Ai no Kusabi Chapter 2

Memories from the Past – Flashback 
In every time, in every place, the encounter between two beings, human or inhuman, is an exciting and dramatic gamble. Depending on who one meets, luck can either smile on one, or cruelly turn its back.
Which way will the scales tip? No one can know since no knowledge or established theory exists that can explain the spiritual connection between two people...
Whether purposefully or accidentally, this encounter begins something: friendship, treachery, love, hatred, suffering, sadness...
Desiring it or not, nobody can remain immaculate.
Perhaps this is the reason why people, aspiring to swath themselves with maturity and experience, repeat such encounters and separations on the waves of time.
One night, five years ago… Riki met Iason for the first time.
"A Mongrel from the Slum has nothing to lose." That is what Riki used to tell himself then.
That night, the panting breaths of Midas, the city that never sleeps, could be heard. Multicoloured sequins sparkled charmingly, and whispering sweet and lascivious words in the ear, tried to capture the nocturnal calm and silence. 
The arched doors that welcomed one into the city were really imposing. The scenes of naked women represented in their bas-reliefs came from the so-called "Vila of Myths", the culmination of eroticism and karma. Those in turn came from old legends native to the Salinas Nebula that had been passed on by oral tradition, and that the fame of Midas had again put in vogue.
The figures in these bas-reliefs were so detailed and beautiful that they seemed real, and so sensual that they made people desire to touch them.
As if trying to weave an even more entrancing spell, the rainbow of lights that washed over and lit up the multitude giddily, was no more than a poison that tore desires sleeping in the depths of their hearts up by the roots and dragged them out. 
The zone inside the doors was exclusively for humans. To carry a weapon, even a knife, was forbidden. Doing full justice to the slogan of "Fun and Security" that was displayed on the doors, people were rigorously searched before crossing them. 
In the streets, ringed around the casinos, the sparkle of neon never ceased.
Both men and women, young and old, dressed in their best clothes, and the enchantment of their voices, together with the burning atmosphere, seemed stagnant as mud. 
The mixed multitude moved happily from one side to the other. But, skillfully avoiding the flow of people, a figure moved with such agility that it seemed to swim among them.
He was too young even to be called a "man", but neither could it be said that he was a boy needing shelter and protection. 
The garments covering his long and limber limbs had a peculiar attraction that seemed to sarcastically mock the multitude weighed down by their sumptuous clothes.
He did not have a dazzling beauty, but his figure and, above all, his face gave the strong impression that whoever looked at him (even if only once) would not be able to erase the image from their memory for a long time. His indomitable and arrogant eyes were in total discordance with the surrounding environment, and this made him stand out sharply against the blur of the crowd. 
This was Riki. This was Riki during the time that he was called the "Leader of Bison", and there was not a single soul in the Slum who did not know his name. 
During the night, the main streets that led to the casinos were brimming with people. Among them, it was very easy to find the newly rich from the neighbourhoods of Logos and Galaria with loaded pockets. 
Normally they did not carry a great deal of cash. What weighed down their pockets were credit cards. This was what Riki wanted. 
Obviously, making a mistake could be fatal. 
The police of the Pleasure-Zone of Midas were well-known for their violence, especially if the one being handled was one as disposable as a Mongrel from the Slum.
In spite of that, the young Mongrels continued prowling about nocturnal Midas because the high price at which they could sell the stolen cards on the sly was a hard profit to pass up. But maybe the reason was that such a thrill was, for them, a test of fire that served as a powerful stimulant, and made them forget their boring and monotonous existence. 
In the Slum, all children were raised in Centers of Infancy. The boys were obligated to become independent at the age of thirteen. Each one of them was free to follow the life he wanted without intervention from anyone, but although they made great effort, no doors opened for them. It was not a question of their tenacity.
Besides, the likelihood of having the luck to find a good opportunity was one in ten thousand. The world discovered by the youths leaving the centre was covered in the sticky smell of rot that came of apathy and indolence. 
A month was more than sufficient time to become badly infected by it.
Confusion, disturbance, desperation, escape from reality... all this melted and mixed, creating that thing called the stigma of the Slum. 
In the lowest morality, that which was necessary for survival in that place, the only valid rule was « each one takes care of his own ass »... That was what Riki thought.
The value of a life was equivalent to that of cheap liquor, but Riki did not intend to justify his behaviour by this. He only wanted action, to be able to say “I’m alive!”
Stealing credit cards was a palpable way to test that this was certain. His alert nervous system and the sharp and furious beat of his heart, combined, generated a totally different excitement than the one produced by Stout - an almost paralyzingly high-spirit. 
Midas rose in temperature, with the arrival of night.
Brimming with overdressed provincials and nouveaux-riches who observed everything that surrounded them anxiously, it was the ideal game preserve for the Slum’s adolescents who did not have anything better to do to fill their spare time.

Riki pegged a possible mark, and smiled maliciously. He adjusted his step to the rhythm of his target’s, maintaining a short distance between them. 
In that moment, Riki marked the rhythm mentally, calculating the most opportune moment, and when again that night he was on the verge of being intoxicated by that secret pleasure, suddenly an arm appeared over his shoulder, and encircled him tightly while holding him firmly by the wrist. A chill seeped to every corner of his body, panic at having been discovered causing him a shock that tensed all his muscles. He even had the sensation that the tip of his tongue had become cold and numb.
"Your skill as a pickpocket leaves much to be desired." The voice was deep and velvety. 
And yet those fingers clamped on his imprisoned right wrist with such strength that Riki bit his lips, trying to suppress a moan. 
Then, another voice of a different quality sounded over his head. "Hey, what’s happening? If we don’t get a move on, we’ll be late... Who’s this? What's the matter with him?"
Riki paled, and prepared himself to be taken to the Police Centre. 
"Sorry, but would you mind going ahead alone? I’ll catch up with you presently."
"No problem, but..." Hesitating, the man glanced at Riki. "What a strange beast. Don’t get involved with him. It will bring you complications later" 
‘Don't you see that he’s no more than scum from the Slum?’ was what was hidden behind that man’s impassive tone. Riki raised his eyes, furious. One could say unerringly, that what he felt for that man now was absolute hatred. Nevertheless, discovering that the one who was there was a long-haired Blondie, Riki was breathless for a moment.
The man, paying no attention to Riki’s surprise, turned to leave. "See you later, then." He turned his back tranquilly, and moved away. 
When the back of that Blondie melted into the crowd, Riki slowly looked back. The other man was a Blondie too, and his beauty was such that any attempt to describe it would be in vain. Worthy to be Elite, his artificial body was made with the same ultra-precision as his brain. His face reflected so much beauty and intelligence that it was startling to look at it. 
The man whose nobility seemed unattainable and inviolable… Iason Mink. 
"If you’re no more than an amateur, you should stop doing this..." His tone of voice sounded much too indifferent to be a rebuke. 
This struck at Riki’s inferiority complex, but instead of letting out the first insult that came to his mind, staring at the Blondie, he laughed right under his nose.
"What do you care? Why don’t you go call the police right now?" 
Was it perhaps his nature as a rebellious Mongrel that forced him to react in such way?
Riki stared at his opponent. Allowing himself to be intimidated and looking down would mean assuming his inferiority. Not for anything would he behave like a frightened puppy in the presence of the Blondie. His pride wouldn’t allow it. 
Then: "I will call the police next time. Don’t you forget it," and after saying that, Iason turned his back on him and left. 
Puzzled, Riki could not say a word. He stood there, just watching Iason's back in a daze... he could not believe that it had resolved so easily. Indeed, if he had just remained there watching the Blondie leave the scene, surely that would have been the end of it. 
But that was not what Riki did. 
Before Iason’s golden hair had disappeared completely from his view, Riki had already taken his first step toward a murky labyrinth of desire and frustration; ecstasy and humiliation…
‘I would rather die than owe anything to a Tanagura Blondie.’ This was the only thing that he had on his mind as he went after Iason at a quick pace.
Following him was easier than he had thought it would be, since the Blondie left a breach in the crowd behind him. Trapped by his beauty, everybody stopped and turned to contemplate him. 
Before all those looks, a suffocated Riki reached Iason, and grabbed him by the arm.
"Hey! Wait!" 
At the same time, a murmur of envy rose around them. 
Without losing his serenity, Iason looked at Riki, inquisitively. ‘What now?’ he seemed to be asking him.
"Why did you let me go so easily?" spat out Riki. 
"No particular reason ..." Iason’s tone of voice still kept the same coldness. 
This really exasperated Riki, and he frowned openly. On top of rage at being indebted to the Blondie, he was even more incensed by the man’s cheap compassion. 
"I hate being indebted, especially to an Elite like you." 
"I see… Do you usually protest when someone is benevolent towards you?" 
‘You bastard!’… The desire to insult took possession of him, but he got a hold of himself, and raising his chin abruptly, made a gesture to the Blondie, inviting him to go with him. 
Riki took two or three steps, and when he turned back, he verified that Iason followed, walking in silence at his side. 
Tanagura’s Elite had accepted his almost desperate invitation. 
Riki’s face was somewhat tense. ‘Come what may…’ he said to himself. 
The exchange of words between them ceased. 
The glacial beauty of the young Iason and the rustic charm of the adolescent Riki captured looks of surprise as they passed by. Given a Blondie’s reputation, it was inevitable that anyone walking at his side who was not another Blondie would appear unworthy of such an honour. 
Nevertheless, the sight of the two of them walking together, in spite of the imbalance, was strangely harmonious. 
It was a very fragile balance, anchored on the border between calm and movement, positive and negative... 


In Midas, the slave of desire, money, and sex, it seemed as if only the two of them had been left out.
Riki crossed intricate alleys with the natural ease of someone who knew the zone well, and without even looking back to signal to Iason, he passed under the doorway of a place of dubious a reputation called Club Minos. 
Inside, darkness reigned. It was the type of darkness to which the eyes never become accustomed, and which produces such anguish that one is incapable of walking a single step. 
At the bottom, in front of them, three weak but somewhat soothing, lights were lit. The one in the center was blue, and to the left was a red, and the right, a yellow. 
Riki took Iason's arm, and groped his way towards the blue light. 
Just close up enough to sharpen the sight, the mystery of those phosphorescent lights was revealed. They were nothing but knobs which corresponded to three doors. 
Riki turned the knob to the left until a small but audible click was heard. 
It worked just as he had heard the rumours say. As soon as he took his hand off the knob, the door opened, sliding in without making the slightest noise. 
The interior of this new room was likewise dark. As both of them entered, the door closed automatically behind them, and from the place where they stood, weak intermittent lights arose, pressuring them to move forward in the indicated direction. They continued towards those sparkles until they came to another door. 
But was it really a door...? There was no knob, and it seemed to be only a cold, naked wall. 
Riki didn’t know what to do for a moment, but then suddenly, his vision cleared before him. 
It was all covered with blood…
His surprise was such that Riki’s throat trembled involuntarily, but after realizing that it was only a thick carpet of a deep crimson, he swallowed, still nervous.
Even so... Riki looked around the whole room thoughtfully. It was empty, except for an eccentric and obsolete chandelier. 
Certainly, it was a room without a single decoration. 
Then, without his notice, suddenly, the chandelier began to rotate slowly and silently while playing a melody. From the ends of the twelve arms, some little crystal chains off subtly changing colour balanced gracefully. The combination of the shades was worthy of admiration, and had a hypnotic effect. Unexpectedly, the music ceased of a sudden, and at the same time, the chandelier's movement stopped.
One of the arms stretched out to its full length, pointing toward one of the walls. From the end of this arm, like a blown kiss, came a blue laser beam. 
Then, what Riki had thought was a simple wall, to his great amazement disappeared, revealing an entrance.
The other side was a corridor wide enough that two adults walking side by side would have been able to pass easily. 
There were doors on both sides of the corridor. All of them seemed the same, except for a few that had dimmed the light emitted by some strange lantern of an obsolete construction. This indicated that the corresponding rooms were occupied.
Riki pushed open a door in which a red light spun, and for the first time in all this time, directed his eyes toward Iason, gesturing to the Blondie to follow him inside.
Publicly, "Minos" exhibited the sign of a "club". Only those who had heard about it knew that it was really some sort of brothel. 
The knobs that shone in the darkness of the entrance divided it into zones. The red one was the female company zone, the yellow one for the male company, and the blue one was the zone for couples. It was guaranteed that, from the time of their entrance until they left, the clients would not run into anybody.
Only cash was accepted. Payment was made at the end, and in the same instant that the automatic door closed, the computer began to count the time. 
Riki did not have any choice but to choose that place, having heard that it was the only place where they accepted any client having sufficient money to pay for the service. 
Even after going into the room, both of them went on not saying a word to each other.
Riki sat down on the edge of the bed.
Iason, however, dropped himself comfortably on the sofa, and observed Riki, waiting for his next move.
Riki, feeling uncomfortable under that burning silence, slid his tongue over his lips.
Ten minutes passed in this way without either of them breaking the ice. 
That was all Riki could bear. 
Determined, Riki stood up, took his clothes off, and got into the bed, but Iason, looking at him with disinterest, made no attempt to move closer to him. 
Finally, Riki, raising his voice, said: "Hey! How long are you going to stay there, quiet? I think we can skip the preliminaries, don’t you? Come here, and let's get this over with, once and for all."
Without bating an eyelash, Iason, staring at Riki, said, "So, when you have no luck picking pockets, you earn money by bringing men to places like this, do you?" His tone of voice, low and forceful, had an air of straightforward mockery.
The color drained from Riki’s face.
More than seeing his pride brutally humiliated, it was the feeling of being spat on that made his lips tremble involuntarily.
"Unfortunately for you, I am not so desperate as to put my hands on a Mongrel from the Slum, nor do I have any intention to do so. Besides, as payment just for my silence, it seems too excessive a compensation to me. Suddenly, I feel tempted to think that all this matter is due to some other hidden purpose of yours. As it is vulgarly put, ‘nothing is more costly than that which you get for free’."
As he listened to the direct and raw speech of Iason, Riki became more and more pale. Nevertheless, he was not so weak as to be intimidated, and to lower his head.
“If you didn't have any intention of doing it, why the hell did you blindly follow me here? Did you think that we came to chat? Come on, take me! I told you that I hate being indebted. Besides, someone like you probably couldn’t even imagine what kind of place the Police Center is. There, people like me are practically trash. There, there have been guys who, after making a mistake and falling into their clutches, have been raped in turns throughout the whole night, until they were not even able to stand on their own feet. And if they take it into their heads to try to resist, they’re beaten until their faces become unrecognizable. I have seen enough of such things to make me sick. That's why I'm telling you that you can do what you want to me.”
“The Tanagura Elite's golden rule is 'to be exceptional in everything', isn't it? The rumours say that ex-Pets that have ended up in Midas, both men and women, are so lascivious that they don’t hesitate to offer themselves obligingly to anybody. Then, being so used to such good quality merchandise, you don't feel like doing it with some boring riffraff, do you?" 
In a gesture much too theatrical, Riki threw off the sheet with his right foot, while curving his lips provocatively. His incredible flexibility had a flavor of wild manliness that could not be found among the Midas citizens, domesticated in harems.
"You mean to say that you would prefer to pay me with your body than to owe me a debt, is that it?" 
"This way, both you and I will be able to go our own ways without any more complications." 
Riki smiled a false smile. His stubbornness was putting his pride at risk, but above all, he did not want to leave the scene like an idiot with his tail between his legs.
"If that is the way of the Slum, that's fine, I will have you pay me. But do not forget that you were the one who urged me to do what I wanted." 
‘Ooh… how scary! Who do you think you’ll intimidate with that?’ Riki underestimated Iason, while he looked fixedly at the Blondie. 
It was rumoured that the Pets bought by Tanagura's Elite in the auctions were some sort of accessory, and that their owners did not take them personally, but enjoyed themselves by watching their Pets have sex with each other. Riki had also heard that the reason why the ex-Pets of Midas were some sex maniacs was the chronic addiction for the aphrodisiacs they had used during that time. In short, the Elite, with their artificial bodies, should not be up to date on the physiological mechanisms of flesh and blood human beings, so he would be taken by the Blondie, he would let out appreciative moans, and it would all be over…
Although, on second thought, half the reason he was determined to pay for Iason's silence by having sex with him was because he was curious about the Blondie's artificial body.
Was the Elite of Tanagura, considered superior to the common people, gifted with sexual functions? Even thought Riki had tried to excite him, he was not very sure.
Iason came close to him, walking calmly.
"What a prude! If you feel embarrassed to strip, we can turn out the light." 
"First show me your body, so that I can see whether it is worthy of being taken by an Elite or not."
‘How long was this guy planning to play the hard-to-get game?’ thought Riki, while he hurried to leave the bed, and to stand with his back to the wall. 
An icy look ran over every contour of Riki’s naked body. 
He was not invaded by the uncomfortable sticky feeling that a lascivious look would have caused, but neither did he note any ardent burning in his groin. On the other hand, Riki felt as if the tip of a very sharp knife was sliding along his side.
In spite of it, he made an effort to maintain a light tone.
"So? Have I passed the examination?" 
"You have good proportions. It would be enough for you to be part of the Dyas harem, of course, supposing you could stay quiet."
"The same goes for you. If you quit with that sarcastic tone of yours, I think you would be able to earn a living in Club Lusca, although, in that place, technique and endurance in bed are more important than a pretty face." 
"You know that place well, do you?" 
"…Well, if you didn't listen to rumours, even when they’re crap, you’d die of boredom in a place like the Slum…" 
Riki was more talkative than usual. Perhaps he was trying to counteract the glacial gaze which was pouring over him from above. Or maybe it was in order to break the spell of that peaceful voice that almost seemed to wrap him in a calm and absolute relaxation. 
Riki's exhibition of self-confidence was only awkwardly interrupted from time to time.
This was because, for an instant, Iason’s serpentine fingers, clinging to his body like leeches, played the strings of his sensuality. 
Riki felt dazed. 
It was not shame he was feeling. Neither was he innocent, nor did he intend to play the decent at that stage. If there had to be a reason, it would be surprise at Iason’s unexpected abilities.
Riki knew where his secret points were situated, those at which the slightest friction made his blood boil, and Iason seemed to have found them all unfailingly. 
Riki became breathless when Iason smoothly teased a nipple with his fingertips.
The other hand descended, flowing over his back, slipping over his buttocks, and then creeping up between his thighs. 
The uncanny sensation that this last action caused in Riki made him jerk his hips, startled.
Then Iason suddenly held him firmly, and, putting his knee between Riki's thighs, forced him to open his legs. 
The elegance of those fingers that caressed his naked skin did not seem to fit their powerful strength.
Immediately, Riki tensed his cheeks.
But, in the next instant, he became aware of another kind of rigidity running through his whole body. 
That place that Iason’s fingers were touching burned in such a way that it seemed to be lit in flames.
It was not his imagination. He felt stabs of pain, like a sharp tingling sensation, and unconsciously, he began to growl. 
His heart beat so furiously that he could hardly breathe, and he felt a sharp oppression in arms and legs. As in opposite reaction, the wave of pleasure that had been growing, swirling deep, deep inside of him, thrust up, rising along his spine. 
‘…It can't... be!’ 
Riki suppressed a moan. 
That sensation was very similar to the twinges of fire that had made him tremble those times when his erection had been meticulously worked by lips and tongue.
As a result, his hardening manhood arched, pointing at the sky. The veins became inflamed, and the tip became wet. 
Riki could not believe that, just by the stimulation of his erogenous zones, he had reached the verge of explosion. 
Never in his life had he felt so humiliated. His eyed blurred as his sight became dulled. But this uneasiness was also fading as his limbs sank into the delicious heat, and the current of pleasure increased more and more. 
Occasionally, a sort of electric shock ran up his back like a flash from his anus to his brain. 
Riki hung on Iason’s arms, and gritted his teeth. 
The smell semen reached his nose... 
His violent spasms and his altered spirit dissolved in an incredible way. Riki released a deep and heavy breath, but he could do nothing to get rid of the bitter gall that brimmed inside his mouth.
As if he wanted to give another painful blow to Riki’s already cracked pride, Iason said without hesitation,
"Just by doing this to you, you’ve come already? Ridiculously soon, isn’t it?" 
Invaded by the feeling of humiliation that boiled and swarmed inside his head, he was not even able to retort. The lips he bit tightly were pale, and they trembled.
Riki, exhausted and bent over, moved his hands away from Iason’s arms, but he was not able to break loose from the Blondie’s embrace. 
"What’s with you? Don't tell me you consider the matter closed just with this?"
"… I’m useless now!"
"It was you who pressed me to accept payment for my silence. At least you should be able to measure up to what you offered."
"What do you want me to do? Pay you lip service like in the harems? We Mongrels from the Slum don’t have those techniques!"
"They are not necessary. It seems that you are quite sensitive. It would not be bad to make somebody cry for the first time in a long while."
"Hmn. Said so confidently, it sounds like you’re making fun of me."
"That all depends on how you take it. Or is it that you dislike to be treated like a Pet?"
"… You could at least take off your clothes, couldn't you?" 
Unexpectedly, a smile appeared on Iason’s lips. 
"Nobody in Tanagura would be so stupid as to get undressed just to discipline a Pet."
Riki, feeling as if he had been given the coup de grâce, held his breath.
Iason buried his fingers in Riki’s messy hair to hold him gently by the back of the neck. He intertwined his right leg with Riki’s so that he could not close them, and feeling his buttocks with his free hand, he slowly brought the Mongrel close to himself. 
So near that a sigh would touch his cheek, was the cold and limpid beauty of Iason.
Riki, not recovered yet from the humiliation suffered a moment ago, and straining his already cracked pride, directed his eyes towards Iason's, holding his gaze.
"Do you think that I am going to give you the pleasure of feeling something?" 
Riki knew that trying to resist it was useless, but he could not bear the idea of being dragged in such a way by the wave of pleasure, especially when it had been him who, taking the initiative, had excited the Blondie in the first place. 
Maybe, it was this strong determination to not give up that Riki always showed that aroused curiosity in Iason. Or was it the fact of having found, for the first time in many years, a really worthy toy that had attracted his interest...? At any rate, in that moment, perhaps half seriously, half jokingly, Iason had already decided to take the proud Mongrel down a peg or two. 
Realizing the situation, Riki was already trapped inside the labyrinth, and similarly, unconsciously, Iason had also opened 'Pandora's Box'. 
Iason, bathed by Riki’s severe gaze, slid his fingers down until they reached his slightly shadowed groin. 
He caressed Riki’s soft member from root to tip, and then, and then, as if he was inspecting them, he held both balls between his fingers. Iason began to rub them, pressing one against the other, and immediately, Riki reacted, pursing his lips. 
Iason smiled faintly, but there was not the slightest bit of obscene sweetness in it. On the contrary, it was so loaded with sarcasm that it chilled the bones. 
Seeing it, for the first time, Riki regretted what he had done; to provoke a member of Tanagura’s Elite into making fun of him… 
The inside of the room, where silence reigned again, trembled for the second time with Riki’s violent gasps. The atmosphere vibrated with his pitiful moans, becoming heavy, dense, and stale.
How long did this go on? Suddenly, in Iason’s arms, Riki cried out with a voice which seemed a howl. "E… enough…!"
His breathing was chaotic, and his words shot out in a strange way. 
Although he raised his voice, he could not help stammering because of the burning sensation that the stabbing tingle was causing in his groin. 
"I... I’m not... a… a... a toy...!" 
In that moment, he had the impression that the air got blocked inside his throat, and he bit his lips. So intense was that boiling that, unconsciously, he was seized with the desire to crouch down and moan like one possessed, but Riki knew that it would not last much longer.
The string of pleasure was tightened to the breaking point, but it never broke. It was as if, on the verge of reaching the highest note, Iason, impassive, stopped playing the instrument.
Nevertheless, the Blondie made no attempt to release him from his embrace. It was as if he enjoyed seeing Riki arched backwards, panting and moaning convulsively.
‘Not bad making you cry’ was what Iason had said. 
For Riki, these words were not merely a result of the Blondie’s superiority complex. Iason squeezed him in such a way that he began to doubt if it was a reflection of his hostility towards real human beings.
He felt as if he were about to explode, but he could not do it. Nevertheless, excitement remained latent in his groin. 
Iason, taking advantage of Riki’s male nature, had already pushed him into the abyss of despair several times, when the Mongrel's voice became almost sorrowful.
"... Fi... finish it ...one ......once and for all...! Do… don’t leave me... in… the mid… dle...!”
If he had been slapped in the face, he would have gritted his teeth enduring with dignity. If he had been stabbed cruelly with a dagger, he would still have managed to launch a sharp parting remark, but he was unable to bear the burning fire that consumed him from the inside, driving him crazy, without end. 
The desire to come prevails over everything.
It is the male instinct.
Riki, bowing his head, dug his nails into Iason’s arms. Without shame or pride, he implored the Blondie to put an end to his torment. 
Was it maybe that which awoke some slight trace of humanity remaining inside Iason? Or... was it only that his interest in the Mongrel had faded? In any case, immediately after that, Iason drove him to the final ecstasy. 
Perhaps because of the relaxation caused by being released from that which had been building inside him, as soon as Iason moved away from him, Riki fell to the ground, completely exhausted. 
Without paying any attention to him, Iason took off his gloves and threw them into the trash can. Then, from a pocket on his chest, he took out a few crisp bills, and placed them on a table. 
"Here’s the change for your payment. This makes us even." 
Riki, still breathing hard, licked his dry lips with a trembling tongue.
He did not have enough energy to cover his exposed member, nor was he in the mood to continue arguing. Even when Iason went out of the room without a backward glance, all that Riki did was remain seated there with a worn and depressed look on his face. 
Five minutes... 
Ten minutes... 
The faded time elapsed, devoid of content, like a blank tape. 
At last, Riki got his breathing under control, and stood up slowly. 
"Heh. I guess it serves me right..."
With clumsy steps he approached the table and, without even bothering to count them, took the bills in his hand. 
"So... a Blondie from Tanagura..."
After spiting those words as if grinding them into small pieces, he slammed his fist against the table. 
"Asshole!"
This was the beginning of Iason and Riki's story - an unnatural start in which not even their names were exchanged, leaving an unpleasant and gloomy aftertaste.

*****************

Half a month passed...
But that bitter feeling of humiliation was still buried in the pit of Riki's stomach. If he closed his eyes, he could see Iason's cold beauty as if it were engraved on his eyelids.
Of course, he knew that they would probably never meet again, but this was not enough reason for him to forget it all, and carelessly turn over a new leaf.
The memory of his submission to the Blondie's will hurt his cracked and beaten self-respect to the point of bleeding. Even in the middle of his intimate moments with Guy it got entangled in his thoughts, and as if mocking him, it refused to leave him.
Having so close a relationship that each one knew every corner of the other’s body, it stood to reason that Guy noticed Riki's uneasiness. "Is something wrong?" asked Guy with a worried look.
"Nothing....." answered Riki bad-temperedly.
The fact that Guy should not try to go more deeply in the matter symbolized their entire relationship.
At that time, Katze, an influential man in the Black Market, offered Riki a job as a courier.
"It's safer than picking pockets, and you’ll have a steady income," Katze had said with an inscrutable expression on his face.
He was still young, and except for the pitiful scar crossing his left cheek, his beauty would be worthy of a place in the top-class clubs of Midas.
Of course, that would be in the hypothetical case of there existing a club so charitable as to offer a job to a Mongrel from the Slum.
Katze was a quiet person.
He never said more about himself than was strictly necessary, and as to how he had gotten that scar, and how he had left the Slum and been promoted to an influential broker in the Black Market, Riki knew only rumours. But as the words 'To live in the Black Market, a past is unnecessary' seemed to rule his way of life, Riki was not interested in making deeper inquiries.
The scar on Katze's face was like a silent warning of the price to be paid for leaving the Slum. ‘Are you ready to take the risk?’ it seemed to ask.
Riki accepted willingly.
If the only other choice was to grow into a shaky old man buried in the stigma of the Slum, he would prefer a short, but sharp life.
If mind and body remain idle for a long time, they become rusty.
On no account did he want to die while sleeping off a hang-over at some bar in the Slum, turned into a grumbling, good-for-nothing adult.
At first, he was no more than a 'go boy', but soon his perceptive mind, and his rash determination, both highly appreciated qualities, contributed to the fact that, gradually, more and more important tasks were entrusted to him.
In spite of having grown up in the Slum, Katze didn't help him out, but instead of growling, he made a great effort to obtain the best results.
He felt completely at home in the Black Market.
He came to be known as 'Riki the Dark'
‘Someday I'll show who I am to the cold eyes that despised me just for being a Mongrel.’ This thought was what drove Riki's actions.
*****************

That day, at last, the wind was bringing a bit of humidity.
Riki wandered alone about the streets.
Bathed in sunlight, Midas was almost deserted, and this in some way gave the city a certain languid air.
Riki went out from Moga Street to a back alley, and taking care to be discreet, he went into a drug-store.
The basement of that place had become Katze's hide-out.
An hour had since he received Katze’s call-sign. It was not that it was an urgent matter, but Riki always tried to arrive ten minutes before the agreed upon time.
To descend to the basement, he used a private elevator. It was an obsolete electric elevator for which spare parts could only be obtained through special order. He inserted the magnetic card that Katze had given him, and the door opened. Recognizing Riki, Katze greeted him with a glance and came closer to him. 
In the same way, Riki acknowledged him with his eyes, and fell into his habitual place on the sofa, while giving a hasty glance to one of the corners of the room. There, he saw two seated figures huddled together. 
More than sweet, their features were noble and well-proportioned. The area around their eyes and mouth still had a childish look, but it was impossible to determine their age and sex just by their appearance. 
Such was their kind of beauty. 
Both of them were completely wrapped in old-fashioned robed from past eras that covered them to the ankle.
One of them had soft-looking blond hair. In both ears were impressive ruby earrings that looked like drops of blood. 
The other, with splendid and brilliant black hair, had an enormous spherical sapphire embedded in the forehead. 
However, both of them had their eyes firmly closed.
Riki was not surprised to learn that, this time, the job would consist of transporting cargo to the remote region of Laocon, but when he realized that those two were the merchandise, he frowned unconsciously.
"Tsk. But they’re just kids."
Riki felt repugnance towards those who enjoyed having sex with children who had not even reached puberty yet. 
But, setting it aside… giving them a second look, Riki tilted his head, confused. Accessories aside, it was very clear that 
hese two had not grown up in an ordinary harem. The operation would have had to be done in a secret, but even so, with Midas obsessed as it was with sanitary control of its citizen-merchandise, blindness was somewhat unthinkable.
As if guessing at the doubt that was going through Riki’s head, Katze said flatly, "These two are a special order from Ranaya."
Riki held his breath for a moment.
"What?!... But that place was dismantled a long time ago! Are you sure?" 
“Yeah, at least officially. But there are many fans of odd things out there, so the fact that they’re closed to the public doesn’t mean that they don’t continue to do business clandestinely. It’s demand that moves business."
Katze reported this to him dispassionately, and in a straightforward manner. In contrast, Riki did not even try to hide the indescribable feeling of repulsion he felt. Seeing such an ostensive gesture, Katze said abruptly, "In the Market, there is no clean or dirty business. Worrying about something that is not your job is a waste of energy and time."
"I know..." answered Riki laconically.
Ranaya-Ugo…
The only heterogeneousness under the flaring neon lights of Midas. 
It was a name too gloomy to limit itself just to satisfying physiological desires. Its somber image followed it everywhere.
Hair stood on end as if, only there, time had frozen. 
With such a description, Ranaya-Ugo could only be the very Castle of the Devil.
In that place, gentlemen and ladies degenerated, not into simple men and women, but into vulgar male and female animals. Abandoning every vestige of reason and dignity, they devoured ecstasy without the least restraint of their more base instincts.
And, the grotesqueness of those who drew them to the height of pleasure was the reason for which Ranaya-Ugo was branded as heretic. 
In general, all the youths of Ranaya-Ugo had a remarkable beauty. 
But… there was not one of them who did not have some kind of physical defect.
A single arm, legs joined together, missing extremities from the knees or the elbows, etc, etc…
Their deformity was not congenital or hereditary. They were purposefully made in such way by means of genetic manipulation.
The fact that the proportions of their features were so perfect made them even more pitiful.
To prevent them from being picky about their clients, their eyes were put out, and in order that they should not hurt the customer's genitals during oral sex sessions, their teeth were pulled. Besides, since a very early age, they were trained exclusively and severely in sexual techniques. 
Paying no notice to their appearance, the clients knocked at the door of the rooms specializing in their favourite sexual position. They had been made to provide them the greatest pleasure in those positions.
Condemned to be locked up for life in the cage appointed for them, just deformed sexual dolls…
Thinking on this, Riki felt the same rot of the Slum, the same desperation that neither killed nor allowed one to live, the anguish of being caged, and not being able to do anything to avoid it. 
From that moment, Riki did not want to look at those two unfortunates again. He concentrated on memorizing the instructions that Katze had given him. 
Flying at top speed, it took only three days to get to the far region of Laocon in the stellar system of Veran. During this time, he treated them as if they were simple merchandise. He attended them in a mechanical way, speaking no more than was necessary with them.
Nevertheless, each time he gave them some food or arranged the bed for them, although he disliked it, he could not avoid being conscious of the heavy burden that they carried on their shoulders: the terrible anguish of an uncertain future, of not knowing if they would go on living tomorrow...

Knowing no other life than that of the cage to which they were destined, these poor dolls neither sang nor laughed, nor even cried. They accepted the inevitable with a sigh. If they expected nothing, there was no reason to despair, they seemed to be saying...
**********************************

A week later ----------
Riki went out with his colleagues, both to relieve himself, and to be freed from sorrow.
He felt that, if he did not do something of the sort, he would die of melancholy.
When he was cheerful enough, he went to pay a visit to Guy, not having seen him in a long while.
It was absolutely not in his plans to get drunk beyond reason, but he knew that if something wasn’t put in his body, he would not be able to look Guy in the face.
He missed the heat of Guy’s skin so much…
It wasn’t that they had broken off their relationship for good, but they had been distant with each other almost to that point. 
The riffraff of the Slum probably thought that they had already broken up a long time ago.
Riki did not have any intention of regretting his selfishness to such an extent, but the sensation that some day he would have to pay for it remained an obvious shadow in his heart.
Nevertheless, Guy received him without reproach as warmly as always. They passed the time looking each other in the face, and exchanging pleasantries. That was the atmosphere established between them.
"Some day I’ll leave this place, Guy. You’ll see,” he said to encourage himself, and to face up to anything.
Guy looked at Riki for an instant, as if to test the meaning of those words, and then he said carefully: "I… suppose so." His gentle voice became a whisper, tinged with an air of sadness.
*******************

A Blondie of Tanagura of whom nothing, not even his name, was known... For Riki who stood out on his own in the Black Market, that was an ignominious black mark on his record. 
Although he did not want to remember, in his spare time at work, when the tension lessened, the image of that clever beauty strayed furtively into his thoughts. Every time that this happened, Riki bit lips and said: "Some day, surely..."
And one day, Riki saw Iason. 
It was in a place he didn’t expect at all, in a seat during a Black Market auction. Only his hairstyle was different, shining brown and short, but the cold beauty behind those dark glasses was unmistakable to Riki. 
‘It‘s that bastard...!’
Before the auction had even ended, Iason disappeared through a black-painted door situated at the bottom of the place, but as he turned to go toward that door, Riki was already running after him. 
Iason walked with familiarity through the complicated corridors that seemed to form a labyrinth. 
Riki did not have any definite purpose in pursuing him, but he was intrigued to know why the Blondie had been present, disguised, during a Black Market auction, and where he planned to go now. 
The passages twisted from side to side, but no matter how far they advanced, they seemed to have no end. 
Iason walked quickly, and Riki, in order to keep him in sight, hurried on. 
Taken with the excitement of pursuing Iason, Riki seemed not to notice that under his feet, the floor was gradually changing colour. Neither did he seem to notice that, behind him, the corridors were being blocked off silently, nor that the walls on either side of him were opening to form new pathways... 
Riki could not have said for how long he walked.
Iason turned right at a corner, and unexpectedly disappeared from Riki’s view.
A little further from the place where the Blondie had disappeared, was one dark door.
At first sight, it looked like an old construction door, one of those ones that one expects to squeak when opened.
From above the door, a two-headed snake stared at Riki. It was a golden relief with large spherical rubies embedded in its eyes.
As he looked at them fiercely, Riki felt his hair stand on end, and without noticing, he swallowed.
As the door of so unnatural a corridor, it was more than discordant; it was quite sinister.
A slight hesitation rose in Riki’s heart, but in the end, curiosity won over uneasiness. Riki took a deep breath, and turned the doorknob decisively. 
The inside was immersed in a mysterious blue darkness.
It was a world of azure silence in which there seemed to exist neither sky nor land, and the view was lost in infinite immensity.
Where there should have been twinkling stars, far from the image of the night sky, there was the sensation of belonging to some strange dimension of the most extreme solitude where there could be no consolation.
For a moment, Riki stood there, absent-minded. Then, out of the corner of his eye, he seemed to see something 'splash', and he came back to himself with a start, but although he looked hastily in that direction, he did not see even a shadow disturb that blindly monochromatic abyss.
"Did I… imagine it?" Riki asked himself, giving a sigh of relief. He had the impression of having been devoured, body and soul, by that strange atmosphere. 
‘What’s happening to me? This isn’t like me…’ 
Riki smiled clumsily, mocking himself for his unusual nervousness, but the smile was abruptly erased from his lips.
He shook his head slightly, and looked down at his feet.
In that instant, Riki froze. Under the floor that recalled the dark azure depths of the ocean, a strange creature had raised its gaze to him. Its slanted golden eyes with their cat-slit pupils observed Riki eagerly, unblinking. 
Its green hair rippled smoothly, and its skin was a disturbing white. Better said, its horrifying paleness came from the silver scales covering its whole body. Noticing it, Riki shivered. 
The creature in front of him, in spite of having a similar form to his own, had nothing human about it.
A scream froze in his throat without ever becoming a sound, while small tremors shook his stiff and clumsy legs. 
He noticed that his armpits and the palms of his hands were damp with cold sweat.
At last, he was finally able to break the invisible ties that seemed to bind him, nearly preventing him from breathing, and he began to run, stumbling, but as hard as he looked, he saw nothing that looked like an exit. 
As Riki ran from side to side, overcome by panic, the creature, with it undulating movements, followed him closely just on the other side of the transparent barrier.
When Riki realized that even the door through which he had come had disappeared without him noticing, he felt as if his whole body were freezing to the marrow, and he stood completely paralyzed.
The sound of a deep and muted laugh rose, echoing in all directions in such a way as to make it impossible to tell from which direction it had come.
Riki had the impression that claws sank into his heart, and realized that the bottom half of his body was shaking convulsively.
Click…
Click…
The sound of footsteps approaching slowly seemed to cut like knives deep into his brain. Someone was walking towards him, making the azure atmosphere vibrate, and unexpectedly, his cold and aristocratic smile appeared before Riki’s wide open eyes. 
Holding back a cry, Riki fell on his back in pure shock. 
“Shall I help you up?” asked Iason, trying to suppress a chuckle. Nevertheless, when he met Riki’s furious gaze, he couldn’t keep a silent laugh from quivering in his throat.
“Oh, I forgot how much you hate having unpaid debts…” 
Muttering an unintelligible mix of insults and curses, Riki collected himself clumsily. However, the trembling of his knees did not disappear so easily. 
"What a surprise! I didn’t expect to meet you again in a place like this." 
"… …" 
"What’s the matter? For someone with such a sharp tongue, you’re very quiet today."
"… What… what was... that thing?”
"A new type of ornamental Pet. For now, it’s in the experimental phase. It’s still too early to think about taking it to an auction," Iason answered directly, with the same old calm tone.
" …Is it okay to be telling me all this? If I divulged it out there, it could attract the hostile gazes of those fat fish in the Federation."
"Well, I see that you recover quickly. I never imagined I would hear those words from the mouth of someone who, only a moment ago, had a serious problem keeping his pants dry." 
"… …" 
"Would you mind not looking at me with those aggressive eyes? You make me want to make you cry again..." Iason raised the corner of his lips in a smile. 
The thought that the Blondie was making fun of him, but in a different way than before, made Riki’s guts burn.
"Well, it seems that your arrogant attitude hasn’t changed at all. Isn’t that right?"
"… Where’s the exit?"
"Nowhere."
Riki opened his eyes wide, and he lost control of himself. It was as if sparks jumped, lighting what, since that day in Club Minos, had continued to smoulder in the deepest part of his heart.
"I have no intention of joking with you in this place! The exit! Where is it?!" 
"Your blustering won’t help you here, Riki."
Hearing his name so unexpectedly, Riki started. 
‘How the hell... does he know my name?’ he wondered.
As if reading the apprehension in Riki’s eyes, Iason declared in a tranquil tone,
"Has Katze perhaps not taught you? Excessive curiosity can be deadly…" 
‘Katze...?’ Riki felt the fire that had awakened in him a moment ago freeze. 
"He might consider himself fortunate that, back then, the injuring of his prized face was his only punishment. All in all, the kindest of the sentences, compared to wrenching off both his arms and legs, and causing him to spend his remaining days dragging himself miserably in the darkness. Don’t you think so?" 
Riki startled again. It had never even occurred to him to imagine that the Blondie was in some way related to the scar that Katze had on his cheek. 
"Who.... are you?” Riki’s lips trembled hopelessly. 
"Iason Mink. Just a Blondie 'whose golden rule is to be exceptional in everything'."
‘You liar!’…
Repressing the longing to shout these words in his face, Riki backed away slowly.
‘Who is he...? He’s not just a Blondie... This is dangerous! I've really put my foot in it!’ Thoughts like these whirled like a dark vortex in his mind. 
A step…
Two steps...
He did not take the third.
Iason grabbed him by the shoulder, and pulled him towards himself with all his strength. Riki noticed that, not only his face, but his entire body had become completely stiff.
"In the short period of time that I have not seen you, your face has become fiercer. I have heard that, in the Black Market, you are known as 'Riki the Dark'. If seeing you did not awaken old memories in him, then Katze is still too ingenuous."
"What... are you going to do with me?"
"Hmn… I don’t know. What could I do with you?" said Iason in a tone that was relaxed, but at the same time, full of hidden meaning. 
Before Riki’s wide open eyes, Iason laughed coldly.
Riki felt something like a chill up his back…
*****************

An hour later, Riki found himself observing the city of Midas that extended beneath his eyes - the same Midas that had treated him cruelly, that he had only ever been able to look at from below. 
A strange feeling took possession of him.
Seeing it that way, looking at it from this privileged position, he, who had tried so desperately to get out of the Slum, without knowing why, felt like an idiot. 
However high one rose, there was always somebody higher. 
Seen from this room in one of the gigantic skyscrapers of the chimerical Tanagura, Midas was no more than a shrill torrent of lights. After all, even Midas was nothing but a puppet dancing in the palm of Tanagura’s hand. Realising that, Riki felt as if, suddenly, the tight blindfold covering his eyes had fallen away. 
The glass that had been served to him when he had entered was already empty.
"How long does he intend to keep me waiting here?"
Unable to control his nerves, Riki clicked his tongue. To leave him waiting in a place where he felt so out of place was torture. Not knowing Iason’s true intentions also mortified him, and it fed his impatience even more. 
In the meantime, Iason had settled himself, with his habitual elegance, in another room. He was seated comfortably on a wide and soft sofa, observing a screen in front of him. Onscreen was the image of Riki pursing his lips with an irritated air.
At the flip of a switch in Iason's hand, Riki’s face instantly appeared in close-up. Those deep black pupils trembled with a shadow of anxiety, and anyone who could have seen him would have realized that he was trying to repress the exasperation that ate at his guts.
When Iason returned the screen to its previous state, he saw that Riki was taking out his anger by kicking a sofa with all his might. 
Without his intention, a laugh trembled in Iason’s throat.
And then…
"Hey! Are you serious?" said a voice at his back with the defiant tone of one who demands an answer. 
It was Raoul Am. His beauty had a wild touch very uncommon among the Elite of Tanagura, but now a cloud of worry darkened his face. 
"You could have your pick of anyone you wanted. Don’t tell me that you’re going to settle for that scum from the Slum. A male without any sort of instruction or control will only be a source of problems."
"Even so, he’s better than an arrogant and stupid sex doll. What do you think? Look at that sulky attitude... rough, vulgar, disarranged…. Don’t you think that it’s worthwhile to train him? Occasionally, having an unconventional Pet can turn out to be amusing."
"You’re free to choose whoever you like, but if he becomes your Pet, the name of Iason Mink will be dishonoured."
"I’m not so sure of that. I believe that, with a little training, I will be able to make quite an interesting Pet of him..." 
"You’re very sure of yourself. What will happen if you can’t make anything of him?”
"… In that case, I would adjust his brain to make him into a docile sex doll, and then I would sell him in the Black Market."
With this impassive statement, Iason directed his eyes toward the screen again.
To make a Mongrel from the Slum into his Pet…
Iason did not even suspect that the idea, which was mostly a whim, would promptly become a wedge that would shake his pride as a Blondie. 
**************************

Tanagura City ------- N 22:00 hours.

Although the night wrapped it completely in its dark cloak, this strange city never slept. With no distinction between day and night, the city itself breathed in perfect order, counting each second. As if dispensing with the slightest deviance or deformation, it found its greatest pleasure in thus abusing the passing of time. 
Tanagura was beautiful. 
Nevertheless, although it competed in splendour with the likewise nocturnal queen of the night, Midas, it was a cold, unspoken competition of diametrically opposite beauties. 
On the last floor of the tallest building among all the skyscrapers of Eos, the one they said was the highest class residential zone in the whole of Tanagura, Kyrie waited for someone.
The room, surrounded by ivory-coloured walls, was very spacious, and just being in it gave a great spiritual calm.
The floor was covered by a dense carpet, the furniture of simple design, was unified by the same velvety colour, and a pleasant silence filled the living room. 
Suddenly, Kyrie let a small sigh escape. For someone who had only known life in the filthy colony of Ceres, all that was too tempting.
On the other side of the window was the radiant face of the night. Making up its dark complexion with the happy colour of the lights, it showed its seductive and fascinating figure freely.
To view the sumptuousness of Midas that he already knew from the heights had another special charm. Mysteriously, only the live sparkle of its lights remained trapped in his eyes.
‘It really looks a lot like the effect of a hallucinogenic liquor of the best quality.’
Kyrie half-closed his fascinated eyes.
Including this time, it had been three times that, after having been led to this room, he had had the opportunity to contemplate Midas from the heights...
The first time that they brought him here, his mind had simply gone blank, as if all the words had been erased from it. From the time he was born up until that moment, he had never had the slightest contact with a beauty so sublime that it could snatch from him the ability to speak. What’s more, practically no other experience in his life had caused his heart to beat in that way, as if it burned inside his chest. Before that culture shock that he savoured for the first time, Kyrie’s soul was so inflamed, that he felt nervous cramps contracting his sides. 
Nevertheless, the second time that the magical beauty of Midas unfolded under his eyes, it produced only an uncontrollable rage. In that moment more than ever, he was invaded by a ferocious resentment realizing the enormous contrast that there was between it and his native Ceres. The lights twinkled ominously here and there, forcing him to think that only the Mongrels like him had been left out in the cold.
And, now that he was to meet again for the third time in the same room, Kyrie desired even more fervently than before to climb out of the Slum. 
This was the kind of magical power hidden behind those flashes of light that sparkled below his eyes. And that magic lit so violently in Kyrie’s chest that it pushed aside his ingrained complex as a Mongrel from the Slum.
Suddenly, a voice calling his name took him from his daydreams. 
"Forgive me. I’m late…" It was a deep and resounding voice, slightly low. It had so pleasant a resonance that, even bringing someone back abruptly to reality, it did not prevent one from remaining leaned calmly where one was.
Kyrie turned slowly in silence. His gaze met with a face of perfect and unattainable beauty on which there was a serene smile.
The noblest of all of Eos’ Blondies… Iason Mink.
"Well? How was it?" he said in a casual tone after seating himself comfortably on a sofa.
"The story seemed too incredible to him, and he’s confused. He thinks that there’s something hidden behind all this..."
"I see. Tempting offers have poison in them....don’t they? I would have been suspicious if he had accepted easily and without hesitation. At least he’s cautious. Good. That pleases me. So, tell me frankly. Is there any hope that he might accept?"
"I will convince him, whatever it takes,” said Kyrie, raising his voice. 
"Anybody would be happy to say goodbye to the Slum… It’s only that he’s undecided. I only need a little more time to persuade him. The problem… is the other."
"The... other?" asked Iason, showing deep interest. 
Immediately, with a gesture of true anger, Kyrie clicked his tongue. 
"That Riki! It seems that he is dedicated to secretly putting strange ideas in his head. He’s just jealous at not having been the one chosen. I’m sure of it!" 
"Oh, so we also have an inconsiderate friend involved in the matter, eh?" Iason’s voice shook with a contained laugh. 
"It doesn’t seem funny to me. I don’t know if I should tell you this, but a while ago, those two were a couple, and they were living together. Nevertheless, now it seems that they’re separated…"
" … "
"Well, in the Slum that’s not at all strange. After all, as there are very few women, they have some advantage. Just because they can have children, they’re treated as well as in a harem of Midas. The Slum is overflowing with young men who will never be studs, while the women are all vexed. This is for the sake of the conservation of the species, as they say, what a joke! Since the lack of women is evident, why don’t you create a series of babies by artificial insemination or something? Besides, these days, natural delivery is a tremendous anachronism, don’t you think? Without money, without dreams, without even contact with women to top it all off, one begins to feel that it’s not worthwhile to continue living. Not even by changing sex would things improve. So in the end, they all end up getting behind whoever’s closest."
"Then, one would suppose that you also have a partner..." 
"I… make a rule of not selling myself cheaply." 
Saying this, Kyrie, from beneath his lowered eyelashes, glanced upwards at Iason hastily. ‘If it were you asking me, I would not mind being your Pet,’ he seemed to insinuate with his eyes. 
Nevertheless, Iason, as was his custom, only returned his look with an impenetrable expression. 
Kyrie lowered his eyes, showing weak self-mockery in the colour of his face. 
When this entire story began, Kyrie asked himself what the hell Iason saw in Guy. He mortified himself trying to imagine why the Blondie had not been set on him.
‘Why? If I have a much better figure than Guy...’ Thoughts such as this became a buried thorn that even now tormented him. 
"But you’re a little odd yourself, aren’t you? I don’t know if it’s good that I say it, but… we’re speaking of a Mongrel from the Slum of bad quality who’s passed his expiry date and barely knows anything more than how to read and write. Maybe an Elite like you would prefer to have a Pet raised by the Academy to show off?"
Kyrie deliberately used the Slum’s way of speaking. Since one could tell from a mile away that he had grown up in Ceres, he thought that there was no sense in trying to be well-mannered now. Rather than make a fool of himself adopting some artificial manners, he preferred to show himself as the Mongrel he was.
Nevertheless, Iason didn’t give it any great importance. "It’s a matter of taste," he replied to Kyrie with a mocking tone, accompanied by light laughter. 
‘Why does a Blondie from Tanagura have so much interest in a Mongrel from the Slum?’
In Kyrie’s place, it was logical that wanted to find it out, but he kept himself from asking again.
He wanted to find out more about Iason, but he was afraid that so many impertinent questions would end up angering the Blondie…
To have run into Iason in the crowd that day in Mistral Park, it seemed to Kyrie to be one of those opportunities that only present themselves once in a lifetime.
Everything begins with one event. It does not matter the insignificance of it. Something like meeting a person and exchanging words with them can, for good or evil, open up new horizons.
Before meeting with Iason, Kyrie had never had such an opportunity.
Knowing that sitting and waiting never got anyone anywhere, and yet having no idea of how he might change things, Kyrie passed his days consumed by rage at his own impotence.
But now it was different. The feeling of being alive filled his heart completely. Just because of that, he clung to his fragile and uncertain relationship with Iason…
Given the uncertainty of his position, he realized that it was better to consolidate his territory slowly, little by little, not aspiring to take too much at a time. Risking ‘all or nothing' was not the best way to try to get out of the Slum. 
In any case, the aid that he now received in business came from Iason. The Blondie had no prejudice against him for being a Mongrel from the Slum. He relied on his favour... Kyrie repeated to himself that, for now, that was more than sufficient. He had to reconcile that with his natural restlessness. 
Perhaps, Kyrie had sensed that the condition of his linking with Iason was to refrain from investigating anything in depth... 
After they had exchanged two or three words at the most, the musical bell that announced the arrival of another guest sounded, so Kyrie rose from his seat to go.
When Kyrie’s silhouette disappeared completely from his view, Iason smiled to himself. It was a sadistic and icy smile, like that of a hunter who pursues his prey, luring him into a trap. 
But his delight was interrupted by the voice of Raoul, who entered the room after having passed Kyrie. "I hope I haven’t interrupted anything..." he said with knowing eyes.
Iason gave a forced laugh. "Nothing that asks your discretion." 
"Oh, no? Well, that Kyrie gave me a gloomy look when I passed him." 
"Your imagination..." 
"Why don’t you try doing it with him at least once? Is that not perhaps what he desires? That way, he would mature a little, and become more pleasant." 
The expression on Iason’s face remained impassive. "Then, why don’t you do it with him, Raoul?"
"Are you joking? Unlike you, I don’t have such patience and confidence in myself. Still, if it was a matter of a perfectly controlled human from Midas, good… But, to domesticate a savage Mongrel by myself? No, thanks. Not even if they begged me. I would rather observe a virus with an S.E.M. or some old thing."
Raoul Am was a biotechnologist in Tanagura, and Iason’s only close friend among the Elite, well known for his individualism. "But all right. Although the quality is a little bad, it’s worth trying to have him as Pet, don’t you think? He pleases you, doesn’t he? He’s got a quick mind, he’s reckless, shameless, and best of all, he doesn’t have so strong a will as the other one…" Raoul smiled broadly.
Then, Iason, in a deliberately tranquil tone, said, "Unfortunately, the imitation can’t compare to the original."
"Hey, hey, don’t start talking like those rusty old heads from the federations. It’s exactly the mass of imitations that has made the originals into valuable rarities. Kyrie, with some little wearing, would come to be an acceptable Pet. It’s your chance to show your abilities, isn’t it? Or it is that, perhaps, you’re wary in this?"
"Aren’t you going off on too many tangents...? I don’t believe that you came here to speak with me about Kyrie. What’s really the matter, Raoul?" said Iason, counter-attacking smoothly.
Raoul shrugged his shoulders slightly. "Nothing important. It’s only that a strange rumour came to my ears. They say that, in the Slum, there is a guy very like the one whom you and I know." 
"That’s logical. It’s he himself, in person… though the information got to you a bit late. He’s been there for a year already." 
The smile disappeared from Raoul’s face immediately. "This is a joke in poor taste, Iason. The rules say that Pets whose limits have expired should be reprocessed or sold to Midas. Or does a Blondie like you intend to ignore the law?"
"That isn’t my intention. I have only removed his ring, though I should admit that it’s very probable that he is convinced that I have left him completely free." 
"Removing his ring obliges you to erase him from the registry. There are no exceptions."
"Riki is a Mongrel from the Slum. He has no number in Midas."
" !! "
"The Pet laws only affect the citizens of Midas, so there will be no problem," Iason stated, unworried.
Not knowing what to reply, Raoul kept silent. It was not that he changed his attitude, but that he had felt chills seeing the way in which Iason took advantage of the Pet laws to justify his behaviour.
“I needed three years to domesticate Riki. Three years, Raoul. You didn’t seriously think that I was going to get rid of him just like that. If I removed his ring, it was only to let him rest and enjoy himself for a while. Even a Mongrel with the most rebellious spirit can be suffocated, if the collar is tightened too much. Nevertheless, it worries me, the thought that he will turn out like any another pet that wags its tail, playing at his owner’s feet. A Mongrel from the Slum should not lose his characteristic pride, so I decided to leave him to do as he wishes for a year. But that time limit is coming to its end, and since with his character it’s quite unlikely that he would return of his own free will, as owner it is my obligation to make the necessary arrangements so that he won’t have any other option than to come back to me.”
An aristocratic smile played on Iason’s lips, while Raoul tried unsuccessfully to understand his friend. 
"What are you trying to do, using Kyrie?"
"Nothing serious. It is only that I have interest in discovering with whom Riki would stay if obliged to choose between his pride and his old pairing partner."
"But it’s not a matter of a simple Pet. No, worse, it’s some vulgar scum from the Slum… Why are you so blinded by him? You are not your usual self." 
"Not my… usual self." 
Iason lowered his eyes a bit, and breathed deeply. "A simple Pet... If I had come so easily to that conclusion, I’d not have had him in my power for three years. In the beginning, he was only a whim, but... then I noticed that I needed to possess Riki so often that the marks never had time to fade from his body. It was especially after what happened with Mimea that at last I understood that not even I was immune to human feelings. If I told you that… that I love Riki… would you laugh, Raoul?"
Raoul opened his eyes widely. He could not say a word. Shock and confusion had mixed, leaving his mind totally blank. 
The corner of Iason’s mouth curved in a bitter smile. 
Iason Mink was the son chosen by Jupiter to become Tanagura’s mainstay, even if sometimes it was better to say that he was a new type, manufactured by this Artificial Conscience.
For a long time, Iason had lived loyal to his Creator, and proud to be able to share Its Will. He was firmly convinced (and satisfied) that he was far above the human race. Before meeting Riki, one would have been able to say, without the slightest doubt, that Iason had not had any contact with the typical sordid feelings of flesh and bone humans. 
In order to showcase the prosperity of Tanagura, he thought that it was necessary to maintain that deformed girl called Midas, and he accepted the fact of having and rejecting human Pets as a part of the Elite’s social life. 
For Iason, who branded the Mongrels as useless scum whose only perspective of the future was to reach the old age, Riki became an interminable source of surprises. It pleased him to observe the vitality that emanated from his flexible body, and to feel the warmth of his wild spirit, but, on the other hand, he also forced Iason to notice that the privilege of being able to express their feelings directly was exclusive to flesh and bone humans. 
What did it mean not to have any type of control or instruction? Iason felt as if this question hit him in the face. 
Each time that happened, Iason savoured a strange sensation. It was as if, in the bowels of his body, a slippery and viscous snake raised its head and pulled out. 
It was so real an illusion that it made him feel sick. Entangled in his Blondie pride, he smiled sardonically with a sinister face. 
‘Perhaps it was that he was consumed with desire to do it with Riki?’ 
‘Perhaps it was that he was envious of his body of flesh and bone, so flexible and full of life?’
It was easy to deny all this flatly with a shout of rage. Nevertheless, once the door was opened, it was no use to go back and close it.
Iason was already aware that in his heart a weak glimmer of human nature also shone. 
********************

A legislation of nine clauses regulated the keeping of Pets in Tanagura. Their listing in the register, conditions under which to mate them, imposition of punishments, and so on. Everything was meticulously detailed in order to reduce the occurrence of problems to a minimum. 
It was said that, to be a Pet in Tanagura, meant to live chained to these regulations, but, even so, for Midas’ citizens nothing was more attractive than to be the Pet of an Elite’s. This didn’t mean that anyone could have been one. Only a few chosen ones got the ticket to go toward the brilliant light, but that fascinating dream never stopped attracting them. 
The higher their owner’s position, the greater was the Pet’s esteem. In few words, the breeding centre to which they belonged was a secondary factor.
In Tanagura, the merit of a Pet was in his stratagem, so to speak, to obtain an owner of the highest possible rank, and to remain curled at his feet for the longest possible time. 
For those Pets filled with vanity, anyone except for themselves was a possible rival. Even so, they tried to pretend a certain harmony, since the Elite required that their Pets be worthy of them. 
Nevertheless, Iason had not cared at all that he had broken with all precedents to keep Riki.
Logically, the other Elite could not hide the confusion and curiosity of their eyes, although, as was to be expected, nobody dared to criticize Iason openly. But everywhere he passed, broke out subtle mocking laughter. 
Translated into the Pets’ environment, it became even more insidious. The jealousy and the contempt they felt towards Riki caused them to spit words of unusual violence. Their natural dislike of a Mongrel that had come to be no less than a Blondie’s Pet was indelible. 
It was also possible that they were eaten by the instinctive envy that awoke in them at Riki’s wild and shameless nature that radiated from his body. But, above all, what most got on their nerves, were those eloquent marks that never faded from his body. Riki had not had sexual contact with anybody, either in public or secretly, so, it was not much of a guess as to who had made them. 
They imagined the scandalous behaviour of Riki, moaning in pleasure while Iason did that to him. Their teeth ground in rage while they evoked the figure of Riki raising his hips, arching his back, and ending with the scene of that erect member being withdrawn from deep within his body.
Sometimes Iason took Riki with his own body as many times as it took him to be satisfied... When this thought crossed their minds, they felt as though they were on the verge of suffering spontaneous combustion. 
Nevertheless, the more intense the criticisms became, the more insolent and arrogant became Riki’s behaviour. He answered their manifest hostility tranquilly, spitting, and with the privilege he possessed as a Blondie’s Pet, he exacerbated their prejudices and mockery.
Riki did not humble himself before anybody. Although he knew that if he only yielded a little, the situation could become more comfortable for him, he was convinced that if he showed weakness even once, then he would no longer be respected, and would have no alternative but to live licking their feet. The typical obstinacy of a Mongrel brought up in the Slum was incompatible with the pride of those born in Midas. Sometimes, based on that fact, his instinct for survival obliged him to act in that way. 
Pets did not have to spend the entire day thrown at the feet of their owners. Some of them excited and entertained themselves by having sexual relations behind their masters’ backs, and others enjoyed being left to the flattery of their court of followers. The fights among different factions of Pets were extremely fierce, and the sexual lynching produced by consequence was so complicated and hidden so deeply that not even the owners noticed what was happening. 
One of the causes of these confrontations was a persistent and insidious fear. Their golden time as Pets was short. Even if proud of their beauty and of the perfection of their proportions, sooner or later, all of them ended up being swallowed by the currents of the inexorable flow of time. 
This was even truer in the case of the males. 
Except for those coming from the harems whose voices had already changed, and who had already grown pubic hair, there came the moment to face puberty. The majority of the male Pets of Tanagura requested hormonal control of their own free will. The uneasiness and the repulsion they felt toward the idea of no longer being adolescents, but becoming adult males left them defenceless before the dark devil of doubt that sowed their hearts with the fear of losing the favour of their masters. Those poor, unhappy ones did not know how to earn a living other than by being Pets.
Due to that, they lacked completely any sense of modesty and embarrassment. Doing what it was ordered to them, even the most humiliating things, became a routine for them.
For that reason, parties in Tanagura were even more lascivious and scandalous that those in Midas. 
In the beginning, Iason had thought to instruct Riki to a certain extent, and then to elect an appropriate female to couple him, but they had not gone even three days before, with an ironic smile on his face, he saw that he would be obliged to rethink his original plan. Riki had turned out to be more of a rebel than he had predicted. 
The first month he had kept him completely naked, without providing him even underwear. By that, he intended to put down any objection Riki had to exhibiting his intimate parts before the eyes of strangers. 
The mating of Pets was a public spectacle, and unlike those ones genuinely bred to be Pets and to the youths from the harems, Riki had not developed any such immodesty. 
A look that slid over every part of his body as if licking it made Riki feel incredibly uncomfortable and violent. Nobody would say that it was the same boy who had opened his legs of his own volition, trying to excite Iason that day...
Subsequently, each time that Riki had an erection, Iason forced him to masturbate. While Riki, face twisted, tried in vain to resist, Iason opened his legs by force, and excited him until his body arched rigidly backwards. Then, always, he made Riki finish the job himself with his own hands. 
In this manner, almost three months elapsed before Iason saw that, at his order, Riki, biting his lips, went to the space between his legs, and began to moan aloud. 
Having achieved this, the following three months he dedicated to training Riki with calmness. Not needing to whip him or to raise his voice, he nevertheless did not have any consideration when it came to disciplining the Mongrel. 
After half a year, Iason took Riki completely for the first time. 
The nudity of Iason was different from that of Riki. While the Mongrel’s wild adolescent body brimmed with flexibility, the figure of a Blondie represented the ideal of harmony. Their proportions were so absolutely perfect and beautiful that they could only have been calculated and designed by a computer. 
Feeling Iason’s body against his, Riki discovered that the touch of his skin was so hot and full of life that nobody could even suspect that it belonged to an artificial being. Sometimes, because of it, the tension that gripped Riki’s arms and legs dissolved little by little, although the fact that the Blondie’s kisses were infinitely sweeter than what he had expected contributed to that. 
His caresses, besides being skilful, were intense and precise. Iason knew perfectly where and how he should touch Riki, to cause him to tremble, to pant, and to twist in pleasure. While kissing him, Iason caressed a nipple and, immediately, Riki’s body reacted with a shudder, and pinching it, he made the Mongrel's lips tremble. A contained laugh echoed in the Blondie’s throat when he verified that, only by rubbing him in that area, Riki’s groin began to swell rapidly, showing again the fine sensitivity of the Mongrel. Iason then rolled the nipple between his fingers, and Riki’s erect member responded, twitching convulsively. The slit in the head was damp, and when Iason, biting it, began to work it roughly, some drops of pre-come leaked out in a little thread.
"I’m....going to come...." gasped Riki, with his face contracted in agony.
Iason held the straining member, stretching back the fine foreskin, and almost simultaneously, Riki moaned, his whole body tensing.
Semen burst torrentially, as though expelling all the ardent excitement that consumed him from the inside. The liquid, murky as muddy water, accumulated as if it wanted to show the privileges of being a male of flesh and bone. 
Suddenly, an unpleasant discomfort took possession of Iason. It was an indescribable and inexplicable sensation similar to nausea, but, curving the corner of his mouth, he immediately transformed that uneasiness into a smile. 
Riki was licking his lips time and again while he still panted, his chest rising and falling violently.
Looking at the scene out of the corner of his eye, Iason extended his hand to reach for an object situated to the side of the bed.
It was a ring that shone opaquely. It was too large to be put on a finger and too small to serve as a bracelet. At first sight, 
t seemed like simple ring, current and common, but observing it closely, an engraved inscription on its exterior face could be distinguished.
Z107M
That was Riki’s number in the Pets’ registry. 
Iason slipped the ring over Riki’s limp manhood. The object seemed to possess elastic properties, since it settled itself smoothly at the base of the member so that it remained firmly secure, but did not press it too much.
Some minutes later…
Riki was moaning and rubbing the back of his head against Iason’s chest. 
Two fingers were inside him, twisting and turning, trying to force a way open in those fleshy folds. Riki’s member pulsed rhythmically. 
Each time he felt the friction of Iason’s fingers rubbing him in that place, Riki’s breath hitched, and his lower extremities shook nervously. 
Noticing an intense and persistent tingling that repeated in the whole area of his pelvis, Riki unconsciously tightened his anus forcefully. 
Then, while his husky voice vibrated in his throat, he began to stroke his member furiously with both hands.
Nevertheless, it jutted up in vain, showing no sign of approaching climax. Riki was so rigidly arched backwards that his tendons and veins stood out under his skin, but the ring bit into his flesh without freeing his body. 
He panted violently shattering himself in trembling sighs, and while he rocked his hips frantically, a near sob broke from his lips.
Even to the tip of his member, wet and shining, he trembled. Contemplating so graphic a scene, Iason gritted his teeth forcefully. That ironic smile chiseled in the corners of his mouth had disappeared a long time ago. He had his eyes half-closed, consumed by an unstoppable impulse.
"… I must have him!"
It was a compulsion that he had never felt before, like a hot itch in the deepest part of his brain. Iason changed position slowly, and holding Riki’s hips, raised them violently. 
Riki was in a state of semi-consciousness, but if he had had a glimpse of the livid and erect member that stood out from between Iason’s legs, he probably would have backed away, resisting the pull on his hips with his face contorted in terror. 
'That thing' was arched backwards at an angle and engorged in a manner impossible to a common and ordinary human being. 
Jupiter had taken care of the most minute details, including that mechanism. 
Very few knew that the Elite were also perfect sexaroids of the highest calibre. 
Riki was adequately lubricated, but he was too small to harbour Iason’s member all at once. Despite knowing that, Iason loosening the ring for him, thrust hard, abrupt and merciless.
"Nnngh!" A loud yell echoed distorted in the room. With his body contorted, Riki sobbed aloud.
Untouched even by this, Iason thrust in again.
Riki doubled backwards, throat convulsed. His lips trembled in such way that he was not even able to shout.
Deeply united in a single body, Iason began to rock forcefully. Each time that this happened, Riki’s arms and legs shook in small spasms, while semen spattered abundantly.
After that, for three whole days, Riki could not move, not even to go to the bathroom without help. Even the impassive Iason frowned, tormented by the bitter aftertaste that experience left him. Nevertheless, the Blondie was not so soft as to change his attitude only for that reason. 
Yes, though, since then he flatly refused to choose a partner for Riki. Just thinking about it, he felt a faint but irritating nervousness stir in his heart. When Raoul asked him, “Is the training not going well?” Iason answered with ambiguities and excuses, but the answer, clear and simple, was that he didn’t want anybody, man or woman, to have sexual relations with Riki. 
Iason fully realized it the day he discovered Riki masturbating alone. If it was simple masturbation, he probably would not have given it great importance. After all, it was Iason who had taught him to be shameless. 
Riki was lying in the middle of the room, naked from the waist down. His nostrils were flared and he was panting hard. His glassy eyes delighted in a hologram that represented (with incredible realism) the figure of a naked woman. 
Iason felt himself attacked by a wave of displeasure that seemed to fill his whole being. It was an unbearable feeling of an unknown nature that expressed itself outwardly by an evident frown. 
Iason approached with long strides. 
Not noticing the Blondie’s presence, Riki moaned weakly, and his body contracted in ecstasy. He even allowed a smile of satisfaction to reach his parted lips. 
Iason got angry. 
He grabbed Riki by one of his already weak arms, and yanked him to his feet with all his force. Riki, taken by surprise, and not knowing what was going on, looked at him pop-eyed. Iason slapped him in the face repeatedly. He hit him so hard that each slap he gave him turned his head in the opposite direction. 
The essential qualities of Tanagura’s Elite were vast knowledge, and a cold capacity for judgment. This fed their unbreakable pride and confidence in themselves. 
Iason, a perfect example of the culmination of such qualities, lost control because of a Mongrel from the Slum. He ended up hitting Riki in a sudden attack of straight out fury. It was as if a wedge had been driven into his Blondie pride, a wedge of intense and ardent passion, and the rumours of the relationship between Riki and Mimea resulted in wedging it there definitely. 
A Mongrel from the Slum and a virgin from the Academy. There was nobody who had not laughed and commented at least once at such an unthinkable union. “It must be a baseless and malicious rumour,” they told themselves. 
But when, after being submitted to a severe interrogation by Raoul, Mimea admitted the fact, everyone wondered what destiny Iason would reserve for a dog that had bitten his master’s hand, more still because it was already public knowledge that the Blondie did not treat the Mongrel like a simple Pet. 
Nevertheless, against every expectation, Iason took it with extreme serenity. He accepted the fault committed by Riki as a simple slip, and limited himself to apologizing to Raoul, telling him that he would give Riki adequate punishment. 
Even Raoul, before Iason’s quick answer, had no alternative but to pretend calm. At least publicly, he did not storm or make even the slightest wave. 
Of course, Riki was the only one who knew the true reach of the storm. 
Iason had to be honest with himself, and admit that the black feeling that he harboured against Mimea was nothing but jealousy. What’s more, that uncontrollable discomfort forced him to open his eyes to the fact that, to him, Riki was someone special… 
But Iason could not allow himself to treat Riki in a way that went against his pride as a Blondie. He feared that if he did, the passion would only increase, gaining strength until it dragged him hopelessly along. Even so, he didn’t have the slightest intention of getting rid of Riki in order to preserve his honour and his pride, but he came to the conclusion that Riki should remain chained at his feet as a Pet.
A human of flesh and bone and a being with an artificial body. Pet and master. That twisted bond was the only thing that could keep them chained to each other.

Ai no Kusabi Chapter 3 
Together Again – Again 
Ceres, N15:30 Hours-------- 
The wind that blew across Cuzco Avenue was so cold that it cut the skin. A man was walking alone with a calm air, holding a cigarette between his lips. His way of walking lacked the typical indolence of the Slum, but the more noteworthy thing about him was the vitality that he radiated, a strong and straight spirit that pulsed in his thin back.
Ceres’ inhabitants, used to their murky and stale atmosphere, perceived clearly the different nature of that man. In spite of it, everyone that crossed with him lowered their gaze and moved out of his path. The scene was particularly strange, but perhaps because it was usual, or perhaps because it bothered him not at all, the man continued walking with confidence, not hesitating for an instant.
The sunned district known by the nickname of Blue Chip had become the meeting place of numerous gangs.
There were guys standing on the corners, and couples touching each other without concern for the looks of others. On the other hand, some were insulted with the dirtiest and most violent words that came to mind, ready to throw themselves the ones against the others.
Each one of them seemed to come to this place seeking something, but among them, the atmosphere was cold, as if it didn’t matter to one what could occur to the others.
For example, the yells that could be heard on the other side of a wall awoke no interest. Was nobody even going to even look up? That place’s environment was full of such sinister elements.
Even so, the man, ignoring all of this, kept walking at the same speed. 
That day, the Soraya bar brimmed with a strange and eager breath.
The sound of the vulgar laughter and the shameless babble of the clients had silenced completely.
The common room was full of absorbed looks borne on suffocating and sweaty faces.
In the centre of the surrounding multitude a card game was played, a classical game in which computers remained on the fringes and it was concentration and a sixth sense that determined the winner. But there was a slight difference from the games played in Midas’ casinos. As they had no money or honour to risk, they played with their own bodies.
It was a 'Love Game', in which, for each play, a kiss was bet, though perhaps it would be more correct to say that it was virtually a sex show disguised as a game.
The lowest prize was a kiss, but play by play, clearly the stakes had to get higher. The rules obliged that the loser paid off the debt right there, in front of everybody.
Knowing that, both the audience and the players were equally excited. 
The ones who now caught the interest of the crowd were Riki and Luke, who were disputing a game of Gigolo. 
Nobody turned down a challenge to that game. Even frowning with displeasure, they had no alternative but to sit down at the table. It was not a game that could be refused.
Speaking the phrase "Let’s play Gigolo" was equivalent to proclaiming in front of everyone, “I want to do it with you". If the challenged refused, not only did he risk that everybody would make fun of him, calling him a coward, but from that moment on, he would be labelled as impotent. And in a way, in the Slum, that was a humiliation equivalent to death, so that to win the game was the only way to get revenge on the one who challenged, leaving him to make an absolute fool of himself. 
This public sex-play was only celebrated in that place. Above all it was a game, and as such it was considered bad form to bear a grudge once the game ended, although as one would expect, there remained some tension on both sides. Even so, they continued challenging, sometimes to obtain the person desired but unavailable due to being paired already, other times to bring down the guy who he could not stand.
None of his companions were surprised when Luke challenged Riki to a game of Gigolo. Perhaps not even Riki.
It actually mattered very little to Riki if they called him impotent, but he felt that he had to settle this matter with Luke once and for all, or the situation between them would never be resolved. And what better way was there to ensure that there would be no subsequent consequences than to fix it by means of a card game?
If he lost, he would see what to do. Being exposed to ridicule in public was nothing in comparison to all the humiliation he had had to bear during those three years of training as Iason's pet. Besides, when one had been challenged to Gigolo once, regardless of the result, he was not obligated to sit down at the table with the same opponent, unless he desired a rematch.
The game consisted of three matches, and ended if the challenger lost or obtained the desired sexual contact with the opponent. Usually, the majority thought that it was best to bet directly and without preamble for sexual relations. The same person could only be challenged once. There were three matches, but if the challenger lost, the play ended. Thus, if one did not aspire from the beginning to the highest prize, the challenge was not worth making. When Luke began by betting a kiss, all present grumbled in disagreement. 'It seems that he is very confident...' they thought to themselves.
And then, Riki lost.
Something like shock came over the crowd, and some nervous whistles were heard. Luke smiled, satisfied, and told Riki to approach.
Their tongues entangled in so torrid and intense a kiss that almost everyone who was standing around swallowed sonorously. And while he left Riki breathless with such a kiss, Luke pressed his thigh against Riki’s groin and groped his hind quarters.
Riki lowered his gaze slightly, but he never closed his eyes.
It would be a lie to say that this clearly provocative action had no effect on his groin. The so called 'male mechanism' was like an independent life-form, immune to a human being’s self-control. Riki had experienced it too many times already. No! ... A fleeting thought crossed his mind: perhaps it would be exactly those experiences that would help him not to lose himself now.
Riki was not sure if his ability to keep calm even while standing in the middle of excited murmuring was a cause for laughter or sadness. 
Luke sought the highest prize, so he returned to deal the cards. The multitude of onlookers that observed them, almost 
orgetting to breathe, fervently desired Luke’s victory. They wanted to know how Riki’s moans would sound, as cold and dispassionate as he looked. Just imagining the scene, their groins began to tingle.
After turning over the last of his cards, Luke smiled. Without showing the smallest trace of emotion on his face, Riki changed two cards. 
"Jack and two pairs of sevens," said Luke.
Riki showed his cards in silence, one by one. All eyes concentrated on his hands, but as soon as they saw the three Kings that Riki had in his hand, they all sighed in disappointment. Nevertheless, the ironic smile did not disappear from Luke’s face. It was not self-mocking, but neither did it seem like reluctance to admit his failure was the cause of his twisted lips.
Riki frowned slightly, and got up out of the chair unconcernedly. The crowd of spectators dissolved with comments of frustration, and the atmosphere changed all of a sudden. 
The abrupt change lasted only a moment when a man approached, making his way among the dispersing crowd. Not trying to hide the scar that the weak lighting revealed on his left cheek, he called Riki’s name with a powerful voice. 
Riki startled and turned. "… Kat… tze," he stammered, confused. 
"I have to speak with you. Can you come out for a moment?" Katze’s tone was calm, as if he and Riki were the only ones present in that time and place. Riki remained silent. His eyes wavered as if they could not decide what reaction to show in the face of so unexpected a reunion. 
"I’ll wait for you outside." Having said this, Katze turned and moved away towards the exit. 
Riki let out a small sigh, but when he tried to take the first step, he felt as if his feet had turned into blocks of lead. 
Certain that Riki would come without fail, Katze curved the corner of his mouth in a strange grimace as he made out Riki’s figure approaching. 
"… It’s been four years…" he commented.
"I see that you knew very well where to find me… Who told you?"
"You’ve really changed a lot in these four years. I barely recognize you. Once you were an impetuous and tremendously arrogant child..." 
“Get to the point. I don’t believe you came here to speak with me about the past."
Riki knew that Katze barely left that basement. There had to be a very good reason to drag him out of his hideout, and make him come to his old home without even bothering to hide the scar on his cheek. 
"Is there some place where we can sit down to talk calmly?"
"Of course. Let’s go to my house."
Maintaining a reasonable distance between each other, they abandoned Blue Chip without exchanging another word. On foot, it took something like ten minutes to cover the distance that separated Cuzco Avenue from the neighbourhood where Riki lived. Due to the season, the night fell with unexpected rapidity, and by the time they arrived at their destination, it was late night already.
"Well, what did you want to talk about?" Riki asked as soon as he entered the room.
Katze did not take a seat but, leaning against the wall, calmly lit a cigarette and began to speak slowly. "You know Kyrie, don’t you, the one with odd eyes?"
"I’ll tell you straight out that whatever mess that idiot got himself involved in, it’s not my problem."
"It’s really a dilemma then... This boy acts like your most devout admirer. He’s following in your tracks in several things. He was even seen in the Lusas market."
"Would it cause you complications if he found out that I used to work for you as a messenger?"
"No… what I worry is that if he continues beating the bushes around there like a fool, the boy will end up rousting a snake. One who makes the mistake of sticking his neck out too far where it doesn’t belong won’t be able to pull it back again."
"Well! Now I’m stunned. So you came all the way here just to tell me that? If Kyrie knew that, he’d cry."
In a gesture of sharp cynicism, Riki shrugged his shoulders exaggeratedly. 
"Come on, Katze, you already bored me with that speech four years ago. And... Iason also mentioned something very similar. He told me, ‘Has Katze perhaps not taught you? Excessive curiosity can be deadly.' I was so disturbed to find that there was a relation between you and him that I couldn’t speak… I never imagined that you were capable of selling me out like that." 
"Your case and that of Kyrie are completely different. First of all, your destiny had been determined from the beginning."
"… What do you mean by that?" The low tone of Riki’s voice contrasted with the penetrating look of his eyes.
"As you know, the city of Tanagura has a public face and another secret one, and I imagine that you also have some idea as to who it is who directs that hidden face, haven’t you? Well, one day I met with Iason at the black auction of Gauche, and he told me the story of a very unusual Mongrel. He described him to me as a kid of extraordinary arrogance, strange black hair and eyes, and I immediately knew that he was speaking of you. But Iason didn’t ask me if I knew you or not. He only gave me an order: 'Hire him,' he told me. He knew perfectly that I’m the only one to whom the Mongrels of the Slum turn to sell their stolen merchandise. And me, I couldn’t help myself... But anyway... I suppose that whatever I say now will sound like an excuse." 
"Are you so afraid of Iason?" 
"Yes. With a simple glance, he can make my legs tremble."
Riki understood him. It was an irrefutable truth, and only the ones who had had a close relationship with Iason could testify to it. 
"Well, what do you want me to do about this situation? Give a lecture to Kyrie? Something like 'Don’t go around sticking your nose where it isn’t wanted or it’ll be bad for you'? It won’t do any good. He’ll just laugh in my face. That’s just the way he is. Besides, if in beating the bushes, he rousts a snake, he’ll well deserve it, won’t he? You don’t learn what true pain is by pinching your hand. You have to advance, to trip, to break an arm... I was that way before, and maybe you were, too."
"… Have you heard something about me?" 
"No… Well, the only thing I heard was that you were lucky to end up with just a scar on your face."
Then, unexpectedly, Katze’s face drew into a wide smile, and biting those lips that arched in a smooth curve, he tried in vain to restrain a chuckle. It was the first time that Riki saw Katze externalise a human emotion. 
"So... I was lucky, huh? Well... thinking about it, perhaps I truly was," whispered Katze, and then, lowering his eyes, he sighed deeply. 
"Some time ago, Riki, I was the private Furniture of a Blondie."
"Eh?!"
After an instant of confusion, Riki drove his eyes into those of Katze, as if he were trying to discover in them something that explained so unexpected and abrupt a confession.
Furniture… In each house in Eos lived a boy belonging to the community known by this designation. All those living furniture had short hair, tight uniforms, and a bracelet for personal identification. Of course their purpose was not merely to be decorative figures, but their appearance was no less worthy of envy than the most luxurious and extravagant pieces of furniture. Their work consisted of managing all domestic tasks, and the care of pets. Being that this last duty was a possible source of problems, it was the habit to castrate the Furniture, so to prevent any type of inappropriate conduct. Riki knew Katze as the Black Market’s broker. There was nothing in this man’s poker face that would lead anyone to even suspect his past as Furniture in Eos.
"All of the Furniture in Eos are Mongrels from the Slum. Did you know that?"
Riki shook his head awkwardly.
"Well, then I guess you didn’t know either that the Breeding Center in Ceres, Guardian, is directed from the shadows by Tanagura..."
"Wh... what?!" Katze’s voice trailed off on the last syllable, and Riki interrupted. However, Katze’s slow tone didn’t alter in the slightest bit.
"I know it’s hard to believe, but think about it for a minute. Why only in Ceres do they insist on natural childbirth? To make us believe that they’re doing us a favour, respecting our nature as human beings? That doesn’t make any sense. What’s more, the probability of male versus female birth is about fifty-fifty. There’s no reason to explain the radical decrease of female births except that someone is secretly manipulating it. Especially since this has remained the case form generation to generation. Tanagura... is controlling the population. And control is one area in which they are experts.”
“The Slum and us Mongrels are necessary in order to encourage the superiority complex of the citizens of Midas. We are an example of the fate that awaits those who disobey and who, forgetting that love and passion are prohibited emotions, aspire to live their lives in rose. Nevertheless, the number of Mongrels must neither increase nor decrease drastically. ‘Don’t kill them, but don’t let them live’. This is the sort of balance they have to maintain, as well as ensuring that the women don’t reproduce uncontrollably. After all the Slum was irrevocably condemned from the day it was born.”
Riki looked at him, stunned, his eyes wide, and his face had become as pale as a sheet of paper.
“When I knew that I had been selected to become Furniture in Eos, inside I felt proud and triumphant. And I was very sure of the beauty of my face and my body, and I boasted to myself that I had an above average intelligence. Nothing good awaited those who left the Guardian. After all, a Mongrel will always be a Mongrel. Opportunities like the one that had opened before me were very rare. I was so happy that I wanted to shout with all my might: “I got it!” … In the end, I guess I was nothing more than a child who knew nothing about life.”
“Our first night in Tanagura we were taken to the Medical Center. There, they informed us for the first time just what becoming Furniture implied. It was a terrible shock… My mind was a complete blank. I thought that maybe even this was better than living a miserable life in the Slum. Anyway, since we had been selected from among many, and we were already there, we couldn’t say ‘no’. Either we would adapt to the new situation or we wouldn’t be able to go forward. For my part, Riki, I didn’t believe that a chance to leave the Slum could come without having to pay a price in return. So, if it was necessary, I didn’t mind licking the feet or the assholes of the Pets. And if I was capable of that, it mattered much less to me to supplant my own companions in order to ascend. It’s not so surprising if you think that I, as a ‘man’, had no use at all. The only dream allowed me was to rise above that category. Not ever did it occur to me to join those other useless ones who spent all their time in malicious gossip or feeling sorry for themselves. I would have to be crazy.”
“Thanks to that, I spent five whole years watching Midas from on high as the private Furniture of a Blondie. Honestly, I felt wonderful, and I seemed to have forgotten the meaning of the word ‘fear’. Maybe because of that I was regrettably caught by that demon impulse. Even though the three golden rules of the Furniture are ‘see nothing, hear nothing, say nothing’, once you taste curiosity, there’s no stopping.”
"Curiosity about...?" prodded Riki, his voice low.
Katze just barely parted his lips, and the answer slipped from between his teeth. “About the relationship between Tanagura and Guardian…”
“It came to my ears by pure chance, but it caught my interest immediately since it had to do with my own people. From then, I spent half a year gathering information through the terminal in my room. It didn’t seem suspicious because, for the Furniture, the terminals are a necessity. What’s more, Pets, pure pride personified with the brains of mosquitoes, don’t concern themselves with anything but sex, so I didn’t have to worry about anyone seeing.”
“Not knowing the identification password wasn’t an obstacle to opening a breach in the system whenever I felt like it. However, I could only access the databases during a limited period, so I couldn’t get all the information at one time… Stopping myself just at the point of being caught by the detection and localization sensors produced an electrifying feeling in me. It was like the illusion of a hard on.”
“Of course, I knew perfectly well that obtaining this information wasn’t going to change anything in the Slum… but I couldn’t resist that tingling sensation. You understand, right Riki? I, mere Furniture, someone who could not even be called a ‘man’, was stealing the secret of Tanagura without anyone even being aware of it. I couldn’t help but laugh at the situation. When they found me out, I shoved their own incompetence in their noses by revealing everything that I had discovered... But in that moment, a sarcastic smile appeared on Iason’s face. Looking at him, I guessed...”
“ ‘You didn’t think that you were able to evade the localizers for so long,’ he told me... and I felt my spine freeze. He knew everything. He had known from the start. He was amusing himself at my expense, only waiting to see when I would make a mistake. Do you understand, Riki? That’s how that man acts. Maybe I was lucky to end up with only a scar on my face, but in exchange, I was condemned to spend the rest of my life in the Black Market. I… don’t want Kyrie to make the same mistake as me.”
Katze spoke apathetically not even the slightest fervours interrupting the flow of his words. For how long had he kept that story to himself that he could speak of his own past in the same tone as if it had happened to somebody else? As he asked himself that, Riki felt his chest burn with shock, and he lowered his gaze.
“Well then, tell Kyrie yourself. I… don’t want to have anything to do with that guy.”
“That would be butting in where I’m not wanted, and I’d only end up tightening the noose around Kyrie’s neck.”
“Why? You who have so much in common with Iason could convince him much better than someone like me. And anyway, I told you I don’t give a damn what happens to that guy.”
“ … “
“Three years, Katze… You were Furniture, so you should understand better than anyone. For starters, Iason is involved with Kyrie’s actions somehow. Knowing that, you still suggest that I step in? Now that I’m free, I don’t want to have anything more to do with that guy, so please stop insisting. I’ve had enough.”
Katze let out a heavy sigh, and set to lighting another cigarette. The violet smoke rose sluggishly, but, as if it had lost its way in the silence that had come suddenly between the two speakers, it wavered uncertainly in the air, dissolved, and disappeared.
*******************************

When Riki woke suddenly out of his reverie, outside it had started to rain. He couldn’t say when it had begun, but the night air had become cold and humid…
Riki let himself fall into the narrow cot, and fixed his eyes on the ceiling, speckled with nocturnal insects. However, that intense and concentrated gaze, fixed on a single point, lost itself far away from that room and from the real world.
He could still hear Katze’s voice resonating in his ears. It wasn’t anything he had said about Kyrie. It was the few words he had said before walking away.
“Riki, don’t think that the mere act of having removed your ring means that it’s all over with. Iason isn’t that benevolent.”
The comment did not seem to be a sharp parting remark. On the contrary, it was the memory of the pain reflected in Katze’s eyes, much more than his words, that tightened little by little around Riki’s heart like a vice. 
“…What were you trying to tell me, Katze...?" 
His anxiety was such that Riki could barely sleep a wink throughout the entire night.
*******************************

The pale and limpid shine of the stars illuminated the nocturnal sky. Even the shadows cast by the two moons floating in the firmament cut neatly into the landscape.
Walking as if he wanted to crush the intensity of that atmosphere underfoot, Guy appeared on the scene with Kyrie. There was not a soul to be seen about. It was one of those sad and desolate nights in which only the sound of their own footsteps ran desperately after them, trying to reach them.
"Come on… What does it cost you to meet pleasantly with me? That doesn’t mean that you have to commit to anything definite. It’s just a simple interview, and that’s all. How could that hurt?" These were the words that Kyrie used to convince a reluctant Guy who stood up from his seat, and accompanied him. 
Driven by Kyrie, the Air-Car made its way through the strident flood of Midas’ neons, and penetrated into Tanagura, sliding along the alleys between its buildings. Just then, Guy felt suddenly struck by a wave of repentance. It was not the anxiety of not knowing where he was being driven, but something deep down that seemed to reject outright the enormous difference between Tanagura’s harmony, and the chaos reigning in the Slum. For someone used to Ceres’ languidness and Midas’ shrillness, the almost mystic serenity Tanagura of gave him a strange feeling of uneasiness.
Guy bit his lips. He could no longer turn back, now. Guy’s feet seemed to become heavier and heavier with each step. Kyrie stopped, impatient, and pressured him with a look. Resigned, Guy let out a deep sigh. 
An eerie and strange anxiety in the heart… It was what he experienced when he was penetrated by the icy gaze of Iason, but... 
"Well, finally the fly has fallen into the web." 
Guy gave a start upon hearing these significant words from the Blondie’s mouth.
"Good work… I have here what was promised." 
Kyrie took what Iason offered him, and unworried, put it in a breast pocket.
"Don’t take it badly, Guy. There was no human way to convince you, so you left me no other option." 
Guy felt as if something deep in his head became weak, flabby... mutating into a strange form. 
"Eh... hey... what... joke is this...?" asked Guy with a severe tone, but faltering and nervous on account of the shock. It was as if something prevented him from reacting. Only his heart beat with so much violence that it seemed to leave his chest.
"He said that he desired you at any cost. It’s not bad business for either of us, don’t you think?"
"… When it comes to getting money, don’t you have the barest objection to selling your own companions?" 
“Come on, Guy, don’t be sentimental. It’s a matter of taking advantage of an opportunity, nothing more. If one doesn’t want to go on being scum for one’s whole life, one must be willing to put all the meat in the roaster. I won’t hesitate to make use of anything that can help me in my pledge. I’m fed up with the Slum. It makes me sick."
Listening to the fervent speech of Kyrie, admitting that to escape from the Slum he was capable of anything, even of forgetting the ties that bound him to his own companions, Guy had a vision: superimposed on Kyrie’s silhouette, he seemed to see the image of the old Riki appear before him. 
… Ah... so that was it… 
Guy felt he understood, for the first time, the reason why Riki always felt so much aversion towards Kyrie. 
"Isn’t it true that you yourself wondered whether you should accept or not? Having the fortune to be an Elite's Pet, or ending your days in the Slum, covered with dirt... Not everyone has the luck to be allowed to choose like you. In time, you’ll come to thank me, you’ll see." 
" … "

"At least here they’ll treat you like a king." Kyrie said, without a trace of any emotion in his voice.
Guy was unable to spit a single insult. It all seemed unreal, as if he were trapped inside a nightmare... and his bewilderment surpassed the rage that so despicable a treason produced in him. 
"Well... I’ll take my leave." 
Iason assented with a glance, and Kyrie went without looking back even a single time. 
"Your capacity for resignation surprised me. I expected some sort of scandal or tantrum..." Iason smiled lightly with a disappointed air. 
Unable to find an adequate answer, Guy looked away. 
“Though, it is true that cries and pleas are totally useless at this point." 
"… How much money did Kyrie sell me for?" 
The amount that Iason quoted with amazing tranquility surpassed Guy’s prediction by a zero. He remained paralyzed for an instant, and then smiled ironically. "Not bad! So Kyrie made a good deal. And after paying that pile of cash, what is it that you plan to do with me?"
"Everything is just as Kyrie informed you."
"If you mean that obvious joke about me becoming your Pet, I request that you give up the idea."
"Why? Do you perhaps disagree?"
"I’m sorry, but I’m not so conceited as to believe that story. There has to be some other reason for him to have chosen me and not someone else..." 
Iason, the corners of his lips barely curving, gave him a glacial smile... 
Guy kept silent with a bad-tempered air. 
In that room, luxuriously decorated to the most negligible detail, seated face to face with a Blondie of Tanagura... Guy couldn’t keep from feeling that it was all a macabre joke. If a person’s future depended on of his effort, nobody would have been scum by his own will. Nevertheless, the reality was like a world of darkness in which every exit was firmly closed: the Slum, stuck up to the neck in stagnant darkness, while pain curled in its extremities, plunging it into the most absolute desperation.
Guy had asked himself if he too wouldn’t have ended up rotting in that place. He lacked the devastating and fascinating personality of Riki, didn’t have the value to abandon the Slum, and much less be capable of using others as a springboard to improve his own position. So the fact of being here in this place couldn’t be more incomprehensible to Guy... Still, he was done illusions, imagining that tomorrow, when opened his eyes, he would laugh to see that it had all been a stupid dream.
Kyrie, for his part, after having taken despicable advantage of Guy’s trust in him, deceiving him and selling him to Iason, hurried to return in the Slum.
It would be a lie to say that the guilty feeling didn’t chafe at his heart, but, on the other hand, he couldn’t keep the corners of his lips from curving, drawing a subtle smile. Beyond the normal excitement due to the big sum of money he had just obtained, something dark stirred in the depths of Kyrie’s soul. 
Kyrie was aware that the jealousy he felt toward Guy was stronger than was reasonable. It wasn’t simply that he envied his luck. What irritated him the most was that Guy caught everyone’s attention, Riki’s and now Iason’s. 
"Hmph! Suck on that!" It was Riki and not Guy whom Kyrie had in mind spitting that phrase. What would Riki’s face look like when Kyrie told him what he’d done to Guy? He himself was dying from the desire to tear that mask of superiority from Riki’s face... Exalted by these twisted thoughts, Kyrie floored the accelerator pedal.
****************

For days, the clouds seemed to monopolize the sky. The oppressive and dense atmosphere weighed like a stone slab on the people’s spirit, but at less they could be glad that it hadn’t begun to rain yet. Although it was almost midday already, Midas still slept deeply. Its face, stripped of its garish nocturnal makeup, showed, in a different way than Ceres, the lines of old age. 
In a corner of the almost deserted Orange Road, Riki smoked a cigarette, leaning against the wall. It was not that he felt like smoking so much that he used the tobacco as a means to escape, to calm the nerves that now dominated him. As if he hadn’t made up his mind yet, his gaze strayed occasionally to that place, and then a halo of bitterness hardened the expression in his black eyes.
There it was, the dull old pharmacy, and under it, Katze’s hide-out.
Should I go? Should I give up and leave? The number of cigarette butts spread at his feet seemed to be a testament to the fluctuation of his thoughts between both possibilities. For four full days, Guy had not appeared in any of the meeting places. Neither, it seemed, had he passed by his home. No matter who he asked, everyone shook their heads dryly.
… Could it be that…?
… No, that was impossible…
The absurd idea dissipated as fast as it surfaced, but the unsettling remains of it refused to abandon his mind. He recalled that suspicious Kyrie’s tale about Pets. And… what if Guy had been brought before Iason by force? This doubt would not leave Riki’s thoughts. He could ask Katze. Perhaps Katze would know something…
Drawn by this belief, he’d brought himself here. Nevertheless, come the moment of truth, he turned back, influenced perhaps by the tension that was still between them after their last encounter. And, in that instant, someone touched him on the shoulder, and Riki turned, startled.
"Hi! What are you doing around here?" It was Kyrie.
Riki frowned. Nevertheless, Kyrie wasn’t deterred in the slightest by the gesture. On the contrary, he spoke with so smarmy a voice that he gave Riki chills. "Would you like to go for a drink over there? My treat."
"I haven’t fallen so low yet as to need a brat to invite me."
"Come on, don't be like that... I just want you to come with me for a while, just to have a drink."
Paying him no attention, Riki prepared to go, but Kyrie, almost pushing him, blocked his way and whispered him: "What if, along with the drink, I offered you some tasty information about Guy as an aperitif?"
Riki looked at him startled. Kyrie smiled maliciously, seeing that he had obtained the expected reaction. They glared at each other silently, faces close together, the eyes of one fixed on those of the other. The ace was in Kyrie's hands. Riki threw the cigarette to the floor, and venting his irrepressible rage, pulverized it with the ball of his foot.
"Come on, let's go," said to Kyrie with an arrogant gesture of his chin. Riki did not have any choice but to follow him in silence.
Kyrie continued walking, not telling him where he was taking them, but it was clear that he had never intended to invite him to a bar. He did not look back once until they left the Orange Road, and then they stopped in front of a expensive car with a brilliant silver body. 'Get in,' Kyrie indicated to Riki with his eyes.
Riki stooped, and slid unworriedly into the seat. A small panel switch was located on the right side of a squarish H-shaped handle. Kyrie's finger lightly touched one of the keys on its 3x3 keypad and the car elevated smoothly into the air. 
Some moments later...
"Hey! What are you trying to do?" Irritated, Riki glared at Kyrie's profile. For a while now, the car had advanced slowly, going in circles and in no particular direction.
"For once I wanted us to speak calmly, unrushed. I don't think you'll die from having a confidential conversation with me while we take a drive."
"Listen, I have no time for your little games."
"Oh… Are you that worried about Guy?" Kyrie's tone of voice was loaded with sarcasm. Riki ground the teeth with rage. "… Where’s Guy?"
Kyrie's answer was ready and clear: "He's in Tanagura. In Eos, to be precise."
Riki felt the blood abandon his face, leaving it cold and pale.
"Right about now he should be enjoying a foam bath after having satiated himself eating the most delicious delicacies. How enviable, being a Blondie's pet... and on top of that, to be personally and directly chosen by him. What a social ascent for Guy, huh?"
"Guy told you that… he went of his own will?"
"Do you think anyone likes living in the Slum? Do you think that there's someone so stupid as to reject a bargain like that?"
"After all, everyone thinks about himself before anybody else, doesn't he?"
Riki didn't reply. He recalled those three years with Iason, a time filled by low passions and masochism. He didn't want anybody to know about it. Therefore he hadn't been able to seriously advise Guy against the Blondie. It disgusted him to have to confess that his body was stained by those caresses, so intense that they disintegrated every trace of pride or reason. That tickling when Iason toyed with his nipples, that ardent, almost unbearable sting that crept and pulled in between his legs, even the pain produced by that ring biting into his flesh gave him a sharp and lascivious excitement, but, above all, it was in that moment in which he was penetrated to his depths that he experienced such an extreme ecstasy that he felt as if his whole body would explode into a thousand pieces.
Was Guy perhaps living day after day that same mixture of delirium and humiliation?
As soon as this idea touched his mind, Riki felt a strong and violent pain, like a thorn driven into his urethra. 'What is this sensation? Do I... desire him? Desire that Iason possess me again?' Riki bit his lips in a desperate attempt to swallow the foamy bile that rose suddenly in his throat at that wounding displeasure.
Kyrie didn't lose any of that, and caught each of Riki's reactions. If just telling him that Guy was in Eos had caused the perpetual mask of indifference to fall in such a way, what face would he show if knew the whole truth...? Kyrie trembled. An uncontrollable ardour seemed to rise from the inside of his body. He wanted to scratch deeper, until he found and extracted the naked soul of the real Riki.
Switching on the automatic pilot, Kyrie slowly changed position. Fascinated by those tense lips and that frown with its air of displeasure that was cut into the profile of Riki's face, he drew his mouth close to Riki's ear, and, humming, whispered these words:
"What would you do if I told you that I sold Guy?" The effect of that phrase fully surpassed Kyrie's expectations. If rage could have taken a visible form, Riki's head would have been crowned by an undulating blaze. The intensity of his fury was so oppressive that just being at his side made it difficult to breathe. The touch of his skin seemed quite capable of producing serious burns. It made Kyrie's hair stand on end. It wasn't fear, but something more like a thrill of ardent anxiety that spread through his groin.
So this was the true nature of Riki? That Riki who was almost a legend known as the "Leader of Bison"? Kyrie blushed without being aware of it. He felt as if desire, a desire such as he had never felt before for anybody, poured torrentially from his body towards Riki.
"Why would a Tanaguran Super-Elite take a fancy to someone like Guy? As for me, I couldn't care less. What's important is that I wanted to guarantee my relationship with Iason, and opportunities like this can't be let slip. Don't you think so?" Kyrie spoke without stopping and very quickly. He was aware that, moved by the excitement that invaded him, he was pushing Riki too much, but, far from holding himself back, he resolved that he didn't care if he ended up earning Riki's most absolute hatred and contempt. He wanted to draw out as long as possible that fascinating, deadly masochistic pleasure at putting such ardour in Riki's eyes and spirit by having thrown the truth in his face.
"To tell you the truth, maybe Guy was only waiting for someone to give him a little push."
Listening to Kyrie vomiting out this phrase in such an indifferent tone was the last straw for Riki.
In that instant, without any warning, an open hand full of fury struck Kyrie's cheek forcefully. It was a blow without a single word of mediation. Kyrie cleaned the blood off his lip with the back of his hand and looked at Riki with sparkling eyes.
"If it weren't Guy, you wouldn't have reacted like that. Am I wrong? Is he that good? I don't see what's so great about him. The matter of you two being Pairing Partners is water under the bridge, right? Lately, between you two, they say you don't even have the 's' left in 'sex'. So then, why the hell do you get angry that way? I don't regret it a bit. If to escape the sad destiny waiting for me in the Slum, I have to sell my own companions, then I'll do it and that's it. I don't plan to stay in that gutter telling stories, or die either! Besides, you think you're so noble now, but in the past you did, if not the same thing, then something like it, didn't you? I'm talking about when they called you 'Riki the Dark'..."


Riki's eyes were illuminated with a strange brilliance that stung Kyrie suddenly. He, being afraid of getting another slap, shrank back almost instinctively, but Riki only retorted with a single phrase, in a low and intimidating tone, "Let me out."
Clumsily, Kyrie turned ahead. The hand with which he held the transmission gear seemed heavy as lead, but even so it went on changing speeds while turning left slowly. Lowering in a smooth slope, the car landed at last. The door opened slowly, emitting a light moan. Immediately, a puff of icy air penetrated suddenly inside and straight through the skin.
Descending without even turning back, Riki spat out these words, "I don't want to see your idiot face ever again. If you want to remain in one piece, don't be coming to me and reminding me of your miserable life."
‘At least it was better than the cold indifference he always treated me with,’ Kyrie shouted silently.
After separating from Kyrie, Riki’s steps led unhesitatingly towards Katze’s den. He put the card he never imagined he’d use again into the corresponding opening, and typed the key.
KUN!
That characteristic chime, light but sinister, sounded the same as always. Katze did not show any surprise at Riki’s unexpected visit. He only greeted him with the same gesture from back when Riki worked for him.
"At least you could ask me why I’ve come..." With a self-assured air, Riki took a seat and, whispering between his teeth, continued, "Or is that you’re already up-to-date on the matter that brought me here?”
" … "
"Then we can get to the point. Tell me why Iason himself took a sudden fancy to Guy? And why the farce of using Kyrie as the intermediary?" 
"Why don’t you ask him yourself? I can fix you a meeting with him, if you want." Katze’s tone was cold and distant, very different from when he had been in the Slum visiting Riki. The man in that room was again the sharp and unmistakable broker of the Black Market. 
"Don’t make jokes like that with such a serious expression." 
"Then why did you come? Isn’t it because, at least in part, you had that intention?" 
Then came a moment of silence. 
With a tone that seemed to want to snatch control from that silence, Riki faced Katze. "To see Iason? Why? To beg him to return Guy to me? Humiliating myself like that, he’ll only despise me and make fun of me to my face. Besides, I’m no more than one of his former Pets. Just my wanting a meeting with him doesn’t mean that Iason would be willing to come. He won’t lower himself that way."
‘He would come without fail’. Katze’s lips were on the verge of forming that phrase, but he restrained himself, and lowered his gaze. Katze knew that Iason was waiting for Riki to decide of his own will to contact him. Guy was no more than bait, a lure of sufficient attraction for Riki to bite. Therefore, because of that Guy had not suffered any damage. 
Katze did not understand why Iason had ignored the regulations, and returned Riki to the Slum, but from the beginning he’d doubted that Iason’s intention had been to set Riki completely free. He was convinced that, to Iason, Riki was not a mere Pet. Three years were unprecedented and too long a duration to keep a pet over the age of fifteen. Even more, people commented that Riki was never forced to have sexual contact with anyone other than Iason himself. The Elite, the other face of the glorious history of Tanagura... Only the well-informed knew about their fame as sex machines. Katze, being a witness to how Riki had been able to transform Iason – who was a singular example of coldness, equilibrium and cunning – to such an extent, could not help feeling, beyond all logic, a certain envy and admiration, but also and perhaps in greater measure, a deep pity for the Mongrel.
Nevertheless, not even because of that did he manage to gather the courage to show Riki all his cards. Katze, after all, valued his own life more than anything else. Even when it was a life condemned to be spent confined to the shadows. The sensation of Iason’s hand drawing that cruel path on the skin of his face was still deeply-rooted in his heart. That injury on Katze’s face was a testimony of his loyalty toward Iason, like a lesson that punished his past inexperience.
"I don’t believe Iason really desires Guy. If that were so, he would have no scruples about employing any means to obtain his objective. That he opted to pay that exorbitant sum to Kyrie for his services makes me think that there has to be some other purpose in all this. The fact is that Guy is too old to become his pet. Neither does it seem logical to use a Mongrel from the Slum as a stud. But, well, supposing that on a whim Iason decided to have him at his side for a time, that period would be at most half a year. Then his destiny would probably be to be sold through some secret means... or used in the shows of the Black Market and the like. Until he ends up losing his mind. Then that would be the end of him."
"Is that... a threat?" 
"A threat? Don’t misunderstand me, Riki. I wouldn’t gain anything by threatening you. I’m simply giving you my honest opinion in this matter. That’s why you came, isn’t it?"
"What you told me before... to meet with Iason. It sounded as if you were inciting me to see him. You know something, don’t you? If that’s so, tell me, please. What does Iason intend to do with Guy?" 
"… What does Iason intend to do with Guy? The only person who can decide that is you, Riki. Remember your own experience with Iason, and do what you think you should." Without even changing the tone of his voice, Katze spoke, looking directly into Riki’s eyes. Nevertheless, a feeling of discomfort persisted like a puddle of thick and stagnant mud in his heart. In the end, he acted the same as Kyrie. The thought made him want to grind his teeth to contain the feeling of rage and impotence that invaded his whole being. 
Riki remained silent. Dazed, not knowing what to do, he bit his lips, incapable of articulating a word. ‘I want to go back with Guy to the Slum, even if I have to drag him!’ More than a desire, it was the shout of desperation of a cornered animal. It could be said that there was only one person able to distress Riki in such a way, and that was Guy.
But, on the other hand, his past at Iason’s side that stubbornly refused to fall into oblivion was like a dam stopping the flow of Riki’s actions. Everything that could be called “feeling” had been rolled under by time, giving rise to an entity that lay curled in the depths of his heart, in such a way that he was no longer capable even of distinguishing what was pleasure and what pain. 
Those three years with Iason in which, in spite of being a man, he could not act as such… Recalling them caused him to be submerged in a sort of illusion in which the virulence of an intense and persistent sexual desire seemed to tear his anus and puncture his spine. It was as if someone wanted to make fun of him, showing him that he would never be able to banish the past from his memory. And then there was that dullness, the one that he experienced when he masturbated to try to drown that pressing desire. Riki could not deny the obvious. Within and without his body rested so large an appetite that neither reason nor self-control sufficed to dominate it. With that bomb of unknown nature in his pocket, he was by no means able to approach Iason. In spite of all the worry that felt for Guy, that was a line he wasn’t willing to cross. 
The wave of contradictory feelings pressured Riki incessantly in the following days. He bit his lips, burdened by that dilemma, without being able to find a point of contact. His thoughts fluctuated from one side to another and days elapsed without him managing to make a decision. Night after night, he drank without stopping in a solitary bar where there was no risk of bumping into familiar faces. When one is conscious that, however much one drinks no beverage will manage to get one drunk, the drink itself is bitter. Even so, he could not avoid drinking until he became dazed or he slept. 


That night…
Riki returned with hesitant steps to his apartment, and immediately sank into bed. His body felt totally numb, and he did not have the energy to move, no less to take off his clothes.
It was as if the inside of his head and his eyelids weighed like lead. Soon he was deeply asleep. How much time elapsed since then, Riki could not have specified. 
Suddenly, he felt his throat get dry, and half-opened his eyes. A film coated the inside of his mouth, and the saliva didn’t flow. Then, the impression that his body burned deep inside took possession of him. While he muttered curses to himself with low voice, he pulled his hair several times with a languid air. Nevertheless, he continued to feel as if half his brain were dead. 
Riki crawled as best he could to the edge of the bed and, almost falling, got up. 
Dragging his feet, he walked with slow and swaying steps. Instead of going to the kitchen, he went directly to the bathroom. Through the door, the sound of the shower was heard. Its intensity grew and grew, as if Riki harboured the hope that the flowing of the water would have flushed out all the alcohol that flooded his body.
It was a long time before the noise of the shower ceased suddenly. Riki got out, shaking the water drops from his hair with violent swipes. Aside from that, he had only wrapped himself in his bathrobe so that his feet and chest were still wet. Without worrying about it, Riki directed his steps toward the kitchen. He diluted some concentrated juice with a glass of mineral water and drank it in one gulp, hurrying to the last drop. As if, with it, he had managed to recover at last, Riki looked toward the ceiling and let out a sigh.
When he went to go back into the room that served as his living room, Riki stopped dead, startled. The light that he did not recall lighting shone, filling the room. But it was not only that. Submerged in that light, a silent figure observed Riki attentively. 
Riki’s paralysed lips held back a sigh, and only his eyes, wide as saucers, shone with an unusual violence. On the other end of that stiff and motionless gaze, the sage beauty that was Iason gave him a serene smile. 
"Long time... eh, Riki? Pardon me, but I took the liberty of waiting inside. You were so deeply asleep that it seemed a pity to wake you. I intended to wait until day... but the truth is that, although the expression on your face when you were asleep was charming, the sleepy look you rose from bed with was also memorable."
The low tone of that voice that he had not heard since a year ago penetrated his ears. Riki trembled without noticing it. "Get… out of here!!" howled Riki, instinctively adopting a defensive position. He did not intend to reproach Iason for having broken into his house, nor to investigate the reason why Iason felt motivated to do such thing. Though Riki knew very well that Iason was not going to withdraw only because he had ordered him to, Riki had not been able to hold himself back. With this unequivocal phrase, Riki wanted to make well clear the distance between him and Iason. 
"Are you sure you want me to go? Did you not have a matter about Guy to discuss with me?" With all naturalness, Iason dropped his best card. 
"Would you mind not looking at me as if you want to throw yourself for my throat? You are frightening me... It has already been ten days. The truth is that I was expectant, trusting you would not delay in coming to make a demand of me, but it seems that, in some way, I was mistaken in my forecast."
Riki felt it as small tremors shook his tight fists. Hidden behind that provocative tone, writhing at its ease, there was something evil that got on his nerves.
By contrast, Iason, seated with his back conveniently supported by the back of the sofa, seemed calm and relaxed, declaring by his quiet manners an unbreakable confidence in himself, and an impregnable dignity and majesty. To Riki that silence was like a cutting pain in his stomach.
"What do you want me to tell you? Do you expect me to prostate myself at your feet and beg you? I doubt you’ve come just to wake me up and get me to rescue Guy, have you? Katze tried to corner me with threats to force me to meet you... And now that tone of yours… sounds like you chose Guy as bait to get me to bite the hook." To bite out each one of those words, Riki struck the knot of bitterness and resentment he kept concealed in his heart. That knot had grown to such an extent that it was impossible to try to drown it in alcohol. 
"As I understand, this is about your old Pairing Partner, is it not?" The coldness of Iason’s tone rubbed Riki’s tense nerves the wrong way. "What do you want me to do with him?”
"To do? W-what... does that mean?” Riki realized that his voice had become hoarse. He had the impression that his soul and his body were trapped by Iason’s icy gaze.
"I could train him just as I did with you. Or perhaps, using drugs, I could turn him into a being so lascivious that he could not bear to go a minute without having sex. There is also a way to make of him a docile sex doll through a small adjustment to his brain. Depending on if I sell him in the Black Market or through more legal channels, there are different processes."
“That’s... a joke..."
The forced smile that he had managed with great difficulty tightened and was distorted.
Nevertheless Iason, without altering his manner at all, said in a cold and final way: "Whether I change Guy into a depraved monster or not depends on your attitude."
The indignation at such unfair blackmail made Riki see red. The suffocating sensation of the blood rushing violently in his veins drowned him, preventing him from speaking. Concentrating in his gaze all the ardent rage that consumed him, Riki locked eyes on Iason.
Without being at all upset, Iason counterattacked with so icy and unemotional a gaze that it chilled the bones. Only an uncomfortable silence marked methodically the passing of time. 
Suddenly, Iason got up from the sofa with a smooth motion. Affected, Riki’s eyes followed fearfully. That symbolized clearly the difference between their two situations.
With slow but sure steps, Iason advanced in Riki’s direction. One step, two steps…
Just then, it was as if the heaviness of the atmosphere grew to become suffocating. Riki threw himself backwards instinctively. "Don’t come near me!" 
This low, sharp shout tore suddenly through the tension of the room. 
"What is it? What are you so afraid of? This is not like you." 
" … "
"Insolence and arrogance, those were the strong points of your personality, were they not?" Iason reduced the distance that still separated them deliberately and slowly.
Riki felt his hair stand on end. The impulse to back away took possession of him, sprouting from the depths of his being and extending through his whole body to the very tips of his fingers. On the edge of yielding to this desire, Riki attempted desperately to hold his ground. Lowering his guard now would signify that he was a Pet again.
"What are you going to do, Riki?" 
Very, very close to one another already, Iason’s gaze fell on Riki like a shaft of frosty light. Riki swallowed loudly.
"Well? Do you abandon him to his fate, or do you decide to pay for his rescue?"
“… And where do I get the money? You know I don’t have a damned cent!" 
"If you don’t have money, you can pay me with your body." 
Suddenly, Riki felt as if a hand had grabbed his private parts, and he held his breath.
"If you come back to my side, I will return Guy safe and sound. What do you say?"
"… Enough already! This joke’s in bad taste..." moaned Riki in low voice. 
"Besides, what guarantee do I have that you still haven’t done anything to Guy? It’s been ten days. Who would believe that you’ve just been feeding him all this time? I’m not that naive."
"I see. Does that mean that I have to do something to Guy in order to convince you that I’m serious? In that case, accordingly, Guy will suffer the consequences..."
"If you do anything strange to Guy, I’ll tell everything I know from beginning to end. In fact, I have substantial information in sufficient quantity to make the fat fish of the Confederacies’ noses twitch with excitement. Or maybe you believed that, during those three years, I only dedicated myself to licking the soles of your feet, Iason?"

After listening to this harangue, an unexpected smile showed on Iason’s lips. "It seems that your true character surfaces in the end. Not even an idiot would dare to speak to a Blondie that way. Hearing you after a whole year makes the pleasure even more intense. By the way, a long time ago there was someone, a single person who dared so much… but a simple caress on his face sufficed to make him docile and obedient again. Well, what do you want me to do? Oh, I know. First of all, I could show you some x-rated scenes of Guy in a show in the Black Market. As a partner, we can choose him a sexaroid famous for its 'great calibre'. How do you like that idea?"
Riki bit his lips. After all, he realized too late the futility of that last desperate show. That didn’t work with Iason. "What do you want, now? Iason, do you know what you’re saying? I… I’m already twenty years old. According to what your people consider common sense, at this age I ‘m worth less than an old rag. I’m no longer of any use to you, so why do you use such dirty tricks to force me to come back? An Elite like you could chose anyone you wanted, from the best among the Academy’s thoroughbreds to the number one in Midas’ brothels. Enough already… It’s been three years, Iason... About time you should be fed up with a Mongrel from the Slum like me, isn’t it?" 
"Therefore I set you free for a year. I removed the ring, and I permitted you to do as you would in the Slum without any supervision. Well, I believe that you have amused yourself enough already, and, little by little, my patience has also reached its limit."
"…What are you talking about?" 
"I am simply resolving a misunderstanding. I removed your ring, but I never cancelled your registration. You were, and still are my Pet, and of course, you will continue to be in the future, for always."
"!!!"
"Three years, Riki. All that time and insistence were necessary to domesticate you. At this point, you are already irreplaceable to me. Admit it; from the beginning you were the one to arouse me. You should assume that responsibility and all of its consequences. You are not an accessory. You are my Pet. I always treated you as such. Is that not so? That you are over twenty is irrelevant. You are my valuable male, slender and flexible, lascivious and hostile. Did you truly believe that I could rid myself of you?" 
After making this speech in a serene tone, Iason smiled with his habitual elegance. Riki remained frozen, completely petrified and astounded. His pale lips trembled as if he was going to say something, but his tongue tangled and was unable to articulate anything intelligible. Even so, he struggled like a contortionist to get free when Iason, as though it were his legitimate right, held him tightly by the hips. After being freed from the Blondie’s hug, Riki backed away with clumsy steps. 
"Come, Riki," ordered Iason with the dignity and majesty that his position as owner offered.
Riki, with his back leaning against the wall, shook his head violently. 
"Why me? Having thousands of guys that would kill to be your Pet, why the damned hell does it have to be me?" It sounded as if someone had crushed his neck to extract that desperate shout from the depths of his throat. It was the torn lament of the one who, seeing himself cornered, did not have anywhere to run.
"I believe I said that already. I want you to accept your responsibility for having provoked me... This is the first time I’ve found someone who, instead of adulating me, dares even to challenge me and to publicly sling mud at my Blondie pride. 
hat characteristic of yours is irresistibly stimulating. So much so that it produces a sharp tickle in the depths of my brain. You are adorable, so pretty and tender that I would to pull out that heart, so strong and full of life, and press it beating against my cheek."
His serenity was so sinister that a cold sweat began to flow from Riki’s armpits. Invaded by the impression that a mute anxiety was born in the tips of his toes and extended to the rest of his body, his throat shook with small spasms.
Slowly, Iason stretched out his right arm. Ignoring his shoulders and his arms, the Blondie’s hand went first toward the Mongrel’s nape and caressed it lightly from the bottom to the top.
Despite the year that had elapsed, Riki’s body was still trained to answer to those powerful caresses, and thus, when the fingers that outlined the nape of his neck slid, descending toward his shoulder, Riki felt as though all the pores of his skin contracted forcefully. Iason introduced his hand under the bathrobe then, and massaged Riki’s chest.
Instantly, an indescribable trembling shook Riki’s body. He confirmed with horror that the voracious appetite he had repressed during a whole year was empowered now in his whole being. 
Thump, thump, thump...
The heat of the violent beating of his heart constricted his chest, and at the same time, generated an excitement of a different nature. 
With only a light touch to one of his nipples, a lascivious fire flared deep in his gut. There was already nothing to do. Riki bit his lips and lowered his eyes. His own flesh had sufficiently experienced the futility of opposing the Blondie’s embrace. 
The front of the bathrobe came untied, and it fell at Riki’s feet. Iason held the hard naked buttocks between his hands, and without even coming yet to the area covered with a thatch of hair, he saw how the symbol of Riki’s masculinity rose, arched and swollen.
Iason took Riki’s virile member decisively and, as if verifying its texture after so much time, manipulated it very carefully, pressing it hard some times, and caressing it smoothly at others. And then, exercising his right as owner, he proceeded to fit the ring in that place. With the special touch of that object biting into his skin sweetly, for a brief instant, Riki felt immersed in an illusion in which all seemed to fall silently to pieces around him. But, were that and the sensations of carnal pleasure any different? Excited by Iason’s skilful caresses, a furious sexual desire seemed to come from his hole, and dragged his hips back.
Without noticing, Riki wrinkled his brow deeply. He had the impression that the Pet poison imbued in his body meandered all over his being, accumulating itself even above the sighs that, for a moment, ceased unceremoniously.
Iason held both balls in their sack, and pressing a little, rubbed them hard, crushing them together. Immediately Riki felt an intense burning on the end of his penis, and let a light moan escape.
Then, Iason’s fingers deviated a little until they reached Riki’s hole. Writhing, Riki bent his knees to accommodate the cant of his hips. It was an almost imperceptible, smooth touch, but it made the Mongrel’s sexual desire flow through all his veins. That part that had been taught to be extremely sensitive, moved, seeking Iason’s caresses, and Riki, grimacing in an obscene gesture, began to moan piteously.
"Do it... to me…" Excited so much by that tickling, unable to restrain himself, Riki let those words escape. Made desperate by the stabs of fire consuming his guts, Riki no longer cared for anything. His only desire was that Iason scratched in that place with all his force. But…
"Did you say something?"
Riki murmured an unintelligible curse at the coldness in Iason’s tone. Even so, the appetite was so pressing that, not even biting his lips could repress it.
"…Fuck," He spat while he slowly raised his head and nailed Iason with a hard look. 
It was not a provocation. It was Riki’s request, expressed clearly and directly, but it was a crude expression rather like the slang of the Slum.
The gaze fixed on Iason was damp and wavering, shaken by a certain kind of desperation. Joined with Riki’s impotence before his own nature as a Pet, it left him completely defenceless, incapable of resisting the Blondie’s embrace. 
"That’s it… That’s the way I like it."
Slightly assenting, Iason penetrated the Mongrel with barely any effort. Like a deadly weapon that swept away all trace of Riki’s self control, it dug deeply between the fleshy folds.
"Ha... a... ah... a... nn ..."
It was the ardent sound of the panting breaths that, one after another, struck Riki’s lips. Moving his hips almost unconsciously, he clung to Iason, digging his nails stingingly into his shoulder. Impossible to forget, the electrifying boiling that rose in him swept out from his body, licking his skin...
His mind was dull, and his ears heard no sound. Riki held his breath while he waited for that intense high in which his whole body would contract in an ardent final explosion…
In that instant, what was expelled from Riki with his gushing semen? Perhaps it was a feeling of lingering affection towards his freedom, or perhaps the awareness that his bleak future was in the hands of Iason. 
A body familiar with poison should harbour at least some kind of immunity. Nevertheless, after a whole year of abstinence, the only thing that remained was a trembling and clumsy body, slave to that violent excitement that manipulated him at whim like a puppet. 
With only a slight twisting of the finger that Iason kept deeply inserted to the base in that place, the tendons in both thighs tensed themselves until they were completely stiff. An ardent excitement pressed his crotch, and swirls of a delicious boiling whipped his hips mercilessly.
Riki felt the desire to cry with neither shame nor honour. Nevertheless, as proof that the anxiety of pleasure has no limits, Riki’s anus, twitching with ecstasy avidly devoured Iason’s finger.
This was the only bond that clearly existed between them. They did not know how to define it, but it was ardent and too intense a wedge as to be catalogued under the simple name of "habit".
Now, with his chest feeling stuffed full, and his face rubbing against the wall, Riki found himself panting with a hoarse voice.
Each time Iason’s virile member, hard and ferociously arched back, was driven against Riki’s abdomen it generated a brutal discharge of powerful sensations that resounded in some unknown zone of his brain. He had the impression of asphyxiating, and even his pitiful shrieks froze on his lips. Nevertheless, Riki’s manhood was erect, ribbed in tension, and gave off that characteristic smell.
With the Iason deep inside him, Riki was dragged unceasingly to one explosion after another until a moment came in which it was too much to remain standing. His hips seemed to break into thousand pieces, and his legs were paralysed and semi-convulsed.
When one abuses pleasure, it transforms itself into a pure state of suffering. 
Riki felt as if a yellow mist clouded his vision, and, completely exhausted, he bowed his head until it hung defenceless on his neck. 
Shortly after, Iason parted from him. So quickly did the Blondie withdraw the only bond that united them in flesh that Riki collapsed heavily on the ground like a cloth dummy that had lost its axis.
The atmosphere of the room remained murky and absolutely static, and that smell remained stagnant and pervasive.
How many times had they done it? Riki could not even recall... Until he’d come his last, Iason had assured him in a whisper... And just as he’d said, there remained now not a single drop of milk.
Riki’s tousled hair adhered to his sweaty forehead. The lower half of his body was numb and unfeeling. Breathing heavily, he contemplated Iason with a lost look.
"Tomorrow or the day after I will return Guy to you. Take the best advantage you can of your last moments in the Slum." After dressing, Iason pronounced these words in a cold and serene tone. Immediately afterwards, he turned to go without looking back, but when he arrived at the door, he stopped all of a sudden. "By now I don’t think it’s necessary to tell you, but to avoid subsequent complications when you return to Eos I want you perfectly clean of all the bad habits of the Slum. I will not tolerate any behaviour which would tarnish that ring you wear between your legs. Do you understand, Riki?" 
After having set the rules to Riki in this way, Iason abandoned the room. In the wee hours of the morning there was nobody in the whole colony to give a distrustful look to the alien figure of Iason. Only the sound of his steps echoed, melancholy, on each corner until it was absorbed little by little by the darkness. 
Leaving behind the miserable alley, Iason continued to Kings Road. Immediately, as if it had been awaiting that very moment, a car appeared suddenly, and sliding to Iason’s side, stopped next to him. The door opened in complete silence, and Iason entered without confidently. 
"I made you wait for me, didn’t I, Katze?" 
"… Not at all."
Those were the first and last words they exchanged during the trip. Katze, looking inexpressively ahead, accelerated suddenly. Rocked by the smooth, barely perceptible vibration of the car, Iason recalled the moments that he just lived with Riki. Something similar to a bitter smile came spontaneously to his lips at the thought that the Mongrel’s eyes had the same hardness that was in their first encounter. 
To see Riki stubbornly defending tooth and nail the liberty he’d obtained at last, Iason couldn’t help but feel touched, and realised how much he loved him, really. Perhaps it had been not fair to obtain that confirmation that they should be separated from each other for a whole year? Riki shone so excitingly that the desire to possess him took over his being.
The feel of his arms and legs in tension, the heat of his trembling body... all of it remained still under the skin of his hands. As if trying to retain that pleasant sensation, Iason closed his fists slowly but firmly. Making Riki cry and pant and melt into a confused sea of sighs turned out to be a lot easier than Iason had predicted initially. In the moment in which Riki insistently demanded his caresses, Iason knew without a doubt that that empty year had been in no way vain.
Riki had fallen completely in his arms, prey to an uncontrollable desire. 
Just as Iason had full conviction of it, he felt his own sexual desire rising until it reached the highest point. In front of Riki, a Blondie descended to the level of a vulgar sexaroid…
For Iason, seeing himself able to accept this mockery coloured with masochism was charged with worrying mystery. On the other hand, he also knew that it did not matter how many times he did it with Riki; he could never reach that encircling feeling of full satisfaction. The impediment was not that insurmountable wall existing between a body of flesh and blood and an artificial one. It was something... a hidden rough thirst in a corner of his heart that he could feel even during their intimate encounters when both were united in one flesh...
Iason had never imagined that the absence of a spiritual connection between the both of them would turn out to be exasperating to such an extent. If, instead of brutally taking Riki’s body, he had confessed to him only a tiny part of what he felt for him, would that spiritual connection perhaps have been born between them? Iason curved his lips, mocking himself for having let himself be drawn to such a delirious idea. At this point, there was no reason to think that something was going to change. The hard and pure reality was that the only thing keeping Riki chained to his side was the Pet ring. That being the case, to him there seemed no other alternative remaining than that he, as the owner, submit Riki to his will.
But, occasionally, a suffocating despair assaulted him. He had a macabre dream in which his body melted, wrapped in a muddy and ardent sexual passion. It was impossible for him to pretend that nothing happened, and to tranquilly ignore that unknown chaos that overflowed his capacity for reason and took over his spirit.
The raw feeling towards Riki and his Blondie pride had crossed, disgusted, intertwined with each other, and at some moment, without his being aware of it, the borderline that separated them had blurred to nothing.
Iason did not think he had fallen into apostasy, but according to the commandments of Jupiter, the god, owner and master of Tanagura, he could no longer avoid being branded a heretic.
In short, master and Pet... Was that twisted bond the only thing that could keep Riki and Iason linked?
Iason let a heavy sigh escape him. The expression on his face reflected so much melancholy that, if Katze were to contemplate it, he would never have believed his own eyes.
******************

The first light of dawn brought with them Sunday morning. Ceres’ atmosphere was frosty, as if the cold air of the night remained, still frozen and static. It had the appearance of fine ice crystals, so fragile that they threatened to smash to pieces with only the light brush of a finger. The diurnal light was gleaming sickly, and the shadows which fell, dyeing the Colony, were becoming weaker and weaker.
Only the stillness of the sleeping world chiselled slowly the passing of time. 
Just as Guy suddenly came back crooning unworriedly, the atmosphere became humid and began to melt with Ceres’ structure. 
Certainly, he did not understand at all what had happened. “You can go back to Ceres.” Those had been the words Iason pronounced with his habitual indifferent tone as soon as he met with him that morning. When Guy left Eos, the air-taxi that Iason arranged was already waiting for him. The dull driver, after reporting to Guy that his fees had been credited in advance, left him in the neighbourhood of Ceres, and immediately moved away, fast and furious.
Of course, Guy had no way of knowing anything about the secret agreement between Iason and Riki. Naturally, confusion and doubt remained in his soul, but for the first time since that insanity began, his lips could let a sigh of relief escape. The fact was that, since he had been carried to Eos, he had felt as if he wasn’t in his element, and each day that passed in that place was stifling. 
The room had been efficiently organized and very spacious. The bed had been really comfortable… but even so, he had not been able to become accustomed to all those luxuries. Although it had been only ten days, that way of life, consisting of passing the whole blessed day looking at the ceiling without having anyone that send him to do anything, exasperated Guy terribly. No, even more was the despair and the anxiety of not knowing what Iason’s true intentions were.
As a reaction to all this, the characteristic smell of the Slum filled his heart with a strange nostalgia.
He went straight to visit Riki. He somehow longed fervently to see Riki rather than go back to the bleakness of his room. As soon as he pressed the intercom button, the door opened, not sliding exactly, but with a familiar cadence. 
"Hello…" With a certain clumsiness produced by a mixture of embarrassment and slight anxiety, Guy was the first one to speak, so quickly that his gaze collided with Riki’s. 
With an ambiguous expression on his face, similar to a sorrowful smile, Riki assented in silence. 
"Can I come in?"
"… I don’t see why not," Riki encouraged him, laughing with a sound of reluctance.
When Guy went to enter, he discovered a notorious 'sign' on Riki’s neck and stopped startled.
"What’s the matter? Are you coming in or not?"
"Oh! Y-yes..." Guy could not keep his voice from trembling. It was as if all the happiness that had filled him until that moment dissipated all of a sudden. 
Following Riki inside, Guy had the impression that grief slowed down his steps. It was a different sensation to that which he’d experienced getting out of the car in which Kyrie had carried him to Tanagura. It could be described as a deep discomfort, similar to an intense itching in the pit of his stomach, and he had been racking his brains trying to find a credible excuse to justify his absence in the Slum for ten days to Riki. How stupid he had been! Guy felt as if the inside of his mouth had become rough as sandpaper.
On the other hand, discovering so unexpectedly that Riki seemed to have a lover made a small squeak travel through his body as much as his soul. 
Each of them immersed in their thoughts, Riki and Guy were silent and their gazes were low. 
Just then, an unimportant question was the adequate thing. "Where were you these past ten days?" But the remorse that Riki felt for Guy and the stinging of the injuries that the savage sexual encounter had left him during the previous night kept him from relaxing, and his face appeared stiffer than ever. A murky, dark, and oppressive charge weighed on the backs of both of them. 
In spite of the fact that they hadn’t seen each other in ten days, after clumsily exchanging a few words, the conversation languished and finally ended. Transformed by resentment, the only thing that remained between them was the discomfort caused by the complete disappearance of the bond they’d once shared.
*******************************

That day, Katze found himself in an underpass called Chalaza. It was a direct route, not more than a meter and a half wide, which extended from the casino situated in the centre of Midas to Ceres. Along this passageway, driving at full speed, was a magnetic capsule-shaped vehicle whose surface showed not the slightest indication of any crack or break. 
Of course, it was clear that, driving at such depth and with a return journey like a switchback, this vehicle was not for public transport. On the contrary, it was a secret route that only a handful of chosen knew about. One could say without fear of exaggeration that, below ground, this was the only pipeline that connected the two contrary regions, as if it was a symbol of the dark existence that both, as well as Katze, the shadow traveller, shared... 
The passageway resisted defeat by the darkness, soaked in cold air. Every ten meters were placed orange lights which, like open holes stabbing into the blackness, successively absorbed the capsule.
Suddenly the succession of light and shadowed spaces ceased, and the capsule stopped in the established place. A door closed behind it, emitting a light moan. The capsule rotated on itself, sliding to give room to turn, while red lights situated at both sides of the framework sparkled intermittently. 
Finally the lights softened and, instantly, the gravitational belt loosened. The capsule elevated for some five seconds more, and then stopped again. 
The entire time, Katze kept his eyes closed until the thick, black door in front of him opened. Everything was controlled by computer so, aside from the vehicle’s rising or descending, there was nothing more to be bothered with. Even so, after descending Katze remained there, standing with a gloomy expression on his face. His feet heavy as lead when he left the capsule. Anyone would realize with only a glance that he had not come to this place for his own sake. Far from it, the repulsion he felt accumulated even in the air he exhaled. 
He had arrived to the far west of Ceres.
A smooth-sloped narrow walkway led to the infancy centre, Guardian. 
Katze breathed deeply, and looking ahead, began to walk. However much he made an effort to keep his calm and avoid slipping the mask of artificial inexpressiveness from his face, while he walked his every nerve was tense. Neither was Katze totally alien to the deep emotion that one feels returning to one’s old home. 
Although, in fact, the walkway by which he went was out of the way and far from the view of the public, occasionally the sound of sharp voices reached his ears, crying or laughing happily. For Katze, it wasn’t hard to draw in his mind the scene of children on the patio brimming with energy and vitality.
Although the memories were faded like an old black and white movie, the ardent pain that brief flashback caused him was, as expected, impossible to describe with words. If one were still living as Furniture, surely trying to imagine where the last days of one’s life would run out, the memory of the time passed in Guardian would be bittersweet. 
Nevertheless, now that he knew in such great detail the public face and the hidden one of Tanagura, to be submerged in sentimentalism was an idea that did not seduce him at all. Katze knew very well what was hidden under the feet of those children who rejoiced with their shrill voices. As the broker of the Black Market – better said, as the right-hand man of Iason Mink – it was impossible not to be up-to-date on it.
He remembered having bitten his lips, inflamed by an uncontrollable rage. Suddenly, an unpleasant sensation like a fit of nausea made him look away more than once.
Inside those cold and gloomy laboratories 'they' were born. And without even being named, not permitted to become aware of their own existence, they disappeared one after another into the darkness. Even now, Katze seemed to hear their frightening laments on the other side of that wall and the repugnance that this produced in him made his hair stand on end. He knew perfectly that, at this point, there was no point in being tormented, but he could not become accustomed to that horrible sensation, as if a repulsive entity dragged itself meanderingly over his scalp. Something like a chill contracted in his long-lost member, and climbed up his spine.
Katze shuddered lightly. 
There was still time left before the agreed upon hour. Nervous and uncomfortable, he tsked, and buried himself deeply in the sofa. 
In spite of the fact that it was something he did often, the wait in that bland room irritated him more than usual. His mouth was thick and dry, and suddenly he felt the desire to smoke. He extracted a cigarette from his prized pack and lit it. 
He took a deep drag, so that the smoke went deep down into his lungs, and then proceeded to lazily expel it little by little. 
The tobacco with the intense natural fragrance of Shiila, mixed with a bit of a stimulant called Amka, acted in Katze as a sort of sedative. 
When half the cigarette had already dispelled in violet smoke, two men entered the room at last. One of them, about thirty years old, tall and with a moustache, greeted Katze as soon as their eyes met. 
It was Judd Cooger. Leader of the family that, generation after generation, had governed Guardian, he was, so to speak, the man that sat at the top of Ceres. Of course, he was also a devout and loyal servant of Tanagura.
The one who accompanied him was still a boy. Since the first time Katze saw him some time ago, before they were formally introduced, Katze realized that this youth had to be a son of Judd. Except for his eyes which were angled sharply as knives, his features were as pronounced as Judd’s. At their first encounter, he had spoken his name as if he were spitting it in Katze’s face: Manon Sohl, legitimate son of Cooger.
In Ceres, there were very few who could presume to have a name and a surname. It could be said that they were a privileged class. Their main right consisted of being able to marry a woman, and to have descendants to thus preserve the family lineage.
Nevertheless, the existence of that blood bond and the need they had to protect it in time became a harmful weak point. Tanagura did not hesitate to make the most of it. For these poor unhappy ones who wanted to protect their lineage at any cost, the bait that Tanagura dangled before their eyes was so tempting that they could not reject it.
The longing to satisfy mundane desires plays on a person’s character until it annihilates it completely, and especially vulnerable are those who feel important for having been favoured with a few privileges. All of this added to the degeneration of Ceres into one more feud with Tanagura. 
This did not mean that they were pleased by their actions without feeling the least remorse, but Tanagura provided them secretly with aid and assistance. This was considered justification to continue maintaining the wounded corpse hidden under the bed. Once the forbidden fruit is eaten, the only possible road is to perdition. They were aware that a part of their bodies was decomposing little by little, but they had chosen to live with their backs to that reality.
"Let me see those dossiers," urged Katze as soon as he saw the two men take a seat. His tone of voice sounded cold and indifferent. 
Judd handed them over in silence. 
Katze turned the pages unhurriedly, skimming over photographs of the faces and the diverse descriptions that figured in each dossier. The data on IQ, personality, intense psychological testing, etc. was explained with such exhaustiveness that, more than just the result of an individual’s evaluation, it seemed a living sample of the laboratory’s analysis.
Katze set apart a few of those dossiers and lined them up on the table. Then, from among these, he finally chose the ones that would become Furniture. All matters concerning Ceres were a field in which Katze had no rivals. He had become someone of great influence, somewhat unprecedented for a Mongrel from the Slum. 
But no one who managed to make a place for himself in the business of the underworld attributed it to a stroke of luck, and the fact was that each and every one of them knew only too well that Tanagura – better said Iason – never mixed personal feelings in matters of business; he held strictly to the meritocracy principle – that is to say the best position for the best man.
Because of it, and although Iason had given him the place he now occupied, Katze was very aware that that did not mean he enjoyed the Blondie’s full confidence. Katze thought that Iason acted that way to be able to command eternal loyalty of his subordinate.
‘When you sin, sin big.’ That was the only way to survive.
For too long, Katze witnessed a hell which he managed escape to begin shouting now 'Justice! Honesty!' with his fist raised.
"The tenth day, bring them to the same old place," Katze transmitted these instructions in brief and concise form.
"Understood." Judd’s tone was a lot more courteous than Katze’s. Regardless of the difference of age between them, there was no doubt who was above and who beneath. Although the two were faithful servants of Tanagura, the great difference was in the simple fact that Katze spoke in the name of Tanagura and Judd in the name of Ceres. It did not matter what the situation had been in the past; if his position with respect to another was inverted, Judd would be the first to adapt to the new situation. If he managed to remain in his place at the head of Guardian up until now, it was completely thanks to that flexibility that characterized him.
Nevertheless, the impetuous Manon didn’t seem willing to tolerate the servile behaviour of his father by any means, and gave him a look full of reproach.
Aware of Katze’s past as Furniture in Eos, Manon could only feel contempt towards the man in front of him. Why should a member of the Cooger family have to be a step beneath that upstart, and let him look down his nose at him? Manon did not realize that such a question was nothing more than the reflection of the vain pride felt by someone who knows nothing of the world he inhabits. Perhaps he was sincerely convinced that, just for carrying the Cooger name, everyone born in the Slum should prostrate themselves at his feet.
To top it all, Katze had not even deigned to look at him a single time. Above all, that was the humiliation that Manon could not bear. "Tsk, see the ex-Furniture, pretending to be so important..." spat out Manon on the sly. It was not a matter of a muffled whisper. His intention was for Katze to hear it clearly, and be humiliated. Nevertheless, Katze utterly ignored him. 
Manon could not believe that guy had the audacity to not even give him a fleeting glance. He became stiff with rage. 
On the other hand, Judd was pale as marble. "I’m truly sorry. I beg your pardon for the nonsense this spoiled, ignorant brat spouts. Later, I’ll scold him severely so that it won’t be repeated again in the future," Judd excused himself in a sincere tone, his head lowered.
This got on Manon’s nerves even more. "But father! Why do we have to butter this guy up? Isn’t he just ex-Furniture?”
“Idiot!” Judd shouted as he gave Manon a resounding punch to the jaw. In any case, this was perhaps the first time that such a situation had arisen between the two of them. For an instant, an uncomfortable silence fell, twisting between the both of them. The father wore an expression of disgust for the bitter taste that raising his fist against his son had left in his mouth, and Manon’s lips trembled, more from fury than surprise. Searching for a vent for this maelstrom of rage, Manon’s eyes, filled with all the poison he could muster, settled their withering gaze on Katze’s face.
“Listen, don’t think you’ve won. I won’t bow my head to someone like you just because my father says so.”
“Can’t you just shut up, Manon?”
Maybe it was only a trick of his mind, but it seemed to Manon that his father’s voice trembled in speaking that phrase. Even so, burning with anger as he was, he kept his eyes fixed on Katze unblinkingly.
“Your Tanaguran representative papers won’t last forever. Laugh while you can. When I officially inherit the name Cooger, I’ll make you into a brothel toilet. They say that since ex-Furniture don’t have ‘that’, they have really tight assholes. Isn’t that so? When the time comes, I’ll be the first one to use you. Just wait, and you’ll see how much pleasure I’ll give you.”
Judd sank to the sofa, temples throbbing with nerves, incapable of saying a thing to restrain his son.
“What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue? Or did they cut it off along with your balls?” Manon taunted blatantly. Perhaps it exasperated him that not even the crudest and most violent insults affected Katze in the least.
“It’s because I’m too old to start fighting with an ignorant brat like you,” Katze said in a steady tone.
“Who do you think you’re talking to? I’m Manon Sohl!”
“So what? I’m afraid you’re a bit confused, kid. You and me, we’re both just Mongrels from the Slum.”
“… What foolishness are you talking? I’m –”
“Special? In a way, maybe. The fact is, the Cooger family leads the group of parasites that survive by sucking the lifeblood out of Guardian.”
A blue vein showed in Manon’s temple. He was so furious that he couldn’t speak.
“Moreover, you seem to think that you’ll inherit the directorship of Guardian for free, without doing anything to deserve it as if you’d fallen from the sky, but the real world isn’t so generous. You’re stuck on being the first born son of Judd Cooger. That doesn’t mean that everything your father possesses will one day be in your hands. To me and the people I represent, it doesn’t matter one whit if we deal with you or another. It’s Tanagura that decides. You might be someone of a certain importance within Guardian, but a Mongrel will always be a Mongrel, and if you think that you can deal with Tanagura as an equal, you’re sadly mistaken, kid. Right now, I’m the one who represents Tanagura. Mark that point in your mind so that you don’t forget it. And if you still want to figure last on the list of the Cooger family name, the first thing you have to do is make very sure who you can sit on. Once you’ve done that, you’ll be able to control your tongue a little. Isn’t that right, director?”
Though it disgusted him to do it, being asked his approval, Judd inclined his head deeply.
That artificial dimness made Manon’s vision go red with blood, and full of fury, he felt his body go rigid again. To him, that servile attitude from his father was like a dagger in the back. Fists clenched, and trembling with rage, he gave his father such a look of reproach that it seemed as if he would spit in his face. And then his eyes, full of hate, pinned Katze.
The silence of the three men fought desperately until, suddenly, as though tearing up the sinister oppression of that atmosphere, Manon got to his feet. Judd said nothing to stop him. With his shoulders straight, and without looking back, Manon strode from the room.
“Are you satisfied?” Judd asked Katze. His tone was much less formal than it had been up until that moment, even though it carried a certain amount of dejection.
“What are you complaining about, director? It was your son who started the discussion. It was humanly impossible for me to stand such insults with a smile on my face. Or is it that it hurt your pride to hear certain truths spoken, for instance the fact that you’re a parasite?” Katze’s tone was also much more intense than before.
With Manon no longer present, the accumulated tension seemed to have diminished all of a sudden.
“No… By now, I don’t think I need to keep up appearances in front of you. What’s more, it was I who irrationally accounted for my son being there. One of these days, I’ll have to have a serious talk with Manon.”
“I’ll be frank with you. I don’t believe he’s capable of being your successor. I saw how his bedevilled temper ruined this meeting today. Youth is no excuse, and certainly not before Tanagura, though it’s true that if my place had been taken by another, he might not have become so enraged.”
“In time, my son will understand… or I should say, he will have to understand. Even though he lives with his back turned on reality, once he inherits the Cooger name it will be his duty to show it every once in a while.”
‘How far does he intend to propagate his own blood?’ For the first time, Katze asked himself that question seriously. ‘Do blood ties mean inheriting something so daunting…?’ Judd had not hesitated in saying, quite tranquilly, that the price of obtaining the leadership of Guardian was to know the Dark Side of Eden.
Katze mocked himself in realising that, contrary to his bitterness of a moment ago, he now felt a certain pity towards Manon. After all, were they not all wolves of the same litter?


