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  Nikolai Petrovic is a man of refinement. He collects fine art, enjoys gourmet cuisine, and trains boutique sex slaves for some of the wealthiest—and most morally dubious—men and women in the world.


  Charged by a wealthy client to buy a man to train but not break—to shape into a skilled, obedient slave who will yield with hatred rather than love in his eyes—Nikolai finds the perfect raw material in Mathias Carmichael. But there’s a problem: he was auctioned off in a lot with his beautiful younger brother.


  Douglas Carmichael is a lovely, trainable thing, but Nikolai never takes on more than one slave at a time. As a master trainer who’s never once failed in his task, he knows he’s up to the challenge, but it will take formidable skill and planning to mold these drastically different brothers into their best selves. And in order to make them obedient to Nikolai and their future masters above all others, he’ll first have to break their greatest loyalty of all: their dedication to each other.
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  The Flesh Cartel returns for a compelling second season with “Choices.” Brothers Mat and Dougie Carmichael thought nothing could be worse than being snatched from their home and brutally dehumanized in preparation for sale as sex slaves. But they learn their suffering has only just begun when they’re shipped to their new master’s home.


  Professional trainer Nikolai Petrovic is a master of his trade. His ultra-rich clientele pay him to create perfectly tailored playthings, and Mat and Dougie are the latest in a long line of men who have walked into his remote mountain home as terrified victims and left it permanently altered: subdued and obedient, ready and even eager for a life of service.


  To achieve this, Nikolai must take a drastically different tack with each brother. Dougie, manipulated with affection and denial. Mat, controlled by pain and fear. The one thread in common for both men is choice. Nikolai prides himself on never forcing, but will Mat and Dougie submit willingly to his vision, or will they first need to learn the price of disobedience?


  This title is part of the The Flesh Cartel serial story. New to Riptide Publishing’s serial fiction? Click here to learn all about it.
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  Together . Madame had kept her promise, they’d been sold together. Every horrible thing Dougie had endured and done on that stage had been worth it for that.

  Dougie held onto that thought tighter than he’d held onto anything in his life, because otherwise the guilt and self-hatred from what he’d just done to Mat would consume him like a fire. Destroy him.

  He’d always said he’d do anything for Mat. Die. Sell his soul.

  Now he really had.

  Men surrounded Mat’s hanging form, blocking him from view as Madame snatched up Dougie’s leash and led him offstage.

  She handed him off to someone in a headset, saying, “Have it prepared for shipment. The buyer has specified how it is to be treated from here on out; instructions are filed. You know what to do.”

  “Of course, Madame,” said the man who took Dougie’s leash. And then Madame was walking away from him. She was walking away from him and Mat wasn’t here and there was no way she could possibly mean to—

  “Madame!” Dougie called. It was easier than finishing that awful thought. “Where’s my brother? You promised! Didn’t I do what you asked? Wasn’t I good enough? Madame! My brother!”

  He hooked four fingers around the front of his collar in preparation for the inevitable choking tug he was about to receive. Madame didn’t answer him, didn’t even acknowledge him. Neither did the man who dragged him away from her.

  From Mat.

  And from everyone else, too. The guard conferred briefly with a stagehand over a glowing tablet screen, too quietly for Dougie to hear, then led him down a hallway he’d never seen before. To what looked like another cell block, and really, how big was this place? They paused before a door that turned out to be a supply cupboard, from which the guard pulled a ball gag that he shoved into Dougie’s mouth—nothing he couldn’t breathe through, but it would make his jaw sore, and if he wasn’t careful it’d trip his gag reflex—and buckled and locked it on. No more talking.

  A cell next, much like the one he’d been living in the past however long. Just as small. Just as cold. But this one had two doors, an inner and an outer like an airlock. And a toilet in the far corner. The padding lining the walls and floor and ceiling was thicker, and when the heavy inner door clanged shut, he realized it had no window.

  At least the guard had taken off the leash and collar before shoving him inside.

  Not much consolation, though. The room was pitch-black. Not even a sliver of light leaking in around the edges. Silent, too, the rasping of his breath through his nose the only thing he could hear.

  No sign of Mat anywhere.

  No sign of anything.

  But he had been bought, hadn’t he? They both had. Together—he was certain of it. Surely they weren’t going to leave him here in the cold silent dark forever? Surely his new owner would come to get him soon, and Mat would be there too, and no matter what else happened, at least they’d have each other . . . right?

  He held on to that thought as tightly as he could as he felt his way to a corner and packed himself into it, huddled down small to conserve warmth. The quiet was as oppressive as the dark, the gag in his mouth a miserable, constant reminder of his stolen senses. He tried to stay alert, to listen for Mat, for guards, for anything—whatever was going to happen, he wanted to be ready. But nerves exhausted him as surely as pain, and eventually, he couldn’t help it—he slept.

  For a very long time, too, he was pretty sure. Hard to judge the passage of time in the constant darkness, but he woke up feeling more rested than he had since before this whole nightmare had begun. And feeling surprisingly sane for all that he was locked in a dark silent icebox of a closet. His jaw was killing him, and the second he thought about that, he realized how thirsty he was—so thirsty, thirstier than he’d ever been—which led to him realizing how badly he had to piss. Thankfully there was a toilet in here somewhere, and his hands were free. He just had to find it . . .

  Ah, there. His hand bumped chilly porcelain, and he crawled forward another inch or two on the padded floor, feeling out the contours of the toilet in the dark. He leaned over the bowl and sniffed cautiously. Nothing—not shit, not bleach, just water. He didn’t even hesitate to thrust his cupped hands in it and bring them to his mouth.

  The ball gag had holes in it for breathing, like a Wiffle ball, and the cold water trickling inside was the sweetest he’d ever tasted, so good he didn’t care where it’d come from, so perfect and soothing he could practically feel the shriveled tissue in his mouth and throat expanding again. He drank more. More. It spilled up his nose and down his chin and cheeks and chest and set him to shivering, but he didn’t care. More, until even his toes and fingers seemed to rehydrate, and at last he slumped, sated, against the chilly porcelain, roused himself just enough to use the toilet as it was intended, and then fell back into the blackness of sleep.
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  It took a long time for Mat’s conscious mind to emerge from the haze of pain he’d been floating through. When it did, he found himself lying on his front on the doctor’s examination table, arms restrained behind his back, a hand on his neck pinning him down flat.


  “. . . no serious internal lacerations,” the doctor said, and Mat vaguely felt gloved fingers slide out of his hole. “So as far as I’m concerned, if the client puts that . . . thing back in, he’d be liable for any damage caused to his own property, not us.”


  “Instructions were to debase as we saw fit,” someone said. “I kind of like that thing. Got him so loose I could probably shove my whole forearm up there.”

  Jesus fucking Christ, you fucking sicko. Mat’s stomach cramped, and he clenched his ass reflexively.

  “Three days until pickup. If you’d like, I can give him a laxative and an enema, flush him out completely. Client wants him fed, but the flush-out will give you time to . . . indulge your kink.” Mat could hear the doctor’s raised eyebrow on that last bit. Struggled, though he didn’t know why he bothered. Couldn’t escape, would never escape, and all it earned him was pain—the hand on his neck tightened, and something heavy and sharp lashed across his ass. Again, and again. Someone’s belt, maybe. His gut cramped again. His ass still hurt beyond all reason, outside now as well as in. He couldn’t believe Dougie had done that to him. That Dougie had had to. Had been able to. Was torn between thinking God, the poor kid and Jesus, I don’t know him at all.

  Mostly the first, though. He knew the second wasn’t fair, but anger was rarely rational. Dougie had just done what he’d thought was necessary to keep them together. But God, he wished that when Dougie made those tough, terrible decisions, it wasn’t his body suffering the consequences.

  His little pity party got interrupted by the hand on his neck shifting to his biceps. He was hauled upright by his bound arms to sit on the edge of the exam table, pain flaring sharp enough in his wrists for him to notice it over everything else.

  “Drink this.” The doctor thrust a pint-sized plastic bottle full of chalky-white liquid to his lips. Mat’s jaw clenched automatically, but then one guard grabbed his head in both hands and another jabbed the pressure points on his jaw to force his mouth open, and another hand pinched his nose closed as the doctor poured the foul liquid down his throat. It was swallow or choke, so he swallowed. And kept swallowing, until the bottle was empty.

  “Shackle him above the drain and come back in a few hours. He’ll be ready for you then.”
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  Dougie woke up dead. Dark and cold and silent as a tomb. And as alone, too. He’d been in here for . . . God, ever, it seemed like, deaf and blind and mute and alone, and Mat hadn’t come to visit his grave so he was probably dead too.


  Except dead people weren’t supposed to be able to cry, and he was pretty sure they shouldn’t be so hungry, either.

  Scritch scritch scritch.

  Dougie lurched upright, numb everywhere but his throbbing jaw and the patch of skin near his hip where something had—

  Scritch.

  He scrambled back into a corner, drew his knees to his chest and batted at the floor with both hands. Something skittered across his ankle and he swatted at it—

  Scritch scritch.

  His shoulder this time. His hair. His scalp. Something skittering in the blackness. He swatted again. Again. Stumbled to his feet and stomped and stomped and there was nothing, nothing, the noise on the edge of his hearing had gone as surely as the phantom brushes across his skin. His pounding heart slowly settled as he eased himself, eyes wide but blind, back into a huddle in a corner.

  Jesus Christ help me, I’m going mad.

  But hey, maybe madness wasn’t all it was cracked up (ha-ha) to be. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. Better, perhaps, to be insane than to be so aware of how alone he was. And how scared.

  And how very, very screwed.
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  It was a miserable few hours—a standout even in days so full of misery Mat could hardly remember a time when life hadn’t hurt. His gut cramped so badly, he seriously began to wonder if he was dying. Emptied him out completely. Then the doctor’s creepy Stepford Wife assistant came in to force an enema in him and scrub him down in that weird freezing shower and bound his hands behind his back again. When all that was done, the doctor lubed up that torturous plug and shoved it back up his ass. At least he didn’t turn the key.


  No—that he left for the guards, who were more than happy to see how far they could push it before they could wrench a scream from Mat, before they could make him beg, before they got him to say Please fuck me, sir, I want to feel all your cocks up my ass at once, because for that they’d have to remove the plug, at least for a little while.


  They took turns for hours. God knew where they’d all come from—this was way more guards than he’d ever seen working any one shift. One at a time. Two at a time. Two cocks plus fingers. Someone’s fist. Two hands, once, though they couldn’t get them both in there no matter how hard they pushed, and when Mat finally screamed himself out they stopped trying and shoved the plug back inside, twisting it open until he keened afresh.


  When they were finished fucking him, he thought maybe they would leave him lying there on the floor of the doctor’s empty office, hands still bound behind his back, but someone nudged him over with their foot, took sated cock in hand, and pissed all over his face. He sputtered, retched. The others seemed to think this was hilarious and gathered around to join in. One enterprising fucker wrenched his mouth open again, and this time, when he’d finished, Mat did roll over and puke. Empty, though—all he did was hock up bile and the fucker’s acrid piss and half a belly full of cum. The guy seemed insulted by it, rolled him over with his booted foot and stepped on his neck and beat him with his belt until Mat stopped struggling.


  He must’ve passed out then, because he came to still on the floor of the doctor’s office, wrists and elbows and shoulders throbbing, ass throbbing even worse, reeking of piss and wishing they would just kill him.


  They didn’t, of course. The lights went out. He slept awhile, woke when the creepy naked assistant brought him water and food that he could barely stomach but that she made him eat anyway. She washed all the cum and blood and piss off him, though fuck-all knew why, because as soon as she was finished, a gang of guards came back and scummed him up again.


  It was like some nightmare Groundhog’s Day from Hell: torture, sleep, food, washing; torture, sleep, food, washing; torture, sleep, food, washing. The only thing that kept him from going stark fucking insane was the knowledge that it was temporary, it had to be temporary, because hadn’t someone bought him? Bought him and Dougie together? Surely they’d come to pick them up soon, and it didn’t escape him how fucked-up his worldview had become when the thought of being claimed by his new owner was something to look the fuck forward to.


  But he did. He did and he clung to it like some fucking lifeline, because this? This was no life worth living, and he’d reached the point where he’d have ended it if they’d let him, even knowing that would mean leaving Dougie behind.
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  He opened his eyes wider, but of course it didn’t matter; black was black. Strained his ears, and . . . Yes. He’d heard something. He’d heard something.


  Faint. Footsteps? Yes. Getting closer. He cautiously unfolded from his huddle, used the toilet to help leverage to his feet. His heart was pounding so loud he could barely hear the noise outside his tomb. But it was there. It was there.


  Scraping. He swatted at the invisible tomb-rats—he knew they were just in his head, hallucinatory effects of sensory deprivation, but he still couldn’t seem to ignore them—but no . . . this was different.


  Voices, distant. Scrape of metal on metal.

  Key in lock.

  Someone’s coming.

  He didn’t know how to feel about that. His body had its own ideas, though—sweating, chest


  heaving, heart pounding, clearly terrified as the sound of the outer door swinging open reached his ears. His mind, on the other hand . . . Anything would be better than being trapped in here, right? And Mat might be on the other side of that door. Mat, come to rescue him, to get him out of here—


  The inner door swung open with a seal-cracking fft, the refrigerator door noise of rubber on rubber being pulled apart, and light rushed in like a weapon cleaving right through his skull.

  By the time the pain eased enough for awareness to creep back in, he was being dragged, blinking and squinting, through a maze of hallways and into a large garage. Into, of all things, a motor home—one of those super fancy expensive ones, big enough to sleep a dozen people. From there, through a false panel of cupboard doors and into a padded, windowless room nearly identical to the tomb he’d just come out of, only half the size.

  No. No, not again not again not again . . .

  He couldn’t help it—he fought.

  It hardly seemed to matter, though. They barely even had to hit him once before they’d shoved him inside and locked the door behind him.

  He threw himself against it, pounding with fists and feet, begging and screaming through the gag. But of course, nobody listened. Nobody cared. And why should they? He was just one more dead thing for the living to bury and forget.
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  “Ugh,” someone said, presumably at Mat.

  Someone new.

  No time to think about it, though: a gush of ice-cold water hit him in the head, knocking the breath and thought right out of him.

  At least he wouldn’t smell like piss anymore.

  “C’mon, get up,” the new man said, and then he stooped down, hooked something beneath the ties at Mat’s wrists, gave a tug, and cut them away. “Time to go. Bet you can’t wait to see the backside of this place.”

  “Fuck you,” Mat groaned, but did manage to roll onto his newly freed hands and knees. The man offered him a hand, but he didn’t take it. He ended up having to crawl over to the doctor’s examination table and use it to help himself up, but at least he wasn’t voluntarily grasping at some asshole who was probably five minutes away from raping him.

  Standing, now—well, leaning against the table for dear life—he was finally able to take the new man in.

  Definitely not one of this place’s guards. He was handsome, but older, maybe in his mid-forties. Leaner than any of the guards. Had a soft, inscrutable expression, no real trace of cruelty in it. Dressed in a suit. The buyer? No, he was . . . he was wearing a collar, like Mat was. Except nicer. More refined. Not what you’d put on the vicious dog you kept to guard your junkyard, like Mat had been reduced to.

  “Who are you?” Mat asked, hating the hope swelling in his chest that this man, whoever he was, would take him away from here.

  “Your new best friend. Come.” He turned to go, clearly expecting Mat to follow without a fight.

  Mat almost gave in that easy, but stopped himself just in time. They hadn’t broken him yet. He wouldn’t let them. “Where are you taking me?”

  The man’s answering laugh took him completely by surprise. “I used to be like you, kid. Been a lot of years for me, but I know how one of those—” he waved at Mat’s ass, at the horrible expanding plug the guards had shoved back in him when they’d finished raping him the last time “—feels. And the other stuff they did to you here, too. I haven’t been given permission to take pity on your sorry ass, but right now I really am the closest thing to a friend that you’ve got.”

  “If you were any kind of friend to me, you’d find my brother, and you’d let us both go.” But he was following. Just like he was expected to. God, walking hurt with that plug jacked so wide.

  “I’m not that kind of friend, kid, and I don’t think you’ll ever find that kind of friend again, so I’d stop looking before it costs you your tongue. And I already found your brother, so if you want to see him again, you’ll come quietly.”

  So he did.
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  Dougie’s hallucinations were getting worse. It didn’t help that he knew now how very real monsters were, that terrors did lurk in the dark, though so far they’d all come in human form. That skittering in the corner, that scritching near his ear . . . he tried to tell himself it was normal, a perfectly reasonable reaction to being alone in the cold silent dark for so long. He tried to tell himself they weren’t real.


  It didn’t help.

  He’d given up trying to stomp out the unseen skittering creatures. Given up trying to unfasten the gag or even trying to yell around it. Given up feeling along the walls for some kind of latch or handle or knob. He hadn’t eaten in days, if the stubble on his chin and cheeks was any reliable measure of time; he didn’t have the energy for trying to escape anymore.

  Or the hope.

  He knew he should have been happy. Nobody was hurting him here. He never woke up to a cock in his face or hands on his body, prying at his legs or pinching his nipples or squeezing his balls. He woke up to darkness. And silence. It was all he ever woke up to.

  Darkness. Silence. Fear. Hunger. Thirst—he couldn’t drink from the toilet this time; it was chemical, no water. And, strangely, loneliness, as if any human company—even the beasts who raped him—was somehow better than this empty, black nothingness.

  He missed Mat.

  He was starting to feel a creeping, dreamlike sense that Mat wasn’t even real. All in his head, just like the creepy-crawlies ghosting over his skin. Just like the rest of the outside world. Strange, distant concepts like psych papers and journal reviews and contraband potato chips. And clothes, and happiness, and peace, and dignity.

  What that left of him, he didn’t know. Was too afraid to think on it very hard. Easier just to close his eyes and be the nothingness they’d taken such care to shape him into. And maybe that was giving up, but right now it was the best he could do. He just had to hope Mat would forgive him for it.
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  The stranger led Mat to a parking garage, where a huge RV was waiting. Opened the door for him like a gentleman.

  Mat climbed in, struggling but unwilling to ask for help, using the walls to propel himself up the stairs. The stranger followed, closing and locking the door behind him. Not a simple deadbolt. You needed a key even to open it from the inside. Mat stowed that information away as he took in the rest of his surroundings. A kitchen, a room in the back with a bed. A curtained area up front where the driver’s seat must be. A bathroom. A wall of cupboards. A little living room area. It looked like a place you could take a nice vacation in, except for the part where the bed was fitted with straps at each corner of the mattress, used to keep a person spread-eagled, and the windows looked thicker than the ones in airplanes. His eyes must have lingered too long on those, because a hand fell on his shoulder and squeezed.

  “You can see out them, but people can’t see in. And they’re Plexiglas, not anything you can break. So don’t try it. Now go sit at the table.”

  The kitchen had a little eat-in nook, a table set into a booth of seats.

  “I’d rather stand,” Mat said, with a tone that suggested there was no fucking reason he should have to elaborate on why.

  The guy cuffed him upside the head so hard he fell.

  A moment later, there was the hand to help him back up again. Which he refused.

  “I don’t care what you’d ‘rather’ do. If I tell you to sit, you fucking sit. If I tell you to put on a bra, you fucking do it. If I tell you to suck my dick, you suck it like a porn star. Just because I’m not a pig sadist like those assholes at Madame’s doesn’t mean I won’t hurt you when you deserve it. Unless sadism is the only language you understand?”

  Mat thought about it for a moment. Thought about knocking the guy unconscious and taking the key. Running. Finding Dougie. Getting them both safe. Getting this fucking plug out of his ass.

  But then the curtains parted and three heavies armed with Tasers filed into the living space, so broad shouldered they couldn’t stand side by side. He knew instantly how this would go: they’d hurt him, and then they’d make him sit anyway.

  He was tired of hurting. He sat down.

  And lurched right back up. The plug, oh God, he couldn’t, they weren’t really going to make him do this, were they?

  “Points for trying, I suppose,” the man in charge said, and gestured with his chin at the heavies. One stayed back, Taser aimed at Mat’s chest. The other two stalked forward, grabbed him by the shoulders and arms, and pushed him back into the seat. He had just a moment to note that these heavies were significantly more skilled than the usual guards—they’d grabbed him effortlessly by pressure points—before the force of his weight and their strength drove the plug deeper inside him.

  His hands flexed, his back arched, anything to reject the plug. His so-called friend walked out of his line of vision, apparently satisfied he’d sit still, and came back with . . . a plate of food. Which he calmly set on the table in front of Mat, as if he honestly believed Mat even could.

  A plate of chicken cut into bite-sized pieces. Mashed sweet potatoes. Peas and carrots. Real fucking food. And a plastic spoon to eat it with.

  “Eat,” his new friend said. “Or else I’ll bring you back in to see the good doctor, and he hooks you up with a feeding tube.”

  “I can’t.” The plug. The plug. The plug.

  “Yes, you fucking can. You can do anything with that plug in that you could do without it, except take a shit, I guess.” And then, to prove his point, he grabbed the spoon, shoveled up a pile of peas and sweet potatoes, and shoved it into Mat’s gaping mouth. Held Mat’s jaw shut until he swallowed, then swallowed once more against a surge of pain-induced nausea, trying to keep the food where it belonged. “Now eat.”

  Hands shaking, Mat took the spoon for himself. Ate a bite. Did the sickly double swallow again.

  “Listen. Your new owner wants you fit and well fed, and you’re gonna get there one way or another. I need to go now, because I’m the driver on this pleasure trip and we’re already behind schedule. So here’s how it’s gonna work. When you’re done with this plate, licked-fucking-clean done, these associates of mine are gonna let you sleep it off in the bed at the back. Until then, they’re gonna hold you sitting here with that plug so far up your ass I can see it in the backs of your eyeballs. Fight them, and they’ll crank it so wide your damn colon will leak out. You took—excuse me, your brother gave you—seventeen turns of the screw at the auction without any damage. You’re only on six turns now. They’ve got plenty of room to go. Your choice.”

  Mat nodded, for the moment defeated. “Where is my brother?” he tried.

  “Exactly where he needs to be.”

  He left. The RV rumbled to life.

  Mat ate.
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  Dougie’s ears perked in the vacuum of black, heart jumping in his throat. For a second, he thought he’d heard something. A door slamming closed from three blocks away. There, again—a faint, nearly sub-audible whisper of voices. A sigh on the wind. Or maybe just in his head. God knew he was losing his mind. By the time they came for him again—if they came for him again, if they hadn’t forgotten him, abandoned him, left him here to die—there’d be nothing left of his mind. Nothing left of the person he used to be. Which was most certainly the plan; he’d read all about the use of sensory deprivation as torture. About how it increased suggestibility. And if it came to that, would he be able to resist them, or would he give in to their control over him completely, a slave in the truest sense?

  Another sound. And a vibration now, too. Definitely not imagining it—or at least, if he was, the delusion was thorough. The floor lurched beneath him. He banged into the padded wall, felt acceleration in his belly. Oh, right—RV. He’d forgotten. He was in an RV. They must be going somewhere, the faint deep buzz and vibration coming from the engine. To his new owner’s house? Was Mat here somewhere? Maybe in another cell like this one? Had he seen another door in the RV when they’d shoved him inside? He closed his eyes—not that it made a difference; it was pitch-black either way—and tried to remember. Couldn’t.

  He reached down, stroking his own body, trying to connect with something, anything, to prove he was still physical, still alive, that he really did exist. Maybe I’m a ghost, he thought, despite evidence to the contrary: the feel of his own heaving chest under his palm. They killed me and I’m a ghost and this is limbo, and they sent me here for hurting my own brother.

  As if on cue, he thought he heard Mat scream. Distant again, so distant it all had to be in his head. Just guilt, that’s all. Guilt and insanity. Mat wasn’t here. Wouldn’t want to see him again anyway. Not after what he’d done to him, how he’d hurt him. Raped him, tore him open, made him scream and beg and held him still to make him scream and beg some more.

  He’d become no better than the guards who’d hurt them. The men who’d taken them. The woman who’d sold them.

  The man who’d bought them. What kind of person bought someone else?

  What kind of person allowed themselves to be sold?

  Maybe Mat was free right now. Maybe Dougie didn’t deserve to be.
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  They didn’t actually let Mat sleep it off. At least, not for a while. But then, he hadn’t exactly expected them to. Oh, they took him to bed, all right, and they strapped him down spread-eagle on his belly and removed the plug and fucked him six ways from Sunday. Had a break and a laugh and a game of cards, and then fucked him again. One guy came inside him and then replaced his cock with his fist, toying idly for what seemed like hours as Mat grunted and screamed. Didn’t beg, though, not this time. Wouldn’t have mattered anyway, and maybe it was the real food, or the change of scenery, or the strange sort-of ally (or at least not-quite enemy, maybe?) driving the RV, but whatever it was, he felt stronger today. Strong enough to endure what they did to him. Strong enough to endure it when they put the plug back and turned the key ten times. He heard it ratchet. He counted.

  At least he was horizontal.

  They drove for hours. If he turned his head the right way, he could see the passing scenery. Mostly electrical poles and trees, but oh God, sky too. He’d missed the sky.

  Once, at a stoplight, he spotted a bird sitting on a wire, and stared and stared until it flew away, a strange unsettling feeling in the pit of his stomach that had nothing to do with the cramping from the plug. He realized, perhaps eight or ten miles later, that it was envy.

  Evening outside the window, and then night. Stars. So fucking beautiful he could’ve wept, and he’d never exactly been the poetic type. The RV pulled into some kind of campground or park or whatever, and they all ate sitting around the same table like friends, except for Mat, stark naked, in the middle of them, with the plug down to six cranks again but still filling him long past the point of pain. The guy on his left massaged his shoulder, surreptitiously pushing him down on the plug as he choked down salad and brown rice and a chicken breast. The guy on the right let his hand wander up and down Mat’s thigh, stroking him gently, with the confidence of a man who knew he wouldn’t be rebuffed. The hand wandered to his cock, tugged lightly, and then wandered away again, and Mat thought he’d be punished for not getting hard on cue. But when they put him to bed that night, he didn’t go alone; he went with his not-ally, who strapped his foot into one of the locking cuffs at the bottom of the bed, then climbed in beside him. It scared off the rest of the assholes in the RV, but it also squashed Mat’s only hope for escape, especially when his not-ally wrapped an arm around his body and pulled him close. And there was somebody else standing guard at the door. The grunts would probably guard him in shifts while their driver (their boss?) slept.

  Sometime in the middle of the night, unable to sleep, he squirmed until he was facing his not-ally, catching the guy’s limp hand and sliding it down his back, down to cup his ass. The guy mumbled in his sleep and pressed closer against Mat’s hip.

  “Hey,” he whispered softly. “Let me suck you off. Fuck me. Tell me where my brother is.”

  No response.

  The next night, after another entire day on the road, Mat slept alone.

  Well, he didn’t sleep, and he wasn’t alone, but his definitely-not-ally made his bed elsewhere.
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  Thirst.

  Not even enough water left in his body to drool around his gag. He’d drink his own piss, if he could piss in the first place. If he could drink in the first place. The gag . . . God, it had long become its own form of torture, huge and unyielding, and his scalp was scabbed and tender where he’d dug into his own skin trying to remove it.


  And darkness.


  Not even a sliver of light. Maybe he was blind. Maybe they’d blinded him, and he’d never realized.

  But if he was blind, why could he see Mat? Mat, standing less than three feet away, seeming to glow from the inside, like a beacon, like the darkness of this place couldn’t touch him at all. Dougie’s darkness couldn’t touch him. Because Dougie had given in to the darkness, hadn’t he? That’s why he could see Mat plain as day, but when he looked down at his own hands, saw only inky blackness. The darkness had consumed him. The things they’d done to him. The things he’d done. The thing he had become.

  But Mat had fought it, and now he was free, the last light in the world.

  And he was crying. Blood. On the insides of his thighs, running down his legs. He’d done this. Hurt Mat. With the plug. With more than the plug. God, he’d beaten him, hadn’t he? Beaten him with a whip, with a stick full of nails, with anything he could get his hands on, anything he could use to hurt.

  So we could stay together.

  “No,” Mat said. “So you could save yourself.”

  I’m sorry.

  “I hate you. Coward. Weakling. Monster. Slave.”

  Dougie would’ve cried if he’d had a drop of water left in his body to spare.
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  Nikolai sat up straighter in his chair, switching his phone from one ear to the other. He already knew that, of course, had the RV’s GPS tracker up on his computer screen, had been monitoring it closely ever since he’d gotten home. But he still appreciated Roger calling to check in. A truly faithful man. A real rarity in this world, and Nikolai felt a burst of pride knowing he’d been the one to shape him.


  “Good to hear, Roger. How are my new projects?”


  “Well, the pretty one’s alive, at least. I’ve been monitoring him on the infrared cameras, like you asked. Haven’t opened the door to the cell since I put him there.”

  “Good.”

  “He’s not moving much anymore. Mostly just sits huddled up in the corner like a rodent. Should be good and ready for you by the time we get there.”

  “Good. And the other?”

  Roger sighed the sigh of a man who didn’t get paid enough to put up with this shit. Which was kind of true, because Roger didn’t get paid at all. Unless you counted room and board and Nikolai’s approval, and of course the privilege of being allowed to live after getting too old for his prior master’s tastes.

  “Frustrating?” Nikolai prompted.

  “You could say that, Sir. Utterly uncooperative. Tried to seduce me. Me!”

  Nikolai allowed himself a laugh at that.

  “So frankly, I’ll be happy to be rid of him, Sir. No offense. I just think he needs a firmer hand than mine, and these guards you hired are good at roughing him up, but that’s about it. Maybe next time you could send me with a staff of gorillas.”

  “I know. But this one needs the mistreatment. You’ve done well. Thank you.”

  Roger sighed in absolute, exquisite pleasure. The pleasure of a man who knew how much his master’s thanks was worth. “I love you, Sir.”

  And I you. “See you in an hour.”
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  Mat woke to the RV switchbacking up a steep hill, the crunch of gravel under its tires. He was still strapped facedown to the bed, but nobody was touching him now, and it was easy enough to see out the opposite window. Trees. Endless trees. Familiar trees: mixed stands of poplar and hemlock, rhododendrons, and the occasional black walnut. Verdant and mountainous. It reminded him of home —their old home, before the UFC, before Vegas—of the narrow Appalachian corridor through West Virginia.


  Two of the heavies were missing. Up front, perhaps, with his not-ally; he heard voices there, though he couldn’t make out what they were saying over the noise of the straining engine and the tires on the road. The third heavy looked half asleep, slumped in a chair at the little kitchen table, chin propped on one hand and lidded gaze on Mat. Not that Mat could take advantage; the last three days had taught him how unbreakable the straps were.


  Mat looked back out the window instead. Hoping for a road sign, a landmark, anything he might be able to navigate by when they escaped.

  All he saw was more mountains and trees. Not a crossroad, not a sign, not even a building or a driveway that might lead to one. They were truly in the middle of goddamn nowhere, on a single gravel roadway cutting through the wilds.

  The nothing went on so long he got sleepy watching. Then again, he was so worn out and hardused, he sometimes got sleepy in the middle of being raped, on the rare occasions a guard was gentle about it.

  But this did not bode well for their escape.

  Another turn. The RV slowed. A driveway. A house—no, a mansion. Well, a sprawling, logsided chalet, anyway, the sort of thing you’d expect of a ski lodge or a lakeside resort. A beautiful vacation home for rich freaks who bought people, then? He supposed it made for a good place to hold your sex slaves captive; no place to run, no neighbors to hear the screaming.

  As the RV drew nearer, a lean, tall figure emerged from the glass-fronted home and onto the wraparound deck, then practically glided down the stairs. Male, definitely. Strong, confident—the kind of carriage Mat recognized in other fighters, in men who knew how to take care of themselves and felt no fear. He held himself as regally as Madame had. Almost certainly their new “owner.” Then the RV turned, and he fell out of Mat’s field of vision.

  A moment later it drew to a stop, and the sleepy guard roused and poked him.

  The other two joined him a moment later, and they unstrapped him and dragged him to his feet. His not-ally came out a moment later and left the RV. The guards—and by extension, Mat—followed.

  Somehow, Mat was both horrified and not at all surprised to see his not-ally walk up to the waiting man and sink to his knees at his feet.

  The waiting man flashed him the briefest of smiles, stroked an idle hand through his hair, and dismissed him with a gesture. Then he turned his focus to Mat.

  Sharp gray eyes set in an equally sharp face. Late thirties, maybe early forties. Almost but not quite model handsome—high cheekbones, full lips, elegant brow, shortish brown hair styled back— but closed off somehow, too mighty for scrutiny. Something about the force of his gaze discouraged Mat’s own; Mat found himself looking down at his own bare feet.

  Then his new “owner” turned and went back into the house.

  The guards weren’t holding him anymore, just standing close, one on each side and the third behind. What was Mat supposed to do? Wait here? Follow? Go back to the RV? No, if anybody wanted him back in that RV, they’d have to fucking drag him. He didn’t want to stand out here with the heavies, either. He’d rather follow this new man, even if it was off the edge of a cliff, than stay with the guards one second longer. So he balled his fists against the pain of the plug, set his jaw, and walked.

  Besides, Dougie might be in there. They had been sold together, after all, hadn’t they? And there’d been no sign of him in the RV. Maybe they’d sent him off ahead.

  God, what could they have used that time for?

  Something in him boiled over. “Hey! Hey you!” He stormed toward the house, shouting, “Where the hell do you think you’re going, man? Where’s my fucking brother? I’m talking to you, you rich pervert!”

  If the guards weren’t on his ass yet, they would be now. He ran up the stairs toward the massive front door the man had disappeared through. Managed to get in and lock the door behind him before the guards could converge on him. That was as far as he got, though. The second he turned the deadbolt, a lance of pain shot through his abdomen and right down his ass, so painful he fell to his knees. Clinging to the doorknob was the only thing that kept him upright.

  The fucking plug.

  He’d been so angry he’d forgotten it was inside him, although God knew how he’d managed that. And now—

  He wrapped his arms around himself, clutching his gut, his moans half drowned out by the guards banging on the locked front door. He couldn’t sit, so he fell to a crouch, back to the door, and held himself. Another cramp. Another lancing, tearing pain.

  Get it out.

  He reached down between his legs with both hands, fumbling around for the base of the plug. Wrapped trembling fingers around it and gave a horrible tug. Screamed. Finally had the presence of mind to turn the key, his hands shaking so badly it took several tries and several misses for every single turn.

  Twelve turns and he could finally yank it out. He tossed it and watched, crouching and hugging himself again, hole gaping, as the plug skittered across the extravagant tile floor of the entryway, shaking off pink drops of don’t-fucking-think-about-it as it spun.

  That was how his new owner found him.
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  Nikolai couldn’t have been more pleased.

  He paced into the grand foyer, the heels of his dress shoes echoing satisfactorily off the marble tiles. He stooped to pick up the steel pear—delicately, by the key, between the tips of two fingers— and turned his gaze on his new charge. The man—Mathias—was slumped against the front door, knees drawn up, arms wrapped tight around his stomach, leaned to one side so as not to put pressure on his no-doubt aching hole. “That was quite a show.”

  Mathias turned his head when Nikolai spoke. It looked like it took whatever dregs of reserve energy he had left. “Fuck you,” he grumbled. Always classy, these untrained beasts. “Where’s my brother?”

  Nikolai studied him a moment longer: pale, drawn, sweating, trembling. The hired brutes had no doubt come in through the side door by now, would be waiting in the next room—gorillas indeed, but well-trained ones; he’d used them before—but something told him he wouldn’t need them. Not just yet. Not ever, if he’d gambled right.

  And he always had been a winner.

  Mathias let his head thunk back against the door, even as Nikolai crouched down in front of him, close enough to smell the fear-sweat, close enough to lick it away. But he knew better than to touch now. Soon, though.

  “My name is Nikolai,” he said, laying the soiled pear at Mathias’s feet with a deliberate click against the tiles. “Though you may call me ‘sir’ or ‘master.’” The baleful look at that, so pathetic from such a weakened body, almost made Nikolai smile. He’d not been wrong about the fire in this one. “There will be many rules in this house, but one above all others you must understand. Are you listening?”

  A slow, heavy, hate-filled blink.

  “I am not a man who threatens; I find the whole business uncouth. But in life there are choices, and there are consequences. There are always consequences. And the one I think you fear most of all is harm to your brother, am I right?”

  A wobble in that baleful glare. Ah, hello, truth.

  “I think we both know who among us would win in a fight. So let me make this perfectly clear right from the start. If you ever harm me in any way—contemplate biting my prick off, perhaps, or my fingers, or even so much as swat a hand at me when I choose to touch you—I will kill your brother. I didn’t buy the pair of you for him. I have no use for him. I don’t particularly have time for him. And lest you get it into your head that death is preferable, understand that I will kill him slowly. Over months. I’ll pull out every tooth, every fingernail, every toenail. Gouge out his eyeballs. Cut off his ears, his nose, his tongue, his balls, his cock. Cauterize his wounds and leave him to die of sepsis. Do you understand?”

  Mathias’s exhaustion and hatred left little room for expression, but Nikolai was an expert reader, and he watched them flash one by one across Mathias’s face: horror, fury, disgust, panic, comprehension . . . and yes, the inevitable resignation. Slowly, Mathias met his eyes and nodded.

  “Do you believe me?”

  Mathias nodded again. “So what do you want?” he gasped out. “You want me to suck your cock, is that it?”

  Nikolai backhanded him. “Next rule. Don’t speak to me that way. I may do a job that seems . . . distasteful to the untrained eye, but I am not a crass man, and I don’t abide them, either. If ever you use language like that in my presence, it will be to serve a higher purpose and it will be on my terms.”

  Another nod, as hateful as before. Not broken, simply biding his time. That was fine.

  “And as for what I want? Only to teach you. You’ll not be with me long, Mathias. A month, two, perhaps four or six on the outside. Normally I would congratulate you—I’m very good at what I do, and every one of my charges has left my care very much in love. Your brother will too, one day. A gift for him. When he’s ready, he’ll find such contentment and peace and pleasure in service as he’s never known. A purpose in life. A direction. No more rolling in his own shit with the rest of the animals out there.”

  “He already had a purpose,” Mathias growled, but his tone was belied by the shine of tears— more than mere physical pain—in his eyes. “Has a purpose. He’s gonna be a doctor. You have to . . . Please. Just . . . Keep me. I’m worthless. But not him. He has his whole life ahead of him. Please.”

  Nikolai smiled. “He does indeed. And unless you force my hand, my solemn promise to you is to make that life glorious. But . . .” He shrugged, in part to cover the rather inconvenient surge of pity he felt looking into Mathias’s earnest, aching eyes. “I regret that I cannot say the same for you. My client has particular . . . tastes, you see. Our work together these next however many weeks will be to teach you to fulfill them without breaking your spirit.” Nikolai preferred transformation and ascension to brute terms like “breaking,” but Mathias wouldn’t understand those words. Never would understand, unlike his brother.

  He reached out and swiped a single tear from Mathias’s cheek with his thumb. Gentle. No call for force yet. “He does not want you broken, fighter. Do you understand?”

  No, clearly he did not, from the confusion, the fear in his eyes.

  “He desires the appearance of danger, but not danger itself. He wishes you to fight, but he must also be assured that he can win those fights if he so chooses. A good slave learns to love service. Crave it. You, on the other hand . . . you will hate it and never stop hating it. But you will know your place. I will teach you that much.”

  Mathias blinked. Blinked again. Nikolai knew that look—that desperate confusion, that terror, that unwillingness to believe what the senses were perceiving, that fierce hope it was all a dream, that it would end soon, that they were mistaken. He reached out once more, cradled Mathias’s head in both hands, and pressed a kiss to his forehead. Mathias was too confused to recoil from him. “I’m sorry,” he whispered into Mathias’s ear. “But business is business, you understand. Your life will never be happy, but your time here needn’t be so harsh. I do hope you’ll let me help you as much as I’m allowed.”

  Mathias said nothing, but then, Nikolai hadn’t expected him to. He rocked back on his heels. Stood. Deliberately turned his back to Mathias, just to see what he’d do. “Now come,” he said when nothing happened. “We’ve much work to do. Best to get started.”

  He took four steps down the hall and paused again, disappointed but not at all surprised that Mathias hadn’t risen to follow him. He stopped, turned back, let his disappointment show on his face. “Passive resistance is a choice I’ll never stop you from making,” he said. Mathias blinked up at him, so very weary, so clearly waiting for the other shoe to drop. “But as I said before, choices have consequences. It will always be in your hands to decide—within reason—if the consequences are more or less distasteful to you than the order you’ve been given. But know that I will not start easy; it’s a disservice to you, you see, to keep you from understanding just how bleak the consequences can be. So I’ll ask you one more time: will you come under your own power?”

  Mathias met his gaze, let his head loll against the door, and closed his eyes.

  Nikolai sighed and went to fetch the guards. Well, this was to be expected, he supposed. But he’d not tolerate a wild animal in his personal living space, and he’d not tolerate disobedience either. And neither, he was certain, would his client, despite the man’s desire for a little token pushback.

  The guards were quick—and disgustingly eager—to collect his new charge. When they picked Mathias up and began to drag him bodily across the foyer, his eyes locked on the steel plug.

  Nikolai smiled mirthlessly. “No, we won’t be using that again, at least not for a while. You’re of no value to anyone with a ruined body. I have something more logical . . . and simultaneously much, much worse in mind.”

  The fear in Mathias’s eyes eased, but the man would learn to distrust his own sense of relief soon enough.

  For now, Nikolai let him keep his illusions, and they left the front hall and the wicked plug behind. The ground-level portion of the house was its public face, not that Nikolai entertained many guests: only the occasional client or fellow trainer. But keeping up the appearance of normality was necessary just in case. He hated the necessity of walking untrained animals through these halls, filthy and likely to piss on the rug as they were, but oh how he looked forward to the day when he could bring them back up again as proper pets.

  Never Mathias, he reminded himself. Mathias would go to the basement now, and would return to the ground floor only on his way out again. Never to be trusted, or loved, or brought pampered to his bed upstairs. The upstairs—Nikolai’s private rooms, his sanctuary—was locked to everyone but him and a trusted few.

  Poor bastard.

  The basement. His workspace. Accessible by all manner of hidden doors and stairwells— today’s choice a secret panel set into the wall of a small storeroom—most of them known only to him, whatever dead man had been the architect of this place, and the man he’d inherited it from. Windowless. Soundproof.

  As they descended the narrow, twisting stair, he wondered if these secret ways and rooms had always been used for the purpose he put them to now, or if it had a different pedigree. Illegal gambling? Smuggling? They were so far from everything here, he couldn’t imagine a drug trade or import/export or the pale, disgusting shadow of his own work with unsuspecting women trafficked in from the Third World and sent to work for cheap pimps. Why had he never asked his mentor when he’d had the chance?

  Other things on my mind then, I suppose. They’d had so little time together, all things considered.

  And really, did the place’s past matter, when its present work was so important? No more than it mattered that his fighter’s brother was supposed to become a doctor. Irrelevant.

  Burn the past.

  Says the sentimental fool who buys up his old charges.

  Nikolai smiled to himself. Well, one could spare oneself the odd hypocritical indulgence.

  Downstairs, he passed by the more traditional dungeon cell and had the guards place Mathias in a basic bedroom. Bending a will as strong as his without breaking it meant walking a line as fine as spider-silk; the man would need some comforts to stay on the right side of that line. Besides, as with those fortunate souls transformed at Nikolai’s hand, carrot would come into play in Mathias’s training as well as stick. Let him have a bed.

  Even if, for the next several hours at least, he’d be chained to it.

  “On the bed, gentlemen, if you would. Just chain one ankle, no need to pin him. A little slack is fine.”

  Mathias fought like the animal he was, clearly thinking he was about to be used, and badly. A fine opportunity to test how desperate he was to protect his brother. Nikolai stepped into the fray, and sure enough, the thrashing limbs instantly stilled. Mathias looked on, face stamped with panic, horror, and said all in a rush, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hit you please I didn’t—”

  “No,” Nikolai said, silencing him with a gentle hand to one twitching cheek. He was so pleased he almost considered forgoing the punishment, but that wouldn’t do, wouldn’t do at all. “You didn’t hit me. That was very good, Mathias. You’ve pleased me.”

  Panic morphed into relief, and then, a moment later, disgust. Sheer contempt, as if the thought of having done something that pleased Nikolai was fundamentally offensive to his sensibilities.

  “If I were training you as I train the others, I might just now have offered reprieve from the consequences you earned with your earlier disobedience. Unfortunately . . .” He shrugged—orders are orders, you understand. “With you, there can never be escape from consequences. There won’t be when I sell you on. The best you can do is choose to avoid them next time. I can’t give you the gifts I want to give you, so I’ll prepare you as best I can for the life ahead. It’s still a gift, if perhaps a bitter one. Now please”—he gestured toward the bed—“lie down.”

  Mathias eyed the bed, the guards on either side of him, Nikolai, the bed again. He didn’t move, no doubt figured he was already being punished so why bother.

  “You can lie down, or you can fall down. And neither I nor anybody else will be here to make sure you land safely. Consequences.”

  Mathias sat down, and then, hesitantly, eyes on the guards, eased himself onto his back. Nikolai smiled to let him know he’d done well, and locked a shackle around his ankle. Not too tight. Just enough to keep him from wandering.

  “Now then. I’m afraid you’ll be having something of a miserable afternoon, but you’ll live. Perhaps that will be a comfort for you in the midst of your agony. Perhaps not. It’s not really any of my concern. The key to this punishment, you see, is not merely its severity, but its finality. There’s no use for me to give it any thought beyond the decision to administer, and there’s no use for you to beg or try to make amends. Think of it like an avalanche. Once it’s set in motion, there’s no taking it back, and there’s no stopping it. For five to six hours, anyway, depending on your metabolism. And it will bury you.”

  He reached into his suit pocket for the auto-injector he always carried during training, held it up for Mathias to see. The man’s eyes widened, pupils dilating, chest heaving. But when Nikolai laid his free hand over Mathias’s heart, he held still.

  “In the hands of a lesser man, I’d almost call it lazy, because it forces the one who administers it to stand by their decisions. A shortcut to pitilessness for the spineless, you could say. Well, I’m not a weak-willed man. This isn’t for me, it’s for you. I want you to know with absolute certainty that I will never take your pain away. No one will ever take pity on you again. The only way to save yourself now is to obey. Fully. Instantly. Forever.”

  He jammed the injector against Mathias’s hip and got out of the way before the man’s scream had time to form. Flailing limbs would follow; he wouldn’t be able to help himself, no matter the threat against his brother, no matter his pride.

  Sure enough, Mathias thrashed, screamed, screamed again, eyes wide and wild, rolling and wailing like a spooked horse. Nikolai stood by and watched, waiting for Mathias to exhaust himself enough to still. He took no pleasure in the man’s agony, but nor did it upset him.

  What did upset him was the fact that he had another project to attend to, one he didn’t want but was saddled with anyway. He’d have liked to send for a cup of tea and sit through Mathias’s suffering, but he had places to be. A few minutes more. Just to see how his new dog took to the drug. And then he’d go. He promised himself he’d go.

  Two minutes passed. Three. Five. Mathias was still thrashing, panting, moaning, jaw and eyes and fists clenched, tears leaking down his cheeks. Nikolai had to hand it to him—the man had stamina.

  That might get irritating, and fast.

  Eight minutes. Twelve. He really did have somewhere else to be; he should’ve finished his speech before he’d injected the man.

  At sixteen minutes and twenty-eight seconds, Mathias went silent and still. Nikolai sat on the edge of the bed and rolled him from his side onto his back. He moaned like a dying animal. His sweat soaked Nikolai’s palm.

  “Look at me, Mathias.”

  Mathias’s head rolled on the pillow, and he blinked open glassy eyes.

  “It’s quite something, isn’t it?” No answer, of course. He’d probably already lost his voice. “A proprietary blend of neurotransmitters responsible for carrying pain signals to the brain, some remarkable—but harmless—chemical irritants derived from a variety of pepper plants, and a timerelease stimulant to keep you awake to enjoy it all. The pain will build over the next half hour or so as the serum is absorbed from the muscle into the bloodstream, although I’m sure you’ll be glad to know that the fire you feel in your hip now will fade. In about four hours, the serum will start to break down. In five or so, you’ll stop wishing I’d simply killed you. I’ll come to see you again in six, and we’ll have a little chat. Hopefully it will go better than our first one did.”

  He patted Mathias quite deliberately on the hip, right over the injection site, and watched him lurch and whimper.

  “In the meanwhile, I do believe I’ll introduce myself to your brother. Or whatever’s left of him after the last few days, I suppose. I’m feeling very optimistic about his future here.”
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  Roger had parked the RV in the garage and left it there, empty except for its one hidden occupant. The boy wasn’t to be touched or talked to by anyone but Nikolai, a little like a baby bird fallen from its nest. Now that Mathias was settled, it was time for Nikolai to make that crucial first connection. He stopped in the kitchen to collect two bottles of water, and then he headed alone for the garage.

  The RV was disgusting inside. Oh, it was tidy enough, but it smelled like cum and fear. Absolutely vile. He’d have Roger clean it top to bottom once he was done here, and he hoped he could be done very, very soon.

  He went to the false wall of cupboards, feeling along the edges and crannies until he found the switch to open the door to the secret room. Inhale. Exude confidence and kindness. To any other man it would be unsettling, switching from torturer to savior in a breath. Exhale.

  He opened the door.

  A bar of light fell on the floor of the room, widening and widening as the door opened, until a foot, and then an ankle and calf, came into view. A knee. A hip. Arms wrapped around a lean, naked torso. A face. Soft jaw and lush, chapped lips molded around a ball gag. Eyes scrunched shut against the light. Peeking open hesitantly as they adjusted.

  Nikolai crouched, not yet revealing the water. “Hello, sweetheart,” he murmured, extending a hand as he would to a beaten dog. “Come here, love. I won’t hurt you.”

  No recognition yet. No understanding. The boy was half feral, three-quarters dead of dehydration, probably not yet fully aware of the fact that Nikolai wasn’t a hallucination.

  “Shhh, it’s all right. I’m real. I’m here to help you.” He put the water down just outside the door, took the key to the gag’s lock from his pocket, crawled into the tight space and reached around behind Douglas’s head to remove the foul thing. Douglas cringed from him, whimpered, the sound little more than a sandpaper rasp in his dry throat.

  “Shhh,” Nikolai said again. He unlocked and unbuckled the gag by feel, peeled it gently away. He’d not missed the scabbing on Douglas’s scalp beneath the buckle, the sores at the corners of his mouth, the bloody cracks in his lips.

  When the ball slipped free, Douglas poked a dry tongue out and tried to soothe his aching mouth. He had trouble closing it after so long held open, whimpered brokenly at the pain of trying. Nikolai stroked his cheek, cupped his chin, and helped him. Reached for a bottle of water and screwed the cap off.

  Douglas’s eyes finally focused on that, huge and hungry and desperate. His lips moved, and a soft whuff of air pushed past them. No sound, but Nikolai knew what he was trying to say: Please.

  “It’s all right, I’ll help you.” He cradled the back of Douglas’s head in one hand, brought the bottle to his lips with the other. Tipped it just enough to moisten his mouth. Watched Douglas’s throat work as he swallowed, watched his eyes drift closed in blissful relief and aching need. Tipped a little more water into his mouth—a mere capful, wouldn’t do to make him sick—and nudged the boy’s hands away when he tried to grasp for the bottle. “Easy now,” he cautioned. “I’ve got you.”

  Whining, rooting sounds. Like a baby at the teat. Nikolai sighed in pleasure—he much preferred the role of savior to torturer.

  More hungry gulps. Nikolai meted the water out slowly lest the boy’s body reject it. He was in no hurry, could happily cradle Douglas all day (well, until Mathias’s serum wore off, at least) while the boy sipped and sighed and silently begged for more, slowly reviving in Nikolai’s arms.

  Too soon, the bottle was gone. Douglas practically climbed Nikolai’s body, searching for more.

  Nikolai laughed as he gave him the second bottle, thrilled by the easy trust he received. No suspicion. No fight. The boy needed water. Nikolai offered it. The boy drank and was grateful. Nikolai was grateful too, for a pet so willing to eat from his hand even at this early stage. If this was what two weeks of seemingly senseless torture could bring about, what could he achieve in months of carefully administered training?

  “There, there,” he murmured when the second bottle was gone, and his new boy latched onto his neck, pressing his face to Nikolai’s collar. “I’m going to take care of you now. Other people abandoned you here. I won’t abandon you anywhere. Ever.”

  He felt the head pressed to his body nod, and then a full-body tremble. Sobs. Tears of happiness —he no doubt thought Nikolai was here to rescue him. He was, in a way . . . just not the way the boy was hoping for.

  Nikolai shushed and petted him, and then he lifted him in his arms and carried him back to the house. Back to his own rooms, up the stairs to his en suite, where Roger had run a hot, frothy bath.

  Nikolai lowered him gingerly into the water, then stripped his suit jacket and rolled up the sleeves of his shirt. Knelt at the tub’s side and began to wash him, the same way Douglas would one day beg to wash Nikolai. And Nikolai would let him. To be attended by such a beautiful, sensitive boy . . .

  He hummed in pleasure, echoing the sounds Douglas made as Nikolai dragged the soapy sponge across the white expanse of his boy’s back.

  At last, Douglas spoke. “They left me to die,” he rasped, staring into the shifting foam on the water’s surface. “They . . . abandoned me. My brother . . .”

  “Abandoned you, yes.”

  “He’d never—”

  “He did. Do you blame him, after what you did to him?”

  Douglas hung his wet head, droplets falling from his hair like tears. “No,” he whispered. “I didn’t have a choice, didn’t he understand? I didn’t have a choice!”

  “Shhh, I know.” He kept his voice low, and smooth, and very calm. Hypnotizing. The hysterical tension drained out of his boy’s body again. “I understand. Nobody else will, but I do. I’ll never judge you for the choices you’ve had to make, or will have to make. You aren’t perfect, Douglas, and it’s cruel that people expect you to be. You’re flawed, but that’s what makes you so beautiful to me.”

  He cupped the back of the boy’s head, leaned in close, and pressed a kiss to the side of his mouth. And then, because he was a weak man, and a little bit imperfect himself, he pressed another, this time right on top of the chapped, slowly moving lips.

  Trying to speak. No sound coming out. The picture of acquiescence. Perfection.

  But then his new boy pulled away, brow furrowed. Perhaps he’d pushed Douglas’s trust too far, so he too pulled back, smiled gently at him, brushed a dripping strand of hair from his crinkled forehead. Nikolai held his breath and his smile, waiting to see if the boy would ask inconvenient questions—Did you buy me? or Would you please take me to the police now?—but, as he’d suspected, Douglas was too addled, too overwhelmed to make the final connection between his instinctive unease and the reality of his situation.

  Perfect. If only that could last forever.

  “Fear for nothing,” Nikolai said. “I’ll take care of you.” And then he was helping Douglas out of the bath, toweling him off, and carrying him again, this time into his private bedroom. His own bed.

  Once the boy recovered, it would be a good long while before he’d earn the right to return here. But for now, a little indulgence wouldn’t go amiss. Nikolai tucked him in and combed a hand through his hair, easing him down to sleep with a softly hummed lullaby. He’d have someone fetch them both lunch—broth for Douglas and something heartier for himself—in an hour or two, but for now he’d let the boy sleep in safety, probably for the first time since he’d been taken.
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  Nikolai had lied. It’d been days, months, fucking years since he’d drugged Mat and left him to die in the worst kind of agony he’d ever known. Not five or six hours. No way could it’ve only been five or six hours. No way could this . . . poison not kill him. The fucker had been right about one thing, though: he did want to die. Anything to make this end.


  He whimpered and curled up tighter as a cramp ripped through his gut, whimpered again as the motion set glass grinding in his joints and tearing through muscle and skin.

  Fire. Crushing pressure. Wave upon wave of pain, evolving and taking new shapes, striking and receding and striking again, twice as strong for its regrouping. The impossible task of fighting it took so much focus, so much energy, he didn’t notice when Nikolai came back. Hadn’t heard the door open and close, hadn’t heard the chair scrape against the floor. He simply pried his eyes open during a minor ebb and saw the man there.

  Or maybe he was just hallucinating. God knew anything that hurt this badly for this long could fuck with your head.

  “Slow metabolism,” Nikolai commented, checking his watch. “You must work hard to maintain your physique.”

  Of course he worked hard, but not because of his fucking metabolism. It was his job, and Dougie depended on him. In fact, he’d actually lose weight if he wasn’t careful. But drugs—even common ones like caffeine and antihistamines—always affected him hard.

  He didn’t bother trying to say any of that, though. If he unclenched his jaw, he’d scream.

  “That hate in your eyes right now. You must never lose it. It’s why I bought you. The way you looked at the camera while Madame’s doctor fucked you.”

  Fuck him. Seriously. Fuck him and his bland fucking smile and his cold fucking eyes and his brutal fucking cruelty and his bullshit fucking threats. He probably didn’t even have Dougie. Hadn’t he said he didn’t want him? And if he did have him, where was he? He hadn’t been in the RV, wasn’t anywhere in the house Mat had seen. And if he had been out of sight, he’d have called to Mat if he were there. He’d have yelled. No, it was just one more manipulative ploy, one more lie to get him to behave because Nikolai knew damn well Mat would fucking kill him otherwise.

  No guards in sight. I bet the key to the shackle is in his pocket.

  Besides, how could he hurt anyone anymore if he’s dead?

  Mat curled up tighter, tucking his hands beneath him. Not-really-at-all-faked another whimper. He’d kill him. He’d do what Coach Darryl had taught him to, what had made him so promising in the ring when he was young: He’d strike while Nikolai thought him at his weakest. He’d ignore the pain, if only long enough to do what he needed to do. He’d snap Nikolai’s fucking neck and take the shackle key and find the nearest cop and rescue Dougie. He’d never let anyone hurt either of them like this again.

  The mere thought of having to endure this agony a second time gave him the strength he needed to overcome it now. He closed his eyes. Breathed deep. Body tensed—already had been for hours anyway—feet subtly planted on the mattress . . .

  And pounced.

  The shackle caught. Jerked. Fuck! He wasn’t fast enough, didn’t have enough reach, and Nikolai calmly danced out of his way, grinning a fucking awful grin as Mat hit the floor chin first, screaming as his ankle broke in the hard grasp of the shackle. Everything else hurt so goddamn much he barely noticed.

  “I had planned to have a civilized conversation with you,” Nikolai said, stepping in close again and mashing Mat’s right hand against the floor beneath the heel of his dress shoe. Mat screamed again, too exhausted to hold it back, too exhausted to fight anymore. He’d had one chance, and he’d blown it. Now he couldn’t even get up, could barely think around the pain in his hand and his ankle and his fucking everywhere. Just wanted to curl up and cry. Die. Whichever.

  The pressure left his hand as Nikolai paced to the bed, prodded at Mat’s ankle. “Be glad it’s not broken,” he said, and how was that possible when every touch and jostle was so fucking excruciating? “I don’t take kindly to my property being damaged.”

  “I . . . am not . . . your property.” His hands, pressed flat to the floor, curled into fists. “And neither is my brother. You don’t . . . you don’t even have him, do you? Fucker. You’ve got nothing on me.” Nothing but pain, and I can beat that. I always have.

  Nikolai squatted down beside him, pressed a hard hand to the back of his neck. “That’s a good lie to tell yourself. When I sell you, your master will love to hear you rage against him so, deny his ownership of you. It might even save you pain. But you must never believe it. Accept your fate, or it will destroy you.”

  Nikolai lifted his hand, wiped Mat’s sweat off his palm with the pocket square from his suit jacket, and pulled his cell phone from a clip on his belt. A few touches and swipes later, and the phone was in Mat’s face.

  It took him a moment to process what he was seeing. Everything hurt too much, and he was sprawled naked on the fucking floor of a madman’s home, one leg dangling by a shackle, trying to fight through a haze of exhaustion and agony and far too much accumulated panic.

  Dougie. Nikolai was showing him Dougie.

  No.

  “Oh yes,” Nikolai replied.

  He looked dead. Lying still and naked and pale in a fancy bed like some kind of . . . some kind of doll to be hugged and squeezed and treasured.

  And played with. Raped.

  “You didn’t . . .” Mat gasped. Could barely speak; he’d screamed himself hoarse ten times over since he’d gotten here, and fear seized his throat besides. “. . . poison him?” He reached out with a shaking hand, curled desperate fingers around Nikolai’s forearm. The broken glass shifted in his joints, but he didn’t squeeze. Can’t hurt him can’t hurt him he has Dougie can’t hurt him . . .

  “No, he’s just exhausted, the poor thing. And suffering a bout of dehydration. I’m seeing him well cared for.”

  The fuck you are. He gagged.

  “Oh! Oh, you think that’s innuendo. Well, no. I haven’t known him in the biblical sense. But I will. Unlike you, he’ll love it. Well, learn to love it.” He shrugged. “He’ll learn a great many things from me by the time I’m through with him.”

  Mat fought with everything in him to quash the urge to hurt this fucker. The drug must finally have been wearing off; the pain didn’t seem any less, but he was starting to think clearer, so it must’ve been.

  “And to be clear, if anything does happen to me while you and I are alone, I’ve left explicit instructions for what should happen to Douglas. I’m sure the guards will be more than happy to carry out my demands, don’t you agree?” A musing pause, and then, “I hear fucking a mouth with no teeth is an exquisite pleasure.”

  The image of that swallowed up everything else. “No. Please.”

  Nikolai’s hand fisted his hair, yanking Mat’s head until they were eye to eye. “Then never attempt to harm me again.” He dropped Mat’s head, wiped his hand on the pocket square again. Settled on his knees beside Mat and unzipped his pants. Pulled his soft cock out through the gap. “Why don’t you show me how sorry you are. This is a skill you and I will need to spend much time developing, anyway.”

  Mat forced his teeth to unclench and waited for Nikolai to fuck his throat. But he didn’t. Didn’t even close the gap between them. Just sat there, waiting, cock as flaccid and uninterested in the proceedings as Nikolai seemed to be.

  “I’m not those animals at the auction house,” Nikolai said. “I won’t ever force you. You must come to this of your own volition, but do remember what I said about choices and consequences.”

  Dougie.

  “And no, except to ensure my own safety, I’ll not hold your brother to ransom against your actions. They are your choices. And so the consequences must be yours as well. Now, do you choose to pleasure me? Or do you choose the consequences of disobedience?”

  Consequences. Dougie. Nothing but this man’s word that Dougie was safe.

  This man’s word . . . and whatever protection Mat could buy him with his own body. He was no good to Dougie if he couldn’t stand. And if he were being perfectly honest, he didn’t think he could face another six hours of such abject misery again. At least not so soon on the heels of the last, not while the pain—though fading fast now—was still so excruciating he wanted to cry.

  So though it shamed him in ways that being taken by force never had, he dragged himself the few inches to Nikolai’s lap, propped himself on his elbows, and sucked the man’s cock into his mouth.

  “Have you done this before?” Nikolai asked, brushing a hand over the top of Mat’s head.

  He nodded carefully, thrusting his tongue, trying to tease Nikolai’s cock to life. It thickened in his mouth, grew to prod at his gag reflex. Suck it, he told himself. Suck it. It’s not that bad.

  It wasn’t, really. At least Nikolai was as fastidiously clean and trimmed down here as he seemed to be everywhere else.

  “Are you gay, Mathias?”

  Another nod. He sucked. Sucked and bobbed his head, like he’d always done, except without the passion and attraction he used to feel (would never feel again?). It felt . . . mechanical. Like learning dance steps.

  “Interesting. You don’t suck cock like a gay man. Maybe that’s because you don’t like me.”

  You think?

  “You’re going to have to improve your technique. The hate must stay in your eyes, but your body needs to be as willing and capable as your brother’s will be, you understand?”

  You’re making me rape my own mouth, and you want more enthusiasm?

  As for the rest of it . . . He wouldn’t think about Dougie sucking cock. Anybody’s cock, but especially not this man’s. He forced himself to relax his throat. Take another inch. Another. His mouth was so fucking dry.

  “Don’t just lie there, use your hands.”

  The joints of his fingers were still filled with glass. He squeezed his eyes shut lest he clench his teeth when he wrapped a hand around the base of Nikolai’s cock and pumped in time with his sucking.

  “That’s good, Mathias. Add a little twist—yes. Very nice. You can feel out your master’s desire for a little anal play, as well, by sliding your other hand behind his sac. But don’t bother with me. I don’t like being penetrated by my lessers. You may, however, cup my balls. Eventually I’d like to have you suck me off while your brother licks my balls and ass. Or maybe the other way round?” He finally gasped. Finally a crack in his façade.

  He’s getting off on the thought of making us service him together.

  “Your brother’s not gay, is he?”

  He pulled off Nikolai’s cock with a wet pop. Shook his head. Tried to build up more spit in his mouth, but only half succeeded. He hadn’t realized how thirsty he was until now; his body had had more pressing concerns.

  Nikolai palmed the back of Mat’s head and nudged gently. Mat took him in his mouth again.

  “No, I suppose he wouldn’t be. I doubt the odds of that happening are very high. No matter, anyway. Sexual preference is only relevant for the owner, not the owned. He’ll learn to love cock. My cock. Every cock. He can be molded.” Another little gasp, a cut-off moan. “So can you. You’d like not to think so, but look how far you’ve come already.”

  Like you wouldn’t have, too, if you’d been raped and tortured nonstop for weeks.

  “Oh, but I am better than you. You’re a beast. To be caged and controlled and trained. Tamed. Conquered. And you’d best never forget that.”

  Mat pulled off his cock again. It was the only way to stop himself from hurting the fucker. “If it weren’t for Dougie,” he growled, “I—”

  “Would’ve bitten my cock off, yes? Well. We shall simply have to work on that. Tell me, Mathias, what do you fear?”

  Losing him again. Failing him again.

  “Bees,” he said.

  Nikolai actually chuckled. Took his cock in his hand and slapped at Mat’s cheek with it: Open up, bitch. Mat did. “I’d imagine,” Nikolai sighed, eyes fluttering briefly closed as Mat sucked hard and swiped his tongue around the crown, hoping to end this faster, “that this stings much worse.”

  Mat didn’t even have to look up to know that Nikolai was holding another auto-injector. His aching stomach surged, nausea threatening. The urge to plead, beg, was instant and powerful. He couldn’t go through that again, not yet. Couldn’t.

  He sucked harder, swallowed Nikolai all the way down his throat, moaned out his desperation. Please. I’m good. I’m so good. I’ll swallow your cum. But Nikolai just pulled free, jaw set. Determined. Resolved. Unbeholden to his pleasure.

  “Don’t ever try to harm me again,” he said, raising his arm. “Don’t ever try to harm any of your betters again. And while we’re at it, do not make a mockery of my important work with your cheek.”

  His arm came down, and the injector with it. Mat only had time to shout “Wait, no!” before it slammed into his hip and lit a horrible new fire under his skin. Every capillary burned. The agony spread like water through a sponge, unimpeded, inexorable, excruciating.

  As he writhed on the floor, Nikolai took hold of his spit-slick cock in one hand and Mat’s chin in the other, and jerked himself to completion over Mat’s grimacing face. Cum—slow moving, sticky— dripped into one nostril. Mat couldn’t muster the will to wipe it away, no matter how pervasive the stink of his rapist’s spunk. Moving hurt so much, everything hurt so much, he just couldn’t.

  “I’m going to go check on your brother, now. You and I shall try again when I get back, shall we?”

  Nikolai stood, patted Mat’s cum-smeared cheek. Fuck you, Mat wanted to say, and Water, and Please kill me, but all that came out was a pitiful wheeze, a high-pitched moan. The glass shards and acid had spread to his toes, his shoulders, the backs of his eyeballs, even his scalp. He wanted to tear it off with his bare hands.

  “I do hope your brother will be more cooperative,” Nikolai called from the doorway. When had he gotten over there? “See you in six hours.”

  Mat never heard the door close. Just looked up to find Nikolai gone and himself locked in this hellish prison again. Whether he meant the room or his body, he couldn’t have said.
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  Dougie woke sprawled out in a huge, luxurious bed. And immediately wished he could go back to sleep again, except he was so hungry. And thirsty, too. And had no idea where he was, if he was safe, how he’d gotten here, if Mat was here too. He sat up. Realized he was still naked.

  And not alone.

  There was a man across the room from him, sitting in a chair facing the foot of the bed, a glass of water dangling from the fingers of one hand. Watching.

  Water.

  He . . . knew the man’s face from somewhere, the sensation more like déjà vu than actual memory. Wherever it came from, whatever it was, it whispered trust this man, so Dougie clambered out of the bed and went to him. Stumbled. Tried to catch himself on the arm of the man’s chair, but still fell to his knees at the man’s feet.

  “W-water,” he said, his voice scratchy and sore. He tried to lick his lips, but his tongue was just as dry and sticky as they were.

  The man held out the glass with a soft, patient smile. Dougie almost reached up to take it from him, but somewhere in his head, another voice, he didn’t know whose: You must never touch your betters. He stretched his neck, chin up, and waited for the man to place the glass to his lips. Which the man did, and didn’t hesitate to tip it back and let him drink, cool water quenching his parched throat and dribbling down his chin and naked chest.

  He’s good. He’s kind.

  Dougie drank and drank, his body shuddering with mingled desire and satisfaction.

  And then again, as his thirst was slaked, with realization. Revulsion.

  He lurched away, crabbed back until he hit the bed. Couldn’t quite bring himself to look the man in the eye, but stared fiercely at his nose and demanded, “Where am I?” It wasn’t quite, Did you buy me? but he couldn’t bring himself to say that yet.

  The man sighed, disappointed. “I suppose this particular mood couldn’t have lasted forever. It never does.”

  The man stood, and though his face was kind, Dougie couldn’t help but cringe. But the man just walked around him, away from him. He heard a tap running, and then the man came back, glass refilled with water. He took a long, leisurely drink of it as Dougie watched, eyes fixated on his bobbing throat. The glass was still half full when he was done.

  “My name is Nikolai,” the man said. “But you must earn the right to call me that. For now, sir will do.”

  So he had bought him, then. Dougie’s head pounded, but he thought he might be starting to piece the last few days back together. Madame. Auction. Apart or together. Hurting Mat. Horrible little rooms, dark and soundless. Thirst, God, such thirst. Alone. Left to die.

  Not anymore, it seemed.

  A few days ago, back at Madame’s, he might’ve regretted that. But he’d learned in that stifling tomb that dying could be just as bad as living.

  “Are you . . .” His throat still felt so dry. He cleared it, eyes on the water glass, beading with condensation. Not in the desert anymore, then. Not in Vegas. “Are you a m-master, sir?”

  Nikolai nodded, the faintest hint of a smile touching his eyes and lips. “After a sort. I’m a trainer. I’ll teach you how to be your best possible self, and then I’ll sell you on to a master who will love you and keep you if you serve him well.”

  “But you don’t . . . I mean . . . You seem so kind, sir.”

  Nikolai squatted down in front of Dougie and held the water glass to his lips, tipped it back so he could drink. Dougie swallowed eagerly. “I’d like to think so, Douglas. I take no pleasure from others’ pain. I’m not a rapist like those animals at the processing center.” He pulled the glass back—empty, how was it empty already?—and stroked Dougie’s cheek with gentle fingers. Dougie caught himself leaning into the touch, eyes drifting closed. What are you doing, Dougie? Stop it. “I will teach you great pleasure, Douglas. Joy. Satisfaction. Would you like that?”

  I’d like to go home.

  He knew what he should say, knew what this man wanted to hear—this man who hadn’t harmed him, who’d given him water, who’d touched him with affection. But he couldn’t lie about that, couldn’t pretend he wanted to stay here. The man already had his body; for all that he’d treated it well so far, he couldn’t have Dougie’s mind, too.

  “Where’s Mat?” Dougie asked instead.

  That flash of disappointment again, but no anger, no retribution. The hand stroking Dougie’s cheek didn’t stop, didn’t get rough. “He’s resting. I’m afraid the last couple weeks have been quite hard on him.”

  “Can I see him?”

  Nikolai shook his head, features sad, like it genuinely pained him to keep Dougie and Mat apart. “I’m afraid not yet. I don’t think it’d do to disturb him.”

  Dougie nodded, feeling his eyes well up with tears. At least they didn’t fall. “You’re not . . . you’re not lying to me?”

  “In this entire process, has anyone lied to you, Douglas?”

  No. Never. They promised cruelty and dehumanization, and I got exactly that.

  Nikolai didn’t wait for his reply. Maybe he saw it written on Dougie’s face. “Because we have no reason to lie. Lying to keep you compliant would mean we don’t have the power to gain the same through more direct means. But we do. We have all the power.” Somehow that didn’t sound like a threat, like it could have. Just a statement of fact, as bland as saying the sky was blue. “And my particular authority is knowing with certainty that one day, you’ll come to relish that fact. You will be transformed, Douglas. Elevated above your base instincts into the very best version of yourself.”

  Dougie didn’t like the sound of that at all. It sounded nuts. Like shit a cult leader would say. Maybe this was a cult. It certainly was organized, and efficient, and everybody knew their place. Top-down hierarchy.

  Was he to be brainwashed, then? Broken and reprogrammed? The thought terrified him even more than all that’d come before. Not my mind not my mind please not my mind—

  “Don’t look so frightened, Douglas.” Nikolai stroked his cheek again, but this time, Dougie pulled away. Just an inch, just enough to get Nikolai’s hand off him. Nikolai dropped it back to his own knee, face unchanged. Gentle. Paternal, almost, like his foster dad would look at him sometimes. “It doesn’t have to hurt, I promise.” A small shrug then, a hint of gentle remorse, gentler humor. “It probably will sometimes—growing pains, you understand—but it doesn’t have to. You have a choice about that. You’ll have many choices here. But as I told your brother, you must understand that choices carry consequences. Some good, some bad. Those outcomes are up to you.”

  “I choose to go home,” Dougie said. And, feeling brave all of a sudden, added, “And to take Mat with me.”

  Nikolai shook his head. “That is the one choice I’m afraid you cannot make. There is no going home, Douglas. There’s nothing to go home to. You and your brother, you’ve fled to Mexico to escape bad debts to dangerous men. The bank is foreclosing on your house. You’ve been expelled from your program. There’s nothing left of that life. It’s harsh, but necessary. You have to let go of who you were to become who you will be. That is your first and most critical lesson in this house. Do you understand?”

  Understand? How could he understand that? “No.” Dougie’s hands balled into fists. He wanted so badly to stand, but he was afraid if he tried, he’d just fall again and ruin his last scrap of dignity.

  “No, you don’t understand?”

  “No. No. Just no. No to everything. No. Can I choose to say no, sir?”

  Nikolai’s nose crinkled ever so slightly at the tone of contempt in that “sir,” but he nodded. “You can.”

  “Then no. No, I don’t believe you. No, I won’t listen to you. No, I’m not playing your sick fucking game so you might as well let me go.” Turned out he could stand after all, even if he did have to lean against the bed. “Now. Sir.”

  Nikolai rose too, with a sigh. He was half a foot taller than Dougie, looked lean and wiry beneath his tailored suit, like Mat. But Mat had taught Dougie a thing or two; he wasn’t afraid, wouldn’t be intimidated by this man.

  Wouldn’t be intimidated by anyone. Not anymore.

  “For a moment there,” Nikolai said, the words like a mournful sigh, “I had such high hopes for you. I didn’t want you, you know. You came as baggage with your brother. But I thought I could give you my gifts nonetheless.”

  Gifts? Oh Jesus, this man was insane. If this was a cult, he was guzzling the fucking Kool-Aid. Dougie tried to glance surreptitiously over Nikolai’s shoulder, toward the door, the windows. He had to get out of here. He’d fight his way out if he had to.

  “Yet it seems you’re not ready to receive them. Perhaps you need some time to ponder. Some more time in quiet seclusion, perhaps?”

  That dark room. No water. No food.

  He’d drunk, but he hadn’t eaten, a fact that’d grown more and more urgent as his fluid-parched body came back into itself. How long did he have before he starved?

  You idiot. He won’t starve you to death, not when he can get you halfway there and desperate enough to eat from his hand and drink his cum for dessert.

  He’d read about this in grad school—going crazy in the endless, dark quiet of sensory deprivation. It could break a man in days. Sometimes just hours. Had definitely broken him, at least for a little while. Between that and what’d come before it, it was a fucking miracle of the human mind that he wasn’t destroyed already.

  You snuggled in his lap and drank from him like a mewling kitten.

  That’s where he recognized him from. The memory came back like a fucking freight train. Hunger. Thirst. This man. Water. His strong body. Protector. Savior. In that moment, he’d been all of that and more. Dougie—reduced to a desperate, broken animal—had loved him.

  From here on in, he had to be smart. This was his mind he was gambling with, and he couldn’t throw it away for some meaningless stand. Better to play along now—no matter how humiliating and horrible it was, no matter what—and keep his senses (no more dark rooms, God, please no more) so he’d be ready when the time to escape eventually came. He was halfway to a Ph.D. in clinical psychology; if he couldn’t outsmart this guy, he had no one to blame but himself.

  And he couldn’t afford to fail. Mat was here, somewhere. He had to protect Mat.

  “Wait,” he said, and then, kicking himself for slipping already, dropped to his knees and added, “Sir. Please. Wait.”

  Nikolai folded his arms across his chest and raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. His posture screamed defensive, wary, amused, superior. But that was okay; Dougie could work with that.

  “Please don’t lock me back up in the dark, sir. I’ll . . . I’m sorry, I won’t make trouble. I was just . . .” He shook his head, grimaced. He couldn’t overplay this or Nikolai wouldn’t buy it. “I was angry. Furious. I still . . . I still am. This is my life you’re stealing. That you’ve all so blithely claimed for your own. You bought me like some . . .” He shook his head again, let his fury, his disgust, his helplessness show on his face. “Like some appliance, some thing. I’m not a hole; I’m a human being!”

  Silence. He waited to see if Nikolai would fill it, but the man stood unmoving, eyes fixed on Dougie.

  “But if it’s really true that I can’t go back, that I can’t escape, that I’m stuck here forever and nothing will change that . . . And if it’s really true what you said, that I have choices, that it doesn’t have to hurt?” He risked meeting Nikolai’s eyes—expressionless, revealing nothing. “Then I choose not to suffer. I suffered enough for ten lifetimes in Madame’s hands. I’m done. So please, sir”—no contempt this time, none at all, though he felt it burning like fire through his veins—“tell me what I have to do. Tell me how not to suffer.”

  Nikolai straightened, uncrossed his arms. A slow smile spread over his face. Pleased, then. Maybe Dougie’s ploy would work.

  Just one problem with that, of course. Ploy or no ploy, Tell me how not to suffer felt like the most honest thing he’d said in his entire life.
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  The boy’s attempt was woefully transparent.

  That was all right. Nikolai, too, could play along and act the part, and Douglas could go on thinking he was tricking him until suddenly he wasn’t anymore, until the act became his reality. It was only a matter of time, and Nikolai was a very patient man.

  Time to test his new pet’s resolve.

  He reached down, catching Douglas’s chin in his hand. A momentary flinch, followed by a limp acquiescence, almost doll-like. And he was, almost. Pale as a china doll, and as fragile. A delicate jaw, hidden underneath a distasteful week’s growth of thin beard, caught helpless in Nikolai’s hand.

  “No,” he said, softly. “You’re not a hole. Not to me. Never. You are a person, just a person who desperately needs my guidance.”

  He’d given the boy such a precious gift in that one speech alone, but Douglas wasn’t yet prepared to accept it. Where there should have been sweet, touched affection, there was only wariness, fear, even a pale shadow of his brother’s hate.

  No matter. “The key is to obey,” Nikolai said. “Fully, unhesitatingly. Enthusiastically. Always. It is not enough to serve me. You must love to serve me.”

  His new boy blinked up at him with eyes as big and blue and beautiful as a Disney prince’s, gaze full of consternation. “I don’t know how,” he said.

  Nikolas stroked his thumb across Douglas’s full lips, rough and split from dehydration and the gag. A hint of pressure, and the boy—smart, this one, a quick learner—parted them to let Nikolai in. Flicked his tongue across Nikolai’s fingernail, the question—Is that right? Will you not hurt me now?—clear as ink across his face. “I will teach you. It will take time. It will not be easy.” The boy’s tongue curled, a wet, hot press around the pad of Nikolai’s thumb, and Nikolai had to restrain his gasp, the urge to replace thumb with cock. “Until then,” he said, “you fake it.”

  Douglas nodded around Nikolai’s thumb and tried on a moan. It sounded more desperate than pleasured, but it would do for now. No doubt the boy thought he’d always be faking it, but that was all right. Many a pet just like him had been proven wrong before.

  Nikolai popped his thumb free, stroked his hand through Douglas’s hair. “Undo my fly,” he said, and when Douglas moved too quickly, too eager to play at eagerness, Nikolai steadied his hand with his own and added, “Slowly. Sensually. This isn’t mechanics, it’s worship, do you understand?” The boy blinked, nodded slightly; he didn’t understand yet, not truly, but he would in time. For now it was enough to pretend. “Don’t watch your fingers—watch my face. Your betters may wish to look into your eyes when you service them. Or they may not, but you cannot know if you do not open yourself to them. Prostrate yourself. Offer them everything—not just your mouth, but your heart and mind as well.”

  Anger and disgust in those big blue eyes now, quickly smothered. No, not smothered—buried. Hidden. But that was all right too. Every boy was like this at first.

  Douglas gazed deep into Nikolai’s eyes as he slowly unbuttoned and unzipped his slacks. The gaze was mostly shrouded—he was no born actor; his ruse could only carry him so far—but it would do for now. Was doing well enough, in fact, that Nikolai was fully hard beneath his briefs. He’d need to watch himself with this one; the urge to lose himself in pleasure would be strong.

  “That’s good, pet,” he breathed. “If your better is holding your gaze, wait for his signal to touch him intimately. If he’s not, assume he’s ready unless he tells you otherwise.” Nikolai nodded ever so slightly. “Now. Reach into my briefs.” Warm dry fingers, trembling slightly, curled around his cock as if it were made of glass. “That’s it, gently. Slide my briefs down my hips, just enough to expose my sac.” The boy obeyed. “Good. Not too far. You mustn’t cause your better to get tangled in his clothes. You’ll be beaten if he trips because of you.”

  Beaten. Now that word drew a reaction. A quiet gasp, an involuntary shiver, a quick downcasting of the eyes.

  It passed, and Douglas exposed him perfectly. The cool room air and the boy’s soft fingers felt exquisite on his overheated balls and cock.

  “I’m already hard, but the men you service may not always be. Lessons on excitation will have to wait, as will lessons on proper care and treatment of a foreskin. Many Americans don’t have them, or Jews or Muslims the world over, but most others will. I myself am a Jew; or my mother was, at least.” He touched a hand through the boy’s hair, resisting the urge to press that beautiful mouth to his groin by force. “You may find this a blessing; I am told I’m less sensitive during intercourse, and so it takes me longer to orgasm. But on the other hand, I am likely to be cleaner, even if I haven’t washed for some time.”

  The face the boy made at that was precious. No doubt he’d had many a foul thing shoved in his mouth during his stay at Madame’s. Nikolai had seen her guards many times, and those brief glimpses inspired no envy for the boy. He really did deserve better. Nikolai would have to be the one to give it to him.

  Still, Madame’s men had performed an essential service. They’d taught the boy pain so that, with luck, Nikolai wouldn’t have to. In Douglas’s eyes, he could be the kind master. The good guy. The rescuer he truly was.

  “You can begin,” he said. Douglas nearly went cross-eyed trying to take in the looming length of cock that stood in front of him. “Sometimes the man you service will wish to come quickly. Sometimes not. You must learn to read their desires and service them accordingly.” Douglas’s lips wrapped around the very tip of his cock, warmth and wetness followed by tentative suction. “What do you think I want now?”

  A blink. An aborted shake of the head. I don’t know. Not How should I know? Just I don’t know. Maybe even, Help me?

  “Not every man is as verbal as me. Some don’t know what they want until it’s over. I’m afraid I’d be doing you a disservice to tell you anything. So why don’t you try something? See how good your instincts are. If I seem bored or impatient, speed up. If I seem too eager, too close too soon, slow down.”

  Douglas pulled off, sitting back on his heels. “I can’t. Sir. I . . . I can’t. I don’t know how. I’m not gay.” It was a strange sort of protest. Not insolence, not refusal. Frustration, more like. “Can’t you just . . .”

  “Fuck your mouth like those animals at Madame’s no doubt did? No. Some men take their pleasure that way, and I’d be remiss if I didn’t teach you how to bear it, but let me reiterate, you are not merely a hole under this roof, never will be again, and if that’s all I teach you to be, then as a trainer I’ve failed. I’ll never force you—I mean that. But . . . Choices. Consequences. Remember?”

  The boy looked a little shell-shocked. Confused. In that perfect headspace Nikolai needed to work his magic: torn between hatred and gratitude.

  “You must be hungry,” Nikolai tried.

  Douglas nodded. “Yes, sir. Thirsty too.”

  “Pleasure me. Then I’ll feed and water you.”

  Hatred and gratitude again, this time mixed with disgust and longing. The boy didn’t want to think of himself as a whore—even if the price of his favors was survival itself. But he did want to survive.

  Nikolai took pity. “Wrap a hand around my shaft. Your dominant one.” The boy obeyed. “Tighter, it’s all right, I won’t break. Touch me how you like to touch yourself.” The grip firmed. One tentative stroke, a second, a little twist over the crown. “Ahhh, yes, that’s lovely. My cock is not so very large as some you might see—some might need two hands. Others—smaller ones—might call for only thumb and forefinger. Now then, lean in, mouth on the crown. Stroke and suck in rhythm. Vary speed and depth. If your techniques with your hand and lips and tongue are strong, you need not always swallow a man down your throat.” He paused for a moment to let the boy explore those techniques—halting, inexpert, too slow, too gentle. “But you will of course learn to do that too. Harder now, and a little faster. We’ll be here for hours at this rate.”

  Douglas whimpered as if Nikolai had openly threatened him. So timid and fearful. But he did what he was told, squeezing Nikolai’s cock until it was just this side of painful, his dry palm chafing Nikolai’s shaft. Nikolai let it go on, though, as uninspired as it was. Even enjoyed it a little when Douglas had the presence of mind to toy the pointed tip of his tongue over Nikolai’s slit.

  “Better,” he murmured, allowing the boy the privilege of hearing arousal in his voice. He set his hand on the back of Douglas’s head, not pushing, but it was enough to cause the boy to tense. “I’d like to take your throat now.”

  A tear streaked down Douglas’s cheek, and he squeezed his eyes shut as if in attempt to prevent any more from following. He’d let go of his pride soon enough. Then the tears would fall unheeded, as they needed to, whenever and wherever they came. And not long after, they would cease again, to be replaced by joyous devotion. Douglas would open up, blossom, like a flower. He’d already given so much.

  “It’s all right, Douglas. Not bad for your first time. We’ll practice every day until you’ve found your confidence. Now, relax your jaw and throat, and fold your lips over your teeth. Kneel to proper height—that’s it, up off your heels—and take a deep breath. You will feel like you’re choking. It’s all right to cry; it’s mere reflex. Fold your hands behind your back to resist the urge to grip my hips or push me away. There’s a good boy.” Nikolai took Douglas’s head in both hands, gently, not forcing. Slid the tip of his cock past the boy’s slack lips, along his velvet tongue. One inch. Two. Four. Douglas gagged, but held still.

  “Yes,” Nikolai sighed. “Very good. Almost there now.” He pressed in the final three inches, nestled his balls against Douglas’s chin as the boy choked and flailed, eyes squeezed shut, tears streaming from the corners. But he didn’t try to pull away. This was obviously not the first time he’d had his throat fucked.

  Nikolai pulled back slightly, let the boy breathe, thrust forward again. “Soon, I’ll expect you to do this for me—take me deep while I lie perfectly still.” Another thrust, more gagging. The feel of that soft throat convulsing around his cock was simply beyond compare. “You may start being active by using your tongue as best you can, pressing up around the shaft as I thru—” He cut off on a gasp as Douglas did as instructed. “Yes, very good, very, very good. Now hum on my next thrust.” He buried himself balls to chin down Douglas’s throat again, and the boy did as ordered, more a moan than a hum but pleasing nonetheless. “The vibrations heighten my pleasure. Oh. Yes.” He shuddered. Held Douglas close, savoring one choking spasm after another. Pleasure stacked on top of pleasure. “You’ll learn so many things. So many, many things. We have so much to look forward to.” He didn’t let go. The choking was getting desperate now, turning into genuine struggle. He’d promised he’d never force, so though he was nearing desperation for release, he let go of Douglas’s head. “Consequences,” he reminded the boy, who pulled back just long enough to suck in two ragged breaths, then squeezed his eyes closed and dove back in.

  “Good boy. Normally I’d prefer to come down your throat—you must always swallow your master’s cum as if it were nectar from the gods—but I’m not sure how well it would sit on an empty stomach, so you’ll take it on the face this time.” He thrust his hips—short, aborted little twitches, barely touching the boy’s gag reflex. “The instant I pull free,” he panted, “you will stroke me to completion. You will look me in the eyes the entire time. You will hold your mouth open, tongue out, like—” He had to stop for a moment, breathe deep, rein himself in. “Like a happy dog, if you’ll excuse the crassness. Don’t you dare let so much as a whisper of disgust show on your pretty face. Con-se-quences.”

  He pulled free. Douglas’s hands, which up until now had been dutifully clenched behind his back, unfolded and reached for him. One around his cock, the other cradling his balls—Good boy, where did you learn that trick?—stroking firmly, with purpose. He held Nikolai’s gaze, his face carefully shuttered. No joy, but no disgust either. Nikolai twitched, gasped, thrust his hips forward. Douglas sped up, pointed Nikolai’s cock at his chin, opened his mouth, and thrust his tongue out.

  Beautiful. Imperfect, rough around the edges, but so full of potential. So beautiful.

  Nikolai absolutely soaked that face and tongue with his cum, despite having come not so long before. But then, he’d long trained for endurance and stamina, and was still young enough to orgasm five or six times in a day if the job demanded it of him. And to do anything other than coat this new boy completely would have been a tragedy. Douglas had done well. He deserved this. Nikolai deserved it too. He groaned, letting Douglas’s surprisingly skilled hands wring out one last shot of cum, which hit the bridge of his nose as the earlier jets dripped slowly down into his falsely eager mouth.

  Still, the boy was faking it well enough, even if those rapidly blinking eyelids, trying to keep cum from getting into his eyes or sticking to his eyelashes, told of much training and discipline yet needed.

  For now, though, he’d clean the boy’s face and have him fed, as promised. Follow-through mattered, regardless of whether that ultimately meant meting out punishment or reward. And Nikolai was nothing if not a thorough and consistent trainer. The brothers might hate him for that now, but Douglas, at least, would learn to be grateful soon enough.
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