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Artemis had woken briefly to find that Lydros was getting up. She only stirred slightly, listening - for what, she didn’t know. But she heard him, scratching out a letter of some kind at the desk, or taking notes, and then she went back to sleep again.
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Her dreams were, oddly enough, of him. Curling close with hands that definitely did not look like her own, and yet the entire scene was near identical to what she’d seen the night before. The office or study that was his entire world, with the bed they shared being tucked away in the corner. She had a hand between her legs, and then one of Lydros’s joined hers. There was a burst of pleasure, and then a remark about a mess on her belly.
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And then she woke up. Lydros was absent.
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On the table nearest the bed, however, there was a plate with some bread, cheese, and a pitcher of good cold water. It was rather bland, but filling enough of a breakfast to satisfy her stomach. And as a bonus, she had no need to rely on the unpleasant rations that had been sent with her. The fare here was plain, but the food the Temple gave its Tithes was blander still. Hardtack, or cram, or trail-bread, or whatever you called it, it filled all your needs but you’d rather eat almost anything else if you could help it.
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You need no more than what the Temple provides.
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Lydros reappeared briefly, as she was dressing for the day.
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“My lord, you’ve had your turn,” she said. “Unless you’d like to have more. You’re the most pleasant of the lot, I think.”
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“You won’t say that after you’ve met the potion-maker. He has the Tithes screaming to be kept.”
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“Screaming in desire is one thing. Enjoying it is...quite another.” She gave a slight smile. “As a professional I assure you there’s a difference.”
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“Overstimulation seems to be favored by the Tithes, for...obvious reasons. Touching the ‘dead’ lords makes one wish for oblivion, in most cases I’ve noticed.”
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“You’re men,” Artemis said plainly, “Just as other men. I see no reason to fear you.”
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“Clearly you have not been paying attention to your Temple lessons, then.” Lydros seemed to laugh at the thought. “They have sent me a heretic.”
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“Most people don’t believe in what the Temple says...they just don’t tend to be open about it.”
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She gave a slight shrug.
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“Have you anything to tell mea bout Qogren? Should I expect anything other than him enjoying having me act like a slave?”

––––––––
[image: ]


“Just obey, and you’ll make him happy enough,” Lydros said, “His taste, it’s not about slavery, it’s about obedience. He’s fond of being able to arrange things just so. But he doesn’t like an audience, he’s a very private man.”
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There was a brief note on the direction to take to Qogren’s fortress – it was a bit foggy out, he said, so certain road-markers would have to be followed if she wanted to get there in time. She wrote it all down and then taking a cloak out of her bag, carefully pulled it tight around her body before leaving.

Despite the directions, Artemis found that the journey took most of the rest of the day. Qogren’s fort was located near a cliff’s edge, over which were ash-pits said to be the site of death for Kallor’s last avatar. She would know she had reached the proper fortress on sight of a blood-red pennant, which she was currently staring at.
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The only oddity she really noticed was the lack of chill. She thought it would be colder here, bbut if anything it was warmer. Not summer’s day burning hot, but...warm, like the feeling over a hot bath. Almost pleasant.
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(The feeling retreated rapidly when she looked over the cliff’s edge. She got the sudden sensation of being about to die, a tightening of the chest that didn’t fade quickly.)
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A good thing, she thought, considering what she was about to do.
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She entered the fortress, and seeing another acolyte not too dissimilar to the one in Lydros’s fort, gave the same speech to him that she had to the first. She was the Tithe, sent here by the Temple to satisfy Qogren’s desires. This one, too, had her follow along, but the room he lead her to was far different than the study of Lydros’s she’d spent the night in previously.
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And someone was waiting for her. That someone, given the scrutinizing glare he was giving her, she assumed must be Qogren. He was seated in a chair not unlike a throne, raised on a sort of dais. He was slightly more decorated than Lydros, clad in black accented at the throat and wrists with gold. 
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(The stray thought came: This is less than usual. She tried to ignore it.)
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Artemis waited, keeping her hands clasped together behind her back in her standard ‘obedient’ position when men asked her for this sort of roleplay. The shakiness in her hands from that feeling when she looked over the cliff’s edge was fading but definitely still present, and she was already yearning in a strange way for the order that Qogren’s demands would bring to her.
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That was the nice thing about serving men who wanted her to pretend she was a slave. Their demands were clear, precise, and impossible to fail. It was easy to disappear into them, into obedience. 
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“Leave us,” he said in a cold tone. The acolyte scuttled out of the room and left the two of them alone.
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Artemis stayed upright, until Qogren gestured at her, and she came forward as he was silently demanding her to do. She stopped at another movement of his hand, just in front of his seat.
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“Disrobe,” he said. His tone stayed icy. “So I may see what I’ve bought.”
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Artemis obeyed, dropping her robes and baring her body to his eyes. She saw the gaze narrow, though whether it was his role or actual displeasure she couldn’t be sure. What she was certain of, though, was the way he looked over her body appraisingly, taking in the view, his eyes trailing down, until they saw–
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–his eyes moved past her breasts, and a moment too late she remembered that she should probably have been trying to hide the mark from him. But in the same moment she had that thought, he sat up and then leaned forward, eyes locked firmly on that splotch on her hip.
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“The mark,” he said, “Is it from sickness? A pox of some kind?”
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“No, my lord,” Artemis said, “I was born with it. Does it displease you?”
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He stared for a little longer before finally answering her. 
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“No. I wasn’t expecting it, was all.” Then a pause. “You are nervous.”

––––––––
[image: ]


“I am newly sold, my lord,” she said, leaning into the role. She wanted answers about Kallor, but she was half afraid to ask. “I am anxious to please.”
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The mark burned, though why she could not figure out. She had yet to feed from Qogren, had yet to even touch him. What was this? She was uncertain, and she hated being uncertain.
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She wanted the order he would bring. She wanted to be told what to do so she could simply obey and not think for a while. And thankfully, he was of a mind to provide her with exactly that. 

––––––––
[image: ]


“Tell me, slave, what do you find in obedience?”
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“Order. Calm.”
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That seemed to surprise him. He took a minute to formulate the reply, “And why do you answer thus?”
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“The–the world is uncertain, and with a master, things are...less complicated. I am accustomed to spending my days attending to mens’ whims, whatever they may be, and when I know what to expect things are as they should be.”
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“You crave the order of a master’s firm hand,” Qogren said, a hint of amusement in his voice. “Is that so?”
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“Yes, master,” she answered, only half in the role. Having to take in things from men, having to figure out how to feed when feeding could be painful...there was so much to balance, and so receiving an order merely to obey was like a godsend. “Any sort of chaos could be going on, but...when I have orders, everything is well. I have no reason to fear.”
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“Because fear is chaos, and your sort fear it above all else.” When no reply was forthcoming he prompted, “Reply.”
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“A little chaos is one thing. I am accustomed to handling a little.” Casting her mind about she tried to think of more to add and finally she settled on, “One must always be in a delicate dance, if one wishes to keep one’s head in my profession. The Temple only tolerates whores because of the sin tax they get to levy on such activities.”
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Silence. She was baring herself, even more so than she had done by opening her robe. She felt more naked now than she did a few minutes ago when he’d ordered her to strip.
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“Closer,” Qogren ordered.
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Artemis stepped closer, and he raised a hand to the skin of her hip where the mark was still burning. He touched it more gently than she expected and she had to hold back a shiver.
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Again, that baffling familiarity. But this time a sensation of trust to go with it, certainty of her place. The place beneath him. She dismissed it - he was merely practiced at this, that was all, and she was picking up the confidence from a man long accustomed to being a master.
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“It burns, does it not?” he asked suddenly.
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“It–it does,” Artemis confessed, “I have a certain talent in mellowing the unpleasant stresses men carry with them. It burns when I take in that...stress.”
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That look and tone to go with it were more studious than she expected when Qogren asked, “And what do you do with that stress you take from them? Usually one must be a devotee of Kallor to tamper with such things. Are you a secret heretic of the Temple?”
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“I am not a believer, but I–am not a heretic.”
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“But this power
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