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The War will end. Choices will be made. Secrets will be revealed. And whispers from the past will cloud the present and shape the future. 

Jethro wants one thing—revenge. Trinity must pay for her betrayal. His body screams for what she denied him and his blood roars to possess her. She was born in his camps. She belongs to him, body and soul, and nothing will stop him from capturing her.

Uncovered atrocities at the lab send Hugh fleeing from the estate and into the nightmare of all that has happened while he’s been away. While searching for Trinity he discovers powerful secrets from the past and is given a prophecy that will guide his future.

Trinity has lost the boy of her dreams and the man of her future. She must fight to win not only the war but the life she deserves with the man she wants.

In this gripping continuation of the dystopian Lake of Sins series, the war does end and secrets from the earlier books are revealed, while more gruesome discoveries are unveiled. So get comfortable because this action-packed science fiction and fantasy adventure will keep you turning the pages.
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CHAPTER 1:  JETHRO
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JETHRO WOKE SLOWLY, his mind trapped in a dream of mist and fog.  He shifted, inhaling Trinity’s scent on the pillow.  He reached out, searching for her as flashes from last night blazed through his head—her walking toward him wearing only a shirt, her long legs bared for him, her unbuttoning her shirt and exposing her silky flesh, her naked in his arms, her mouth perfect, lush and warm, her fangs—adding a hint of danger.  His skin prickled but his mind drifted to how good she’d felt beneath him, her claws raking down his back.  His eyes popped open and he sat up.  The pounding in his head made him sway and his stomach threatened to revolt.  She’d drugged him.  He flew from the bed and over to the door, zipping up his pants.  

One of Cal’s Guards blocked the exit.

“Get out of my—” 

“Sir, read this.”  The Guard shoved an envelope against his chest.

He glanced over the Guard’s shoulder.  The cages were empty and more than a dozen Guards waited nearby, glaring at him.  He touched his pocket.  That bitch.  She’d seduced him, drugged him and stolen his keys.  He’d kill her when he caught her.  His fists clenched, wrinkling the envelope as he turned and strode to the table, dropping onto the chair.  He tossed the note down and rested his head in his hands as his blood thrummed an insistent beat behind his eyes.  He’d told her he loved her.  He dropped his head to the table, letting it hit hard but he barely felt it, the wound to his heart and soul making him numb.

“Sir,” said the Guard at the door.  “My orders were to leave as soon as you woke.”

“Give me a minute to change.”  

“Yes, sir.”  The Guard stepped outside, but stayed in front of the door.  

He picked up the envelope, straightened it the best he could and opened it.  It was a letter from Cal, explaining that Jethro was a prisoner and would be escorted into town for a hearing.  He should’ve never trusted her.  She was a Servant after all.  He snatched his shoes from the floor.  He was in deep shit now.  All he could hope was that his mom and his sister had gotten far away.

He glanced out the door as he walked to his trunk to grab a clean shirt.  He couldn’t win against a dozen Guards especially ones who were itching to beat him to a pulp.  Not only were these Cal’s Guards but because of him, there was no reward.  He walked back to the table, taking in the situation outside again.  He was strong and fast.  If he could get them to look away, just for a moment, he might make it to the forest, but he had no one to create a diversion.  No one was on his side.  He pulled the shirt on over his head.  It was time to pay for his foolishness.  He stepped outside.

“Why didn’t Cal wake me?”  It wasn’t like the captain to let him sleep it off.

“We tried, sir.”

Figures.  The little bitch made sure he’d get caught and he’d been going to risk his life and the life of his family for her.  He snorted.  He was a fool—a dumb, Grunt’s ass fool.

One of the Guards yelled traitor.  His stomach dropped to his feet.  They executed traitors.  He stopped himself from bolting toward the forest.  They didn’t know he’d planned to set her free.  His punishment wouldn’t be that severe.  He’d lose this job and probably the Producer Camps, but they’d survive somehow.  

The trip into town wasn’t pleasant.  The Guards weren’t in a good mood.  They were hung over and had lost a lot of money.  They knew who to blame for their misfortune and made sure he understood exactly how upset they were.  He’d traveled with these soldiers for months and he’d never been bumped into, tripped and shoved as much as on this trip, but no matter how much he wanted to bury his fist in someone’s face, he did nothing because he deserved every hit.

By the time they arrived at the offices of the Supreme Almighty he was ready to get this entire ordeal done.  He had a Servant to catch because no matter what his punishment, when it was over he’d find her.

They handed him over to Rex, the Guard who’d escorted him to his first official meeting with the Supreme Almighty.  

“Hey, good to see you again.”  For some reason he enjoyed annoying this Guard.

Rex sent him a disgusted look but remained silent as he led Jethro down a maze of corridors before shoving him into a small room and locking the door.  

The room had a bed, a chair and table, a pitcher of water and a bucket for a bathroom.  He drank a quarter of the water and dropped onto the bed.  He was exhausted.  The drug must still be working through his system.  It was the only explanation for his physical weariness.  His mental fatigue was a different story.  Last night played over and over in his head, causing him to waver between arousal and anger, but he forced those thoughts aside.  He had to focus on the future—how he’d defend himself and then, when that was done, how he was going to catch her.

He practiced what he’d say to the Council.  She’d been in his tent for her protection.  Everyone had been drunk and she’d been a hated Servant surrounded by Guards.  He’d take a hit on the alcohol.  The Council wouldn’t agree that the Guards had needed a day of celebration, so he’d be punished for that, but it wasn’t illegal to give Guards alcohol.  He’d explain that she must’ve snuck something into his drink, drugging him.  He’d play the victim.  Shit, he was the victim, but he wouldn’t always be.  His mind drifted to what he’d do when the hearing was over.  He’d spend every waking hour looking for her and when he found her, she’d pay.  

The door opened and he jumped up, his icy rage replaced by dread.  It’d be okay.  It had to be.  His mind spun through his story again as he followed Rex down the hallway.  He didn’t think he’d go to jail, but he wasn’t positive.  He had let a traitor escape.  He needed to convince them that he was the victim and if they let him go, he’d find her.  He was the best shot they had.  No one else had even come close to capturing her.  

Rex stopped in front of large, double doors and opened one of them, stepping aside as Jethro entered the council chambers.  

The walls of the room were covered in heavy, dark paneling.  There were no chairs, tables or decorations of any kind.  Even the air seemed oppressive.  There were no windows, the only light coming from a few lamps built into the paneling on the outskirts of the room and the lights from above that highlighted the Council.  They—Jason, Conguise and the five other members—sat at the other end of the room on thrones several feet above him.  For once, he wished he had his ceremonial robe.  He was terribly underdressed in his old jeans and T-shirt.  

“Approach,” ordered Jason.

Even though his instincts screamed for him to turn and run, he forced himself to move forward, Rex following a few feet behind him.  If he stuck with his story, he’d be fine.  He stopped several yards in front of the Council.  They wore full ceremonial robes and they all had the same sneer on their faces as if he were something nasty on the bottom of their shoes.  He glanced at Conguise, but the professor’s face was impassive.  He straightened his shoulders.  His strategy was sound.  He’d look like a fool but a live fool was better than a dead traitor.  

“What do you have to say for yourself?” asked Jason.

“I was drugged.”

“Where did she get the drugs?” asked Conguise.

“I’m not sure.  I’d guess they were in her backpack.”

“The one you searched,” said a gray haired, councilwoman whose name plate was stamped B. Wilson.

“Yes.”  That didn’t look good, but again, he had no problem being labeled a fool.  

“How did she get access to her backpack?” asked Jason.  “Wasn’t it in your possession?”

There was a smug gleam in Jason’s eyes.  They knew the answer to all these questions.  This was a test to see if he lied or tried to blame someone else.  He wasn’t going to do either.  “I took her to my tent to protect her.”

With that comment he received very dubious looks from the council members.  D. Sallers, a chubby councilman with thick lips, actually laughed, but Jethro forged ahead with this tale.  Only he and Indy knew the truth and he still trusted Indy.  Hopefully, he wasn’t doubly a fool.  

“We were celebrating our capture of the female called Trinity.  Our plan was to use her as bait to trap the Tracker and Handler who often travel with her, but I believed the Guards needed a little time to relax first.  Many of them wouldn’t live through the capture of the Tracker and Handler.”

“Which you failed to do,” snapped Conguise.

“Yes.”  His eyes met the professor’s.  Conguise was supposed to be on his side.  “The captive drugged me and escaped.  It’s my fault and my fault alone.”  

“That’s interesting, since your mother and sister have disappeared,” said Conguise.

“I don’t know anything about that.”  He struggled to hide his relief.  

“And yet, you don’t seem worried about them,” said Conguise.

Shit, he’d played that card wrong.  “Of course, I’m worried, but there’s nothing I can do while I’m here.”  

Conguise’s brow raised and he glanced at Jason who still studied Jethro.

“So, you took the prisoner into your tent to protect her,” said a rotund, middle-aged female with brown hair, whose name plate said S. Coxer.  “From my understanding, she was caged.  Why was that not protection enough?”

“Ma’am.”  He glanced down, feigning embarrassment.  “The Guards were mostly male and they were drunk.”  He cleared his throat.  “Some were giving undo attention to her.”

“Why didn’t you station Guards at her cage?” asked the same female.

Think, think.  “I didn’t want to take the celebration away from any of them.  They’d all worked hard and had deserved some time off.”

“They’re Guards.  It’s their job to work hard,” said Conguise.

He ignored Conguise and focused on the other council members.  “I decided to forego the festivities myself and let her stay in my tent.”

Coxer raised her brow.  “Then explain how you came to be half-undressed and sleeping in your bed while the prisoner escaped.”  She held up her hand, stopping him from speaking.  “Before you do, you should know we have witnesses who saw the prisoner naked on your lap, kissing you.  The witnesses also state that you have claw marks on your back.  That claim is easy enough to disprove.”

He should’ve turned out the damn light.  “The prisoner and I have a history together.  We met when we were both much younger.”  He struggled with the next words.  “I was fond of her.”

“Are you admitting to having sexual relations with someone outside of your class?” asked Jason.

“No, sir.  We did not...I mean...I passed out before we could...”  His face was on fire.

D. Sallers barked out a laugh and several of the other males snickered.

“I think we’ve heard enough,” said Conguise.

“I have more questions,” said Coxer, earning a hard stare from the professor.  “Did you purposefully let the prisoner escape?” Her eyes seemed kinder now.

“No, ma’am.  I did not.”

“What would you do if you found this female again?” she asked.

“I would...I will do whatever I can to ruin her life.”  He owed her that much.

A few heads nodded.

“You may go now,” said Jason.  “We’ll send for you after we’ve discussed the issue.”

“Sir, may I ask one question?”

“Yes,” said Jason.

“What happened to my Guards?”

“They are working for Cal,” said Jason.

“Sir, with all due respect, Cal will get them killed.  He doesn’t know how to fight in the forest.”

“Your concern for your Guards is less than admirable,” said Conguise.  “Leave us now.”

Rex took his arm and escorted him out the door and to his room.  He sat on the bed, putting his head in his hands.  That hadn’t gone well at all.  He should’ve realized the Guards would talk.  He should’ve turned out the damn light.  No, he should’ve never trusted her.  He’d seen her drawings of Hugh.  She was a deceitful bitch and he was nothing more than a stupid, horny male, but if he lived through this, she’d pay.  His mind drifted, fantasizing about all the ways he would punish her for her betrayal.

Rex opened the door.  “They’re ready for you.”

“That didn’t take long.”  He forced himself to follow the Guard down the hallway, when he really wanted to run away and escape.  “Is that good or bad?”

“Don’t know.  Seen it go both ways.”

“As always, you’re a great comfort.”  

“I’m honest.”  Rex opened the door.  “Good luck” he whispered.

He gave the Guard a slight nod as they entered the room.  At least someone was rooting for him.  He stopped in front of the dais.

The Supreme Almighty and the council members didn’t look happy, but Conguise looked angry.  He wasn’t sure if that were good or bad.  The professor hadn’t been on his side earlier and that’d stung more than he’d like to admit.  He’d known Conguise would be disappointed in him for his attraction to Trinity, but the man was like a father to him.  He straightened his shoulders.  It was clear that like was the important word in that sentence because even though his father would’ve been disappointed, Dad would’ve sided with him against the world.

“As you know,” said Jason.  “Participating in the freeing of any rebel is a serious crime.”

He stared straight ahead, gritting his teeth to keep from defending himself.  He was beginning to understand how Hugh had felt when he’d been falsely accused.

“It is treason,” said Conguise.

Sweat trickled down his back.  He’d hang for treason and Trinity wouldn’t rescue him.

“After discussions”—continued Jason—“we don’t believe you meant to aid this House Servant in her escape.”

Rex grabbed his arm, steadying him as his knees buckled and air whooshed from his lungs.  He was safe.  His mom was safe.  Kim was safe.

“However, we do feel you need to be punished.”  Jason’s eyes darted to Conguise.  “It has come to our attention that this isn’t the first time you’ve displayed...a deep regard for someone of another class.”

He swallowed again.  The punishment for interclass relations, although usually not enforced, ranged from community service to death.

“For Araldo’s sake,” said Coxer.  “Stop dragging this out and tell the boy his punishment.”  She smiled slightly at him, her eyes sympathetic.  

“Twenty lashes.  To be administered in public.”  Jason’s voice was peevish.  

His body jerked, his instincts screaming for him to run, but he locked his legs and asked, “When?”

“Tomorrow,” said Jason.  “You’ll stay here under guard until then.”

He nodded, unable to speak.  Twenty lashes.  He was going to be whipped—strapped up and publicly beaten.  Rex opened the door to his room.  He didn’t even remember leaving the Council Chamber.  He dropped onto a chair.  This couldn’t be happening.  They never punished interclass mating.  Never.

“I’ll be back with some food.”  Rex hovered in the doorway.

“Just say what you want to say.  I won’t tell anyone.”  He tried to smile but his lips wouldn’t obey.  “No reason to get anyone else in trouble.”

“You’ll need your strength so you should eat and rest.  Try not to think about it too much.  You’ll get through it.”

“Have you ever been whipped?”

“With a lash?  No, but I’ve been beaten.”  Rex shrugged.  “Just take it.  Don’t plead and try not to whimper.  It won’t make the pain less but you’ll feel better about yourself afterward.  Plus, pleading and crying only make them happy.  It never makes them stop.”  
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CHAPTER 2:  JETHRO
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JETHRO WAS STRETCHED out on the bed, trying to sleep.  He’d forced himself to eat the dinner that had been delivered because Rex was right.  He was going to need his strength.  Tomorrow, he’d be flogged.  Flogged.  Twenty lashes.  He should’ve run at the camp.  He could’ve made it to the forest, as long as he’d been willing to kill the Guards, but at the time, it hadn’t seemed worth it.  He’d never imagined he’d actually be punished.  Not like this.  And the reason for the punishment was a joke.  He wasn’t being punished for letting Trinity go.  He was being punished because they believed he’d mated with her.  There was an entire part of the city dedicated to interclass relations, and yet, he was going to be flogged for it.  Someone knocked on the door and opened it without waiting for his reply.  Why would they wait?  He was a prisoner.  He had no rights.

Jason stepped into the room, shutting the door behind him.  He tossed a backpack at Jethro, who sat up and grabbed it mid-air.  

“I thought you might need some things, especially, your medication.”  Jason sat at the table.  

“I’m not due for two days.”  There was no way he was taking his shot now.  It made him weak.  He couldn’t be weak when they beat him.

“Since your mom and sister are out of town, do you have somewhere to go after...”

Odd, that Jason could deliver the punishment but not say the words.  “After the flogging?”

“Yes.”  Jason stared at his hands.  

“I’ll go home.”  Then it hit him.  “Unless you’ve taken that from us too.”

“We haven’t taken anything from you.”  Jason looked up, eyes narrowed.  “Yet.”

“I know.  I’m sorry.  This is my fault.”  The words were like bile but he had to control his temper.  They could still do much worse to him and his family.  He took a deep breath and forced himself to continue.  “You were lenient in your judgement.”  

“No, we weren’t.  We were going to be but...you’re not going to like hearing this.  We were going to let you go without any punishment.  Most of us can understand a young man’s...proclivities.  Conguise however pushed for punishment.”

Betrayed again.  His hands fisted at his sides as his gaze landed on Jason.  How many Guards waited outside the door?  Could he beat Jason and flee?  No.  That wouldn’t work.  He was in the main Council Building.  He’d never make it through the city and to the forest.  Once he was captured, he’d be killed for assaulting the Supreme Almighty and his mom and sister would be punished too.  Hugh’s family had barely survived his trial and they were wealthier and better connected than his.  He forced his fingers to relax.  “The professor has strong feelings regarding interclass relations.”

Jason glanced away for a moment, seeming to consider his next words carefully.  “I saw your drawings.”

His hand drifted to his backpack.  He had a lot of drawings of Trinity.  Some were rather sensual.  All were from his imagination but they could get him into more trouble.

“I assume the one they call Trinity is the star of your artwork.”

“Yes.”  There was no reason to lie, too many others had seen her.

“She’s quite attractive.”

“Only on the outside.  Inside, she’s an ugly bitch.”

Jason laughed.  “Most beautiful females are.  You know the saying.  The deadliest poisons are concealed in the most beautiful flowers.”  He paused.  “Some say it’s the poison that makes the flower so appealing.  There’s something about the forbidden that draws men like us.”

Jethro bit the side of his mouth.  He was nothing like Jason.  “I guess.”  It hadn’t been Trinity’s unsuitability that’d attracted him.  It’d been her kindness to a crippled boy.

They sat in silence for several moments.  

Jason fidgeted in his seat, cleared his throat and said, “I’m going to tell you something in confidence.  I admire your abilities.  You’re excellent in battle and with the Guards.  You also managed to capture two Producers—“

“One.  Trinity isn’t a Producer.”

Jason waved his hand in the air as if the comment was inconsequential.  “One Producer and one Servant who thinks she’s a Producer.”  

“Don’t forget the Guards Cal killed.”  He scooted forward.  If he could convince Jason of his value, perhaps the Supreme Almighty would repeal the punishment.  “I captured them too.”

“Exactly.”  Jason jumped from his seat.  “You’re indispensable to me.”  He pointed at his chest.  “Me.  I would’ve never pushed for this punishment.  Conguise is smart and he can be useful, but he isn’t a normal man.  He doesn’t have the same desires as the rest of us.  Some...many of us...like variety in our bedrooms.  We understand and empathize with you.”  

“And yet, you handed down my punishment.”  It wasn’t surprising that Jason dallied with the other classes but the hypocrisy was numbing.  

“I had no choice.  Believe me, I argued for you but Conguise was adamant.  If it’d been someone else, anyone but her...”  Jason shook his head.  “There was nothing I could do.”

“Great.  You’ve eased your conscience.  You can go now.”  He stretched out on the bed.

“How dare you dismiss me!”  Jason stormed across the room.

Before the other Almighty could blink, Jethro was on his feet and had captured Jason’s arm.  “I’ll take my beating tomorrow.  Not tonight.”

Jason’s face paled and his eyes widened, as he tried to pull free.  Jethro’s grip tightened as he struggled with the urge to punch Jason over and over—to beat him until there was nothing left but bone fragments—but he dropped his hold and sat down on the bed.  Jason stumbled backward until he bumped into the far wall.  

“I’d really like to rest.”  It was getting harder and harder to control his temper.  He needed to move—run, fight, swim or mate—but the only option available to him right now was fight.  He looked up at Jason.  There was a gleam of something in the other man’s eyes.  He tensed, his body almost vibrating.  Jason was planning something and at this moment, he didn’t care what it was.  If the other Almighty figured out a way to repeal the punishment, Jethro could go home, stopping by a brothel first.  If he encountered any problems on the way, he’d get to fight and mate.  Of course, if Jason’s plan were to attack, then he’d defend himself.  He wouldn’t get to mate, but he’d still get to beat something bloody.

“You and I are even more alike than I thought,” said Jason.  “But you need guidance, for that fight in you.  You need to turn it into ambition and drive.  You need a mentor.  A new mentor.  Conguise has taken you as far as he can, but I see a big future for a man like you.”

“Future?”  Since his sentence, he hadn’t thought past the flogging, but if he had he’d have guessed his future was over.

“Yes, and it’s entirely up to you.  What do you want to do?”

“Am I free after my punishment?”

“If that’s what you want.”

Free to do what?  He wouldn’t run the Producer Camps and he no longer wanted to escape into the forest.  He’d only wanted that so he could be with Trinity but the thought of her deceit made his stomach twist and he almost snarled.  “I want to do what I said and ruin Trinity’s life.”

“Obsession is a tricky master.”  

“I’m not obsessed.  She played me for the fool and I want to pay her back.”

Jason pulled the chair next to the bed.  “How about I let you run a campaign.  You can pick your own team of Guards.  As many as you like.  No Cal to keep tabs on you.”

He straightened, anticipation coursing through his blood.  He could track and capture Trinity and all her friends.  He could have his revenge.  He’d turn them all over eventually but first, he’d make her watch as he tortured everyone she loved.  He’d let her beg and plead.  He might even let her offer her body to save one of them, but not Hugh.  Nothing would save Hugh.

“If you catch this Trinity again,”—Jason’s voice was a smooth whisper of promise—“Conguise wants her, but I’ll give her to you.”

His heart beat slow and steady in his chest.  This was too good to be true.  “What would you expect me to do with her?”

“I don’t care.  You can do whatever you want to her.  However many times you want and in whatever position you want.  She’ll belong to you.  She’ll have no rights, no friends—only you and her.”  Jason leaned back, resting his hands on his large stomach.  “There are needs a man has that wouldn’t be right to ask an Almighty to do, but the lower classes...They’re happy to assist and they’re very good at it.”  He blinked a couple of times and then his eyes met Jethro’s.  “Or you can kill her.  It’s not what I’d suggest for someone as attractive and spirited as her, but she’ll be yours to command.”

He cleared his throat, desire had dried his mouth.  “She’d belong to me?”  She’d be his forever.  He tried to fight it, but no matter how angry he was he still wanted her.  He no longer loved her.  He hated her, but his body wanted what it’d been promised.  

“Yes,” whispered Jason.

He could chain her to his bed.  Take her whenever he wanted.  He forced his mind away from all he’d do once she was his.  He had to focus on the here and now.  “How do I know I won’t be punished again for having relations with someone outside of my class?”

“You’ll have to trust me and I know that’s not going to be easy, so...”  Jason took a deep breath and stood.  “Come with me.”  He paused at the door.  “And don’t think about running.  Stay with me and I’ll give you everything you want.”  He winked.  “I’ll even give you things you haven’t realized you want.”
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AS SOON AS Jethro followed Jason into the hallway, two Guards fell in line behind them.  He could take the Guards.  It’d be easy, but then what?  There was no way he was joining Hugh and his group, not when his every breath screamed for revenge.  For every lash he took, he’d hurt Trinity somehow.  Not physically, he’d been raised to never hit a female, but he could hurt her in other ways.  The best option he had for capturing her and keeping her was to align with Jason.  So, he’d take his beating and then plan his vengeance. 

They went through a side door and down a maze of back hallways to a private exit.  He followed Jason into a waiting carriage as the two Guards climbed on the top.

“Tonight, you’ll be my guest.  I’ll return you to the Council Building tomorrow morning,” said Jason.

They traveled in silence on the short trip to Jason’s house.  

At the door to his home, Jason paused, finger to his lips.  “My wife’s asleep and we don’t want to wake her.”  He winked.  “She’ll ruin our fun.”

He followed Jason into the house and up the stairs.  The place was beyond opulent.  Where the professor’s house was decorated with a quiet, expensive dignity, this house was all show.  If it were expensive and gaudy, it was there.  It was probably supposed to intimidate but instead it made him want to take a shower.  Everything here had a price.

He followed Jason into a large room to the right of the living room. By the desk and chairs it was the study.  The Guards took seats near the door, as Jason waved him toward the back of the room.  

“Had this place remodeled before we moved in.  I needed a little more privacy.”  Jason pulled a key from his pocket, moved a picture aside and opened a door that looked like part of the wall. 

His instincts clamored, telling him to leave because this couldn’t be normal, even for the rich.  No one would need this kind of privacy for anything legal.  

“Come on.”  Jason grinned.  “Paradise waits.”

He’d come too far to back out now.  He didn’t need Jason as an enemy and the Supreme Almighty was nervous about whatever was back here.  The man stunk of fear and...arousal.  His dinner sat like a rock in his gut as he trailed after Jason into what was a suite of rooms. 

A large, purple velvet couch took up most of one wall.  The carpet was white, lush and thick.  A fire burned, making the room almost hot.  To the right a large table filled with food and drink sat between two doors.  One of them opened and a female House Servant glided toward them.  She was young, really young like maybe thirteen or fourteen and she was wearing a nightgown—a transparent nightgown.  She stopped by Jason’s side and he ran his fat hand down her shoulder and over her breast.

“See,” he said, smiling.  “You can be assured I won’t punish you for having relations outside your class.”

Two other doors opened on the other side of the room and three more House Servants strolled into the living room.  They were all young—too young for what Jason had in mind, for what Jason had already done.  He should’ve stayed at the Council Building.  Waiting for his flogging was bad, but this was a nightmare and there was no escape.

“Get him a drink,” said Jason.  

One of the females poured two drinks, bringing him one and giving one to Jason.

Jason held up his glass.  “To a man’s proclivities.”  He patted her on the bottom and tossed back the liquor.  “I’m feeling generous tonight.  How about two for you and two for me?”

Two of the Servants came over to him and began running their hands down his chest and back.  One squeezed his butt and he stumbled forward.  “I...I...”

“Never been with two?”  Jason laughed.  “Trust me, you’ll love it.”  He walked to the counter and grabbed a bottle.  He handed it to one of the females by Jethro.  “Take him to your room.”  He winked at Jethro, but bent and spoke in her ear.  “I’ll expect a complete disclosure on his performance.”

Jethro let them drag him into a bedroom.  He was going to be sick.  They were too young.  He couldn’t do this, but if he didn’t Jason would retaliate.  This was Jason’s way of ensuring he’d never tell anyone.  After tonight, he’d belong to the Supreme Almighty.

One of the Servants started kissing his neck, her hands wandering to places they shouldn’t.  He grabbed her shoulders and held her away from him.  He smiled and said, “Tell Jason I’m not ready for two.”  

“Send Tee.”  She tipped her head at the other, shyer female.  “I promise.  I’m more fun.”

He had to sell this.  His eyes wandered slowly over Tee as he tried to ignore her almost naked body, focusing on her face.  She had long, straight black hair and smooth skin.  Her large, green eyes were downcast.  “I like them sweet and innocent.”  He dropped his hold on the bolder Servant and yanked Tee to his side.

“Suit yourself.”  The other Sevant left in a slight huff.  

He let go of Tee and locked the door.  He turned to the young Servant, hoping he wasn’t making a huge mistake.  “Listen,” he whispered.  “Can I trust you not to tell anyone?”

She nodded, staring at him with unease.

“I don’t want to do anything tonight.  Okay?”

“Really?”  Her eyes brightened, but suspicion still lurked in their green depths.  

“I swear.  But Ja...”

She grabbed his hand, pulling him to the bed.  He locked his legs, stopping their progress.  Shit, how’d she go from shy to aggressive in one second?

“Come on.  They’ll be listening.”  Tee glanced at the door.

“Then we need to be quiet.”  He sighed in relief.  He wasn’t going to have to fight her off.  

“No.  We need to make noise.  Mating noise.”

“You’re right.”  He wasn’t thinking straight.  This wasn’t what he’d expected when he’d left with Jason.  “Promise you won’t tell anyone that we didn’t...”

She shook her head and crawled onto the bed.  She started bouncing and moaning.  His lips curled in distaste as his face heated.  She shouldn’t even know what sex sounded like.  Jason should be punished for this.

After several minutes of noise, she cried out and dropped onto the bed.  “Now, we can sleep.”  She patted the spot next to her.  “You should undress.  They’ll come inside without knocking.”

“I locked the door.”

She rolled her eyes.  “They have keys and”—she pointed across the room—“there are other doors.”  

It was another hidden-panel door.  

“I’ll lock—”

“No.”  She grabbed his hand.  “They’ll be suspicious if that door is locked too.”  Her big eyes pleaded up at him.  “Please.  I’ll get in trouble.”  She dropped his hand and her fingers found the buttons of his shirt.  He stumbled away from her almost falling over his own feet.  She giggled and he frowned, but he took off his shoes and shirt and moved toward the bed.  

“You should remove your pants.”  She reached for his zipper.

He shoved her hands away.  He wasn’t going to lie naked next to a kid.  “I was too eager.”  He undid his button and flopped down on the bed.  

She giggled again.  “Males are never that eager with me.  The other girls have talked about it though.”  Her small hand entangled with his.  “Thank you.”

He turned to look at her.  Her hair looked like it’d be as soft as silk.  Her large eyes with black lashes took up most of her tiny face except for her lush, red lips.  She was exceptionally beautiful and would be an exquisite adult female one day.  “How did you...the first...How did this happen to you?”

She shrugged.  “Like it happens to all of us.  I was sold to Jason.”  

He stared at the ceiling.  She should be home with her parents not servicing some fat politician.  This isn’t how the Almightys should treat the other classes.  They were supposed to take care of them, not abuse them.  “Who sold you?”

“The Chapman.”

“Who?”  He turned toward her again.

“He’s an Almighty.  Male.  Some call him the Procurer.  He finds what customers want and sells it.”

“How many of you?”  He leaned up on his elbow.  

“A lot.  The rich Almightys always want something or someone.”  She frowned a bit.  “Some like us young, like Jason.  When we get too old he finds another home for us.”

His eyes darted to the door.  It’d only take a moment to kill him.  

“Don’t be mad.”  She touched his face.  “Jason’s not a bad master and he finds good homes for us when we’re too old for him.”

“They shouldn’t do this to you.”

“It’s not so bad.  Sleep now.”  She took his hand again and gave it a slight squeeze.  

He lay back down, her hand tucked in his.  There were noises from the other room, but in here the only sound was her steady breathing.  She’d fallen asleep but he wasn’t so lucky.  This had to stop, but what could he do?  She shifted, snuggling up to him.  He put his arm around her, pulling her close.  Tonight she was safe, but not tomorrow. Araldo only knew who else Jason brought here for entertainment.  He brushed a lock of her dark hair from her face.  Maybe, he could convince Jason to let him have her.  It wouldn’t help the others but at least he could save this one.
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JETHRO AWOKE BEFORE dawn.  Once again, there were noises coming from the other bedroom.  Tee was still asleep, her hand under her cheek like the kid she was.  He carefully crawled out of bed so he wouldn’t wake her.  He pulled on his shirt, grabbed his shoes and socks and went into the common room.  The table was filled with fresh food but his stomach was a knot of nerves.  He’d been in fights before but today he’d be restrained and whipped.  He leaned against the wall as he put on his socks and shoes and then poured a glass of water.  He sat on the couch, his mind wrestling with the pain that was waiting for him.  He considered running again, but that idea wasn’t any better now than it had been last night.  It’d do nothing for him in the long run.  He had no choice but to accept his punishment.

Jason stumbled out of the other room, tucking his shirt into his pants.  “Good, you’re up.  We need to get you back before anyone comes to work.”

He stood.  Glad to have something—even if it were the perverted Supreme Almighty—to focus on besides his upcoming beating.  “Thank you for last night.  Sorry about...just one.”  The words were like poison on his tongue, but he kept his face impassive.

“Next time.”  Jason clapped him on the back, leading him into the study.  “I’m sure your mind was preoccupied about today.”

The Guards stood, having spent the night in the chairs by the door.  

“Yeah, I wouldn’t have been able to focus on two females.”  He wanted to scrape the vial words from his mouth.  Two females were fine, but these kids were too young for things like that.

“Oh, my boy.  You have so much to learn.”  Jason walked to the door that led out of the study.  “They’re here to focus on you, not the other way around.”  He laughed and then quieted, putting his finger to his lips.  “My wife should still be sleeping.”

As soon as they were in the carriage Jason turned to him, excitement filling his face like a child in front of a table full of cookies.  “So, did you like Sweet Tee?”

“She was sweet, you’re right about that.” He smiled, imagining his fist busting Jason’s perfect, white teeth.  

Jason chuckled.  “She’s my little Sweet Tee.  Just got her a couple of weeks ago.  I was her first.”  He leaned back, resting his hands on his gut and sighed.  “Nothing like being the first.  They have no idea of what’s going to happen.  Not really.  They may have been told, but they don’t understand.  Their eyes are so...surprised when you...well, they’re surprised about a lot of it.”

He looked out the window.  If Jason didn’t shut up, he was going to kill him right here in the carriage.  Poor Tee.  To have that fat, disgusting thing touch her made his skin crawl.  He had to save her.  He glanced at Jason.  “I was wondering if...No.”  He shook his head, looking back out the window.  “I shouldn’t even ask.  You’ve already been too generous.”

“Ask me.”  Jason’s tone was jovial.  “I may not grant your request but you should always ask.”

“I...I really like Tee”—he faced Jason—“and I’m going to need someone to help me after the...after today.  My mom and sister are out of town.”  He’d rather they didn’t find out about any of this, but that was too much to ask.

“Hmm.  I hadn’t thought about that.  You can’t stay with me.  My wife would never go for that, not with your...crime.  I suppose, she wouldn’t have to know.”  He tapped his lips.  “My little Servants would love to care for you and when you’re feeling better, you can sample them.  They each have different skills.”

The blood rushed from his face.  “No, no, I couldn’t.  That’d be asking too much of you.”  Not to mention him.  He’d never be able to stay there and not kill Jason.  “I...I thought that maybe, Tee could stay with me.”

Jason stared at him for a moment and then burst out laughing. “Sweet Tee caught your fancy, huh?”  He slapped Jethro on the knee.

“Yeah, she did.”  He’d say anything to get her away from this pervert.

“She is a little shy for my tastes.  Could probably bring her around with time”—Jason winked at Jethro—“and some work.  Don’t get me wrong, I’m not opposed to putting in the effort.”  A leer spread across his face.  “I’ll always go the extra mile for my little females, but they usually take to it a bit faster.  She may be shy by nature.  There’s nothing wrong with that, but I do prefer a little spice with my sweet.  Still, she’s new and I like new.”  He pursed his lips.  “I’ll make you a deal.  You marry my granddaughter and I’ll give you Tee as a pre-wedding gift.”

“What?”  Where in the name of Araldo had that come from?  

“You’re a talented and ambitious young man.  Like I said before, you need a new mentor and I like you.” 

“But...I don’t know her.  I’m a soldier.  A dishonored one and you know I’m attracted—”

“That means nothing.”  Jason waved his hand.  “Keep your Tees and Trinitys on the side.  You need an Almighty for a wife.”

“Of course, I’ll marry an Almighty when the time comes.”  He wasn’t too sure that he’d ever marry, perhaps once he had his revenge on Trinity he’d be able to move on, but right now all he could think about was her.

“The people are going to need a hero and I think you’ll fit the role.”

“Me?  I’m dishonored.  I’m going to be flogged.”  He’d known Jason was a drunk but the man was crazy.

“That’s the perfect hero.  The underdog.”  Jason leaned forward.  “We can go far together, but first you have to put this little episode behind you.  After your punishment, you’ll be treated like a pariah.  Even those like me, who understand, will need to distance themselves from you.  You’ll have to make the public forgive and forget.  In order to do that, you need to show them you’re sorry for your lapse in judgement.  Prove to them that you uphold and abide by our rules.”

“How will I do that?”  He had no desire to do that. He didn’t care what anyone thought of him.

“First, you’ll work hard capturing our enemies.  With victory, society will start to forget your past.”  He leaned back.  “You’re young, smart and attractive.  They’ll want to like you and being seen with my granddaughter will help.  Marrying her will solidify your future.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“Like I said, I like you and I see great things for your future.”

“Like what?”  His nerves hummed.  This was a trap but he couldn’t see a way out, not if he wanted to save Tee.

“I can’t be the Supreme Almighty forever.  I’ll be retiring in ten years or so.”

He didn’t want to marry Jason’s granddaughter or go into politics.  He wanted revenge.  That was it.  Everything else could fall into place later.  “Sir, I’m honored, but—”

“You’ll meet my granddaughter and after an appropriate time, a year or so, you’ll become engaged.”  There was steel in Jason’s tone.

“And if I refuse.”

“Then I rescind my offer for Trinity and you’ll never taste Sweet Tee again.”  

He could barely keep the snarl from his lips.  Trinity was his.  She’d be his no matter what this fat, piece of shit thought, but he couldn’t leave Tee there to be molested.  

“Don’t worry.  My granddaughter is a pretty, little thing.  Just keep her from finding out about your...proclivities and all will be well.”  He patted Jethro on the knee again.  “I can help you learn how to balance a home and family and still have your little fun on the side.  It’s actually not as difficult as you think.  Women are easily fooled.  We men have to work late a lot.”  

“I’ll agree to meet her, but we might not get along.”  He should’ve stayed at the Council Building last night.  

“Oh, I’m sure you will.  She’s susceptible to a pretty face and I’ll spout you up as a wronged hero.  She’ll be putty in your hands.”  Jason’s eyes narrowed.  “But no touching until after you’re wed.”

“Of course.  I’m honored.”  He had no intention of touching Jason’s granddaughter at all, but he had to agree to this.  The good thing was he had a year or more to get out of it.  

“Welcome to the family.”  Jason paused.  “Where do you want me to send Tee?  You can’t take her to your mother’s house.”

Araldo no, his mom would kill him.  “I was thinking about getting my own place.”  He hadn’t been.  

“How?  You and your family are broke.”  

“I’ll figure out something.”  Living on the street with him would be better for Tee than living in perverted opulence with Jason.

“I can’t let her leave with nowhere to go.”  Jason’s jowls jiggled as he shook his head.  

He looked out the window, unable to keep the disgust from his eyes.  Jason truly believed he cared for Tee.  The Supreme Almighty wasn’t right in the head.  There wasn’t much worse that could happen to Tee than what Jason did to her.

“I may be able to help on that score too.”  Jason’s tone was sly.

He turned toward the other man, letting the shock show on his face.  “You’ll help me get an apartment?”

“No.  An apartment will never work.  You’ll need privacy and you’ll need to be far away from the forest.  Somewhere safe to enjoy Trinity.”  Jason tapped his chin.  “I know just the place.  It’s right outside the Warehouse District.”  He grinned.  “I’ll get everything set up for you.  I’ll even make sure you’re delivered there after your punishment.”

“Tee will be there?”  He had to focus on her.  

“Of course.”

“Let me know how much I owe you for the house and Tee.  It may take a while, but I’ll pay you back.”  He didn’t want to be indebted to Jason.  His instincts told him that could be fatal.

“Don’t worry about it, my boy.  Consider it an early wedding present.”  

“Thank you.”  He was amazed his voice was steady.  He turned and stared out the window as Jason rambled on about last night.  He was saving Tee that was all that mattered.  It made him feel better but didn’t keep his mind occupied enough to drown out Jason’s chatter which was obscene, so he focused on his long days and nights, alone with Trinity.  There’d be no one else around.  She’d belong to him and he’d teach her to obey even if it took years.

When they stopped at the Council Building, Rex darted outside and escorted him back to his room.  He sat on the bed, staring at the wall.  Soon, he’d be whipped.  Even thoughts of Trinity couldn’t keep his mind off the flogging.  He had no idea how bad it’d hurt.  Would he be strong enough not to beg, plead, weep?  He was glad his mother and sister wouldn’t be there to witness this, but he’d have no one in the crowd.  He’d be alone with his pain.  He stood and began to pace, wishing the time would come.  The waiting was killing him.

The door opened and Rex carried in a tray of food.

His eyes darted to the open door.  His urge to flee was almost overwhelming.  “When will they...”

“An hour.”  Rex turned to leave.

“Wait.  Please.”  He didn’t want to be alone for another hour.  

“Can’t.  I have work to do.”  Rex kept his eyes averted.

Something was wrong.  The Guard had been somewhat friendly yesterday before...  “What do you think about what goes on at Jason’s?”

“Not my place to think about it.”  Rex didn’t approve.  It was in clear in the stiff, angry way he held himself, as if dying to beat the shit out of Jethro.

“I had no choice.”  His words were a whispered confession, but he couldn’t risk telling the Guard the entire truth.  

“No, I suppose you didn’t.”  Rex studied him for a long moment.  “You’re the one who lived as a Guard in the army.”

It wasn’t a question but he nodded anyway.

“After today, you’ll have the full experience.”

He dropped on the bed.  Rex and the other classes lived with unfair beatings and without choices every day of their lives.  He’d never considered how that felt.

Rex stepped into the hallway and then halted, glancing back inside.  “They want you to eat so you throw up.  Don’t give them that satisfaction.”  He pulled the door closed.

He stared at the wall.  Maybe, Kim was right.  Their way of life wasn’t good, not for the other classes, but there was nothing he could do about it now.  He’d never join Hugh’s group.  He couldn’t after what Trinity had done to him.  No, he’d fight for this side, at least until he had Trinity.  Then, he’d disappear with her, leaving the world to fight or find peace without him.
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THE CLOSER IT came to Jethro’s flogging the faster the minutes went and then Rex was back.  Now, that the time was here, he wanted to go back to waiting.  His legs were heavy as he followed Rex down the hallway.  A group of about twenty Guards joined them as they stepped outside into the Central Commons.  

A huge crowd had gathered.  There were always vendors, selling food and other wares, but today there were ten times as many.  People were eating and laughing.  It was like a party or a show, except the main event would be his pain.  

“Get moving,” growled one of the Guards as he shoved Jethro.

He stumbled and laughter rang out from the crowd as cameras flashed and reporters pushed toward him, shoving microphones in his face.  The urge to run, to kill those who blocked him from freedom made him tremble, but he’d never make it through the crowd.  He was trapped—surrounded.  He’d waited too long.  

Rex’s grip on his arm tightened and he leaned closer.  “Don’t let them see your fear.  That’s what they want.”

He nodded, but didn’t move.  Up ahead was pain.  

“Keep walking,” said Rex.  “It’ll be over soon.”

Another Guard clasped his other arm, forcing him forward.

He focused on moving his feet one after the other as sweat poured down his back.  The crowd ahead of him parted, clearing the path to the gallows.  His legs stopped moving and he leaned away from the post and the Grunt holding the cat-o-nine.  He couldn’t go through with this.  He had to escape.  Flee.  

“Walk.”  Rex’s grip tightened painfully.  “Now.”  His voice was sharp in Jethro’s ear.  “Do.  Not.  Give them the satisfaction.  You’re stronger than this.”

Everyone was staring at him, their eyes gleaming in anticipation.  They wanted to see him break, see him suffer.  It didn’t make sense.  He’d never done anything to any of them except fight to protect them and their way of life.  

Rex and the other Guard forced him forward, closer and closer to the pole and his pain.  The Guards’ grips were firm, helping his knees not to buckle and hiding his fear from the public.

“Stand straight,” whispered Rex.  “Think of something else.  Your girl.  A favorite place.  Your revenge.  Anything but this.”

They stopped at the post.  Rex removed Jethro’s shirt and hooked his hands in the straps above his head.  Jethro stared into the crowd, panic starting to flood his senses.  If he didn’t do something soon, he’d fight or struggle or beg for mercy.  He couldn’t allow himself to do any of those things.  They’d do no good except give the crowd—his enemies—pleasure.  He tried to think of something else, but he could smell his own fear and the excitement of the crowd.  The scent of blood clung to the pole and the whip.  Soon, it’d be his blood.  

His muscles bunched, straining against the restraints.  If he fought, could he free himself?  Tear through the crowd.  He’d kill anyone who got in his way.  He searched for an opening and his eyes landed on Conguise.  The professor looked sad not triumphant.  He snarled at the man, his mentor, another person who’d betrayed him.  He looked past the professor but he recognized no one.  Selfishly, he wished his mom or Kim were here—someone, anyone who cared about him.  He scanned past Cal—whose smashed nose would’ve made him smile any other day—and some of the Guards from the army and then he saw Indy.  The Guard pushed through the crowd to the front, his brown eyes locking with Jethro’s.  Jethro’s muscles relaxed and he wanted to smile, to show his gratitude to the Guard for his friendship but his body was past obeying.  All it did now was quiver in anticipation of the pain.  He tried to steady his breathing.  Rex was right.  He could do this.  Indy was here.  He wasn’t alone.  

Jason spoke but Jethro’s mind couldn’t process the words.  All he heard was his heart pounding.  All he smelled was his own fear and excitement from the crowd.  The faces became a sea of images.  He found Indy again and focused on his friend and then there was pain.  Excruciating pain as the nine knots hit his back.  His mouth opened, but he held back the scream as the crowd gasped.  Another lash fell and his muscles bunched and twitched.  His knees gave out, leaving him hanging by his arms.  His body twisted, trying to dodge the whip but there was no escape as another lash hit and another.  He fought the blackness that called to him, promising freedom from the fire on his back. He couldn’t pass out.  He wouldn’t pass out.  He stared at Indy—anger, sadness and disgust marred the Guard’s handsome features.  Another lash landed and another, the pain never ceasing, just surging through him in wave after wave.  He gritted his teeth.  He didn’t deserve this.  He’d done nothing wrong.  He hadn’t forced her.  He’d loved her and she’d betrayed him.  

Anger flared in him, overcoming the pain.  The crowd gasped again as he grabbed the cord tying his hands and pulled himself up until he no longer hung from his restraints but stood straight and tall—hatred and power surging through him.  He looked at the crowd, curling his lips in a snarl as he stared down his enemies.  Those closest backed away.  The lashes continued to land and they continued to hurt, but that wasn’t important.  Only his vengeance mattered.  As soon as he was free, he’d kill the Grunt who whipped him and anyone he could catch.  He scanned the crowd, choosing his prey.  His eyes stopped on the professor.  Him.  Conguise would be the first to die.  

The professor watched with a look of pride on his narrow face.  Conguise’s gaze met his and the professor took a small step backward, his face paling before he turned and left.  Jethro jerked on his restraints.  His prey was escaping.  He yanked again, but the cords were tied tight.  The crowd murmured and those closest moved backward a little more.  The lashes continued as he stared after Conguise’s retreating form until it disappeared.  It didn’t matter.  He knew where the professor lived.  

Someone stepped close and started unhooking his hands.  The whipping had stopped but the pain still throbbed through his body.  Blood was in the air and he wanted to kill someone.  The professor was gone but the Grunt was still there.  He’d have his vengeance on someone today.  His hands dropped to his sides and his knees buckled from the pain in his shoulders and arms—the pain of freedom.  He tried to turn and attack the Grunt, but his body refused to obey.  Rex and Indy lifted him under his arms, careful not to touch his back, but the movement pulled at his skin and darkness once again threatened.  He couldn’t pass out.  Not yet.  He wasn’t safe.  His enemies still surrounded him.  The other Guards moved forward, making an opening through the crowd.  He leaned on Rex and Indy as they led him to a waiting carriage.  

“You did good,” said Rex.  “I’ve never seen anyone walk away.”
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