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  Sublime service, made to order.


  With a wedge at last driven between Mat and Dougie Carmichael, courtesy of Nikolai Petrovic’s expert manipulations, the brothers must each accept their new path forward: Dougie, a perfect slave, sweet and obedient and loving. Mat, a tightly reined dog, snarling and snapping but never allowed to bite.


  Unfortunately, no transformation, however well planned, is without its growing pains. Mat’s leash is so tight it’s choking him. Dougie is tormented by a little voice inside his head—a fragment of his former self—that he cannot silence.


  And Nikolai’s most difficult tests for the brothers are still to come.


  The critical question isn’t whether they can pass those tests, but whether they even want to. Without each other to lean on and live for, a bleak future has become bleaker still. But Nikolai’s too good to let his slaves slip through his fingers—by death or by despair.


  A noose, a nighttime sky, a shared lover, an unexpected friend. A foreboding forest cabin. A lavish party with all the debauchery Nikolai’s clientele could want. It’s all coming in season 3 of the Flesh Cartel.
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  “I’m ready to do what you want. I’m ready to be who you want.”


  Nikolai peered down at Mathias—the source of so much frustration these last weeks, the source of Roger’s recent pain—and read the sincerity in his face. In his body, too, weakened and thinner than before, naked, a near perfect picture of submission. Not capitulation, not by any means. But obedience, at least. No attitude he could detect. No anger, either—they’d have to work on getting that back, but how hard could that be? The man looked almost casual, but for the glint of determination hardening his eyes and jaw. He suspected Mathias was trying to hide that, though, trying to appear unfazed. It was a farce Nikolai was willing to let him cling to, at least for the moment.


  “If you’re sincere,” Nikolai said, “then your first step is to return to my good graces. I think you know what that means.”


  Mathias’s tongue darted out to lick at cracked lips, and his eyes went to Nikolai’s crotch. Then he blanked his face—it’s all good, look how cool I am with this—and nodded. “But just so you know,” he said, and the absence of the “sir” at the end of that statement was more pointed than the words he’d spoken, “I’m not doing this for me or you. I’m doing this, all of this, for the people it protects. Roger”—Yeah, I know you beat him, fucker, that gaze said—“and Dougie. So I’ll do it, I’ll be the good little slave, I’ll fight when you want me to fight and I’ll stop when you tell me to stop, and I’ll suck your cock and take the beating I know you plan to dish out afterward, and I’ll even fucking thank you for correcting me if that’ll get your rocks off. But the instant—the instant you take Dougie away from me, I’m done. I’m outta here.” He leveled his gaze at Nikolai, no forced ease now, just naked truth and angles sharp enough to flay someone on. “So you’ll let me see him, you understand? And when we leave this place, we leave together. Or you can tell me no, and we’ll find out just how bad for business it is when your client’s new multimillion-dollar prize offs himself before the fucker even gets to have any fun.”


  Well, that was . . . not unexpected, Nikolai supposed. In fact, he couldn’t help but be impressed by the fact that his fighter had such a wily little brain behind the brawn. Still, the reality of it rankled—he knew damn well he couldn’t call Mathias’s bluff, at least not now, because it wasn’t one. He couldn’t play the trump card of Mathias’s affection for Roger again, either, not without Mathias wising up to their little game. And time had made it clear that nothing short of breaking Mathias for good would knock the unrelenting stubbornness out of the man. Oh, Nikolai could break him, could break anyone, but the client’s requirements wouldn’t permit that. Not this time.


  Which meant Nikolai would simply have to outsmart him. Wear him down piece by piece and stay three steps ahead.


  Fortunately, he had an idea.


  “All right,” he said. “But do be careful what you wish for.”


  Mathias thought that was bluster—Nikolai could read that clear as day on the man’s face—but he’d learn the truth soon enough.


  “And watch your tone in the future. You’ve had your say. If you ever speak to me like that again, I won’t react so kindly the next time. You’d do well to call me sir, too. Or master.” His hand drifted to his pocket, where an auto-injector was tucked away. He wasn’t afraid to use it, not this time. “Honestly, Mathias, will you really make me start at the beginning again?”


  The tiniest flash of fear in Mathias’s eyes proved that no, Nikolai wouldn’t have to start quite at the beginning. “No, sir,” Mathias said. “Have it your way. Sir.”


  Nikolai curled his fingers around the hard plastic. “I’ve half a mind to use this anyway, given what a spoiled little brat you’ve been the last ten days. But you owe me more than that. You’ll be active in what’s coming to you. You’ll stand still for it, and yes, you will thank me for correcting you.”


  “Get on with it, then. Sir.” Mathias glared at him, stony-faced and unafraid. Which was just what his client desired, although Nikolai certainly didn’t see the appeal.


  “You get on with it. Go to the dresser. Third drawer down, there’s a black case. Bring it to me. Remember to offer it to me properly.”


  Mat went to rise to his feet, and Nikolai barked, “No. You crawl before your master.”


  Mathias’s sigh was downright theatrical, but he dropped to his hands and knees. Minute tremors ran through his arms as he shuffled toward the dresser. He’d eaten a dozen tiny meals in the last twenty-four hours, but clear juices and soft bland foods only went so far after the way he’d abused himself. He was still hungry. Still weak. Nikolai would feed him up again, have Roger oversee his exercise routine. Make him strong like before.


  But first he’d have to earn it.
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  Crawling was way harder than it should’ve been. Not mentally—he barely even felt the humiliation after all the other, bigger humiliations that’d come before—but physically. He wasn’t used to being weak this way, and he didn’t like it one bit. Couldn’t wait to get back on his feet—literally as well as figuratively. Now that he’d decided not to die, he’d need his strength. Now that Nikolai had given in and promised to let him see Dougie.


  Dougie, God. Maybe, somehow, he could convince Dougie how sorry he was, get Dougie to forgive him. He’d figure out a way. He had to. He could scarcely believe that Nikolai had given in so easily to his demand, but since he had, there was no way in hell Mat was going to waste the opportunity.


  He reached the dresser, panting a little, and lifted tired arms to open the third drawer. Saw the black case right away. It was disconcertingly large and heavy. What the fuck was Nikolai hiding in there? What would he end up having to endure to convince Nikolai he was sincere? To see Dougie again? To fix the biggest fucking mistake he’d ever made?


  “Oh, and fetch the lube, as well—the bottle next to the case. You’ll be needing it.”


  Sick fuck. Mat bit his tongue to keep from saying it aloud. There was no doubt in his mind that Nikolai would want him to keep up the argumentativeness in the long run, but not today. Today he had to prove he could be a good little slave.


  So he grabbed the lube.


  Crawling back with the lube in one hand and the case in the other proved something of a challenge. The floor was hard beneath too-bony knees, he felt tired enough to sleep for a week, and he didn’t want to do this, whatever it was. Fear was an insidious thing, and if he were stronger he’d shove it away like he always did, but shuffling back toward Nikolai now, toward the man who was no doubt about to rape and beat him half-unconscious and make him say thank you for it . . . well, he figured nobody would blame him for slowing down a little bit.


  Nikolai said nothing, just watched him, expression empty of all but a vague expectation, a ghost of haughty triumph, and a shade of doubt—not in himself, no, but in Mat. In Mat’s willingness and ability to keep playing along.


  Well, he’d fucking see. Mat would do it all, no matter how painful, no matter how depraved. To protect people weaker than himself, like Roger. To protect the only person he loved: Dougie.


  He could hardly believe he’d be seeing Dougie at all. How the hell had Nikolai agreed to that? Fuck, he didn’t care. Dougie was like a fever dream now, a memory as sweet and painful as their parents, but he was getting his brother back. He was getting Dougie back, and that was worth anything.


  Unless Nikolai was lying. Just saying what he wanted to hear. Stringing him along.


  But . . . no, If nothing else, Nikolai was a man of his word. As sick and twisted and horrible as he was, he hadn’t ever lied—not that a man in his position needed to. Besides, what would the point of it be? He knew Mat wasn’t bluffing, so why risk it?


  Nikolai snapped his fingers and said, “Give me the case, Mathias,” and Mat realized he’d stalled out, lost in his own weakened mind.


  He shuffled the last little way and rose up onto his knees. Laid the lube on top of the case and picked up the whole shebang with both hands, held it aloft on his palms, bowed his head. “Master,” he added, and managed not to make it sound too much like a sneer. Yeah, he could play along. Woof woof, look how well I learn new tricks.


  Nikolai, the fucker, left him hanging, left the case in his outstretched hands until his arms began to tremble, then outright shake, then cramp, and he gritted his teeth and locked his elbows and tried not to hyperventilate or pass out or fall over or drop the thing as sweat formed on his brow and under his arms and between his shoulder blades and dripped down his skin.


  “You’ve weakened yourself, Mathias. For shame.”


  “I’ll get strong again, sir. You’ll see.” Now please just take this fucking thing.


  “I’m sure I will.”


  But still he just stood there. What was he waiting for?


  “Ahem,” Nikolai said, a sort of half cough into a loosely curled fist. Mat twitched an eye up and saw the fucker holding back a smile. “Don’t you have something you want to say to me, Mathias?”


  Oh. Of course. “I’m, um, sorry, sir?” God, even his voice was shaking with the strain now. Take the case. Please take the fucking case.


  “For what?” Nikolai prodded, way too fucking smug.


  Which . . . good question. Just what imagined slight was he supposed to be fucking sorry for?


  The case. Your weakness. Trying to escape this place and this life in the only way you knew how.


  “For damaging your property, sir.” Spoken with proper deference and everything, never mind how fucking sick it made him, because if Nikolai didn’t take this fucking thing from his damaged property in the next five fucking seconds, he was going to drop it, and he didn’t even want to think about what might happen then.


  Nikolai nodded once, sharply, and took the case from his hands. Mat dropped his arms like lead fucking blocks and struggled to rearrange himself into some semblance of proper position, ass to heels, thighs spread wide, hands resting atop them. He couldn’t quite manage the straight back and squared shoulders, but Nikolai wasn’t paying any attention to him anyway. He was opening the case, rummaging around inside, up on the table where Mat couldn’t see it.


  He heard the click of lube, and then Nikolai handed him the opened tube with one hand and a giant black and silver butt plug with the other. Fucking huge. Like, size-of-his-fist huge at least, and heavy too, and there was no question about what Nikolai expected him to do with it.


  He almost, almost said “I can’t.” Because, seriously, it kind of didn’t even look physically possible. But he knew it was—he’d taken that expanding plug at Madame’s, after all—and he wouldn’t fuck this up before it’d even begun.


  Even though he hadn’t spoken, Nikolai must have seen the protest on his face, because he said, “You can and you will, Mathias. Your brother regularly plugs himself without complaint.”


  No, please, don’t say shit like that to me. I don’t want to hear it. It’s not true.


  God, maybe Nikolai was going to let him see Dougie, but when he did, would Dougie even be Dougie anymore?


  It didn’t matter. Mat would love him just the same. Always. Forever. And one day, when they got out of here somehow, Mat would help him heal. That was who he was. The big brother, no matter what. He just needed to hang on to that. Through whatever was coming.


  So let’s get through this thing.


  “Yes, sir,” he said, surprised to find himself swallowing back tears, and where the fuck had those come from? It was just exhaustion, that was all. It would pass.


  He placed the huge plug on the floor and drizzled lube down onto the top of it, squeezing the bottle with both shaking hands, nearly emptying it. It was . . . different than the usual lube. Thicker.


  You can do this. You should be thankful he’s letting you do it to yourself, because you can take it slow. Take it slow and easy, deep breaths, just relax and let it happen.


  He rose up onto his knees, spread his legs a little. Scooted forward until he was straddling the plug. No way to do this without spreading himself first, so he reached around with both hands to do just that. He hadn’t been fucked in so long he wasn’t quite used to the sensation anymore. It made his skin crawl. He closed his eyes.


  “No,” Nikolai said. “Eyes on your master. You’re putting on a show for me. Never forget that.”


  So much for trying to pretend Nikolai wasn’t here.


  He met the man’s eyes, let his mouth fall open a little and licked his lips, nice and slow. Remembered a far-off place and a far-off time when he’d pick up a fan after a match and kiss him hard, pinch his nipples, and squeeze his balls, then lick his lips just like this, just before kneeling and giving the guy the blowjob of his life, so hungry to make someone feel good after an evening spent trying to smash people’s faces in.


  His performance now was just a hollow imitation, almost a caricature of lust, but whatever, it seemed to make Nikolai happy. He stared right through Nikolai, held the image of the post-match blowjob in his head, spread himself as wide as he could, and lowered himself onto the plug.


  The tip, slick and dripping, breached him easily, and he gasped a little at the sensation, no pain yet, not even pressure or fullness, just that first lick of once delicious pleasure, irrevocably tainted now, as twisted and disgusting as everything else here. He had to let go of his ass then and brace his hands on the floor, legs too weak to hold him suspended for long, and the last fucking thing he wanted was to sit on the plug, drive it into himself too far too fast with his body weight. Instead he wiggled his hips a little, reminded himself he was supposed to be putting on a show and gasped again, let his eyes flutter briefly closed before returning his gaze to Nikolai’s face. He remembered the lesson Nikolai had taught him earlier about lying, about faking it, about convincing the master that Mat’s pleasure was his pleasure too. Maybe, just maybe, if he did that well enough now, Nikolai wouldn’t force him to hurt himself too badly.


  Except Nikolai seemed utterly unmoved by Mat’s show. No hard-on. No dilated pupils. No parted lips or speeding breaths or anything but mild interest and maybe boredom. “Faster,” Nikolai said. “This is supposed to hurt, remember?”


  Sick fucking bastard. Did you get off on beating poor Roger, too? Do you get off on hurting my brother this way?


  Don’t think about it. Don’t think about how Dougie is suffering right now, just focus on seeing him soon. That’s all that matters.


  He sank an inch or two down the plug, which got hugely wide way too fucking fast, until the burn made him hiss and he had to stop for a second to breathe through it.


  “Keep going,” Nikolai ordered.


  Fuck you. Fuck you. Fuck you, you bastard. Even in his head, his inner voice seemed to be panting with exertion. Or maybe that was just his brain shorting out. He sat back a little further, his weight driving the plug in a little more, splitting him open wider until he just couldn’t anymore, too much resistance from shrieking muscles and he’d fucking tear if he went any faster, and somehow he didn’t think Nikolai would appreciate that.


  Or, fuck, maybe Nikolai wouldn’t care. The memory of a baseball bat ripping up his insides came back so fresh and visceral he actually panicked for a second. Hard to push it aside when the plug didn’t feel all that different and he was pretty sure it wasn’t even halfway in yet.


  “Oh, just sit on it,” Nikolai snapped. “No more dawdling. Hands off the floor.”


  “I’ll bleed, sir,” Mat choked, blinking sweat from his eyes.


  Nikolai shrugged. “You might.”


  God, when had he become such a fucking pussy? Since when had he gotten so afraid of a little blood? A little pain? This was Dougie at stake here. Suck it the fuck up, Carmichael.


  He picked his hands up, curled them into fists on his thighs. Let his muscles relax. Sat. Screamed a little, maybe, as the plug drove in deeper, ripping him open, and he was suddenly sweating so hard he had no idea if it was blood or just perspiration he felt dripping down his taint and to his balls. The pressure and burn were fucking unbearable, and he growled through it, eyes clenched shut and teeth gritted, just waiting for the moment the widest part would pop through and he could close around the neck of the plug.


  But it kept. Not. Fucking. Happening.


  He was going to fucking pass out and Nikolai had barely even begun.


  Dizzy, he pried his eyes open just in time to see the fucker folding his arms across his chest, raising a smug eyebrow—and yes, there was such a thing as a smug eyebrow—and saying, “Stuck?”


  Would it ruin things if he told Nikolai where to shove it?


  “If you need help, Mathias, all you need to do is ask.” Nikolai took a single step forward, shrugged with one shoulder. “Well, your brother need only ask. You would have to beg, a little, perhaps. Convince me you mean it.”


  Mat gritted his teeth. Glared, blinking back the sweat that kept falling in his eyes. Shoved down on the plug again.


  Nothing. Well, no movement, but plenty of screaming pain.


  He gasped and panted and clutched at his stomach because it was the next best thing to pulling off the plug entirely and holding his ass like a spanked child. He was just too fucking weak to muscle anything anywhere right now, let alone a plug that big into a very small space.


  Nikolai unfolded his arms and glanced pointedly at his watch. “If that plug isn’t nestled flare-deep inside you in two minutes, I’m going to go spend some time with your brother, and you can forget about seeing him at all.”


  “Help me then, damn it.” Added when Nikolai didn’t move, “Fuck, what do you want?” His voice was as hoarse as if he’d been screaming. Maybe he had been.


  “I want you to show me the respect I’m due. I want you to show me how well you understand that I owe you nothing, that you are nothing. I want to know that you’d be undyingly grateful should I deign to offer you assistance.”


  Do it for Dougie, Mat. Swallow your pride and just do it.


  “Please, sir,” he whimpered, and told himself it was all for show and nothing to do with how much he hurt. “I know I’m just a slave and I don’t deserve your attention, but please, help me to make you happy.”


  Nikolai closed the case on the table, put it on a chair instead, and then came over to stand beside Mat. He was so slippery with sweat that when Nikolai grabbed his arm to haul him upright, the man nearly dropped him. Nikolai adjusted his grip, the plug mercifully sliding free as Mat was dragged to his feet and shoved face-first onto the little table, ass up, feet barely touching the floor. Short reprieve, though; Nikolai’s hands left him, and a moment later they were jamming the plug up inside him with so much force that the table lurched across the floor. Mat screamed, pride be damned, clutched at the table’s edge with both hands and thumped his forehead against its surface, hard, over and over as the pain built and built beneath Nikolai’s relentless pushing.


  Well, at least he’s having trouble with it too.


  But Nikolai had far more strength and stamina than Mat did just now, and after a few more rough thrusts and jabs and ripped-out screams, the fucking thing finally, finally slid home.


  Not that it was much improvement, as it turned out. He was beyond full, felt like he had to shit and piss and throw up all at once.


  “Now, wasn’t that so much better than living by your foolish pride?” Nikolai asked with a fatherly pat on Mat’s sweaty, raised ass.


  Mat dragged his nails across the table and balled his hands into fists. “Yes, sir,” he said through clenched teeth, hoping Nikolai would read his tone as pain instead of fury. “Thank you, sir.”


  “Stay,” Nikolai said, and then went to rummage in the case again. It was on the side Mat wasn’t facing, and he couldn’t be bothered to turn his head to look. Didn’t want to know. He heard Nikolai place something on the table. Then Nikolai was jiggling the flare of the plug, and Mat whimpered. For all the pain he was in, the fucking thing was so big it couldn’t help but stimulate his prostate. He was half-hard against the table edge. Fucking mortifying. At least Nikolai wasn’t providing any of his usual commentary.


  “Sit.”


  “What am I, a dog?” Mat bit out as he fell into the chair Nikolai had pulled out for him, then yelped as the plug drove in deeper on impact.


  “I wouldn’t do this to my dog.” Nikolai reached between Mat’s legs, and Mat flinched back, unable to stop it. But Nikolai wasn’t going for his junk, he was going for . . . wires?


  Oh, shit. The blood left his face so fast he could feel it draining.


  “What, no more sarcastic remarks?” Nikolai found the ends of the two leads, plugged them into the little black box he’d placed on the table. The one with the dial turned all the way up to ten and an ominous red button. “Finally remembered your place, did you?”


  “Yes, sir,” Mat said, because he did not like where this was going. He curled his fingers around the edges of his chair, ass spasming around the plug. Those silver stripes on it, they weren’t for decoration, they were metal. And that weird lube wasn’t lube, was it. Some kind of conductive gel, probably. God, who manufactured this shit? What the fuck for?


  Hell, maybe this whole human slave operation was big enough that they made their own tools. What a nightmarish thought.


  Doesn’t mean I can’t still bring it down. Get out of here, shove this thing up Nikolai’s ass until he spills every name he knows, and then kill every single one. Just get through this. Get through this. Fix your fucking mistakes.


  “Give me your hand.”


  It took all the willpower Mat had not to spit in his palm first, but he managed it. Gave Nikolai his left, just in case the fucker planned to break it or something. Not that he really thought he would, but it wasn’t a chance he was prepared to take.


  Nikolai folded Mat’s fingers down until only his index finger was still extended. “Here’s how this is going to work, Mathias.” He moved Mat’s hand until his finger was touching the red button. “You’re going to push this button. While this unit can be used to create some rather remarkably pleasurable sensations, I think you’ll find that not to be the case at this particular setting. You will thank me for it anyway—Thank you for correcting me, master. Go on, practice. Say it.”


  In the face of such unbearable smugness, it was hard to remember why he was bothering with any of this. But then he thought of Roger, of that terrible beating he’d endured for Mat’s choices, and of Dougie, who was maybe already more like the man Roger had become than the boy Mat knew, and he smiled up at Nikolai saccharine-sweet and said, “Thank you for correcting me, master.”


  There was nothing but hatred in Nikolai’s eyes. Or maybe anger, but the guy was too in control of his emotions to flip out and yell and whale on Mat. There was something boiling under the surface, though, something that made his jaw twitch and fine lines appear between his brows.


  “You will do this fifty times—I think that’s enough even for you to learn your lesson and be sorry.” Nikolai fiddled with his watch a moment, then took it off and laid it on the table next to the machine. “You have an hour. If you don’t finish by that time, the privilege I have recently—and very generously—bestowed upon you to visit with your brother will be taken away. You won’t see him again until after you’ve left here, and you won’t leave here until you’ve proven your worth. Understood?”


  “Yes, sir. Let’s get on with it, sir.”


  “Ah, such bravado. There’s my fighter back.” Nikolai reached out and ruffled Mat’s hair, then started the countdown on his watch. “Begin.”


  Mat didn’t hesitate for even a moment. He jabbed the button.


  And jerked so hard he fell off the damn chair.


  Holy fuck. That . . . was not fun.


  “Get up,” Nikolai said. Calm, but no mistaking the edge in his voice. He’d lost his patience with Mat but good.


  Mat climbed back into the chair. The second he was sitting again, Nikolai knocked his legs apart and checked the leads on the plug, jiggling it miserably against still-spasming muscle. Fuck, he was so fucking raw already.


  “I’m waiting,” Nikolai said, but when Mat moved to press the button again—much more hesitantly than last time—Nikolai actually smacked his hand away.


  Oh. Right. It was probably a good thing he was in a little too much pain to roll his eyes. “Thank you for correcting me, master.”


  Nikolai nodded and gestured toward the box.


  Dougie, Mat recited to himself like a prayer, clenched his jaw against the scream he knew was coming, and pressed the button.
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  The dog had tenacity, Nikolai had to give him that.


  Shock after shock, and he took each and every one, even after his muscles began to twitch involuntarily, even after he bit his lip until blood welled up, even after his face was soaked with tears. He’d pick himself back up and cast his eyes to the timer with grim determination, do some calculation in his head—twenty seconds to rest and recover, twenty more to catch his breath and his pride enough to say thank you, ten to build up the courage to push the button again—and keep going.


  Nikolai’s little fighter. His champion. Half of him wanted to throttle the man for the measures he’d forced him to take, the concessions he’d forced him to yield. But the other half of him simply marveled.


  He’d begun to resent the fact that he couldn’t break Mathias properly, that he’d had to go against everything he knew and believed about his work and its purpose, but this hour had done much to convince him that this kind of alternate training might be the only way to do a man like Mathias justice. A modern gladiator, meant to bow only under the whip and die in blood and glory.


  If only that fate didn’t require Nikolai to make compromises with regard to Douglas.


  No matter. Mathias would get his meeting, and Nikolai would get his use of it. Perhaps it wasn’t the way he’d initially planned to advance Douglas’s training, but it would suit that all the same—it might even be more effective than his original choice—and it would suit Mathias’s, too, for all that the man thought he was winning something here. After all, Nikolai was an artist, not a factory worker. Artistry required improvisation.


  Go where the clay leads you.


  When Mathias’s punishment was finally over and Nikolai had been thanked, breathless and tear-choked, for the fiftieth shock (with an impressive three minutes to spare), he kissed Mathias on the forehead with renewed appreciation and helped him to his bed.


  Removing the plug proved a challenge, thanks to Mathias’s still-spasming muscles, but they managed it together, and afterward Nikolai sat on the bed, stroking Mathias’s sweaty back as he shuddered and moaned into his pillow.


  “I’ll send Roger to help you bathe and bring you more food. When you have your strength back—then and only then—I will let you see your brother.”


  “Thank you, master,” Mathias murmured, and though the response was probably just rote by now, for the first time ever, Nikolai detected not a single trace of insincerity in those words.
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  The next month passed in blissful peace, everything according to plan and pattern. Mathias dutifully tended himself, appetite rushing back and strength soon following. He worked harder than Nikolai had ever seen him work before, and though sometimes Nikolai worried he might be pushing too far too fast, the man did seem to know what was best for his own body. Nikolai, for his part, enjoyed the show. Loved sitting on the man’s bed and watching him jump rope or run or attack his punching bag with single-minded ferocity. There was an animalistic fierceness in him, but also a uniquely human resolve that carried him through the more mundane or unpleasant tasks Nikolai gave him, through the myriad of domestic and sexual service chores he trained Mathias in each day. Whether fighting or fucking or simply folding his master’s clothes, Nikolai loved to watch the play of his muscles, his broad shoulders and tight, hard ass and powerful legs. Still a bit leaner than when he’d been acquired, but getting there. All in due time.


  His brother, on the other side of the coin, got softer and sweeter with each passing day. He took well to his chores, and always smiled and flushed and lowered his lashes when Nikolai passed him in the hall or the kitchen. Nikolai still hiked with him each morning—no need for hobbles or cuffs, not anymore—and often sent for him when he needed his back rubbed, or when he wanted someone to read aloud to him while he lazed in bed. Douglas took remarkably well to service: to cooking and cleaning, of course, but also to piano and poetry, and showed no evidence of his former heterosexuality when he worshipped at his master’s altar. In the shower. In bed. In front of Roger. With Roger. The boy had learned his place so well now that Nikolai never even bothered to lock his door anymore. Instead he let Douglas come and go as he pleased—and was continually delighted to see that every choice Douglas made was made to please his master.


  But no honeymoon could last forever, and as much as Nikolai hated to say it, it was time to move on to the challenge and drudgery of marriage. Time for Douglas to prove he was committed enough to make this work in the long term. To take the bad with the good. To perform even when the performance was distasteful or downright painful. He’d need to arrange for the boy to prove his dedication to service with a man not his rightful master—a cruel and unhygienic one, to be specific. And then there was Douglas’s debut to consider, although that wouldn’t be for at least another month, depending on the boy’s performance. There was also, of course, the final severing with his old life. In that, at least, Nikolai could kill two birds with one stone.


  He’d begin, then, with the most challenging test. Well, he had never been a timid man.
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  Dougie liked these quiet moments best.


  He liked nearly everything, lately, but if he had to pick a favorite, this would be it, just sitting quietly at Nikolai’s feet, letting his mind wander where it would, while Nikolai above him handled everything important and stressful and demanding. He could barely remember what it felt like to be stressed, to be thinking about money and deadlines and assignments and scholarships and Mat’s fights and the job market. That life was a fading dream . . . No, it was a nightmare Nikolai had woken him from.


  Nikolai’s cock in his mouth was soft but heavy on his tongue, a constant warm weight that he happily took on. He’d suckle on occasion, or steal a swipe with his tongue, and Nikolai would chuckle and let him, or sometimes if he was trying to concentrate, flick him on the ear or pinch his cheek, but never cruelly. If Dougie was very lucky, Nikolai would harden and lengthen in his mouth, and if he was very very lucky, Nikolai would let Dougie bring him off, right there in the keyhole of his desk while he worked, and then let him swallow a big gratifying mouthful of cum. The petting and praise that’d inevitably follow was nearly as satisfying as knowing he’d been responsible for Nikolai’s pleasure.


  For now, though, Nikolai stayed soft, and that was just fine, too. Dougie lounged between his master’s legs, head pillowed on his master’s thigh, and mentally rehearsed piano exercises to the clack of Nikolai’s rhythmic typing. Sometimes on days like this, when Nikolai’s work went long and he didn’t want to be disturbed even for a moment, the soft cock in Dougie’s mouth would fill his throat with something entirely different from cum. No pleasure, no warning, just a hot bitter flow, endless and choking. (God, the first time he’d vomited, and Nikolai had been so angry that Dougie was glad he’d beaten him.) But Dougie was a good boy, and after that first time, he’d learned to endure because it was his duty, and performing that duty made Nikolai happy.


  Not today though, luckily. Today was lazy and long and Dougie was warm and safe and happy, drifting yet still anchored.


  It was because of this drifting that it took a moment for him to realize Nikolai was speaking, and he flared with panic and self-recrimination—What if I missed something important? How could I let myself lose focus on my master?—but Nikolai didn’t sound angry at all.


  “—special planned for you today, Douglas. A challenge. I’m afraid that you may not like it, but I have full faith that you’ll make me proud.” A hand reached down, gently stroking Dougie’s hair, which had grown floppy. He’d never worn it long before, but then, he’d never worn women’s underwear or played cock-warmer before, either. “Because you’re my good boy, aren’t you Douglas?”


  Dougie hummed around the cock in his mouth and leaned his head into Nikolai’s stroking hand. My good boy. They were the sweetest, most joyous words he could ever hope to hear, and yes, of course Dougie would perform, of course he’d make his master proud. He’d be absolutely brilliant. He’d do so well that Nikolai would never doubt him again.


  Even if, sometimes, in the darkest, most quiet hours of the night, he occasionally—maybe a little—still doubted himself. That soft insidious voice he couldn’t quite silence, the one he thought of as “Before” Dougie, the frightened, lonely, aimless child striving desperately, futilely, for everything Nikolai gave him so freely. But like most children, its voice was shrill when it was angry, when it demanded attention, when it shouted words like Stockholm Syndrome and he trusts you now, use it to your advantage and run away before it’s too late.


  He tapped frantically at Nikolai’s thigh, and the hand in his hair tugged gently back, giving him the permission he’d sought to speak. “It’s happening again, master,” he whispered the moment Nikolai’s cock left his mouth. He missed it already, wanted to chase it back, but this was important, and Nikolai would fix it; he always did.


  Nikolai pushed his chair back. Then a second hand came down to cup Dougie’s face, urged him forward out of the keyhole and tilted his head back until he was looking up into Nikolai’s eyes. “Shhh,” his master said. Stroked his hair, his cheek. He didn’t want or deserve this kindness; he wanted, needed Nikolai to turn him over his lap and punish him until his screams were louder than that damn voice. “Fight it, Douglas. Use your logic. You’re too smart to let it mislead you.”


  No, no, he wasn’t, not right now with that gaping chasm of doubt the voice had dug in his chest. He couldn’t think, couldn’t focus, couldn’t bring his hammering heart under control. He clung to Nikolai’s pants, closed his eyes, and tried to narrow his world to the feel of his master’s loving hands on his face, the warmth of his master’s body, the residual taste of his master’s cock on his tongue.


  “This challenge I’ve planned for you will help, Douglas.”


  Challenge. Test. Oh God, how could he perform a test right now? He’d fail. The voice would rise up and distract him and make him doubt and he’d fail.


  “Easy, Douglas, easy.” Fingers stroking at his hair, thumbs caressing his cheeks. “I’ll give you a correction afterward, if you still need it. But not now.” Yes. Now. Please. “Now I need you to find your center on your own. Prove to me you can.”


  Dougie squeezed his eyes tight, clenched his hands into hard fists until his trimmed fingernails dug into the skin of his palms. My master’s hands. My master’s warmth. The taste of my master’s cock. You’re a good boy, Douglas, such a good boy . . .


  His breathing slowed. His heart calmed. Nikolai believed in him, and if his master believed in him, then he could believe in himself.


  “There, there, good boy. That’s a good boy,” Nikolai recited, hands gentling Dougie down. Once Dougie’s cheek was to Nikolai’s thigh and his breathing had quieted, Nikolai said, “Now. Today you’re going to learn to perform with another slave for your master’s pleasure.”


  Well jeez, that didn’t sound so bad at all. Had the real test been Dougie’s reaction to hearing his master say that it was a challenge Dougie wouldn’t like? It was true that Dougie liked sex with his master best, but he could do anything just so long as he knew Nikolai enjoyed it. Besides, Dougie had done plenty of performing with Roger already. Maybe the test this time would be to perform with someone like Jeremy? Even that wouldn’t be too bad; Jeremy was difficult to get along with, but he and Dougie had a pretty good working relationship by this point. Dougie was sure he could handle taking that relationship to another level.


  “You will find some things about this slave . . . distasteful.”


  Oh. Was he . . . was he ugly, maybe? Dirty? Dougie could handle the first one—just think of Nikolai, no trouble—but the second one made him apprehensive. Still, if he could swallow Nikolai’s urine, he could suck sweaty cock. But what if it was worse than that? What if Nikolai wanted him to rim the guy and he was . . . he was . . .


  “You’re starting to hyperventilate again, Douglas. Your master needs you to be calm.”


  Calm, right. He could do that. He could. No point in working himself up over something that might or might not even happen, after all. Just trust Nikolai, and wait to see what his master wanted of him. Stop second-guessing. Stop worrying. Nikolai would take care of him. He always did.


  “That’s better.” Nikolai reached a hand out to draw Dougie to his feet. He tapped the intercom on his computer and said, “Roger? Is everything ready?”


  “Yes, master,” came through the laptop speaker.


  Hmm, maybe it was Roger, after all. Well then, that wasn’t bad at all. Dougie liked Roger. The only way he’d ever be distasteful to Dougie was if he’d rolled in shit or something. Which, oh God, maybe he had—


  No. Don’t think about it. Just trust.


  Before he could get too worked up again, Nikolai stood too and guided him out the door and down the hall. To the stairs that led nearest to Dougie’s bedroom. Down into the basement. His heart picked up pace again. He didn’t like that; his bedroom was supposed to be a safe space. This whole house was supposed to be a safe space. He hated being afraid of it, of any of it.


  When they reached his bedroom door—which was closed; he hadn’t left it that way this morning—Nikolai took him by the shoulders and maneuvered him in front of it. Kept his hands on Dougie, nice and firm, and Dougie had to stop himself from leaning back into the touch even as he couldn’t help but think that Nikolai was standing this way to stop him from fleeing when he saw what was behind that door.


  “Go on,” Nikolai said. “Open it.”


  It’s just Roger. You’re psyching yourself out with all this second-guessing.


  Dougie’s sweaty palm slipped on the doorknob.


  “I’ll be right behind you,” Nikolai reminded him, and that was all Dougie needed.


  The door swung open.


  The bed was empty.


  A chair by the table . . . was not.


  Dougie smacked hard, face-first, into something solid, and only then realized he’d turned and fled and run right into Nikolai.


  “This exercise isn’t optional, Douglas.”


  “No. No no nonono please master, you can’t, you can’t,” Dougie blubbered, because it wasn’t Roger tied to the chair, wasn’t Jeremy, wasn’t a man covered in shit and piss, wasn’t even a fucking dog.


  It was Mat.


  His brother. His brother who hated him and, oh, by the way, was his brother. Tied and gagged and naked and struggling and his brother.


  Nikolai grabbed Dougie by the shoulders, hard, and forcibly turned him to face the horror at the center of the room. Someone—Roger, presumably—had sat Mat in that chair and tied his wrists to the back legs and his ankles and knees to the front legs and fitted a cruel black gag into Mat’s mouth—the one with the little penis that reached all the way to the back of your tongue and made you choke if you weren’t careful, Dougie recognized it from his own early days here and it was awful, awful—so that all Mat’s noises of protest, mirroring Dougie’s own, were reduced to drooly grunts and whines.


  Dougie planted his heels and clutched at Nikolai’s hands on his shoulders. “Please, please master, please, I don’t even want to see him. Please just let’s leave. I’ll do anything you want, you’ll see, anything at all but this. Please.”


  Nikolai was unmoved. His hands tightened painfully on Dougie’s shoulders and shook, rattling his head on his neck. “This is what I want. You need to learn to service a man you hate. You need to learn to service an unwilling man. And more than anything, you need to learn to let go of all your silly, stupid morality, all the trappings and judgments and pointless rules of your old life.”


  Mat howled, jerking so hard at his restraints that he was making himself bleed. Dougie whined for both of them, “No no no, please, please, he’s my—he’s my—”


  “Douglas.” Nikolai’s voice was artificially calm, a raging anger rising underneath, an anger Dougie had never seen before. Just punish me. Punish me and be done with it and then we can be happy again, I’ll be good, I’ll do anything else, anything. “He’s nothing to you now. You’re not the broken man you came to me as, you’re something new. You’re mine and mine alone now, and you have no brother. This slave is nothing to you. Nothing but a means to please me, to prove yourself to me. There’s lube on the table. Kneel in front of this slave and prepare yourself. When you’re done, you’ll use your mouth—just your mouth—to get him hard. He will get hard, Douglas, he’s very virile. When you’re done, you’ll ride him for me. And then the test will be over and that voice in your head will go silent for good. Sever the last thread that ties you to your failures, Douglas. Prove to me you’re ready to be mine.”


  I don’t have a brother. I don’t have a brother. I’m Nikolai’s boy now, not Dougie Carmichael at all, and this man isn’t my brother, he’s just a slave, he’s just a slave and he’s not my brother and I’m Nikolai’s boy, I’m not Dougie Carmichael, I’m Douglas Petrovic, Douglas Petrovic, Douglas Petrovic.


  He sucked in a huge, wet breath and stepped out from the sheltering force of Nikolai’s grip. Toward Ma— No, the slave in the chair, just some slave in a chair. Toward the bound slave. A foot closer. Another foot. Nearly there now. He was crying. Powerfully, helplessly, endlessly. Didn’t matter. He’d performed through tears before; he could do it now. The tied-up slave was crying too, but silent, stoic, like Dougie wished he could be. Just tears and tears and tears, soaking his trembling cheeks and jaw. His teeth were bared around the penis gag. He wasn’t making any more noise. He looked . . . resigned. Sick. Helpless. All the things Dougie had put behind him—forever, he’d thought. This slave was an animal. Untrained, wild. Dougie wouldn’t be like him, not again. Never again. He wouldn’t.


  He dropped to his knees between the slave’s bound-open legs. Stared at the soft cock resting, forlorn, against the firmness of his left thigh. Uncut, like his own. Of course it was, they were broth—


  No. Shut up shut up shut up don’t think about it he’s nothing to you he’s nothing he’s nothing he’s nothing.


  Dougie picked up the lube in one trembling hand. Fought with the cap. Lost. Felt a sob overtake him, and next he knew, somehow, he’d thrown himself into Mat, chest on his lap, cheek pressed to his stomach, arms around his waist and the chair back, sobbing and sobbing and wishing Mat’s hands were free so he could shove Dougie away (stroke your hair), show him how much he hated him (hug you back), how vast the differences between them had become (he’s still your brother, always your brother, nothing will ever change that). But Mat’s hands weren’t free, of course, and Dougie’s master was looming over him now, and the anger was coming off him in waves. Anger, but also disappointment, which was so much worse, God, but as much as Dougie wanted (don’t want at all, you fucking monster) to please his master, he couldn’t. He couldn’t do this to Mat. He’d take the punishment, he would. He’d take the punishment for both of them, he’d take another baseball bat up the ass, he’d even bear Nikolai’s disappointment and go back into the dark room alone and slowly starve to death. He’d let himself be sold to a master who’d castrate him and break his feet and make him crawl every day for the rest of his life.


  “Douglas, you have one more chance to please your master. Get back on your knees right now and put that slave’s cock in your mouth. Consequences, Douglas. Worse than you’ve ever known, do you understand me?”


  Mat arched his back, bumping their chests together, as if trying to knock Dougie off him. “Hws,” he grunted through his gag, the sound so high-pitched there was nothing it could be but “Please.”


  Oh god, he wanted to, he wanted to. Wanted to obey, to make Nikolai happy, to show him he was a good boy, such a good boy. Wanted to throw himself at Nikolai’s feet and beg, plead, kiss and cling and suck his cock and let Nikolai beat him until he bled, until he couldn’t stand, couldn’t think, couldn’t screw up so badly anymore, until he’d never, ever question or doubt Nikolai again. But he just . . . couldn’t somehow. Found himself—half to his utter horror—tightening his grip on Mat instead, pressing his cheek to Mat’s chest and listening to the sound of his hammering heart. His brother’s heart. His brother’s blood pumping through his brother’s veins. The same blood. There was nothing that could overcome that, not even Nikolai’s most complex psychological machinations. Not even his own disgust at how pathetic it was to be clinging to someone who’d discarded him, especially when Nikolai, sweet good loving Nikolai, was right here.


  But look what he’s making you do. If he really loved you, would he ask this of you?


  Yes, he thought. Yes. It’s a test. A coming of age. Hard love, but love all the same. Important. Necessary.


  And yet still his body betrayed him, his mouth opening, his tongue forming words his mind railed to keep inside. “I’m so sorry but I can’t, sir. I won’t. I won’t do this to Mat. Anyone else, anyone, but not Mat.”


  “Fine.”


  Oh thank God. Thank you, master. Thank you.


  “The two of you can stay here, then, until you decide for certain where your allegiances lie, Douglas. I’ll give you the night to make up your mind and will return in the morning to hear—and to see you prove—your answer. Just know that if you choose wrongly, both of you will suffer the consequences, and the consequences will be dire.”


  Yes, punish me, punish me, I’ve been bad, I don’t want to be bad, I want to be a good boy, your good boy.


  “Yes, master,” Dougie sniffled, ear still pressed to Mat’s chest, awash in his heartbeat. Mat had gone still, perhaps seeing the futility in trying to dislodge Dougie. “I’m sorry, master, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry . . .”


  “We’ll see how sorry you are, Douglas.”


  And with that he took his leave, closing the door behind him, softly as ever but the click of the latch in the strike plate sounded so horribly final somehow this time. Dougie couldn’t let it be. He wouldn’t let it be. He just needed some time, that was all.


  Time, time . . . He glanced at the clock. Not even six yet. That meant he had nearly fourteen hours to get his head on straight, fourteen hours to figure out a way to silence that fucking voice and do what his master ordered. He pulled himself away from Mat—easier, now, that Nikolai wasn’t standing over him with his demands; he didn’t feel so cornered anymore, so needful to hang on—and put some distance between them. Mat made a noise at that—Thank God, probably, though Dougie’s “before” voice told him it was No, come back. Well, even if that were true, it was probably just because Mat felt so alone that he’d settle for Dougie’s company despite his hatred. Or maybe because he was jealous that Dougie belonged to Nikolai now, even though Mat didn’t like him, didn’t want him, thought him a burden. Dog in the manger and all that. Well, fuck him. He didn’t get to just throw Dougie away and then expect Dougie to come back to him at the slightest hint of bitter affection. Dougie was stronger than that now. He didn’t need Mat anymore.


  He backed up to his bed and very deliberately didn’t let himself look at Mat’s face. Too hard to get his thoughts in order while watching those silent tears fall. Mat made another noise. And another, more desperate than the last, as Dougie continued to ignore him. “Just shut up,” Dougie snapped. “I need to think. Please. Just . . . stop.”


  Mat stopped.


  “What do I do,” Dougie moaned, putting his face in his hands. “I hate this. I hate this. I hate you.” His “before” voice shouted in his head, made him add awful, awful lies: “I hate Nikolai. I hate myself.”


  Mat moaned, mournful. Or maybe encouraging. Dougie couldn’t tell, wasn’t willing to look at him to find out. “I said shut up,” he said instead.


  He almost wished Mat wouldn’t, because every reason he could think of for why Mat would do as he asked just complicated the situation even more.


  Screw this. Dougie couldn’t be in the same room with the man, not right now. Couldn’t stand to be reminded of his old life or his catastrophic failure in his new one. He stood, paced to the door, had his hand on the knob before he realized he couldn’t face anyone out there right now, not while he was still being a bad boy, not until he’d been punished for it, punished but good, forgiven and taken back into the fold.


  Which just left the bathroom. Dougie went inside and slammed the door behind him. Turned on the shower. A good hot soak always did help him think, and at least with the water running, he had no chance of hearing those awful little noises Mat might make.
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  For one long, horrible, vomit-inducing minute, Mat had actually thought Dougie was going to go through with it. And then he’d felt like absolute shit for being so relieved when Dougie didn’t. This was what he wanted, wasn’t it? For Dougie to give in to Nikolai’s desires? To not suffer anymore?


  But it seemed that even not suffering was its own form of torture, a torture that maybe didn’t hurt as much as punishments and consequences, but chipped away at you just the same. He couldn’t sit by and let that happen to his brother. Nikolai’s logic sounded okay in theory, but that was what Nikolai did, just kept talking and talking and talking until you believed what he said, until you accepted his worldview as your own. Guys like Roger weren’t happy in their submission, they were dead inside. That wasn’t happiness, that was numbness. And maybe if your only options were numbness or pain, you would choose numbness, but at what cost? And what if your only options weren’t numbness or pain? What if freedom was still on the table?


  Yes. They could get out. Mat would save them. Dougie still had some piece of himself left, but it was a light going out fast, flickering like a fluorescent bulb on its last legs. Mat had to get him out of here. God, if only he didn’t have this fucking gag, he could talk to him, tell him everything. Tell him about his deal with Nikolai, tell him he was sorry, tell him he loved him more than anything, more than his own life, and he’d save him even if he had to die trying.


  But he supposed that was why Nikolai had gagged and tied him in the first place. The fucking bastard. He’d promised to let them see each other; he hadn’t promised to let them speak to or comfort one another. He hadn’t promised not to turn their meeting into another torture—to the contrary, in fact; he’d warned Mat to be careful what he wished for.


  I should’ve known. I should’ve seen this coming somehow.


  Now if he could just get out of this fucking chair. He was pretty sure he understood why Dougie hadn’t untied him, why Dougie probably wouldn’t untie him. No mistaking the confusion, the torment in his brother’s eyes. The self-recrimination. The helplessness. The desire to please Nikolai, the fear of failure. This whole setup might’ve made Dougie question, but it wasn’t going to make him risk more than that. So Mat would be stuck in this fucking chair all night, wouldn’t he. Probably end up pissing himself. He balled his hands into fists and twisted his wrists again, glad for a moment of the penis gag to bite down on when pain flared breathlessly sharp in his torn skin. Nikolai would punish him for doing that to himself, but he didn’t fucking care, wasn’t even afraid of the serum, not if it meant he could get his hands free, get this gag off, talk Dougie back to him, back to sanity, to resistance, to escape.


  No dice, though. The rope was thick, the knots solid. Maybe if his skin got slippery enough and the ropes wet enough—enough sweat, enough blood—he could pull his way free. How much time did he have left to try? Dougie’s room, unlike his own, had a clock for some reason. Six thirty. Dinnertime.


  He went back to flexing and torquing his wrists. Ignored the pain, ignored the trembling in his overtaxed muscles, ignored everything but the goal. He thought maybe the left rope was starting to feel a little looser. Not enough to pull free as of yet, but progress was progress. Keep at it. Don’t think. Just do.


  It was after seven when next he looked up, breathless and bloody, unable to continue without at least a few minutes of rest. His body had had enough, arms and chest and back muscles so overtaxed he could barely move. The pain was starting to poke through his concentration with barbed hooks. And Jesus, was Dougie still in the fucking shower? What was he doing in there? Why was it taking so long?


  Was he . . . was he okay?


  Oh God, what if he wasn’t okay? What if he wasn’t okay and it was Mat’s fucking fault for insisting he be allowed to see Dougie when Dougie clearly wasn’t in a position to cope with it?


  Mat had to get out of this fucking chair. Had to be sure for himself. Had to be the big brother. He rocked forward, the soles of his feet hitting the floor, then pushed himself back with every ounce of strength he could muster.


  Let himself fall.
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  Dougie heard the crash even over the running water. He froze, listening. Held his breath. There it was again, accompanied by a muffled shout. Mat. What was he fucking doing out there?


  Dougie should go check. Not because he was worried or anything. Just . . . in case.


  He heard another crash as he shut the water off, another muffled yell. And something else this time, a sound like . . . cracking wood?


  Oh no, tell me you didn’t, you damn idiot, tell me you’re not breaking the chair. Nikolai would kill him. Kill them both. He couldn’t be a good boy and do what Nikolai wanted if Mat was wandering free.


  He darted from the shower, snagged a towel along the way and swiped at himself with it as he ran into the bedroom. Found Mat lying dazed on the floor on top of a pile of splintered wood, arms and legs still bound to broken bits of chair, groaning in pain.


  “You idiot!” Dougie shouted, and then he saw the blood on Mat’s arms and wrists and hands. “Oh God, Mat, what have you done? You’re bleeding!” He rushed to his brother’s side and fell to his knees, quickly untangling the wood and rope from Mat’s raw skin. Nikolai would probably consider that to be helping, but they were already in shit anyway, right? “God, what have you done?” He took his wet towel and dabbed gently at the wounds, his hands shaking so badly he could barely manage. Not that Mat seemed to care; he pulled his arms away, and for a second Dougie thought he was just that disgusted by Dougie’s touch, but then he saw Mat’s fingers curling around the straps of the gag—two on each side, strong and thick, one buckled tight at the base of his skull and the other higher up on the back of his head, connected to each other by smaller straps that prevented Mat from slipping the top one off. Mat yanked and twisted and clawed, but Dougie hadn’t missed the two little padlocks holding the buckles shut, and not even his big strong brother could break out of those straps. He couldn’t even fit one fingertip beneath them for leverage.


  “Stop it, Mat. They’re locked. You can’t open them, Nikolai probably has the key. You’re just going to hurt yourself and make Nikolai even angrier than he’s already going to be. Please, just stop.” He realized he was crying again, fresh tears, except this time they didn’t feel desperate, they felt strangely cleansing. “Oh Mat, I’m so sorry, this is all my fault. This could have been over and done by now if I—if I—”


  He couldn’t even say it.


  Mat grasped either side of Dougie’s face and pulled him down so that their foreheads touched. He didn’t speak, not that he could. Didn’t even grunt around his gag. Just closed his eyes and breathed slowly, slowly, slowly, until Dougie felt himself breathing along. He wanted to pull away, wanted to say, Too late. You threw me away. You can’t have this anymore just because you’re desperate. You’re not my brother anymore, and then pin Mat down and ride him, just like Nikolai wanted.


  But he couldn’t, because even though Mat couldn’t speak, Dougie heard his words loud and clear: I love you. I love you. Breathing, in, out. I’m sorry. Please. In. Out. I love you.


  And Mat was crying again. Those big, stupid, silent tears.


  “You idiot,” Dougie cried back, softly. “You stupid, fucking idiot. Why— I was finally— And then you—”


  God, I love you too, Mat. I love you so much, even though I wish I didn’t. Even though you don’t deserve me. Even though you don’t really want me, not forever like Nikolai does.


  Despite his endless list of even thoughs, Mat must’ve seen something, some change in Dougie’s eyes, because he took his hands from Dougie’s face and threw them around Dougie’s shoulders instead, pulled him down tight, chest to chest, and locked his arms behind him, crying into his shoulder and bleeding all over his back and he was so warm—God, feverish—so hungry and alive with need, desperation, joy, relief, a thousand conflicting emotions Dougie felt welling in his own chest, too.


  And no matter how much Dougie didn’t want to feel all those things, no matter how afraid he was that Nikolai would come in at any moment and find them together like this, hate him for it, cast him away for it, he just . . . couldn’t make himself stop.


  He didn’t know how long he lay there like that, half on top of Mat, them clinging to each other and choking on tears like drowning men. He lost track of time, lost track of everything because it was all so fucking slippery right now, broken and sharp and dangerous, and he couldn’t even begin to figure out how to navigate his way through it without doing irrevocable damage to one or the other or both of them.


  All he knew was that he loved Mat. And he hated Mat. Hated him in ways he’d never even been able to conceive of in his “before” life, because Mat had broken everything, hadn’t he, he’d ruined it, ruined it all, and now Dougie didn’t know how to fix things with Mat or Nikolai or anyone and he was still fucking stuck here and had to live this fucking life and how was he supposed to when all he’d given and suffered and worked for had been shattered in a single fucking minute with his brother?


  He should leave. He should go right now, walk out that door, find Nikolai, fall to his knees and beg and beg. Correct me, punish me, take me back. Make me see the right path.


  But he didn’t. He couldn’t. He just eased out from beneath Mat’s arms, rose shakily to his feet, and hauled Mat up beside him. “Come on,” he said, and “God damn you,” and led Mat to the bed so he could take care of him properly, like Mat needed, like Mat always needed because he was a fucking mess, a train wreck, a wild beast, the bull in Dougie’s fucking china shop and fuck him, seriously, fuck him.


  He should’ve. He should’ve just fucked him and been done with it. Said good-bye for good. Everything would’ve been so much simpler that way.


  Instead he went into the bathroom, into the medicine cabinet, found a roll of gauze and some tape, wet a clean washcloth and brought the whole mess back to Mat. Cleaned and bandaged his wrists. Surely Nikolai wouldn’t fault him for that, would he? The master’s property had been damaged, he was fixing it. That’s all. Just looking out for Nikolai’s interests. Most definitely not looking at Mat’s eyes, which had gone all round and soft and dewy. But Mat would have looked like that at anyone who showed him some fucking pity, that was all. Nothing personal. Nothing personal.


  Dougie didn’t know what to do with himself after that was done. Wait, he supposed. Just . . . sit here and wait for Nikolai to come back and make everything okay again. Even if Nikolai was the one who’d broken everything so badly.


  No, you did. You should’ve listened to him. Everything would’ve been fine then. You would’ve been free. For the first time in your life, totally, honest-to-god free.


  His “before” voice scoffed. Just the opposite, idiot. He was trying to trap you forever.


  “No,” Dougie moaned, and covered his ears with both hands even though it was stupid, pointless, the arguments were coming from within and he couldn’t run away from that, now could he? “Stop it. Stop it.”


  Mat looked at him like he was losing his fucking mind.


  That’s because you are.


  No. Everything had been fine, better than fine, great even, until Mat had shown up. He wasn’t crazy. He was fine. He’d get through this. Nikolai would help him get through this. He just needed to trust. Be patient. Wait. Just like always.


  He stood, walked around to the side of the bed Mat wasn’t sitting on, and climbed in. Put his back to Mat and pulled the blankets up over his head. He’d just . . . lie here until morning. Think of nothing. Trust. Be patient. Wait. Run piano exercises in his head because he couldn’t ever focus on anything else when he was trying to remember all that complicated fingering.


  Except he couldn’t not focus on Mat, somehow. Couldn’t avoid noticing when Mat stood up from the bed, started pacing around the room, looking for . . . fuck-all knew what. A weapon, maybe. Oh, God, he wouldn’t hurt Nikolai, would he? Because then Dougie would have to try to stop him and that would be ridiculous because there was no fucking way in hell he actually could stop him and—


  Stop. Stop thinking.


  He lurched upright when he heard the door open, halfway to sliding to his knees before he realized it was just Mat, not Nikolai. Just Mat, hand frozen, looking stunned beyond comprehension that the knob had actually turned beneath his fingers.


  Nikolai must have kept Mat’s door locked all the time. No wonder, he supposed. Couldn’t exactly have a wild animal wandering free in his own house, could he.


  Dougie figured Mat would make a break for it now, abandon him like he had before, but he didn’t. He just stood there another moment, blinking stupidly, then peeked out into the hallway, then pulled back inside, and very, very quietly shut the door again.


  Dougie buried himself back under the covers after that, but he couldn’t help but hear Mat, whose activities around the room had turned downright frantic. Opening and closing drawers, rummaging around, tearing through the closet, the bathroom, every cabinet and nook. What was he looking for? Why wouldn’t he just sit down and wait for Nikolai to come back?


  When Mat finally, finally stopped poking around, he sat himself down on the edge of the bed by Dougie’s hip and rubbed his back and shoulder through the blanket. The gesture was so familiar, so very Nikolai, that Dougie let himself be soothed by it, let himself be coaxed from his cocoon to meet Mat’s questing gaze. His heart both thrilled and sank at what he saw there: that old familiar calm competence, steady and loving, that had seen him through so many trials in his past. That openness—Do you trust me?—that had fooled him so often before into believing Mat had offered him real, selfless love.


  He did. He does. He will again if you let him. Even if you don’t let him.


  Dougie covered his ears again.


  A little furrow formed between Mat’s brow, and God he looked so frustrated at his inability to speak, even as Dougie was grateful for it, so grateful he wasn’t sure he’d be able to speak himself if the need arose. He couldn’t hear what Mat had to say. He’d lost enough for one night already.


  Mat just sighed through his nose and held up his index finger: wait. Stood, extended all five fingers flat, palm down, and gestured once, then a second time: stay here.


  As much as Dougie hadn’t wanted to look at him before—still didn’t want to look at him now—he couldn’t help following Mat with his eyes as his brother walked back to the other side of the bed and pointed at a pile of stuff he’d accumulated there. The first things Dougie saw were two fairly long, jagged pieces of broken chair, and he understood, even before his eyes next landed on the clothes and shoes and jacket Nikolai had bought him for their winter-weather hikes, that Mat planned to escape.


  Escape. Escape.


  But I live here. I can’t run away from my life.


  Except he had left his life behind before, hadn’t he? And that small part of him that’d gotten louder and bigger throughout this disastrous clusterfuck of an evening, the “before” part, was screaming at him to do it again. To go, now, before it was too late. Before that part of him was dead forever, before Nikolai drowned it in the tub like a fucking unwanted baby and all that was left was here, this, whatever this was.


  Because whatever this was, it wasn’t Mat. It wasn’t the real world. And as much as he didn’t want to leave Nikolai, as much as he knew Mat didn’t really love him, as much as the “real” world terrified him, as full of wild animals as it was, that little part of him, “before” him, was still alive and kicking and strong enough to recognize this for the chance that it was. Maybe his only chance. His last chance. And if he’d really blown it with Nikolai for good, then what was left for him here anyway? Why stay at all?


  His eyes went back to those two bits of broken chair. Mat had let him down before, let him down a lot, pushed him away and hated him and let people hurt him, but Dougie had seen him with yantok sticks in his hands before, fluid and elegant and deadly, and knew, knew, that Mat wouldn’t let him down tonight if he chose to go with him.


  He looked at the clothes again. Then at the door—the unlocked door because Nikolai trusted him. Then at the clock.


  Ten p.m. already, really? Wow. The household would be in bed by now. Yesterday at this time, he’d been curled up in bed with Nikolai and Roger, listening to the two men breathing softly in sleep before nodding off himself.


  Now he was downstairs with Mat, and Nikolai was angry with him, and every scrap of stability he’d found for himself was fucking gone and there was no right answer here, no way to fix this, any of this, he couldn’t stay and he couldn’t go and he was broken, broken, didn’t know what to do, needed someone to tell him what to do.


  Mat must’ve seen him staring at the clothes and weapons, seen the despair on his face, the confusion, the anger, the fear, because he picked up the jeans Nikolai had given him and held them out.


  Those were a gift, Mat, please don’t—


  Mat shook the jeans—Take them, damn it, put them on!—but when Dougie stood frozen, doing nothing, Mat threw them down on the bed and picked up the sweater instead. Fumbled with it until he’d opened the neck hole. Held the sweater, neck hole first, out to Dougie, and when Dougie was still too stunned to move, physically pulled the sweater over Dougie’s head. Dressing him? Dougie let it happen, raised his arms so Mat could pull them through the sleeves. Then the jeans again. Mat held them out for him, and this time, Dougie took them.


  I’m actually going to do this, aren’t I? I’m going to put on these clothes and follow Mat out of this house and leave behind the only person who truly loves me without so much as a by-your-leave. What will I do then? How will I survive on my own?


  His hands had fastened his jeans for him while he’d been thinking.


  You think too much, Douglas, always think too much.


  Mat kept Dougie’s socks for himself, thick warm wool, but it wasn’t as if Dougie would need them with the leather sneakers Mat was handing him. He took them numbly. Put them on himself because he didn’t think he could bear Mat doing it for him. His jacket next, warm but lightweight down. It didn’t escape his notice that he was bundled up to his eyeballs and Mat was still naked. Well, except for Dougie’s socks.


  Protecting you, he’s protecting you. Willing to freeze so you don’t.


  That thought warmed him better than the clothes ever could. Scared the fucking shit out of him, too. There had to be a reason Mat was doing that. Had to be something he wanted, something he needed. He’d kept Dougie around all these years as a post-fighting-days meal ticket, Dougie knew that. No other reason to put up with him. So why was he being so selfless now?


  You think too much, Douglas.


  Yeah. He knew that. He just didn’t know how to shut it off; only Nikolai had ever managed to silence the storms that raged in his head.


  He scrubbed his face with both hands and stood up from the bed, waited for Mat to show him what to do next. If he could just . . . obey, follow orders, trust and be patient and wait, then maybe everything would be okay. Somehow.


  Mat nodded at him and handed him the two jagged sticks. Or tried to. Dougie wouldn’t take them. There wasn’t one person in this house he would be willing to use them on, not for himself, not for Mat, not for anything.


  Finally, Mat sighed around the gag and laid them on the little round table. Then he stripped the blanket and top sheet from the bed, laid the top sheet aside, and folded the blanket into some insanely complicated toga-like thing that left his arms and legs free for fighting and running and wouldn’t trip him up during either. The sheet he folded down small and handed to Dougie. In case they froze, he supposed. Dougie tucked it into his jacket and looked to Mat—Is that right? Is that okay? Mat nodded again. Pulled his lips back from the gag in what Dougie thought might be a smile. Clapped him once on a down-poofy shoulder, and retrieved his yantok sticks.


  Then he crept back to the door, opened it, and peeked down the darkened hall.
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  Mat nearly melted with relief when Dougie followed him into the hallway. To be honest, even after getting him dressed, Mat still hadn’t been sure that he would.


  He tightened his grip on the makeshift yantok sticks and squinted into the dark. Saw nothing, heard nothing, sensed no one but Dougie at his back, crying softly though God knew why. They were getting out of here. That was something to celebrate, not mourn.


  Or had Nikolai already fucked with his head so badly that he thought he’d miss this place?


  Mat couldn’t afford to think about that possibility right now. Not how true it probably was, not how big a role he himself had no doubt played in it, not how he’d ever figure out how to make things right again. He needed to be sharp now. Alert. Keep them alive and get them the fuck off this mountain. He could deal with the fallout after they were both safe. Right after he found a knife or scissors or something to cut this fucking gag off his face. It wasn’t just about how uncomfortable it was, or how it constantly left him feeling on the edge of choking, or how it made it hard to breathe every time he looked at Dougie broken and begging and he teared up too. No, it was how fucking close to shattering Dougie was, and how much Mat needed to be able to talk to him, talk him down, tell him everything he should’ve said that awful, awful night with Mr. Baseball Bat.


  Fix things. He had to fucking fix things.


  Somehow.


  God, they’d work it out, they always had. Mat refused to believe that this was less fixable than the deaths of their parents or Dougie being taken into foster care. He just needed to be able to talk. To comfort Dougie in a way that touches couldn’t.


  He looked over his shoulder again. Dougie was still behind him, eyes wet and shining in the dim light that streaked out from under the door at the top of the stairs. Would that door be unlocked too? Were they that lucky? God, were they lucky at all, or was this some kind of fucking trick? Would there be attack dogs at the top of the stairs, waiting to tear them apart for their betrayal?


  No. We’re too expensive for that.


  Still, he didn’t trust it. Couldn’t.


  Maybe Nikolai would be waiting at the top of the stairs. Or the guards. Only one way to find out though, and at this point, they didn’t have much more to lose and a whole hell of a lot to gain.


  How much more could Nikolai punish them? Could that ever outweigh their chance at freedom? Mat cast one more look at Dougie over his shoulder, still fucking crying (although at least he was doing it quietly)—just at the thought of leaving this place?—and decided it was worth the risk. Because it was either risk it, or leave Dougie to lose himself entirely. Tonight, Dougie had refused to rape him. Would he do the same again tomorrow?


  Mat crept up the stairs, shifted both sticks into one hand, and put out his other hand to signal for Dougie to wait below while Mat put his ear to the door. No sounds of stirring at all.


  Okay. Here goes. Lady Luck, don’t fail me now.


  Mat took the knob in hand.


  Turned it.


  Raised his weapons.


  The door swung open, revealing . . . nothing at all of note. An empty cupboard, and outside of that, an empty hall. He gestured to Dougie to climb the stairs, stared out at the hall again. Right or left? Mat barely remembered the house’s layout, and turned to Dougie for help. He needed to get this fucking gag off. He pointed at the straps. Made a scissoring motion with his hand.


  “The kitchen?” Dougie whispered back. “Left.”


  So Mat turned left, but froze when Dougie’s hand caught his wrist. When Mat turned to see what was the matter, Dougie shook his head until fresh tears fell. “We can’t,” he whispered. “I forgot. Jeremy.”


  Jeremy must be the cook. The one who made Mat all those surprisingly not-bland meals of lean protein and complex carbs.


  What, the fucking guy cooks in the middle of the night? He was really starting to wish Dougie could muster up the energy for some full fucking sentences. It wasn’t fair to be angry at him, he knew that, but he needed more information and couldn’t ask for it, and Dougie wasn’t fucking volunteering it.


  But then, suddenly, he did. “His bedroom’s off the kitchen. I . . . I’ve spent some nights there. He never shuts his door.”


  Mat didn’t want to know why. He just reached out with one hand to cup Dougie’s cheek and hoped that would serve as comfort. The way Dougie closed his eyes and leaned into the touch, like some needy cat but sexual, somehow, made him want to pull his hand away again. But he resisted the urge. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. He doesn’t mean it. He just . . . needs you.


  And you need him, too. You can’t live without him. Not his fault he’s too fucked up to express that properly anymore.


  Okay, so Mat would be stuck with the gag a little longer. Maybe there was a shed or something in the garden. Not that he wanted to put rusty gardening equipment anywhere near his face. Oh well, no point in worrying about tetanus when they hadn’t even made it out of the house yet.


  Shit. Which way was out? How to ask? He tucked one stick beneath his arm and made a walking man with two fingers, mimicking going down steps with them.


  “Stairs?” Dougie asked, and then his eyes lit up. “You want to go back downstairs?”


  No! Mat shook his head vehemently. Damn, well, it was hardly Dougie’s fault for not thinking of the stairs that led down to the front drive. He tried again. Drew a rectangle in the air with one finger, then mimed turning a doorknob—The front door, kiddo, where’s the front door?—and when Dougie just cocked his head at him like some confused dog, he tucked both sticks between his knees and wrapped his arms around his blanketed chest, shivering as if outside in the cold. Made a broad, expansive gesture for the sky.


  Then took a hold of the sticks again because he felt fucking naked standing here without a weapon, never mind that he’d been trained as one himself.


  And still Dougie didn’t seem to get it. God, how messed up was Dougie that he didn’t instinctively know where they needed to go? They were wasting fucking time here. If he didn’t figure it out soon, Mat would just have to pick a direction and hope. There had to be night guards or something prowling the halls, preventing slaves from escaping, preventing cops or even unwitting outsiders from getting in. They were running out of fucking time.


  “Front door,” he said, trying his best to whisper through the gag, but it came out as something a little closer to hrnt oor. Well, oor rhymed with door, at least. He tried again. Oor. Oor.


  Click, and Dougie’s addled fucking mind jumped into action. “You want to go out. A-are you sure that’s a good idea?”


  Good idea? Probably not, but it’s our only option now. I have to get you out of here, good idea or not, suicide mission or not. Mat nodded.


  “Follow me,” Dougie sighed. Sniffled. Stepped forward.


  Mat caught him by the arm and shook his head. No. Pointed. You stay behind me. He brandished his sticks. If we come up against anybody, I want them tasing me first.


  “Please don’t hurt anyone,” Dougie whispered, and Mat’s teeth dug so hard into the bit he hurt his fucking jaw, but Dougie slunk behind him and meekly pointed right. Like an obedient little slave, and that thought made Mat as sick with fury as Dougie’s twisted fucking concern for the members of this twisted fucking household. No room for anger now, though, no room—just like in a match, and God, he’d never fought one so important, except for maybe the one he’d lost against the bruisers who’d first brought them to Madame’s—so he forced it all down, buried it for later, and led Dougie right.


  The hall was mostly dark, thin slivers of light spilling in from somewhere—moonlight through a window, perhaps, or maybe a guard’s flashlight. His eyes had adjusted enough to see, but just barely, and every twitch and shadow sent his heart jumping, his hands jerking with the instinct to strike. He wouldn’t have even half a second to spare if they stumbled across someone; he’d need to knock them out before they could alert anyone else, make any noise, scream for help.


  But all the shadows were just shadows. No threat, no danger. Just an overactive limbic system in a house full of all-too-real horrors.


  At last, the hall opened up onto the broad, fancy foyer he remembered from his first day here. He froze in the shadows of the archway, put an arm out to tuck Dougie behind him, then raised both sticks and peered ahead. The foyer was brighter, moonlight spilling in through oversized windows and reflecting off white marble tile. It was also empty. He poked his head around the edge of the wall, looked in one direction, then the other. Still no sign of anyone. Where were all the guards? Wasn’t anyone on watch? Or was Nikolai so fucking certain of himself that he thought he didn’t need them? Or maybe he just didn’t want the unwashed masses polluting his house.


  No. This is a trap. It has to be. You’re missing something. Look again.


  Except he didn’t see anything out of the ordinary on second glance, either. Or on the third. And he couldn’t cower in this fucking hallway forever. He was the one wasting time now.


  He looked over his shoulder, locked eyes with Dougie, darted his gaze toward the front door and then back. Nodded once—Are you ready?


  Dougie’s chin wobbled, and the terror that bloomed in his eyes was so stark Mat was sure he’d rabbit. But he didn’t. Just canted his head up and held his ground despite his fear. It broke Mat’s fucking heart to think of how Nikolai had trained that discipline into him. He wished he knew what exactly Dougie was so afraid of right now. Was it the possibility of exposure, of being caught? Or was it the fear of leaving this place behind them for good?


  Worry about it later, asshole. You have bigger problems right now.


  Like getting the hell out of here. Speaking of which, it was time to bite the bullet. He turned back to Dougie one last time, gave him a brief, purposeful nod, and streaked across the foyer to the front door.


  Unlocked. It was unlocked, too. After a long, lingering look through a decorative glass panel—No guards, where are all the fucking guards?—he threw it open.


  And was hit face-on with cold air and starlight so fucking beautiful he could have cried.


  Probably would’ve, if not for Dougie crowding up behind him, pressing right into his back, as stubborn as a barnacle.


  This was it.


  Freedom.


  Gotta move. Appreciate it later. Preferably from the lobby of a police station.


  Of course, the big fucking question was: where to go? They could follow the driveway, but if someone woke and noticed them missing, that’d be the first place they’d look. The forest was safer. Maybe they could parallel the driveway from thirty or forty feet deep in the tree line. Shit, he was freezing. His feet were already numb just standing out here on the porch. Maybe that was for the best, though; a single pair of wool socks wasn’t exactly much protection from all the rocks and sticks and shit littering the forest floor, and at least this way he wouldn’t feel the pain so much. Dougie was shivering too, but he was dressed pretty warm; Mat didn’t think it was the cold making his little brother shake.


  Damn it. Fuck shit damn! His fingers tightened around his sticks. He’d never wanted to hit something so badly in his entire life.


  Behind him, Dougie made an awful little mewling sound. Like he’d sensed Mat’s anger and was terrified by it. Mat forced himself to relax. Stay loose and easy. Stay sharp. Get moving. Come on, he tried to say, but it came out, “Kuh uh.” Whatever, close enough. He darted down the stairs and onto the driveway, and Dougie followed. Still a lost puppy, hugging himself, body small and frightened as he darted behind Mat and followed him into the shadowy overgrowth.


  Stay close, kiddo. Just like when we used to go running. Stay close to me.


  Mat had never bought into the barefoot running fad, a fact that was becoming really apparent now. It felt like he was walking on broken glass, and they’d barely made it past the tree line. Oh well, at least out here in the wilderness there was no risk of stepping on somebody’s used hypodermic like back in Vegas.


  Dougie followed close behind, still hugging himself, breathing heavily so that plumes of white breath erupted from him like from a steam engine’s stack. It was darker in the trees. Harder to see. Mat tripped over something, stumbled three or four feet down an incline, stubbed his toe before regaining his balance. He’d dropped one of his sticks in the process. Didn’t really see a point in picking it back up. In tight quarters like these, poplar trunks growing skinny and close, he’d be better off bare-handed. He dropped the other stick. Squinted up through the canopy at the stars. Found the Big Dipper and then the North Star, off to his left. Which meant the mountain was sloping down to the east. Perfect. If they were anywhere near where the foliage seemed to suggest they were, the ranges in this area ran mostly north to south. Heading east meant they’d run into civilization sooner rather than later.


  Except they didn’t. The going was painfully slow in the dark and the muscle-cramping cold, especially with Dougie lagging behind, still sniffling like a child. Mat was freezing, and thirsty, and it was hard to breathe through this fucking gag, and God, he didn’t even want to think about his feet. If he managed to survive this ordeal with all his toes intact, he’d be genuinely surprised. The cold had numbed nearly every inch of him, and what it didn’t numb, it shot through with burning pins and needles. He lost sight of the driveway without even realizing it’d happened. Hiked down and hit a gulch. No way out but back up. Nearly fucking vertical. No easy feat wrapped in a fucking blanket. Dougie didn’t seem to be faring much better. He was dressed more appropriately, but not for this, not for winter in the fucking mountains in the middle of the fucking night. The wind tore at their hair. Dougie looked . . . listless. Like he was going where Mat led him only because he couldn’t bear to be alone. Like he hated every fucking step of it. Like a man walking to the gallows who didn’t even have the balls to be indignant about it, just scared and small and sad.


  They scrambled their way back up the other side of the gulch. Sat to rest, just for a moment. Too long was dangerous—they’d freeze if they stopped moving. Dougie pulled the folded bedsheet from his down jacket with trembling fingers and wrapped it around his head and shoulders. Turned to Mat, eyes wet and luminous in the moonlight, and spoke his first words in what must’ve been hours: “I want to go home.”


  I know, kiddo. I’m doing my best. We’ll hit a town eventually, I promise. We’ll talk to the cops. Maybe we’ll get home, maybe they sold our home like Madame and Nikolai said, but it doesn’t matter. We’ll get a hotel, and then we’ll get an apartment, and home will be wherever we’re together. I’ll take care of you. I’ll never fail you again.


  Dougie just blinked at him, shivered, shook his head like maybe he’d read Mat’s thoughts right off his face. “Mat, I want to go home.”


  Fucking gag. Mat nodded back instead. Hauled himself to his throbbing feet. Reached out to take Dougie by the shoulders and pull him into a gentle hug. God, he could barely stand to touch the kid right now; it all felt so twisted and sexual. He wanted to hug his little brother like a normal person, hug him and pet his hair and even kiss him, and know one hundred percent that there was nothing ominous or inappropriate in it.


  Damn Nikolai for taking that from them.


  Dougie tore himself out of Mat’s arms, hugged himself instead, tears streaking down a face twisted with grief and fury. “It’s cold out and I’m tired and you’re lost, Mat! It’s not safe out here and you’ve . . . you’ve ruined everything, damn you! Why did you do this? Take me back. Take me back and we can still fix this. Nikolai can fix this!”


  No stopping himself—Mat hauled back and slapped him.


  Regretted it the instant the sound of impact rang out in the silent woods. Dougie crumpled, falling to his knees in the frost-covered duff. He cradled his cheek in both hands, sobbing bitterly.


  God, what have I done?


  “Take me home. Take me b-back. I hate you. I hate you.” Dougie rocked himself, clutching his cheek. “Hate you. Hate you. Hate you.”


  Something in Mat’s chest seized so hard he couldn’t breathe for several long moments. He wanted to vomit. To scream. To rip Nikolai’s face off and shove it up the fucker’s ass.


  “I hate you,” Dougie spat again.


  No, kiddo, no, you can’t mean that. You can’t mean that. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have hit you, but damn it, what else am I supposed to fucking do?


  Mat couldn’t say any of it. He just crouched there, watching Dougie cry, repeating “Hate you” over and over until it stopped sounding like words. When Mat reached out to try to touch him, try to apologize by gesture at least, Dougie fell back, swinging wildly to knock Mat’s hands away.


  “Don’t you fucking touch me, don’t you fucking touch what’s not yours! You don’t get to touch me anymore. This is all your fucking fault! If you had protected me, if you hadn’t gotten into those underground fights, started meeting all the wrong people! If you hadn’t been so fucking stubborn, hadn’t fought everyone at Madame’s like a fucking animal and caught Nikolai’s eye for it! If you—” He hiccupped a sob, swallowed it down, clutched at a handful of duff and hurled it at Mat’s chest. “If you— If you hadn’t let me go to fucking foster care in the f-first place . . .”


  All true. All true. But none of that—none of that cut as deeply as what followed: “If you’d just left me back at Nikolai’s where I f-fucking belong!”


  Mat thumped to the ground, stunned senseless. It took him far too long to realize that awful keening noise wasn’t coming from Dougie.


  And fuck, but Dougie had shouted so loud they’d probably been heard for miles. How far had they gotten from the house? Would people be coming now? They needed to move. He stood back up, but when he tried to go, Dougie didn’t follow.


  Damn you. Get up. He grabbed Dougie by one wrist and yanked, not caring if he broke the kid’s arm if it would just get him fucking moving. Not caring how much Dougie hated him. Let him—they could fix this later. They would fix this later.


  As angry as Dougie was, that good slave-boy part of him responded to the harsh treatment; he let himself be pulled to his feet, and kept up when Mat took off at a stumbling run.


  Over his harsh panting, he thought he heard that keening sound again, except this time he was certain it wasn’t him. Wait . . . no. That wasn’t keening, that was the sound of a car.


  That was the sound of a fucking car driving on a fucking highway. No crunch of gravel, that sound Mat remembered so clearly from when he’d been taken here. Oh no, that was the sound of a good ol’ public road. And public road meant friendly strangers, meant a sheriff’s car, even. An ambulance. A fucking bus full of nuns, it didn’t fucking matter. They’d flag down whoever it was, and hopefully Dougie would be together enough to ask to be taken to the police. But fucking hell, even if he didn’t speak a word, what else was there to do but bring them to the cops or the ER? They were bleeding. Half-frozen. One of them naked but for a blanket and gag, the other crying inconsolably.


  All they had to do was make it to that highway. Hope another car passed by soon.


  Free. We’re going to be free. We’re going to go to the cops and I’m going to tell them everything and I’m going to bring this whole fucking operation down. The thought made him downright giddy.


  Even if Dougie hates me for the rest of his life, at least he’ll be free.


  But maybe, just maybe, Dougie wouldn’t hate him. Because when he took a second to think about it, he realized he wasn’t dragging Dougie anymore. Dougie was running with him, beside him, just like old times, and when Mat stole a glance at Dougie’s face, he saw . . . God, was that hope? Excitement, even? Had he heard the car too and realized there was another answer, another way out of this mess?


  Or was Mat just projecting his own wants and needs onto a half-second look in the near dark at his brother’s moving face?


  Whatever. Didn’t matter. Road. Car. Freedom. That was what mattered.


  They were both panting hard when they breached the tree line and emerged out onto the gravel shoulder of the two-lane highway, Mat struggling anew not to choke around the gag, to take in enough air through his running nose. It was quiet and dark, no sign of any vehicles, but that was okay. One would pass by soon. All they had to do was stay out of sight for now, pick a direction and keep walking until a car came from the east. If anyone was driving from Nikolai’s house, they’d be coming down the mountain, from the west just like Dougie and Mat had. Mat wished he could communicate all that to Dougie, but the kid looked too shell-shocked and dazed to be signaling anyone of his own volition, anyway. He’d follow Mat’s lead.


  Because in his eyes, with Nikolai gone, you’re the master now.


  You even beat him like one.


  No. Stop thinking about it.


  He reached out and took Dougie’s hand as they trudged along the shoulder. Held it tight. Dougie’s fingers were as stiff and cold as his own, even half-stuffed in his jacket sleeves as they were. They’d ask whoever they flagged down to crank up the heat, and Mat would hold Dougie’s hands to the vent. Prove he cared, that he wanted Dougie to be safe and well and comfortable. Prove he loved him, more than Nikolai ever had or would, because he didn’t expect anything in return. Nothing at all.


  I just want you to be safe. I just want to protect you.


  He wished he could say it. Wished he could say anything at all, even if it was just Holy shit, it’s cold out here, hey kiddo? Would they ever have a normal conversation like that again?


  Don’t think about the future. Keep your eyes on the road. Mat peered to the east, into the impenetrable darkness. Sometime during their little escapade, the moon had set, but there was no hint of the sunrise yet, either. And no streetlights on this windy mountain drive, so remote from civilization. No light pollution, either. Too remote. Nikolai had chosen well; he was like a civilized Leatherface, or something.


  And wouldn’t that suck, if they got this far only to freeze to death on the side of a highway, waiting for a savior who never came? Keep walking, just keep walking. You won’t freeze if you keep walking. At least no snow had fallen yet.


  He squeezed Dougie’s hand. Dougie didn’t squeeze back, but he kept pace beside him, and he didn’t pull out of Mat’s grip. Hard to make out his features, but the whole angle of his body, the set of his shoulders, told Mat that his hope was gone—if it’d ever been there in the first place, if Mat hadn’t just been seeing what he’d wanted to see. Apparently mirages weren’t just for deserts.


  Dougie looked like he was on a fucking death march, just waiting for the end to come and swallow him up and take away his pain.


  An end would come. Dougie’s pain would be taken away, too. But not in the way he clearly thought.


  And just like that, the brighter ending came: a car rattling up the highway from the east, an old rust bucket by the sound of it, its muddied headlights cutting a huge curve across the scenery as it rounded a bend, blinding Mat as they hit his eyes. Dougie, too, judging by how he shielded his face with his forearm.


  Mat lurched forward, throwing himself onto the shoulder, waving his arms wildly.


  “Help! Help!” he shouted through the gag, and then, halle-fucking-lujah, Dougie snapped from his fugue and joined in too, screaming in a high, hoarse, but clear voice: “Help! Please, help us!”


  When it started to look like the car might pass them by, Mat realized just how insane he and Dougie might seem to some innocent driver. Like a pair of drunks or drug addicts, or worse, some psycho kinksters out cruising for unwilling victims. Fuck-all knew how long it’d be before another car came along. He couldn’t take the chance of losing this one, not after all the screaming they’d just done, not after everything they’d been through, not after Dougie had finally snapped out of his fucking nightmare and realized it’d all just been some awful dream. He couldn’t.


  Without another thought, he freed his hand from Dougie’s and ran full tilt into the middle of the road. If the car hit him, so be it. At least then it would have to stop. At least Dougie would make it home.


  It didn’t hit him.


  The driver braked hard, swerved nearly sideways, but managed to pull the car to a stop just a few feet short of impact.


  Dougie rushed up beside Mat and grabbed his hand like he thought he could stop him now from throwing himself into the road. The figure inside the car seemed to stare at them for a moment, unmoving, and he and Dougie stared back at the darkened shape of him—her?—behind the wheel, afraid to spook their would-be savior, afraid he’d start up again and run them over, afraid that if they stepped out of the way for even a second, he’d just take off into the night and—junker or not—leave them in his dust.


  But then the driver waved to them, leaned across the front seat, and threw open the passenger door.


  The time for hesitation and caution had passed. Do or die, quite literally.


  Still clutching to each other, tears streaming down both their cheeks, Mat and Dougie rushed over and climbed inside.
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