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    On Astor Kopalski’s birthday, Tristan is kidnapped in New York by Arab businessman Jummal and is now a prisoner deep in the South American jungle at the villa of vice king, Antonio. A complex game is about to be played out as the last three remaining masters of the historical bondage cabal, the  jeu, each begin their own personal battles. For Jummal, it is facing up to the loss of his daughter and his love for Tristan, the man he knows he will never truly possess. For Antonio, it is his game plan of at last wreaking revenge on Grand Master Astor. For Astor, it is eventually realising he has to face the demon of love that has haunted him since the death of his lover, the perfect slave Vedic, and make the biggest decision of his life. Is Tristan’s life more important than chasing a legend of lust and love founded centuries ago?




    The third in the series, this book is the final and concluding part of The Perfect Slave and contains characters portrayed in both Devotion and Possession.


  




  

    Prologue




    In the dream, he was strapped tightly to one of the special plinths in his master’s torture chamber, the slave bonds pulling tighter and tighter around his wrists and ankles as he held himself as tightly primed as a piano wire, waiting for his master’s next move.




    The plinth was a torture instrument par excellence and one of Astor’s favourites. It was a simple, flat metal table, pierced with holes for the straps intended to hold its victims, but at the hips, it branched into a V shape, so the slave’s legs were spread apart and his master could stand between them. Today the pain melted into new sensations, building to the ultimate arousal. Only one man could subjugate a slave to such exquisite joys and that was Astor – king of BDSM and Grand Master of the jeu. He had long prided himself on being an expert at bondage game play, and more knowledgeable about pain than many of the great writers on the subject, such as the Marquis de Sade and Sacher-Masoch.




    Tristan had been unprepared for the depths of such explicit knowledge when he first started under his master’s tutelage, but he had greedily accustomed himself to it and now relished anything Astor cared to inflict on him in order to make him the perfect slave. A relative innocent when he’d started out on this journey into submission, he quickly found out that by having his mind constantly directed toward sexual study morning, noon and night, he was brainwashed by the licentious practices of a man whose perverse history had its roots back in the time of the Crusades.




    Now, pinned down and spread out for his master’s delectation, he knew he could be left for ages while he was forced to anticipate the next move in this carefully rehearsed play. The jeu was a game of bondage strategy for super-intelligent and successful men, and to this day Tristan wondered how he had become a pawn, in thrall to such subtle sexual moves. He possessed none of the attributes most of the guys in this milieu had. He’d originally had little interest in BDSM – a lot less than most of his friends, although that was burgeoning under the guidance of the expert Astor. He still often quizzed his master about it. Why him: someone with no particular qualities? Why, out of all the guys who fawned over Astor, fighting for his attention, had he been singled out? Astor, in his usual enigmatic way, had simply replied, ‘Why not you?’ It was the kind of answer Tristan had come to expect. Astor used psychological conditioning, which often required him to unravel riddles of one kind or another.




    His thoughts spiralled out of control. In the dream, he was entangled in a mélange of deliciously painful thoughts. He’d never experienced erotic fantasies of any kind until he came to Astor, but something about this delicious imprisonment, becoming the man’s slave, had awakened a hidden part of him.




    A form materialised from out of the shadows. He knew it was his master, who often enjoyed donning a simple yet sinister disguise so he could act out his fantasies. Astor was wearing black pants and a leather jerkin; his face was obscured by a mask with only the eyes and mouth showing so that Tristan was denied the joy of seeing his expression.




    He came over to the bench, sliding a thick leather strap through two openings on either side of Tristan’s belly. The slave twitched in anticipation. He guessed what was coming. His master did not even glance at him as he continued to fasten the straps. The one across his belly exerted a pleasurable pressure on his genitals and two similar ones at the tops of his thighs ensured his cock and balls were presented. Finally, two more were fastened into place to complete the ensemble: one just above and one below his nipples. Tristan’s body fizzed pleasurably as Astor slid out the nipple bars he was required to wear at all times, taking his time to fondle the hard nubs lovingly before jerking a chain down from the ceiling. The cellar was equipped with more contraptions than a man could happily experiment with in a lifetime, and the chains were an important part of it. These instruments of torture had been collected by Astor’s ancestors. Astor keenly pointed out that his family were scientific geniuses who liked to employ their talents for enjoyment. Each member had added his own twist on an idea. The ceiling was crisscrossed with bars from which hung various chains and ropes of different degrees of strength and thickness. Set into motion by Astor’s hand, they jangled like laughter, the chattering tendrils creating musical foreplay.




    Astor jerked down a thin chain, snapping it into place. A series of clever cogs and wheels meant these chains could be tightened and loosened at will. A violent surge of pleasure spread through Tristan’s body, making his hands and feet tingle. The rings on the end of the chains had special attachments that snapped open. Astor turned his attention to Tristan’s other nipple; the one already attached was subjected to the weight of the chain. He flicked a look at his captive, seeing how cool he remained under pressure.




    Even though he knew this was a dream, Tristan had to maintain control at all times. Any sign of an erection before he was commanded would be taken as a show of insubordination and he would be punished severely. Astor cranked one of the wheels, tightening the chain, and the slave opened one eye so he could watch it. Up it went very slowly, tugging gently on Tristan’s nipples as it was pulled flush. The sensation was pleasant at first, then increasingly painful as his tender flesh was stretched to capacity. Now, he would have to watch how he breathed because even the gentle in and out susurrations of his chest made the instruments of torture pull even harder. Astor stood to one side. He was holding one of his special bottles of essential oils: a powerful concoction of distilled plant essences that, when applied to the delicate parts of the body, enhanced sensation. His master held the bottle up and, almost in slow motion, a drop formed on the end and fell with a splash onto Tristan’s skin. There was no reaction for a second or two, but it generally took a while for the potion to work its magic. Beneath the mask, Astor smiled. He had a handsome, rugged face. Tristan adored him. He had never felt such a violent and complex series of emotions as he did toward this man. Astor’s gaze lingered on his body, sparking him into life wherever it came to rest.




    Astor slipped his finger under Tristan’s flaccid genitals and lifted them. His expert, silken touch had Tristan fighting hard for control and teased him to the limits of his endurance. If he showed any sign of arousal, gave any indication that he was not in control of his body, Astor would punish him later and it would not be by pain. Oh no, he would punish his slave by withdrawing stimulation for days or even weeks on end, and that would be unbearable. Astor continued to fondle him, each pinch one of exquisite delight.




    Tristan’s cock was pierced in several places, as was deemed essential to one of the slaves of the jeu. It had been a labour of love adding to the collection, and at least one of them had taken over a year to heal properly. In addition to a Prince Albert, he had an ampallang through the head of his penis, a dydoe through the ridge, further piercings along the length of the frenum, finishing off with a guiche through the base of the scrotum. All of these Astor insisted on.




    It was at such moments Tristan felt like cursing his master, as the feelings awoken by skilful oil-lubed fingers became unbearable. Astor jerked down more chain and, grasping Tristan’s cock, slid it through one of the rings before turning his attention back to the wheel at the side, which he now began turning until Tristan’s cock was hoisted upright.




    The cellar was gloomy, with only the glimmer from the carefully concealed wall sconces that cast flickering tongues of light over the proceedings, like a scene from a horror movie set in medieval times. Astor liked his sense of theatre and enjoyed creating an ambience, believing it was one of the most important tools of seduction. This sultry penumbra he considered the most effective. Without a word, he lifted Tristan’s head, slipping on an eye mask. The young man wanted to object, but he knew Astor preferred him to be masked. A master of sensation – not just of physical, but psychological bondage – he believed sex was more powerful when you couldn’t see what was coming next. Strangely enough, Tristan had never been gagged, which he thought was a good thing, as he wasn’t comfortable with it. But there again, he didn’t need it because he trusted his master and didn’t object to anything he did.




    The mask settled comfortably around his face, the velvet darkness punctuated by afterimages from the sconces. As was normal when he found himself deprived of vision, he began to listen intently and imagined subtle touches on his skin that might or might not have been there.




    Astor’s oil worked its magic, creating a satisfying warmth and tingling that Tristan knew in a moment would transmute into icicles of jabbing pain. He tried to move, struggling to test his bonds, but it was impossible since he was strapped down so tightly. Something cold gripped his cock. He recognised this sensation. It was a metal device, which could test him to the limits of his endurance. Here it came. The deeply pleasurable flush of agony that increased as his erection threatened and the monstrosity squeezed him tighter and tighter in its icy caress. He shivered, nipples prickling, blinking rapidly as he heard the sound of the winch being tightened yet again. More pressure, this time on his nipples, and then a light flicking sensation. What was that? It could have been a feather or the tip of a tongue. It was hard to say. Imagining what might be happening was much more provocative than seeing it.




    Sometimes, Astor would leave him in his bonds following such titillation. When he returned, it would be for further humiliation and more of the oil being rubbed over him. Then he’d straddle Tristan naked, and he would feel each inch of his master sliding over his skin in a slick body massage. Other times, his master, clad in leather, chose to subject him to a good whipping or poured ice over him.




    Today, something was different. There were odd sounds around him: other noises. Whispers, voices? What was wrong? He blinked rapidly as he fought to clear his consciousness. Tristan felt a numbness, a terrifying sense of vulnerability. One voice resolved itself distinctly from the others. He’d recognise it anywhere. It was that of the master, Antonio, a lesser master of the jeu, the Latin cadences enough to strike fear into any man. How he hated this particular man. In response, he next heard the measured Arabic tones of Jummal: the other master and his gaoler. He was petrified of Antonio.




    His confusion cleared as the essence of the dream and real life fused. In truth, he was a prisoner at Antonio’s villa. Brought here by the Arab, Jummal Maalouf, he was the star player now in a twist of fate that wouldn’t have been out of place in a movie.




     Antonio was a huge, sly man with jet-black hair and black eyes. There was no doubt he was attractive, but he was cruel and ruthless. He had a slave called Thiago: a very handsome boy. Antonio was crazy about him. Thiago often spent weeks shut in the damp, uncomfortable cellar of the villa because Antonio considered such edgy punishments a turn-on. However, the slave hated being confined and the incarceration drove him crazy, his constant pleading for release often going on for hours on end.




    Astor was a hard master but he’d only ever used fear in sex play as a lever and for enjoyment. Something in Tristan’s consciousness now outlined to him this was a dream, and with a stab of anxiety he realised he was not with his master but captive in Antonio’s lair. Here, miles away from the life he had known, he was having his eyes opened up to how other masters worked, and he could see that some of them were ruthless and didn’t abide by the strict code of ethics they should do.




    Thank goodness, Antonio was rarely around at his villa; he enjoyed the hustle and bustle of the city and was immersed in numerous business interests that included two casinos and a couple of kink clubs he visited on a frequent basis. This meant Tristan and Jummal were usually left to their own devices.




    He thrashed about, the shock of what he had heard awakening him from what might, on other occasions, have been a pleasant erotic dream. He’d fallen asleep in the bedroom of the villa where he was being kept captive, but for a moment, he was heedless of his surroundings. Fighting for breath, he dashed at his forehead. He brushed away beads of perspiration as waves of despondency washed over him.




    Nothing had changed. He was still here, deep in the South American jungle, held captive at the mercy of two lunatics.


  




  

    Chapter One




    Each day, coping with the strain of being held captive became harder and he wondered if the increasing nightmares were a sign he was going crazy. Surely, by now, Astor should have freed him. Why was it taking so long? No, he mustn’t let this negativity take hold. He clenched his fist, his master’s ring nuzzling against his palm, reminding him who he belonged to. There had to be a good reason for the delay. Astor was biding his time and had to be careful how he planned Tristan’s release from these two pariahs; that was all.




    He continued to clench his fist so firmly the gilded rim of the ring bit deeply, threatening to draw blood. It was his way of reminding himself he was still alive and not dreaming. Yes, Tristan, keep a hold of your emotions and be strong, his inner voice chattered. It seems like years but it isn’t that long, you know it isn’t. You’ve been marking off each day in your diary.




    He’d ascertained the isolated villa he was in was out in the middle of nowhere; in a much more remote situation than he’d at first thought. One thing was for sure: being taken captive wasn’t like it was in books or movies. In those, the heroes found it easy to flee. The prospect of hotfooting it out of here, though, filled him with dread. He’d explored possibilities, but escape was impossible in terrain like this. He would effectively be committing suicide. He hadn’t been to South America in his life and hadn’t realised what it was like out in the true jungle. Even if he managed to get out of the compound, the villa was surrounded by impenetrable rainforest and it was difficult to get any sense of direction.




    Worries nibbled at the edge of his consciousness. Tristan had a feeling it was only a matter of time before Jummal’s patience wore thin and he headed somewhere more amenable, like back to the Middle East. The Arab was getting itchy feet and had decided he didn’t like being here.




    He swung his legs out of bed and wandered to the window. He had to believe a rescue attempt was being planned. Until then, he had to keep his mind occupied and he had the perfect excuse. Writing gave him an escape route into a fantasy world where he could relive his passions. It had been Astor’s idea, way back in the beginning. It was something he insisted all his slaves do. A computer diary would provide the master with an insight into their inner worlds and, therefore, another mechanism of control. Tristan slid the notebook he was carrying out of his trouser pocket. It was only small, but he’d adapted his handwriting so he could cram as much as possible between the pages.




    As he thumbed through his written recollections, he frowned. How easily he had slipped off the overcoat of what he considered his normal life, to embrace the jeu, with its many idiosyncrasies. Due to its clandestine nature, he could not share the details, which meant it felt like being encapsulated within a bubble. He could see everything happening around him but he was separated from it by a transparent veil. Tristan knew better than to break the code set down by his master; felt privileged and scared all at the same time. This wasn’t a joke or a game of cheap thrills. It was an initiation into a serious, elite circle of BDSM masters with their roots in the dawn of time, who would stop at nothing to keep their distinct behaviour behind closed doors.




    Authentic slave training was 24/7. Astor had made it clear Tristan would have to resign from society and sever most of his ties. The first step in his new life involved being stripped of everything, even his self-respect, and developing absolute trust in his master. Mercifully, it had been easier for him than most as he’d always been a bit of a loner and only had a sparse circle of friends. Besides which, things had played right into his hands since he’d been set up as a scapegoat and accused of fraud, so no one wanted much to do with him anyway. The idea of bondage quickly got a hold on Tristan and he accepted the first step – his withdrawal from the real world – with gusto. Thank goodness, his kids were overseas and he didn’t have to see them each weekend as that could have posed real problems. Thankfully, things were pretty good between him and his wife, Amanda. Their divorce had been amicable in the end. Sure, the kids had been devastated but they had come to terms with Amanda’s new boyfriend, were adjusting well to their new life in California, and were full of it when they phoned him. Fortunately, they were still also fond of their father and the visits had worked out rather well. It was far too far away for them to make many journeys back and forth, especially with them settling into their new schools and making new friends, so they weren’t due back until the summer holidays when they would be staying with Amanda’s mother.




    He’d entered Astor’s world naked in more ways than one, with only the suit of clothes he stood up in. It was an odd situation, having to hand over such personal things as his passport, P45, and credit cards to a master who’d have complete control over his life. Funnily enough, the worst part was parting with his mobile phone and laptop, his major concern being Amanda and the kids, even though Astor assured him everything would be taken care of. What if something happened and one of the kids got ill? Alex had relied on contact with his father since his bout of bullying at school. His son liked to come across as a tough guy but still needed him. And how about Louise? She was often texting or ringing if she got stuck on a school project or needed advice.




    Tristan rapidly realised he’d always had secret desires, but had been too nervous to find ways of indulging them until now. His grandmother would have said this meeting with the illustrious Astor was meant to happen and it wasn’t by chance that he’d stepped into Tristan’s life when he was at a low ebb. Wow, he reflected. To this day, he’d never worked out the intricacies of how Astor got him off the hook at work. His troubles had simply melted away as his master’s powerful contacts pulled strings. He’d been in a tailspin over a fraud case; sitting up late at night with his fist curled around a cup of coffee, wondering how he was going to get out of the situation and how he’d be able to afford the horrific legal fees. At the very least, his career would be blackened by the aspersions cast upon him; at the worst, he could go to prison. He knew he’d been set up and hadn’t done what they’d accused him of, but the clique at work was close knit and stood up for one another. He was sure his demise was something to do with Laurence, who had continually seemed to be snooping around and had evidently framed him. It was Tristan’s theory that on all those evenings when the other man had been staying late to work, he’d been accessing one of the computers and diverting funds. When the shit hit the fan and it was found out money had gone missing, the fault was instantly laid at the door of a convenient scapegoat – Tristan.




    Astor was like a fairy godmother: nothing was too messy it couldn’t be cleaned up. On the day he told Tristan he was in the clear, the reality of the situation hit him and he saw how powerful the jeu really was. He was mingling with hard-hitters: men who could stretch their tendrils into every sector of society. This was what was so different about the jeu. It wasn’t just about sex: it was about bondage on every level, even the bonds of trust and honour.




    Astor was the perfect gentleman, giving him time to think his decision through. It wasn’t as if he was locked into a system he couldn’t get out of. He soon realised, however, there was no going back. This was the great chunk that had been missing from his life. All these years, his feelings had been in bondage, and it was bondage that would liberate them.




    Things progressed rapidly as Astor took over every aspect of his life. Tristan was to keep on his rented flat, but he had to pack his stuff up. The procedure – if that is what you could call it – ran like a well-oiled machine. Apparently, the flat would remain until such moment as Astor chose to move the situation forward irrevocably, and that had something to do with the various stages of the initiation; there being several of increasing complexity. In the meantime, as he so succinctly put it, it was there in case something went wrong, because Tristan had to have somewhere to come back to. The oddest part was having Astor take control of his finances. It wasn’t enough that he had handed his life to him on a plate. Astor paid his rent up front for months and made sure he cleared any outstanding credit on his cards. Tristan was full of questions. He could understand all this cash being paid out on him when he actually came under Astor’s tutelage, but these were only the preliminary stages of his training and a lot of time and attention was being lavished on him before he’d even decided if he wanted to go through with it. He’d worked in finance and understood money, so he knew how costs added up. What if his master was actually a clever crook and this was some kind of set-up? What if, when he was released back into the world, he found himself harnessed to a mountain of debt that had to be paid off at a lavish rate of interest?




    The worries tumbled through his mind but were answered by Astor, who assured him that, as odd as it seemed, nothing would be owed; the essence of bondage and slavery was having utter trust in your master, and this was his investment in his belief in Tristan. A gift that, no matter what, he would never have to pay back. ‘I know what you’re thinking, Tristan, any sensible guy would question it. Look upon this as your first lesson and the first step in your ultimate devotion toward me. This is the question you have to ask yourself. How at ease are you with me taking control of your life in every way? For this is only the beginning; in time, I shall control all of you, not just this. Naturally, there is much to gain, for in return you’ll find yourself in possession of something priceless. My patronage.’




    Then the conversation became more mystical and esoteric. Astor explained he believed the right people were guided together, and hadn’t Tristan felt destiny tugging him toward this opportunity to be the perfect slave? To prove the devotion that flowed in his blood.




    Yes, he had felt destiny’s pull; but didn’t properly understand it. He knew that this felt right for him, though, and he wanted it. Wanted to serve: to have the petty, day-to-day details and considerations taken care of. To be totally absorbed into another man’s life, serving only him.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    It was time to act, Astor Kopalski mused. Taking his glass, he strolled to the window and looked down on the bustling city streets. He now despised New York City because it was the place where Tristan had been snatched away. Tristan – he felt his heart trip a beat. When he saw his reflection in the glass, he appeared amazingly calm and composed, though he felt as if he was falling to pieces on the inside. His life had changed inexorably over the last few months, and it was a shock to his system as he faced up to what he had become and the direction in which his life was heading. Effectively, he was as much a prisoner as Tristan: a product of his forebears, a man carrying a hefty weight that had got too heavy to hold. Since Tristan had vanished, life had lost its zest, and it was ten times worse than it had been when he’d lost his previous slave and lover, Vedic.




    He gulped a mouthful of scotch, before turning around and entering the passageway that led to Tristan’s room. It was an example of orderliness: the bed freshly made and his bathrobe laid out, as if at any moment he was going to walk through the door. Astor swallowed at the lump in his throat as he leant against the doorjamb. He rarely showed his emotions, but on this occasion, he had to press his thumbs to his eyes to stop the tears. Where had the man of nine short months ago gone? The successful master and businessman, who had been on top of the world and able to handle anything.




    He sat down on the bed. On the bedside table was a picture of him and Tristan in an ornate frame. It had been in one of their casual moments on holiday when his arm had been loosely draped around his slave’s shoulders in a gesture of tenderness. Both of them looked carefree against the beach backdrop: Astor in a white shirt and slacks, Tristan in a casual T-shirt and shorts. He picked the picture up, sliding his finger over the glass in a caress before putting it back down and strolling into the walk-in wardrobe. His slave emulated him in every way, even down to his fetish with neatness. Suits and ties were arranged by colour and hung in neat rows, underwear precisely arranged in slide-out drawers. There was nothing in the room Astor didn’t know about. He had ultimate control, even down to the finest details of Tristan’s clothing and daily life.




    He wandered over to the bureau. It was on here Tristan kept his most precious keepsakes. He would not generally accept Astor’s gifts, though, so there was only a passing nod to ostentation with the Patek Philippe watch – the first gift he had given him, which was maybe why Tristan had accepted it – and these. He picked a pair of lovely amber cufflinks, which had been made by a bespoke jeweller, up off the bureau. They had intrigued his lover as they still held the remains of insects. Tristan said it was as though he paraded a piece of encapsulated time when he wore them. His slave could be so deep. It was another thing he loved about Tristan, as it made him the perfect mystical companion, as well as slave.




    A shiver danced down his spine. He ought to get out of here because it filled him with inexplicable emotion and memories of that fateful morning. It was the last time Astor had been truly happy. They had just celebrated his birthday. Following the festivities, they had shared an unforgettable night that had gone beyond mere bondage. Astor had lain with Tristan in his arms as a true lover, his previous reservations forgotten in a night of boundless passion. Unknown to his slave, he hadn’t slept a wink. He’d mulled over the twists and turns of their relationship and revelled in the powerful mix of emotions. Despite all the safeguards he’d set in place, he had let himself go, let himself fall in love, the same as he had with Vedic. The difference this time was that he couldn’t let on to Tristan how he felt. As soon as you gave your power away, that was it.




    Still, there was one place he was irresistibly drawn toward before closing the bedroom door; a place he had to look inside. Tristan’s bedside drawer, which contained those things he wished no one to see. When a slave came into his house, besides ripping him open and exposing him, Astor took everything to do with his other life in the outside world, and locked it in his safe. Because of this, it was important to allow him one indulgence: to be seen to be lenient in some way. This was that indulgence. Tristan’s secret hideaway. Astor’s heart pounded at the prospect of what he was about to do. He would never generally raid his slave’s privacy and didn’t know what he hoped to find, but he needed to for some reason.




    Where would he hide the key? There were not that many places. He eventually found it taped inside the covers of a priceless Marquis de Sade first edition – one of the few gifts Tristan had accepted. Even as he inserted it easily into the lock and turned it, he felt bad about betraying his slave’s trust. After all, trust worked both ways. He was giddy with excitement as his hand closed over a plain notebook in a leather case that could be found in any dime store and had probably been purchased with Tristan’s meagre allowance. Astor allowed his slaves a frugal amount of a few dollars a week. Being a slave of the jeu meant being entirely dependent on his master and having to come to him regarding even the most intimate matters.




    He stifled a tide of anger and disbelief as he turned the pages. A few secrets locked in a drawer were one thing. On the other hand, notebooks, other than the electronic diary he allowed as part of his training, were forbidden. It seemed Tristan had been taking things a stage further than he should and keeping a few things to himself. Hadn’t he told his slave that nothing must be hidden and he must tell him his fantasies, write every one out in one of the special books for his personal delectation?




    He murmured the words aloud.




    ‘I think this is safe and Astor will never find it. He is a man of honour and he told me he wouldn’t open this drawer unless, of course, there was an absolute emergency. This book gives me something to centre myself with, and I need that; need it for the times when I think I am losing my mind in this odd world. This is the one place where I can write the things I wouldn’t be able to say to Astor. It is my one remaining link with love.’ He had underlined this last sentence in red ink so the words sprang out at the reader. ‘It may be that one day I will show this to Astor, but that will be the day when things change. To be honest, I don’t know if that day will ever come, although I hope it will. Sometimes I have a simple wish and it is this. That I had someone to talk to before I go crazy; someone to tell about how intensely I feel. But that’s not likely to happen. So, I am using this book. I think it is tiny enough for me to carry around without getting caught out. I don’t know what the penalty would be for such an act of betrayal, and it is an act of betrayal. I am not meant to have anything personal like this since Astor controls me in every way.’




    Astor stared incredulously at the words. They were the rantings of a man desperately in love. Sure, he knew that Tristan admired and was devoted to him. But he hadn’t realised the intensity of his feelings. He continued, his finger following the closely packed lines of handwriting.




    ‘My grandmother was quaintly termed a hedge witch. Everyone laughed at her beliefs. But whether it was magic or not, I know some of the things she talked about worked. She would often say to me that there was nothing more powerful than love and the power of positive thought. Those two principles drive men on to achieve things they wouldn’t have believed possible. I saw it in action with her many times. She would focus her attention on something and invariably it happened. I think now is a good moment to employ that technique. I have been using this power to break Astor down and I think it’s working. Despite his stony façade, I think he likes me more than he says. Even maybe loves me; it’s just he’s afraid to show it. Maybe he can’t. One thing is for sure, he can’t deny the way his body betrays him. When we fuck, he lets go, and I can sense the emotion welling up, no matter how he tries to cover it up. You can’t hide the feeling behind kisses and caresses as much as you might think you can, because emotions betray you. In the heat of love, men become transparent, and he is no exception. I know all I have to do is grind away and I will get him to love me as much as I love him. And one more thing. After the accident, when I was so ill, I heard him say he loved me. He realises I heard him, so he tries to deny it by saying I was delirious, it was my imagination or the drugs.’




    That was enough; he couldn’t read any further. Astor slammed the book shut, holding it tightly between his palms. He felt a mixture of rage and misery. Rage because of the frank nature of the confession in a book he’d not permitted Tristan to have. Misery at the emotions the words evoked.




    He opened the drawer and was about to put the book back when he paused and instead slid it in his pocket. The very act of reading brought Tristan back into the room and made him feel closer. He wanted that contact and the book was compact enough to carry around, so later on he could read more. He wanted to find out what went on in his slave’s mind, as painful as it might be. God help him, though, this secret was insubordination and his slave would have to be punished accordingly. Yes, he’d take great relish in reprimanding him.




    Being angry ignited Astor into action. Life had been so full of confusion over the last few weeks. The old orderliness of the jeu falling away was one thing that made him feel insecure; this was another. But he could cope; he had to keep telling himself that. Life was about change. Wasn’t that what the old priest, Romanov, kept underlining? He’d been confronted by situations like this most of his life, and overcome them. He breathed deeply then, suddenly, a wave of emotion washed over him, making him sit down heavily on the bed. The truth was he loved Tristan desperately and didn’t want to admit it to himself. Over the last year he’d found himself thrust into a perilous situation. He wanted Tristan to be the first modern perfect slave, but to do that meant separating himself from love. Unknown to Tristan, he was torn in two. The quest of the jeu had been to find bliss through lust and love in perfect harmony. From what he knew of Konstantine and Abarak, the founders of the quest, their life had been just that. They had followed the rules for the attainment of bliss as set out by the seer, Altai, and it had been a unique and fragile system of checks and balances. How had that careful balance been corrupted into what the jeu had now become: a game of corruption and dissipation?




    The decline had really started with the death of Abarak, the first great teacher. Konstantine had been so in love and so devastated by his loss of Abarak, he’d sought to cancel love – the thing his master had fought so hard to establish – out of the equation with his rage and grief. Abarak had sent him out from his deathbed on a mission to grow the philosophy they had experienced together, yet Konstantine had been so twisted by love he had gone against his teachings and effectively rewritten the ancient rulebook. In the end, the nobleman became stained by a debauchery that created the foundations of the modern jeu, turning it into a corruption of what it once was. He had pushed away the principle of love, making the jeu nothing but a lust-fuelled machine. And why had he done that? Because most men were terrified of that most revealing of emotions, love.
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