your harness work?"
"Oh, that would be ol' Roger Carrigan, one of Da's best finds," Zeke replied. A collective sigh of recognition came from the group listening in. "Guess you know him, too, eh? Came up from Australia a dozen, maybe more years ago, looking for ranch work. Didn't think we'd recognize his name, but I did—ol' Jeremiah used to swear by Carrigan Aussie whips. It's a fine arrangement. My daughter is apprenticed to him, learning how to make harnesses and them pretty single-tails. Good work, too," he added with fatherly pride.
"Da will be speaking tomorrow, at the morning specialty seminar," Ben said excitedly. "You should come, Mike, if you can, eh?"
"Well—I have to check with Mr. Parker," Mike said. "But I'd love to be there. Do you train ponies too, Ben?"
"Oh, I help Da with 'em, sure. Ma's pretty much got the kennel wrapped up by herself. Lately, I've been doing dogs and cats."
"Cats?" Michael laughed at the image of a grown human being sleeping all day and taking breaks to stretch and eat. "Is there much of a demand for kitty cats?"
"Big cats," Ben said with a grin. "Y'know, lions and tigers and such. Pretty much a new fetish, as far as we know, but we get calls every month now, eh? An' I'm the chief lion tamer!" They laughed, and Michael could easily see the tall, spare young man with a coiled whip in one hand, coaxing a feline-featured, acrobatic, strong, and sensuous woman to move carefully, curling her body into intriguing poses. He wondered briefly what a leonine man would be like—and what you would use one for.
"We've brought a few of our critters for the show tonight," Zeke said casually."If you're not too busy, you might take a peek, eh?"
"I'd like that," Michael said happily.
"An' here's your Mr. Parker, then," Zeke said, raising a hand in greeting.
"Mr. Urquhart, a pleasure to see you again." Chris shook hands and then turned to greet the younger members of the clan. "I look forward to tonight's demonstration, I've never seen your work in action for longer than a few minutes."
"Well, we'll have a bit more than that," Zeke said. "I'd love to stay an' chat, but you know, there's details to be tending. You kids just carry on for now, eh?"
"Sure, Da."
"See you later, Da."
Michael would have liked to stay with the Urquharts and get to know Abigail, the quiet, harness-making sister, a little better, but he could almost feel Chris's attention pulling at him. So, he quietly made his farewells after Chris excused himself, and followed the smaller man away from the crowds.
"Sir, before you say anything, I admit I didn't finish my assignment last night, but I did it today, before lunch," Michael said all in a rush, as soon as they were in a slightly less crowded area.
"Assignment?" Chris looked up for a moment, and Michael felt a strange tingle of dissociation. Had Chris—the infallible Chris Parker, actually forgotten something?
"The—the writing assignment. About pleasure slave training..."
"Oh, yes." Chris nodded, looking thoughtful."Very well, you can just leave it out for me in the room."
"You—you're not going to punish me?"
Chris sighed and brushed one hand over the top of his head. "No, Michael, I'm not. It's minor enough. Sorry to disappoint you."
Michael flushed and felt it down to his toes. "I didn't mean it that way," he began.
"Of course not."
Michael groaned out loud."You always do this to me!" he said sharply. "Sometimes, I don't know whether you're treating me like a trainer in training, or just some slave you like humiliating."
"And why is that a problem?" Chris asked.
"Oh, come on, sir, you know why! I never know where I stand." Michael took a deep breath and then dived in. "For instance—am I allowed to get laid?"
Chris laughed for a moment. "Why, has someone made an offer?"
"Well—sort of. Maybe. Hell, I'm not sure! It's plain that there are plenty of available slaves, anyway. If I wanted to, could I—use one?"
Chris actually looked like he was thinking about it. "No, I don't think so," he said carefully. "You don't have the seniority to just pick one out, and you don't have the experience to really evaluate the ones brought as samples. No, I think your chances of—getting some—are not very good here. At least, not from the slaves present, and not on your own terms." Michael felt a note of danger there, but set it aside for the moment.
"But am I allowed to?"
"Certainly," Chris said. "If it doesn't interfere with your training or your duties."
"But—but—" Michael drew his thoughts in. Should he mention anything else, or just take his victory and run with it? Was it really a victory? "Some of the other junior trainers and I were talking last night," he finally said.
"Ah! And you found out that many of them are not allowed to dally with the clients."
"Or with anyone! They said that they're not supposed to have sex until they, I don't know, reach some higher level in training, I guess. And since you treat me like a slave most of the time anyway, I was just wondering if—well—if this was supposed to be spelled out to me or something."
"It could have been part of your training period with me," Chris said evenly. "But theTrainer and I decided that it might be too worrisome for you, that the restriction might distract you too much. As it turns out, your training schedule doesn't allow you a lot of free time, so I suppose you haven't had much opportunity to enjoy this particular freedom, but neither have you fretted over it."
"You mean—you decided not to put the restriction on me because you thought... I couldn't take it?"
"Mm-hm," Chris nodded. "Now, quickly—tell me what you are thinking."
"I—I don't know what to think. Part of me says, great, I can get laid, and now part of me is saying the only reason I can get laid because you think I'm so ruled by my dick that if I knew I couldn't use it, I'd think of nothing else." Michael's voice was bitter, and he could hear a slight whine in it. He tried to control himself better.
"And which part of you do you believe?"
Michael's shoulders slumped. "The part that wishes you had more faith in me. And the part that wishes I was worth it."
"Well, we're working on both of those, aren't we? When you get back to the States, I suggest you discuss it with Anderson, and see if she wishes to place that formal restriction on you. In the meantime, you're going to be too busy and the potential partners you would find here are mostly unavailable, so there is nothing to worry about."
"You know, sometimes I wish things were just a little more clear for me," Michael said, keeping his voice even.
"Oh, don't be so passive, Michael. Think of every difficulty you encounter as a matter of training and see if that helps. And for God's sake, be grateful that your training is so lenient, because I promise you, a more regulated and controlling environment would only upset you more." Chris's voice edged up just a little, and Michael was startled to see both a flash of anger and deep-seated annoyance—something Chris hadn't let show in weeks. "If you were in a different style of training, you'd be having all the sex you could imagine, boy. At my whim, exactly as you will tomorrow night, except that I'd be using you regularly myself."
"Tomorrow night?" Michael repeated in shock.
"Yes, I told you I was loaning you to Ken. I don't imagine that what she has in mind is tea serving and boot polishing. What's more, I expect you to be clean, groomed, and eager to cooperate with whatever she has planned, and in other words, behave exactly as you think a slave in your position should. And, to be suitably grateful for the experience afterward.You wanted to get laid, Michael?You've got it. Or at least something approximating it."
A thousand protests, questions, and complaints crowded on the edge of Michael's lips, and he struggled to keep them back. It had been a long time since he had seen Chris angry, really angry and not just putting on a show for the slave trainees. But that nasty sneer of condescension, that tone that just raised his hackles, was so provoking, so infuriating!
"So you're really going to hand me off to a stranger, and I have to go, no questions asked? Just like that, no preparation, no build up, no warning? How the hell is that supposed to make me feel? Like I'm ready to perform for you?"
"You're supposed to feel like a slave, Michael, remember? Remember how you requested this? 'I want to be trained as a classic,' you said, and I warned you that you didn't even know what that meant. Now, you know. Imagine what it will feel like when you're actually sold."
"Oh, that's bullshit," Michael snapped, feeling a deep warning pain in the pit of his stomach. But he was committed; he kept going. "No one trains like that any more, not even Anderson.You guys even told me that! It's a whole new world out here, and you are absolutely fixated on the past. You're working some kind of big scam on me, that's what you're doing. These other trainers might be horny for a while, but no one's passing them around like slaves!"
"Your manners, Michael."
Fury welled up in Michael's throat like bile. "Dammit, you always do this! Just when I'm being totally honest with you, you cut me off!"
His voice was raised—and suddenly he could hear shushed voices in corridors not far away. The feelings of panic and anger and confusion tore at him in heavy pounding waves as he realized how much of this conversation might have been overheard.
"Oddly enough, Michael," Chris said."It is possible to be both honest and respectful."
"Yes, sir," Michael whispered, ashamed of his outburst."I apologize."
"Properly," Chris said sharply.
Michael sank to his knees, feeling the shame grow throughout his body. His anger was still hot, and the corridor seemed stifling."I apologize for raising my voice," he began, shaking."For using profanity, and being... difficult, sir. I—I ask you to forgive me. I beg you to forgive me. I will try to be better controlled and more respectful."The formula for the apology assembled itself in his mind and he tried not to rush it. "Please tell me what I can do to make amends for my... outbursts."
"Two things, Michael.You can submit your body for chastisement as I see fit, tomorrow evening, in front of Ken Mandarin and before she makes use of you. But right now, I want you to ask that question that's burning out of you, this time properly."
Michael's head snapped up, and with all his strength, he asked, "Sir— were you really trained this way? Like a classic?"
"Yes, I was. In every aspect of the training, except that there was one major difference between your training and mine. Unlike you, I didn't choose to be trained that way. I didn't get it explained to me every step of the journey." Chris said the words calmly, but there was something in him that made Michael feel like he was on the edge of violence.
"But—did she... she never really... just handed you off to someone, did she? Anderson? And were you really... sold? I mean—there are no records—you aren't listed... you were never really sold, right?"
Chris looked down at Michael and caressed his right hand with his left, his face tightly drawn. For a second, Michael was sure he was going to be hit, and hard. But Chris's eyes shifted away from him for a second, and when they turned back, Michael felt even more ashamed then he was embarrassed. Because the look of pain in Chris Parker's face was worse than the anger had been.
Chris sighed and waved one hand."You are dismissed, Michael. I was going to invite you to the debates, but I don't think you've earned that right. Meet me at room five, Western wing, before dinner tonight. Wear a suit.Try not to get into any trouble between now and then." He turned and walked away.
Michael waited until Chris turned a corner and then sat back onto the polished floor heavily, clenching his hands into fists. His cock was hard, his face unbearably hot. He crossed his legs and buried his face in his hands, wishing he could scream, or punch one of these beautiful walls, or just jump off a damn cliff, anything to free himself from these tightening bands of pressure. Every time he thought he was coming close to understanding, he had one of these episodes. It was like they came on a schedule, exactly in time to make things worse for him.
I wish I knew what I was doing here, he thought wildly. And dammit, I wish Anderson was here. There's something going on here that's beyond him and me and I can't figure out what.
* * * *
There were meditation rooms in a small outbuilding a short walk down one of the marked paths. As Chris stopped to cleanse his hands and face and mouth in the basin set by a small bubbling fountain, he tried to compose himself as he was taught; it came slowly. He removed his shoes and left them outside, and felt the silence of the space coax him toward sleep. But he shook off that wonderful temptation and sank into a kneeling posture on the smooth polished floor, his only company a simply framed print that he thought exhorted him to be like a willow. He had not gotten far in actually reading Japanese, only a few hundred kanji in addition to a more simple forty-seven character syllabary. He was, as Tetsuo's undertrainer once called him, a dull child in spoken Japanese. But he was a complete idiot in the written forms.
Yet the print spoke to him all the same.
He was unused to sitting like this; out of practice. Not surprising, really. Neither Grendel nor Alexandra had required it of him for longer than a token of his position, and that only rarely. When he had returned from Japan, he had practiced meditation regularly. But like his Japanese, it had faded from his life. He had not even bothered to practice the language when Anderson had a client who was learning it last year; he had judged his own memory too faulty to give her the proper examples in speech.
Odd how some of it had returned last night.
He had finished the sake, feeling the faint warmth of it flowing down his throat, and then looked at Tetsuo, who was staring at him in that familiar, penetrating way that made him so damn sexy. Chris almost replied automatically, saying the words he had said on those few occasions before when people had come close to figuring out how he fit into the scheme of things, but then simply bowed his head with a sigh. "How long have you known, Sensei?"
"I am glad you didn't feel the need to deny it," Tetsuo said, showing his pleasure.
"Oh, I feel the need," Chris said, with a slight smile. "But I would never insult you like that."
"Thank you. In answer to your question, I have not really known, not in fact. I have deduced this, from the years of our association." Tetsuo poured more for his guest and then set the bottle down carefully."I know you, Chris Parker. And I know Anderson-sensei. There are many mysteries of your life that I have been given the favor of knowing; this was the one remaining. How was it that one who was so suited to a life of service was not secure in someone's collar? At first, I considered that you had decided against it for... pragmatic reasons. Later on, as you completed your training and remained a trainer yourself, I considered that you had forgone the auction out of gratitude to your Sensei, to serve her as so many of us do, forgoing the simpler temptation of the collar."
"That is often assumed," Chris nodded. He refilled Tetsuo's cup, since it was clear that they were not to be interrupted by the slave any more. It would be impolite for either of them to refill their own cups.
"To go through the formal training and then to give it up for a collar would be a grave waste of her time and efforts, but you would hardly be the first nor the last," Tetsuo said. "But the truth of the matter is that she owns you, and that is how she compels your continued service as a trainer. You have belonged to her since before we met, I assume."
Chris nodded again. "Yes, Sensei."
"You are to be noted for your fortune, Chris Parker. The Trainer who owns no slaves has placed her mark upon you in more ways than one." Tetsuo lifted his cup gently, and Chris took up his own. He sipped the warm liquid in honor of his trainer and owner.
"I have been... touched by fortune... in many ways, Sensei," he said, as he placed the cup back on the table. "But I must ask you, Sensei, with all respect; since you do know, why are you discussing this with me?"
"Because you can ask that question and expect an answer," Tetsuo said, with a look of satisfaction. He leaned back slightly, stretching. "Changes are coming, far greater ones than even the one you propose this week." His eyes smiled, slight crinkles that reminded Chris of the deep sense of humor this man had, and how rarely he allowed it to show. "I honor my House and my Sensei with my life and deeds, but I am not blind. In order to maintain my position in this world, my own House must grow and expand. Having you as a trainer in my House will aid my program of expansion."
Chris said nothing; it would be hard to come up with anything that didn't sound like completely false modesty or smug pride. Besides, Tetsuo had not answered the question yet.
Tetsuo snorted appreciatively. "I discuss it with you, Chris Parker," he said, leaning forward again, "for the joy of surprising you. For a youngster, you are often world-weary, cynical, too assured of your place under heaven. I am sure I was not the only one in your life who enjoyed shaking you from your calm acceptance of your circumstances."
Astonishingly, Chris felt the pleasurable warmth of embarrassment spread through him. He couldn't bring himself to blame the sake.
"I have never forgotten training you," Tetsuo said thoughtfully. "At the start, your very presence was only suffered because of my long friendship and respect for Sensei Anderson. I expected you to leave, to fail, to break. And after Noriko..." He sighed, and Chris lowered his head again, this time closing his eyes for a moment. They let the name waver in the air between them, acknowledging their shared past, and Tetsuo's great loss.
"After Noriko, I realized that having you at my service had given me greater ease than I could have assumed possible. I do enjoy shocking you, Chris Parker. I enjoy it now as much as I did years ago. I also enjoyed your small rebellions and your great disobediences. I enjoyed making your will bend to mine. It is a rare slave that catches my attention in these ways, and I find I miss having such a diversion for longer than it takes to place a new client into the Marketplace. I am not like my respected colleague, Sensei Anderson. I own with pleasure. It would please me to own you.
"So I discuss it with you because I know that valuable property such as you cannot be held lightly. I would not have you unaware; that is a test for novices. I already know that you would mount the auction tables and go willingly and serve with honor. That would be the greatest surprise for you, would it not? And from that moment, your experiences would diminish."
"I don't know that," Chris said quietly."Since I have not experienced the auction block."
"You are experiencing it now," Tetsuo said casually. "Your new... form, your modern haircut, your tailored suit, none of these things hide your essence from me. Your throat is bound with silk instead of chain, but we both know where the true mark of your ownership lies. We sit here as proper men, sharing sake as friends, but you have not forgotten my rule, at least I do not think so."
"No, Sensei, I have not," Chris admitted.
"Then do not be fooled, Chris Parker. You are here as an independent trainer, honored by your peers, leader in an honorable struggle for order, yes. But you are also here displaying your worth. If I can see how it is you come to be here, you must realize that there are trainers much wiser than I. Who can say which of them are assessing your value as we speak? Who among them might also be wondering how to acquire you in one way or another? As these hours and days pass, I will begin my negotiations with Sensei Anderson, whether she comes here or not. You are Merchandise, young trainer. Merchandise I have decided to acquire." Tetsuo stretched again and smiled, his eyes sharp with a sudden pleasure. "Aside from that, I have taken the liberty of reserving a bath-house, and I am all consumed with curiosity about this campaign of physical fitness and art of the body upon which you have embarked. I cannot compel you by rights, but I can invite you as a friend, and a former student, to bathe with me. Can you do this, or must you retire?"
"More surprises?" Chris asked, raising one eyebrow.
Tetsuo laughed, a warm sound in the warm room. "Oh, yes," he said. "I don't think I can still surprise you with a bamboo rod, so I must find other ways." He turned and barked an order.Two slaves entered instantly, both of them male this time, wearing only fundoshis. They carried light robes and as Tetsuo stood, one of them instantly went to him to take his jacket. Tetsuo loosened his dark, narrow tie, never taking his gaze from Chris. It was still an invitation—but the sheer force of his request was almost like a command. As he unbuttoned his shirt, his eyes seemed to be almost teasing; I am ready for you, they said. I dare you.
After a moment, Chris also stood, and held his arms slightly back, feeling the weight of the jacket slide into waiting hands. As he reached for his own tie, he felt a familiar ache. He wanted it to be natural and comfortable, he wanted to be as free as this older man and strip with ease, but it was still hard to shed the armor, even when he saw Tetsuo's eyes slightly widen in pleasure. He stood with the robe open for an extra moment, the slave stopped in mid-motion by Tetsuo's hand, and then found that he needed a longer breath when the belt was finally wrapped around him and tied. But Tetsuo said nothing, only grunted when they were both ready to go.
They walked to the bath-house with the two slaves following behind, leaving the empty sake bottle and the elegant wooden box on the table.
By the time Chris returned to his room, Michael was gently snoring on his futon. It was almost dawn. His body longed for sleep, but instead he wrote a brief note to his student, changed into fresh clothing, and found an empty meeting room to review his notes and plan his day. It was so tempting to try to call the States and confess, or to simply slip away and leave the entire gathering to its own devices.
Of course he didn't do either. He went to his meetings and he started his lobbying and now he had to stand up and address his peers. Peers, hell. His superiors. His teachers, his models. And at least one old master.
Chris opened his eyes and looked at the print again. He didn't feel rested. But he did feel a little like a willow.
"Caught in a tai-fun," he said out loud. He stood up, feeling and hear- ing a slight crack in his knees, and slowly left the room to go to the debates.
Michael tried not to look like he was moping. But it was hard. Everyone— or at least all the trainers and spotters—were closed off in the large meeting room to begin the most important discussions of the week, a proposal presented by his own damn Trainer, and he wasn't allowed to go.
Not only that, but apparently his old trainer, Geoff Negel, was the chief opponent to this accreditation program that Chris wanted to create. What an opportunity, to see those two butt heads in this formal atmosphere! Chris had never forgiven Geoff for granting trainer status to a fellow Californian who had placed a dishonest slave in the same house- hold that Chris had a former client in. There had been some stupid mix up, the ill-trained slave either stole or just hid some jewelry, and Chris's client got blamed for it and brutally punished. Chris had actually flown out to California to intervene and set things right, and when he got back, told Michael that it was trainers like Geoff who were responsible for everything short of global warming.
After Chris had cooled off over the incident and Michael felt safe about bringing the topic up again, he had asked Chris why, if Geoff Negel's methods were so sloppy, was the trainer so successful?
"How do you measure success?" Chris had asked.
"Number of sales versus number of returns," Michael answered.
"That's the fallacy then," Chris said."It's not the number of sales that makes you successful—I can find someone every other week and manage to sell them to someone else. It's the success rate of the actual contracts that we have to measure."
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/205811 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!