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  Sublime service, made to order.


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


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


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


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


  A noose, a nighttime sky, a shared lover, an unexpected friend. A foreboding forest cabin. A lavish party with all the debauchery Nikolais clientele could want. Its all coming in season 3 of the Flesh Cartel.
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  Mat had quite deliberately steered Dougie into the backseat rather than the front, despite the open passenger door. He didnt know this person, this shadowed would-be rescuer with a knit cap pulled low over his forehead against the winter chill, and though he hoped, he couldnt bring himself to trust. So he clung to Dougie as long as he couldsafe, hes safe, hes finally safe, please let it be trueas they settled in the back of the car. Had to force himself to let go, turn away just for a moment, so he could close the door.


  Slowly, now.


  Mat froze, arm outstretched toward the open car door. Tried to swallow past his dry throat. Felt a fresh chill crawl up and down his clammy, frigid skin.


  He knew that voice.


  Of course he did.


  Roger. Turned around in the drivers seat, arm extended, the muzzle of a handgun jabbed into Dougies cheek. Dougie, trembling and tear-streaked, so wide-eyed Mat could see the blue of them even in the dark car.


  Close. The. Door.


  Dont hurt him. Youre supposed to be my friend. Please dont hurt him.


  Very slowly, every inch of him fighting not to run like a fucking coward and leave Dougie behind, Mat reached for the door handle with one hand, the other hand palm up near his head. Pulled the door carefully shutno sudden movements, no loud startling noises. He heard the click of the automatic locks, noticed immediately there was no way to open them again from the backseatsomeone had broken off the manual lock leverand by the time hed turned back again, the gun was pointed squarely at the center of his chest.


  Good. Better him than Dougie.


  Roger squeezed the trigger, and the world went black.


  [image: img6.png]


  No! Dougie threw himself at the gap between the front seats, knocking Rogers hand away, knocking the gun away, but he was too late, too late, heard a too-quiet pop-hiss and Mat grunted and jerked, hand flying to his chest and then slumping, limp as the rest of him, in the darkened chasm of the backseat. No! Dougie screamed again, even though it was too late, even as Roger shoved him against his seat with a hard hit to the sternum from the butt of the gun.


  Its just a tranq dart. Master doesnt want him rabbiting again. I dont have to shoot you too, do I?


  No, Dougie said, for the third time, but this time it was a sad little whisper. It seemed to be enough for Roger, though, who lowered the gun and then lifted a cell phone to his ear. Distantly, Dougie heard ringing, heard the faint Hello, Roger from Nikolai on the other end. His chest hitched at the sound, one-quarter conditioned pleasure, three-quarters terror.


  Ive got them, Master.


  Speech from Nikolai then, something short that Dougie couldnt make out beyond the general tone of satisfaction.


  No, no trouble, Master. Pause. Yes, Master, just like you said, about half a mile south of the forest service road. Well be there soon.


  He hung up, pointed a silent finger at DougieYou be good now, you hear?then turned and started the car.


  Started back to Nikolais.


  Dougie eyed the dart sticking out of Mats chest, fingers itching to remove it, but instead he clenched them in his lap. Pressed himself against his seat, exactly equidistant between the dangerous car door and his dangerous brother. Not touching anything. Especially not Mat.


  Mat, who wasnt dead but wasnt alive either, wasnt okay, would never be okay again, not anymore, not now that Roger was dragging them back there. But Dougie? Dougie was fucking relieved, at least in part, to be going back to Nikolai, back to routine and responsibility, all the things that Mat didnt have, that Nikolai wouldnt give him.


  Mat deserved to be free. Needed to be free.


  Dougie wasnt sure what he needed. Didnt even know what he wanted. To be free out in the wilds by his brothers side, or to be a good boy, loved and safe and cherished?


  He wished hed never run. When hed woken up this morning things had been so clear and simple, and now they were all fucked up. Roger was focused on the road, no answers coming from the back of his head, and Dougie was too afraid to ask the questions because what if he never stopped? Questioning, thats what had brought him here in the first place, questions and doubts cracking away at his safety and certainty and what had it gotten him?


  Your brother back. Yourself back. Clarity. Distance. Perspective.


  Yeah, and what had that gotten him? Nothing but fucking trouble. What the fuck was he supposed to do with perspective in a locked fucking car or a locked fucking room in a locked fucking house in the middle of nowhere with a master who wouldnt let him keep it? Oh God, hed have to start all the fuck over again now, wouldnt he? Have to . . . have to suffer again, bleed again, need again before he could ever kneel again at Nikolais feet and mean it, be happy there, survive and thrive, and fuck Mat for forcing that on him, for stripping him of weeks, months of labor, of scant inches torturously gained. He couldnt go back to that. He couldnt. He didnt want to be Nikolais good boy again. Wouldnt survive another transformation.


  Another breaking. He broke you.


  But you were happy then.


  No. He turned to Mat, slumped on the seat beside him, thought of all his brother had tried to do, how brave (foolish!) hed always been, how strong (stupid!), how willing to risk it all for what mattered (prideful and stubborn!), thought, I should be more like him. I should be brave. I should take control of my own life. I should stop this.


  He looked at the back of Rogers head again. Rogers hands on the wheel. Rogers car on some dark lonely two-lane highway in the middle of nowhere. He could grab Roger. Choke him. Snap his neck, even, like hed seen in the movies. Except he wasnt that strong, was he? But he could grab his arms and make him swerve the car, and maybe theyd all die in some dark ditch but at least that would be the end of it. This sad fucking story.


  Or maybe it wouldnt. Maybe Mat would die and Roger would die and youd have killed them both and Nikolai would never take you back and youd be alone, all alone, fucked-up and unlovable and lost.


  Or he could go back. Go back and take his punishment and let Nikolai fix him no matter how much it hurt, how long it took, and then be happy again. Loved again. Never, ever alone again.


  You scaredy-cat. Chickenshit. Coward.


  No. Just . . . practical. He wanted to live. No matter what that took, no matter how ugly it might get, he wanted to live. And he wanted Mat to live, and Roger to live, and even if he did crash the car and even if they did all survive, what then? Nikolai would just send more men when they didnt return.


  Nikolais punishment would come. It was always going to come, and there was no stopping it, and wasnt that what Dougie wanted? A world that made sense, a world that followed rules, a world where what you saw was what you got and every promise was fulfilled.


  I want to go home. Back to school and back to Vegas and back to Serena Changs tits half falling from her too-tight shirt. Home.


  Nikolai is your home now.


  Oh God, maybe he should crash the car after all. Just crash it and kill himself and put an end to this fucking shouting match in his skull.


  But too late again, too late. The tires were already crunching up the graveled driveway. For all the hours hed stumbled blindly behind Mat, stupidly trusting, stupidly hopeful, the drive back to Nikolais had only taken ten or fifteen minutes. God, theyd been fooling themselves even worse than hed thought, hadnt they? Thered never been any hope at all. They hadnt gotten anywhere.


  No wonder there hadnt been any guards. Theyd never stood a fucking chance.


  Roger pulled up in front of the house, put the car into park, and turned to face Dougie. Dougie didnt miss the tranq gun held firmly in one of Rogers hands. Steady hands. A man with no split loyalties. A man who, yesterday, he thought he mightve died for, if the need had arisen. But now . . . God, what now? He felt . . . nothing. Not even hate.


  Roger inclined his head toward the house. Toward where Nikolai was no doubt waiting to bring Dougie back to heel. Its not too late to fix things, Roger said, and Dougie hated how sincere he sounded, how sympathetic, how loving. I know it may seem like it is, but its not. The master is a reasonable man, and he cares about you very much. I think you know that.


  Dougie wasnt willing to reply to that last bit, not just now, because he didnt know that. Oh, he did, he did, but at the same time . . .


  Instead he just lowered his eyes, stared at his hands fidgeting in his lap because it was so much easier than looking at Mat or Roger or the house, and said, Ill go quietly. Because, really, what else was he supposed to do? What options did he have? The thought of walking back through that door twisted his insides so bad his heart felt choked by his lower intestines, but fighting would only make things worse. So, so much worse.


  I know you will, little guy. Roger killed the engine, and the locks popped. Go on up. Hes waiting for you. Ill deal with your brother.


  But Dougie looked to Roger, to Mat still slumped unconscious beside him, to Roger again. I mean, arent you coming with me? I cant do this alone. Im not strong enough. Ill run, Ill panic, Ill stand frozen in the yard until the cold takes me, Ill . . . Ill . . . Please.


  Roger smiled sadly and shook his head. You need to make the choice, Douglas. You need to prove to the masterand to yourselfthat youre strong enough. You are, I know it. Ive seen it. Youve made some terrible choices tonight, its true, but your brother cant mislead you now; youll make the right choice this time.


  Dougie wished he had half as much faith in himself as everyone else seemed to. Roger, Mat, Nikolai. But hed let everyone down, hadnt he. Every last one of them. Even though they each expected different and conflicting things, hed somehow still fucked up in every conceivable direction. Why did they still believe in him? Why did they still keep him around?


  It didnt matter why, only that they did.


  Dougie took a deep breath, opened the car door, put one foot in front of the other.


  His fate was waiting. The least he could do was walk to it like a man.
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  Just like before, the front door was unlocked. Except this time, Dougie didnt have Mat to hide behind. And he knew what was waiting on the other side.


  His captor. His torturer. His master.


  His lover.


  The stereo was on in the living room, soft classical music drifting into the front foyer, nearly too quiet to hear. It felt all at once like the soundtrack to a fated love story and to a slasher film, and Dougie swallowed down his dread and followed the notes. Didnt even have to force his feet to move; they went on their own, as trapped by the sheer inevitability of Nikolai as the rest of him was.


  He found the man at ease on the huge antique armchair near the fireplace in the massive living room, a space where Dougie had spent many happy hours curled at Nikolais feet or draped over his lap, reading to him or just keeping him company while he watched old movies. Now, Nikolai was sitting like a king in his throne, one side of his face cast into sharp shadows and angles by the light of the fire. In front of him now, Dougie didnt even feel like a man. He didnt realize hed fallen to his knees, hadnt meant to, but here he was, looking up at Nikolai from the floor.


  Hello, boy. Back from your little excursion? His face revealed nothing. Not anger, not happiness, not frustration . . . nothing. His eyes glittered dark in the firelight.


  Dougie swallowed. Swallowed again. The fire had sapped every drop of moisture from the room, from his body. He didnt know what to say here. Didnt know how to react because he didnt know how Nikolai was reacting, and if there was one thing he knew for certain in all this clusterfuckery, it was that his fate was in Nikolais hands.


  Best not to keep him waiting, then. He opened his mouth, and Yes, sir came out. Not Yes, Master like he realized he shouldve said. Like he wouldve said yesterday without hesitation or thoughtwith pride, even. With love.


  Fuck Mat. Fuck him and his fucking stupid gallant stupid plan.


  Is that all you have to say?


  I . . . No, he had more to say, so much more to say, but it was dangerous, all of it, and Nikolai fucking terrified him now. You want me to say Im sorry, he found himself saying, his damn mouth working on its own again, and he clapped his hands over it, mortified. He was in enough fucking trouble already, thank you very much.


  Yet Nikolais expression didnt so much as twitch. He lifted one hand from its resting place on his thigh in a little I-cant-quite-even-be-bothered-to-shrug sort of way, and said, I want you to tell me the truth.


  I wish Id never left. There, that was easy. A truth Nikolai would like. So why was he still fucking talking? I wish wed gotten away. I wish you hadnt put us together in the first place. He sniffed, broke position to swipe at his nose, and Jesus, when had he gotten into position? I told you I was fragile! he shouted, and he hadnt meant to do that, either. Im broken now! You broke me. Mat broke me. I see now. I remember. I dont . . . I dont want to be what you made me again. And yet he laid his hands palm-up on his thighs, squared his shoulders. The good little pet. I hate it. I hate you.


  Oh my sweet, stupid boy. Nikolai stood, and he was towering over Dougie, elevated from king to god, and then he dropped to one knee, just a man again somehow. He took Dougies chin in his hand and laid a soft kiss on his lips, and Dougie wanted to tear away, to bite him, to spit into his mouth, but he was too afraid and what good would it do him anyway? Im so happy youre home.


  No. Be mad at me. Be furious. I just told you to go fuck yourself, I just told you I hated you and hated me and hated what youve done to me. Dont love me, you fuck. Dont. Dont.


  I know this wasnt your idea, Douglas. You were just doing what I taught you to do, what you were meant to do: submitting to another man. But your brother isnt a man, even though he styles himself as one. Hes a slave, Douglas.


  Yes. And so am I. Thinking anything else was vapor and air. Foolish. Dangerous. He was trapped here, could never go home, could never escape his fate. Whatever glimmer of hope he mightve been holding out for that, it was gone now. Mat had ruined that too. He couldnt go backward. And the only way forward now was through. Suck it up. Take his licks. Put himself in Nikolais hands again, no matter how much they were sure to hurt him. At least, when it was over, thered be no more pain. No more confusion. No more doubt. Yes, sir.


  And I suppose I owe you an apology, too, for not recognizing how weak and impressionable you still are. That you wouldnt be able to understand the nuance between a man who merely seeks to dominate you, and one who truly deserves to.


  Nikolai pressed Dougie against his chest, wrapped his arms around Dougies back and rested his chin on the top of Dougies head. Loving and possessive all at once, as if to demonstrate what a deserving man felt like.


  Was returning to the fold really going to be this easy, after everything?


  No. This wont be easy because you still hate it all. Youll always hate it all if he doesnt destroy you again. Break you. Remake you.


  Maybe this time, if he was lucky, Nikolai wouldnt leave any stray bits of his old self lying around to trip him up again.


  Apparently, hug time was over; Nikolai eased him back, held him by the shoulders and looked down into his eyes. So Im sorry, Douglas, I truly am, but I also cant let this behavior stand. You clearly have lessons yet to learn. Time to teach you the difference between a master and a common brute bully.


  Yes. Please. I need it. I dont want to hate anymore.


  And, while were at it, remind you of the value of a master who loves you. Who values and cherishes you. Who cares for your happiness.


  God yes. Tell me. Whatever it is, Ill do it. Make me love you again. Make me love myself again. Please.


  Remember when I taught you the value of pleasure?


  The plugs. The cage. The milking. Days and days and days of horrible pain, ending in surrender and revelation and sweet release.


  Yes, sir.


  How did I teach you that lesson, Douglas?


  Through denial, sir.


  Very good. And now is the time to deny you again.


  Of love. Pleasure. Happiness. All the gifts Nikolai had given him over the past weeks and months. God, please, no. No, no, no.


  Starting with these. Dougie hadnt seen Nikolai draw a knife, but there it was, wicked sharp and long and curved and glittering with firelight like it had been forged in hell. With his other hand, Nikolai grasped the fabric of Dougies coat. These clothes were a gift, Douglas, and you sullied them. You used them against me.


  Im sorry! Dougie sobbed, because Jesus, he really wassorry hed ever followed Mat out that door, sorry hed ever been reminded of before, sorry hed angered Nikolai and especially sorry that hed slid back so far, so far, would have to suffer so fucking much again to become something he didnt even fucking want to be. But it was too late again, too fucking late, like every fucking thing this whole fucking night. The glinting tip of the blade slid beneath the collar of Dougies coat. One swift, decisive movement, and the fabric split, feathers and down flying everywhere, and all Dougie could think was Hes going to make me clean this up later and its going to take me all fucking night. Another slice. Another. Another. Surgically precise. The fabric slumped from Dougies shoulders and then fell to the floor in ragged pieces.


  Nikolai made quick work of his sweater, and then had Dougie stand so he could cut the button from the fly of his jeans before tugging the denim taut and slicing down from Dougies waist all the way to right behind his balls. A twist of the blade from there and Nikolai had split the seam wide, opening the most vulnerable part of his body to the sharp tip of the blade.


  He felt the flat of the knife scrape along that sensitive skin, and then it turned, following his inseam down until the whole pant leg hung open. The other leg next. The jeans fell, scraps of denim pooling at his feet. Dougie realized he was panting, his newly naked body slick with sweat.


  Would Nikolai fuck him now? Complete this ritual, reassert his place as master? Dougie almost wished he would. It was easy to give his body, even if it was painful, even if Nikolai didnt prepare him at all. It would be easy to suffer the pain, take Nikolais cock and Nikolais teeth and Nikolais cum. Do that enough times and hed be new again, the broken toy repaired in Nikolais image. No more pain, then. No more pain.


  But that wasnt what happened.


  Throw it all in the fire, Douglas, and kneel there until its burned away. I want you to watch my gifts to you crumble into nothing but ash and smoke. And as you watch, I want you to think of the life you worked so hard to build for yourself here, and how you almost made ash and smoke of that too, and of how saving whats left of it will mean reaching into the firewillingly thrusting your hands into cleansing flame. You can save it, though. Ill help you to save it. Ill help you to rebuild, because I love you and I would never fail you, never disappoint you, never leave you dangling alone in the world. Because you are worth more to me than these clothesmy gifts, my lovewere to you.


  No! Dougie wanted to protest. I do love you, Im sorry, Im so sorry, youre everything to me, oh God.


  But he didnt. He didnt because he didnt feel it anymore, not really, not like he used to in his heart and his gut and the rawest, most primal centers of his brain. He only knew that he should. That he once had. That he needed todesperately needed toagain.


  Wanted to, even. Felt the singed edges of it, the remnants of this ruined night. Burning hot to the touch, but hed cling to it, drag it back, take it in. He would. He just needed . . . he needed . . .


  Punish me, Master. He gathered his tattered clothes in his arms, crawled over to the fire, threw them in. A strange erection throbbed between his legs, hungry for something hed never wanted before. Please.


  Nikolai shook his head. Oh Douglas, I do intend to. But not in the way you want, because that wouldnt teach you anything at all.


  The clothes caught slowly, as if the fire were just as reluctant to destroy the evidence of Nikolais love as Dougie was. He shook his head. He didnt need to be taught, to learn, because that involved thinking. He needed to stop thinking.


  Then do. Trust Nikolai. Hell fix this. Hell make it right.


  Oh, how easy it was to think that, how naturally it came, how right it felt. For the first moment since hed climbed into Rogers car, he was beginning to believe he could have that again, do that again, trust like that again. It wouldnt be easy. But maybe . . . maybe itd be worth it.


  A silhouette, framed by the doorway. Roger, ever the perfect slave, not entering the room without an invitation.


  Im ready for him now, Master.


  Im ready too.
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  This room was new. Not that Dougie had seen many down here in Nikolais basement, but so far hed been spared the sort of harshness that lay beyond the door Roger led him to and then through. Like a dungeon, all raw cinderblock and concrete, irons dangling from the ceiling and bolted to the walls, rack upon rack of implements purpose-built to inflict pain. Hed experienced a few, but not many. Some he couldnt even identify.


  And there, in the corner, strapped by his wrists, hips, and ankles to the iron frame of a twin bed without a mattress, lay Mat. Still gagged, glaring up at the ceiling as he struggled and pulled against the fat leather straps. Beside his bed stood another, empty, and Dougie assumed that was for him. After all, if he was meant to share Mats bedto rape his brotherNikolai would be here to watch.


  Except Nikolai wasnt here, and Dougie couldnt decide if that was for the better or the worse. Part of him wanted Nikolai, craved himneeded his master to give meaning to the suffering he knew would come, to care enough to oversee his punishment, to watch his penance and see the moment when hed at last repent and mean it. Hold him after. Welcome him home.


  But the rest of himthe part his stupid fucktard of a brother had shaken so forcibly awake tonightwas sickened by that thought. Terrified of its sheer inevitability. Maybe if Nikolai wasnt here, Dougie could keep his head, not give in, suffer without letting it change him.


  No purpose to this pain.


  No. Dougie didnt want that, either. He liked order and meaning and rules and cause and effect, and Nikolai gave him those things, and maybe the price was worth paying. Besides, he wasnt like Mat, wasnt strong enough to endure and endure for nothing, for ever. Hed held on to such stupid romantic notions once, but now he knew what real suffering was, and there wasnt anything romantic about it at all.


  Go lie down, Roger instructed, none of the usual warmth in his voice. Did he like this, being Nikolais right-hand man, even for the ugliest jobs? Or was it just a burden he bore, the price he paid?


  Roger sighed. It seemed he was no better at the tough-love facade than Dougie was at the tough-man facade. Im trying to help you, Roger said. Dont make this worse than it already is.


  Even if he hadnt added that bit, Dougie still would have gone willingly. He went to the bed beside his brothers and lay down. Didnt struggle or fight when Roger buckled him into the thick leather straps, even though the raw metal frame bit miserably into his skin. Mat was struggling enough for the both of them now, shouting around his gag, shaking his head. Like he couldnt believe Dougie would so easily submit to bondage. Or maybe Mat just knew what was coming and couldnt bear the thought of Dougie having to endure it; he might still hate Dougie, but old habits were hard to break, Dougie knew that better than most. Nikolai had said that Mat spent much more time being punished and facing consequences than Dougie ever had. Bad habits were hard to break, too.


  Roger finished strapping him down, and Dougie braced himself for whatever might come next. Tried not to be afraid. He needed this, after all. Deserved it, even. Maybe when it was over, things could go back to the way they were before. Nikolai would take him back. He would want to be taken back.


  Standing up straight above them, looking at neither of them, Roger spoke. So. The master has instructed me to tell you that since you decided to tie your fates to one another instead of to him, youll both be punished the same. Bound by pain.


  A beating, then? Would Roger take one of the whips or canes or paddles off the wall and beat them both? Make him scream in front of Mat, who already found him weak and disgusting? And probably ten times more weak and disgusting after tonights debacle. Was that the plan? Make it so that whatever thin thread of brotherly affection and responsibility still bound Mat to Dougie would snap?


  And what of Dougie? Would Roger make even the great and mighty Mathias Carmichael beg and cry? Did Nikolai mean for Dougie to see that even the man hed once worshipped could be brought so low? Remind Dougie that no oneno onecould hold out forever so hed best just let go now before he caused himself unnecessary pain?


  Roger didnt move to fetch a whip, though. Or a paddle or a crop or anything else. Just reached into his pants pocket with one hand and pulled out . . . What the hell was that? Dougie strained to lift his head off the bed frame, get a closer look. Some kind of marker, maybe?


  Whatever it was, it was apparently worse than any cane or strap, because once Roger had pulled his hand out of his pocket, Mats howls intensified, became almost animalistic. No, not almost animalistiche sounded like an injured stray at a shelter, backed into a corner by threatening strangers. Even through the gag, there was no mistaking the No and Dont and Please spilling on an endless loop from Mats mouth.


  Whatever was in Rogers hand, there was no way it could be as serious as Mat was making it out to be. And fuck him and his panic, anywaywasnt he supposed to be the strong one for Dougie? Hed gotten them into this, after all, fucking dragged Dougie by the ear out of the house and into the woods and away from his master and any chance hed had at a happy life, and now he was cowering and begging like Dougie at his absolute fucking worst and Would you shut the fuck up? Dougie shouted, because he was sick of this shit, the unfairness of it all, the pretending to be one thing and then behaving like another and he needed Mat to not fucking do this. Just shut up! Shut up and take it like a fucking man, you ass!


  The noise cut off as suddenly as if Dougie had struck him, and when Dougie turned his head to look at Mat, see what bullshit excuse was printed on his face, Mat was blinking back at him, eyes huge and wounded, mouth slack around the gag and a single tear tracking its way down his cheek. His chest was still heaving, but hed stopped struggling. He looked . . . sorry. And terrified. But mostly sorry.


  Yeah, well, he should be. What kind of man was he, to get them into such deep shit and then balk at the consequences? Well, Dougie would show him how to bear it with dignity. Maybe hed learn a thing or two. Learn to accept his place with grace and poise, like a slave was supposed to. And lead me not into temptation anymore.


  Mat turned away from Dougieprobably couldnt bear the reprobation in Dougies eyes, and wow, big bro was just revealing himself as one kind of chicken after another tonight, wasnt he? He looked to Roger instead, started trying to talk to him. Well, grunting around his gag, jerking his arms as far as the straps would let him, like he was trying to gesture.


  Roger moved to stand by Mats head, reached back into his pocket, and pulled out a second whatever-it-was. Placed them both in one palm and held them just over Mats chest.


  Mat stopped jerking and nodded. Frantically. Huffed what Dougie thought was a Please around his gag.


  But then Roger straightened up and shook his head and said, No, Im sorry, it doesnt work that way. Not this time. Mat squeezed his eyes shut, and a few fresh tears leaked from the corners. He shook his head. Grunted another Please, more insistent than the last.


  Im sorry, Roger said again, and Dougies angerquashed momentarily by curiositybegan to rise again. Whatever magical fucking psychic exchange they were having, it was fucking rude to be excluding him from it, he was right here for fucks sake, and he was so. Fucking. Tired of all the bullshit. Just wanted this over and done with. Mat had already fallen off his pedestal and broken into a million pieces; nothing left for Dougie to do now but crawl away from the shards and hope he wouldnt cut himself as he went. Hope hed still be fit for Nikolais love when he came back.


  Rogers back straightened, and in the blink of an eye his arm had moved, striking as fast as a snake. Oh, it was an auto-injector, like an EpiPen. Stuck in Mats naked, trembling thigh now, and God, the noise Mat made at that, like some broken pup, like he was dying, half-swallowed like he didnt want Dougie to hear. Roger pulled the needle free. Rubbed at the site of the injection a second or two, then ran a hand over the top of Mats head. Tears were squeezing out of Mats eyes, and he was sniffling and hiccupping, teeth digging so hard into the gag Dougie half expected it to break.


  Just stop looking at him.


  A shadow fell over Dougie, and now Roger was standing over him, holding the second auto-injector in his fist. Dougie nodded at him, determined to show up Mat. He hoped that somewhere, Nikolai was watching. That somewhere, Nikolai would see how obedient Dougie was being, what a good brave boy. Go ahead. Im not afraid.


  I know youre not, Roger said, but he didnt seem proud or impressed. More upset than anything. Sad, maybe. Or angry. Dougie thought he knew Roger pretty well, but right now . . . right now he felt as if Roger were a stranger. Well, maybe he was. Theyd been nearly brothers, there, at least for a while, but now some crucial understanding between them had been eroded away. Because Roger couldnt comprehend any reason to ever try to leave their master, while Dougie, even if only for a fleeting moment, had, and there was no bridging that.


  Off to his right, Mat lurched and wailed, rattling the bed frame, and Roger winced.


  Im not afraid, Dougie said again, even though he kind of was now. How could he not be, hearing the noises Mat was making? Mat, whod take a beating in the ring that would bring most men to tears ten times over, and then brush himself off and go party half the night. Mat, his stupid, stubborn, strong-as-an-ox, fatally prideful brother.


  Roger brushed thoughtful fingers over Dougies bare thigh, like he was trying to re-map Dougie, find his way back to the man he knew Dougie could be. Should be. Had been, before Mat had ruined everything. Dougie wished he had a hand free, just so he could grasp Rogers, show him how serious he was when he said, Help me come home, Roger.


  Roger slammed the auto-injector into his thigh.
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  Dougie had been sure he was going to die, couldnt foresee any other outcome to this unending agony, but suddenly he was surfacing into awareness, the pain still lapping at his body but most definitely receding. The tide going out. And when it did, what would be left of himof his body, his sanity, his dignityon the shore? He couldnt ponder it too closely, wade too deep; hed drown again, drown except he wouldnt die, just lie there and suffocate and suffer, and the thought scared him so badly he choked on it.


  He could hear himself crying now. Felt that hed wet himself, too. That was new. For a while, the pain had wiped out all his other senses, sight, sound, taste, touch, smell, all of it subsumed by pain, which was the real sixth sense, fuck that bull about clairvoyance.


  God, he stank like piss. Almost hurt too much to care. Heard a whimper he was pretty sure he hadnt made, turned his head toward the sound, and this time the whimper was definitely him, sand or iron filings or maybe broken glass grinding in the vertebrae of his neck.


  When he could open his eyes again, Mat filled his vision. Sweaty and blotchy and tear-streaked, so still and pale with exhaustion and pain he looked dead.


  Maybe Id be better off that way.


  He was too tired and wrung out to feel guilty about or disgusted by that thought, and anyway, the next moment Mat clenched his teeth on his gag, eyebrows tightening, and let out a low grunt. Definitely not dead. Dougies own nervous system flared in symphony, or maybe sympathy, and he grunted too.


  This is his fault. He brought this on us both.


  Good. Use that. Grip it tight and never let it go. His fault. His fault. His fault. Hate him for it. Push him away. Hes standing between you and Nikolai. Let him, and youll just end up suffering like this again.


  No. God no. He couldnt. Hed die. Hed make sure of it before he let this happen to him again.


  He needed Nikolai. Needed Nikolai to come in and call him his good boy and his precious little pet and rationalize away all of Dougies hurt and betrayal until he understood down to his bones why he had to be in so much pain and how much better that pain was going to make him. Nikolai would make sense, so much sense, too much sense, and then it would all be okay. Hed be happy again. Loved again. And hed love back, and he wouldnt hurt anymore, and this whole horrible night would fade from his mind, just as surely as the pain would fade from his muscles and bones.


  Hed be cleansed.


  Yes.


  The tide of pain washed back. Drew away. Dougie closed his eyes and slept.


  Woke again almost free of pain, body heavy and exhausted and desperately thirsty but only hurting from overtaxed muscles and the uncomfortable bed he was strapped to and the bruises from the straps themselves. But none of that bone-deep grinding or sharp sparks of burning under the skin.


  And oh God thank you Nikolai was here. A silhouette in the doorway, broad shoulders, stiff posture. Dougie wished his arms were free so he could hold them up, beg to be carried and held like a child. But instead he just lay back and waited, waited for Nikolai to come to his side.


  Mat was gone, he realized. The bed beside him emptied and scrubbed meticulously clean while hed slept. He started to wonder what was happening to Mat, whether this was the end of his punishment or just the beginning, but then reminded himself that he didnt give a fuck. Mat had brought this on himself and Nikolai was here, Nikolai was here, and he was all that mattered to Dougie. Had to be all that mattered if he didnt want to end up here again, strapped down in a dungeon and begging to die to stop the pain.


  But then Nikolai stepped forward and the shadows fell from his face and he wasnt Nikolai at all. He was . . . someone else, a man Dougie had never seen before, middle-aged and handsome but wearing an expression crueler than even Jeremys at his most bitter.


  So this was how it was going to be, then? Of course he hadnt earned Nikolais forgiveness. After all, he hadnt really done anything. Enduring pain was impressive, but passive. Of course Nikolai would expect Dougie to act, rather than simply be acted upon, in order to be forgiven. It was foolish of him to expect anything less.


  But Dougie would earn that forgiveness. He would. He had to.


  He lay still, trying not to let his fear or hurt show. Whoever this man was, Dougie would obey and serve him as if he were Nikolai himself. Yes, that had to be the best course of action now. Prove that even in his absence, Nikolais training had truly made an impression on Dougie.


  He just wished he could reclaim the feelings of contentment and rightness that had, until so recently, accompanied his obedience. But, if he were honest with himself, all he really felt now was fear. Panic. Desperation. Those old familiar friends he knew so well and couldnt fucking seem to escape.


  Hello, doggie. No, its Dougie, he thought, but then realized his mistake. A heavy hand landed on top of his head and tangled itself in his hair. Gave an insistent tug.


  For all his intentions, Dougie wasnt in enough control of his exhausted body to squash the pained whine that escaped his mouth.


  Im Luke, the man said. The one who killed the chicken, Dougies fevered mind filled in.


  Hes ruthless. He doesnt show mercy.


  Dougie was a person, though, not a chicken.


  Or maybe he wasnt a person after all, considering Luke had greeted him as doggie.


  Maybe Luke doesnt kill dogs. Maybe he just kicks and beats them instead.


  I Dougie started, but then realized he had no idea what he was supposed to say. But it seemed rude not to reply at all.


  What was that, doggie? Luke asked. Youre thirsty? I bet. I hear youve been down here screaming your lungs out and crying and pissing yourself for hours. Thats bound to make any pup a little dehydrated.


  Or maybe hes kind after all. Maybe killing is its own mercy. Maybe hes kind.


  Except Lukes voice didnt sound kind at all.


  Anyway, Master wants you to spend some time with me and my boys. Teach you some basic fuckin appreciation for how good you got it here. But Ill get you a drink first.


  Please, Dougie rasped. Wow, his voice really was rough. Felt like hed swallowed a big handful of broken glass. Sir.


  Luke nodded, and Dougie waited for him to get a cup, to unstrap Dougies hands. But instead, he moved closerclimbed right onto the miserable bed frame and then straddled Dougie, sat on his chest and ground Dougies back into the metal slats and Jesus, he couldnt breathe with this mountain on top of him, muscles already weakened and growing weaker by the second and then Luke was grabbing his jaw and pressing something to his lips and suddenly Dougie knew exactly how this would go.


  No. God, please, no. Not that, not now.


  But hed been too well trained, and he was far, far too desperate to claw back into Nikolais good graces, so he opened his mouth and sealed his lips around Lukes soft cock, and when Luke let loose a hot salty flood of bitter wretchedness against Dougies tongue, Dougie swallowed like a good boy.


  Choked and sputtered and oh God it was running out his mouth, up his nose, into his fucking sinuses and hed be smelling and tasting this for fucking ever and it wouldnt fucking stop but he just kept on swallowing and swallowing.


  Ahhh, Luke sighed, and sat back again. Zipped his flaccid dick back into his mud-spattered jeans. Good dog. Man, you must love the taste of piss to guzzle mine up like that. Guess I better remember that for later.


  Dougie was too disgusted with Lukewith himselfand too busy trying to keep himself from puking to reply, so he just shut his eyes and nodded. Ill be good. Whatever you want from me. Just, please, help me come home.


  Yeah, thats right. You n me are gonna have a good time then. Let me just grab your collardogs gotta be leashed on this nice property, you understandand then we can be on our merry way. Stay. He hopped off Dougies body, surprisingly limber for his size, and strolled out of view.


  The idea of wearing a collar somehow terrified and traumatized him even more than the thought of getting pissed in, but Dougie forced himself to breathe in and out, in and out, center himself, think of how worth it all this would be once he was at Nikolais feet again. It would all be a bad dream. Just a bad dream.


  Luke returned. The collar was heavy and thick, made of stiff new leather. Fragrant. So much bigger and more imposing than the delicate thing Madame had made him wear for the auction all those months ago. He had trouble lowering his chin in this one, and Luke was buckling it so tight he felt like he was choking, even though he could breathe just fine. The pressure against the front of his throat, that awful crush of his Adams apple, was near unbearable already. How would he make it through the hour, the day, the God-knew-how-long hed have to stay with Luke before he learned to appreciate Nikolai again, learned not just in his head but in his heart and gut and soul?


  Luke hooked a leash onto the D-ring that hung front and center, and then and only then did he begin unbuckling the bindings at Dougies wrists and ankles and hips.


  Up. Heel, Luke said, and Dougie forced his aching body to move. And dont ever let me see you on your fucking feet, or Ill stick nails in your heels. Dogs crawl. Got me?


  Yes, sir. Crawling was easier anyway; he wasnt actually convinced his legs couldve held him. Besides, crawling reminded him of who he wasof what he wasand who he belonged to. He needed to remember that now. Needed it desperately. So he fell to his hands and knees. Winced at the scrape and press of the concrete floor, at the soreness in his muscles, at the fresh pain in his kneecaps.


  He thought that Luke would lead him upstairs; after all, as far as Dougie knew, that was the only way in or out of this place. And maybe, on the way, theyd see Nikolai, and Nikolai would see Dougie, would see how good Dougie was being, even as a dog instead of a boy, and maybe hed put a stop to this whole thing, or maybe not, but at least the sight of his pleasure or even just his approval would give Dougie strength to endure.


  But they didnt go upstairs. Luke led him on his taut leash at an exhaustive pace down a narrow basement hall, up to a heavy steel door.


  Three keys in three locks, all from a ring Luke kept in one battered denim pocket, and the door opened. Ice cold air hit Dougie head-on, knocking the breath out of him.


  He realized for the first time that Luke was wearing a heavy workmans jacket. Steel-toed boots. A knit cap, even.


  And Dougie, of course, was naked. All my clothesall Nikolais gifts of trust to meburnt away.


  His nudity didnt stop Luke from yanking him outside onto the frozen grass. It burned his knees and palms like fire, bumpy and gritty and so, so cold, but at least the path was free of snow and relatively clear of roots or twigs or sharp rocks. Luke led him down a trimmed path Dougie didnt recognize, down a steep slope, down into the trees. Through the woods, then, although still on beaten ground, thank God, and suddenly the path opened up into a clearing.


  This is the old cabin, Luke said. Back before Masters mentor bought this property, the descendants of the original settlers lived here. Master fixed it up for me and the other guys working the property. Our own space, away from the pampered pets he keeps at the house.


  Well, that didnt sound too awful, at least. Dougie could endure it.


  But before we let you in, were gonna have to clean you off. You reek of piss, and I dont want any dog prints on my nice floor. Dougie realized theyd gone clear past the door of the cabin, which looked as old and rustic as Luke claimed it was but seemed at least in good repair, and were now right in front of a rusty old pump well, complete with bucket.


  No. He wouldnt . . . would he? Not out here in the biting wind and the freezing cold. Dougie was shivering hard already, despite the exertion of keeping up with Luke on all fours. Dousing him with icy water would kill him.


  What, doggie afraid of a little cold? Well, theres a nice warm fire in the cabin you can stretch out in front of . . . once youre clean. Inside and out, dog. Master expects you to be well used while youre here, and I am more than happy to oblige.


  Yes, sir, Dougie mumbled, eyes locked on the pump. There was a layer of frost on the metal. Would Dougies palms stick to it?


  Oh, one last thing. No need to waste all that energy with the Yes, sirs when you can just do what comes naturally to you and bark.


  Dougie wanted to be out of the cold. He wanted to be clean. He wanted to be back with Nikolai, back in Nikolais good graces. Hed done a million humiliating things since hed been taken, a million things so very much worse than acting like the animal he clearly was, the animal Nikolai had tried so hard to break him free of.


  So he barked. Didnt even mind. A dog was all he was nowhe knew that, understood that in his heart as well as his mind. And a dog was all hed be until Luke was through with him, until hed relearned all the tricks Nikolai had taught him. Until Nikolai loved him again.


  Luke didnt bother warning him not to run. Didnt need to. Just unclipped his leash, watched him crawl up to the old pump and bucket, watched him squat to clean his ass with frigid water, and then, satisfied that the job was being done, turned on his heel and left, the front door of the cabin slamming shut behind him.


  When Dougie was finished, he crawled up to that door on limbs shaking so hard he could barely convince them to obey his minds commands, knelt, and scratched at it to be let in. Whimpered once through chattering teeth. Sat on his haunches and waited.


  Good dog.


  The man who opened the door for him wasnt Luke, but he stooped to hook two fingers into the ring on Dougies collar and drag him over the threshold with the same cruel authority. The sudden warmth of the cabin left Dougie breathless and sweating, and he barely had time to form an impression of a whole crowd of too-attractive middle-aged men, a large great room, a fire in a fieldstone hearth, a massive kitchen table, a row of bunk beds through the open door to a room on his left, before he was dragged to a hatch in the floor and shoved down a short, steep flight of stairs into . . . a root cellar? Raw earth walls and floor, damp and dank, lit by a single bulb. The space wasnt tiny by any means, but it was small and dark enough to remind him of


  No. Dont think about that dont think about that dont think about that. Theyre not going to forget about you down here. Theyre not.


  And they didnt. Four men came down the stairs, cornering Dougie against the packed dirt wall. One pinched Dougies face to open his mouth. Two others were unzipping their jeans. The fourth just stood there watching, smiling a nasty smile and rubbing his crotch. Just like the guards back at Madames.


  Dont struggle. Dont fight. Dont let this be rape. Dont. Just be good. Nikolai would want you to be good, serve these men like masters. Make them feel good, do everything they ask, anticipate their needs. Impress them.


  Dougie licked his lips, though he doubted he looked terribly seductive with his cheeks still smashed between the mans hand. He looked up at the man through his lashes, tried to smile. Almost started to say something, but then remembered he was just a dog now, and dogs dont speak. Whined instead, nosing closer to the mans crotch. Let me serve you. Let me show you what a good dog I can be.


  The man laughed, let go of his face, and backhanded him so hard his head bounced off the dirt wall. Looks like our little bitch is in heat, boys.


  Dougie wasnt stupid; he stayed down as the four men closed in. Hands, then, everywhere, pulling and pinching and slapping and grabbing. Teeth followed, and fingers and fists and tongues and cocks. They didnt want his cooperation, they didnt want his skill, they didnt want his service. No, they wanted his pain. And hed have given that to them too, gladly, if theyd let him, because it was so much worse when they just took it instead.
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  Did you really think you were going to escape? Nikolai asked, and Mat couldnt help but laugh. He sounded like such a fucking evil supervillain sometimes.


  Kinda, yeah. He twisted his wrists in the leather straps that kept him secured to the chair he was sitting in. Metal. Nikolai was learning, apparently.


  I didnt expect you to be quite that stupid, Mathias. It wasnt like I made it very difficult for you to figure out you were walking into a trap. No locks? No guards? Really? The guy obviously wanted to monologue, so Mat let him. Nikolai flicked Mats left forearm. And did you forget about the GPS tag, or were you just too arrogant to think it would matter?


  Huh. Mat had forgotten, actually. Must have been the distraction of having his own brother almost rape him. Or maybe just the fact that its implantation had been such a minor, long-ago horror compared to all thatd come after, symptomless and easily ignorable. But he wouldnt forget next time. Because if this little experience had taught him anything, it was that there would be a next time. That Nikolai wasnt perfect and no place was impervious to escape and if hed just remembered to cut their damn chips out, they mightve gotten into a car that hadnt belonged to Nikolai.


  All I had to do was let you go, let Douglas follow. I sent Roger out as soon as you cleared the property line. Had him wait in the closest town until your trackers showed you were returning to the highway. Now lets see your brother trust you enough to follow you ever again. You failed him, Mathias, to terrible consequence. He wont soon forget.


  Yeah, well, you mind-raped him, and Im pretty sure he wont be forgetting that anytime, either. Not now that he knows freedoms on the table. Now that he knows youre the kind of monster whod ask him to To do such unspeakable things. To betray me, and himself, and everything between us.


  Nikolai leaned in close to Mats ear and murmured, silky seductive, Whatever you once were to him, Mathias, thats over now. You destroyed what remained of it last night. Hes more mine now than he ever couldve been without your help. Im not a monster in his eyes. Im his savior. The one you failed to be. And now its time for you to see just how badly you failed him, and just how much hes willing to do to make me love him again. With that, Nikolai stepped back, turned to the table in front of Mat and opened the laptop computer resting atop it, right at Mats eye level.


  It turned on, and the sound of Dougies screams filled the room.


  Douglas is learning what his world would be like without me. Without my protection and care. And since youve positioned yourself as the man who would tear him from me, that means the world hes learning about now is the one you would have him live in. Hes just getting a small taste of it, but I expect the lesson will stick.


  Nikolai stepped aside, and now Mat could see as well as hear what was being done to his brother. He was pressed to his back on a dirt floor, one man holding his legs apart, another fist-fucking him so hard it was like he was punching the poor kid over and over. A third man had his teeth on Dougies nipple, and a fourth looked like he was trying to pull Dougies hair out by the roots.


  Mat squeezed his eyes shut and turned away, but it was way too fucking late for that. That image would be seared on his retinas until the day he died.


  You know by now that I have a habit of buying back some of my old charges. Nikolai nodded to someone standing behind Mats shoulder, Roger maybe, or another tamed man, who stood watch at the door to this small room. Well, not all of them come back as pleasant and even-tempered as Roger. Some come back to me . . . somewhat twisted by their experiences, and eager to take back their power by dominating those lesser than themselves when given the chance. Behind their well-trained facades lie feral beasts, but theyre partly my creation, so I love them nonetheless. And let them indulge their true natures when it suits me. He paused. Now you say whatever brilliant comeback you have for me.


  Mat couldnt speak. He could feel hot tears on his face, could hear nothing but Dougies sounds of pain. And God, not just that, he was . . . barking? Yes, that was definitely a tear-choked woof.


  I think thats Luke, who takes his pleasure from making men bark like dogs. I expect your poor brother will be getting his nutrition from kibble and table scraps instead of Jeremys cooking over the next while. Crawling on all fours. Urinating outside.


  Stop this, Mat begged, his eyes squeezed shut. Please, please just stop, go and get him, take him back, stop them hurting him. Ill do whatever you want, I promise.


  What I want is for you to learn. To learn your place, and learn the price of your disobedience. But most of all, to learn that you do not know what is best for your brother. You are not his master anymore, Mathias; you are not his idol or his god. You are nothing but a deceiver, and you lead him to pain.


  Mat lurched against the chair, desperate to mute the fucking computer, make it all stop, scoop Dougie up and get him out of here for real this time. Fine, fine! Just . . . please. God, please stop this.


  You had a chance to prevent this, Mathias, and now that time has passed. I hope you remember the consequences of your actions next time you consider doing something so spectacularly foolish.


  Yeah. Next time hed cut out the fucking GPS chips. Because there would be a next time. There would. Because if the only other option was abandoning Dougie to this life for good . . . well, that wasnt a choice he was willing to make, not anymore. Not when freedom had been so fucking close. Not when he knew now they could have it again.


  And if Mat couldnt help him escape, Dougie would be better off dead. They both would.
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  That night, Dougie slept on the foot of the one named Grahams bed. Graham liked having his feet licked, and his balls too, and decided halfway through the night that he was far too warm and cozy to venture out of his nest of blankets to use the toilet, so once again Dougie found himself standing in as a urinal. The man who slept in the bunk above GrahamColin, Dougie thought his name wasmustve woken to Dougies retching swallows, because he patted his mattress and whispered, Here, doggie doggie, and waited for Dougie to climb up and swallow his piss too. Then he fucked Dougies mouth, came all over his eyes and nose, smeared it into his skin and then scolded him for itFilthy dog, youre disgusting, get out of my bed. Didnt even let him climb down the ladder, just shoved him right off the edge, and Dougie hit the hardwood floor with a very doglike yelp and a jarring thud that woke the other four occupants in the bedroom. Which meant no more sleep for Dougie that night as they passed him from bed to bed, pissing in him and fucking him and complaining about how dirty and disgusting he was. Which meant, in turn, that he got tossed out the front door to wash himself at the ice-cold water pump under the light of the moon and stars.


  He took the opportunity to vomit up every nasty fucking thing theyd shoved down his throat over the last couple hours.


  To think Dougie had ever been happy to see the night sky.


  When he was finished and shivering with cold again, he came up to the doorwhich stood ajarand nosed it open wide enough to crawl through, then gently shut it behind him.


  Just snores greeted him, thank God. He knew he should probably go back down to his sad little pallet in the root cellar now that nobody wanted to use him again tonight, but he just couldnt bear the thought of more cold dark silence, and unlike Nikolai, these men would beat him one way or the other, no matter what choices he made. So he went to the mat in front of the fireplace, curled up like the dog he was, and slept.
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  The first day hed been here, Nikolai had presented him with bowls of food placed on the floor and the problem of how to eat them. Back then, hed chosen to eat them like a dog, to debase himself for Nikolais pleasure and entertainment, although by now he realized that Nikolai didnt want or need that from him. Just wanted loving submission, had only ever wanted such.


  So it seemed like he was coming full circle now to be under the thumb of a man who did desire that debasement, and fed Dougie a metal bowl of dog foodactual dog food, reeking and lumpy, wet and dry mixedto prove it.


  He thought back to Nikolai, to the carefully prepared food on that very first tray, to all the goodness and happiness and love Nikolai wanted for him. Thought of what hed lost because hed been unable to let go of the past, because hed made the terrible mistake of trusting Mat over his own master. Thought of the consequences of his choicesice-water baths and brutal fistings and six mens piss in his gullet. Thought of the life hed end up living if he couldnt be worthy of Nikolais love again.


  And ate the dog food.
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  Mat sniffed back horrified tears and closed his eyes, just for a moment, because he couldnt bear it anymore and surely his guard wouldnt notice


  Pain lanced through his shoulder, so acute he screamed, and he opened his eyes again because he knew damn well the guards ability to shock him would far outlast his own ability to endure being shocked. It was a fine balancing act, walking the line of least agony. Sometimes that meant letting the fucker torture him. Sometimes it meant watching Dougie being tortured by some dozen other fuckers instead. And sometimes, if he was really, really lucky, it meant blacking out for a while. But he always came to strapped to the same fucking chair in front of the same fucking monitor with the same fucking command ringing in his ears: Behold the consequences of your choices.
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  Six days. Six days in this special brand of Hell, and Dougie knew because hed been counting the sunsets, counting the trips outside to bathe in the icy water, counting the very fucking seconds until his master decided hed suffered enough, learned his lesson, was ready to come home. And oh God was he ever ready. Or felt ready, anyway, felt it in his head and his heart and right down to his fucking toenails, which throbbed and ached just as surely as the rest of him from the unending abuse of Nikolais buybacks. But he knew just as surely that he wasnt ready, not really, because Nikolai wasnt here to take him away from all this yet, and Nikolai knew best, always knew best, and forgetting that was whatd gotten Dougie into this mess in the first place so hed never, ever, ever question Nikolai again. Which meant that if Nikolai didnt think he was ready yet, then he really wasnt ready yet.


  Someone whistled. Dougie lurched to his hands and knees, barked once in acknowledgment, and trotted toward the source of the sound as quickly as his battered body would permit. Colin. He knew what Colin liked. Stuck his tongue out and craned his neck, trying to be a good dog, to anticipate the mans needs. Colin dropped his pants and settled himself over the edge of a bed. Dougie set to work with his tongue, ignoring the salty-sour taste of him, the fact that hed clearly worked hard all day and hadnt washed before shoving his asshole in Dougies face. Just licked like a good dog, licked and licked and then stiffened his tongue and fucked Colin with it when the man started pushing back against him. He was so focused on pleasing Colin that he didnt even realize someone had come up behind him until a lubed-up cock breached his hole, no warning, no prep, no pause for comfort, just shoved right in and off to the races. Dougie took it, trying not to think too hard of Nikolais plugs, of his master taking him slow and easy, owning his ass but not hurting him, not unless the hurt was the point of the act. Even giving Dougie pleasure while taking his own. Nothing like that here. Dougie hadnt come once in six days. Not even close. Maybe he wasnt allowed, and the men here knew that. Or maybe they just didnt fucking care.


  But that was okay. Bad dogs didnt get to come. Coming was a privilege, an honor, a sweet reward for best behavior. He knew that now, right down to his bones. Knew he might never deserve to come again, not the way hed behaved, the way hed spat on Nikolais generosity and kindness and thrown it right back in his masters face. Nothing could ever make that right. He could never do enough, lick enough, suck enough, be fucked enough to be forgiven for that.


  But hed try. Hed die trying. And be grateful for the second chance.


  The man behind him finished, came in his ass with a grunt. Someone else took his place. Not just a cock, either. Fingers, too. Spreading him wide, splitting him open. He whimpered into Colins ass, eyes clenched tight against the pain. But he wasnt complaining, and didnt stop rimming. Wouldnt dare.


  So loose, doggie. Not sure if the master will even want you back, now.


  No mistaking the distress in Dougies whimper at that. The man was lying. Had to be lying. Hed be so good. Hed make himself tight again. The master would take him back. He would.
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  Mat jerked awake to the too-familiar bite of the stun gun. Eyes on your brother, dog! his guard barked. God, how long had he been sitting here subjected to this? His wrists and ankles were chafed raw and bloody. He was fairly certain he had pressure sores on his back and ass. They let him up three times a day to eat and piss and exercise, but then it was always back to the chair, even to sleep. But only when Dougie sleptwhich wasnt, as it turned out, very muchbecause God for-fucking-bid he missed a single moment of his brothers agony. Eleven men in that cabin and every single one of them took at least one turn a day. Didnt leave Dougie much in the way of free time.


  But the worst of itworse than the hard metal chair and the chafing bonds and the cattle prod and the sleep deprivation and Dougies endless sufferingwas how obvious it was where this was heading. How eager Dougie had clearly become to endureeven to enjoythe abuse. How deeply he was sinking into himself, into this world Nikolai had created. How far and fast he was slipping from Mats fingers. What few remaining traces of the smart, passionate, ambitious young man Mat had once known were crumbling to dust beneath a steady stream of beatings and rapes and humiliations. It didnt take a genius to know that soon thered be nothing left of that young man. Nothing left at all but what Nikolai would step in to put there.


  And if Mat wept at that, well, there was no shame in mourning a brothers death.


  No, not dead. Just buried. Just hang on. Hang on, and one day youll have the chance to find him again.


  Mat clung to that thought with every cell in his miserable body as he watched, watched, watched Dougies feed.
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  They hadnt taken him outside in a day. Dougie hurt with the need to piss. He looked at the door, looked at the men sitting at the table playing cards, looked at the door again. Whined aloud.


  Shut up, dog, Luke snapped.


  They always took him outside. Once in the morning, once before bed, maybe a couple times more in between. They took turns, and whoevers turn it was would walk him a ways from the cabin, tell him to get on with it, and Dougie would. No shame left in him; hed squat like an animal while they watched, and then hed be led to the pump to wash if they decided he needed a wash, and then it would be back into the house again.


  But nobody was walking him today. Snowflakes swirled outside the window, and none of the men wanted to venture out into the cold. Dougie didnt want to, either, but he wasnt allowed to use their toilet, so he needed to. Badly.


  He whined again.


  Shut up, dog, or so help me I will shut you up.


  Dougie cowered. Nikolai had never denied him this way.


  When he finally gave in and pissed himself, Colin rubbed his nose in it, repeating Bad dog! over and over again until the words were stamped on Dougies brain, until it didnt seem unfair at all that he had to lick up his mess, that they beat him until he made a new one and had to lick that up too. Bad dog. He was a bad dog. And bad dogs didnt deserve their masters love.
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  Luke was the one to say he thought it was kind of disgusting to piss in a dogs mouth and then fuck the same hole. Unhygienic.


  Graham was the one who suggested they clean Dougies mouth and throat with the scalding kettle water.


  They had him on his knees, a man on either side restraining his arms, one behind him holding his face tipped up and his mouth open, and overhead was the kettle from the fire, the one Luke had to use an oven mitt to hold, steam pouring from its spout, and Dougie was fucking howling with fear, knowing that the moment it tipped, that would be it for his throat and tongue, hed never speak again, but maybe that was what he deserved, to be a dog for the rest of his days, reduced to whines and yelps and grunts.


  A quiet knock sounded from the front door.


  Shit! Luke said. Is it that time already? Shit, shit, shit! He backed off, the kettle disappearing from Dougies line of vision.


  Dougie cried with relief, but there was no stopping the hyperventilation, his heart thrumming like a hummingbirds, his chest heaving as he gasped for air.


  Roger, Luke said.


  Roger, Roger, oh thank God, thank you, thank you oh Master, Roger. If hed had a tail, hed be wagging it now too fast to see.


  The men surrounding him all fell back, letting Dougie collapse into a heap on the floor. When he found the strength and coordination to raise his head, Roger was standing in front of him, looking down on him with an unreadable expression.


  Cmon guys, funs over, someone said, but Dougie didnt care who.


  He was too busy raising himself to his knees, lifting his chin, posing prettily. For the first time in ages, his cock swelled and rose between his legs, as happy as the rest of him. He nosed at Rogers crotch, whined plaintively in the back of his throat. Please. Let me taste you, suck you, make you feel so good. I love you. I love you. Let me show you. Please.


  Roger looked . . . not like a man who wanted a blowjob, that was for sure, although his cock had gone erect too, tenting his soft, fine trousers. He looked sad, and happy too? And sad again. His smile wobbled, and his fingers carded through Dougies hair, so, so gentle. Oh Douglas, poor Douglas, he said, and cupped Dougies cheek. You dont have to do that. Not for me, my sweet little boy. Rogers hands slid down further still, to the collar, which he unbuckled. Come on, time to bring you home.


  Dougie swelled with such joy he could have died. He pressed his face into Rogers hands, rubbed and nuzzled and wished he could crawl right inside Roger he was so happy. Home. Yes. Where he could be a good boy again. Not a bad dog. Not a dog at all. Never again.


  Yes, Dougie said, because he wasnt a dog anymore, and then, Please. Softly, so softly, because he hadnt used his voice in so long, and he smiled up at Roger through his falling tears. Roger smiled back, and Dougie nuzzled him again, cheek so close to Rogers cock and God, he wanted it, wanted that clean familiar taste on his tongue, that comforting scent in his nostrils, those breathy little moans of pleasure filling his ears. He mouthed at Roger, found himself whining again without meaning to but he didnt feel like a dog this time, he felt like a man, like a good boy, and Roger cupped his head in both hands and said, Maybe later, if the master wants. But now we need to go, Douglas. Now your masters waiting, all right?


  Yes. Yes. Better than all right. Better than anything. Nikolai was waiting? For him? Tears flowed fresh and free at the thought, and he was unashamed, basking in the pleasure of it all, the sheer orgasmic ecstasy of Nikolais forgiveness. Roger helped him to unsteady feet made even shakier by the thought of what glories might await him, what chances to prove himself, to please his master. He hurried as best he could. Hed never keep his master waiting again. Never.
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  Roger washed and waxed his body. Trimmed his hair and shaved his face. Gingerly helped him through a nice cleansing enema that Dougie was actually pretty happy to receive, considering how his ass had been used over the last week. Nothing to be done for all the bruises and scrapes, but Dougie liked to think they added color, that maybe Nikolai wouldnt mind them. Or, even better, that Nikolai would look upon them and see how much Dougie had suffered for his mistakes, how sorry he was, how much he was willing to endure for his master. No longer a pampered, naïve boy, Dougie was now a seasoned slave. Had proved his worth. And knew exactly how lucky he was to be Nikolais sweet boy.


  Hed eagerly take his place with Roger at Nikolais feet, and be so, so grateful for it.


  Once properly groomed, Roger led him back down to the basement. Dougie tried not to be disappointed by thatoh how hed hoped and dreamed of being ushered into Nikolais bedroom, of demonstrating his newfound devotion in his masters arms. But perhaps Nikolai wasnt done with his suffering yet. That was . . . well, not what hed hoped for, obviously, but something hed gladly endure for his master if need be. Whatever this new fate was, he wasnt going back to being a dog. He was clean now, clean and scrubbed and beautiful, pristine, the collar left far behind him.


  Yet as Roger walked him to the door of the dungeon where this weeks nightmare had begun, it seemed increasingly likely that Dougies continued suffering was exactly what Nikolai needed.


  His mind flashed back to those first endless hours of agony, then shied away, the memory of pain so strong he felt sick with it. But hed do it. Hed lie down on that bed and let Roger strap him in and take the poison with his chin held high. For Nikolai. Anything for Nikolai.


  Easy, Roger said, smoothing a hand between Dougies shoulder blades. Itll be all right, Douglas, I promise.


  I know, he said, because he was done making stupid mistakes, and Nikolai was a good man, a forgiving man, a loving man.


  And then Roger opened the door, and what Dougie saw there didnt surprise him at all.


  Because of course it had to be Mat, naked and bound to a table that looked like itd come right out of an obstetrics office, stirrups and all. He was seated half upright, a wide leather strap across his chest, another holding his hips and wrists down, ass hanging off the edge of the table, feet strapped into the stirrups. Meat on display. A body to be used, and Dougie had no illusions about who would be using it.


  No reservations, either.


  Oddly, Mat wasnt struggling this time, and he wasnt gagged. And since Dougie doubted Nikolai had resorted to cutting his tongue out, that meant he was being willingly silent right now. As Dougie walked into the room, Mat stared resolutely at the ceiling, and his breath came through his nostrils in harsh but controlled puffs.


  To the left of the table, Nikolai stood against the wall, his arms folded across his chest. Not ready to welcome Dougie into them, not yet, not until Dougie did this one last thing, proved this one last point, passed this one final test.


  He turned his eyes back to Mat. Saw an auto-injector lying ready on a side table, shining and immaculate atop a sterile blue sheet of paper. No question what was inside. And Dougie knew now exactly how torturous it was, how unspeakably, indescribably brutal, how utterly terrifying. He also knew it wasnt for him.


  Go on, Douglas, Roger said. Roger, not Nikolai, not the man whose voice Dougie most yearned to hear. Rogers hand at the small of his back, urging him forward. Sever the final thread. Be free.


  Yes, be free. Like Roger. Forever. Happy.


  Dougies treacherous hands trembled as he picked up the auto-injector, and his body betrayed him further when, just before jamming it into Mats splayed thigh, his eyes moved of their own accord to look at Mat. Right into Mats face as he whimpered and lurched in his bonds, then forced himself still and silent, gaze cast resolutely to the ceiling. He was panting like hed just gone three hard rounds, fingers curled into fists, jaw clenched, blinking far too fast over watering eyes. Ever the tough one, the damned fool. Trying to pretend he wasnt terrified. Trying to hide his pain. Unable to let go of his stupid fucking pride.


  Dougie raised his arm again, auto-injector clenched in his fist.


  Pl Mat clamped down on his begging so hard his teeth clicked, but he was looking at Dougie now with those big stupid blue eyes, wet and wounded, and fuck him anyway, he had no fucking right to look at Dougie like that, not after all hed done to him.


  Dougie glared back. Mat took Dougies anger like he took everything else: silent and stoic, right on the chin. Swallowed hard and said, I love you, Dougie. No matter what. Never forget that.


  Then he closed his eyes and turned his head away and banged it twice against the back of the table like maybe he hadnt meant to say any of that out loud.


  Or maybe hed just realized he had no fucking right to. Fuck you, Dougieno, Douglasgrowled. My names not Dougie anymore, its Douglas, and I dont belong to you anymore, and you dont get to talk to me that way.


  Matno, the slave, just a slave that meant nothing to Douglas at allswallowed hard, jaw stiff like he knew if he opened it the words would keep pouring out of him and never stop. Good. Douglas was tired of hearing him, tired of words and meaningless platitudes, when the only thing that counted were actions.


  And Douglas was ready to define himself by his. He slammed the auto-injector into the slaves thigh, then slammed his rigid cock balls deep into the slaves pre-slicked ass. He didnt remember getting hard, wasnt even sure how itd happened, but there was no mistaking his masters approving hum, even over the slaves agonized screams and bitter weeping. Douglas ignored the slaves pleading, fucked the bound body harder, the slaves muscles spasming so tight around his cock it nearly hurt. He could feel his masters gaze upon him, feel his masters smile.


  Hed never come so fast in his life.


  He pulled out with a growl, caught the cum dripping out of the slaves hole and shoved it back inside with three fingers. Fucked him with them. Hed come too fast beneath the heady weight of his masters approval. Hed been supposed to hurt this slave. He meant to see it through. Maybe he could work his whole fist up there, beat the troublesome beast from the inside.


  Thats enough, Douglas, his master said, his voice tremulous, full of weight and meaning. Clean yourself and come here.


  No towel, no tissues. Douglas swiped his hand over his cock to wipe away the traces of cum and lube, then forced his fingers into the slaves mouth and snapped, Lick. But the slave was so far gone with the pain of the injection that Douglas was lucky he didnt lose his fingers to clenching teeth. He rolled them around the slaves tongue and lips until they seemed reasonably clean, then wiped his wet hand on the slaves trembling shoulder.


  When it was done, he went to his master and fell to his knees. He was shaking. Hard. Vibrating with adrenaline. His master laid a hand on the top of his head, and it took every ounce of control Nikolai had ever taught him for Douglas not to lean into that touch without permission.


  Well done, his master said, and ecstasy washed through Douglas as fiercely as his orgasm had just moments before Now let go of your anger, Douglas. Give me back my sweet boy. Come home to me.


  Nikolais sweet boy. Nikolais alone. He owed nothing else to anyone, least of all the slave crying on the table.


  He breathed out a sigh as the anger and hate drained from his body, replaced by the suppleness of submission, and then he laid his cheek against his masters hip.


  Home. Yes. He was finally home.
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  One Month Later


  Douglas had blossomed into perfection this past month, as evidenced by the absolutely spectacular foot massage he was currently giving Nikolai, strong hands and formidable attention focused on the sole of Nikolais left foot. Hed found that magic spot that seemed to be linked directly to Nikolais groin, honed right in, and rubbed and pressedyes, little pet, I know what you wantbut Nikolai just wasnt feeling it tonight. Was feeling rather maudlin, in fact.


  Because he knew it was time.


  And while he never much cared to part with his creations, this one in particular would feel like a surgical excision. Hed grown far too close to the boy, felt far too affectionate. Hed even seriously considered keeping himafter all, he was earmarked for no onebut the damn brother . . . Now there was a sticky wicket if ever hed seen one. Just as he knew it was time to sell Douglas on, he knew it was also time to admit partial defeat with Mathias. The only waythe only wayto ensure his clients safety was to sell Douglas with Mathias. The beast was simply too unpredictable, otherwise. Only one person in the world could control him without breaking him, and that person was currently sliding oiled fingers between Nikolais toes.


  And kissing Nikolais calf. Knee. Thigh.


  Douglas.


  More kissing, and a soft little moan now, too.


  Douglas. I have to talk to you. He took the boys face between his hands and tilted it up until he could see those beautiful blue eyes, half-glazed with arousal.


  Yes, Master, Douglas said, and fell back so he was sitting on his heels, in position and attentive.


  Its been a month now since you came back to me. Since you chose your loyalties.


  Nervousness and a touch of fear fluttered over Douglass carefully arranged features. The boy hated to be reminded of those dark days. Thought now, perhaps, that Nikolai was angry with him, that hed done something wrong.


  And since then, your behavior has been exemplary. Theres simply no other way to describe how far youve come, Douglas, and how very much you please me.


  Beaming now, practically glowing, and yet he wrestled that under control as well because good boys werent giddy in front of their masters, and said simply, I learned from the very best, Master. Im so glad Ive pleased you.


  Nikolai reached out to indulge a touch, and Douglas leaned forward into his palm, closed his eyes as Nikolai stroked his hair. Hed be purring if he were capable, but that soft, private smile was enough for Nikolai.


  He leaned back again, waited until the boys eyes were back upon him. This was too important to cloud with desire. Youve always known what weve been working toward here, Douglas. The boy said nothing, but when Nikolai didnt press on, Douglas nodded, once, the nervousness back. He knew where this was going. Had to. And the hard truth is that youre ready to move on.


  Too well trained now to protest, but Nikolai could see the tears springing up at the corners of his eyes until he blinked them back. If . . . His voice cracked, but he cleared it and pushed on, blinking back new tears. If Master wishes. Ill, um . . . Ill do you proud, sir, I promise. Ill He blushed furiously and ducked his watering eyes, didnt finish his thought. But Nikolai could read it in his reddened cheeks, in the hunch of his shoulders: Ill be so good youll come back for me.


  Nikolais fingers ached to touch the boy, stroke him, reassure him. But now was not the time for coddling. He laced his hands across his lap instead, and said, You mustnt think Im discarding you, Douglas. I would never. And you will come home to me someday, of this I have no doubt. But until then, I need you, Douglas. I need you to do something for me that only you can do.


  Ah, he had the boys attention now, wide eyes fixed on Nikolais face, lips slightly parted. Trying to puzzle through what made him unique, how his master could possibly need him and whether hed live up to the expectation.


  No need to torture him by keeping him waiting. Its Mathias, Douglas. The boys nose wrinkled at the mention of his brother. It wouldve been adorable if not for how he also bared his teeth. He goes to his new master soon, too, and Ive come to realize that short of breaking him, the only way to guarantee my clients safety is to send you along to watch over him.


  Douglas looked fit for bursting with the need to speak, so Nikolai inclined his head, gestured with an open palm. Douglas jumped on the invitation before Nikolai had even finished moving. But Master, I dont His lips twisted into an ugly scowl. Nikolai couldnt decide if he was disgusted with the thought of babysitting his brother or with the fact that hed nearly argued with his master. Both, probably. The boys eyes closed for a long moment, and he took a deep breath through his nose, resettled into the perfect posture Nikolai had taught him. I hate even looking at him, he finally said, so soft it was nearly a whisper. It wasnt fear that stole his voice; he simply didnt feel entitled to ask of this for himself. He makes me so angry. He . . . he reminds me of all the awful things I used to do and say and be. He reminds me of hurting you.


  Douglas. Douglas. Nikolai took hold of the boys chin. Im not asking you to do this for him, Im asking you to do it for me. Serve me in a way only you can. Mathias heels for no one else. No one but you. Youre stronger than him now, stronger than hell ever be. I need you to control him if he ever hints at going too far. I need you to protect my client, my investments, my very reputation. Do you understand how important this is? How much Im trusting you with?


  Douglass face fell, but when he raised his eyes again, they were full of resolute determination. Pride, too. Good boy. Yes Master. Anything. Just tell me what to do.
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  Douglas crept down the hall, Nikolais tea balanced on the tray in his hands. It was hard to believe that in a few days, maybe a few weeks, hed be carrying tea for someone else. Or coffee, maybe. Or whatever his new master might like. Assuming his new master would like anything at all from him beyond leash duty for a dangerous slave.


  No. Douglas wasnt going to think like that. Whatever the new master wanted, hed offer with pride and be glad for it. For the chance to serve a man Nikolai deemed worthy. For the chance to show the world Nikolais skill at training slaves, and for a chance to show Nikolai himself that Douglas was worth bringing back into the fold when the time came. Whenever that was. One year, five years, ten . . . No matter. Hed endure it. Even teach himself to enjoy it. For Nikolai.


  He just wished he could keep serving Nikolai here. He could hardly be faulted for loving his master too much, could he?


  Wait, hadnt that been Lucifers crime, too?


  God, hed even miss Jeremy. And Roger, of course. And that big antique piano in the parlor; he was getting pretty good, actually, and treasured his quiet time to practice. Would his new master have a piano too? Would he let him play?


  He realized hed been standing outside the door of Nikolais study, tea tray growing heavy in his hands, for God knew how long while hed moped and felt sorry for himself. Shit. Hed go in, and lay out Nikolais tea, and then hed fetch the cane from the umbrella stand in the corner, the fat one that left bruises for days, and beg Nikolai to correct him for forgetting himself.


  Then everything would be okay again. Everything would be okay and maybe Nikolai would find someone else to keep his stupid awful brother in line and not make Douglas go.


  But when Douglas nudged the door open with his foot and rushed inside, Nikolai was too distracted to disturb with a request for discipline, so Douglas just set the tea tray at his desk, prepared Nikolai a cupone sugar cube, tiny splash of milkand settled silently onto his knees at Nikolais feet. Nikolai was on the phone, visibly bothered by whatever the person on the other end of the line was saying, but his tone was calm and even when he responded. Yes, I understand, he said, the crease between his brows deepening, but you know my work, Allen, and you know that when I tell you hell make you happy, hell make you happy. Hes one of a kind, Allen.


  Douglas closed his eyes, trying to let the words wash over him. Trying to ignore them outright; a good slave was invisible, after all, never spoke out of turn, never heard what he wasnt supposed to hear. By holding this conversation in front of him, Nikolai was trusting him to behave like he should. So he wouldnt let himself be upset, even knowing that right now, Nikolai was trying to sell him. To someone who, apparently, didnt even want him. But Nikolai thought hed be a good fit for this man, and Nikolai knew best.


  Master knows best. Master knows best. Master knows best.


  Besides, Nikolai needed him. Needed him.


  I understand that youre bored with complacent pups, Allen. And I promise, the man Im training for you now will fit your exact specifications in that regard. But this other boy is so much more than just complacent, Allen. Hes exquisite. Nikolai took a quiet sip of his tea; the right corner of his mouth quirked up in brief satisfaction, and Douglass whole center pulsed with pride, relief, though equally brief given the circumstances. Yes. Yes. I understand.


  No mistaking the disappointment in Nikolais tone. Did this Allen man not want Douglas even after Nikolais reassurances?


  God, he shouldnt be feeling so thankful right now. What would happen if Mat went to Allen alone? Who would keep him under control then? Who would stop him from doing all the stupid shit hed done here and worse? And what would happen to Nikolai, then? Would people still trust him to train their slaves? He was the bestthe best. Douglas couldnt allow Mat to ruin that. He needed to convince Allen he was worth taking. Not just a complacent pup.


  Well, listen. Let me make it up to you. Im having a debut party for this new boy, with all the usual clients. Show him off, find him some interested buyers, you know how it goes. Jeremy will pull out all the stops on the hors doeuvres, of course, and Ill pull your favorite Château Margaux out of my cellar. Best of all, your little investment will be there. Not quite ready to go home with you yet, but I think I could arrange a private preview for you. Supervised, of course, but that shouldnt affect your enjoyment, I dont think? He laughed at whatever Allen said in reply, but when Douglas darted his eyes up to Nikolais face, the little furrow was still marring his brow.


  A couple more minutes of small talk, a few more sips of tea, and he hung up with a sigh.


  Douglas shuffled forward on his knees until he could lay his head on Nikolais thigh. Despite how the conversation had just gone, he couldnt help but think that this might be one of the last times for a very long time hed be able to do this, and he didnt want to miss a single moment while it lasted. More than that, Nikolai was upset. And if Douglas could do anything at all to make him feel better, he damn well would. Master? Would you like to get your frustration out? My mouth, maybe? My ass? A pausewas he asking this for Nikolai or for himself?and then, Or should I fetch a cane for you?


  Nikolai shook his head. He didnt like hurting people, and he clearly wasnt in the mood for sex.


  Foot rub, Master? A massage? A drink? Should I find Roger and we can create some distraction for you? Master?


  Nikolai sighed, the sound no different than the one hed made at the conclusion of that unpleasant phone call. Pinched the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. Douglas shut his mouth, ducked his head. Hed pushed too hard. Im sorry, Master, I shouldnt have


  Nikolais hand came to rest on Douglass head. For a moment hed been certain Nikolai was going to strike himGod knew he deserved it for getting in his masters face like he just had, even if all hed wanted was to help. It wasnt his place to help. Wasnt his place to push. And certainly wasnt his place to be so fucking needy. He was going away because Nikolai needed him to. He had to accept that.


  Nikolai didnt strike him, though. He just carded his fingers through Douglass hair, then guided Douglass head back to his thigh. Douglas pressed his cheek against fine fabric and firm muscle and closed his eyes, all the better to remember this moment, this sensation, Nikolais nails scratching lightly across his scalp.


  I love you, Master, he murmured. No matter what.


  I know, Douglas. Which is why I know I can count on you to change Allens mind at your coming-out party.


  Douglass stomach clenched. Of course, Master.


  Good boy. Now you can fetch my canebut only once you tell me what youve done.


  I wanted to stay. I needed you. Thank you, Master.
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  Roger tugged a comb through Douglass increasingly unruly hair while Douglas tried very, very hard not to fidget. He was sitting naked on the floor between Rogers bare legs, Roger perched behind him on a footstool, both of them freshly washed and waxed and manicured. Two men, two slaves, two lovers of the same master, separated only by time.


  Two rooms over, in Nikolais grand, cathedral-ceilinged great room, Douglass coming-out party was winding up to full swing. He hadnt heard the front door open in a good ten minutes, which meant everyone was probably here by now, or nearly so. Clients, mostly, Nikolai had explained, but a handful of his fellow trainers as wellthose who worked with different wares, no competition to himunable to resist a good party and a rare opportunity to socialize with their fellows. Nikolais parties were a popular affair, a chance to dress up and engage in luxurious debauchery and perhaps get a handfulor mouthful or cockfulof a freshly trained young slave. Douglas, to be specific.


  I feel underdressed, Douglas joked, and Roger chuckled even though there was no mistaking the nervous flutter in Douglass voice. Hed caught glimpses of tuxedos and cocktail dresses through the open door to the hall. He, of course, was as stark naked as Roger was, both of them wearing nothing but decorative leather wrist and ankle cuffs. No collar for him, which was reassuring, but a short platinum chain hung from Rogers neck, the clasp stamped with a delicate NP. Nikolais chain, a gift to Roger, a sign of their permanent bond to one another.


  Maybe Douglas could come around to liking a collar, not that anyone was offering him one now. He wasnt Nikolais in anything but his heart, after all. He was a homeless boy, the ward of a trainer awaiting a real master. A master that maybe Douglas would meet tonight.


  Strange, how much that reminded him of his early days in foster care. He was, he realized, just as scared now as he had been then. Desperately wanting the one thing he knew he couldnt have. Terrified of what he might end up getting. Or rather, who might end up getting him.


  Roger put the comb down and used his fingers for the final touches. This long, Douglass hair curled a little at the ends.


  Douglas reached up and captured Rogers hand. Im scared, he said.


  Roger kissed the crown of his head. Thats normal. Its all right to be afraid now.


  But . . . Dougie turned around to face Roger, settled on his heels between Rogers legs, met his eyes. How much to say? If it were Nikolai here now, he wouldnt hesitate to speak the whole truth. Nikolai would know exactly what to say to make things better, to make him braver, stronger, the perfect slave.


  Still, Roger was his friend. His occasional lover. And Nikolais right hand in many ways. Maybe hed know the right thing to say, too.


  The thing is . . . I dont want to go, and Im afraid that maybe Ill do something or say something without meaning to, or that I wont be my best, that Ill disappoint the master, or worse, embarrass him in front of his guests. What if my subconscious tries to sabotage things? Tries to make it impossible for Nikolai to sell me?


  Roger shook his head, took both of Douglass hands in his own. Thats not going to happen. We both know youre stronger than that. And you wont let the master down because he didnt let you down. All the time and care hes given youyoure perfect, Douglas. Youre exactly as you should be. And when you go out there, youll do exactly what you should do. He raised Douglass right hand to his mouth, pressed his lips to it, then laid it back on Douglass thigh with a gentle pat. I know youll make him proud.


  Did you? I mean, did you make him proud? Did you have a party like this?


  Roger nodded. But that was back in the nineties, so the fashion wasnt as easy to take seriously.


  Douglas laughed, bright and unexpected. I guess theres something to be said for going naked, he replied, and there was no missing how much better he felt. Roger really did know just what to say, had even gone beyond Nikolai this time. Nikolai wouldnt have thought to make him laugh. He was a wonderful man, but humor wasnt exactly his style. He and Roger completed each other. Douglas liked to think that, in turn, he completed them. A perfect, comfortable triad.


  And it was about to be shattered.


  Now, now, Roger chided, swiping a thumb beneath Douglass eye, even though he wasnt cryingyet. None of that. Think of how happy youre about to make the master, and smile.


  Douglas didclosed his eyes and thought about the warmth in Nikolais eyes when he pleased him, the calm wash of satisfaction and pride and rightness at being Nikolais good boy. His heart settled. His breathing eased. The threat of tears receded.


  Roger said nothing more, and neither did Douglas, just sat there in silence, in perfect position, eyes closed, holding on to that image of domestic bliss in his mind. He didnt know how long he sat there picturing forever with Nikolai. Only that he felt so very, very calm when at last Nikolai came to collect him.


  He rose to his feet, leaned into Nikolais touch when the man put a hand on each bare shoulder. Nikolai leaned down to murmur in his ear. Remember, Ill walk you in, youll fall into position, Ill announce you and then step away. Ive eighteen guests. Three are trainers, youll not need to perform for them, but the rest may sample as they will . . . though its considered impolite to leave a mess. No matter their requests, you will of course offer them your very finest behavior.


  Sample, Douglas thought, picturing them using his mouth, touching his body. Hed perform. He would. Because it would make his master happy, and that was all that mattered.


  Nikolais hands massaged his shoulders. Its all right to be nervous, Douglas. Everyone is at their coming-out. But no ones ever let me down, and I know you wont either. One hand left Douglass shoulder to stroke his cheek, and Nikolai offered him a private little smile. Youre one of my very finest, Douglas. Youll make me proud. Now, come.
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  All the usualsNikolais best customers and a few favorite colleagueshad shown up for the occasion of Douglass debut.


  Most importantly, Allen was here, looking sour as ever sipping at his cocktail in one corner of the room. Nikolai had shown Douglas his picture earlier today, and he tilted Douglas toward him now with a firm squeeze to his shoulder, just to make sure Douglas knew who he was truly here to impress.


  Douglas nodded almost imperceptibly, and then sank to his knees at Nikolais feet, a picture of submissive perfection. So beautiful, and growing more so by the day. It strained Nikolais heart to look at him now and know how very little time they had left together. But such was the way of thingsalways had been, always would beand he took comfort in the idea that hed likely be able to buy Douglas back sooner rather than later. Took significantly less comfort in the knowledge that Mathiass untimelyand likely brutaldeath would be the precipitator of the opportunity. But after all Mathias had put him through, the thought didnt bother him quite so much as it might once have.


  In any case, he had an introduction to make, and he needed to be on his best behavior just as much as Douglas did, so he pushed thoughts of later from his mind, took a glass of champagne and a silver knife from Lukes handmy, he cleaned up nicely when he wasnt out mucking with Nikolais edible livestockand clinked his glass.


  The room quieted, soft conversations fading into silence, and all eyes turned to himand, of course, to Douglas. Thank you all for coming, ladies and gentlemenit is my honor to see each and every one of you here today. Allow me to introduce you to my newest creation, Douglas Petrovic. At the sound of his name, Douglas raised his head, and though Nikolai couldnt see his face, he knew the boy was smiling demurely, just as theyd rehearsed. This ones quite special. For one, hes my first in nearly three years that isnt already promised, and I know many of you have been waiting some time for a new indulgence. More importantly, hes quite the unique creature. A sharp mind, a sweet body, a poets heart, a burning desire to love and be loved . . . A theatrical pause, a slightly naughty smile, and an absolutely spectacular mouth. I invite you to try for yourself.


  Now that energized his guests. They closed in, drinks in hand, to watch, or to try the boy for themselves. All except for Allen, off sulking in a corner with his wife (who looked quite eager to get closer to Douglas but resigned to stay by her husbands side), no doubt impatient to see what hed really come for. He wasnt a popular man at these soiréeswasnt a popular man at all, reallybut popularity took a backseat when one was as outrageously wealthy as he. Nikolai didnt sell to him oftenhe liked to pretend he was straight even though he owned several men according to rumorbut Douglas was pretty enough to tempt him once Nikolai had plied the man with enough fine food and drink. And the finale of the evening, of course. If nothing else would do it, that should.


  He turned back from his contemplation of his difficult client to find Douglas eagerly sucking two cocks at once, fists jacking two more, ass out for a fifth man with three fingersalready?up his hole. The sight left Nikolai instantly hard and wanting, but the boy wasnt for his pleasure tonight. If Nikolai were any less disciplined, hed have slipped away to shove his cock down Rogers throat, let the man take the edge off. But he didnt. He stood and watched and smiled instead, trading small talk with his spectating guests, the proud proprietor of the finest merchandise, ready and waiting to fulfill his clients needs.


  Douglas brought the first man off in less than two minutes. The second perhaps thirty seconds later. Mouth now free, one of the men hed been jacking claimed it instead. A different man filled the empty fist. Maria, the lovely wife of the equally lovely man with three fingers up Douglass ass, knelt down beside her husband and inserted two fingers of her own. Douglas hitched a cry but didnt so much as skip a beat with mouth or hands, didnt even hint at squirming away from the painful stretching.


  Gods, was he ever making Nikolai proud.


  And jealous. He wanted to fill up that well-stretched ass, really give the boy something to cry about. No doubt someone would by the end of the party, but at this early stage of the evening, everyone was too polite to fist the merchandise. Even Maria and Roberto only stretched him so painfully for a moment. Likely theyd just wanted to see how hed respond. Now Roberto had his tongue in Douglass ass, and Marias manicured fingers were toying with Douglass cock and balls.


  Douglas was rock hard. And no wonderto be the center of so much attention, to be pleasing so many people at once, was a dream come true for his needy boy.


  What a little beauty, a woman at Nikolais shoulder said. Ah, one of his fellow trainers, Leslie, a miracle worker with the fairer sex and a dear old friend of his mentors. And you dont have a buyer for him? Really?


  I bought him on spec with his older brother, who is a custom job. Frankly, Ive been enjoying him too much to put too much thought into his eventual sale before now. Well, only half a lie.


  She smiled indulgently at him, like she found it quaint that hed grow so attached. She probably did. He almost makes me think about considering cock.


  Nikolai chuckled into his drink. Youre more than welcome to try him. If Douglas could tempt a solid six on the Kinsey scale, perhaps he could tempt Allen as well.


  But Leslie just shrugged and stood in amicable silence beside Nikolai, watching as two men lifted Douglas bodily and draped him on his back on a couch. Someone poured half a glass of champagne on his stomach and chest then bent to lick it away. Someone else had Douglass big toe in his mouth.


  The boy himself looked dazed, as if hypnotized, his eyes far away. Lost in all the physical sensations, perhaps. It didnt stop him from expertly sucking cock, though, head nearly upside down over the arm of the couch as a man took advantage of the angle to deep-throat him. At the same time, he was jacking himself slowly at someones whispered direction, and his other hand had disappeared up Marias skirt. Well, if worse came to worst and Allen wouldnt buy the boy, it seemed as if Nikolai could make a pretty penny from Maria and Roberto. Although gods knew what that would mean for Mathias. Well, Nikolai had done all he could on that front. Any future issues would be Allens own fault.


  At last, his boy came, and Nikolai couldnt fight down the pang of jealousy knowing it was by someone elses hand. Hed have to get over that soon, however, if he ever wanted to see the boy off to his rightful master.


  The crowd golf-clapped at the sight of cum streaking up their new playthings stomach, at the sound of him moaning and whining as his entire body arched with the force of his orgasm. Nikolai had trained him welleven in the throes of ecstasy, he kept working the cock in his mouth, the hand up Marias dress. The man down his throat came just moments after he didthe vibrations of Douglass moans had no doubt tipped him over. When the man pulled free, Douglas used his free hand to wipe the cum off his belly, then licked his fingers clean. To think, the boy had once retched and gagged at the sensation of cumespecially his ownin his mouth. Now he reveled in it. Completely debauched.


  When nobody moved to claim his mouth or free hand anew, the boy grew daring and reached for Marias hip, pulled her closer, closer, until she took the hint and straddled his face. Nikolai hadnt taught him how to please a woman, but it seemed hed learned a trick or two on his own. Or perhaps the skills Nikolai had taught him simply more or less transferred. Certainly the oral fixation and the desire to please did.


  Roberto, not wanting to be left out, took Douglass soft cock in his mouth as Douglas moaned into his wifes pussy. Douglas went momentarily rigid at that, free hand curling into a fist, but then he sank back into his task, into the sensation, ignoring the oversensitivity. Good. It was important for his guests to see that he could. Some slaves whimpered and cried nonstop when touched so soon after orgasm, even if theyd learned to endure it. Douglas took it all in stride. An exemplary slave.


  Still, his guests interest began to wane after thateveryone whod wanted a turn had already had one, and Nikolais buybacks, pin-neat and beautiful in their tuxedos, were pacing the room with trays of Jeremys finest hors doeuvres and Nikolais finest liquors. The lull was to be expected; his guests had more appetites than just the one, after all. Theyd be ready for round two once their bellies were full.


  Once even Roberto and Maria had finished this first course, Nikolai signaled Luke to have Jeremy call them into the dining room for dinner. Then Nikolai went to Douglas, who was panting and glazed with cum, half-seated on the sofa, his hair a mess.


  Nikolai spared him a kiss, grimacing at the taste of all the cock and pussy on his mouth, and pulled away. Youre doing so well, pet. Ill have Roger come clean and prepare you for the next stage. For now, rest and catch your breath, knowing youve made your master so, so happy.
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  I made him happy.


  Douglas tried to hold on to that, tried to use it to beat back the fear that kept creeping into him. He didnt want to go with any of these people, least of all Allen, who hadnt even been tempted by the chance to use his body. He wasnt sure what he could do to fix that, either. He knew how much it meant to Nikolai, how important it was for Douglas to make Allen want him. But he didnt dare be forward with the manhed barely managed the nerve to be so forward with the woman, even when shed so clearly wanted himand hed very much wanted her, the soft sweetness and beauty of something he hadnt seen, let alone touched, in God knew how long. He sat on the sofa awhile, head in his hands, trying to breathe, until finally Rogers hands closed around his shoulders.


  Roger helped him stand, pulled him into a hug without a word. Okay? he asked into Douglass hair.


  Heart pounding. Throat dry and battered sore. Ass aching. Cock still tingling with torturous pleasure. Yeah. Just tired. He let himself draw strength from Rogers embrace a while longer, and then it was back into the drawing room, where Roger wiped him down with warm washcloths, combed his hair again, gave him mouthwash to rinse with.


  Master wants us to fuck for them while they have dinner. Theyll just be finishing the soup course now, so we have a few more minutes before I take you in. Do you want me to prepare you here, or do you want me to do it in front of them?


  Douglas wasnt sure how to answer that. What do you think?


  Roger tilted his head back and forth, as if physically weighing his options on his ears. I think they may want to see you in a little bit of pain. Or Allen, anyway, and hes the one to impress tonight. So maybe we lube you up here so theres no fumbling around with bottles, but I finger you in front of them and then take you a little prematurely? You can exaggerate the pain a little, too.


  He what? Really? I mean, isnt that . . . I dont know, like, lying?


  Roger shrugged. I can hurt you for real, but Id prefer not to, and Im sure Master would understand. Youre putting on a show, after all; Im sure a little acting is fine. But if youre worried, we can tell Master tonight, together. Itll be a secret between the three of us.


  The three of us. Master and Roger and me. Douglas felt love from his head to the soles of his feet. Yeah. He nodded. Okay. Impulsively, he stood up on his toes and kissed Roger, square on the lips. Thank you.


  Roger chuckled and ruffled his hair (and then promptly fixed it). Lube up, now. Dont make us late.


  The dinner fuck was hard and fast, Douglas on his hands and knees on a little raised platform by the long, formal dining room table, Roger behind him, gripping his hips for leverage and slamming in. Douglas turned his face toward Allen and telegraphed every drop of his discomfort. What pain he didnt feel, he faked. Truth was, he kind of liked it like this sometimes, rough and mindless. It was almost relaxing, in a way, not to have to do anythingto just crouch there and take it. Plus Roger had stretched him a little before theyd come out, and yes he had a very nice cock but it wasnt a porn star cock or anything, and he was awfully good at finding Douglass prostate with it, so it wasnt long before Douglas got hard again beneath the barrage.


  The guests ate and drank and watched and commented, and occasionally grabbed one of the outdoor slavesdoubling very nicely as waitstaff tonight, though their civility didnt fool Douglas, not one bit, and he really, really wished theyd leaveand shoved them to their knees to blow a load down their throats. So strange to see his tormentors used that waystrange and also satisfying, even if they did seem to be enjoying their tasks. Just slaves, no better than him. Their throats and asses just as good for fucking.


  Speaking of fucking, Roger went on forever, fucking like a champion, possibly thanks to the thick leather cock ring he wore at the base of his dick. Mostly, though, he was just that insanely well disciplined, and Douglas knew that Nikolai was using Rogers prowess to reflect well on all his trainees. Trying to convince Allen, maybe, that Douglas could last that long too. Not that he actually could. But what he could do was enjoy it the whole time, especially when Roger indulged him with a reach-around and teased him to the edge of orgasm and back a dozen times over throughout the meal. By the time the main course had been cleared and Nikolai finally said, All right, Roger, you can stop torturing the poor boy, Douglas was incoherent with need, begging for relief, and Roger gave it to him at last, riding Douglass orgasm through to his own a moment after.


  The applause this time was slightly more enthusiastic than the predinner offering, but one look at Allen confirmed to Douglas that they hadnt impressed the one man who really counted.


  What the hell did Allen want, damn it?


  Not a complacent pup. Well, maybe the finale over dessert would make it clear that Douglas was more than just a well-trained fuck doll, more than just a plaything to be tossed around from arm to arm, used until there was nothing left. No, this pup had teeth of his own.
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  Something was going on upstairs. At first Mat had run for ages on his treadmill, trying to drown out the voices and the laughter, but now he was sitting on his bed, listening attentively for every scrap of sound, hoping for something that would help him puzzle out just what the hell was happening.


  It was strange, actually, that he could hear anything at all. Hed been sure these rooms were soundproof; hed certainly never heard a peep from outside his own walls in all the time hed been here. And yet.


  More mindfucks?


  Well, consider him fucked. Many times over. If he hadnt resolved against suicide, decided definitively to save Dougie and get him out of this hell, well, hed be dead now, especially after his and Dougies last meeting.


  Dont think about that. Dont. Just dont.


  Thatd been weeks ago already, had to be, yet at so much as the slightest thought of it, he still felt as raw as if itd happened yesterday. Could even still feel the physical pain of it, though God knew that was the least of that particular constellation of suffering.


  I said dont fucking think about it, you fucking asshole.


  Saved by the bell, or rather, the door opening. He perked up just in time to see some bruiser in a tuxone of the animals whod tortured Dougie in the cabin for a week straightstride through the door and slam it shut behind him.


  Mat wondered if hed have time to knock all the fuckers teeth out before more of them came for him.


  But it was an idle thought, strangled at birth. He knew how such a course of action would end. Besides, it was a bit late to be defending his brothers honor, wasnt it.


  Party time, the bruiser said. And dont think about fucking this up for the master. Your buyers here stinking up the place with a big sulk, and he needs some cheering before he brings the whole party down. Seeing you get smacked around should do the trick.


  Fuck you, Mat snarled. Seriously reconsidered the teeth thing.


  The bruiser studied one cufflink, completely unfazed. Be a shame if he had to smack around your little brother instead. Poor things already been entertaining the guests all night.


  Oh, for fucks sake. It was like he had a fucking sign on his forehead or something: Dougies Whipping Boy.


  Not that he wasnt willing.


  He just didnt understand why anyone needed to whip anyone at all. Nikolai hadnt seriously hurt him in at least a week or two; maybe he was just overdue. He hated how the thought of that was significantly less intimidating than the thought of being in the same room with Dougie again. He was fucking terrified of what hed seeor not seewhen he looked into his brothers eyes.


  You coming? Or do I tell the master you said to take it out of your brothers ass, instead?


  Fine. Whatever. Mat stood, stripping his shorts and sneakers without being asked. He was expecting to be prepared or something then, the way hed been at Madames, but the bruiser just clipped him into a big collar on a pole, like the ones used for catching rabid dogs, then cuffed his hands behind his back. Pushed him out ahead. No way he could fight anyone like this. Which was probably smart of Nikolai. Or maybe all just part of the show for his buyer. Should he act rabid? Let his anger loose? What would make the guy happy? What would make the pain end the quickest? Give the buyer what he wants and its over faster. Isnt that what Nikolai had told Mat oh-so-long ago, back when Dougie had still been . . . Dougie?


  The bruiser marched him up the stairs, out the open door. The noise was louder up here, murmured voices and the clink of silverware and the occasional laugh or moan. Something smelled amazing. Several somethings, actually, much of which were either coming or going on trays carried by tuxedoed middle-aged models, who Mat only belatedly recognized as Dougies other rapists all dressed up in their finery.


  Put on a show, the bruiser told him just as they approached the door to what mustve been the dining room, shaking the pole to rattle him. Like the good dog Mat was, he struggled against the collar and let out a furious howl. The conversation in the room went silent. All his entrance needed was a record scratch.


  What he got instead was Nikolai, casting an appraising gaze, then announcing to the room, And to go with your dessert, I thought Id show you my other little project. Mathias Carmichael, my fighting dog, never to know the true pleasure of submission. Hell struggle until he dies. And even with all his twisting and shouting, Mat didnt miss the way Nikolais eyes strayed to a short, dark-eyed man seated at one end of the table, his dessert uneaten, a glass of some golden liquor on the rocks in one hand.


  Is that the fucker who wants my ass? Mat shouted, twisting his shoulders, nearly bucking the bruiser off him. No show anymorehe was furious. What do you think, you rich old pervert? Nikolai train me up nice for you?


  The man put down his drink and smiled. Turned to Nikolai and asked, Does it bite?


  Oh yes, if you let it. I suggest a bit gag or ring gag, depending on your pleasure. But I assure you he wont be biting anything tonight. And he does know how to heel; Ive beaten that much into him, at least.


  Nikolai strode around the table, to the corner of the room off toward Mats left. Mat followed with his eyes and sawoh God, Dougie. Kneeling there with Roger, glaring daggers at Mat. He couldnt . . . he just couldnt. He looked away. But not in time to miss Nikolai laying a possessive hand on Dougies shoulder, or Dougie leaning into him like a spoiled cat.


  Like night and day, these two, wouldnt you say? Now heres the fun part. Theyre brothers. They came to Madame together by happy accident after that onethe bruiser yanked hard on Mats collar, and Mat, too distracted by Dougie to respond, fell choking and spluttering to his kneesinterfered with his brothers procurement. Noble fool. Im sure he regrets it now. Look at me, Mathias.


  Mat debated ignoring him. The client wanted a tamed beast, after all, and if Mat behaved badly tonight, maybe the client would reject him. But then where would that leave him? Nobody else wanted an animal, which meant Nikolai would either have to kill him or break him. Neither thought appealed; he couldnt escape if he was dead or . . . or like Dougie.


  So he turned his glare on Nikolai and spat, Yes, master? with all the bitter resentment he could muster. Which was quite a fucking lot.


  My man is going to unclip you from the pole and free your hands. When he does, you will crawl to that chairhe pointed to a straight-backed, armless metal chair at the end of the room, in full view of every seat at the table but closest, unsurprisingly, to the short old fuck who planned to buy Matand sit yourself down in it. Do you understand?


  What to say? Yes, sir, or Untie me and Ill kill you all? He wished he knew the right answer here, how much fight was right for his master-to-be. The man had seemed downright gleeful at Mathiass wildcat routine on the way into the room, so maybe option two was the wiser choice. But then hed have to follow through, or prove himself all bark and no bite. And follow-through meant pain: being tackled, tied down, punished. Probably a hell of a lot more pain than was necessary tonight if he behaved.


  Hed pondered too long; the bruiser torqued the pole to one side and pulled, slamming Mats back to the floor. The crowd murmured excitedly, vultures scenting blood. Nikolai took the opportunity to come over and step on his nuts.


  Mat roared and made a halfhearted attempt to throw him offa wholehearted attempt wouldve ended with Nikolais own balls popping out his fucking throat, hands tied or no. Mat knew better than that, though. The threat still hung over Dougies life.


  I said, Nikolai repeated, clipped and cold, but Mat could see the sparkle in his eyes that told him he was doing right, do you understand?


  Yes, master, he gasped through the choking collar.


  Thats what I thought. Nikolai slowly lifted his toe, relieving the pressure on Mats balls by inches. The collar came off after that, and then Mat sat up so that his wrists could be released as well.


  From this vantage point, chest heaving with anger and pain, rubbing at his abused throat, Mat could see his buyer, drink emptied. Practically salivating. One day, hed be sucking the guys dick.


  One day, hed have his hands around the guys throat, crushing every last drop of life out of him.


  Just a matter of time.


  Crawl, Nikolai reminded him.


  Fine. Whatever. Just keep your buggy eyes off my brother.


  The crowd oohed and aahed again when he obeyed. Like theyd thought he wouldnt. Like maybe theyd thought hed turn on them all. But instead of frightening them, that little edge of danger just titillated them more. Fuck them. He wished he could launch himself onto the table and start busting heads, take out as many of them as he could before Nikolais bruisers came at him with Tasers.


  But instead he just crawled to the chair, then sat. He wasnt meek about it, though; he was glaring the fuck at everyone. Promising violence with his gaze. Even though he knew they had him by the throat as surely as if he were still strapped to that pole.


  He lowered his chin. Took a deep breath, nostrils flaring. And waited. Someone had better tie him up. Because whatever they planned to do to him, the anger was way too fucking close to the surface right now for him to find enough control to sit through it otherwise.


  The pervert party gasped as one as hands closed around Mats wrists, yanking them back behind the chair. Mat grunted at the rough handling, but didnt struggle. Would he be hooked up to something electric next? A gag? His ass was protected by the seat of the chair, which meant his buyer wasnt planning on fucking him. Not that there werent a million other ways to abuse and humiliate him. Starting with whoever was tying him up. Way too tight, rough rope, elbows and shoulders twisted miserably, knots pinching his skin.


  RememberMat lurched at the sound of Nikolais voice so close behind himhe needs to be able to perform. Perform? Perform how? Dont hurt him too much. Oh. Nausea flared low in Mats gut. Perform like that. So Nikolai expected him to get it up in front of this sicko crowd? What for?


  Yes, Master, Dougie said, and nausea burst so violently through Mats middle he almost hurled right then and there. So it was Dougie tying him up with so much force. With so much anger. And now he knew exactly what for.


  He squeezed his eyes shut and turned his head awaydont cry in front of the perverts dont cry dont let them see you crybut there was no escaping the oily crawl of their gazes across his skin.


  And no escaping this chair, either. When Dougie circled around him to tie his ankles to the outsides of the front legs, he couldnt fight. He wouldnt kick his brother. Wouldnt hurt him, not even knowing how much Dougie was about to hurt them both.


  See how docile the beast becomes around the boy? Nikolai announced to the gathered crowd. How well he behaves for his brother? This was what attracted me to them in the first place. They put on a lovely show at Madames, and that was before theyd had a moment of training.


  Dougies face barely twitched, even though he must have been remembering that night. Mat had assumed the guilt at what hed done at the auction had torn Dougie apart, yet here he was, not even registering.


  Before they came to me, their only loyalty was to each other. Now Douglas answers to me alone. Isnt that right, Douglas?


  Oh yes, Master. No mistaking the joy in Dougies voice, the only emotion besides anger at Mat hed shown tonight. Dougie wasnt checked out. He just didnt care anymore. Like Mat wasnt his brother anymore, but more than that. Worse than that.


  Like Mat wasnt even a person anymore.


  Shall I give you all a demonstration?


  Enthusiastic murmurs from the crowd, leering eyes on the both of them. What kind of sick fuckery inspired people to cheer for forced incest? Mat started struggling in earnest, but the ropes were tight and the chair was bolted to the floor. All he was doing was hurting himself. Nobody seemed to care, except the man-who-would-be-his-master, who stared at Mats straining, sweating body as if devouring Mat with his eyes, licking his lips and breathing way too fast. He was getting off on this. On Mats pain. Mats panic. Mats struggle.


  Nikolai let it continue for a minute or two, then clamped a hand down on the jointure of Mats neck and shoulder, fingers digging hard enough into a pressure point that Mats whole arm went tingly. He was too disgusted, too enraged, to be meek about it, and shouted, Ow, you fucker, get off me! Tried to shake free. Nikolai only pressed harder. Mats next cry was wordless, whimpering. Nikolai didnt let go. If he was waiting for Mat to beg in front of all these people, hed be waiting a long fucking time. Even if he got out the serum injector.


  Not that he would, Mat didnt think. Nikolai needed Mat to get hard sometime this year.


  Mat squeezed his eyes shut. When he pried them open again, he saw the extra-special sick fuck right there in the first chair, cock out of his unzipped pants and shoved down one of the waiters throats. He was fisting the guys hair so hard that Mat half expected it to come out by the roots. He wasnt letting the guy breathe at all.


  Maybe letting Nikolai break you would be better.


  No. No. Who would save Dougie then?


  Didnt matter anyway. It was too late for him change the outcome of the evening. He was already tied down, helpless not to obey.


  Finally, Nikolai unclenched his hand from Mats shoulder. Get him hard, Nikolai said, softly, but the eyes of the crowd let Mat know theyd heard.


  Of course, Master. Dougies reply was faux-sweet, edged with something that wasnt disgust, wasnt fear, wasnt shame, most fucking certainly wasnt apology. With pleasure.


  Mat shuddered and squeezed his eyes shut, tilting his head until his skull smacked the back of the chair.


  Watch your brother work, Nikolai warned.


  Fuck you, you sick fuck, Mat snarled back, but lifted his head all the same. Opened his eyes. Tonight would be bad enough without making Nikolai punish him.


  Dougie was kneeling in front of him now, all perfect poise and professional disinterest. It should have made Mat feel better to know that this wasnt harming Dougie, wasnt hurting him at all, but that somehow made it worse. Because it meant that Dougie, his brotherwhod hurt him before but then cried with shame, apologized and kissed him and criedwas gone. And Mat couldnt help but wonder how much of that was his fault. Hed had his chance to save Dougie, and hed blown it, and so what if itd been a traphed still walked right into it, shouldve known better, shouldve overcome it somehow. Theyd be free now if he had, but instead hed killed whatever last vestige of hope Dougie had harbored, had caused Dougie a week of such abject brutality that Dougie had shattered completely.


  And of course Nikolai had picked up the pieces, glued them back together just the way he wanted. Glued them back into a slave who was not just willing to rape his brother, but eager. Downright mean about it. Because of course Dougie hated him now. Between Nikolais lies and Mats own incompetence, was it any wonder?


  But maybe . . . just maybe it wasnt too late. Maybe there was still some tiny seed of the old Dougie buried down deep in there somewhere. And maybe Mat could reach it. After all, Nikolai hadnt gagged him this time. He could speak this time.


  Dougie, he tried.


  Between his knees, Dougies eyes flicked up, stared hard at him a second, and then swept down again as he let out a theatrical moan, wrapping a hand around Mats flaccid dick. Mat shuddered bodily at the touch, felt his nuts try to crawl right up into his belly.


  What a big uncut cock your brother has, Nikolai said, his voice taunting.


  Mmm, Dougie replied, fisting Mat slowly. In his tight grip, Mats dick flopped around like a piece of meat. They had to be crazy to think hed get off on this sick show.


  Much bigger than yours. Are you jealous?


  No, Master. Mine pleases you; thats all I need. This is an animals dick. Only useful for donkey-shows like this.


  Had they rehearsed this? Mat couldnt bear to think that Dougie was speaking honestly right now.


  Dougie, Mat tried again, then gagged horribly when Dougie sucked his entire cock into his mouth, worked a nut in there as well, swirled the whole package with his tongue, hummed to send vibrations shooting through his flesh. Despite everythingthe pain in his arms, the fucking chasm in his heartMat felt the first stirrings of arousal. No, not arousal. Physical stimulation, that was all. Dougie, listen to me, please


  Dougie wedged his hand between Mat and the chair, pressed his palm into Mats taint and wiggled a finger up his ass to find his prostate.


  Dougie, stop it! Mat jerked so hard the chair rattled. But Dougie was persistent, followed along, even used the opportunity to work his hand further back, drive his finger in deeper.


  You can hardly expect him to answer to someone who doesnt even know his name, Nikolai said.


  Fuck you, asshole. Mat grunted and twisted in his bonds, trying to ignore the sensation of Dougies fingerno, fingers nowstuffed in his ass and Dougies ruthlessly efficient mouth on his cock and balls (dont think about how he learned this dont think about it dont think about it), even as his erection started to swell. Ill fucking kill you for this. Ill kill you for what youve done to him.


  Ill bleed you dry. Ill strangle you. Ill disembowel you. Ill beat your face to a pulp, feel all the bones in your body break in my hands. Ill rip your cock off and stuff it down your fucking throat.


  Be a dear and silence him, would you, Douglas? Id hate for him to upset our guests.


  Dougie mumbled Yes, Master around Mats half-hard cock. He didnt pull off, didnt pull his fingers from Mats ass. Just lifted his own ass off his heels, leaned against Mats lap, and thrust the fingers of his free hand into his own hole. What the fuck? How was that supposed to silence him? Shock value, maybe?


  Well, Mat wasnt going silent without a fight. Stop this! Somebody fucking stop this. God fucking damn you, all of you! Hes sick! Cant you see hes fucking sick? He doesnt know what hes doing!


  Silence from the peanut galleryunless you counted all that heavy breathing and the occasional moan and the sounds of slurping and sucking from all the waiters whod been commandeered for, well, other purposes.


  He himself was fully hard now, goddamn it, Dougies fingers rubbing mercilessly on his prostate, Dougies mouth doing abso-fucking-lutely obscene things to his cock and balls. Not even staring right at his brothermy brother, this is my brothercould seem to short-circuit his bodys response. He just kept on screaming: Please and Stop it and Damn you and God please and Just fucking kill me and Leave him alone.


  Then Dougie looked right up at him through the fringe of his too-long hair, took his fingers from his asscovered now in cum and lube from God knew how many previous fucksand forced all four fingers into Mats mouth.


  Mat gagged. Squeezed his eyes shut against tears and swallowed hard against the urge to vomit. Tried to jerk his head away, but Dougie hooked his fingers behind Mats teeth and held on. Sucking and licking and finger-fucking him all the while, perfectly unconcernedhe knew damn well Mat wouldnt bite him.


  I think thats enough, pet, Nikolai said, and Mat had one single glorious moment to think Oh thank God its over before Nikolai added, Cant let him come too soon.


  No, no more, Mat moaned around Dougies vile little fingers.


  Nikolai clapped him on the shoulder, fingers threateningly close to where theyd caused such pain before, but not squeezing. Not yet. But we cant end the show without the finale, Mathias, he chirped, like some fucking schlock ringmaster. Up you go, Douglas. Give my guests a night they wont forget.


  No stopping it. No stopping their audience leering, no stopping Nikolais pronouncements, no stopping Dougies sick assault on his body, no stopping the tears that had started to run down his face. And the whole time, his buyer watched with hungry lizard-like eyes, taking in every inch and every second, cock thrusting almost absentmindedly in and out of that slaves throat. It was perfectly clear that wasnt the throat he really wanted. Mat supposed hed be on his knees before the fucker soon enough. Would happily do it now, in fact, if it meant an end to this cruel performance.


  But that option wasnt on the menu. No, only he was. Dougie ripped his fingers from Mats ass, pulled his lips off Mats cock and his hand from Mats mouth, rose to his feet with all the grace of a well-trained fighter, spun around to face the audience, and straddled Mats lap. He bent forward at the waist, spread his ass cheeks in both hands, swayed his hips as he lowered himself closer and closer to Mats erection. He was clearly conscious of putting on a good show, and though Mat couldnt see his face (thank God thank God), he had no doubt that Dougies eyes were half-lidded, eyelashes fluttering, tongue running over parted lips. Jesus, he didnt want to be picturing thatwhy was he picturing that?


  Because its easier than watching your own brother spearing himself on your cock.


  Please, he cried again, even though he was long past the point of hoping for mercy. Of saving either of them from this. Dougie had already raped him once, injected him with poison and then taken him rough and furious after their failed escape. But this was worse, so much worse even than that first shock of pain and betrayal and disbelief. Because this wasnt heat-of-the-moment fury and fear. This was cold and calculated. This was using Mats own body against him. Making him rape himself. Making him rape his brotherbecause Dougies consent was an illusion here, no doubt about iteven as his brother raped him. Why should he hope for anything? Dougie, youre killing me, please!


  Hear that? Dougie purred, rolling his ass back, guiding Mats dick up and down his cleft. A drizzle of old semen ran out of his twitching hole to slick the way. Mat tried to will himself soft. Couldnt, not with the stimulation Dougie was forcing on him. Hes begging me. Begging for my ass, Master.


  Any man would, my beautiful boy. Nikolai sounded like a proud father. This sick fucking family affair. Best not keep him waiting, then.


  Yes, Master, Dougie breathed, and plunged down on Mats cock.


  Mat gasped as he sank balls deep, twisting and shouting as Dougies ass came to rest against his thighs. He hadnt fucked anyone in forever, and God but it felt goodamazing, even, as Dougie expertly worked him with his musclesand that more than anything drew out Mats scream, his struggles, he couldnt let this happen, couldnt let his body like it, hed die if he came in his brothers ass, he had to stop it, had to be stronger than this, better, fight harder, break free, stop it


  Dougie planted his hands on Mats thighs and began to rock, moaning like a cat in heat. Mats whole body shuddered with revulsion, and he cried openly as pleasure streaked up his groin and pooled low in his belly.


  Its not him, its not him, hes not my brother anymore, hes not my Dougie, hes not the kid brother who followed me on my runs, hes not the brother I bought beer for, hes not the brother whose knees I put Band-Aids on, hes not, hes sick, hes sick, hes sick, hes trapped somewhere inside his body and this isnt his fault and Im going to find the real him in there and save him but not yet, not tonight, tonight hes gone, hes sleeping, hes gone and hes not my brother and the faster I come, the faster this ends; he cant rape us on a soft cock.


  Dougie shifted position, throwing his head back against Mats shoulder and locking his arms around Mats neck, and now Mat could see over him, down his body, to his cock bouncing hard and eager against his stomach in time with his ass bouncing on Mats lap. The tears flowed fresh then, so hard they obscured his visionthank God for small merciesand he closed his eyes and tried to forget absolutely fucking everythingwhere they were, who was on his lap, who was watchingtried to strip it down to mechanics, to make all the parts work as efficiently as possible. But he wasnt a machine, and he couldnt shut it out, it was too fucking big for that, and the bitter irony of it all didnt escape him: the more he wanted to hurry things along, the more upset (upset, hah) he got, and the more upset he got, the more distant any hope of orgasm became. He was trapped in some hellish limbo of just enough arousal to stay hard, not nearly enough to end the torture.


  And Dougie showed no signs of tiring, no signs of stopping. No signs of guilt or even conflict. God help him, theyd be at this all night.


  Who wants to touch him? Nikolai asked, and for one sick, twisted moment, Mat thoughthopedthat Nikolai meant him. That maybe a second rapist might help to end this nightmare sooner. But no, he was pointing to Dougie, to his flushed, leaking cock, and a smarmily handsome Hispanic man and what he assumed was his smarmily pretty wife raised their hands like they were in fucking school or something, but then another voice rang out.


  Mats buyer. No. Nobody touches him. Let him come from his brothers cock. Let big brother know that his cock can bring his slutty little brother off. No. Stop talking, please stop talking. Let him live with that. Let him picture that every time he orgasms for the rest of his miserable life.


  You sick fucker. Why are you doing this? Isnt this cruel enough for you already?


  Meanwhile, Dougie bounced and moaned, even turned his face until his tongue was running sloppy lines of saliva over Mats cheek and the corner of his mouth, some disgusting porn-like approximation of kissing, and Mat wasnt sure whether that was better or worse than a real kiss.


  Better. At least this way, when weve escaped this place and put it all behind us, I just might have a chance in hell of not thinking of this moment every time I kiss someone for the rest of my life.


  Can he do it? Mats buyer asked, looking up over Mats shoulder, to Nikolai. His hand was fisted tight around that slaves hair again. How had he not come yet? Or suffocated the guy between his legs? Can your slutty little pup come just like that?


  Of course he can, Nikolai said, all proud father again. Show him, Douglas. Come for him now.


  It wasnt an instantaneous thing, but it was as close to coming on command as Mat had ever seen. Dougie moaned, utterly wanton, fingers tangling in Mats hair as his hips sped up. The sound of flesh slapping flesh filled Mats ears, the feeling of Dougies muscles milking him drowning out everything else.


  A hole. Not your brother. Just a tight hole. A tight hole. A tight hole. A tight hole. Nothing else.


  Mat squeezed his eyes shut, ignoring the tears streaking down his cheeks, the whine of pain and misery and pleasure that escaped through his clenched teeth. He should have killed himself. He should be dead right now, not here, not enduring this thing so far beyond endurance it made even the serum look like a day in a fucking amusement park. Dougies hands clenched on his neck, his moans quick and high and raspy. His hips stuttered and he bore down hard, and every one of those internal muscles clenched and spasmed around Mats cock as he cried out and shot all over his stomach and chest.


  And Mat, weeping over their wasted lives, was quick to follow, his orgasm ripped right out of him by spasming muscles, vise-tight. Flooding his brothers ass with cum as he screamed and howled and cried.


  He wished he were dead.


  But he wasnt. He was alive, and this was his life, and he fucking deserved it for the part hed played in what Dougie had become. Penance, thats what this was. And staying alive, suffering through this, was the price hed have to pay for the chance to make things right again. Somehow. Some way.


  Nikolai walked around the chair, tugged gently on Dougies shoulder. Dougie slid off Mats lap without hesitationand no, Mat felt no shame at all about his sob of relief at that, didnt even begin to try to hide itand tucked himself happily into Nikolais embrace, his back to Nikolais chest, Nikolais arm slung around his shoulders. That was perfect, Nikolai murmured near Dougies ear, and Dougie beamed, so young and innocent-looking with that sweet, toothy smile on his face, and Mat found himself sobbing afresh at how much it reminded him of sneaking Dougie to the ice-cream parlor on their Saturday morning runs, watching him attack his contraband with such perfect glee. Lets get you washed up, and then you can say your good-byes to my guests.


  Yes, Mast Dougie began, but then Cruel, Short, and Ugly darted a hand out, grabbed Dougies wrist and said, No.


  Nikolai peered down at his guest, one eyebrow arched in an all-too-familiar expression that made Mats skin crawl with sick anticipation, and the man added, Let him keep his brothers cum inside him. Before Nikolai could remind the little shit who was the master of ceremonies here, the buyer turned to Dougie, and there was no mistaking how tight his grip was getting, even though Dougie didnt let the pain or fear showor at least, didnt let it show to someone who didnt know him as intimately as Mat did. Or used to, anyway. Because this? This Dougie was a stranger. Ill have him, Nikolai. Ill have both of them.


  Like the deal was already done.


  Doesnt that sound wonderful, my little lovely? the buyer said. You can have your brothers dick like this every day, as much as you want. Again and again and again.


  Again and again and again? I cant. I cant. Were better off dead.


  Yes, sir, Dougie said, seemingly unfazed, and not only thatwas Mat going crazy, or was that a hint of pleasure in Dougies voice? No, not crazy; a little smile was curling Dougies lips now, too, but it looked . . . strained, somehow, like maybe Dougie was just putting on a show, doing what was expected.


  Funny, but Nikolais smile right then looked just the same.


  Short, Cruel, and Ugly smiled back. All three smiles didnt reach their eyes. All three of them with their secrets, all three of them entangled in this mysterious power play, this twisted fucking bond of blood and cum and pain, with Mat the unwilling victim at its center, bearing the brunt of it all.


  Alone.


  Despite Dougies presenceor maybe even because of itfor the first time in his life, Mat was completely, terrifyingly alone.
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  Bookended


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


  Apple Polisher (Rear Entrance Video, #1)


  With Violetta Vane:


  Mark of the Gladiator


  Galway Bound


  The Druid Stone


  The War at the End of the World


  Hawaiian Gothic


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


  Cruce de Caminos


  Harm Reduction


  The Saturnalia Effect


  Coming soon:


  Wallflower (Rear Entrance Video, #2)


  An Inch at a Time (The Professor's Rule, #2), with Amelia C. Gormley
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  Power Play: Resistance, with Cat Grant


  Power Play: Awakening, with Cat Grant


  Master Class (Master Class, #1)


  Sublime: Collected Shorts (Master Class, #2)


  Counterpoint (Song of the Fallen, #1)


  Crescendo (Song of the Fallen, #2)


  Anchored (Belonging, #1)


  Where He Belongs (Belonging, #2)


  Break and Enter, with Aleksandr Voinov
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