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Chapter 1

	Dellview, CO

	Early fall

	"I'd rather you just sit this one out, Robbie," Daniel said. "It's only a routine sabbat. I can conduct it without an assistant. Besides, you've fallen behind on your chores. Our altar is dusty, and look at the tarnish on the athame. You ought to be ashamed!"

	Dropping to his knees, Rob cringed. For a few seconds he was back in that dark, dismal place, the one where he could do no right, where he knew he was unloved, worthless and would never be anything more. Almost reflexively, he shrank before he remembered. No, a blow would not follow. Daniel loves me and would never abuse me the way Aaron Cantwell did. Cruelty and brutality should have been his stepfather's middle names. No, it was all right now. He just had to shape up and do better.

	"I'm sorry," he murmured. "It's been--well, there never seems like enough time to do everything. I read all those books you selected, and I'm working on my notebook--I mean my personal book of days. I'm trying to learn, trying really hard. I guess I'm just slow and dull."

	Daniel ruffled his hair. "You're progressing. Just keep giving it your best and try to remember everything I tell you. You know why you came here, why you became Wiccan. This is where you belong and, as my disciple, in time you will be made whole."

	With a swish of his flowing purple robe, the self-proclaimed Arch Mage stalked from the room. Rob rose from his crouched position and set to work cleaning the altar in the back parlor of the old Victorian house he shared with his mentor and lover. After every speck of dust was whisked away, he squared his shoulders, trying to fight off the weight of his unending errors and failings.

	The athame was indeed dull. He found some silver polish and began to buff the slender blade. While he worked, he recited a prayerful invocation to the Goddess. After he finished the formal words, he added an unspoken plea of his own. Please, Lady, make me better, stronger, faster, worthy...

	* * * *

	Samhain was almost here. That date marked the middle of the growing hours of darkness, the start of the dreaded winter with its virtual Christmas tree laden with bitter, burning memories. Rob felt his seasonal depression closing around him. He'd joined a Wiccan coven a few months ago in hopes the pagan group wouldn't mark the holiday season so he could lock those dismal times into a sealed box in the back of his mind. True, even though Christmas wasn't a part of the Wiccan observances, much to his dismay, he discovered the midwinter solstice and Yule celebrations carried many of the same traditional trappings. How much the Christians had accepted!

	Daniel allowed Rob to take a small part in the elaborate Samhain ceremony but his mind wandered for an instant, recalling Halloween in his old life. He made a mistake. Two words of the short passage he had memorized to recite became scrambled. He spoke them out of sequence, stumbled and went back to get them right.

	Although Daniel didn't interrupt the proceedings to chastise him, Rob knew what would come later. In a haze of dread and disappointment in himself, he staggered through the rest of the ritual.

	As they drove home from the ceremony, Daniel didn't say a word. Rob huddled in the passenger seat, closing his eyes like he used to. It was a game: if he couldn't see anyone, they surely couldn't see him. With his stepfather, it never had worked, though.

	Once they were home, Daniel tossed his cape onto a chair and turned to Rob. "I think it's time you met the dragon again, don't you? Muffing that passage was such a stupid mistake. Who knows what the consequences may be? Surely the Deities, especially the Goddess, are offended, and they have every right to take revenge. If you surrender in sacrifice to the dragon, perhaps that will atone."

	Rob dropped to his knees even before Daniel finished speaking. "Aye, aye, master, I should meet the dragon." He'd already shut his eyes again but he heard Daniel rustling around the room and began to wonder what he might suffer this time.

	Meeting the dragon seemed to be a kind of code word or euphemism for punishment, for pain and degradation that he must suffer when he erred badly. Sometimes it ended in sex, which he both dreaded and anticipated.

	The first thing he had to do was strip. He didn't even wait for the order but stood just long enough to pull off his shirt and then unfasten his trousers, dropping and stepping out of them right after he toed off both shoes. Nude, he again sank to his knees.

	Next he felt the silk scarf against his face as Daniel put the blindfold on him. It didn't matter; he wasn't going to open his eyes anyway but the blindfold was customary. Next Daniel grabbed both of Rob's arms and jerked them back, tying them behind him, crossed at the wrists. At first it wasn't painful but it would become so as time passed. The cord might be silk but it was strong. Daniel drew it tight and tied knots that never seemed to slip. Within a few seconds Rob could feel the strain in his shoulders, the first tingle before numbness began in his fingertips and slowly crept up his hands.

	He heard the footsteps as Daniel stepped back, away from him. Rob didn't have to see to know the other man retreated to a favorite chair and sat down in it.

	"Come." The one word sounded harsh and cold. Rob knew better than to try to get up and he couldn't crawl with his arms behind him so he inched along on his knees, the faded carpet rough and scratchy against his skin.

	"That's enough. Bend down now and kiss your master's feet."

	Rob sat back on his heels, trying to keep his balance as he bent forward. He couldn't see, only feel and blindly guess. He encountered only dusty carpet at first but finally found Daniel's bare feet. He pressed his lips to first the right one and then the left.

	"I kiss the feet of the dragon, my master."

	"Now come closer, barely closer..."

	Rocking back as he straightened, Rob inched ahead, left and then right. He sensed himself between Daniel's knees now and hesitated. Was he close enough?

	A strong hand grasped his head, fingers digging into his scalp. It didn't quite hurt, or at least he told himself so. The hand guided him to bend forward again though not so far this time. He felt the heat from aroused flesh as he scented the musky odor of Daniel's ballocks, scarcely a breath away. He licked his lips in expectation. This was a good part, one that he relished.

	Just as he leaned perhaps an inch farther forward, the hand released his head and settled to his chest, giving him a sharp shove backwards. Caught off guard, Rob fell. Although he twisted to the side and managed not to land squarely on his bound arms, it still hurt.

	"What? Why?" He blurted the questions before he could restrain himself.

	"The dragon is not pleased yet. You need more reminders." Daniel caught him by the left arm, which was topmost, and jerked him upright. Then he rummaged, perhaps in a pocket. The next thing Rob knew, he felt the bite of metallic teeth on his nipples. That hurt, and not a good hurt. He sucked in a breath, then bit his lip against a startled yell.

	This was new, painful and distressing. Moments later, he felt the slither of a cord on his skin. A fine little noose settled around his balls and cock, drew tight, and lifted.

	Daniel passed the line over his left shoulder and tied the end to the binding at his wrists. He had to lift his arms as much as he could to ease the pressure.

	He thought suddenly of something he had once read in a book. With most couples in these kinds of games, the sub had to have a safe word, a short syllable or two you could shout when the pain got too severe, when fear shot past arousal and you began to feel desperate. Daniel had never asked him for a safe word. Before this, he had never quite felt the need. Things had never reached the point he felt he couldn't bear it.

	This time he neared that brink. But no safe word...no way out.

	Daniel's hand settled on Rob's head again, not quite as savagely this time. He directed Rob's motion and brought his mouth directly to the waiting prick. Still not sure what to expect, Rob gave a tentative lick across the slit and scooped away the drop of pre-cum. He heard Daniel's sharp intake of breath and then the harshly spoken words.

	"Yes. Suck me."

	Trying to ignore the pain that still gnawed at the edges of his senses, Rob complied. He gave it his best effort. His tongue flicked around the groove beneath the head, feeling the tiny nerve buds harden under the touch. He widened his jaws as far as he could, relaxed his tongue and throat and plunged down the length as far as he could, then drew his lips firmly against the moisture-slick flesh, lubricated with saliva. He slowly drew back, keeping the suction steady and tight. Again, and a third time. After that Daniel took over and drove into Rob's mouth, over and over again, harder, deeper each time until the final explosion came, flooding Rob's mouth with thick, salty fluid.
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