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  Sublime service, made to order.


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


  Unfortunately, no transformation, however well planned, is without its growing pains. Mats leash is so tight its choking him. Dougie is tormented by a little voice inside his heada fragment of his former selfthat he cannot silence.


  And Nikolais most difficult tests for the brothers are still to come.


  The critical question isnt whether they can pass those tests, but whether they even want to. Without each other to lean on and live for, a bleak future has become bleaker still. But Nikolais too good to let his slaves slip through his fingersby death or by despair.


  A noose, a nighttime sky, a shared lover, an unexpected friend. A foreboding forest cabin. A lavish party with all the debauchery Nikolais clientele could want. Its all coming in season 3 of the Flesh Cartel.


  This title is part of the The Flesh Cartel serial story. New to Riptide Publishings serial fiction? Click here to learn all about it.
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  After Dougies revelation in Nikolais bed, after Nikolai had shushed him and held him until long after his tears had stopped, he led Dougie back down to the basement bedroom Dougie had been calling home for the last however long. Dougie wasnt sure how he felt about that. Part of him desperately wanted to be wrapped back up in Nikolais arms, in Nikolais private inner sanctum, borrowing Nikolais strength and conviction and basking in his love. But another part of him knew he needed this alone time to think, to process, to deal on his own. He wasnt helpless. He needed not to feel helpless. Had to know he could cope, at least a little, on his own.


  Nikolai sat him on the bed with a lingering kiss to the crown of his head and a whispered good-night. He closed the door behind him, but he didnt lock it.


  A show of good faith, no doubt. Of trust. Dougie wasnt sure if Nikolai wanted him to take advantage of his freedom or not, but he suspected there was no wrong answer here. Felt confident enough in that, at least, not to add fresh fuel to the banked fire of his panic. Besides, he was certain as certain could be that all the doors leading up to the ground floor were lockedNikolai knew better than to trust him that farand there wasnt a single thing in the basement he wanted to see.


  Mat. Mats down here somewhere.


  Not a single thing.


  His new clothes were folded in a neat pile atop the dresser on the far wall, his sneakers beside them, cleaned of the dirt and leaves hed tracked through this afternoon. Someone had done that for him and he didnt even know who. He thought briefly of putting them on. Thought equally briefly of throwing them away. All they meant, all they represented . . . it was too much to trust him with right now. Left him feeling too much like his old self. Maybe he should tell Nikolai that. Ask for his helpask him to take them away so he wouldnt have to think about it again before he was ready.


  He stared at them for a long time. Until his eyes felt dry and he realized hed forgotten to blink, even long after hed stopped thinking of anything his conscious mind could access. Overload. Maybe even shock. Too much to wrap his head around. Too much to wrap his heart around. Best, then, just to put this whole day behind him. Sleep on it. Maybe hed wake up with answers tomorrow.
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  He didnt, though. Woke, instead, to a tentative knock at his door, and blinked into the darkness, wondering who that could possibly be. Nikolai never knocked, didnt need to knock; this was his room and his pet inside it. Couldnt be MatDougie disgusted him, and Nikolai wouldnt let him wander free besides. Nobody else ever came to see him here.


  Another knock, just as soft as the last one. Dougie sat up in bed, groped for the light switch. Blinked against the too-bright flood of full-spectrum bulbs and mumbled, Come in?


  The door cracked, and a face peeked around its edge. Handsome. Open. Familiar. What was his name . . .?


  Roger? Dougie rubbed sore eyes, pulled the covers a little higher up his lap. Itd been forever since hed thought to be shy, but it was hitting him now, powerful enough to heat his cheeks.


  Roger nodded, smiling a bit sheepishly. Mind if I come in?


  Um. Dougie made himself let go of the blankets, gestured a little awkwardly. Strange how quickly hed forgotten how to talk to people. How to behave around them. Sure?


  Roger let himself in, closed the door behind him. He was dressed more casually than Dougie remembered him being the first time theyd meta lot like how Nikolai had dressed Dougie yesterday, actually: washed-out jeans and a soft forest-green sweater with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows. He was balancing a tray in one hand. Brought you breakfast.


  Um, thanks. He tracked Roger with his eyes as the man sat on the edge of the bed, placed the tray between them, lifted the lid. Yogurt and granola and fresh fruitperfect after yesterdays overindulgence. His stomach grumbled. Was it okay to just dig in? Should he offer to share?


  Go on, Roger said, nudging it forward. Added, I already ate, so dont mind me.


  Dougie took that for the permission it was and started mixing granola and strawberries into the yogurt. Took a bite. The sugar, or maybe just the pleasant tang of it, woke him up a little, cleared his head. He realized Roger was still sitting on the edge of the bed. Watching him with that soft, inviting smile on his face.


  Was still watching him when hed scraped the last of the yogurt from the bowl. It wasnt unnerving so much as just plain strange. If Roger wanted something, why wasnt he saying something? Dougie put the bowl back on the tray a little harder than hed intended and said, What?


  Roger made a sort of half-shrug, and his smile turned rueful. The master thought you might find it helpful to talk with me. When Dougie said nothing to that, he added, Seeing as Ive . . . you know. Been where you are.


  He looked a little uncomfortable. Dougie hadnt seen very much of Roger, but hed never seen him even hint at unsteadiness. Did Dougie remind him of something he didnt want to think about? Was he worried that he couldnt give Dougie what he needed because hed been faking it for the last twenty years or however long hed been stuck here? Oh God, was he


  Dougie flinched so hard from the hand landing on his knee that he almost knocked the tray off the bed. Hey, Roger said. Hey, its okay, you dont have to talk to me if you dont want to.


  Dougie was panting, could feel his pulse pounding at his temples and throat. And Rogers hand, stroking soothing little circles right above his knee. Sorry, he mumbled. I . . . Sorry.


  Its all right. Rogers hand stopped stroking, patted Dougie once. Ill just . . . He hooked his thumb toward the door, began to stand.


  Dougie lunged forward and grabbed his wrist. No! He was on his knees somehow, his blanket-shield fallen away, the empty tray clattering on the floor. Completely naked in front of this stranger, making a mess of everything, and he didnt even care. No, I mean . . . please, stay. He didnt know why he wanted that so muchneeded it so muchbut he did. He did.


  And thankfully, Roger sat back down. Offered him that patient smile again. Not patronizing, not condescending, not even mad about the mess on the floor. Just . . . kind. Understanding, too.


  Ive been where you are.


  Dougie let go of Rogers wrist, settled himself back against the headboard, pulled the blankets back up to his waist. All easier things to do than giving voice to any one of the jumble of questions rushing to the forefront of his mind. But he could only fidget for so long while Roger sat patiently by, and who knew how long Nikolai would let the man stay. So Dougie sucked in a deep breath and forced himself to start talking before he could overthink himself into a corner. What, um . . . His eyes darted to Rogerspretty, bright green like the kind you read about in romance novels but never see in real lifeand back down to the blanket bunched in his lap. Had Nikolai chosen him for those eyes? The rest of him wasnt so bad, either.


  Off topic, Dougie. Stop stalling.


  Yeah, okay. When you . . . before, I mean, you know, before . . .


  Nikolai saved me? Roger offered.


  Dougie nodded, desperately searching for the sincerity in that statement, for any hint of artifice. He found none. What was it like? I mean, what did you want to be? What did you dream about? Who did you love?


  Ah. Roger said nothing else for a long moment, but that Ah spoke volumes. Like he knew the question Dougie was really trying to askHow did you leave it all behind?but wasnt brave enough to articulate. It was . . . confusing. Messy. Not very nice. Roger shifted, tucked one leg up beneath him and scrubbed a hand through his dirty blond hair. It stuck up endearinglystill cute, even at his age. And since when had Dougie started to think about other guys as cute? My mom died when I was little. I dont remember her at all. My dad . . . well, he loved me, but he wasnt very good at the whole father thing, you know? He looked down at his hands, examining his knuckles. Did he have his fathers hands? He worked a lot. We never had much. He drank. I was fourteen when I ended up in foster care.


  Foster care. Just like Dougie had been.


  No point to thinking about it, though. Trying to puzzle out the reasoning behind his capture was the action of a man still wishing to be free.


  Roger, oblivious to Dougies revelation, went on. I decided then and there that I wasnt going to be like him when I grew up. I studied hard. I got into college. All I wanted was to be a cop. Not just any cop, either; I wanted to make detective. I didnt realize until after I came here that all Id really wanted was to not feel helpless anymore. Not feel afraid, you know? I wanted to learn how to take care of myself because there was nobody else in the world who would do it for me. Nobody else I could lean on. And I was scared all the time, even if I didnt realize it at the time. The mastNikolai, Nikolai helped me. Took care of me. Taught me how not to be afraid anymore.


  I dont want to be afraid anymore either, Dougie said. Not even of Nikolai, or what might happen to me a week from now. Im even afraid of myself, of what I might do. To Nikolai or for Nikolai, he couldnt say.


  My advice? Let it go. Just let it go. Give it to Nikolai. Let him carry that burden for you. He wants to.


  Dougie nodded. He believed that every bit as much as Roger clearly did, but it was still way easier said than done. I wanted to be a therapist. A psychologist. He paused, shut his mouth with a click of teeth. Why had he said that? Why even talk about his old life? And why to Roger, of all people? It wasnt like Roger had been expecting him to respond. Talking about his own past and expecting the same in reply was the action of a man with ulterior motives, and no way was Roger the type. He was too . . .


  God, he was too pure.


  I know. Nikolai talks to me about you. He put up a hand before Dougie could respond, before the flash of jealousy Dougie felt at that knowledgeNikolai confides in Rogercould fully form, let alone be analyzed. Nothing too personal, I mean, nothing youd be ashamed of me knowing. But where you came from, I know that. Were alike in that way. Thats why Nikolai chose us: we want so badly to serve. I wanted to serve the law, serve my community. You wanted to serve peoples mental health . . . which I guess serves the community, too. But the kind of service we were striving for? Its a losing battle, and wed have burned out and the world would have eaten us alive. Even worse, its not what we really want. Its just . . . He shrugged. A Band-Aid. A symptom of a deeper disease, of a pain wed never have figured out how to heal on our own, one we were trying so desperately to guard against feeling again. But this kind of service . . . He gestured in a way that encompassed the room, Nikolai, even some unknown new master waiting in the future. This we can do. Nikolai wont let us fail. And Nikolai healed me.


  Roger met Dougies eyes, and Dougie was shocked to see them shining with wetness, with a kind of devotion he himself had never known, never understood. Nikolai will heal you too, if you let him.


  Dougie swallowed hard, and thought about school, and studying, and his old dreams of a practice, of rescuing Mat from a life of fighting, rescuing himself from . . . from what? Maybe Roger was right. Maybe he had been trying to rescue himself from a life of misery and fear. Maybe hed picked psychology not out of passion but out of self-preservation. If he could master the human mind, if he could master the art of therapy and healing, then maybe he could heal himself. Was that what hed been doing all that time? Chasing futilely after some panacea for his wounded soul and inadvertently making himself even more miserable in the process?


  Could Nikolai really help him stop running from himself?


  Looking into Rogers earnest, open eyes, he dared to hope the answer was yes.
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  Mat adjusted the rope around his neck, wishing he knew how to tie a noose instead of a simple slipknot. The ceilings werent high here. The chin-up bar was even less high. When he stepped off the chair, his toes would be only inches from the floor. He didnt want to screw this up, didnt want to give his instincts a chance to kick in and fight.


  Knot over the carotid. He spun the leather, placed it carefully. Just like a sleeper hold. Hed be out in seconds. Dead in a couple minutes. And with any luckany at allit would be Nikolai who came in and found him, Nikolai whod first get to see the fruits of his twisted efforts. Would he look at Mats limp body and see a person? A life lost? Or just a waste of a million dollars and several weeks of his time?


  No. Dont think about Nikolai. Not now. Dont give him that.


  Happier thoughts. Happier. Thered been a time when he could call up such memories so easily. Everything seemed so far away now, so out of his grasp.


  He curled his toes into the seat of the chair. Pressed a palm to the wall. Smooth and cool beneath his fingers. Tried to ignore the touch of the leather around his throat. Focus.


  The taste of homemade lemonade.


  The day Knockout had stumbled, hungry and wet, onto their porch, stared warily at Mat, and started meowing. Can we keep him, Mom? Never any question shed say yes.


  Christmas with Dougie, the year theyd gotten a Super Nintendo and played it so obsessively that their mother had to lock it away.


  His first kiss. The taste of cigarettesthe forbidden stacked on the forbiddensticking to his lips.


  His first state championship, Mom and Dad and Dougie cheering wildly from the bleachers when the last bell rang.


  His first KO in a pro MMA fight, just forty-five seconds into round two, Mom and Dad and Dougie hugging and fist-pumping from the front row.


  The look on Dougies face when hed opened his acceptance letter to his first-choice undergrad schoolthe letter hed left unopened for four whole days so he could do it with Mat instead of Pattie and Mike.


  Dougies college graduation, Mat sitting with Mike, so full to bursting with joy and pride he didnt even care if the whole crowd saw him cry.


  Yeah, hed had a good run. Right up until the end, almost, despite everything thatd happened. He could let go now. He wouldnt be hurting anyone. Not anymore.


  I wish you wouldnt do that.


  Mat whirled around so quickly he almost fell off the chair. A moment of sheer panic as his hand shot out, found the chin-up bar to steady himself, chest heaving, heart thrashing. He blinked down at Rogers open, wounded expression, at his half-outstretched arm nearly close enough to touch Mat, and felt a laugh crawl up his throat at the absurdity of it. Hed been preparing to step off the chair on purpose; why so much fear at falling accidentally?


  And how had he not heard Roger come in?


  I really wish you wouldnt do that, Roger repeated. He sounded like he meant it, toonot for Nikolai, but for himself, like hed miss Mat, or maybe took it as a personal affront that Mat would choose to leave him.


  Or maybe as a failure. Maybe he thought he hadnt taken enough care of Mat.


  Which was bullshit. The way hed come in every day, morning, noon, and night, with fresh food and bandages and antibiotics and painkillers and soft hands and softer smiles and more patience than any one man had a right to. The way hed picked up after Mats hurled trays and hurled insults without complaint, without so much as a squinty glare. The way his mere presence had shouted, day after day, I understand. I care. Its all right.


  Yeah, Mat said, but it came out on a croak, like the leather jump rope was already strangling him, so he cleared his throat and tried again. Yeah. All right.


  He didnt know why he was saying that. Hadnt meant to. Didnt seem to have any control over his fingers, either, as they reached up to his throat, loosened the slipknot, pushed the rope up and off himself. Lost control of the rest of himself as his legs and feet took him off the chair. Something bloomed hot and tight in his chest, as thick and choking as he imagined the rope wouldve been. Pain, maybe. Definitely. But something else, too.


  And then he fell into Rogers arms.


  He hadnt meant to do that either, really. Maybe the shock or the adrenaline had weakened his knees, or maybe he was just feeling sappy from all the reminiscing, or maybe some part of him was happy to have survived and wanted to share that primitive joy with the only kind person left in an increasingly cruel world.


  Roger didnt say anything. Didnt back away and leave him cold. Just enfolded Mat against his big solid body and . . . held him. God, held him. Mat hadnt realized how much hed missed being touched by someone who wasnt using that touch to hurt him. Or to lull him into a sense of false security just to hurt him more.


  None of that. This touch was comfort and understanding, and all the things Mat once used to seek in the arms of men.


  Youre all right, Roger said, gruff voice full of masculine tenderness, and that, after everything that had happened today, the last few weeks or months, was what finally broke Mat.


  He clutched at Rogers shoulders, pressed his body to Rogers, and slammed their mouths together in the most desperate kiss of his life. He wanted this. Wanted this connection, wanted to know there was something left to live for. Not Roger himself, but what Roger symbolized: the freedom to love and touch and need and be needed, and to do it of his own free will. Not that Roger wasnt a good outlet for those urgeshe was kind and handsome and kind and strong and kind and had a gentle smile and beautiful green eyes. Out in the real world, it wasnt completely out of the question that Mat might have picked him up at a bar.


  He wondered what Roger had been like before hed come to this place. Would there ever be any chance for them to meet outside these walls? Would it be real? Or had this place tainted everything, ruined everything, twisted them both around so hard they couldnt even tell what they were looking at anymore? Hed backed Roger all the way across the room, backed him into the wall, had his hands tangled in Rogers soft blond hair and his tongue shoved halfway down his throat and his cock grinding hard into the line of Rogers hip and thigh and this was a man whod tied him down against his will once upon a time, I dont have permission to feel sorry for you, stood by and watched as hed been raped and beaten and raped again and how was it that Mat couldnt even bring himself to care about that now, to care about anything but the slight minty taste of Roger against his tongue and the softness of his lips and the firmness of him beneath his need


  But apparently Roger cared. It finally got through to Mat that Roger was trying to push him away. Not panicked, not even struggling, not really. No, of course not, how can you rape a fuck-toy? Just . . . insistent. Firm, but gentle. Mat wondered how often Roger had the option of refusing sex, and God, giving him that had to be just as important as him giving Mat the option to choose sex.


  Mat pulled off with a gasp. Sorry, he panted, wiping at his mouth and stepping away, giving Roger as much space as he could. Sorry, I . . . I dont know what


  Shush. No rancor, though. All kindness. Mat noticed that Roger hadnt bothered to wipe his mouth. That Rogers full cock was pressing hard against the confines of his jeans. Breathless relief at that, that he hadnt forced him, hadnt hurt him. Roger took a step forward. Another. Re-closing the distance between them. Its all right. He was in Mats space now. Reached out and touched Mats arm. But I love someone else, you know that. And even if I didnt . . .


  Roger cast his eyes down and to the side for a momentnot so much sad or even resigned as just . . . habit, maybe. He didnt finish his sentence, but Mat knew anyway: I belong to someone else. This body isnt mine to give.


  Im sorry, Mat said again, horrified that hed even tried to take something he knew Roger didnt own, couldnt offer. But hed needed it, God, he still needed it. Im sorry, Im sorry. Now that hed let himself say it, he couldnt seem to stop saying it. Please just . . . Forget it? Forgive me? Hold me? He didnt know. He shook his head, stepped into Rogers space in a silent plea, and of course Rogers arms came up around him, so warm and giving. Im sorry, he mumbled again into the side of Rogers neck, feeling the tears well without knowing where they were coming from or how to stop them. Im sorry, Im sorry . . .


  Roger shushed him gently, walked him backward until his knees hit the mattress and he tumbled over, Roger beside him, still holding on as if he knew Mat would fall to pieces without him. Fuck it, Mat was falling to pieces anyway, and all he could do was hold on, and he didnt know whether he would hang up his noose again or if he would starve himself or if he would finally give in to Nikolais demands and become a man like Roger. Whatever it was, what was one more day of it? Hed suffered so much already, and anyway it wasnt like he didnt deserve to suffer, not after what hed done, and maybe he couldnt have anything down here but at least someone was holding him with love as he cried. One more day . . . What was one more day?


  Hed let himself die tomorrow, if it came to that.
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  Roger, brilliant thing that he was, had talked Mathias out of hanging himself. After that, Nikolai kept a close eye on the camera feeds for Mathiass room, and though no more suicide attempts were forthcoming throughout the day or night, the man also didnt make any moves toward recovery. He still wasnt eating. Still wasnt getting out of bed. His beautiful muscular body had begun to waste away this past week and change. And yet Nikolai knew there was nothing he could do to that body that would cause Mathias more pain than he was feeling right now. No way to motivate him by shouts or threats or punishments. How to motivate a man through pain when it was pain that he craved the most?


  Fortunately, hed long since put his contingency plan into motion by introducing Rogers care and affection to Mathias. It was quite the shame he actually had to go through with its final stage, though.


  He took a walk to clear his head and focus his resolve, sun shining bright above but cold wind howling through the trees. He stayed out in it longer than was comfortablehis own little taste of self-flagellation, perhaps, for what hed have to do next.


  Roger was waiting for him when he returned to the house, standing in the foyer, a chastising smile on his lips and a mug of hot chocolatehomemade, of course, not the powdered trashcradled in his hands. He held it out wordlessly and Nikolai took it, warmth blossoming in his heart along with his stomach as he took a first, careful sip. Not too hot to drink. He took a longer sip. Stared at Roger over the rim of the mug. So beautiful, still, even after all these years. So perfect in very nearly every way. Nikolai felt near to bursting with pride. Affection. And yes, love.


  Regret, too, for what was about to come.


  He allowed himself one last sip of his drink, then set the mug down on the table by the door. Im afraid its time, he said.


  Rogers smile fell a little, but he wasnt afraid, and he didnt pull his gaze from Nikolais. I agree, Sir. He swallowed hard, once. Held Nikolais eyes.


  Nikolai thought of taking Roger up to his bedroom for this, but he didnt want to do it there. Didnt want to pollute that sacred space with the memory of what was to come. On the other hand, he wanted Roger to be as comfortable as possible. His den, then, where Roger had happily spent so many hours curled on the couch beside him or at his feet beneath his desk, head resting on his thigh.


  He led Roger there with a caressing hand at the small of his back. Roger began to undress the moment Nikolai had closed the door behind them. Folded his clothes so neatly, took so much care. The same care he showed with everythingand everyonein his life. A natural nurturer. Nikolai was blessed to have found him.


  When Roger was totally naked, Nikolai sucked in a deep breath and unbuckled his belt. Pulled it from its loops. Wrapped the ends around his fist. He took two steps toward Roger but then stopped. Just took him in in all his beauty, his openness, his honesty, his devotion. Stunning. Breathtaking.


  Its going to work, Sir, Roger assured him. How could he be so calm in the face of what was coming? It will. Ive spent enough time with Mathias these last two weeks to know. Im sure of it, Sir.


  Nikolai took another deep breath, forced himself to close the final distance between himself and Roger. I know, he said. He believed it, too. He wouldnt be doing this if he didnt. He huffed a dull laugh, flashed a dull smile. That doesnt mean I have to like it.


  Roger smiled back, not dull at all. No, Sir, he agreed.


  Nikolai took one more step, until he was close enough to see the pulse fluttering hummingbird-quick at Rogers throat, belying his outward calm. Close enough to feel the heat of him. He cupped Rogers face with the hand not holding the belt, leaned in slowly, and kissed him. Gentle, no tongue, just . . . affection, gratitude, love, strength. Roger sighed into his parted lips, and Nikolai murmured, Im sorry, against the mans mouth.


  Roger pulled back just enough to meet Nikolais eyes, and said, Im not. For you, Sir. Anything for you.


  Nikolai nodded once in acknowledgment, stepped back, and swung the first strike.
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  There were no windows down here, but Nikolai had kept Dougie to a pretty regular schedule for some time now, and his body had adjusted to the new rhythm. Plus, Nikolai had brought him an alarm clock last weekAlways be ready for your master in the morningand hed taken to setting it for 6:30, getting showered and shaved and tidied before Nikolais arrival with breakfast an hour later.


  But it was 8:15 now, and hed been kneeling at the foot of his neatly made bed for forty-five minutes, and all he had to show for it was stiff shoulders and a sore back and knees and a tingling in his feet that told him theyd both fallen asleep. No Nikolai. No breakfast.


  I hope hes okay.


  Dougie shifted minutely, trying to restore circulation to his toes without breaking position. Realized with a jolt of warmthno, more than that: hope, triumphthat his unbidden thought for Nikolais welfare had been genuine. Was still genuine. And Dougie genuinely missed him. Not just because he was hungry and sore and accustomed to a certain routine, but because he missed just talking with Nikolai, talking to him and spending time with him. Not necessarily the sex, but everything else, and with that Dougie could almost believe that missing the sex would follow too. In time.


  Forty-five minutes hed been kneeling here, weeks hed been in Nikolais care. From the moment Nikolai had pulled him from the dark living death of his tomb and given him water, to the day hed punched his own client to protect him, to the morning of Dougies first nature hike when Nikolai had been watchful enough to protect Dougie from himselfhed never, ever let Dougie down. Never left him to fend for himself. Never left him alone. He wouldnt now, either, Dougie was sure of it, and that thought brought with it a new jolt of warmth and hope. He could do this. It was happening. Nikolai was helping him to make it happen. And he didnt hate himself and he didnt hate the world and he certainly didnt hate Nikolai. No disgust, no self-recrimination. Just a strange sort of peace, of patiencea carefree, worriless existence the likes of which he hadnt known since the day his parents had died. It was all happening exactly the way Nikolai had promised him it would way back at the beginning. All he had to do now was wait. All hed ever needed to do was wait.


  For Nikolai.
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  Mat rose hesitantly from sleep, woozy and still tired. The overhead lights were onwhy hadnt he turned those off before hed gone to bed? He blinked against them, wondering what time it was, how long hed slept, if anyone would care if he went back to sleep, why his face felt so sticky and his eyes so sore. Like hed been crying. Like


  Roger. Suicide attempt. Kissing him. Sobbing like a baby in his arms.


  The memories came back slower than they shouldve, shamed him less than he thought they would. His stomach cramped and rumbled incessantly. He ignored it like he had for the past God-knew-how-long. Closed his eyes again. Thought of Rogers arms around him, Rogers kind words and understanding, his gentleness and generosity. Of what mightveno, wouldvehappened yesterday if Roger hadnt shown up when he had.


  No surprise, then, that he wished Roger were here now. Practically burned with it, in fact. It wasnt healthy, couldnt be. But it was all he had.


  He sighed, rolled from his right side to his left. The effort wore him right out. How that wouldve scared him before Baseball Bat Guythe weakness, the helplessness, the way his body was shutting down. Now it was almost . . . reassuring. Meant it wouldnt be long now until the final bell, even if he couldnt bring himself to commit a decisive act to end things.


  In the meanwhile, hed take his punches and wait.


  His thoughts drifted for a while, his mind as dull and untethered as his body felt. He mightve slept. Or maybe he just passed the hours staring at the far wall. Didnt matter. Only mattered that nothing hurt when he drifted like that, that no stray unpleasant thoughts wafted through his skull. No thoughts at all, really. He liked it that way. Easier that way. Barely even felt the stomach cramps.


  At some point, his door opened, and someone shuffled inside. He didnt move. Didnt turn his head to look. Couldnt really even be roused to care. Nikolai, probably, come at last to force him out of bed, to force him to eat, to fight. Or to fuck him, or to punish him for lazing. Whatever, let him try. Hard to hurt a dead man, after all.


  But what if its Roger?


  No. Roger wouldve said something. Roger always said something. Good morning or Hello or even Do you mind if I come in? Roger treated him like a human being. Roger wouldnt be inviting himself onto Mats bed like his current visitor was doing. So Nikolai after all, then. Or maybe a guard. No differencethey all wanted the same thing. They could have it. Mat was too weak to fight even if hed wanted to.


  He rolled over onto his stomach, then hefted himself up onto wobbly elbows and knees. If Nikolai or whoever wanted to fuck him, they could pull his blanket the rest of the way off themselves.


  But nothing happened. The person sitting on the bed just sighed.


  This has to stop.


  Roger.


  I wish it would, Mat replied, bitterly, then felt bad for using such a cruel tone with Roger, who didnt deserve it.


  You have the power to stop it, Mat.


  Dont fucking say that to me And then his voice cracked, trembled on the edge of tears, and he managed to gasp out, Not you too.


  He realized how much it suddenly hurt to see Roger siding with Nikolai, even though Roger always had. Right from the first moment hed been Nikolais man, but hed been the only kind person in Mats life here and God, Mat wanted more from him, wanted him to be more and do more. He knew it wasnt fair to Roger, but fuck-all was fair down here, so why should he have to be?


  A tentative hand cupped his shoulder, and it was the sheer gentleness of the touch that finally made his own arms give out. He flopped back to his stomach, squeezed his eyes closed. Rogers hand followed him down, rubbed between his shoulder blades. I meant youre the only one who can stop blaming yourself for whats happening here. To you. To Douglas. I know you cant . . . you cant transform like Douglas is, that the master cant let that happen. But you cant fight this, either, not really. So either you choose to keep hurling yourself against a brick wall, or you choose to save your strength for when it matters. And that too is a choice only you can make.


  Mat scoffed, jerked his shoulder until Roger stopped touching him. The only thing that made him madder than hearing this shit from Rogers mouth was the fact that Roger was right.


  Which was why he was lying here waiting to die. Because nothing mattered anymore. Nothing ever would again. So what was there to save his strength for?


  Winning.


  God, how long ago had it been that hed written that stupid fucking list? And everything Nikolai had predicted had come to pass. Was the list any less true now than then?


  Get out of here. Burn this place down. Save Dougie and himself.


  Nikolai told me once that you wanted to help people.


  But Dougie hated him now.


  I can still save him.


  Cant even help myself, he growled into his pillow.


  Roger, the persistent bastard, laid a hand back on Mats shoulder. He wanted to shrug away again, but he didnt have the energy for it. Which was fine, he supposedit gave truth to his words, truth Roger would have to listen to.


  Of course you can. Youve just chosen not to.


  Strength returned in a rush of righteous furyHow fucking dare he!and Mat lurched up and spun around, fist following the momentum in a hard right hook that smashed into Rogers cheek and sent the fucker tumbling clear off the bed. Mat started after him, feeling pretty fucking proud of himself for managing such a clean blind strike just by following the sound of Rogers voicestarved half to death and you still got it, babybut as Mat rolled (okay, sort of fell, more like) off the edge of the bed, he caught his first good look at Rogers face. Or rather, the bits he could see of it around the hands pressed to Rogers cheek. Like the fresh black eye that could under no circumstance have formed in the last five seconds. Or the barely healed split lower lip. Or the defensive bruising and welts on Rogers bare forearms.


  And he knew in an instant, with a certainty that made his very empty stomach try to turn itself inside out, that somehow this was all his fault.


  Oh God . . .


  That bad? Roger asked, and then he fucking laughed.


  N-Nikolai? Mat managed to get out, so furious, so confused, so terrified, so fucking empty and plain old sad he couldnt form a sentence.


  Roger shrugged and picked himself up the floor, helping Mat up in turn. Hes my master. Our master. He told me to nurse you back to health, and I let him down. Did you think you were the only one who had to face consequences?


  Why wasnt Roger upset?


  No, Mat knew the answer to that. The guy was a fucking mess. Could Mat really hold him responsible for that fact? Nikolai had half broken Mat, probably destroyed Dougie by nowwith Mats cooperation, Jesusand theyd only been here . . . well, Mat didnt know how long. Roger had been here for years. He was fucking helpless, and here Mat was making his life hell and then punching him in the face for his trouble. Im a selfish asshole, arent I?


  Roger rubbed at the redness just above his jaw, but Mat didnt think he intended to chastise with the gesture. A little, yes. But thats normal, on the outside. I was too, before I came here. Not angry at Nikolai for hurting him, not mad at Mat for causing that hurt. The guy was a saint. A stupid saint. The human equivalent of a kicked dog that kept getting abused and abused and just loved you more for it, worked harder to make you love it even half as much in return.


  And Mat had the mans welfare in his hands, and hed completely fucked it up. His stomach tried to crawl up his throat again. First Dougie, now Roger . . . God, was there anyone he hadnt hurt? Maybe Rogers injuries werent so bad. He had to know; maybe he could find a way to live with himself if they werent so bad. Find a way to redeem himself. Maybe . . . Let me see.


  Roger sat back on the edge of the bed and gave Mat a sort of narrow-eyed look that said Are you sure? and Dont be stupid and What the fuck for? all at once. Now that Mat was paying attention, it was easy to see how gingerly Roger was moving. His face and arms were probably the least of it.


  My fault. This happened because of me. Roger did everything he could. He did take care of me.


  Let me see, Mat said again, and maybe Roger felt sorry for him, or maybe he was just reacting instinctively to the edge of command in Mats voice. Whatever the case, he grabbed the hem of his T-shirt and pulled it over his head.


  This time, Mat actually was sick. Just bilenot even any water in his stomachand it burned like lemon juice in an open wound as it came up and he fucking deserved it, Jesus, the poor guy was a mess, looked like Nikolai had taken a belt to him for hours and then kicked him when hed gone down. The damage blurred, and Mat realized hed begun to cry, silent and insidious but utterly unstoppable, and he could make out just enough of Rogers expressionsympathy, the stupid fucker, hes sorry for me!to be glad for the obscuring scrim of tears.


  Im so sorry, he choked out, and when Roger just put his shirt back on and shook his head and went to fetch a towel to clean up the mess Mat had made of the floor, the feeling got so much worse that it ripped a sob clean from his chest. Tell me how to make it right, Roger. Please.


  Roger turned to face him, a sad little smile in place as he sat back down and laid a hand on Mats knee, held his gaze. You already know how to make it right, Mat. Youve always known. All you have to do is make the choice. Stop hurling yourself against brick walls. Live.


  Mat blinked at him, tears overspilling and dripping off his chin into his lap. He lifted one shaky hand and laid it atop Rogers where it rested on his knee. Hed been selfish. Hed been a fucking moron. Worse, hed been a quitter. Hed let Nikolai turn him into the one thing hed never abided in his life. So Dougie hated him. Call the fucking waaaaambulance. He could still save Dougie. He could even save Roger. But first . . . first he had to save himself, and yes, he could sure as fuck do that too. He would do that too, pain be damned. Nikolai could knock him to the mat, but he couldnt make him stay down.


  He noddedmostly to himself, but partly to that hopeful, breathless question in Rogers eyesand felt a sudden, powerful urge to kiss Roger, just as strong as yesterday when hed come down off that chair. But he knew better than to give in to it this time, settled instead for bringing his free hand up to Rogers head, cupped the cheek hed reddened and ran his thumb ever-so-gently under Rogers eye. Roger didnt flinch, held his gaze, and his smile softened beneath Mats hand. Mats breath caught at the mere reflection of Rogers devotion for Nikolai in that gaze.


  Lucky bastard. Mat averted his eyes, cleared his throat. I, uh, Im hungry, he said.


  Roger stood, Mats hand still grasped in his own, leaned in and kissed Mat on the cheek. Ill go fetch you a tray.
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  Dougie was still kneeling two hours later. His whole body was aching, but he couldnt let himself break position. It had become something of a test for himself, as if each passing minute proved his dedication and loyalty.


  Which meant he was rewarded when the door finally opened and he was still holding strong.


  He beamed up, proud of himself and excited to see Nikolaito show Nikolai how good hed been, how obedient, how eager to pleasebut his face fell when someone else strode through the door. Jeremy, the cook, the one Nikolai had sent out of the room after their first foray in the woods.


  Get up, Jeremy said with an impatient little wave of his hand, like he couldnt be bothered with Dougies earnestness. The masters busy today with Roger and isnt to be disturbed, but he asked me to come collect you. Ive got some lunch upstairs for you, and after that Im to put you to work.


  Dougie struggled to his deadened feet, using the edge of the bed to help himself up when he faltered. Even his legs had gone numb. But none of that was as bad as the strange tingling tightness in his chest where hed been holding so fiercely onto thoughts of Nikolai all morning, where Nikolais absence buzzed and burned in a way he wasnt sure how to explain but knew mattered somehow. It was a good pain, thoughit had to be. It meant he was . . . how had Nikolai put it? Transforming? Yes. It meant he was transforming.


  Finally.


  Oh, I almost forgot. He said to plug yourself for him. He said youd know what to do. I have stuff to do upstairs, so just come up when youre done. Ill be in the kitchen. Id suggest you dont get lost on the way there.


  Understood, Dougie said, not sure whether to call the man sir or not. He was a slave, Dougie thought, but his mannerisms were so . . . in control. Maybe even in service, men got to be themselves. Roger was kind. Dougie would be earnest and sweet and a little nerdy, just as Nikolai was encouraging him to be. Just as hed always been, but better.


  Still himself. The thought made him smile.


  He was still smiling after Jeremy left, as he opened the drawer with all the plugs. The heaviness in his chest was fading. He hoped Roger was okay. Maybe hed gotten sick or maybe hed hurt himself and Nikolai was taking care of him, like he always took care of Dougie, like he seemed to take care of everyone else in his charge. A good man. Like a father, almost. Strict, but loving.


  Dougie eyed the wide array of plugs, and his smile faltered a little. He said youd know what to do. Except Dougie didnt know what to do. What was the plug for? Did Nikolai want him distracted while he worked? Happily distracted or uncomfortably distracted? Or did he just want Dougie ready to be fucked when the time came? In which case, stretched to Nikolais exact specifications . . . The thought made Dougies cock chub up a bit and he gave it a stroke. He liked the thought of that, wearing a Nikolai-sized plug. It would edge on uncomfortable, but hed be full and thinking of Nikolai. Uncomfortable and happy.


  Except, this wasnt about him, was it. No, it was about Nikolai. And maybe Nikolai would want Dougies ass to be tighter when he breached him, which would mean a smaller plug. And, wow, he should really stop touching his cock, shouldnt he, because that was all about Nikolai, tooit was Nikolais cock now, and his pleasure was Nikolais decision to make. He pulled his hand away, surprised at the flush of guilt heating his cheeks. Maybe if he admitted to Nikolai what hed done, how hed accidentally touched himself thinking about being ready for Nikolai . . . Well, maybe Nikolai would go easy on him and maybe he wouldnt, but either way he had a sneaking suspicion hed feel better about himself for the confession. And surely that meant he was transforming, too. A good sign. All good signs.


  But he still didnt know what Nikolai wanted. And if he got this wrong, Nikolai might . . . might beat him. Hed warned Dougie about that, after all. Just as bad, Nikolai would be unhappy with him. And he might be transforming and growing and getting better, but he still felt enough of his old self to know how fragile all that was, and he wasnt sure he could handle Nikolai being unhappy with him right now. Was afraid of how he might react. Was afraid hed backslide in the face of Nikolais disapproval.


  He didnt want to start fighting Nikolai again. He had to get this right.


  So what would Nikolai want?


  Tight. Ready. And really, with how kind hed been, would he want Dougie in pain? No, pain was for punishment. The plug was a tool, a way to make sex more convenient, a way to help Dougie remember his place. He stared at the plugs, estimating measurements, eventually finding one that looked the same size as Nikolais cockgirth and lengthand because they were neatly arranged by size, selected the next one down the line. Just a little bit smaller, almost not even noticeable, but for Nikolai it would feel different for sure.


  It was bright blue and curved and soft to the touch, and Dougie shivered with anticipation as he drizzled it with lube, using a little extra to make sure hed be nice and slick inside for Nikolai when the time came.


  If the time came, he reminded himself. Nikolai was busy today, after all. Nikolai was Dougies first and only priority, the center of Dougies universe, but Dougie couldnt be the center of Nikolais. Nikolai loved him, he knew that, but he was a man with responsibilities, with people who depended on him, and that meant that Dougie would have to put his own needs and wants aside when they didnt coincide with Nikolais needs and wants.


  And be happy for it.


  Besides, the fact that Nikolai felt he could leave Dougie alone for a day was just one more in a long list of signs that Dougie was getting closer and closer to what he needed to be. To what Nikolai was grooming him to be. Transformed. His best self. After so long spent afraid of never reaching that point no matter how hard he tried, it was finally happening, and all hed had to do was trust Nikolai, give himself over. Nikolai trusted him. Nikolai trusted him to make this decision. Nikolai trusted him to please his master.


  The joy of that filled his chest to bursting.


  He didnt think he could possibly feel happier, but then he was pushing the plug into his body, a little discomfort but no real pain because Nikolai had so patiently taught him how to relax. He fucked himself with it teasingly just as Nikolai had done, picturing that it was Nikolais cock inside him, that Nikolai was fucking him and he was so tight and willing, and Nikolai would be so happy. So happy.


  And Dougie was happy too.
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  Roger shifted against Nikolais chest, settling a little lower between his legs with a contented sigh. The bed was comfortable and Roger sleepy and warm in his arms, the skin of Rogers stomach smooth against the palm Nikolai had slid beneath the hem of his T-shirt. He had one eye on the laptop balanced atop the comforter in Rogers lap, but the other firmly on Roger, whod so willingly given so very much in service to him yesterday. Whod more than earned this day of pamperingthey both had, truth be toldof lounging in bed with lazy snuggles and unhurried affection.


  And a laptop. But then, some responsibilities could simply not be shirked. Anyway, Roger actually seemed more interested in the new pets camera feeds than Nikolai was. He supposed the man had earned that toohed certainly been instrumental in their growth these last days.


  Nikolai pressed a kiss to the side of Rogers head, then anotherand then one more, why not?as Roger flipped the primary feed from Douglass room (the boy had been staring at his collection of plugs for what seemed like hours now) to Mathiass.


  See, Sir? Roger saidpractically purred, in fact, as Nikolai indulged in another nuzzle, this time to that sensitive spot behind Rogers left ear. Roger shivered and pointed at the screen, and lo and behold, Mathias was out of bed. And more than that, he was eating. Nothing too heavy, just broth and apple juice, but still the first nourishment to pass his lips in ten days. Looking grim and determined, too. I told you itd all be worth it.


  You did, Nikolai agreedout loud, anyway. Secretly, he still wasnt so sure; certainly, theyd achieved their ends, but the means had come at a steep price. What would I do without you?


  Waste away and die, probably.


  Nikolai laughed at the playful tone, but stilled himself with a mental kick as Roger hissed. He mustve jarred something particularly painful. Are you sure you wouldnt like a stronger painkiller, Roger? Morphine? I can give you something to take the edge off the nausea too. You can rest.


  Roger wiggled a little, settling himself more firmly in Nikolais lap, ass rubbing hardbut so briefly it mightve been unintentionalagainst Nikolais crotch. Youre the best painkiller of all, Sir. He wrapped both hands around Nikolais forearms where they rested on his belly, and added, Id hate to


  Nikolai wondered for a moment how he meant to finish that sentence, but then Roger blushed clear to the tips of his ears and Nikolai understood: Id hate to fall asleep through one second of this.


  Id still be here when you wake up, Nikolai tried. He hated knowing that his own workaholic habits had made moments like these so rare and precious that Roger would rather suffer to have them than not suffer and risk missing them. Nikolai might be a good trainerthe best, evenbut the hard truth was that he wasnt a very good master sometimes.


  Roger made no reply to Nikolais attempt to sway him, and Nikolai allowed the silence. He buried his nose in Rogers freshly washed hair, inhaled deeply, and went back to watching the monitor over the top of Rogers head.


  Despite refusing the stronger painkillers, it didnt take long for Rogers breathing to even out and his fingers to go slack on Nikolais arms. Nikolai was sure he was sleeping, but then Roger murmured, half-slurred, Look, Sir, and pointed vaguely toward the picture-in-picture.


  Nikolai had been watching Mathiashed practically licked his tray clean and then dragged his ridiculously stubborn ass onto the treadmill, even if it was only going at a slow but grueling walkso hed failed to notice Douglas finally picking out a plug. He couldnt quite tell which one it was from the tiny picture, so he hit the key to flip the images around just in time to see something curvy and blue disappearing into the boys ass. There were only two blue plugs in Douglass room, and one of them was far too large to have slotted in so neatly without preparation. Which meant the boy had chosen the mid-sized one. The one just half an inch shorter and a sliver thinner than Nikolais own cock. The one that would leave him well prepared for Nikolai, but not so loose as to be disappointing.


  Nikolai felt a grin spread clear cross his face.


  What a good, bright boy you are.


  Even poor sleepy Roger seemed to perk up a bit, watching him.


  Nikolai slid his hand back up beneath the hem of Rogers shirt and stroked warm circles on his bare stomach. Would you like to have him? he offered. The mere thought of watching Roger and Douglas together made his cock firm against Rogers ass.


  Roger expertly non-answered with, If it would make you happy, Sir. And then, when Nikolais hand stilleda clear warning he wanted truth, not pandering, Hes very, very pretty, Sir. And clever. A thoughtful boy. He has a good heart. Nikolai started stroking again, and Roger added with a shrug, But, hes not . . .


  You. Hes not you, Sir.


  Nikolais heart (and other crucial parts of his anatomy, truth be told) swelled so hard at that he couldnt help himselfhe cupped Rogers chin, turned his head to the side, and kissed him.


  Roger opened so fast beneath him it was as if the man had simply melted, all lips and tongue and breathy little moans of want and need and please, yes, Sir, and this time when he squirmed back ass to crotch, there was no question at all of his intent.


  Time to put a stop to this. He didnt want to hurt Roger.


  Be still, he said, and pulled away, and Roger whined but fell obedient, didnt chase after his lips or wiggle his hips again. But oh gods, those puppy eyes. Had he been anyone else, Nikolai wouldve slapped the attempt at manipulation right off his face. But it wasnt anyone else. It was Roger, his sweet, beautiful, selfless, loving Roger, and the man wanted, and he was damn well entitled to want after all hed been through for Nikolai this week.


  Be still, he said again, and then he toggled the microphone on his computer and called down to the speaker in the kitchen, Jeremy, when the new boy gets there, send him to my room.


  He just hoped he and Roger wouldnt have to wait long.
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  Theres been a change of plans, Jeremy said without turning when Dougie arrived, flushed and buzzing with excitement, at the door to the kitchen. Youre to go straight up to the masters suite. Lucky little shit.


  Dougie blinked, not sure whether to apologize or what. Had Jeremy meant to say that last bit aloud? Was it okay for him to talk that way? Would Nikolai approve?


  Dont think youre getting out of chores though, little favorite. Ill be saving my dishes for you. Better hope you dont have sensitive skin; the last boy I had on dish duty got chapped hands and the master spanked his ass twice as raw for it. Jeremy may not have been facing Dougie, but Dougie could sense his cruel grin. He wouldnt be surprised if he found out the guy had been spitting in his food while Nikolai wasnt looking.


  Not that Dougie hadnt eaten worse at times. Maybe a little spit wasnt so bad.


  Dont just stand there, Jeremy said, and the knife in his hand was big enough to send Dougie stumbling back a step. Vegetables. Just chopping vegetables. Or should I tell the master you decided to keep him waiting?


  Dougie turned tail and ran.


  Well, half ran. Kind of waddled, more like. The plug up his ass might notve been quite as big as Nikolais cock, but it sure as heck didnt make walking easy. He went as fast as he dared. Stumbled once halfway up the stairs. Paused on the landing for a moment trying to remember which one of the many closed doors led to Nikolais bedroom.


  Left. Definitely one of the doors on the left. Which narrowed it down to . . . three. Great. Hed only ever been up here twice, and the first time hed been incoherent. The second time, hed been on his hands and knees.


  Which, actually, didnt seem like such a bad idea now. He dropped to his knees, where the hallway looked more familiar. He remembered crawling fifteen, maybe twenty feet last time. Second door, then. Has to be the second.


  He popped back to his feet again to close the distance. No reason to crawl without Nikolai here to enjoy it. Besides, itd only make him slower. Keep Nikolai waiting. And that was simply unacceptable.


  When he reached what he hoped was the right door, he knocked politely, trying to imitate the perfectly unobtrusive rapping that Roger had mastered.


  Come in, Douglas, Nikolai called softly from inside. He didnt sound angry. In fact, he sounded quite happy, genuinely at ease, and the thought of being called to him under these circumstances filled Dougie with sweet pleasure. More than thatwarmth, pride, want. His cock stiffened, tall and proud as the rest of him, as he opened the door and quietly stepped inside, then shut it behind him. This morning had been a test, thenthe waiting, and more waiting, and Jeremys brusqueness, and the vague order about the plug, all of itand hed done well. Hed chosen correctly at every turn. Anticipated his masters needs. And now his master was rewarding him with his company. Maybe, if he was very lucky, his master would reward him further with a good hard fuck. Permission to orgasm. A kiss and some kind words.


  He couldnt ask for more. He smiled demurely at Nikolai, tucked his arms behind his back, and presented himself.


  From his place on the bedon the bed with Roger, with Roger in his lap and Jesus, they were cuddlingNikolai smiled. Dougies own smile almost faltered at the sight of the two of them being so intimate, but he forced down the surge of jealousy and disappointmentRogers a good man, he deserves Nikolais love too and Im just an untrained pet I dont deserve anything stop acting like a spoiled childand froze his expression in place.


  Dont you look lovely and well rested, Douglas. Roger and I were just talking about how very attractive and pleasant you are. What was the word you used, Roger?


  Roger shifted lazily, casting a soft smile at Dougie that made him burn simultaneously with desire and shame for ever being jealous or resentful of this kind man. Pretty, Sir.


  I believe you said very pretty, Nikolai corrected, and reached out to crook a finger in Dougies direction. Dougie walked toward them both, feeling a little like a mouse caught between two cats. At Nikolais nod, he climbed up onto the bed at their feet. And thoughtful, wasnt it?


  Yes, Sir. Clever, too. Good heart.


  This close, Dougie could see that Rogers face and arms were covered in a mottled pattern of bruises, livid and fresh, like theyd still be hot and raised to the touch. Had he been disobedient? Had Nikolai punished him? They certainly didnt seem like thered been any falling-out between them. But then, maybe Nikolai was quick to forgive, not the type to carry a grudge once the consequences of a bad choice had been delivered. Or maybe it wasnt Dougies place to question and he should just stop thinking about it at all.


  Rogers been very loyal, Douglas, and deserves a reward. However, you may have noticed hes a little too tender for the kind of fucking I like to give my slaves. And since Im a little busy playing chair for Roger right now, Ive devised a suitable alternative. He paused, staring at Dougie expectantly.


  Oh God, he means me. He means that I should suck Rogers cock. And why wasnt that thought as disgusting as it should have been? Wasnt Dougie straight? And he hardly knew Roger. The thought of having to pleasure a near-strangera male near-stranger, made his heart race and his throat tighten.


  But it was a good fear, he realized. Like riding a roller coaster. Exhilarating and terrifying, but ultimately safe.


  Because Nikolai was here, and this was what Nikolai wanted, and what Dougie wanted was to make Nikolai happy. And if this was all it tookRoger was a kind, giving man, and he was undeniably attractiveDougie could pleasure him. Of course he could. Itd almost be like pleasuring Nikolai directly, wouldnt it? And hed practically been daydreaming about that all morning.


  Yes, Sir, he said. Id like that.


  Nikolai shifted, subtly spreading his legs. He ran one hand up Rogers stomach, rucking his T-shirt up to expose hairless abs barely softened by age, and the other down to cup a hard, heavy cock inside Rogers gray sweatpants. Roger threw his head back onto Nikolais shoulder and moaned, spreading his legs until hed hooked his calves over Nikolais own. Utterly wanton. Trusting. Hungry.


  Beautiful.


  Dougie couldnt take his eyes from where Nikolais lips and teeth had latched onto the exposed tendon of Rogers neck. If he focused hard enough, he could almost feel that moist heat and pressure on his own skin.


  He wanted it to be him. Really, honest-to-God wanted it. The gleam in Nikolais eyes as they met his told him that Nikolai knew, too. Knew he was transforming. Was pleased with it.


  Douglas crawled up the bed, wiggling his plugged ass as he went, insinuating himself like a cat between both mens legs.


  Very pretty, Nikolai said.


  Very pretty, Roger agreed, though his head was back and his eyes were closed as Nikolai laved at his neck. Dougie fixated on that patch of wet skin again, surprised to realize that no matter how much he wanted it, he didnt begrudge Roger for having it instead. At least he got to watch. That was generous enough. Nikolai hadnt forgotten about him, hadnt left him out. Nikolai had specifically sought to include him. He could have given Roger his pleasure and reward all on his own, but he hadnt. Hed called for Dougie.


  Little favorite. Thats what Jeremy had called him. Dougie was starting to believe it might even be true.


  Show me how you undress a man youre to service, Douglas.


  Douglas dropped to his elbows and crawled in as close as he could. He craned his neck to reach the swath of skin Nikolai had bared, brushed a kiss across Rogers abs. Then another when Roger made a breathy little gasp and the hard muscle twitched beneath Dougies lips. Added some tongue this time. Worked his way down to Rogers waistband with his mouth while he crept one hand up Rogers thigh, featherlight in deference to the bruises that might be hiding beneath the fabric. It wasnt like kissing Nikolai, not exactly, though they both had the same lean bodies that yielded so beautifully beneath a heartfelt caress. Certainly the noises he made were as generous as Nikolais when Dougie pleased him, as full of praise and promise, and over Rogers shoulder, Nikolais breathing had sped up too, so it was easy for Dougie to close his eyes and pretend this was Nikolais stomach he was mouthing, Nikolais crotch he was palming.


  And it was Nikolai he was pleasing, no question about it. Roger was collateral, just as Dougie was. It was all about Nikolai, and that made all of this okay. Better than okay. Perfect, almost. Their master. Theyd work together to please him.


  Thats my good boy, Nikolai murmured, the sound muffled against some patch of Rogers skin and how he wished it were his skin those words were sinking into, but they were a caress nonetheless, and he set his mind back to the task at hand, to making the act of undressing as sensuous and pleasurable as what would come after. Nikolai hadnt told him not to tease, or at what pace to proceed, and yeah, okay he was maybe still a little jealous so he chose to drag it out as long as Nikolai would let him (and anyway the longer he was here, the longer he was with Nikolai, right?), painting every inch of Rogers skin with lips and tongue and little love-nips as he exposed it, millimeter by millimeter. Drawing Rogers sweatpants down with such agonizing slowness he knew hed have been half out of his head by now in Rogers shoes, and frankly, he was half out of his head even in his own shoes, with the plug filling his ass and warm skin in his mouth and his cock bumping against his stomach and Rogers leg and occasionally the bedspread as he moved. But he could do this all day if given the chance, worship at Nikolais altar, prove his studiousness and his intent and his worth.


  One more tug at the elastic waistband, and Rogers cock sprang free. It was . . . God, it was thick. Thick enough that Dougie wouldnt be able to wrap a hand around it comfortably.


  Thick and hard and a deep, dark color, the head straining out of a stretched-taut foreskin. Dougie tore his eyes from it, looking to Nikolai for permission.


  Do you like my mans cock, Douglas? Nikolai asked with a wicked smile.


  Not as much as yours. Oh yes, Sir, Dougie purred. Even if he wasnt exactly sure what to do with it, how that foreskin would come into play in the pursuit of Rogers pleasure. It didnt seem too different, and anyway he had one of his own, didnt he? Just touch him the way you like to be touched, thats all.


  Except, no touching at all until Nikolai gave him the go-ahead. Roger might be a slave too, but Dougie sensed he was an avatar today, a virtual extension of Nikolais own flesh. And you never, ever touched your masters cock without permission.


  So he leaned in close instead, licked his lips and took a tentative sniff. Partly to encourage Nikolai to let him begin pleasuring them both in earnest, but partly for his own curiosity as well. Roger didnt smell like much, thoughhe was freshly washed, smelled like Nikolais soap with just a hint of warm skin and salt and sex beneath, leaking fresh from the slit of his very hard dick.


  Tongue out, Nikolai said, his own hands working Rogers nipples, tweaking them gently and making Roger grunt. Dougie stuck his tongue out but didnt touch, not yet. If Roger could sit so still and patient beneath his masters stroking fingers, Dougie could wait too. Now lick, Nikolai ordered, then amended, Just the tip. Taste him. Nothing more.


  Dougie closed the final inch between them with a gratified moan, and licked one shallow stripe across the crown of Rogers cock. That earned him a little gasp from Roger and Nikolai both, and Rogers cock jumped nearly up to his stomach.


  Good, Nikolai breathed. Dougie pulled his eyes from Rogers crotch and sought out his masters satisfied smile, the sparkle of pleasure in his eyes. Just like that. Again.


  Dougie obeyed, looking at Roger just long enough to find his target, then turning his eyes back on Nikolai as he teased Rogers cock with the tip of his tongue. Im sucking his cock but its only for you. Only for you. He sighed happily.


  You must learn to pleasure an uncut man. Run your tongue under his foreskin.


  Can I touch him, sir?


  Nikolai nodded.


  Thank you, sir, Dougie and Roger said, nearly simultaneously. Dougie wrapped a hand around the thick base of Rogers cock, and just like hed predicted, his fingers and thumb didnt touch. So thick. Unbidden, the thought of that girth stretching his hole flooded his mind and made him blush. Was that whatd first caught Nikolais eye when hed bought Roger?


  No matter. He was thinking too much. He always thought too much. Less thinking, more doing.


  Pointing Rogers cock at his mouth, he tilted in and traced his tongue along the line of Rogers foreskin, teasingly slipping underneath that ridge every so often as he went.


  Now. Rogers foreskin is quite tight to his cock, especially when hes fully erect. In fact, sometimes it pulls back so far that he doesnt appear any different from a cut man, although I think youll agree he feels much different in the hand. Some men have much more give and the heads of their cocks are only revealed if you purposefully draw the skin back. They may want this. They may not. Uncut men can be very sensitive, as Im sure you know.


  Yes, sir, Dougie said.


  The foreskin itself can be a source of pleasure, too. Suck it into your mouth, worry it between your teethgently, of courseor slide your tongue underneath it as youre doing now.


  This time, Dougie only nodded because his mouth was too busy for a reply. Sucking, licking, working that circle of exposed head that, yes, was so very sensitive. Or maybe Roger had just been that well-trained to perform for his master whether things felt amazing or nothe was squirming and panting in Nikolais lap, hands fisting the sheets beside Nikolais legs as Dougie worked his cock and Nikolai worked his nipples. It didnt seem like he was faking it, though, not with all the pre-cum leaking onto Dougies tongue and the way his cock was twitching in Dougies hand. Dougie gave it a little pump, and the foreskin glided over the shaft so smoothly it made Dougies own dick twitch with jealousy. He had a hand free, wanted so badly to touch himself, but he didnt dare. Didnt even dare to ask. The best he could do was look up at Nikolaiwho was too busy nuzzling Rogers neck to look back at himand whimper.


  Nikolai didnt acknowledge the needy little noise at all. Maybe hadnt even heard it. But Dougie was too chicken to try again.


  He turned his focus back to Rogers cock instead, wrapped his lips over his teeth and nipped up some foreskin between them, sucked very, very gently and swiped his tongue across the flesh. Roger thrust up into his hand and mouth, a short, abortive motion like maybe he wasnt supposed to be moving at all, and Dougie grinned to himself and repeated his nip-suck-lick, delighted at the thought that he was doing something right enough to make a man like Rogerpossibly the best-trained and most devoted slave in the worldlose control.


  Nikolai was teaching him well. Was he making Nikolai proud? He cast his eyes up again, hoping to draw the mans attention, but Nikolai was still busy working a mark onto Rogers throat. And yes, it was hotGod, was it ever hot, both their faces nearly transcendent with love and pleasure. But it also made Dougie, for one agonized moment, want to do something stupid, like maybe bite Rogers cock. And then that moment passed and he was left with nothing but the burning desire to prove himself.


  He redoubled his efforts, twisting his grip on Rogers cock as he pumped and sneakily giving Rogers foreskin a downward tug, exposing that sinfully sensitive head. Roger was starting to squirm in earnest, pushing forward into Dougies mouth and grinding back against what was no doubt Nikolais hard cock nestled up against his ass. If Dougie could make this good enoughdraw it out long enough and make Roger move enoughmaybe he could get Nikolai to come too. Like a secondhand orgasm. A chain reaction. Dougies hands and mouth getting them both off.


  Roger whimpered, biting his lip, and his hands left the mattress, snaking up to curl around Nikolais arms. Much to Dougies surprise, Nikolais hands abandoned their torment of Rogers nipples to twine with Rogers fingers, and they clung to each other through their pleasure, hand in hand like real lovers.


  No, not like lovers, they are lovers, just look at them.


  The thought crushed something small and delicate in Dougies chest, but then he reminded himself he could have this too if he tried hard enough, was patient enough, good enough, trusting enough. He could be a lover to Nikolai. They could share moments like Nikolai was sharing with Roger. He just had to earn it first, that was all.


  He tore his eyes away from their joined fingers and set about to earn this and more. Freed the arm he was propped on so he could take Rogers balls in hand, cup them both and press his middle finger between them like Nikolai had taught him. Dougie almost didnt hear Rogers gasp over his own at the shocked jolt of pleasure he felt as he laid out flat on the bed and his cock pressed into the mattress. He knew it was wrong to chase thatthis wasnt about him and Nikolai hadnt told him he couldbut listening to Nikolai and Roger, watching the two of them together . . . God, he needed, and it wasnt like he was neglecting Roger at all, could totally multitask here, and Nikolai probably wouldnt even notice


  A sharp crack echoed in his ears, and half a second later, an equally sharp sting bloomed across his left ass cheek and he yelped, pulled back from Rogers cock, glanced up at Nikolai with wounded eyes to see a crop in his hand and a . . . a smile on his face?


  Naughty boy! Nikolai chided, but he didnt seem angry, not at all, even if the warning was clear in his eyesDo it again and I really will be mad. Maybe he was willing to give Dougie a little leeway after how well hed served him today. Or maybe he was just feeling too good right now to get too worked up about anything as minor as Dougie humping the bed without permission. Whatever the case, Dougie wasnt going to push his luck. He stilled his hips and put his hands and mouth back to work.


  Got carried away, did you, boy? My little pet? Nikolai grunted as Roger ground back against him, Rogers cock bumping the roof of Dougies mouth as he did. God, Nikolai really was going to come. He wasnt instructing, he was dirty talking. My sweet fuckable little boy, so turned on by the big plug in his tight ass and the big cock in his slutty mouth . . .


  Turned on? Yeah, actually, he really, really was. Well, maybe more by knowing how good he was making Nikolai feel than by the feel of a cock stretching his mouth, but still, tomato, tomahto, whatever.


  I should beat you for taking liberties, Nikolai panted, and Dougies whine at that was pure instinctive fear, but of course it felt great against Rogers cock and Roger just ground against Nikolai harder. But I think Whatever he was thinking, Dougie (well, Roger) drove it right out of his head for a moment. I think youll learn your lesson well enough by the time this day is through.


  Dougie didnt want to think about what that meant, but at least it seemed to mean that Nikolai wouldnt beat him, so he counted that as a win and pushed it out of his head. No room in there for stray thoughts anyway, not between all the focus he was putting into making Nikolai (and Roger) come and all the focus he was putting into keeping himself from fucking the mattress. God, Nikolai looked so gorgeous like this, simultaneously completely in control and completely fucking losing it.


  And right in the middle of that moment of adoration, Nikolais brow stitched together. Dont look at me, Douglas. Look at the man youre servicing.


  Yes, sir. Dougie forced himself to tear his gaze from Nikolais flushed face, down to the cock in front of his nose, just like the good little pet Nikolai wanted him to be. Knew that he was already.


  Someones hand came down on the back of his head thenhe didnt know whose, didnt really matterand drove him down into Rogers crotch, chin to balls, Rogers fat cock filling his mouth and his throat and his fucking nose and sinuses and brain pan and everything else and he choked around it but didnt panic, didnt panic, because hed done this enough now and Nikolai had taught him well and as unpleasant as it was, he knew Nikolai wouldnt let Roger hurt him and he wanted to be good be good be good. The hand fisted so tightly in his hair it brought tears to his eyes, and from above him he heard Nikolai growl, Come on his face, and Roger panted out an eager, Yes, Sir, and then the hand was yanking his head back and Rogers balls were pulling up beneath Dougies fingers and that thick cock filled his vision and blew all over his nose and lips and eyes.


  He was surprised to discover that he didnt mind it at all. Even poked his tongue out to lick at the cum dripping down his lips. It wasnt the cum he wanted to taste, definitely wasnt the cum he wanted soaking into his skin, but Nikolai had asked for this, wanted it, was so hot for it he was grinding out his own orgasm right now against Rogers ass as Dougies tongue lapped at Rogers jizz, and for that, Dougie was happy to be blinking the stuff out of his eyes.


  Maybe next time, if he was lucky, Nikolai would stripe Dougies face instead.


  He cast Nikolai a hopeful look, and had to bury another surge of jealousy when he realized that Nikolai was still fawning over Roger, kissing him now, hands stroking Rogers bruised face, turning him to just the right angle for Nikolai to fuck Rogers mouth with his tongue.


  But that didnt mean Nikolai didnt love Dougie, or even necessarily that he loved Roger more. Because maybe this was all just a test, a chance for Dougie to prove that he could function on his own, that he wouldnt fall apart without Nikolai supporting him every second of the day, that he knew his place in the hierarchy and wouldnt ever push for more than he was entitled to. And if it was a test, he damn well meant to pass. So, as unobtrusively as possible, while Roger and Nikolai were still fucking each others mouths like a pair of teenagers, he licked Rogers cock clean and then shimmied Rogers sweatpants back up his hips. He couldnt reach Nikolai, which was a shame because Nikolai was probably feeling pretty gross in his cum-drenched pants right now. Was it okay to go get a warm washcloth for him? Or shouldnt he leave the bed? It wasnt like either of them was paying him the slightest attention right now; would they even miss him? What was he supposed to do here? Why hadnt Nikolai prepared him better?


  He only realized he was starting to freak out a little when a hand landed on his shoulder and he jumped half out of his skin. Easy now, little pet, Nikolai soothed. His hand rubbed at the tense muscles in Dougies neck. Its all right. Youve done well. The strain in Dougies body eased at those words, and he darted a glance up to Nikolai, no longer lip-locked with Roger. No, now that mouth was turned to Dougie, formed into a swollen but approving smile. Dougies muscles went downright noodly at that. His jaw and wrist were sore. He hadnt even realized. Tell me, Douglas, what Ive taught you to do after you service your master.


  A simple question he could answer. His mind settled at that. Cleared. No more panic. Clean and attend him, sir. Nikolai nodded, but said nothing more, and the panic began to creep back in. But . . . But you were . . . I mean, I didnt want to


  Interrupt? Nikolai punctuated his question with a kiss to Rogers earlobe. Rogers eyes drifted shut.


  Yes, sir.


  That was very smart of you to realize. No man wants to be pulled from kissing to answer a slaves questions. If you find yourself in such a position in the future, where its clear youre not needed for the moment, you may go to fetch a washcloth and fresh clothes for your master without waiting for permission. But dont dawdle; if he wants you and turns to find youre not there, it will not end well for you.


  Why did it seem like almost everything held the potential to end poorly for him? It hardly seemed fair. How could he know what to do when the master might want one thing or might want another thing but didnt always want the same thing and couldnt be bothered to tell him? He wasnt a mind reader. He needed orders. Clear, no-interpretations-required orders. Hed fill them to the last, and happily, but all this uncertainty made him downright queasy.


  Do you have something to say, Douglas? His masters expression dared him to lie.


  I just God, Im sorry, sir, but sometimes I feel like its just a lose-lose situation. And his unloved erection, hanging heavy and burning between his legs, didnt exactly help with that.


  Nikolai shrugged. Sometimes it is.


  Wh


  Sometimes it is a lose-lose situation for a slave. Thats the nature of your place in the world.


  My place. Dougie couldnt help it, he shuddered at that. Because his place, which had seemed so comfortable, so safe just a moment ago, suddenly seemed so fucking terrifying again. And even worse than the fear of being beaten for no fucking reason at all at any fucking time without any fucking way to predict or stop it was the fear that that fear might make him backslide. That itd strip the thin veneer of civility and comfort from the life he was building here and remind him afresh of the ugliness underneath. And sure, he knew there was ugliness, but hed been finding ways to live with it, hadnt he? Ways to be happy with it, evenor at least happy despite it. But it was fragile, stillso fucking fragileand he didnt want to lose it. Couldnt. Getting it back again would be too hard.


  Nikolai studied him as he processed, as the fear in his head no doubt disseminated across his features. Roger was watching him too, silent and sharp. Nobody was judging him, he could tell that much, but beyond that, he couldnt read either of them, and that uncertainty in the men who were supposed to be his rocks, his anchors, just made everything worse.


  It was Nikolai, of course, who finally broke the silence. But consider this: if a master is of a mood that he wishes to punish you for something you couldnt predict or prevent, then perhaps taking the punishment is the best way to serve him, after all? Dougie had no idea what to say to that, wasnt really even sure what to make of it. But Nikolai took pity. Think, Douglas. Havent you ever been so angry or so frustrated or wound so tight that you just wanted to hit something?


  Ah. Yeah, that made all kinds of sense. Just, a normal person threw their pillow at the wall, not their fist at a slaves face. But the kind of men who owned men, well, they werent normal people, were they?


  Sometimes your master will be looking for an excuse to let out that aggression, perhaps without even knowing for himself that that is what he really wants. You will give in to him, and you will serve him, as happy in your suffering as in your pleasure when he takes your ass.


  Dougie nodded, trying to ignore the shame he felt at the wetness in the corners of his eyes.


  Just look at Roger.


  Roger leaned back into Nikolais chest, sated eyes closed, completely oblivious to the seriousness of the conversation going on around him. His expression and posture were so at odds with the horrible markings all over his body. The bruising. Brutal.


  He doesnt enjoy being beaten, Douglas. He isnt a masochist. But he is a good slave, so when I needed this from him, he undressed without being told to and stood still for me, and he did it with a kiss. He comforted me. And look at him nowlook at us now. Look how happy we both are. Look how well Im taking care of him.


  Dougie studied Roger again, who did look undeniably happy. Didnt even seem to be in pain, though like Mat or anyone else who made a living being hard on their bodies, hed probably just learned to not express it or pay it much mind. Then again, he had just gotten an expert blowjob, if Dougie did say so himself. And was lounging in his masters arms, a whole day of tasks and orders replaced with affection and pleasure. A day hed probably only earned because hed taken some random punishment like a champ.


  Still, that did little to ease Dougies fears. He needed rules. Needed logic and order in his life, needed to know that if he followed those rules hed be fine, not just punished arbitrarily. How could he serve his master well if he was constantly afraid the next beating might be just around the corner, totally unavoidable? And could he really ever endure one with such grace? Be glad for it? Nikolai seemed to think so, and Dougie trusted Nikolai, knew he needed to trust Nikolai. But maybe Nikolai didnt realize how paper-thin the membrane was between his old life and his new one. How easily damaged. And how much might spill from one side to the other if someone punched even the tiniest little hole in it.


  S-sir . . .


  Nikolai raised his eyebrowsGo on.


  But Dougie didnt know what to say after that. Hadnt meant to say even that much. He ducked his head, desperate to escape Nikolais probing, expectant gaze. Desperate to string his thoughts together in a way that would make sense to Nikolai without upsetting him, without making Dougie sound like a selfish child. I need you to reassure me. Hold my hand. Make it all better. Help me.


  Can you . . . I mean, I need . . . God, was he really trying to ask Nikolai to beat him so he could see for himself how this would all make sense? It kind of seemed like he was. And surely Nikolai would, now that hed had the audacity to practically demand it of the man.


  From the look on Nikolais face, it was pretty clear he thought Dougie was overstepping, too. Need me to prove it? Guide you? Show you?


  Yes. Yes, God yes, please. Please, Master, yes.


  Nikolai very deliberately turned his face away from Dougie and buried it in Rogers neck. Dougie felt his heart sink clear to his toes at that, couldnt even breathe for a moment. No. Ive had enough of you now, and youve served your purpose. Back downstairs with you, and find Jeremy. Make yourself useful.


  Sir


  Dismissed, Douglas.


  Somehow, Dougie managed to choke out a Yes, sir, Im sorry, sir, and back himself out the bedroom door, though he felt so numb with disappointment and dread and sadness and fear and a million other things that he couldnt feel his hands or feet.


  He was halfway down the stairs, completely unaware of how hed gotten there, before logic started crowding its way back into his head around the riot of emotion. There had to be a reason for Nikolais refusal to help him. Nikolai had never refused to help him before. And Nikolai didnt make mistakes, at least not with things like this. Which meant Nikolai had a plan, knew exactly what he was doing, and it was Dougie who was wrong somehow. Or maybe Nikolai cared about him too much to beat him for no reason, trusted him enough to believeno, to knowthat when the time came for Dougie to take a random beating, hed take it with pride and grace. Nikolai trusted him; he just needed to trust Nikolai in return.


  Except, this time, he really wasnt sure he could.


  Fake it til you make it, Dougie.


  Yeah, okay. He could do that. Walk down the stairs and into the kitchen and take orders from Jeremy, and with any luck, get lost in some endless series of mindless chores that would let him take his mind off punishments and random violence and disappointing masters and being afraid and that cool, hard look in Nikolais eyes when hed said Ive had enough of you.


  He didnt mean that, not really. Couldnt have meant that. Enough of me for today, maybe, but . . . not . . . not forever, right?


  Right?


  Great, now he was crying. He didnt want to cry in front of Jeremy.


  Too late, he was already in the kitchen. Jeremy gave him a quirked eyebrow and a cruel sneer. Learn your place in the world, new favorite? Youll get used to licking Rogers ass eventually. He pointed at the sink. Dishes.


  Dougie went to them, shocked at the huge stack that had swallowed up the entire counter.


  Got a lot of guys to feed. Guards. Staff. Others like us. Your fucking brother with his ten-page list of nutritional requirements.


  Dougie nudged the tap with his wrist to get hot water going and hit the automatic soap dispenser. Others like us. Hed never seen anyone else around the house. Not even guards, not since hed been brought here. How many? He didnt know why he was making small talk with Jeremy, seeing as Jeremy was a fucking asshole and he was still on the verge of tears, but then, maybe that was exactly why. He could trust Jeremy not to mince words.


  Jeremy shrugged, whisking at something in a big mixing bowl. Maybe a dozen buybacks. He picks up one a year or so, his old favorites, when their masters get tired of them. Most of them work the grounds, dont stay in the house. Masters got over a thousand acres to maintain, after all, even if most of its forest. He put down the bowl, grabbed a smaller one with dry ingredients and started folding them together, one eyebrow raised at Dougie. Dougie took the hint and grabbed a pot to scrub. But theres me in here, of course. And Tim, who cleans the place, though the guys like a fucking ghost. And Roger. Roger was the first, you know. First one Sir ever trained without Master Edgars help, thats why hes so fucking spoiled. Not that Im jealous of him today, though. A low whistle. No mistaking what that was about. The bruises, of course.


  Do you mean to tell me you were ever a favorite of his?


  Jeremy laughed. Smartass fucking kid, I should kick that big plug up your ass, see if I can get it to pop out your mouth like a Pez dispenser. But no, I was no fucking favorite. Not as a slave, anyway. Just as a cook. My parents died when I was thirteen, fourteen? I got put in this shit-fuck boys home with some pervert director. Ran away, got a job as a busboy, then as a potato peeler, and on up to cook until suddenly some asshole was hitting me with a Taser and lugging me off to some torture cell to get my ass raped some more.


  An orphan in the system.


  And then Nikolai bought you? At an auction? Dougie was beginning to piece together the story. The details varied, but the plot was always the same. Little Orphan Assrape.


  Nikolai saved me. Trained me in this very house, then sent me on and I thought Id rather fucking die, but after eight years of miserymy new master never let me cook, didnt buy me for that, you seeI was back home again with Nikolai. Jeremys gaze went misty, and then snapped back again. Whatever ingredients he was folding, he was apparently happy with it, because he clattered around a cabinet full of baking pans for a moment and then pulled one out, started pouring the batter into it. I was lucky. You might not be. Nikolai does the whole buyback thing because hes a sentimental fuck, for all of his master-of-the-universe talk, but sometimes he doesnt get to us in time. And plenty of us just plain arent worthy enough of his attention, not even after hes finished training them. The guy leaving as I was coming in, I never saw him again. I imagine his body got dumped for a John Doe in some fucking river, or maybe hes still making his master happy, who knows. He scraped out the bowl, then pointed his spatula at Dougie. Youyou I expect to see again. That is . . . He shrugged, dumped the bowl on Dougies heap of dishes left to do, if you dont fuck this up. Youve got a good thing going here, kid. Got the masters eye. Dont ruin it by acting like some spoiled two-year-old who throws a tantrum every time daddy spends the day with his older brother. Cos daddy dont put up with bullshit like that. Hell spank your ass and send you away. Im sure after a few years in the system, you know all about getting sent away, dont ya, kid?


  The corner of Dougies mouth trembled. Yeah, he did. So . . . so what, he buys us and trains us and sells us, and if he likes us enough, he buys us back again?


  Yep. Thats generally how the whole business works . . . well, except for that last part. Somebody finds you, somebody grabs you, somebody sells you, somebody buys you and trains you, somebody buys you again. Well, some sorry fucks dont go to professional trainers like Nikolai. Some masters, they got a taste for breaking people themselves so they buy direct, whether they know what the fuck theyre doing or not. Dougie shuddered to think of it, being with someone cruel, without Nikolais finesse and caring. Like if one of Madames guards had purchased him for day-in-day-out torture and humiliation, fucking him until he died. Jeremy continued on, unawares. But Nikolais clients just want the finished product, all polished up and ready to suck dick like pros.


  God, it all sounded so crass and awful when he put it like that. They were doing something beautiful here, something special, bringing out his best self. Werent they?


  And he always sells us? Dougie wrung the sponge in his hands, just to squeeze something, just to hold something and imagine never letting it go. The water ran free and clear and uncatchable over his hands and through his fingers. He never . . . he never just chooses to keep someone?


  Aw, do you think the masters gonna keep you all for his own? Dumbass fucking kid, youre as bad as a girl with a crush, still in pigtails. Of course hes going to sell you on. Dont get me wrong, he likes you, likes you more than most if Im honest, but youre still a fucking meal ticket in the end. One day, youre gonna walk out those doors and wind up at the feet of another man, and youre gonna spend five, ten, maybe fifteen years there missing Nikolai for every fucking second of it, like your hearts torn out of your goddamn chest. If it was possible to cut vegetables bitterly, Jeremy was doing it, slamming his knife against the cutting board. But you stick it out and do your damn job as best you can because you know he wants you to and you promised him you would and youd die before youd disappoint him. And maybe, if youre real lucky, your new master reminds you a little of him and maybe even loves you a little like Nikolai did and maybe you even love him back a little like you love Nikolai. But of course its never the same. And then at the end of it all, when youre too old or too tired or just too plain familiar and boring for your master and hes had enough of you, Nikolai might buy you back on the cheap, or maybe your masterll take you out back and Old Yeller you for kicks. Or worse. So like I said, dont screw this up, kid. You give Nikolai everything, and then you give your new master everything, and maybe when its all over, Nikolai will give you everything in return.


  Maybe. So many possibilities for a bleak and empty future if he wasnt careful. Dougie didnt want to picture it. Didnt want to picture what Jeremy must know about it. He stared down at the sink, scrubbing furiously at a stubbornly filthy brass pot and trying not to cry.


  Oh! Master! Jeremy said. We were just talking about you.


  Dougie didnt want to turn around.


  Dougie wanted to turn around more than hed wanted anything else in his life.


  I heard. Nikolais voice was soft and calm, and those two words were punctuated by the sound of a chaste kiss. A kiss for Jeremy. Dougies shoulders stiffened, waiting for his own greeting, but it never came. Rogers asleep now. I told him to call you on the intercom when he wants lunch. And well both be taking dinner in bed tonight.


  Of course, Sir. Luke killed one of the chickens today. Freshly plucked. I could roast it.


  With stuffing? God, Nikolai sounded so affectionate.


  Would I ever serve you a chicken without stuffing, Sir?


  There was that one time you gave me wild rice. Dougie could actually hear the good-humored crinkle in Nikolais nose. He glared at the pot in his hands. That fleck of stuck-on whatever didnt budge, so he scrubbed it harder.


  Jeremy laughed, a pure sound without any of his usual bitterness. Youre never going to let me live that down, are you?


  You wouldnt love me if I did, Nikolai countered flirtatiously.


  I would always love you, Sir.


  Dougies stomach clenched. Why the hell couldnt he get this damn pot clean? Why couldnt he do this one simple fucking thing?


  A hand fell on his shoulder, gently cupping it. Hello, Douglas.


  Oh Master, thank you. Dougie wanted to fall to his knees at Nikolais feet and just cry and cry and cry, beg Nikolai to forgive him, to let him stay, to love him like he loved these other men, and if he could have that, God, hed be good, hed be so good, hed do anything, hed let Nikolai beat him every day. Hello, sir, he finally choked out, his voice rough with unshed tears.


  How are you feeling now, Douglas?


  Like Im afraid youll send me away. Like I dont want to go.


  Like I love you so much, but I dont know if you really love me back.


  Like I dont know where I stand.


  Like I dont know what I mean to you, sir. He braced himself for a swift punishment, a kick or a slapwhat he meant to Nikolai was none of his damn business, and of no import besidesbut it never came. The absence fucking hurt. And Im just . . . I know I cant ask anything of you, and that this isnt the kind of relationship where I ask you to tell me you love me and we cant go steady like teenagers and I guess Im just confused, sir.


  But you know your place.


  A slave, sir. Im nothing, sir. And why did admitting it hurt now, instead of filling him with that calm peace and acceptance he kept grasping and losing again? Damn it, he wanted what Roger had, what even Jeremy somehow fucking had.


  Thats right. Whose slave are you, Douglas?


  I dont know. I just dont know. Yours, temporarily, and then?


  I want to be yours, sir.


  So why dont you know what you mean to me? Why are you confused?


  His hands stilled in their scrubbing, and he itched with the urge to turn around, to confront Nikolai head on with his answer. Because, he said, and this, surely this would get a rise, a punishment, a beating, painful in its truth as it was. Because you tell me you love me in one breath and talk about selling me in the next!


  No punishment came. Again. Just a breath on his ear, a warmth against his back, a hand lightly pressing on his throat from behind, threatening to choke him. You think too much, Douglas. You say you know your place, but you dont. Its not your place to worry about the future, and its not your place to ask questions, and its not your place to wonder about your place. In the world. In this house. In my heart. Your place is just. To. Accept. The hand on Dougies throat tightened, and his mouth fell open, trying to pull in air that just wouldnt come. If only there was a way for me to remind you. An easy way to put your restless mind at ease, to express to you in no uncertain terms that you are mine, and that your body and your fate are all mine, and all you need do is . . . The lack of air was starting to hurt, to burn, and now there was another hand sliding down Dougies side, down to cup Dougies ass, weighing the flesh in a thoughtful palm. Accept.


  Punish me.


  A reminder that he was Nikolais, that Nikolai owned his body and his mind, and that he would gladly give: even things he didnt want to give, even things he was afraid to give, even things that were unpleasant to give. The same way Jeremy and Roger and all the others had gone to their new masters, given up their happiness and their security with Nikolai, because that was their fate, because that was what Nikolai chose, and all they had to do was trust in his wisdom and know that he would one day bring them home.


  Punish me and bring me home.


  My body, my life, my sex, my pain. Let me give myself to you.


  When he tried to speak it, only a strange whistle came out.


  What was that? Nikolai said sweetly, crushing Dougies windpipe one last time and then the hand was gone and Dougie was gulping down air, burning air that made spots like soap bubbles pop in front of his eyes.


  Punish me, Dougie croaked. Punish me, sir. Hurt me like you hurt Roger. I can take it, sir. I deserve it. I want to give it to you.


  Good boy, Nikolai said, and ripped the plug from Dougies ass.


  Dougie was a good boy. A very good boy: hed chosen just the right plug, big enough that Nikolai didnt need to prepare him but small enough that it still burned and stretched when Nikolais erection claimed his ass.


  Dougie was a good boy. He gave his master his ass, gladly took the rough pounding, even though it meant getting a horizontal counter-edge bruise right across his belly and hips, even though it meant sobbing out his pain with Jeremy standing right there, watching through the corner of his eye, watching Dougie crying and being fucked, because this time Nikolai hadnt cared to send Jeremy away, and it wasnt Dougies place to ask for privacy.


  Dougie was a good boy. When Nikolai grabbed him by the hair and jerked his face forward and told him not to neglect his chores, he picked up his sponge again and he picked up the stubborn pot and resumed scrubbing, the motion of his shaking hands across the bottom of the pot following the rhythm of Nikolais strokes inside him.


  Dougie was a good boy. He kept on washing even when Nikolai grabbed his cock and jerked him hard, bringing him off so fast his head spun and he had to cling to the counters edge just to stay upright so Nikolai could continue chasing his own pleasure inside Dougies abused ass. And Dougie held still for that, even through post-orgasm sensitivity that set his teeth on edge every time Nikolais cock drove over his prostatea pleasure so raw, so far past good it might as well have been the punishment hed been begging for.


  Dougie was a good boy. When Nikolai finished with him, filled him with seed and plugged him up again and told him to clean up the mess hed made, Dougie knew he wouldnt be needing the sponge.


  Dougie was a good boy. He licked his masters cock clean, and then he turned and did the same to the cupboard doors, lapping up his own dripping semen with a happy, sated hum.


  Dougie was a good boy. He knew that his master hadnt punished him upstairs, even though hed deserved it, because it was only through denial that hed learned the value of that punishment.


  A reminder of who was in charge. Who was owner, who was owned. Who did the thinking and planning and worrying, and who accepted his fate with dignity and humility.


  Yes, Dougie had forgotten that. Been bad. But Nikolai had guided him in ways he hadnt even begun to be able to see, and now he was back on steady ground and a good boy again, and Nikolai had rewarded him with punishment and pleasure, had given him what hed needed and then what hed wanted, and this time when Nikolai had finished with him and left him alone with Jeremy again, Dougie didnt mind, not even a little.


  Because Dougie was a good boy. And hed stay a good boy, and one day Nikolai would come back for him and keep him and love him forever.
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  Mat was eating an austere lunch of toast and jelly and applesaucebut hey, solid foods, big step in the right directionwhen he heard the key in the lock of his door. He put down his spoon. Shucked off his shorts and draped them over the back of his chair.


  By the time the door opened, he was on his knees in front of it, legs spread and palms up, waiting.


  This time, it wasnt Roger who came through the door, not that Mat had ever thought it would be. Not this time.


  This time, it was Nikolai.


  It couldnt have been anybody else, of course, because it was time, and Nikolai was never early and he was never late for anything.


  Right on time.


  Youve decided to live.


  Mat looked up into Nikolais eyes, giving him a hard stare to prove he still had what Nikolai wanted, that Nikolai hadnt broken Mat, but merely tamed him. Yes, he said. Not Yes, sir or Yes, Master. Just Yes.


  Mat would obey, but he wouldnt cower.


  Obey, and bide his time, but Nikolai didnt need to know the second part. Or maybe he already knew the second part, but thought he could still come out on top in the end.


  Yes, Mat was done underestimating Nikolai. But Nikolai had always underestimated Mat, and that would be his downfall. All in good time.


  Im ready to do what you want. Im ready to be who you want.


  Nikolai nodded, not smiling, not showing any emotion at all, not even victory. Just acknowledgment. Lets begin, then.


  You and me. You versus me.


  Mat nodded, too. Yes, lets.
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  Bookended


  Giving an Inch (Professors Rule, #1), with Amelia Gormley


  Apple Polisher (Rear Entrance Video, #1)


  With Violetta Vane:


  Mark of the Gladiator


  Galway Bound


  The Druid Stone


  The War at the End of the World


  Hawaiian Gothic


  Salting the Earth, a short story in the anthology Like It or Not


  Cruce de Caminos


  Harm Reduction


  The Saturnalia Effect
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  Power Play: Resistance, with Cat Grant


  Power Play: Awakening, with Cat Grant


  Master Class (Master Class, #1)


  Sublime: Collected Shorts (Master Class, #2)


  Counterpoint (Song of the Fallen, #1)


  Crescendo (Song of the Fallen, #2)


  Anchored (Belonging, #1)


  Where He Belongs (Belonging, #2)


  Break and Enter, with Aleksandr Voinov
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