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  Nikolai Petrovic is a man of refinement. He collects fine art, enjoys gourmet cuisine, and trains


  boutique sex slaves for some of the wealthiest—and most morally dubious—men and women in the


  world.


  Charged by a wealthy client to buy a man to train but not break—to shape into a skilled, obedient


  slave who will yield with hatred rather than love in his eyes—Nikolai finds the perfect raw material


  in Mathias Carmichael. But there’s a problem: he was auctioned off in a lot with his beautiful younger


  brother.


  Douglas Carmichael is a lovely, trainable thing, but Nikolai never takes on more than one slave at a


  time. As a master trainer who’s never once failed in his task, he knows he’s up to the challenge, but it will take formidable skill and planning to mold these drastically different brothers into their best


  selves. And in order to make them obedient to Nikolai and their future masters above all others, he’ll


  first have to break their greatest loyalty of all: their dedication to each other.


  In episode four of The Flesh Cartel, Mat and Dougie Carmichael begin their training with their new master, Nikolai, where they both learn the meaning of servitude . . . and of consequences for their


  choices.


  For Mat, destined to be trained but not broken—to always fight but never win—life with Nikolai is


  suffering stacked on suffering. Nikolai pushes him to the edge but not over; he must never lose the


  hatred in his eyes. Dougie, on the other hand, is fated to love and crave service. For that, Nikolai must teach him the pleasures of a pampered sex slave, but training a straight man to revel in his gay


  captor’s touch is no easy feat.


  As if the challenges Mat and Dougie face aren’t difficult enough, one last complication remains:


  before either brother can submit fully to Nikolai, they must first give up their strongest, most powerful loyalty: their dedication to each other.


  This title is part of the The Flesh Cartel serial story. New to Riptide Publishing’s serial fiction?


  Click here to learn all about it.
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  Dougie scrunched his eyes shut as Nikolai came all over his face. It was horrible, desperate


  misery, followed by small relief when his new “master,” oh he-who-loved-the-sound-of-his-own-


  voice, cleaned Dougie with a towel from the bathroom, which he then put in a hamper and not in


  Dougie’s mouth.


  Dougie didn’t move. Didn’t dare. Just stayed kneeling at the foot of that chair, watching Nikolai


  come and go, silently waiting for whatever abuse was next. Nikolai had said the training could be


  done painlessly if he cooperated, but Dougie had a hard time believing the man, and a harder time


  accepting that the pathetic excuse for a blowjob he’d given was even remotely close to meeting


  Nikolai’s standards.


  It was the punishment he was afraid of. That was why he cared so much about the piss-poor


  blowjob. Why he was so angry at himself now. Not out of any genuine need to please Nikolai. He


  didn’t want to give good blowjobs—he just didn’t want to suffer the consequences of giving bad


  ones.


  We’ll practice every day, Nikolai had said. To comfort him? Threaten? Dougie didn’t know.


  Didn’t know what was intent, what was perception, what was paranoia. He was all messed up. He


  wished Mat were here. To talk to, if nothing else.


  Who the fuck was he kidding. He could never tell Mat any of this. It was too humiliating and


  shameful to ever share, even with the one person who was going through the same thing. Mat wouldn’t


  have begged Nikolai to tell him how to avoid pain. Not even for pretend.


  And what if it’s not pretend? What if you’re just a coward ?


  A coward, yes. Afraid of pain, afraid of punishment. That’s why he was so eager to do as he was


  told. To satisfy this strange, inscrutable man. Cowardice. Much more palatable than the possibility


  that Madame’s brutes had broken something in him already, something fundamental and critical and


  irreparable, something that might make Nikolai’s mock-kindness inspire . . . what? Loyalty in him?


  Obedience?


  No. None of that. He was just fucking terrified. But he’d be okay. He was still him. And he damn well meant to stay that way, whatever it took.


  “On your feet now, little pet. It’s time to show you your new home.”


  Please don’t be a dog cage.


  He was standing before he’d finished that thought. Afraid. Just afraid. Besides, maybe wherever Nikolai was taking him, Mat would be there.


  How long would he keep thinking that and winding up disappointed before he finally gave up?


  Never. I can’t ever give up on Mat, or I’ve already lost.


  If that happened, he might as well start talking in third person and crawling on all fours


  permanently. Cut off his own balls. God, if someone had asked him a month ago how best to debase


  him, he’d probably have said, “Call me short.” Look how creative he was now.


  He followed Nikolai down a hallway, through a sitting room. The house was beautiful, looked


  comfortably lived in for all its impeccable neatness. No time to study it, though; Nikolai moved


  quickly, never looking back, as if one hundred percent confident that Dougie was following behind.


  Obeying. Good dog. Heel.


  It made Dougie sick.


  Or maybe that was just how hungry and thirsty he still was.


  Nikolai unlocked a door and led him down a long flight of stairs. Into the basement—how fitting.


  It still felt like a house, though—not that cold, industrial sterility of Madame’s facility, like a hospital or a prison or some sick mix of both. Hardwood floors. Richly colored, tastefully painted walls.


  Artwork, even. No blood. No screaming.


  Locks on all the doors, though. Nikolai opened one for him and led him into . . . a bedroom suite?


  There was a double bed made up immaculately. A dresser. A little table and two chairs. Tastefully


  appointed. Nice, actually. Like a fancy hotel.


  Well, except for the straps on the bed. And the dog kennel in one corner. And the total absence of


  windows. Okay, a fancy hotel for weird perverts.


  No sign of Mat.


  “Normally,” Nikolai said, and the sound of his voice startled Dougie into falling to his knees, “I


  would take this first meal with my pet. But normally, my attentions aren’t stretched so thin as they are with you and your brother. And I’ve left your brother unattended for long enough, I’d say. So I’d like


  you to wait here for now. Someone will be by with food and drink for you. In the meanwhile,


  please”—a sweeping gesture that encompassed the large bedroom, the two closed doors Dougie


  assumed were to a closet and bathroom—“this is your space. Everything in here is for your use. For


  you to groom yourself to the highest standard in service to your master. For you to stay fit and clean


  and healthy. Feel free to explore it. To use what calls to you.”


  Food. Toilet. Sink, hopefully toothbrush. Bed. That was all Dougie wanted at this point. Maybe a


  book. God, he’d give his left leg to be sitting around bored out of his mind and trying to read


  academic articles now.


  Nikolai turned and left before Dougie could ask any questions. But that was okay—he’d


  interpreted Nikolai well enough. Get clean. Brush your teeth. Shave. Look your best for me.


  Anticipate your master’s desires.


  Not that he gave a fuck about his “master’s” desires. But it’d feel good to scrape this scruff off


  his face—he couldn’t grow a beard in evenly anyway—and he had no intention of giving Nikolai any


  excuse to punish him. Especially since Nikolai wasn’t asking anything outrageous of him right now.


  He found what he needed to shave and brush his teeth in the bathroom, and did both after gulping


  down what felt like half a gallon of water straight from the tap. There was a shower tub, too, but even if he hadn’t just had a bath, he probably wouldn’t have used it. He just couldn’t stomach the thought


  that maybe, somewhere, Nikolai might be watching. He might have to walk around naked 24/7, but


  that didn’t mean he was going to jump at the chance to let the man watch him soap himself up. Which


  was possibly the most pointless distinction he’d ever made in his life, but here, it was all he had.


  By the time he was finished with what he could stomach to do in the bathroom, a covered tray


  was waiting for him in the main room.


  On the floor.


  Dougie was stooping to pick it up with the intention of carrying it over to the table when he


  realized . . . What if it was on the floor for a reason? His stomach churned. He was so fucking hungry.


  He didn’t have the time or inclination to agonize over this.


  Anticipate your master’s desires. If I were a sick fuck on a power trip, would I want my victim


  to eat at a table like a normal human being?


  So why provide a table at all? some naive, dignified part of him replied.


  It’s a test. It’s all a test. This whole fucking room. He’s watching from somewhere. Waiting to


  see what I’ll do. I’m a rat in an electrified maze.


  He sat on the floor in front of the tray. Cast a gaze around the room, searching out the camera so


  he’d have somewhere concrete to look at and try to say telepathically, See, asshole? I’m a good dog.


  Eating on the floor just like you hoped.


  But there were no cameras that he could see, and he was fucking starving, and his telepathic


  message seemed like something that would earn him the ominous “consequences.”


  Whatever was on the tray smelled amazing. And maybe he hadn’t seen any cameras, but he was


  sure they were there, somewhere, and he planned to behave accordingly. He turned his attention back


  to the tray. Stared at it like the puzzle it surely was. Innocuous. Plastic cafeteria tray with an opaque plastic lid.


  He pulled the lid off. Revealed two cereal bowls and nothing else. One held what was almost


  certainly milk. The other a thin soup—mostly broth, with some very small bits of vegetables and


  chicken, and saltines crumbled at the top. No more than a cup’s worth in either bowl.


  No spoon. There was a nice linen napkin, though.


  No spoon. Was he supposed to pick the bowls up and drink from them?


  Of course not. You’re a dog. His “pet.” You eat on the floor like any other pet would. With


  your mouth .


  “No.” Dougie shook his head, tore his eyes from the soup, the milk, tantalizing as they both were.


  “No.”


  Yes. And by the way, you’re talking to yourself.


  Well, hardly any surprise to be going crazy under circumstances like these. He wished he knew


  what Nikolai wanted of him. Wished he’d been given clear instructions to follow. Bad enough he had


  a master; it hardly seemed fair that he’d be punished because he’d failed to anticipate the desires of a man he’d just met. The thought made him queasy, panicky; he was breathing too fast, heart pounding


  painfully against his ribs. This was fucking ridiculous—he was having a panic attack over how to eat soup.


  Fuck it. He wasn’t taking any chances, and he wasn’t going to let his pride get in the way of the


  first meal he’d had in days—or more like a week, actually, if all that patchy hair he’d shaved off his


  face was anything to go by. Or the pain in his gut, clenching and churning as if digesting itself. He


  hunched over his lap, but no, that clearly wouldn’t work. Scooched back instead, eased himself first


  onto his hands and knees and then down onto his belly. Propped on his elbows, nearly prostrate.


  Hadn’t Nikolai used that word? Well, fine, here he fucking was. Are you enjoying this, you sick


  fuck?


  He craned his neck like Madame had taught him, right over the bowl of broth. Closed his eyes,


  inhaled deep. God, it smelled like heaven. His mouth watered so hard he almost drooled. Hesitantly, he lowered his face until he was hovering right over the bowl, fragrant steam rising up over his nose


  and cheeks and forehead and chin. Poked his tongue out, let it sink into the broth. Moaned at that first taste, salty and savory and oh-so-good. Pursed his lips and slurped it up.


  It wasn’t easy going. He remembered from some far off bit of trivia that cats and dogs had


  tongues made for lapping up liquids this way. Not so much human beings. But he managed it. Out of


  sheer force of will and desperation and outright hunger, he managed it. Slurped it all up, licked the


  bowl clean in his hunger, then set in on the milk. By the time it was gone, he was full enough to be


  sleepy and just a little uncomfortable.


  And he was still alone. Still alone in this strange room, with that command of explore hanging


  over his head, knowing that whatever he found, it would be another test, crueler and more humiliating


  than the last. His horrible and newly creative imagination gave him all sorts of ideas about what kind


  of things he might be expected to do to himself voluntarily. What if he found a plug to put in himself?


  A gag? A blindfold? A battery with alligator clamps, like the one he’d almost used on Mat?


  A noose to hang himself.


  A key to unlock his door.


  Unlikely as it was, what if he found Mat?


  He could just go to sleep, but even that was a test in this room. Bed or kennel? If anticipating his


  master’s desires meant debasing himself, his answer was obvious. The kennel had a cushion, at least,


  and it was relatively man-sized if you curled up in the fetal position. Definitely bigger than the one


  they’d shoved Mat in the night they’d been snatched.


  He could use the bed but strap himself in as a compromise, but then he risked the chance of


  waking up with someone in bed beside him.


  Or on top of me.


  The kennel, then. He’d sleep in the kennel. At least then he could sleep soundly, knowing nobody


  could join him in it. They’d have to wake him up and pull him out before they raped him.


  What if they lock me in?


  Alone. He’d be alone.


  He hated that the possibility no longer filled him with relief.


  In the end, thoroughly humiliated and so terrified he wanted to die, he crawled underneath the


  table, hoping that at least the scrape of chairs would warn him of anyone’s approach. He put his back


  to the wall, pulled his knees to his chest, and closed his eyes.


  Sleep, damn you, he commanded himself, and surprisingly, he did.
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  Nikolai watched his new pet intently through the four video feeds on his flatscreen TV: one from


  the bathroom, two from the bedroom, one from the closet Douglas hadn’t even opened yet. This boy


  was smart, no question about it. Possibly the smartest he’d trained in years, definitely the most


  educated in relevant fields. Surely he was drawing on his knowledge, his case studies, his academic


  expertise to protect himself from Nikolai’s influence. But what the boy didn’t know was how


  different the classroom was from the real world. The classroom was safe, controlled, an intellectual


  exercise. The real world was real pain, real fear, real pleasure, real needs and desires and thoughts


  and feelings.


  It was clear the boy knew he was being watched, despite Nikolai’s lie about going directly to


  tend his brother. Equally clear he thought he was being judged, each action weighed, consequences assessed. He’d shaved as carefully as if he were meeting a crush for a first date. Brushed and flossed


  his teeth, then gargled with mouthwash. Combed his hair. Spent several long moments staring at his


  reflection in the glassless mirror. Studying the bags under his eyes, perhaps? Or perhaps something


  deeper—trying to reconcile the image he saw with the man he was becoming. That would take time,


  likely many months. But it would haunt him from the beginning. Nikolai would use that to his


  advantage.


  The boy’s reaction to the covered tray was even more useful. Madame’s brutes had put the fear


  of God into him for sure. Nikolai gave half odds his new pet would pick up the bowls to drink from


  them, but in the end, he fell on the side of caution and fear and did what he assumed Nikolai would


  expect: chose of his own accord the most humiliating, debasing, difficult approach.


  Oh, yes, this one would be easy. And a pleasure, too. The irritation Nikolai had felt at having to


  pay so much for him to procure his brother was already starting to fade.


  Speaking of the brother . . . He’d be less easy. Much less of a pleasure. For both of them. Nikolai


  checked his watch—a little over five hours since the last injection. Eleven hours now spent in the


  worst kind of hell even Nikolai knew. If that didn’t make him malleable . . . Well, then Nikolai would


  simply have to try harder.


  He unlocked Mathias’s door, and opened it to find the man exactly as he’d left him: torso and one


  leg on the floor, the other leg still strapped to the foot of the bed, toes pointing to the ceiling. Mathias curled onto his side with a groan as he caught sight of Nikolai, putting his back to the bed. The effort clearly cost him, pale and sweaty and shaky as he was, but he didn’t stop there. He started to inch


  away. Until the chain caught and he could go no further. Then he just curled up tight.


  Interesting.


  Nikolai crouched down beside him, and Mathias flinched, tucked into himself as best he could


  with one leg dragged out. Blinked, slow and heavy, eyes wet with tears. His cheeks were stained with


  them too—and the vestiges of Nikolai’s cum they hadn’t washed away—face red and puffy. He


  looked as if he’d been crying for hours. Then again, most men did under the influence of the serum.


  Perhaps Mathias was finally ready to have a civilized conversation. Best to settle in for that.


  Nikolai turned around, put his back to the bed and sat. Stretched his legs out and crossed them at the


  ankles. Slid his hands in his pockets.


  Mathias cringed. “Please. ” A rasp, barely audible, tumbling past cracked lips. “Not again.


  Please.”


  Even more interesting. What had set him off?


  Oh, yes. Hands in pockets. He pulled them out, and Mathias cringed harder, tears leaking from


  squeezed-shut eyes as he rasped, “I’ll do anything, please . . .”


  Pushed too hard, then—the man had broken. Oh, he wouldn’t stay that way for long, but this


  wouldn’t do. Nikolai couldn’t risk it. He’d have to avoid the serum for a good long while, reserve it


  for attempted harm against his person and perhaps a rare special occasion.


  “It’s all right, Mathias. My hands are empty. No more serum today.” A kindness, something to


  draw the man out before he got trapped in his terror. Moving carefully, Nikolai reached across the


  bed to the strap that held Mathias’s ankle in place. Freed it. “Would you like some water?”


  Mathias cracked one eye open and slowly, distrustfully, allowed his muscles to relax a fraction.


  He had to be beyond exhausted; perhaps this was merely need taking over. “Wh—” He had so little


  voice left Nikolai needed to lean in and place his ear to Mathias’s lips. “What do I have to do for it?”


  Mathias huffed a laugh. “Nothing, little mastiff. I can see you’ve learned your lesson today. We


  can move on to the next; no anger, no hard feelings.”


  “Please,” Mathias grunted out. “No more lessons today.” He swallowed hard, as if trying to


  work moisture into his mouth. Squeezed his eyes shut again—the serum clearly hadn’t worn off yet,


  by the lines bracketing his eyes and mouth and his shallow panting. “I just . . . can I just sleep?”


  “I’m afraid not. But food and water, I can do. And a trip to the toilet, maybe?” He cupped


  Mathias’s head in one hand, ran a thumb across his eyebrow, the neat little row of black stitches


  bisecting it at a rakish angle. Mathias squeezed the one eye tight, but didn’t pull away. “And it’s time to take these out, I’d say. I’d imagine you’d like them gone.”


  Mathias nodded, his momentary urge toward protest obviously gone. Swallowed by pain and the


  fear of pain. That wouldn’t do at all. Nikolai needed his fighter back.


  “Very good. You’ll be glad to hear that I haven’t had need to take these sorts of measures with


  your brother.” Brief thankful relief, like in that singular instant Mathias could just sit up and kiss him.


  Now to drop the other shoe. “On account of the fact that he was, shall we say, much more cooperative than you.”


  Right on cue, Mathias’s face contorted—not in pain, but in animal fury, like the fighting dog he


  was. “You fucker! Don’t you fucking dare tell me you . . . you . . .” His voice cracked again, clenched fists relaxing. Out of strength.


  “He was quite willing, I assure you. I didn’t have to resort to any kind of violence with him at


  all. He has a keen sense of self-preservation . . . unlike you.”


  Mathias’s body jerked, but without direction, more a spasm than an attack. Then he stilled again.


  The anger passed in favor of . . . tears? No, not quite. Just a shining in his eyes and a wobbling at the corners of his mouth. “Please. Please, sir. I’ll suck you from now on. I’ll do a good job. You’ll love it. You can have my ass, too. Don’t make Dougie do what you want from me.”


  Nikolai thought on that for a moment—Mathias’s fear had returned, but fear for his brother or


  fear of the needle? Both, most likely. A fine line indeed he was walking. The trick would be


  discovering how to keep him there, hateful but pliant, without pushing him too far again.


  He reached out, stroked the flat of his palm ever so gently over Mathias’s buzzed hair. Like


  petting a cat, almost. A decidedly pleasant sensation. Mathias even held still for it—so still he’d


  stopped breathing.


  “What I want from you and what I want from Douglas are two very different things, I’m afraid.


  And neither of you can provide for me what the other can.” Stroke, stroke. “I know you cannot


  conceive of this now, Mathias, but you must learn to let your brother go. You cannot care for him


  anymore; his fate is out of your hands.”


  Ah, now Mathias jerked his head out from beneath Nikolai’s hand. Eyes narrowed, teeth


  clenched. “You have no idea what it means to love someone, do you,” he spat, though the effect was rather lost to his rasping whisper.


  “Of course I do. But your brother will be letting you go. This I promise you.” Nikolai stood, fetched a cup of water from the en suite, brought it back and held it just out of Mathias’s reach.


  “You’d do well to learn from his example.”


  “His example,” Mathias echoed, although it sounded much more ominous the way he said it.


  “Yes. Look out for yourself. Serve me to save yourself.”


  “Fuck you,” Mathias said, but it lacked venom. He was too tired. But that was all right; even


  from the floor, he was swinging.


  “Sit up or I’ll fuck you.” Not a threat, merely an . . . encouragement. It did its job. Mathias spent the next minute or so peeling himself off the floor and climbing onto the bed.


  “There’s a good boy.” Nikolai handed him the water. “Drink this. I’ll have Roger remove your


  stitches and bring you food. You must keep your strength up these next many weeks.”


  The water was gone in three seconds. He could see Mathias fighting not to ask for more, not to


  hold the glass out. Well, the sturdy plastic cup. He’d be a fool to give Mathias anything he could use


  to slit his own wrists.


  “You can ask for more. You’ve suffered so much already; do you really wish to continue


  suffering for your pride?”


  “Pride’s all I have,” Mathias replied, purposefully tossing the cup aside. Nikolai watched it roll


  under the bed. “Pride, and Dougie. And you can’t take either of those away from me.”


  Nikolai laughed, patted Mathias a little too hard for comfort on one cheek. “That’s good,


  Mathias, that’s very good. Never stop saying that. Of course . . .” He bent over, hooked his arms in


  Mathias’s armpits; the man was far too weak and tired to struggle, knew better than to try in any case


  lest he accidentally harm Nikolai. Nikolai dumped him face-first over the edge of the bed, pressed a


  hand to the back of Mathias’s neck to hold him in place, and unzipped his pants with the other. “. . .


  What you say and what you believe may end up being two very different things. So tell me, Mathias.


  Will you spread those beautifully muscled ass cheeks and offer me your hole, or will you face the


  consequences?”


  A moment’s furious pause, as expected, while Mathias, fists and jaw and eyes all clenched,


  weighed his choices. And then, equally expected, two trembling hands reached back, unfisted, and


  gripped white-knuckled around the flesh of his ass. Parted it. Offered himself, his much-abused hole.


  Madame’s pear had absolutely ravaged him, not to mention his time with Nikolai’s hired men. Not the


  first delivery he’d received with these particular injuries. He suspected someone on his team had a


  penchant for ill-prepared fisting. How barbaric.


  This wouldn’t do at all. Not if he intended to keep Mathias on the right side of that fine line.


  Nikolai wet a finger and circled it round the swollen flesh without penetrating. “So much for


  your vaunted pride,” he said, pressing just a little, just enough to make Mathias whimper. “You can


  let go now, hole. Your brother sated me well enough. I’d take you with a dildo, but this meek


  subservience is a side of you I’d care to nurture. So consider my mercy a reward for your self-


  preservation. ”


  Mathias’s shoulders slumped, head and hands dropping to the mattress in utter despair. Knowing
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  he’d lost this round— But no. Stiffness, stubbornness, returned. Not as close to the line as Nikolai had feared, then. Good. He was pleased.


  “Can’t get it up, huh? Well, take your ‘mercy’ and shove it, asshole. This isn’t self-preservation.


  It’ll never be self-preservation. I’m doing this for my brother.”


  With a sigh and a shake of his head, Nikolai turned to fetch the dildo.


  By the time he’d finished with Mathias, he was woefully behind schedule. He hadn’t meant to


  leave Douglas unattended for quite so long, not when there was important debriefing to be done about


  what he’d observed through the cameras. This boy questioned everything in his own head. Nikolai had wondered since he’d seen Douglas’s file how different it might be—how much of a challenge it might be—to train such a knowledgeable psychology student. But in the end it might turn out to be


  easier; Douglas might end up doing half his work for him.


  He found the boy still under the table, curled up tight and sleeping deeply enough not to wake at


  the opening of the door. Roger—what a good little pet he was, always anticipating Nikolai’s needs—


  had left a tray in the hall: toast with jam, applesauce, a glass of orange juice. Nikolai picked it up, carried it in. Set it on the table above Douglas’s head.


  Ah, that woke him. A little gasp. A snuffle. Then silence, stillness. Like a teen in a slasher movie


  hiding under the bed, praying not to be seen.


  Nikolai fitted on his best smile and crouched down beneath the table. “Hello there,” he said.


  Douglas blinked at him from his tight little huddle. “H-hello, sir.”


  Nikolai held his smile. “You don’t look very comfortable under there.”


  Another blink. Another. Debating the value of the truth? Wondering if he’d be punished for


  complaining? Finally, he tried, “It-it’s not so bad, sir.”


  Nikolai held a hand out. Douglas flinched but then caught himself, unwrapped his arms from his


  knees as if afraid he might startle a cobra at his feet, and hesitantly laid his hand in Nikolai’s.


  “Come now, let’s get you comfortable.” Nikolai gave him a gentle tug, helped him unfold


  himself. Debated for a moment, then guided him into one of the table’s two chairs. He didn’t want to


  teach him it was permissible to eat at a table without his master’s consent, but the bed seemed too


  loaded now; Douglas would spend all his time worrying about being taken, rather than focusing on


  Nikolai’s questions.


  Though the way Douglas sat down in the chair, wary and delicate, all the way on the edge, made


  it clear he thought that was loaded, too.


  “Relax,” Nikolai said. “You have pleased me very much this afternoon. I brought you this”—a


  gesture to the tray—“as reward.” Douglas’s eyes widened as he took in the tray, pupils dilating


  slightly. He wanted it, but he refrained, waiting for permission. “Yes, that’s very good, Douglas. You must always wait for permission. And now you shall have it. Eat. Enjoy yourself.” At Douglas’s


  desperate, torn gaze toward the toast, he added, “You may use your hands. This time.”


  The boy practically attacked his tray.


  “Now tell me,” Nikolai said as Douglas finished off the first slice of toast and reached for the


  second, “why you chose to sleep under the table when you’ve a perfectly lovely bed?”


  Maybe he’d phrased that a little judgmentally, because Douglas immediately stopped eating, eyes


  wide with fear. “I . . . sir, it’s a nice bed. It’s a very nice bed. I appreciate it, I promise. I’m grateful.


  You just . . . well, you didn’t give me permission to sleep there.”


  It was a good answer, perfectly articulated, so perfect it was obvious Douglas had said it


  because he’d known it was what Nikolai wanted to hear. But it wasn’t the truth. Or at least . . . not the whole truth. Nikolai could see it in the boy’s eyes. He’d get to the heart of the matter soon enough.


  “Fair. But then . . . when you found your food, you seemed confident enough in the belief that


  eating it like a dog wouldn’t draw my ire. So why weren’t you similarly confident that I’d approve of


  you sleeping like one?” He flicked his eyes to the kennel. Untouched. Unslept in. Some slaves, like dogs, came to love and feel safe in kennels. Their use in humiliation and punishment couldn’t be


  understated, but that wasn’t all they were. He liked having them available for both purposes.


  “There’s . . .” Douglas averted his eyes a moment, gaze drawn to his tray, but then settled them


  squarely back on Nikolai’s chin, decision made. Brave boy, so honest. “There’s a lock on the door,


  sir. I was afraid . . . I was afraid someone would lock me in and leave me there.”


  “You don’t want to be left alone anymore.”


  “I . . . I mean, if company means . . . means . . .” He hunched in tight on himself again, broke a


  corner off a slice of toast and chewed it nervously. “Means being . . . used, then . . .” A shrug, as if perhaps he secretly knew he’d pay that price to be let out of the dark, no matter what he’d just said.


  “But I . . . I miss Mat and I miss my friends and I miss school and I miss Pattie and Mike and I even


  still miss my parents and I’m . . .” He shrugged again, sniffled, looked vaguely horrified that he’d revealed all that unprompted. He was clearly on the verge of tears. Quite the sensitive subject for


  him, then, and rightfully so.


  He looked up from his tray but didn’t quite make it to Nikolai’s eyes again; this time, his gaze


  stopped somewhere around the tip of Nikolai’s nose. “And I just want to go home. Sir.” Another


  nibble of toast when Nikolai remained silent. “Even if it really is all gone now.”


  Nikolai sighed through his nose, his chest swelling with ill-advised but utterly uncontrollable


  affection for the boy. “I’d like for you to see this as home.”


  Douglas pounded both fists down on the table, rattling the supper dishes. “Then let me see my


  brother!” He looked shocked— scared—at his own raised voice. The passion there. The anger. The


  fear. “Please. Sir,” he concluded at a whisper.


  Nikolai leaned back in his chair, steepling his hands. “You’re not going to want to hear this, but I


  think you put too much emphasis on your brother when it comes to your sense of belonging. You’re


  together for now under my roof, but what if I’m forced to separate you? If you go on to different


  places? What if he dies and leaves you behind like your parents did? Like your foster mother did?


  What if . . .” Nikolai leaned forward, laid a gentle hand over Douglas’s where it lay, trembling,


  beside the tray. “What if he doesn’t want to see you? Where would you find your meaning then?”


  Douglas yanked his hand away.


  But his bravery ended there. No vehement denials—he settled instead for a sullen, almost


  mumbled, “That would never happen.”


  Nikolai nudged the glass of orange juice closer, until Douglas took the hint and drank. A hesitant


  sip at first, but then the taste hit his tongue—he made a soft little noise in the back of his throat and his eyes fluttered closed and he drank and drank.


  “Were you ever capable of conceiving,” Nikolai asked as Douglas finished his juice, “that your


  parents would leave you alone at thirteen years old?”


  Douglas slammed his cup down. “They didn’t leave me; they died. And I wasn’t alone.”


  “But could you imagine it? Could your thirteen-year-old brain wrap itself around the idea that


  maybe one day they would leave for work in the morning and simply not . . . come . . . home?”


  Douglas’s fingers tightened around the cup until they turned white. He stared hard at it, at them.


  But eventually, he conceded, “No.”


  “And your brother, too. Had you ever been able to conceive of a time when he wouldn’t be


  there?”


  “But he was,” Douglas snapped. “He stayed. He could’ve gone to Vegas, trained with Coach


  Darryl years earlier, fought in the UFC. They offered him a contract. He told them no. So he could


  stay.” Ah, this time he met Nikolai’s eyes. “With me.”


  So certain, the poor dear. But Nikolai knew better. “Only on the weekends. He saw you, what,


  eight hours a week? Ten? You were a burden on him. A burden on everyone. Pattie died of a heart


  attack at just fifty-five years old, after raising you for six years. And Mike remarried and moved to


  Florida and never even asked if you wanted to come with him, did he? He had a new family. One he


  wanted. One he loved. One he chose.”


  “He loved me,” Dougie ground out, every word its own hate-filled sentence. “He still loves me.


  They didn’t have to keep me, you know. They chose to keep me.”


  Nikolai raised an eyebrow, leaned back in his chair. “They were paid to keep you.” Before


  Douglas’s protest could be voiced, Nikolai added, “Tell me, how often does he see you?”


  Douglas grimaced. “We . . . keep in touch. I called him. I called him last week! Well, a week


  before . . . before all this.”


  “And how long did you talk? Does he ever call you?”


  “He’s busy. Long distance is kind of expensive.”


  No reason to reply to that. They both knew it was ridiculous. This fight was won; time to tackle


  the brother again. “And Mat? Don’t you think he resents you? A promising career flushed down the toilet, and for what? You’re twenty-three years old and you’ve never had a job, you’re still piddling


  around in school avoiding the real world. You’ve made nothing of yourself, done nothing with all the


  sacrifices he’s made for you. The only reason he’s stuck around all this time is because he knows he’s


  one injury away from the end of his career, and what would he do then? One day, he’ll need you.


  He’ll need you to take care of him because he gave up the best years of his life for you.”


  “You think I don’t know that already? I’m happy to support him. Even if he never got injured . . .


  I’d have asked him to retire so I could take care of him. That’s why I was getting my Ph.D. To make enough money to take care of him.”


  Already talking as if that life was over and gone, and he didn’t even notice.


  “All right, then. Let’s accept your theoretical reality in which your brother is happy being


  financially dependent on you. Do you think he’s happy with you now? After what you did to him at the


  auction? After what you did to me this morning? Your brother fights me every single moment. You, on the other hand, choose to spare yourself pain at the expense of your dignity.”


  He smiled at the memory. Douglas swallowing down his revulsion, sucking Nikolai’s cock,


  pretending so earnestly to enjoy it. All to avoid pain.


  “But . . . but he doesn’t know what I’ve done here. Does he?” Such sweet insecurity. Nikolai


  relished it.


  “No, he doesn’t. I know you don’t realize it yet, but I’m not a cruel man. I wouldn’t humiliate you


  that way. But that doesn’t change the fact that you know that if he were privy to our private moments together, he might . . .”


  “Hate me,” Douglas finished. He picked up his spoon, nudged at his applesauce without eating it.


  “But that’s all right if he does, sir. I hate myself, too.”


  “You shouldn’t. And eventually, given time and my attentions, you won’t. I don’t hate you either, Douglas. I’ll never hate you, and I’ll never judge you. If you let me, I’ll love you as your father did, as Mat did. I simply ask you to consider, when the time comes that Mat does know what you’ve done, when he decides he can’t forgive you for having raped him, tortured him, but you’ve forgiven


  yourself, how will you reconcile that forgiveness with his hatred then?”


  More playing with his applesauce. This time he took a bite; he’d clearly lost his appetite, but it


  gave him time to think. He clunked the spoon down. Shook his head. “It’s not going to happen. It isn’t.


  I’m always going to hate this. Myself. You.”


  Nikolai risked a touch, curling his fingers around Douglas’s. The boy didn’t pull away, as if he


  simply couldn’t be bothered. Or didn’t think himself worth the bother. “I don’t think so, Douglas. My vast experience, in fact, assures me otherwise. Here, let me show you.”


  He sent Roger a simple text message—“Come”—and his prized pet appeared at the doorway


  less than a minute later.


  “Sir?” Roger asked, striding into the room and dropping to his knees at Nikolai’s feet. Nikolai


  held a hand out, cupped Roger’s head, drew it to his thigh. Roger didn’t question the affection or his


  purpose for being here, merely settled against his master with a contented sigh.


  “Roger here was like you once, Douglas. The very first lost soul I ever shaped on my own. He


  too was unwanted, unloved, wandering aimless and unhappy through life. Looking for meaning. I gave


  him purpose. Direction. And my heart, of course.” He smiled down at Roger, stroked his hair. Roger


  sighed again and closed his eyes, a perfect smile curling his lips. “I made him whole. Isn’t that right, Roger?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Tell the boy how you feel, Roger.”


  Without lifting his head from Nikolai’s thigh, Roger said, “I’ve never been as happy as the day


  you showed me to my new self, sir. I’m never so happy as when I’m with you. To pleasure you, sir . .


  .”


  He looked up, hopeful, one hand inching up Nikolai’s thigh. He wasn’t usually so clingy, but


  then, Nikolai wasn’t usually so permissive, and Roger knew him well enough by now to pick up on


  even his subtlest signals. Besides, this was what he’d brought him in for, so he smiled down at Roger,


  gave him a little nod, leaned back in his chair and spread his legs.


  “You see,” Nikolai said to Douglas as Roger settled between his thighs. “There’s no sadness in


  Roger’s life now. No pain. No fear at all. Only love, pride, pleasure. Look how happy he is.”


  He was happy indeed as he sucked Nikolai with such remarkable skill that Nikolai came in a


  minute, perhaps two. Nikolai let his affection for Roger shine through the whole time, though he kept


  his eyes locked with Douglas’s. See? You can have this. You can be this complete. You will love me


  and yourself. I’ll guide you.


  “This is . . .” Douglas licked his lips, unable to hide how he gawked at Roger dutifully lapping


  Nikolai’s sated cock clean. “This isn’t real love. It isn’t real happiness, either. I’m halfway through my Ph.D. in psychology—you think I can’t recognize Stockholm Syndrome? He’s brainwashed.


  You’ve . . . you abused him and tortured him and raped him and confused him until he twisted that


  around into love. Until he was so desperate for any scrap of affection that he—”


  Douglas’s face crumpled suddenly, in horror perhaps, or sadness, or fear. He’d looked at Roger


  and seen his future. Knew just enough about the human mind, no doubt, to know his own was not


  immune.


  “We are all creatures of our circumstances, Douglas. When those circumstances change, so too


  must we. Or be crushed by them. Don’t you want to be happy, Douglas? Don’t you want to live free of


  pain, free of fear?” He threaded his fingers through Roger’s hair as Roger buttoned his fly for him, let Roger rub his cheek against his chest. If men could purr, Roger would have been.


  Douglas watched all this, but said nothing. Revealed little on his face, either, his eyes shuttered,


  his lips pressed. But he was no different than the rest; Nikolai knew exactly what was going through


  his head right now.


  “You think you need not change because your circumstances will change back. You still hold


  onto hope that this life is temporary, that your old one is waiting for you to return to. And so you’ll resist, and try to fool me, and bide your time.”


  Still no reply, but a muscle twitched in Douglas’s jaw. Roger settled back on his heels, laid his


  head against Nikolai’s thigh, and rolled his eyes— Foolish child.


  “That’s all right, Douglas. Nothing will change that misconception but time. And I’ve plenty of


  that. We both do. In the meanwhile, like any good guardian, I’ll do my best to guide you, to bring you


  round to the truth, no matter how painful. Because only when you let go of the past can you accept the


  future. Only then can you truly change. And you may not believe it now, but the day will come when


  you’ll beg me to help you change. And I promise you I will.”


  Still the boy said nothing, though he looked on the verge of tears again. Processing, no doubt,


  trying to think ahead, to outmaneuver, to find the holes in Nikolai’s words. But Nikolai had been


  doing this long enough to know there weren’t any.


  “It’s a lot to take in, I know. I’ll speak with your brother; perhaps I can convince him to see you.


  Would you like that?”


  The silence stretched on so long he began to suspect Douglas wouldn’t speak to him at all, that


  perhaps this was some new tack, some new technique or resistance. But at last Douglas ground out,


  “Yes, sir.”


  Nikolai smiled, tapped Roger once on the shoulder—his signal to rise. “Very good. Now then,


  finish your food. And then get some rest—in the bed, if you would. You must keep your strength up.


  You’ll need it for what’s to come.”
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  He wasn’t going to sleep in the fucking bed.


  Grabbing one corner of the blanket, Douglas yanked it from its neat tuck around the mattress.


  Threw it around his shoulders. Realized this was the first time in more than a week that he wasn’t


  naked and pulled it closer. The first time he’d been warm, too. He pulled it up over his head, until


  only his face and fingers were showing.


  Much better.


  He considered the stripped bed again. Wasn’t sure why it horrified him so much; he’d been raped


  a hundred times in the past few weeks—on floors, in a van, on a table, on a fainting couch, even held


  aloft by several men—but never once in an actual bed. And yet the mere thought of climbing into it


  made him physically ill. The cage was just as bad, so he supposed it was back under the table again.


  But once he crawled under there, his decision to defy Nikolai would be made. There’d be no going


  back. Nikolai hadn’t hurt him yet—had in fact, strangely enough, been nothing but gentle with him,


  almost kind, if one didn’t count the as-good-as-rape blowjob (however ostensibly “willing” he’d


  been) and those awful, awful things Nikolai had said about his family. It sickened him to realize it, but in his heart, he wasn’t counting any of the shit Nikolai had done to hurt him. It seemed like nothing at all compared to what’d come before. Perfectly acceptable. Which frightened him even more than


  what Nikolai might do to him if he ever did disobey the man.


  So he puttered around the room, shielded by his blanket, trying to find something, anything, to keep him from needing to make a decision. His meal was gone, so that was no help. He finally wasn’t thirsty anymore, so he couldn’t kill time drinking. He’d already shaved and brushed his teeth, and a


  shower was still out of the question. But, hmm, hadn’t Nikolai told him to explore? He hadn’t really


  done that yet, had he? Would doing it now be disobeying Nikolai’s order to get some rest? And if so,


  would it be better or worse than disobeying Nikolai’s strongly worded suggestion to sleep in the bed?


  God, he just didn’t know.


  For a few minutes, at least, he resumed his fruitless search for hidden cameras, but once again


  found absolutely nothing. Not that he had any idea what he was actually looking for, unless you really


  could learn this kind of thing from old Bond films.


  Sean Connery would probably be handling this whole situation a hell of a lot better than he was.


  He wondered how Mat was handling it. Fighting. Nikolai had said he’d fought him at every turn.


  Dougie didn’t doubt that for a moment, which sadly made doubting other things Nikolai had said


  — he’d be disgusted by you—uncomfortably difficult. Equally uncomfortable was the thought that he half (okay, sometimes whole) wished Mat would stop fighting. Why fight a fight you couldn’t win?


  Sucking Nikolai off hadn’t been enjoyable, but it hadn’t been bad, and it could have been worse. So much worse.


  God, he really was a coward. No wonder Mat despised him.


  No. Mat didn’t despise him. Nikolai had only said he did. And surely he was lying. He was.


  He was probably lying about a lot of things. Intellectually, Dougie knew that. Knew the game


  Nikolai was playing. Knew how this worked—he’d studied the human psyche enough, read case


  studies about this very thing. Nikolai would isolate him physically and mentally, make a thousand
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  little cracks in Dougie’s faith and relationships by feeding him doubts so close to the truth that they very well could be truth, and then wedge himself firmly inside those cracks via a volatile mix of kindness, understanding ( I’m just like you, Douglas, I know what you’re going through), and


  brutality. He knew that. But he was also starting to understand, as those first cracks formed before his eyes ( Pattie had died far too young and far too stressed; Mike had moved away to start a new life without him; they both had been paid to keep him; Mat had given up his best shot at success to stay with Dougie; Dougie was a coward, while Mat was the strongest person he’d ever met), that knowing wouldn’t save him if someone didn’t rescue them soon.


  In fact, knowing might actually make it worse. For the first time in Dougie’s life, knowledge


  wasn’t power. Power was power, and the only person here who had any of that was Nikolai. And if he couldn’t fight that, then he’d simply have to outlast it. Someone would find them eventually.


  Someone would miss them, and someone would rescue them, and Nikolai and everyone else involved


  in this sick operation would be arrested, and Mat and Dougie would pick up the pieces. He just had to


  get through it with his body and his sanity intact.


  Survive.


  Dougie cast one last longing look under the table, pulled the blanket tighter around him, and


  crawled into bed.


  Sleeping in a bed, that was nice. Not that Mat would ever admit it, but waking up (the next


  morning? that afternoon? that evening? there was no way of telling time here, not even a regular meal


  schedule he could discern) without pain in his back and neck was a welcome change. Waking up


  without pain period was a welcome change—or at least without the agony of that poison Nikolai had pumped into him. His ass still hurt from last night’s ramming with that huge fucking dildo, but he


  could live with that. After what’d come before, it was downright peaceful.


  In fact, he was so comfortable right now he didn’t want to move. Soft-but-not-too-soft mattress


  and pillow beneath him. Warm blanket. Smooth sheets. But he was stiff, sore, like the day after going


  six rounds in that underground fight ring. Covered in dried sweat. Thirsty, too. The shower in the


  bathroom was calling to him.


  Decision made, he threw back the covers and swung to his feet . . . and promptly fell back on his


  ass. Moving hurt. God, he was stiff. He lay back on the mattress, stretched carefully, and tried again.


  Better.


  He stumbled to the bathroom, half expecting the door to open, Nikolai to come charging in with


  some new torture (or worse, the auto-injector), but he didn’t. Half expected the taps to be dry, or at


  least for the water to be freezing, but it wasn’t. The hot water was fucking heaven, and so far he’d only stuck his hand beneath the tap. On impulse, he plugged the drain; a bath would be better than a


  shower. Maybe not the manliest thing ever, but his body needed a long, hot soak, and frankly, he


  wasn’t a hundred percent convinced he could stay on his feet through a whole shower.


  He soaked until the water went tepid, leaned back, eyes closed, trying very, very hard to think of


  nothing. Not where he was, or how he’d gotten here, or what would happen next, or Dougie, or—


  Wow, was he ever shit at thinking of nothing. Heaven, he reminded himself, sitting up just long enough to run more hot water into the tub. Enjoy it. It’s the first thing that hasn’t hurt in God knows how long. Fucking exquisite.


  At some point, he wrangled up the energy to actually wash himself instead of lying there like a


  knocked-out fighter. The soap smelled a little bit like Old Spice and left his skin, which had pruned in the long soak, soft to the touch. He worked it into a lather over what had to be at least a week’s


  growth of beard—itchy, God, he hated it—worked up the energy to haul himself out of the tub, and shaved the dead animal off his face with a safety razor he found in the medicine cabinet. Toothbrush


  and toothpaste there, too, which he also availed himself of. Rinsed his mouth and took a long drink


  from the tap. Then he peered in the cabinet under the sink, where he found, hallelujah, a bath towel.


  He scrubbed dry and wrapped it around his waist. Maybe Nikolai would let him keep it.


  Or maybe not. Fucker.


  Well, maybe the fucker would feed him, at least. He patted his conspicuously flat stomach and


  padded out into the main room, hoping to find food.


  What he found was Nikolai, sitting at the table with a cup of coffee and a novel, one leg folded


  primly over the other. And a capped syringe beside his mug.


  Mat stopped up short, breath catching so hard he felt dizzy. No. No, not again.


  He’d already stumbled back into the bathroom before he realized he’d moved. Hand on the door,


  halfway to slamming it shut, as if he thought he could disappear, like Nikolai hadn’t seen him, like


  he’d never been there. Maybe Nikolai would give up waiting.


  “You look well rested,” Nikolai commented, eyes not leaving his book. Mat still couldn’t


  breathe, couldn’t take his own eyes off the syringe. “Put that towel away and come sit.”


  Fuck you, don’t tell me what to do. Fuck you, pervert. Fuck you, well rested my ass.


  But Mat said, “Yes sir,” and pulled the towel from his body. Wouldn’t give Nikolai an excuse to


  . . . to . . . He tore his eyes from the needle, back to Nikolai. The man wasn’t even looking at him


  strip. Did he not get off on it? Then what the fuck was this fucking place and why the fuck was he


  here? Mat dropped the towel to the floor.


  “Really?” Nikolai asked. “Are you really trying that? Don’t be a slob. Pick it up and put it where


  it belongs. Now. Consequences.”


  God, Nikolai’s conditioning and mind games must have been working, because just the first


  syllable of that word made him shudder. The needle. The needle on the table. Mat quickly stooped to snatch up the towel.


  “Don’t dawdle in there,” Nikolai called after him. “You can’t avoid this forever.”


  Avoid what ? What have I done this time?


  God, he was going crazy. Turning into a beaten dog. His mind went over the last twenty-four


  hours, trying desperately to come up with an explanation, a reason why he could be punished. He’d


  slept in the bed like he was told. Was he not supposed to shower without permission? Was he not


  supposed to sleep under the covers? Was he . . .


  He fell back into the main room, where Nikolai still waited. “Come sit,” Nikolai said, then


  snapped his fingers and pointed to the empty chair across from him.


  Mat forced himself into the seat.


  “Have you ever injected yourself before?” Nikolai asked casually. “With a needle like this?


  Steroids, perhaps? Blood doping? Heroin? Be honest.”


  God, what the fuck kind of question was that? Mat opened his mouth to speak, but his throat was


  so tight. He shook his head. He still couldn’t take his eyes off the fucking needle.


  Which meant he didn’t see Nikolai’s slap coming until it was too late. Not that he could’ve done


  anything about it, anyway. Maybe it was better that he hadn’t seen; what if his body had reacted on its own?


  “You’ll speak when told to, boy. If I ask you a question, I expect a clear answer. At the very least


  ‘yes, sir’ or ‘no, sir.’”


  Mat rubbed at his stinging cheek. A ridiculous thing to do, as hard and as often as he’d been hit in


  his life. “No, sir,” he managed. “Never.”


  It wasn’t even a very big needle. Like a flu shot, maybe. Or an insulin injection. Certainly not the auto-injector. Why the change?


  Nikolai laid his fingertips atop it and pushed it across the table. To Mat. Casual as could be, like


  it was a mug of beer or some shit instead of pure hellish fucking torture in a syringe. “I want you to inject yourself with this. Do you think you need instructions on how?”


  Mat’s heart dropped into his stomach. “Inject my . . . but why, sir? What did I do? Look, I—


  whatever I did, I’m sorry. I’ll fix it. I won’t do it again. Please. Please, please sir.”


  All pride gone, Mat slid out of his chair, down to the floor. On his knees. He fucking crawled to Nikolai’s feet, pressed his lips to Nikolai’s instep—wasn’t that a thing guys like him liked? He’d


  fucking lick the sole of his shoe if it meant he wouldn’t have to do this. “Please, sir, I’ll suck you, I’ll do whatever you want—”


  Nikolai grabbed Mat’s wrist—Mat had been reaching for Nikolai’s fly, hadn’t even realized it—


  and twisted it to straining in a simple joint lock. “What I want,” he said, “is not to have to repeat myself. As any master would expect. Instant, unquestioning obedience, Mathias. Though I’ll grant you


  that my client does want the illusion of struggle. So if you must argue? At least pretend to fight, not grovel like some toothless dog. Now get up.” He let Mat’s hand drop.


  Mat scrambled back to his chair and sat again. The needle was still there waiting for him. Just


  looking at it made him want to puke. He didn’t take it. “Can’t you at least tell me why, sir? I mean, if it’s a consequence, shouldn’t I at least—”


  “You only get explanations for what I do when I think it prudent. Unquestioning obedience. Don’t make me say it again, because then there really will be consequences. Take the syringe. Now. ”


  If I’ve already injected myself with this stuff, what else can he fucking do? What consequences


  could possibly be—


  Dougie. He wouldn’t he said he wouldn’t. But oh God does that mean anything does his word


  mean anything do I deserve his word I’m a fucking dog to him.


  Mat picked up the syringe with fingers trembling so hard he dropped it almost immediately.


  Picked it up again. Maybe Nikolai didn’t mean Dougie. Maybe he meant . . . who knew, maybe a 24/7


  intravenous drip of this shit? How long could he live like that before his heart gave out? Or worse,


  his mind? How many times had he begged to die today alone?


  “It would help if you took the cap off.”


  God, was that humor in the sick fuck’s voice? Mat couldn’t make his hands work. Why couldn’t


  he make his hands work?


  Nikolai laid one of his own hands across Mat’s, helping to steady him. Mat worked the cap free.


  “A large muscle, if you would. The top of the thigh, perhaps.”


  Mat looked down at his own naked thigh and swallowed back the urge to vomit. It was a near


  thing, never mind that he hadn’t eaten since what he assumed was yesterday. He gripped the syringe in


  his fist, held it over his leg . . .


  “I can’t,” he said. Begged.


  Nikolai looked none too pleased. Not giving an inch. Firm, like a disappointed father. Ugh, what


  a sick fucking thought. “You can. You will.”


  “Please,” Mat tried again, but was already pushing the needle into his thigh. It bit the muscle, and


  then—


  “Push the plunger,” Nikolai ordered.


  Mat did, squeezing his eyes shut. Hardest fucking thing he’d ever done, and he’d buried his


  parents, lost his brother to the foster system, spent the last few weeks in Madame’s dubious care. He


  ground his teeth, waited for the fire to start.


  It didn’t. He opened one eye, then the other. Looked down at the needle, suddenly unsure he’d


  gotten it into himself. But no, there it was, sticking out of his thigh like some kind of grotesque


  sideshow. He pulled it out, watched a single bead of blood well up.


  “You see?” Nikolai sounded pleased. When Mat looked up, he found him smiling.


  “Unquestioning obedience, Mathias. This was never meant as a punishment.”


  A test? Some kind of sick fucking test ?


  “But it could have been, had you refused me. Do you understand now?”


  “Ye . . .” He blinked, his tongue thick in his mouth, like it was made of toffee or something. No,


  that didn’t make sense. “Yessir.” Oh God, he was slurring.


  Oh. It felt good. His vision swam, his body pulsed with warmth, and he should have been


  frightened or furious at being drugged like this but God it felt so damn fucking fantastic. Christ, he even had the beginnings of a hard-on.


  “Your brother has taken well to this lesson already, Mathias. Life here need not hurt. Well . . .”


  he shrugged. “Yours may no matter what you do, and I’d be remiss to pretend it might be otherwise.


  But there can be much pleasure as a pleasure slave, if you allow it. Embrace it. Or, in your case, don’t fight it too hard. Remember this: you must struggle, but you must always let your master win in the end. And the end comes when he decides it, not when you do. Follow those rules and you may


  find yourself feeling this good again.”


  Token resistance, then give in. Got it. It all seemed so simple when he put it like that. So easy.


  Mat slumped back in his chair. Would Nikolai mind if he went to bed now? He just wanted to close


  his eyes. Float. Bask in this . . . whatever it was. Not hurting. Yeah, that was it—bask in not hurting.


  “I’d like to talk to you now, Mathias. Honestly.”


  Honest. He could do honest. “You suck. Um, sir.”


  Oh God, had he said that out loud?


  Nikolai laughed. “I’ll forgive that on account of the drug, Mathias. But what I would really like


  to talk about is your brother. Will you tell me about him?”


  “Doan’ wanna talk about him,” Mat replied.


  “I’d prefer if you did.” Nikolai’s tone was warning. Even high out of his mind, Mat picked up on


  that.


  “What d’you wan’ me to say? He’s my brother. I love him. I miss him. I’m afraid for him.”


  “He’s flourishing here, you know.”


  No. “Bullshit. No.”


  “Yes. I think in less than a month, he’ll have learned to be very happy here. With me. With his


  new purpose.”


  “He adapts.” The thought made Mat suddenly, blindingly proud. “He’s a smart kid, no’ like me.


  He does what he’s gotta to get by.”


  “How do you feel about that?”


  “Scares me. Makes me feel like . . . like I dunno him. Can’t know him. Me, I’m always the same


  no matter what. Him, he’s who he needs to be.”


  God, why was he saying all this stuff? Couldn’t seem to stop it. “Chameleon,” his mouth added,


  as if he hadn’t spewed enough secrets to Nikolai already.


  “Scares you? Do you think if it would save himself, he’d hurt you?”


  “Done it already, hasn’e. You saw. At the auction. Fucking raped me with that . . . that thing.


  Tortured me. Held me still while I begged him to stop—” No. No. He didn’t mean any of that. Didn’t mean it. He knew Dougie had only done what he’d had to do, had only done what Madame had forced him to do . . . But why couldn’t he say that? Where was all this awful shit coming from? “I can’t . . . I can’t trust him.” Yes, I can. I can and shut up, stop talking, stop talking stop talking you don’t mean any of this stop talking. “He can trust me, but I can’t trust him.”


  “Why do you think that is? Would you have done things differently?”


  “I’d have let those fuckers kill me before I hurt him. But I’m an idiot. Dunno when to quit. Coach


  Darryl’s been tellin’ me that for years, didja know? I never let him throw in the towel. Never tapped


  out in a money match. Not once.” He frowned. “Ref called it a few times, though . . .”


  “Mathias.” Nikolai snapped his fingers an inch from Mat’s nose. “Focus. Are you focused?”


  Mat stared at Nikolai’s hanging hand. “Sure.”


  “Do you think you give up too much for him?”


  “For the ref?”


  That hanging hand lashed out and slapped him again. Ow. “For your brother. ”


  Oh. “It’s’not like that.”


  “What’s it like?”


  “I jus’ wish I was more like him. I wish I could survive like he does. You know, just sit down


  and say to myself I wanna live and this is what I can givvup to do it.”


  “Do you think you’re going to die here?”


  Mat nodded. “’Less you’re as good as you think you are. You’ll kill me one day. I’ll piss you off,


  cos I’m not like Dougie, an’ even though I do wanna live I can’t . . . I can’t just . . .” He shrugged, forgot where he was going with that. “An’ one day I’ll, I dunno, punch you in the dick or something,


  and you’ll kill me. An’ then one of your goons will fuck my dead ass, I bet. They get off on that, you


  think? God knows they get off’n everything else.”


  Nikolai grimaced, and it was actually kind of funny, that face he was making, and Mat had to


  press a hand to his mouth to hold back a giggle. But then Nikolai looked sad instead, and that wasn’t


  funny at all.


  “I wish I could help you to accept all this as I’m helping your brother to accept it. I truly do. But I can’t, do you understand?”


  Mat nodded. “You need me to fight. An’ then throw the match. S’what your ‘client’ wants, right?”


  “That’s right.” Nikolai leaned in close, laid a hand on Mat’s forearm. “Do you have it in you to


  throw the match, Mathias?”


  Mat thought about that for a moment, but he already knew the answer. “For me? No. M’not strong


  like Dougie—not strong enough to give shit up like that justa save my ass. But for him? Yes. For


  Dougie.” He snorted with sudden laughter. “For Dougie’s ass.”


  “Quite,” Nikolai said.


  “Quite what?” Mat asked, but Nikolai just shook his head and said, “Nothing. Go to sleep.”


  Which left Mat with the niggling sense that something was horribly wrong, but he couldn’t quite


  hold on to it. Besides, he’d learned his lesson, even if he couldn’t quite think what it was right now.


  But the bed was inviting. So he crawled into it and closed his eyes.


  Nikolai tucked the covers around Mat’s shoulders, leaned in near his ear, and said, “I am that


  good,” and then, “I promise you’re not going to die here.” Then Nikolai kissed him on the forehead,


  which seemed very strange, but then he was gone and Mat wasn’t sure any of it had ever happened at


  all.
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  Do you have it in you to throw the match, Mathias?


  Nikolai clicked pause on the security footage and allowed himself a single, satisfying moment of


  self-pity. He’d watched it four times now. He knew what was coming next. What he didn’t know was how to deal with the inconvenient truth of it, and so he clicked play again, hoping like a fool that a


  fifth viewing might reveal some new nuance, some new truth.


  For me? Mathias said. He shook his head, expression serious, momentarily clear of the drug


  haze. No. M’not strong like Dougie—not strong enough to give shit up like that justa save my ass.


  But for him? Yes. For Dougie. A laugh, too loud, as boorish as the bulk of the outside world. It made Nikolai’s upper lip curl in disgust. For Dougie’s ass.


  He hit pause again. Tapped his thumb against the desk, but then stopped himself. Forty-one years


  old or not, his mentor would’ve rapped him across the knuckles if he’d still been alive to catch him


  fidgeting like that.


  “What am I going to do with you?” he asked the frozen image of Mathias on his computer screen.


  He couldn’t lean on Douglas forever to keep Mathias in line. Not unless he could convince his client


  to buy them both, and that aside, the thought rankled. To be bested by some . . . some animal without the first hint of culture or refinement or higher education. Oh, he could break him, sure. But breaking a man was no great challenge for him, not anymore. Controlling a man without breaking him . . . Well,


  maybe he’d bitten off more than he could chew, after all.


  He leaned back in his chair, pressed his fingertips to his temples and rubbed. Childishly, he


  allowed himself to wish his mentor were here. His mentor would’ve known what to do. Would’ve


  been able to show him how to handle this.


  But his mentor was dead, and wishing things were different was pointless, sentimental tripe (and


  dangerous besides). Perhaps he could continue to rely on threats against Douglas a while longer yet,


  until he’d worn Mathias down by strain and time and routine, and then slowly wean Douglas out of


  Mathias’s life. Perhaps he needed to turn Mathias against Douglas as surely as he was turning


  Douglas against Mathias. Except, without breaking Mathias, how could he fill the hole Douglas


  would leave in the man’s life? Where would his new purpose come from, his new will to live? More


  carrot and less stick, perhaps. Find what else mattered and give it to him.


  But just in case that wouldn’t work, just in case he failed—and oh, how that thought made him


  nearly physically ill—he’d best call his client and try to talk the man into buying both brothers.


  Perhaps he could even offer to throw Douglas in for free; he’d certainly be making enough on the sale


  of Mathias to absorb that. Besides, if it came to that, then he’d have failed in his own obligations, and wouldn’t deserve to make a profit anyway.


  Nikolai sighed and shoved away from the computer. He’d go to see the boy now. Do what he did


  best. He wasn’t above soothing his own ruffled ego with a healthy dose of forward momentum on that


  pretty little project.


  Douglas was still asleep, curled up on his side and wrapped in a cocoon of blankets, when


  Nikolai arrived.


  Nikolai stood at the foot of the bed. Cleared his throat.


  Nothing. Interesting. A boy only slept this deeply when he felt—on some subconscious level, at


  least—safe. Though Nikolai supposed nearly anything would be safe by comparison to Madame’s.


  Still, he’d managed to avoid the need for physical harm with the boy so far, and for all of Douglas’s


  protestations of his misery, the technique was clearly working. A good thing for Nikolai, too, because


  the light hand he used with Douglas balanced out the cruel one he used with the brother.


  “Wake up,” he said, projecting his voice, and this time Douglas jolted awake. Turned and, seeing


  Nikolai, fell startled from the bed.


  He looked rather like he was about to be sick. Nikolai hoped he wouldn’t; it would put him off


  his morning plans.


  But Douglas didn’t get sick. Just knelt there, still wrapped in his blanket, blinking and panting.


  Shivering? Yes, that too.


  “Do you think this is an appropriate way to greet one’s master?” Nikolai asked. “Hiding yourself


  like this? If your master comes to you in the night and wishes to use you, he should not have to fight


  the bedsheets for access.” Nikolai shook his head, stern, fatherly. “I think it’s about time I taught you some basic etiquette. Start by making the bed. Then kneel beside it when you’re finished, and we’ll


  go from there.”


  As it turned out, the boy was pin neat. Though he unwrapped himself reluctantly and with


  trembling hands, he made the bed with all the speed and precision of a high-end hotel maid. For a


  moment when he was finished, though, he looked sick again, lost, as if wishing he’d not finished the


  chore so quickly. After all, that left him nothing to do but fall to his knees at Nikolai’s feet—a task he’d not learn to relish for some time yet.


  Right now, in fact, he clearly feared it, hands fisting tight on his thighs as those big blue Disney


  eyes shimmered with wetness. And his posture was appalling. All hunched and tight, hiding himself


  as best he could.


  “Pull yourself together. I don’t have a taste for crying men. Hands behind your back. Spread your


  knees. Didn’t Madame teach you anything?”


  “Y-yes, sir, I’m sorry, sir.” He spread his knees, straightened his shoulders, folded his hands


  behind his back. Still far too tense to look elegant, but that was all right. There was time for that.


  “Lovely,” Nikolai said, and the boy looked pleased a moment before he remembered to be angry


  and afraid again. “Very pretty. I could sit and look at you like this all day and not get bored. Someday, I might. Your future master may well use you as decoration sometimes—live statuary, if you will.


  And so you must learn patience, and stillness, and discipline to hold position, no matter how tiring or boring. Or painful, if you’ve been tied cruelly.”


  Questions brimmed in the boy’s still-watering eyes: Now? Will you tie me cruelly?


  “I have other plans for you today,” Nikolai said, as if Douglas had asked aloud. “Tell me. Had


  you ever been anally penetrated before you were procured? Perhaps by your own hand? Honest


  answer.”


  Douglas shook his head. “N— Um, well, I mean . . .” Oh, that blush was a lovely sight on his


  sun-starved skin. “No. No, sir.”


  “Are you lying to me right now?”


  A gulp. “I . . . Sir, there was one time. When Mat . . . when Mat came out. I tried it just . . . just to see if I was like him. Only one finger. I didn’t . . . I didn’t even make it past the tip. It was weird. I didn’t like it. So I guess . . . I guess I decided I wasn’t like him at all.”


  How delightfully naive—Nikolai had to stifle a smile. “I don’t want to lead you into thinking that


  your sexuality is in any way relevant anymore, but you realize anal stimulation isn’t the sole province of gay men, don’t you? The physiology doesn’t discriminate.”


  “I was ten. But I know that now, sir.”


  “I think you’re in need of a demonstration. Come.” He held out his hand, pleased to see the boy


  didn’t flinch at the gentle motion. “Let us muss your finely made bed with some much-needed pleasure


  in your life.”


  Not unexpectedly, Douglas didn’t take his hand. “Sir, I . . .” More furious blushing. Nikolai


  withheld his scolding for the disobedience, waiting to see if the boy might reveal some useful truth. “I appreciate the offer, but I . . . I don’t want t—”


  “What you want ceased to matter the moment you were procured.”


  “Kidnapped, you mean!” Douglas shouted. And yet he hadn’t unfolded his hands from their neat


  position behind his back.


  Nikolai backhanded him. His cheekbone felt like porcelain compared to his brother’s. “Rescued,


  if you ask me. From a life of aimless, needless suffering. From a world of animal cruelty. From a


  loveless existence, Douglas. Everyone you’ve ever loved has left you. But I won’t, Douglas. And I’ll


  always love you, if you let me.”


  “Shut up!” Douglas wailed. “Just shut up and fuck me already. Do whatever you want. Stick


  whatever you want up my ass, I don’t care. Just stop with the fucking mind games! Please. Sir.”


  A whole tirade, and he still hadn’t broken position. Hadn’t cried, either, though he still looked very much on the verge. Nikolai squatted in front of him, cupped Douglas’s chin in a gentle hand. “Is


  that what you want?”


  Douglas sniffed, blinked back tears and hardened his features. “I thought what I wanted didn’t


  matter anymore.”


  “Then why ask for anything at all?”


  That one seemed to stump the boy. He said nothing. Finally shrugged.


  “Hope,” Nikolai told him. “You hope for things. Hope is a fool’s game. Hope will only break


  your heart. Like your parents did. Like Pattie and Mike did. Like Mathias did.”


  The fuck you was stamped all over Douglas’s face. For a moment, Nikolai was certain the boy


  would spit on him. But then wisdom won out. He said nothing. Did nothing.


  “You hope I won’t hurt you. I hadn’t yet, not until you went off like some spoiled child and


  forced my hand. Will you force me again? Or will you lay hope by the wayside where it belongs, and


  balance your choices and consequences like the smart young man you are?”


  Douglas seemed to understand it was a rhetorical question. He held his tongue. The fury in his


  eyes burned down.


  “I will teach you pleasure today, Douglas, regardless of what you want. But first I’ll teach you to undress your master properly. This suit I’m wearing is terribly expensive. You must learn to care for


  it as well as me.” He stood. Held his hand out again. Reminded, firmly, “Consequences, Douglas.”


  The boy took his hand, let himself be pulled to his feet. Listened attentively as Nikolai walked


  him through undressing him as a groom or valet might have, if the valet had been servicing his master


  in other ways. Care for the clothing, yes—hanging every item precisely in the closet, brushing away


  the lint and the wrinkles—but care for Nikolai’s arousal, as well, kissing and caressing each freshly


  exposed patch of skin, worshipping but never rushing toward climax. And yes, Nikolai was definitely


  aroused. The anticipation was doing wonderful things to him, would have been doing those wonderful


  things even if Douglas weren’t such a delectably appetizing little specimen.


  When he was naked, he stood still a moment just to see what his new boy would do. Douglas


  kept his eyes averted like a good, little slave, but Nikolai suspected it had less to do with knowing his place and more to do with embarrassment and shame. Either way, it was well past time for Nikolai to


  collect on what he was owed.


  “Crawl up onto the bed now, Douglas. Face down, legs spread. Ass up nice and high for me.”


  Douglas, lulled by the hypnosis of orders stacked on orders, went to the bed as if without


  registering what he’d been asked to do. It was only once he was in the position Nikolai had


  commanded that he seemed to wake up to the reality of his situation and begin to tremble.


  “This doesn’t have to hurt. Nothing with me ever has to hurt. You may actually go so far as to


  enjoy this, if you let yourself. I want you to remember that.”


  Douglas’s small hands fisted the sheets, his back arching. “Yes sir,” he mumbled against the


  mattress.


  Nikolai let himself groan when he climbed up onto the bed behind his new pet. The view was


  lovely. So perfectly pale and still nearly smooth from Madame’s wax job. So lovely, in fact, that


  Nikolai found himself fighting back a disconcertingly animal impatience to feel himself buried deep.


  “I want to see you. Use both hands to spread yourself. Don’t lift your head.”


  Douglas’s hands untangled from the sheets, reached back, and clutched to his own ass cheeks.


  Exactly like his brother had—white-knuckled and trembling. The difference here, of course, being


  that Nikolai had been quite certain Douglas would obey.


  And this ass, unlike his brother’s, was soft, smooth, unmarred by damage, pink and tight-looking.


  Nikolai would have to treat it kindly to keep it in that condition. Not really a hardship, honestly. He wanted to make the boy feel good, make him forget all his sadness, his fear, his pain. He had no


  desire to hurt the boy, hoped Douglas wouldn’t force his hand.


  The boy was clean, still smelled of soap from a recent washing. Nikolai settled comfortably


  between Douglas’s thighs and placed a gentle kiss on one cheek, right above Douglas’s shaking


  fingers. “Deep breath,” he said. “I really don’t intend to hurt you. Quite the contrary, in fact.”


  The commanded deep breath was as shaky as the boy’s hands. Best to give him something on


  which to focus all that nervous energy.


  “Pay attention now,” Nikolai said, still gentle, but firm too. “Very soon, you’ll be expected to do


  this yourself, so best to get the basics down before that time comes.”


  “Wh-what are you going to do, sir? Why are you . . .?”


  “Shhh. You can’t very well concentrate if you’re talking.” Another kiss to the boy’s left buttock.


  He shooed Douglas’s hands away, replaced them with his own. Spread him wide and blew a stream


  of warm air in his crack. “Think of your master’s body as a shrine at which he deigns you worthy


  enough to worship. You will not always be so privileged. But when you are, you must never forget what an honor you’ve been given—or that you’re bowing before a god who must be pleased.”


  Another kiss, wetter and closer to his hole. Douglas shivered beneath him, as if fighting against


  his own urge to flee. He very likely was. Nikolai mouthed the delectable flesh, bit down softly—not


  hard enough even to leave a hint of a mark—and then soothed it with a broad swipe of his tongue.


  Douglas gasped.


  “The body is a glorious thing, Douglas. We’ve so much capacity for pleasure—or pain. Both to


  receive and to inflict. Just pleasure today, though, as long as you cooperate. Take another deep


  breath.”


  Douglas was hyperventilating a little. And the deep breath didn’t do much to help. That was all


  right. Soon he’d be panting and crying and whimpering and moaning. Nikolai had only had the


  slightest preview of the way the boy reacted to pleasure, but what he’d seen was immensely


  promising.


  “The tongue, for example. Truly a remarkable muscle. You must work to keep yours strong and


  flexible. Learn to put it to the great many uses your master might require of you. A demonstration . . .”


  He ran the flat of his tongue right up Douglas’s crack. Another gasp from the boy, more surprise


  than pleasure. When Nikolai licked Douglas again, a focused motion this time, circling and circling


  Douglas’s hole with the tip of his tongue, Douglas gasped, “Don’t!”


  Nikolai spanked him sharply. “I’ll do whatever I like, and you’ll learn to appreciate it.”


  “Y-yes, sir. But sir . . . It’s, I mean . . . that’s dirty.”


  Nikolai leaned in again, nice and close now, nose to Douglas’s skin, tongue flickering lightly


  over the depression around his hole. Douglas yelped, like a dog that had been stepped on. “Tastes


  clean enough to me,” Nikolai said. “But if you insist on disagreeing, we’ll stop for now and give you


  an enema. Your choice.”


  “N-no, sir. It’s, um. Fine.”


  Nikolai flicked his tongue back and forth over Douglas’s hole again. “Honestly, it’s very unlikely


  any master would ever rim you, but you’ll be expected to keep as clean as if they did it every day.


  Personally, I quite enjoy it, especially with my straight pets. The combination of exquisite pleasure


  and deep-seated taboo and disgust is wonderfully volatile.” He paused to lick again, and this time


  made a hard little point of the tip of his tongue and thrust it right through the clenched ring of muscle, earning himself another kicked-dog yelp. “I could break a man just with this. You’ll weather it,


  though.”


  “Y-yes, sir,” Douglas panted, fists tight in the sheets again.


  “And if ever you’re ordered to do this to your master—which you will be, I assure you—or even


  to another slave, you must never complain of the smell, or the taste, or the dirtiness of it, do you understand? I don’t care if your master sprays liquid flatulence in your mouth while you rim him.”


  Nikolai swallowed a gag at his own disgusting turn of phrase. What an absolutely horrible thing to


  say. He was spending too much time with the brother. “If he’s ordered your attentions, you’ll give


  them as if you’re licking your favorite ice cream. Am I clear?”


  Douglas swallowed hard enough for Nikolai to hear. “Yes, sir.”


  Quite a shaky affirmation. Nikolai made a mental note to test the boy’s resolve in this regard


  sometime before selling him.


  But for now, best to return to the task at hand. This lesson was about pleasure, and he intended to


  keep it that way. He gripped Douglas’s ass, squeezing hard, and dove in wholeheartedly. He spat to


  get him wet. Fucked him repeatedly with his tongue. Used sloppy, broad motions to wet the smooth


  hardness behind his hanging sac.


  The boy was biting the blanket now, making high-pitched whines and whimpers that he only half


  managed to smother. His body bucked and twisted in Nikolai’s grip, but he didn’t try to escape. In


  fact, once or twice Nikolai could swear he pushed back, trying for more, deeper, and Nikolai refused him every time, darting back, attacking again when Douglas had stopped trying to dominate the pace.


  “Don’t neglect the ball sac,” he paused to say once he’d nearly worked the boy into a frenzy. “Or


  the penis, if your master has given you permission to touch him. He may not, if he plans to draw out


  his pleasure.” Nikolai slid a hand around Douglas’s hip to his raging hard-on— ah, the joys of being twenty-three—and laved his tongue hard and heavy across the boy’s balls. Sucked one into his


  mouth, then the other, then nosed behind them to lick his perineum. In front of him, Douglas


  whimpered and moaned and squirmed, whines of mortification and unwanted pleasure a heady


  mixture in Nikolai’s ears. He curled his fingers tighter around Douglas’s erection and thrust back


  inside the boy’s hole with his tongue, fucking him with it in time to his strokes, forcing the boy right to the edge—


  And then pulling back and clamping fingers down around the base of his cock, stopping him from


  tipping over.


  Douglas lay stiff and tense, panting hard and flushed halfway down his back, head turned to one


  side, jaw and eyes clenched shut.


  “Some masters take great pleasure from tormenting their slaves with their own desire. Ordering


  another slave to bring them to the brink of orgasm over and over without ever letting them spill. Or


  perhaps letting them eventually, if they beg prettily enough. Would you beg me now, Douglas?”


  “No,” the boy moaned. Halfway to broken already. “I don’t want . . . I don’t . . . I . . .”


  Nikolai chuckled to himself. The poor thing didn’t know what he wanted.


  “Time for your next lesson, then,” he said, and added when the boy tensed as if bracing for pain,


  “all pleasure, I promise.”


  He ran a hand back through his hair, taking a deep breath to calm himself. He wasn’t as worked


  up as Douglas was, but he was feeling dangerously out of control. If he were a lesser man and a


  lesser master, he’d punish the boy for inciting him so.


  “Tell me, when you fingered yourself before, how did you do it?”


  “I . . . I just did it, sir. I . . .”


  “Did you lubricate yourself?”


  “I didn’t have anything to do that with.”


  “Do what with?”


  A shaky inhalation through the nose. “Lubricate myself, sir. I didn’t have anything to lubricate


  myself with.”


  “Of course you did. You had your own saliva, did you not? Not exactly the most efficient method,


  but serviceable enough. You could probably penetrate yourself now without any pain, wet and


  relaxed as I’ve made your hole.”


  Douglas actually shuddered in disgust.


  “Let’s test my theory. Give me your hand. Don’t change positions. Just reach back.”


  It took Douglas a moment or two to let go of the sheets he was clinging to, but eventually he did


  as told, meekly offering up his hand even as he asked, “D-do I have to, sir?”


  “Yes. It’s one thing to weather a man forcing his way into you like you no doubt did at


  Madame’s. Quite another to penetrate properly, whether oneself or others. Discipline, Douglas.” He


  took the boy’s hand, gently guiding it where it needed to go. He dragged the limp fingers up and down


  the boy’s wet crack, up and down, up and down, watching with distinct pleasure as Douglas’s hole


  twitched on every pass. “Your body wants to be filled,” he said. “Feel it?” Just the middle finger,


  now. He guided it to circle, then pushed it inside. Douglas hissed, but didn’t cry out. “Don’t tense.


  There’s no call for it. You’ll only cause yourself pain.”


  “Please, sir,” Douglas whined, “I don’t . . . I don’t like it, pl—”


  “Don’t lie to me, Douglas. I won’t abide that.” He slid his free hand beneath Douglas’s body


  again, gripped the boy’s cock, hard as it was right before Nikolai had stopped him from orgasming.


  “I’m going to let go of your hand now. I want you to fuck yourself. You’re to add a second finger as


  soon as you’re able, and don’t even think of procrastinating on that. Some days, this will be the only preparation you’ll have before your master fucks you with his cock or his fist or anything else he


  might deign to shove inside you.” The boy blanched visibly at fist. Another training session to add to his mental checklist. “You’d best learn to be efficient at it. Or you really will suffer consequences,


  Douglas, in the traditional sense of the term.”


  Douglas’s finger began to move.


  “That’s it. Now remember, I’m watching. Put on a nice show for me. Let me hear you moan. I


  know you want to.”


  Douglas didn’t at first, but then he added a second finger like a good boy without being


  reminded, and that drew out a soft little noise. Not the fake ones he’d made for Nikolai’s benefit


  when he’d been sucking cock. This was genuine pleasure, tearing its way unbidden and unstoppable


  out of his throat.


  “That’s it, Douglas, that’s very good. Very good. Now here”—he curled his fingers gently around Douglas’s palm, tilted his hand up at just the right angle. Douglas went limp, let himself be posed.


  “Let me show you how to make it better. Fingers in as far as you can, that’s it. Now curl them forward


  and make short little strokes, looking for th—” Douglas grunted and lurched, toes curling. “The hard


  little nub,” Nikolai finished through a smile. “That’s your prostate. If you rub it long and hard enough, you may orgasm from that alone, or ejaculate without orgasming. But don’t do that now—I’ll be quite


  cross with you if you ejaculate or orgasm before I’m through with this lesson.”


  Douglas stroked hesitantly, once, twice, thrice, letting out a bitten-back gasp each time.


  “In the event your master orders you to penetrate him with anything at all—your fingers, your


  cock, a toy—you should pay careful mind to his prostate. A good deal of pleasure comes from


  stimulation of that gland.”


  Nikolai could tell Douglas was nodding because his whine wobbled with the motion of his head.


  God, how could Nikolai ever sell him now? He was so unimaginably perfect.


  “Do you think you can take my cock now?” he asked. “And don’t dare lie.”


  “Please don’t, please . . .” And yet he still fucked himself with his fingers. Hard, firm, rocking


  motions. Hungry.


  Nikolai sighed heavily, as if disappointed, though he’d expected nothing different. “Such a


  shame,” he said. “I’d wanted so very much to teach you pleasure today. Instead, I see I must teach you


  the meaning of consequences.”


  The boy’s hand stilled. His whole body stilled. Weighing his choices, no doubt. “You . . .” he


  whispered, tight and thick. “You won’t hurt me?”


  “If I penetrate you, you mean? Or if I teach you of consequence?”


  “P—” Douglas grimaced, cleared his throat. “Penetrate me, sir.”


  Nikolai graced him with his warmest smile, stroked a hand down his trembling flank. “Not if


  you’re honest with me about your state of readiness. I know you’ve been taught to associate this only


  with pain, but it can be a glorious thing, I assure you.”


  “I . . . I think I’m ready. I don’t know, I’ve never done this before. I don’t know. I’m sorry.


  Please, I’m just tired of hurting.”


  “Shhh. I know. I’ll never hurt you again if you don’t give me cause, Douglas. I want to love you,


  remember?” Douglas nodded shakily, and Nikolai reached down, removing the boy’s hand from his


  hole. Massaged his sides in slow, soothing circles. Thought of taking him like this, but no. It should


  be face-to-face. He gave the boy’s ass a gentle swat to get him moving. “Roll onto your back. Now


  take your knees in your hands and hold yourself open for me.”


  His face was so impossibly beautiful. Flushed pink and red, his bottom lip swollen from being


  bitten. His eyes wet with unshed tears. His chest heaved as he panted. His cock leaked pre-cum onto


  his smooth belly.


  Focus, Nikolai.


  “Not every master will lubricate himself,” he said as he did exactly that, reaching for a bottle in


  the nightstand. He savored the feel of his slicked hand on his cock, but the thought of being buried in that tight ass . . . “I imagine you’re familiar with that sensation by now?”


  Douglas nodded, and Nikolai could see the memory of pain on his face, plain as day.


  “If you prove yourself worthy, I promise to do my very best to sell you to a man who will treat


  you as you deserve to be treated. Not rut with you like some animal, but love you as I will. Make love to you like the cherished thing you are.”


  One day, he’d cry thank you, sir, thank you upon hearing such tender words from Nikolai. But


  not yet. Nikolai would get the boy crying one way or another soon enough, though. He wrapped his


  hands around Douglas’s thighs, pulling that pliant body half onto his lap and tilting it at an angle that revealed the boy’s hole again.


  “Don’t let go of your knees. Don’t close your legs.” Nikolai hummed in pleasure at the sight, a


  perfect echo of the buzz of pleasure running through his entire body. “I’ll go slowly. You’ll tell me if I cause you any pain. Now remember to relax, and if you feel yourself starting to tense, simply bear down as if on a bowel movement; that will loosen the muscle.”


  Anatomy lessons weren’t exactly Nikolai’s idea of effective foreplay, but gods, he was hungry


  for this boy. He gripped his slicked cock in his fist—no condom, they were all healthy here, and the


  boy needed to learn how it felt to be marked—and rubbed his head along Douglas’s crack. Thrust


  gently a few times, letting Douglas grow accustomed to the feel of another body pressed so intimately,


  of the weight between his thighs, the heat between his cheeks. Leaned forward as he did so and


  flicked his tongue over a nipple. The boy gasped at the touch, and his hard cock, trapped between


  their bodies, twitched.


  “You’re afraid. Maybe you even hate me. But your body wants this. Badly, I think. It’s time to


  stop fighting. It’s time to give in to me, to the truth you’re so desperately denying. You were made for this. By God, by evolution, molded by your experiences . . . how doesn’t matter, only that you were.


  It’s time to accept that.”


  “Please.” No elaboration. Either the boy was learning not to beg, or Nikolai was better at this


  than he thought. Either way, Nikolai had the upper hand.


  “You need but ask, my pretty little pet,” he sighed against Douglas’s nipple. He slid his hand


  down between them, gripped himself again, lined himself up with Douglas’s hole and pushed the head


  of his cock inside.


  They moaned in unison, Nikolai’s as broken as the boy’s. Such tight heat, gods, it was all he


  could do not to thrust inside, rut and rip into that body like those beasts at Madame’s had. But he held his hips still, perfectly so, as his mentor had taught him, and soothed the boy’s trembling body with


  massaging hands and tickling tongue.


  “You see?” he murmured, nipping kisses across the boy’s collarbone, into the hollow of his


  shoulder. “No pain, correct? It feels good?”


  “No, sir,” Douglas said, watery and weak. He sniffled, sniffled again. No doubt as affronted as


  he was relieved that it didn’t hurt. In his mind, it was supposed to, and that made it easy to hate. But Nikolai had taken that away. “No pain. It’s . . . I wouldn’t call it good, sir. It’s just . . . it’s full.” And then, once he’d realized the insult in his words, “Please don’t punish me, sir! I’m sorry. You told me


  not to lie.”


  “Shhh, it’s all right.” He slid in another inch or so, nuzzling behind the boy’s ear as Douglas


  tossed his head back at the motion. “That’s perfectly normal. It takes some getting used to, and I’ve


  not yet hit your prostate, remember?”


  “Y-ye—” Douglas began, then cut off on a moan as Nikolai pushed in further and did exactly that.


  “How about now?” Nikolai asked, sucking the soft lobe of the boy’s ear into his mouth. “Does it


  feel good now?” He thrust in a bit more for emphasis, a rocking motion more than anything, and the


  boy moaned again.


  “Yes, sir,” he said—wailed, almost, voice full of pleasure and misery and shame and tears. It


  wasn’t a lie. Even though he hadn’t let go of his own knees, his body twisted and writhed underneath


  Nikolai’s, subconsciously urging him deeper. Nikolai knew those movements intimately. “Please,”


  Douglas begged, and this time managed to add, “I don’t . . . I don’t w—”


  Nikolai cut him off with a kiss and a thrust that sheathed him fully inside the boy’s body. He


  didn’t want to lecture the boy about wants again; best just to take him, show him, force his pleasure.


  He straightened up, ass to heels, took Douglas by the hips and seated him more firmly in his lap. Put a hand over his mouth lest he get any ideas about talking. The boy’s wet breath heated Nikolai’s palm


  as he panted and whined. It hardly seemed possible, but Nikolai felt himself grow fuller inside the


  boy.


  “Rest your legs on my shoulders. You must never touch your master without permission, but in


  time you will learn to anticipate what he desires of you, and permission may be implicit rather than


  explicit.” The boy obeyed. Moving his legs shifted the position of Nikolai’s cock inside him, drawing


  out another smothered moan. “Sometimes you will read your master wrong. You will be punished for


  that, but that is the risk you must take. Lying around like a dead fish waiting for orders pleases very few men.”


  “Yes, sir,” Douglas moaned, the words escaping through Nikolai’s fingers.


  “I will teach you a great many positions, but this one, face-to-face like so, is one of my own


  favorites.” Finally releasing the boy’s mouth, Nikolai leaned forward and bent Douglas’s legs back in


  a way that must have stretched him nearly to the point of pain and drove Nikolai’s cock even deeper


  inside him. “Especially with a boy as beautiful as you, I like to watch. When I take you from behind I


  may record you, or put you in front of a mirror, or maybe have someone else fuck you so I can savor


  you. The view is just as good as the experience, in your case.”


  If those words brought the boy any pleasure, he didn’t show it. In fact, he looked closer to tears


  now than he had before.


  “I want you to touch yourself, Douglas. You must never do this without permission— explicit


  permission—do you understand? And you must not come without the same. But this, here, now, is all


  about teaching you pleasure. So take yourself in hand. Show me how you like to stroke yourself.”


  Douglas’s eyes widened. Yes, there were the tears, streaking down his temples to his ears. He


  shook his head. “Please no. I can’t. I can’t. Just fuck me, sir. Please just fuck me. Fuck me hard with your big cock, please.”


  Wrong answer.


  Nikolai seized Douglas’s hand with crushing force and mashed it against the boy’s cock, pinning


  the shaft between his palm and his belly.


  “Do not try to trick me. I am not an animal at the mercy of my base urges or my ego, and I won’t be treated like one.” He pushed harder, until he knew the boy’s erection would be withering from the


  pain. “Do you understand me?”


  More tears. Douglas nodded, as rapidly and urgently as he’d been shaking his head.


  “You’ve gone soft,” Nikolai told him coolly, as if it were a simple observation, rather than an


  effect of his own actions. “Get yourself hard again.”


  Nikolai let go of Douglas’s hand, but the boy made poor use of his freedom; he flexed his


  trembling fingers, then stroked the tips of them halfway down his shaft, as if petting a newborn kitten he was afraid of harming. Then his fingers clenched into a fist, and a sob broke free from his lips.


  “I can’t, sir, please.”


  “Your brother said the same thing to me, and I’ll tell you what I told him: you can and you will.”


  He allowed himself a single thrust with his own cock, pulling out nearly all the way and then


  slamming back in. He didn’t expect it to hurt very much, if at all, but it no doubt shocked—the boy


  wailed. “Do you remember how I told you this didn’t have to hurt, Douglas?”


  A shaky, sniffly nod, a wobbly, “Yes, sir.”


  Nikolai thrust again, gentler than the last time. “The choice is yours, Douglas. You may choose


  pleasure, or you may choose pain. You’ve endured much pain since your procurement, and scant little


  pleasure. I can give you both like you’ve never known. You must learn to grab hold of pleasure when the opportunity presents. Such opportunities may be few and far between. Do you understand?”


  Another shaky nod. “Y-yes, sir.” But still the boy didn’t take himself in hand. Perhaps Nikolai


  was being too subtle for his fragile state of mind.


  “Should I hurt you now, Douglas? Or will you grab hold of your pleasure?”


  “Please don’t,” Douglas said, tears flowing free now, and ah—there was his obedience. He


  wrapped his fingers around his soft cock, gave it a tug, another. Adjusted his grip and tried again.


  “There’s my good boy.” Nikolai smoothed both palms across Douglas’s chest, gently tweaked


  his nipples. “Here, let me help you.”


  And at that, he gave himself over to their shared pleasure, thrusting slowly but steadily, deep and


  careful. The boy moaned in time to his thrusts, his cock firming up again in his experienced hand.


  “Enjoy this,” Nikolai whispered into his ear. “Touching yourself is a pleasure afforded to very


  few in your position. In fact, I may cage this cock when we’re finished here, just to teach you the true value of my kindness.”


  Douglas’s reply was unintelligible, a high whining moan through tightly sealed lips.


  “Mmm, yes,” Nikolai groaned, hips stuttering a little now. “I like the idea of that. How long do


  you think you can go without coming before you rethink your lack of gratitude? Sucking me, having my


  cock in your ass, every single day and never finding your own release. You’ll cry to let me touch you


  like this. You’ll do anything to feel this pleasure and freedom.”


  “No,” Douglas whimpered back, still jerking himself, hand flying over his shaft making lovely


  wet slapping noises, the sound of a thoroughly abused cock. “I won’t beg, I won’t, I won’t, I—” Like


  a skipping record. Close to orgasm, then.


  No, not close. Done already.


  The boy’s fingers were webbed with cum. Cum on his heaving stomach, even on his chest. His


  strokes were already slowing, becoming lighter as his cock grew oversensitized.


  Nikolai knocked the boy’s hand away and seized the still-hard cock in his own. Douglas yelped,


  squirmed, but Nikolai just pinned him by the throat with his other hand and drove hard into his


  clenching hole. “What did I tell you,” he growled, “about coming without permission?”


  He thrust harder, faster, sped up his hand over Douglas’s deflating cock to match. The boy


  whimpered, then moaned, then shouted. Writhed beneath Nikolai, but he couldn’t escape. “Please,”


  he finally managed between desperate, panting breaths. “Please . . . s-stop, God, stop!”


  Nikolai responded by slamming balls deep over and over into that thrashing body. The boy’s


  cock was withered in his hand, but he stroked it mercilessly, gripping hard enough to have hurt even if Douglas weren’t post-orgasm oversensitive. “Be quiet, boy. This is why you ask permission. How


  dare you take your pleasure before your master’s? And then compound your offense by asking me to stop?”


  “I’m sorry!” Douglas cried, hands pushing at Nikolai’s shoulders—no doubt subconsciously.


  Nikolai would let it slide for now, especially given the way Douglas’s hole was clenching so


  delightfully around his cock. “I’m sorry! Please! Please stop please please please please . . .”


  “Not until you’re hard again. Not until you come—or not—on my terms, with my permission.”


  Douglas was full-on crying now, not merely tears but big sobs, ugly sniffles, gaping mouth


  twisted like the tragedy masks Madame favored. Hands curled into limp fists, he pounded the heels of


  his palms against Nikolai’s body. Completely out of control. Still not hard.


  “Stop that,” Nikolai barked, and took his hand from the boy’s throat just long enough to slap him,


  hard, forward and then back across both cheeks. “Hit me again, for any reason, and I’ll teach you real pain, do you understand, boy?”


  Douglas nodded brokenly and buried his face in both hands. When Nikolai barked, “No, never


  hide yourself from me,” Douglas gripped at the sheets instead. Lay there tossing his head as Nikolai


  fucked and stroked and fucked him some more.


  The boy had better get hard again soon. Nikolai wouldn’t last forever, no matter how disciplined


  he was. He supposed he could always bring out a fucking machine, but he really wanted to keep this


  personal if he could.


  He changed angles, aiming straight for the boy’s prostate. Gentled his hand a little, sliding the


  foreskin over the shaft but staying away from the crown. At last, a twitch. A slight filling. Hardening.


  “That’s it,” he praised. “Nice and hard for your master again.”


  Douglas shook in place, eyes rolling back in his head. Nikolai slowed his thrusts lest he come


  too soon, sped up his stroking to compensate. Took his hand from around the boy’s throat—no need to


  pin him down anymore—and went for his nipples again. Nothing too rough—the boy clearly didn’t


  get off on pain. Just stroking and flicking and rolling. Tempting. Teasing.


  And ah, there it was, a soft pleasured moan, humiliated, burning with shame, but genuine.


  “Isn’t it so much better when you give in? You crave this, Douglas. Now that you’ve had it, you


  always will.” Douglas shook his head, but even with his mouth clamped shut, another moan escaped.


  Exquisite. “Tonight you’ll dream of me inside you.” He drew himself out until the boy’s muscles


  squeezed only the head of his cock, then thrust back in, allowing his own moan to escape. “You’ll lie


  awake unable to touch yourself, and when I come to you tomorrow, you’ll be on your knees waiting to


  beg me to fuck you again. You’re mine now, whether you know it yet or not. Say it.”


  “Yours. I’m yours. Sir. Please, please let it be over.”


  Why did he have to ruin it that way? “It’s over when I say it’s over.” Now he really was


  considering bringing out a fucking machine. And a penis pump. Strapping the boy into both all night,


  watching him moan and writhe and beg and come and come and come. Gods, just the thought of that drew his balls up, tightened his belly. Yes. A fine lesson. “Look me in the eyes when I come.” He


  grabbed Douglas by the chin, hard enough that he’d probably bruised that beautiful pale skin. Kept


  Douglas’s face in position. Stared deep down into his frightened, horrified eyes.


  You will be mine. Your body. Your heart. Your mind. You will. Soon. So soon.


  Deep inside him. Deep enough to unmake him. Transform him into something glorious and new.


  His best possible self. The boy’s cock jerked and filled beneath Nikolai’s hand—so close, so close


  to coming again. But not this time. Not unless he begged. Nikolai pinched him off, relishing the boy’s involuntary whimper as he sped his own thrusts, chased his own pleasure as single-mindedly as any


  master would. As any master had the right to.


  He kissed his boy as he came, emptying himself into that tight spasming ass, and when a nervous


  tongue darted into his mouth, sweet and questioning, he let Douglas come too as a reward, as one


  final gift.


  A gift swiftly rejected when the boy tore his mouth away from Nikolai’s and sobbed. When


  Nikolai pulled free, cum dribbling in his wake, Douglas curled up tight on his side, hands covering


  his head, shoulders shaking.


  Nikolai allowed it, but only for a moment. “There now,” he said, stroking a hand down


  Douglas’s flank. The muscle twitched beneath his fingertips, as if trying to get away. “It’s all right. I know it hurts now, Douglas, but letting go of the past always hurts. Moving forward can be a very frightening thing. The world is so big and scary and intimidating sometimes.”


  Douglas said nothing, just kept on crying.


  “Come now. Sit up and tend me. Weep if you must, but never neglect to clean your master after


  you’ve serviced him.”


  Still weeping, Douglas pushed himself into a sitting position, plucked three tissues from the box


  on the nightstand with a trembling hand, and went to wipe the cum from Nikolai’s groin.


  Nikolai stopped him with a gentle touch. “Use those to blow your nose and wipe your tears, but


  do not use them on me. You clean your master with your tongue.”


  A fresh, loud sob, but the boy nodded. Wiped his streaming eyes. Blew his nose. Pointless, as


  hard as he was crying, but Nikolai applauded the effort and would never dream to deny him these


  cleansing tears. The boy was mourning; Nikolai understood that. Soon would come acceptance. He


  was on the cusp of his transformation, and then the tears would be over.


  “Focus, now,” he warned as the boy balled the tissues over and over again in his fist. “Never


  keep your master waiting.”


  “S-sorry, sir,” Douglas sobbed, voice hitching. But he obediently fell to his hands and knees,


  nuzzled his head between Nikolai’s spread thighs and took Nikolai’s soft cock into his mouth. Sucked


  very, very gently as he swiped, equally gently, with his tongue. Clearly, someone at Madame’s had


  already taught him this particular skill.


  “Yes,” Nikolai sighed as the boy’s tongue snaked down to his balls, lapped softly there. Nikolai


  laid a hand on Douglas’s head, stroked through his hair. “That’s very good, Douglas. Very good. I see you need no further instruction in this at all.” Douglas made a snuffling sound, but said nothing. Kept at his cleaning until Nikolai nudged him away. “I think that’s enough. Now go into the bathroom and


  take care of yourself. Your master may not always let you wash—and a time will come when you may


  find you don’t want to wash—but you must always be clean and ready for him unless told otherwise.”


  Douglas stood on shaky legs, nodded. “And while you’re in there, wash your face. Your blotchiness


  offends.”


  Douglas pulled himself together just long enough to manage, “Yes, sir, I-I’m sorry, sir.”


  While Douglas was tending to his hygiene, Nikolai went to the room’s armoire, opening it up to


  shelves and shelves of implements. Dildos. Plugs. Vibrators. Gags. Restraints. Everything he needed


  to enhance his training. At last, he found what he was looking for: a small, vibrating prostate


  stimulator on a locking belt, and a clear silicone chastity cage with holes for air flow, washing, and


  urinating. Not as punishing as some of the others he often used—not punishing at all, really; the boy


  could wear it for months without the slightest harm—but exactly what he needed for his current


  purposes.
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  Douglas was standing behind him when he turned with them in his hands. He looked much better


  already, his face scrubbed fresh and only the slightest trembling left in his limbs. “Sir?” he asked,


  clearly unsure of what he was looking at, but smart enough by now to be wary of it.


  “I said I’d teach you the true value of my kindness,” Nikolai explained. “I intend to keep my


  promise. Now come here, boy.”


  Douglas obeyed.
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