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  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 fingers  by death or by despair.


  This title is part of the The Flesh Cartel serial story. New to Riptide Publishings serial fiction? To learn all about it, please visit bit.ly/FCSerial.
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  Mat had few regrets in life, but the ones he held on to, those were big. Being too afraid to leave home at eighteen when Coach Darryl had first offered to take him on. Begging his parents to make the long drive to Bristol to watch some stupid fight, then pushing them away from the after-party (Im nineteen now, Mom, I dont need a babysitter!), and waking up at 3 a.m. to news of the accident thatd killed them on the way home. Losing Dougie to foster parents for five long years after that.


  But none of thatnone of thatcompared to the regret he felt now at what hed let happen in that room with Nikolais sick-fuck pedo client. At what hed let Dougie think. The heartbreak, the betrayal on Dougies face, was the single most painful thing Mat had ever laid eyes on. How had he let Nikolai convince him that was right? How could he have abandonedno, shoved away the most important person in the world to him? The one person in the world to whom he, in turn, was also most important?


  God, he was a monster.


  He rolled onto his back, then curled up on his other side, away from the family photo and younger-Dougies innocent, beaming grin, hugging his blanket tight around his shoulders. Moving hurt. Existing hurt. But whatever. That was fine. No less than he deserved.


  He lay there awhile. He didnt know how long. No sense of time in the endless merry-go-round of recrimination and self-loathing he was riding. Every so often, hed escape it long enough to think about the safety razor in the bathroom. Maybe he could break the blade free somehow. All eighth of an inch of it. Yeah, fat lot of good thatd do him.


  He mustve slept at some point; he woke to the door opening, soft footsteps on the hardwood floor. Not Nikolaino click of dress-shoe heels. He kept his eyes closed. Couldnt be bothered to look.


  The bed dipped under someones weight. A gentle hand brushed across his shoulder above the blanket. I brought food. You should try to eat.


  Roger. Mat didnt deserve the sympathy in the mans voice, in his touch. He lurched away, didnt bother to stifle the moan of pain at the motion.


  At least take these? A hand appeared near his face, three little white pills cupped in an open palm. Tylenol with codeine. Youll feel better.


  Mat snaked one arm out from under the blanket and knocked Rogers hand away.


  Hmm. A thoughtful noise: half sympathetic, half disapproving. The master said you might feel that way. Ill just leave them right here in case you change your mind. A soft tapthe sound of the pills being placed on the nightstand. Roger stood, disappeared into the en suite. Ran some water. Came back a moment later. Another soft tapprobably a cup of water. The man was babying him, for fucks sake. He didnt deserve to be babied.


  Roger sighed. All right then. Ill come check on you again in a little while.


  Mat ignored him some more.


  Try to eat, Roger said again, then left, shutting the door softly behind him.
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  For the first time in a long time, Dougie drifted lazily into wakefulness, like sleeping in until past noon on a Sunday. He shifted inside his cocoon of warm covers and cool sheets, sighed, stretched . . . and remembered.


  That horrible man.


  Mat, standing by and doing absolutely nothing.


  For the first time in his life, Dougie woke up in a world where he was alone.


  No. He had Nikolai now.


  Nikolai. Last night . . . yesterday . . . when had it . . . No, it didnt matter. Before hed gone to sleep, he and Nikolai had . . . Theyd kissed. Dougie had been a good boy for him. Pleasured him. Pleased him. Nikolai had been good to Dougie in return. Not just good. Had loved him.


  Love seemed to come so easy to Nikolai; why was it so hard for Dougie? Hed felt it for a moment last night, he was sure of itan instant of clarity, transcendence, his heart light and full. And yet now it was just . . . gone. Slipped away.


  Hed found it once in Nikolais arms. Maybe he could find it there again.


  The last time hed been a good boy for Nikolai, hed woken in those arms. And this time? He reached out, searching by feel, not ready yet to pull back the covers and actually face the light of the outside world.


  The bed was empty.


  Alone, then.


  But why? Hadnt he been good enough? Had Nikolai sensed he was a fraud? Nikolai had promised to help Dougie be who Nikolai wanted him to be. Hed promised. Dougie couldnt do this without him, he knew that now, just as surely as he knew he couldnt not do this and stay alive in this place. Strange how he felt no more fear about that, no more fear about changing, becoming something elsethough the lack of fear itself did frighten him a little. But what frightened him most was the possibility that Nikolai had lied. That he wouldnt help. That Dougie would be thrust back to the dark days of endless pain and need and terror and uncertainty and never, ever get to be at peace again.


  Had it all been another mindfuck, one he didnt yet comprehend? God, what was about to happen here?


  Regardless, he couldnt stay under the covers much longer, because this wasnt a lazy Sunday. Lazy Sundays were for free men. Not their pets. Not their slaves. He should get up. Do something. Show Nikolai he deserved to be a cherished pet, not a kicked and broken one. Trust that this wasnt a mindfuckthat Nikolai had meant all the things hed saidor that if it was a mindfuck, it was all for the best.


  Trust Nikolai. Be the person Nikolai wanted him to be. Which started with waking up.


  Except the room spun when he threw the covers back, and his limbs felt strange, heavy, not quite under his control.


  Easy, easy, its all right, Douglas. Dont get up.


  Nikolai. Soft voice, then softer hands at Dougies shoulders, urging him back down. Fingers stroking his cheek. Petting his hair. Relief so profound he couldve wepthes not mad at me he hasnt abandoned me he wont hurt me. Objectively, he knew he shouldnt feel that way. But in his heart, he couldnt change it. Didnt want to change it. Not when the alternative was going back to how things were before. Or going to a monster like the man whod hurt him yesterday. No. Hed take this, grab what Nikolai was offering with both hands and never let go. Nikolai would show him how.


  I just went to fetch you some breakfast. I was hoping you wouldnt wake while I was gone; I didnt want you to think you were alone.


  Nikolais smile couldve soothed a wailing baby back to sleep. Dougie focused on it, tried to match it with one of his own. Tried to feel something more than . . . than what? Gratitude, perhaps. A lessening of fear. Tried to recapture the affection hed felt last night, when hed taken Nikolai into his mouth and sucked him and it hadnt been a chore at all.


  For a moment, Nikolai became two Nikolais, then coalesced back together. Dougie rubbed his eyes, and when he opened them again, Nikolai was sitting beside him, leaning in close, still smiling that soothing smile. He brushed the hair off Dougies forehead and followed his fingers with a brush of his lips. You were quite restless this morning. I gave you something for the pain. Perhaps thats why you look so confused now.


  No judgment in those words. Mild amusement instead. Th-thank you, sir, Dougie managed. He sounded like hed swallowed a frog.


  No, just Nikolais cock, spat some quiet little voice in a far corner of his mind. Dougie shoved at it, pushed it farther into the darkness and slammed a door on it. He couldnt afford to listen to that voice anymore.


  Nikolai handed him a glass of orange juice.


  Thank you, sir, he said again, and made a show of taking a sip. Thank you was easy. Gratitude was easy. And maybe gratitude wasnt a far step from affection. Maybe that was how all love began. Mothers took care of their babies, and their babies loved them for it. Maybe he just needed to be patient.


  Nikolai was watching him closely, but that soothing smile was still on his lips, in his eyes. Crinkling the bridge of his nose, even. He was so handsome when he smiled like that, like he meant it. Do you think you can sit up?


  Dougie nodded. Nikolai took the juice from him and propped pillows behind Dougies back so he could lean against them. Brought over a tray with short legs from the table and placed it over Dougies lap. Breakfast in bed? When was the last time anyone had brought him breakfast in bed? Pattie, maybe, back when he was . . . fourteen? When hed caught bronchitis and missed two solid weeks of school. When hed wept inconsolably for his dead mother and Pattie had tried so, so hard to fill her shoes.


  And now Nikolai was here, filling Mats shoes.


  And just as with Pattie, Dougie would do his best to let him.


  Nikolai didnt have to tell Dougie to eat, not anymore. Even though he wasnt hungry at all, he dug into the omelet on the tray, trying to look appreciative as he did so. He told himself that his willingness to choke down food was out of gratitude for Nikolais kindness and not out of fear of his wrath. But Dougie remembered all too well what had happened the last time hed refused to eat.


  I cant let myself be afraid of him anymore. Maybe love and fear could coexistbecause what were abusive relationships, if not that exact combination?but he had a feeling that for that to happen in nature, the love had to come first. And it hadnt for Dougie and Nikolai, which meant . . . Dougie was sure the fear had to go, even if that meant it had to be surgically excised. Subtract fear. Add love. Nikolai would know the math, have the right prescription.


  You know, Nikolai said, and though his voice held the same gentle amusement as his smile, Dougie still jumped. When I was first brought here, I didnt eat for almost a week.


  Brought here? Nikolai? I . . . You . . .? Intelligent, Dougie. Really intelligent. He put his plastic fork down, looked into Nikolais eyes. Brought here, sir?


  Nikolai picked up the fork, cut off a bite of omelet, and held it to Dougies lips. Dougies mouth knew what to do all on its own: open, accept, chew, swallow. God knew hed done it enough, with whatever was pressed to his lips. Nikolai smiled; Dougie felt a warm little shiver travel down the back of his neck. That was good, right? Hed pleased him, and Nikolais pleasure had pleasured Dougie in return. A step in the right direction, surely. Maybe Dougie could do this after all.


  Yes, brought to this very house, actually. He speared a cube of cantaloupe and fed it to Dougie. I was five. I came with my mother. Didnt speak a word of English.


  Your mother? It was hard to imagine Nikolai having parents like a normal person, even though it had to be true. This was the real world, even if it didnt feel like it anymore; Nikolai hadnt been decanted. He hadnt risen fully formed from the shadows. He was . . . just a man. And all men had once been boys.


  A miserable woman, Nikolai said with a nod. Until . . . Well. My mentor was her mentor as well. He took care of us both. Made us into our best possible selves.


  Dougie nearly gagged on the bite of toast Nikolai was feeding him. A five-year-old? Here? Being . . . Ugh. He shuddered, swallowed hard. No wonder Nikolai was


  You misunderstand, Douglas. I was like you, but not. I suppose I could have wound up a slave, had the dice rolled differently for me, but as it was, my mentor was a specialist, like I am now. He had no interest in training a child into service. He did, however, have great interest in raising an heir. I think sometimes perhaps thats the only reason he acquired my mother at all.


  Swallowing his toast became easier, but not by much. God, to be five years old and ripped from your world, from everything and everyone you knew. Well, not everyoneNikolai had had his mother after allbut after how things had gone down with Dougie and Mat, Dougie wondered if maybe it was better to be alone. Nikolai had always been so sure of the fact that Dougie and Mats relationship couldnt survive their training. Had he spoken from experience?


  So, um, your . . .


  Mentor? Another gentle smile, an arched eyebrow. Had Nikolai always looked so warm and inviting when he was happy? Had Dougie just failed to notice before? Or had he just not managed to make Nikolai happy before today? Nikolai didnt say anything after that, merely sat there smiling, waiting for Dougie to finish.


  Was he . . . I mean, was he very patient with you, sir? Dougie didnt know how else to phrase it. Being any more blunt when talking about a childeven a child whod grown up to be Nikolaimade him want to be sick.


  Nikolai nodded. Always. Though he wasnt a man accustomed to repeating himself. Or dealing with children, I dont think. When I refused to eat for a time, he grew very cross because he worried for me, you see. He didnt want me to fall ill. I understand that now, training boys of my own. I know now, in my heart he flattened his hand to his chest, patted twice how wretched the worry can be. How deep ones love can go. How very much you ache for the best in life for your boys. He no sooner wanted me to suffer than I want you to suffer. But, like any good guardian, he was unafraid to punish me to protect me from myself. And for a long time I couldnt understand that. So I feared him. I even hated him. I tried to run away. I picked fights. I said terrible things.


  Just like me with you. Dougie picked up his second slice of toast and ate it on his own. See? I can learn. I wont make you worry about me.


  I was a particularly terrible teenager, Nikolai said, and Dougie surprised himself by laughing.


  You dont say. Me too.


  Nikolais grin grew expansive, mischievous. I ran away. Packed a bag, stole a credit card from his wallet, and hitched a ride into the city.


  No way. Me too! Well, except I stole forty-two dollars and eighteen cents and took a bus downtown. Dougie chuckled, shook his head at the memory. God, what a hopeless idiot hed been. Mat found me four hours later, nursing a soda at the diner and working through my third plate of waffle fries. His smile faded; he finished off his toast and took a long pull on his orange juice. He didnt want to finish the story, didnt want to think about how it ended, and yet now that he was talking, he just wanted to get it out. Like an exorcism. He knew exactly where Id go. I didnt talk to him for like a month.


  Strange, but reminiscing about Mat almost felt like reminiscing about his parents, now.


  Maybe that was why Nikolai didnt scold him. Just put an arm around his shoulder and tucked him close, let him pick at the remnants of his breakfast on his own. Eventually I came to understand my mentor better, and the running away and the fighting and the back-talking all stopped. I realized that if all hed wanted was a son, he could have purchased me on my own. He could have been selfish. But he took my mother as well. He not only gave me the gift of her continued presence in my life, but he also gave me the gift of seeing her happy. Shed never been happy in Russia. I dont think I ever saw her smile there.


  And she was happy here? Even though she . . .


  Was a slave? Like me?


  Not at first. Not for a while. But eventually. Eventually she saw the light, as they say. Saw how much more fulfilling her life could be when put to purpose. I think it helped, too, to see that her son was cared for. She never could have given me that, otherwise. We were always too poor, too afraid. Too many dangerous men in and out of her life. Animals, all of them. We were animals. And do you know what I saw when I ran away, Douglas? I had enough money in my pocket to stay at the finest hotels, eat at the finest restaurants, buy the finest things. And yet all I saw, all around me, were more animals. Unhappy, unthinking beasts beholden to their urges, crushed beneath the weight of the emptiness in their lives, the sheer purposelessness. And then I came back, and I saw my mother at my mentors feet, and I understood.


  Dougie didnt understand. He wasnt an animal. Mat wasnt an animal. Pattie and Mike and Mom and Dad . . . none of them had been animals. None of them had seemed empty to him. Theyd led good lives, hadnt they? Happy lives. And so what if Mom and Dad had worried about money, or if Pattie and Mike had argued sometimes, or if Mat got beaten up for a living or Dougie stressed about making good grades. That didnt mean they were stuck on a hamster wheel.


  Nikolai cupped Dougies chin in his hand, lifted Dougies gaze from the contemplation of his tray to meet Nikolais eyes. Its all right not to understand now, Douglas. You will in time. Can you trust that Ill get you there?


  Dougie licked his lips, stared into Nikolais eyes, and let himself search for answersno, for faithwithin. Yes, sir, he finally said. I just . . . I dont . . . I dont know how.


  The thumb on Dougies chin swiped gently across his lips; Dougie parted them, let the tip graze his teeth. This seemed to please Nikolai, which raised that warm shiver down the back of Dougies neck again. He reached after the feeling, clung to it. Touched his tongue to Nikolais thumb. Thats all right too, Douglas. Nobody springs fully formed from their fathers head, you know. Except Athena. She did. We have mentors for a reason. Trust me to be yours.


  Yes, sir, Dougie murmured against the pad of Nikolais thumb.


  Nikolais smile turned mischievous again, and he pulled his thumb free. So, waffle fries, eh?


  The tension popped, just like that, and Dougie laughed. Blushed. Contraband, sir. I dont ever remember a time when Mat wasnt watching his diet. We never had any junk food in the house. We never went out to eat at greasy spoons. Wasnt fair to him, Mom used to saymade it hard to stick to a strict regimen if we were waving it under his nose. So there I was, little bro, following in his footsteps, even though I wasnt athletic in the slightest. Honestly, Im still like that. Sneaking junk food: Red Bulls and sour cream and onion potato chips and Snickers bars. And Burger King hash browns. I know they sound disgusting, but . . . His mouth watered just thinking about them, even though hed just eaten more than his fill. Actually, the night I


  He stopped. His heart pounded. No, he would talk about this too. His former life. He would talk about it like it didnt matter, like it wasnt taboo, and then it wouldnt hurt so bad. The night I was taken, that was what I was most worried about. Id bought some junk food I had to eat before Mat got home. How clearly he remembered weighing the change in his pocket, contemplating the shuttle schedule: Could he afford to splurge? Would he miss the bus? It all seemed so ridiculous now, somehow. I guess it wasnt the worst of my worries in the end, was it?


  Was it ever?


  No, he supposed not. There were the bills, and not getting calls from Mike recently, and keeping his grades up, and getting permission to do research, and Mats mysterious bruises. I guess not, he admitted.


  Soon you will know, Douglas, what its like to have no worries at all. Youll never worry again. Youll give of yourself, and be taken care of in return.


  Hed been so eager these last few years to grow up, to do the taking care of instead of being taken care of like he had his whole life. But really, what was so great about that? About worrying about everything all the time? And who was even left to care for? Mike had his own family, didnt need Dougie anymore. Pattie and Mom and Dad were dead. And Mat . . . well, Mat was gone, wasnt he. Gone and never coming back, and Dougie deserved that, deserved all of it.


  But maybe, just maybe, he deserved love too. Nikolai had been right about so many things already; maybe he was right about this as well. Maybe being cared for was his destiny. And to be honest, right about now, it didnt sound so bad. Not scary or sad or depressing or anything. Just . . . safe, maybe. The natural order. What hed been born for, made for.


  Now if only he could figure out how to love his caretaker in return. Then, he thought, he might finally be happy.
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  Nikolai hadnt thought of his mother in a long time. Hed failed her, in the endfailed to anticipate her loss of purpose when his mentor had died, failed to staunch her despair, and worst of all, failed to predict the bloody mess shed make of herself and his mentors en suite in time to save her lifeand his memories of her were always tinged with sadness now, with a sense of preventable loss, with the chastisement of irresponsibility. Hed vowed never to make such mistakes again. Never to so disastrously misread another in his care. He owed them more than that.


  And it was precisely because of what he owed them that hed been willing to face those memories once more to help Douglas find peace.


  Strange how this time the recrimination didnt feel quite so powerful. As if Douglas had brought him some measure of peace in return.


  Perhaps they were more alike than hed realized.


  He stroked the boys dozing head, combing fingers through downy-soft hair grown out past his ears, then reluctantly stood.


  After their breakfast, hed given Douglas more painkillers and talked about nothing with him as hed slowly and peacefully nodded off.


  If the cruelty hed carried out yesterday was his least favorite part of the job, then this was his most favorite: gently guiding a newly willing and pliant boy to accept and understand the role hed always been destined for. It was complicated, careful work, with harder tests ahead. And then, when Nikolais work was through and Douglass transformation was complete, would come the hardest part of all . . .


  But for now, Nikolai would enjoy these sweet first days and, as always, worry about the future when it came.


  Speaking of worrisome futures . . . Nikolai tiptoed out of Douglass room and then headed up the stairs to his office, where Roger had left a tea tray just how he liked it. He poured himself a cup and settled in to watch this mornings conversation between Roger and Mathias. All exactly as hed expected: Mathias in the throes of unbearable guilt, convinced hed made a catastrophic mistake he was powerless to undo. Given how deeply his sense of self was wrapped up in the role of his brothers protector, Nikolai knew thered be no reaching him nowno fear of consequences, no motivation to behave. The animal would probably welcome any punishment hed force Nikolai to inflict; he no doubt thought he deserved it. So rather than tempt the beast, Nikolai was having Roger care for him instead, doing what Roger did so well and worming his way beneath Mathiass skin. The man seemed to have a certain sympathy for Roger anyway. Best to use it to his advantage.


  Was it selfish and irresponsible to hand off Mathias to Roger while Nikolai tended to Douglas, the brother without a buyer? Perhaps. Some would argue most certainly. But any attempt to work with Mathias would only end in violence now, and Nikolai suspected not even the serum would make him pliant. But Roger could slip through cracks Mathias didnt even realize he had. And Roger was Nikolais right hand. Nikolai could use him to accomplish what he himself could not. There was no shame in that.


  If that rationale allowed him to indulge his growing affection for Douglas? Well. He was the master, after all.
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  Days passed. Nikolai slowly nursed Douglas back to health until he was able to get out of bed unassisted, until the bruises faded. He visited the boy daily, keeping training to a minimum. They ate together. Talked. Well, Douglas talked, mostly, and Nikolai listened. The boy always spoke softly, rarely making eye contact, but it seemed almost a compulsion for him, a purging of his prior life, as if by speaking of it he might hope to put it to rest.


  And so Nikolai let him speak of what he would, rarely steering the conversation. Mostly inane things, things he couldnt even use in future training. But that was all right. They had all the time in the world, and not everything had to serve a purpose. He liked Douglas. He liked hearing about his family vacations, and the year hed almost been held back for failing geometry, and how his father had sneakily taught him and Mathias basic math as children by playing penny poker with them every Saturday afternoon. How he looked forward to those games all week, even when theyd long outgrown their purpose. How they seemed like the only time Mathias ever sat still for longer than the span of a meal, how much that time had meant to Douglas.


  Other times, Nikolai had the boy read aloud to him, or give him massagesnothing sexual, nothing below the beltor other assorted tasks associated with personal service. All useful skills, but all selected to be the least emotionally trying of exercises. Pleasant, small things they could both enjoy and that solidified the growing bond between them. He could see the boy trying so hard to feel during those tasks, to find the root of his own fondness and plant it firmly in this new soil. The boy offered his friendship like a flower he wasnt sure how to keep alive. He knew it needed care he couldnt manage on his own. Nikolai did his best to nurture it, to help it grow, counseling patience over and over, and promising a future filled with warmth and sunlight, and in exchange the boy was ever eager to please. It wasnt love, not yet, not by a long shot. But the bud was there.


  And now that the boy was well enough again to smile and walk and feed himself, it was time to stretch the boundaries a little more. Combine a slightly more intensive training exercise with a memorable, worthwhile reward.


  He gathered up the shopping bag Roger had prepared and took it down to Douglass room. When he unlocked and opened the door, Douglas was stretched out on his belly on the bed, nose stuck in the book of poetry Nikolai had given him to memorize. Nikolais eyes lingered for a moment on the delicate curve of his ass, on one strong thigh. A runners legs, like his brother. Hed finally begun to fill out a little these past few days, soften a bit as he recovered from his earlier deprivation. The sight pleased Nikolai; very few, himself included, liked their boys quite so . . . stringy.


  How go your lessons? Nikolai asked, placing the shopping bag on the table by the door.


  Douglas startled, turned around, and slid to his knees on the floor. He mustve been quite engrossed. And trustful. Only a boy whod learned to shed his needless fear would miss the sound of his door opening. He opened his mouth, presumably to apologize, but then his eyes landed on Nikolais smile, and he said instead, in an uncertain, breathy rush:


  Being your slave, what should I do but tend,


  Upon the hours, and times of your desire?


  I have no precious time at all to spend;


  Nor services to do, till you require.


  He paused, blushing fiercely, eyes sliding from Nikolais mouth (curved now into a very firm smile, oh, his clever, clever boy!) to somewhere around Nikolais chest. Douglass fingers twitched on his thighs, and he cleared his throat, an oddly delicate sound, almost a nervous cough.


  Please, Nikolai prompted, as encouraging as he knew how to be. Douglas had chosen this sonnet for a reason. Nothing so apropos could possibly have been for Nikolais benefit alone; no, Douglass unconscious mind was seeking to make poetry of his own lifefind beauty and meaning in his servitudeas surely as he was seeking to please Nikolai. Continue.


  Douglas nodded, pulled his gaze back up to Nikolais face, and held it there, their eyes locked. And this time when he began again, it was firmer, surer, the words confident and rhythmic and imbued with meaning.


  Nor dare I chide the world-without-end hour,


  Whilst I, my sovereign, watch the clock for you,


  Nor think the bitterness of absence sour,


  When you have bid your servant once adieu;


  Nor dare I question with my jealous thought


  Where you may be, or your affairs suppose,


  But, like a sad slave, stay and think of nought


  Save, where you are, how happy you make those.


  So true a fool is love, that in your will,


  Though you do anything, he thinks no ill.


  Nikolais grin had spread from ear to ear, and when Douglas finished, all flaming cheeks and shy smiles but steadfastly unwavering gaze, Nikolai crossed the room, hunched down before Douglas, took that lovely, hopeful face in both hands, and kissed it. Forehead, cheek, lips. They parted for him, let him in, and Nikolai sighed into Douglass mouth as the boy tentatively kissed him back. No passion, not yet, but it was sweet and lovely and so very giving, and Nikolai knew that if he were to lay Douglas down right now and ask for more, for anything at all, the boy would say yes to please him. Not out of fear, but hunger. For affection. For love. For the secret key that might let him feel those things in return. The boy was so tired of pretending; Nikolai could sense that in the manic edge creeping into the kiss. So tired of trying to fool himself.


  Soon, Nikolai murmured against Douglass lips. I promise you. Soon.


  Douglas nodded. He knew exactly what Nikolai meant. Gods knew theyd discussed it enough, Douglass halting, fearful, tearful questions, shame pinking his cheeks as he stumbled through one fresh admission after another. I-I want to, but I dont and Im sorry but I dont know how . . . And then the last part, always the same, warming Nikolais heart: Please, help me.


  Yes, Nikolai would help him.


  He sat on the edge of the bed, and Douglas immediately shifted so that his upper body was draped over his masters lap. Nikolai ran a hand down the smoothness of his neck, down to cup his shoulder.


  Sit up. Nikolai patted the mattress next to him. I have a gift for you.


  Douglas rose to obey. There was no mistaking the tinge of fear in his eyes, but he suppressed it quickly. Good boy.


  This new position, with his knees parted and his hands resting on his thighs, left his body perfectly open to Nikolais gaze, and Nikolai took advantage of that, eyes roving over the smoothness of his chest and belly, down to his soft pink cock resting against his inner thigh. Roger visited you with the wax? he asked.


  Yes, sir. Barely a waver, but the remembered pain was clear on his face. Good; Nikolai could afford no moments of fondness between Douglas and anyone else but himself right nowno more than he could afford to personally do too many painful or upsetting things to Douglas during this formative time. Like waxing. Not for the first time, Nikolai was glad he could trust Roger to take on such sensitive work.


  Good. It pleases me, you know. You have a very beautiful body, Douglas. Firm and strong, but still slim enough to edge just this side of feminine. For a moment, distasteoutright offenseflashed plain as day on Douglass face, but the boy schooled himself quickly, and Nikolai chose to let the fleeting bad manners go. For now. Which ties in with part of todays gift. Go fetch the bag on the table. Douglas stood, a bit on the graceless side, and Nikolai grabbed his wrist and held him back. Careful, Douglas. Your masters eyes are upon you; dont bound up like a newborn giraffe. Elegance, Douglas, in everything you do. Grace. Subdued power. Sit and try again.


  Better this time. The boy was no dancer, lacked the hyperaware control over his body that his brother possessed, but at least he was meticulous this time, spine straight, head up, motions smooth and unwasted. He paced over to the table with the same self-conscious deliberateness. Picked up the bag by the handles without even trying to glance inside, though surely he was burning to. Nikolai could see it on his face, guileless as the boy wascuriosity, fear, apprehension. When he reached the bed, he held the bag out for Nikolai. Nikolai didnt take it.


  Is that how Ive taught you to present things to your master?


  A brief flare of panic, quickly stifled; itd been long enough since Nikolai had hurt him that hed begun to trust it wouldnt happen again so easily. N-no, sir, he said, eyes dropping to the carpet, knees following a moment after. Im sorry, sir, I forgot . . . He ducked his chin, raised his arms, held the bag out in both hands like presenting a knight his sword.


  Thats all right, Douglas. An uncommon kindness, truenormally he wouldve punished the boybut not during this crucial, trust-building time. He took the bag and drew out the wrapped gift box with its big red ribbon. He set it in Douglass outstretched hands.


  Wow, its actually a present, Douglas said, mouth falling open into a sweet little O. Thank you, sir.


  Nikolai smiled. Go on, open it.


  Douglas tore into the wrapping like a child, although his characteristic neatness didnt allow him to scatter the paper. Instead, he carefully balled it up and stuffed it back into the shopping bag before pulling the lid off the gift box.


  He looked up, clearly confused, yet cautiously hopeful, as if he understood what the gift might mean. Sneakers, sir? He reached into the box, cautious as if a snake might be hidden under the shoes, coiled and waiting to strike. Still expecting punishment, the poor thing, but this little show of generosity should help set him to rights.


  And more, Nikolai said, gesturing for Douglas to keep exploring his gifts, feeling strangely vulnerable at the idea that the boy might not like them. He had never seen Douglas dressed in anything beyond a collar, so he had no idea about the boys tastes. Hed simply gone to a high-end shop for young men and asked the saleswoman to pick out everything he needed. Cradled now in Douglass hands were shiny black leather sneakers with clean, bright white soles and a small alligator embroidery. Still in the box, a pair of slim-cut gray-blue jeans, and under those, a bright blue cashmere sweater, the color chosen to bring out Douglass eyes and the fabric so soft to the touch that Nikolai would have a hard time keeping his hands off the boy.


  Clothes, sir. Douglass voice was soft, shaky, touched, and Nikolai felt both gratified and relieved at the boys obvious pleasure. Douglas couldnt look him in the eye. He was just . . . staring at the box and the treasures within. What was going through his mind now? Did he think Nikolai was giving him his freedom? He couldnt possibly be so naïve. Not after Nikolai had instructed him in the nuances of his service just a minute earlier.


  Oh well, hed understand that for himself soon enough. Yes. Theres just one more thing. Nikolai reached back into the shopping bag and pulled out a smaller box, just as beautifully wrapped as the first one.


  Dougie tore away the paper. Pulled off the lid. Recoiled from it as if the snake hed been afraid of before had finally struck. I . . . He put the box down on the floor, a little too quickly to be polite. And then, to cover up his ingratitude, said, I think maybe the store mixed up your box, sir.


  Nikolai crossed his arms and leaned back slightly. What makes you say that, Douglas?


  Douglas didnt miss the disapproval in Nikolais voice and body language. Isir . . .


  Dont you think I double-checked my purchases?


  But sir . . .


  Consequences, Douglas. Youre starting to make me cross, now.


  Douglas fell forward, kissing Nikolais knees and thighs in desperate apology. Im sorry, sir, he babbled between kisses. Ill . . . Im yours, sir, I know Im yours, what I want doesnt matter, so if you want me to A hitch in his voice, another kiss to Nikolais thigh. Um, to . . . to put those on? If it would please you, sir? He dared a glance up at Nikolai, the panic fading from his eyes at the continued lack of recrimination, but the confusion, the worry, the anxiety were all still there. Is that right, sir? Is that what you want?


  Nikolai gifted the boy a caress, stroking his palm across Douglass hair and letting it rest at the nape of his neck. It is. The clothes are a gift to show you I trust you enough to give you new freedoms. The . . . other gift is to remind you of your place, even fully dressed. And to signal to you that its time to resume your training in earnest. Id be a terrible master if I didnt help a boy of your beauty become accustomed to such things. When Dougie grimaced, Nikolai added, But theres no need to rush. Lets discuss this. Tell me, how did seeing my gift for the first time make you feel? Be honest, Douglas. You wont be punished for honesty, not with me.


  Dougie leaned back into the hand at his neck and shut his eyes before saying, Confused, sir.


  Nikolai rewarded Douglass unconscious quest for contact, affirmation, with stroking fingers, gentling up and down his nape. And then?


  Douglass brow furrowed, eyes still closed. Unhappy. I didnt want . . . I dont want to wear pink lace panties.


  More stroking across the boys nape. Im not punishing you. Im keeping my promise. Even if it pleases me?


  The furrow at Douglass brow deepened, and even his mouth twisted down this time. Not distaste, just concern, perhaps a touch of fear. I want to want to please you, sir, even if it means . . . He opened his eyes, nodded toward the panties. And I know you keep saying to be patient, itll happen, but . . . He picked up the panties, fussed at them with thumb and forefinger. But, honestly, when I put these on, itll be because . . . because . . . He dropped his gaze to the panties, eyes following the motion of his nervous fingers.


  When he said nothing more, Nikolai gave his neck a gentle squeeze, scratched lightly at his scalpa soothing gesture hed learned this past week that the boy loved. Because?


  Because I dont want you to be mad at me, sir, he mumbled to the panties. I dont want . . . consequences. But more than that, I . . .


  Yes?


  I like how nice youve been lately, sir. And I dont want it to stop. I dont want you to . . . He squirmed.


  To leave you alone, Douglas?


  The boy nodded, blushing fiercely.


  I wont. I gave you my word. Havent I shown you that much? The boy said nothing, and Nikolai knew he was thinking of his parents, his foster parents, his brother. He cupped Douglass chin, lifted his head until their eyes met. What you do or dont do wont change how I feel about you, Douglas. Ill never abandon you, and Ill never stop caring for you, even when Im cross with you and have to punish you. Love and discipline go hand in hand. Still the boy remained quiet, worrying the panties between his fingers like a rosary. But Id not care to punish you, Douglas. Will you put those on for me? Not out of fear or worry, but because pleasing me pleases you. Because pleasing your master pleases you. Or at the very least because you want that to be the way of things, even if you dont feel it in your heart yet.


  Douglas nodded, and stood, and made to step into the panties. Nikolai stilled him with a hand to his shoulder. Said, Thats very good, Douglas, youve pleased me, when the boy looked up, startled. And when were done with the afternoons lessons, when youve served me to satisfaction, Id like to show you pleasure in turn.


  Douglas barely registered the promise of reward. This isnt the lesson now, sir?


  No, Douglas. Just one part of it. But youve done so well so far and I have full faith that youll continue to do well. I dont want you feeling so much as a moments discomfort when the time comes for me to give you the rewards you will no doubt earn. I want you to be hungry for it. Begging for it. Knowing Ill give you what you ask for because youve been such a good boy.


  Such a good boy . . . Douglas echoed, as if in a trance. Nikolai couldnt tell if he was trying to convince himself, or psych himself up, or push away the nerves, or something entirely different. He despised being uncertain, but it was hardly the boys fault and Nikolai would not take it out on him, not when hed been so open and honest today.


  Instead, he stood, went to the drawer where he kept the plugs, and selected a slim curving one, perhaps two fingers wide, with a flush base that would nestle comfortably in the crack of the boys ass.


  Come here, he called, and Douglas obeyed, remembering to watch his posture, his stride. Very pleasing, the whole of it. Nikolai smiled. Held the plug up for Douglas to see. The boy blanched but didnt try to move away. There now. I know youve come to associate these with discomfort, but that neednt be the case. Quite the opposite in fact. Come, spread your legs and Ill show you.


  Again Douglas obeyed without hesitation, draping his upper body over the bed and spreading his legs out wide behind him. Nikolai lubed up the little plug and teased Douglas with it, stroking up and down his crack, pressing gently at his hole, rocking and thrusting in tiny increments until at last it breached him, slipped inside an inch at a time. Douglas gasped and wiggled, just a little, breath coming a touch faster, fingers curling in the sheet. Nikolai fucked him with the plug for a moment, just long enough to make the boys hanging cock twitch, then seated the plug inside him fully, watching Douglass hole clench around the narrow neck, pulling the base in tight.


  See? he said when he was done. Tell me how that felt.


  N-nice, sir, Douglas said, voice taut, as if the admission had been ripped from his throat. Scary at first, but then nice.


  Thats right. The plug has no inherent meaning or value. Im sorry I had to build a negative association in you at all, but now is the time to correct it. Its just a tool, Douglas. A tool to teach you an important and painful lesson, and now a tool to teach you a pleasant and reassuring one. Because for now, no man but me will fuck you, and when I choose to fuck you, your hole will be hungry and ready for me. He grabbed Douglas by the hip and pulled him upright, then back, until he was nearly off balance. Pressed his lips to the curve of the boys lower back. For me and only me, he whispered huskily against Douglass skin. And lest you get too worked up before Im ready for you . . .


  He stood, returned to the chest of drawers, and retrieved the little silicone cock cage hed locked the boy in for so long before. This time upon seeing what Nikolai had in hand, Douglas actually did take a step back. But he caught himself, stammered an apology, and returned to where Nikolai had put him. A-also just a tool, sir? he asked, and he looked like he was trying so hard to soothe himself that Nikolai didnt have the heart to chastise him for speaking out of turn.


  Indeed. He squatted down again, locked Douglas into the cage. Not as easy as hed have liked, given the boys half-formed erection. Do you remember what happened the last time you came without my permission?


  Douglass full-body shudder was answer enough.


  Then Ive no doubt youll be grateful that Ive thought to protect you from making such an error again.


  Understanding lit the boys eyes, and he nodded. Nikolai had seen enough boys by now to know it wasnt because he thought Nikolai expected him to, but because he really was grateful. To be protected from his own weakness. To be guided so kindly to the correct behavior.


  Nikolai met those big blue eyes and said, I promise Ill not leave you locked away if you dont give me cause. Be a good boy for me today.


  Douglas nodded again, but there was no missing the flicker of . . . something in the boys eyes. Some darkness, some worry, some fear.


  What is it, Douglas? Its all right, you can tell me.


  Douglas held his gaze a moment longer, then looked away with a mumbled, Nothing, sir. But that was all rightthat was all the time Nikolai needed to figure it out. He didnt want to be Nikolais good boy. Oh, he wanted to want it, but he didnt feel it yet.


  Nikolai clapped his shoulder and squeezed reassuringly. Give it time, Douglas, he said. Give it time. The boy nodded. And get dressed. The day is wasting.


  Douglas nodded again. After all the fuss hed made about the panties, he pulled them on like they were any old pair of briefs, barely giving them a look or a second thought. Nikolai gave them a look, though: a long one, lingering over the way the frills of lace made his perky ass look even rounder and more lovely. And in the front? The sight of his caged cock and taut little balls stuffed into the tight satiny crotchgods, it took all of Nikolais self-control not to bend him over and fuck him right then. Rip the panties to shreds.


  The jeans next, riding low on slim hips, then the sweaterah, Nikolai had done well there; Douglas stroked and stroked at the fabric, as if surprised by how nice it feltthen the socks and shoes.


  When at last Douglas straightened up, he looked stiff and vaguely miserable, like hed forgotten how to wear clothes, or no longer felt at home in them. Nikolai had seen this reaction countless times, and it never failed to warm his heart. Such progress the boy had made in their short time together.


  How do you feel, Douglas? Nikolai asked, mostly just to drive the point home.


  Its a little strange. But thank you, sir. Really. Thank you. He came forward, then, and at Nikolais inviting nod and opened arms, straddled Nikolais lap. Leaned in close, and when Nikolai simply waited, expression gentle and open, kissed him chastely on the mouth. Half real gratitude, half fake-it-til-you-make-it. Nikolai, pleased as punch with both halves, ruffled the boys hair and kissed him back on the tip of the nose.


  These clothes are yours to keep, my gift to you, but you must only wear them with my permission. Now, I bet youd like some sunshine, fresh air, and exercise, yes?


  Douglass smile of gratitude practically exploded into a grin of hope and excitement, lighting up his whole face. He bounced off Nikolais lap, onto the balls of his feet. Outside, you mean?


  How utterly adorable. Nikolai couldnt help his chuckle. Everyone in this house may orbit around me, but I cannot help you make vitamin D. Yes, outside. Now come.
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  Dougie wasnt sure how long it had been since hed last seen the world beyond his own bedroom door. He followed Nikolai now, quick and quiet down the narrow, sumptuous hall in shoes that felt strangely too heavy for his feet.


  All of the clothes felt off. They fit him perfectlyof course they did, theyd taken his measurements at Madamesbut it was like his body was seeking to find fault with them. The sleeves of his sweater were too long. The fabric of his socks bunched. His jeans were too tight around his thighs. The lace of the panties scratched his sensitive, freshly waxed skin.


  Really, the only things that felt normal and familiar were the plug and cage, a fact that initially filled him with disgust in himself and anger at the world, and then, conversely, hope. Hope that it meant he was truly changing into the pet Nikolai wanted him to be. The slave he needed to be to survive, to have any kind of hope of a life worth living.


  Except thats not a life worth living, some part of him said. That voice hed slammed the door on before, locked away in some dark closet. He pushed it back again. It was quieter now. Weaker. He could ignore it. He could.


  Nikolai led him up a staircase, into a richly appointed foyer, pausing only to unlock and relock the doors at the bottom and top of the stairs. So many doors. So many locks. Dougie might as well have been living in the middle of an underground maze, waiting to get eaten by the Minotaur.


  Nikolai didnt give Dougie any extra time to look around, though his scenery-starved eyes took it all in with ravenous abandon: the marble tiles, the paneled walls, the rich leather and hardwood furniture. Such a beautiful place. So different from his room downstairs. Maybe, if he was very, very good, Nikolai would let him come back here. Spend time here. He refused to let it bother him, how easily he could picture himself curled at Nikolais feet, anticipating his every need as he read on the couch or watched TV or did paperwork at his desk. So many opportunities to please. So many opportunities to prove himself. So many opportunities to get lost in the simple, fear-free, pain-free mindlessness of obedience.


  The thought was almost . . . tempting. Soothing. Only a little panicky.


  Nikolai paused, and Dougie realized theyd come to the front door. Would you like me to cuff you, Douglas? Leash you to me?


  That felt like an honest question, not a test. Dougie wasnt sure how to answer.


  Youre about to venture outside for the first time in weeks, Douglas. No guards. No gates. No locks. Just you and me. So Im giving you the choice to ask for my help, if you think theres any risk of you doing something . . . impulsive.


  Impulsive, like trying to run. And when Nikolai put it that way . . .


  I . . . He glanced down at his warm clothes, his sneakered feet. Theyd take him far. Far enough? Maybe not, but far. He glanced back to Nikolaihis captor, his torturer, his rapist. How easy it seemed these days, locked down in that basement bedroom, to forget those things. To forget what Nikolai had done, was doing. How he was changing Dougie. Breaking Dougie. But in the light of day, in the fresh air of the wide-open outdoors, well dressed and well fed and well aware of just how fast a runner he could be, of where he might go, of what he might be able to get away from, what he might be able to go back to . . .


  No. Surely they were in the middle of nowhere. Surely Nikolai wouldnt take him out if he thought there was any chance an escape attempt might succeed. But now that the seed had been planted and would soon be getting sunlight, he couldnt let it go. And he knew, with sick certainty, how much it would cost him. How far hed backslide. How angry Nikolai would be when he inevitably dragged Dougie back. How hed have to start all over again, the fear and the pain and the torture and the rape, because itd only take one single taste of his old life to sour and spoil the fragility of the new one.


  He glanced at Nikolai again, who was watching him, silent, patient, and said, voice trembling, Please cuff me, sir. He didnt want a collar and leash, never wanted to be dragged around like on the stage at Madames again. But cuffs, those would be okay. Hed almost never had his hands bound since hed been taken. Maybe that sensation would still be safe.


  Nikolai smiled, not angry at all at the unspoken admission that Dougie needed the cuffs because he couldnt be obedient without them. Thank you for your honesty, Douglas. He kissed Dougie on the temple and went to a side table near the door, which had a drawer that in the normal world might contain gloves or sunglasses or mail. From this one, though, Nikolai withdrew two leather cuffs, linked together by bright metal rings.


  When he returned to Dougies side, Dougie put his hands behind his back without being asked.


  I could cuff you in the front, if you like.


  Dougie shook his head. No, sir. If he had his hands, hed have his balance. Hed be faster than Nikolai. Hed be able to catch himself if he stumbled. Too dangerous, too dangerous. With his hands behind him, hed never forget for one second . . . A potent reminder, like the pink lace panties.


  Nikolai nodded like he understood every last bit of Dougies logic. He probably did. I know its hard, he said as he buckled Dougies left wrist into its cuff. The leather was soft. Padded. Something about the snugness against his skin was almost soothing. Sensual. Im not taking you outside to push you, or test you, or challenge you. This is a reward for good behavior. To help you . . . acclimate. He finished securing Dougies left wrist, started in on the right. The chain between the cuffs was long enough; Dougie felt no strain on his shoulders at all. Ill do everything in my power to make it easy for you. Whatever you needjust ask.


  Thank you, sir, Dougie said, less because he knew he should and more because he meant it. The reassurance of that left him breathless; hed been so afraid, for a moment, contemplating the possibility of freedom, that hed broken something far too tenuous inside him, some delicate spun-glass construction he needed to live. But no. A few cracks, maybe, but the structure was still sound. Touch me, sir, he blurted as Nikolais hands, done securing Dougies wrists, left his skin. Heat flooded his cheeks as Nikolais eyes snapped up to meet his. I mean, Dougie added, I mean outside. Sir. I mean . . . Please dont let go of me. I might . . . Run anyway.


  Nikolai nodded once and looped an arm through Dougies, then opened the front door before any new doubt could crowd Dougies mind.


  Brisk cold air, and white-hot light that burned his eyes. Dougie flinched. Fell against Nikolai for support.


  Its a lovely day, Nikolai said, ignoring the enormity of this moment, or maybe saving Dougie from feeling like he had to express it. Autumn is my favorite season. I love how bracing the air is.


  I always liked it too, sir, Dougie said, blinking hard as he tried to get his eyes to adjust. Blue blobs were swimming in his vision, like someone had set off a camera flash right in front of his face. Though the seasons didnt change nearly so much in Vegas as they did back in West Virginia. Still, our morning run was much more tolerable in fall than in summer. Plus, fall was when school started.


  A tug on his elbow, and they were walking, the plug shifting inside him with every step as they descended the curving stairs that led from the front door to the long gravel driveway. Dougie didnt remember the outside of Nikolais house. He wasnt sure if hed ever come this way. Maybe hed gone through a garage. The hoursor maybe daysimmediately following the darkness of his tomb were mostly a blur.


  You liked school, Nikolai said, leading Dougie down the drive and toward a neatly maintained trail that branched off into the woods. It was true. The air here was bracing, and fresh, and cold. Dougie took a deep breath, filling every last square inch of his lungs.


  Yes, sir, he said, feeling a little dizzy with all the oxygen, or maybe just with the sheer vastness of the outdoorsthe mountains rising in every direction, the dense endless thicket of woods, the awe-inspiring emptiness of it all. Sublime, in the true Romantic sense of the word: stunningly beautiful and terrifying both. It was my arena, my fight cage. The place where I could train hard and excel, the place where I could make He faltered, tripped over an exposed root, or maybe just his own two clumsy feet. Nikolais hand tightened on his arm, stopped him from falling, and he leaned into the touch, paused a moment to close his eyes and let it sink in. Cuffs. Chains. Cock cage. Plug. My master. He wont let me fall. Be good for him.


  Where you could make . . .? Nikolai prompted.


  Dougie stared down at the path beneath his feet, at Nikolais hand on his arm. He couldnt look ahead, couldnt look up at all that open nothingness, at the whole world spread out before him. My future, he mumbled, nearly choking on the words, or maybe his sadness, or his shame, or the sudden emptiness inside him that rivaled the vastness of the forest around him. Where I could make my future like Mat was making his. Except mine could last, you know?


  Except for the part where it turned out it couldnt. Hed never even gotten to taste it, not for a moment. Never would, either. Best just to forget about it. Focus on Nikolais hand on his arm, on the cuffs around his wrists, on the plug shifting in his ass with every step, and the cage stopping his cock from swelling at the stimulation. On his feet taking measured steps, one after another. On not running.


  Your future will last, Douglas. As many years as I can provide. And your education will help to make that future, just not in the way youd initially thought. But your intelligence and schooling have tempered you, made you thoughtful and acquiescent, and those traits have served you well.


  Nikolai was quiet for a while after that. They walked in thoughtful silence up the trail, the path climbing a wooded hill. As they neared the top, he turned to Dougie and asked, When you were a child, what did you want to be when you grew up?


  Dougie had to think about that, but suddenly it came to him. A postman.


  Nikolai chuckled softly. And then?


  A fighter, for a little while, like Mat. But then he took me out in the yard and sparred with me and really hit me once by accident and I cried for like an hour and that was that. I think I was five.


  And then?


  Um . . . comic book writer?


  And yet you chose to study social work and clinical psychology. Do you feel any grief for your postman or fighter dreams now?


  Oh, that was what he was getting at. No, sir.


  Well then. Know that your dreams of a Ph.D. will pass from you, too. Youll mourn them awhile, and then youll move on, create new hopes and dreams, ones more suited to the man youve grown to become.


  He would. Of course he would. It would all be fine. Times changed. Dougie changed. Growing out of a dream wasnt the same as having it just . . . die.


  Or be taken from you.


  Shut up, shut up, shut up. Dougie slammed that door in the corner of his mind again, and locked it this time for good measure. Nikolai hadnt taken him. Nikolai was just . . . showing him a new dream.


  It was fine. It was all okay. Dougie would be okay. Hed survive. Thrive, even. Nikolai would give him everything he needed to go on. Thank you, sir, he said softly. He looked up at an old-growth poplar tree, its leaves an explosion of yellows and golds, a stunning contrast to the bright red oak beside it. Fall in the mountains was breathtaking. So different from the desert. So like his old home, back before Pattie and Mike. Back before his parents had


  So maybe Nikolai had taken something away, but hed also given Dougie something so very very precious back. He could get used to this.


  Nikolai let him, too, for a while. They meandered up and down an endless warren of deer paths and hiking trails in comfortable silence, the leather cuffs and the cock cage and the plug and Nikolais hand a constant, grounding presence on Dougies flesh and in his head. He let his mind wander, confident in the anchors Nikolai had provided. Finally let his eyes wander as well, taking in the world around him without fearing his own traitorous reactions. The dappled green claustrophobia of rhododendron tunnels, the wide-open vistas on the ridgelines, the soothing trickle of underground streams erupting into waterfalls across the trails and down into the verdant gulches. There was no need to speak. No need to think. Just walk. The steepness of the uphills made his breath quicken, his heart pound, but in a good way, like his morning runs with Mat, his muscles warm and straining, endorphins flowing free. And sure, it wasnt Mat beside him now, would never be Mat beside him again, but he thought perhaps he could live with that now, could learn to survive the loss if he had Nikolai, strong and steady, at his side.


  That thought carried him through the rest of their walk.


  As they came through the front door again, Nikolai uncuffed Dougies wrists and gave each of his not-really-sore-at-all shoulders a tender kiss. You did very well, Douglas. Thank you for the gift of your presence.


  That surprised Dougie. I think I should be thanking you, sir. That was great. You didnt have to do it, but you did.


  And now I have another gift for you. Nikolai put the cuffs back into the drawer by the door, and placed his hand at Dougies lower back.


  Maybe Dougie should have been afraid at the mention of a gift, especially after the panties, but all he felt was trust. Because the panties had only been bad for a moment, and the clothes and the walk and the conversation had been so very good for a long while. Thank you, sir, he said, breathing it out like pillow talk.


  Come with me; its in the kitchen.


  Dougie let Nikolai lead him there with a guiding hand at the small of his back. Now that hed had a moment to acclimate, he loved the feel of the sweater rubbing against his skin beneath that hand. So warm and soft. Strange how the feeling was such a treat after being naked for so long. Maybe that was all part of Nikolais planteaching him to appreciate the finer things in life, even the little things in life, by stripping so much of it away for so long. Unspoiling him. Taking him back to basics.


  Something about that rather appealed to him, in its way.


  And made what happened next so incredibly special.


  Nikolais kitchen was spacious, modern, gleaming, all granite counters and stainless steel appliances and a handsome middle-aged man hed never seen before, happily chopping vegetables at a center island. But what really drew Dougies eye was the kitchen table, the one Nikolai was steering him right to. The one practically heaped with contraband.


  A case of Red Bull. Snickers bars. Fresh waffle fries. Sour cream and onion potato chips. Even a paper sack from Burger King, and the smell of the hash browns hit him the moment he laid eyes on it, made his mouth water so hard he practically drooled.


  Please, sit, Nikolai said. You must be hungry after your hike.


  Dougie sat in the chair Nikolai pulled out for him. Or collapsed, more like. His knees had gone all weird and wobbly. He kind of felt like he needed to cry. Over hash browns. How ridiculous was that?


  I . . . He reached out, snagged the Burger King bag with one finger and tipped it sideways. Perfect greasy little hash browns spilled out onto the table. I dont . . . He tore his gaze from the forbidden treats and met Nikolais eyes. His own were stubbornly watering, no matter how ridiculous it was. He wanted to thank Nikolai, needed to thank Nikolai, but all he could manage was, You remembered.


  Nikolai beamed, leaned in for a quick kiss, and then popped a hash brown into Dougies mouth. Dont make yourself sick, he said as Dougie practically swallowed the salty-fatty blob of carbs without chewing, but he was still grinning so wide. Eat. Enjoy.


  Dougie did.


  He demolished the hash browns, then moved onto a Red Bull, which he guzzled so fast he knew hed get the shakes. A Snickers bar next, and then one or two waffle fries, not the entire plate. They were perfectioncrispy outside, creamy inside, salty and richbut even though Nikolai had only warned him not to make himself sick, Dougie felt like it was his responsibility now to be even more reserved than that. To watch his weight. Be attractive and desirable for Nikolai. And even if he didnt gain a single ounce, he also needed to not fall into a carb coma and end up too sluggish to properly demonstrate his gratitude.


  And speaking of desire . . . Nikolai was watching him carefully, his chin resting in his hand as if he was pleased as punch to just be spectating.


  Dougie nudged the plate of waffle fries toward him. Um, do you want some, sir?


  Nikolai, chin still in his hand, grin still plastered all over his face, nudged the plate back. I quite like to see you happy, Douglas. These are for you. Youre too thin. Eat.


  Dougie had a single surreal moment of thinking, Fattening me up for the slaughter, and somehow, truly, believing it. But then it passed, and he picked up another fry and crunched into it with blissful satisfaction, making sure Nikolai saw every single twitch of expression on his face. He threw in a moan for good measure. Didnt even have to fake it. Inside the cock cage, his dick was swelling, trying its damnedest to get in on all the fun his mouth was having.


  He squirmed a little on his chair, driving the plug against his prostate, and tore into the bag of potato chips.


  When hed eaten his fill and then some, he fell into his old ritual of sucking the salty sour cream powder off his fingers, and that was when he realized . . . he wanted Nikolai. Wanted to thank him for the wonderful day. Wanted to share in the pleasure he was currently hoarding to himself in his full belly. Just wanted him. And maybe thatd been Nikolais plan all along, and maybe all this kindness was just as devious and manipulative as all the cruelty that had come before it, but . . .


  But the truth was, he couldnt bring himself to care. Maybe wasnt strong enough to bring himself to care. Certainly didnt want to bring himself to care, not with how good he felt right now, how sated and cared for and, yes, even loved. He locked his suspicions in the same dark, distant closet as the nagging voice from his old life, and looked at Nikolai with new eyes. New eyes that drank Nikolai in, held him rapt until they were each the others prisoner. Shoved his salty-sweet thumb into his mouth. Sucked.


  Nikolais palms hit the edge of the table, rattling the cans of Red Bull. Dismissed, Jeremy, he said through gritted teeth, and Dougie heard the sound of a gas burner being shut off and then a clatter of dishes. Jeremy, the cook, must have left after that, but Dougie didnt see him go. He only had eyes for Nikolai.


  Dougie slipped out of his chair at the same time Nikolai pushed back from the table. Another first: the first time Dougie had ever gone to Nikolai of his own desire. Hed been obedient before, even maybe willing, lost, or just plain desperate, but hed never gone to Nikolai like this, walkedno, slinked, the movement was sensuous and sexyright up to him and pressed their bodies together, practically climbing into Nikolais lap as he did. May I, sir? he asked, remembering his manners, even though there was no question that Nikolai wanted this as badly as Dougie somehow did. Still, explicit permissionnever touch your master without explicit permission. The last thing in all the world he wanted to do right now was break Nikolais rules. Upset Nikolai. Let Nikolai down.


  Yes, Nikolai breathed, and his hands found Dougies waist, fingers slipping under his sweater. Dougie lifted his arms so Nikolai could pull it away. It felt good. As fine as the sweater was, being bare felt better. Free. Simple.


  Nikolai ran a hand down Dougies newly exposed chest, so smooth from the wax, down to cup the soft roundness of his overfull belly. Dougie didnt have abs like Mat did, and hed always been a little ashamed of that, but Nikolai caressed him, abs or no. Beautiful, Nikolai said. So soft.


  His hands went to Dougies fly next, slipping the button, tugging the zipper. Dougie bit his lip and blushed, feeling absurdly like a virgin. Nikolai had never undressed him before. Nobody had. That was something men did to women, undressed them slowly, revealing the secrets of their bodies. Dougie wasnt all that sexually experienced, but the times hed fucked, hed undressed furtively, like it was simultaneously shameful and a race to the finish.


  Now, Nikolai slowly unwrapped him like a fine chocolate, like something sweet and beautiful to be savored, sliding his jeans down his thighs to pool around his ankles. There was a bit of a struggle after that, getting out of his shoes and socks, but the whole time Nikolai kept touching him, tracing whorling patterns over his skin, fingers brushing the edge of his panties. There was no doubt in Dougies mind how attractive Nikolai found him right now. Nothing about this was awkward or uncomfortablenot even the pink lace underwear. It was just . . . it was good. It was so good. Nikolai had made it good. Dougie could never thank him enough for that.


  But he could certainly try.


  Would you like me to suck you, sir? Dougie blushed, but he didnt feel ashamed.


  Nikolai unzipped his fly and reached into his briefs, big cock springing free. No. Not this time. Come here and straddle my legs.


  Dougie tugged at the waistband of his panties in silent question.


  Keep them on. Come.


  Dougie went, sliding into Nikolais lap. Nikolais hard cock pressed insistently against the base of the plug still inside him. Nikolai took Dougies hips in hand, thumbs stroking the fabric of the panties, and then swept one hand down to cup Dougies caged cock and tight, aching balls.


  Sir, please, Dougie murmured, arching his back, emphasizing the curves of his body that Nikolai so loved. He knew he had no right to ask for anythingnot for his own pleasure, not even for the right to pleasure Nikolaiespecially after how generous Nikolai had already been, how giving and open and loving. And maybe that was the problem; here he was trying so very, very hard to remember his place, to grow accustomed to it, be comfortable in it, and Nikolai was spoiling him. Making it so easy to forget what he was now. Who was serving whom.


  And even though Nikolai didnt seem to mind, Dougie murmured, Im sorry, sir, I didnt mean I mean, Id never presume to


  Nikolai cut him off with a squeeze to his balls, not punishing or cruel, but just this side of sweet. He was breathing nearly as hard as Dougie was. If you forgot your place just now, Douglas, I do believe thats my fault.


  Dougie nodded rapidly, touched, mute.


  The hand on Dougies balls slipped between his spread thighs, hooking into the crotch of the panties and giving a hard yank. The flimsy fabric tore. Fingers stroked his taint, teasing at the ring of the cock cage as if to say, Yes, you did forget your place, allow me to remind you now by leaving this here and driving you wild. But they didnt stayone stroke, two, and then they skirted back, wrapped around the base of the plug and pulled. Dougies hole clenched, not ready to give it up, even as the dragging sensation half undid him, mightve made him come right then and there if his cock werent caged. He whimpered, fisted his hands lest they clamp themselves onto Nikolais shoulders where they so desperately wanted to go, and begged, Please sir, may I touch you? Still begging, yes, still asking for things. But not for himself this time. Or, at least, not only for himself.


  Arms around my neck, Nikolai said, and that was perfect, that was exactly what Dougie had been hoping for, and he felt so deliriously aligned with Nikolai, so cosmically in tune, that he didnt even stop to marvel at Nikolai knowing exactly what he wanted and wanting the exact same thing in return. He just threw his arms around Nikolais shoulders and laced his fingers behind Nikolais neck and let his palms rub up against the soft, thick hair at Nikolais nape and thought, prayed, Fuck me, please.


  And maybe they really were communicating on some other level, because that was exactly what Nikolai did. Took hold of Dougies hips, raised him up and then pulled him back down, impaling him on his cock in one clean thrust. No need to preparehe was still lubed from the plug, which had loosened him just enough to be tight for Nikolai, only a minor burn for himself but it was . . . pleasant, almost, a sweet kind of pain. He wasnt sure he was ready to contemplate that part though, even here, now, happily straddling his master.


  Dougie held his breath and waited for the thrusting to begin, but Nikolai held perfectly still, and Dougie didnt dare take the liberty on his own. Didnt even dare ask what Nikolai was doing; it wasnt any of his business what his master was thinking or how he decided to use Dougie.


  Nikolai wiggled his hips, just a little, seating himself more deeply inside Dougie, and Dougie let loose a gasp. Held his breath as Nikolai slid one hand down to his crotch and squeezed his caged cock. Tell me, little petshould I leave this in place awhile?


  Dougies first instinct was to beg no, but Nikolai looked serious, not teasing or angry or mean, so the question probably wasnt a test or a punishment. No . . . no, this was just like the cuffs and chains before their walk; what Nikolai was really asking was, Do you need help to behave? Because hed come before his master once already, and itd been terrible, and this time it wasnt just consequences Dougie was worried about; he wanted to do right by Nikolai for its own sake. And yes, God, Dougie did need Nikolais help to accomplish that right now, worked up as he was. Maybe would always need Nikolai somehow, and was that really so wrong when Nikolai was always going to be there?


  Please, sir, he said, nodding his head and trying very, very hard not to squirm in Nikolais lap, on Nikolais cock, trying so hard not to chase both their pleasure. Thank you, sir, he added, because, God, he really was desperate, and hed probably explode in seconds if not for Nikolais generous consideration.


  Nikolai nodded once and kissed him, forceful but fast, then placed both hands back on his waist and rocked up into him. Dougie had thought hed been fully seated, taken every inch, but God, there was always more with Nikolai, wasnt there? More pain, more pleasure, more joy, more grief, more religious fucking ecstasy.


  The minor discomfort of being breached by that impressive cock was gone by the third thrust beneath an onslaught of fullnesspleasureyesexactlywhatIneedyes, and Dougie pressed the soles of his feet against the rungs of the chair for leverage and rode Nikolai in time with the mans urging hands at his waist. Rocking his whole body, his back and chest and ass all following the curve of Nikolais cock.


  Nikolai bared his teeth in a feral grin and growled his approval, stilled his own hips but urged Dougie harder with his hands. Thats it, Douglas, he panted. Ride me. Fuck yourself on your masters cock.


  Yes, Dougie thought, or maybe he whimpered it or even shouted it, because Nikolai seemed to reply, lapping at Dougies throat with his tongue, wetting the sweaty skin even more and then cooling Dougies fever with his panting breaths. Bracing, like autumn air. Clear. Cold. Death, and then comes rebirth, and Ill be his spring.


  So good, Nikolai panted against Dougies throat. Youre such a good boy for me, Douglas, always such a good boy, such a happy accident, so perfect . . .


  God, it was fucking pillow talk. Not a lecture, not a teaching moment, just sweet loving words, like they were lovers, like Dougie was Nikolais precious thing, and if Dougie was a pet or a toy or a doll, he was a beloved one.


  Maybe I really am.


  And strange how in that moment he wanted so badly to whisper back, to say all the things he was feelingand holy hell, he really was feeling them: acceptance and warmth and affection and pride in his service. All he wanted in that moment was for this to last forever, to always feel this good, to always make Nikolai this happy, to always be this useful and wanted and loved, and he could see it now, he could love Nikolai back, he could, and he gripped Nikolais neck tighter and begged, May I kiss you, sir? because if he didnt, right now, he felt quite certain hed wither away and die.


  Nikolai didnt say yes, just let his dark hungry eyes bore into Dougies, reached up and grabbed him by the chin and yanked him forward, crushing their mouths together like they were a couple in an old noir romance, a rough seduction in black and white and in the end everyone knew their place. Dougie lost his balance, hips stilling as he fell forward against Nikolais chest, and Nikolai didnt seem to care, but Dougie knew better, knew it was selfish of him to just sit there and let Nikolai tend to Dougies needs over his own. It was so hard to think, to focus on things like planting his feet and coordinating his muscles when Nikolai was kissing him this way.


  But he forced himself to pull his shit together, drew on everything Nikolai had taught him to make it good, to be perfect, to service his master above all else, and was rewarded by Nikolai moaning into his mouth as Dougie began to ride him again. Dougie smiled against Nikolais lips, bounced faster in Nikolais lap, closed his eyes, and relished the friction in his own ass, sensation sparking hot and bright in all his secret places, all the parts of him only Nikolai had ever lit with passion, all the parts of him only Nikolai could claim. His cock was downright painful in its cage, pressing hard against the silicone sleeve, desperate to break free, to swell and burst like his nuts would surely do any second now if he couldnt find release. But he trusted Nikolai to give it to him when it was time, when it would most make Nikolai happy, because that was the only appropriate time for Dougie to feel pleasure now. Because Nikolais pleasure was Dougies pleasure. And when the time came for their pleasures to entwine that way, Nikolai would make it fucking mind-blowing.


  For both of them, it seemed, judging from the breathy little pants and words of encouragement spilling from Nikolais lips. That praise caressed Dougie as surely as Nikolais hands on his skin, lips on his jaw, cock in his ass. Made him feel just as good. Better, even. He closed his eyes again, let his head tilt back, let Nikolais words vibrate against his throat. Gods, you feel so good, Douglas, so good, look at you, youre so ready for me, so eager Yes, all those things, Ill be everything for you, Ill give you everything, Ill be everything you desire. Such a nice tight little hole.


  Hole.


  Not you have but you are, and hadnt Nikolai said Dougie wasnt a hole? And Dougie had believed himbecause hed wanted to, desperately so, needed to because he was trapped here and that little piece of humanity Nikolai had gifted him with was all he had now. Because he was a person, and maybe Nikolai hadnt even meant it that wayhole, hole, holebut there was nothing stopping the anxiety that ratcheted Dougies stomach as he realized what a fool hed been, how fucking much of Nikolais Kool-Aid hed drunk, how powerfully and totally hed lied to himself about who he was, what he was to Nikolai.


  Hole.


  Hot bile choked his throat and every muscle in his body seemed to clench, and all it did was make Nikolai moanno, fucking roaras he pounded up into Dougies ass and used that weight and leverage on Dougies hips to slam him down, and Dougie knew Nikolai was coming, his nails digging into Dougies skin and his teeth marking Dougies shoulder in primal dominance as he flooded Dougies ass with hot seed.


  Just a hole to be used, a dog to be fucked and bred and owned, because if Nikolai wanted willing submission he could find guys like that, but he didnt, he wanted a pet of his own making, wanted the thrill of absolute fucking domination, of asserting himself, and that was what Dougie was. All that was left for Nikolai to do was throw him to his hands and knees on the floor and bite his fucking neck and knot in him like a dog and this horrible ritual would be complete.


  Nikolai pounded up into him again, teeth sinking past pain into Dougies shoulder, and God but he mustve been a good little hole to make Nikolai lose such control. Nikolai had styled himself to be some kind of god above it all, some new evolution of man, and he washa!he was a fucking animal, just as driven by need and lust and instinct as everyone he looked down on. It took Dougie to bring that out in him, just as it took Nikolai to bring out the scared, submissive animal in Dougie.


  You cant let him know.


  For a moment the thought froze DougieHell realize youre faking, hell be furious, hell hurt you, hell hurt you all over again, all of it, right back to square onebut then the panic rushed in behind it and mobilized him. Fake it til you make it, he reminded himself, even if hed never been farther from making it in his life. He plastered on his smile, his look of desire, his false eagerness to please. Squirmed in Nikolais lap as Nikolai rode out the aftershocks. Returned Nikolais fervent kissbelieve me believe me nothings changed believe meeven as fear gnawed desperately at his guts that he could backslide like this, lose every scrap of progress hed made toward becoming Nikolais good boy. And all because of a single careless syllable spilled from Nikolais lips in the heat of his passion. It seemed he couldnt move forward, and hed kill himself before he let himself move back again. So where did that leave him?


  God help him, where did that leave him?


  Nikolai will know. Nikolai will help you. Just be honest with him. Tell him. He wants to help you.


  But no. No. He was too afraid. Too many consequences. And he wasnt so sure he believed anymore, either. If Nikolai really could help him, why hadnt he already? Hed been here forever already. And if Nikolai really was as good as he claimed to be, why was he still kissing Dougie like a proud teacher, murmuring praise into Dougies ears as he pulled out from Dougies ass, reaching down to shove the plug back in to stopper his cum? Couldnt he see? Didnt he know? How was it that this master trainer of men couldnt read the turmoil, the fear, the despair screeching through Dougies head?


  Well, maybe that wasnt such a bad thing, after all. Thered be no consequences if Nikolai didnt realize something was wrong. Lest Dougie give himself away, he slunk down to his kneesthe action completely calculated this time, as rehearsed as dance choreographyand gently nuzzled against Nikolais musky groin. Lapped the taste of his own (thank God, clean) ass off of Nikolais cum-sloppy, half-hard cock.


  The position made him think back to that first day hed met Roger, when Roger had laid his head in Nikolais lap and told Dougie how happy he was, how in love and fulfilled. Had that all been a lie? Was Roger screaming inside like Dougie was now? Was that all he had to look forward to for the rest of his lifepain and suffering and fear and degradation and a perfect mask to hide it all behind, as placid and flawless as the one Nikolai had worn in the audience at Madames?


  God, all of this hinged on the fact that if only Nikolai helped him, then one day Dougie would be happy. Would live every single day steeped in that sweet, simple joy of service hed tasted, just for a moment, this afternoon. Share that look Roger had worn on his face as hed sucked Nikolais cock, that feeling Dougie had felt when hed climbed into Nikolais lap and kissed him.


  But what if it was all a lie?


  Roger would never say. Dougie couldnt blame him; he wouldnt tell either. Couldnt bring himself to say anything even now, alone with Nikolai, even after Nikolai had shown him so much patience and kindness, had urged him repeatedly to open up, be honest, share his weaknesses and fears so that Nikolai could help him conquer them. Who would open themselves up to a relative stranger with unseeable motives when they couldnt even talk to Nikolai?


  There was no way to know. No way at all. The years here would pass, and either Dougie would become the happy pet Nikolai had promised him he would be, or he would become an empty shell, hating himself and smiling all the while.


  And the worst part was, he wasnt sure he had any say in the matter. Maybe nothing he tried or didnt try, did or didnt do, mattered. Maybe the one manthe one self-proclaimed master of menwho thought he could save Dougie was as delusional as Dougie had been to believe he could ever be saved.
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  Nikolai combed half-numb fingers through Douglass silky hair. The repetitive motion, combined with the soft lapping of Douglass tongue on his balls, nearly lulled him to sleep. He could sleep, if he liked. He was the master, after all, and it was his right to use his boys ass to his satisfaction and then leave him wanting.


  But no.


  Douglas did need to learn that lesson, needed to learn the hard way that his pleasure could be an inconsequential thing to his master, but today was not the day for that. Today theyd shared such affection and joy and sweetness and had fucked like the happy lovers they were, and Nikolai wanted to carry that lesson and that glorious feeling through to the end of the day.


  Not here, though. He pushed Douglas off him, noting the glassy look in Douglass eyes, the flush on his face and the dazed droop of his lip, and stood. Tucked himself back into his trousersa little bit of lube stained the fabric; hed show Douglas how to hand-wash the spot tomorrowand patted Douglass head. Come along now, boy.


  He strode out of the kitchen, not needing to confirm that Douglas was following, and headed for the staircase that led up to his private rooms. Not down, not tonight. His well-fed little pet had truly earned his right to the warmth and comfort of Nikolais bath and bed. And Nikolai didnt fancy being alone tonight, not after what theyd shared. He wanted to go to sleep with his perfect new boy, and wake up beside him tomorrow morning for another round. Bliss. Nikolai had earned it. They both had.


  Douglas especially when Nikolai happened to look over one shoulder and saw that Douglas was not only following, but doing so on his hands and knees, crawling up the stairs with such adoring and complete submission it made Nikolais heart squeeze. Nikolai hadnt commanded that, hadnt asked for it, had barely even trained the boy to it; Douglas had given it to him like a gift.


  He was having some difficulty keeping up, though. No wondertheyd had themselves quite the long day, full of excitement and challenge, and his boys exhaustion was stamped in every line of his body. Not to mention his unsated desire. Nikolai debated scolding him for his slownessany other master would, or worse, and Douglas needed to learn thatthen debated simply telling him to rise, but in the end he merely slowed his own pace, let the boy show his devotion as best as his weary body allowed.


  Youre too soft, Nikolai.


  He half grimaced, half smiled at the familiar voice of his mentor in his head. Yes, perhaps he was. But he always got the job done, and done exceptionally well. Perhaps a touch of softness was an asset in this line of work. Or perhaps he was just rationalizing away his faults. Ah well.


  Nikolais bedroom door was already open, the curtains drawn, the bed neatly made, one window cracked an inch or so to the crisp autumn airprecisely how he liked it. The whole room smelled of falling leaves, and vaguely of Roger, who hadnt spent the night here in days but who came in to clean and straighten each morning. It was a comforting scent, one Nikolai had come to associate with home. Soon Douglas would feel the same.


  Nikolai strode to the bedfour posters, of course, and an open canopy for all the binding points a man could ever desireand the boy crawled along behind him, breathing hard, flushed and a little sweaty. Beautiful. And clearly exhausted, but that wouldnt matter to his future master, so Nikolai couldnt let it matter to him.


  Up you go, Douglas. Nikolai patted the edge of the bed, and Douglas climbed up, grimacing. Clearly relieved to be off the hardwood floor. Up on your knees, back straight, facing the headboard.


  Dougie arranged himself as ordered, more or less, arms hanging limp and exhausted at his sides. Nikolai put a hand over his spine and used his other hand to force the boys shoulders back. Be proud in your service, Douglas. Sit tall.


  Again, Douglas obeyed, staying in place when Nikolai took his hands away. But he looked strained, too focused. Nikolai had pushed him hard today. And would push him harder still. A necessary lesson. One theyd have to work at again and again until the boy regained his stamina.


  Stay, just like that, he said, then turned to fish a bottle of lube from his dresser, watching as Douglas tried to observe him from the corner of his eye without moving his head. Eyes forward, Nikolai ordered, because cute as it was, it simply wasnt appropriate behavior. Douglass gaze snapped back to the headboard like an overstretched rubber band. Fine tremors ran through his shoulders and thighs. Frightened? Or merely straining to keep his balance on the soft mattress? Or perhaps he was simply cold; the room was on the cool side, and sweat was drying on his skin. Thats good, Douglas, Nikolai said as he stepped in close again. No need to be afraid. I only wish to make you feel good. A well-earned kindness. The boy sighed out his relief.


  Thank you, sir, he murmured, eyes drifting momentarily closed, then opening again, pupils wide in the fading afternoon light.


  Dont thank me yet. Nikolai reached down and slowly twisted the plug free of the boys ass, heat flaring up in his sated cock at the sight of his cum drizzling down Douglass inner thighs. Such a primal, animalistic thing, to feel so satisfied at the sight, some leftover urge to breed and mark. He swept his fingers through the smear of cum and lifted them to Douglass lips. Open, he said, and Douglas did, eyes still distant as he licked and sucked away the stickiness from Nikolais fingers. No complaint, but no joy yet, either. I love seeing you full of my cum, he whispered into the boys ear, trying to bring him the rest of the way.


  I love making you happy, sir, Douglas murmured back. He sounded so dazed. Still trembled softly.


  Is that so?


  Yes, sir. More than anything, sir. He didnt sound dishonest so much as absolutely exhausted, wrung out, and Nikolai felt pity curl through him again. Too soft, indeed. Well, knowing his own weaknesses as a master simply meant he could adapt for them. He could walk the line, be both understanding and firm at the same time.


  Take this, then. He picked up the discarded plug, sticky with lube and cum, and gently nudged it into Douglass mouth, pushing until the boy gagged and his nostrils flared. Im doing you a favor, understand? No need to talk anymore. No need to beg or apologize or explain yourself. Just let yourself take the pleasure I give you. Now . . . He reached around, opening up the boys cock cage with practiced fingers. Gave the newly freed cock a slow pump.


  Nothing. Flaccid.


  If the boy could talk, Nikolai knew hed be saying, Im sorry, sir, Im just tired, sir, please let me rest, sir. Instead, he whined and twisted. The effect on Nikolais mood was the same as if hed complained aloud. Douglas, he warned. I know weve had a long day, but being too tired to perform is a privilege not afforded to slaves like yourself.


  Douglas nodded, but still his cock didnt rise.


  How very disheartening. Hed never had trouble getting or maintaining an erection before, not even when he was new.


  Too much contraband, perhaps? Sugar crash?


  Douglas mumbled something around the plug that sounded to Nikolai like I dont know, sir.


  You must learn discipline, Douglas. Stronger self-control.


  Another mumble, longer than the last. The boy clearly wished to make something known, but Nikolai had no intention of permitting excuses, not now.


  If ever I deign to treat you again, I expect you to know your limits and stop before you make yourself useless.


  No mumble this time, just a nod. The boy hung his head, the gesture contrite, but kept his shoulders squared and his back straight. Nikolai felt his irritation fade a little at that.


  Youll push through it, Douglas. Its bad enough youre letting it show; I should punish you for it.


  A shudder. It looked like hed started to shake his head, to beg, but then stopped himself. Lifted his chin, set his jaw. Yes, sir, that expression said. I deserve it, sir. Ill submit and be grateful.


  Gods, Nikolai couldnt stop himself from loving the boy. Wasnt sure he even wanted to. Shhh now. Shhh. He stroked Douglass back. Ill help you. Do you want help to obey?


  A quick, fervent nod, and were those tears in the corners of Douglass eyes? Nikolai leaned in to kiss them away, tasted salt and exhaustion and . . . sadness? Im here for you, Douglas, he murmured against the boys temple. Stroked Douglass cheek, then pulled the plug from his mouth and laid it on the bed beside them. Talk to me. Tell me whats wrong.


  Douglas sniffed back his tears, licked at sore lips, cleared his throat, and shook his head. N-nothing, sir, Im just . . . Youve been so good to me and Im letting you down and Im sorry, I dont want to let you down, sir, please . . .


  Nikolai waited for Douglas to finish his thought, but the boy fell silent, lips pressed tightly together, chin wobbling.


  Im not angry, Nikolai tried.


  T-thank you, sir. Thats m-more than I deserve. Lips tight again. Chin still wobbling. Not fear, then. Was he truly so upset at his failure to perform for his master? So early in their training? Could Nikolai be that lucky?


  No. Probably not. And whatever this was, it seemed unlikely to be a problem kindness could solve. Thered been nothing but kindness today. A firmer hand, perhaps. Nikolai stepped away, turned toward his walk-in closet. No more tears, Douglas, he said as he opened the closet door, rummaged through the shelves for what he needed. Youll make me think youre unhappy to serve me. We wouldnt want that, would we?


  N-no, sir. The boys watery voice drifted in on another sniffle, but then he took a deep breath, let it out slowly, loudly. Nikolai found what he was looking for and took it back to the bed.


  No more tears had fallen in his absence. Even more pleasing, the boy was still holding position, arms tense at his sides and legs trembling with effort, but back still straight, eyes still forward, not tracking Nikolais movementthough the tension in his shoulders and neck made it clear that he wanted to. Nikolai opened his mouth to praise Douglas for his discipline, then thought better of it. It was time to be stern now. He laid the toy in his hand at Douglass kneespleased again to see Douglas not trying to peekand picked up the plug again. Lifted it to the boys lips and held it there, barely touching. Douglas unclenched his jaw and opened his mouth wide without needing to be told, even though he clearly took no pleasureyetfrom sucking on the silicone. No more tears, Nikolai reminded him as he swallowed hard around the plug, adjusting to its presence. The boy shook his head minutely.


  Nikolai picked up the other toy, held it where Douglas could see it. Do you know what this is? The boy studied it, blue eyes wide and still shining with wetness (and now fear, Nikolai was sure of it), and shook his head.


  Its a penis pump. Nothing to be afraid ofit should feel good. A bit strange, perhaps, but good. It will make you erect for me. Now be still.


  He leaned in close to Douglass groin, lubed the boys cocknot the slightest stirring of interest at his slick touchand placed it inside the tube. Twisted the tube a few times to form a good seal against the boys freshly waxed groin, careful to keep his balls out of the way. Then he squeezed the pump once, twice. Douglas made a little startled noise around the gag, and his hips twitched, but he checked himself and went still and silent.


  This is a onetime free pass, Douglas. You must always be ready for your master, no matter how tired you are. If ever I need to make you ready again, there will be consequences, do you understand?


  The boy nodded, mumbled what Nikolai assumed was a yes, sir around the plug. Nikolai squeezed the hand pump again, one eye on Douglass filling cock and the other on the pump chambers pressure gauge.


  Sweat pricked up Douglass face, and he blinked rapidly, obviously in an effort not to wince. Good, at least he was trying.


  Some masters buy slaves to use their cocks, but you probably will never be one of those. That doesnt mean a master wont want to see you hard or give you pleasure. Just remember that if he does, that act of giving is not selfless. He wishes to see your pleasure, take visual enjoyment from you. And you must perform. Another slow squeeze of the hand pump. Douglass cock was swelling nicely, turning a deeper shade of red than its usual bright, healthy pink. Tonight youll show me you understand. Youll show me youre stronger than your exhaustion. Ill give you the gift of your pleasure, but you must unwrap it. Take it. Be active. And never forget who its really for.


  Douglas nodded again, but he was blinking too much, fingers clenching nervously at his sides. Hands behind your back, Nikolai snapped. The boy hastily obeyed. If you cant be still, Ill bind you. You wont like it. Nikolai gave the pump another squeeze. Up to 4 inHg, and Douglass cock was bigger than ever, flush with blood, no doubt achingly hard. Enough for a first-time pumping session. The big question, of course, was whether itd stay hard when the pump came off. Nikolai could warn the boy of the consequences of failure, but that might spark erection-withering fear or nerves. Then again, Douglas needed to learn to perform through all sorts of distress. Might as well start now.


  Youll stay hard when this comes off, Nikolai ordered, or youll be punished. Understand?


  The boys nod this time was half frantic. He squeezed his eyes closed, clenched his teeth around the plug. As if he meant to hold his erection through sheer force of will. Gods knew it was possible. Hopefully the boy wouldnt disappoint. Nikolai very much wished to see his face in orgasm tonight; he had less than no desire to turn the boy over his knee and stripe him red.


  But he would if he had to.


  Fortunately, he didnt have to. He disengaged the pump, and Douglass erection sprang free, proud and leaking.


  Beautiful, Nikolai said. Absolutely beautiful. What a good boy.


  A lovely pink flush came to Douglass face that. Flattered? Nikolai hoped so. He meant it.


  Thats a cock Id love to suck, but I think Ive spoiled you enough for today. Time to perform for your master.


  Douglas nodded, the motion making the engorged cock between his legs bob.


  Nikolai retrieved the bottle of lube from the bed and slathered both hands with it. Good. Im going to put my hand behind you, now. Three fingers out. Youre to push back, find those fingers, and fuck yourself on them. He could have done this more easily in the bathroom, with a big dildo suction-cupped to a wall or the floor, but he wanted the intimacy of it being his hand. The dildo would have to wait. And make it good for me.


  The alternating threats and encouragements seemed to have done the trick. Still with his hands clasped and his back rigidly straight, Douglas bent at the knees and waist and thrust his ass back, seeking Nikolais hand. Nikolai waited, palm up, until his fingertips brushed against that sweat-slick skin.


  Thats it. Just about there, he coaxed, and after a little bit of slipping up and down, Douglas finally pushed back, Nikolais middle finger hitting his hole first and breaching easily.


  A slow stretch, and the other two fingers followed.


  Make it good for me, Nikolai reminded, and Douglas moaned on command, the sound muffled and sweet and just a little bit frightened, which gave Nikolai an extra thrill.


  The second knuckle. The third. Nikolais hand was flush with that perfect, stretched ass, now. Another moan, and Douglas began to move, timidly at first as if he were afraid of losing the fingers so painstakingly found, and then faster, especially when Nikolai gently crooked his fingers.


  Sit up, back straight, Nikolai ordered, and Douglas lifted carefully from his crouch, still holding Nikolais fingers in his ass as he returned to his old position. Nikolai curled his free hand around Douglass lube-slicked erection, squeezed, gave the boy a nice tight hole to fuck. And he would fuck it: Nikolai wouldnt be jerking him off tonight. Douglass moan at the contact was much louder than the others, free of artifice. Sweat popped on his flushed skin again, giving him an enticing glow. He fucked forward into Nikolais hand, back onto his fingers. Back and forth, from pleasure to pleasure like a quick game of tennis. Panted hard. His thighs trembled. Behind his back, his fingers clenched and tangled around each other, white-knuckled. He bared his teeth around the plug, screwed his eyes shut. Exhausted as he was, he looked ready to blow any moment.


  But he didnt.


  And for a time, Nikolai took advantage of that fact, basking in the sight of his boy toiling for him, working so hard to earn his pleasure, moaning and arching and fighting so valiantly against his own exhaustion and his base need to climax. It wasnt just enjoyable to watch, it was downright intoxicating. There was nothing like this, nothing like this power. This power to give and withhold pleasure, this power of watching a man bend his will to your own, all in a desperate bid for a scrap of your approval.


  And just now, Nikolai approved wholeheartedly. He ached to draw the scene out longer, keep his boy on the edge until his needy, pleading whimpers filled the whole house, but even he had to admit that Douglas had given enough today. If he pushed the boy any harder, hed fail through sheer exhaustion, and that would be just as much Nikolais fault as Douglass.


  Time to let this end, then.


  You can come whenever youre ready Douglas. Your master gives you permission.


  Two strokes after that, and Douglas was done, coating the inside of Nikolais palm and sobbing with pleasure as he rode out his orgasm.


  Or was it pleasure? Nikolai withdrew his hand from the boys clenching asshole, grabbed his shoulder, and turned him. Tears streaked his face, big fat ones, and snot ran down from his nose. Nikolais first urge was to slap the boyhed said no more crying, said it twicebut there was clearly something more at play here, and until he knew exactly what it was, hed be a fool to act in haste. So he withdrew the plug and offered up his hand to be cleaned. Douglas cried the whole way through licking up his own hard-won cum.


  Tell me, Nikolai said, softly, and combed his newly clean hand through the boys hair.


  Douglas hiccupped in reply. Shook his head. Nothing, sir, its nothing. Im just tired.


  Youre lying, Douglas, Nikolai said flatly, and didnt even bother to voice a threat. The boy shuddered at the tone, or perhaps the naked truth of Nikolais words. Clearly terrified, yet he gave no answer to the accusation, just shook his head slowly as if to himself. Nikolai began a silent ten-count; if the boy took longer than that to resolve the battle in his head, Nikolai would put violent end to it himself.


  Eight seconds later, Douglas finally choked out, Im scared, sir. IIm so, so scared.


  Nikolai nearly struck the boy anyway, tired of all that whining that unbroken slaves felt so entitled to. But then Douglas added, Im scared Ill never be happy, sir. Y-you were so good to me today and youve been there for me and youve never lied to me and I can see how you feel about me, sir, you m-make me feel so special and for a minute there I thought it would all be okay, you know? But then . . . He crumpled forward, fell prey to his tears, sobbing and hiccupping too hard to speak, though it seemed he was trying. Nikolai tucked Douglass face to his chest, rubbed soothing circles on the boys back, and waited with much more patience than hed felt a moment ago. Douglas wasnt complaining after all; he was baring the wounds of his soul. These things took time. Nikolai understood.


  And then? he prompted gently when Douglass sobbing eased.


  Douglas disengaged from Nikolais arms and met his gaze, eyes swollen and streaming and shining with fear. A-and then it wasnt okay and I . . . Im scared Ill never . . . He broke eye contact and mumbled into his lap, Ill never l-love you the way I want to.


  The way I want to.


  Nikolai gathered him up into his arms again and kissed his face, gentle, sweet kisses as he laid them down together in bed, Douglas cradled shivering and sniffling like a child against Nikolais shirt. Shhh, Nikolai murmured. You will, Douglas. I promise you will. We dont learn to love overnight. But soonyoull see. Soon.


  Douglas shoved awayNikolai was so shocked by the sudden vehemence that he let goand shouted, You keep saying that! You keep He sat up and tore a hand through his hair, looking vaguely horrified by what was spilling from his mouth but too angry to care. Nikolai couldnt decide if the fury was a step forward or a step backward from the hopeless despair it had followed. You keep saying be patient, wait, itll happen soon, but its not . . . Both hands now, shoving the hair from his face, clenching at the crown of his head. He squeezed his eyes shut, sending tears down his cheeks; he did not, Nikolai noted, move out of arms reach. Its not working! How long am I supposed to just . . . to trust you? To kid myself? I cant! I cant . . .


  Nikolai sat too and took hold of Dougies forearms, tugging gently until the boy stopped trying to rip his hair from his scalp and allowed Nikolai to hold his hands. He wouldnt meet Nikolais eyes, but clearly now was not the time to force the issue. To force any issue but the matter of trust, which could not be had by force in any case. Listen to me, Douglas. The boy sniffled, breath hitching, and Nikolai felt his attention upon him. I know how this seems to you. How it feels like weve made no progress. And Im sorry I cant push things along any faster, but this is delicate work, you know thatyou of all people know that.


  The boy sniffled again, nodded, gaze still cast to his lap. A tear dripped from his chin and splashed onto his knee.


  But look at us. Look at where we are. At where you are. Expressing your fears not with anger toward the goal but with anger toward failure to reach it. Do you see how momentous that truly is? How far that means youve come?


  Another sniffle, but accompanied this time by an upward glance, a momentary locking of gazes. The hesitant beginnings of understanding bloomed in those tear-stained eyes. Nikolai resisted the urge to fill the silence, and instead simply let the boy process, stroking his wrists as the tension slowly leeched from his shoulders.


  At long last, the boy nodded his reluctant acceptance.


  Good, thats very good, Douglas. Nikolai lay back down, pulled Douglas along with gentle tugs on his wrists, tucked him back against his chest. No resistance at all anymore; the boy went where he was placed. Now rest, and know that Ill be here watching over you, and taking care of you. I wont let you be unhappy forever, Douglas, I promise.


  Douglas sobbed afresh and wrapped both hands around Nikolais forearms, holding him close. No telling if the boy believed Nikolais promise, but it was clear he wanted to, and that . . . well, that Nikolai could work with.
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  Mat had been a fighter long enough to know that bruises faded and fractures knitted back together, but some injuries never went away. Like brain damage that got worse and worse and worse until there was nothing left of you but a shell.


  And this pain? The one he was feeling now? Was the kind that festered and grew by torturous inches until it killed you.


  Well, fuck that. Because Mat didnt have to stick around for it. He was a monster anyway; the world would be better off without him. Dougie would be better off without him. At least then Nikolai couldnt trick him into hurting Dougie anymore.


  He opened his eyes and turned his face away from his pillow for the first time in what felt like weeks.


  Couldnt be weeks, though, because he wasnt dead of starvation yet.


  A tray sat on the mattress beside him. Toast. Broth. Bland food meant not to upset a long-empty stomach.


  He pushed it to the floor. Let it clang and splatter. Roger would come in and clean it laterhad done it a dozen times before. The fact that Mat couldnt bring himself to care enough about making the poor SOB clean up unnecessary messes to actually stop making them in the first place was just one more sign of what a terrible person hed become. How useless hed become. How callous and empty and awful.


  He couldnt understand why Nikolai wasnt punishing him for it. Wished he would. Maybe then hed feel better after. Maybe even during, if it would take his mind off the betrayal in his brothers eyes, the hurt hed let happen, the screams he hadnt lifted a finger to end, even for a single second. Better the serum than the knowledge of what hed done to the one person left in this life whod loved him. Whod trusted him. Whose heart hed snapped clean in two.


  But no. Only one thing would put a stop to that particular highlights reel.


  Lifting himself up onto his elbows made his arms shake with exertion, and actually sitting up and getting his feet on the floor was even worse. But he was determined, and nothing stopped him when he was determined. Bracing himself on the wall, he stood, and stumbled to his exercise shorts hanging over the handrail of his treadmill. Gritted his teeth and pulled them on. He wasnt going to do this nude. Roger wasnt going to find him naked. That was the best he could hope for now.


  The jump rope, next. The heavy leather one.


  He wondered why hed never thought of this before, why hed spent all this time fantasizing about fucking safety razors and self-starvation. Maybe because he hadnt ever wanted it this much before. His shaking hands made tying the knots particularly difficult, but he managed it somehow.


  He threw the noose over the chin-up bar and thought, Good-bye, cruel world. Then snortedtruer words, etc. etc.and forced trembling fingers to tie the final knot.


  There was that determination, again. Too bad he couldnt apply it to getting himself the fuck out of here.


  Well, he supposed he was, in a way. Just not the exit hed been hoping to make.


  Oh well.
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