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 The Choosing 
 
    Thoros 
 
    Only a handful of people had turned out to watch the choosing. Women mostly, tittering behind the fans they fluttered languorously in the already rising heat. There were more contestants than spectators, though that would change once the real contests began. Nothing much would happen today. But today meant everything to Thoros. Today was the day he’d choose his fighter, the man he would train personally, the one who would bring him victory with its accompanying cash purse.  
 
    But more than that. 
 
    Nineteen other trainers waited with Thoros on one of the lower tiers of the stadium—high enough to get an overview of the men arrayed for their consideration, low enough to see some detail—but Thoros would need to get closer before he could choose his fighter. Would need to get very close indeed. 
 
    Glancing upward, he picked out Princess Atalanta in the royal box flanked by men with ostrich feathers plying her with cooling breezes. She was much too high up for him to guess at her expression, but he could imagine she had as much anticipation as he did. One of the men milling around the stadium would win the right to become her husband, and Thoros intended to make sure it was the one he trained. 
 
    He tapped his palm against his knee-length skirt, enjoying the slap of leather against flesh even if it was only his own flesh, impatient for the preliminaries to be over so his work could begin. He had as little interest in pageantry as Atalanta.  
 
    They shared other tastes too, tastes he’d learned about from their mutual attendance at private parties of a certain nature to which the Princess came heavily masked but unmistakable. So he knew what Atalanta wanted in a man. Knew it because he wanted it himself.  
 
    He would train her the perfect slave, then turn him over to her in exchange for a hefty purse and the satisfaction of having won. And if Thoros enjoyed himself along the way … well, only he and Atalanta needed to know that. 
 
    The contest had attracted men from every walk of life, nobility mingling with plebeians and bondservants, rags next to riches, more than a hundred, of whom only twenty would be chosen to compete. Even from this distance, Thoros had been able to narrow his prospects down to a handful of candidates—men strong enough to bear up under the training regime he had in mind, men handsome enough to call out the sadist in him. What he couldn’t judge from a distance was their fire. Or their pliability. He needed a very specific combination of both. 
 
    One man in particular attracted his eye. Barely dressed in a ragged tunic marking his low birth, the man kept to himself, not mingling with his fellow contestants. His proud bearing contrasted to his rude dress. His dark hair was long enough to be tied up in a knot at the back of his head, and he had the clean-shaven jaw of a house servant. He stood solidly, taller than most of the men around him, slender as if he hadn’t been fed well but better built than the average house servant, a separate pillar in the teeming mass. Physically, the man was perfect, but whether he had the right temperament remained to be seen. 
 
    Finally, the King’s Chancellor gave the order Thoros had been waiting for. 
 
    “Strip.” 
 
   
  
 

 Dalin 
 
    “Strip.” 
 
    Around Dalin, a confused rumble rose from the mass of men who were to be his competitors, while up in the stands the scattered crowd gave a murmur of anticipation. Dalin removed his tunic with a single jerk, not sorry to be free of the filthy, tattered cloth that marked him as little more than a slave.  
 
    The noblemen in their finery complied more slowly as Dalin stood tall and naked under the heat of the morning sun. He tossed his head, letting the breeze take his hair from its knot, feeling freer already. Naked, he was the equal of any man. More than equal. Fuck the caste system that told him he’d been born lesser, born to serve at the whim of some weak and cowardly man with more money than brains and his whiny, spoiled wife and children. 
 
    Dalin knew his worth, and he would show it here, in this stadium. The King had decreed that any man, regardless of his birth, might compete for his daughter’s hand in marriage, and though Dalin’s employer would no doubt make him pay for abandoning his duties if he lost, he didn’t intend to lose. And once married to Atalanta, Dalin would show his former-owner his own brand of mercy. Would show all of them.  
 
    “On your feet,” came an exasperated clarification.  
 
    Dalin smirked at the men who’d been sitting. They’d be beaten easily enough. He had no idea what this competition would entail, but a man like him, one accustomed to working rather than sitting, would have an advantage in any contest.  
 
    He stood straight, spreading his feet wide and clasping his hands behind his back to thrust his chest out. His cock hung heavy between his thighs, enjoying the sun and the light breeze, not minding the avid glances of the spectators or the jealous glares of his competitors. He was a fine specimen, and he knew it. He tilted his chin up higher, regal in his naked nobility. Once Atalanta got an eyeful of him, the contest would be over before it began. 
 
    A file of men wound down from the stands, sturdy men in gladiator garb with military bearing. They filtered through the ranks of contestants, some of whom stood at attention as he did while others slouched in disinterest or fidgeted with nerves. 
 
    “When do you think they’ll get to it?” a soft body near Dalin muttered to the man next to him. “Too hot to be standing around in the altogether.” 
 
    “I suppose the girl’s got to get a look at the goods,” his companion answered with a sly sideways glance. The soft body had a soft cock, small and hooded by a wrinkled foreskin.  
 
    “The girl can come and look for herself then,” the first one said. “I’ll give her a taste of it.” He grabbed his dick and pulled on it in a suggestive manner. His buddy laughed appreciatively. 
 
    Dalin remained at attention, not even relaxing his face enough to smile at the thought of how quickly those two would be eliminated. Something told him that the gladiators circling among them were the ones to impress. And that the two soft bodies slouched into disrespectful attitudes were failing at it. 
 
    One of the gladiators approached. He cast a dismissive glance at the two jokers who didn’t bother to notice him back before coming to a stop in front of Dalin. Dalin kept his eyes level, holding his breath to keep his chest fully inflated and his abs strong and tight.  
 
    His assessor circled him in consideration. A large man with a firm barrel of a chest beneath the leather straps that crossed it, bearded with tightly-shorn dark hair. Dalin couldn’t discern any more than that without allowing his eyes to wander, but he felt the bulk and warmth of the man, felt the weight of his evaluation. 
 
    A hand clasped over the swell of Dalin’s right ass cheek. He willed himself into stillness. 
 
    “I thought we were competing for a woman,” one of the two men next to him joked with a braying laugh. “Seems this chap has something else in mind.” His companion chortled, and the gladiator lifted his hand from Dalin’s ass long enough to snap his fingers. A guard appeared to usher the two away. 
 
    “Now, wait,” one of them protested as he was led out, “those are my clothes back there.”  
 
    And then a sort of silence descended. Dimly, Dalin was aware that the stadium teemed with competitors and gladiators and spectators, but he allowed his consciousness to narrow to the bubble of quiet surrounding him and his own personal evaluator. 
 
    The hand came back to his ass—cupping, squeezing, jiggling as though assessing it for ripeness. Then the hand slipped around to weigh his cock and tug at his foreskin. The hand was rough, hardened from years of handling weaponry, large and hot and not making any attempt to be tender. Dalin’s cock plumped in response. He might have come to the stadium to win a bride, but he’d always preferred the touch of a man, and competitiveness had adrenalin rushing through his veins. 
 
    “Legs wider.” The voice that issued the command was deep, uncultured, gutturally accented. 
 
    Dalin complied, separating his feet another six inches as guided by the gladiator’s prompting hands. Fingers traced down his cleft and thrust into his channel. Dry, harsh fingers—wide and calloused. Dalin rose up onto his toes with the motion, stifling the gasp of shock at the sudden violation. 
 
    The gladiator chuckled as he twisted his fingers deeper. “Mine aren’t the first fingers to breech this passage, are they?” 
 
    Dalin resisted the impulse to drop his head. A man or two had tried their entry there, but Dalin had never allowed it to go further than a single seeking finger, for which he would not be ashamed.  
 
    “Answer me. Are my fingers the first to be inside you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The man thrust deeper, surprising a squeak from him. Dalin’s cock hardened, foolishly enjoying the rough treatment. The gladiator’s other hand wrapped around his balls and fondled them gently before pulling them down hard enough to make him scream.  
 
    Except he didn’t. He sucked in a lungful of air and held it as the pressure and pain continued, front and back—the sharp, almost nauseating tug on his balls and the deep, intrusive wrench of seeking fingers in his ass. He was up on his toes, his calves aching, his back bent as he struggled to maintain posture, his head still resolutely forward, chin up, eyes unseeing against the flood of sensation swamping him. 
 
    All touch stopped at once, dropping him back down on his heels, dizzy and unsteady without the bracing body at his back, but he kept his feet, pulling himself up to full height and steadying his chin forward again, taking shallow breaths in through his nose to find his balance. 
 
    The gladiator came to stand in front of him, intruding into his narrow slice of awareness. 
 
    “On your knees.” 
 
    Relieved more than shamed, Dalin lowered himself to his knees where he gulped in a few stabilizing breaths. Then, needing to see his tormentor, he raised his head until he met the eyes of the man in front of him. Brown eyes, deeply lined, beneath heavy dark eyebrows, a jaw like an anvil, and a wide mouth marred by a thick scar that ran up to his ear—a warrior’s badge. The man grinned with teeth that gleamed against the bronze of his sun-worn skin.  
 
    “What’ve you got here, Thoros?” Another gladiator appeared in front of Dalin, similarly dressed but without as much bulk or beard. 
 
    “Pretty thing,” Thoros answered.  
 
    “Good looking enough,” the other gladiator agreed. “Think appearance will win out though? No idea what the Princess has got in her head.” 
 
    “Who can say?” Thoros answered, but there was something in the way he considered Dalin that made Dalin feel like he knew more than his friend did. “You pick one out yet, Samas?” 
 
    “Haven’t looked at all of them, but this is the best one so far. Strong, handsome, got a build lean enough for running but heavy enough for wrestling. Without knowing what kind of contests we’ll be competing in, I like my odds with an all-around candidate. Lowborn too, unless I miss my guess. He’ll take orders.” 
 
    Dalin squared his chin, angry at the suggestion that he’d take orders so easily because of the unlucky accident of his birth. He’d take whatever orders would win this contest for him, then let them see if he’d ever take another order again. 
 
    “That’s about what I was thinking,” Thoros said. “We can’t both choose him though. I’ll take a spin around.” Thoros shifted as if to walk away. 
 
    “No!” Dalin closed his mouth, which had so unexpectedly opened.  
 
    “No?” Thoros challenged. 
 
    Dalin didn’t answer, horrified that he’d spoken out. He might chase off both of the gladiators and end up not being chosen at all. It seemed the first competition was this—to be chosen by one of these men. Did it matter which?  
 
    Thoros dropped down into a crouch in front of him, his thighs like pillars of granite splayed wide, his skirt gaping to allow a peek at the cock and balls dangling beneath it. Dalin breathed lightly, dizzy again from the mountain of man so menacingly close to him. 
 
    “No?” Thoros repeated. 
 
    “I want …” he couldn’t bring himself to finish the sentence. He didn’t know what kind of games this competition would involve, didn’t know how Thoros could help him win them. He just knew what he wanted. “You.” 
 
    Thoros tangled a hand through the hair at the back of his neck and yanked his head sharply back. 
 
    “Don’t break him before you’ve bought him,” Samas complained. 
 
    “I will break you,” Thoros promised Dalin. “I’ll hurt you, and I’ll enjoy it.” Thoros tugged his head back farther—so far that his neck ached—and leaned into him, brushing the warmth of his burnished skin all over him. “There’ll be nothing left of you when I’m done. Nothing but pain and longing.” 
 
    “But I’ll win.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Thoros released him to rock back on his heels. “I think we can win.” 
 
    “Then I choose you.” 
 
    “It’s not your place to choose,” Samas protested. 
 
    Thoros rose to his feet. “He’s mine, Samas.” And Dalin knew it was over. He’d been chosen. The game had begun. 
 
   
  
 

 Thoros 
 
    Thoros chafed at the wait as the other trainers dallied longer in their choosing. Dalin stood by his side, a leather cuff around his neck leading to the strap in Thoros’s hand, his head held high as if he weren’t on a leash like the least trustworthy of pets.  
 
    They hadn’t spoken since Thoros’s single word command—come—and Dalin had made sure to keep up with him as they’d threaded their way through the hopeful contestants, never drifting far enough away to feel the tug of the leash, alert and almost haughty, if a naked man on a leash could ever be presumed to be haughty. 
 
    He could have his pride for now. This one would be fun to break. Thoros twitched the leather strap, passing the time by allowing the tail to snap against the back of Dalin’s calves. 
 
    One by one, other trainers joined him with their chosen competitors. None of the other competitors had been leashed—some had even been allowed to re-dress—but Dalin didn’t complain about his state any more than he complained about the slap of leather against his legs. He simply stared forward, his jaw set in a hard line.  
 
    Twenty men had been chosen. All of them good looking, though in different ways, most of them shapely, some sturdier than others, some taller, none who caused Thoros to second-guess his choice. He’d been the first to choose, but he’d chosen wisely. 
 
    The Chancellor led Atalanta on a stately procession across the stadium. She paused as she strolled past the contestants, the length of her hesitation telegraphing her interest. When she reached Dalin, her eyes flickered with amusement to the leather thong wrapped around his neck, but she moved on without comment. 
 
    “He’s bulky,” Samas said when the crowd broke. “I’m glad I let you have that one. This one will do better, I think.” He had his own fighter, barely old enough to be called a man, naked but unleashed. “Rory here is more the princess’s type. She likes them lean, I’ve observed.” 
 
    Samas wasn’t wrong about that. The men Atalanta allowed to serve in her chambers were closer in appearance to Rory than Dalin—younger, frailer, inclined more to a symmetrical beauty than a brutish strength—Thoros had perhaps chosen to his own tastes in that regard—but he was counting on what he knew that Samas didn’t to provide the princess with the best match. 
 
    “He doesn’t look very fast either,” Samas observed. 
 
    “I can train for speed.” Thoros gave the leash a jerk. Dalin turned to him with a glare that had him grinning. What he couldn’t train for was that—that wildness, the fierce, unbroken spirit that—once broken—would produce a submission more delicious for its reluctance. Too easily won was too easily forgotten. 
 
    Yes, Dalin would be fun to break. Even if Thoros didn’t take home the purse, he expected to enjoy the contest. 
 
   


  
 

 Speed 
 
    Dalin 
 
    Thoros led him through town by that damned strap. Meanwhile, Dalin’s cock and balls swung freely for all to see. Thoros wanted Dalin to ask him for something—a bit of cloth to wear or for the freedom to walk with dignity— but Dalin refused to give him the satisfaction, so he only followed where Thoros led, silent and quick. 
 
    I can train for speed, Thoros had said. He would show Thoros he could move plenty fast enough, trotting right up on his heels, never letting Thoros get far enough ahead to tug on the leash, though Thoros kept shortening it, winding it yet one more wrap around his hand until Dalin had no choice but to heel or be choked. 
 
    Thoros’s stone cottage on the outskirts of town was no more than a single room, rough-hewn stone inside and out, a dirt floor beneath the wood plank table and a straw-tick mattress nestled into a corner by the hearth. There was only the one pile of bedding, not large enough for two even if Dalin cared to sleep with this overlarge mass of rudeness towing him around by the neck. 
 
    The floor then. He’d spent more than one night with nothing but the dirt to call mattress and the stars to call blanket and his own dirty arm as a pillow. He wouldn’t beg for anything more. But Thoros walked him through the cottage and out the back door to a barn, more lean-to really, hardly big enough for the pair of goats inhabiting it. 
 
    “Moxie and Loxie,” Thoros said by way of introduction as he wrapped Dalin’s leash around a post. “See that you get along with them. They mean more to me than you do.” He pumped water into the trough that ran along the outer rail of the lean-to and looked at Dalin significantly.  
 
    “Fine then,” he said when Dalin didn’t respond. “You’ll drink when you’re thirsty, you’ll sleep when you’re tired. I’ll no more monitor your habits than I do theirs.” And with that he disappeared back into the house, leaving Dalin with Moxie and Loxie, a trough full of tepid water, and a pile of hay to which the goats had already laid claim. 
 
    It took him a while, but he found his way down to the ground eventually. There was no point standing around like a damn fool when he could take the chance to sit in the shade, goat droppings or no goat droppings. And after a glance towards the door to make sure Thoros wasn’t about to step through it, he lowered his head and scooped some water into it. The water was cooler than he’d expected and fresh. He drank his fill, then leaned back against the rough planking and considered the point where his tether had been tied. 
 
    It was just a knot, a simple half-hitch around the post. He could have it undone in a moment, but then what? He’d gone to the arena today to compete, not to turn around and go back to whence he’d come, still a bonded servant, always the lesser. Thoros could make him bark like a dog if it would win him this prize. 
 
    “So you’ve decided to work with me.” Thoros appeared from around the side of the barn, his hair damp as though he’d tipped a ladle of water over his head. 
 
    “I’m here to win. If you can help with that …”  
 
    “I can.” 
 
    “Then tell me what to do.” 
 
    “I will. I’m going to tell you exactly what to do, and you, pretty thing, are going to do it.” Thoros crouched down in front of him and traced a hand over the ridges of his abdomen. 
 
    Pretty thing. “So you’re like that, are you?” 
 
    “And you’re not?” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m here for.” Dalin kept his gaze averted, willing himself not to respond to the heft of the man in front of him, not to think about how the rough texture of his beard would feel between his thighs or to wonder at the exact thickness and length of the instrument dangling beneath the hem of his skirt. 
 
    “Consider it a fortunate bonus,” Thoros said. “For me, I mean. It might not be so fortunate for you, but I’ll have my pound of flesh in exchange for the time I put in to training you.” The callouses of his thumb and forefinger pinched roughly at Dalin’s nipple. “More than a pound.” 
 
    “Not interested.” He shifted to stand, aware of how obvious his cross-legged position made the thickening of his cock. He was there to compete, not to dally, not to be anyone’s payment. “If you don’t want to train me—” 
 
    “This is me training you.” Thoros arrested him with rough hands, pressing down firmly on his thighs to settle him back to the ground. “I know what the princess wants. I know how to mold you into what she wants. So what’s it to be, Dalin? Do you work with me, or do I set you free?”  
 
    “What do I have to do?” 
 
    “The first contest will be a chariot race.” 
 
    “I’ve never driven a chariot.” Chariots were for the wealthy, the privileged. Men like him walked. 
 
    “You don’t need to have,” Thoros said with a knowing grin. “You won’t be driving this one either. The King’s charioteers will have the reins.” 
 
    “And I?” 
 
    “And you—” Thoros untied his leash and used it to pull him to his feet “—you will be the horse. Let’s get started.” 
 
    I can train for speed, Thoros had said, but he didn’t set Dalin to running. No, he set him to dragging.  
 
    After fitting Dalin into a harness worthy of a horse and rigging the other end to his own immovable self, Thoros dragged his feet against Dalin’s pull, jeering and taunting, striking him with the tip of a horse whip. For hours, Dalin pulled Thoros’s steady, stubborn weight, cursing the man until he realized the futility of wasting his breath cursing someone who only laughed in response. 
 
    “Again,” Thoros called when they’d made it to the end of the corral. He yanked on the reins, wrestling Dalin hard to the left until he turned and made his trudging way back. 
 
    “Again,” Thoros repeated when Dalin’s legs gave out beneath him, flicking the reins along his back until he rose unsteadily and pulled Thoros the other way, dripping in the full heat of the day, legs beyond aching, struck numb from the drudgery of repetition. 
 
    “Again,” Thoros ordered as the sun dipped behind the stone cottage, casting their shadows long in front of them. Dalin’s legs wavered dizzily with each step. 
 
    “Enough,” Thoros said finally as the gloom settled around them. He brought Dalin to a rain barrel and scrubbed him with a grooming brush, getting up under his arms and between his cheeks, pulling up each foot to scrape roughly over his soles. The water was cold and the bristles harsh, but Dalin was too tired to feel anything except relief. His body kept listing forward, as though he were still in the yoke, still trying to move Thoros’s intractable weight. 
 
    “Not so pretty now,” Thoros said as he brushed Dalin’s hair with the same brush he’d used to scrub his feet. “But I reckon you’ll clean up well enough. I’ve got some ribbon for the race, something to braid through these locks of yours.” He fanned Dalin’s hair out around his shoulders and put down the brush, then led him over to the lean-to. 
 
    Dalin didn’t hesitate to sink down into the straw this time, nor to lean forward to lap at the water that’d sat all afternoon in the sun. 
 
    “Here now,” Thoros said, returning to him with a tankard. “Have a bit of ale and some food.” He handed over a hunk of meat, and Dalin tore into it appreciatively. He’d have eaten oats if he’d been given some, that was how little pride remained beneath the exhaustion, but the meat was good. Better than oats. 
 
    “Need your body healthy, we do,” Thoros said, stroking over Dalin’s shoulder as Dalin ripped flesh from bone with ravenous enthusiasm. “I’m going to hurt you, but I’m going to heal you too. Sleep now. We go again in the morning.” He took the tankard from Dalin’s unresisting fingers and went back into the house. Dalin found a bit of unoccupied space between Moxie and Loxie and stretched himself out across it, asleep before he could mind how bad they smelled. 
 
   
  
 

 Thoros 
 
    The trainers had been told what the first contest would entail, but if Thoros knew Atalanta, then pulling three or four times a man’s weight through sand would be only half the challenge. Today Dalin’s legs would rest while Thoros tested his mettle. Yesterday had been about winning a race. Today would be about winning Atalanta.  
 
    Dalin was awake when Thoros went out to the barn to collect him. He’d shed his bridle and stood in the cool damp of the rising sun, his vision cast out over the fields that stretched from the edge of town, brown now from a dry summer. 
 
    “Daaaay-lin!” Thoros slapped his thigh as if calling a dog to him, and Dalin turned and gifted him with a look that said he came for his own pleasure, not for Thoros’s, before striding over to him.  
 
    Gods, Thoros loved the pride in this man. How stalwartly he’d toiled yesterday, to the point of collapse, refusing to ask for respite. Thoros loved it because he planned to destroy it, because he would enjoy wiping away Dalin’s prideful certainty all the more for how hard it would be to do. 
 
    He refastened the tether around Dalin’s neck, jerking it tight in reproach for his having slipped it, then gave it a good yank to lead him into the house. They would work away from the gaze of any spies today, no need to give away their secrets. 
 
    Dalin blinked against the cool darkness of the stone interior, his eyes sweeping the room he’d only passed through the day before with an assessing glance, but Thoros didn’t give him time to get his bearings, didn’t allow him to spot the manacles before finding himself restrained by them. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Dalin twisted his head down with a glare as Thoros pulled hard to spread his ankles wide enough to reach the second bolt in the floor. “What kind of training is this?” 
 
    “You’ll thank me for it when you’ve won. Actually,” Thoros said with an inward snicker, “you’ll thank me for it today.” He did love making a man thank him for the very punishment he received.  
 
    Restrained at three points, Dalin couldn’t prevent Thoros from fastening his other ankle to the fourth, but he tried—kicking out hard enough to connect solidly with Thoros’s jaw before Thoros managed to wrestle him into the cuff and slide the linchpin home. 
 
    “Just remember that for every blow you land on me, I’ll land a dozen on you.” He rubbed his jaw. Dalin’s legs must be weak and achy from his workout yesterday, but they still carried a force strong enough to hurt like hell. There’d be a bruise there. One Dalin would pay for. 
 
    Thoros picked up a bull whip. Not the light and flicky thing he’d used the day before. This one was heavy, coiling down to a tip sharp enough to sting and heavy enough to carry the full impact of his strength. He trailed the length of oiled leather over Dalin’s back, letting him feel its supple weight. 
 
    “But first,” he said, teasingly sadistic, “let’s have breakfast.” 
 
    He ate his own breakfast at the table—a hearty porridge and a hank of cured meat to dip in it—then brought a bowl over to where Dalin glowered, fierce and mad and gorgeous in the glimmer of rising sun that streamed through the shuttered windows. Thoros could get used to scenery like this with his morning meal. He stroked one hand over Dalin’s flank, enjoying the solid flesh quivering with fatigue and anger, as he held the bowl up with the other. 
 
    Dalin turned his head, refusing the food, and Thoros shrugged. “You’ll need it,” he said, “but I won’t force it on you.” 
 
    “You’ll force this on me.” Dalin pulled at his bonds, as if he could rip metal from stone. The corded muscles of his neck strained, his hair rippling as he rocked himself back and forth the short distance his chains allowed him to move. 
 
    “Say the word and I’ll have you down.” 
 
    “Which word?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Doubt and pride warred on Dalin’s face. “Only that?” 
 
    “Sure.” He trailed his fingers over the cleft of Dalin’s ass and felt it clench around the intrusion. “Beg me to release you and I will.” 
 
    “I’ll not beg.” 
 
    “I thought not.” He’d known not. That was why he’d chosen this gloriously wild specimen of manhood in the first place. “Then eat.” He raised the bowl again and this time Dalin lowered his face into it, getting messy and sticky, digging in without hesitation now that he’d made the choice to do it. 
 
    “There’s my pretty thing.” He held Dalin’s hair back to keep it from dipping into the porridge. “So obedient for me.” 
 
    Dalin raised his head and bared his teeth, then went back to his meal without a word, finishing it all, even swiping his tongue around the pottery to catch every drop. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Thoros urged. “It’s a wise choice. You’ll need the strength. I’ll have some meat for you when we finish, but I’ve no desire to mop up your vomit.” 
 
    “I won’t vomit.” When Dalin shook his head, bits of porridge flew from the corners of his mouth. 
 
    “We’ll see.” Thoros leaned forward to lick the porridge that remained from Dalin’s face, but Dalin jerked his head away. “Be still so I can clean you. Or would you rather wear your breakfast on your face?” 
 
    Dalin stilled, angry but controlled, and allowed Thoros to nibble along the contours of his strong jaw, stubbled now with the beginnings of a beard, and to lick around his mouth to catch every lingering sticky bit. Thoros thought he felt Dalin soften under his ministrations, but when he pinched Dalin’s jaw to open his mouth and forced his tongue inside it, Dalin jerked away again.  
 
    This time, Thoros let him go with a laugh. “You’ll wish it was my mouth kissing you in a moment.” He put down the bowl and shook out the whip and kissed Dalin’s back with the snap of leather. 
 
   
  
 

 Dalin 
 
    Dalin had been whipped before. A bondservant as rebellious as he was couldn’t escape the lash, and he didn’t even try—would never beg for leniency, not from his owners and not from Thoros either. But he’d never been whipped by someone as strong, as determined, or as thorough as Thoros. 
 
    The leather caressed his skin like a thousand nettles, stinging its way across his shoulders, over his ass, and down the lengths of his thighs. All the while, Thoros chuckled and taunted, stopping briefly to grope and stroke at the flesh he flayed, to test the wounds he’d made, to trail his fingers along the lines Dalin could feel carved into his skin which burned all the hotter from the salty traces of Thoros’s sweat.  
 
    Thoros was sweaty, and so was he, though the stones beneath his feet and against his face remained cool. A line of sunlight crept across the floor, attesting to the passage of time. How long had he been strung up, he wondered as Thoros returned to his position and shook the whip out again. 
 
    His skin screamed, nerve endings awakened to a sensation that flickered somewhere between pain and pleasure. His cock thickened from the gruff rasp of Thoros’s voice taunting him to either take more or beg for it to stop. He wouldn’t beg, wouldn’t say even the single word—please—that Thoros had told him would end this torture, wasn’t even sure he wanted it to end as his cock rose long and hard and insistent between his legs. 
 
    The whip was like a lover—stroking, inflaming—and Thoros’s taunts summoned something feral inside him to which he could only surrender, becoming an animal, an object, no more than a collection of dueling sensations. Pleasure, pain, the sticky dampness of sweat rolling down his back mixing with trails of blood, the throb of Thoros’s fingerprints where he dug and tested and claimed. 
 
    “More?” Thoros taunted as he flicked the whip in a targeted stripe that landed from buttock to shoulder across the already flayed flesh of his back.  
 
    “More,” he gritted out, not sure whether he said it from stubbornness or desire, only knowing that he couldn’t bear to end this game as the loser. Win. He would win.  
 
    Adrenalin surged through him. His cock lurched, begging for release. He gave in to its demands, thrusting it against the cool, abrasive stone, grinding forward even as he arched his back to meet the lashes that came ever faster, ever harder.  
 
    “More!” he screamed as his release came. His cock blew gashes of come against the wall, over his belly, and down his cramping thighs into the dirt of the floor. 
 
    He rested his head against the stone, allowing its coolness to chill his cheek as he shuddered through the aftershocks, no longer feeling the whip, only a wash of blinding pleasure. A sob rose up in his chest—a sob of gratitude or pity or relief or pain—but he suppressed it, swallowed it. He was the victor. He’d taken everything Thoros could give him and had found his own reward. 
 
    But if he’d thought Thoros would be sore about having lost, he’d been wrong, for Thoros came to him and wrapped a gentle hand around his damp, softening cock. “Good boy,” he murmured. “So gorgeous, so fierce.” And he sounded proud.  
 
    A thick finger probed his sphincter, greasy but not gentle. 
 
    “No.” Dalin shook his head. This, he’d never done. This part of him, he’d never surrendered. Men had whipped him in anger and groped him in pleasure, but this? “No.” 
 
    “I’ll stop if you say please, pretty thing.” 
 
    And so he set himself to endure this too, refusing to flinch as the blunter, heavier weight of Thoros’s cock entered him. 
 
    “Ah.” He rose up on his toes in an attempt to escape its strange burrowing, so filled and owned by the breadth of it. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it. Scream for me. It makes me so fucking hard to hear you scream.” Thoros, now fully seated inside him, reached around to twist Dalin’s nipples in his strong fingers and Dalin didn’t scream. He set his teeth so hard they might crack and allowed Thoros to torture him, to rub against the ragged flesh of his back and smear the salt of his sweat into the tender stripes that crisscrossed him, to drive deep into his ass and plunder every empty place as he steered Dalin by the points of his nipples.  
 
    Over and over Thoros thrust, deeper and deeper, until Dalin’s cock rose again and Thoros laughed, delighted. “You want it. You want me to fuck you.” 
 
    Dalin shook his head, drops of sweat flinging from the tips of his hair, but his cock gave his gesture the lie. It grew long and thick and urgent. He couldn’t love this. He couldn’t. He was only … fuck. Everything hurt so bad, so good. Everything was so real, so immediate and intense, and the hate he felt towards the man at his back made him want to wrestle, to grapple, to have the strong warmth of the flesh of a man under his hands.  
 
    He twisted his hands in the manacles, desperate to get them on Thoros’s body or on his own cock, desperate for release again but Thoros kept him snug against his chest, no way to grind forward into the wall now, no way to chase his climax except to surrender to the rush of heat Thoros’s cock stirred—a magic, frenzied blossom of overwhelming pleasure glowing inside him, stoked ever higher with each harsh thrust. 
 
    “Oh, fuck. Pl—” He caught himself before the word burst from his lips. He wouldn’t say it. What would he ask for anyway? Release, yes. But release from Thoros or the release of sexual climax?  
 
    It was the latter he found as Thoros growled into his ear and buried himself, the warmth of his seed in Dalin’s channel triggering his own orgasm. His cock spurted again, the stream weaker but the contractions stronger, as if his body tried to force a few last drops of semen from the twitching column of his spending cock. 
 
   
  
 

 Thoros 
 
    Thoros had expected to enjoy fucking Dalin, had expected to enjoy whipping him too—watching him writhe, hearing him scream, seeing the red stripes crisscross his back, before plunging his cock into the heat of a thoroughly-beaten ass. But he hadn’t expected this. This … tenderness.  
 
    Dalin hadn’t caved, hadn’t begged, had screamed only in anger, never in surrender, had held his feet and kept his chin raised high. He’d even found his own pleasure in it, releasing himself against the stone wall with an exhalation of pure triumph, as though knowing that Thoros wouldn’t be able to resist his siren call. 
 
    Thoros had dropped the whip when he’d seen that first jet of come spurt free, drawn forward to press himself against the back he’d bloodied, to sink himself into the ass he’d warmed, and then, somehow, Dalin had risen again, fucking back on Thoros’s cock with a wild abandon even as he rejected it verbally, even as he struggled to free himself from it. It’d been like riding a wild horse—the bucking frenzy of a shared challenge, the two of them locked in a duel of mental and physical strength reaching for a common goal even as they fought each other for it. 
 
    Still buried to the hilt in Dalin’s ass, Thoros released the manacle from Dalin’s wrists. He anticipated having to take Dalin’s weight when the combination of blood-loss and orgasmic fatigue caught up to his still-struggling warrior, but Dalin didn’t slump. Instead, he reached back as soon as his hands were free to try to force Thoros off him. 
 
    “Shh.” Thoros lowered them both to the floor, turning his body so he could rest his back against the streaks of Dalin’s come oozing down the wall. “Sit with me a moment.” But Dalin pulled the pins to free his ankles and levered himself up and off Thoros’s cock, refusing to be comforted. 
 
    Thoros watched him stalk across the floor to the door, wondering why the sight of Dalin fleeing from him caused such an ache in his chest. 
 
    “You should let me tend to your back. It’ll scar.” 
 
    “Won’t be the first time.” Dalin threw a dismissive glance back at him where he still sat, his own legs weak even if Dalin’s weren’t. Thoros had noticed the light traces of scars from previous whippings crosshatched on the bronze flesh of Dalin’s back, but those had been mere scratches compared to what he’d handed out. 
 
    “I can be gentle now.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to be gentle.” 
 
    “Then I won’t be.” He hauled himself to his feet and went across the short stretch of floor to push Dalin down into a thatched chair. Earlier he’d laid out what he would need, and now he used the clean cloth and bowl of cool spring water to wash the blood and sweat from Dalin’s back and shoulders. “You’ll have to stand for this bit,” he said when he’d finished. Dalin rose without comment to stand steady while Thoros cleaned his thighs and worked the cloth up between his buttocks to wipe the remains of grease from his clenching hole. 
 
    “There now. Sit again.” He pressed down on the sturdy shoulders, allowing his hands to roam over the firm caps of muscle, shushing Dalin when he grumbled at having his sore spots prodded. There was a soothing cream in a tin, a luxurious indulgence on a gladiator’s salary but worth it to clear up the marks as fast as possible. He didn’t mind seeing his signature written deep red against the sun-brown skin, but he didn’t want the other trainers to catch on to his tactics, didn’t want them to have any warning of what he knew was coming. 
 
    He would have to use his whip more lightly over the next few days, but it wouldn’t take a harsh hand to punish Dalin until those wounds healed. A single stroke would do it. Thoros brushed at one of the lines now, using his thumb to smooth the unguent into it, digging deeper than strictly necessary to elicit a reaction that didn’t come. 
 
    “So tough,” he said, grudging and admiring. He’d chosen well. “So stoic.” 
 
    “You won’t break me,” Dalin said. 
 
    Oh, but he thought he would. 
 
   
  
 

 Dalin 
 
    As he waited for the race to begin, Dalin was grateful Thoros had insisted on working him through the heat of the day over the last week. His legs were accustomed to hard work under the sun, ready to drive forward, unafraid of having the weight of a chariot at his back. 
 
    The King’s Chancellor stood at the side of the arena with his arm raised, ready to signal the start of the race. To Dalin’s left and right stretched a line of contestants, all of them clothed as he was in a loincloth and a harness and tethered to a chariot manned by one of the King’s charioteers who were resplendent in leather and burgundy. 
 
    Charioteers and competitors alike stood poised, alert, their eyes focused on the line drawn in the sand that marked the finish line at the other end of the arena. Not so far, Dalin figured, measuring the distance in his mind. He shifted his weight forward and felt the tug of the harness. The chariot weighed more than Thoros, but it had wheels, would roll easily once started. Dalin dug in his heels, making a wall of sand off which he could push when the signal was given. 
 
    Samas’s chosen contestant, Rory, had the spot on Dalin’s left. His hair had been dressed in ribbons to make a pretty pony, much like Dalin’s had. To his right, a nobleman leaned forward into his harness—fit enough in appearance, but soft through the jaw.  
 
    Were the race longer, Dalin would feel more certain he could take them all. Thoros had taught him well how to suffer—as if his whole life hadn’t already prepared him for that—but the finish line was closer than he’d like. Thoros had not, in the end, trained him for speed. For taking his weight, for taking his whip, for taking his cock. But not for speed. 
 
    Dalin dug his feet in harder, determined. The Chancellor barked out an order, and Dalin rose on his right calf, his left leg back and set. The Chancellor’s arm dropped and Dalin sprang, feet flailing momentarily as the sand skidded out from under him, the heavy inertia of the chariot and its driver failing to respond to the force of his momentum. The rig shifted only a few inches, but he dug deeper, pulled harder, not minding the strain against his shoulders or the twitch in his thighs, and it rolled a few inches more. 
 
    Steady, he told himself, plodding now, no longer trying to get a jump. This was about stubbornness, not speed—was exactly what Thoros had trained him for. The cart moved, bit by bit, and then it was rolling, the wheels bogging down in the loose sand. 
 
    Dalin didn’t waste energy turning his head, but he could feel the bulk of the wagons around him, knew that the other carts were rolling too, all bunched so closely he couldn’t get any sense of who was in the lead, mere feet separating them at best. Dalin churned his legs faster, dug down deeper with each step, and then finally he was doing something like running. A welcome rush of air played over his chest as the cart’s momentum picked up. 
 
    A quarter of the way there, but it would go fast now. No time to pace himself, only to run as fast as he could, though his legs burned and his chest ached. The strike of the whip against his back barely registered. The flick of leather against flesh was light, nothing at all compared to those sessions in the dark recesses of Thoros’s cottage, only a way for his driver to urge him forward. 
 
    Dalin allowed the whip to summon strength beyond what he knew he had. If he could spare the air, he would yell—not in pain, but in triumph. Fast-flying feet over sand, the pull of the harness, the weight at his back, the spectators and the sun and the knowledge that Thoros would be proud. 
 
    The nobleman to his right cried out in protest, stumbled and fell. The one to his left—Rory—faltered under the flick of the whip, jumping out of stride with each strike. But Dalin exalted, burned. Dalin won. 
 
    It hadn’t even been close, he saw as he panted on the other side of the finish line. His charioteer started to remove his harness, but a warm bulk appeared on his other side, and then it was Thoros’s hands that finished separating him from the reins. Dalin pushed his head gratefully into Thoros’s neck, letting himself rest under the familiar hands of his groom. 
 
    “Drink a bit.” Thoros held a dipper of water to his mouth. “But not too fast. You know how I feel about vomit.” 
 
    Dalin snorted. He couldn’t imagine Thoros flinching from anything, not even vomit. But he drank the water slowly, knowing Thoros was right. It tasted cool and clear, and then there was a cloth rubbing down his shoulders and over his flanks and Thoros patted him up into a rigid posture, tightening his braid, retying the ribbon that ran through it. 
 
    “The princess,” Thoros warned, separating from him slowly as if afraid Dalin couldn’t stand on his own, but that’d been nothing. He could go home and pull Thoros across the yard ten or twenty times, then bear up under his whip until the sun set. This was nothing. 
 
    “Your protégé is very fast,” Atalanta said.  
 
    “Not fast,” Thoros corrected. Dalin could hear the pride in his voice. He kept his eyes unblinkingly forward, not turning to catch sight of the princess, though he’d only ever seen her from a distance. She had a long fall of jet black hair and a graceful figure, short even for a woman and so tiny she seemed almost a child.  
 
    He’d heard she was very beautiful, but he didn’t care. She was his chance. That was all he cared about. As far as beauty went, he might prefer thick thighs, a jagged scar, and a pair of cruel eyes. 
 
    Atalanta circled him, playing shadows over his body as her figure moved around his. A hand too small and soft to be Thoros’s trailed over his back, following one of the grooves that still lingered from that first session with the whip. 
 
    “You know me so well,” she said, a trace of hungry satisfaction in her voice. “Do you think he’d suit me?” 
 
    “I’m making sure he will.” 
 
    “Well, there are some here who certainly don’t.” She moved away from the two of them towards the humbled line of losers. “You.” She snapped her fingers at the nobleman who’d been on Dalin’s right, the one who’d stumbled and fallen under the lash of the whip. “You may go. And you—” She went down the line, culling it.  
 
    Where there’d been twenty, now there were only fifteen. 
 
    “What do I get for winning?” Dalin asked as he followed Thoros back to his cottage, not on a leash today but somehow more tethered than the last time they’d made this walk. 
 
    “You get to compete again,” Thoros said. “Tomorrow, we train.” 
 
   


  
 

 Balance 
 
    Thoros 
 
    “What are you training me for?” Dalin asked when Thoros tried to force his thickening cock into Dalin’s mouth. “Has Atalanta got a cock I haven’t heard about?” 
 
    “Not training. Just want my cock sucked.” 
 
    “I won’t suck your cock.” Dalin clamped his jaw shut and turned his head. 
 
    “Oh, I think you will.” Thoros wasn’t disappointed. He’d have been disappointed if Dalin had simply sucked him down like a good little boy. Now there would be a fight. His cock didn’t need Dalin’s warm, wet mouth to finish rising. The prospect of a fight was enough. 
 
    He had a leash around Dalin’s throat, which gave him an immediate advantage. It didn’t take long to get it tethered tight to the ring in the stone at the back of the lean-to, allowing Dalin only a few inches of play in his neck. But Dalin still had arms and legs, and those took more wrestling to subdue.  
 
    Moxie and Loxie backed away to the far side of the lean-to, giving them space as they thrashed across the hay until Thoros had the trailing end of the leash wrapped around Dalin’s ankles and wrists as if Dalin were a calf being hogtied. 
 
    “You’re only choking yourself,” he observed when Dalin continued to fight despite having all four limbs secured behind him in such a way that any pull on them further pulled on his windpipe. 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    “I’m going to fuck your mouth tonight. Does that make you sad? Do you wish I’d fuck your ass instead?”  
 
    Dalin never made that easy on him either, but he also never failed to get hard at the threat or to come with Thoros’s cock buried in him. Or to stalk away as fast as he could get free after.  
 
    “You’re supposed to be training me, not fucking me.” 
 
    “If you don’t want to suck my cock, all you have to do is ask. Say please, pretty thing.” He stroked his hand through the riot of curls surrounding Dalin’s heaving shoulders, glad to have his hair loose again. Atalanta might appreciate the tame beauty of a beribboned braid, but he preferred something a little wilder himself. 
 
    “Just try it,” Dalin said threateningly. 
 
    “Oh, I plan to. I didn’t truss you up just to look at you, though now that I think of it, maybe I could spend some time enjoying the sight.” Thoros settled back onto his haunches to play his eyes over the frantic figure in front of him, chortling when Dalin prompted him impatiently. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Well, that’s an invitation if I’ve ever heard one. You ready for this?” He pulled up his skirt and showed Dalin the hard length of his cock beneath it. “Hungry for it?” 
 
    “I’ll bite you.” 
 
    “Do it and see what happens.” He rose, bringing his cock to the perfect height to shove it into Dalin’s helpless mouth. He squeezed Dalin’s jaw until it opened and tilted his cock down to feed it in. “Fuck!” 
 
    Yow. He’d been expecting Dalin’s teeth, but that’d fucking hurt. Pain and adrenalin spiked through Thoros in twin waves of exhilaration. He had never before enjoyed hitting someone so much as he did swinging his palm back and forth across Dalin’s face until red blossomed on both of his cheeks and his mouth was slack and wet, his eyes dazed and half-closed with either anger or lust. 
 
    Thoros nudged at the hard cock between Dalin’s legs with his foot, just to let Dalin know he’d seen it 
 
    “Going to behave now?” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    “You know, I kind of expected that answer. Which is why I have this.” He unhooked the bit from its place on the barn wall, tracking Dalin’s eyes as they widened with surprised fury. “Should’ve seen that coming, shouldn’t you have? It was hanging right there.” 
 
    It took some wrestling—and he might’ve lost a few chunks of flesh from his fingers in the process—but Thoros got the bit fitted into Dalin’s mouth so that it pressed down on his tongue and separated his jaws, holding his mouth wide open and vulnerable. 
 
    “Fuck, that’s so hot.” He almost couldn’t bring himself to ruin the effect by sticking his cock in there, but it had been waiting a long time now and was hard enough to throb right along with the sting of Dalin’s teeth marks in his palm, so he laid his cock into the cavern of Dalin’s mouth, laughing at the way Dalin tried to tell him to fuck off even around the bit. 
 
    He’d had better blowjobs. Maybe. Hot, tight, willing mouths, not this inhospitable combination of metal and gaping flesh, but he’d never had to work so hard to hold off coming from one. It was the way Dalin thrashed against his restraints, the barely-coherent curses with which Dalin serenaded him, the beauty of metal against skin and the flare of hatred in his eyes. 
 
    The bit let him get all the way down into Dalin’s throat where Dalin’s curses rumbled against his cock like an intentional caress. The drag of throat muscles, the wrenching splutter when he pulled back again, momentarily giving Dalin the freedom to breathe which he wasted by resuming his verbal tirade, the warm puddle of drool Dalin couldn’t swallow—they triggered a climax so painfully sharp he had to grab the ring Dalin was tethered to just to keep his feet. 
 
    “Fuck, you give good head, pretty thing.” 
 
    Dalin only glared at him.  
 
    “Oh, right. You can’t talk.” He removed the bit, then sank down onto the straw next to Dalin and let Dalin’s angry words sing him half to sleep. Whether Dalin was angry about the blowjob or about not having come himself, Thoros wasn’t sure. Some of both, he decided. But. 
 
    “You don’t get to come,” he told him as he released his ankles from the tether and re-tied his hands directly to the brass ring without enough slack to let him get to his own cock. “Because you were bad. Uncooperative. Wouldn’t give Master a blowjob when you were told to.” 
 
    “I have no master.” 
 
    “But you will, Dalin.” He crouched down to his take Dalin’s chin in hand. “One master. Or mistress, I should say. I chose you because you bowed to no one, but by the time I’m done, you will. You’ll know who owns you, and you’ll bow before them.” 
 
    Dalin’s growl said that he very much didn’t believe that to be true, but a night spent contemplating his own hard cock would help change his mind. Thoros looped the end of the tether around Dalin’s balls, tying them up tight to the base of his cock. Just to keep him hard. Just to make it clear. He would be tamed. 
 
   
  
 

 Dalin 
 
    They worked almost exclusively inside the cottage now due to Thoros’s worries about spies. Though Dalin never left Thoros’s property, remaining tethered in the barn on those occasions when Thoros went into town, he learned the gossip from Thoros as they ate their nightly meal together—Thoros at the table and Dalin relegated to the floor, refusing to admit he minded. 
 
    He and Thoros were a sensation after his runaway victory in the chariot race, suddenly the odds-on favorite for overall victory. Which meant everyone would be coming for them, Thoros warned him as he made Dalin stand naked in the center of the room. 
 
    “You know her.” Dalin remembered Atalanta’s brief comments in the arena. 
 
    “I know things about her,” Thoros answered. “Thing that will be helpful to our endeavor.” 
 
    “You knew the charioteers would use their whips. Because she told them to.” 
 
    “Atalanta would want a man who bears up under the whip well. Charioteers have whips. It was an obvious guess.” 
 
    “A good one,” Dalin acknowledged.  
 
    Thoros could whip him every day if it meant victory, but Thoros hadn’t whipped him lately. This week’s competition was to be one of balance, and their training sessions reminded Dalin of the fighting style of warriors from the Far East, right down to the way Thoros sometimes pulled Dalin’s hair back into a long, tight queue. Though Dalin suspected Thoros only did that to enjoy yanking at his scalp until it burned. 
 
    “Is she looking for a man with blue balls too?” 
 
    “Very likely.” Thoros cupped the balls in question. Dalin wasn’t hard, but it only took a moment to get him there. Every night Thoros fucked him or forced his cock down his throat, and though Dalin hadn’t used his teeth again, he hadn’t been allowed to come either.  
 
    Now Thoros teased his cock into full hardness. Dalin gritted his teeth and kept his mouth shut. He wouldn’t ask—not for relief, not for mercy.  
 
    “Stay still,” Thoros warned.  
 
    Dalin glared down at him. He hadn’t moved so much as an inch. But a moment later he understood the warning when Thoros yanked his balls down hard enough to separate them from his body and wrapped a leather thong around them with a couple of quick twists. 
 
    This again. He’d slept this way more than one night, could certainly bear up under it in the light of day. But Thoros’s next move was a new one when the other end of the thong was tied down to the ring in the floor, allowing no play at all. Dalin bent his knees, lowering himself a few inches to relieve the painful pressure on his sack. 
 
    Thoros grinned the grin Dalin had come to know too well and said, “Enjoy it while you can.” 
 
    Dalin didn’t know what he was meant to be enjoying, so he kept his head up and refused to follow Thoros with his eyes as he moved around the small cottage. Whatever torture session Thoros had in mind, Dalin would endure it. 
 
    “Arms out,” Thoros ordered. “Palms up.” When Dalin complied, Thoros placed a chalice on each hand. Full, based on the weight. “Spill so much as a drop, and you lose.” 
 
    The chalices weren’t light, but they weren’t heavy either. Dalin snorted at the idea that he wouldn’t be able to support them. 
 
    “Now, up on your toes.” 
 
    Carefully, so as not to jiggle the chalices, he tried to comply, remembering as his knees straightened why he’d had them bent. The thong pulled his balls down as Thoros prodded him higher until Dalin was up on his toes, gasping from the strain of inflicting such tearing pain on himself.  
 
    Two new points of pain flared on his chest. He looked down to see that Thoros had fastened a twist of metal around each of his nipples, cinching them tight to squeeze his pulsing buds. The devilish contraptions were joined by a chain that stretched up over his head. Dalin was familiar with the bolt to which they connected. He’d been strung up to it before, but never by the tender flesh of his nipples. 
 
    “There you go,” Thoros said. “You can bend your knees again if you like.” 
 
    But he couldn’t, of course, not without pulling on the clamps. The lower he sank, the more searing the pain in his nipples. The higher he rose, the stronger the throb in his balls. And meanwhile … 
 
    Meanwhile, there were two full chalices balanced on his palms, heavier than they’d seemed at first and growing heavier by the moment. He couldn’t decide which hurt worse—his nipples, his balls, his arms, or the dull, unsatisfied ache of denial that never left his cock—but every shift brought fresh agony. 
 
    Dalin closed his eyes, breathing through the pain, allowing it to own him. He could endure. He would.  
 
    “You’re so hard.” A rough hand teased his cock, sliding along his shaft with a punishing grip. 
 
    “Because you won’t let me touch myself.” 
 
    “It’s my cock now. Not for you to touch. When you learn that, I won’t have to restrain you at night. You’ll keep your hands off yourself because you’ll know to whom your cock belongs.” 
 
    “That’s never going to happen.” 
 
    Warm breath blew over the back of Dalin’s neck, startling him enough that the chalices shook.  
 
    “It’ll happen,” Thoros said evenly as he continued to fondle Dalin’s cock with one hand while stroking down through the cleft of his ass with the other. “Careful with those chalices.” 
 
    “Then stop distracting me.” 
 
    Thoros laughed. “Pretty thing, I haven’t even started distracting you.” 
 
    How could a chalice be so heavy? Did he not raise one every time he took a drink? Thoros’s hand squeezing his cock felt so good. He tried to concentrate only on that, on the rush of pleasure that cut through the growing numbness in his arms and the red hot points of pain that were his nipples and the deep, abiding ache in his balls. It’d been so long since he’d come. Days already. He could almost pretend it was all that mattered—that if Thoros would give him this, then he could bear the rest. 
 
    “How long?” he asked. His calves had started to cramp in addition to his other host of miseries, but when he lowered his heels to relieve the strain on them, relief came at the cost of a renewed flare of pain in his nipples. “How long do I have to stay like this?” 
 
    “That depends. How fast can you make me come?” 
 
    Fuck, he’d gladly make Thoros come if it would release him from this torture, especially if Thoros would make him come in return, but, “How am I supposed to do that?” His mouth was a little high off the ground for Thoros to take his pleasure in it, and his hands were fully occupied. 
 
    The sudden intrusion of a greased finger into his ass answered that question. Dalin reacted with a jerk, going higher on his toes which gave his balls a hearty yank. The chalices wavered. He sucked in his breath, waiting to see if they’d topple. 
 
    “Balance,” Thoros reminded him. “There’s no room for reaction. Every motion controlled, coordinated.” 
 
    Easy for Thoros to say. He didn’t have a cock nudging at him, thick and unwieldy and demanding entrance where a couple of weeks ago Dalin had never permitted entry. Thoros wasn’t balancing on the balls of his feet either, unable to move more than a few inches either up or down, paying for even those small movements with self-inflicted flashes of pain. 
 
    Dalin held himself still nevertheless until Thoros had seated himself fully, his cock not as foreign as it’d been that first time. The burn in Dalin’s ass was almost welcome in the sea of other sensations. All he had to do was keep his balance while Thoros fucked him and it would be over. He could lower his arms, lower his heels, maybe get a hand on himself while Thoros’s back was turned to relieve the pressure in his balls. 
 
    But once buried, Thoros remained there—as still as Dalin, just his breath fluttering against Dalin’s ear and his fingers sliding surprisingly lightly along his shaft. 
 
    “Well?” Dalin asked. “I thought you were going to fuck me.” It wasn’t that he wanted to be fucked, though he didn’t hate it exactly. It was just that he wanted this over with. 
 
    “No, I said you were going to make me come. So get to it. Or don’t. I like where I am fine enough to stay awhile.” Thoros nuzzled into his neck, one of those unsettling gestures of tenderness that Dalin hated more than anything, but the tenderness of the gesture contrasted with the sadistic intent of his words. Dalin was supposed to make Thoros come? Without hands, without mouth, with only a few inches of play—every inch of which was painful? How the fuck was he supposed to do that? 
 
    But he wouldn’t ask, wouldn’t give Thoros the satisfaction of knowing he’d set an impossible task. He squeezed his ass muscles as tight as he could and flushed with triumph at Thoros’s answering groan. He would milk the man. Milk him and … yes, fuck him. 
 
    He rose up higher on his toes, ignoring the answering scream from his balls, then sank all the way down on his heels, allowing the resulting flash of pain in his nipples to spur him, squeezing his ass all the while. Up and down. Carefully, slowly, the chalices at first shaky but growing steadier as he found his balance, found his rhythm. 
 
    “Fuck, Dalin. Fuck me.” 
 
    He would. He would fuck Thoros—fuck Thoros like Thoros had fucked him. Relentlessly, ruthlessly, taking his own pleasure because there—that was what he needed. His next shift caused the head of Thoros’s cock to brush over the spot inside him that craved it. Thoros’s hand was light around his shaft, but it was enough. 
 
    He was dimly aware as he moved that he was speaking, throwing curses out to the man behind him and maybe, almost, pleading. He choked back those words, swallowing them into the fury and the frenzy, until the words became sobs and he came in a burst of agonized pleasure, his cock gushing over Thoros’s hand, feeling the hot wetness inside him that meant Thoros had come too. 
 
    And then he was crying, turning his head into his shoulder to try to disguise his sobs but only crying the harder when Thoros slipped the clamps from his nipples and took the chalices from his hands and blessed relief coursed through him so strongly he almost fell, but Thoros was there with an arm around him to guide him down into a chair. 
 
    “Drink. This one first.” Thoros lifted one of those cursed chalices to Dalin’s lips and he drank without taking hold of the chalice himself. His arms were as limp as his dick, as tired as his calves, as languorous as his quiet mind.  
 
    The chalice held water, cool and wet, and Dalin drank it in slow sips as Thoros had taught him. Then Thoros lifted the second chalice, and this one held wine—warmer, headier—and he drank it even more slowly, barely noticing when Thoros took a swallow himself. 
 
    “You don’t mind if we share a cup, do you?” 
 
    Dalin burst into a laugh too raucous to be fully sane. “Don’t mind if we share a cup,” he repeated with a shake of his head, unable to stop laughing at it. It was the funniest thing he’d ever heard somehow, and he wondered if he could be drunk from those few swallows of wine or if he was only drunk on pain and relief and the pure glory of that orgasm. 
 
    “You’re going to do well,” Thoros said affectionately as he unbraided Dalin’s hair and fluffed it out into waves across his shoulders. “There will be no other man there who can take what you can take.” 
 
    Dalin stifled the giggles that still threatened to erupt out of him with every soothing touch of Thoros’s hands. He felt so oddly euphoric, as though he’d never been so happy, and really, had he ever been happy? Life was suffering. Life with Thoros was also suffering, but suffering with a purpose. Suffering with a payoff. It was different here with Thoros, in his stone cottage with his demands and his punishments and his hands that were both hard and gentle. 
 
    “You think I’ll win?” 
 
    “I expect you to.” Thoros smacked his shoulder, which was the only part of him that didn’t ache. He sat down in the other chair and raised the chalice of wine to his mouth.  
 
    Dalin watched Thoros’s lips part, his eyes glued to the red liquid that ran through them, thirsting. He licked his own lips, wondering what Thoros’s would feel like against them. He’d seen people kissing before, but he’d never understood the allure. 
 
    “I worry about Rory,” Thoros said as he lowered the chalice back to the table.  
 
    Dalin turned it so that the spot he’d drunk from faced him and raised it to his own mouth. “Why Rory?” 
 
    “He’s tough, but wiry. Tenacious, but malleable. Like you, only more so and less so. Better suited for Atalanta, perhaps.” 
 
    “I’m not malleable.” He pushed the chalice across the table and suppressed a grin when Thoros likewise rotated it to find the spot from which he’d drunk. 
 
    “You will be,” Thoros said in that darkly predictive tone that made Dalin’s nerves thrum. Why did Dalin want to be malleable for him? 
 
    “And if I win, then what? I’m a slave to Atalanta?” He’d expected freedom. 
 
    “A slave to Atalanta, but a prince to the world. Fair trade?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He’d have thought so once. Every asshole on the street had the right to order him around now. To have only one master would be a step up, but still. To have even one master ... Mistress, he corrected himself. The thought made him uneasy. 
 
    “I’d better not see you playing to lose,” Thoros warned him. 
 
    Dalin snorted. As if he’d ever lose intentionally. Whether he wanted the prize or not, he’d give his all to win it. 
 
   
  
 

 Thoros 
 
    The contestants stood on only one leg, but at least that leg was flat-footed. And the cups balanced on their hands were delicate, certainly weighing less than the heavy metal of Thoros’s own drinking vessels. Other than that, he’d guessed well. Balance, poise, stillness. All the traits he’d drilled into Dalin for the last week were being tested as the contestants stood at attention with their arms spread wide in perfect formation. 
 
    It didn’t take more than a few minutes before the first cup fell. Thoros grinned when one of the more muscle-bound, cocky contestants gave it up with a groan—one cup then the other splashing their contents on the ground as the large man tipped heavily over onto both feet. Big muscles handled big tasks, but the littler muscles? Those so seldom got worked when large weights were thrown around with graceless force. Men who’d done well in the chariot-pulling contest struggled with simple stillness. 
 
    Once the less-graceful had been eliminated, Atalanta sent her minions out to fell the rest of the field. A bevy of giggling young women approached the contestants with feathers and fingernails, tickling and tweaking, rubbing their breasts up against them. One man after another was taken down by their distraction—sneezing from a feather beneath the nose or wincing at pinch. Or just letting the cups drop in resignation, unable to hold them another moment. 
 
    But not Dalin. He stood rock still, eyes forward, paying no mind to the women or to the crash of cups as one competitor after another dropped out until only he and Rory remained, a mere handbreadth separating their extended fingertips.  
 
    Well, they’d known Rory would be competition. He’d finished well in the chariot race considering his smaller size, and here he was vying for the win again today. The girls tired of playing their games under the midday sun and returned to the canopy from which Atalanta watched. It was a waiting game now. 
 
    Thoros, seated cross-legged in the sand nearby, heard Rory complain about the flies teasing at his nipples. Fuck, what Thoros had done to Dalin’s nipples in the last week. He would love to be one of those flies flitting about him now—flicking and licking, teasing out Dalin’s pleasure and pain with his cock buried deep in Dalin’s velvety grip. 
 
    Flies would be nothing to Dalin, so Thoros was amused when Dalin responded. “I just shake them off when they get at me.” 
 
    Rory snorted disbelievingly. “You’re not going to get me to try to shake anything off.” 
 
    “No, really. Watch.” Dalin, balancing easily on a single leg, went up on his toes then lowered himself back down. “See? Chases them right away.” He did it again, repeatedly, up and down, making Thoros thicken beneath his skirt as he remembered how Dalin had worked his cock with his inner muscles as he’d raised and lowered himself with increasing urgency. 
 
    He bunched the leather of his skirt up to give Dalin a peek at the effect he was having, urging him to go on because Rory, perhaps desperate for relief from the flies or perhaps wanting to demonstrate his own balance, had started to emulate him. Slowly, Rory rose onto the toes of his supporting leg and then, haltingly, he lowered himself again. 
 
    “You have to go a bit faster,” Dalin said, and Thoros nearly groaned to see those calf muscles work, remembering, remembering. His hand inched up his thigh until he couldn’t stop himself from digging beneath his skirt to give himself a hearty squeeze.  
 
    Later, he promised Dalin with his eyes. Later, he would pay Dalin back for this tease. 
 
    Rory twisted, caught off balance when he tried to rise on his toes again. He flailed, arms windmilling in an attempt to keep the cups upright, but he couldn’t recover. First one cup, then the other, splashed its contents onto the ground while Dalin remained perfectly balanced, perfectly still once again, not even a smile of victory marring the smooth symmetry of the lines of his body. 
 
    Atalanta wound down the stairs to inspect Dalin’s winning poise more closely. “I’m surprised that one so strong can be so still. How long could he stay like this, I wonder.” She trailed an appreciative hand over the globes of Dalin’s ass which weren’t well covered by the skimpy loincloth in which Thoros had dressed him that morning. 
 
    “For as long as you required, Princess. Dalin,” he ordered, “Yang short form.” 
 
    Dalin launched into one of the routines Thoros had trained him in, never allowing the cups to drop as he flowed smoothly from posture to posture. 
 
    “Impressive,” Atalanta said as Dalin stretched towards her, balanced on one leg with the other horizontal behind him forming a straight line with his spine. “How flexible is he?” 
 
    “Flexible enough to mold himself into anything you him ask to be.” Thoros saw Dalin’s mouth twitch at the idea of fitting himself to serve the princess, but no other muscle moved. He remained in the pose called warrior three. A true warrior. 
 
    “We shall see.” She drew away to dismiss the other competitors, sending another handful home for good. Of the ten who remained, Dalin would be the obvious favorite.  
 
    Thoros took the cups from Dalin’s palms and nodded at him to stand. He saw the wince Dalin tried to hide, and offered his hand, but Dalin shook it off, following him without comment out of the arena and down the long road that led to home. It wasn’t until they reached the edge of town that Dalin collapsed into the dust along the side of the road to grab at the calf that’d borne his weight for so long. 
 
   
  
 

 Dalin 
 
    The cramp was sheer agony, different from the erotic torture to which Thoros daily subjected him. This was nothing but a blinding ball of pain. 
 
    “There, there. Let me.” Thoros climbed on top of him to stretch the cramped limb straight again, massaging the muscle with strong fingers as Dalin tried not to howl. Thoros’s manipulations were therapeutic, he knew, but it hurt, it hurt. He panted into the dust, his eyes wet with the ignominy of falling apart now, when it was all over. He’d won. Again. And again it was Thoros’s cruel training that had given him the upper hand. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting she’d have you on one foot,” Thoros said as his thumbs stripped down his leg, kneading the last of the pain from it. “Could’ve trained you for it better.” 
 
    “You trained me perfectly.” The admission came hard but felt good once made. 
 
    “Yeah?” Thoros’s voice contained a hint of amusement. He slapped Dalin on the thigh and got back to his feet. “Going to stick with me then?” 
 
    “You haven’t heard me complaining, have you?” He rose likewise, testing his leg gingerly, hopping a step forward when it threatened to cramp again. 
 
    “No, you never complain.” Thoros watched him with amused eyes. “Beg sometimes.” 
 
    “I don’t beg.” 
 
    “It’s a lot like begging, the way you same my name over and over while I’m fucking you. Ah, ah, ah. Thoros, fuck, Thoros. What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s not begging. I’ve never said please.” 
 
    “Not yet. You will though.” 
 
    Dalin didn’t bother to answer. He wouldn’t beg. He wouldn’t quit. He wouldn’t say please. 
 
    “Come on, hop up.” Thoros turned his back and offered it to him. 
 
    “You’re not seriously going to carry me?” 
 
    “What? You think you’re the only one who can suffer stoically? Come on.” 
 
    Dalin planted his hands on Thoros’s shoulders and leap-frogged onto his back. Thoros hooked his arms under his legs and started down the road towards home, almost as if didn’t notice the weight. Dalin ducked his head down to catch Thoros’s scent along his neck—ripe and raw. Thoros had bathed him last night, stood him out in the barnyard and covered every inch with a soft cloth, lathering, rinsing, drying, smoothing the rough spots on his skin with sweet lotion. He should’ve done as much for himself from the smell of him. 
 
    “You need a bath,” he told the man carrying him. 
 
    “Mmph,” Thoros agreed. “More than likely.” 
 
    “I could give you one. I owe you. For the training.” 
 
    “Thought I’d take it out on your ass.” 
 
    Well. He might not be opposed to that either. “I suppose we could do both. If I must have your rank cock in me, it could do with a wash first.” 
 
    Thoros only grunted, but Dalin was pretty sure it was a grunt of approval. 
 
   


  
 

 Flexibility 
 
    Dalin 
 
    Dalin slept inside now, on the floor at the foot of Thoros’s bed, his hands left unbound since he spent large portions of every day bound. He could get a hand on his cock if he wanted to, stroke himself off with Thoros slumbering nearby, but he chose instead to remain hard and ready, thinking about the large body naked and close and waiting for a summons. 
 
    Thoros would snap his fingers and, shamefully, he would come, scraping across the packed dirt floor to suck him down eagerly, hands clinging to the comfort of Thoros’s thighs as the familiar thickness he’d once rejected filled his mouth and throat. Thoros would lean over and put a hand on Dalin’s cock, stroking it with the rhythm of Dalin’s mouth, bringing him to a release that left him giddy and ashamed, ashamed of wanting this so badly that he couldn’t bring himself to satisfy his own desires because he preferred, night after night, to wait and hope. 
 
    By day, he waited in rope, arranged to Thoros’s pleasure in one cramped posture after another—head to knees, ankles to wrists—or splayed in contorted shapes over one of the rough pieces of wood-and-rush furniture that graced the cottage. 
 
    Thoros loved tying him up—Dalin couldn’t doubt it—but there was a purpose to it too, which was something else he could no longer doubt. Flexibility, Atalanta had said, so Dalin went willingly into his bondage, finding the purpose of his own place in it. This was for the contest. But also for Thoros. 
 
    “Like a pig at the roast,” Thoros said with a ringing slap on his buttocks. “Except that’s no apple in your mouth, is it?” Thoros had him curled tight enough that the head of his own dick pushed through his lips. His arms were behind his back, wrists tied tight together, feet snugged up against his ass as he made an obvious display on top of the table exactly like a pig at the roast. 
 
    Thoros had squeezed and pulled, working the curve in Dalin’s spine until Dalin had sworn he couldn’t possibly curl tighter and then—he’d felt it. The hot, salty tip of his own cock tapping against his lips. 
 
    “Open,” Thoros had said, and he’d opened his mouth obediently and allowed Thoros to guide his cock inside it and tie him there, neck bowed to take himself in as his cock expanded to fill his throat the way Thoros’s so regularly did. 
 
    “And Atalanta thought you were too big to be flexible,” Thoros said. “Not many men can suck their own dicks. Enjoying that?” 
 
    He moaned around the eager press of his own flesh in response. Difficult to work his tongue at this angle, but sure, he liked it—liked the wetness and the heat, liked the soft pressure of his own mouth, though perhaps he’d prefer the rough friction of Thoros’s hand. But this .. this was so fucking dirty. It made him so hard, and he was trussed like a dish at the banquette, his ass high and open. He longed for Thoros to use it.  
 
    He almost asked, almost said please. But, no. Please meant he wanted Thoros to stop, and he didn’t want that. He wanted to be flexible for the contest, and he wanted Thoros to fuck him. So instead he asked for what he wanted, voicing it like a question because Thoros didn’t take orders. “Fuck me?” His words came out thick and garbled around the hard flesh filling his throat, but Thoros understood them. 
 
    “That’s the plan, pretty thing. Just going to admire my handiwork a bit here. You keep working that cock for me, huh?” 
 
    He nodded a little, bobbing as much as his restraints allowed, relishing the slide of cock in throat, of throat on cock, his body heat rising from the way Thoros pinched and prodded him as he circled, checking a knot here, stroking at a bruise there. 
 
    Dalin wasn’t sure he could make himself come, as good as it felt. He just didn’t have the range of motion for it. If only Thoros would fuck him, if only Thoros would get on with it. The word please almost broke from him again, and he choked it back with a whimper. 
 
    “Impatient for my cock, aren’t you?” 
 
    There was no use denying it. He let himself go lax in his bonds, having already learned that acceptance was the key to tolerance—sink deeper into it, don’t strain against it. Last week’s practice in stillness helped too. He couldn’t move, so why try? And he couldn’t rush Thoros, so why try to do that either? It was right to hunger. 
 
    Finally, finally, he felt the nudge at his backside that meant Thoros was coming in—a blunt, greasy pressure that gave way to a burning flare of intrusion, and then that longed-for filling, the deep slide that reached to his very soul. Behind him, Thoros groaned out his satisfaction at being so well-seated in his welcoming heat.  
 
    Dalin breathed around his dick, summoning a wash of saliva to salve it with as the rocking started, driving him deeper onto his own dick. Like a pig at the roast, split from both ends. 
 
    Orgasm rushed towards him. The cock in his mouth swelled—pulsing, throbbing, filling him with pleasure and come as he took his own load in great, sticky globs, nearly chocking as he strained to swallow around himself. Thoros’s fingers on his hips were punishing as he reached a similar climax, his grunts filling Dalin’s ears as his load filled his ass, and there—flooded from both ends, ass and mouth awash in come, body awash in pleasure. Dalin melted into the ropes as his cock softened and withdrew from his mouth, as Thoros softened and withdrew from his ass. 
 
    “Another hour or so before I let you out,” Thoros warned him with a light tap on his upturned ass. Dalin didn’t even bother to nod. He was fine where he was, no need to be free. He could only barely reach the tip of his soft cock with his tongue, but he gave it a few licks, cleaning and soothing it as he relaxed in his bonds. 
 
   
  
 

 Thoros 
 
    It was entertaining seeing how many positions he could fuck Dalin in, how tightly he could truss him up before he did it, sometimes curling him into shapes that tweaked at the limits of his flexibility and other times spreading him out in ways that had little to do with the upcoming contest. He just liked to see Dalin on display—all the heft and meat of him restrained for his pleasure, helpless to fight against the way Thoros took him, though Thoros never minded a fight. 
 
    At night he left Dalin unbound—giving his limbs a chance to stretch—and promised himself he wouldn’t bother the man, but the way Dalin came to him when summoned, slithering low across the dirt floor as though not to draw attention to how eagerly he moved, carried its own thrill. Both Dalin’s willingness and his unwillingness had their appeal, and after a day of having Dalin at his mercy, Thoros enjoyed those moments that could almost be called consensual. As though they were lovers—tired from training in their mutual cause, reaching out to each other in the blanketing quiet for relief. 
 
    Dalin would win. Thoros couldn’t doubt it. He was … perfect. Astoundingly perfect. So full of fire, so stoic and untamed. The subtle ways in which he bent to Thoros almost undid him. Thoros had known what he wanted to craft Dalin into, but Dalin surpassed anything he could have imagined. 
 
    Lucky Atalanta. 
 
    Thoros turned away from where Dalin lay placidly despite the extremity of the arch into which Thoros had bound him—toes touching the back of his head, arms overwrapped around calves, all his body one smooth circle of manly flesh rocking on the long rod of his hard cock. Dalin almost always got hard when Thoros tied him up now, whether Thoros fucked him or not. Anticipating it. Anticipating being fucked. 
 
    But no, Thoros wouldn’t fuck him. He was becoming too attached to this man he trained for someone other than himself, too accustomed to sinking into his body searching for comfort and release, too eager to watch the gorgeous slopes of Dalin’s naked body as it moved around his spare cottage. Soon Dalin would belong to Atalanta, and Thoros …? He would go back to an existence he hadn’t known was lonely. 
 
    “How long can you keep that up?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s not like I can go anywhere,” Dalin replied. “The rope does the work.” 
 
    That meant he’d bound Dalin well, but: “I meant the way you’re working your cock. Such a wanton slut, aren’t you? I can tell you want me to fuck you, but perhaps I won’t today.” 
 
    “Mm.” Dalin rocked so that the table massaged the hard length which bore his weight. “Don’t need you to maybe.” 
 
    And so Thoros watched, spellbound as surely as Dalin was rope-bound, as Dalin stimulated himself to orgasm, his eyes closed and his body lax, just a gentle rocking that culminated in the quietest of gasps and a puddle of come soaking into the wood of the table. 
 
    “Surprised there’s anything left in you,” Thoros observed as he mopped at the droplets with a rag. 
 
    Dalin regarded him with sleepy, satisfied eyes. “If you arrange me right …” Dalin opened his mouth. 
 
    It wasn’t as if Thoros hadn’t thought of the possibilities. It was just that he’d sworn he wouldn’t this time.  
 
    He tugged Dalin closer to the edge of the table and rocked him down to accept Thoros’s cock in his mouth. Up, then down—a sucking circle, bobbing Dalin’s mouth as he fucked into it, fighting to keep his eyes open because it felt so good, but this—this was a thing that needed to be seen. Atalanta would have Dalin soon enough, but for now he belonged to Thoros. 
 
   
  
 

 Dalin 
 
    What this had to do with flexibility, Dalin didn’t know. Yes, he was bound—Thoros had called that correctly, as always—in a similar position to the one he’d been in the other day when he’d been able to suck himself off while Thoros fucked him, but he was in no way bound tightly enough to reach his cock. It seemed to him that anyone might be able to tuck themselves into this position—head resting on knees, arms behind the back—and stay there eternally. At least, he knew he could. 
 
    They weren’t even being ordered to stay still the way Thoros demanded of him. No, they’d been told to free themselves—that was the challenge—and what it had to do with flexibility, Dalin didn’t know, but he knew why his cock was hard. It was an automatic response to being in rope now. Too bad the member of the King’s Guard who’d bound him hadn’t made his posture a little more challenging so he could reach his throbbing member. 
 
    Dalin turned his head to seek out Thoros and found him not far off and watching. Someone who didn’t know Thoros as well as Dalin would probably call his expression blank, but Dalin could see the hunger in it, could pick out the way Thoros’s skirt bulged over an answering erection. 
 
    It made Dalin loose—Thoros’s hot eyes and hard cock. It made him sink deeper into the rope as he waited for the Chancellor’s command to begin, and the deeper he sank, the looser his bonds felt.  
 
    By the time the contest had begun, Dalin already knew how to win it. He need only tuck himself in closer and accept the rope rather than fight it, and the rope fell free practically of its own accord. He made slow, fluid movements, sloughing off one coil after another, not wanting to attract the attention of the other competitors out of fear of giving away his methods. Around him, he could hear the trashing of men fighting against their bonds.  
 
    He’d fought the first time Thoros had bound him—fought until his skin chafed with rope rash and his muscles ached, until he’d accepted that Thoros had him trussed too well for escape, that Thoros had him trussed too well even for resistance. He did not submit to Thoros, he told himself. He submitted to no one. But to the rope, yes.  
 
    Farther down, one of the competitors called out for freedom, begging as Dalin had sworn he never would: “Please, please. I can’t stand it.” 
 
    To submit was to enjoy. To fight was to fear. 
 
    The begging man was released and led to the side of the arena to face Atalanta. The words of her dismissal carried even over the groans and thrashing of the other men, but Dalin paid none of it any mind, thinking only of Thoros, of the strength and security of Thoros’s bonds, which were not these bonds. The guard who’d tied Dalin chest to thigh had been quick and hapless. His knots were easily undone when Dalin twisted to reach them with limbs that moved easily within their confines. 
 
    Yes, this was what Thoros had taught him: to be still and smooth, to accept and adapt, to melt in deeper rather than pull the knots tighter. 
 
    When he had himself free enough to shake the rope completely from his body, he looked over to Thoros to see if he was proud and saw that he was. But also he caught the subtle hand gesture that told him to stay in place, so he settled back into the initial posture, leaving the ropes in a loose drape over his body and daydreaming of better ropework. 
 
    “I tire of this,” Atalanta’s voice rang out. “It seems none of you can complete this simple task, and I’m bored with watching you thrash about.” She strolled down the line of men and stopped in front of Rory. “You’ve come the closest, but I fear you’ve done yourself more harm than good. Release him.” She snapped her fingers at a guard who jumped to do her bidding. 
 
    Dalin turned his neck and saw how Rory, in trying to escape his bonds, had only managed to wrap them more tightly around his neck. Dalin admired Rory’s willingness to strangle himself, but the result was neither useful nor attractive. 
 
    “There is one who completed the task.” Thoros grabbed the end of Dalin’s rope and gave it a light flick so that it coiled itself at his feet, leaving Dalin unencumbered. “Sit up, Dalin.” 
 
    He rose onto his knees, his head light with the change in height and the excess of blood pooled in his cock, which thrust, uncovered, out at the Princess. 
 
    “Impressive,” she said. Dalin met her eyes coolly, more pleased with Thoros’s approval than concerned about her opinion. “But why did you not alert us you’d gotten free? That was the goal, after all.” 
 
    “His goal is to please you, Princess. He remains at your convenience.” 
 
    “You always make him sound so docile, Thoros, but I suspect he’s not.” 
 
    Thoros grabbed Dalin’s chin with unyielding fingers, and Dalin dropped his eyes at the command in them. 
 
    “Not docile,” Thoros agreed, “but obedient under the right handling.” 
 
    “I see. Yes, I do see the appeal.” Atalanta’s evaluating tone rankled. Dalin fought to keep his eyes down as the pinch of Thoros’s fingers reminded him of the role he played. “He’s done well in every task thus far, but I doubt he’ll do so well with the next one. I don’t think gentility will suit him.” 
 
    She drifted away to hand out her usual raft of dismissals, and Thoros gave Dalin a hand up, holding him by both forearms until Dalin could feel the blood tingling in his toes again. 
 
    “She’ll not be sending Rory home,” Dalin observed, pushing away from Thoros to walk on his own. “He finished second again.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, he didn’t impress her today. She might have told you to free yourselves, but Atalanta enjoys rope work, and rope work is spoiled by fidgeting. The mess Rory made won’t win him favor.”  
 
    They plodded along in silence for a few moments, neither of them leading the way, both knowing where they were headed.  
 
    “He’s still your closest competition though, despite his misstep today. He’s her type. Lean, graceful. Pretty.” 
 
    Pretty. Dalin didn’t care who Atalanta should find attractive, but the comment worked its way under his skin. “You call me pretty thing.” 
 
    “To tease you. You don’t want to be pretty, do you?” Thoros stopped and evaluated him much too closely before throwing his head back with a roar of laughter. “I see that you do want to be pretty. But only for me, eh? Don’t fret, pretty thing. Once we get home, I’ll show you clear enough how pretty you are.” 
 
   


  
 

 Grace 
 
    Dalin 
 
    Thoros insisted on making him pretty. First bathing him—not the way he’d done before with rough strokes and probing fingers, but gently in perfumed water—then fluffing his hair out over his shoulders and twining it with wildflowers.  
 
    There was a tunic. More clothes than Dalin had worn since stripping that first day in the arena. He should be grateful for it, but it skimmed one shoulder, leaving the other bare in a way that seemed flirty, and teased at the top of his thighs, only nominally covering his cock and balls so that every move put him in danger of exposure.  
 
    He’d been fully exposed to Thoros for weeks now, in positions and poses and situations far more revealing than giving a glimpse of the tip of his cock if he turned too suddenly, but it felt newly intimate, those teasing peeks at his most private spaces. 
 
    Thoros pinched Dalin’s cheeks, bringing blood into them until they sparked with pain—hot and eager under Thoros’s regard. 
 
    “Your lips could use some color too.” 
 
    And Dalin chafed under this new humiliation but also wanted. He’d never kissed anyone before. He’d seen it often enough—men and women pressed mouth to mouth, sucking at each other in a way that seemed messy and unappealing and unnecessary. A mouth on his cock, sure. But one touching his own? In the hurried couplings he’d engaged in prior to being trained by Thoros, he’d turned his head in refusal from anyone who’d tried. 
 
    But he wanted—wanted the harsh line of Thoros’s lips leading out from the jagged edge of his scar, wanted to lick at their roughness and feel Thoros’s tongue licking back. 
 
    He bit his lower lip, chewing it slowly and intentionally with the heat of Thoros’s eyes on him as he pinked it up. He pursed his mouth, trying to make it tempting, feeling ridiculous because he didn’t know anything about seduction. His tongue traced the resulting plumpness of his bottom lip and Thoros latched onto it—chewing and licking much like Dalin had been doing to himself but so, so much better. 
 
    Dalin’s mouth opened on a gasp he couldn’t suppress, and Thoros pressed his way inside it. Dalin kissed back, desperate to be inside Thoros the way Thoros was so often inside him. 
 
    “So pretty,” Thoros said into his mouth. 
 
    “Not pretty.”  
 
    “Pretty, pretty,” Thoros repeated, gentling him down with motions that were light and reverent. Dalin fought even as he sank, his hands clinging to Thoros’s biceps as though only Thoros could stop him from drowning in this sea of softness. 
 
    Thoros kept him like that all week—dressed in flowing clothes with ribbons in his hair, besieged by courtly compliments. Thoros seated him at the table and offered him a hand up after dinner. It made Dalin feel unsettled and light. He missed the whip and the demands, couldn’t bear the flattery and the charm. 
 
    “You’re supposed to be training me,” he grumped at dinner one night, slumping out of the posture Thoros had recently insisted on and throwing down the fork Thoros now expected him to handle with dainty grace. “Enough with this nonsense.” He’d liked it better when Thoros hand-fed him scraps on the floor. 
 
    “I am training you. The next contest is grace, and your manners are a long way off from courtly. Remember that you’ll become Prince Consort if chosen. Do you think Atalanta wants you embarrassing her in front of visiting dignitaries? So you’ll learn how to eat and walk and sit and speak.” 
 
    “You’re a fine one to teach me.” But Dalin picked up his fork and re-squared his shoulders, admitting to himself that Thoros had, as always, a point to his methods, that it wasn’t solely a matter of Thoros’s enjoying torturing him. “And must I be taught how to sleep as well?”  
 
    He no longer slept on the floor. Thoros gathered him into the bed every night as though he were too tender to lie on hard-packed dirt, as though his skin might mar or bruise if not pampered by a thick straw mattress and the soft sheen of linen.  
 
    And there, in his bed at night, Thoros perpetrated the worst of his indignities. He made love to Dalin—face to face, the way men made love to women, pushing up into him slowly with long, soft strokes, telling him how beautiful he was and peppering his face with kisses, staring him so deeply in the eye that Dalin thought he might scream, hypnotized and pleasure-soaked and coming apart at the edges.  
 
    “I can’t do this anymore.” He threw his fork down again and rose from the table. He tore at the stupid, flimsy tunic Thoros had draped him in, needing it off and wanting Thoros to punish him for taking it off, wanting Thoros to wreck him the way he wanted to wreck it. 
 
   
  
 

 Thoros 
 
    “Dalin.” Thoros kept his voice low in warning. His wild colt was about to buck, to shed his halter and run free. Funny how Dalin had held up so well under all manner of indignities and physical hardship, but this—a little tenderness—could ruin him. 
 
    “I can’t.” Dalin’s voice shook, his hands pawed at the tunic, fingers catching in it and clutching, his muscles tense with the urge to tear it off. 
 
    “Go ahead.” Thoros nodded at him. “You want to show yourself to me? I’ll allow it.” 
 
    Dalin’s hands ripped the tunic into tatters. 
 
    “But you’ll pay for it,” Thoros told him, too late, but he knew Dalin wanted to pay for it. “I’ll take every penny of that cloth out on your hide.” 
 
    “Fine.” Dalin threw the ripped remains down to the floor in a petulant fit. “Punish me. I can take it.” 
 
    “You want to take it.” 
 
    Dalin tilted his head, considering, then nodded in agreement. “Hit me, Thoros. Hurt me. Hurt me like—” 
 
    “Like you need.” He’d seen that his protégé was at a breaking point, but he didn’t mind the maelstrom to follow. After a week of gentle grace, they would both enjoy something rougher, but he’d have to be careful where he marked Dalin’s flesh because he needed it silky and clear for the contest to come. And much as Thoros understood the reasons for Dalin’s rebellion, he would make sure Dalin regretted it. 
 
    “Come here.” 
 
    Dalin took a step towards him, then stopped and shook his head. “You’re going to have to come for me.” 
 
    It was going to be like that, was it? Thoros licked his lips, a grin rising to them which he tried to suppress for the sake of maintaining an authoritative dignity, but fuck this was going to be fun. Dalin sweet and pretty was a fine diversion for a few days, but Dalin rough and angry would always be his first choice. 
 
    He approached, circling as Dalin circled, each looking for an opening, a weakness. They knew each other too well by now to surprise each other, but Thoros had the size advantage and years of experience subduing partners who wanted to play at being recalcitrant, so he stalked forward with the confident expectation of success. 
 
    Dalin tried to duck when Thoros charged, but Thoros’s head met his chest squarely across the ribcage. Dalin staggered back, almost losing his feet as the breath rushed out of him. He pulled himself back up to full height and rubbed a hand over his chest. 
 
    “That’s right. I’m not fucking around. Now, do you get over my lap willingly or do you get a beating first?” 
 
    “Beating,” Dalin chose. 
 
    Thoros gave it to him—more of a wrestling match than a boxing match to minimize the bruising, but he vanquished Dalin thoroughly enough that when he rose to his feet to set the cottage back to order after the shambles they’d made of it, Dalin remained on his back panting, not even trying to make another attempt to rise, simply watching until Thoros returned to his chair and patted his lap. 
 
    “Get over here.” 
 
    “I said you had to make me,” Dalin complained. 
 
    “This is me making you. You’ll get over my lap because I told you to, and because to me, you listen.” 
 
    “Why your lap?” 
 
    “Find out.” 
 
    “I’m not going to like this, am I?” 
 
    “Not at all, but remember that you asked for it.” 
 
    With a mix of anticipation and trepidation, Dalin allowed Thoros to arrange him face down over his lap where his ass made a striking target. This was a spot Dalin wouldn’t be showing off in court on Saturday, a spot Thoros could destroy. He set to it. No warning smacks—Dalin hadn’t earned those—just a blistering pace that had Dalin squirming almost immediately. 
 
    “You can’t just fucking spank me.” 
 
    “Can’t I?” Thoros spanked him some more. 
 
    “I’m not a woman to dress up in finery, and I’m not a child to turn over your knee.” 
 
    “You’re whatever I tell you to be.” And Thoros spanked him some more, clamping hard around Dalin’s waist to hold him still for one punishing smack after another, ignoring the blistering heat in his own palm to give Dalin the punishment he deserved—demeaning, unrelenting, painful—until Dalin stopped blustering about the ignominy of it and started reacting with the truth of his pain, squirming to escape it, sobbing into it. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” His feet kicked up like the child he’d claimed he wasn’t as Thoros turned his ass first pink, then red, then edging towards purple until Dalin broke. The tension drained from his body until he lay acquiescent over Thoros’s lap, accepting his punishment with cleansing sobs. 
 
    “There, there.” Thoros rubbed his hand over the glowing ass in his lap appreciatively, his touch light and comforting. 
 
    “Don’t.” Dalin pushed Thoros’s hand off him. 
 
    “All right.” Thoros stood, tumbling Dalin to the floor, then yanked him up by the waist and shoved him forward over the table. He didn’t bother with more than a quick coat of grease on his cock before forcing his way into Dalin the way Dalin needed him to, fucking him hard with quick snaps of his hips and driving towards his own pleasure without seeking out Dalin’s.  
 
    Often he treated Dalin to a hand on his cock, but not today. Today was about doling out the uncompromising treatment Dalin needed, about giving them both a break from the sweetness of the last week. Thoros could use Dalin, could use him any way he wanted to, and after he’d come deep in Dalin’s body, he reminded him of that fact while Dalin twitched angry and hurt and unsatisfied beneath him. 
 
    “This is the deal we made. I train you, and you serve me. However I demand to be served. If it’s sweet and tender, then you’ll take sweet and tender. If it’s fast and rough, you’ll take that too. Do you understand me?” 
 
    When Dalin choked out a sobbing yes, Thoros flipped him and worked him to climax with his hand while Dalin cried and bucked and almost, almost said please. 
 
   
  
 

 Dalin 
 
    Dalin felt like a fool in his court finery, but a prepared fool. As uncomfortably ornamented as his tunic was, it at least covered him decently, disguising both the fire that still burned across his ass from that spanking Thoros had administered and the swing of his manly parts between his thighs. It must have cost Thoros a fair penny to rig him up so well, and he regretted destroying his training tunic in a fit of temper. It also would have cost Thoros from his own pocket, and it might’ve been a memento later.  
 
    Dalin’s time with Thoros grew short. Only five contestants remained. Earlier contests had eliminated the well-born—too soft, too slow, too unaccustomed to discomfort—so the five remaining were all like him, low born and awkward in their court clothes. They dotted Atalanta’s reception room, easy to pick out amongst the high born mingling with them. 
 
    Dalin smiled politely at the woman next to him. His fingers coiled around the delicate stem of the chalice in his hand which he reminded himself to grasp lightly, as a man accustomed to delicate things would. His scalp itched where Thoros had tugged his hair back into tight braids designed to emulate the shorter hair currently in fashion among the nobility.  
 
    “I should cut it,” Thoros had said, not cutting it, and Dalin had submitted to the sharp pulls and the unaccustomed tightness because he didn’t want Thoros to cut it either. It would have to be cut when he and Atalanta were married, but things would be different then. He wouldn’t have time on his knees with Thoros’s cock down his throat, would no longer feel Thoros’s hands tugging to command his service. 
 
    At the front of the reception room, Atalanta sat on a raised dais declining the delicacies offered by the courtiers who flocked around her. Dalin should go over there and press his case—prove he could be a proper Prince Consort—but the way people fawned over her turned up his nose. He hadn’t considered how much he wouldn’t enjoy diplomacy when he’d entertained the fantasy of becoming lord of all the land. 
 
    He missed Thoros’s eyes on him. The trainers had been banished for this contest to prevent prompting. Thoros’s absence left him untethered, made him wonder if he’d been working this hard to please Atalanta or if it had always been to please Thoros. 
 
    Rory had already made an obeisance to the princess, had been kept by her side for perhaps a quarter of an hour and allowed to feed her sweets before being shooed off to join the crowd. Dalin needed to do the same. He had no desire to bring his fingers to her pink, pursed lips, but he hadn’t come so far to fail. Determined to represent himself well, he approached the dais and sank into the low bow Thoros had taught him. 
 
    “Dalin,” Atalanta said with evident delight. “You’ve been turned out well for our occasion.” 
 
    “Princess.” He acknowledged the compliment with another deep bow. “If it pleases you.” 
 
    “It does. Does he not look well, Leister? You take an interest in the results of my little competition, I believe.” 
 
    Leister looked like he’d like to take an interest in knocking Dalin to the ground. Dalin recognized him from that first day in the arena—a contestant who hadn’t even been chosen to compete. Dalin suppressed a victorious smirk. Let Leister look daggers all he wanted. He’d already lost, and it wasn’t hard to see why no trainer had chosen him. He was aging and soft around the middle, his tunic failing to hide his paunch and only drawing attention to the downward slope of his undeveloped shoulders. 
 
    “It’s a shame, Your Majesty,” the courtier said. “I do appreciate the entertainment which your contests of strength afford, but you’ve eliminated all but the basest of your suitors. I’m familiar with this one in particular, for I know his master who calls him a house servant, though even that is too dignified a title. Dalin spends more time with animals than with people, I believe. Certainly, his barnyard duties have brought out his musculature, but …” Leister clicked his tongue as if the implication of what Dalin lacked were obvious. 
 
    Did Leister think he could humiliate Dalin into a show of temper? A better man than Leister had spent a week trying. Dalin would take a jibe over perfume and pampering any day. He summoned all the softness Thoros had drilled into him and said, “I thank you for the compliment. You do me honor.” 
 
    “That wasn’t a compliment, you fool. I was pointing out that a muscle-bound brute is hardly a fit companion for our princess. She’s deserving of the finest of our land.” 
 
    “Indeed, we agree on that. I could never hope to be worthy of her.” 
 
    Leister spluttered. “Your clumsy attempts at flattery—” 
 
    “Do lower your voice, Leister,” Atalanta interrupted. “You sound like a braying ass, and you know I don’t tolerate bullying in my court. “ 
 
    Dalin saw how Leister was caught, unable to argue but unwilling to concede the point either. 
 
    “I have no wish to offend,” he said finally. “I’m concerned that the results of this contest will not be to your liking. I know you have no urge to marry at all, and to marry—” He gestured at Dalin before breaking off under Atalanta’s glare. 
 
    “If I must marry—and father decrees I must—then it will be one of my choosing. Perhaps there are things I value more than a pedigree and fine manners. There’s much that goes on in a marriage outside of the public eye.” 
 
    She gave Dalin a significant look, and he suppressed a shudder at the idea of submitting to this woman. She seemed an interesting person with a sparkling sense of a humor and no wish to be unkind to those she ruled, but he didn’t want to kneel to her in the way Thoros had taught him to kneel, didn’t want to feel her ropes around him or have her hands in his hair, couldn’t imagine touching their tongues together, though he’d learned to crave the touch of Thoros’s tongue against his own since discovering how that felt. 
 
    “Let’s have some dancing.” Atalanta clapped her hands, and the musicians who’d been playing in the background broke off and started again. “It’s a new custom from Philodonia,” she explained to Dalin as Leister moved towards the center of the room, guiding one of Atalanta’s maidens by the hand. With a smirk for Dalin and a bow to his partner, Leister began to sweep her around the room. 
 
    “Men and women dance together,” Atalanta said. “It’s quite entertaining, I’m told. Perhaps if you watch a bit …” 
 
    “If I may have your hand, I would be happy to lead you in a dance.” 
 
    Atalanta quirked her brow at him. “Would you? I don’t dance myself, but here, take Elena’s hand, for she would love to dance, I am sure. Show me how you comport yourself.” 
 
    Dalin offered a gracious hand to Elena who had pretty eyes and an eager smile. Thoros had taught him to dance by leading him around the barnyard in full view for anyone to see, chiding him for being graceless. 
 
    “Sweep and glide,” Thoros had urged him. “Sweep and glide. You trudge like a slave on a forced march.” And Dalin had bit back the retort that all his life he’d only been a slave on a forced march and had tried to sweep and glide, believing at the time that it was only another of Thoros’s attempts to humiliate him with gentleness. But of course, Thoros had been right all along. 
 
    What Thoros had not taught him, though, was to lead. Always Dalin had played the role of the follower, struggling to anticipate Thoros’s movements, to follow the suggestions of a change in pressure against the small of his back. He almost presented himself to Elena to be led in this way but caught himself in time and raised up his arms to guide her into them, thinking of how he felt when Thoros steered him—small and fragile, kept protectively close, at his mercy but trusting to it. 
 
    He tried to impart that same confidence of command to Elena as he steered her about the room, to fix with her a gaze as full of possession as the one Thoros had fixed on him, though he didn’t feel so towards Elena. She was delicate and light in his arms and gazed back at him with an expression that had Dalin wondering if that was how he’d looked at Thoros when they’d danced, as if Thoros were a god who had the right to command him. 
 
    When the musicians stopped playing, he made Elena a courtly bow, not as deep as the one he’d made to Atalanta but respectful and as graceful as he could manage, and she ran back to her mistress with a hand over her mouth to suppress a giggle. He saw her whisper in Atalanta’s ear as Atalanta regarded him with approval, and he wished once again that Thoros were present, that Thoros could witness the triumph his training had wrought 
 
    It was a tedious evening, making conversation he didn’t care about and guarding against his instincts so as to keep himself soft and polite, never acting the brute Leister had accused him of being. He was more grateful to be released from the stuffy hall with its jingling music and tinkling voices and bits of glimmer than he’d ever been to be released from the bonds in which Thoros bound him or to have the whip cease striking against his back. 
 
    “And?” Thoros prompted when Dalin came upon him under the base of a tree out in the moonlight. 
 
    “It was well, I think.” He gave Thoros a summary of his time in the palace. “She dismissed two others. There are only three of us now.” 
 
    “The next competition will be the last then. Come on. There’s work to do.” 
 
    Dalin tucked in behind him, ready to be home. 
 
    “She was pretty, that girl you danced with?” 
 
    “Pretty enough.” He glanced over at Thoros who wore his customary leather skirt. His bare chest was a lighter shimmer above it in the moonlight and his hair stood up in spots where it had grown longer in the last month. Thoros put more effort into preparing Dalin for these contests than into his own appearance. Nevertheless. 
 
    “You’re prettier,” Dalin told him. 
 
    Thoros snorted. “I may not keep a mirror at home, but I know full well how I look. You’ll do well enough at court if you’re giving out compliments you don’t mean. Perhaps you’ll make a good prince.” 
 
    But did he want to be a prince? Did he want to live amongst those people? Elena had been nice enough, and Dalin had no quarrel with the princess despite his lack of interest in submitting to her—let her marry him and she would find out soon enough how unlikely he was to submit—but the others, with their false miens and soft bellies?  
 
    He wouldn’t say it to Thoros since Thoros didn’t care to believe him, but Dalin would take him over any member of the court, no matter their finery or their manners. Thoros had no kindness in him, but he didn’t pretend to a kindness he didn’t have, and his rule, though rarely soft, was just and bore a purpose, even when that purpose was only to find pleasure in Dalin’s body. 
 
    Dalin could sense the same iron in Atalanta, but he couldn’t yearn to be subjected to it. He could only think of rebelling against it, as he had towards Thoros’s authority at first. There was a purpose to his submission to Thoros. Thoros trained him, and Dalin served him in payment, and the training was good, was effective, was bringing him to the desired end.  
 
    Only Dalin wasn’t so sure he wanted that end anymore. 
 
   


  
 

 Endurance 
 
    Thoros 
 
    Oh, this was going to be good.  
 
    Wrestling, Atalanta had said. It was a common enough sport for young men to engage in, but Thoros knew there would be a twist to it, knew the ways in which Atalanta’s mind ran, so similar to his own. If it were simple wrestling, Dalin might not need even to be trained. He was strong and smart, driven to succeed at any cost, not likely to be vanquished with either physical prowess or mental subterfuge by either of the two remaining contestants. 
 
    That Dalin could out-muscle Rory, Thoros had no doubt, though he still suspected Atalanta would prefer Rory to win. If she could find a way to swing the contest in his direction, she would. The other contestant, Provo, was likewise youthfully slim. He hadn’t distinguished himself at any point in the competition but had never embarrassed himself either. He’d been allowed to linger because Atalanta fancied him, but he was slow and weak, and however Atalanta thought to rig the last contest, Provo wouldn’t win it. 
 
    No, it was Rory she would choose to win, and so Thoros thought on how Rory and Dalin were different and how Atalanta might use their differences to Rory’s advantage, and when he hit on it, he couldn’t help but smile. Because training for this? Thoros was going to enjoy it. 
 
    “I’ve been indulgent,” he told Dalin. “That ends today.” 
 
    “Indulgent how?” Dalin asked. He was eating his breakfast from the floor between Thoros’s knees where he belonged, no longer the pampered lady from last week. “Indulging me with the whip? With a cock up my ass?” 
 
    “With pleasure.” 
 
    Dalin snorted. “What pleasure?” 
 
    “Don’t pretend your cock isn’t hard right now. We’re at breakfast and already you’re shamefully begging for me.” That was his Dalin—so beautifully hard, so constantly eager for a climax brought on my Thoros’s cock or a quick stroke of his hand. But those indulgences stopped today. 
 
    “I’ve never begged you for anything.” Dalin turned his eyes away in an attempt to deny his eagerness.  
 
    “Oh no? You wouldn’t beg me to come right now?” 
 
    Dalin made a face of disbelief. 
 
    “We’ll see, pretty thing. We’ll see.” 
 
    Dalin would be begging soon enough. But he wouldn’t receive, no matter how much he begged. That was the lesson to be learnt this week: perseverance, restraint. Endurance. 
 
    “What happens when you climax?” he asked Dalin later when he had him strung up to the ring bolt overhead and was teasing his hard cock with an insufficient hand. 
 
    “Come shoots out of my cock.” 
 
    “Oh, sarcasm. You’re not ready to focus yet, I see. Very well.” And he applied his whip to Dalin’s back until Dalin’s eyes were soft and yielding though his cock remained hard and hungry. 
 
    “Now, I’ll ask you again. What happens when you climax?” 
 
    “It feels good.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” He greased up a hand to keep his strokes light and ran it slick along Dalin’s shaft, relishing the shudder it invoked. “And then what?” 
 
    Dalin shrugged as best a man hanging by his wrists could. “I get sleepy.” 
 
    “Exactly. You lose all sense of urgency. Ejaculating depletes a man’s essence, makes him compliant and easily swayed.” 
 
    “And so?” Dalin challenged. 
 
    “And so we’re not going to do that. You’re not going to come this week, not even by your own hand. If you don’t have the willpower to adhere to that rule, I can keep you chained up.” 
 
    “You think I can’t keep myself in check for a week?”  
 
    “I think I’m going to make that difficult.” And enjoy every minute of it. 
 
    “I won’t miss your cock.” 
 
    “You won’t need to. You’ll be getting plenty of it. In fact, let’s start now.” He lengthened the tethers that bound Dalin to the ceiling until his knees touched the floor. “Suck me.” 
 
    Dalin gave him a look meant to signify hatred and unwilling compliance, but it was made ineffective by the way his tongue peeped out to lick at his lips as he contemplated the cock Thoros held out towards him. Thoros wasn’t all the way hard yet, but Dalin would fix that up fast enough, so Thoros stuffed himself half-soft into the warm cavern of Dalin’s mouth and felt Dalin’s lips come firm around his shaft, felt the quick and clever tongue work over him. 
 
    “Ah, pretty thing. You suck cock so good. I’ve taught you many things, but best of all is this one.” 
 
    Dalin rolled his eyes up angrily, but he didn’t stop sucking, making a wet and sloppy mess because his hands were bound over his head and he couldn’t control how deep Thoros thrust into him. Thoros’s cock was plenty hard now. He worked it like a ramrod as he watched Dalin’s equally hard cock bob between his knees. 
 
    “Bet you wish you could get a hand on that,” he said, but he kept his cock well down Dalin’s throat, not giving him a chance to answer. “Bet you wish you felt as good as I do—driving myself into a warm, wet space with my balls up tight to my body. Feel how tight my balls are, Dalin. Oh, that’s right. You can’t.”  
 
    He freed Dalin’s hands with a quick tug. He would allow Dalin to pleasure him, then take his time torturing him in return. By the time he finished not making Dalin come, he’d be ready to go again himself. 
 
    Dalin never pretended reluctance once he had a cock down his throat, so when Thoros gave him the use of his hands he did in fact bring them to Thoros’s balls, cupping and squeezing with just the right amount of pressure to have Thoros roaring as he came. But Dalin automatically dipped a hand down to himself as he worked on licking Thoros clean. 
 
    “Oh, I see. Citizen I-can-last-a-week has already caved. 
 
    Dalin’s hand reluctantly dropped to his side.  
 
    “I make you too hot to resist, don’t I?” 
 
    “Nothing to do with you. Normal reaction to stimulus, that’s all.” 
 
    “Except nothing was stimulating you except my cock down your throat. But let’s fix that.”  
 
    He made Dalin kneel up on the table and took a seat in front of him. Dalin’s cock stood proud and straight, pointing away from his body at a forty-five degree angle and bobbing from the urgency of his arousal. Their positioning meant that Thoros was comfortably at eye level with it. Dalin’s knees might get tender from kneeling on the hard wood of the table, but Thoros could distract him from it. If not? Eh. Dalin had been trained to enjoy pain, after all. 
 
    Thoros started with his hand—a sensation to which Dalin was accustomed—and continued until the signs that Dalin was about to come were unmistakable. 
 
    “If you come, you fail.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “And then you’ve failed.” He grinned at Dalin’s scowl. “Since I’m so resistible, show me how you resist me.” And he did what he knew Dalin would least expect. 
 
   
  
 

 Dalin 
 
    The first touch of Thoros’s mouth to his cock felt like a mistake. Thoros was situated with his mouth so close to it, that Dalin could only assume he’d leaned farther than intended, that the swipe of tongue over cock was an accident. But when Thoros opened his mouth wide and swallowed him down whole, his intention couldn’t be mistaken. 
 
    He was trying to make Dalin come. After telling him that if he did, he failed. And he was using the most effective, the most ruthless, the most amazing tactic possible. There’d been men through the years—other lowborn like himself—who’d admired Dalin’s form enough to put their mouths on it, but their ministrations had been rushed and frantic, never like this. 
 
    Thoros worked him methodically, slicking him with saliva from root to tip, sliding his foreskin all the way back to leave the head of his cock raw and vulnerable and then tonguing soft, wet strokes over it that shot too-good bolts of painful pleasure through him. It was too much, the intensity almost keeping him from coming even as he moved helplessly closer to the edge he wasn’t supposed to go over. 
 
    “Fucker,” he cursed, spewing from his mouth since he couldn’t spew from his cock. “Asshole. Tease.”  
 
    Sure, Thoros had proclaimed that Dalin couldn’t come this week, which after the sexual feast of their time together would feel like famine, but a lack of orgasms hadn’t been unusual in his past—bondservants didn’t have the time or privacy for self-indulgence. How holding off would contribute to victory in this contest, Dalin didn’t know, but by now he was willing to believe whatever Thoros told him.  
 
    But this, this teasing, this torture, this intentional attempt to make Dalin explode only minutes after being told he couldn’t—couldn’t now, couldn’t tonight, couldn’t tomorrow—this was cruel. 
 
    “Sadistic bastard.” 
 
    “You know it.” Thoros popped off his cock for a moment to grin up at him. “That’s why you chose me, remember? Or do you mean to tell me you’d rather have gone home with Samas?” 
 
    “Maybe if I were fighting for Samas, Samas would be the one winning.” 
 
    “Oh, just for that.” And there went Dalin’s cock back down Thoros’s throat, deeper this time. “This is how you do it, by the way,” he said, pulling free for a moment again. “You’ve still got work to do on your deep throating.”  
 
    “As if I’ll need to deep throat Atalanta,” he mumbled to the top of Thoros’s head as he watched his cock disappear all the way down to the root this time. Thoros’s throat muscles worked him like a wet massage until Dalin grew dizzy, wondering as he swayed how Thoros couldn’t be dizzy himself. How did he breathe with his throat so full of cock? It was something that, yeah, maybe Dalin could learn another day, but right now he didn’t have the brain power to do more than hang on to the very edge of his sanity. 
 
    Don’t come, don’t come, don’t come, he chanted to himself, then winced when Thoros chuckled, realizing he was actually saying it out loud, begging himself not to fail at this impossible task. But that was OK. He was begging himself, not Thoros, and he wouldn’t beg Thoros, but he said, “Thoros,” and it sounded like begging. “I’m going to come. I’m going to. I can’t not.” 
 
    Thoros laughed. “Go ahead, then. Let me win.” 
 
    But he wouldn’t. He wouldn’t. He sobbed as the pleasure ratcheted higher, becoming more and more like pain the longer he didn’t give in to it, but the pain was pleasure too and it all mixed together in his mind. He tried to distract himself, to think about his stupid owner who probably had a warrant out for him, or Atalanta and the pretty handmaiden who’d giggled behind her hand, or Rory trying to steal his victory. But his brain was too full of Thoros. All he could see, all he could feel, all he could think of was Thoros. 
 
    His legs shook from the effort to hold back until they gave out on him entirely and he sank back onto his heels. His cock pulled free from Thoros’s torturous mouth with a wet plop.  
 
    “I can’t.” He hadn’t come, but he couldn’t support himself any longer, couldn’t stay where he’d been told to stay. 
 
    “OK, pretty thing. That’s enough for now. Come down here and bend over for me.”  
 
    Thoros’s hands were almost soft as he fingered him open. It was a relief to endure just that small amount of stimulation until Thoros drove his cock deep and it stroked over the hungry spot inside of him. Thoros had come not so long ago, so he had endurance now, time to fuck Dalin raw and hard until Dalin was back at that edge again, driven there by the sense of fullness and the sparks that raced through him with every stroke. 
 
    He wondered how long Thoros could last, how long he could last, as it went on and on until he was sobbing again. He wasn’t cursing Thoros now, just saying his name with deeper and deeper desperation, so close to asking him please. Please let him come, or please stop this torture. It was worse than anything—worse than the whip, worse than the clamps, worse than being coddled and flattered, worse than being bound and gagged.  
 
    He was sobbing so hard—the tremors wracking him—that it took a while to realize Thoros had stopped, that the cock inside him had softened and the heat of his channel was being soothed by the wetness of Thoros’s release.  
 
    Thoros ran easy hands over his back and flanks. “There, there. You’re OK. Take your time, pretty thing. We can stay here a bit.”  
 
    Dalin needed the anchor of Thoros’s body as his scattered senses returned slowly to him. His cock jerked angrily between his thigh, his nipples were tight points of need, and his breath hitched as he struggled to rein himself back in. He wanted to turn to Thoros and be comforted by him, but he couldn’t do that, so he appreciated being allowed to stay just like this, bent over for him with his cock in his ass. 
 
    Just as he was starting to feel human again—aroused, but not unbearably so—a hand closed around his cock. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Yes, Dalin. All week.” And the hand worked him up as the cock in his ass grew firmer. “You, me, this. All week.” 
 
   
  
 

 Thoros 
 
    Dalin looked good covered in oil. All three of the young men did, but Dalin particularly because of the muscle he carried and the length of the cock between his thighs, soft but plump and sheltered by the heavy hood of his foreskin. Thoros had brought him to a thundering orgasms the night before—his first in a week of unrelenting teasing during which Thoros had fucked him and sucked him and used him and abused him and Dalin had borne up under it, not giving in until last night. 
 
    “Tonight you come,” Thoros had whispered against his ear, reaching around to give him a hand to help. 
 
    “But the contest,” Dalin had gasped out, as though he had a hope of holding out if Thoros really, really decided to make him come. “It’s better I should retain my vitality.” 
 
    “Tonight you come,” he’d repeated. Dalin hadn’t lasted long, not once he had permission, not when Thoros made it impossible. 
 
    So Dalin’s cock was soft this morning as he stood next to Thoros waiting for Atalanta to address the assemblage, but it hung there on display, as did the instruments of his two competitors. They were wholly naked, every inch of them thoroughly oiled—a gorgeous sight for the assembled crowd to see. Today’s turnout had the arena filled almost to the top tier. It was the final competition, after all—today a winner would be chosen—but oil wrestling always brought out a good crowd. Thoros wasn’t the only one interested in watching naked male bodies grapple with each other. 
 
    Atalanta rose to address the competitors, and the crowd hushed to hear her as her voice rang clearly across the arena. “Normally, there are certain areas of the body considered off limits in such contests as these, but today we play by different rules.” 
 
    Thoros smiled. Of course they played by different rules today. This was Atalanta’s contest. He’d have been disappointed if it had been otherwise. 
 
    “A woman has many needs in a husband,” she continued, “but perhaps greatest of these is that he be able to hold his own pleasure in check long enough to see to hers. Though I am, of course, a maiden—”  
 
    Her assertion was greeted by friendly chortles. Not everyone knew of Atalanta’s predilection for certain sexual practices, but everyone knew her appetites to be bold and frequent. 
 
    “—I’ve heard that not all men have such skills.” 
 
    Some of the ladies tittered behind their fans, while some of the men glanced guiltily around as though they’d been called out by name. 
 
    “I have no wish to saddle myself to a horse that can’t complete the journey,” Atalanta said, “so the winner of today’s contest won’t be the one who pins his competitors to the mat, but rather the one who retains his seed the longest.” 
 
    Samas sputtered. “What is she suggesting?” 
 
    “I think she’s suggesting an orgy,” Thoros said. “Last man … standing, shall we say, wins.” 
 
    “There are no holds barred,” Atalanta said. “So to speak.” Laughter erupted from the crowd as they came to understand Atalanta’s intention, clearly on board with it. “Though of course if a contestant chooses not to participate, he may be dismissed.” 
 
    Dalin’s grin was about a mile wide. When Atalanta questioned the competitors about their willingness, he gave his consent with a bow. “You needn’t fear my endurance, Princess.” 
 
    Rory and Provo exchanged uncertain glances before Rory shrugged. “I don’t envision difficulty in completing this task.” 
 
    “Nor do I,” Provo said.  
 
    Of course they didn’t think another man could bring them easily to orgasm, but they didn’t have Dalin’s skills either, did they?  
 
    “No one makes you spend but me,” Thoros warned Dalin before the three men were led away by the Chancellor acting as referee. They were brought to the center of the arena where a cloth had been laid down and were given the order to begin. 
 
    Thoros leaned against the wall to watch them circle each other. For one to focus his attention on another would be to leave himself open to attack by the third.  
 
    “We both know it’s you and me,” he heard Dalin say to Rory. 
 
    “Hey,” Provo’s trainer complained. “No collusion.” 
 
    “I don’t remember that rule,” Samas said.  
 
    Thoros only smiled. Dalin would make a good Prince Consort. Look at him forming alliances already. He would win today, and Thoros would go home with a fat purse. That his home would be too empty without Dalin in it was a concern he didn’t dwell on. Now was the time to fight, to win. Even if winning meant losing what you wanted most. 
 
    On the cloth, Dalin and Rory negotiated while Provo blustered. 
 
    “I can pin him down sure enough,” Rory said. “He’s a small thing, no more than a mite. But how this contest is to be won even so …” 
 
    “I’ll handle what needs to be done in that regard. You just keep him still long enough for me to do it.” Dalin appeared eager to handle what needed to be done, his cock having filled noticeably. Well, Thoros had taught him to enjoy sucking a man off, even perhaps a less worthy man like Provo. Thoros had also taught him how to do it well.  
 
    “I’m going to make you feel good,” Dalin taunted Provo with a snickering smile. 
 
    “Just try it.” 
 
    Dalin nodded his readiness and Rory went for Provo, easily pinning his upper body to the mat despite the sheen of oil by simply laying his own across it. If this were a normal wrestling match, Provo would be out in a three count, but there was a different goal, one Provo showed no interest in. His cock remained soft and hooded, flopping around as he attempted to kick Dalin away from him.  
 
    Dalin got his forearms braced on Provo’s thighs, spreading them wide so he could dip his mouth down to take him in. Thoros chuckled at the way Rory kept his head turned firmly in the other direction—complicit, but not approving—as Dalin got to work.  
 
    The crowd chanted. Make him come on one side of the arena warred with Suck that dick on the other. Provo had no fans in the audience, it would seem, as they all rooted for Dalin to knock him out of the competition. Though there was no way for Thoros to see what Dalin was doing, he could imagine it clearly enough after weeks of the same treatment. Whatever Provo’s sexual preferences might be, it was doubtful he could hold off against the magic of Dalin’s mouth.  
 
    Already, the bits of Provo’s cock visible as Dalin’s lips moved up and down his shaft showed he’d been brought to full hardness, and if Thoros wasn’t mistaken, Provo thrashed less like a man who wanted to get away and more like a man who wanted to come. His shouts grew desperate, the pleading of a man on the very edge of release, and then Dalin pulled Provo’s cock from his mouth and pointed it straight up. The crowd oohed as jets of come streaked visibly into the sky to land on Rory’s face when he turned to see what was going on. 
 
    “Really?” Rory asked as he climbed off Provo and swiped a hand across his sodden face.  
 
    “I had to prove he’d come,” Dalin said with a grin that demonstrated his lack of regret.  
 
    The Chancellor prodded Provo with an annoyed foot, urging him off the mat. Poor man wasn’t even allowed a moment to enjoy his orgasm, which Thoros would bet had been a good one based on how unsteadily he walked towards them. 
 
    “You couldn’t have made an alliance yourself?” Provo’s trainer berated him. “Go on then, I’m done with you. That was completely unfair,” he added, turning to Thoros with his complaint.  
 
    Thoros shrugged. “Your boy never had a chance. He was nothing more than a distraction.” 
 
    “And I suppose you think your boy’s going to win?” 
 
    “Yup.”  
 
    Out on the cloth, Atalanta had sent some of her ladies out to apply a fresh coat of oil to Rory and Dalin. The feminine hands had an effect on Rory that lying on top of Provo while Dalin went down on him hadn’t had. Rory brushed their hands away from his cock in an effort to curtail it while Dalin paid them no mind at all. He gleamed in the afternoon sun—tall and confident and strong and sure.  
 
    “Rory will win,” Samas predicted. “Your boy runs hot, and as we’ve all just seen, he has a taste for men that Rory doesn’t share.” 
 
    Yeah, Thoros figured Atalanta had noticed Dalin’s taste for men and meant to use it against him, to give Rory the advantage of an over-eager opponent. He tried to school his expression into something Samas could interpret as concern. Most likely Samas had advised Rory to hold back his seed the last few days, whereas Dalin was freshly satisfied.  
 
    Smothering his confidence behind a scowl, Thoros waited for round two to begin. 
 
   
  
 

 Dalin 
 
    The giggling young women with their pots of oil were dismissed from the playing field, and Dalin squared off against Rory on the slick tarp. Now that there wasn’t a third competitor to take into consideration, they approached each other more directly. The attentions of the women had left them both in a state of semi-hardness—Rory’s cock having grown beneath their fingers as his own settled.  
 
    Dalin had no particular attraction to Rory or to Provo, but slippery male flesh beneath his hands and a cock down his throat would always have a certain effect. Nevertheless, he tackled Rory straight to the mat without concern. If all of Thoros’s efforts had failed to make Dalin blow without his wishing it, Rory could hardly hope to do better. 
 
    Still, the smooth flesh of Rory’s chest rubbed deliciously against Dalin’s more heavily furred one, and the weight of their chubby cocks against each other made Dalin’s rise even further. Rory pushed against his shoulders in an effort to separate their groins, but Dalin arched his back with the movement to bring them tighter together.  
 
    “Fuck, you’re going to feel good beneath me,” he said in an attempt to worm his way into the worried recesses of Rory’s mind. It’d been a while since Dalin had been the one to do the fucking. If he could maneuver Rory into position to take advantage of the opportunity, he most certainly would. 
 
    “You’re not fucking me.” 
 
    “Let me stroke you off then.” He wrangled a hand between their straining bodies to take Rory’s cock into it. It felt fat and lively, the effects of adrenalin lingering there. Rory grabbed for his wrist and put all his strength into ripping it away, allowing Dalin to get a forearm across his windpipe. He wondered if he could bring an unconscious man to orgasm as Rory thrashed beneath him, his efforts now divided between trying to keep Dalin’s hand off his dick and trying to find room to breathe. 
 
    “I’ll stroke you and you stroke me.” He lightened the arm across Rory’s windpipe in a show of good faith. “It’s a simple contest. No need to be shy over it.” 
 
    Samas shouted over his agreement. “You’ll never outmuscle him, Rory, but if you apply yourself to it, you’ll have him off soon enough. Look how he hungers for it.” 
 
    Dalin slid his hard cock along Rory’s thigh in confirmation. “Afraid you hunger for it a bit too much yourself?” 
 
    “I don’t hunger for it at all.” 
 
    “Then stop fighting me and give Atalanta the show she asked for.” He released Rory, rolling onto his back to let the proud upward thrust of his cock speak for him.  
 
    Beside him, Rory panted from lack of air and the exertion of trying to throw Dalin off him. Dalin patted the mat next to himself with a sarcastically seductive grin. Rory scowled as he arranged himself likewise on his back, his arms demurely at his sides. 
 
    “I allow you to begin.” Dalin gestured down his body, inviting Rory into it. 
 
    “You think I’m afraid to touch you or that I don’t know how? I’ve touched my own cock oft enough.” 
 
    “It’s much like that.” 
 
    “Just grab him,” Samas yelled. “One good yank or two and it’ll be over.” 
 
    Tentatively, Rory’s hand came to his cock. Dalin moaned to encourage him. The touch was welcome, stroking at the fires inside him, light and feathery, slick from the oil yet slightly gritty from the grains of sand that had found their way onto the mat. A little bit of pleasure, a little bit of pain, neither of them more than he could bear. He felt so good today, the endorphins of last night’s orgasm still carrying him. He didn’t need to come for another week, not if Thoros told him he couldn’t, and Rory certainly couldn’t bring him to it. But he was hard and ready, full of what made him a man.  
 
    He let Rory work him for several minutes, luxuriating in the attention and the eyes on him, not least of which were Thoros’s, before beginning his own assault on Rory’s body. Rory jumped a bit when Dalin touched him, but Dalin continued moaning decadently and thrusting his torso up to help Rory’s hand along, disguising his attentions to Rory’s body with his own unbridled enthusiasm. 
 
    Rory’s cock felt odd in his hand after a steady diet of Thoros’s. It was not so thick, nor so hard, though Dalin soon brought it to a state of full arousal. The crowd roared for them, approving of the way they groped at each other as Dalin rolled his body over Rory’s. He pushed his thigh up against Rory’s shaft and worked the fingers of his other hand farther back to slide them over Rory’s balls and the smoother skin behind them. 
 
    “Watch your fucking fingers,” Rory growled out when Dalin breached his hole for the first time.  
 
    Dalin grinned and stabbed deeper, seeking out the spot Rory probably didn’t know he had.  
 
    “That’s going too far,” Rory complained. “Don’t—” He tensed when Dalin found it, shocked into stillness. Dalin leaned heavily on him, using his weight to pin Rory while his fingers squirrelled deeper. 
 
    Rory bucked, an enraged cry roaring from him that changed to a squeak of surprise when his bucking only served to drive Dalin’s fingers harder against that bundle of nerves inside him. Dalin remembered how he’d felt the first time Thoros had hit him there—as if a bolt of lightning cleaved through him, leaving him hot and gasping and hollow.  
 
    He wedged his leg tighter between Rory’s thighs and Rory rutted up into it instinctively even as he called out a protest to the referee. 
 
    “No limits,” the Chancellor reminded him, uninterested in anything except making sure they stayed on the mat. “Do you cede the match”  
 
    “Fuck that.”  
 
    But Rory was weakening, forgetting to stroke Dalin as Dalin continued to work him from both ends. His heated writhing became hard to control. Dalin pulled his fingers free, and before Rory could wake up to the changed circumstances, he flipped him, pressing him down face first into the mat with his heavier frame and nestling his cock between Rory’s oiled cheeks. 
 
    “Get off me,” Rory complained. 
 
    “Let me fuck you.” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “I can make it good for you.” He slid his cock back and forth along Rory’s cleft and gave a hearty moan. He would enjoy fucking Rory—driving into him and vanquishing him. That was his rightful place in the world, not at Thoros’s feet or bent over for him. Thoros had enslaved him, worked some kind of dark magic on him that made him happy to take what he should be giving. This felt right—a hot, slick body beneath him, squirming for him, begging him to empty himself inside it. 
 
    “You’d like it if I fucked you.” He bumped against Rory’s hole to remind him that he’d enjoyed being fingered there. “Feels so good.” He had one arm wrapped around Rory’s neck, pulling back to keep him breathless, and now he worked the other under his body to wrap it around his cock. 
 
    “I don’t like the things you like,” Rory protested. But he rocked his pelvis so the motion pushed his cock through the fist Dalin made around him. The crowd cheered. 
 
    “They want me to fuck you. You know you want it too. You’re curious. You loved my fingers in your ass, and you want to know how it’ll feel when you’re skewered on my cock. You want to be full of me.” 
 
    “It’s you who lusts after me,” Rory argued. “You’d rather fuck me than Atalanta. I’m the one you want.” 
 
    Rory was right that Dalin didn’t want Atalanta, and not wrong that Dalin would enjoy sliding inside his tight ass and stretching it wide around him, but wrong about who he wanted. He wanted no one, would submit to no one. That was why he’d entered this contest—to have dominion over his own self, to lord it over others. When he was king, he would fuck any man he wanted, would have man servants galore. Would have them begging for him. 
 
    “Fuck me then,” Rory hissed. “Do it and see what happens. I won’t come—you will.” 
 
   
  
 

 Thoros 
 
    Thoros saw the moment Dalin breached Rory. Rory gasped and arched from the combination of horror and pleasure spreading through him. Dalin yanked him up onto his knees to plow him deeper, making what they were doing unmistakable to all. A roar of approval went up around the arena. Money changed hands. 
 
    Dalin fucked Rory hard, his hand working Rory’s cock as he moved. The expression of concentration on Rory’s face grew more and more intense as he struggled not to enjoy being drilled. His cock filled Dalin’s fist, his ass jerked back to meet Dalin’s hips, his mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water. 
 
    With a victorious roar, Dalin rose to his feet, Rory tight against his chest as Rory’s cock spurted a fountain into the air. Dalin spun as Rory came, showing his orgasm to the entire arena until Rory hung limp and weak in his arms, then Dalin threw him from his cock. Rory landed on his back, blinking up at Dalin as if he couldn’t understand what he was seeing. There was Dalin’s cock still standing proudly out from his body, hard and glistening with oil.  
 
    The Chancellor raised Dalin’s arm to signify his victory, but Dalin shook him off. He jogged to where Thoros stood watching and slid to his knees. Responding to the question in Dalin’s eyes, Thoros reached down to stroke a single fingertip along his shaft, triggering the climax pent up in his balls. Come spurted high into the air to the cheers of the crowd. 
 
    Thoros saw Atalanta nod approvingly and he knew Dalin had won—not just today’s contest but Atalanta’s hand. She would appreciate a man who came only when given permission by his master. By her. Thoros had trained Dalin for her, and now he was perfect and she would take him. 
 
    Thoros gave Dalin a hand up. Dalin didn’t belong at his feet anymore. He would be Prince Consort now.  
 
    “Your Majesty,” he said, dipping his head to his new ruler.  
 
    He turned and left the arena. There would be a ceremony, no doubt. Dalin would be declared victor. He and Atalanta would pledge fealty to each other, make a formal vow of intent. But ceremonies of that sort were for other people, for the nobility and their ilk, not for a simple man with a stone cottage and complicated tastes. 
 
   


  
 

 Victory 
 
    Thoros 
 
    It was a long trudge home with dust kicking up under his heavy feet. Thoros fed Moxie and Loxie, pumped fresh water into their trough, tidied the supplies he’d used to primp Dalin for the contest, tucking them away in the cabinet in the corner, though why he’d ever need scented soaps or fancy ribbons again, he didn’t know. 
 
    This too, he wouldn’t need—this bit of cloth Dalin had worn the week they’d played at being ladies and gentlemen. It had been ruined anyway. But he didn’t throw it away. It would make a rag, perhaps. 
 
    Evening fell, and Thoros sat at his table, turning the heavy chalice between his hands, remembering how he’d balanced it on Dalin’s outstretched palm once. A tap at the door interrupted his reminiscing, and he opened it to find Dalin dressed in a tunic with sandals on his feet, his hair pulled back in a loose braid, holding up a plump bag tied with a string. He looked clean and rested and a little ordinary, like someone Thoros might pass on the street. 
 
    “Your purse.” Dalin held the bag out to him. 
 
    That was right. He’d won, and there’d been a prize for winning. That was why he’d embarked on this project in the first place. That and to have a bit of firm man flesh under his whip for a while.  
 
    He accepted the bag and threw it on the table, no appetite for counting it out at the moment. “Courteous of you to deliver it yourself.” 
 
    “I had other reasons for coming.” 
 
    Dalin was probably angry. He’d been whipped and fucked and humiliated, tortured and tied, and now he was Prince Consort and would want his revenge on the man who’d done these things to him. Well, Thoros wouldn’t beg for mercy. He would accept what retribution Dalin chose to mete out. 
 
    “Your Majesty.” He backed away from the door, gesturing Dalin inside.  
 
    Dalin shut the door behind himself and turned from it to face him. “I’m not your majesty. Not anyone’s majesty but certainly not yours.” 
 
    “Atalanta didn’t choose you?” Thoros frowned. There was no justification for her to have chosen anyone else. 
 
    “She chose me. I didn’t choose her. I told her I fought not for the right to have her, but for the right to decide my own fate, and she granted me that right. I think she was happy for it.” 
 
    Thoros nodded. Atalanta hadn’t wanted to marry at all. She would be glad all the spectacle had amounted to nothing. Her father, the King, wouldn’t be so pleased, but Atalanta had bought herself some time with her little contest. 
 
    But why shouldn’t Dalin marry her? It was what he’d fought for, what he’d won. 
 
    “I couldn’t submit to her, Thoros.” 
 
    “Did I teach you nothing then? You bow to no one except your master. But to your master, you will bow.” 
 
    Dalin dropped to his knees. He slid his cheek up along Thoros’s thigh until his nose nudged at the hem of his skirt. “There can be only one master, and that one isn’t Atalanta. So here I am, Thoros. On my knees. To you.” 
 
    Thoros brushed his hand back from Dalin’s brow, pulling through the loose braid to tumble his hair free. “How can you choose this? You could have power, riches, an easy life.” 
 
    “I wasn’t made for an easy life. I can’t bring myself to want it. What I want is to be beaten and bruised, hurt and humiliated. To be made wild by the one who tamed me.” 
 
    “Dalin,” Thoros warned, unable to accept such sacrifice until Dalin looked up at him with worshipful eyes and said the one word he’d been waiting for all along. 
 
    “Please?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thank You! 
 
    Thank you for reading Trained. I’d love to hear your feedback. Please consider leaving a review. You can also contact me via my website www.tanyachris.com or follow me on Twitter @tanyachrs 
 
      
 
    My website includes some free stories with no newsletter sign-up required, but if you want to make sure you never miss a Tanya Chris release, please do sign up for my newsletter, which is only published about every six to eight weeks—no inbox full of spam, I swear. The following pages highlight some of my other available titles. 
 
      
 
    Thanks for being a reader! The world needs more of us. 
 
      
 
    Tanya 
 
      
 
    P. S. for Kindle Unlimited readers: I’m a Kindle Unlimited reader too. I love KU because I’m a voracious reader. We KU users are great readers, but we’re not always great about leaving reviews. Probably because we read so much and a lot of it is meh. But reviews are essential to how Amazon works, even the meh ones. Would you leave me a review? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three Times As Good by T. M. Chris 
 
    Available only from Smashwords 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Jared may only be older than his brothers by a few minutes, but he’s always been the leader, the one to make sure Jim and Johnny get everything they need. That’s why it’s so hard to say no when Johnny asks Jared to initiate him into the pleasures of the flesh. But giving in would be wrong, wouldn’t it? 
 
    Of course Jim thinks he should help Johnny out. Jim can never deny his baby brother anything. The three of them have always been there for each other, and Jared can’t seem to explain why this should be any different.  
 
    Johnny needs what he needs. Jim wants to see him get it. And since Jared can’t bear the thought of random strangers fulfilling either of their dirty fantasies, it looks like he’ll have to do the job himself. Can he teach his brothers to be good little bottoms without revealing the lust he’s been hiding in his heart? 
 
    Content warning: this triplecest novella contains explicit sexual content of a taboo nature 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Pledged by T. M. Chris 
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    Pledging a fraternity is always a little nerve-wracking, but Blake’s racing pulse comes from more than a fear of rejection. He’s got one eye on Vadim, Delta Iota Kappa’s muscle-bound Chief Punishment Officer, and the other on that paddle. Pledging D.I.K. is going to be a whole lot more challenging, and exciting, than he ever anticipated. 
 
    Vadim’s been waiting three years for a little brother all his own, for someone to torment and humiliate, to initiate into all the pleasure, and all the pain, of belonging to their intimate fraternity for two. 
 
    This novella (approximately 20,000 words) features lots of spanking, a little humiliation, and a happy ending. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Deep Under by Tanya Chris 
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    It was a routine traffic stop until the submissive in Jack recognized the Dominant in Maddox. Now Maddox and Jack are walking a dangerous line: on opposite sides of the law by day, on the same side of the bed at night. Can Maddox trust a man with Jack's past, and does Jack even want him to? One thing's for sure: Jack needs to be punished, and Maddox is just the man to do it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Aftercare by Tanya Chris 
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    Aayan Denir knows Garrett Hillier was once a high-powered defense attorney, and—thanks to a leaked photograph—he knows Garrett is sexually submissive, which makes him ideally qualified to defend Aayan's brother from the charge of murdering his sub. Aayan would do anything to protect Syed, even if he doesn't understand how Syed could hurt someone he loves. He could never hurt Garrett. He only wants to take care of him—love him, serve him, cherish him. And maybe torture him. Just a little. 
 
    Garrett probably shouldn’t be dating his client’s brother. Right? And what’s the use in a confirmed sub dating a guy who doesn’t want to be a Dom anyway? The important thing is to get Syed cleared of the discriminatory murder charge he’s facing. Aayan is a distraction. But for the first time in the three lonely years since Garrett’s husband died, he’s feeling hope, ambition, and desire. Can he give up the pain he craves to find the love he needs? 
 
    As Syed’s trial date looms, Aayan and Garrett explore what a BDSM relationship means for them, and what they mean to each other. 
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