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  Sublime service, made to order.


  The Flesh Cartel: an international, multi-billion-dollar black market that trades in lost souls. Or more specifically, their bodies.


  Highly organized and frighteningly efficient, the Flesh Cartel could teach even the KGB a thing or two about breaking a human mind. Fortunately for their ultra-rich clients, they’re just as skilled at putting people back together again—as perfect pets, well-trained and eager to please.


  No matter what your secret tastes or dark desires, the Flesh Cartel—for the right price, of course—will hand-design the plaything of your dreams.
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  In this first installment of the exciting new psychosexual thriller, The Flesh Cartel, orphaned brothers Mat and Dougie Carmichael are stolen in the night from their own home. Taken to a horrifying processing facility, they are assessed, microchipped, and subjected to unspeakable brutality—all in preparation for sale to the highest bidder.


  In a world where every person has a price, the beautiful and subduable PhD student Dougie is highly prized. His brother, a rough-edged MMA fighter, is less desirable—and potentially too dangerous—but he still has his own appeal.


  Abused and locked up under round-the-clock surveillance, with no idea where they are or even why they’ve been taken, escape seems impossible, which leaves staying together their only hope. And after being separated once by the foster system, they'll do anything to keep it from happening again. Anything at all.


  This title is part of the The Flesh Cartel serial story. New to Riptide Publishing’s serial fiction? Click here to learn all about it.


  


  To Sarah Frantz, who was foolish enough to put us in the same room together without adult supervision. Hopefully, she’s learned her lesson.
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  Nikolai hated New York. The noise, the ostentation, the tacky boorishness of it all. But business was business, and in this business especially, rubbing elbows with the most depraved and disgusting underbelly of society was . . . a necessary evil. At least Panebianco ran one of the classier auction houses in North America. Also one of the larger ones—twelve procurement districts sold their wares here, and gods knew the Tri-State area was a haven for lost souls.


  Four lost souls in particular looked promising to him on this visit.


  He nodded to the doorman at the auction house and pressed his palm to the man’s handheld scanner.


  “Welcome, Mr. Petrovic,” the doorman said, respectful and discreet. At his nod, the two brutes guarding the door behind him stepped aside to let Nikolai through. An usher greeted him in the antechamber with one of the Tragedy masks Panebianco preferred. Nikolai put it on and followed the usher to his seat. Prime real estate for him, as always—he wasn’t a volume bidder, but his reputation for buying top-shelf merchandise had long since earned him a seat in the front row, just five feet from the low stage.


  He was early, which left time for relaxation and review. An usher brought him a glass of San Pellegrino with a straw; he always felt a bit silly drinking like that but it was the only way to manage it in the mask. After he’d taken a sip and nodded his approval, the usher handed him a bidding tablet, on which he scrolled through the four promising files again. He’d have preferred his own notes, but no outside electronics were permitted in-house, and he had everything committed to memory besides. He wouldn’t know the suitability of the lots for certain until he saw them in person, of course, but he’d been raised a cautiously hopeful man, and he chose to believe this trip wouldn’t be for nothing.


  Beside him, someone else took a seat: a woman wearing a black pantsuit and an intoxicating scent. Behind her mask, her eyes were a dark, glittering black, like the ocean under a full moon. He’d never seen her face or heard her name, but he knew her figure and her perfume, and by the way she tilted her head at him, she knew him, too.


  “For yourself, or a client?” she asked, making small talk as she took a glass of wine from an usher.


  “Just browsing,” Nikolai lied. He’d be a fool to give a potential rival any information she might be able to use against him. Just as foolish as she was to be drinking at an auction.


  “Me too,” she lied right back, and beneath her mask, he imagined her smiling. “It’s my birthday next week. To think, some single women my age buy themselves a day at the spa.”


  “This is much nicer,” Nikolai agreed pleasantly, though he wished she’d stop talking. One of many reasons he so disliked traveling: the whole world seemed to share the common delusion that they were interesting.


  Nikolai turned back to his tablet, and the woman seemed to take his hint. She did the same, scrolling through the offerings with as much interest as if they were appliances in a Sears catalogue, occasionally sipping her wine through its straw and somehow managing to make it look less silly than Nikolai felt. The seats around them slowly filled, ushers moving between the aisles with tablets and drinks until the house lights flashed three times and then dimmed.


  The murmurs of the crowd died into rapt silence. What was being led on stage right now—that was interesting.


  But only for what Nikolai could help it become.
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  The crowd roared for blood. They’d get it, too—Mat and that little bastard Rodriguez were so evenly matched he’d be lucky if they didn’t go to points. He raised a knee to block a kick, jabbed into the opening that left, and felt the shock of the chest strike reverberate right through his glove and up his arm. His opponent grunted, staggered once. Shook it off like it was nothing.


  This was going to be a long fucking match.


  . . . Or not. He stumbled back three steps from the force of a kick to the hip and barely stopped himself from hitting the mat. Rodriguez chased him down, landed a brutal one-two right on Mat’s chin and followed it with a knee to the stomach. Mat buckled, and Rodriguez took the opening and grappled him to the floor.


  Through a clearing haze of fog, Mat heard the roar of the crowd swell. Rodriguez was working him into an armbar, and Mat instinctively locked his fingers together, thrust his hands back, and trapped Rodriguez’s thigh under his head. He spun, ended up on top; Rodriguez went for another armbar, but then gave up and just punched him in the side of the head. Mat took it once, twice; Rodriguez’s leverage was shit and he was hitting like Mat’s little brother.


  Which, shit. Focus failed for half a fucking second and he’d lost control of Rodriguez’s hip. He saw the leg coming up just in time to duck out beneath it, but he’d lost his leverage. Rodriguez popped to his feet again.


  They kept it off the floor after that, which was just as well because Mat did better on his feet, and the crowd always seemed to prefer that anyway. Punches and kicks and flying blood were all so much more showy than a grappling match that 99% of the crowd didn’t have enough technical knowledge to make heads or tails of. And he’d never be able to negotiate a less-shitty contract if he couldn’t please the crowd—


  Well, that pleased them well enough. Lost focus again, and he’d deserved the hit that’d just bloodied his lip for thinking of bullshit like that when he was in the cage anyway. He needed this fucking win. He needed this fucking money. No, Dougie needed this money, which made it all the more important. No way was he gonna toss it on some brooding bullshit—


  The bell rang, and Rodriguez, smirking around his mouth guard, danced back to his corner. Mat . . . kind of staggered.


  “What the fuck, Mat,” Darryl yelled over the roar as Mat spat out his guard into his coach’s waiting hand and swished the water someone gave him. He spat that too; it came away pink. His cornerman swiped an Avitene swab over his split lip, then pressed a freezing Enswell to it. Someone wiped at his temple, pressed another Enswell there, smeared it with Vaseline thirty seconds later. He couldn’t even remember getting that cut.


  Darryl shook him hard by the shoulders and shouted in his ear.


  “I’m on it, Coach,” he said, though he clearly fucking wasn’t. But then the bell rang and it was too late to argue. Rodriguez came out overconfident and swinging and Mat had a tough time thinking of much of anything for the next five minutes but not losing.


  He might’ve actually done a decent job of it, because Rodriguez was looking a lot less confident when the bell rang again, and Mat’s blood—finally—was running so hot he didn’t feel a single one of the dozen hits Rodriguez had landed on him this round. Darryl didn’t yell at him this time, either. Just rubbed his shoulders and gave him water and told him to aim at the right flank on counterpunch when Rodriguez dropped his guard.


  But when the bell rang for the third and final round, Mat discovered that sitting for sixty seconds hadn’t done him any favors. His adrenaline had flagged just enough for him to feel all his hurts and exhaustion. Three-round matches were long—too long for the measly six grand he’d walk out with if he lost. He needed the winnings and the sponsorships that came on the heels of enough victories.


  Because he really needed not to go back into that seedy fucking underground cage in three weeks. He needed not to come home with another unexplained bruise or injury for his brother to squint at.


  But maybe Rodriguez just needed it more, because no matter the angle of Mat’s attacks, no matter the speed of his blocks, he wasn’t scoring enough hits, and Rodriguez was beating him to a bloody fucking pulp. Whatever rally he’d managed in the second round, it was gone now. Whatever confidence Rodriguez had lost then was back with a fucking vengeance. It was all Mat could do not to let him take this to the floor again, where Rodriguez, almost ten pounds heavier and all of it muscle, would likely earn his submission.


  But in the end, it didn’t matter worth a damn that he’d kept on his feet. The bell rang, the points were tallied, and Rodriguez won the match—and the extra six grand—28 points to 25.


  Darryl didn’t look happy. Which was fine, because Mat didn’t fucking feel it. Back in the locker room, with the doc clucking over him like some overbearing insurance-company mother hen, his agent Rudy made known his unhappiness too.


  “You think K-Swiss is gonna want their name on your ass if you keep getting it kicked into next year?”


  Mat wasn’t going to dignify that with an answer. It’s not like he’d planned to lose. “Sorry about your bonus,” he said instead. God, why did Rudy bother with him anymore? What was he pulling in for the guy—two grand a year, maybe four? Even if he’d won all four fights this year—as opposed to his shitty one in three so far—it wouldn’t have amounted to much. What if Rudy dropped him?


  Mat tried not to think about that, or his cut of the prize purse that he wasn’t going home with, or poor Dougie pulling his hair out over looming bills when he found out Mat had lost tonight. Between his little brother, his coach, and his agent, he’d have the full spectrum of disapproval. Give or take a couple ex-boyfriends . . .


  Get it the fuck together.


  No wonder he’d lost the fight. He was a fucking mess.
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  Dougie scrubbed at his eyes, then blinked rapidly. The pixels of the computer screen blurred and swam. Nine PM. Closing time. If he was lucky, he’d have half an hour holed up here in the stacks before somebody came to chase him out.


  He’d written exactly ten words.


  He stared down at the article he was supposed to be critiquing and realized he didn’t even remember what it was about. He flipped back a few pages to the abstract, hoping to jog his memory, but it might as well have been written in Cantonese.


  It just wasn’t happening. He didn’t know why he’d thought it would happen. He couldn’t concentrate on the nights Mat had fights scheduled. Never had been able to. Especially not now that his brother was coming home with bruises and injuries that didn’t match up with that schedule.


  He should’ve just given in and gone to watch. Mat invited him every time, but he never could stand to watch Mat being hurt. Not that he could say that to Mat’s face—it was bad enough he was still the “baby brother” at twenty-three years old; he didn’t want Mat to think he was a wuss, too.


  He thought back to that wicked bruise across Mat’s right flank, those cuts on his cheek and lip and eyebrow he’d come home with a few weeks after his last fight. Training accidents, my ass. Sparring partners didn’t use each other’s faces as punching bags. Mat had been fighting for years, and sure he’d come home from the gym with bruises, but never anything that severe. That purposeful. Not to mention the extra money he’d had to go along with it. Surprise endorsement deal, my ass. Six grand didn’t just fall out of the sky, and it hadn’t fallen out of K-Swiss, either.


  Something was going down, Mat wasn’t talking, and all Dougie could do was come up with more and more horrible scenarios to explain the bruises and the cash. Mob bruiser. Underground cage fights. A loan shark.


  The thought of any of those filled him with never-ending, stomach-gnawing dread.


  He shoved aside the photocopied article and pushed away from the keyboard. To hell with this. If he stayed here one more second, he’d drive himself mad with worry. He should just go home and grab a beer. Mat was probably lounging backstage by now, getting a massage from some hot fanboy who he’d take to the after-party but never home, as if Dougie couldn’t figure out why Mat sometimes disappeared overnight after fights. Well, not “disappeared,” exactly; he always called to let Dougie know he wouldn’t be home, like Dougie was still thirteen and Mat was still trying—for all the good it’d done them—to show the world he was responsible enough to keep custody of him.


  Dougie saved his work to the student server, turned off the computer, and stuffed the article and his highlighter into his satchel. There’d be a bus coming by campus soon. He’d catch that, walk the last five blocks home, and just chill out. He’d try reading the article again tomorrow, once his head was clear. Once he knew Mat was okay.


  Maybe he’d take a shower. It was a rare joy to have a good long soak in a shower as hot as he liked without Mat flushing the toilet or chiding him about their electric bills. Rarer still to be able to get out of the shower and sit around naked in front of the TV, drip-drying onto his towel and letting his balls air out.


  Bliss.


  He caught the 9:13 bus, which meant, by his calculations, he could be home and showered by the time Colbert came on at 10:30. He even had time to stop at the corner grocery on the way and pick up an energy drink and some chips, which he figured he’d earned. He'd just have to eat them before Mat got home, because the last thing he wanted to do was mess with Mat’s diet. He’d already screwed with Mat’s career enough. Five years his brother had stuck around in Bumblefuck, West Virginia, while Dougie had lived with Pattie and Mike. Five years bouncing at a bar and fighting in some bullshit sideshow instead of the UFC just so he could meet up with Dougie for their morning run and visit on the weekends.


  Mat was twenty-nine years old now, his best years arguably behind him, and he was still bouncing at a bar. And getting beaten black and blue and red four times a year for middling returns and no glory, trying to get back everything he’d given up when he was young and promising. And every single cent of it went to Dougie. Dougie’s tuition. Dougie’s textbooks. Dougie’s practicums. Dougie’s bus pass, the one that got him home in time for Colbert.


  Well, soon it’d be Dougie’s turn. So yeah, he couldn’t find work for shit with a Master’s in social work right now, but he’d finish this Ph.D. in record time, and at best he’d do clinical counseling for $200 an hour and at worst he’d get a teaching job pulling in sixty grand a year, and he’d take care of Mat for once. Find a way to get him out of whatever trouble he’d gotten into for Dougie’s sake. Let him stop fighting, if he wanted to.


  Beg him to stop fighting, if he didn’t.


  The clock on the stove said 10:03 PM when he got in, and unsurprisingly, he was alone. He dumped his junk food on the kitchen counter and headed for the shower, stripping as he went down the hall and then, at the last second, stooping to collect his trail of discarded clothes. He wouldn’t enjoy his shower, knowing he’d left a mess like that.


  While he waited for the water to heat up, he checked the bags under his eyes in the bathroom mirror, scrubbed at a fleck of dried old toothpaste in the basin of the sink, and laid out a towel on the lid of the toilet. By which point the bathroom was overflowing with steam, hot and wonderful on his skin and he hadn’t even gotten into the spray yet.


  Determined to enjoy his solitude, he pointedly left the bathroom door open. He’d killed, what, five or six minutes? That left him fifteen or so before Colbert, which wasn’t as luxurious as he wanted, but was a hell of a lot better than this morning’s near-frigid three-and-a-half minute shower. He hopped in, pulling the curtain closed behind him, and let out a loud, completely self-indulgent groan. He was just fine without Mat here, he told himself. Better than fine. Amazing! Not worried at all.


  He gargled warm water. Scrubbed his scalp. Soaped himself up and maybe spent a smidgen too much time on the general groin area, not that he had anything to feel guilty for. Pictured Serena Chang (who worked in the campus bookstore and never seemed to wear a polo shirt big enough for her tits) while he did. Okay, so maybe he’d miss the first few minutes of Colbert.


  But then he heard the door that connected the house to the garage opening and closing.


  Shit. Shitshitshit.


  Of course Mat would come home early on the night he’d bought contraband food and left the shower door open and had a huge Serena Chang-inspired boner. At least he hadn’t left his laundry lying around. Not that Mat would ever complain, but just the thought of him bruised up from his fight and collecting Dougie’s underwear off the floor made his cock shrivel up in shame. Which, he supposed, solved one problem, at least.


  Heavy footsteps sounded halfway down the hall.


  Dougie hurriedly rinsed off the last of the soap, calling out, “Hey, just about done in here!” as he turned off the taps.


  Without the noise of the running water, he realized there was more than one set of footsteps. Had Mat finally decided Dougie was old enough to handle him bringing home company?


  He grabbed the towel off the toilet and scrubbed at his hair. “Should I make myself scarce?” he teased, rubbing brusquely down his chest and then across his back. “Mat? Mat, what are you—”


  He turned around, towel to his groin, and the smile fell off his face so fast he thought he heard it shatter against the tiles. He stumbled back a step at the sight of four strangers, all men big enough to make Mat look like the playground wimp. Bumped into and started to fall over the lip of the tub. One of the men darted forward—much, much faster than his size would suggest—and caught Dougie by the wrist before he could fall.


  “Wh—who are you?” The grip on his wrist was punishing. He looked at the men, gaze sliding from one inscrutable face to the next. Two filled the cramped bathroom. The others blocked the entire hall. His voice broke when he tried to speak again. “Mat? Mat, come on, man, this isn’t funny! I— Ow!” The guy holding him jerked him forward, spun him around to face the shower, and yanked his arm up behind his back like Mat sometimes did when they roughhoused. But this was no friendly, brotherly tease. This hurt. “Mat! Help! You’re hurting me, stop it. Ma—!”


  A giant paw clamped over his mouth, and the guy holding him wrenched him back flush against a massive, wall-like chest. Dropped Dougie’s wrist, but only so he could sling an arm around Dougie’s chest. Dougie struggled, screamed behind the restraining hand—they had neighbors, someone would hear, right?—and stomped as hard as he could on the guy’s instep, just like Mat had taught him.


  The fucker laughed, and his arm squeezed so tight around Dougie’s chest he could barely breathe. Scratch that. Couldn’t breathe. When he exhaled, the arm clamped down harder, like a boa constrictor, preventing him from inhaling again. Thrashing around was no use, but his body seemed determined to do it anyway.


  Only when he lost the strength to keep struggling did he realize just how much trouble he was really in: this man he was crushed against, whoever he was, was grinding a massive erection into Dougie’s lower back.


  It was like something out of a fucking Brinks home security ad, except it was real, and Mat wasn’t here, and oh God what had Mat gotten them into? What had Dougie forced Mat to get them into?


  Oh God, what was this guy trying to force into him? He realized the hand was gone from his chest, and he could breathe again, but then he couldn’t because the hand was between his legs, pushing in from the front, mashing his cock and balls as fingers probed at his ass, burrowed, shoved in.


  Dougie screamed against the hand clamped to his mouth again. No words this time, just horror and fear and oh God it hurts make him stop please make him stop! He struggled, kicked at his attacker’s shins, grabbed his arm with both hands and tried to pull it away. Nothing worked, and the man only hurt him for trying, digging one hand into the hinge of his jaw and jabbing hard with the fingers inside him.


  This couldn’t be happening. It had to be a mistake. Why not just break his knees, if Mat owed the guy money?


  Crime of opportunity. They hadn’t come with rape as their intention, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t stoop to it, given the chance. Why break his knees when this was just as effective at terrorizing? He whimpered into the hand, wanting to beg Take our TV. Take our Xbox. I’ve got a laptop in my bedroom, take that. Our dad’s watch, take it. Our mom’s engagement ring. Won’t that hold you off another month? Please, please, please.


  Those long fat fingers scissored inside him, thrust, and God how could Mat ever do this for fun when it hurt so fucking much?


  Mat. He needed Mat to come home and kick these guys’ asses into next year please, please, please, but instead the thug holding him just spun him around, exposing him to the leering faces of his three pals. One of them grabbed Dougie’s flaccid cock as those fingers thrust inside him again, and this time he begged to God Himself, who he hadn’t bothered with since the car accident, since the “bargaining” stage. It hadn’t worked out for him then, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t willing to give it another go.


  The man with his cock in hand gave him a rough tug, pulling him off balance and shifting the pressure of the horrible fingers inside him. “You were right, J. He is a little pussy. Didn’t need all of us here. Coulda taken him down with one guy. I could be at the bar right now getting some strange.”


  “The brother,” the man behind him, J, reminded them all. He walked Dougie forward, forcing him by the fingers in his ass out into the hallway. “He’s not here, but who knows, he coulda been. And ain’t this ‘strange’ enough for you?”


  “I dunno about you,” said a third man, shouldering forward to take one of Dougie’s nipples in each hand and give them a brutal twist, “but I like me a little pussy.” He pulled one hand away to cup the bulge in his pants, squeezed and squeezed and squeezed with his other hand until tears sprang to Dougie’s eyes. “We got time for a little fun?”


  Pain ripped at his insides as J shoved another finger into him. “I don’t see why not. Brother’s not due back for hours.” Thrust. “Jesus Christ, I think this one’s a virgin.” He jerked Dougie’s head back with the hand still mashed to Dougie’s mouth, until Dougie was forced to look up into his eyes. “You a virgin, hole?”


  Would it make them stop? Go easier on him? Would it make them worse? Would they be able to tell if he lied? Would they punish him for it?


  Wait. They knew Mat’s schedule? They’d specifically come at a time they thought he wouldn’t be home? Cold dread sank into his stomach, mingling with the hot pain sparking through his body. But it made a perfect kind of sense, didn’t it? If anyone could take a beating, it was Mat. Best way to get to him was through Dougie. Always had been. Probably always would be.


  Well, whatever it was they meant to do (don’t think about it don’t think that word), he’d take it like a fucking man—he’d take the punishment for once, and if he could manage it, Mat would never know how far it’d gone. Some guys came by tonight. No, I’m fine. Honest. But maybe it’s time for you to come clean about whatever trouble you’ve gotten into.


  Then J yanked his fat fingers out of Dougie’s ass and shoved him forward into the waiting arms of his companions, and all of Dougie’s well-intentioned bravado vanished beneath a fresh wave of pain and terror. And another scream. A new hand clamped over his mouth.


  “Gonna make it real hard to fuck your mouth if I gotta keep a hand on it the whole time, hole.”


  “Just gag him with your cock, idiot.”


  “I’ll gag you with my cock,” the guy snapped, but he was lifting Dougie up, swinging him over his shoulder like a sandbag, and someone caught his beating fists and someone else caught his flailing feet but none of those someones seemed to care or feel any of it, and they hauled him in tandem toward the open space of the living room.


  Oh God, all the blinds had been drawn.


  “Stay on your fucking knees,” someone threatened, and then they dropped him onto the middle of the floor on his back. The instruction was pretty much pointless; the impact had winded him so hard he couldn’t even get up to his knees, let alone try to stand. Instead he just lay there, dazed and staring at the ceiling fan, until someone stepped on his dick with a big black boot, hard enough to make him yelp.


  “What I tell you about making noise?” The man crouched, smirking to himself before grabbing Dougie by the hair and hauling him up onto his knees. He yanked Dougie’s hands behind his back. Narrow plastic zip-ties cut into the skin of his wrists as they bound him.


  “Do his elbows, too. Make his tits stick out.”


  “Fuck off, this ain’t a fucking strip tease. Get his mouth open.”


  They all wore black. Black boots, black sweatshirts, black pants. One of them had an earring, a flashy diamond stud that Dougie wished he were brave and strong enough to rip right out of the lobe. But other than that, he couldn’t tell them apart. Couldn’t even remember who J was, or which of them had picked him up and carried him out here. They didn’t look alike at all, except for their massive size, but still . . . they were like four heads on one horrible body, like some kind of rapey Greek myth come snarling and snapping to life.


  “Open.” Fingers compressed his cheeks, squishing his mouth open. Gloved fingers. They were wearing latex gloves.


  “Put some lipstick on him,” someone muttered.


  “You gonna lend us yours, then, you fucking idiot?” A cock slapped against his cheek and he squeezed his eyes shut, wishing he could squeeze his nose shut as well, not have to smell that cloying-sick stench of crotch and cum. “I said open, hole.” The cock slapped his cheek again, and then was followed by a hand heavy enough to knock him over, ears ringing, when he didn’t comply. He landed hard on his side, cracked his head against the hardwood floor. Lay there dazed as someone straddled his chest. Tasted latex against his tongue, hands prying his jaw open, and then he was filled, gagging, choking, tears streaming down his cheeks as someone rutted down his throat and grunted, “That’s it, hole. Take it,” like he had some kind of fucking choice.


  The cock was so far down his throat he couldn’t scream when someone pried his knees apart and shoved fingers up his ass again. Less resistance this time somehow, but God it still burned, stung, and his body lurched against it, stomach muscles clenching, trying to force the invader out. He bucked, kicked—his foot connected with something solid and grunty, and the fingers disappeared, came back as a fist to his stomach.


  “Careful! You’re gonna make him bite my knob off.” The cock in his mouth retreated, dragging disgusting, thick ropes of spit and bitter-salty I-don’t-even-want-to-think-about-it in its wake. Dougie’s face was soaked with it. Though he had nothing in his mouth, he still gagged.


  Someone laughed. “So much more fun when they’re straight, amiright?”


  “We should see if we can get two cocks in this straight twink’s ass.”


  “Hell, why not a fist? Wearing gloves, ain’t we?” Fingers shoved back inside him and wiggled, the motion strangely fish-like. Eels. Worms. He gagged again.


  “Find something to lube him up with. No way I’m fisting him dry. We tear his ass, it’ll be our asses torn next.”


  Thank God.


  But wait. They were clearly here to hurt him, so why did it matter how?


  Someone got up and stomped into the kitchen. Cupboard doors opened and closed. And then, strangely, the front door.


  There was a sound like a side of ham hitting the kitchen floor, and then—


  “Shit! Shit!”


  The hand pulled out of his ass. The cock disappeared from in front of his face. A boot pounded him in the center of his chest, pinning him to the ground.


  He started to scream.
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  Dougie was screaming.


  Dougie was screaming, and he was naked, and he was lying on the floor naked with a big combat boot keeping him pinned and his face was covered in tears and snot and drool and Mat had thought this was a fucking robbery or someone from the underground ring come to rough him up or twist his arm into throwing a fight but it was so much fucking worse.


  He saw white.


  His exhausted, abused body, the body he’d been planning to collapse into bed with, exploded into fight rage, ready to take down each of the other three motherfuckers in front of him the way he’d taken down the one behind him.


  They’d hurt Dougie. They’d hurt Dougie and nothing else mattered and he ducked low and planted his shoulder into the belly of the first guy who rushed him and body-slammed him right into the fucking hardwood floor, dropping after him with an elbow to the solar plexus that would’ve done Darryl fucking proud. The guy was gasping, immobile, and Mat wasted no time rushing the sick fucking fuck with his still-hard cock hanging out from his unzipped pants, wet with Oh God that’s spit that’s Dougie’s spit the fucker I’m gonna kill him I’m gonna rip him apart with my bare fucking—


  Gun.


  Mat froze, and the world froze with him that way it did in the cage sometimes, when shit went so slow and so perfectly clear he could swear he’d hear his opponent’s heartbeat. Fucking bullet time. He could plot whole maneuvers in that frozen place. Entire fucking strategies. But all he saw now was a gun, and Dougie, Dougie pinned and sobbing on the floor and the gun wasn’t pointed at Mat it was pointed at Dougie and he couldn’t move.


  “What—” His throat locked, as frozen as the rest of him. He cleared it. Cleared it again. Swallowed hard. Raised his hands in surrender. “What do you want?”


  His submission earned smug smiles all around. The one with his boot on Dougie’s chest ground his heel, presumably just to watch Mat squirm. Dougie whined and then went quiet, eyes never leaving Mat’s face. Pleading.


  “Listen, whatever you want, we can talk about it. Dougie’s a good kid. He doesn’t deserve to get tangled up in this, all right? You talk to me.”


  “What the hell would we do that for? We’re not here for you, we’re here for your little brother’s tight straight-boy ass. You wanna talk about that? Although now that you’re here . . .”


  A grumble and a grunt behind him, and suddenly the man he thought he’d knocked out in the kitchen was up again and right at his back. “Stop being an idiot. Fucker’s dangerous.” Then, to Mat, “Hands behind your back. You try a goddamned thing and my colleague over there is gonna blow your brother’s nuts off, understand?”


  Mat nodded and put his hands behind his back. Had to fight with everything in him not to fight when he felt a careless fist close around his wrist. Then a sharp, high noise and a tight, unyielding pressure. A zip-tie. Not one of those little ones he used to keep his computer cables neat, either. He twisted his wrists, but stayed silent, staring at Dougie the whole time. I’m gonna fix all this for you, he tried to promise with his eyes, but fuck if he knew how.


  The man who’d bound his wrists came out from behind him and walked over to Dougie and the two lackeys still on their feet, stepping over the semi-conscious one along the way. He held out a hand and barked, “Gun.”


  Time slowed again as the man obeyed, taking the gun away from Dougie and Mat could risk it now, had time, and so what if his hands were tied behind his back; he could still take these fuckers on . . .


  He was running before he’d made the conscious decision to move, barreling headlong into the ringleader, roaring like an animal and charging like one too—


  And then he stopped. Everything stopped. His whole body seized, and he hit the ground, hardly feeling the horrible tingling burn over the mind-blanking pain of every muscle in his body contracting. A Taser. They’d fucking tased him.


  A man loomed overhead, bending into his field of vision. “Too bad they don’t let you use those in the ring, eh? Maybe you wouldn’t lose so many fucking fights. Should I use it on your brother next? Nice little ball sac he has, like a teenage boy’s. Bet if I put the contacts right in—”


  “No,” Mat croaked. “No, please. Do it to me. Do it to me.”


  “Maybe later. If you’re good. If not, I’ll tase him in the dick and shoot you in the face, you got it?”


  “Got it.” He gritted his teeth, shuddering through another wave of involuntary muscle contractions.


  “Leave him alone,” Dougie sobbed from somewhere behind him. “If it’s me you want, leave him alone. I’ll be good, I’ll be so good . . .”


  Shut up, Dougie. Just shut up and let me handle this.


  “Wow, are you two gay together or something? I never seen two bitches fight over who gets his ass pounded before. Pick me! Pick me! Well all right, if that’s how you two want it to be, I’m game. Load ’em up. Shit got a little too loud just now to fuck around here any longer.”


  “Both of them?”


  “Yeah. Both of ’em. Why not. Seems like a waste to kill the brother when he’s so damn eager to please. ’Sides, look at him. We’ll earn our commission.”


  Commission? What the fuck?


  Someone hefted Mat to his feet, a hand on his bound wrists to keep him still. They marched Dougie ahead of him, naked and shaking like a leaf with a gun pressed between his shoulder blades, right where Mat could see.


  “Walk, hole,” the man behind him whispered in his ear. “Or your precious brother gets it.”


  He walked.


  They had, of all fucking things, a white windowless van parked in the garage. If Dougie had come and gone through the front door like he usually did, they could have been waiting in there all damn day without anyone knowing, smoking and working themselves into a fucking frenzy.


  “What the fuck, Rick?” one of them yelled as he yanked the van’s back doors wide open. “Some fucking lookout you are. Now we got an extra guest and J’s got a goddamn concussion or some shit.”


  The van’s dim interior was ordinary but somehow sickening to look at, like a fucking nightmare. Two seats up front with a man in each, the driver with his feet on the dashboard and the passenger with a laptop balanced on one thigh. In the back, a bench ran along one side. And on the other side? A barred metal cage, no bigger than half a bathtub, with a sturdy padlock on its door.


  They’d meant to put Dougie in there. After they’d raped him on the living room floor. Abused and degraded and kicked him around and pumped him full of their cum, and then into the human kennel, to be driven God-knew-where.


  “Sorry, who was it who wanted the van in the goddamned garage? Not much I can fucking surveil from here with the equipment we came out with.”


  Someone shoved Mat hard between the shoulder blades, and he stumbled forward, thighs banging into the lip of the van. “Into the cage, hole.”


  Mat froze. If he let them lock him in there . . .


  “Put my brother in. You want a blowjob? I’ll give you one that’ll blow your mind. You can fuck my ass, too.” He swallowed a stutter. “I’m a slut. Put him in the cage, and I’ll prove it.”


  “Nice try, but what the hell would we want your loose old hole for when we’ve got this tight little virgin cunt? Cage. Now, or I’ll let him try the Taser out too.”


  Mat jolted as if they’d used it on him, but did as he was told, climbing into the back of the van and crawling to the open door of the cage. No easy feat with his hands bound behind his back. It was too small, clearly custom-built for a person but not one with his height or his breadth across the shoulders. Nowhere near close to big enough for anyone but a small child to be comfortable. But he fit. Barely. The arch of his spine touched the cage’s roof, crushing his bound hands against it, and the top of his head brushed the front. If he looked to his left, he’d be able to see the interior of the van. He’d be able to see Dougie.


  What they did to Dougie.


  He tried not to think about it, pulling his knees forward so somebody could shut and lock the cage door behind him.


  “Looking a little cramped! Well, we did bring it along for your brother.” The idea of that horrified Mat all over again. Yeah, Dougie was four inches shorter and probably six inches narrower across the chest, but it still would’ve been torture for him to be stuck in here for more than a few minutes. “Oh well, you’ll have to live with it. It’s only an eight-hour drive, isn’t it?”


  “Ten if we hit morning traffic,” someone else corrected conversationally.


  Just the thought made Mat’s body throb. As if it hadn’t been throbbing already.


  “Ten hours,” someone said. “Fuck, I could get off five times in ten hours. Might as well start now.”


  A thud—quite distinctly a body hitting the floor against its will—followed by a short, sharp shout from Dougie. Another thud as the van doors slammed shut and the garage doors opened. “No!” Dougie cried, and then someone must’ve covered his mouth because the next No was muffled, a wordless, desperate plea that hurt Mat more than anything he’d ever endured in the ring, more than anything he’d endured so far at these men’s hands. More sounds of scrabbling as the van backed out of the garage and onto the street, more muffled Nos, and then a grunt, and a scream, an honest-to-God being-killed-by-an-ax-murderer fucking scream, and Mat hurled himself against the cage, fought the zip-ties until his wrists bled and banged and banged and banged until he’d worn himself down into a bruised, bleeding, panting puddle and gotten no closer to free. But at least, for a little while, it’d drowned out the awful cries and moans and whimpers, the steady slap slap of flesh on flesh, and the satisfied grunts of one man after another as they took their sick pleasures from a bound frightened boy in the back of a goddamned rape van.
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  They left him lying sprawled on his back on the rubber floor of the van, panting and weeping and oozing a slow dribble of cum.


  Done using him for now, they ignored him, talking amongst themselves and pointedly not looking at him, like he was a dog who’d shit the carpet. Even Mat had turned his head away at some point, eyes squeezed tightly shut. Not that Dougie could blame him.


  It must have been horrible to watch. Dougie, crying and begging and twisting while they pinned him down and all took a turn. Up until the last two, that was, who’d given him a few impatient slaps to get him up and moving into the position they wanted—one underneath him on his back, one looming over him face-to-face—and pushed into him together, two big horrible cocks tearing him open, moving out of sync inside him, lubricated by leftover cum from everyone who’d fucked him before.


  But it was over now. He rolled onto his side and curled in on himself, irrationally protecting his belly, as if that were the most sensitive part of himself. At his back, Mat moaned like a man dying of fever. Dougie wanted to comfort him, but, God, he couldn’t—he couldn’t turn his back on their captors, even if for now they seemed sated.


  He wished he could talk to Mat, wished he could at least whisper Mat’s name, or touch him, just let him know somehow that he was okay, not to worry, they’d get through this. He couldn’t stand the thought of Mat being so distraught on his account. But he was afraid that any attempt to get Mat’s attention might draw the men’s as well. So far, Mat had gone mostly unscathed, and Dougie would let them rape him a hundred times over to keep Mat that way.


  So he stayed quiet, and soon his sobs slowed until all that was left was a silent trickle of tears.


  He hated them. Hated that he was crying like some little kid, no matter how awful the circumstances. What he needed was to think, not wallow. Mat always said he was the brains of the family—he was working on a Ph.D. in psych, for God’s sake—so why did he feel so fucking stuck right now?


  Trauma. Shock. It’s too big, too fresh to be real yet.


  Had he asked their kidnappers what they wanted? He couldn’t remember.


  Aside from your “tight virgin hole,” you mean?


  But that couldn’t be all there was to it, could there? And why him instead of Mat? If they’d planned to take him hostage to get to Mat, then why take Mat too? Why not just leave him unconscious on the living room floor? Or dead, God forbid. And what had they meant by earning their commission? He wanted to ask—wanted to ask that and a million more things—but the kidnappers’ eyes were elsewhere, distant and sated, and oh God what if he pulled their attention back to him, back to . . .


  He swallowed down a surge of nausea and tried not to hiss as pain flared hot and slick between his legs.


  The van slowed, veered right. An off-ramp maybe? The turn grew sharper, like a clover leaf; Dougie rolled limply across the rubber floor, face-first into Mat’s cage, rattling it hard. Mat moaned. Dougie still couldn’t meet his eyes—filled with shame just at the thought of it, though who knew why, it’s not like any of this was his fault—but he looked at Mat’s bowed spine, his straining arms mashed against the top of the cage, blood still dribbling from the cuts the zip-ties had left on his wrists. He was far too big for that cage; he actually looked more miserable than Dougie felt. Had to be to have been reduced to vocalizing his pain. He didn’t even do that in fights when he got his ass kicked three ways from Sunday.


  Maybe Dougie could beg the men to let Mat out. Make a deal, a trade. Offer to blow them, like Mat’d done. Surely a willing suck was better than one taken by force?


  No. If they sensed weakness, they’d exploit it. They’d use Mat against him. Better to let them forget Mat existed.


  A toe prodded Dougie’s side experimentally. Stay limp. Play dead.


  “Well this one’s not gonna be much work for Madame. Stick a couple dicks in his ass and he’s like a fucking blow-up doll.”


  “He’s not passed out, is he?”


  “Naw, his little eyeballs are rolling around like a spooked horse’s.”


  “Well in that case . . .” A hand on his shoulder, another on his hip, wrenching him onto his back. Fingers squeezing hard at the hinge of his jaw, a cock at his lips, a body settling between his thighs. He squeezed his eyes closed and opened his mouth. Let his legs fall limp, face burning at his weakness, his acquiescence, at the traitorous, spineless thought screeching through his brain: I’ll give you what you want, just please don’t hurt me anymore.


  The tears started again. He hadn’t realized they’d stopped.


  The men hurt him anyway. Far, far too much, and the begging words in his head began to spill from his lips, over and over and he couldn’t stop them, hated them, hated himself, hated these men more than he’d ever known it was possible to hate.


  “Oh pleeeeease don’t hurt me!” they mimicked in high squealing voices as they pounded into him, singly, in pairs, two in his ass and then two in his mouth at the same time, cutting off his cries. “I’ll be good! Boo hoo!”


  But he clung to the one consolation amidst all the shame, the humiliation, the agony, the misery: At least Mat was okay. At least they were leaving him alone.
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  Somehow, Mat fell asleep. Or maybe he just passed out from pure exhaustion, or blacked out from trauma or pain, or whatever the hell explanation made more sense than taking a catnap in a fucking dog cage while thugs were gang-raping his brother. All he knew was one second he was listening to Dougie crying again, throat hoarse from rough use, and the next, he was wrenching awake under a crashing tsunami of pain. He’d never felt such awful muscle cramps in his life, not even when Darryl had pushed him an extra ten miles in 90-degree heat in a fucking sweat suit. And Jesus, he had to piss. He realized the van had stopped moving, pried his eyes open, and immediately wished he hadn’t. Dougie’s head lay just inches from his, face slack and stained with tears and cum, lips swollen, eyes as glassy as a doll’s. He wasn’t blinking. If he saw Mat at all, he didn’t acknowledge it.


  Mat tried to say something, call his name, tell him to hang on. But he was a fucking coward, couldn’t do it—couldn’t face the possibility that Dougie wouldn’t answer him. Couldn’t answer him.


  He was breathing, at least. There’s always hope as long as you’re still breathing, Darryl liked to say.


  Mat clung to that like the chain-link of the ring after a too-hard knock to the head.


  “Thank fucking God that’s over.”


  “Are you kidding me? We just spent ten hours enjoying a six-figure piece of ass, and you’re happy it’s over?”


  “Carsick.”


  “Up you get, hole. Time to meet your maker.”


  Oh, that last one wasn’t spoken among themselves. A hand fisted Dougie’s cum-streaked hair and yanked him upright, but none of his limbs seemed to respond. His body dangled by the hair, his eyes rolling back. Please let him be passed out, Mat thought, because it was surely better than being awake for whatever was coming next.


  Someone was fiddling with the lock on Mat’s cage.


  “No,” another said. “Leave the brother here until we can get a hobble and a muzzle on him. I’m not embarrassing myself by getting my ass kicked in front of the curators, are you?”


  “He’s been in that fucking cage for ten hours. You think he’s in any position to kick anybody’s ass? Probably won’t even be able to stand.”


  “You willing to bet on that? I heard about a guy in District Six, his catch kicked him in the nuts and got loose in the warehouse, had to be put down, so they put down the guy too, replaced him with somebody smarter. They like shit orderly here. Plenty of guys slavering over your job . . . well, maybe not the job so much as the perks.”


  At that, he spanked Dougie hard on one ass cheek, making him cry out.


  “Fine. Let’s do it your way. Not like I care if the hole spends another three days in that fucking cage. I’m kinda disappointed the ten hours wasn’t long enough to see him piss or shit himself.”


  Not for lack of need. He had to piss so bad his back teeth were floating, but no fucking way was he gonna do that in front of these fuckers.


  “You’re fucking sick. I don’t want to smell that shit.”


  “Literally.”


  They laughed. Hoisted Dougie to his feet, although it took two of them to keep him standing.


  From his vantage point, Mat could see the shiny flakes of dried cum on Dougie’s inner thighs, the slightly pinkish hue it had at the very top, where it disappeared between his ass cheeks.


  They were right to keep Mat in the cage. He didn’t care if his legs were asleep, he’d learn to fly if it meant he could kill these fuckers.


  One by one, the men hopped out of the van. The one remaining inside passed Dougie down to them. No resistance, no struggle. Dougie didn’t so much as flinch, despite the rough handling. He still seemed a million miles away, and as much as that’d terrified Mat before, he was starting to be grateful for it now. Maybe, wherever he was, he wasn’t feeling any pain.


  But then they pulled him away from the van, and suddenly he was a flurry of violence, bound hands jerking, legs kicking, body bucking like a beached fish as he screamed and screamed Mat’s name.


  “It’s all right, Dougie!” Mat shouted, closing his eyes against the terror in his brother’s voice, the thud of a fist hitting flesh, the sheer fucking helplessness of it all. “It’s all right! I’ll be right behind you, okay?” Another thud. Two more. A short sharp scream, and then silence. “Do what they say,” Mat added, voice cracking as the words burned like poison on his tongue. Don’t give them an excuse to hurt you.


  Not that they fucking needed one.


  The sounds of their footsteps slowly faded, and Mat waited, just trying to breathe, to calm himself, to ignore the pain, find that cold center he tapped in the ring and wait. It’d do him no good to struggle now. No good to let his anger control him. He needed to stay whole, preserve his strength, keep a clear enough head to spot the weakness when it came. And it would come. It always did. Half a lifetime in the ring had taught him that, if nothing else.


  He was alone a long time. Or maybe it just felt it, the way his joints and muscles were screaming. He allowed himself a single moment of panic over his hands, half numb and bruised and bleeding as they were, then shoved it away. Getting out of this alive would be blessing enough. If he could never fight again after, well . . . he’d worry about that then, if he needed to.


  Hopefully I’ll get the chance.


  Footsteps returning, echoing through what he instinctively knew was a massive room. His neck was far too cramped for him to turn and look, and he itched with that un-knowledge, burned to know how many men were coming up behind him, how his body would respond when he came free of this cage, if it would function or betray him.


  “I cannot believe this,” someone said, and it was a woman’s voice. She sounded . . . terrifyingly competent. Just that one sentence. “He was on television last night. The only way you could be more damn conspicuous is if you’d kidnapped one of the Brangelina kids.”


  “He’s a nobody, bottom rung. He saw our faces; it was either this or kill him.”


  “So kill him. I don’t pay you to be merciful, you pack of oafs. Give him an overdose of heroin and dump his body somewhere. I don’t want him here.”


  “I don’t . . . with respect, Madame, I don’t see how that’ll help. The fighter shows up dead and the brother missing? Seems more suspicious than both of them dropping off the map. We empty out their house, make it look like they fled to Mexico. Leave a paper trail of gambling debts. He’ll earn his keep. He’s a little rough, but not bad looking. And you should see the pair of them together.”


  A long, horrible pause. A pendulum swinging between life and death. He didn’t mind death so much, but leaving Dougie behind, that terrified him.


  “Fine, get the brother. You have thirty seconds to convince me.”


  Receding footsteps again. Approaching ones, too. The van dipped under someone’s weight. Key in the lock, cage door swinging open. He gritted his teeth and lashed out, felt the impact reverberate up his half-numb leg and shred his joints like broken glass. He screamed. So did whoever he’d kicked. From the sound of the thud and the bounce of the van, he’d knocked the guy right out the back door and onto a hard floor.


  “For fuck’s sake, you idiots. Do I have to fix all your messes?”


  The van dipped again, not as much this time. Mat tried to back out the opened cage door, but Jesus, he couldn’t move, couldn’t move at all and oh my fucking God he hurt. Couldn’t even turn his head to assess the situation, but then a delicate, manicured hand came into his field of vision, followed by an equally well-groomed head. Pretty, maybe, if she weren’t such a goddamned bitch. Mid-forties. Expression that made it clear she was used to getting her way.


  She locked eyes with him. “You’re not really helping your case, you know. They’re the ones who think I shouldn’t kill you. Maybe you should stop beating them up.”


  If Mat opened his mouth, he’d tell her to go fuck herself, so he kept his lips clamped shut.


  Her mouth twisted into a curl of distaste. “Yes, well, I suppose fighters aren’t known for their brilliance. So let me speak as plainly as possible, hole.”


  Hole. If he never heard that word again, it’d be too soon.


  “You’ll come quietly out of this cage, or I’ll shoot you full of heroin and have these morons here dump you in Mexico. Do you understand?”


  Bitch. Not a word he usually used, but if she was going to call him “hole,” he wasn’t gonna feel guilty about returning the favor. “Yes,” he gritted out.


  She disappeared from his line of sight. “Grab his feet,” she said to someone. He barely felt the hands on his half-numb ankles. Felt the tug plenty clear, but then they pulled both legs straight and everything whited out for a moment, drowned in a roar as punishing as the Taser, and when the world finally faded back in, he was writhing on the floor by the van’s back tires, cramping everywhere and wishing, just for an instant, that he’d hurry up and die already.


  Then that faded too, and the woman was squatting by his head again, poking at his shoulder like it was some particularly offensive bit of gunk on her shoe. “Get up, hole.”


  “I fucking can’t,” he growled before he could stop himself.


  “Then you’re no use to me.” She stood, dusted her hands. “Shoot him up and dump him.”


  Somehow, he climbed to his feet. Grit, Darryl called it when he was pleased with him, or sheer fucking stubbornness when he wasn’t. Whatever it was, it’d seen him through to victory in more fights than he could remember. He wouldn’t lose this one.


  As soon as he stood, he saw Dougie. Dougie, kneeling between two of the bruisers, frozen and sickly pale. Mat knew that look from the ring. He was going to pass out.


  Hold on, he willed his eyes to say. Just hold on for me.


  “Oh,” the woman sighed, sounding distinctly touched. Her hand rose to cover the string of pearls that rested over her collarbone. She looked between them with the eyes of a predator, disassembling the scene, translating it into the raw data she needed. She looked back to Mat, some kind of decision there. “Hole,” she said. “I see these animals in my employ have had their way with your brother.”


  No shit.


  “He looks disgusting, and frankly, I and my clientele don’t abide by ugly things. A very ugly business with a very beautiful face is my policy. And the state of him . . . well, it’s just not acceptable. Not remotely acceptable. I’ve half a mind to toss him out before he pollutes the whole operation.”


  Heroin. Mexico. His body left in some dumpster to rot. We’re nothing to her, neither of us are anything to anyone but each other.


  “Well, at least you understand what I’m driving at, judging by your expression. So what do you think, shall I burn him like a filthy rag? Or will you crawl over there and prove you both deserve a place here?” She read his face again, waiting for something. “Not as smart as I thought, then, but oh well. Come clean him, hole. If he passes inspection, I’ll let you both through. If not . . .”


  Clean him.


  Clean him.


  Clean him.


  The words didn’t make sense. Ran together. Came out garbled, like they weren’t in English. He realized it was because he didn’t want to know what they meant. Because knowing what they meant would mean asking—


  “With what?”


  She smiled. “I think even you must know the answer to that.”


  The only thing he had, of course.


  Bile rose in his throat. “No.” Please no.


  “Mat, please . . .” Dougie’s voice was high and reedy.


  “No?” the woman asked him, quite politely, as if he’d refused her offer for a second helping of dessert. “All right, then. Gentlemen, dispose of them both.”


  “Wait!” Mat cried as one of the heavies said, “But—”


  “Did I ask for your fucking opinion?” the woman said to the heavy—ignoring Mat completely. “Maybe you’ve forgotten, but I’m richer than the queen. I can absorb the loss of these two. You can’t. Maybe it’ll teach you not to bring your dirty spunk-soaked trash to my door and tell me it’s valuable product. Do I make myself clear?”


  “Yes, Madame.”


  “No!”


  Dougie again. Oh God please stop talking please just stop let me think this through there must be some way—


  “No? No? Is that the only word in your sorry vocabularies?” Her heels clicked across the cement floor. She caught Dougie by the chin, turned his face to examine it.


  “He’ll do it, miss. You’ll see.” Dougie locked pleading eyes with Mat. “He will.”


  No longer the woman telling him. His brother, asking him. Begging him.


  They couldn’t escape from this if they were dead. It was the conclusion they’d both come to. They’d have to play by this woman’s rules. Degrade themselves to stay alive. Once they were free, it wouldn’t matter what they’d done to achieve it.


  That’s what Mat told himself when he nodded his acceptance.


  He took half a step, froze when the woman barked, “No.” He turned his eyes to her, afraid even to move his head lest he screw up again, displease her into killing them both. She raised one neat eyebrow and said, “Crawl.”


  No thought, no hesitation. His body dropped to its knees of its own accord. He was used to fighting on the floor. He’d learned how to submit halfway through his very first sparring lesson twenty-two years back. He could do this.


  He shuffled along on his knees, hands still bound behind his back. The distance to Dougie felt like a fucking chasm. His limbs still weren’t working quite the way they should, and moving hurt, but none of that mattered now. He let it all go, let everything go but him and Dougie, the goal, the prize.


  Win. Save our lives.


  One of the men at Dougie’s side turned him around, used a boot to bend him forward until his ass rose up, exposed. Rough hands yanked Dougie’s ass cheeks apart, showing off his swollen, bloodied hole.


  Maybe it would be better if they died.


  But no. Dougie had asked him. Dougie wanted to live. He wouldn’t condemn his brother to a death he didn’t want, and he wouldn’t leave him alone here, either.


  “That better not be blood,” the woman snarled. “Tell me right now that isn’t blood. Tell me you did not bring this boy to me with blood on his ass and think you were going to get away with it.”


  Mat hated her, hated her as fiercely as he hated them, but just for one single moment he was grateful, satisfied, felt vindicated at the sight of her exacting the vengeance he could not.


  “Fifty percent off your commissions. Next time, I’ll have your jobs, you understand? And you, hole. What are you waiting for, a formal invitation?”


  Mat lurched as if she’d kicked him, though she hadn’t, of course; he’d bet money she wouldn’t deign to smear his sweat on her thousand-dollar shoes. He crawled forward a length. Another. Until his jean-clad knees rested lightly against the soles of Dougie’s bare feet.


  Someone gripped the back of his neck and shoved his face into Dougie’s upraised ass.


  He cried out, struggled for half a second, but then stilled himself. Tried not to breathe. Just pretend it’s a different body, not Dougie at all. Pretend it’s one guy’s cum, not five. Pretend those copper smears are . . .


  His imagination failed him at the same time the woman’s patience failed her. “Forget it,” she said, and Dougie cried “No!” and Mat cried “Wait, I’m sorry!” and stuck his fucking tongue out.


  That first taste, that first thought—my brother Jesus Christ this is my brother—set him gagging so hard he reared back, gasping for air, clawing desperately at what remained of his self-control. No good—he had cum smeared all over his face, in his nostrils, in his mouth, bitter and bloody and oh God I can’t—


  He turned his head to the side and puked. Water and bile—he never ate before a fight, couldn’t eat after, too jittery, too queasy with delayed adrenaline—but apparently it was enough to send the boss-bitch into a fury.


  “Some brother,” she said, crouching and grabbing Dougie by the chin. She turned his face back and forth, pouting in a grotesque parody of pity. “Can’t give up his scruples, even to save your life. And what about you? What will you do to stay alive?” She stood again and dusted her hands. Turned to one of the guards. “You. Give this hole your nightstick to beat his brother with. Hole, punish your brother for being a stuck-up coward. And for puking on my immaculate floor.”


  Mat curled up against said floor, spitting leftover vomit, hiding his shameful face. Braced himself for the pain. He deserved it. Dougie should do it. Wouldn’t want to, but he was stronger than Mat about things like this, about knowing when to follow your head instead of your heart and gut.


  The blows never came. Dougie was standing over him, swaying on his feet but resolute, the nightstick clenched in one fist. “I won’t,” he said, voice cracking but brave—so, so brave.


  “What?” The woman’s voice was smooth, completely unruffled, and Mat got the sense that Dougie’s disobedience had played exactly into her hands.


  “I won’t hurt him.” The nightstick clattered to the floor. “You’ll have to kill me, I guess.”


  “Fine,” she sighed, and before Mat could react, shout No!, kill them all and get Dougie the fuck out, she added, “It’s good enough. Get them out of here.”


  Mat gasped for air, gulping down momentary relief that they’d be allowed to live—before remembering what they were being kept alive for. He stole a glance at Dougie, at the pained resignation on his face, the terror, the disgust, the relief—all of it mirroring Mat’s own.


  “Just hose them down and get them processed before I change my mind.”
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  It was fucking evil, what he’d done to Mat. What he’d asked Mat to do to him. Far more evil than he could make up for with that too-little-too-late gesture with the nightstick. How could he have asked Mat to do that? How could he—


  We’re alive.


  Hopefully, Mat understood. But how could he? Mat was principled. Willing to die and leave what was left of their dignity intact. Dougie was a fucking coward. His hands weren’t even tied anymore, and what did he do as they dragged Mat away to God knew where, kicking and spitting like a fucking wildcat despite his bound and bleeding wrists and the thugs landing one body shot after the next? Nothing, that’s what. He stayed right where he was like some fucking rabbit in a wolf’s sights, quaking and whimpering, too afraid to remain standing. He dropped to his knees instead and waited for his punishment, open and exposed like some fucking cum-stained invitation from a five-dollar whore.


  He just wanted to go home.


  Hands grabbed at his biceps, hauled him off the floor. He almost whimpered Don’t hurt me again, but managed to bite it back. Like it’d have mattered worth a damn anyway. Hadn’t yet. They actually seemed to like it when he begged.


  “Careful, oafs. You’ve already done enough, don’t you think? And where do you think he’s going to go, exactly?”


  “Sorry, Madame,” one of them said, and the grips on Dougie’s arms gentled, just a little. He tried to make his legs work when they nudged him forward, but he couldn’t. Couldn’t stop shaking. Couldn’t stop thinking about the white-hot ball of hurt between his legs—which at least drowned out the matching one in his heart when he thought about Mat, about what he’d begged him to do, about what might happen next.


  About what had happened already.


  They dragged him along a clean white corridor that smelled faintly of bleach. Artificial lighting, no windows. Sound-dampening panels on the walls, like the ones in the music rooms back at school where he’d plunked out clumsy melodies on the slightly-out-of-tune pianos when he couldn’t focus for one more second on psych.


  Why do they need those here? he thought, and then, an instant later, Duh.


  He hoped Mat was okay.


  No time to dwell on it, though. They’d reached a door. One of the men at his shoulder grabbed him by the ear. “This is where we part, sweetheart. G’luck.” The tone was a lot crueler than the words on their own, and the man followed them up with a sloppy too-much-tongue kiss and a grasping hand that cupped Dougie’s ass cheek and hooked several fingers into his hole. And then the door was open and they were shoving him through, into harsher, brighter light, and then they were gone.


  The door slammed shut behind him, followed by a distinctly lock-like click.


  The room was tiled and absolutely immaculate. A doctor’s stool was tucked into one corner, within arm’s reach of a triangle of apparent necessities: a touch-screen computer console built into one wall, an examination table with ohGodstirrups, and a shiny metal wheeled cart like the one at the dentist’s office, its trays covered in the same blue tissue that disguised whatever implements were underneath. It really could have been a doctor’s office. He could’ve half-tricked himself into that, except for the part where there were fucking shackles hanging from the center of the ceiling, directly above a strangely ominous shower drain.


  A door, opposite the one he’d come through, opened and then closed again, and indeed, it was a person dressed like a doctor who’d walked through.


  “Around here, you kneel when a better walks into the room,” the man said without looking up. He breezed over to the console, tapped a few buttons, nodded to himself. “You’re still not kneeling.”


  He’s alone. My hands are free. I could attack—


  “Those are dangerous thoughts, boy.” He pointed at one corner of the ceiling, still not looking up from his console. “See that camera? Remember those charming gentlemen who brought you in? They’re on the other side. I’m sure they’d be delighted to come visit you again.”


  Dougie looked dutifully at the camera, swallowing hard against the thought of those hands on my skin cock in my ass my mouth my—


  He fell to his knees, and told himself it was just the exhaustion. Nothing more.


  “Name?” the man asked, not remarking on Dougie’s sudden obedience.


  “D-Douglas Carmichael.”


  And what can I do for you today, Douglas? he imagined the man saying, as if he were a real doctor.


  But the man didn’t. He just opened a drawer in his metal cart, producing a pair of latex gloves, and pulled them on. “Not anymore you aren’t. You’re now . . .” He squinted at the screen. “M-36-526. But I’ll just call you boy, since it’s all the same. Let’s get you cleaned up, boy. Madame says your procurers brought you in absolutely filthy.”


  Something like relief swelled in his chest. It was the first kindness he’d known here. To be clean again, and not by—not using—not—


  The doctor rose, striding to the center of the room where the chains hung. He looked to Dougie with an expression of patent annoyance. “These do extend to reach you, but I’d really rather you showed some initiative. Making things hard on me makes them hard on yourself.”


  “Uh . . . oh. Sorry.” A sense of absolute absurdity had washed over him, dulling the acute fear. He shuffled forward on his knees and held out his wrists to be cuffed.


  “Going up,” the doctor said, seemingly to himself, and wandered back to his console. The chains jerked, then drew smoothly upward, retracting into the ceiling and pulling Dougie along with them. The muscles of his shoulders screamed until he managed to get his feet beneath him.


  The fear came back.


  At least the chains stopped before his feet came off the ground. His shoulders unclenched. There was slack. Not much, but enough not to hurt.


  “Eyes closed, now. And don’t get this in your mouth.”


  Before he could ask Get what in my mouth? a cold, clear . . . something cascaded down from overhead, viscous as liquid dish soap, drenching him and setting his teeth to chattering. It smelled sharp, like disinfectant, and stung the dozens of little cuts and scrapes he hadn’t realized, until now, were covering his body.


  It flowed for maybe thirty seconds, as goopy and disgusting as the cum he was covered in, then shut off. He shook his head to clear it from his face, cautiously peeked one eye open, and realized he and the doctor were no longer alone.


  A beautiful young woman, as naked as he was, was coming at him with a scrub brush, and he couldn’t help it—he laughed. What a fantasy this might’ve been—him helpless at the mercy of a nude supermodel while she soaped him down—if only he hadn’t been, oh, kidnapped and gang-raped. That’s what it took to get a woman like this to notice him?


  “A woman like this?”


  Dougie, what the hell is wrong with you? How could he even think of something like that in this place? And even outside of the timing, she was naked.


  Naked. Not like the doctor, not like Madame, not like the heavies who’d brought him here, who were all dressed and all, in their way, in control of what was happening here. This woman, she was naked, just like Dougie was.


  And what if she was like Dougie? Kidnapped, brought here, stripped and abused and—why wasn’t she fighting, or crying, or protesting, or, or . . .?


  But she said nothing as she worked the goo into a lather across his chest, up his arms, down his legs, around his back, through his hair. A little too rough for his tastes, but then, that seemed to be the theme of the fucking day, didn’t it? She scrubbed no more gently when she cleaned his cock and balls, but took pity when she reached the crack of his ass, rubbing slimy fingers there again and again until she was satisfied. The goo fucking stung there, burned almost as bad as when the men had—


  No. He wrenched his mind away from that and just focused on holding still, not freaking out, not letting his thoughts drag him back down into that horror. She was just washing him. He wanted that. Not trying to hurt. Not trying to violate. Getting rid of the marks of other people’s hurt and violation.


  Hah. Not enough goo in the world for that.


  Apparently finished, she stepped back and eyed him critically. Then she nodded, and the shower came on overhead again. No goo this time, but the water was just as cold and miserable as it sluiced the gunk away. She helped it along, running her hands over his skin to rinse him clean. A clinical touch, but warm, and if he closed his eyes and pretended really, really hard . . .


  Fuck. All he saw when he closed his eyes was men looming over him. Leering. He opened them again.


  “Inside too, Pet.”


  Dougie’s stomach somersaulted. He had terrible visions of a bottle brush, like the bristly metal ones they used in chemistry class to clean test tubes. Up his ass. He couldn’t suppress an animal shudder.


  But then the doctor said, “Do be careful; Madame says he came in bleeding.” A moment’s relief at that, until he realized that something was obviously getting shoved up his ass again, or else why the “be careful”?


  Well, at least it’d be a relief not to feel five other guys’ cum dribbling down his thigh anymore.


  And how the fuck could he think shit like that and still be sane?


  The woman circled around behind him, and he craned his neck trying to see her over his shoulder. Her hands had been empty, right? She knelt out of his field of vision, fiddled with something on the floor. Wrong angle—he couldn’t see. God, what was she doing back there?


  “Try to relax,” she said, and God, there was something wrong with her voice, something wrong with the way she spoke, because she was as polite and sweet and detached and as fucking inhuman as the voice on a GPS or an automated phone system but surrounded by so much—so much—and then something cold and hard and smooth was sliding inside him, much smaller and gentler than all the other things that’d been forced up his ass lately and the cold was almost soothing on his abused flesh until—


  OhmyGodwhatthefuckisthat!


  Water, maybe. An enema? What the fuck? “Stop it,” he gasped, trying to squirm away, but she just slung an arm around his waist and held him as the water flowed in a sickly trickle-spurt like jizz from some rapist-fucker’s cock and he wanted it out out out—


  “If you don’t hold still,” the doctor said, “I’ll pull those chains up. I don’t think you’d care for that at all; I hear it’s excruciatingly painful to hang from your wrists in steel cuffs.”


  His stomach cramped. For a moment he thought it was the doctor’s threat, but then it cramped again, and he felt an overpowering urge to push.


  An urge the doctor seemed to recognize. “Don’t you dare mess. Don’t you dare. This isn’t meant as a punishment, but it can be.”


  Dougie bit his lip and squeezed his eyes shut. Squeezed his ass cheeks shut too. God, he could feel his insides sloshing. That same sick sensation of having your foot in a wet sock and stuffed in a rubber boot full of water. It wasn’t fucking right.


  The woman calmly stepped back.


  He couldn’t hold this any longer. He was going to vomit. But that wasn’t right at all, was it? He looked to the doctor. Cried out, “Please!”


  The doctor nodded—at the woman, not Dougie—and she said, “Clench tight,” in her strange disaffected voice and then slid the enema nozzle from his ass. He almost lost it for a second, but the threat of punishment roared in his head and he clamped down hard, just in time. The chains started to lower, and the woman pulled the grate from the floor as she guided him down, until he was sitting right over the hole. “Go ahead,” the doctor said. “You can let go.” And then relief, so profound he couldn’t even feel ashamed at how it came about.
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  Mat tipped forward, forehead pressed to the floor as the woman cleaned him with another blast of cold water, washing it all down the drain. The chains hung slack enough now for him to hug his aching gut, so he did, moaning miserably around the bit gag the doctor had fitted him with the minute he’d been dragged in.


  The doctor crouched, grabbed him by the hair, pulled him to his knees, and yanked him around until they were face to face. But if he thought Mat was going to meekly avert his eyes, he was fucking wrong. Mat glowered daggers, mentally screaming, Bring me my fucking brother, you pig, I’ll kill you if you did this to him too.


  The doctor reached casually between Mat’s legs with his free hand and squeezed his balls until Mat’s eyes clamped shut of their own accord.


  “Look me in the eye again and I’ll pop one,” he said.


  Jesus fuck. Mat believed him.


  “Get him on the table,” the doctor said. The two heavies who’d dragged him in here unchained him and hauled him over to the table, where he was slammed down on his back hard enough to daze him. They took advantage, trapping his wrists in mental-institution leather straps by his hips, and fitting his ankles and feet securely into a pair of high, wide stirrups.


  The doctor measured his waist, his inseam, his chest, his upper arm, his throat. The doctor tapped the results into his console, and then, without warning, wrapped a hand around Mat’s unprotected dick.


  “Get hard,” he commanded, giving Mat a dry tug along the foreskin. “Or I’ll give you a drug to get you hard, and you won’t like it.”


  Buy me dinner first, he wished he could taunt—anything to make up for the fact that there was no way he’d be able to obey that command right now. Too tired, too afraid, hurting too much. He just had to hope it looked like defiance.


  “Not very virile,” the doctor said with a shake of his head and a disappointed cluck that made Mat’s face burn. “That will count against your price, you know. At least your brother was enthusiastic at this part of the examination.”


  Fuck you. I’ll fucking tear your fingers off if you touched him this way.


  But the doctor just smiled coldly, produced a tube of medical-grade lubricant from a drawer on his cart, and drizzled it onto the tip of one gloved finger. “This first, then the wand, then the shot. You don’t want the shot, I assure you. It drives you mad with arousal. You’ll touch anyone, service anyone, do anything just for a scrap of pleasure. I’ve seen men with erections for days on end. Putting all manner of objects into themselves. Broken glass bottles . . .” His finger, ice cold, glided easily into Mat’s ass and crooked with expert efficiency against his prostate.


  Turned out he didn’t need the wand, let alone the dreaded “shot.” One rub, two, and Mat’s cock rose into his field of vision, red and thick, the foreskin sliding back to reveal the darker crown. “Pet,” the doctor called to his Stepford Wife-creepy nude assistant, and she padded over, quickly measuring Mat’s erection with the same cool detachment the doctor had measuring everything else. At the result, the doctor commented, “There may be hope for this one yet.”


  His bony finger withdrew from Mat’s ass. A vibrating rubber cock ring was wrapped around the base of his cock and balls to help keep him standing. He didn’t even lose his hard-on when the doctor drew three vials of blood.


  Then the doctor spun in his stool, back to the cart again, and produced a keycard on a little pull-line pinned to his scrubs. He swiped it in a slot on the side of the cart and a drawer popped open. From there, he pulled out a small hinged case, a little like a ring box, and took a metallic-looking grain of rice from it. This he loaded into an enormous needle that he shoved beneath the skin of Mat’s left forearm, huge and brutal and horribly painful, painful enough that Mat howled against the thick bit of his gag.


  The doctor cast him a baleful look—Don’t be such a fucking pussy, Mr. UFC Fighter—handed the giganto-syringe to his naked assistant, and picked up a handheld scanner, the sort you’d find stockers using in a supermarket, maybe. He ran it over whatever he’d just jammed into Mat’s arm, and Mat was able to lift his head just far enough to catch a glimpse of the scanner’s screen. He couldn’t quite see what was on it, but he thought he made out a string of numbers, a list of data. Probably all the things the doctor had been busily entering into the computer by the exam table: Mat’s new ID, vital signs, measurements, all that shit. Chipped like a fucking animal.


  “Excellent,” the doctor said, though to whom, Mat had no idea. He put the scanner down and looked to his assistant. “First video, Pet.”


  She nodded once, painfully graceful, paced to the far corner and opened a narrow cabinet door. For a moment Mat couldn’t see what she’d fetched, but then she turned around, and it hit him with all the force of an uppercut. Video camera. Tripod. Jesus fucking Christ, they’re gonna film this.


  The thought burned like bile up his throat and he clenched his jaw, turned his head, just in case he puked again. What if the gag made him asphyxiate? They’d probably film you dying. But what were they going to do with the video? Had they filmed Dougie too? A week from now, would sick fucks the world over be jacking off to this streaming on their computer screens? Is that why they’d been taken?


  The nude assistant set the tripod up about ten feet from Mat, peered through the viewfinder until she was happy, and clicked record. The little red light burned straight through Mat’s brain. Taping this, they’re fucking taping this. Like a fucking record caught in a groove, he couldn’t think of anything else.


  Until the woman bent between his legs and sucked his cock straight down her throat.


  God, no! Get her off me! He bucked against his bindings, which in hindsight only made things worse, only made her hum and gulp around him. His ankles twisted, body thrashing like an eel, trying to pull back, hitting the solid surface of the table underneath him, but she didn’t let up, didn’t stop, and God, who was she, why—


  The doctor, watching all this with an observant eye, clucked to himself. “This won’t do, Pet. Not for our purposes, I’m afraid. You’re dismissed.”


  She pulled off Mat’s dick, swept her hair behind her shoulder, and left without the slightest trace of insult on her features. What the hell was wrong with her? What the hell was wrong with this whole fucking place? Mat looked to the doctor, sure he was about to be punished, but the man didn’t raise a hand against him, just smiled. “Your brother struggled too, but his was more for show, I think. He came spectacularly, you should know. All over his own chest and face. They’ll love that. Shall we try again?”


  He went to the camera himself, this time. Fiddled with a couple buttons.


  Take two, Mat supposed.


  The doctor cleared his throat, made purposeful eye contact with the camera, then began to root in the bottom drawer of his cart. The first object he produced was a curved vibrator, black and masculine and no-nonsense, nothing like the frilly glittery things lining the walls of adult novelty stores. When he turned it on, it shook in his hand. Powerful. Relentless.


  The second object was one of those tube masturbators, peach squishy silicone wrapped in a blue hard shell.


  The vibrator, the doctor thumped into his ass in one merciless thrust, hitting his prostate instantly. The masturbator, he used to consume just the head of Mat’s cock, just enough to tease.


  “Look at the camera,” he directed, not showing the slightest hint of arousal, not affected by what he was doing at all. “And don’t be shy. Shy might work for some, but not for you.”


  The tip of the vibrator grazed over his prostate. Up. Down. Up again. Working him mercilessly. Mat’s nostrils flared, but he didn’t moan. He wouldn’t fucking moan.


  The masturbator didn’t move at all. It was waiting, teasing him, coaxing him deeper.


  And then the vibrator cranked up another notch, hit him just right, and his hips twitched. That was all, just a twitch, but it was enough to fuck up into the masturbator just that little bit. Just enough to send his hips into an animal frenzy, pounding into that tight alien channel, like no ass or mouth or pussy but so fucking good anyway and why the fuck was he restrained so tightly, he needed deeper—


  No, damn it, this was what these assholes wanted, for him to froth at the mouth and rut like a fucking dog and he wasn’t their dog. Wasn’t anybody’s fucking dog. But there was no escaping the vibrator, making him shudder apart from the inside out. He squeezed his eyes shut. If he was going to come on command, like hell he was going to do it moaning for the camera like a porn star. He’d make them face the fact that he hated this, hated how his body was being used, hated this complete lack of control. They’d know it was rape. Torture. They’d know he was fighting it. They’d fucking know, and he hoped their sad little dicks would shrivel in their hands, unable to jerk off knowing how much he despised them, how much he hated them, how little he thought of them.


  When he finally came—not in the masturbator but all over his own body, endless ropes of stolen seed flooding his navel, pouring rather than shooting out of him—he didn’t growl or roar in hate.


  He whimpered.


  “Well,” the doctor said. “That wasn’t quite what I had in mind, but something tells me they’ll like it all the same.” He ran an idle finger through the spunk on Mat’s belly. “Seeing the mighty warrior brought so low. Fighting his pleasure and losing. Look at you, you’re disgusting.” He smeared his sticky finger against Mat’s lips, but the gag, thank God, stopped it from going further. The doctor didn’t seem to mind, just withdrew his hand and wiped it on a towel.


  “Clean him up, Pet,” he said, and then, when nothing happened, seemed to realize he’d dismissed her prematurely. He grumbled and wiped the cum off Mat’s stomach himself, but seemed unhappy enough about it that Mat kept waiting for him to take out that displeasure on him. So it was no surprise when he tossed the towel down and grabbed Mat’s jaw in a surprisingly strong hand. Turned Mat’s head toward him. Mat stared determinedly at the doctor’s chin—he hadn’t forgotten that threat about looking the guy in the eye, and he wasn’t about to gamble his nuts for his fucking pride.


  Like he had any left after what he’d just done. On camera.


  “I need to take some photos now. Preferably not of you strapped down to a table. So tell me, if I let you up, will you behave? Or will those gentlemen glowering in the corner need to beat you into submission again?”


  Mat glowered right back . . . at the doctor’s chin. Probably lost something that way, but he did it anyhow.


  Unsurprisingly, the doctor seemed unimpressed. “You think you don’t fear pain, but that’s only because you don’t truly know what pain is yet.”


  Was he fucking kidding? Mat was a fucking cage fighter, for fuck’s sake.


  The doctor nodded as if Mat had spoken aloud. “Or perhaps I should have them beat your brother? I think you fear that very much indeed.”


  Mat winced, bared his teeth around the bit gag.


  “I’m sorry, I couldn’t quite make that out. Just a moment.” The doctor reached around Mat’s head to unfasten the gag, and as much as Mat wanted to spit in the fucker’s face, he just swallowed instead. “Now then, I do believe you were saying you’ll behave?”


  “Yes,” he ground out. “I’ll behave.”


  


  [image: ]


  


  Dougie was still crying when the doctor made him stand with his back to one wall.


  “This photo is going to help decide your fate,” the doctor told him as he set up a digital camera on the tripod that had held the video one. “So perhaps you can pull yourself together?”


  Dougie nodded, sniffing hard and blinking back his tears.


  “Stare straight into the camera. That’s it. Neutral expression, just like your passport photo.” Were they making some kind of fake passport? What the hell kind of place was this? It seemed so . . . organized. Official. Not like a loan shark kidnapping gone bad at all. Three flashes went off. “Very good. Now turn to one side.”


  He did. Three more flashes. Was it a mug shot? There were no lines on the wall. No placard for him to hold.


  “The other side now.” Three more flashes. “And back to the front. Smile for me, nice and bright.” Dougie obeyed as best he could, but it felt more like a grimace than anything.


  The doctor didn’t seem to mind. He snapped the shots, then took hold of a knob on the side of the tripod and turned it rapidly until the tripod sank down, down, down to waist height.


  “Hands behind your back. Show me that lovely cock.” Three more shots. “Now turn your back to me. Spread your ass and let me see your hole.” When Dougie did, the doctor sighed. “I’d like to have a word with the stupid fools who brought you in. This photo’s going to look like a car accident, even after cleaning you up. Maybe I’ll save this one for later, after you’ve healed.”


  Later? How much longer are they planning to keep us?


  Tears sprung to his eyes again. “When do I get to see my brother? Where is he?”


  “Waiting his turn,” the doctor replied brusquely, but at least it was an answer.


  “Waiting his turn for what? What are you going to do to us? Please, just let us go. If it’s money—”


  “That’s enough. Pull yourself together. There, now, that wasn’t so bad, right?”


  Dougie nodded again, sniffling and ashamed. He wanted to stay on the doctor’s good side, maybe because doing so earned him scraps of knowledge.


  “But this part is going to be.”


  The chains in the ceiling lowered again.
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  Mat had made it through the first half dozen pictures like a good little captive, but when the doc had ordered him to turn around and spread his ass cheeks, he . . . might’ve responded badly. Heavy #1 still had blood dribbling from his very-obviously-broken nose. Heavy #2 was well on his way to a black eye, and two of his back teeth were lying on the floor about four feet to Mat’s left. He’d really wanted the doctor, but the heavies hadn’t let him anywhere near the guy, and after he’d gone through all the trouble of flattening them both, he’d still ended up on the floor, two leads from a stun gun buried in his chest, the doctor very calmly holding down the trigger until Mat had passed out.


  He woke up in the chains again to a rush of cold water from the showerhead above.


  “You are troublesome,” the doctor said. He was fiddling with the video camera again; presumably, he’d gotten whatever still shots he’d wanted while Mat was unconscious.


  “Yeah? Let us go and I won’t bother you anymore.”


  The doctor peered through the viewfinder. “Go where? Your old life’s already been erased. Best you forget it. There’s no going back. There never is. Now then . . .” He cast a jaundiced eye at the bruised and bleeding heavies standing sheepishly in the corner. “Six minutes, gentlemen. That’s all I need. Light to heavy, if you would.” Then, to Mat, who was frantically trying to decipher that bit of terrifying he-didn’t-want-to-know, “Just like before. Don’t be shy. Let them hear you.”


  Like fuck I will, Mat thought, but the fact that he didn’t say it aloud spoke volumes to how unnerved he was by these new cryptic orders. Were the two of them going to fuck him now? Light to heavy was a weird way of putting it, if that was the case, but oh well. After that show with the vibrator, he didn’t see how they could possibly humiliate him more. Sex, he could handle. He’d give the camera the same death-stare as before. What he couldn’t handle was the thought that the doctor had done this exact thing to Dougie.


  Don’t think about it. Don’t let the camera see you’re scared. Hate. Hate. Hate. He recited it to himself like a mantra, waiting for the first touch of thick-fingered hands.


  But the touch, when it came, wasn’t with a hand at all. And it wasn’t really a touch, either.


  It was a dull, broad smack across the softest part of his ass. He whipped his head around and caught sight of some kind of paddle, not that Mat had any experience in that sort of thing, but it was flat and hard and felt a little like a wider, heavier version of the wooden spoon his mom had taken to him more than a few times growing up.


  The sheer surprise of the strike almost made him shout, but he clamped his mouth shut hard and released the urge as a heavy exhale through his nostrils, glaring murder and a heap of fuck you at the camera. It didn’t hurt. Just warmed the skin a little.


  The next strike landed hard enough to rock him forward, but it still wasn’t so bad. He knew it was stupid to antagonize them, but then he figured what fucking difference does it make? and growled, “You’re kidding, right? I get beat up for a living.”


  The doctor, shuffling through some papers, said without looking up, “You throw drunks out of a bar for a living.”


  Fuck you, asshole.


  “And from now on, you’ll do as you’re told for a living. Or should I say: to keep living. Harder”—that must’ve been to the heavies, and then clearly to Mat, “I said, let them hear you.”


  Strike three came down with enough force to make him bite his tongue, but he was done making noise for these assholes, of any kind. Done talking. Done shouting. They obviously wanted a reaction from him one way or another, so he’d be like a hateful fucking statue. If they wanted noise, they’d have to tear it from his fucking throat.


  Resolved in his decision, the next strike, though it was the hardest yet, barely got a wince out of him. But this was shaping up to be like the worst kind of fight, the ones where your opponent outweighed you by fifteen pounds and outclassed you by several levels, the ones where he’d get you pinned against the cage wall or the floor and just whale and whale away until the ref stepped in or the bell rang or, God for-fucking-bid, your cornerman called it. Thing was, there was no ref here, no bell, no cornerman, and they were hitting him with a fucking 2x4 or some shit, not a gloved fist, and he couldn’t block and he couldn’t move and he couldn’t throw it in and the scream was building in his chest, welling and spreading and pulsing until the urge to let it free was too strong to resist—


  One shout. One. He’d thought it would make him feel better, maybe make the heavies stop, but neither happened. Hadn’t the doc said six minutes? This felt like years.


  “Three minutes,” the doc said, like he’d read Mat’s fucking mind. But he was talking to the heavies, probably—he didn’t strike Mat as the type to do a kindness, to let him know he was halfway done.


  The beating stopped. Mat blinked sweat out of his eyes and swallowed back a moan, part misery, part relief.


  Short-lived, though. A moment’s shuffling behind him, and whatever they hit him with next was a thousand times worse than what’d come before, sharp and deep and burning and Jesus Christ there was no fucking way that hadn’t split his skin like some overripe fruit and it hurt so fucking much he couldn’t scream, stunned breathless and silent, fingers clenched numb around the chains that held him.


  Three minutes left. Three minutes left. Three minutes left. He told himself that, but rather than finding comfort in the knowledge that it was half over, it made him feel like he was facing a new eternity. He might as well be chanting Five more years. One more decade. Twelve more centuries. He wished he didn’t know. Wished he could pretend every stroke might be the last, but every time he tried, three more minutes rose up in his mind, and he knew there was more to come.


  He bared his teeth. Ground them. Reached up, rotating his wrists, and clutched at the chains he was hanging from. Another strike. Another. Whuffed out a miserable breath and thought, for the second time today, that dying would be so much easier. It shamed him in ways not even the vibrator and the masturbator and the camera had been able to, and he shoved the notion far, far away. Another strike, relentless. His bare toes curled against the tiled floor, and when his eyes squeezed shut, tears leaked down his cheeks. How much longer? A minute? Thirty seconds? He prayed to a god he’d never believed in that they weren’t doing this to Dougie too. Bargained. Made promises. I’ll let them do this to me until they kill me if you just make sure he’s safe.
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  A second of blackness. No pain. No thought. No shame.


  “Exquisite,” someone said. Someone nearby. Dougie’s back and ass started to tingle, and then to burn, like electricity running over his skin.


  The doctor. The chains. The . . . the . . . whatever he’d been getting hit with before he’d passed out from the pain.


  It all rushed back, every sensation and memory and feeling from fear to shame to helpless arousal to hopelessness, crystallizing into one high, almost inhuman wail.


  “Shhh,” the doctor soothed, cupping his face, stroking it, using his thumb to stop the fall of a tear. “You’re going to make someone very happy, you know. You should hold on to that.”


  The doctor, for all the horrible things he’d done, had been consummately professional until now, remote and precise and unmovable. But for the first time, there was something else in his eyes. Lust? Hunger? No. This was nothing like the faces of the men from the van. Something much more sophisticated than those animal urges. Admiration? Dougie was usually pretty good with people—he had half a Ph.D. in reading folks—but it was so hard to see around his own fear, to think around the pain, to be anything close to rational right now. Still, whatever this was, maybe he could use it.


  “I . . .” His throat was clogged, his voice reedy and shot through from screaming. He cleared his throat and tried again. “I could make you happy? If you help me?”


  The doctor held his gaze for a long, frozen moment . . . then threw his head back and laughed. He patted Dougie’s cheek like some favored nephew and returned to the camera. “Sixty seconds,” he said over Dougie’s shoulder. “Make them spectacular.”


  


  [image: ]


  


  Mat screamed. Screamed again. No more thoughts of pride, of resistance, not even of hate—nothing at all in his head but oh sweet Jesus stop you’re killing me I can’t please stop stop stop—


  He sucked in a huge, watery breath when the current shut off and just hung there, legs given out, wrists burning in the steel cuffs almost as bright and terrible as his cock and balls beneath the contact pads the heavies had stuck there.


  “That’s lovely, thank you, gentlemen.” The doctor. The sick fuck clicked off the video camera, popped open a compartment and pulled out the memory card. “I have everything I need now. Perhaps you’d like to fetch three or four of your associates before you try to bring him to his cell?”


  The wry insult toward the heavies wasn’t lost on Mat, half out of his head as he was.


  “And bring him here first. His wrists need bandaging before he scars. I hope Madame’s had a good talk with the Vegas procurement team about their use of such . . . inelegant restraints.”


  The cuffs around his wrists snapped open and he fell straight down, like a marionette with its strings cut. Which wasn’t too far from the truth, really. He felt like his arms had been pulled from their sockets, and his legs, despite not being misused the same way, weren’t much better. It was like his knees and ankles were made of jelly.


  The heavies got him under each arm and dragged him to the exam table, where they hoisted him up and tossed him onto his back, the impact with the lightly cushioned surface making him scream with fresh pain. He was done fighting. Just . . . absolutely done.
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  The doctor arranged him on his front, rubbing some kind of cool ointment on the hottest parts of his skin. Dougie groaned quietly, so exhausted and all cried out and he wished he could just go to sleep right here, with the doctor’s hands rubbing him down and his head pillowed on his arms, just drift . . .


  A finger brushed over the indent of his hole and his eyes snapped open. A steadying hand pressed into the small of his back.


  “Shhh, shhh.”


  Cool gel there, too, soothing the hours-long stinging burn. It was such a relief, and such a tiny kindness that meant so much in the context of the last few hours and . . . Apparently Dougie still had tears left, after all.


  “Be still. There’s just one last thing. I’m afraid you’re not going to like it, but I think you’ll thank me in the long run.”


  The fingers that had been tracing hypnotic circles around the rim of Dougie’s hole were replaced with something else, something blunt and lukewarm with leeched body heat. It pushed. Pushed again. Popped into him, his hole snapping closed around a narrower base. A small plug. It probably wouldn’t even hurt, if not for what he’d gone through since being taken, but as it was, it was uncomfortable and almost itchy.


  He instinctively tried to push it out again, but was met with resistance when the doctor pressed against the base. “Ah, ah, ah. No no,” he chided, pushing a little harder, making Dougie moan.


  A tug. A pinching sensation. Leather bands, like a jockstrap, up his groin and ass crack and around his waist, being tightened and fastened, pulling the plug deeper. Keeping it in place.


  Dougie moaned again.


  “You’ll wear this for the next few days at least. I’ll see you every day to check how your tears are healing. I just need that hole undisturbed until your healing is well underway, and I can’t trust the disgusting animals who serve as guards here to heed doctor’s orders.” A lock clicked.


  It’s some kind of sick gay chastity belt.


  “What if I need to . . . to . . .” He couldn’t say it. He’d actually done the act in front of this very man, and yet he couldn’t say it. Couldn’t name it. There was something of him left after all, and yet that fact scared him more than it encouraged him. Because it was a weakness left to be exploited. One more thing for them to take away. He just didn’t know how yet.


  “You’ll ask to be allowed. Which you’d be doing anyway.”


  He supposed that shouldn’t have surprised him, not after all they’d taken from him today, but it did. No control, nothing, not even over the most basic functions of his own body. Just the thought of it nearly made the tears come again, but he was too worn out to cry now, too ashamed, too exhausted.


  “There’s a good boy,” the doctor said, patting his welted left buttock. The kind of affection he’d give a dog, and never mind how much that touch—gentle as it was—hurt after the beating he’d endured. “You’ll do just fine. Off you go, now.”


  Before he could ask where—Will people leave me alone now? Will Mat be there?—a guard helped him off the table, guided him to his feet, held him steady when he wobbled. The plug, slim as it was, shifted inside him and made him hiss. He didn’t think he could walk.


  “No faltering now, boy. You need to be strong. You won’t like it if they have to carry you.”


  No kidding. The first time someone had hauled him up today, he’d been slammed to the floor and raped. The second time, he’d been pulled away from Mat. It didn’t seem like things could get any worse, but then, he’d thought that in his bathroom, and on the floor of his living room, and in the back of the van, too, hadn’t he? And he’d been so, so wrong each time.


  He had a sinking feeling he’d be wrong a lot more before this ordeal was finally over.


  [image: ]


  


  [image: ]


  


  www.riptidepublishing.com/titles/flesh-cartel-2-auction


  


  [image: ]


  Bookended


  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


  [image: ]


  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


  


  [image: ]


  Heidi Belleau was born and raised in small town New Brunswick, Canada. She now lives in the rugged oil-patch frontier of Northern BC with her husband, an Irish ex-pat whose long work hours in the trades leave her plenty of quiet time to write. She has a degree in history from Simon Fraser University with a concentration in British and Irish studies; much of her work centred on popular culture, oral folklore, and sexuality, but she was known to perplex her professors with unironic papers on the historical roots of modern romance novel tropes. (Ask her about Highlanders!) When not writing, you might catch her trying to explain British television to her newborn daughter or standing in line at the local coffee shop, waiting on her caramel macchiato.


  You can find her tweeting as @HeidiBelleau, email her at heidi.below.zero@gmail.com, or visit her blog: http://heidi-below-zero.blogspot.com.


  Rachel is an M/M erotic romance author, a freelance writer and editor, and the Managing Editor of Riptide Publishing. She’s also a sadist with a pesky conscience, shamelessly silly, and quite proudly pervish. Fortunately, all those things make writing a lot more fun for her . . . if not so much for her characters.


  When she’s not writing about hot guys getting it on (or just plain getting it; her characters rarely escape a story unscathed), she loves to read, hike, camp, sing, perform in community theater, and glue captions to cats. She also has a particular fondness for her very needy dog, her even needier cat, and shouting at kids to get off her lawn.


  You can find Rachel at her website, http://rachelhaimowitz.com, tweeting as @RachelHaimowitz, and on Goodreads. She loves to hear from folks, so feel free to drop her a line anytime at metarachel@gmail.com.


  


  Enjoyed this book?


  Visit RiptidePublishing.com for more unconventional kink.


  


  [image: ]


  


  Table of Contents


  Title page


  TABLE OF CONTENTS


  


  Table of Contents


  Title page


  TABLE OF CONTENTS


  

OEBPS/Images/00009.jpg





OEBPS/Images/00008.jpg
EPISODE 1: CAPTURE





OEBPS/Images/00011.jpg
SEASON

DAMNATION





OEBPS/Images/00010.jpg
(OLLARED

) & ! 4
FIRST WiarcH

Collared
ISBN: 978-1-937551-09-4

g/ srneipridepublshing o, hepi mmupnd:p\mh\hmgmm,
iesicolared titles/frscwarch

/€ RIPTIDE

PUBLISHING





OEBPS/Images/00013.jpg





OEBPS/Images/00012.jpg
NIKOLAI





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
RACHEL HAIMOWITZ HEIDI BELLEAU






OEBPS/Images/00018.jpg
ALSO BY

HAIMOWITZ





OEBPS/Images/00015.jpg
FLESH
CARTEL





OEBPS/Images/00014.jpg
NNNNNNNNNNNNNNN






OEBPS/Images/00017.jpg





OEBPS/Images/00016.jpg
CHAPTER
ONE





OEBPS/Images/00002.jpg
FLESH

EL

RACHEL HAIMOWITZ
HEIDI BELLEAU

/@ RIPTIDE

" PUBLISHING





OEBPS/Images/00001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/00004.jpg
CHAPTER
FOUR





OEBPS/Images/00003.jpg
CHAPTER
TWO





OEBPS/Images/00007.jpg
CHAPTER
THREE





