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  flesh cartel


  season 2: fragmentation


  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.


  flesh cartel


  episode 5: wins & loses


  In episode five of The Flesh Cartel, Nikolai is well on his way to undermining the bond between Mat and Dougie, but there’s still a long road ahead. Training slaves is a process full of setbacks, and with these two, the situation is more complex and precarious than usual.


  Walking the line with Mat is especially challenging. Too severe a hand leaves him fearful, even broken, but too light a touch leaves him disobedient and full of fury. Dougie, on the other hand, wants desperately to end his suffering and loneliness and fear. But his unwillingness to disappoint his brother means he can’t bring himself to submit.


  Controlling Mat with pain alone is futile, so Nikolai must take a defter route by decoding Mat’s deeper desires: why does he fight, and why does he want so badly to win? By contrast, Dougie may need a firmer touch than the pleasure and affection Nikolai has so far shown him. To convince Dougie of how much he stands to gain by giving all of himself to Nikolai, he must first teach him how much more he has left to lose.


  This title is part of the The Flesh Cartel serial story. New to Riptide Publishing’s serial fiction? To learn all about it, please visit http://bit.ly/FCSerial.
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  chapter one


  I


  said I’d teach you the true value of my kindness.

  “Sir!” Dougie screamed, absolutely hoarse. “Sir, please!” He pounded the closed door with both fists. “Sir! Sir, you can’t leave me like this!”


  No answer. Nikolai wasn’t coming back. Dougie fell to his knees.

  The plug inside him moved, not just shifting position, but vibrating, fucking shaking, and that horrible wicked curve hit what he now knew was his prostate and sent shudders of humiliation and unwanted pleasure through every inch of him. His moan turned into another raging scream. More pounding on the door. Every time he moved, the plug twitched inside him or drove upward or glanced down, every single motion a new torture.

  Inside the so-called chastity cage, his cock swelled up, trying to rise, but was painfully strangled. He’d have been okay in it without the plug, maybe even with a plug that didn’t vibrate, like the one he’d worn at Madame’s. But with this plug constantly stroking him from the inside, buzzing relentlessly against his prostate, there was no stopping it. It couldn’t have been more than ten minutes since Nikolai had plugged and caged him and he already felt like he was going crazy.

  I said I’d teach you the true value of my kindness.

  If Nikolai really was trying to teach Dougie some kind of lesson with this latest torture, well, Dougie wasn’t learning shit.

  For the hundredth time, he yanked at the belt around his waist, fingers following the line of the straps that looped between his legs, trying to wrench the plug out. But there was no give. And the attempt completely backfired, because the motion of trying to pull the plug free just made everything worse.

  Besides, what would Nikolai do to him if he did manage to get it out? Consequences, consequences . . . Nikolai hadn’t hurt him yet, not really—at least not in the more traditional sense—but he had no doubt the man was capable of it.

  He pounded the door one more time, then threw himself on the bed and buried his face in his pillow, trying to ignore his screaming nerves. Intellectually, he knew his reactions to the plug were probably normal—he was healthy, male, twenty-three. What else did guys his age think about but sex? But God, how it shamed him to take pleasure from what’d been done to him. To have come twice—once at his rapist’s hand and once, oh God, at his own.

  But worst of all? He knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that if he weren’t in this fucking cock cage, he’d touch himself again. Relieve the pressure, the itch, the unbearable want. And surely he must want it on some level, or his body wouldn’t be behaving like this, right? How would he ever look Mat in the eye again? How would he ever look himself in the eye again?

  Nikolai was right. He was a coward. Mat probably did hate him. No way Mat came like this, felt these urges, gave in so fucking completely. He probably didn’t even get hard.

  Oh God, what would he do if he really was alone now? If Mat wouldn’t speak to him anymore? If the only person alive who’d so much as give him the time of day was Nikolai?

  Best not to think about that. Best not to think at all, in fact. O, that way madness lies. Let me shun that.


  Mat started awake to the sound of a . . . power tool? He lurched up in bed and spun toward the noise, saw two men installing a heavy punching bag at the same time he realized his bedroom door was wide open.


  Run.

  The thought had barely formed before the doorway was filled with two more men carrying a treadmill, and Nikolai, bringing up the rear, one hand stuffed casually in his pants pocket.

  “Good morning, Mathias,” Nikolai said, grinning expansively, as if it really was a good morning.

  Mat realized he was on his feet, though he couldn’t remember getting there, and that he was naked in front of a room full of very attractive men in their forties—the kinds of guys you’d see modeling suits in a Macy’s catalog—and that nobody but him seemed to think this was odd in the slightest. He forced himself not to cup his cock as one of the—servants? slaves? seriously discreet delivery guys?—turned eyes on him.

  The treadmill guys left. The guys who’d been hanging the heavy bag moved on to mounting a speed bag beside it. Beside that, a chin-up bar was already screwed into the wall—how had he slept through that?—with a series of resistance band attachments for strength training. No free weights, though— obviously Nikolai didn’t trust him not to bludgeon someone.

  “What is this?” he asked, trying very hard not to sound as suspicious as he felt. He added belatedly, “Sir?”

  The treadmill guys came back carrying hand wraps, gloves, weighted gloves, sports tape, Power Punch cables, a medicine ball, a padded folding gym mat, an assortment of jump ropes, and—ohgodthankyou—workout shorts, socks, and sneakers. Was Nikolai planning to make him fight in an underground cage? Was that why he’d really bought him? Not for sex at all?

  “A gift,” Nikolai said, grinning that same expansive grin. It fell a little when Mat did nothing, said nothing, just stood there no doubt looking as suspicious as he felt. “For you,” Nikolai added pointedly.

  Mat nodded, forced himself to say “Thank you” and not sound too grudging about it, though all he really wanted to do was tell Nikolai to go fuck himself and fuck his gifts and let them go home. But Nikolai wouldn’t let them go home, and if Mat gave him lip about it now, Nikolai might just take his “gifts” away again, and Mat’s hands were already itching to be wrapped, his feet itching to run. He pictured drawing Nikolai’s face on the speed bag, hitting it so hard it burst.

  Let me at it.

  “Why?” he asked.

  “Because I need you fighting fit. I broke you a little. Now do what you do best—make yourself strong again. Put yourself back together.”

  Mat was halfway across the room before he realized he’d moved. The four Macy’s guys formed a wall in front of Nikolai, faces hard, and Mat froze. They didn’t seem like hired muscle—not big enough, not holding themselves like fighters. If they had been, maybe he would have had the brass fucking balls to take them all on, if not to escape then just on principle, but he didn’t want to fight these guys regardless of the odds. Something about them triggered sympathy inside him, and he didn’t want to send them all to the hospital with rearranged faces.

  “You didn’t break me,” he growled to Nikolai, who was gently pushing two of the men aside to clear the path between himself and Mat. Mat stood his ground, squared his shoulders, lifted his chin. “Do I look broken to y—”

  Nikolai’s thrust his hand out, auto-injector clutched in his palm, ready to strike. Every last drop of moisture fled Mat’s mouth and migrated north to his eyes. “Please,” he whispered. He was trembling. No more squared shoulders, no more proud chin. “I’m sorry.”

  Nikolai put the auto-injector back in his pocket with another grin—less expansive, more I told you so.

  “As I was saying,” Nikolai said, “you need to take care of yourself. Because nobody else will, not anymore. I’ll help you when I can, but it wouldn’t be fair to you to pamper you now. You’d only suffer for it later in your new master’s hands.”

  There didn’t seem to be any call to respond to that, so Mat just swallowed, nodded. His gaze seemed stuck on Nikolai’s pocket, on what he knew was inside there. It felt like a reprieve of the highest order—like he’d barely avoided a terrible car crash or a firing squad—to see that needle put away. But his heart was still thrashing; he could still taste the adrenaline in the back of his throat.

  “Please,” Nikolai said, gesturing him toward the little round table with its two chairs. “Sit. Let us talk.”

  Oh God, not again. But he did as he was told. Of course. It fucking disgusted him to think that, but clearly, Nikolai was right—he had broken him.

  “You told me once, not so very long ago, that I could never take your pride. In a way, I believed you. It’s why I bought you, you see. And yet, in another way—a way of long, personal experience—I know that all slaves, even ones as willful as you, must at the very least learn to put aside their pride, even if they never give in completely. I know you think your pride makes you a free man, but in this place, it makes you a dead man.”

  After a couple rounds with that serum, Mat had no doubt that Nikolai’s threats—even ones as melodramatic as death— were not to be taken lightly. And if Mat did die, where would Dougie be, then?

  Nikolai must have caught Mat’s train of thought, that silent affirmation—Yes, to save Dougie, I’d do anything, give up anything, put aside anything, even my pride, the one thing here I have left, the one thing that makes me human—because he frowned.

  “I see you recognize the validity of the premise here, Mathias. Give up some part of yourself, let go of your pride, or die protecting it. But you cannot let Douglas be your only motivation. Maybe before he was your only reason for carrying on in the face of your bleak, rootless existence, but not anymore. What happens when I split you up? What—”

  “You wouldn’t.” Half ordering, half begging. Mat added, “Please. Sir. Please,” to tip the scales in the direction Nikolai was more likely to tolerate, but Nikolai kept on as if Mat hadn’t interrupted.

  “But I will, Mathias. I intend to. And what would you fight for then? If you didn’t have your brother to stay alive for, what would keep you going? What would motivate you to make the concessions I ask of you then?”

  Good question. Mat shrugged. “I don’t know, sir. Nothing, probably.”

  “So you’d keep your pride and let it kill you. Or you’d let yourself be broken.”

  “I’d die before you broke me.” Fucker. And yet, Mat couldn’t help but feel like that was a lie, all bluster. Enough of that serum and who knew what kind of whimpering animal he’d become. What kind of indignity he’d reduce himself to.

  “So let’s assume I accept the premise that you’d die before you let yourself be broken—which I don’t, by the way, because I have never failed to break a man once I’ve set my mind to such, and the only reason you can hope for different is because I don’t intend to break you. But since you don’t believe me, fine. Without Douglas to live for, you die.”

  Got it in one.

  “And what if, after a period of separation, you somehow have an opportunity to be reunited with Douglas? Wouldn’t you want to stay alive, just in case?”

  Oh. Well that shifts the goalposts a bit, doesn’t it, you slippery fucker? Not that he was willing to let Nikolai know that, so he just shrugged and said, “Yeah, I guess.”

  “What I’m asking of you is simple, Mathias: accept that you may never see your brother again—”

  “But you just said—!”

  “All hypothetical, Mathias. Possibilities, not guarantees. So accept that you may never see him again, but don’t let that acceptance destroy your will to live. Find another reason. Living is more of a habit than most give it credit for. If you never see your brother again, if he die—”

  “Don’t. Don’t say that.”

  Mat realized he’d thrust his finger at Nikolai and forced himself to put his arm down. His hand curled into a fist, but he held himself back. Waited for Nikolai to lose his temper, punish him for interrupting for a second time.

  He didn’t. Merely leaned back in his chair, stretched his legs out under the table, folded his arms across his chest. “You must face facts, Mathias. These things happen. You cannot keep living your life for a boy you’ll likely never see again. For a boy who won’t want to see you. I know you don’t believe me,” Nikolai added before Mathias could interrupt again, “but you’ll learn soon enough. You must start living for yourself, and it cannot be pride alone that sustains you because that too may be beyond your grasp someday. So you must find your own joys. Find them and share them with me that I might share them with you.”

  Like hell he’d share fucking anything with this fucker.

  “Or not”—Nikolai shrugged—“and live in constant misery until you break or die. Or, worse, fail to do either. But of all the things I will ever ask you to do, Mathias, this is one of the easiest.”

  Nothing was easy here. This had to be some kind of trap; he just wasn’t smart enough to see it. Dougie would know, if he were here. If Mat hadn’t failed him again, lost him again.

  “Anyway.” Nikolai unfolded his arms, leaned forward in his chair, pulled a felt-tip marker and a pad of paper from his inside breast pocket and slid them over to Mat. “Share whatever you’d care to share. Write down your thoughts, your requests. We’ll discuss them all, I promise. And if that seems too much for you right now, then let us begin with your training diet. Tell me exactly what you need, and my chef will see it done. Like I said, Mathias—fighting fit. I’ll never starve you here.”

  Mat nodded. He’d get strong again, all right. Stronger than he’d ever been, so that when the opportunity came . . .

  Nikolai left him alone with the paper, then, but Mat didn’t write a list. He drew a shoddy picture of Nikolai’s face, stuck it to the heavy bag with some of the tape he’d been given for his hands, and beat the shit out of it until his hands and arms were so tired and sore he couldn’t even move them to take the gloves off.

  But he felt better. Better than he had since this whole fucking mess had begun.


  Like it or not, Mat found himself thinking about Nikolai’s question. On the treadmill. On the chin-up bar. While shadowboxing. While working the speed bag. In the shower. What were his joys? What—aside from Dougie, because that was his first answer, always his first answer—had he been living for these last however many years? What the fuck had he been doing with his life?


  He got tangled up in his jump rope like some hopeless newbie and threw it down in disgust. No more plastic speed roping until he could learn to shut out Nikolai’s bullshit distractions.


  He turned to grab the slower, heavier, leather jump rope instead, and the marker and paper on the table caught his eye. Again.


  He sighed, wiped the sweat off his forehead with the palm of his hand. “Fine,” he sniped to the empty room, or maybe to the hidden cameras and Nikolai on the other side, watching from some monitor somewhere. “But for me, you hear? Not you.” The only way he was gonna get this out of his head was to write it down and be done with it.


  He threw himself into one of the chairs—God, how nice it felt to have shorts on for once against those wooden seats— and snatched up the marker and ripped off its cap. Stared at the blank pad for a moment—how could something so innocuous feel so ominous and daunting?—and then wrote down Fighting.


  Blinked at it for a second, crossed it out, and replaced it with Winning.

  And then couldn’t think of a damn other thing to add. He had no other hobbies, no other pleasures. Didn’t read novels, didn’t watch TV, never even dated. (Fucked sometimes, sure, but after what he’d been through here, he doubted he would ever look at another man’s cock again without feeling physically ill.) He worked a shitty job with people he didn’t particularly like, and when he wasn’t working, he was training, and when he wasn’t training, he was doing laundry, and grocery shopping, and running errands, and when he wasn’t doing any of that, he was spending time with Dougie.

  Dougie. He wrote that down in enormous letters. Underlined it. Drew a box around it.

  This can’t be it. This can’t be my whole life.

  He tossed down the marker and scrubbed both hands through his buzzed hair. What was he going to do when he was too old to fight and Dougie graduated and moved away?

  Coach, hopefully. Open his own gym and let kids like he and Dougie had once been train for free.

  That’s it. He seized the marker again, wrote beneath Dougie’s name, Help people. That’s what he was, wasn’t he— what he’d always been. The big brother. The protector. That’s what he would live for. Because obviously this whole mess was bigger than him and Dougie. Was huge. Frighteningly organized—he ran gentle fingers over his forearm, where the microchip sat just beneath his skin—and nationwide at least. Maybe worldwide. So he’d live, Dougie or no Dougie, to get out of here. To help everyone else stuck in hellholes like this one and like Madame’s to get out too. He’d be the fighter Nikolai wanted him to be.

  Except secretly, he’d be fighting for his own cause.


  chapter two


  D


  ougie didn’t see anyone for a long time. He napped, mostly. There was nothing to do in the tiny room but mentally go over all the horrible things that had been done to him, or to actively suffer through the horrible thing being done to him right now—and God the plug was horrible, buzzing and pressing and buzzing and buzzing and buzzing, so bad his teeth had started chattering with need—so he slept. Ten minutes, twenty, an hour, six, there was no way of knowing, and really, what did it matter, because every time he woke up it was to the same thing. Loneliness. The vibrating plug. The cock cage. And every time he slept, he dreamed of . . . God, he didn’t want to think about it. Hands. Teeth. Cocks. Pain and ecstasy and burning need and Nikolai, Nikolai looming above it all like the world’s most polite puppet master.


  And for all that he was sure he wasn’t sleeping deeply— how could he be, with sex and violence and violence and sex and burning shame filling his dreams—he’d woken up three separate times to a tray of food on the table, miraculously appeared, with no sign of who’d delivered it. So he wasn’t to be starved or deprived of water, like before—and he damn well ate it like a normal human being because clearly nothing he did or didn’t do would end his torture and he needed to feel like a person at least sometimes. He had light to go with his food and water, and his hands and his mouth free and a whole big room to pace in, and yet it didn’t seem any better than that horrible time in his dark little tomb. God, was Nikolai trying to make him lonely and horny enough that he just . . . gave in?


  Would it work?

  It scared him that it actually might. Truth was, he was sick of being alone. Sick of being ignored. Sick of waking up in fucking wet patches on the mattress like he was a twelve-yearold boy again—and how that was even happening, he had no fucking idea, because he was sure he wasn’t pissing himself in his sleep, and he certainly wasn’t getting hard in that cage. He was so sick of the pain in his cock and balls, the need coiled tight in places he’d never even known before being kidnapped, sick of his misery and his traitorous body and the endless humiliation and shame and those awful, terrifying thoughts that kept seeping in through the silence. Through the doubt. Through the cracks in the life he’d once felt so sure of.

  He was going crazy. Abso-fucking-lutely insane. Felt like . . . like he was melting, reducing into some lump of desperation and fright and hatred and animal need, and he knew with horrified certainty that Nikolai, when the moment was right, would come and shape him back up into whatever he wanted him to be. Something that looked like Dougie on the outside, but . . .

  Gritting his teeth against another wave of torturous, toecurling pleasure, he dragged himself to the door and lay down right in front of it. Now, if anyone came, they’d have to wake him up. They’d have to give him at least a little bit of human contact.

  Just one problem: when they finally did, what would Dougie do? And was he being a fool to think any contact was better than none? What if they hurt him? Punished him for blocking the door?

  Raped him again?

  Fuck, they’d made him so desperate he almost wanted that.

  He groaned as he curled onto his side on the floor, feeling something leaking from his cock, thicker than piss, but not cum, either. He squeezed his eyes shut, riding out the shudder.

  It didn’t matter. He’d do what he had to.

  Anything to end this.


  Dougie woke to fingers on his nipples. At first he thought he was still dreaming—more torture, more of Nikolai’s horrible, unwanted touches and his own horrible, unwanted need—but then he realized he was curled on the floor in his makeshift nest, lying in front of the open door to his prison, and Nikolai actually was crouched down beside him, stroking his ni—


  The open door. The open door.

  “Don’t bother,” Nikolai said, and pinched Dougie’s nipples so hard his eyes watered. He was so sensitive all the time now, so touch-starved and needy, even that pain seemed somehow sweet. “Where would you go?”

  “Stop,” Dougie gasped as Nikolai pinched him again. Gentler this time. Terrible. His ass clenched against the plug, his cock once more trying to swell in its cage. Everything from the waist down hurt and burned and wanted so much, and now Nikolai was adding kindling, setting Dougie’s chest alight as well.

  Those fingers were relentless. Dougie arched beneath them, squirmed, moaned. Tried to push Nikolai’s hands away, but Nikolai just straddled him, trapped Dougie’s wrists beneath his knees and went back to tormenting him.

  “I could end your suffering, Douglas. Remove the plug, remove the cage, make love to you.”

  Yes. Please, God, yes. Nikolai settled back on his haunches, ass pressing warm and firm onto Dougie’s trapped cock. Fine wool and pressure and heat and oh God I’m going crazy please let me out of this thing.

  “All you need to do is ask. Say it, Douglas. Say you want me to make love to you. I won’t even make you beg.”

  “No,” Dougie moaned. He shook his head, squeezed his eyes closed; a tear tracked wet and cold down the burning skin of his left temple. “No.”

  “Still proud?” A pause in which he could feel Nikolai’s eyes on his. “No, on second thought, I wouldn’t call it pride. That’s your brother. Fear, maybe? Fear of giving in? Fear that you might like what I do to you?”

  He would like it. He knew that, and that was worse than anything.

  “Ah,” Nikolai murmured, drawing the word out like a sigh. “Not fear. Surety.”

  “Please, sir,” Dougie begged. For what he had no idea—he just needed this to stop, needed everything to stop.

  “There’s no shame in pleasure, Douglas. No call to feel humiliated or embarrassed, or to think it’s wrong or that you’re not entitled.” Nikolai splayed his hands across Dougie’s chest, cool and dry against overheated skin, and flicked both nipples with his thumbs. Dougie arched beneath him again, desperate to escape, to make it stop, to—

  To come, God, to finally ease this burning ache and—

  No. No. “Please,” he begged again, heedless of the tears in his voice. He had no more space for shame. Was filled to the brim with it.

  “Please what, Douglas? I’m not a cruel man.” One hand left his nipple, trailed down his flank and slid between his legs to fondle his too-heavy balls. The touch was unbearable, a nauseating swirl of pain and pleasure and hunger and shame and oh God please stop don’t stop. Dougie clamped his legs around Nikolai’s hand, but that didn’t deter the man; his fingers massaged, massaged. “Ask me for something I can give you, and you shall have it.”

  Dougie shook his head, but his body stopped fighting, his legs unclenching, his fisted hands going limp beneath Nikolai’s knees. He’d endure this because he had to, because despite everything he wanted to live, but he wouldn’t be complicit in his own rape. He wouldn’t.

  “No, not yet?” Nikolai asked, and he was glib, not really angry at all. “Maybe tomorrow, then.”

  No no no, not again. Not another day of this. No.

  “No,” Dougie gasped, chest heaving.

  “No, what?”

  “Don’t leave me like this, please don’t leave me like this, please—”

  Nikolai smiled. A wicked, terrible smile, the most unsettling expression Dougie had ever seen on his face. “Oh pet, I don’t plan to.”

  Dougie wasn’t stupid enough to be relieved when Nikolai helped him up off the floor, walked him to the edge of his bed, and bent him over it. But part of him hoped. So fervently. As fervent as his need, which had, somewhere along the line in this hellish place, become as potent and all-consuming as his hatred and fear.

  And then he was relieved, because he felt and heard a key in the lock at his waist. The straps fell away.

  “Thank you, sir, thank you, thank you,” he moaned into the blankets. If Nikolai fucked him now, he wouldn’t mind. He’d let him. He wouldn’t fight or cry or complain. Anything to get the plug out. Anything.

  Nikolai chuckled. “Don’t thank me yet,” he replied, but Dougie felt him grabbing hold of the base of the plug. Not pulling it free yet, but God, soon, he would do it soon. Dougie moaned again, lifting his ass up, presenting himself like some kind of animal in heat, hoping the show would tempt Nikolai to move faster. Can’t fuck me if I’m plugged, sir, and I know you want to fuck me. I can feel it. He moaned again. It wasn’t for show.

  Another chuckle from Nikolai. The plug torqued inside Dougie, forcing the curved nub right over his prostate, back and forth and back and forth and oh God I’m gonna come I can’t even get hard and he’s gonna make me—

  Stillness, God damn him. No more movement, and no vibration for the first time in God knew how long. One more second and he would’ve . . . Would’ve what? You’d have come at your rapist’s hands and rejoiced for it? God, he disgusted himself. Couldn’t bear to be in his own skin. How was he going to survive this?

  The stillness felt so strange—like a residual buzzing, a sense memory of what’d been before. The abject need dialed back a step, but he couldn’t stop clenching his ass around the plug, couldn’t stop reaching for something he’d almost had, even as the sheer relief nearly brought him to tears again.

  Then Nikolai slid the plug free, and for one breathless moment Dougie knew he was going to explode—

  But he didn’t, and then it was more of the same strange stillness but a thousand times worse, a needing, a reaching, a relief so strong that this time he did cry. The pressure in his nuts eased the tiniest fraction, and for what seemed the first time in days, his cock stopped trying to break its cage. He sucked in a huge, trembling breath, blew it back out slowly through pursed lips. A few more minutes of this and he might actually be able to think again.

  “Absolutely beautiful.” Nikolai massaged Dougie’s ass cheeks, almost absentmindedly, like a cat kneading a blanket. “You have no idea how beautifully you suffer. Pain, pleasure. From the very first time I saw you . . .” As he trailed off his fingers swept inward, the tip of one touching just outside Dougie’s aching, twitching hole.

  Fill me, some fragmented part of Dougie inwardly shouted.

  God, was that him?

  “Sir . . .” he said instead, not sure what he intended to continue with. Fill me, please. Stop touching me. Let me go home. Where’s my brother.

  “Shhh. You had your chance to beg. Quiet, now.”

  Dougie clamped his lips shut, afraid of being gagged again. It had been days since he’d been freed from that dark hell, and his jaw still ached sometimes.

  The finger teasing around the rim of his hole suddenly plunged inside him, passing so easily. God, it felt good. He bit into the sheets to try to smother any noises.

  And suddenly it was over. Gone again.

  Empty.

  He rolled his hips, trying to tempt Nikolai into continuing. God, he was completely fucked. Not a person anymore, just a tightly wound wire figure made up of tangled nerves and need.

  Exactly what Nikolai had made him. When had he stopped fighting? Started encouraging the man instead? Disgusting, Dougie. You’re fucking disgusting. A coward. Weak. Snap out of it. Right the fuck now.

  “See how hungry your ass is now?” Yes, the finger returned. Plunging into him again, pulling away, rubbing at the rim of his hole. Tracing the outside edge of it. He clenched his eyes and teeth and fingers and tried not to want it, not to need it, not to let Nikolai control him this way.

  As if sensing his resistance, Nikolai redoubled his efforts, one finger becoming two, sliding inside him to the knuckle, homing in on his prostate like a fucking bloodhound and rubbing firm little circles there, over and over. Dougie felt his resistance crumbling with every stroke, with every twinge in his screaming cock and balls, with every white-hot flash of pleasure racing up his spine. But he held on. He held on.

  “For you, Douglas, pain need not be a daily occurrence. Which means this virgin hole needs . . . training. To accommodate whatever whims your master has for it. I know you’ve taken two cocks at once before—seen it for myself, in fact—but it needn’t hurt the way it did then. Not if you’re properly prepared.”

  “No,” he murmured into the bed. What Nikolai was proposing . . . it wasn’t just training a behavior, it was training his body, physically remaking him. “What are you . . . But won’t I be . . . My ass . . . I don’t want—”

  The hand in his ass pulled out, slid down, grabbed him hard around the ball sac and gave a cruel twist. “What did I say about talking? Or what you want, for that matter?” Dougie yelped, and the hand released him. Back to stroking his hole. Pushing him to the edge again. “Yes, this training means you’ll be stretched. Yes, in this and in other ways I intend to change you. But it’s not as bad as it could be, I want you to understand that. You aren’t a custom job, merely a happy accident, so I’m molding you according to my own tastes. When I buy for a client, I follow his exact instructions, and . . . let’s say some of the boys of your set don’t leave this house the way they came in. Piercings on a few, scarification, tattoos. Hobbling injuries to the feet and ankles.” He paused. “Castration.” Dougie shuddered. “Be grateful I’m so gentle with you. Be grateful I have the foresight to teach you now how not to suffer when one day your master takes his pleasure with his fists inside you.”

  His fists? Plural?

  “Don’t look so shocked, Douglas. We’ll get you there, I promise. But for now . . .” Those questing fingers left his ass again, and for one horrible moment, Dougie’s body angled up and clamped down, chasing after them, trying to hold them, until his brain caught up and told it to cut that shit right the fuck out. He wanted to bury his head in the pillow and never come back out again.

  Might as well smother yourself and get it over with. He’s killing you anyway. Save yourself the pain of dying by inches.

  “Come, Douglas.” Nikolai curled a hand around his biceps and pulled him upright, guided him into the bathroom. “Defecate. Then clean yourself well. This will be your last chance until tomorrow.”

  Dougie froze halfway to the toilet. Tomorrow? He’s going to plug me again until tomorrow? No. No.

  “Don’t think holding back now will stop me from proceeding with your training. You’ll merely endure it with stomach cramps. The choice is, as always, yours. I’ll leave you in privacy to make it, then.” Privacy. Hah. “Don’t linger. You won’t like it if I have to come get you.”

  The door closed, and Dougie half-collapsed onto the toilet seat. No choice, not really—his body took over the moment he sat. He’d expected it to hurt, expected to be sore, but he wasn’t, and in truth, it actually felt pretty good. That was nothing he wanted to examine too closely though, so he stared at the pretty blue glass tiles checkering the wall like a border at eye-height, and tried to think of nothing, nothing, nothing at all.

  He couldn’t put off touching himself forever, though. He had to clean himself. His hole was still loose, hypersensitive, and touching it with a baby wipe sent a shiver clear through him. He’d been wrong to think there was no more room inside him for fresh shame. It was just . . . shoving other vital bits of him away to make space. Hollowing him out. He knew with numb certainty that one day, if he wasn’t rescued, there’d be nothing left inside him but what Nikolai had put there.

  That thought should’ve terrified him, but he suspected it was too big to seem real. You couldn’t be scared of the sleeping giant if you didn’t realize you were walking on its belly instead of a mountain.

  Enough. Stop this. Don’t keep him waiting.

  He finished up, flushed, washed his hands. Still numb. Which, he supposed, was better than how he’d felt before, all raw exposed nerves and animal hunger. He could feel that, though, creeping in on the edges of his consciousness, the edges of his flesh, pacing and clawing and biding its time to be free again.

  That scared him.

  And Nikolai hadn’t taken off the cage. How much would it take to push him back to that edge?

  “Good boy,” Nikolai said when he emerged. “I’m all ready for you. Come lean over the edge of the bed like you were earlier.”

  “Y-yes sir.” He went. Bent. Closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Don’t panic. Don’t freak out. Don’t beg.

  Nikolai’s hands, slick with lube, slathered his hole. Just the opening. The voice that had been calling, Fill me, fill me, was quiet so far.

  “Almost back to normal already.” Nikolai prodded him with a finger, but didn’t push inside with it. It was true. Dougie could feel a little resistance again. “See?”

  “Yes, sir.”

  The finger slid inside, and Dougie instinctively clenched against it, tried to keep it out. There were no words to describe how relieved he felt at that reaction; it seemed his ass wasn’t the only thing almost back to normal, thank God.

  “You must learn conscious control of these muscles.” Nikolai wiggled the tip of his finger in a circle inside Dougie, rubbing up against the ring of muscle. Still so sensitive. Dougie gritted his teeth, clenched down again.

  “That’s good, that’s useful,” Nikolai said. “Clenching around someone inside you is quite pleasurable for them. But in order for it not to be so painful for you, you must also learn to relax these muscles. Try it now.”

  It took Dougie a few seconds to figure out how, but he managed it. Suddenly he was a lot more comfortable. Barely even felt the finger.

  “Very good, pet. Ve r y good. You must practice this. As often as you can. Fortunately . . .” He slid his finger free, gave Dougie’s right ass cheek a ringing slap that brought heat but, thankfully, no pain, “. . . you’ve a whole new day ahead of you to do so.”

  “What? A d—” No more talking. The thick, rounded end of a silicone plug touched his hole. “No, no, no,” he protested, but it was no use. Nikolai didn’t work it in slowly with gentle pushes or twists, either—just thumped it home. No pain, though, not really, despite it being bigger than the plug he’d worn at Madame’s, bigger still than the plug he’d been tortured with last night. But oh God, it curved the same way, pressed firmly against his prostate, and then Nikolai gave it a twist and it started to vibrate too.

  “No,” Dougie moaned as the buzz sped up a notch or three and lit his whole middle on fire. “Not again, please, no, no, no!”

  He realized he was shouting only when Nikolai slapped his ass—much harder this time, all pain—and snapped, “Be quiet. You had your chance to stop this. You’ll have it again tomorrow, too, and when that time comes, I suggest you carefully consider the consequences of your choice.”

  Nikolai buckled the same strap around his waist. Locked it again. “Now stand up,” he said. “And turn to face me. I’ve one last thing for you. One last test.”

  “No more,” Dougie moaned, but he still stood and turned. God, this thing was downright uncomfortable, for all the teeth-gritting pleasure it sparked. No ignoring it: it kept him stretched until he burned. Vibrated. Filled him deep and rigid and—God damn the fucking vibration.

  “Come now, that plug is no bigger than my own cock. You’ve taken more and shot all over your chest besides.”

  Oh God, don’t remind me.

  Nikolai took Dougie by the chin, stroking his jaw like they were lovers. And was that true affection Dougie saw in his eyes? How could anyone who claimed to feel for him do this to him? “Now. This training will continue regardless, but you can make it easy on yourself, or you can make it difficult. Today, you’ve chosen difficult. Tomorrow, you can choose again. I’m sorry, but once your choice is made, I can’t let you take it back. Perhaps one day, when you’ve truly learned . . .” Nikolai looked into the distance, like he was daydreaming, then snapped back to reality, that stern fatherly look returning. “But until then, I’d be doing you a grave disservice. So today, the cage stays on your cock, and the plug in your ass continues to vibrate until I see you next. You can, however, save yourself one last indignity, if you choose to.”

  It couldn’t be that easy.

  “W-what’s the catch, sir?” Dougie asked, eyes drifting briefly to the raging hard-on tenting Nikolai’s thousanddollar suit pants.

  “No ‘catch.’ I’m not a used car salesman. A choice. You can get on your knees and ask nicely to suck my cock, or you can face the consequences of displeasing your master. Now. Choose.”

  Beg? Dougie swallowed hard. He wanted him to beg for it? Please, Mr. Crazy Kidnapper, would you do me the honor of raping my mouth?

  No, it’s not like that. Just suck his cock. It won’t be that bad. You did it once and came out intact.

  Don’t suck his cock. Don’t you fucking dare. Give him an inch, he’ll take a mile. He’s smart. He’ll exploit every weakness.

  Just get on your knees and look up at him like you’re in a cheap amateur porno and say it. Say, “Please sir, can I suck your big cock?”

  “I’ll take your hesitance as a no, then.”

  “No! Wait!”

  He didn’t look angry, only disappointed. But he wasn’t swayed by Dougie’s “No,” either.

  “This is a lesson your brother has had to learn—and learn again, and again, and again—the hard way. I see it’s your turn now.”

  Mat. What have you done to Mat oh God please tell me you’re not treating him like this . . .

  “You should be less concerned for him and more concerned for yourself, little pet. He spares no concern for you, after all. You disgust him as much as you disgust yourself.”

  Shut up. Shut up shut up shut up.

  “I’m sorry. It’s the truth. Now, I think we’re quite finished talking, don’t you?”

  Yes, please. Anything is better than more mindfucking.

  Nikolai gave one of Dougie’s nipples a pinch. He rolled it between his thumb and forefinger, pulling it out. Stretching it. Dougie arched away, whimpering—he’d had quite enough of that awful pain/pleasure, wanted no more of either, thank you very much.

  “I love how pink these are. Very beautiful. I once had a boy like you with nipples like this. Probably . . . seven years back? Six? No, seven. I had them pierced with rings and hung with little bells. Quite festive.”

  Dougie whimpered again. No, please, no. He couldn’t possibly deserve something so drastic. No no no.

  And then, Did he say years? God, how long has this sick operation been going on? How old was that other man . . . Roger, was it? How old was he? Had he been taken when he was Dougie’s age? And never—

  Nikolai reached into his pocket, pulled out . . . jewelry? Two pretty little somethings on either end of a short silver chain. Like quarter-sized filigrees, or flat silver pretzels, almost.

  Nikolai caught Dougie studying the chain. “Pretty, aren’t they? They’ll be even lovelier on you.” Jewelry after all, then? “Though you may beg to differ. Or”—he smiled, as if at some private joke, and tweaked Dougie’s nipple—“beg to have them removed.”

  Clamps. They’re nipple clamps, like in that porn mag you found in Mike’s closet.

  Can I beg now?

  “Hold still. The more you squirm, the tighter I’ll fasten them.”

  He was squirming, wasn’t he? Just looking at them made him hurt. No wait, that was Nikolai, his fingers twisting his nipple again, getting it hard. Nikolai pulled it away from his chest until it was taut and latched the clamp around it. Tightened the clamp. Stopped right before the point of true pain, and God damn him for that anyway because now Dougie was stuck halfenjoying it, or his body was, anyway, his poor neglected cock as interested in the signals coming from his nipples now as it was in the signals coming from the awful fucking vibrating plug up his ass. Half pleasure, half pain from both directions.

  Wholly fucking unbearable. He caught his hands reaching to pull the clamps off and forced his fists back to his sides, and he’d only been wearing them for seconds.

  “Be a good little pet now and leave those on. No one touches them but me, do you understand?”

  “Y—” His voice cracked. Shattered. Like my fucking mind. He swallowed hard, spent a good five seconds working enough saliva into his mouth to speak. “Yes, sir.” Even those two simple words sounded breathless, needy, desperate. He was trying so hard not to scream, so hard not to cry. So hard not to throw himself at Nikolai’s feet and beg.

  If Nikolai didn’t leave soon, he’d end up doing all three.

  But Nikolai didn’t leave. He just smiled, and gave the chain between the clamps a gentle tug—Dougie almost relished it; the pain momentarily chased his arousal away—and reached out to stroke a lock of Dougie’s hair between thumb and forefinger. “Enjoy your day, Douglas,” he said, still smiling softly. “And your night. I hope both bear fruitful thoughts.”

  Nikolai turned and left then, and Dougie fell to his knees the instant he was out the door, the plug shifting inside him, drilling against his prostate like a fucking jackhammer. Then he started to cry.

  But at least he hadn’t begged. Well . . . hadn’t begged to suck Nikolai’s cock, anyway. That counted for something, right?

  It had to. It was all he had left.


  chapter three


  T


  he hinges were on the wrong side of the door, but that hadn’t stopped Mat from trying to figure out how he might break the damn thing down. He’d made the mistake of kicking it, just once, and was frankly lucky he hadn’t broken something. Steel core, definitely. Same with the door frame. The locks were serious business, and there was no keyhole on the doorknob on his side. Nikolai carried a key, but no way could Mat try taking it from him. Too much risk to Dougie to snatch it by force. And what if Mat escaped but then couldn’t find Dougie? God knew he hadn’t heard so much as a peep from him since he’d been here, so Dougie could be anywhere, and Mat didn’t doubt for a second that Nikolai’s men would . . . carry out his demands in the event harm came to him.


  Mat couldn’t risk trying to sneak the key away from Nikolai, either. Nikolai would notice it missing the second he left the room and tried to lock the door behind him. And Mat had no doubt he wouldn’t like the consequences of that at all.


  Still, there had to be a way to sneak out of here. No windows, only the one door, and cameras watching his every move, but . . .


  He ran his fingers along the wall beside the door. Felt like drywall. If it was anything like construction everywhere else in America—assuming they were even still in America, though the woods he’d seen on the way here certainly looked like the southern Appalachians—there’d be wood or steel studs every eighteen inches, and in between those, nothing blocking his way into the hall but some foam insulation and another sheet of drywall on the other side. He could kick or punch right through that. Avoid the studs by sound. He rapped his knuckles lightly on the wall, listening for where it was hollow.


  It wasn’t. Anywhere.

  Fuck. More steel reinforcement? Or just some sheets of plywood? Only one way to find out, but what would happen if Nikolai found out he was looking? If it was steel and he couldn’t escape when the fucker came for him? He bent his leg at the knee, flexed his toes back, prepared to strike . . .

  And couldn’t do it.

  He crossed the room in three angry strides and drove his heel into the heavy bag with so much force he sent it nearly horizontal. When had he become such a fucking coward? When had he started letting fear of pain rule his life?

  You think you don’t fear pain, but that’s only because you don’t truly know what pain is yet.

  Oh, how he’d scoffed at Madame’s doctor when he’d said that. But Mat had clearly been the fool the man had thought him. He’d learned his lesson about pain all too well since that day, hadn’t he.

  Jesus, he made himself sick. He’d probably make Coach Darryl sick, too. The man would kick him right out of his gym if he ever saw Mat cowering like some beaten dog at the thought of a little suffering.

  A little? Hah.

  He kicked the bag again. Threw a hard punch on the backswing. Stupid without his hands wrapped, but he didn’t give a fuck right now. Hit it again, again. And more, until his hands throbbed, until the skin over his knuckles split. See? He could take pain. It was nothing. Didn’t mean anything. Wouldn’t stop him. Not again. Never ag—

  A hard hand closed over his shoulder and he whirled around, elbow out at face-height—

  Nikolai.

  Mat couldn’t stop the momentum of his arm in time, so he threw himself back a step, lost his balance and stumbled into the heavy bag.

  Jesus, how had Nikolai gotten in here without Mat noticing?

  Nikolai said nothing as he folded his arms across his chest and raised an eyebrow at Mat’s bleeding knuckles.

  “What?” Mat snarled, and before he could react, Nikolai caught him by one wrist, twisted his arm up behind his back until his hand was between his shoulder blades, and grabbed him by the neck to shove him down face-first into the bed. Once he was bent over the edge of the mattress, the hand on the back of his neck let go—wasn’t necessary anymore since the one twisting his arm was pinning him just fucking fine— and tore away his flimsy athletic shorts.

  “Your new master won’t be able to control you like this.” Mat snorted. Nikolai was only managing it because he was letting him. “You must make the choice to go willingly. As you’re making the choice now not to fight back, despite us both knowing you could win.”

  “What choice?” Mat snarled. “After what you said you’d do to Dougie if—”

  Nikolai wrenched his hand up higher. “Forget about Douglas. Did you have a good think, Mathias? Did you make your list? Have you found something of your own to live for?”

  After a sort, he supposed. And now he wished he hadn’t written it down. What had he been thinking, giving Nikolai ammunition like that? He said nothing. Let the man find the paper if he wanted to. At least then he’d have to let go of Mat’s arm.

  Nikolai smoothed his free hand over Mat’s ass. Not a warm touch. Assessing, maybe. Mat shuddered beneath it. “You’re very muscular here, compared to your brother. But then, I’m keeping him soft.”

  Provoking you. He’s trying to provoke you. Don’t speak. Don’t move. Don’t let him win.

  The stroking hand grew firmer, slipped between his cheeks, spread him apart.

  “Good,” Mat said. “Rape me and get it over with.” Better him than Dougie. Always better.

  “I’m not a rapist,” and holy shit, was that a chink in Nikolai’s armor? Had Mat upset the fucker? “You’ll come to me of your own accord. I’ve no need to force.”

  Mat snorted again. “Yeah, which is why you’ve got me bent over the bed in an arm lock with your hand wedged in my ass crack.”

  Mat could imagine no response to that jab that wouldn’t end in violence, but Nikolai surprised him by . . . laughing? “I see you’re back to your old self again,” Nikolai said. “How delightful.” And weirdly, he sounded like he meant that. The hand in his ass crack left, scraped over Mat’s bloody knuckles. Mat hissed. “And in answer to your accusation, no. I have you bent over the bed in an arm lock because I intend to whip you. Do you remember what I said about damaging my property?”

  “Wh—”

  “Do keep up. You are my property. Your body is my property. I gave you the things in this room to help you stay fit and strong and healthy. Not to damage yourself out of some pathetic teenage boy’s rebellion. If you’re determined to be in pain, then I’ll give you pain, but on my terms. No lasting damage. Absolutely no scarring. But pain. Did you break your hands?”

  “I don’t want to be in pain.”

  Nikolai wrenched Mat’s hand up so high between his shoulders he cried out.

  “Did. You. Break. Your. Hands?”

  “No! No, they’re fine, just cut, God, let go or you’re gonna break my arm!”

  The pressure eased a tiny bit. Enough, though, for Mat not to worry about his body doing something stupid without his brain’s permission. He sucked in a shuddering breath, tried to relax his muscles.

  “If I let go, will you be a good little pet and hold still?”

  “I’m holding still now, aren’t I?” Mat snapped. They both knew what he meant, too, he was sure of that.

  Nikolai let go.

  Mat’s arm flopped painfully to his side, but he left it where it lay. He held still.

  “Now stay. Disobey me and you won’t like the consequences.”

  Consequences. That fucking word again. If he ever—no, when he got out of this hellhole, it wouldn’t be enough to just save Dougie, or even to tear down this whole sick operation in his wake. No. He’d kill Nikolai. That thought gave him the strength to stay in place as Nikolai crossed the room, over to the table where Mat had left his list.

  “Hmm,” Nikolai said, but all Mat could focus on was the unmistakable clink of a belt being unbuckled and then the whisper of leather pulled across fine woolen fabric.

  He’s going to belt me. Like a bad child.

  “Oh, this is interesting.” The swiffing sound of a piece of paper sliding across a smooth surface. Mat couldn’t decide if it was better or worse than the sound of Nikolai’s belt sliding from its loops. No doubt they’d both hurt him. He just wasn’t sure how yet.

  “Winning, Mathias? Really? How very sad and confrontational to live a life whose meaning inherently hinges on someone else losing.” Footsteps. Nikolai drawing closer. Right next to him, now, though Mat kept his eyes forward, didn’t look. “Yet another thing outside yourself. Like Douglas—whom I see from all the boxes and underlines you’re still quite fervent about,” he added dryly. “So tell me, Mathias . . .” Fingertips brushed over his ass again, there and gone, and then a loud crack and a stripe of fire followed in their wake. Mat jerked, shouted—it was unexpected, that was all. He hadn’t been prepared for it. “How does one win at this?”

  By not giving you the satisfaction of knowing you’ve hurt me, fucker. By not letting it break me again like it did before. By not letting you scare me with it.

  All of which was a lot easier to think when Nikolai wasn’t hitting him. It got bad fast. Very, very fast. And Nikolai wasn’t stopping this time. Maybe Mat should’ve answered him out loud. Maybe Nikolai figured Mat didn’t feel like chatting so why bother with more words. Another strike. Another. Another. Ten, twelve, fifteen. He lost count. Couldn’t think. Needed to buy some fucking time.

  “You—” he gasped between one hit and the next.

  Nikolai paused, thank fucking God. “Yes?”

  “You outlast it.”

  “Fair enough. So say your endurance outlasts my energy to hit you. What if when I’m tired I give you the serum? What if you outlast five hours of pain, and I give you another, and another? Do you win then?”

  Mat didn’t know how to reply to that without conceding the point. Nikolai went back to beating his ass like the belt might somehow knock the answer out of him. God, couldn’t he hit him somewhere else? Felt like he was being fucking flayed alive. He squirmed, shifted—holding still was impossible now anyway—hoping to make the belt land anywhere but on that same patch of napalm-slick skin—

  “I asked you a question, boy. I expect an answer. And while my aim is impeccable, I assure you, if you don’t hold still, I’ll end up hitting something I shouldn’t. Your spine. A kidney. Your balls. Do you want that?”

  “No,” he rasped, and it was a fucking miracle he could get the word out without letting loose the scream behind it. “I don’t . . . I don’t know what then. I’d keep going, I guess. Hang on.”

  Nikolai drove the belt down again, right across the brightest mass of agony on his left buttock. Mat screamed. “Like you are now? Does this feel like winning?” Another strike. Another. Mat screamed again, balled the bedcovers in his fists, ground them between his teeth. They were damp beneath his cheeks. More than sweat.

  His screams must have been reply enough, because Nikolai said, softly, “Perhaps you need to reconsider what it means to win here, Mathias.”

  “I can’t win,” he moaned into the bed. “That’s what you want to hear, right? That I can fight and fight and fight but you’re always going to be—”

  Nikolai rubbed what he probably thought were soothing circles over the skin of Mat’s ass, his touch lighting a path of fire. Or maybe he didn’t think they were soothing at all, maybe he was only pretending they were. Mimicking kindness and acting out cruelty. Fucker. “Yes?” Nikolai asked.

  And God, all Mat wanted to do was tell him what he wanted to hear, say whatever would make the pain stop. “You’re always going to be . . .” In charge. In control. One step ahead of me.

  My master. He almost puked just thinking it.

  Nikolai belted him again, three times in rapid succession. “Finish your sentence.”

  “This game is rigged,” Mat gasped out. “Can’t fight back, can’t win. You win. Always.”

  The rubbing hand came back, and Mat clenched his watering eyes shut and pressed his face into the blanket, trying not to whimper loudly enough for Nikolai to hear. “You know,” Nikolai said, “winning doesn’t always mean being the alpha dog. It doesn’t always mean fighting. Or . . .” A pause, one finger trailing musingly up his ass to the small of his back. “Or maybe you don’t know. Let me share something with you, Mathias. Something you can use when you leave here: Sometimes winning isn’t about fighting; it’s about not fighting. It’s about understanding what your opponent wants. And maybe you’ll find a way to keep it from him without him noticing, or maybe you’ll find a way to give it to him that costs you nothing. Either way, you win. You win and he doesn’t even know he’s lost. Which is a win in and of itself.”

  Yeah, you would say that.

  Was Nikolai mindfucking Dougie this way, too? God, at least Dougie was smart enough—had the background, too— to see what this was and withstand it. Mat was doomed. If he ever got out, he’d be a fucking mental patient. Irreparable. Beyond recognition.

  No.

  Stronger. Smarter. Tougher.

  “Do you truly think I’m trying to . . . to what, Mathias? Con you? What could I possibly have to gain from teaching you to undermine my own authority? Think about it. What do I want here? Right now, in this moment. Why am I here?”

  “ To fuck with me?” And yeah, he could take that however he wanted because it’d probably be right.

  Nikolai sighed, took a single step back, and let Mat have it with the belt again. Five, six, maybe seven strikes, impossible to tell—just one giant knot of heat and pain and noise. “Try again,” he said when he’d finished. “Do mind the consequences of mocking my efforts.”

  What did he fucking want? “I don’t know, okay? I don’t know!”

  “You do.” Stern now, like a disappointed father. Mat was halfway to begging him not to hit him again before he caught himself and shoved that bullshit down deep. He hurt so much. He was so fucking tired of hurting.

  Nikolai touched gentle fingers to his burning ass again. “What are we doing now?”

  “Talking?”

  “Yes!” Now the pleased father. “About what?”

  Winning. Dougie. Your property. It hit him then, clear as the belt. “The list,” he said, and his relief was so huge he nearly choked on it. “My list. Things to live for.”

  “Very good,” Nikolai said. Practically crooned. “So I’m here to understand you, yes? And perhaps to help you understand yourself ? So we might both learn what motivates you?”

  “Sure, why not.”

  Nikolai hit him again. He supposed he’d seen that coming.

  “So how can you give me that without it costing you anything? Or not give me that without me knowing?”

  Lie. I can lie. But Jesus, no way could he say that out loud. Nikolai wouldn’t like it . . . would he?

  Nikolai stepped into Mat’s field of vision, squatted until they were face to face. “I see the answer in your eyes, Mathias. Don’t be afraid. Carry it with you, and hold it close, and when you’re gone from here, use it when you can.” He stood, patted Mat’s shoulder. “Never with me, of course. I can’t help you if you lie to me. And if I catch you . . .” He shook his head. Tsked.

  “Consequences?” Mat said.

  “What do you know,” Nikolai said with a grin. “The boy learns.” He circled back to the foot of the bed, out of Mat’s eyesight, skimmed fingertips over the throbbing skin of his ass. “And what if I wanted to fuck you now, Mathias? How would you give me that without losing?”

  Shit. Of course. Of course it was going to lead to that. “I guess it’d depend why you wanted to fuck me,” he said. “Hurt me? Humiliate me? Put me in my place?”

  “Because I’m sexually frustrated, frankly,” Nikolai replied, cheerfully candid.

  Because you can’t fuck my brother? Please please please be for that reason.

  “I think it’s safe to say that most of the time, your master will simply wish to see his own desires satisfied. Sometimes he may wish to entertain guests, or his own cruelty. It’s not as if you can ask him, though. You must learn to gauge this on your own. But seeing as I’m enjoying our new honesty with each other, this time you know. So what will you do with that knowledge?”

  “Suck you,” Mat said, like some fucking epiphany, and in truth, it kind of was. He risked a tiny movement—turned his head to look toward Nikolai. When this didn’t result in consequences, he grew bolder, dragged himself onto his hands and knees on the mattress and turned around, parted his lips and licked them as seductively as he knew how. “I want to suck you. I want to taste your cock on my tongue. I want to feel you come down my throat. Please, let me. Let me show you how good I can make it. You’ll blow your load so hard you won’t know what hit you.”

  “That’s not winning,” Nikolai chided, and it looked like it pained him to say. The dirty talk hadn’t missed its mark, though; he was clearly hard underneath his stupid expensive pants. But his face had hardened too. “That’s bargaining. If I want your ass, you’ll give me that. No substitutions.”

  Oh, fuck him. Mat sat back on his haunches—ow, fuck, bad idea—rose up to his knees and crossed his arms lest he start pointing at the fucker. “Who are you to say what is and isn’t winning for me, huh? Sure, bargaining, maybe. But if I can trade a shitty thing that does hurt for a shitty thing that doesn’t, isn’t that all the more power to me?”

  “Who said my fucking you has to hurt? Do you think I’m some kind of barbarian? What if I were a lover instead of your master, what then? How would you have me fuck you then?”

  “Oh, so my new master is going to be concerned with my pleasure? Somehow I doubt that.”

  “You could make him be, Mathias, that’s what I’m trying to tell you. Yes, sometimes he may wish to hurt you. He may wish to be brutal, to hear you scream. And in those times, if you give that to him—if you don’t make him fight you for your pain, if you let him hear you—it will hurt less and be over faster. He’ll have no reason to try so hard. But other times? You can seduce, Mathias. Your body is a masterpiece. You’re a handsome man. He might not be concerned with your pleasure, but if you give him your pleasure, willingly, then he may happily receive it. So flatter him. Entice him. Try to convince him that what you want is what he wants.”

  “I don’t want any of this,” Mat said, but it came out a petulant mumble, like a teenage boy who knew he’d lost but couldn’t quite give up his pride yet. Pathetic. Nikolai said nothing, of course. Wouldn’t dignify something like that with an answer. Simply stood there waiting, more patiently than Mat suspected a “slave” like him had any right to hope for.

  Mat scrubbed at his face with both hands, sank down to the bed until he’d curled on his side facing Nikolai. Too tired to keep upright. Too worn down. “I just . . . You can’t seriously expect me to look my rapist in the eye and say, ‘Oh yeah, just like that, cowboy.’”

  “A moment ago, you begged to suck my cock. I hardly see the difference.”

  Yeah, come to think of it, neither did Mat. Jesus, what had he been thinking?

  “I shouldn’t have done that. I wouldn’t have, even. Not for myself, not for . . .” For Dougie. “But I was in pain. I wasn’t thinking straight. I am now.”

  Except, that was a lie. He would’ve done it for Dougie. But Nikolai didn’t need to know that.

  Dougie. That was why Nikolai was sexually frustrated, because for whatever reason, he wasn’t fucking Dougie. Wasn’t getting his kicks from Dougie. And no way was Mat going to throw his little brother under the bus to spare his own pride.

  “That’s no way to live, Mathias.” And damn it all, but Nikolai looked like he meant it too. Like the idea that Mat might choose to suffer really bothered him. “Forget about winning for the moment. And for God’s sake, forget about your brother—I can see your concern for him written all over your perfectly transparent face. There was one more item on your list, Mathias. Do you remember what it said?”

  Get the fuck out of here. Burn this whole place down. Burn down the entire world, if that’s what it takes. “Help people,” Mat said.

  Nikolai nodded. “And do you think you can be of any help to anyone if you’ve been beaten so badly you can barely stand? If your master is so angry with you that he keeps you on the serum indefinitely?”

  Mat swallowed hard, but said nothing. A thought like that was too big to wrap his head around. Too terrifying to contemplate as a thing that could actually happen.

  “Look at you. You can’t even help yourself like this. I may not force you, but your future master will. He’ll hurt you, Mathias. He’ll tear you. He’ll make you bleed. If you can’t steer his intentions, you won’t survive them. So show me, Mathias. Show me you understand how to play this game. Show me you understand how to win. I can’t in good conscience turn you over to him until you do.”

  Damn him for genuinely making Mat never want to leave him. Because as much as Mat wanted to believe there couldn’t be anything worse than this, he knew that wasn’t true. There was always worse. Better the devil you know.

  Please don’t send me away, he’d beg, if he were a weaker man. (A smarter man?) But he wasn’t. He was just Mat. “You wouldn’t know good fucking conscience if Jiminy Cricket slapped you in the face with his dick.”

  Nikolai frowned, lifted the belt and folded it, hooked his thumb in the loop end and gave it a hard snap that made Mat jump—much to his shame. It was just noise. Just fucking noise. “Are we back to this, again, Mathias? Pride? Truly? I thought we’d sorted that.”

  “And I thought you didn’t want me all meek and servile.”

  “Servile, no. Pliable, yes. The man’s buying you as a tamed animal, not a whipping boy. I don’t think any of us wish to see you as the second.”

  Don’t pretend you fucking care about me, you fucker. If you cared, you’d let me go.

  “I wish to fuck you now, Mathias. Not your hand. Not your mouth. Your ass. No, I won’t force you. No, I won’t go fuck your brother instead if you turn me down. Yes, it will displease me if you don’t cooperate. And yes, there will be consequences. So will you at least make the wise choice, if not apply what I’ve taught you here today? Or will you go back to square one and force me to begin your lessons afresh?”

  The serum does he mean the serum I can’t live through that again. But no, the way he was fondling the belt . . . maybe that’s all it’d be. A simple beating. He could take that. Win his own way.

  Or he could give in. Give Nikolai what he wanted and not hurt for a little while. Keep his strength up so he could help Dougie, help himself, help every poor bastard in this place. Would that really be such a bad thing? Would he really be sacrificing so much?

  Yes. No. “I don’t know.” God, he sounded as desperate as he felt, was on the verge of saying Help me, of throwing his arms around Nikolai and crying on him because he knew Nikolai would hold him, wouldn’t deny him the chance to feel—even if only for a second—all this terrible weight lifted off his shoulders and taken into someone else’s hands. It was tempting. So, so fucking tempting.

  And it scared him shitless.

  “It’s all right, Mathias.” Nikolai stroked his shoulder, rubbed at the muscle there, rock hard with tension. “You’ve fought well. It’s time to rest. Let your cornerman tend you. Ease your pain.”

  Rest . . . yes. Yes.

  Mat didn’t speak. He just reached out with steady hands and undid Nikolai’s fly.


  chapter four


  T


  he hours passed in absolute agony. Dougie couldn’t sit, couldn’t stand, couldn’t walk, couldn’t eat, couldn’t piss, couldn’t do anything but suffer. His whole body was one unending ball of pressure, like instead of a plug up his ass, there was a pump filling him inch by inch with concrete. A heavy, expanding mass carried in his belly, and he couldn’t make it go away, couldn’t relieve it for even a second.


  At some point, he slept. And dreamed, as he always did these days, of hands and mouths and cocks, of being pinned, fucked every which way. And of Nikolai. Always of Nikolai, in his perfect suit with his perfect manners and his perfect fucking control.


  He woke to a damp spot on the bed beneath his caged cock—no relief, hadn’t come, but he’d leaked that clear fluid again—and a breakfast tray on his little table. How the hell did he keep sleeping through the food deliveries?


  That bothered him less than he thought it should’ve. Every-fucking-thing else was slipping away here, so losing his situational awareness hardly rated. Maybe that was for the best. Who knew what he’d do to whoever brought his food, if he saw them. What he’d beg to have done to him.


  He should eat. He wasn’t hungry, but he should eat. If he let himself get weak or dehydrated, it would only make things worse. He needed to be strong. Not let Nikolai beat him at this. Be strong for Mat. Prove . . . prove what, exactly? Something. Something to Mat. That he could be strong too. That he really wasn’t the revolting, sniveling little creature Mat had seen him as since they’d been taken.


  Eat. Get up. Table. Food.

  He struggled to his knees, balls hanging unbearably hot and heavy and sensitive between his legs. Tried to shuffle to the edge of the bed without touching his thighs together, without accidentally brushing his nuts. Impossible. The chain on his nipples, which had seemed so delicate before, felt as if it weighed a hundred pounds, swinging pendulously underneath him as he crawled. And of course there was the plug, in this position angling into him like a man fucking him from behind, and God, he wished it were a man, because then it could be over soon, the man could fuck him and pump him full of cum and let him come, and he’d happily clean the taste of his own ass off the guy’s cock if it would mean a little rest, a little sleep without dreams or pain or weird wet spots, a chance to move without feeling that fucking thing so fat and rigid inside him, buzzing endlessly, shaking him to fucking pieces.

  Stop thinking so fucking much. Get up. Eat.

  Standing, walking seemed impossible. He swallowed a sob and crawled. Pathetic, but at least there was no one here to see him. At least he was moving. He pulled himself up by the chair, the lip of the table. No way could he sit. He fumbled the tray onto the floor instead, spilling the glass of orange juice. No napkin on the tray. Toilet paper in the bathroom might as well have been six states away. Couldn’t clean the mess.

  I’ll be punished for that.

  The thought was too horrible to entertain. No, he could fix it. He could fix it like it’d never happened. Yes. He lurched forward until his nose was touching the puddle and started to lap the juice up with his tongue. Sweet, sharp, still cold, and for all that he’d had no appetite, this bright burst of flavor was almost worth licking the floor for. Good dog. Good dog. Good dog. Good dog.

  Another nudge against his prostate, which—God—felt fucking bigger somehow, swollen, tender, just like his balls, his ass, his nipples, his brain. Another hot throbbing pain flared in his balls, behind his dick, everywhere.

  “I should make you clean your sheets, too,” a voice said from behind him.

  Nikolai.

  Dougie cowered, curling in on himself like the dog he was.

  Nikolai crouched down beside him, stroked a hand down his trembling flank. “There now,” he said, painfully gentle. “Don’t be afraid. I’m not here to hurt you, you know that. I’m here to help you. All I want is to make you feel better, Douglas.”

  You’re the one making me feel this terrible in the first place.

  No, I am, because I won’t fucking give in to you, even though what you’re asking from me isn’t that bad.

  No, Mat is, because he won’t let me give in to you, even if it saves me this pain.

  “Please make it stop,” he moaned, barely able to form the words.

  The hand on his flank stroked up to his shoulder, curled there, tugged insistently. Before he’d registered he was moving, Dougie found himself curled across Nikolai’s lap, damp face pressed into a fine cotton shirt, arms around Nikolai’s waist, Nikolai cradling him like a frightened child.

  “I can’t,” Nikolai said, petting his hair, shushing him as he cried. “Only you can do that for yourself. You know that.”

  Dougie shook his head, smearing wetness across Nikolai’s expensive shirt. Nikolai didn’t seem to mind. Why wasn’t he angry about that?

  “I know it’s hard, Douglas. I know exactly how very, very hard it is. I was like you once, you know. A young orphaned boy, all alone, afraid, no one to love me but a man I hardly knew, a man who frightened me terribly. But he only ever wanted to help me, to care for me, to love me and teach me and prepare me for the world. All I had to do was trust him. Can you trust me, Douglas? Will you let me take care of you? Let me prepare you for the world? Let me love you?”

  God, how simple he made it all sound. How easy. How tempting. The warmth of him, the solidity, the sure, calm confidence and the promise of . . . Of what? Of safety, protection, love. Like the father he’d lost almost half a lifetime ago. It’d be so easy to give in now—

  give up what, what am I even fighting for anymore I don’t know

  —to let Nikolai take his pain away, be the father he’d lost.

  No I have Mike I have Mat they care for me they love me they protect me.

  Except they hadn’t, had they. He was here, taken, tortured, raped, out of everyone’s reach but Nikolai’s, no help for him but Nikolai, no solace or comfort or basic human contact but Nikolai, who was still holding him, still stroking him through his pain and confusion, warm and steady and solid and—

  “No.” Dougie shoved at the man, weak but effective— Nikolai didn’t stop him from rolling off his lap. “I won’t . . . I can’t . . .” He dragged himself semi-vertical, weight on one hip and two shaking arms. “You did this to me. You. Not me.”

  Nikolai didn’t look angry at all. Dougie hated that. Hated how calm he always was, how fucking certain of his own rightness he was. He was a monster. “The world did this. To both of us. I am what I was made to be, and so are you.” Nikolai folded his legs, draped his forearms across his thighs. “Have you ever heard the story of the snake and the old woman, Douglas?”

  Dougie shook his head. “I don’t care. I don’t want to hear any more of your b—”

  Nikolai reached out, and Dougie cringed, sure he was going to be struck, but all Nikolai did was lay his fingertips over Dougie’s lips. “Quiet now,” he said softly. “There was once an old woman who came across a group of young boys attacking a poisonous snake, beating it with rocks and sticks. She shooed them away, saved the snake, took it home and loved it and nursed it back to health. The snake was very grateful, and for many a month they were inseparable, the best of friends. Then one day the woman was heading to market, and picked up the snake to take with her, and the snake bit her. And bit her and bit her and bit her, and she wailed, betrayed, ‘You have killed me! Why have you done this? I loved you. We were friends.’ And the snake looked upon her dying and said, ‘You knew I was a viper when you first took me home.’ The woman died, of course, and the snake went on its merry way, whole and healthy and happy as God had made it.”

  Jesus, what an awful fucking story.

  Nikolai took his fingers from Dougie’s lips, cupped them around Dougie’s shoulder instead. Dougie would’ve shaken him off if he’d had an ounce of fight left to spare, but he didn’t. He felt like he was fighting on ten different fronts already and losing them all. “Do you understand what I’m trying to tell you, Douglas?”

  “That you’re a snake?” he snapped.

  But not even that seemed to ruffle Nikolai’s composure. He actually chuckled a little, shook his head, and kneaded at the tension in Dougie’s shoulder. “No, Douglas. I’m saying stop trying to be anything other than what you are. Stop trying to demand I be anything other than I am. The stakes are very real here, Douglas. Playing the fool—being that old woman—will only get you killed.”

  Nikolai let go of Dougie’s shoulder, rose to his feet, and held out a hand. Dougie—not a fool, I’m not a fool, you jerk—took it, let Nikolai haul him up. He was nothing but some rich man’s pet, after all, and Nikolai was the master, and Nikolai was right: pretending otherwise wouldn’t make it go away, would only get him bitten.

  It hurt to stand, and Nikolai knew it. Knew, too, that Dougie was wavering on his legs, one head rush away from falling. There was no mistaking the enjoyment Nikolai got out of being the one to hold Dougie upright. Inscrutable as he usually was, it was written all over his face now. Oozing from his fucking pores.

  You like me helpless, you sick fuck. You like all of this. You like me in pain and disoriented and unable to control my own body. If you could permanently . . . disable me somehow, you’d do it. You’d love if I were completely dependent on you. That’s what this is. And you’re going to get it one way or another. Today it’s a plug and cage only you can remove. What’s next, forcibly addicting me to drugs?

  That was something they did, wasn’t it, to make people into sex slaves? To make them do anything? There’d be no fighting it then. No game playing. No outwitting. Just pure unstoppable need, the likes of which his current situation wouldn’t hold a candle to.

  Or I can give in right now, while I still have the power to do it of my own will.

  God, that would be a relief.

  “Sir,” he said, barely above a whisper. His heart pounded. There’d be no taking this back, once he said it. But then . . . there’d been no taking it back once he’d thought it, and he’d already done that. Made his decision. Mat, forgive me.

  “Yes?” Nikolai, still steadying him with one hand, reached up to stroke his hair behind his ear with the other. The moment stretched between them, brimming with possibility, like the held breath before a first kiss.

  “Sir, I’m ready to do what you want now.” Dougie’s face burned with shame, but he forced himself to look Nikolai in the eye. I’m sincere, he tried to make his expression say.

  Nikolai didn’t smile like Dougie had thought (hoped?) he would, didn’t do anything, really, except keep stroking his hair, holding his gaze with the surety of a man in total control of his world. “That’s good, Douglas. That’s very good. But do you trust me?”

  “Yes,” he whispered, because speaking a lie like that was easy after the last thing he’d made himself say.

  It was wrong, though, the wrong thing to do—Nikolai’s face hardened almost imperceptibly, and the stroking hand behind Dougie’s ear stilled. Nikolai shook his head. “I don’t like it when you lie to me, Douglas. It hurts me, do you understand?”

  He didn’t. He said nothing.

  “I would never lie to you, Douglas. Is it so much to expect the same in return?”

  Yes, because you hold all the power.

  Nikolai dropped his hand, shrugged. “But . . . baby steps, I suppose. We’ll work on that trust together, you and I. You can begin by earning mine. You said you were ready to do as I asked. Did you mean it?”

  No. “Yes, sir.”

  “Then beg me for release. Tell me exactly what you want me to do to you. If you ask nicely enough, sincerely enough, I might well grant your wishes.”

  “Sir, I—” Should I kneel? Yes, do that. Dougie dropped to his knees, whimpering at the change in position. He pressed his cheek to Nikolai’s thigh, hoping it looked like worship when really he just needed something to lean on to keep himself upright. Another wave of horrible pleasure made his eyelids tremble. Made him grit his teeth. “Please, sir, please take this plug out of me.”

  Nikolai was frowning now.

  No no no this is all wrong, it’s all wrong, I’m making it worse oh God help me. Dougie rubbed his face against Nikolai’s leg, back and forth, probably smearing tears and snot all over the expensive fabric.

  “Do to you, Douglas. Not for you. It’s hardly giving anything of yourself to beg me for mercy. You’ve been begging for freedom since you got here; how has that worked for you so far? Try again.”

  “Sir, please take the plug out and fuck me. It’s so big sir, I’ll be l-loose for you. I won’t fight you.” He was going to be sick. “And please sir, let me come. I can’t— I can’t think straight anymore. I don’t know if I’m even a person anymore.”

  God, he hadn’t meant to say that. Where had that even come from?

  Nikolai cupped a hand around the back of his head—big, strong, unnervingly soothing. Gentle pressure, urging Dougie to lean against his thigh again. “Of course you’re a person, Douglas. You’re merely in flux—a grand transformation, but one for the better, to be sure. It’s difficult to let go of the past, of all you’ve ever known. Even when all you’ve ever known has been so very bad for you—so very bad to you. But you’re just a boy, Douglas. You’ve never known any different, so how could you know any better? That’s why I’m here. To help you understand, to learn, to grow. I’ve walked in your shoes, Douglas. I’ve been as lost, as needy, as desperate and hopeless and unmoored. Trust me, and I’ll help you to stand in my shoes.” Nikolai stroked from the crown of Dougie’s head down to his shoulder, then held his hand out as if to help Dougie to his feet. “Now stand up. Lean over the bed. Present me your ass like the well-tended property it is, and you the proud caretaker, showing me how much you’ve achieved.”

  Stop talking. Please stop talking and let me do this in peace, suffer this humiliation without a fucking narrator.

  He didn’t want Nikolai’s help to stand this time, so he ignored the outstretched hand and crawled to the bed instead, gripping the sheets to pull himself up into the position Nikolai had asked of him. Laying his chest down on the bed was pure torture on his clamped nipples, and for a moment it made him so dizzy and disoriented he almost slid right back to the floor. But he was used to pain now, could tolerate a lot more of it than he’d ever have thought possible. He whimpered his way through the worst of it, then finished crawling up onto the mattress and pillowed his head on his arms, though he didn’t dare hide his face with them. Spread his legs. Thrust his ass up.

  “Your poor balls. They must hurt so,” Nikolai said, a bit of a chuckle in his voice, and Dougie could hear the exact moment he shook his head in an attempt to get serious again. God, he could be halfway across the world and probably know when Nikolai was displeased about something, or horny, or impatient. Even if he got out of here—you’re never getting out, stop thinking about it—he knew he’d be attuned to Nikolai this way for the rest of his life. Tethered to him, one way or another. He was already lost. “Oh, you are beautiful, you know.”

  Nikolai’s hand cupped his balls, rolling and weighing them before giving them a cruel little tug.

  Dougie grunted and squirmed. He wanted to hold still for Nikolai, but couldn’t, not as sensitive as he was. “They do, sir. I need to come, sir. But—”

  “But?”

  “Everything hurts right now, sir. Just being alive hurts. My . . . the clamps you put on especially, sir.”

  “Mmm, well. I am testing the limits of those. Even fastened as loosely as they are, they’re really not meant for long-term wear.” Nikolai leaned forward, draping himself over Dougie’s back too fucking close don’t touch me like that and reached under his body, brushing his fingers over the clamps. Following the line of the chain between them. This time Dougie couldn’t stay still. He cried a little. Nikolai didn’t pay him any mind. “They cause circulatory problems, you understand, the same as tying a string around your finger too tightly for too long. It doesn’t surprise me that they hurt. But worse than everything else? Well, let’s see. Tell me, would you rather I take them off, or take off your cock cage?”

  Impossible decision. He needed them both gone, could maybe give something to Nikolai to convince him . . .

  “Come now, it’s not exactly Sophie’s Choice, Douglas.” He brushed one hand across a clamp, cupped Dougie’s caged cock with the other. Everything whited out for a second, pain and need and overload. “Or would you charm me into removing both?”

  Beg him to pinch your nipples—he’d have to take the clamps off for that. To touch your cock while he fucks you. To let him pleasure you. That’s what he wants.

  But . . . no. He couldn’t say that. Couldn’t ask for that, not even to make all this end. Not yet, anyway. He wasn’t broken yet.

  “The clamps, sir,” he said instead, because he hurt too much to come, and he knew he’d never get to come anyway without begging for things he wasn’t ready to beg for. And if he could come without any of that, any “catches” or “deals” or “trades” or “compromises,” he’d fucking hate himself for it.

  “Ah well. I don’t think you’ve learned the value of your master pleasuring you yet, anyway, not if your current behavior is anything to go by. I think very soon, though, I’ll be able to suck your cock and have you weep with joy.” Dougie shuddered at the thought, but obviously Nikolai was on a roll and wasn’t about to interrupt himself with a little thing like punishing disrespect. “Did you know some slaves in your position never come? Never masturbate, never get an erection, never experience pleasure at all. Are simply endlessly used.”

  But then, maybe the roll was his punishment. “But you’re not like that, sir,” Dougie said.

  “Oh no?”

  “You’re . . . you’re better than other masters, sir. Kinder. I’d rather be with you.”

  “What did I tell you about lying, Douglas? Pandering to my ego won’t serve you. I know what you think of me. I know you don’t understand the nuances of my work. You think I’m no different from those animals at Madame’s. Well, if that’s the case, if I’m to be a monster either way, then let me show you what happens to a slave like you with a master who isn’t so generous.”

  No, no, no, whatever you’re doing, no.

  Nikolai walked away, Dougie’s tuned senses following the path of his steps, the weight of his footfalls, the length of his strides. Was he in a rush? Was he angry? Where was he going? Definitely walking with purpose. What was he coming back with?

  “You see, it’s considered by some to be potentially unhealthy or dangerous for a man not to come for the rest of his life.” Why did he say it like he was so certain Dougie would be a slave for the rest of his life? Because I will be. I’m going to die a slave. A week from now, twenty years from now, whatever. I’m going to die here. Like this. Naked. Debased. Alone. “But there are ways to release that pressure without granting so much as a moment’s pleasure. Ways that, on top of not being pleasurable, are actively painful for a slave, if only because of the humiliation.”

  Nikolai took Dougie by the hips—he’s wearing latex gloves why the fuck is he wearing latex gloves?—and lifted his ass, positioning him like a mannequin. He slid something cold—a metal bowl?—into the space he’d created beneath Dougie’s cock.

  “This is not a sex act, Douglas. You’ll receive no affection from me, no warmth or touch or kindness. It’s a medical procedure, about as uncomfortable as getting a tooth pulled, but infinitely more shameful. The cage and plug and pure denial clearly haven’t taught you the value of my tenderness toward you, so maybe this will. In fact, maybe we’ll make this a regular part of your routine.”

  Dougie was too scared to appreciate when Nikolai unlocked and unbuckled the belt holding the plug in, perfunctorily letting the straps fall. He didn’t stroke Dougie or touch him or spank him or spread him to admire his handiwork. There was no play or teasing when it came to the plug’s removal, either; Nikolai gripped it by the base and yanked it out.

  His only reaction to Dougie’s loud, involuntary moan was a sharp, “Be quiet.”

  Dougie clamped his lips shut. With pleasure, you creepy pervert. Sadist. Mad fucking scientist.

  A drizzle of ice cold lubricant ran down his ass crack, what felt like an entire tube of it. Messy. Disgusting. Two gloved fingers slid easily into his hole, accompanied by a vile squelch of lube.

  Nikolai was true to his word. There was no commentary, no stroking touches, no playful wiggling of his fingers. They honed in straight onto Dougie’s prostate, finding it in one thrust, and began to rub it in hard, merciless little circles.

  God fucking damn. Dougie’s hands curled into fists, tugging on the sheets in a pathetic attempt to keep the rest of his body from moving. He pressed his face to the mattress and hummed, because it was either that or scream. Having his prostate touched before had been a contradiction— shame and fear and dazzling pleasure—but it was nothing compared to this pain and searing want and overwhelming self-hatred.

  “Do you see now, Douglas? Do you see how terrible this is? How much I want to give you more? Care for you? Respect you? Pleasure and love you?”

  Dougie moaned. Couldn’t have found words if he’d tried. The terrible pressure/pain was slowly easing, but the sensitivity was still there, tainting whatever pleasure there might’ve been. Nikolai pushed just so, and for one awful second he felt sure he’d piss himself, wet the bed, and then he did—or rather, wet whatever Nikolai had shoved underneath him—but not with urine, with . . . was that cum? Was he coming in the middle of all this pain and misery? It didn’t feel like coming, not in the way that coming gave him a breathless sense of relief and satisfaction, even here—for a second or two, anyway. Not that sweet blankness of the mind before the shame kicked in.

  This was . . . was . . . He moaned at another hard press from Nikolai, ten parts hypersensitive agony to one part pleasure. More fluid dribbled from his cock. He was being wrung out. Drained. Emptied. One more push, and he’d be nothing but dried pulp, like a juiced orange. But God, at least the pressure was easing. He might almost be able to think again. Not that he really wanted to.

  “Still so ungrateful,” Nikolai mused, easing up on the pressure a little, right as Dougie was actually starting to feel a glimmer of something good, starting to try to get hard in his cage.

  Nikolai didn’t sound angry, but Dougie could tell by the emptiness of the silence that followed that he was waiting for a reply.

  “U-ungrateful, sir? I . . . I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be, but . . .” But what the fuck exactly am I supposed to be thanking you for right now? Making me squirm? Humiliating me? Hurting me?

  “But you still don’t get it, yes? I could’ve left you in misery, you know. I could’ve left you full of unspent seminal fluid, building up and swelling inside you like a tumor.” He pressed especially hard then, sharp pain and sweet relief, and more fluid dribbled from Dougie’s cock. Another rub, and another, and suddenly he gasped, all pain, no pleasure at all, and he really had been wrung dry, no more dribbles, no more feeling like he had to piss, just that awful post-orgasm sensitivity except without the orgasm.

  At last, Nikolai pulled his fingers from Dougie’s ass. Rolled him over with a nudge to his hip. Picked up the little steel dish he’d used to collect Dougie’s semen and peered at it closely. There were lines stamped on the inside of it, like a test tube or a beaker.

  “Hmm. Just shy of fifteen milliliters. Impressive, but then, you’re young and there was quite a buildup.” He was fucking measuring it? “I think our goal from now on will be a little more conservative. Ten milliliters every day, by my hand or Roger’s if I’m too busy. Ten milliliters milked from you every day until such time as I’ve decided you’ve learned the lesson I intend to teach you. Or perhaps indefinitely, if it turns out that’s the best course of action. It’s not a science, what I’m doing, you understand. More an art. Sometimes I really do have to play it by ear.”

  Every day? This humiliating clinical act, this feeling of being squeezed dry, treated like a fucking dog—every day?

  “Please, no, sir.” Ugh, begging. The perfect cap to this miserable experience. “Tell me what I have to do to make this stop and I will. I will. I’ll be good, sir. I won’t lie anymore. I’ll suck you off. You can fuck me.” I’ll even pretend to enjoy it.

  Pretend to enjoy it? Let’s be honest, Dougie. You’d enjoy it for real. A big cock plugging up your hole properly, and maybe his hand on your cock, letting you come . . .

  “Shhh.” The latex gloves snapped, and Nikolai petted Dougie’s head with a bare hand. It seemed all the clinical mirror-world doctor’s office stuff was over. Nikolai was Nikolai again, the man. Dougie hated himself for finding that thought comforting. “That’s enough, Douglas. If I’m lenient with you now, you won’t learn your lesson at all. Maybe tomorrow you can try again.”

  Somehow, Dougie couldn’t rouse the energy to beg or panic about that. The fear was dulled along with the pain and the desire. His pride had slunk off into some dark corner to die. He really was a husk of a person now. Waiting for Nikolai to remake him again. Please just do it and get it over with. Maybe then I won’t feel this way anymore. I don’t want to feel anything anymore. If it means letting you win, or even dying, so be it.

  Nikolai took him by the arm and pulled him upright, until he was sitting on the edge of the bed. Smearing lube all over everything. Disgusting. Wouldn’t that make Nikolai angry?

  But Nikolai wasn’t paying any mind to the blanket. He was looking over his shoulder, at the tray on the floor, nothing touched but the orange juice Dougie had spilled. Nikolai turned back, brow furrowed. Frowning.

  “You need to eat, Douglas.”

  Dougie nodded. He knew that, he did, but . . . “I tried, sir. I’m sorry, I just, I feel so awful and I—”

  “No excuses, Douglas. Not here. What we have here is another gratitude problem. I offer you fresh fruit, finely cooked food, and not only do you not thank me for it, you don’t eat it? Perhaps I should do as Madame does and feed you the same bland nutritious slop, meal after meal, day after day, month after month, if you can’t find it in yourself to appreciate my gesture of kindness.”

  “No, sir, I . . .” Dougie’s breath hitched, and he felt his throat tighten, his bottom lip begin to tremble. Jesus, crying? Really? All because a man he hated was scolding him for ingratitude? Since when had Nikolai’s opinion mattered worth a fuck to him, anyway? “I’m sorry,” he said, and it came out on a fucking sob, and not at all because he feared the prospect of Nikolai’s threat but because whatever thin sliver of affection Nikolai had shown him this morning was gone now. And that was so fucked up and horrible and wrong that it made him cry harder, and he hated hated hated himself for feeling better when Nikolai tsked and There, there’d and put an arm around his shoulders and pressed him close.

  “It’s all right, Douglas,” Nikolai soothed, petting his head. “It’s not too late to show me I’ve misread you.”

  Dougie nodded, face still pressed to Nikolai’s stomach. Yes, he’d pick up the tray right now. He’d eat every last bite and then lick his plate and thank Nikolai again and again.

  “You need to eat for me, Douglas. Will you do that?”

  Dougie sniffed and nodded. “Yes, sir. Thank you for the second chance, sir.”

  “Oh, I’m afraid I don’t give second chances, Douglas. No, I think we’ll treat the food the same way we’re treating the cage on your cock. Which is to say, tomorrow you can have your usual breakfast and prove to me you’re ready to eat it, just as tomorrow you can have another opportunity to prove you’re ready for me to give you pleasure. Today, I think we’ll continue treating you like the lowest sort of slave.”

  “Wh—”

  “On the floor, if you would. On your knees, hands behind your back nice and neat. Quickly, quickly.”

  God, what now? Dog food? Dougie collapsed to the floor, landing hard on his knees, but quickly assuming the position he’d been directed to take.

  “Very lovely. I’d say debasing you is a chore, but that’d be a lie, I’m afraid. As against my usual tastes as it is, it’s very enjoyable. Keep up with this ingratitude, and I may make this treatment permanent.” Nikolai crouched beside him, touching his face, his neck, his shoulder, down to his sensation-dead nipples and then right past them, down to hold his caged cock and aching balls. Down again, skimming over his thighs until a palm rested on the sole of his foot. “Brand you here, maybe? Keep the wounds irritated so you never walk again? Would you like to spend the rest of your life on your knees, Douglas?”

  “N-no, sir.”

  “One day, you’ll gladly accept whatever treatment I deign to give you, whether you’re a pampered pet under my bedcovers or a dog in the shed to be used by my staff. Best choose your fate now, then, while you still know the difference.”

  “Yes, sir. I don’t want to be a dog, sir.”

  “You don’t know what it means to be a dog. That’s your problem. For a start, dogs will eat anything their master hands them.” He dropped the bowl of Dougie’s cum on the floor, where it clattered around in circles on its base a moment before settling a few feet in front of Dougie’s knees. The perfect distance to— “Now bend over and eat. No hands. No complaints. Now.”

  Dougie must’ve spent too much time gagging, because suddenly Nikolai’s hand was on the nape of his neck, pushing him forward and down, down until his face was smashed right in the bowl. Cum in his nose. He spluttered and gagged again.

  “Lick it up until it’s clean.”

  Dougie did. God fucking help him, he did. He didn’t want to know how much worse this punishment could get. The taste was vile, bitter and salty, the texture as nasty as every other time he’d been forced to eat cum in the last few weeks or months or however fucking long this torture had been going on. But knowing it was his own, having to lick it up with the flat of his tongue, coat every single taste bud rather than quickly gulp it down . . . it was a whole other level of fucking disgusting.

  “The next time I have you sent an omelet, or a stew, or a nice bowl of risotto, I want you to think on this, and remember that this could be your entire life. You can’t subsist on semen alone, but I could certainly have it mixed into whatever gruel you can subsist on. Your own semen. Mine. Roger’s. Your brother’s. Maybe our piss too.” The sick fuck was definitely getting into the fantasy now, his grip on Dougie’s neck massaging a little. “Are you finished? Have you done as you were told?”

  Dougie licked around the bowl one last time to be sure, then mumbled, “Yes, sir,” into its metallic confines.

  Nikolai let him sit up again, picked up the little dish and inspected it closely. “Indeed. Now I do believe you have something to say to me?”

  Didn’t even have to think about this one. “Thank you, sir,” he said, and he fucking meant it, because oh God it could’ve been so much worse, he understood that now, really truly understood that.

  For once, it was exactly the right thing to say. Nikolai’s whole demeanor softened. He smiled. Reached out and petted Dougie’s hair again. “You’re welcome,” he said, and, “There’s my good boy again.”

  Dougie tried not to think too hard about how comforting that was, how much of a relief, how good it made him feel to know he’d pleased this man. Just fear, he told himself. It’s just fear I just need to please him so he won’t hurt me again that’s all that’s all it is nothing else nothing else nothing else.

  Nikolai’s grin turned knowing, like he’d read Dougie’s thoughts and found them quaint, cute, stubbornly foolish. That was okay, though; Nikolai could think what he wanted as long as he wasn’t mad. Dougie hunched his shoulders, tried to make himself smaller, humble, invisible. Hoped Nikolai was done with him, but no, of course he wasn’t. He gestured Dougie back to the bed. Dougie was no fool; he crawled. Didn’t have to think about that, either. It felt frighteningly natural. Easy. Even if the weight of the chain hanging down between his nipples as he moved made them scream again.

  Nikolai had him lie on his back. “I’ll take these clamps off, and then you can go clean yourself up.”

  More relief, huge and heady. “Yes, sir,” Dougie managed, and, “Thank you, sir,” because he really was grateful at the thought that this pain would end, that Nikolai would see it ended, so grateful he hardly knew how to contain it and didn’t want to anyway, wanted Nikolai to understand he was sincere, to not be mad at him again, to not punish him, to smile at him and tell him he’d been good because he couldn’t fucking handle any more consequences or he’d shatter like a glass dropped off a fucking roof and then cut himself to ribbons on the pieces.

  “Now I don’t know if you’ve ever worn something like these before, though I’m assuming not. This will hurt, Douglas. Terribly.” No, no more pain no more hurt I made you happy didn’t I? I was grateful, I was grateful! “Shhh, it’s all right, it’s not a punishment, Douglas.” Nikolai laid a hand on his chest, gentle, soothing. “But circulation is going to return to some already sensitive and tender tissue, and that isn’t a good feeling. In fact, I’d liken it to torture. But it’s a necessary pain to avoid more serious consequences, and when it’s over, you’ll feel much better. I promise.”

  He smiled, the expression kind of half-cocked and weirdly charming and oh fucking God help him, was he starting to rationalize ways that Nikolai was attractive?

  “A little like my work with you here, actually. What an apt metaphor for this entire process!” Another smile, more inward this time, as if he were as pleased with himself as he was with Dougie. “Now, I’m a bit concerned that since you’re quite unaccustomed to pain, you may . . . flail a bit at the sensation, and in doing so make things worse for yourself. Since this really isn’t a punishment, I’d rather that didn’t happen. Do you understand?”

  Dougie nodded, swelling with that same strange gratitude and relief. Not a punishment doesn’t mean to hurt me isn’t mad at me isn’t mad.

  “So in light of that, and at risk of scaring you more by asking . . . would you like me to strap you down?”

  No, no, he didn’t want to be restrained again, not ever again, no more ropes or chains or straps or— “You, sir. Please, I . . .” I’m afraid. I’m scared and I’m more alone than I’ve ever been and I’m tired of hurting and I need someone, a drop of kindness, of gentleness, I need—

  Good God, Dougie, stop. But it was true. He did want Nikolai’s hands on him. Wanted to be held, even if it meant being held down. Wanted some assurance that his life here didn’t have to be all pain, that Nikolai could be—what, a lover? A protector? A father?

  No. God no. None of that. Never.

  But the damage was already done. Nikolai grinned, and Dougie’s heart fluttered like he was in fucking love with the guy. Just relief. “You’ve pleased me very much, Douglas. And yes, I will. And hold you afterward too, if you’d like, in reward for your honesty. I can be very affectionate, you know, if that’s what you need from me. I know you’ve convinced yourself I’m cruel, and perhaps sometimes by necessity I am, but what’s the saying?” He spread his hands magnanimously. “I’m large. I contain multitudes. Now, let’s get this over with.”

  He climbed onto the bed, then pulled Dougie up into his lap. Wrapped his left arm securely around Dougie’s shoulder and held him close. Grasped the first nipple clamp in the fingers of his right. “Hold on to me,” he whispered, like a lover, in Dougie’s ear.

  Dougie, fingers trembling, fisted both hands around Nikolai’s restraining arm. For a moment, all was stillness, Nikolai’s warm breath on the nape of his neck, Nikolai’s strong steady heartbeat against his shoulder blade. And then there was only agony, and screaming, and tears, and the warm firm security of a solid body at his back and soothing hands at his front and a voice murmuring in his ear that everything was going to be all right.

  He wanted so desperately to believe it that for a precious little while, he let it fool him.


  As much as Nikolai wanted to be lenient with the boy, consistency was, as always, key. Follow-through. So after a few long, lovely minutes rocking him and shushing him and kissing his hair, he sent him off to the bathroom with a kindly pat on the bottom.


  Then he chose a new plug for Douglas to wear, big as two cocks at its widest point but without the vibration capabilities of the last two. A small kindness, not that Douglas would appreciate it properly.


  The boy cried as it was being inserted, but, all manners, tearfully thanked Nikolai after. His progress today was heartening to say the least, although Nikolai wasn’t fool enough to think it would be a permanent change. Not yet.


  But for now, he’d let himself enjoy it. So when Douglas’s tears stopped, Nikolai had the boy kneel and take his master’s cock in that sweet pink mouth. Swallow Nikolai’s seed.


  Another breathless “thank you” followed, nearly melting Nikolai’s heart. He had to forcibly remind himself the boy was probably just grateful that Nikolai hadn’t made him swallow his urine, as well. He hated making threats like that; it tainted the purity and enjoyment of everything that came after. But sometimes threats were the best method for procuring the required results, and this one had certainly delivered. For all the boy’s apparent softness, he’d clearly learned a thing or two about toughness and pride from his brother. Not to mention his knowledge of the human mind. He was a tricky case indeed. A beautiful puzzle. A challenging one. One Nikolai was delighting in solving.


  The brother. The next step was severing the boy’s connection with his brother. Until that happened, Douglas would never truly be his.


  Fortunately, he knew precisely how to go about that.
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