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Author’s Note

My online journal
 group started a discussion about

Doms and subs. Out of that thread grew a new
 debate

about what a person might want in a Dom in real life, and

how fantasy
 and reality rarely match. I went to bed that

night thinking about the traits of
the perfect Dom, and the

next morning when I tried to work on another novel, a

scene from this story popped into my head. Hoping to

exorcise the plot bunny, I
 wrote it out and sent it to the

friends I’d been talking to. Instead of
 banishing the plot

bunny, I’d fed it.

Two days and very
 little sleep later, I had written the

heart of this story.

So this really is a
 story born out of that entire

discussion, and I have to thank all of my entire
 online

friends list who listened to me kvetch about how fantasy

Doms often fail
to live up to my expectations. Who would I

complain to if I didn’t have my
 supportive flist? Honestly,

I’d still complain anyway, but without the flist,
I’d be one of

those people who loudly and bitterly complains
 to brick

walls, and that’s a little strange, even for me.
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Chapter One

The walk from the human base to the Rownt town gave

Liam
time to think. The wind gently swayed tree branches

with their green-gray
 leaves, and now that Liam faced a

demotion and reassignment, he realized he
 would do

anything to stay. The new colonel was unreasonable, and he

clearly
 wasn’t impressed by Liam’s last psych review, but

other men were worse off than
 Liam. Others had seen

things on the front that made them wake up screaming.

Liam’s minor panic attacks and his difficulty handling

emotions or
 relationships barely even tipped the psych

scale.

Besides, as a linguist, Liam had access to the comm

system,
and he knew how to crosswire an inbound missive

as well as Craig, even if he didn’t
 get caught nearly as

often. He’d seen the colonel’s file, and it was a
minefield of

psych red flags. He just had to wait the man out. That’s all.

God, please, let me wait this man out.

An old grandmother gave Liam a smile—a certain

tightening
 across her cheeks and forehead indicating

pleasure—and Liam quickly offered her
 a deep bow of

gratitude for her attention. It earned him a rumble of

approval
as she passed, her huge form easily topping eight

feet, which dwarfed his
relatively small six feet one. Luckily

the traders Liam usually dealt with were
male and younger,

which translated into closer to human size.

The houses started appearing closer together, some

sharing
 the overhead awnings that carried solar and

communication arrays. This was as
 close as the Rownt

came to a city, with high tech tucked behind hand-painted

walls and well-tended gardens. Liam took a deep breath,



the scent of flowers
and fresh dirt mingling with the faint

spice of Rownt bodies.

Ahead, one of the central squares stood with an arched

roof
that canted to the right. The walls were nothing more

than trellis made of
 durable Rownt steel. Flowers and

vegetable vines and weeds all climbed toward
the sun, their

leaves entangled. Liam had no idea which traders, if any,

would
 come today, but he hoped it would be Ondry. That

Rownt had a way of playfully
 slipping new words into the

conversation, almost as if he knew Liam found the

language irresistible. Every new term would lead to hours

of research in
 storyscrolls and databases. Some days

Lieutenant Spooner teased Liam that he
 was trying to

outperform the ranking linguist of the mission. Of course

that
was as far from the truth as a person could get. After

that, Liam made sure he
gave his results to the lieutenant

instead of filing them in his own records.

As Liam came around the corner, he noticed his favorite

trader leaning against one trellis wall with a thumb stuck in

his belt and his
tail wrapped around his right leg.

The day was improving.

Ondry hovered over a neatly arranged table of trade

goods as
Liam walked through the archway to the covered

communal area. With the grace of
 a hunter, Ondry paced

the length of the table, watching Liam. Despite his most

recent troubles, Liam pasted on a smile. Besides, he was

genuinely happy to see
Ondry.

Traders never exchanged words before seeing the

goods, so
Liam opened the bag of samples he’d brought. As

usual, he found himself
 shifting to keep Ondry in sight as

he worked. He didn’t fear him. Not exactly. He did have an

unnatural sense of where the
 male was at all times.

Unpacking a series of glass art pieces that Liam
suspected

would attract Ondry both for their resale value and their



artistic
 value, Liam widened his smile as he went to start

the official trading.

“You appear unhappy,” Ondry said before even glancing

at
Liam’s sample goods.

Liam froze. He had the best command of Rownt

language and
cultural norms in five solar systems. He could

tell a glurble from a gurgle and
 translate the emotion

behind each. After all, as much as the Rownt appeared to

be purplish-plum-colored, tall, flat-faced humans, they

weren’t.

They were a tailed, bipedal race with a set of rules that

defied human logic. And they always focused on the trade.

Always.
 Personal conversation came later when you were

trying to figure out a better
way to screw the opposition the

next time you did business.

“I am…having no strong feelings at all at this moment,”

Liam
lied as he tried to school his features into something

milder.

The problem was he wasn’t entirely sure the Rownt

used facial
expression rather than scent or body language.

They did a lot of snuffling when
they were unhappy.

Ondry paled, a sure sign of
 emotion. Liam’s chest

tightened as he found himself suddenly lost in this new

cultural landscape.

He hated this. Colonel Thackeray with his unreasonable

demands had him up against a wall, but Liam expected

stupidity out of new
 officers. They came to Prarownt

expecting to make a mark only to find that the
Rownt didn’t

take manipulating as well as some underdeveloped species.

Oh, they
enjoyed watching humans try to manipulate them,

but it never ended well for the
 humans idiotic enough to

think they could take advantage of an advanced species

who practically worshipped at the altar of business

acumen.



But Liam expected better from Ondry. He expected

Ondry to be
 predictable, reliable. He expected Ondry to

create a stable, friendly
 environment for them to try to

cheat each other blind in trades. Then he
expected Ondry

to buy him a meal and cluck sympathetically after Liam

only managed
 to secure half the mineral resources his

officers demanded. That was how it
worked.

Only now Ondry had lost most of his color, which was

definitely new. Sometimes he would develop patches of

lavender when Liam
 surprised him or when they talked

about the publicly known facts surrounding
the human war.

After all, the Rownt had their own
 communications

satellites and a trading network that touched a half dozen

species. Liam couldn’t avoid all discussion of war when

Ondry brought up the
 subject, the areas around his nose

and eyes losing color from the intense
emotions.

But the slight paling caused by these past

conversations was
nothing compared to the way the blood

rushed from Ondry’s skin, leaving his
face nearly the color

of Liam’s flesh. And Liam was not a darkly colored human.

His light brown eyes and dark hair came with a fairly pale

complexion. So for
Ondry to pale that much, Liam had just

royally fucked up. Somehow.
He just didn’t know how. He

loathed this gnawing fear that he had somehow

disappointed Ondry.

Ondry’s deep blue eyes searched Liam with something

that
looked suspiciously like concern. But that was wishful

thinking on Liam’s part.

Liam tried again. “The human base has a new

commander. The
 transition is difficult.” The Rownt did

understand rank and the difficult
realities of scrambling for

power in a command structure.

“Were you not asked to take the position?” Ondry’s eyes

widened more. Curiosity—an old biological habit of

searching the horizon for
 more information turned into a



cultural habit of widening the eyes when
 confused. Liam

knew all that. He didn’t know how to explain why

Command Central
 would laugh itself to death before

promoting him to that particular position.

“I’m not qualified for that position,” Liam said carefully.

Issues
of promotion and personal success were touchy with

the Rownt. The color slowly
returned to Ondry’s face, but

Liam had the feeling he didn’t like the answer.

Ondry moved closer, that hunter’s grace making his

footfalls
 utterly silent against the hard-packed ground.

Many Rownt did hunt the
 lowlands, and Liam often

wondered if Ondry’s occasional absences from the
trading

plaza were because he was out there hunting Prarownt’s

formidable
 predators. He continued stalking nearer until

Liam finally had to take a fast
 step back. Liam was a

soldier, a well-built man who stood six feet tall and
 could

look down at most humans, but Ondry stood a foot taller

and carried at
 least an extra fifty pounds. With Ondry this

close, Liam couldn’t escape the
 feeling of being seriously

outmatched.

“You trade well,” Ondry said. He allowed Liam to keep

the
 small personal space he’d gained by retreating, but

their bodies were still
 close enough to leave Liam slightly

unnerved.

“I don’t lead well. My superiors like my work, but they

don’t—” Liam stopped. They didn’t trust him because he

tended to screw up
 spectacularly when given too many

responsibilities. He developed high blood
 pressure. He

made bad calls. Worse, he was from the wrong part of earth

and had
none of the right connections required to qualify

as an officer. Yeah, none of
that would impress Ondry, and

Liam didn’t want to lose value in the other man’s
eyes. He

liked Ondry, and he wanted to think that Ondry liked him as

much as
any Rownt could like a human.



Ondry’s eyes were open so far that the secondary ring

of
 black was visible all around the iris. “You do not seek

promotion?”

Liam cringed. If he admitted the truth, Ondry might ask

for
 another negotiator, a sane one who scrambled after

promotion like a normal
sentient being.

“The issue is more complex with humans than with the

Rownt,”
Liam hedged.

Ondry’s eyes slowly narrowed to their normal size as he

considered Liam. “You wish to trade.” The change of

subject came out of
 nowhere, but that was the way with

Rownt.

“Yes. Please,” Liam said, and he couldn’t keep the

desperation from his voice. He needed normal, and Ondry

gestured toward the
trading table, offering him normal. But

somehow things didn’t feel settled, on
 either side. The

difference was that Ondry was still a shrewd negotiator

when
 off his game, and Liam wasn’t. Liam slipped and

misspoke, offering too many
 units, and Ondry jumped on

the mistake, quick to agree to a deal that would put
Liam in

a difficult spot. Knowing he couldn’t keep his status as a

trader without
sucking it up and agreeing to the bad deal,

Liam flipped the Ginal coin over to signify acceptance.

Damn.

Colonel Tucker was going to skin him alive when he got

back
to base.

“I shall buy you a meal,” Ondry said with a tightening of

the cheeks that suggested pleasure. Ondry should feel

pleasure after this
 trade, but Liam knew when to avoid

contact. When you were tired and worried,
you didn’t need

to spend the afternoon trying to mentally translate every

word
into a language as difficult as Rownt while attempting

to avoid cultural
pitfalls. Nope. It was time for Liam to go

home, take his reprimand, and hide
in his tiny quarters.



“I have a new officer. I should report back to him,” Liam

offered with a small bow of apology. Maybe he should show

the back of his neck
for this. For all he knew, he was giving

his best trading partner some horrible
insult by not sharing

a meal, but the reports from the traders who had served
on

Prarownt in years past never included eating meals with

their trading
partners.

Ondry dipped his own head low—an acceptance. But

that didn’t
 explain why his tail had come out and begun

twitching. Liam rarely saw a Rownt
tail do anything except

curl and uncurl around the same leg. “I am
disappointed,

but I hope to best you later and use the profits from our

next
 trade to buy you a good meal.” The formality made

Liam’s stomach ache. Ondry
 wasn’t formal with him—not

like some of the other traders who made it clear
 that a

human had no status in their eyes.

“And I hope next time to force you into a trade that

leaves
you with no meal to eat,” Liam returned. It felt like a

rather cruel thing to
 say, and he definitely didn’t mean it,

but the Rownt did have social customs
 that deserved

respect. Liam worked hard to respect them.

Liam headed for the table to pack his samples so they

could
 be added to the shipment he now owed Ondry.

Reaching for the glass fish, he
went still as Ondry moved

dangerously close. Rownt were not a species that
touched,

not like the Anla or the Imshee. Liam stared at the glass

pieces as
Ondry leaned in, his breath coming in little huffs.

“Good trading, Liam Munson of Earth,” Ondry said, and

then
 he slowly backed away. Liam stood with his heart

pounding and his stomach
clenched, even if both reactions

were ridiculous. Ondry was a friend. Okay,
maybe he wasn’t

a friend as much as a business partner, but he certainly

wasn’t
dangerous. Despite that, Liam couldn’t get his heart

to slow down as he forced
 his shaking hands to carefully

pack away the figurines.



With one last unsteady smile for Ondry, Liam headed

for the
 archway. Since the first days of humans on

Prarownt, the Rownt had offered to
 allow them to work

here and only here. Normally, Command would have

ignored a
 planet’s request on something like that,

especially since the Rownt had
 valuable mineral deposits.

But when a planet also had interplanetary travel and
their

own defense grid, Command became much more

respectful.

Liam had not moved beyond even the closest ring of

houses
before he saw Colonel Thackeray striding down the

path, Gina from security
following behind. The colonel had

blond hair just starting to turn white on the
 sides, and a

solid frame. Under other circumstances, Liam might be

attracted,
but it was hard to lust after someone you knew

was a prick who would rip your
heart out with both hands

and not even notice.

Nevertheless, the sight surprised Liam so much that for

a
 second he didn’t react. With only four officers on base,

Command normally
 issued standing orders for the officers

to stay inside base security while
enlisted soldiers like Liam

and Gina went into town. Liam sent Gina a
 half-panicked

look, but she gazed back with a mask of indifference that

made it
clear something had happened. Liam was guessing

that Thackeray had torn into
her.

Liam went to attention in the middle of the curving

Rownt
 road and threw up his arm in a smart salute.

Thackeray continued to meander
 down the path, ignoring

Liam until Liam’s shoulder started to ache. After
stopping

to investigate a local flower, Colonel Thackeray finally

turned and
saluted back, which at least allowed Liam to put

his hand
down to his side.

“I planned to watch negotiations, sergeant.”

“I’m sorry, sir. I was not informed of your interest, and I

completed negotiations already.” Liam kept his eyes



straight ahead. This was
 clearly the worst trade of his

career, and this was the one trade Thackeray had
to show

up for. Great.
The universe hated him. Of course, Liam had

realized that back when he was
 twelve years old, and his

mother had thrown him out in favor of feeding her
younger

children.

Off to the side, Liam could see Ondry leaning close to a

grandmother, talking to her with his head tilted up toward

her taller frame.
Most of the time, Liam noticed that males

avoided the grandmothers outside the
 temple. Something

made the males circle wide even as they smiled and ducked

their heads low in respect. However, Ondry often took the

least expected path
to any end. Liam wished he understood

what end Ondry was angling for now.

“How much tremanium
 did you secure, Sergeant

Munson?” Colonel Thackeray was circling around toward

Liam’s back.

“One ton, seven units, sir.” Liam
kept his eyes forward,

but he could hear Colonel Thackeray stop.

The man leaned in so close Liam could feel the body

heat.
“We will discuss that trade when we reach base,” he

whispered. Idiot. Rownt had
 excellent hearing, and they

were not amused by public shows of disunion within
 a

group. Either their audience now believed Liam had no skill

and needed more
 supervision, or they believed that

Thackeray had no ability to lead. Given how
the last trade

had gone, the first was far more likely.

“Yes, sir,” Liam answered. Parade-ground shine and

sucking
 up were going to have to get him through this

because his skill as a trader had
definitely failed him.

“Sir,” Gina offered softly. The nine-foot-tall grandmother

was ambling toward them. Her lower belly was heavy with

eggs that she’d be
laying soon. She was old.



With Rownt, old meant stronger, and in the
 case of

females, taller. Sometimes the soldiers on base called the

Rownt
“turtles” as an insult. Like earth turtles, the Rownt

lived hundreds of years
 and seemed to grow larger with

every passing year.

However, Liam doubted that the men chose “turtle” for

those
biological reasons. He suspected they meant to insult

the lipless faces that
 could almost look turtle-like in the

wrong light. And he knew they meant to
 make fun of the

Rownt penis. The Rownt had penises a turtle would envy—

huge
things that came out of a sheath that lay along their

backbone. When soft, the
penis vanished under the muscle

along the spine. When Liam had first landed,
Craig had put

aside his illicit porn to show off a tape with a long-lens view

of two Rownt mating. Liam had felt like closing his legs for

the next month or
so.

While Liam understood the logic behind the turtle

insult, he
simply couldn’t look at this grand old woman who

might be five hundred or a
 thousand years old, and feel

anything except respect. This grandmother had an
angular

face that reminded Liam of Ondry. He risked turning his

head just
 enough to look at Ondry and then back toward

the grandmother. Most humans
 claimed Rownt looked

alike, but Liam didn’t think so. Ondry had higher

cheekbones that gave him an aristocratic look and a more

angular shape to the
eye. This grandmother had both.

“Sergeant!” Thackeray snapped, and
Liam put his eyes

front and center again. Crap. He was so royally screwed.

Actually, Liam would be happy to get screwed if it meant

keeping this posting,
but Colonel Thackeray was probably

too uptight to even find his damn prick.

“You are the new human commander,” the grandmother

offered
 in a deceptively quiet voice. Around them, Rownt

hushed. Even the few children
on the road moved closer to

their respective parents.



“Yes, ma’am. I am Colonel Richard
 Thackeray of the

Forward Command.”

Liam couldn’t get a good look at her, but he could hear

a
snuffling noise.

The silence dragged. “Command is hoping I can

improve the
 trade. I am hoping to speak to the ruling

council to discuss how we can better
help each other. We

specialize in pharmaceuticals, and I do hope to reopen the

discussion of importing them, at least those that are well-

established as
safe.”

Liam cringed. Oh that was not good.

“Such issues were previously decided.” The

grandmother had
her most reasonable voice going.

“Reexamining an issue can only bring more options to

the
 table,” Thackeray said in a voice that had probably

charmed a dozen different
 men and women. He had the

sort of unctuous flair that wealthy boys from the
 Heights

used on Bayview kids to talk them into bed.

“Or it can upset the table.”

“I would never want that,” Thackeray said. The Rownt

language flowed with trilled r’s and th-fronting,
 but

Thackeray managed to make it sound like badly

pronounced German. He kept
 slipping English words into

the middle. Normally Liam would encourage that in a
new

speaker since the Rownt understood English well enough

even if they
 couldn’t pronounce it and even if they

preferred visitors to have the courtesy
 to speak their

language. However, when Colonel Thackeray used the

human
 pronunciation of the word “Rownt,” things went

from bad to horrific.

“The Rownt people are such a dignified, powerful race,”

Thackeray said. “I look forward to many years of working

together, and toward
that end, I will work hard to prevent

any tables from getting knocked over on
 my watch.” He



moved, and just happened to bump into Liam’s back.

Putting out a
foot to catch himself, Liam immediately went

back into
position.

“I had asked the grandmother if we could have a temple

ceremony tonight,” Ondry said as he stalked into the

middle of the scene. He
 stopped where he could stare

straight into Liam’s face from the middle of the
 narrow

road. Sweat broke out down Liam’s spine. He wasn’t

stupid. Ondry clearly
had something rattling around in his

brain, but Liam didn’t have a clue what it
was. Worse, Liam

had a long record of trusting the wrong people, so his trust

button had broken long ago. He just gazed back at Ondry,

unable to decipher the
pale circle of skin around his mouth

and eyes.

“Youth. So
 impatient.” The grandmother clucked

disapprovingly. Liam found that a
 little ironic since Ondry

had to be over a hundred in Earth standard years.

“I am, grandmother. I apologize. I have so little

patience
for some things.” Again, Ondry’s gaze found Liam.

“I understand the feeling,” Colonel Thackeray added

with his
own glare in Liam’s direction.

Liam’s guts tangled into one huge knot. Okay, Colonel

Thackeray attacking him was a given, but it almost

sounded like Ondry was
 agreeing with Thackeray’s

assessment. True, Liam had had a disastrous trading
 day,

but he’d had others that were better—some that were even

good. He turned
 in better annual numbers than any other

trader assigned to Prarownt, and he had
done that for five

years. Panic started to crawl up Liam’s throat, and he had

to swallow it back down before he vomited up the fear on

his clean boots.

Ondry paled more, but the grandmother was moving in

now, and
he shifted backward.



“I do want a temple ceremony, Colonel Thackeray. You

and
 Trader Liam must come.” The grandmother’s tone

came closer to a command than a
request.

“I would be pleased.” His voice sounded less than

pleased,
 but Liam didn’t know if a nonhuman would hear

that. “I am sure you understand
 that the junior crew

members need time off, so I cannot require Sergeant

Munson
to attend.”

Well, that didn’t sound ominous, not at all. Liam

suspected
he had a long night with a latrine ahead of him.

“I must insist. We cannot have a ceremony without your

trader,” the grandmother said.

“Well, I suppose we can arrange it,” Colonel Thackeray

said,
 his voice tight. Liam noticed that no one consulted

him.

“Good.” The grandmother walked right up to Liam, her

nose
 wide and her eyes showing two concentric rings of

black around the teal iris.
 Her face had mottling that

imitated a leopard’s spots. This was an old
 grandmother.

She leaned down into Liam’s personal space, and he held

position
 despite his pounding heart. Having one of the

grandmothers this close could
intimidate any human.

“Then I shall see you both there tonight,” she said. Her

face darkened with satisfaction before she turned and

started down the road
without a backward glance.

“Tonight,” Ondry offered, and he too had a satisfied

expression. There was something in the tightness around

his eyes that made Liam
 think Ondry had just gotten his

way with something. Or maybe he was still
pleased about

shredding Liam in today’s trade. With Rownt, who knew?
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Chapter Two

“It’s an inconvenience and a completely illogical trait

for
 a species that claims to embrace logic,” Colonel

Thackeray complained to the
 head of linguistics as they

walked the trail toward the Rownt town. He
 completely

ignored Liam, who had to trail behind like a scolded child.

Liam’s
 dislike of Thackeray was quickly turning to

unvarnished hate.

“Yes, sir,” Lieutenant Spooner agreed, even though he

and
 Liam had already had long discussions about the

grandmothers and their wisdom.
 A grandmother who

wished to become part of the ruling council renounced all

names in a temple ceremony. She became only

“Grandmother,” and every member of
 the Rownt society

would address her as if she had carried the egg of his or

her
parent. Colonel Thackeray, though, disliked not having

a name for his report.

“Two days on planetside, and I already received an

invitation. How long have you been here, lieutenant?” No

one could miss the
smugness in his voice.

“Three years, sir,” Spooner answered. He’d served

planetside
 longer than any other officer, but Liam and

Craig still had him on sheer years
 of service, not that

Thackeray seemed to even notice the enlisted staff.

Liam tuned the conversation out. He liked Spooner well

enough, but if someone had to catch more of Thackeray’s

attitude, better
Spooner than him. The colonel had already

called Liam incompetent, discussed
 his psych report in

front of every officer and half the enlisted on base, and

spent an inordinate amount of time explaining why Liam

didn’t have the backbone
 for trading the way the Rownt

traded.



Given that Thackeray could see Liam’s psych profile, he

probably did know that Liam was not the sort to seek out

confrontation, but he
 had a passable record, one that

turned downright satisfactory once Liam had
 arrived on

Prarownt—a record Colonel Thackeray seemed to

completely dismiss.
 All Liam could hope for at this point

was for Thackeray to have a major
operational catastrophe

before he could transfer Liam back to the front.

The temple rose up out of the night ahead of them. The

Rownt
didn’t believe in conspicuous wealth until it came to

their temples. Each city
 had one temple, an elaborately

decorated structure where every major ceremony
 was

marked by the grandmothers who witnessed or judged.

Tonight, solar torches
lined the sides of the pyramid-shaped

building. The bottom floor had no walls
but rather dozens

of support columns of Rownt steel holding up the entire

structure from above.

Rownt wandered through the open lower level,

billowing,
 semitransparent drapes hiding and revealing

their forms in turn. Long spears of
 light divided the space

into dozens of polygons. The tallest of the
 grandmothers

stood close to ten or eleven feet, and the roof stood several

feet
 above that, so that the space felt huge and to the

human eye unbalanced. There
wasn’t enough symmetry in

the hanging of the drapes and the placement of
lights, and

the enormous structure seemed poised to fall and crush

everyone in
the common space below. Liam thought of the

story his mother had once read him
about Samson and the

temple pillars.

The two officers stopped, and Liam nearly walked into

Spooner’s backside.

Glancing between the officers, Liam could see Ondry in

the
 middle of the path, wearing an oddly subdued outfit.

Usually Ondry gravitated
 toward vivid blues and soft

greens and yellows that contrasted against his deep
orchid-



colored skin. Today he had on all brown with black accents,

and the
stark color and unusual lighting gave him a stern

appearance that made Liam
 shiver. He hoped this wasn’t

some game of humiliate the stupid trader, because
if it was,

Colonel Thackeray was more likely to join in than defend

Liam.

The sides of Ondry’s wide mouth tightened until the

flesh
pushed out into something nearly liplike. It wasn’t a

nice expression. He
straightened to show off his full seven

feet. “I am Ka-Ondry of the line of
Chal, primary trader for

the Tura Coalition of Mines, first graduate of the
Brarownt

Academy and holder of certificates of excellence from four

grandmothers,” he intoned formally, and Liam felt five

years of hard work slide
out from under him. If they were

back to formal titles instead of joking about
having bested

each other in a trade, that was a significant step backward.

Colonel Thackeray stiffened up, and if Liam had his

guess,
 the ass was happy to be on formal manners. “I am

Colonel Thackeray of Jupiter
moon Europa, attached to the

Colonnade division out of the Forward Command,
holder of

three bravery commendations, an admiral’s commendation,

and four
meritorious service distinctions.”

Liam barely avoided rolling his eyes. He noticed

Thackeray
 didn’t mention having been relieved of duty,

completely cracking up while in
command, and losing most

of his men.

“I had hoped you would lend us the pleasure of Liam’s

presence at a temple ceremony upstairs,” Ondry said, his

voice mild. Liam’s
guts turned to stone. The upper temple.

Humans didn’t
go to the upper temple. Hell, humans almost

never came to the public temple
terrace.

The Rownt worshipped competition more than their

gods, and
 the temple usually indicated the changing of a

status. A child challenged for
 the right to be an adult. A

female went there to announce her decision to lay
eggs. A



male went there to claim his inheritance. An old female

would demand
 entrance into the all-powerful group of

grandmothers who ran the society. It
 was not a casual

occasion when one went into the proper temple.

“We would be honored,” Colonel Thackeray said with a

deep
bow.

Liam pressed his lips together and struggled to swallow

back
all his unwanted words of advice. This was dangerous.

They were on new cultural
 territory here, and new was

never good. Not in
xenology. He looked toward Lieutenant

Spooner, who had a spine stiff as an iron
 rod. Yep, Liam

wasn’t the only one freaking out. Hopefully the reports of

this
 would horrify Command enough to recall Thackeray,

even though nothing truly
 catastrophic had happened

tonight.

“I would have brought a gift, but this invitation

happened
 so quickly…” Colonel Thackeray let his words

trail off. Maybe he realized he
was implying insult. It was a

valid opening move in negotiation, but as far as
Liam knew,

they weren’t negotiating anything.

Ondry smiled, using a human gesture of teeth showing,

which
seemed disturbingly out of place on the Rownt face.

“As the saying goes, he who
 fails to skin the desga finds

himself
eating bones.”

“A wise saying. We say that the
early bird catches the

worm. I am honored by your invitation.”

Ondry didn’t move when Thackeray tried to step

forward.

“Your trader must go ahead of us,” Ondry said.

Colonel Thackeray turned around and glared at Liam as

if he
had arranged all of this. When Thackeray looked back

to Ondry, he was clearly
upset. “I cannot allow my soldier

to go alone.”



“Do you fear we would harm him?” Ondry’s voice had

an odd
 grate to it, almost like a half growl, and a shiver

traveled up Liam’s spine.

“Of course not.” Thackeray held up
 both hands in a

placating gesture that the Rownt would never recognize. “I

only
wish to follow protocol. As the newest member of the

human delegation, I am
interested in learning your ways.”

Ondry wore that same lippy expression from pressing

his
mouth closed so tightly. Lieutenant Spooner cleared his

throat, and a half
 second later Liam spotted the

grandmother as well. She walked slowly, her eggs
so heavy

in her belly that he was a little surprised she hadn’t

retreated to
 her nest. Where most Rownt withdrew from

the grandmothers, Ondry waited, his back to her as she

lumbered up behind him.

“Our guests have arrived, Grandmother.” Ondry started

circling around to the right, that predatory gait making

every move silent.

“So I see.” She gave a little humming noise. “And will

Liam
be coming upstairs?”

“The colonel doesn’t want to send his man alone.”

The grandmother paled, and that was the first time

Liam had ever
 seen a grandmother show strong emotion.

As near as he could tell, most
grandmothers were four or

five hundred years old before they took seats on the

council, so they’d pretty much seen everything. Despite

that, Thackeray had
still found a way to come up with new

insults.

She stepped forward, forcing Thackeray and Spooner to

retreat to the sides of the path rather than touch her. Liam

tried to step
 back, but Ondry was there—behind him—a

large hand resting against the small of
Liam’s back. Liam

shivered at the touch, the first touch he’d felt from any

Rownt in five years.



“You shall be fine, child,” the grandmother said as she

held
 out a bottle with a light pink liquid inside. Liam

opened his mouth, realized
 he was caught, trapped, and

then closed it without saying anything. He couldn’t
refuse a

grandmother. He couldn’t drink an untested substance. He

couldn’t
 escape the large hand at his back, but the rules

forbade physical contact due
to complex society norms that

even the xenopsychologists couldn’t parse.

“It’s safe, Liam,” Ondry said, and the harsh grate in his

voice from earlier turned to something more like a rumble.

“Human biology—” Spooner’s words ended when

Colonel
Thackeray stepped forward.

“We know you would never cause us harm.” Thackeray

looked
over at Liam with a cold expression that didn’t leave

any doubt about what he
wanted. This idiot had to have a

mother or father in Central Command to have
earned the

rank of colonel when he clearly had the brain capacity of a

common
 jellyfish. Liam could feel the sweat gathering

along his spine, but he flipped
 open the top of the glass

container and started drinking. Disobeying a direct
 order,

even from a jellyfish, would bring the wrath of the army

down on him.

Alcohol was his first guess. Strong
 alcohol. Liam had

tasted homemade brew both back on Earth and on the
front

lines that had less kick. After swallowing a few mouthfuls of

it, he
tried offering the container back to the grandmother.

However, she turned her back even as Thackeray

started
 talking to her about new trade strategies and

pharmaceuticals and the newest
 batch of triiodothyronine

derivatives. He looked foolish talking to the woman’s wide

back, chasing her
 like a child. Worse, Liam had no clue

what the man was doing offering the Rownt
a derivative of

a human-produced hormone.

“Drink it all, Liam,” Ondry said, and two fingers came

to
rest on Liam’s neck on either side of his spine.



“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Liam looked over, and

while Lieutenant Spooner was watching with obvious

concern, Thackeray had
already followed the grandmother

into the temple terrace.

“Lieutenant,” Thackeray called, and with one last look

at
Liam, Spooner followed the colonel.

Ondry leaned in close, closer than Liam had ever been

to a
Rownt. “It will not harm you, Liam. Drink it all.” The

fingers continued to
rest against the back of Liam’s neck.

“The rules forbid intoxication on the job,” Liam offered.

Rules. He could cling to rules. He needed something to

cling
 to because Ondry’s physical closeness was pushing

too many of Liam’s buttons.
 If he got drunk, he might

propose something wildly inappropriate and physically

impossible.

“You have permission. Drink. All of it.” Ondry’s voice

took
on a bit of growl, and Liam glanced at his retreating

officers before obeying.

“I won’t be held responsible for the stupid things I do

when
drunk.” Liam tried to make a joke out of it, but there

was real fear behind
 those words. Most of the truly

disastrously dumb shit he’d done, he’d done
while drunk as

a kid back on Earth. “Human biology and alcohol are not a

good
mix.”

“I will keep you out of trouble,” Ondry said, his skin

flushing darker.

Liam was well aware that he was cliff jumping into dark

waters here, but he couldn’t stand against both the Rownt

and his own officers.
 He drank more and felt the warmth

start to build in his stomach.

“Humans can die of alcohol poisoning, which is ironic

considering how much we like our alcohol.”

“You will not die.”

“You hope.” Liam drank more.



“I know. I would not allow my favorite trader to die.”

Liam didn’t know if the words or the alcohol were

responsible for the rush of warmth. He was so desperate

for praise that he
would turn to an alien who had put him in

the center of some undefined plot.
 The word “pathetic”

popped into Liam’s mind.

It took some time before Liam finished all the drink,

and by
then the whole world was tilting onto its side. Liam

had a faint sense of
movement, of an arm around his waist.

After that…nothing.
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Chapter Three

Liam groaned as the pounding in his head seemed to

swallow
him whole. His body felt too small and slightly out

of phase with the rest of
 him, but he rolled to his side,

inventorying the various aches. Note to
self—Rownt alcohol

was far too aggressive for human constitutions.

“Here. This will ease the pain.” Cool hands cupped his

face
a moment before helping him sit up.

“Whoa.” Liam clutched at the sheet as he realized two

things. One, he had no balance, and two, he was naked.

“You must be careful of yourself. You have slept longer

than
I anticipated.”

“I really need to never drink that stuff again,” Liam

admitted as he searched his memory for any bits to explain

how he might have
ended up naked in a Rownt pillow nest.

The grandmother had offered a drink, and
Ondry had been

oddly insistent about Liam drinking it all, and then nothing.

Just nothing. All Liam knew was that he was breaking a

whole
 lot of regulations here. He was probably setting a

new record for ways in which
 to fuck up a xenology

assignment in one short night.

“You will never need to,” Ondry said with a little huffing

noise that sounded like worry—like Ondry was scenting

him. Liam rubbed at his
 crusted eyes. Ondry sat next to

him on the large cushion on the floor, a dozen
 smaller

pillows scattered around them. Ondry’s oversize hands still

braced
Liam, helping to prop him up against the wall so he

could stay upright. Leaning over to pick up a glass, Ondry

left his hand resting
against Liam’s arm to keep him steady.

“Is this your home?” Liam looked around at the blues

and
greens painted across the walls. He recognized a Toal,

a mythical beast from one of the ancient scrolls. Two



stylized heroes with long spears stalked the giant carnivore

across a surreal
landscape painted onto the curved plaster

wall.

“Yes. I brought you home,” Ondry agreed. He held the

cup up
 to Liam’s lips, and Liam drank. He might be in all

sorts of trouble with
 command, but he couldn’t do much

about that until he had a radio and a sense of
balance that

let him sit up on his own.

“I should have gone back to base.”

“I would not allow it.”

Liam had allowed his eyes to fall closed again. The light

streaming in through the window seemed bright enough to

slice through sections
of his brain. He needed some quiet

and dark place where he could figure out how
 to avoid

getting busted back to first rank. However, at that cryptic

comment,
 he pried one eye open again. Ondry had that

lippy look of aggravation.

“What happened?” Liam asked carefully. Exhibiting a

lack of
 knowledge was a serious tactical error in

negotiations, but this wasn’t a
 negotiation. This was a

fucking disaster. Liam half expected the verbal dance
 of

transaction, the spirited sparring of two opponents seeking

advantage.

Instead Ondry reached out and ran a too-large finger

down
the side of Liam’s face. “He dishonored your service.”

Ondry didn’t pale. His
velvety skin kept its dark byzantium

hue, so he wasn’t
 overly upset, no matter what he said.

That didn’t mean Ondry wouldn’t use any
 diplomatic

mistakes to exact a serious penalty in trade goods.

Whatever Colonel
 Thackeray had done had definitely put

Liam in an awkward spot, and the bastard
would probably

find some way to blame Liam.

Liam closed his eye. “What did he do?” he asked

carefully.
No one had ever worked so hard to master all the



nuances of Rownt culture, so
maybe he could find a way to

fix whatever had happened. And maybe he had just
bought

himself a ticket to the front line, wearing the uniform of a

first rank.

“He insulted your skills.”

Liam tried to snort in laughter, but the sound cut

through
his skull, and for several seconds, he clutched his

head while Ondry’s hands
 skimmed over his skin, the

cooling touch soothing more than it should. Rownt
 didn’t

do comfort. They just didn’t. Liam struggled to put pieces

together.
“You insult my skills all the time,” he pointed out.

Ondry brushed locks of sweat-damp hair back from

Liam’s
face. “Only to seek advantage. I have never attacked

one who serves me as palteia.”

Liam’s brain latched on to the unfamiliar word. Palteia.

Same prefix as pasay or child. The context
 suggested

subordinate, but Liam knew at least fifty different words to

designate relative rank in Rownt language, and none used

the pai prefix. None.
It didn’t exist. And if it did exist, Liam

suspected the stories that included
 the terms had been

deliberately kept from him. In five years, he’d read

everything he could find of Rownt song and storytelling,

and he’d never heard
anything close to this.

“Can you define palteia for me?” Liam felt like he was

tiptoeing across cultural ice.

Ondry set the empty glass aside. “You should sleep. The

drink was made too strong. I shall tell the grandmothers

that if another wishes
to challenge for a human palteia, the

drink must be diluted.”

Liam tried to struggle to his feet. “Challenge?
 What

challenge?” He didn’t grab at the sheet fast enough, and it

slipped off
his lap as he stumbled to the side. Ondry stood

with him, holding him steady
 with an arm around his

shoulders, but Liam’s brain couldn’t process that for
 the



moment. The fact that he was naked and being held by an

alien who had a
good fifty pounds on him, even if Liam was

a large man—all that would have to
wait. Right now, Liam

only wanted to know one thing.

“Why am I chained to the wall?” he asked carefully. He

had
 to pronounce each syllable because he found himself

staring in shock at the
shackle locked around his left ankle.

A white chain of deceptively
 delicate-looking links trailed

up the side of the shallow bowl of the bed-nest
and led to a

solid bolt fastened to the wall proper.

“I need to make sure you do not return to your base,”

Ondry
said as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

He tried urging Liam to
 sit, his hands tugging gently at

him. As much as Liam wanted to sit down before
 he fell

down, he had to keep his wits, and he had to stay on his

feet.

“Ondry, humans have very strict rules about holding

others
 captive.” He had to fall back on the English word

because he didn’t know the
Rownt term, but he still found

his tongue tripping over the idea of calling
 himself a

captive. When he’d transferred into the xenology unit, he’d

gone
 through all the psychological training. He just never

expected to need any of
it.

“That is why we had the ceremony. You look pale, even

for a
 human. You must sit.” The pressure grew firmer as

Ondry tried to push Liam back
 down into the nest of

pillows. Liam resisted for a second, but then he let
Ondry

push him down and then fuss over him. Ondry arranged the

sheet over him
 and ran fingers over Liam’s shoulders.

Unfortunately, Liam’s cock was a little
too interested in all

this touching, and he pulled his knees up to hide that

reaction.

“I have to call base.”

“You are not theirs anymore.”



Liam tried negotiating. “Then I need to call them to

discuss
that.”

“I told your colonel that my challenge had succeeded.

He is
not welcome on Rownt territory.”

Okay, that had an ominously final sound to it, maybe

because
 of the number of social deixises
 Ondry had just

used to conjugate that sentence. The colonel had definitely

earned a demotion in Rownt eyes.

“Explain this challenge to me, Ondry. Explain what you

did.”

“I told the grandmothers that I challenged for the

palteia.”
Ondry had a perfectly neutral expression that left

Liam so frustrated he wanted
 to grab the man and shake

him. Hard. Liam could feel
 his blood pressure rising, but

getting angry wouldn’t solve anything. It would
 just

confuse Ondry because anger wasn’t an emotion Rownt

understood. They
 understood the human Civil War with

Earth’s descendants all turning against one
another better

than they understood an individual losing his temper.

“You’re talking in circles intentionally. You’re trying to

not give me answers.” Liam accused the man because

manipulation was a social
construct Rownt understood very

well.

“I will not upset you.”

Liam ran his fingers through his hair and sent up a

quick
prayer for patience. “You have chained me to a wall.”

He gave the chain a hard
pull, and the small links made a

tinkling sort of rattle. “You’ve already upset
 me. I don’t

understand what’s going on here, and humans react

emotionally and
 unpredictably when they are confused,”

Liam said, trying to explain in the most
 logical way

possible.

Ondry huffed, his eyes opening wider as he considered

that
fact. Leaning back against the wall, he didn’t seem to



know what to do with
this new information.

“I need you to explain palteia—explain why you have a

right
to take a palteia and challenge for them.”

“Because they should be protected,” Ondry answered

quickly,
but he was starting to pale. This conversation was

as upsetting to him as it
was to Liam.

“You can’t chain me to a wall without explaining, Ondry.

You
have to explain why you think I need protecting. I’m a

soldier. You know that.
 I spent two years fighting on the

front lines. I am not a child.”

“You are palteia.”

“That had better not mean that you’re calling me a

child,”
 Liam warned, his temper starting to fray. That

earned him a quirk of Ondry’s
 cheeks—the Rownt

equivalent of a smile.

“You trade too well for a child. You are an adult male.

But
 a palteia…it is how someone sees the world. To

explain…” He flared his nostrils
as he thought about it, and

then he rattled off a sentence full of so many
 unfamiliar

words that Liam was left with verbal Swiss cheese—only

with more
holes than cheese. And then, unhelpfully, Ondry

ended with, “So you must stay.”

Groaning, Liam dropped his forehead down onto his

knees. Fuck.

“Are you unwell?” Ondry’s cool hands skimmed over

Liam’s
 shoulders. Once again, Liam found himself being

comforted by a species that all
 the literature suggested

could not nurture. For them, mating was a nearly
 violent

act of a female pushing a male down to take sperm.

Partners were people
 who thought they could have more

success while working together, and as soon as
the profits

moved, their partnership ended—often with mutual

attempts to secure
as much of the joint wealth as possible.

And they did all this with a pragmatic
calm that suggested



that acting in such a way was both normal and healthy. On

the rare occasion Liam had discovered some way to pry

additional trade goods
out of Ondry’s stingy hands, the man

had congratulated Liam on his manipulation
 like a proud

parent.

“What does a palteia do that is different from other

adults?” Liam finally asked. He needed to stay calm and

figure out what the fuck
was going on.

Ondry moved so that he sat right next to Liam, their

shoulders brushing. “He does not seek status.”

“So you think the fact that I don’t want to be an officer

makes me palteia?”

“In part.”

Liam scratched his arm. “If I were an officer, they

would
make me stay at the base. We only have four officers

on the whole planet, and
they won’t risk losing one.”

“So they risk you?”

“They’ve invested less time in training me. Losing me

would
not be as much of an expense,” Liam said. It was a

military truth most human
civilians would choke on, but the

Rownt considered that sort of logic perfectly
reasonable.

“Thackeray and Spooner both came off the base last

night.”

Liam snorted. “And Thackeray will probably get written

up
 for ignoring standard orders. Humans protect the

officers. They’re the ones
with the training.”

Ondry pulled a pillow out from under his butt before

tossing
it to the side. The concave shape of the pillow nest

meant that it tumbled back
down into the bowl where Liam

and Ondry sat. “You understand more of Prarownt
than the

officer you claim to serve. The last trader would often call

back to
base for help. You never do.”

Liam hadn’t known that. Of course, the last trader had

practically run for the relief ship when Liam had come



downworld. He hadn’t even bothered to explain his files or

show Liam the
systems before shaking free of the Prarownt

dirt.

“I trained myself. The military didn’t have to make an

investment. But if they make me an officer, they will invest

resources in me
and therefore protect me more diligently.”

“A palteia seeks to improve himself
 so he can serve

better.” Ondry tilted his head as though making some

grand
point that would win the debate.

“I sought to improve myself because I didn’t want to die

on
 the front. Linguistics and technical science knowledge

get you transferred away
from the fighting.”

“Palteia serve. Even when given unreasonable orders,

they do
not seek their own profits but the profits of those

they serve.”

Liam groaned. Ondry had seen firsthand that Liam

obeyed
 unreasonable orders. The damn temple ceremony.

Liam
 had known trouble was brewing, but Colonel

Thackeray wouldn’t hear anything
 about it. He just knew

the Rownt wanted to welcome a new human officer. Idiot. “I

couldn’t
disobey without hurting my own profits,” he tried

to explain. The idea of
following an order, even when it was

a stupid order, would put humans in a bad
light, but Liam

needed Ondry to understand.

“Would you not make more profits if you were an

officer? And
 as an officer, you could make rules, not only

follow them.”

“I don’t want to be an officer,” Liam tried explaining

again. “I want to trade.”

“Do you want to make rules for others?”

Liam laughed. “Trust me; no one wants me making

rules for
 others.” Liam had barely passed psych for

enlisted, but getting tossed out of
 the service with no

retirement and no military preferences for jobs or housing



or transport—it wasn’t happening. Liam would be stuck in

the slums. Without
 preferences, money, or connections,

human worlds were not friendly places.

“Then you are palteia.”

Liam sat up. “Wait.” Okay, this couldn’t be right.

“Palteia
are followers?”

Ondry widened his eyes in confusion.

“People who don’t want to lead, people who always

follow?”

Ondry nodded, a stiff gesture not natural to the Rownt

but
one that more were starting to use. “Yes.”

Liam let out a breath. This was entirely new

xenopsychological ground. The textbooks said Rownt didn’t

even understand the
 concept. “Follower” translated as

someone who didn’t yet have the experience,
resources, or

respect to lead, but who wanted to. It was the same noun

as
“social climber.”

“Wait, but if I’m a follower of the human leader, why

chain
me here?” Liam tugged again at the chain that ran up

the side of the shallow
bowl and attached to the wall just

behind the nest.

“I challenged.” Ondry’s skin tone darkened with some

sort of
pleasurable emotion.

Liam buried his face in his knees again. And they were

back
 to circling each other with words. Liam might have

been amused, but naked and
chained to a wall on an alien

planet precluded any humor.

“Can you tell me what happened at the ceremony?” he

tried
again.

“Of course.”

When Liam looked up, Ondry had a relaxed, pleasant

expression on his face.

“Will you please tell me what happened?”



“You drank the…” The Rownt word went by too fast for

Liam to
catch, but since he didn’t intend to ever drink the

stuff again, he didn’t
bother stopping Ondry for a lesson in

pronunciation. “And I took you back to
 the chamber of

grandmothers. Twelve came. Twelve.” Ondry darkened

even more,
and Liam did understand that having so many

grandmothers at his challenge was a
 bit of a coup for

Ondry.

“They asked you of your feelings, of your hopes. They

entered your name into the lists of palteia, and then I

challenged Colonel
Thackeray’s treatment of you.”

“But…” Liam wished his head wasn’t pounding off his

shoulders. “You couldn’t know anything about Colonel

Thackeray’s treatment of
 me.” While it was true that the

man was an ass who considered Liam one step
below slime,

all that had taken place on the human base.

“You know.”

Liam groaned. “Ondry, please tell me what happened.

What did
 you do? What did you say? What did the

grandmothers say?”

For a second Ondry studied him with that wide-eyed

expression
 of confusion or curiosity. “I told the

grandmothers that no palteia becomes so
 unhappy

overnight unless his chilta
 misused him. They asked you

questions, and after hearing your answers, they
determined

that my challenge had merit and gave you to me.”

Liam hid his face in his hands. After drinking that crap

at
the temple, God knows what he’d told the grandmothers.

Hell, he might have told
them about the file on Thackeray

that Liam clearly didn’t have clearance to
 read, but he

hacked anyway. Great. He’d given classified information to

an alien
 species. Even if he got out of this, the military

would send him on an
all-expenses-paid vacation to prison.

Worse, palteia was starting to sound like
 it had some

functional traits in common with slave. “They gave me to



you? For how long?” Liam asked. There had to be a way to

fix all
this.

“You are palteia,” Ondry said that as if it explained

everything. For a Rownt, it probably would.

“So you keep saying. The problem is that I don’t

understand
that. I’ve never seen the word. I don’t know any

stories with a palteia. How
 long am I supposed to stay

here?”

“A palteia is always palteia.” Ondry started to pale.

“Oh fuck. Forever. You plan to keep
 me forever.”

Pressing his eyes closed, he let his head fall back against

the
wall with a thunk. Pain was better
than thinking about

reality right now, and oh was his head in pain.

Ondry’s strong fingers rubbed his arm more gently than

Liam
 had ever given them credit for. Maybe Liam would

worry about fixing this later.
Right now, he really wanted to

curl in a little ball and have a good panic
 attack. Ondry

started a low glurbling sound Rownt used to soothe

children, and
under other circumstances, Liam would have

taken offense. Today, though—just
 today—he felt the

comfort sink in until Liam wanted to cry and let the rest of

the world go fuck itself for a time. And chained to a wall, he

even had a good
excuse to do exactly that.
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Chapter Four

Liam unrolled his storyscroll and set it on the side of

the
 nest. He remembered a few weeks ago, he’d

complained to Lieutenant Spooner that
he wanted the time

to read scrolls without having to do the reports or other

minutiae of military life. However, a few days of having all

the time in the
world to read, and he was bored. He didn’t

want to lie in bed anymore. The bed
was actually an oval

depression carved into the floor. The smooth surface was

lined with soft pillows, some large enough for an entire

Rownt adult, and some
 as small as throw pillows on a

human couch. It was comfortable enough, but Liam

couldn’t get used to sleeping with another man curled

around him. Because of
 the shape of the nest, no matter

what Liam did, he and Ondry both ended up at
the center

of the pillows, curled around each other.

It was embarrassing.

The longer Liam was here, the more he understood the

psych
 training about having to beware of identifying with

captors. Every morning,
Liam woke up with his cock hard

and aching. After five years of not touching
 anyone—with

the one exception of a drunken tumble with Craig Miller

from
 technical service—all Ondry’s fondling and soothing

and soft words had awoken
Liam’s libido.

Scrambling out of the nest and up to the main floor,

Liam
paced around the small room. He paced five steps one

direction and reversed to
pace four steps the other way. He

couldn’t reach the two tiny rooms on one
side—one with a

washtub and one with a toilet—but the chain let him walk

the
 length of the room. Near the window, Ondry had a

display unit with a curving
front and irregular shelves, and

Liam stopped near the corner of it. The door
 to the main



room stood open, but he couldn’t see Ondry, although he

knew from
 experience that if he called out, Ondry would

appear in a second. Liam picked
 up the tiny magnetic

pellets that would re-form themselves to any shape and

started rolling the pieces between his fingers.

Rownt loved magnetic technology, and Liam suspected

the lock
that chained him to the wall had a magnetic catch.

Ondry always hid how he
 released the chain when taking

Liam to other rooms, but Liam had seen the locks
used for

children, and the use of the child “pai” prefix would

support his
hypothesis.

Liam fingered the movable sculpture with its hundreds

of
 individual parts all pulling toward one another, and he

considered trying to
 unlock himself. Waiting for

Thackeray’s negotiations wasn’t working.

“Good morning.” Ondry came in the room with a Rownt

smile.
His chest was bare, and Liam retreated to the wall

while Ondry grabbed a shirt
off one of the higher shelves.

Liam’s chain slithered across the floor and
 caught on a

pillow.

Ondry slipped the shirt over his head before looking at

the
 sculpture in Liam’s hands. “Ba’toc makes larger

versions of that. We should
 trade for one. Did you finish

your story?”

Liam looked over at the abandoned scroll. “I think I lost

interest.”

Pausing in the middle of reaching for a bag, Ondry

studied
 him. “We should go out,” he announced out of

nowhere. Putting the strap over
his head, he arranged the

cross-body strap so the bag hung on his left hip.

“Yes, we should,” Liam was quick to agree. Out would

be a
definite improvement to chained to a wall.

Ondry flushed with happiness before heading toward

the door.
 “I will get the nictel.” There was
 another new



word. Two days ago, Liam would have said he had a fairly

extensive
Rownt vocabulary. Recent events had challenged

that assumption.

“What is a nictel?” Liam asked. In the past couple of

days,
 he’d found Ondry much more willing to share

information without any sort of
verbal sparring at all.

“I will show you,” Ondry said, his voice booming in from

the
other room.

Liam carefully settled the sculpture on the shelf and

hoped
 that nictel were some sort of pants. So far, Ondry

hadn’t offered him any
 clothes, and Liam was trying to

avoid making any demands, especially since he
still didn’t

have a solid understanding of his social position. And he

couldn’t
 exactly go to Lieutenant Spooner to discuss the

relevant research on the
questionable terms.

Ondry came back in holding a series of straps and

chains.
 Liam groaned as he recognized exactly what a

nictel was. They were sometimes
 used on recalcitrant

children or in one notable case, on an adult who had been

infected with a parasite that damaged his brain to the point

that he couldn’t
 care for himself. The closest linguistic

match was a fucking leash.

“You can’t be serious.” Liam retreated to the wall.

Suddenly
all desire to be outside faded.

“The ankle chain is fine in the house, but outside it can

get tangled. This is safer,” Ondry said with the calm

confidence of a man
secure in his logic.

“I do not want to go outside like that. I am not a…”

Liam
 almost said “dog,” but the Rownt didn’t leash

domesticated animals. He edited
himself. “I am not a child

to be leashed.”

“You are a palteia.”

“I’ll just stay here then,” Liam said. He had a nice view

of
a bit of sky through a high window, and when he needed



to use the bathroom,
Ondry moved his ankle chain to either

the defecation room or the bathing room,
depending on his

need. In terms of being held hostage and chained to a wall,

this seemed to be the luxury version of captivity. To

reinforce his point, he
stepped down into the nest and sat

on a pillow before pulling the sheet around
 himself. The

nest was just fine for him. It was better than being put on a

damn
leash.

“You cannot stay inside forever. You want to go out. We

shall go out and trade.” Ondry stepped down onto the bed

and reached down for
Liam’s shoulder. Before Liam could

protest or brace himself, he found himself
 easily flipped

over onto his stomach.

“Stop!”

Ondry made a soft glurble as he pulled the sheet off.

Okay,
this was getting embarrassing.

“You can’t do this.” Liam kicked his legs, but Ondry

caught
 one ankle in a strong grip before fastening straps

around it. Given the
relative strength of Rownt and human,

Liam knew he could never win, but he had
to fight back. He

was a soldier, and he would not be leashed without a fight.

He tried to tuck his knees up and roll free, but Ondry’s

hand on the small of
his back was too firm.

Hands moved up and fastened a second cuff around his

knee,
 the straps going above and below the joint. A few

tugs,
and Ondry seemed satisfied because he moved up to

the next higher strap.
 Needing space, he pushed Liam’s

thighs apart and knelt between them. That was
 too close

for comfort. Ondry’s hands felt entirely too much like some

lover
spreading him before having sex, Liam arched up off

the pillows as best he
 could and fought with all his

strength. Flailing his arms, he forced Ondry to
 drop the

leash.

Ondry grabbed Liam’s arms and pinned them down to

the
 pillows, laying his body on top of Liam. Thrashing



wildly, Liam tried to buck
 Ondry off before his hardening

cock could get any more confused, but Ondry had
too much

power in his hands. He held on easily while Liam fought

and tired and eventually
went still.

They lay like lovers, and Liam shivered at the feel of a

man
pressed up against his bare backside. For some time,

that was all he could
 feel, all he could think about. But

slowly Ondry’s murmured words came clear.

“You’re safe. You are safe, Liam. It’s okay. You’re safe.”

Liam let out a long shuddering breath as he realized he

couldn’t fight. Worse, Ondry didn’t even understand. He

certainly wasn’t going
to try to have sex with Liam, so the

whole sexual subtext was lost on the man.
Liam’s muscles

went lax as he gave up. Slowly Ondry released his wrists

and
 turned to a slow stroking of cool fingers over Liam’s

shoulders. It felt good
against Liam’s fight-warmed skin.

“Tell me what the leash means to you,” Ondry said. The

English word tumbled out of his mouth awkwardly. The

Rownt didn’t have the
right mouth structures to make the

sh sound.

“Leash?”

“You called the nictel a leash,” Ondry explained. “Tell

me
what this object means to you.”

Liam took a deep breath. It meant dogs. It meant sexual

games. It meant having a dominant he trusted enough to

give that sort of power
 to. It meant being powerless as

another being took control of him, which
sexually was one

of Liam’s biggest kinks, and socially was an absolute taboo

in
 human culture. The object had a dozen different

meanings that Liam didn’t have
 the Rownt words to

explain.

“Tell me one thing,” Ondry urged him, fingers still

tracing
small designs against Liam’s hot skin.



“It means being powerless,” Liam finally settled on.

Ondry
should understand power.

“You are palteia.”

Liam rested his forehead against the pillow and

struggled
against a need to cry. He was a grown man. He

shouldn’t need to fucking cry,
 but he was quickly

approaching his limit for being misunderstood,

overpowered,
and generally annoyed.

“Why do you need power, Liam?” Ondry asked.

This was why Liam always loved trading with the man.

He had
a quick mind that would approach a problem from a

dozen different directions,
and usually it made the trading

more difficult, more interesting, and often
more profitable

for both of them. While he certainly made a good profit for

himself, he would also steer Liam in directions that Liam

had never considered,
 directions that made everyone a

profit. Liam had heard other traders
 whisper that Ondry

would be a nutu
 one day—a senior trader known for his

creativity in trades, a trait that
allowed mutual profit. As a

male, that was about the highest he could aspire
to, second

in status only to the grandmothers who had joined the

ruling
council.

“All humans need power,” Liam said wearily. He just

knew
 that Ondry would counter that with the fact that

palteia didn’t, but he was too
tired for strategic logic.

“Why?” Ondry carefully shifted his weight to the side,

but
 he kept an arm and a leg draped over Liam’s form,

which felt even more like a
 lover’s embrace. Liam could

barely pass a psych before this. No way was he
passing one

now.

Liam’s words were muffled by the pillow. “Because
they

do.”

“What happens if they don’t have any?”



Liam gave a dark laugh. “They get screwed over and

end up
 living the rest of their lives in a fucking slum.”

Again, he had to fall back
into English for “slum,” but that

alone was enough to earn Liam a serious
reprimand in his

formal file. Traders did not mention conditions on Earth or

any human planet. They did not give aliens word trails that

might lead back to
ugly truths. It was a primary rule, not

negotiable under any circumstances.
However, Liam didn’t

care anymore.

“Even if they have trusted another?
Followed another?”

Liam thought about his last lover—a short sergeant who

had
 an ability to root out the best jobs. Kaplan had

promised to take care of Liam,
promised to look out for the

young rookie who flinched at every bombardment.
 He’d

kept that promise until Liam turned bony from the lack of

good food, until
Liam had grown so numb to the horrors of

the front that he stopped cringing and
 hiding under

Kaplan’s arm during every bombing run. Then Kaplan had

sent Liam
off on retrieval duty and taken up with a green-

eyed boy straight off the drop
ship who clung to him with a

raw desperation Liam
couldn’t fake anymore.

Ondry gave a whine of distress, and when Liam looked

up he
saw a face so pale it approached the peach of his own

flesh. “They would harm
you? After you followed?”

“They would leave me,” Liam admitted softly.”If you

were going to steal the bolt, steal
 the shuttle,” as the

saying went. He was so far off the xenology script he

couldn’t even see it from where he was.

Ondry petted his back, fingers following the line of

Liam’s
spine. “I will not leave you.”

“You may not have a choice.” Liam had no idea what

command
 thought about having soldiers taken as slaves,

but he was guessing they weren’t
going to approve.



“I do have a choice. You are my palteia. I will fight

before
allowing anyone to take you, and only a command of

the grandmothers during a
 challenge could release that

bond.”

Liam pulled his hands under his body and rubbed his

face. He
didn’t want people fighting over him.

“So few of us can be palteia,” Ondry explained quietly.

“Only palteia can be let in the way one allows a small child

into one’s life.
Only a palteia would never take information

and turn it against you. They are
 gifts. They are to be

trusted and cherished and protected. All palteia are. You

are my palteia.”

A half sob caught in Liam’s throat. “My people will

want me
 back.” He needed his people to negotiate his

return because Ondry was touching
 on too many feelings

that Liam had worked hard to bury. Liam had buried this

weakness, and worse, Ondry had no way to understand the

damage he could do. No,
Liam couldn’t blame Ondry. Liam

had the problem—he had to stay strong until he
could get

back to his small room on the human base and sort through

the riot of
emotions Ondry had unintentionally triggered.

“They cannot have you. Not without going to the

grandmothers, and the grandmothers would only take you

from
me if I had hurt you. I will not.”

“You don’t know what will hurt a human

psychologically,”
Liam pointed out. He turned his head so

that he rested his cheek on his hand
and watched Ondry.

The color was returning to Ondry’s face. “Then you

have to
tell me when I am in danger of that. You must tell

me what you feel, so I can
tell you what I feel,” Ondry said.

Feelings. Rownt didn’t discuss
feelings, not really. They

congratulated each other, manipulated each other,
admired

each other, but they didn’t sit around and discuss feelings.

In all the
storyscrolls Liam had ever read, characters only



discussed feelings with small
children. Rownt were actually

quite affectionate with small children, and as
those children

grew up over the course of fifty or sixty years, the

relationship slowly became more distant until finally the

juvenile would go to
 the temple and challenge to have his

ties to his parent removed. If he were
smart, he would have

found a way before then to secret away some percentage of

his parent’s wealth for his own use. In stories, a parent

would look with pride
at the child who had just stolen half

his empire. Aliens.
They were so very…alien.

“Tell me how you feel about the leash.” Ondry’s eyes

widened
to show their concentric rings.

“I don’t want people to see me wearing it.”

“Why? How will their viewing of the leash change the

circumstances?”
 Ondry looked so curious, so interested.

His wide eyes searched for answers, and
Liam wasn’t sure

he had any to give.

“I don’t…” Liam stopped. “Humans would…” There was

absolutely nothing he could say that would cross this

cultural barrier.

“How would humans view the leash?”

“It depends on if they thought you forced me to wear it,

or
if I let you leash me.”

Ondry seemed to think about that for a minute. “If I

forced
you, how would they see it?”

“They would call you a monster and a slaver,” Liam said

honestly. “They’re probably calling you that right now even

without seeing it.”

“And if they believed you chose to wear the leash?”

Liam sighed. This was the part he really didn’t want to

admit to because he’d agreed to entirely too many

metaphorical leashes in his
 life. Hell, the first man he’d

ever spread his legs for promised him a way out
 of the

slums and turned him into a whore. “I won’t have any



status with them,”
 Liam admitted as he tried to put a

difficult concept into a term Ondry would understand.
 A

being with no status had no existence. It was exile on an

emotional level for
the Rownt.

Ondry paled.

“Do I have status here?” Liam asked softly. It was the

exact
question he’d struggled to avoid for two days. At least

back on Earth when Mort
had first tied him to a bed, he’d

had the grace to lie, to tell Liam that he
 was loved and

cherished, that Mort would make all his dreams come true

and take
 him to the San Francisco Spire to watch the

shuttles slowly sink down to Earth
 with their precious

passengers. It had never happened, but the lies were nice.

Even if part of Liam had known the whole time that boys

from the slums never
got that lucky, he’d liked pretending.

Ondry paled even more. “You have my status, Liam. I

have
 hurt you if you did not understand that. You are my

equal.”

“Just leashed?” Liam felt too many
 emotions bubbling

up, and it left him feeling raw.

Ondry’s nose tightened aggressively. Threat.
Challenge.

Liam could see it etched in Ondry’s
features. “The leash is

to keep you, because I cherish you, and I would not
have

your people take you back.” His features loosed, and he ran

a finger over
Liam’s nose. “The leash is for a child that one

adores and does not want to
wander. It is not about taking

your status. If your people believe you forced
into it, would

they see you as statusless?”

Liam shook his head. No, they wouldn’t. They’d just

think he
 was a fool who’d crossed some cultural line and

been captured.

“Then I will force you, and you will tell them if we

happen
 to see them.” Ondry reached out and caught both

Liam’s wrists in a strong grip.
Liam gasped as Ondry pulled



them out of the nest and pinned them to the ground
next to

it easily. Part of Liam wanted to fight; he did. Another part

remembered this, the feeling of someone holding him down

until he didn’t have
to fight anymore.

Ondry took a corner of the sheet and wrapped it tightly

around Liam’s wrists before making an awkward knot.

Liam could squirm out of it
 if he had the time, but with

Ondry holding him down, there wasn’t much chance.

Keeping one hand firmly on Liam’s shoulder and pinning

him to the ground with
more force than was really needed

to keep a human trapped, Ondry tightened the
straps high

around Liam’s thigh.

“We could just skip the leash, and I could promise to be

good,”
Liam offered.

“If a lack of fighting results in a loss of status, would

not your instincts force you to fight?”

“You’d think,” Liam said softly. Too often his instincts

hadn’t kicked in.

Ondry considered him for a second before laying straps

over
 the small of Liam’s back and then physically rolling

him. Liam brought his
 bound hands down in some

instinctive need to fight the restraints, but then
Ondry was

straddling Liam’s chest the wrong way around so that his

muscular
tail slapped at Liam’s head and shoulders.

“Hey!” Liam grabbed for the tail twice before he caught

it.
 It was stronger than one might think for such a skinny

appendage, so Liam had
to hold on for all he was worth.

“Are you enjoying this?” Ondry asked.

Liam froze. Ondry was eye to cock with Liam’s very

interested sexual genitalia, but he didn’t think the man

would recognize the
 significance of it—not when Rownt

penises grew an easy two feet longer and
picked up a good

thirty pounds as part of their erections. “Enjoying what?”



he
asked as he shifted his hold to keep the damn tail from

escaping again.

“Playing with my tail?” Ondry looked over his shoulder,

and
the precise way he said it made all the linguistic bells

go off in Liam’s head.
The tail wasn’t sexual; he knew that.

But he also knew that touching a tail
 often led to some

strange reactions in the storyscrolls—anything from a

character making a new alliance to a quick case of throat

slitting. Lieutenant
Spooner was writing a paper on it and

had asked Liam to keep an eye out for any
 cases of tail

touching in the stories he read.

Slowly Liam let the tail go. This time, instead of

flopping
 about wildly, the tail just slowly slithered across

Liam’s bound forearms
before slipping down to rest against

his throat.

“Is touching it going to make you mad?” Liam asked

carefully
 because right now he had the feeling he was in

way over his head and sinking
fast.

Ondry turned, and Liam could see his cheeks twitch.

“You are
my palteia. You may play with my tail any time it

amuses you.”

Oh, there was definitely some cultural rule here that

Liam
didn’t understand. Ondry’s cheeks twitched again.

“Let me show you how the nictel works.” Ondry stood

and
 offered Liam his hand. When Liam took it, he found

himself easily pulled to his
 feet. While Ondry untied the

sheet binding Liam’s wrists, Liam realized that at
 some

point Ondry had removed the chain shackling him to the

wall. The silver
 circlet with its chain lay on the pillows.

“Come.” Ondry urged him toward a
 mirror, but Liam

hesitated as he felt the straps pull tight.

“Can you walk?” Ondry asked.

Liam shifted his weight onto his leashed leg and then

tried
to take a stride forward. “Not easily,” he answered as



he realized the chain
connecting the various straps was just

short enough to pull his leg up. He
could walk, but it would

be a lopsided sort of movement with only one free leg.
“It

hurts.”

Ondry made a clicking sound before he came over and

did
something at the small of Liam’s back. The leash had a

little more room now,
 although not enough for Liam to

really extend his leg. He definitely couldn’t
 run. “Is that

better?” Ondry asked.

“Well, I can walk, but I wouldn’t call it better.”

Ondry gave a Rownt smile before ushering Liam to the

mirror
 and turning him. Now Liam could see the chain

running up the back of his leg
 through a ring behind his

knee and another just under his ass cheek and up to a
ring

that lay at the small of his back. A bar locked to the chain

kept the
 leash from slithering through that top ring and

giving him more room to move.
And knowing Rownt metal,

Liam couldn’t cut through that delicate-looking chain

without a blowtorch and a good half hour.

Hanging like a tail of his own, the
 rest of the leash

trailed down onto the ground. Ondry bent and scooped it

up,
pulling it tight so that Liam could feel the pressure not

only against the
belly strap but all the way down his leg.

“Put a hand on my shoulder for balance,” Ondry

ordered. Liam
 looked at him suspiciously, but he did it.

Ondry tightened the leash more, and
 as the chain

shortened—individual links ratcheted up through the ring

at the
 small of Liam’s back—his foot was forced off the

ground as his leg bent a
little.

Liam sighed. “I guess I’m not going to run for it.” If the

leash were just around his stomach, he might rip the

handle out of Ondry’s
 hand. But the way the leash was

designed, if Liam even tried, he’d trip himself
and end up

facedown in the dirt.



“Hold tight,” Ondry suggested. Liam didn’t like the

sound of
that, but he fisted Ondry’s shirt and watched the

mirror. Ondry gave a sharp
 yank. The ring behind Liam’s

knee popped free of the straps, and his ankle came
right up

under his ass. Liam rocked forward, surprised and

uncomfortably
 unsteady until Ondry steadied him and

helped him balance on one foot. However,
even after Ondry

let go of the leash, Liam couldn’t put his foot down. He was

stuck with one leg completely bent double like some sort of

human stork.

“Quick bars allow me to shorten the leash and quickly

lock
 it into the short position,” Ondry explained as he

pulled at something. A bar
of metal with a center locking

clip came off, and suddenly Liam could put his
 foot down

again.

“So I really don’t want to run, is what you’re saying.”

“No. I am showing you why you really can’t run,” Ondry

said.
 He crouched down to mess with the ring that had

come detached from the straps
 around Liam’s knee. A

quick snap, and it was back in
place. “Now you need loose

pants and shoes and a shirt to protect you from the
 sun.

Humans do not spend enough time outside. You like your

technology too
much.”

Liam couldn’t argue that. He rarely got to walk outside

at
all unless he was going to the village to trade.

“So we shall go check on Tracsha’s farm to see if she

has
 goods she is willing to sell. I hear that Nav is

considering laying eggs, and
 if so, she will want to

stockpile some good playsha
root before she starts nesting,

and everyone knows to charge her twice as much.
It will be

good for you to see more trading than just the minerals.”

Liam blinked. Lieutenant Spooner had been trying to

get
 information on the trading routes and the larger

trading networks for years,
and now Ondry had just invited

Liam to come along. He watched as Ondry pulled
brightly



colored shirts made of the lightweight Rownt fabrics off the

shelf. Of
course at this rate, Liam would never get to report

back to the lieutenant, so
that didn’t really matter.

While Liam slipped on the loose clothing over his new

bondage toys, Ondry locked a sturdy strap around his own

waist. Logical
 thinking certainly hinted at the belt’s use,

but when Ondry walked over and
 took the end of Liam’s

leash and fastened it to his own belt, Liam groaned. His

odds of escape had now gone from zero to not a chance in

hell.

“Shall we go? I want to get to Tracsha’s early.” Ondry’s

face darkened in pleasure when he let the links of the chain

connecting his
belt and Liam’s leash run though his fingers.

After a
second, he let the leash hang between them as he

put an arm around Liam’s
 waist. Never before had Liam

seen any Rownt show such physical affection for
 another

adult. Then again if asked, he suspected Ondry would
reply

only that Liam was a palteia.

“Anything is better than sitting around here. Well,

anything
except having humans see me leashed to you like

a
 child.” Of course, humans would be more likely to say

slave or dog or really
 dumb-ass person who let someone

else take advantage of them, but there was only
 so much

information a language could be reasonably expected to

communicate.

“No humans,” Ondry promised before guiding Liam out

of the
room where he had been held for two days. Liam had

to admit that as far as
 hostage situations went, he really

had lucked out. In training, he’d heard of
 how the other

side of the Civil War would torture captured soldiers. Liam

was
 only risking humiliation, slavery, and worst of all,

falling seriously in lust
 with an alien who didn’t have sex

unless he was trying to impregnate a female.
Yep, his luck

was running true to form.
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Chapter Five

Liam rarely got to see the planet outside the trading

town
 of Janatjanay. There’d been an official tour of the

barren desert mountains on
 the other side of town, but

other than that, Liam only saw Janatjanay. The
trees slowly

shifted from the subtle bluish green of the dry ground

varieties
 around town to the deeper jewel greens of the

lower water-lands. Rownt were
 careful to only build

structures where the land wasn’t needed. If they saw
Earth,

with the best land dominated by the wealthy who built

homes larger than
 all of Janatjanay, Liam knew the

grandmothers would cluck in disapproval. He
 suspected

the Rownt would still trade, but human status would drop

another
notch.

“What does Janatjanay mean?” Liam asked. A number

of
linguists had asked before, and all had received the same

reply.

“Janatjanay,” Ondry answered with a shrug.

Liam hadn’t realized he’d meant the question as a test

until
 he felt the intense disappointment curl though his

stomach.

Ondry stopped and looked at Liam. “I do not

understand what
 you are asking. Try another variation of

that question,” he suggested.

Liam frowned as he thought about the question from a

coldly
logical Rownt perspective. “What is the etymology of

the name Janatjanjay?”

Ondry’s cheeks tightened, and he started heading down

the
 path again, his hand coming up to rest on Liam’s

shoulder. “It is a
contraction. Janetal are strangers. When

one of the early human traders was
named Janet, it was a



matter of some humor. Ta’ingjay means the place where

one
finds a particular item after which one seeks.”

“The place where you find strangers.”

“Yes.” Ondry let his fingers shift up to rest against the

back of Liam’s neck, and between the bindings around his

leashed leg and the
 hand at his neck, Liam’s cock was

getting all kinds of confused. “We have
 buried electrical

conduits deep into the rock and used them to link magnetic

fields in the area to make the place appear from space as a

major source of
 electromagnetic energy. We find we must

put out…” Ondry twitched his
aggravation.

“Signs?” Liam guessed.

“We would have a more precise word, but in essence,

yes. It
 is a sign. And we find that if we do not put out a

sign, others species tend to
assume that a failure to abuse

technology implies a failure to use it. Humans
are among

those who would make that mistake. We have a saying we

generally
avoid telling outsiders to avoid inadvertent insult.

‘She who lives less than a
 millennium cannot see the

horizon.’ It is why the grandmothers rule. Only they
 will

live so long.”

Nothing Ondry said could have made it quite so clear

that he
planned to never let Liam go. He didn’t see Liam as

an outsider—he planned for
 Liam to stay. However, that

didn’t mean he would always want Liam by his side.
Liam

suspected that Ondry would get what profit he could and

then trade Liam to
another. Hopefully Ondry liked him well

enough to trade him to someone kind,
 but Liam couldn’t

count on that. But maybe he could play Scheherazade, only

instead of charming Ondry with stories, he could tempt him

with the knowledge
 Liam had about humans. The trick

would be to let bits and pieces trickle out.

“Humans do say to respect the elders. It’s in some of

our
oldest religious texts.”



Ondry pulled Liam a little closer as they walked. “I find

that amusing. The oldest of you is barely more than a

century. At a century, we
still smile at a young one’s many

mistakes.”

“How old are you?”

“In your time, nearly two hundred years.
 I am just

entering my prime. You, however, are not as old. And I will

not ask
 because I prefer to think of you in human terms.

You are an adult of your
prime, and not a being so young he

still has bits of shell clinging to his
backside.” Ondry gave

him a very amused look, and Liam found himself leaning

into that promise of affection.

They continued down the path, the trees appearing

irregularly even in the middle of fields of cultivated grains.

In places, Rownt
 walked the fields, and in others, tall

robots with spindle-like legs picked
their way over crops. A

fork in the path had colored stone decorating each
 side,

and Liam suspected the stones were a sort of street sign.

Ondry chose the
 path with three green stones embedded

into the earth in a rough pyramid shape.

Leaning down, Ondry brushed the dust from the

surface. “If
you do this each time you pass a pathway, then

others can see which paths are
most chosen, and the owner

of the path does not need to come down to reset the

stones.”

Liam crouched down, the straps on his right leg

uncomfortably tight as he imitated Ondry’s gesture. “Is this

the way to
Tracsha?”

“Yes.”

Ondry didn’t seem in any hurry to continue down the

path.
Liam took some time to trace a subtle carving in the

surface of one six- or
 seven-inch stone. “Why three green

stones?”



“When Tracsha was born, she was one of three eggs

that had a
 greenish color. My father always told of how

they teased her mother for eating
 too much nella fruit

because she
seemed obsessed with it. When she carried her

eggs, she would make poor trades
to secure more fruit.”

“So, do all three siblings have the same markings to

show
their house?”

Ondry’s eyes widened as he looked down at Liam.

“Most eggs
 fail to hatch. She is the only one with such

markings.”

“What’s your sign?”

Ondry squatted down, his body mirroring Liam’s except

that
he rested his hands on Liam’s knees. “I am one white

stone. My mother was the
oldest of a female who had many

eggs and who had few children strong enough to
 come

through the thick shell she laid. By the time she did have

sons and
 daughters, this land suffered a drought. No one

laid eggs for nearly two
 centuries as the land needed to

recover before we could fully farm it again.
 Sometimes

when females wait a long time, they lay eggs with

dangerously thick
shells. Once this female’s children began

to lay,
generation after generation died within the egg. She

was old now, long past the
 age to join the grandmothers

and well respected. And still, she did not have

grandchildren.

“My mother laid another six eggs, and of that batch,

only I
 emerged. On the day I was born, I lost my

grandmother because she walked to the
 temple and

became a tribal grandmother. The white stone represents

the
 ceremonial robes of the grandmothers worn until all

the people know of her new
status.”

Liam struggled to think of some story from Earth he

could
 offer up that might equal that in value. Trapped

between regulations that
forbade so many topics and a cold



desperation to prove he had some sort of
value, Liam found

himself utterly unable to think of anything.

Ondry stood. “Come. Let us go see Tracsha before she

hears
rumors of Nav and raises her prices.” Catching Liam

under one arm, Ondry
 practically lifted him to his feet

before draping an arm around his back.

The path wound its way around several old trees before

ending at a small home with narrow windows set high on

the tall walls.

“Ondry? You have finally found
 someone to grab your

tail.” A woman came out from the main door, her face tight

with amusement. She was lighter than most Rownt, an

almost lavender hue on the
 lightest part of her body, and

she didn’t have a single bit of mottling on her
 face. Liam

guessed she was young. She couldn’t be much more than

Ondry’s seven
feet—maybe even less.

“You were not going to grab it,” Ondry returned as he

angled
 his body so that she had more of his left side,

leaving his right side to Liam.
With his tail wrapped around

his right leg, the gesture was rather
unmistakable. He put

his tail closer to Liam and farther from the young woman.

Liam tried to not let that affect him, but he could feel the

pride at being
 chosen, and it was too close to that same

pride when Kaplan had smiled at him
soon after Liam had

reached the front.

“Don’t be so sure. One of these days, I may want

hatchlings
around.” She sounded amused as she sat on the

wide step and grabbed a handful
of unshelled da nuts and

started
 cracking them. The shells went in one basket and

the kernel in another.

“If you want hatchlings, then you should grab another’s

tail. I have my hands full without you passing your extras to

me.”

Tracsha’s gaze went to Liam. “I see that. A
human?”



“A palteia.”

“Really?” She paused in her work.
 “I had not thought

the species sane enough for such things.”

“He passed the grandmothers’ test—twelve of them

judged—and
his chilta was judged unworthy.”

The skin around her eyes paled. “That does not surprise

me. I
hear the new human insulted the grandmothers and

questioned their judgment.”

“He didn’t mean to go that far,” Liam blurted out.

Immediately, he shut his mouth. What the hell was he

thinking defending the
colonel? More importantly, what the

hell was he thinking interrupting what
 seemed to be an

important conversation? If it were Mort on the other end of

the
leash, Liam would have been on the floor by now.

“What did he mean to do?” Ondry looked at him with

that
curious wide-eyed look, and Tracsha leaned forward on

the step, the nuts
forgotten.

Liam looked from one to the other. Well, shit. He did

want to prove his worth, but at this rate, he
 was moving

through the regulations and breaking them with an almost

methodical
constancy. Traders did not comment on officers’

motives. Ever.
 Only sometimes they were leashed and

desperate to not get sold, and then they
 did. He was so

screwed.

“When the players change—when the people doing the

trading
 change—in human terms that can change the

rules.”

“New leaders, new rules?” Tracsha
looked up at Ondry

with an odd expression. “They’re blestata.” The new term

didn’t have any familiar roots, and there
 wasn’t enough

context for Liam to understand if it was
a compliment, an

insult, or something in between. If he were going to make a

wild guess based on nothing more than their expressions, it

wasn’t a
compliment.



“The possibility existed. This is only the first evidence

of
it,” Ondry said mildly.

“This is why you trade, and I raise food.” Tracsha

returned
 to shelling her nuts. “So, I assume you came to

trade food and not simply put
 me in your debt with such

interesting pieces of information.”

“The information is free,” Ondry said, using a variation

of
 free that implied strings would come later. Tracsha

huffed. “I had heard that you
overplanted playsha root, and

I thought I might rescue you from your youthful

foolishness.” Ondry opened with an insult.

Tracsha paled, but with another insult about his tail

that
Liam couldn’t even hope to translate, the two of them

entered serious negotiations.
 It ended with a cart piled

high with playsha root and a promise of two new
handcarts

to be delivered at a time in the near future.

Liam half expected to be ordered to pull the handcart

or
 maybe even to be chained to it, but Ondry stepped

between the handles, and they
started trundling down the

road with their goods.

Liam walked beside Ondry, fingering the three green

stones
embedded into the cart’s wood. “She threatened to

grab your tail.”

Ondry huffed. “Women do that. It’s why we generally

avoid
 them when they start looking fondly at any egg-

shaped object.” Ondry looked
 over at him. “But you have

some other question in your head. How could you have
ever

bested me in trades when every thought you have seems to

dance like age
speckles on your face?”

“Tails aren’t sexual, are they?”

Ondry’s eyes flared wide. “No.”

Liam started when Ondry’s tail brushed against his

arm. It
 was hairless…nearly. It had less hair than an

average human finger. Darker
violet than the rest of Ondry,



the tail seemed to have a mind of its own as it
 curled

around Liam’s forearm.

For a second, Liam was almost afraid to touch it, but he

reached out and ran a finger along the grain of the tiny

hairs, feeling the
cool skin contract under his fingers.

“You’re warm,” Ondry said.

“You’re cool.”

“Your logic is impeccable.”

Ondry’s tail tightened round Liam’s forearm, tugging

him
closer. “It’s not sexual.”

“But you don’t want people touching your tail.” That

sentence definitely had logical construction problems

because Liam was current
 stroking the tail. He could feel

each tiny bone, like a cat’s tail, and hard
muscle ran under

the skin.

“Generally no. It’s hard to fight
when someone has your

tail. Because it’s part of the spine, if it’s pulled hard

enough, the pressure sends pain up through the entire

spine and body.”

Liam paused and had to do a quick step to catch up as

he
 realized that females had only short tails that barely

hung to their knees. The
males had long tails. “So, they’re

about fighting?” That made no sense because
 Rownt

females were equally willing to fight, maybe more so if the

storyscrolls
were true.

“They can be. Generally grabbing one’s tail is an

expression
of trust or power. Females will often joke about

grabbing a male’s tail, and
tailless societies are sometimes

the center of some unkind humor.”

Stories and jokes were prime material for a linguist.

“What
sort of humor?”

Ondry’s eyes narrowed as he focused on the path again,

but
his skin paled slightly. “Generally the crux of the joke



focuses on the lack of
a tail meaning a lack of discretion in

choosing parents for one’s young.”

“Tailless species are whores?” Okay, that joke had an

entirely new level when it was aimed at humans, and at

Liam in particular. How often had Mort called him a pretty

piece of tail? Of
 course that was before his last growth

spurt when he’d shot up from five-seven
 to six-one. Men

weren’t as confident about their power when fucking a
six-

foot-tall whore.

“Tailless species are poor parents who do not choose

genetic
material with care,” Ondry corrected him.

“That’s oddly accurate,” Liam muttered.

Ondry gave him a wide-eyed look, and Liam could only

shrug.
 He was trying to figure out how tails related to

genetic choice, and suddenly
Craig’s Rownt porn came to

mind.

“Females grab the tail to control the males in order to

get
the genetic material.”

Ondry glanced over with a neutral expression. “Yes. I

wouldn’t want a weak female to choose me. I want to make

sure our genetic
offspring are strong enough to come out of

the egg, so I would only allow a
strong and fast female to

hold me down and claim my genetic material.”

“That’s rape.” The words slipped out before Liam could

edit
 them. It wasn’t rape. Rape was a cultural construct

created by a particular set
of understandings the Rownt did

not possess. Liam knew better than to allow
 value-laden

words into the conversation. “I’m sorry. That’s wrong.”

“Define rape.”

“It’s not important.” Liam started walking faster,

hoping to
 stay in front of Ondry, but that damn tail

tightened and pulled Liam back until
Ondry caught him by

the back of the neck.



“If you do not answer, I shall assume that this is

another
issue requiring force for you to avoid psychological

harm, and I shall force
 you to explain.” Ondry stopped,

pulling Liam to a halt with him.

“Now there’s a line every psychiatrist wishes he could

use,”
 Liam joked, but he could feel the panic making his

chest tighten.

“Psychiatrist. One who works with
 humans to

determine the psychological health of an individual or to

try and
 repair psychological damage done in the past.”

Ondry
 reached out and put both hands around Liam’s

throat, the fingers intertwining
 so that Liam felt collared.

“Why would a psychiatrist wish for the power to
 force

truth?”

“This is dangerous territory,” Liam warned as he

wrapped his
 fingers around Ondry’s wrists almost

involuntarily. He couldn’t fight the
Rownt, but he couldn’t

prevent himself from trying. He strained ineffectually
 at

Ondry’s limbs.

“Then we return to the first question. What is rape?”

Liam could feel his skin grow hot with emotion, and

with two
 hands wrapped around his throat, Ondry was

going to notice it as well. “Issues
of sexuality are difficult to

explain.”

“I am intelligent,” Ondry countered, and his expression

made
 it clear he wasn’t moving on this issue. Liam would

have paid any price to get
 away, but he couldn’t. He was

caught, and now he felt like a fly about to get
eaten by a

spider, and he couldn’t protect himself. “What happens

during rape?”
Ondry asked, his voice softer.

Liam swallowed, his dry mouth making that painful. He

needed
 to figure out how to say as little as possible.

“Sometimes one human wants to
 have sex, and another

doesn’t. That’s all.” The words were ash in his mouth.
That



wasn’t all, but that was all he was willing to share with his

current
owner.

“How is such a conflict resolved?”

“How would it be resolved for Rownt?” Liam asked.

Classic
 redirection, but it was classic because it often

worked.

“If the female is strong enough, she can force the

copulation over any objection. Apna did such to me, and

when the time comes
 that she chooses to use my genetic

material, I believe she will have strong
 hatchlings. She is

very powerful, and I like to think I have better than
average

genetics.” Ondry didn’t sound upset at all, but Liam could

feel a
crawling sort of horror that Ondry should have gone

through that. He was too
 strong—too beautiful—for that

sort of treatment.

Ondry paled, and then Liam found himself tugged to the

side
of the road. “Come. Sit. You look unwell.”

Liam focused on his breathing as the hands fussing

over him
 raised specters from his past—Mort patting his

back after he’d been ripped so
 badly he’d landed in the

hospital.

“She shouldn’t have.” Liam felt a cold fury so intense

that
he would have shot this Apna between the eyes if she

had appeared in front of
him.

“How should I feel? How would you feel were she to do

that
 to you?” Ondry held Liam in a circle of arms that he

couldn’t escape.

“She didn’t do that to me.”

“How should I feel? Tell me, Liam. How should I feel?”

Ondry
kept poking that same feeling over and over.

Liam couldn’t breathe, but he couldn’t avoid answering

Ondry’s question either. “Horrified. She took
 something.

She took it without permission.”



Ondry had started rocking gently, but at that he

stopped.
“What will she do with what she has stolen?”

“What?” Liam pushed at the arms that held him. He

didn’t
want to be helpless, not again. It never worked out

well for him.

“She stole my genetic material. What will she do with

it?”
Ondry’s words were whispers against Liam’s ear. Five

years Liam had laughed and
 fought with that voice, and

until this moment, he never realized how much he
 had

come to rely on it. “Tell me, Liam. What will she do?”

“Nothing. Throw it away.” Liam felt
 his eyes get hot.

Okay, this was stupid. He had his ghosts, but he’d put them

to rest years ago. He’d stopped listening to their jeers

when he’d learned to
stand on his own feet and not allow

others to take control of him.

“So, rape is copulation where one partner is unwilling,

and
the other partner plans to disrespect and disregard the

genetic material shared
during that copulation?” From the

tone, Ondry clearly didn’t understand that
 concept. “Why

take genetic material if not to claim it?”

A rough laugh broke out of Liam’s chest, and he

pressed the
heels of his hands against his eyes. “Because

they like
having sex.”

“Really?” That was a shocked Rownt
right there.

“It’s pleasurable. They have sex to feel good, and

sometimes
humans don’t care if the other person wants it

or not.”

“Does no one stop such theft?”

Liam pushed aside the rotting feelings that had settled

into
 the pit of his stomach as he considered how deep he

had dug this hole. Command
 would never forgive him for

airing this piece of psychological garbage in front
 of an

alien species. Maybe he could claim a psychological

breakdown. Maybe it
would be like Colonel Thackeray, and



they would find him a safer place to serve
 as he healed.

And maybe they would look at him as some piece of Earth

trash and
throw him in prison.

“It’s hard…” Liam stopped. Twice he’d been raped,

pushed to
his knees and beaten until he’d begged to suck

their cocks—until he’d spread
 his legs. No one had cared

about that theft. “It’s hard to prove rape because
 many

people trade their bodies.”

“How does one trade a body?” Ondry made it sound so

coldly
logical, and maybe that was what made all the nasty,

slimy feelings come
twisting out of Liam’s heart.

“You let anyone do whatever they want to your body as

long
as they pay the right price.”

“That would be a hard trade. There are many bodies

available, and if sex is pleasurable, I would think that some

would make that
trade for no profit. One would have to be a

very good trader to make any gains
 off such a business.”

Ondry’s hands stroked down the back of Liam’s neck, and

the humor of the whole thing was enough to make little

hysterical bubbles of
 laughter float up and out Liam’s

mouth. He’d finally admitted to someone that
 he was a

whore, and the only response was that he must have been

good at
trading.

Liam rested his forehead on his knees, the leash tight

around his leg, but he wanted that. He wanted the bite of

pain to keep that
 growing hunger at bay. How many men

had promised to take care of Liam, to let
Liam take care of

them? How many had turned that soft need to tend a lover

into
something ugly? Then they paid and walked out of his

tiny room, leaving him to
cry in the dark. He had to hold on

to the pain. It was the only thing keeping
him from falling

apart.

“We will go home.”



Liam found himself lifted into the air as easily as a

child,
and despite his thrashing, he couldn’t do anything to

stop Ondry from
depositing him gently on top of the bags of

playsha root.

“I’ll hurry,” Ondry promised, and then taking up the two

handles he started trotting toward town. Liam scooted as

far back as he could, given the length of the leash, but it

wasn’t far enough. It
wasn’t nearly far enough.
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Chapter Six

Liam had all his emotions on strict lockdown as they

reached
Ondry’s home. Ondry carefully moved him into the

nest, and Liam did nothing as
one more strong male made

the choices for him. And
worse, part of Liam wanted this so

badly it ached. He hurt in his soul.

Ondry bent down and reattached the shackle without

taking
the leash off. Liam was grateful because he needed

the pain. Watching Ondry
 fuss almost amused him. Mort

had done that in the beginning. Ondry brought a
 plate of

fruits and a second storyscroll to put next to the one Liam

had
abandoned earlier.

“I will only take the playsha root to storage, and then I

will return immediately.” Ondry rested his hand against the

side of Liam’s
neck.

“Okay.” Liam didn’t have any answer for that statement.

His
damn cock was hard again, and didn’t that just prove

how fucked-up he was?

Ondry stared at him with those wide eyes and a

wrinkled
 forehead, but Liam was too tired to sort the

meanings. He wrapped his arms
around his knees and just

waited. He waited for the emotions to roll through
and then

retreat like a tide.

“I will hurry,” Ondry promised, and then he was gone.

Liam
 heard the door close, and he waited long seconds

before he slowly uncurled. He
couldn’t stay. He wanted this

too much for it to be even a little safe. He’d
fall in love, and

then Ondry would trade him away like a piece of glass, and

Liam
 would be broken. He’d shatter into so many pieces

that he’d never pick them all
up again the way he had after

Mort had tried to sell him.



The house had specialized in providing masochists, and

they
wanted Liam because he was large—strong. He could

take a lot of pain, but Liam
endured it only to earn the right

to curl up at someone’s feet and trust them
to watch over

him. After learning about the sale, he’d broken Mort’s nose

and
ran—ran straight to the military recruiting office.

But if Liam stayed here, he wouldn’t be able to break

Ondry’s nose. He wouldn’t be able to pick up all the pieces.

He’d never cared
about Mort the way he did Ondry. He’d

never sat across the table and laughed at
his jokes or felt

that burning need to impress him—not until after Mort had

tied him to a bed and whipped his ass red before fucking

him. His feelings for
Ondry were already too deep.

Liam got up and stumbled his way toward the shelf and

the
 magnetic sculpture. Several shirts tumbled to the

ground as he grabbed the
 pieces of sculpture and knelt

down. He tried various combinations of small
 pellets,

moving them slowly across the shackle until he could feel a

tiny shift
 inside the metal. Redoubling his efforts and

focusing on the part of the
shackle that seemed to pull at

the magnets, Liam worked until he felt that tiny
 internal

catch start to move. It took several tries, but the latch

finally
clicked open, and the cuff fell to the floor.

Liam crouched there, staring at it. Maybe he hadn’t

expected
 it to work, because he could feel the bone-deep

shock as he realized he was
free.

Taking the trailing end of the leash and tucking it inside

his pants, Liam headed for the door at a trot.

Ondry’s home wasn’t near the human base, but Liam

did have a
 good understanding of the geography of the

town. He started strolling casually
 toward the edge of

town, figuring it would be better to circle around than risk

going straight through the center where the storage sheds

were. That was where
Ondry would be, and Liam couldn’t

face him right now. The idea of never seeing
Ondry again



left a cold hole in his heart because Liam had loved his lazy

afternoons with Ondry after they finished a trade. Ondry

had given him his
first storyscroll.

Maybe taking advantage of Liam was hardwired into

the
 universe. Maybe every planet had someone ready to

turn him into some whore
again.

A boy started keeping pace with Liam, studying him.

Liam
 supposed humans didn’t come to this side of town

often, and children rarely wandered
far from their parents.

“Are you the human palteia?”

Liam looked down, for the first time in many years

utterly
unsure as to what he should say. “That’s a question

for your parent,” he
 finally settled on. Unfortunately that

didn’t work on Rownt any more than it
 did on human

children.

“Why?”

“Because the human language is limited.
A parent can

explain better,” Liam tried.

“But isn’t a palteia a palteia in any
language?”

Liam walked a little faster, but the damn leash forced

him
to slow down again. Ondry had locked the bar behind

the ring so that Liam
couldn’t fully extend his leg, so the

faster he walked, the more obvious it was
 that something

was wrong. More and more adults were watching them

now.

“Humans don’t use that word.” Liam forced himself to

remain
calm when his heart was beating rabbit fast.

“What word do they use?”

Liam truly hated this child. “I don’t know. Human and

Rownt
ideas often don’t have exact translations.” The word

rape came to mind as an
example of that, but Liam forced

that ugliness into the back of his mind. He
 would have a

nervous breakdown later. After he was off this
planet and

away from Ondry.



“Estil, leave the human be.” A grandmother stepped

into the
 road in front of Liam, and he was so focused on

escape that he nearly tripped
himself as he tried to reverse

direction and stop in time to avoid touching
her. She wasn’t

the one who had asked for Liam to come to the temple, but

for
all he knew, she was one of the twelve who had given

custody of him to Ondry.
 Even if she wasn’t, all the

grandmothers seemed to keep each other
frighteningly well

informed.

“Yes, grandmother.” The child
danced off the way he’d

come.

“Where is your chilta?”

Chilta. Master,
 officer, owner—who knew how that

particular word actually laid out when you looked
at all the

meanings? “Ondry is taking roots to the storage,

grandmother,” Liam offered as respectfully as he could. He

even managed a small
bow, but fear kept him from bending

too far.

“He seems to be letting you wander far, child.”

“I wasn’t feeling well. I just came out for a walk.”

Liam’s
chest ached so much he thought he might be having

a heart attack.

“If you aren’t feeling well, you should be home in your

nest, eggling.”

Eggling. Insult.
 One who hadn’t yet proved he was

strong enough to escape an eggshell, and after
 talking to

Ondry, Liam realized that was more literal than the humans

thought.
 Letting a child die in an eggshell or turning a

twelve-year-old out on the
streets to starve—it was hard to

tell which was the more
offensive maternal instinct from a

human point of view. Would his mother
have allowed him to

die in a shell? When she turned him out with an admonition

to take care of himself, had she cared about the damage life

would do him?



“Let us show you home.” The grandmother moved

closer, and
Liam knew if that inhumanly strong hand closed

over his arm, he’d be lost.
 Turning away, he tried to bolt

between two houses. The leash ring behind his
 knee

snapped free, but Liam still couldn’t straighten his leg all

the way. He
had a strange limping gait, but he managed a

fairly good speed, especially
against Rownt, who were, by

genetics, larger and slower.

Liam came out onto the next street, hopping twice on

his
 free leg before he picked a direction and started

running. He hadn’t gotten
more than three awkward steps

before a couple of children and an adolescent
 appeared

between the houses behind him. Liam ran as fast as he

could with the
damn leash on, but one of the kids caught

his leg, and Liam refused to kick a
 child. No, he waited

until the adults caught up, until adult hands reached for

him.

Then he fought like a cornered cat. He kicked out, but

someone’s large fingers wrapped around his ankle. Jerking

wildly, he tried to
pull it back, but he couldn’t. Hands held

his shoulders down to the dusty ground,
 and there was

nothing he could do.

The links of the leg shackle ratcheted loudly, and Liam

felt
 his ankle pulled up closer to his butt, and then the

pressure stopped. However,
when he tried to straighten his

leg, he couldn’t. They’d tightened the leash so
that his one

foot was essentially useless.

With a wordless cry, Liam rolled to one side, but he

could
only do that because the small crowd skittered back

away, flat hands low and
 heads ducked in placating

gestures. The crowd’s soft gurgling noises made
 helpless

frustration rise in Liam’s chest. He wasn’t some fucking

baby to
 soothe with glurbles and sibilant noises. At least

they let him go.



Unable to stand, Liam crab-walked backward into the

shade of
a tree and looked around. He was a soldier, damn

it. Okay, he sucked as a
 soldier, but still…having young

males and grandmothers with soft eyes fucking
leash him…

It shouldn’t happen. He should be strong enough to fight

back.
Instead he’d been quickly and easily disabled.

Most of the crowd wandered away, leaving one big-eyed

boy to
 squat several yards down the road, and a pair of

whispering grandmothers. Liam
 didn’t even know where

the second grandmother had come from. He would never

fight his way free. So instead he sat on the dusty ground,

his tethered leg
 tucked up under his ass. This definitely

couldn’t get any worse, so he hid his
 face against his left

knee and let the waves of emotions wash though him.

Hot tears rose, and Liam fought them back, and they

rose
again in a cycle of helplessness. He couldn’t do this,

not again. He trusted,
 and then he found himself trapped

and hurt, and he didn’t want the pain to
 start. He didn’t

want to look at Ondry and see one more abuser. He wanted

to
leave before everything good between them turned ugly

and sour. Liam felt
 someone sit down next to him. Tilting

his head to the side, Liam found Ondry’s
large form settling

down on the ground next to him. Ondry held out a bottle of

scented water so cold that drops of condensation gathered

against the outside
of the glass.

Sighing, Liam reached for it. If he was about to meet a

world of pain, he might as well do it hydrated. Ondry sat

silently while Liam
drank half the bottle.

“Feeling better?” Ondry asked only after a long time

had
passed and the others had wandered away to their own

business. Even the
grandmothers were gone.

“I don’t know. How much more trouble am I in?”

Ondry’s cheeks paled. “Trouble? Why
would you be in

trouble?”



Liam snorted. “Maybe because I ran.”

“Were you running back to the base?”

Liam thought about that. If he knew of a cave where he

could
 sit for the rest of his life without talking to anyone

else, that would have
 been his first destination, but since

he didn’t know of any such place, he had
 planned to go

back to the human base. “Yes.”

Ondry’s color returned. “Then you did what you could

be
 expected to do. You are palteia. You would return to

those who you feel the
need to serve. The only fault is mine

for underestimating your skills with a
lock.”

“I… What?” Maybe it was the fear or the frustration,

but
Liam wasn’t tracking well.

“You are showing loyalty. I expect nothing different. You

are upset.” Ondry huffed. “This discussion of violation—I

have opened some pain
that I cannot understand because I

do not know what it would be like for
someone to take my

genetic material if they so disrespected me. Rape,” he said,

the human word awkward on his tongue, “is not something

I understand. I only
see that I have hurt you in asking you

to talk.”

“You aren’t going to—” Liam stopped. He really didn’t

want
to put any suggestions in Ondry’s head.

“I am going to take you home, clean you up, and try

again to
 convince you that you are my palteia. I plan to

force you to tell me what you
are thinking, and then I shall

explain why I value you. After that, I plan to
 take every

magnet from that room because your hands are entirely too

clever.”
 Ondry reached out and wrapped his large hand

around Liam’s smaller one. “What
did you fear I would do?”

Liam felt stupid. Ondry had never done anything to hurt

him,
 so he couldn’t even bring himself to admit to that

illogical assumption.

“Can you walk?”



Liam nodded.

“Come. You are right that a walk will do us both good.

Next
 time, ill or not, you are going to the storage houses

with me.” Ondry was
 attempting humor; Liam could tell

that. He just didn’t have the energy to
respond.

Ondry locked the end of the leash to his belt and then

released the lock bar so that Liam could straighten his leg

out again. “A
 logical species does require demonstration,”

he huffed softly. Liam followed
 since he didn’t have any

other choice.

He was officially a basket case. He could recognize

that. He
 doubted he would even get a prison sentence at

this point. Maybe they’d find
him a nice cell in a psychiatric

hospital. Every emotional wound he’d ever
 suffered had

somehow returned at once, and the weight of them was

more than
Liam could carry.

He didn’t realize they were headed for the temple until

they
turned a corner, and the pyramid rose up above them.

While it was only four
 stories, the height of each story

made the structure tower over the rest of the
town. Ondry

led them into the shadows of the terrace to the foot of the

stairs
that led up into the temple proper.

“I need the advice of someone who can see the horizon

more
clearly than I can,” Ondry said with a deep bow to the

woman at the foot of the
stairs. Liam had a flash of memory

—leaning against Ondry as he climbed the
stairs with heavy

legs. Ondry was showing his neck to the woman now, and

Liam
 could feel a slow sort of panic press against his

throat.

The woman, a young one who had to stand on the first

step
 just to look Ondry in the eye, nodded and stepped

aside to let them pass. Ondry
put his hand at Liam’s back

and hurried him up the steps. The idea of that
 woman at

Ondry’s back made Liam move faster. He would claw out

the eyes of any
female who tried to force Ondry, and in the



process he would probably end up
 looking even more

insane.

The second floor created another flash of memory.

Horizontal
 slit windows allowed bars of light into the

cavernous chamber, concentric
 circles of gauzy curtains

giving the whole place an ethereal look. Most Rownt
 art

and architecture focused on asymmetrical forms, so this

sudden symmetry
gave Liam a sense of unease.

“Child?” A grandmother came out
 from behind a

curtain, her fuzzy outline becoming real as she stepped

past the
fabric. This was the grandmother who had invited

them to the temple, the one
who shared Ondry’s features.

“Back so soon?”

“Humans have more complexities than I understood.

Youth does
 lead to underestimating a challenge.” Ondry

stepped closer and bowed deeply.
 Liam felt his heart

contract in fear as the grandmother closed the distance

before Ondry could fully stand again.

“So it would seem.” The grandmother’s eyes found

Liam,
 trapping him. “For five years he has not feared us,

and two days in your
custody, and he’s afraid.”

“Because you…” Liam cut off his words. These females

wouldn’t rape Ondry. It was an alien term for them—a

cultural construct that
 didn’t translate. They’d only push

him down, use his tail to control him, and
force him to have

sex. That was all. Liam ran a hand over the back of his head

where he used to have long hair.

Ondry reached out to rest a hand against Liam’s

shoulder.
“For humans, to give in without struggle is to lose

status. To be forced is
more acceptable. I was hoping to ask

you to use the drink.”

“No,” Liam whispered. He couldn’t handle the pain of

another
 headache on top of his already scrambled

emotions.



“Then answer his questions, child.” The grandmother

leaned
closer, and Liam stared up at her. She did look like

Ondry. “Well, you are not
 afraid of me now. How

interesting.”

“He’s afraid of sex. Rownt sex.”

The grandmother peered at Liam even though Ondry

had spoken.
“Child, no one could have sex with you. If you

have some taboo, you are
perfectly safe.”

“He’s afraid of a female choosing me.” Ondry corrected

himself, and Liam felt his face get warm. Laid out in Rownt

language, it
 sounded so ridiculous. Choosing had such a

positive connotation that to fear it
surely implied insanity.

“Why?” The grandmother asked as if it were the most

natural
question in the world, and that was turning out to

be Liam’s undoing. He could
 fight back against emotions,

but how did he escape this curiosity, this
 nonjudgmental

desire to understand?

“Come, bring him,” the grandmother said as she turned

to
head through the maze of blowing fabrics. Wrapping one

fist around the leash,
 Ondry used his other hand to urge

Liam to follow. The truth was Liam was too
 tired to even

protest. They walked through the fabrics, and the feel of

cool
 silks against his skin triggered another memory, this

one full of flickering
candles and the soft glow of chemical

reaction lights.

They reached another chamber, a smaller one with

asymmetrical
 couches lining the walls, and Ondry pulled

Liam to one, curling his arms around
Liam as they sat.

“So, what have you done, grandson?”

“He asked about tails after Tracsha threatened to pull

mine.”

“The girl still has eggshell on her backside. She

couldn’t
catch you,” the grandmother said derisively.



“Humans have a thing called rape where one holds

another
 down for sex, but then discards the genetic

material as worthless.”

The grandmother looked toward Liam with wide eyes.

“What
profit is there in discarding genetic material?”

“The pleasure is in the sex.”

The grandmother’s nose tightened until Liam could see

only
 two small slits. He’d never seen the expression, but

the idea of blocking out
smell… It implied disgust.

“And humans find pleasure when forcing another?”

Liam remembered hands holding him down, Mort

laughing in the
other room as he played cards. “Yes.”

“And this is not reproduction in any way? Does it

improve
fertility?”

“No.”

The grandmother slowly sat on the couch opposite. For

a
 time, silence reigned. That was when Liam noticed the

tendrils of smoke that
floated in and out of the light shafts.

A woodsy smell filled the room, and
 some corner of his

mind whispered warnings about alien chemicals.

“For one who is palteia, we would say that he could not

be
 forced because he would want to serve,” the

grandmother said, still clearly
cautious of her words.

Liam laughed. “You can’t rape a whore,” he translated

into
English.

“Whore?” The grandmother looked to
Ondry.

“One who trades his body and allows others to have sex

with
it for gain,” Ondry translated. “However, it appears to

have dishonor
attached.”

Clearly Liam had said more than he intended if Ondry

had
gotten a translation that specific.

“So, if a whore chooses to not trade, sex cannot be

taken?” The
 grandmother said the words slowly as if



feeling her way around them. Another
day Liam would have

tried to make the human race sound sane. Today he was too

damn tired.

“If a whore trades his body, then humans think his body

is
 worth nothing and take it without permission,” Liam

corrected her. A face
 drifted through his memory—a red-

faced man calling him a worthless piece of
shit.

“They rape him.” Ondry’s arms tightened around him.

Liam shook his head. “It’s not rape if you let them. And

then they get tired of you and give you to someone else and

someone else and
 someone else. You should trade me

quickly, Ondry, because if you let me fall in
 love with you,

I’m not going to get over it when you do.”

Ondry made a long hissing noise that startled Liam out

of his
stupor. Suddenly the grandmother was there, holding

Liam’s face in leathery
hands. “Listen, child. I do not know

your customs, but if Ondry tried to trade
you away, I would

strip the skin from his penis so he might never father

children. I would brand him so that everyone would know

he dishonored his oath
 as chilta. I say this as a

grandmother of the tribe in the holy place of the
 tribe.

Every grandmother will carry out my words.”

Liam found himself turned so that he was face-to-face

with
 Ondry’s ghastly white features. “I would never give

you up. If I were killed, I
 would ask my family to always

protect you, but I would never leave you, short
of death. We

do not trade in people. Ever. The loyalty
 of a palteia is

given, and I can only claim you because you sat in this

chamber
 and told the grandmothers that you wished to

serve me, not that eggless idiot
who runs the human base. I

challenged. But it was you who told the truth after
drinking

the thothlickta.”

Ondry pressed his mouth together in that lippy gesture

of
distress, and then Liam found himself nearly crushed to

Ondry’s chest—held so
tightly he could barely breathe.



“How could they?” Ondry asked, his voice trilling with

distress.

The grandmother’s voice was soft. “Because
they are a

young species with short lives. The young are stupid,

Ondry.
We cannot hate them for following their natures. But

if this is their logic,
 you must go to the human base and

make his status clear. You must make them see
 that he is

ours now, and that our claim does not look like their

assumptions.”

“I don’t ever want to see another human.”

“Considering you have a human palteia, that could

prove
 difficult, especially since I have given my word to

skin your reproductive organs
 if you abandon him to

another, so seeing at least one human is logically
required.”

Ondry huffed.

“Go. Do this. You came to ask me what to do to heal

your
palteia, and that’s my answer.”
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Chapter Seven

The next morning, Liam woke with a dry mouth, a head

pounding with the force of a military band, and an ankle

chained to the wall.

“You’re awake.”

“Not willingly.”

“This will help clear your head.” Liam felt something

soft
and warm land in his hand. He glared at it.

“You set it on your eyes,” Ondry explained. Liam

grunted as
Ondry manhandled him onto his back and then

set the warm pad over his eyes.

“They have a drug in the temple air,” Liam said.

“It’s the main reason to keep humans out of the temple.

Forcing the truth from someone using temple herbs is

dishonorable.”

“And yet you keep dragging me back.”

“Letting your palteia hurt because you’re too foolish to

ask
 for help is more dishonorable. I’m not so young that I

don’t know when to ask
 for help. Do you remember

yesterday?”

Liam remembered every ugly moment—the panic, the

fear, the sudden realization that he wanted Ondry so much

that it
hurt, the belief that Ondry would turn on him sooner

or later. Liam had decided
to make the break sooner rather

than to risk more of his heart than he had
 already given

away. “I tried to run away.”

“To be expected. I wouldn’t chain you to the wall if I

didn’t think that you had divided loyalties at this point. It is

one thing to
 admit under the influence of the temple and

the thothlickta that you want a new
chilta, but to abandon

an old loyalty in favor of a new one is not easy. Had
you not



tried to run, there would have been some who questioned

your status. Of
 course, the fact that you got free of me

makes me look like a bit of a fool.”

Liam lifted the edge of the pad. “I’m sorry about that.”

“You have nothing to apologize for. I made the mistake,

and
my reputation can survive it. Besides, I told the truth

about palteia being
 valued. I have proved my

trustworthiness enough that a palteia chose me, and

eventually, you’ll walk by my side unleashed and trade in

my name and share my
 bed, and that is not only a great

pleasure for me but a great coup as well. The
other traders

who worked with you will hate themselves for failing to

capture
 your attention. And all that will give me an even

better reputation.” From the
dark purple of his face, Liam

was guessing Ondry took great pleasure imagining
 that

future. He settled down on the pillows, and Liam pressed

the warm pad back
 down onto his eyes. It did soothe the

headache.

“Can I claim illness as a reason to stay here while you

talk
to the humans?”

“You remember the conversation with the

grandmother.”

“In ugly detail.”

“Which details are ugly?” Ondry petted Liam’s arm.

Two days
ago, Liam would have felt the need to jerk away,

but he had to admit things
were different now. Ondry was

as trapped as he was.

Liam pushed the pad up off his eyes. “Would she really

skin
your genitals?”

“As humans say, ‘Hell, yes,’” Ondry offered in English.

“And
I would be at the front of the line demanding no less if

I were to abuse you.
 As your chilta, I set the rules and

decide what jobs will get done between us.
 I send you

where I need you to go, and chain you to a wall if I even



suspect
 you will not follow my order. I will demand truth

from you and force such truth
if you have trouble sharing.

Most importantly, I will expect you to put my
needs ahead

of even your own, in trades and in this house. Without

exception. But if you are palteia, none of that bothers you.”

“Not really, no,” Liam admitted. It felt strange to admit

that considering he’d been hiding his nature since he was

nineteen for fear of
 another Mort finding him. And then

he’d turned around and sold his ass to
Kaplan in return for

protection the second he hit the front lines. Hadn’t that
just

turned out great, he thought. Up to this point,
his taste in

chilta had sucked.

“However, I will also protect you, guard you jealously,

and
made sure everyone in this village knows that they are

the offspring of
thin-shelled eggs because they couldn’t see

the truth under their noses. I plan
 to be quite obnoxious

about it.”

Liam smiled as he pushed the pad back over his eyes.

“Well?” Ondry asked.

“Well what?”

“I have told you my rules. Are you planning to share

yours?”

Liam frowned. “I plan to follow your rules.”

Ondry made a little huffing noise as he settled down

into
 the nest, wrapping his long limbs around Liam.

“Failure to define terms has not
worked well for us. Tell me

what you expect.” Ondry pulled the pad away from
Liam’s

eyes so they could look at each other. If Ondry were human

with a human
cock, Liam would call the man perfect.

“I expect you to give me clear rules so I know what I’m

supposed to do.” Liam stopped, not sure if this was what

Ondry expected. Neither
Mort nor Kaplan had really asked

for a lot of feedback.



“I can do that,” Ondry agreed. Reaching up, he rested

his
hand against the side of Liam’s neck, and Liam shivered

at the powerful fingers
pressing against such a fragile bit of

flesh. “The first rule is that you don’t
run. Or if you do, you

run to either me or a grandmother and tell us that
you’re

hurting.”

Liam nodded. He had that coming.

“What else do you expect?” Ondry asked.

“I want you to tell me when I make a mistake and

explain
 what I should have done differently. I can learn

anything if people just
 explain things.” Liam’s words

tumbled out, and he realized he desperately
needed Ondry

to believe him. He could learn.

Ondry’s cheeks tightened so much that his eye shape

became
more angular. “I’ve done that since the first day I

met you. More than one
trader resented our meals because

I spent so much time teaching you to trade
the vegetables

without giving away the meat, but you listened, and each

time I
hoped you would ask to stay on Prarownt.”

Liam sucked in a breath. “You did, didn’t you?” Five

years
 suddenly shifted into a new pattern as he realized

he’d been courted—enticed
 and tempted—and he was so

turned around in the head he hadn’t noticed it. He

definitely had a few loose nuts rolling around in the old

engine.

Ondry let his fingers caress the back of Liam’s neck.

“You
looked to me for every answer like a child or a palteia.

I tried to ignore my
growing need to care for you, but more

than one older trader informed me that
 you were

manipulating me and my youthful ignorance.”

“They were wrong. I never did.”

“And they know that now. Now I can call them fools

often and
for a very long time. Palteia are so very rare and

valued, and they were
 looking one in the eyes and not



seeing the beauty in front of them. I like
 making others

jealous. So I can promise to always teach you, Liam.”

“And if I really screw up and you need to punish me, be

fair.” Liam blurted that last one out before he could lose his

nerve.

That seemed to make Ondry think. “I am unlikely to do

more
than chain you to a wall, Liam. Were you to act in a

way to earn any punishment
 more serious, I would likely

take you to the grandmothers, and no one can say
 what

they will do.”

Liam nodded and closed his eyes. “That’s fair. And I’ll

try
 to avoid screwing up badly enough for you to take me

back there, because my
head still hurts.”

“I’ll get you some water.”

“I thought I was supposed to be serving you,” Liam

called as
Ondry got up.

“You can make up for it when you don’t look pale

enough to
 die at any moment,” Ondry answered before

heading out of the room.

Liam snorted. “You’re purple. I’m always going to look

pale
 as death next to you,” he muttered more to himself

than anyone else.

“Here.” Ondry stepped back down into the nest and

offered
 Liam water. Propping himself up on one elbow,

Liam drank gratefully. “Are you
uncomfortable when I serve

you?” Ondry asked, crouching instead of settling
 back

down into the bed.

“Yes.”

Ondry laughed. “Spoken like a true palteia. Follow the

rule
 about not running well enough to go unchained, and

you can serve me.” Liam
 finished his water, and Ondry

reclaimed the glass.

“Deal,” Liam agreed. He tried to sit up, but the curved

side
 of the nest meant he slid down to the bottom along



with a number of pillows
before he could push himself up.

“You could go to the human base without me.”

“After yesterday? No. I think not.”

Liam could feel his face heat with embarrassment. He

had no
idea why he’d tried so hard to run, but in retrospect

it’d been stupid. Even if
 he’d made it to the base, he

wouldn’t have received a warm welcome.

Ondry sat next to him. “Why do you want to avoid

humans?”

Liam sighed and pulled his leg up so he could play with

the
 silver cuff. “Everything I told you yesterday—if you

were going to tell another
Rownt that story, how would you

tell it?”

“What is said in the temple is private. I would not tell

your story.”

Liam looked over. “Consider it a linguistic exercise.

How
would you tell the story?”

Ondry’s eyes narrowed. “You were young and managed

to trade your
body, which must be difficult considering that

every human has one to trade and
 many offer theirs to

others for free. It sounds a lot like the folktale of a
trader

so skilled he could sell air, so that would take some effort to

convince
anyone of its veracity. You were a palteia, and you

served a man for several
years, but your chilta traded you

out to others until your loyalties fractured,
 and you ran.

And then you could not trust others, so you buried your

palteia
nature until you met a Rownt so insightful that he

saw through your disguise
 and took you to the

grandmothers and claimed you as his own. And he could do

that because for five years he had courted you to show you

that he was a great
trader who you could trust to provide

and protect.”

Liam nodded. He’d suspected as much, but hearing his

story
in those words hit him harder than he’d expected. He



swallowed down the emotion
 that rose up as he realized

Ondry didn’t blame him for any of it.

“You’re turning that color that makes me worry about

your health
again.” Ondry reached out and laid a hand on

Liam’s bare leg.

With a shrug, Liam let his hand rest on Ondry’s. The

contrast in colors was shocking, but Liam realized he’d

actually grown so used
to the darker Rownt skin that it was

his own that he found unfamiliar.

“My people, or at least a lot of them, would say that

there
 was a boy who was so scared and weak that he

couldn’t protect himself, and he
let himself be abused and

hurt.”

Ondry gave a whine of distress, but he didn’t interrupt.

“This boy listened to a con man who promised him the

world,
 but everyone knows con men never follow through

on their promises, so either
the boy liked to be hurt, or he

was just stupid, but he let this man hurt him.
He was dirty

—he let men do things to him that are sexually taboo—and

that
dishonor soaked into the boy’s skin.

“Finally the boy had enough, and he ran. But that

dishonor
 followed him, and now he was a psychological

mess of a man who only met the
 psych requirements

because during war the army only needs someone to shoot

straight. He whored out his body for protection and food on

the front, and when
he discovered that everyone looked at

him like a piece of dirt, he finally
 learned to keep his legs

closed…except maybe for when he was drunk. And now the

piece of shit has been captured by an alien race, and

they’re probably getting
human secrets out of him because

he’s such a worthless piece of crap that he’ll
 do anything

for a bit of affection and some cheap promise.”

Liam had kept his eyes on the nest, but when he looked

over,
Ondry was human-pale. For a time they just looked at



each other. Eventually
 Ondry blew out a heavy breath. “I

dislike humans.”

“Not all humans are like that. Lieutenant Spooner isn’t.

Gina isn’t.”

“Colonel Thackeray is,” Ondry countered.

Liam nodded. That’s exactly how Thackeray saw him,

which
probably explained why he’d been trying to get rid of

Liam. “Lieutenant Spooner
 tried to get me to qualify for

officer training. He told me that I was the best
 linguist he

had ever worked with and that he would sponsor my

request.”

“But you’re palteia.” Ondry sounded confused.

“That doesn’t have a translation into English,” Liam

pointed
out. “But he thought I was smart, and he didn’t see

any dishonor in me, and I
 suspect he saw enough of my

psych profile to at least guess at some of my past.
But he

didn’t hold it against me.”

Ondry pulled Liam close in a one-armed hug. “Then I

won’t
 hate Lieutenant Spooner, but I plan to be

unreasonable with that eggless,
 grandmotherless

Thackeray.”

“Hate away, only maybe you can avoid mentioning the

specifics of my past.”

“I can,” Ondry promised in a solemn voice. “What I will

not
 do is take you over there without a leash. I plan to

remind you where your
 loyalties are until you remember

them as easily as you breathe, and I will not
negotiate that

rule.”

Liam still didn’t like the idea of his former coworkers

seeing him leashed like a dog, but disobeying Ondry didn’t

feel possible. He
nodded and held out his leg for Ondry to

start locking the pieces in place. “On
your stomach,” Ondry

ordered after finishing the knee straps. Liam felt his
cock

starting to harden as he went to his knees on the pillows



and then lay
down on his stomach. Like before, Ondry knelt

between Liam’s open legs to work
 on the higher thigh

strap, and Liam groaned into his pillow.

“Are you ill?” Ondry rested his hand on the swell of

Liam’s
ass as he asked that, his thumb angling dangerously

close to Liam’s unprotected
hole.

“I’m fine,” Liam answered, his words muffled in the

pillow.
He was going to become a champion masturbator at

this rate. “I just have to
pee.”

“I’ll hurry,” Ondry promised, lifting Liam by his hips

and
casually turning him. And again, Ondry ended up nose

to cock with Liam’s
genitals. The way the belt attached, it

was almost necessary, but it did make
 this awkward.

Humming, Ondry got the last of the straps locked on, and

Liam
trembled with a need to move, to thrust, to get thrust

into—at this point, any
sort of sexual attention would work.

“Come on.” Ondry took one end of the leash and helped

Liam
to his feet. The smooth curve of the nest and the slick

pillows conspired
 against Liam’s trembling legs, and he

had some trouble climbing up to the main
 floor without

falling on his nose, but Ondry caught his arm and pulled

him up.

“I can go by myself,” Liam said as they reached the

door to
the waste room. A trench that was almost toilet-like

ran down one wall and into
the floor, but Liam couldn’t pee

if his life depended on it. However, five
minutes of privacy

would fix that.

“No,” Ondry said in an utterly firm voice.

Liam groaned as he looked down at his traitorous cock.

Grabbing it, he tried to pee, but all he could think about

was thrusting into
his hand, and he was not doing that with

Ondry watching.

“Is something broken?” Ondry suddenly sounded

concerned.



“Nope. Normal human problem,” Liam
 reassured him.

Yep, perfectly normal when the copulation
system and the

urination system used the same damn pipes. Liam had read

more than one species’ snickering comments about that

design flaw. Learning
 insults was basic training for

linguists, even self-taught linguists studying
 off an army

manual.

“Are you sure?”

“Yep. Absolutely.”

Ondry grunted, but he didn’t comment. “One more

rule,” he said.
 “If a female chooses me, you have to

understand that I do want to spread my
genetic material to

strong females, even if it is not a pleasant experience. So

do not assume that anything is wrong if some old

grandmother grabs my tail.”

And that was enough to break the spell. Liam’s cock

immediately softened, and the pee came right out.

“And if some young female grabs my tail, she may find

herself flat on her back with my boot on her chest for

trying. But either way,
you do not need to worry about me. I

know that anyone who takes my genetic
 material does so

because they find it superior and hope to lay eggs with it.”

“I doubt I’d enjoy watching,” Liam said drily.

“Well, as long as you’re on the leash, I doubt it would

happen. So when the day comes, you can turn your back.”

Liam nodded. He’d follow the rule even if he fucking

hated
it.

“Let’s get you dressed and head over to the human

base.”
Ondry paused. “Is there anything you can wear that

would indicate high status?”

“Like jewelry?” Liam asked.

Ondry’s eyes lit with pleasure.

“Oh no. Whores who get paid well
wear jewelry.” Well,

the rich did as well, but Liam would never be mistaken for



wealthy.

“Perhaps one or two pieces? A neckpiece or a wrist

piece?” Ondry turned toward the
shelves in his room so fast

that he pulled the leash tight, and Liam had to
 hurry to

catch up. Ondry reached to the top and felt around before

coming down
with a box. “The young like to show off, but

then the mature who
have a palteia like to show off as well,

so it works.” Ondry opened the box to
 show a pair of

polished wrist cuffs inlaid with jewels and a subtle
leopard-

spot pattern done in contrasting metals. In the center of

each was one
large white stone.

“I would have traded them away, but I personalized

them. I
 think I kept them all these years as a reminder of

the silly things we do when
we’re trying to impress others,”

Ondry admitted. “It’s so much better to be
 yourself and

have people simply impressed because of your undeniable

talent.”

Ondry was either teasing or very sure of himself. Liam

couldn’t decide which, but he took one of the decorative

cuffs Ondry offered.
 They looked a little large, but they

were certainly human-sized.

“There’s no way you could fit in these.” Liam held them

up
against Ondry’s thick arms.

“I couldn’t have been more than sixty or seventy when I

bought those. Trust me, they fit back then. I think I wore

them for twenty
years straight.” Ondry smiled. “And then I

figured out that I had wasted credit
 that I could have put

toward trading. I’ve bought quality art since then, but
I’ve

installed it in the temple where it belongs.”

“You have?”

“That’s one of the ways to gain status, but you’ll learn

all
about us.” Ondry took Liam’s arm in his hand and used

the hidden hinge to open
 the cuff and wrap it around

Liam’s wrist. “That looks beautiful.”



Liam had to agree. He watched Ondry put the cuff on

his
 other wrist and then lifted his hands several times to

feel the weight of them.
 “You are letting me wear clothes

too, right?”

“Given your species’ strange attitudes toward sex and

bodies, I plan to insist on it,” Ondry said. He tossed a shirt

Liam’s way. Liam
hesitated. Wearing only the leash and the

cuffs was oddly erotic. If nothing
else, he’d have a rich vein

of masturbation material to mine once Ondry let him
 use

the bathroom by himself. But for now, he definitely wanted

clothes before
heading to meet with the colonel.
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Chapter Eight

By the time they were walking down the path toward

the human
base, Liam felt like a different man. Ondry had

given Liam a vibrant shirt with
 a crisscrossing pattern in

white, and the cuffs shone in the light.

A number of Rownt stopped to greet them warmly. True

to his
word, Ondry did tease one trader about going blind if

he couldn’t recognize a
palteia two feet in front of his nose.

The older man huffed, but he also gave
Liam a small smile

as he passed.

“Told you they’d be jealous,” Ondry said loud enough

for the
man to hear.

But Liam hadn’t worried about the Rownt reaction; the

human
one fucking terrified him. They stopped in sight of

the square human buildings
 and the wide swatch of dirt

and rock burned black by the shuttles. After just
 three

days, the sight seemed alien.

Ondry chose a tree with spreading branches and

hoisted
 himself up onto one. His perch was high enough

that it pulled the leash taut,
and Liam had to stand directly

under him. “Do you want up?” Ondry held his hand
out.

“I prefer two feet on the ground,” Liam said. The

branch was
only four or five feet up, but it was enough for

Liam to worry about the fall
 if the tree couldn’t hold the

weight of both of them. So instead he shifted
 from foot to

foot, each time pulling at the leash a little harder to feel the

straps all tightening around his leg. He didn’t have to

worry about the colonel
because he was Ondry’s. The leash

was proof of that, and for the first time,
Liam was grateful

he didn’t have to face his people without it.

Ondry reached out to catch Liam by the back of the

neck, and
 Liam looked over to see Lieutenant Spooner



coming out the gates. “Why would he
come?” Ondry asked.

“I have no idea. He’s second-ranking officer, but if they

were sending an officer for high-level talks, they should

have sent Thackeray.
If they suspect you’re dangerous and

don’t want to risk Thackeray, they should
 send a lower-

ranked trader.”

“You were their only trader,” Ondry pointed out, but

Liam
shook his head.

“Craig is listed on the mission as a trader. He just

volunteered to do any duty I got assigned in return for me

taking his trade
assignments.”

Ondry huffed. “Interesting.”

Spooner came within a hundred feet and stopped. Liam

could
 see Gina standing at the gates to the base, a long

weapon in hand, the gun’s
 barrel pointed skyward.

“Sergeant Munson, are you okay?” Spooner asked.

Liam opened his mouth, not sure what to say, but

Ondry’s
 fingers tightened against his pulse point, and he

quieted.

Dropping down out of the tree, Ondry took a step

forward so
he stood between Liam and the lieutenant. “He

is safe. And I will tell you this
 because our customs are

different. For you to name him
 by human rank after the

grandmothers transferred him to my care is an insult.
He is

Liam. He is not Sergeant Munson, and he will never be

Sergeant Munson
 again. If you wish to address him with

status, he is Liam, palteia to Ka-Ondry
of the line of Chal,

primary trader for the Tura Coalition of Mines, first

graduate of the Brarownt Academy and holder of

certificates of excellence from
four grandmothers.”

Lieutenant Spooner seemed to need some time to think

about
that. Liam could only see glances of the lieutenant as

he tried to look around
Ondry, but the body language was

all wrong.



“Ondry?” Liam called softly,
 touching the small of

Ondry’s back. When that elicited no response, Liam let
his

fingers move down to brush across Ondry’s tail. If holding a

tail could
mean trust, Liam needed some trust here.

Ondry half turned and looked over his shoulder.

“Something’s wrong. Let me ask him in English,” Liam

asked.

Ondry glanced back toward Spooner and then toward

Liam again
before he seemed to reach some decision in his

head. From his lippy look, he
wasn’t happy, though. “I take

my responsibility to protect Liam seriously. If
you say or do

anything to hurt him physically or emotionally, I will ask

permission to declare a feud.”

Liam wasn’t sure that translated, so he added his own

English version. “He’s a little overprotective. When he

threatens a blood feud
if you hurt me, he means it. He will

attack if he thinks he has cause, and he’s
not a big fan of

humans right now, which is a problem because he’s our

largest
 trading partner.” Liam pressed himself against

Ondry’s back, hiding in his
 shadow until the two males

came to a decision.

It took a long time, but Spooner eventually answered. “I

wouldn’t hurt you, Liam. Ondry, I am deeply upset at the

insults and misunderstandings.”

Ondry huffed. Reaching around, he caught the trailing

leash
 and pulled Liam around to his front, a hand still

resting on Liam’s arm.

Immediately, Liam could see Spooner’s gaze travel to

that
chain.

“We have a cultural misunderstanding here,” Liam

started.
“And really, Colonel Thackeray is at the center of it,

so you might want to
have him out here for it. Otherwise,

the Rownt aren’t likely to see this matter
as settled.”



“I relieved him of duty. He’s sitting in the brig, and

Command has upheld my decision. A shuttle is inbound.”

Liam sucked in a breath, and Ondry’s arm slipped

around his
waist, supporting him.

Spooner took a step forward. “Liam, Thackeray had no

right
 to order you into the temple or even to agree to go

without more information on
the nature of the meeting, but

he certainly had no right to order you to break
protocol and

ingest untested materials.”

“Yet you allowed this,” Ondry said coldly.

Spooner’s body stiffened.

“He couldn’t stop it if it was only me in danger,” Liam

said
 softly. “I’m not enough for Command to issue a

demotion. What did he do,
lieutenant?”

Surprisingly, Ondry answered. “The night I took you

from the
 temple, he tried saying that you were his. He

denied the judgment of the
 grandmothers, and when one

moved into his path, he tried to shove past her.”

“He…” Liam stopped. He didn’t have the words to

describe
that sort of stupidity.

“She showed him how easily a grandmother can pull a

tail,”
Ondry said with some humor.

“Three broken ribs, a concussion, and an involuntary

retirement with no pension,” Lieutenant Spooner agreed.

“Good. I had wondered if your people would allow that

insult.”

Spooner paled some, but Liam gave him credit. He

pushed
 gamely on. It couldn’t be easy for an academic.

Protocol confined Spooner to the
 base where he studied

vids and scrolls of Rownt without actually interacting
with

them. Unlike Liam, Spooner was too valuable to risk losing,

so he stayed
 safely inside human territory and talked to

Rownt over the communications
 network. In person, they



were a little intimidating. “He had issues, and I
understand

your concerns, but Liam is one of ours.”

“No, he’s not.” Ondry’s voice had a bit of growl in it,

and
 the arm around Liam’s waist tightened. “The

grandmothers have heard the
 testimony, and your treaty

calls for Rownt justice in cases of local laws being
broken.”

Ondry had to resort to several English words, and they

sounded harsh
against the Rownt dialect.

“Okay, what laws did Liam break? I’m sure we can fix

this.”
 Spooner sounded so calm, but something in Liam

jerked back from that quick
 condemnation. Spooner

thought he’d broken the laws. As much as Spooner liked

him, some underlying suspicion made him assume the

worst.

“I didn’t break any laws,” Liam said, studying his

former officer
 through new eyes. Had everyone always

assumed the worst of him—looked at his
 files and at the

medical reports from when he’d joined and just figured he

was
 some piece of Earth trash? “The Rownt believe in

protecting those who serve
 faithfully, even in the face of

unreasonable demands. They saw enough of me to
believe

that I was faithful—that I was a hard worker
 who did my

best, and Thackeray bent the customs by publicly

humiliating me and
questioning my trades, but he outright

broke the law by intentionally putting
 me at risk because

he wanted something for himself.” That wasn’t entirely

truth, but it was as close as Liam planned to come.

Spooner blinked, surprised by that. “But…” He looked

back
down at the leash.

Ondry’s voice turned deadly. “Liam is more faithful than

his
 species. He would have returned to you. He tried to

return to you, even after
Thackeray clearly broke the law. I

plan to keep him leashed until he remembers
 that he is

ours now, and you have no claim to him. Were you to try

and take
 him, the grandmothers would declare war as



surely as if you were to kidnap me.
And personally, I almost

hope you do try because I will kill you for even
 touching

him.” His angular features took on new dimensions as

Ondry showed his
 teeth. They were predator’s teeth, the

sharp eye teeth resembling fangs far
more than the human

canines. Liam reached out and rested his hand on Ondry’s

forearm.

Liam tried to sound calm in the face of rising

aggressions.
 “Lieutenant, it is far too late to undo what

Thackeray started. Bring a new
trader or get Craig to take

the shifts, and you’ll find the Rownt will still
trade. But I’m

not coming back. When I do trade again, I’ll be trading for

Ondry.”

Spooner took another step closer. “Ondry, can I have a

few
minutes alone with Liam? Please?”

“No.”

Spooner stopped and frowned.

“I give up any claim to my military preference and any

rank.
 Willingly,” Liam said. “I won’t be back to ask for a

berth on a ship, and I
won’t press any charges. It’s over.”

“But are you safe?”

For the first time, Liam realized Spooner really would

make
the stupidest decision in the world if he thought Liam

were in danger. It was
more than most people would do for

a sergeant from a backwater planet.

“Yes, I’m safe. No, there’s nothing coercive or sexual in

the relationship, and yes, the Rownt truly do have cultural

rules this
inflexible when it comes to what they perceive as

abuse of subordinates. You
may want to warn Command of

that before they lose another trader.” Liam smiled.
 Now

that the Rownt knew humans could follow without ever

feeling a need to
lead, more Rownt might be on the lookout

for a palteia.

“Corporal, did you copy that?”



Gina’s voice came through the radio. “Legally
recorded,

sir.”

Liam looked down the path toward Gina, who still stood

at the
gates. When she saw him, she raised her arm to him.

Liam returned the gesture.
 Hopefully she understood he

was saying good-bye to everyone and she’d pass it
on.

“I am out of patience. I have trades waiting,” Ondry

announced, and in the Rownt tradition, he turned and

walked away without
 another word. Liam found it

surprisingly easy to do the same.
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Chapter Nine

As much as Ondry claimed to have trades, he seemed to

spend
most of the day wandering the town, leaning on trees

and pulling Liam close
 every time a familiar face came

near. Liam had the impression he was being
shown off.

A few people Liam knew by name teased him about his

aborted
 run at freedom. Ondry certainly took his share of

barbs over that, but he
 handled them with mock

indignation and a creative well of insults that never
seemed

to run dry. But nothing seemed to dull his pleasure at

reminding
everyone he had claimed a palteia.

By the time they returned home, Liam was tired, and

his
cheeks ached from smiling. He didn’t even know human

cheeks could ache, but his
 face was definitely feeling the

strain. Despite that, he couldn’t stop smiling.
Maybe he was

discovering a masochistic streak.

“You smell happy.” Ondry snuffed at Liam’s neck before

giving it a quick swipe with his tongue. He wrapped his

arm around Liam’s
stomach again, and Liam didn’t know if

it was the privacy or the tongue against
his warm skin or

just the fact that he felt good, but his cock hardened. And

as
long as he was wearing the leash, he wasn’t going to get

any private time in the
 bathrooms. He groaned in

frustration.

“You smell…” Ondry gave Liam’s neck another lick.

“I don’t know about you, but I am tired,” Liam said. If

he
 couldn’t masturbate and he wasn’t getting fucked, he

really needed to give his
 cock some space to calm down.

The idiotic thing was entirely too fond of Ondry,

considering there was no way to make human and Rownt

biology match up.



When he pushed against Ondry’s arm, Ondry released

him. Of
course, Liam still couldn’t get more than three feet

away since he had the
leash on.

“Do you like wearing the leash?” Ondry asked.

“What?” Liam chose stalling rather than honesty, but

the
next thing he knew, he was pressed against the wall of

Ondry’s front room, a
 shelf pressed into the small of his

back and Ondry pinning his shoulders. And
 now Liam’s

idiotic cock was even more confused.

“You pull against it, feel it on your skin. Why?”

“Because—”

“Lie, and I will take you back to the grandmothers, and

they
 have limited patience for those who abuse the

temple.”

Liam closed his mouth with a click of teeth.

Ondry used his body to press into Liam, pinning him

tightly,
and that just happened to put Ondry’s thigh right up

against Liam’s hardening
 cock. “Tell me.” Ondry leaned

down and nipped at Liam’s shoulder.

“I like knowing you’re holding it,” Liam confessed.

Ondry eased back and ran a finger over Liam’s throat.

“Whether you are leashed or not, you are my palteia, and I

will always be
holding you. But if you enjoy the reminder, I

may find cause the use the leash
 more than strictly

necessary. Now we can go to bed.” He turned and headed

into
the bedroom, and wearing the leash Liam had to follow

even though he was damn
close to coming in his pants like

a teenager. Ondry had stripped off his shirt
 and shoes

before he turned and noticed Liam standing.

“Bed, which requires naked. Sorry,
 I’m tired,” Liam

said, making an excuse as he started stripping off his

clothing. It’s not like Ondry would recognize sexual

attraction. Actually,
 given what Liam understood about

Rownt biology, the man would probably be
confused as hell



at the thought that Liam was attracted. He had gotten

down to
 the leash and cuffs before Ondry turned with the

wooden box.

Liam fumbled to get the cuffs off, his hard cock bobbing

in
the air.

“Those look good on you,” Ondry said. “There’s

something
 about seeing you decorated with one white

stone that I truly enjoy.”

Liam closed his eyes as that praise made his cock

twitch.
 But if he had to give up the leash and having

someone pin him down and hold him
close, or if he had to

give up sex, he could give up sex much more easily.
Well,

easier. He was going to be getting very friendly with his

hand.

“Let’s get the leash off,” Ondry said, leading Liam to

the
nest and urging him down into it before picking up the

ankle cuff. Liam looked
over, and the magnet sculpture he’d

used before was conspicuously absent.

“I wouldn’t try and escape again.”

“I know,” Ondry said. “But you don’t know when your

fears
will hunt you down, and I happen to enjoy the thought

of you chained to my
nest.”

Liam grunted. Okay, strike one on getting a free pass to

a
 private bath. Ondry tugged at Liam’s hand, pulling him

down into the pillows,
 and Liam moaned in self-pity. The

worst part was when Ondry unfastened the
belly strap and

upper thigh. Two minutes. He only had to endure two

minutes.

Ondry started working the locks on the belt with a

magnetic
key, a much more sophisticated form of magnet-

locking mechanism than the ankle
 cuff. The locks came

open, but Ondry didn’t move. “You are larger than usual,”

he said, poking at Liam’s erection.



Liam involuntarily gasped and thrust up toward that

touch.

“Liam?” Ondry sounded downright alarmed.

“It’s an erection,” Liam explained once he caught his

breath
 again. This was beyond embarrassing, and still he

was hard.

“Really? This is long enough to
 reach the female

reproductive tract?” Ondry’s eyes were wide with disbelief

or
maybe just curiosity. The lights were low in their room,

but still Liam didn’t
think Ondry needed to lean in quite so

close just to stare at his cock.

“We tend to lay on each other when we have sex.” Liam

tried
hard to not feel offended. It wasn’t as if a human lover

had implied he was
 small. No lover had ever made that

particular accusation. Compared to the Rownt
 anatomy,

human erections must require a microscope to even see.

When a person
was used to an erection the size of a third

leg, the human anatomy just didn’t
 cut it. Liam had a

moment of near hysteria as he considered what would

happen
 if the Rownt ever saw Craig’s stash of porn. All

those men stroking their cocks
 while calling themselves

some variation of “huge”—it would probably have a good

run as a comedy show.

Instead of pushing Liam over to his side, Ondry lifted

his
leg and unlocked the thigh strap blindly. Unfortunately,

that also led to a
whole lot of fumbling, and when Ondry’s

fingers brushed over Liam’s hole, he
 was pretty sure his

was going to come all over Ondry’s face. Finally the lock

gave, and Ondry pulled the straps free.

“If I continued to touch it, would you produce genetic

material?” Ondry asked as he made quick work of the

straps around Liam’s knee
and ankle. He tossed the leash

to the side.

“Oh yes.”



Ondry reached out and ran a finger along the shaft.

“Will it
hurt you?”

Liam gasped as Ondry’s fingers tightened against the

shaft. “Definitely not. Humans. Sex. Pleasure, remember?”

“That does appear to be pleasurable.”

“Absolutely,” Liam said. Arching his back, he cried out

as
 the stimulation made every nerve sing. Ondry laid his

free hand across Liam’s
 arms, pinning both down to the

ground, and Liam really started humping up into
 the air.

The helplessness hit his submissive streak so hard that he

almost came
right then.

“How does nonreproductive copulation work?”

“Now?” Liam’s voice broke like an
 adolescent boy’s.

“You want a biology lesson on human genitals now?” He

panted
the words out because Ondry’s curious fingers had

moved down to trace around
Liam’s balls.

“Do males only copulate with females?”

Liam gasped. “No,” he finally managed to get out.

“Do you just use tactile stimulation of the penis, or are

there other erogenous zones?” Ondry looked down at Liam

with eyes so wide with
curiosity that it startled Liam.

“Can we talk about this later?”

“Later you will get strangely silent about things which

your
culture deems taboo. I want to play with this and give

you pleasure,” Ondry
 explained as if it were the most

natural thing in the world—the most logical
 even. “What

might a human male do to you right now?” He returned to

fingering
 Liam’s foreskin, and for a time, Liam couldn’t

even form words. He whined and
 canted his hips up in

silent supplication.

Then the hand was gone. Liam panted, the gray slowly

fading
from his vision as he blinked up at Ondry.

“You keep opening your legs as you become aroused.

Do you
have another piece of genitalia back there?” Ondry



bent down as if he was going
 to look, and Liam tried to

close his legs. Unfortunately, Rownt strength won.

Holding Liam’s wrists against his stomach with one

hand,
 Ondry still had the strength to easily push Liam’s

legs apart using a foot and
his one free hand.

“It’s not visible,” Liam finally blurted out when it looked

like Ondry might search until he found something. Ondry

was oddly twisted
 around and stretched out so he could

hold Liam down, but he looked up at that
revelation.

“Where is it?”

Liam groaned. At this point, Ondry would start doing

cavity
 searches until he found this new organ, so Liam

could tell him the truth, or he
could get probed in ways that

might not be so pleasant. He knew what he wanted,
 but

saying it wasn’t easy. The hand around his wrists tightened,

and Ondry
pushed both wrists down into Liam’s stomach,

pinning him. It was a silent
 reminder both of Ondry’s

strength and of his promise to force Liam to do
things. “You

can’t do what a human male would,” Liam tried explaining.

“A human
 male would put his penis up my rectum. If you

tried that, you’d kill me.”

“Why would they do that?” Ondry asked, that curiosity

remaining even as he eased his grip on Liam’s wrists.

“Because it would feel tighter than a
 female

reproductive tract. That would give the male pleasure.”

Ondry grabbed a shirt from the floor and wrapped it

around
Liam’s wrists before tying a tight knot. Once he had

tied Liam’s hands, he held
them in one hand and wrapped

his other hand around Liam’s neck. Intellectually,
 Liam

suspected that it was a symbolic gesture or maybe even a

way to check
 heart rate using the veins in the neck.

Emotionally, there was something both
 exciting and

terrifying at having that strong hand wrapped around his

fragile
neck.



Ondry’s thumb stroked a small section of skin just

under
Liam’s chin. “What would you gain from this?”

“Um…”

The hand around his neck tightened infinitesimally.

“The backside of the male genitals rests up against the

membrane, so that if you put something several inches into

the rectum and press
toward the center of the body, you’re

pressing into the genitals from the
 inside.” Liam blurted

the words out, his face red. It was such a ridiculous
place

to put genitals. Totally ridiculous. Most
 species thought

humans odd for having the same structure used for

urination and
copulation, and this was so much worse.

“I would not want to put a penis in there, but I can

think
of other appendages.” Ondry’s cheeks twitched with

amusement as his tail
wrapped around to skim over Liam’s

exposed stomach and then down to brush over
the sensitive

cockhead.

“Oh shit,” Liam breathed. He might have said more,

only
 snake-fast that tail curled around his cock and

squeezed. Liam shouted and
 thrust into the touch. Ondry

pushed his hands back, pinning him to the ground
 by

simply lying on him, and the gray haze of sexual need

started to cloud
Liam’s senses again.

Ondry rolled slightly to the side, still pinning Liam. Now

he stroked up over Liam’s stomach and then down to a bare

hip until Liam was
 gasping for air, and then something

probed at his ass. Liam felt his legs
pressed farther apart,

and he struggled to find the right Rownt word for what
he

needed so badly.

“Slick,” he finally blurted, his
 whole body hot with

need, and every muscle straining to come. “Needs slick to

get up there.”

“Trust me, Liam. Let go and trust me.” Ondry’s words

came
 with an odd rumbling subvocalization Liam didn’t



recognize. However, with his
whole body straining against

the need to come, he didn’t have any attention to
spare for

linguistics. Ondry’s mouth tasted Liam’s neck; his hand

teased Liam’s
cock.

Something cool touched his hole,
 and Liam threw his

head back and opened his legs farther. A slicked tail slid
up

into him, filling him, stretching those muscles. Liam gasped

as the tail
 felt like it got thicker and thicker, forcing his

muscles to stretch and yield.

Liam cried out when that touch angled into his

prostate.
 “Please,” he begged in English, his brain unable

to think in Rownt. “Please.”
He cried the word out, and the

pressure against his prostate eased. Liam sagged
 and

gasped lungfuls of air in through his mouth. But then the

swelling
returned, and Liam bucked wildly. He set his heels

into the ground, and he
thrust up as hard as he could.

The hand around his cock started moving, sliding up

and down
 until Ondry was mimicking the motions of a

thrust and jacking Liam off.
 Fireworks went off behind

Liam’s closed eyes, and he could feel himself get
 light-

headed as his body used his air faster than he could draw it

into
overheated lungs.

A warm, moist stripe trailed up his stomach, and Liam

opened
 his eyes to see Ondry sitting beside him, leaning

down to lick the sweat from
 Liam’s body. With a scream,

Liam came. White spurted from the slit of his cock,
 and

Ondry blinked several times before leaning down to taste

the cum.

Liam lay back against the pillows, boneless and unable

to
 manage more than a ragged sort of breathing. He

allowed Ondry to rearrange his
legs and settle his arms at

his side after untying him. Ondry pulled the sheet
 over

Liam’s cooling body and then vanished for a second into

the bathing room.



Closing his eyes, Liam floated on the endorphins. His

body
kept sending up little flares of pleasure, small twinges

of postorgasm spasms
 that made Liam feel like he was

floating above his body, tethered only by the
aftershocks of

intense pleasure that kept shaking his foundations.

Soon Ondry returned and slipped into the pillow nest

next to
him, hands skimming over Liam’s body. “Is the heat

normal?” he asked.

Liam hummed, and he got a rumble of amusement in

return.

“I think I shall assume that means you’re not worried.

You
are beautiful when you lose yourself to the pleasure. I

think I shall like to
do that to you often.”

Liam forced an eye open, the first tendrils of disquiet

leaking in through the haze. “I don’t want…” He stopped

and had to parse
 through his thoughts to decide what he

didn’t want.

Rolling closer so he was half on Liam, Ondry pinned

one arm
to the ground. “You don’t want what?”

Liam tried to force language back into all the right slots

in his brain. It wasn’t easy after what Ondry had done to

him. “I don’t want it
to be about my pleasure.”

Ondry’s cheeks pulled tight. “I like giving you pleasure.

You mewl nicely.”

Liam wasn’t sure that was a compliment, but he back-

burnered discussion of a person’s sex noises. “But I
want to

give you pleasure, make you feel good. Sex is mutual.”

Ondry brought Liam’s captured wrist up to his mouth

and
 sucked at the salt-sweat of his skin for a second. It

wasn’t enough to leave a
mark, but Liam squirmed anyway.

His cock would have liked to go for Act II, but
it was far too

soon.

“Sex is not pleasurable for us,” Ondry finally admitted.

“If
you were strong, or if I wanted badly to get my genetic



material into your
eggs, I would allow myself to be pushed

to my stomach before you manually
manipulated my penis

into achieving full size. You would then crouch over me,
the

head of my penis in your reproductive tract, locking on to it

with muscles
that would not release until you had ruptured

the sperm sac within my penis and
forced the sperm out. I

do not want you to even attempt any of that. Even if
 you

were strong enough to try, I fear I would hurt you badly

rather than allow
you to attempt such a thing.”

“Okay. Yuck.” Liam made a face. And here he had made

a fuss
over having a sexual organ hidden inside his rectum.

Humans had clearly won the
 reproductive lottery. “But I

want to make you feel good.”

As the postsex haze cleared, a feeling of unease was

settling into Liam’s bones.

“You want me to be sated and tired?” Ondry asked. “As

you are after sex?”

Liam nodded. “Yeah.”

Ondry tilted his head back in a gesture Liam hadn’t

seen
 before. “The custodial parent does many things to

soothe a child, things which
 as an adult we cannot trust

another Rownt do to for us. We often find comfort
in doing

for ourselves, but it is not the same.” Ondry reached up and

stroked
the muscle on either side of his trachea. He let his

fingers follow the line of
 the muscle down to where it

vanished into the breastbone. His eyes slowly
 closed, and

Liam’s fingers itched to try it. His postcoital haze

evaporated as
 he watched Ondry’s body respond to the

stimulation. His chest muscles smoothed
out, and his face

relaxed.

“May I?” Liam asked softly.

Ondry opened his eyes and removed his hand to give

Liam
access. Liam reached up and let his fingertips brush

over the velvety skin. He
could feel the pulse just under the



surface, and he followed that down to a
 point halfway

between Ondry’s chin and shoulder blades. His fingers

explored a
small bump.

“Fora,” Ondry said
slowly, his voice almost slurring and

his eyes closed. Liam let his fingers
 explore both sides of

the throat, but only one had that little bump. Moving
down,

he found the place where muscle ran under skin and then

down to the first
touch of bone as the breast started. Ondry

was making a soft rumble as Liam ran
the back of his finger

up the same path.

“You’re so warm,” Ondry whispered. “So
very warm.”

“Is this the only zone?”

“There is another on the back of the neck.” That came

only
after the slightest of pauses.

Liam leaned in and placed a kiss against the soft skin.

“I
 can explore another day,” he whispered, watching the

tiny hairs contract as his
warm breath danced over them.

Ondry arched his neck out farther, and Liam
 opened his

mouth to breathe more warmth against the skin. Then

using his thumb,
he smoothed down all those tiny hairs that

had risen.

“You are my palteia. You may explore what you like,”

Ondry
said as he rolled over onto his stomach. “Of course,

if I think your
exploration exhibits a desire to return to old

ways, I can also leash you and
chain you to the wall until

you remember I am your chilta.”

The threat made Liam smile. There was something to

be said
for having someone like you so much they chained

you to a wall. For someone
else, that would be abuse, but

Liam had indulged in guilty fantasies of
submitting to some

strong male for so long it felt more like security. He

definitely wouldn’t pass psych again even if he lost his mind

and tried going
back. “You can chain me anytime you like,



and you don’t need an excuse,” Liam
 confessed. It was

easier confessing such a thing to a man’s back.

“And I shall. Your need to be forced into that which is

healthy for you gives me many thoughts on how to perform

such a duty as your
 chilta,” Ondry murmured into the

pillow, but Liam didn’t answer. He didn’t want
 to discuss

his happiness. He wanted to make Ondry feel good.

Liam ran his hands up Ondry’s shoulders to the point at

which his neck started, and there he found that same

velvety skin. Ondry’s back
muscles smoothed over as Liam

explored the soft skin to the spot just under the
 swell of

Ondry’s skull. That distant rumble started again, and Liam

lost
himself in the slow stroke of fingers over velvet and the

sight of Ondry’s
muscles slowly relaxing. The plane of his

back turned from a roadmap of muscle
 and bone to a

smooth surface, the deep purple of his skin nearly shining

in the
low light.

Liam leaned in and kissed the back of Ondry’s neck.

When the
skin contracted so that all the fine hairs rose up

to tickle Liam’s chin, he
kissed it again and again, trailing

kisses down the neck until he reached the
 top of Ondry’s

back again. When he finished, he could see all the hairs

catch
 the dim, slanted light so they almost formed a halo

over Ondry’s neck. With
 soft strokes, Liam coaxed each

hair back down only to kiss another trail down
the opposite

side of Ondry’s spine.

“This is so much more enjoyable than sex,” Ondry said,

his
words still slurring. “I could let you do this all night.”

Liam felt a heat in the center of his chest that warmed

him
 more than any orgasm. He suddenly thought back to

all the times Ondry had
touched his neck, wrapped fingers

around it so that Liam felt collared. Comfort. He’d been

comforting Liam.

“I would do this for you all night,” Liam whispered, his

lips centimeters from Ondry’s neck so that the warm air



drifted over his skin.

Ondry shifted around, rolling on to his back and then

wiggling back into the center of the nest before slipping a

hand around Liam’s
waist.

“Then we would both be very tired in the morning.”

“Do all palteia do this?” Liam asked as he let his fingers

trace lines down Ondry’s neck.

“Touch intimately? Most,” Ondry agreed. “Adults

copulate
 with each other, but only a palteia is trusted at

one’s neck.” His cheeks
 tightened, pulling his eyes into a

more narrow shape that Liam was starting to
recognize as

affection.

“The translation isn’t follower,” Liam said softly. “I

never
 was very good at being a follower. I resented my

leaders for being stupid.”

“Your former leaders are stupid,” Ondry said,

emphasizing
 the word former as he tightened his arm

around Liam’s waist.

“Maybe. But I spent lots of time
when I was young not

following anyone, but in my heart I always wanted to find

someone…someone I could trust, I could serve. I wanted to

make someone happy.
 More than anything, I wanted

someone who would tell me what I needed to do in
order to

make him happy.”

“Palteia are born palteia,” Ondry agreed, playing with

Liam’s hair.

“The word is submissive,” Liam said. “You took me

because
I’m a submissive.”

Ondry considered that for a second. “I dislike the

association with the linguistic root ‘sub.’ I do not think that

is a good
translation.”

Liam laid his head on Ondry’s chest and closed his

eyes.
“Yes, it’s the perfect translation,” he said. “My people

just don’t respect
those who choose the path.”



Ondry gave a little whine. “Your people are idiots, and I

shall never allow you to step onto any human world again.”

“Okay,” Liam agreed easily. For a second, he could hear

Ondry’s quick little breaths as the man scented him.

Confusion.
Disbelief. But the fact was Liam had no interest

in
going back to a human world again. He was Ondry’s, and

that was where he would
stay.

Eventually Ondry’s snuffing settled down, and the man

started to make a low subvocalization that echoed though

Liam’s head as he lay
on Ondry’s chest. The sound soothed

him, and Liam fell asleep to the gentle
 rumble of his

dominant’s softly vocalized contentment.
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Chapter Ten

Liam stirred, and several cool links of chain came to

rest
 against his calf. Groaning at the intrusion into his

sleep, he tried to turn
over only to have Ondry’s arm slide

around his waist and tug him closer.

Sighing, Liam pressed into that strength. Slanted

beams of
light streamed in through the window, and he let

his eyes drift closed again.
 His narrow bunk and silent

room in the human base were gone…probably assigned to

someone else who was inbound. Some other soldier had

escaped the Civil War and
would enjoy sitting in a square

room watching Craig’s porn. He would play cards
with the

others, and he would make rude comments about Gina and

get threatened
in return.

Liam would rather have a warm nest with Ondry.

Ondry shifted and stroked Liam’s side. Pulling his hand

out
from between their bodies, Liam ran fingers up Ondry’s

arm. Ondry’s skin felt
 slightly cool to the touch, cool and

dry and so very soft. Liam smiled when Ondry’s
tail flipped

up onto Liam’s hip.

Liam offered a sleepy, “Good morning.”

“May the sun bring opportunities,” Ondry said. His tail

curled around Liam’s thigh, and Liam’s cock ached in the

best ways. For the
 first time in a long time, he allowed

himself to live in that delicious ache as
he served his lover.

After swearing an oath to protect himself better—to hide

his true nature—sex had become fast and hard. He came,

but he never let his
needs out of their carefully constructed

prison. Sometimes he felt like his sex
was little more than

masturbation.

But now, Liam trailed a finger up the center of Ondry’s

neck
 toward those pleasure spots. He still didn’t know if



fora meant the small bump
 or the erogenous zones as a

whole, and he didn’t care. He just wanted to see
 Ondry

happy and sated. He needed to serve someone and trust

that his service
wouldn’t be used against him. He wanted to

feel the ache of his own neglected
needs and know he had

the strength to put someone else’s pleasure before his
own.

Liam let his fingers skim the edge of that tender skin,

and
 Ondry made a little trilling noise before catching

Liam’s wrist in a firm grip.

“If you do that, the work will not get done. We need to

go
and see Reil today. There is a rumor that he has been

practicing a new
technique with his carvings, which always

leads to a surplus of merchandise he
finds inferior, and the

rest of the universe finds very pleasing.” Ondry rolled
away,

and Liam was left in the middle of the nest, tangled in a

light covering
with his cock aching and no chance to serve.

“You will like Reil, and I plan to make him suffer for

calling me a fool for my courtship of you.” Ondry headed

for the shelf, picking
 something up before he returned to

the nest and started unlocking Liam’s ankle
 cuff. Liam

clutched the cover to himself and tried to convince his cock

to take
not now for an answer, but Ondry took
a second to

rub small circles on Liam’s ankle, and shivers of pleasure

shot
right up Liam’s leg, making his cock all the harder.

Liam opened his mouth, ready to seduce his lover, but

Ondry
 turned away, his movements all business.

Disappointment stabbed through Liam,
but his needs were

secondary to Ondry’s. Most times, he found that sexy.

Right now, submission meant he had to take care of his

aching cock himself. “I would like some time with the toilet,

and I would
really love it if I could go in there alone,” Liam

said with his most winning
smile.

Ondry’s eyes widened, and he stared at Liam, one hand

resting against Liam’s calf, and that point of contract

slowly demanded all of
Liam’s attention. He could feel each



of Ondry’s three fingers, feel the rougher
 thumb as it

rested near his knee, feel the way Ondry’s flesh slowly

soaked up
the heat of Liam’s warmer skin.

“Why?” Ondry asked.

“Humans prefer some bodily functions be done in

private, and
 I’ve been uncomfortable with having you

watch. However, when you were more my
captor than my

lover, I put up with it. Now that you’re my lover, I would

like
to think my lover would give me a little privacy.”

Ondry’s nose widened, and Liam
could feel the heat rise

to his face. His lover/owner/friend was sniffing him.
In the

past, Liam had suspected that the Rownt were more

olfactory than humans.
 He wondered what Ondry could

smell right now.

Leaning back, Ondry studied him. “So, lovers have

different
social rules?”

“Sometimes,” Liam agreed. “Sometimes a lover is used

once
because the need for sex is too great, and then that

person is forgotten.
 However, when people choose each

other over and over, particularly in a
 monogamous

relationship, the rules change.”

“I do not know these rules. You have not provided rules

for
monogamous relationships.”

Liam had to smile at such a Rownt piece of logic. When

faced
 with ignorance, negotiate for information. The

government didn’t approve books
 with marriage because

they so often featured marital discord, and relationships

were a difficult subject to tackle in xenology. “For one, they

trust each other
a little more.”

“But you like the leash.”

Liam’s face reddened even more. At this rate, Liam was

going
 to get a first-degree burn from the heat of his own

blush.

“I will keep using the leash,” Ondry said firmly.



“Okay.” Liam swallowed as he thought about that chain

running under his loose pants. “But can I go to the

bathroom alone?”

Ondry made a little huffing noise. “There is no way out

from
 there, so if you are having some residual loyalty to

your people, it will not
help you escape again.”

Reaching out, Liam rested his hand on Ondry’s arm.

“One of
the social rules that changes is that I won’t try and

leave again, and yes, I
 like the leash.” Liam’s face burned

with that admission. “But my primary
loyalty is to you.”

“But you want privacy?”

“It’s a human thing,” Liam said honestly. Humans did

prefer
 privacy for all sorts of bodily functions, including

jerking off. And if he
didn’t jerk off, he was going to have a

very hard time walking. Either that or
 he was going to

come when Ondry put the leash on him. Now that would be

embarrassing.

With one last huff, Ondry removed his hand from Liam’s

leg,
and for the first time in days, Liam was unrestrained.

He felt odd. The spot on
his leg where Ondry had rested his

weight was uncomfortably cool, and Liam held
 the cover,

not sure what to do with his hands.

Ondry leaned back on his haunches and watched.

Slowly Liam
pulled himself upright and scooted up and out

of the nest. Still Ondry watched.

“I’ll be right in there,” Liam said, and Ondry stood.

Liam’s
 balls tightened as he realized Ondry was ready to

leap on him at the first sign
 of an attempted escape. The

fact that Ondry observed him so fiercely made Liam
want to

come right in the middle of the bedroom—come without

even touching
himself. However, since that wasn’t likely, he

turned and headed for the
bathroom.

Liam closed the door, leaning against it as he tried to

catch his breath. Right. Take care of business, and then he



could follow Ondry around without embarrassing himself.

Liam moved to the Rownt
equivalent of a toilet and took his

dick in hand. He was hard, painfully so.
 His balls were

already drawn up tight, and the head of his cock pressed

out
through the foreskin.

Liam bit down on his lip as he struggled to control a

need
 to cry out. If he did that, Ondry would be in the

bathroom in seconds. Instead
Liam swallowed his cries and

lost himself in the dark pleasure of stroking his
 cock. He

moved slowly at first, torturing himself with the pressure

and the way
the foreskin slid against the head of his cock.

He could feel the rising tidal
wave of need, and he reached

up to pull on one of his own nipples. Imagining
the feel of

the leash against his leg, he closed his eyes and pictured

Ondry
 over him, sniffing him, those strong fingers

exploring every inch until they
discovered Liam’s sensitive

nubs.

Liam stroked himself faster. Reaching between his legs,

he
gently teased his balls with one hand. With the other, he

pumped his sore cock,
 but he could feel his orgasm

receding. With a desperate mewl,
 Liam thrust his hips

forward into his fist, hoping to find release. He could
feel a

trail of sweat wandering down his back, and he was

focused on that
 instead of the dull ache of his balls. The

pain of his overly hard cock
intensified.

When Liam switched hands, the new angle sent a

frisson of
 pleasure up his spine, but then he couldn’t get

the correct angle with his left
 hand. Every thrust felt off-

center, and Liam switched back to his right hand,
 an

incipient panic starting to rise up as he realized he was

losing that sharp
edge to his lust.

“Shhhhh,” Ondry whispered in his ear, seeming to

appear out
 of nowhere and press himself to Liam’s back.

Ondry’s oversize hand rested
 against Liam’s hip, fingers

pressing into flesh, and Liam cried out wordlessly.



Tightening his fingers around Liam’s right wrist, Ondry

forced Liam’s hand
 away. The feel of that restraint made

Liam’s cock twitch, and his eyes watered
 from the

combination of lust and pain.

“Such an interesting biology, and so very beautifully

vulnerable,” Ondry murmured as he wrapped one arm

around Liam’s stomach to hold
him in place while his other

hand started mimicking the jerking motion of
Liam’s failed

efforts.

“Smoother,” Liam gasped out, and some ugly emotion

crashed
 into him, but he couldn’t stop, not when Ondry’s

movements lost the jerky
motion and started sliding up and

down. Suddenly Liam’s cock was demanding
every ounce of

blood in his body. Ondry pulled Liam closer, and Liam

grabbed at
Ondry’s arm, holding it tightly as he canted his

hips up.

Ondry closed his fist just a fraction,
and Liam cried out

as he came. Ondry held him at the wrong angle, and the

cum splattered all over the bowl and part of the wall,
but

all Liam cared about was the Herculean effort required for

him to breathe.
 Sagging in Ondry’s arms, he felt every

muscle yield. Ondry placed a kiss on
Liam’s shoulder.

“Should we return to the nest?”

“I have to pee,” Liam said. “I mean, I can’t right now,

but
in a minute or so, I will definitely need to pee.”

Ondry didn’t comment, but he continued to hold Liam’s

weight, one hand skimming over Liam’s sweat-dampened

skin. Liam reached for his
 cock, only to find that Ondry

refused to give up control. As hot as that could
be in other

circumstances, Liam felt embarrassed. He’d been trying to

take care
of things on his own, quietly. He didn’t want to

burden Ondry when Ondry definitely
 had no interest in

morning intimacy.



It took a little internal conversation, but Liam talked

himself into peeing, and Ondry directed the yellow stream

into the toilet
before shaking off the excess. Then, without

asking for Liam’s preference,
Ondry led them back to the

nest, stepping down into it, and pulling Liam with
him.

When Ondry sat, Liam ended up in his lap only because

Ondry
refused to loosen his arm around Liam’s stomach.

“You spilled more genetic material,” Ondry commented,

and
that did not sound particularly sexy.

“It sometimes happens in the morning,” Liam said with

a
shrug. Clearly he needed to make sure it didn’t happen,

but that might take
more time.

“You did not smell as happy today.”

“As when?” Liam squirmed around to get
a better look

at Ondry’s face.

“As last night.”

Honestly, Liam hadn’t enjoyed it as much. After having

Ondry’s attention, his hand seemed a sad substitute.

“Do all humans spill genetic material in the morning?”

Liam snorted. “Most would probably like to.”

“Would you like to?”

Liam turned to face the far side of the room. Rubbing a

hand
over his eyes, he tried to figure out what to say. He

felt like he’d been put
center stage for everyone to point at

and talk about. He wanted to run away.
 Ondry’s arm

around his waist didn’t allow that, though.

“What are you thinking, palteia of mine?” Ondry used

his
free hand to rub Liam’s arm.

“This shouldn’t be about what I want,” Liam blurted

out. He
 wanted to know that he was making his partner

happy, that he was serving his
partner.

“You are palteia. My needs are always central. I

understand
 that,” Ondry said, sounding confused. “What



makes you think that this has
changed?”

“You had to—” Liam stopped.

Ondry shifted, and Liam allowed himself to be turned

and
 arranged, his back settled onto pillows. The whole

time, he kept his eyes
closed. He only opened them when

Ondry rested his weight on Liam. He laid
nearly his whole

body on top of Liam so that they were nose to nose.

“I do not understand how you see the world,” Ondry

said. “I
 know that I woke to a warm palteia sharing my

nest. I allowed you to use the
toilet room alone, and I heard

noises which made me think you were unhappy.
 When I

came in, I found you trying to spill your genetic material,

and I
assisted. What in that makes you think that you’re not

my palteia?” Ondry put
his hands on either side of Liam’s

face, and the intimacy of that touch added
to his complete

helplessness under Ondry’s bulk made him shiver.

“You shouldn’t have to assist,” Liam confessed.

“Why not?”

Liam looked at Ondry’s wide dark eyes. He was utterly

focused on Liam’s face and clearly struggling to

understand, but then Liam was
struggling to explain.

“Because it should be about you, not me.”

Ondry blinked, and his eyes grew smaller as the face

muscles
relaxed. “If I help you with genetic material, does

that make you less of a
palteia?”

Liam sighed and sorted through the words in his head

and his
 feelings as he tried to find a way to explain it

without English terms, without
 even the same references

for what it meant to be submissive.

“My sexuality shouldn’t be at the center. It should be

about
you.”

“About my sexuality?” Ondry sounded
 disturbed, but

given Rownt sex, that wasn’t surprising.



“My intimate pleasure shouldn’t be at the center,” Liam

amended
himself. “I had to do that this morning. I was hard

enough that I couldn’t
 function easily without coming, but

you shouldn’t have to stop what you’re
doing to serve me

and my needs.

“So, this was not voluntary, but it was pleasurable?”

Liam sighed, not sure how to answer either of those

questions. He could have hidden in the bathroom until his

cock calmed down.
 When he’d first slept with Mort, he’d

enjoyed orgasm control. Mort would keep
 him hard and

praise him and tease him and never let him come, and Liam

had
thought he was in heaven until Mort had asked him to

play that first game with
one of his “friends.” But even back

then, the game had kept him so hard he
couldn’t leave the

apartment, and with Ondry… Liam found Ondry a lot more

attractive. He had a gentleness and a power that made

Liam’s cock ache. Unless Ondry kept him chained in the

bedroom for the next
 twenty years, masturbating was

required.

“I like you too much to really stop myself from getting

hard.” Liam felt like he was handing over the keys to a very

vulnerable part of
himself. Ondry’s cheeks tightened.

“And with humans that means
intimacy, correct?” Ondry

asked. Liam nodded. Ondry made several deep huffing

noises. “But you were hurting. The sounds you made—”

“I was having trouble coming,” Liam confessed quickly

before
 Ondry could offer a description of what that had

sounded like. “The genetic
 material wanted to come out,

but I couldn’t quite get there, and after a while,
 the

pleasure turns into pain. But you shouldn’t have to help me

when you’re
not…interested.”

Humming, Ondry ran his hand down Liam’s cheek to

rest
against his neck. His thumb traced small circles right

over the pulse point
below Liam’s chin. He seemed to take

some time to think, and as he did, he let his
 hands roam



over Liam’s neck and shoulders. He stroked Liam and made

little
 chuffs as he considered the facts. “If I had wanted

intimate pleasure, then
would you have accepted my help?”

Liam looked at the window. From the angle of the sun

through
it, they were getting a late start.

“Liam?” Ondry asked firmly. He tightened his hold

around
 Liam’s neck with one hand and used his other to

force Liam to make eye contact.
“Would you have accepted

my help more easily then?”

Liam kept his eyes focused on Ondry’s forehead. “I

don’t
want you to do it just because I want it.”

Ondry offered him a Rownt smile. “I will not. I have no

interest in intimacies in the morning because your

attention leaves me feeling
 so warm and comforted that I

would not leave any nest with you in it. Before
 long, we

would both starve. However, we are not the same. You

appear just as
coherent now as before we had intimacies. If

you would like assistance—”

Liam tried to squirm free. He failed. “I don’t want you

to
have to.”

Ondry gently squeezed Liam’s neck. “You are not a

chore I
must discharge, palteia of mine. I love seeing you

so lost in pleasure that you
can think of nothing else. I love

knowing that my presence causes you such a
 physical

reaction, and I love falling asleep curled around your

warmth with
your fingers stroking me. And in the morning,

I would like to steal your
control from you and force you to

admit that even your body knows that it is
mine, and it will

react to me even over your preferences.”

With a Rownt smile and a narrow-eyed look that

seemed almost
 sly, Ondry reached down between their

bodies to capture Liam’s cock. From the
expression on his

face, Ondry was not only very pleased with himself, but

likely to brag about how much his palteia served him. His



poor palteia couldn’t
 even control his own reaction, and

Ondry was right about that. The idea of
 Ondry being so

proud gave Liam pleasure he couldn’t describe.

Ondry started to rub the head of Liam’s cock. “I control

this,” Ondry said with a smugness Liam normally saw when

Ondry won a
 particularly profitable trade. The idea of

Ondry claiming such a personal
ownership over him made

Liam feel trapped and blissfully happy. However, even
that

intense pleasure couldn’t change the fact that he had just

come.

“I can’t get hard now,” Liam warned as Ondry

continued to
manipulate the limp organ.

“What’s different?” Ondry continued to hold Liam’s

cock, but
he stopped trying to stroke it to life.

Liam shifted uncomfortably. Ondry was holding a little

too
 tightly given that Liam wasn’t hard. “I just came, so I

can’t come again for a
while.”

“Really?” Letting go of Liam, Ondry
shifted to the side

and looked at Liam’s soft cock as it lay against its nest
of

curls. “And this is normal? Would you return to full size for

someone else?”

Liam narrowed his eyes. Was that jealousy? He rested

his
 hand on Ondry’s shoulders. “Biologically, it is

impossible for me to recover so
 quickly. Outside the

limitations of human anatomy, my body will always react to

you.”

“So, human anatomy limits you in the production of

genetic
material. It is the same for us. Does that mean you

are also limited in how you
receive pleasure?”

“My um…” Liam cleared his throat. This was easier to

discuss
when he needed to come so badly that nothing else

mattered.

“Genitals?” Ondry guessed.

Liam nodded. “They get sore.”



“But you still smell of pleasure.” Ondry reached for

Liam’s
cock again, only this time he moved his hand more

slowly, fingers gently
teasing. “Is this not enjoyable?”

Liam’s breath caught as he realized he did enjoy the

slower
more gentle approach. “I still can’t get hard.”

“What will happen?” True to Rownt nature, Ondry was

in
 search of facts, and Liam knew better than most how

tenacious he could be.

“Eventually even careful handling will feel painful.”

“But you are not in pain now,” Ondry said quite firmly.

Liam
 had to agree. He wasn’t. His lax muscles were

starting to tense, and the
delicious and slow build of need

felt great.

While the interest was definitely building, Liam wasn’t

a
 teenager anymore. Reaching down, he caught Ondry’s

wrist. “You shouldn’t. We
have work.”

Rownt strength meant that Ondry simply continued his

slow,
teasing movements. “I enjoy this more. I wish to have

a nest with the scent of
 your desire, and I doubt your

assertion that this will turn painful.”

“Younger humans can come multiple times, but I’m not

some
youngling,” Liam said. From the tightening in Ondry’s

cheeks, the man was
 amused. No doubt by Rownt

standards, Liam was still young enough to have shell
stuck

to him, but in human terms, Liam was middle-aged, and a

man in his
thirties was past his sexual prime. He certainly

was past the days of sexual
marathons, no matter what his

idiot cock was suggesting by slowly hardening.

“Perhaps your body could not come again for you, but I

suspect that it will for me.” Ondry ran a thumb over the

front of Liam’s throat
and then nipped at the place where

neck and shoulder met. “I enjoy the thought
that your body

knows that it is mine.”



Ondry pressed against the slit at the end of Liam’s

cock,
and Liam gasped. The sleepy and slow build of desire

flared to sudden life, and
Liam cried out. Digging his heels

into the pillows of the nest, he tried to
thrust up, but as he

did, his sore cock sent flares of both pleasure and pain

through his body.

“Shhhh,” Ondry soothed him, his hand leaving Liam’s

cock for
 a moment. He rubbed Liam’s hip and tickled his

way up and over Liam’s stomach
 before drawing small

circles at the base of Liam’s neck. That should have eased

the hunger, but Liam gritted his teeth and fought an urge

to grab his prick and
 start jerking off. If he tried, it

wouldn’t end well. He knew that from
 experience. Desire

and ability were not linguistically equivalent terms.

“You are too excitable. That is a flaw of youth,” Ondry

said
with some humor in his voice as he shifted so he was

lying
half on top of Liam, trapping him. One of Liam’s arms

was now caught under
 Ondry, and Ondry captured the

other, bringing it to his lips so he could kiss
each knuckle.

The gray haze of need was settling in over Liam. “I’ve

got
 to calm down. A cold shower would be good,” he

managed to get out. Most of his
brain cells were starting to

shut down, so even that much conversation required
effort.

“Would that give you more pleasure? Cold
water?”

“No, it would help me calm down,” Liam said. Even

now, he
 could feel the fever heat sink into his bones. He

wanted to come, but his cock
was only at half-mast despite

the fact that Liam’s need was near all-consuming
 at this

point.

“I do not want you calm. I enjoy your scent when you

are
lost in pleasure.” Ondry licked a spot just below Liam’s

ear and then whispered
 into it. “I enjoy the small sounds

you make, and the way your body twitches in
 response to

my every move.” Ondry ran a finger up the underside of

Liam’s cock,
and Liam cried out again, his back arching as



he tried to thrust into the air.
However, Ondry’s weight held

him down.

Panting, Liam could only twitch as Ondry ran his finger

over
 Liam’s stomach and then down to gently encircle

Liam’s cock again.

“I think you can find pleasure again, even if there is no

more genetic material.” Ondry started to slowly stroke

Liam’s cock again. Liam
could hear his own heart pounding

and feel every pulse beat in his overheated
body.

When Ondry licked his neck again and then ran sharp

teeth
 over the sensitive skin, the feeling cut through the

haze that enveloped Liam’s
 senses. Suddenly Liam was

acutely aware of every place where Ondry touched
 him—

the weight of Ondry’s body against the left side of his body,

the cool hand
 softly moving up and down his cock, one

finger occasionally brushing over the
damp slit.

Liam grabbed at Ondry’s arm, holding on before he

could fly
apart into a million pieces. With a huffing noise,

Ondry shifted so he was
 almost totally lying on him, his

large body trapping Liam.

The restraint, the hot need, the utter loss of control

over
his own body all pushed Liam deep into the gray quiet

that sometimes stalked
 him when he came. He always

pushed that feeling away, fearing that if he lost
 himself

completely, he would never find himself again.
 Now the

gray swallowed him, and Liam felt time quiet and his body

go still. He could still feel Ondry slowly stroking him to full

hardness, but he felt it from some distance, as he seemed

to lose touch with
his body. It existed, but not for him.

Ondry wanted this. Liam could see that in the intense

expression of pride. Ondry enjoyed knowing that he had

such intimate control
 over Liam’s body. Surrendering

himself to his lover’s hands, Liam found the
tiny sparks of

pain that had prevented him from getting hard faded. The

need
rose up, and his cock hardened.



Ondry said something, but the words slid past Liam,

quicksilver fish he couldn’t grasp. He only knew tone—the

soft trills of
Ondry’s pleasure.

Opening his mouth, Liam struggled to breathe. When

Ondry
 leaned close, Liam smiled and jerked his hips

upward as he came hard enough to
 make his whole body

spasm and every muscle tense. He jerked again and again,

Ondry’s body pinning him down in the nest, and then all

was silent.

Lying in a tangled and sweaty knot of limbs, Liam

couldn’t
 even tell which parts were his and which were

Ondry’s.
 When a hand moved across Liam’s stomach, he

honestly didn’t know whose it was.

Ondry hummed in Liam’s ear. “You smell delightful.” In

Rownt, that version of “delightful” was a powerful word—a

word that suggested
 desire strong enough to inspire

injudicious trading.

Liam smiled.

“My body would rather trade with you than it would

with me,”
 he answered. Tilting his head to the side, he

watched as Ondry smiled.

“As is right with my palteia.”
Ondry tugged Liam close

and tucked him under his arm.

Outside, Liam could hear the faint and muffled sounds

of
 life. A machine rumbled, and voices drifted through the

walls of their home,
 but still Ondry showed no signs of

moving. “We’re going to be late for that
 trade,” Liam

pointed out.

Ondry gave a hum, lower and deeper this time. “Your

scent is
 delightful enough that I feel no need for trading

today. Tomorrow is soon
enough for other profits. Today I

believe I have the profit I want.” Grabbing
 for a small

pillow, Ondry shoved it under his head, one arm still firmly

holding Liam.



Shifting so that he could face his lover, Liam reached

up
and let his fingers drift over Ondry’s neck.

His face tightening into an even larger Rownt smile,

Ondry
 tilted his head back and exposed the arch of his

neck.

At one point Liam had thought he would give up

everything to
stay on Prarownt. Now he knew he could stay

and have the only thing he ever
 truly wanted. Resting his

head on Ondry’s shoulder, Liam caressed Ondry’s soft
neck

and felt his body relax, his breathing slowing and his eyes

falling closed
as Liam tended him. After long, lazy minutes

of petting, Ondry started making a
soft rumbling noise that

made his chest vibrate.

Squirming closer, Liam nuzzled at Ondry’s neck.

Tomorrow
Liam would work hard to learn to be the sort of

trader that could help Ondry improve his status. Today

Liam just wanted to curl in his
lover’s arms and bring him

pleasure. As far as Liam was concerned, Ondry was
right.

This was a very profitable way to spend a day.
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