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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 6: brotherhood


  In the season finale of The Flesh Cartel: Fragmentation, Nikolai sets into motion his plan to break the bonds of brotherhood between Dougie and Mat. Time and again, Mat and Dougie have proven they’ll do anything to stay together, anything to spare the other misery or pain. To sever that thread, Nikolai plots a strategy more cruel and clever than he’s ever employed before. And to pull it all off, he enlists the help of a willing accomplice: Mat.


  You see, Mat and Nikolai have come to an understanding. Or rather, Nikolai has come to understand what makes Mat tick. How to wind him up. How to make him stop. And how very much he’s willing to sacrifice for his brother’s happiness.


  But Mat is still a loose cannon, and there’s no telling how Nikolai’s plan will unfold. One thing’s for certain though: Nikolai never fails, and with Mat’s cooperation or without it, Dougie will be his.


  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


  N


  ikolai left Douglas curled up on his side in the bed, sleeping the sleep of the truly exhausted. He had to be, to be able to sleep at all with that massive plug inside him. Hopefully this particular training would end soon.


  But he’d worry about tomorrow when it came. For now, he closed and locked the door behind him, and headed down the hall to the vault-like wall that isolated one half of the basement from the other. It wasn’t exactly convenient to have to lock and unlock this door too, but it was crucial—at least for now—that the brothers never be able to hear each other or be reminded of the other’s presence. Only one last door to get through now: the one for Mathias’s suite. He unlocked it as quietly as he could, hoping to catch the man in a natural state. He could’ve checked the video feed on his phone, of course, but where was the sense of adventure in that? Besides, he trusted his leverage over Mathias thoroughly enough not to fear for his own safety.


  Mathias was on the treadmill, running flat-out, naked but for socks and sneakers and the new spandex shorts Nikolai had had delivered this morning. Sweat slicked the whole glorious expanse of his muscular body. He didn’t seem to have heard Nikolai enter—no surprise between the whir of the treadmill, the pounding of his shoes on the conveyor belt, and the loud but even rasping of air in and out of his powerful lungs. A stunning sight indeed. Hypnotic, almost. Nikolai leaned against the doorframe and simply enjoyed it for a moment.


  Such power . And soon, Nikolai would have it entirely under his control. His pet warrior. His champion. Hmm, maybe not. More like a dancing bear, beaten and kept in chains.


  His moment of quiet observation abruptly ended when Mat caught sight of him in his peripheral vision and startled so hard he nearly flew off the end of the treadmill. Instead, he half tripped onto steady ground, rounding on Nikolai with a facial expression and body language that spoke of barely reined-in fury.


  You made me beg you to fuck my ass, you fucking monster , that expression screamed. But out loud, Mathias only said— well, spat, “I was going for time on a half-marathon. What do you want?”


  Nikolai could play this game too, saying one thing and meaning another. He raised an eyebrow that admonished—I don’t respond to that tone of voice—and asked, “How far did you go?”


  Mathias glared hard at him for another long moment, then walked over to shut off the treadmill and peer at the display. He grabbed the towel he’d slung over the handlebars and wiped at his face with it, sucking down air like a man who’d pushed himself far too hard. “Eleven miles in fifty-two minutes. That fast enough to get away from this place, you think?”


  “It doesn’t matter how fast you run, Mathias. We’d find you. Assuming, of course, you were even capable of leaving the building. And then what? What about Douglas? Would you leave him behind?”


  Mathias bristled, fists balled at his sides. “He can keep up. Has since he was nine. Used to follow me on my morning run every day like a lost puppy.”


  Mathias went silent then, looking the sort of confused Nikolai had grown very familiar with over the years: that wounded, wondering expression that screamed, Why did I just tell him that?


  No matter how stubborn his charges were, they all wore that expression at one point or another.

  “Even if you could both run, you realize there are . . . failsafes in place for such a possibility, don’t you?” By Mathias’s expression, no, he didn’t. He really had no idea how big this operation was, the fool. Too self-centered to understand he was just one tiny piece of a huge puzzle. “Do you really think this organization could run as long and as secretly as it has if anyone was allowed to go free? Personally, I’ve never lost a slave, but I know of other trainers and owners who’ve been careless enough to. Remember the men who first captured you? They’re the lowest on our totem pole. Slightly above them—though far below those such as myself or Madame, of course—you’ll find a different breed of procurer. Bounty hunters, smart enough to outthink any slave. You’re valuable, you understand: The hours I put into you. The money your owner paid for you. The information you have, as worthless as it is in the grand scheme of things. These men are trained. Smart. If you escape, they will find you, and you won’t like how you’re treated when you’re brought back to the fold.”

  Mathias balled up his sweat-damp towel and threw it at Nikolai. “I don’t like how I’m treated now.” Then he turned and took two steps toward the bathroom, clearly intending to snub Nikolai by way of getting himself a drink.

  But Nikolai had other plans. He sprung forward, clotheslining Mathias’s throat with the towel and yanking him back. Mathias fought for half a second before he forced himself still, hands balling into trembling fists at his sides when Nikolai twisted the towel tightly enough to warn, but not to choke.

  “On your knees, boy,” Nikolai snapped, “and don’t you ever throw things at your betters again.” He wrenched on the towel, pulling down until Mathias crashed to his knees, hands now clutching the material at his throat. “Are you no better than a child, then, to throw a tantrum when things don’t go your way? Should I punish you like one? Perhaps I didn’t hit you hard enough yesterday. Shall we revisit the matter?”

  “Fuck you, prick,” Mathias rasped. Nikolai had expected rebound, backlash after the large concession yesterday— Mathias had built up too much disgust, self-hatred, and impotent fury for the moment of breaking to stick—but this was stronger than he’d anticipated, even for a fighter like Mathias. Perhaps such drastic reactions called for the same in turn.

  Nikolai released the towel and slapped him. “I asked you a question, boy. I expect an answer. A proper one.”

  Mathias bared his teeth like the dangerous animal he was. “Go ahead, beat my ass. But if you wanna fuck it, you’ll have to force me. I’m not falling for your bullshit mindfucks again.”

  “No, you’re not going to fall for one. You’re going to help me create one.”

  “What? No, I’m fucking not. Fuck you.”

  “Yes, you are. Now, stay. Can you do that? Or do I need to restrain you? Answer me honestly.”

  Something in his tone must have broken through Mathias’s shield of fury, because he actually went silent for a moment, eyes angling up, clearly considering the question. “You gonna hurt me?” he finally asked. No fear in that question. Plenty of belligerence, though.

  “Do you need me to hurt you today, Mathias? Is that what this is about?”

  “Fuck you. Go do what you have to do. I won’t move. Don’t need to tie me down. Fucker.”

  Well. This was a substantial backslide. Nikolai would have to react swiftly and decisively to nip this in the bud. He knew just the thing.

  “You must be thirsty after your run,” he said, opening a cupboard door and finding what he was looking for immediately.

  “Yeah. I was trying to get a drink before you tried to strangle me to death with my own fucking towel.”

  “Oh, my boy,” Nikolai chuckled, picking up a wicked spider gag, “you’re much too expensive to kill. I’m afraid that’s just one more method of escape you can chalk up to the impossible.”

  “We’ll see about that, you smug fuck.”

  “Hmm. Interesting choice of word, ‘smug.’ An excessive amount of pride in one’s achievements, isn’t it? Well, my pride is certainly not excessive. I am a master of men, after all.” He crouched, and true to his word, Mathias didn’t move, not even when Nikolai stretched his mouth open, wedged the prongs of the gag past his teeth, and buckled the strap behind his head. “You, on the other hand, are awfully self-important for someone who can just as easily be a human toilet as a prize fighter, you understand?”

  Realization dawned in Mathias’s blue eyes, which widened almost as much as his brother’s were naturally. Fear. Yes, much better. He scrabbled for the gag, fingers finding the buckle, trying to undo it, so distracted he didn’t notice Nikolai’s heel driving toward his groin until it was too late.

  Mathias cried out and crumpled to the floor.

  Nikolai crouched beside him and grabbed him by the hair, yanking his head until they were face to face, even though Mathias was in too much pain to make eye contact. “What part of hold still do you not understand? Did I say you could touch the gag? Do you think I put it on just so you could take it off a moment later? I feel as if we’ve regressed dramatically, Mathias. Do I need to keep you shackled 24/7? Break your hands?” He swiped at the drool already leaking from Mathias’s lower lip and smeared it across the man’s cheek. “Should I lock this on permanently? I do love to fuck a man’s mouth when he’s wearing one of these. But that’s not what I have planned for you today.”

  Mathias made a groaning animal sound.

  “What was that? ‘Please piss in my mouth, master?’ Very well.” He pulled Mathias upright by the hair. “Do. Not. Move.”

  Not trusting his fighter to obey, he kept hold of Mathias’s head with one hand and undid his fly and pulled out his cock with the other.

  “I’m sick of your pride, Mathias. I’m sick of this tugof-war with you. Perhaps I can’t teach you your place with pain. Maybe not even with kindness. But you will learn. Now swallow. Spit this out or vomit it up and you’ll regret it sorely. Oh yes, I mean the serum. I think going a few days without it has left you a little cocky. Maybe you need a nice long reminder.”

  That wide-eyed fear returned, powerful enough to eclipse the hatred and the sneering derision. Nikolai wasn’t certain, but he thought perhaps Mathias would’ve opened his mouth of his own free will if the spider gag weren’t already doing the job so cruelly. Good to see at least some fears remained stark and fresh in the man’s mind.

  Before said fear could fade, he guided his flaccid cock between Mathias’s spit-soaked lips, just enough to keep himself in place. He wanted to make sure his urine hit Mathias’s tongue, rather than run straight down the back of his throat. He wanted Mathias to taste it. The urge to flood him was strong, but it was so very hard to swallow when you couldn’t close your mouth, not to mention the disgust factor—best to control himself, urinate as slowly as possible. Besides, that would prolong Mathias’s misery. So he relaxed his muscles just enough, let the first of it out in a dribbling stream.

  Mathias lurched back with a shout the moment it struck his tongue.

  Nikolai tightened his grip on Mathias’s hair. “Hold still. Hold still, or you really will get the injection, and I’ll piss in your mouth while you’re writhing in agony on the floor. I can’t say my aim will be very good then, however.”

  Mathias stopped squirming. Glowered up at Nikolai with pure hatred in his eyes. The muscles in his jaw flexed. Fighting the gag.

  “Would you really risk biting me, Mathias? What if the gag slips?” Fresh fear again, this time for his brother. He squeezed his eyes closed, seemed to force his jaw still by sheer force of will. “The best you can do is relax and let it happen. Take it like the hole you are right now.”

  Once Mathias stopped fighting, Nikolai relaxed and simply enjoyed the sight of the defiant boy’s throat swallowing piss. Of piss dribbling over his lips, down his chin. Nikolai finished off. Zipped up.

  He tilted Mathias’s head back and completed the man’s humiliation by spitting down into that open mouth. Mathias’s stomach heaved, eyes and jaw clenching momentarily. Fighting to keep it down. “This is what you are now,” Nikolai told him, very calmly so Mathias would have no doubt he believed his own words, that none of this was bluster. “I own you. Every time you want to fight me, or think you can fight me? I want you to remember the sensation of my piss running down your throat. The taste of my piss. The feeling of having a belly full of it.” A choking noise at that, another hard tensing of those beautiful abdominals. “That is what you are now. That is all you are.” And yes, there it was, a lovely tear streaking down one cheek, a wetness caught in his eyelashes. “Now, are you going to accept your place, or will I have to make you eat shit, as well?”

  Mathias shook his head vehemently, eyes wide, pupils dilating. He fisted Nikolai’s pants legs in both hands—not violent, just desperate. “Nnnnn,” he managed through the gag, still shaking his head, and then a sort of “clhhh, ghhh!” that Nikolai was fairly certain had begun life as Please, don’t.

  Just as well, because that was one threat Nikolai did not savor the thought of following through on. He did in fact enjoy kissing his slaves on occasion, and there were some things even a thorough wash couldn’t really clean away.

  “Good. Now that that’s settled, I believe it’s time for us to discuss your brother’s future like adults.” He unbuckled the gag, then unbuckled his own pants again, pushed them down and stepped out of them, and splayed himself on Mathias’s bed. “You can lick my balls and ass while you listen. I’d have you suck my cock, but your brother just did such a fine job I’m afraid I’ve no interest yet.”

  That was what made Mathias gag, after everything he’d gone through. He rose to his feet, gasping and heaving, wiping at drool and piss with the back of one hand and pressing the other to his stomach. Murder glinted in his eyes, clear as day, but Nikolai had rarely felt safer around the man than he did right now. Even with his mouth free, he didn’t speak. Didn’t dare.

  “Don’t like to hear about me fucking your brother?” Nikolai asked, unable to keep the taunting tone out of his voice as Mathias dutifully knelt between his legs and nuzzled behind his balls, kissing and lapping at them with his newly humbled tongue. “You should see him. Unlike you, he’s progressing wonderfully. I’m training his ass to take two cocks at once.” Mathias’s tongue paused its stroking, and his breath, hot and moist, came hard and fast against Nikolai’s balls. “I think within the week I’ll be able to put him to the test in that regard. Did I say you could stop?”

  The licking started up again. So did Nikolai’s speech. “He’s a very quick study, your brother. A true joy to train . . . except for one thing: you. Enough with my balls; be a good boy now and lick my anus.” He felt Mathias’s shudder against his thighs, but the man did as told, bending Nikolai’s legs at the knees and ducking low to rim him.

  Nikolai allowed himself a single appreciative moan before continuing. He was starting to get hard again. “You see, Douglas holds onto the thought of you desperately. Wants to impress you. Imitates your stubbornness, even if it causes him terrible pain. And his suicidal need not to disappoint you is causing him so very much pain. I’ve come to realize he must find a way to give you up, or he will die holding onto your memory. Do you want him to die, Mathias?”

  “Of course not,” Mathias growled against his ass. Nikolai felt a flash of teeth—not biting, just bared—and then tongue again, like a good little slave.

  “Then you must help him to let go of you.”

  Mat leaned up on his forearms, met Nikolai’s eyes. “Not gonna happen. Remember the running thing? He started that when he was five and he never fucking stopped. Six miles every goddamn morning at the crack of fucking dawn. I don’t even think he likes running. But he’d do anything to stay with me. Spend time with me. Make me happy. Make me love him, even though he doesn’t need to do anything for that at all.” His eyes welled up with tears at that, but he blinked them away, went back to lapping Nikolai’s ass. Anything to avoid this conversation, apparently.

  Left unsaid was, And I’ll do anything to protect him, spend time with him, make him happy, make him love me, though Nikolai heard it anyway.

  Nikolai gave his hardening cock a lazy stroke. “He idolizes you.” A statement, not a question.

  “Yeah.” So much emotion in that one little word, despite his clear determination to hide it.

  “Then you must, as always, be the protector, Mathias. Be the stronger man. Be the one who makes the hard choices.”

  “And if I do? If I drive him away some-fucking-how?”

  “All the unnecessary pain in his life stops. Nearly instantly. He won’t be free, but he won’t need to be. I’ll take care of him. Keep him warm and fed and loved. He’ll want for nothing. He’ll never hurt again.”

  “Bullshit. Everything hurts here. How can it not?”

  “Because love can grow even in the most unlikely places, Mathias. But his love for you strangles all others.”

  “His love for me. That’s what’s keeping him from being a good little slave for you, isn’t it. You just want a fucktoy, and he—” Mathias blinked back those stubborn tears in his eyes. “I’m all he has to live for. To stay human for.”

  “All he has to suffer for,” Nikolai corrected. “It won’t end, Mathias. It will never end. There’s no escaping this place. No going back to his old life. All he can do is move forward with his new one. Make the best of it. He could be happy, Mathias. He could have what you never can; he could be shaped into a man like Roger, madly in love, happy to serve. Loved back. Respected. Appreciated. I would see to it. Or he can hold onto the idea of you, the mirage of you, and resist and struggle and fight until it kills him by torturous inches. There is no third choice. I know you wish there were, but wishing is a fool’s game, and you’re no fool.”

  Mathias had no reply to that. Just the sounds of his mouth and tongue, his breath rasping through his nose. Stalling. Nikolai didn’t mind, though, because the sensation of being tongue-fucked by his tightly reined feral slave was positively beyond compare.

  At last, Mathias pulled back, every line of his body crying his defeat. His face was stamped with tragedy, loss—a man in mourning. He spoke softly. “What do I have to do, then?”

  What do I have to do to save my brother in the only way I have left?

  Nikolai smiled, victory pulsating through every artery and vein. In these tiny moments, however brief, he was a god.

  He pushed Mathias’s face back between his thighs—his fighter took the hint perfectly well and began to lick and suck him again—and said, “I’ve arranged a meeting for you both with a ‘client.’ He’s actually a colleague of mine with a very specific fetish I sometimes indulge. You’ll both be prepared to meet him. In private, without me, in a room with no windows or cameras or guards. When you do, he’ll take an interest in your brother, as any man would. He won’t be gentle. In fact, he’ll be cruel even by my standards. Barbaric. Sadistic. Between you and me, he’s an absolute monster, but you will let him have his way with your broth—”

  “What?” This time Mathias did more than just rear back; he sat up, practically loomed right over Nikolai. “You think I’m just gonna si—”

  Nikolai smacked the rest of that sentence right from Mathias’s mouth, then shoved the man’s head back to his ass. Mathias knew better than to interrupt again, though Nikolai had to shake him by his too-short hair before he remembered to start servicing his master again.

  “You will sit there, yes, while your brother endures my colleague’s brutality. And the whole time, your brother’s eyes will be on you, watching you, unable to wrap his mind around why you won’t make his pain stop. He’ll beg you to save him, and it will be within your power to save him, but you won’t.”

  “What the fuck makes you think I’d go along with that?” Mathias growled against Nikolai’s balls.

  “Because, Mathias, however painful his time in that room is, it will be over quickly. Just long enough for him to lose his idolatry of his hero brother. And I promise you, he’ll crack quickly. Just a few minutes of pain. But if you disobey me? If you interfere with my plan in any way? I’ll need resort to so much more than just a few minutes of pain, more than these necessary deceptions.” He paused, letting that word soak in. Pain. And oh, yes, Mathias had caught on, but that didn’t mean Nikolai couldn’t still elaborate and make the threat clear. “I’ll have no choice but to use the serum, Mathias. For as long as it takes. Twelve straight hours didn’t break you. How long will your brother last, do you think?”

  Mathias’s tongue stilled; Nikolai felt the hardness of bared teeth pressed against his perineum, the too-fast flutter of eyelashes against one thigh. But the man remained stubbornly silent.

  “So tell me which is better, Mathias: a few minutes of pain, easily ended, or several days, drawn out even longer by his continued need to impress you? And don’t think I won’t tell him tales of how well you withstood the serum’s assault. I may exaggerate somewhat. You won’t be there to contradict me, after all.”

  Mathias raised his head again, bright blue eyes narrowing, cunning replacing fear. “You wouldn’t. You love him—well, you feel your sick fucking version of love for him. You wouldn’t hurt him that way. I’m trash. He’s your prize fucking pet.”

  “I’ll do what I must to achieve the results I require. And the end result will be the same no matter what. Dead, or my obedient slave. What I must resort to in order to reach that point . . . that’s up to you. Now, as much as I’m enjoying this conversation, we’ve reached the point where it either ends in ‘yes, sir’ or ‘no, sir,’ and I’d like to come now. Sit on my cock while you think over your answer.”

  Mathias stood, wiping the spit from his lips and chin. Yanked down his tight shorts. Spat into his hand to lubricate himself at least somewhat. There was no fear in him. No hesitance at all. Just begrudging resignation and pure singleminded gumption. The mind of a champion, truly.

  He straddled Nikolai, hard gaze locked on Nikolai’s own the whole time, and lowered himself perfunctorily onto Nikolai’s cock. He wasn’t as tight as his brother—it seemed he knew how to relax those muscles by choice—but then, he didn’t need to be. He was good enough for a rough dry fuck, and while Nikolai was far from a sadist, the pain evident in Mathias’s rigid posture only made it sweeter for knowing he was giving it willingly, suffering it willingly.

  “Promise never to hurt him. Promise never to use that serum on him, ever,” Mathias growled out between pants and little unbidden grunts. He bounced on Nikolai’s cock relentlessly, athletic thighs working, body a perfectly tuned instrument in every single way.

  “I don’t make promises to ill-trained slaves, Mathias. But I will see your brother cared for, and cherished, and loved, and one day he’ll be as happy as Roger is now.”

  “F-fine,” Mathias replied, milking Nikolai’s cock with his inner muscles, no doubt hoping to speed things along. Appalling behavior, but Nikolai was willing to put off that discussion in favor of the current one. “Deal,” Mathias said. “I’ll do it. Just please don’t . . .” He closed his eyes, dropped his chin to his chest. “Please don’t make me have to see him again after that. I don’t think I could stand it.”

  Nikolai was getting close. He planted his feet on the bed, grabbed hold of Mathias’s waist, and jerked his hips up in time to meet Mathias’s thrusts, impaling the stubborn man on his cock. “I told you,” he said, “I don’t make promises to ill-trained slaves. You’ll stand whatever you need to stand, just like you always have.”

  “Sir,” Mathias acknowledged, stoic in his defeat, and Nikolai pumped him full of cum to seal their pact.


  chapter two


  S


  


  unlight.


  Dougie turned his face up, eyes closed, and let the bright light touch his cheeks and warm them for the first time in what felt like months. He knew this place, of course. Hanauma Bay, Hawaii, where they’d gone on a family vacation to celebrate Mat’s graduation. Mat and their dad had spent hours with snorkels on, covering every inch of reef, chasing sea turtles through the bright water while Dougie and Mom sunned on the sand, eating ice cream from the concession stand and enjoying the view.


  He was there again. Now. With her. He looked to his left and saw her stretched out on her beach towel with a romance novel and a smear of white sunscreen down her nose. She smiled when she noticed him staring. “All right, Dougie? You need some money for a drink?”


  “No, thanks,” he replied, because God, how could he leave her side even for a second, not when she was here, alive and beautiful and happy. Which wasn’t possible because his voice wasn’t a child’s voice, it was . . . it was a man’s voice. How could he be a man and be at Hanauma Bay? He hadn’t been here since he was eleven or ten—no, ten, ten, because that was the year Mat had graduated and Dougie’s birthday, of course, hadn’t been until after.


  Mat was waving to him from far out on the water, still wearing his snorkel, hair dripping and plastered to his skull. Seventeen and so grown up and strong and handsome, and Dougie wanted nothing more than to be like him, be grown up and strong and handsome and graduated from school a year early, be out swimming with him, chasing sea turtles with him and their dad. But he’d gone running with Mat on the beach this morning, in the wet sticky sand that sucked at your feet and made everything so much harder, and though they’d had fun playing in the waves, he’d begged out halfway through and was still too sore to swim out as far as they were. And anyway, it was dangerous, what with the spiky coral and the eels and even the blacktip sharks, although maybe that was just something Mat had told him to scare him.


  Mat wasn’t scared of anything.

  Dougie shifted on his beach towel, unable to quite get comfortable. The beach here was soft sand, but maybe some coral had washed ashore and he was sitting on it or something. He wiggled back and forth, still uncomfortable, and finally turned onto his belly, the sun immediately warming his back.

  He should ask his mother to put some sunscreen on him before he got burned. His skin was already burning around the back of his thighs a little, like he’d been stung by hundreds of tiny jellyfish.

  “Are you sure you don’t want a drink?” his mother asked. “You look a little pale.”

  He shook his head, and then, because he was so impossibly happy to see her again and didn’t want to waste it, not for a second, said, “Maybe a hug?”

  She smiled brightly and put her novel aside and opened her arms. Dougie climbed into them and basked there, like she was the sun. He was too big for this now, but she didn’t seem to notice. She petted his hair and kissed the top of his head just like she always had. “Why don’t you go exploring? I’ll be right here.”

  He didn’t want to leave her. But then, Dad was in the water, and he couldn’t remember how he’d gotten here or why he seemed so out of place, but it all seemed so fragile somehow, like maybe the clouds were going to come and cover the sun any moment. Like it all might wash out with the tide, and he had to see Dad before that happened.

  Walking was a little strange—a little stiff, a little sore. He must’ve run harder this morning than he’d realized; his legs were still so short and he wasn’t as strong as Mat and he couldn’t always keep up no matter how hard he tried, even though he was pretty sure Mat would slow down just for him if he asked. He sort of duck-walked into the water, feeling schools of fish darting around his calves, exploring him, touching his skin, and he couldn’t kick them away, knew he’d be punished terribly if he did. And the water was . . . it was cold. Ice cold, and dark black, not blue like it was supposed to be. And when he looked out toward the horizon, Mat was gone, but his father was still there, just further out, silhouetted by a steel gray sky.

  “Dad?” he called, suddenly afraid but he didn’t know why. This was Hawaii. They were on vacation. Nothing bad happened on vacation. “Dad?”

  His father pushed his goggles up his head, rucking his dark hair. He grinned and waved. Between the mask and the silly smile and the stupid five-for-ten-dollars puca shell necklace he wore, he looked pretty goofy. Handsome and strong, like Mat, but goofy. Dougie forgot to be afraid. He waded out until the water reached his chest and waved back.

  His dad swam up to meet him, and Dougie threw his arms around his waist, pressed his cheek to his dad’s broad chest. “Where’s Mat?” he asked.

  His dad hugged him back, picked him up easily and dangled him over his head. “Who’s Mat?” he asked, then gave Dougie a hard heave and sent him flying.

  Dougie should’ve laughed—he loved when his dad tossed him around in the water like this—but he landed hard, the icy water knocking the breath out of his lungs. The salt water stung his eyes, ran down his cheeks and into his mouth. Something small and squirmy swam up one leg of his swim trunks and bit him square on the ass. He screamed. Lurched. Planted his feet in the sand and stumbled back until he was in the shallows. His father followed, looking concerned, but Dougie ignored him—he was mad at him, he’d lost Mat— and headed straight for Mom instead.

  “Mom. Mom!” he cried, racing up the beach and throwing himself, dripping wet, into her arms. He could feel her book wedged between them in her lap, poking uncomfortably at his crotch. “Mom, where’s Mat? He was in the water and now he’s gone and I don’t—”

  “Mat?” She took him by the shoulders, pushed him back so she could meet his eyes, and smiled tentatively. “Who’s Mat? Did you make a friend, honey? Does he need help?” She looked over his shoulder, to his dad. “Craig? Did you see a boy in the water? Should I get a lifeguard?”

  His father just shook his head and shrugged, and Dougie wanted to shake them both, scream and rage and make them stop. “Cut it out!” he shouted. “It’s not funny anymore! You’re scaring me!”

  He shoved away. Mom tried to hold him, but Mat had taught him ten different ways at least to shake out of someone’s grasp and he wormed right out from under her, ran back toward the water, shouting Mat’s name.

  Nobody answered. Nobody was there. The beach was empty. So was the ocean. When had that happened? Where was everyone? When had it gotten so cold out? He had to go to the bathroom. Badly, in fact. Felt so much pressure, suddenly, and then his gut cramped, and he hurt, and he backed away from the water before he could fall in and drown.

  He swung around, searching out his parents, because even if they were playing cruel tricks on him, it was better than this horrible emptiness. But when he turned, only one man was standing there: a man wearing a suit—why was he wearing a suit on the beach?—with one hand tucked casually into his pocket.

  “Who—who are you?” Dougie asked, even though he felt like . . . he felt like . . . like he should know the answer, or maybe a piece of the answer. “Where’s my father?”

  The man reached out, and even though they’d been separated by at least a couple yards just a second ago, now they were toe to toe, and the man’s hand was clasped around Dougie’s upper arm, holding him tight enough to hurt. “Right here, Douglas. I’m your father now, remember?”

  No, that wasn’t right. That wasn’t right at all. He jerked away, but the man just caught him again, held him tight, and not one of the things Mat had taught him about making people let go of you did a lick of good.

  And then suddenly they were in the ocean—far, far out in the ocean, farther than Dougie had ever been and the beach was just a speck in the distance and the waves were so tall and the current was so strong and he was drowning, he was drowning—

  “Shhh, it’s all right, Douglas. Hold on to me. I’ll save you.”

  “No!” he wailed, and water gushed into his mouth, choking him. “No, this isn’t right, this isn’t right!”

  But the arms around him were warm and steady and strong, and the body holding his kept the ocean from swallowing him whole. He was too tired to swim anymore. Too tired to keep fighting. The water was so cold it burned, ate through him like acid, and he didn’t want to hurt anymore, and he didn’t want to die.

  “Will you let me help you, Douglas?” the man asked.

  “Yes,” Dougie said, almost too weary to form the word. “ Yes.”

  The man kissed his wet hair and towed him back to the shore. The sun didn’t shine again—might never shine again— and everyone he loved was dead, but at least the man’s body was warm. It was enough. It had to be.

  Dougie woke gasping.

  Had he even been asleep? Consciousness washed in and out, in and out, in and— Oh, Nikolai was here, wearing his latex gloves again. Milking him. His fingers sliding in and out. How many days had it been now with the plug and the cage and Nikolai’s gloved fingers and eating his own cum? Three? Four? He couldn’t remember. It was all just one blurred wash of agony and humiliation, hopelessness and helplessness, and everyone he loved was gone and he was too tired to keep fighting anymore and he wanted it—needed it—to end.

  “Stop,” he whispered, and Nikolai must have heard him, because his fingers stilled.

  “What was that, boy?”

  “Stop. Stop. Please stop. I give in. I want . . .” I want this suffering to end. “I want to do what you want. I want to be who you want me to be. Please, sir, tell me how. Help me. Please.”

  Nikolai’s latex gloves snapped, and then his bare hands were on Dougie’s shoulders, helping him to his feet, turning him until he was crushed against Nikolai’s broad chest. Warm. Solid. Not drowning now, he won’t let me drown. He even smelled good. Dougie sighed, relaxing into Nikolai’s grip. “Of course, Douglas,” Nikolai said to him, indulgent as a father on Christmas. He tilted Dougie’s face up by the chin and planted a soft kiss on his mouth. “Of course I will.”

  Dougie realized he was crying when Nikolai swept the tears from one cheek with his thumb.

  “No more crying, now. I know you’re still in the most painful part of your transition, but from now on, you must try to be happy to serve, Douglas. Overjoyed, even. And one day soon, you won’t have to try at all. But you must trust me. Do you trust me?”

  “I . . .” He won’t let me drown he wants to keep me too much he won’t let me drown. “I want to, sir. But I . . .” He buried his face in Nikolai’s chest, clung to Nikolai’s jacket with both hands. He’d be punished now, he knew that. But he was too raw to lie anymore, and maybe, just maybe, whatever came next would help him get where he needed to be to stop hurting for good. Maybe all this pain served a purpose. Nikolai couldn’t reshape him, after all, without breaking him first. How strange for that thought not to frighten him anymore. It was almost . . .

  Relief.

  “Shhh,” Nikolai said. “Do you remember why I caged your cock, Douglas?”

  A question with an easy answer. Thank God. Dougie could kiss the man for that. “Because you wanted me to learn the value of pleasure, sir.”

  “Very good. I think you’re ready for the second part of that lesson now. After all, you cannot truly know gratitude if I don’t give you things to be grateful for. You must never become entitled, of course, and in time you’ll learn that any attention from your master at all—even if he’s only acknowledging you to punish you by his own hand—is a gift worthy of gratitude. But I don’t expect you to understand that yet. Although . . .” He hugged Dougie tightly, kissed the top of his head, and it felt so fucking good to be held, to feel affection, to not be afraid, even for just a moment. “Although you’re clearly grateful to have my attention now. That’s good, Douglas. That’s very good. But I’ve promised to help make this easy for you, so if you’d like the gift of pleasure now, you need only ask. Tell me what you’d like me to do for you, Douglas, and if I can, I will.”

  Make the pain stop. “I . . . I don’t know what to ask for, sir. I don’t—I’ve never—”

  “Shhh. We could begin with uncaging you, yes?” Oh God yes, please, that. “Ask me for that gift, Douglas, and you shall have it.”

  But it couldn’t be that simple, could it? Just like that? Surely Nikolai wanted more than just words after all he’d put him through, all he’d demanded of him, all he’d tried to take. Surely he wanted . . .

  Dougie dropped to his knees at Nikolai’s feet and pressed his lips to the top of one well-polished shoe. He could give him this, could give him this to make the pain end, to keep his affection. “Thank you, sir,” he said, surprised and relieved by how easily the words came. How much he meant them. “Please, sir. Would you . . . would you free my cock, sir?”

  Silence. No reply. His stomach went cold with dread, and after a moment or two, he looked up, cautiously cracking one eye open, the other still winced shut. Nikolai was smiling. Not just happy or pleased, but . . . amused?

  “You didn’t really need to grovel—I’d have taken a sincerely and humbly made request—but I can’t say the effect isn’t charming, Douglas. Up on the bed then. Feet on the floor, but lie back.”

  Dougie got to his feet, puffing with relief as he fell back onto the soft mattress. And then, on second thought, he spread his legs nice and wide. Kept his feet planted to the floor. Draped his arms over his head, like an erotic photograph, and took a deep breath. He hoped Nikolai liked it. If he was . . . if he was going to do this, well, he was going to do it. Or he’d lose his nerve. Slide back again. Make Nikolai have to hurt him again.

  No.

  Never.

  From here on out, he’d be perfect. Give Nikolai no reason to punish him and as many reasons to be happy with him as he was capable of.

  Nikolai’s expression was soft, unhurried, blessedly patient and calming as he produced a ring of keys from his pocket, selected a small gold one, and slotted it into the miniature padlock that fastened the cage. His other hand rubbed slow, easy circles on Dougie’s belly, which had cramped so hard for so long under the onslaught of plug and cage that the muscles there burned and quivered, but oh, that touch felt good. Then the lock clicked open and the cage fell away and God, God thank you thank you thank you his cock was free.

  And he must have said so aloud, because Nikolai stroked his brow and said, “You’re welcome.”

  For a while after that, Dougie just lay back, panting, so overcome with relief he had no idea what to do with himself. But then Nikolai reached for him, wrapping a gentle but insistent hand around his shaft.

  Get hard, he willed himself. Get hard for him. His balls throbbed and his ass hurt something fierce and he felt weird and empty and too full all at the same time, still terribly oversensitive and tender and yet desperately needy, so why wasn’t he responding to Nikolai’s gift? Come on, come on come on . . . If he screwed this up, Nikolai would be disappointed again, and he’d put him back in the cage and plug him back up and leave him here to drown in his suffering . . .

  “Before you came here, what did you like?” Nikolai asked, pumping him with slow strokes.

  Serena Chang. How many times had he fantasized about burying his face in those gorgeous tits and . . . And what? Somehow, he’d never really gotten further than that, never lasted long enough to draw out the fantasy. Honestly, he’d never really had great sex to draw from. That one time in high school had been an awkward, fumbling disaster; he’d had no idea what to do or that women were so complicated and he’d come in like four seconds and couldn’t even bear to look at her again. And he’d only ever had one girlfriend in college, and frankly he hadn’t felt very good at the whole beinga-boyfriend thing, and they’d slept together exactly twice before she’d kissed him on the cheek and called him sweet, for fuck’s sake, and wished him luck and left him. Maybe he should have just been a passive gay guy from the get-go. Let himself be pursued and petted and bent over furniture and posed just so.

  God, this was so much fucking easier.

  “I know,” Nikolai replied. Had Dougie seriously spoken aloud again? How much? All of it? Serena Chang? Had he said her name?

  But at least he was hard now, although it was more than a little troubling that he couldn’t remember if it was Serena Chang’s tits or the thought of being posed and petted that had made the difference. Or maybe just the simple absence of pain. It’d been so long . . . so long he scarcely remembered a time before it, a time when life hadn’t been all misery and humiliation and suffering.

  Nikolai stroked the worry away with deft fingers, and Dougie moaned. No artifice there, though he’d have faked it for Nikolai if it hadn’t come naturally. After God knew how many days of relentless stimulation, terrible hunger never quite quelled by the pain of his cock trying to swell in a tiny plastic cage, being free and being touched and being hard felt so damn good. Like he was human again. Like all the agony and humiliation and terror of the past weeks had never even happened, like he mattered to someone who wanted to make him feel good. Like being with a lover, almost, so natural and easy and right and he needed this, needed it desperately, threw his head back and splayed his legs and fisted the sheets and let words tumble from his lips as they may, to hell with what he was saying or who he was saying it to or where he was or what he was doing or—

  The hand stopped. Two hands, he realized now—one curled loose around his throbbing cock, and two or three fingers of the other nestled in his ass, filling that strange aching emptiness left by the absence of the plug. After days of suffering such abject misery with the plugs, it amazed him now to want anything inside him, to realize how fantastic those fingers felt. And though it shamed him, he squirmed a little, tried to get them to move again, to press where he needed them.

  Nikolai tsked. “You’re becoming complacent, Douglas. I enjoy the sight of your pleasure and knowing I control it, but you mustn’t bask too deeply. Pleasure is a gift from your master to be enjoyed, but your job is always to remember that he is to be the center of your universe, even at those times he lets you believe you’re at the center of his.”

  Please don’t be mad please don’t be mad I can’t go back to that plug and that cage and the milking I can’t . . . “Yes sir, I’m sorry sir,” Dougie stuttered. Yet despite the worry and the fear, he couldn’t fight the rolling of his hips, trying to urge Nikolai’s fingers deeper. “Please, tell me how . . . What do I . . . to make you . . .?”

  “Remind me of my power, Douglas. Beg me. Ask me for my gifts. Be specific. For example: would you like me to touch your prostate now?” He did, just a little brush, but God, it filled Dougie’s head with fireworks. And then it was gone again, fingers still inside him but no longer pressing where he needed them. “Or would you like me to touch your nipples? Your balls? Would you like me to suck you?”

  Oh. God, Dougie would never have thought—

  “Would you, sir? Would you suck me?” God, a second ago he’d been so afraid Nikolai would punish him again; how could he have been so wrong? “I thought because . . . well, I thought since I’m a . . . since I’m . . .” Say it. Say it for him, he wants to hear it. Make him happy. Give in. “Since I’m your slave, sir, I thought I’d only be sucking you.”

  “And most of the time, you’d be right. But some masters enjoy pleasuring their slaves. Some masters derive their own pleasure from sucking cock or eating ass or being penetrated. For you, these acts are subservient. For me, they are just one more way for me to take my pleasure from my property, just one more way for your body to be mine.”

  Amazing how little those words hurt, amazing how little they angered him. He’d expected . . . fury, hatred, humiliation. But all he felt now was tired, and resigned, and oddly hopeful, and buzzing with a desire to listen and learn that should have terrified him but didn’t. He could do this, he realized. He could be what Nikolai wanted. He could choose to be. Wasn’t that its own kind of power?

  The thought swelled inside him, nestling neatly between his fear and his need.

  “I don’t particularly like sucking cock, but I do very much like hearing a pretty little slave beg me for it. And I won’t lie; part of that enjoyment comes from saying ‘no’—the power to deny is like a drug—but I also enjoy saying ‘yes,’ especially when it’s deserved. So ask.”

  It was so easy to beg. So very, very easy. He didn’t know why it had taken him so long to just fucking try. “Please, sir. I know you don’t owe me anything and I probably don’t deserve it but please, will you suck my cock?”

  Nikolai took him by the chin. Turned his head until they were eye to eye. “Yes, Douglas. For you, I will.” Because you’re so very special and precious to me, more precious than any of the others. He didn’t say it, but Dougie felt it, an intense bond between them, made up of chains and locks and pain and fear, but did that matter anymore? Was it any worse than what had bound him to Mat: loneliness and grief and blood?

  No don’t think about Mat don’t think about him here. From here on out it had to be like the dream, where Mat didn’t even exist, where Dougie was all alone with no one but Nikolai— no one to save him but Nikolai, which was so frightening and awful, but there was also no one to see his shame but Nikolai, and that was a sweet welcome relief.

  “Douglas.” He blinked, washing back to shore again. “Douglas, you mustn’t come without my permission this time, do you understand? And you mustn’t move your hips. You must never fuck my mouth. I am not a hole to be used, do you understand?”

  “Yes, sir. Not a hole to be used.” No, because that’s me, just me, I’m the hole to be used and I’d better never forget it again or he’ll hurt me, he’ll hurt me and it’ll all be for nothing in the end anyway because I’m not strong enough. “It’s you that’s using my cock.”

  Nikolai smiled. “That’s right.”

  He didn’t say anything else. Just dipped his head with a grin.

  Then Dougie was swallowed up into a black hole of pleasure and pain, sweet delirious torture and Nikolai’s tongue bathing the head of his cock until it stung. But God, even if it hurt, he’d never ask his master to stop, never never, because it was so good, such a long time coming, pleasure, pleasure, even in this place pleasure, and Nikolai’s hand was on his hip, pinning him to the bed, helping him to obey.

  Nikolai didn’t want to hurt him. He didn’t want to hurt him, he never wanted to hurt him, he just wanted—just wanted so badly for Dougie to be good, to do what he was told, and now it would all be so much better. His cock pulsed and twitched and his poor swollen balls drew up tight, a terrible wash of pain beneath the much headier pleasure, and Dougie fisted the sheets, trying not to come, just wanting to make Nikolai happy, the way Nikolai was making Dougie happy with his kindness and his consideration, with his powerful relentless suction and the motion of his throat that was all so good, so so so— “Sir!” he shouted, because he couldn’t stop it now—not even the cramping and the hypersensitivity and the powerful ache in his balls and ass could stop the cresting wave of pleasure—and he didn’t want to be punished, he wanted to make Nikolai happy, damn it, why couldn’t he do this one small thing?

  Nikolai pulled off and out of him, rubbing his belly again, bringing him down. “Do you have something you’d like to ask me, Douglas?”

  Dougie’s hips rose, then fell again. Not a hole to be used. He’s my master. I’m the hole. He uses me. My dick is just a plaything. Just one more plaything. Just one more thing he owns. I should be grateful he deigns to touch it at all. I am grateful.

  “May I come, sir? Please, please—”

  “Where would you like to come, Douglas? How? Should I stop sucking you now and milk you to completion?”

  No, please, no more humiliating, pleasureless dribbles of cum, especially not now, not when he was so close to coming for real, so close to orgasm for the first time in . . . God, he couldn’t even remember. “Please don’t milk me sir, please . . . please let me come . . . in—in your m-mouth? Sir?”

  Nikolai snorted, and Dougie cried, “I’m sorry!” even as Nikolai said, “Shhh, Douglas, that’s all right. I asked you a question. You answered honestly. I respect that. But I’ll not be swallowing your cum, Douglas, now or any other time. Never ask again.”

  He didn’t sound angry, didn’t even sound disapproving, really, but his words seemed harsh even if his tone wasn’t, and Dougie trembled beneath them, his urgency fleeing beneath his fear, his cock softening in Nikolai’s hand.

  Nikolai gave him an encouraging stroke. “But since today is about rewarding your progress, perhaps I can compromise. I’m a giving man, Douglas, and I want you to remember that always. You can come in my mouth, but I won’t swallow your seed. You will.”

  “I will? How?” Please just tell me what you want, sir. Please just tell me how to make you happy. How to keep you from hurting me. Please, I’ll do anything.

  Nikolai slapped Dougie’s balls lightly with his free hand, and pain ricocheted down his thighs and into his belly, so stark that for a moment he couldn’t breathe. He wanted to beg, apologize, throw himself at Nikolai’s feet, but Nikolai had already moved on, was parting his lips to speak again. “Don’t ask questions now. You’ll know what to do when it’s time.”

  Dougie nodded, lying back again, trying to let the pleasure override the pain once more. He didn’t have to try very hard, because Nikolai’s warm mouth returned, gentle this time, suckling him in slow pulses, drawing the orgasm nearer inch by inch like reeling in a kite.

  Dougie twisted and writhed underneath him, moaning and keening and begging a little, words that didn’t fit together right, didn’t even seem to make sense, like they were in some other language, some primal language he’d known before he was born. Well, if this was meant to be a rebirth, then it made some kind of horrible sense, didn’t it.

  And then Nikolai hummed around him, just like he’d taught Dougie to do, and his hand slid back behind Dougie’s balls, fingers nudging easily into his hole, and Dougie was whining and fighting to keep his hips from rising and then just like that he was coming, pleasure so raw and hot and bright he barely noticed the blast of pain beneath it, hard use and denial and need too long caged, coming so fucking hard the whole world crashed to pieces around his ears and the primal voice cried, Yes sir thank you thank you thank you sir thank you for this gift master, thank you . . .

  He was still untethered when Nikolai rose and pressed their mouths together, and it was so easy and natural to open his mouth to Nikolai and kiss him and kiss him and kiss him as he emptied a mouthful of salty cum down into Dougie’s throat. So easy to swallow his own cum—he’d done this enough, knew how to now, knew what Nikolai wanted and how to make him happy—to taste himself on Nikolai’s probing tongue, take every gift Nikolai offered with sweet, unquestioning gratitude as the aftershocks of his orgasm rumbled through him, each one as powerful as an orgasm in itself. So easy. Painless. So easy to finally give in, twitching as he was with his pleasure. So, so easy. Beautiful, almost. He felt . . . high. Relaxed. Unafraid.

  Loved.

  And in that moment, for the first time since he’d been taken, he didn’t miss his old life, not even a little.


  chapter three


  D


  


  ougie’s eyes slowly opened.


  He was . . . warm. Comfortable. No strange pressure inside his body. No pain, no clawing need. Wrapped up safe in somebody’s arms.


  Somebody—

  Nikolai.

  He lurched the rest of the way awake, and then hissed in


  fear that he may have woken Nikolai, too. God, it was like waking up in a fucking bear’s den. While cuddled up with the damn bear.


  Settling in against Nikolai’s broad, solid chest again, he took a couple of calming breaths and tried to relax. The sooner he stirred, the sooner he woke Nikolai, the sooner he’d be—


  His shudder made Nikolai snuffle in his sleep, but he didn’t wake, just pulled Dougie closer with one heavy arm. Trapped. God, they were spooning like lovers. Like they’d met at a bar and picked each other up and had a great night together, except instead of a great night it was . . .


  What, exactly? How had he gotten here? Why was Nikolai holding him? Why had he stayed to sleep? He never stayed.

  The master, who came and went as he pleased, had stayed.

  And likewise, the master who wore his finely tailored clothes as yet another sign of his superiority . . . was naked. Or nearly so, anyway. Dougie felt smooth fabric against his ass— silk briefs, maybe—but everywhere else it was skin to skin, horribly intimate, and he wanted away so badly he felt sick with it, but was afraid to move, afraid to wake him—

  I could kill him. I could roll over and strangle him in his sleep and by the time he wakes up it’ll be too late to stop me and I’ll take his keys and find Mat and we’ll run away . . .

  Nikolai’s arms tightened around him again. “Going somewhere, Douglas?”

  Dougie started guiltily and tried to pretend he was sleeping.

  “I could feel that tension in you from across the room, pet. You must never feign sleep when your master asks something of you. We’ve shared a lovely night, Douglas; please don’t give me reason to be cross with you.”

  Shared a lovely night? What the fuck was he talking about? Why couldn’t Dougie remember? He remembered pain—so much of it, too much of it—and hunger and arousal and misery and being bent over the bed and milked. Plugs and a cock cage and begging like a starving dog and . . .

  Begging. He’d begged. Not to be set free, not to see Mat, nothing normal or healthy or respectable to beg for.

  He’d begged to have his cock sucked. Begged to come. Begged . . . oh God. Begged for Nikolai to fuck him. Be specific, he remembered Nikolai saying. Begged for Nikolai to fuck him in the ass, please sir.

  “Douglas?”

  He was going to be sick.

  “I don’t like to repeat myself, Douglas.”

  “Get off me.” Dougie shoved at Nikolai, kicked out of bed. Stumbled to his feet and rushed for the bathroom. Dropped to his knees in front of the toilet.

  Nothing came out. He’d barely eaten in days.

  Just cum.

  Nikolai had made him eat his own cum. Every single day. And finally he’d broken, begged—

  He retched. Started to cry.

  “Oh dear,” Nikolai said. Dougie whirled around, found him standing in the doorway. Hadn’t even heard him coming. “I don’t suppose you simply ate something that didn’t agree with you?”

  “Yeah, you,” Dougie growled, then instantly cringed away, hand flying to his mouth. What the fuck was he thinking, saying shit like that to Nikolai?

  Consequences. Consequences. He couldn’t handle any more fucking consequences. He’d break again. He knew it. “I’m sorry,” he said, breathless, retching again. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

  Nikolai tsked, shook his head sadly. “No, you’re not.”

  “I am. Oh God, sir, I am. I am. I am.” He fell forward, prostrating himself. Crawled up to Nikolai’s bare feet.

  “This isn’t remorse, Douglas, it’s fear. I promise I won’t hurt you now if you just tell me the truth.” Nikolai squatted down, cupped Dougie’s chin in his hand and forced him to meet his eyes. “I want to help you, Douglas, remember?”

  Dougie shook his head, blinked back tears.

  “Do you remember, last night, what you said to me? You said, ‘I want to be who you want me to be. Please, sir, tell me how. Help me.’”

  “No,” Dougie moaned, shaking his head, chin stubble rasping against Nikolai’s palm. “No, I didn’t, I can’t have . . .”

  “I have a very good memory, Douglas. Perhaps not eidetic, but very, very good.”

  Has he ever lied?

  Would I even know?

  Dougie pulled back, just enough to see if Nikolai would try to hold on to him. He didn’t. Dougie sat back on his heels, hunched his shoulders, folded his arms across his chest. Dougie knew the posture screamed defensive but couldn’t seem to stop himself. Or his fucking tears, either. “You pushed me,” he said, throat tight, words accusing. “You hurt me. You hurt me. What did you think I’d say?”

  “Exactly what you needed to say. The right thing to say. You want to please me and make your pain end. You want to accept this. Even now, you’re wishing you could have just stayed in bed in my arms. You’re angry at yourself that you couldn’t. You’re not angry at me. You’re simply placing that anger on me because I’m the only person you have to shift those feelings onto.”

  Dougie’s tears dried up with every hateful word Nikolai said. “No,” he growled, and he felt stronger now, surer, because this was wrong, Nikolai was wrong and he knew it. Well, wrong about part of it, anyway. “No. I’m mad at you because you did this to me. Because you’ll keep doing this to me until I’m not mad at you anymore. Until all I see is the gentle hand and not the cruel one.” Or worse, until he believed he deserved the cruel one when it came.

  Nikolai chuckled, stood, walked back into the bedroom and sat down on the edge of the bed. Stretched his legs out like a man waiting to be waited on. And Dougie fucking followed. “My poor little psychology student. You think you have all the answers, don’t you. But this is real life, Douglas. Not a textbook. Not a case study. And you are angry with yourself, and you are projecting it onto me. And the fact remains that yes, you do want to see only the gentle hand and not the cruel one, because you know you have no other options. Either you suffer and suffer like your fool brother, or you accept the gift I offer and take my gentle hand.”

  Dougie was still standing—a small victory. Last night, he would have crawled. Now, he forced himself to stay standing, to fight the urge in him that called him to kneel at Nikolai’s feet, rest his head on Nikolai’s lap and beg for forgiveness. That wasn’t who he was and it wasn’t anyone he’d let himself become. Not again. Never again.

  Nikolai captured his gaze, and even though it was Dougie who was standing, Dougie who was looking down on Nikolai, somehow Nikolai was the one in control and Dougie felt small. “Let me help you,” Nikolai said. “Let me care for you. Let me end your pain. I know you want that. You know you want that. Yet you cling to your old life, the one that’s gone forever, that can never be again. You cling to foolish ideals of bravery and pride, to foolish notions of winning. You worship your brother even when, in these halls, he is worse than a false god—he is a destructive god.”

  Dougie closed his eyes at that, turned his head away, like not looking might somehow make that not true, or maybe make Nikolai disappear. But of course he didn’t; when Dougie opened his eyes again, Nikolai was still watching him, patient and firm.

  “You cannot move forward until you see that, Douglas. Until you stop waiting for him to save you. Until you stop dreaming of your old life and accept the new.” He leaned forward, spread his arms in welcome. Smiled. Beckoning. “I’ll show you joy, Douglas, I’ll bring you happiness. But only if you let me. Let yourself have it.”

  “No,” he whispered, and then raised his voice until he was practically shouting. “No, you fucking hear me? No! You say Mat is suffering right now? I don’t believe you. I don’t think you even have him. But you know what, even if you do have him and he is suffering? I want to suffer too. I don’t want anything you don’t give him. I may not be half the man he is, but maybe—” Maybe the pain can make me like him. Better the pain than where you want to lead me.

  “Very well,” Nikolai said, and he wasn’t angry at all. Not even a little bit. He stood, and Dougie fought with everything in him not to stumble back at that. He actually held his ground, smiling viciously. Nikolai strode over to the chair by the table, where he’d draped his discarded suit and shirt; Dougie must’ve been too out of it last night to undress Nikolai properly. But he wasn’t too out of it to dress Nikolai now, so why was the man doing it himself ? What had changed? He’d never let Dougie off the hook before no matter how much he ran his mouth.

  “I can see you’re a lost cause,” Nikolai said, fingers deft at the buttons on his shirt. “You want proof your brother is here? You want to stay by his side? Fine. I’ve a client coming for him soon. Perhaps it’s best if I sell you off as well. Let another man break you. Or not. Maybe you’ll just suffer until you die. I suppose it all depends on what sort of man your new master will be. Whether he’ll care enough about you to bother, like I have. Like I do.”

  Mat. I’ll get to see Mat. Stay together. Yes. Dougie said nothing, hung his head lest his expression betray him. If Nikolai thought the prospect of being sold off with Mat was frightening, all the better for Dougie.

  Nikolai finished dressing, straightened his tie. He’d made a perfect Windsor knot without even looking in the mirror. “I’ll have a talk with my client. I see you trying to hide how happy this makes you, but you’re a fool, boy. You always have been.” He unlocked the door, opened it, turned around in the doorway, and met Dougie’s eyes. “And fools always learn their lessons the hard way.”


  Mat was running for time on a half-marathon again— nothing better to do here but get into tip-top escaping shape—when Nikolai entered the room.


  No surprises like last time; he saw Nikolai the moment he arrived, and smiled savagely at Nikolai’s quickly smothered expression of surprise.


  Mat had turned the treadmill to face the door.


  “Making yourself at home, I see,” Nikolai called over the whirring of the treadmill’s belt.

  Mat said nothing, didn’t stop running or even slow down. Just nodded once.

  Nikolai clearly wasn’t happy with that. His lips tightened and his nostrils flared. “Turn that off. Your master should never have to compete for your attention, do you understand?”

  Mat rolled his eyes and slammed his hand down on the emergency stop button. “Fine. You have my full attention, Master.” He picked up the towel hanging over one handle and wiped at his face. “So what are you here for? Need to take another piss and your toilet’s eyes just aren’t as pretty as mine?”

  The bastard chuckled. Not what Mat had been aiming for, but better, he supposed, than the alternative.

  Mat stepped off the treadmill, wiping at the sweat on his torso. “Seriously,” he said, taking his shorts off before Nikolai could punish him for them, and then sprawling, in all his sweaty-balled glory, on the bed. “What do you want?”

  “Cheeky cheeky. If I hadn’t bought you exactly for this, I’d be beating you black and blue right now.”

  Mat smirked. “But you did.”

  Nikolai smirked right back. “I might beat you anyway. Just for, oh, let’s say, fun.”

  Maybe it’d been too long since Nikolai had really hurt him, or maybe he was just feeling extra-suicidal today, but Mat couldn’t get too bothered about the idea. He shrugged. “So what, you come for a suck?” He spread his legs wide, feet dangling off the end of the bed. “A fuck? Whatever you want, just take it and get out of my face.”

  “Neither of the above. I’m here to talk to you about the visitor I’m having today.”

  Visitor. Scene. Hurting Dougie. Mat’s bravado flagged for barely a second, but it was long enough for Nikolai to notice and flash him a predatory smile.

  “Oh, yes. I see you remember our talk. What you promised me.”

  “What I was forced to promise you.” Mat sat up straight, leaning forward over the edge of the bed. “But go on then, not like I can stop you talking.”

  “Or doing anything else, either.”

  Well, that dig was unnecessary. Mat was perfectly well aware of how fucking powerless he was here, thanks.

  Nikolai pulled out a chair from the little table where the remnants of Mat’s latest meal—mixed greens, grilled chicken over whole-grain pasta, flash-steamed asparagus, a strawberry protein shake—sat on a tray beside a never-empty bowl of fresh fruit. He picked up a spear of asparagus and popped it into his mouth, eating it in two bites. “You remember how I said I had a colleague with a very specific fetish?”

  Mat didn’t want to answer him, but he did. “Yeah.”

  “I’m sure you’ve heard of those gay men who fancy themselves ‘Daddies’?”

  Ugh. Paunchy dudes in their fifties and sixties who’d wanted to fuck Mat when he was still young and rangy, who’d finally lost interest in him in the last few years. “Yeah, I’ve had some run-ins.”

  “Well, for this particular Daddy, you’ll have to multiply that base perversity by ten, and then add in a penchant for actual incest. Imagine how enthusiastic he was when he heard I had two brothers available for him to play with.”

  Oh, God. Mat . . . did not at all like where this was going. Couldn’t help but think back to that first awful day on the warehouse floor, Madame standing over them saying, Clean him. He’d gotten out of that one lightly, he knew that now, but he’d been an idiot, thinking the other shoe would never drop. “No.”

  Nikolai picked up the spoon from the tray—plastic, like he thought that was somehow safer, that Mat couldn’t drive it through his eyeball if he really wanted to—and scraped it across the plate. “It’s not as bad as all that, although I must say I’ll be keeping your reaction to that possibility in mind for the future.”

  Fuck. Why’d he have to go and open his fucking mouth again? How did he let that keep happening?

  “In any event, he doesn’t really want to see the two of you . . . together. He just wants to be the center of attention between you both. The father of you both. He comes home from a long day at work, sees his two sons . . . experimenting together. Decides, like any good father, to discipline you. And perhaps to . . . how shall I say, ease your curiosity with a lesson you’ll never forget? Much like the father who makes his son smoke an entire pack of cigarettes in one go, you could say.” Nikolai’s nose wrinkled, just like Mat could feel his own doing. “Yes, I know, I find it all as distasteful as you do. But it is useful. And truly, who am I or you or anyone to judge another’s kinks?”

  Mat thought real-life rape and torture were pretty goddamned judgeable “kinks,” but he kept that to himself. “So I’m supposed to, what? Sit there? Let him do what he wants? Let him . . .” Hurt Dougie. Rape Dougie. Right in front of me.

  “Yes. Let him do what he wants, and do whatever he asks of you. And call him Father, or Dad, or whatever feels natural to you. And you mustn’t tell Douglas any of this. Best you don’t talk to him at all, or touch him, even to say hello, unless my guest directs you to.”

  Mat had to fight the urge to get up and pace. Or punch something—someone. He grabbed his pillow instead, bunched it in one fist. “And . . . and what if I don’t? What if I tell Dougie everything and get between him and your pervert friend? What if I just choke the fucker out?”

  Nikolai sighed. “We’ve already talked about this, Mathias. Your brother needs you to push him away. He suffers terribly every moment you don’t. And as for my associate? Well, he would leave very unhappy, which wouldn’t be disastrous to my business—I’m much too good at what I do to be written off by anything you could hope to manage—but it would certainly damage my future relationship with him specifically.”

  So?

  But Nikolai had something on Mat. Something that brought a gleam to his eye and made Mat shudder. When he spoke, though, he revealed it like just one more topic of conversation, rather than his ace in the hole. “Oh, and, before you get too cocky, I should tell you that this morning Douglas demanded I treat him more like I do you. He’s quite pampered here, and rather than celebrating that or even feeling simple relief, he resents it. Resents he isn’t a martyr like you are. I think his decision is terribly unwise, but I’m willing to try anything to help his progression. So if you misbehave in that room, whatever punishment you earn, you will suffer together. Do I make myself clear?”

  The serum. He’d give Dougie the serum. Give them both the serum. Just the thought of it made Mat shake. If he couldn’t bear it, how would poor, soft, sheltered Dougie? Mat couldn’t do that to him. Ever. For any reason. Nothing this client could do to Dougie would justify it anyway. He cleared his throat, swallowing down the dread. “Yes,” he said. “Yes.”

  Nikolai plucked an apple from the fruit bowl. “Yes, what?” he said, then took a crunching bite.

  Mat grimaced, but said, “Yes, sir. I understand.” Because what if Nikolai was right? What if Dougie really did need Mat to push him away? If that was the only way Dougie’s suffering could end? And even if Nikolai wasn’t right, he’d be damned if he caused Dougie any more suffering. Life here was painful enough.

  Nikolai smiled, pleased. Tossed and caught the apple. “Good. Go shower and get ready, then. Leave the worrying about your brother’s welfare to me from now on. I promise you I’ll take good care of him.”

  Yeah, fucker. I bet you will.


  chapter four


  W


  hen Mat emerged from the shower, there was an outfit laid out neatly on the bed. Jeans. A thin white T-shirt. Athletic socks. High-top sneakers. And—sick fuck—a jock strap and a bright red and gold varsity jacket. Mat had earned one of those in school—two, technically, one for wrestling and one for track and field—but his was a deep purple, well-worn and smelling of his first boyfriend’s cigarettes. This one was for football. Pristine. A prop for some sick fucker’s pedo fantasy.


  A fantasy you are going to play along with for Dougie’s sake, so put that shit on.

  It almost felt weird, getting dressed, but not just because the clothes were creepy as fuck. Fact was, it’d been a damn long time since Mat had been allowed to wear anything at all but the pair of spandex shorts he worked out in. The clothes all fit him perfectly. With the jock, jeans, T-shirt, and sneakers on, he felt almost . . . human again. But then he put on the jacket and wanted to crawl out of his fucking skin. God, if they were dressing him like this at twenty-nine, what were they making Dougie wear? Dougie, who probably could still pass for a high school student, who’d get carded at bars until he was forty, who still had that lean-but-soft, narrow-shouldered build of a teenage runner.

  Well, at least they weren’t girls. No pigtails and miniskirts and shirts too small for their boobs to contend with. He’d seen straight porn, he knew what guys like that were into. Sick.

  The door to his room opened. Roger. The guy who’d driven him here. His not-ally.

  “He’s ready for you,” Roger said, with all the emotion of the receptionist who called people from a doctor’s waiting room.

  Mat ran his hands down his chest, smoothing the leather of the jacket. “How do I look?” he asked, not even sure why he had. He was a bundle of fucking nerves, that was why. Terrified. Desperate to see Dougie—it’d been so long he’d lost all track of just how long—but simultaneously not wanting to see him at all, knowing what seeing him would mean. He wanted to stall.

  “Like a former twink in denial.” Roger’s reply was cool, but not angry or impatient. Almost good-humored. Mat had no idea whose side Roger was on, only that he felt some kind of kinship with him that he just couldn’t shake. He wanted to like him. Wanted to trust him.

  “Did you—did you see my brother? Is he okay?”

  Roger shook his head, and for one horrified moment, Mat thought he meant, No, he’s not okay. But then he said, “The master’s escorting him personally. And if I were you, I’d be worrying about your own ass. Sir’s sweet on your brother, he won’t let him get hurt too bad if you behave.”

  Did he tell you to say that? God, Mat didn’t know. He didn’t know anything at all anymore. It was all one long mindfuck and he was falling so far behind that no amount of running could ever catch him up.

  “But you . . .” Roger shrugged, looking mildly sympathetic but none too bothered by any of it. “Well, let’s just say I’m glad I’m not in your shoes. Now, come on.”

  Mat’s feet froze for a second, but then Roger tossed him a look that somehow said, Move it, asshole and Please don’t make me have to tell the master you misbehaved all at once, and again there was that strange sense of kinship and . . . and not trust, not exactly, but enough to make him think that Roger was looking out for him as much as his loyalty to Nikolai would allow. Mat found himself able to move again. He followed passively, stood silent and fidgeting when they came to a heavy steel hall door Roger had to unlock, and stepped into a new room when Roger gestured him inside.

  Stopped dead as he took the room in. Bunk beds with football sheets. Posters everywhere—basketball players Mat didn’t recognize, some has-been hair band, even a couple of pinups of women in one-piece bathing suits with haircuts straight out of the seventies. It was like some fucking nightmare porno set out of “Daddy’s” childhood. Had he designed it himself, with care, or had Nikolai just scraped up whatever he could find in secondhand shops?

  “Go on.” Mat startled at the voice behind him, but it was just Roger. “Go sit on the bed. Unzip your pants and take your cock out. Don’t get undressed. Don’t take the jacket off. Get hard.” He checked his watch. “You have about five minutes. Good luck.”

  Mat sat numbly on the bottom bunk of the bed, wishing he could scratch out the eyes of the poster girl hung over it so she couldn’t watch.

  That’s crazy. She’s just a poster. She probably has grandkids by now and a house in the suburbs. It’s the fucking cameras you should be worried about.

  The door closed and locked. He was alone. He wanted to just curl up under the covers and sleep—strangely enough, felt quite sure he could, felt . . . not quite here somehow, like this was all too fucking nightmarishly surreal to accept—but he hadn’t forgotten Nikolai’s threats. Nikolai’s orders. His fingers shook as he unzipped his jeans. Pushed the jock strap aside. Pulled his flaccid cock through his fly. There was no fucking way he’d be able to work himself into an erection in five minutes or fifty minutes or five fucking hours surrounded by this creepy fucking sideways time capsule of a bedroom.

  Well, if he was going back in time anyway . . . He spat into his palm, wrapped his hand around his shaft. Closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and pictured his high school boyfriend, the way his smoking had looked so sexy and cool and tempting to Mat, who’d been treating his body like a fucking shrine since he’d been nine years old, who would never have dared it himself but loved to just watch, the way Jonah’s lips had looked wrapped around the end of a cigarette, the way his cheeks hollowed out when he sucked.

  It was enough. Mat hissed half in pleasure, half in relief. Now all he had to do was keep his eyes closed until the creepy pedo fucker came for him. Maybe even then. After all, Nikolai hadn’t told him he had to watch.

  “Mat!”

  Mat jolted out of his memories, cracking his head on the underside of the top bunk. No time even to touch the tender spot before Dougie had flung himself against him, and despite Nikolai’s warnings, Mat’s arms wrapped around Dougie’s bare, shaking shoulders before he could stop himself.

  “Mat, Mat, oh God, Mat, you’re alive, you—” Dougie broke off into sobs and hiccups, smearing wet trails back and forth over Mat’s shoulder, and it was all Mat could do not to sob Dougie’s name back, to wrap him up and smother him and protect him and show him all the love he’d been holding so tight for so long . . .

  Push him away.

  You have to push him away.

  “Dougie,” he croaked. “Douglas. Look at me.” He grabbed Dougie by the shoulders, harder than he’d ever even considered back in their old life, and pushed him back far enough that they could look each other in the eye.

  It was the first time he’d seen his brother’s face since the auction, however long ago that had been, and he looked . . . actually, he looked okay. Crying and snotty, but no bruises or anything like that. Not too skinny, either. In better shape than Mat was, that was for damn sure. Had Nikolai been telling the truth?

  You can’t ask. You can’t let him think you care about his welfare now.

  “Listen to me.” He wanted to choke on the words, wished he could just die on the spot rather than speak in this cold voice. Dougie looked at him with perfect trust and patience, hands curled gently over Mat’s forearms, hanging on his every word. Like he’s always done. And needs to stop doing if he’s going to live through this. He wasn’t dressed up like Mat was. Not quite naked, either. Just socks hiked up mid-calf and a pair of adolescent-looking tighty-whiteys, the kind your mom would write your name on the waistband of before sending you to summer camp. Mat wondered if the sick fuck had that kind of attention to detail. “There’s a man coming into the room soon.”

  Dougie sniffed, nodded. “I know. A buyer. Nikolai told me. He’s going to buy us together, Mat. Are you okay? Has he hurt you?”

  “I’m fine,” Mat said, and the lie came so, so easy it shamed him.

  Dougie nodded, clearly relieved, then seemed to finally realize what Mat was wearing, looked him up and down with wide, questioning eyes that lingered just a moment too long on his cock, gone flaccid again, hanging out of his jeans. He blinked, wiped at his nose with one hand. “He said, um, he said there were no cameras in here. To . . . to give the man privacy. He said to be good and do what the man said and then maybe he’d buy us both and . . . And why is your dick hanging out?”

  He looked on the verge of laughing, like he was beyond everything, on the outside looking in, able to register the absurdity of this situation rather than the terror of it.

  Maybe he really was okay.

  Or maybe he’s more messed up than you thought.

  “They told me to take it out. Sorry. Maybe you should get off my—”

  “What in God’s name is going on in here?” a man’s voice bellowed.

  Mat’s first urge was to guiltily push Dougie off his lap, but instead he just hugged him closer, glowering over the top of Dougie’s head at the man who’d entered.

  He was wearing a suit. Some objective part of Mat’s mind registered that he didn’t look as good or as comfortable in one as Nikolai did. He wasn’t ugly or fat or anything, he just looked like the kind of guy more likely to wear a golf shirt and khaki shorts.

  But he’d clearly chosen the suit for a reason, along with a fedora and a briefcase. Full-on Leave It to Beaver. Dad coming home from work. All he had to say was Honey, I’m home!

  Except he didn’t look happy to see them, he looked . . . he looked furious. Mat’s stomach flip-flopped.

  “I asked you a goddamn question, Mathias. What are you boys doing? Why’s your little brother in your lap in his skivvies?” He took three large, aggressive steps into the room, grabbed Dougie by the shoulder and yanked him right out of Mat’s lap and onto the floor. Dougie yelped, going limp like an animal playing dead. Thus discarded, the man ignored him for a second, instead staring at Mat’s cock hanging out his open fly, and his face turned so red Mat seriously hoped he might bust something. “Mathias Robert Carmichael,” he growled, low and dangerous and how the fuck did he know Mat’s middle name? Oh God, he knew everything, they all knew everything, the chip, his file, the background check.

  “I—” Mat stuttered, but then forced himself to say it. “Dad, I—”

  Yes. Call him that. Keep him distracted. Keep him away from Dougie.

  The “D” word pleased the sick fuck. The fake anger faded for a second, overshadowed by eyes falling closed, a flush across his brow, a tentative lick of his lips.

  That’s right. Eyes on me, you sick creep.

  He went to stand, making a show of trying to tuck himself away, which seemed like the most sensible thing to do, if this were real. “Dad, I can explain—”

  The man slapped him hard enough to knock him back to the bed. “No, no. Allow me. I know what this is. I’ve read about it. Experimenting together, is that it? You two jerk off together a lot? I didn’t know I’d raised a couple of little perverts.”

  His eyes were wandering to Dougie again. Dougie, lying on the floor in his underwear, visibly shaking. The perfect fucking victim.

  “You have anything to say, Douglas? Was this your big brother’s idea?”

  “Yes!” Mat shouted, but the man only turned his attention to him long enough to hit him again, splitting his bottom lip with the wedding band on his finger, before turning back to Dougie.

  He squatted down beside Dougie, touched his shoulder. “Tell your dad the truth, and I’ll buy you an ice cream. We’ll forget all about it.”

  Dougie lifted his head, looking to Mat. He didn’t know what to say. Oh God, he didn’t understand what was going on. Had Nikolai told him anything?

  “Tell him, Dougie,” Mat said. “Tell our dad it’s all my fault.” The emphasis did the trick. Dougie’s eyes widened in understanding. The tears were already starting again.

  He’s not okay at all he’s not okay he’s not okay. He’s as fragile as wet fucking tissue paper and I know him, I know he’s not like that, what has Nikolai done to him, what did he do?

  The man’s grip on Dougie’s shoulder tightened, tightened, until the skin went white and Dougie cried out. “I asked you a question, son. I expect an honest answer. Unless you’re too ashamed, is that it? Maybe it wasn’t your brother’s idea. Maybe it was yours and he’s just trying to protect you.”

  “No!” Mat cried at the same time Dougie cried, “Yes! Okay? Yes! I’m sorry, Dad, I was just curious, I . . . please don’t split us up, Dad. Please don’t make us take separate rooms, we won’t do it again, I swear!”

  Please don’t separate us.

  You clever bastard. Even scared out of his mind, halfhysterical, thrown in blindfolded to the most fucked-up end of the pool, Dougie’s mind was still sharp enough to play along. Pride swelled through the fear. He loved Dougie so fucking much it hurt.

  The man shifted his grip, grabbed Dougie by the arm so hard he’d no doubt leave finger-shaped bruises, dragged him to his feet and tossed him over the bottom bunk, ass up, feet on the floor. Mat he grabbed by the ear and hauled to the ground. “You know what I think? I think you two need a little lesson.” He smacked Dougie hard on the ass, barked, “Stay,” and began unbuckling his belt.

  No. No, this isn’t how it’s supposed to go. No, stop this. But he knew how helpless he was, knew how helpless he had to be. His promise to Nikolai. The consequences—for them both— if he disobeyed. He couldn’t afford to intervene, could only try to distract.

  “You’re right, Dad,” he said. “But Dougie’s the one lying to protect me. I made him touch me. I’m the little pervert. Punish me.” He sat up, crawled the yard to the man’s feet, hugged his legs and leaned his head against his thigh. “I . . . I think I might be gay, Dad. I don’t want to be gay. Help me not to be. Please?”

  He’d asked his real father that. Remembered sitting at the kitchen table and crying it out. So afraid that everyone would hate him, that no one would want to wrestle with him again, that the guys at the gym wouldn’t shower with him, wouldn’t talk to him, would make fun of him, gang up on him. That he’d never be able to fight pro if word got out he liked guys. That he’d never be happy again.

  His dad had said, “I love you, Mat, but I can’t do that. I can’t help you be anything other than what you are.”

  This man said, “No wonder you think you’re gay, what with such a slut for a little brother tempting you all the time. What did he do, did he come in here, get you to ask him to suck your cock?”

  “No! I made him . . . I made him take off his clothes, Dad. I told him to suck me. I said I wouldn’t tell. I told him if he didn’t, then I would . . .” He struggled for words. A story. He’d never been an actor, and he was fucking terrified, but this was Dougie on the line. He had to make it good. Had to protect Dougie.

  “You’re lying,” the man said. “Can’t even tell a lie. He’s got your head all mixed up, son. Well, let me straighten you both out.” He pulled his belt from its loops, and Mat held out hope for just one second that he’d move right to the rape and skip the beating. But then he folded the belt in half, planted one knee in the small of Dougie’s back to hold him still, and said, “You’re going to count for me, son. And when I think you’re sorry enough for being such a disgustingly unnatural little offense to God Himself, I will let you get up and kiss this belt and thank me. Do you understand?”

  Mat heard Dougie swallow from five feet away. Dougie turned his head to face Mat, met his eyes, curled his fists into the blanket—steeling himself, he’s steeling himself—and said, “Y-yes, Dad.”

  Mat steeled himself too, hardened his expression and looked away.

  The first crack of leather on skin was as loud and awful as Dougie’s shouted, “One!” Mat could feel Dougie’s eyes on him, desperate, searching, aching for connection, for borrowed strength. And he wanted to give him all that, wanted it so bad he felt sick with it. But he couldn’t. Helping Dougie now would only hurt him more in the long run. He had to be strong enough to let him go. Strong enough to push him away.

  Two. Three. F-four. Five. Yes, Dad. Six. Seven.

  Every strike, Mat flinched. Every strike, he wished he could jump up and punch the fucker in the kidneys and kick him while he was down. Smother him with the pillow from the bed. They were alone in here. No cameras. No guards. No Tasers. Just the two of them and that fucker. Mat could kill him. Hold Dougie, comfort him, prove he still loved him before—

  Before Nikolai showed up and tortured them both.

  Be strong. It’ll be over soon. No matter how long this sick fuck could beat Dougie before he tired out, it still wouldn’t be half as long as the serum would last.

  “Please!” Dougie cried instead of seventeen. “Please, Dad!” And then he sucked in a ragged breath and counted again— eighteen, nineteen, twenty, twenty-one—even though it hurt, even though he was crying. The perfect slave. “Please, Mat! Ah, God, twenty-two! Help me, make him stop, please!”

  Mat stared steadfastly at the opposite wall and covered his ears with his fists.

  But the beating went on, and the screaming, and the counting, and the begging, and no matter how hard he pressed his hands to his ears he could still hear Dougie sobbing his name in between the numbers—so high, God, they were climbing so fucking high he was afraid to look at Dougie, to see him bruised and bleeding, he’d been through this, he knew how bad it hurt. But it would end soon. It had to end soon. The man was panting hard. Clearly a sadist. Mat would bet money he was so turned on by Dougie’s screams he was starting to blueball. Eventually he’d have to stop beating him and start fucking him.

  And Jesus, what kind of life were they living that rape was the kinder, gentler alternative?

  Thirty-one. Thirty-two. Thirty-three. At thirty-four, Dougie screamed but didn’t count. Probably couldn’t count. He was already hoarse. Sobbing like a child. He’d called Mat’s name and “Dad’s” name and “stop” and “please” so many times they’d lost all meaning to Mat’s ears. Probably to Dougie’s own as well.

  A break in the beating. The man gasped for air, partly exertion, but also no doubt partly arousal, and said, “Have you learned your lesson about lying, then, son?”

  “Yes!” Dougie sobbed. “Yes, Dad, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’ll never do it again, I promise, I promise.”

  “Mathias.” Mat opened his eyes, forcing himself to look at the man. Then look at Dougie, his ass still up in the air, the tighty-whiteys hobbling his thighs. His ass was swollen, welted red and purple and— Stop looking, just look at the sick fuck who did this. Look at him. He was sweaty and red-faced, and he’d taken his suit jacket off. His white shirt was soaked under the arms. His tie was rumpled. But he had a cruel, pleased face, the face of a man who’d thoroughly enjoyed his exercise—as amply demonstrated by the erection tenting his suit pants—no matter how exhausting it had been. “Mathias. Do you think your brother has learned his lesson?”

  God, what the fuck was he supposed to say to that? Yes, he wanted to say. Yes, so please stop hurting him. But what would Nikolai think? Would that be seen as helping him or interfering? Maybe he could straddle the line somehow.

  “I . . . I want to say yes, Dad, but . . . But you’re our—our father and you know best.”

  Why didn’t you say yes? Dougie’s expression demanded, his mouth open slightly, his face sweaty, too. He looked so hurt, so betrayed. At last, he squeezed his eyes shut—sending two more tears streaking down his cheeks—and turned his head away.

  That’s it, Dougie. That’s it. Give up on me. I’m not worth it. Give in.

  “Good answer, son. I knew you were a good boy. So here’s what I think. I think your brother has learned his lesson about lying, but I don’t think he quite gets why being queer is wrong, why trying to seduce his own family is so wrong. What do you say, should I teach him?”

  God, he wants me complicit. Not just a mute observer. He wants me to help.

  Dougie turned back to him, just briefly, too afraid to shake his head but the No was there in his eyes. Begging. Hopeful. Even after all that, still so certain Mat would fight for him.

  Mat swallowed hard—it was that or puke all over the guy’s shoes—and ripped his gaze away. Back to the man. “Yes, sir.” His voice was so flat he sounded dead. Hopefully the man wouldn’t mind; he couldn’t do any better than this. “You’re his father. If you don’t teach him, who will?”

  “Yes. Very good. You’re right. But you have a lesson to learn too, don’t you? So I want you to watch very carefully. I’ll show you both how wrong it is to be gay. How filthy. How awful. And you’ll never doubt your sexuality again. Would you like that?”

  “Yes, Dad,” Mat said as Dougie moaned “No,” hurting too much—or maybe just too upset—to play along anymore.

  “Do you know how fags have sex, Douglas?”

  “No,” Dougie moaned again. Somehow, Mat didn’t think it was in answer to the man’s question.

  “Up their asses. Like this.” He leaned forward, using an elbow to pin Dougie to the bed, and shoved three fingers of the opposite hand into Dougie’s ass.

  Dougie buried his face in the mattress and screamed.

  It was muffled by the blankets, but Mat knew what he was shouting.

  Mat.

  He was shouting Mat’s name.

  Still begging for Mat’s help.

  “And that’s just my fingers, boy. But don’t you think you’re fooling me, acting like that hurts. Don’t you think I don’t know what a little fag slut you are? I bet you’ve had a dozen cocks up this loose fag hole of yours. And maybe you’re perverted enough to like it, but your brother’s not beyond saving, boy. And you know what, neither are you. You just need the right lesson.” He pulled his fingers from Dougie’s ass, pointed at Mathias. “Son, go get me your bat.”

  “My what?”

  “Your baseball bat, Mathias. You always leave it leaning against the end of the bed, even though I tell you to put it away in the garage. You never listen. Or maybe you do, and your slutty little brother brings it up here at night to fuck himself with. Either way, it’s coming in handy now. Go on, be a good boy and fetch it for your father.”

  No, God no. Even Mat couldn’t take something like that, and he’d been fucking for years. Dougie had been a virgin before all this. He couldn’t possibly—

  “If I have to go get it, boy, I will beat you both with it, do you understand me? And then I will use it to teach your little fag brother a real lesson.”

  Mat swallowed down the urge to vomit again as he levered to his feet, looked around the bed—everywhere but at Dougie, don’t look at Dougie—and spotted the bat, thankfully on the near side, where he didn’t have to walk past Dougie to get it.

  He walked over, picked it up. An old wooden slugger, smooth, heavy. Huge. He squeezed the grip in both hands, flashed vividly on an image of beating this sick fucker’s skull in—how long would they have before Nikolai’s goons broke in? How long for him to hug Dougie and kiss him and apologize and apologize and apologize, even though it would never be enough?

  And then what?

  Even this had to be better than the serum. Nikolai would take care of him. Nikolai had no reason to lie. Dougie hadn’t been hurt when he’d come in here. Not a mark on him. Wouldn’t have gotten any of the marks he had now if Nikolai hadn’t felt the need to resort to this to drive a wedge between them. If Dougie didn’t idolize and love Mat so much.

  This was all Mat’s fault. He was responsible for this pain. And there was only one way to end it.

  He handed over the bat.


  chapter five


  M


  at wouldn’t look at Dougie—was he really that disgusted with him? That disappointed and angry?— but Dougie couldn’t stop staring at Mat. He watched,

  through a film of tears he wished desperately he knew how

  to stop, as Mat fetched the bat for Dougie’s tormentor like

  some obedient dog. They’d done something to him, they

  had to have. Something unspeakable, something Dougie

  couldn’t even fathom—and he’d learned how to fathom an

  awful fucking lot lately. That was the only explanation for

  Mat’s behavior. For his . . . his indifference. His coldness. If not

  learned helplessness, how else could he sit by and watch a man

  torture Dougie in a room with no guards and no cameras and

  not help him?

  Or maybe . . . maybe he’d been drugged. Yeah. That made

  sense. Some kind of dissociative or hypnotic, something to

  make him numb and susceptible.

  Mat had always protected him. Always. Even when he’d

  been in the wrong. He’d protected Dougie, then given him

  shit for it later. But he’d always stood up for him.

  Not tonight, though.

  Dougie pressed his face to the mattress. He was on his

  own tonight. Maybe . . . maybe even after tonight. He had to

  take care of himself.

  He could do this. This was . . . this was why Nikolai had

  been training his ass. To prepare him for this exact thing. He

  just had to relax. Not fight it. Put on a show for this guy—he wanted to see Dougie beg and cry, so he’d beg and cry. He swallowed. Felt the blunt end of the bat slide up the back of his thigh.

  Nikolai had prepared him for this. In some sick way, Nikolai was the one protecting him now.

  “Lube, Mathias.”

  Ohthankgod.

  “What?” Yes, Mat did sound drugged. Dazed. Slow. Like he wasn’t quite all here. Dougie held on to that. Needed to believe it.

  “Don’t pretend like you don’t keep a tube of it in your second dresser drawer. I’m your father, Mathias. I know these things.”

  “Yes, Dad.” Dougie heard a sound that was unmistakably Mat getting up from his knees and shuffling in the direction of the little end table that had been set just so by the bed. The drawer opening and closing.

  “Thank you, son.”

  “Stop calling him that,” Dougie whimpered before he could stop himself. “Just stop it. Stop making us play along with your sick game. Just . . . if you’re going to rape me, just do it. But don’t . . . don’t make him . . .”

  “You think this is a game, son?”

  The bat cracked into the back of Dougie’s thighs, a thick, heavy thud that sank deep, so much worse than the belt. He screamed, reached down to clutch at his legs, the cramping muscles, but the man wedged a knee in his back again and pinned him down.

  “Is that what you tell yourself ? How you make it okay to seduce him? You tell yourself he’s not your brother?” He hit him again, crippling and loud, and for a minute Dougie could’ve sworn the fucker had broken his leg. And Mat . . . just stood there. The whole time. Doing nothing.

  That hurt more than the fucking bat.

  “You still think it’s a game?”

  It took him a while to answer. The pain was so bad he could barely think. But maybe it was better that way, better not to have to think about Mat standing there doing nothing while some fucker beat him bloody and then raped him with a baseball bat. “N-no, sir,” he said, and then forced himself to add, “Dad,” though it made him sick, perverted those precious memories of the real thing, rare and sacred—what little remained of them, young as he’d been. Felt like a second death, somehow. As much a death as he felt at the sight of Mat standing by like a well-trained slave, broken, watching impassively as Dougie suffered.

  God help him, he was so alone.

  Except for Nikolai. Nikolai, who hadn’t wanted to send him here, but who’d prepared him for it anyway. Who’d made sure it wouldn’t hurt him quite so much when the time came. Who’d helped him, in his own fucked-up way. Who’d held him when he’d cried. Who’d promised to love him. Who never looked away from Dougie’s suffering like it wasn’t happening. The man brought Dougie’s wandering mind back sharply with a slap to his much-abused ass, and Dougie lurched and shouted beneath the man’s knee. Fingers parted his cheeks. Cold lube drizzled down his crack. Lots of it. One small kindness, at least. Or maybe Nikolai just wouldn’t abide the man tearing him. Yeah, probably that.

  Which meant, again, that it was Nikolai protecting him. And you refused him.

  The hard roundness of the bat’s wide end touched his hole. At least three times as fat as the hilt on the other side was, much bigger than anything Nikolai had tried to prepare him with and oh God this was going to split him in half, rip him to shreds, he couldn’t he couldn’t—

  “You gonna scream nice and loud for your brother to hear?”

  The man didn’t wait for an answer.

  Just shoved it in.

  Dougie screamed.

  White hot pain blanked out all thought. When he resurfaced, it was to his own screams. Screams in his head too: Nikolai didn’t prepare me for this nothing could prepare me for this it’s so much bigger than anything else and he’s tearing me I’m fucking tearing and Mat is just fucking standing there watching like this is some kind of fucking movie and it’s too big how is it going in is he going to put it all the way to the handle is that even possible—

  Another shove, another scream. Something hot and wet ran down Dougie’s perineum, the back of his balls—bleeding oh Jesus Christ I’m bleeding he’s torn me fucking open it hurts it hurts make him stop God please Mat help me help me help me— “Your brother’s a good boy, Douglas.” Shove. “He’s not”— shove—“going”—shove— “to help you.” Another shove, and over the blinding burning agony in his ass, he felt his gut cramp, screamed again, sobbed into the blankets, tried to escape but couldn’t move, couldn’t move at all and everything hurt so much and he was dying, he was sure of it, there was no way he could live through this much pain and the man was fucking rearranging his internal organs with a fucking baseball bat and he was bleeding, he was bleeding— “Mr. Thompson, what are you doing to my boy?” The bat jerked out of Dougie’s ass with a twist and a squelch and another white-hot blast of pain. The knee lifted from his back.

  “I thought for the next five hours he was—”

  The sound of a fist hitting a face. The baseball bat hit the floor.

  Dougie was on fire, but not even the agony could tamp his relief at the knowledge that Mat was finally making a move, finally saving him—

  No. Not Mat. Mat was still leaning against the dresser, watching Nikolai shake out his hand. Nikolai’s reddened knuckles. Nikolai had punched his own client. For me. “You were borrowing him, which I allowed you to do out of the goodness of my heart and the generosity afforded me by my very privileged position. A position I have earned. A position I will now use to deny you any access to him again. You may not buy him. Not if that is how you plan to treat him.”

  Dougie’s breath left his lungs in a hard, shuddery huff, settling the churning in his chest. He’d forgotten . . . Forgotten Nikolai had planned to sell him to this monster. Planned to let this man take him and Mat and do this to them all the time. But Nikolai wasn’t letting it happen. He was saving them from this terrible fate, and if Dougie hadn’t hurt so unbelievably much he would’ve fallen to his knees, sobbed all over Nikolai’s feet instead of this hateful bed and let him know how thankful he was. Shown him his gratitude, like Nikolai had wanted, like Nikolai deserved. Give him no reason to ever, ever, ever try to sell him again and every reason he possibly could to keep him. Let him know he’d try so hard now to be what Nikolai wanted him to be.

  Because Mat wasn’t going to save him anymore, and he couldn’t save himself, and there was no one else to worry about them or look for them and if someone was going to rescue them, they’d have done it already. Nobody loved him at all anymore, no one but Nikolai, and so what if it was fuckedup love as long as it was love, was kindness, if Nikolai would protect him and care for him and not let anyone hurt him anymore.

  A touch on his shoulders, and he cringed, whimpered, but it was just Nikolai, Nikolai with a blanket and stroking fingers and soothing words, Nikolai gathering him gently in his arms and cradling him to his chest, Nikolai carrying him out of this hellish place and back to his room, Nikolai laying him carefully on his belly on his bed and promising he’d be right back, he’d make him feel better, he wouldn’t leave him. Nikolai asking for forgiveness, apologizing for what that monster had done, even though Dougie knew it was true when Nikolai gently chided that it never would’ve happened if Dougie had just listened to him. Dougie promised never to do it again, to try his best to be good, always good, and this time when Nikolai kissed him it was right on the lips, chaste and paternal and loving and safe, and when Nikolai called him my good boy and gave him one last hug before stepping away to run him a bath, it didn’t feel dirty or wrong or scary at all. It felt perfectly right.


  Mat’s eyes drifted open. Tepid, pink-tinged bathwater lapped at his ears, cocooning him from any other sound, any other reality. He shivered. Cold. Not just cold. Frozen down to his bones, his organs. His head. Better that than remembering, though. Than feeling. Than thinking of Dougie.


  He stretched out a leg, teeth clenched against the pain of moving, and pulled out the stopper with his toe. Watched blood and cum and spit and piss and water swirl down the drain. Snagged the towel off the toilet lid with two bruised fingers. Covered himself with it and curled up tight. He couldn’t remember how he’d gotten here. Who’d run the bath or left the towel. Roger, maybe. Couldn’t even begin to contemplate getting up. Maybe not ever again.


  What was the fucking point, anyway? He’d only get knocked down again. And it hurt worse and worse every fucking time. And there was nothing to get up for now, not with Dougie gone, with Dougie—


  Mat choked down a sob and clutched the towel closer, playing over that nightmare scene in his head. The belt. The baseball bat. The blood. That awful hope in Dougie’s eyes snuffed out, extinguished with his faith, his trust. Gone forever. Dougie would never, ever forgive him.


  What he’d broken between them could never be fixed. And he’d been punished for it, hadn’t he. God or fate or fuckall knew, but what he’d done was wrong and someone up there had been watching and they’d let . . . He squeezed his eyes closed, sucked in a breath that set every inch of bone and skin and muscle in his back and chest screaming. They’d let that monster loose on him, let him . . . let him . . .


  Don’t think about it. Just don’t.

  Hard not to, though, when his body was so insistently reminding him of the punishment it’d taken. That he’d let it take. He’d sat there and done nothing, not fought back, not even resisted while that man had—

  Because he’d deserved it, hadn’t he. Because fighting back meant hurting Dougie even more, maybe even meant killing him.

  Because you couldn’t have won and you knew it. Not even Nikolai’s version of winning, not with that man. He’d wanted nothing but Mat’s pain, and not the kind Mat could even begin to fake.

  Not that he’d had to once Nikolai had carried Dougie from the room and locked Mat and that monster in there alone together.

  Another violent shiver ripped a moan from Mat’s throat. He curled up tighter. The porcelain of the tub was hard and chilly against his battered body, half brutally cruel, half icy relief. He couldn’t have moved if he’d wanted to, though. Best he could manage was to roll onto one hip, take some pressure off his ass and ribs and back, where the baseball bat and the buckle of that fucker’s belt had done the most damage.

  His eyes drifted closed again—his body craved sleep, needed sleep—but he lurched them open with a shout when he saw that fucking bat in the darkness, stained rust-red with Dougie’s blood, hurting Dougie in ways a bat should never be used and Dougie screaming for him, screaming as he watched and did nothing and then it was his turn next and he didn’t get off so easy, no Nikolai charging in to save his day, just him and the bat and that monster and all the time in the fucking world—

  A hand touched his shoulder. His entire body jerked, but he was too weak to fight back. It was just Nikolai, anyway. Standing over him, bent at the waist. Hand on his shoulder. Gentle.

  “What are you doing, Mathias?” Was that concern in his voice?

  “Taking a bath.”

  “There’s no water.”

  “It got cold.” He hugged himself, suddenly unable to look Nikolai in the eye despite the rebellion in his words.

  Silence, for a while. Awkward, horrible silence, and Mat just wished Nikolai would go away, just go away and let him suffer in peace.

  “You did very well, Mathias. I came to thank you.”

  Thank him? Mat turned his head, met Nikolai’s gaze and glared. It was all he could manage right now, and Jesus, he wished he could stop fucking shaking, but it’d have to be enough. Probably for the best. Were he any stronger, he’d have fucking decked the fucker. Consequences. “I was good,” he said. Practically begged, and he hated the way he sounded like a whining child, felt like one too, but he couldn’t help it. “I did exactly what you asked! Why did you—” He had to stop, swallow. He was so close to bursting into tears it was downright humiliating. “I played my part, didn’t I? Why did you let that man—” hurt me so much “—do those . . . those things to me? What did I do wrong?”

  “You did nothing wrong. You played your part very, very well, Mathias. But . . .” Nikolai sighed. “The man you met tonight really is a valuable associate of mine. I had to give him something in trade for letting me play the savior for your brother. Your body for your brother’s, Mathias. Aren’t you glad you played such a crucial role in saving Douglas from more pain?”

  No, he thought childishly—or perhaps just in a moment of perfect, selfish honesty. He wouldn’t have wished this on Dougie for the world, but he’d been wrong—there were worse things than the serum. At least the serum was so terrible he . . . disassociated, maybe. Didn’t feel it quite so vividly in the middle hours. But what’d been done to him today? God, he was feeling it even now, fresh as if it were still happening. Still breathless with pain, humiliation, fear, shame. That man had hurt him in a way the serum never had. Never could.

  “I understand. You’re angry with me. You’re in pain. You’re not thinking objectively. That’s all right, Mathias. When your head is clear, think back on this and remember how very pleased I was with you today. I needed to know, you see.”

  He didn’t want to ask, didn’t mean to ask, but somehow he found himself saying, “Know what?”

  “That you could hold up under strain and not snap. Not strike out or hurt anyone. That I’d taught you well enough. Because, yes, good behavior should be rewarded. And in this house, it is. But when I sell you on, I can make no promises. Good behavior will spare you some pain, but not all. My client wouldn’t want you unbroken if he didn’t intend to hurt you for the thrill of it at least some of the time. You can buy some time with obedience. But not forever. And you’ve shown me tonight that you’ll be able to abide it when your time runs out.”

  “No disrespect, sir? But I just don’t give a shit. Leave me alone.” He wished he wasn’t curled up in the bottom of a bathtub, that he was still man enough to walk out into his room and whack the punching bag around—the closest he could get in this place to saying dismissed. But he couldn’t do anything.

  “Let’s get you into bed. I have a gift for you.”

  Is it freedom? That’s the only fucking gift I want from you.

  Actually, he wasn’t sure he did anymore. For Dougie, yes, always, but for him . . . He didn’t deserve to be free. If he ever left this hell, he should be sent straight to prison. Accessory to felony assault. To rape with a baseball bat. He’d just sat there. Just sat there and done nothing.

  Like he was now. But then Nikolai reached down to help him out of the tub, and he let himself be helped. This was his life now. Serving Nikolai. Weathering pain. Looking mean but acting like a good little pet. Pit bull on a short chain. All bark, no bite.

  He lost a few seconds to the headrush and the agony of being moved. Came back to himself as Nikolai was lifting his feet onto the mattress, wetness streaking his cheeks. The bed was warm, but the sheets rasped against his skin.

  “Shhh,” Nikolai said, stroking a hand over his brow. “I’ll send Roger to tend your wounds. For now, your gift.”

  He reached into his pocket, producing a syringe.

  Mat lurched away, frantic—no not the serum no God please no I was good I was good I was good why is this happening—

  “Trust me, Mathias. Be still.” Nikolai didn’t sound angry yet, but his voice was firm. He planted a hand on Mat’s bruised chest, pinning him to the bed.

  “No, look, please . . .” Mat licked chapped lips, stinging and split. “Please, just . . . just let me die, okay? Please just kill me just let me die let me—”

  “Shhh. I said trust me. No more pain. Not today.”

  The needle pierced the fleshy part of Mat’s hip, and Mat squeezed his eyes closed, held his breath, wondered if he could keep holding it until he upped and died. But there was no pain, no pain at all, just . . .

  “Morphine.”

  I wish you’d overdose me.

  Hard to believe there’d been a time when that’d seemed so terrifying, that first day on the floor at Madame’s warehouse, fighting for their lives. But now . . .

  Now he felt . . . not so bad, actually, and that was such a huge fucking relief he felt like crying all over again. The pain was still there, but it was . . . padded somehow. Like he was feeling all the cuts and bruises and . . . whatever that fucking baseball bat had done to his insides as if through layers and layers of bubble wrap. He closed his eyes, letting himself drift.

  A click on the bedside table, and when his eyes finally tracked the sound, he saw a framed picture there, the one that had been on the mantle in their living room. The family in Hawaii for his graduation. Mat with a sunburn. Dougie, pre–growth spurt, soft and skinny, his bright eyes and smile taking up his whole face. And his parents, God, his parents . . . So happy, so proud, so in love, so alive. He reached out a hand, brushed fingertips across their faces. Sniffed back tears and then couldn’t anymore, just let them fall, didn’t even care that he was doing it in front of Nikolai and how could he be so happy to see something that was clearly upsetting him so much?

  “There now,” Nikolai said, his voice as soft and distant as the pain. “Hold on tight to those happy memories, Mathias. You’ve earned them. You’ll need them.” He stroked a gentle hand over Mat’s hair, grown back to the length it’d been before Madame’s groomer had shaved it all off. It was a soft touch, affectionate, soothing. The one place that monster hadn’t hurt him. Mat mustered enough coordination to pick up the picture, curl it to his chest, and close his eyes. “There’s a good man. Sleep well.”

  This was his reward. The last thing he had left, and he didn’t have to fight for it at all. Nikolai would let him keep it. He could live with that. It could be enough.

  He slept, clutching those memories tight.


  chapter six


  F


  


  or the second time in as many days, Dougie woke up warm and safe and well-rested.


  And in pain.

  The belt. The baseball bat.

  He snapped awake to discover his head pillowed on


  Nikolai’s thigh and himself curled up on his side against Nikolai’s legs, snuggled there like the man was a body pillow. A hand rested on the back of his head, thumb and fingers stroking idly through his hair, which smelled like the sweet shampoo in his bathroom rather than sweat and blood and fear.


  Nikolai saved me. He saved me when nobody else would. And now he’s here.

  He pressed closer, tentatively nuzzling one hard thigh. He felt . . . nothing, really. Gratitude, yes, but lurking somewhere down deep beneath that was the same old anger. Muted now. Cowering and weak. He inhaled, taking in Nikolai’s scent— pressed wool and mild soap and some kind of aftershave that probably cost more than Dougie had ever spent on anything. It was . . . nice, he supposed. He tried to feel affection. Maybe even love. Couldn’t, really, but at least he felt . . . safe. Felt like the object of affection as Nikolai’s hand stroked down his head, to his neck, massaged gently.

  “Good morning,” Nikolai said, and Dougie heard the smile in his voice, saw him lay down a paperback with a broken spine on the bedside table. Had he been sitting vigil all night, reading until Dougie woke? Now that thought felt warm. Made him feel warm in return. He clung to it with both hands. Needed it. It was a start. It’d be enough; it’d have to be. It was all he had now.

  “Good morning, sir,” he replied. God, he sounded terrible. He’d screamed himself raw yesterday begging Mat to help, begging that awful man to stop.

  “You slept a long time. Do you need anything?”

  “Sir?”

  “Do you need me to take you to the bathroom? Are you hungry? Thirsty?”

  Is he . . . taking care of me? Offering to wait on me? Me?

  “Thirsty, sir.” He rubbed the front of his neck in illustration, although with how rough his voice was, that really wasn’t necessary. He had to piss, too, but frankly he didn’t trust his legs to carry him to the bathroom right now, and the lurking pain terrified him. If he moved . . . Well, it could wait.

  He felt Nikolai shifting—not enough to jar him, just enough to reach for the bedside table. Dougie saw a tray there, everything covered like plates were when you ordered room service at a fancy hotel. Nikolai picked up a steel—or is that silver?—pitcher dripping with condensation and poured orange juice into a tall glass.

  “Do you think you can sit up?” he asked.

  Dougie didn’t want to disappoint him, but there was no way in hell he’d voluntarily put weight on his ass. Between the belt and the bat, he thought he might never sit again. He shook his head against Nikolai’s thigh, fisting Nikolai’s pants in one hand and squeezing his eyes closed.

  He must have looked panicked, because Nikolai petted his head again and shushed him. “That’s all right Douglas. You’re hurt. I understand. Let’s take it slow. Think you can scoot up a bit? Lean against my chest and your hip?”

  Yeah, he could do that. Felt like he had no strength in his arms at all, and moving sparked a hundred little and notso-little fires in his flesh, but Nikolai got an arm under his and helped him settle halfway vertical, still curled on his side against that sturdy chest. Nikolai kept the one arm around him even after he’d finished moving. Cradling him. Stroking his shoulder. Dougie closed his eyes to ride out the fading pain, and he was almost able to fool himself into thinking he was a little kid again, curled in his father’s lap on the couch watching Saturday morning cartoons while Mom was in the kitchen making pancakes and Mat was at the gym.

  Almost.

  “Here we are, then,” Nikolai murmured, and Dougie opened his eyes to see the glass of OJ hovering near his lips, plastic bendy straw poking out the top. Within reach. Didn’t even need to use his fingers. Just had to catch it with his tongue.

  It should have been humiliating, catching and drinking from that straw like a sick child, but it was just Nikolai. Nikolai had seen him at his very worst and still wanted him, still took care of him and kept him and didn’t judge him for being weak. Not like Mat had.

  Besides, the OJ was heaven, sweet and cold and fresh and not a bit of pulp, just how he liked it. It soothed his battered throat, soothed all the way down—he could feel it traveling to his stomach, a perfect, bracing chill. Feel the sugar hit his system, wake him a little, give him a little strength. His stomach rumbled. He realized how hungry he was and took another long pull on the straw.

  “Easy, easy. Here.” Nikolai urged him to hold the glass on his own; he could, so he did. Hand freed—the other one was still stroking soothing little lines across Dougie’s shoulder blade—Nikolai picked up three white pills off the tray. “Pain killers,” he said. Dougie had no reason to doubt him. Opened his mouth without hesitation—with a wash of gratitude, in fact, gratitude and affection and powerful relief—and let Nikolai place them on his tongue. Swallowed them down with the last of his OJ.

  “More?” Nikolai asked, and Dougie nodded, too stunned for a moment to speak, too confused, too. He felt like he’d fallen through the twilight zone into some bizarre set-piece of domestic perfection. Felt a seed of that happiness he’d been searching for earlier start to take root in his belly, nourished by the juice and the painkillers and Nikolai’s patient kindness, his paternal affection. “Hungry?” Nikolai asked, and Dougie nodded again, found his voice. Had to. Had to let Nikolai know how much this meant to him. “Yes, sir. Thank you. I . . . I don’t know how to . . . what to . . .” He wished he knew how to finish that sentence. Any sentence. It all felt so tenuous; he couldn’t let it go. Couldn’t lose it to his own inaction or silence.

  “Shhh.” Nikolai silenced him with a fresh strawberry, top already cut off. “It’s all right, Douglas. I know.”

  Of course he did. He knew everything. And where once that thought had terrified Dougie, now it reassured him, brought comfort. He didn’t have to struggle for words because Nikolai understood. Didn’t have to worry about anything because Nikolai would see to it. Didn’t even have to pay attention to things like what he was eating or drinking, because Nikolai already knew what he loved, and as long as he was good and made Nikolai happy, then Nikolai would give him all those things.

  Just let him take care of you. That’s all he’s ever wanted.

  Another strawberry. Another. Dougie let himself eat from Nikolai’s hand like the cherished pet he was. By the fourth strawberry, he was kissing Nikolai’s fingertips, lapping the sweet juices from his skin. Please love me. Please have me. I’ll be so good, I’ll be everything you want me to be. I’ll never let you down again. Just show me how. Show me how. He didn’t ever want to go back to how things had been before. Couldn’t go back to that. And there was nothing else to go back to now either, was there, not with Mat . . . with Mat . . .

  Well, anyway, Nikolai was here, and Nikolai was being so kind to him, and gratitude overflowed like a too-full glass and so what if he could taste the desperation beneath it. That wouldn’t last forever and then maybe he could be happy again, truly happy.

  Even if Mat had stopped loving him.

  Mat . . .

  Something deep in Dougie’s chest twanged, and it took him a moment to realize Nikolai was holding a slice of peach to his lips, endlessly patient. Dougie dutifully accepted it, chewed, swallowed. Looked up at Nikolai’s chin and brushed a hesitant kiss there—Is this okay? Too forward? Too . . . insincere? But Nikolai just smiled a happy little smile and kissed him back, square on the forehead, and said, “I like it when you do that, Douglas.”

  Good. He’s happy. Maybe he won’t mind if I ask . . . “I’m glad, sir,” he said, and brushed another little kiss across Nikolai’s chin. Stubbled. Nikolai was never stubbled. He really had spent the night sitting vigil at Dougie’s side. The thought filled some of the empty spaces Mat had left inside his chest. “I was wondering . . .”

  Nikolai kissed his forehead again, hummed in question. “Did, um . . . Did your client buy Mat?”

  “Do you wish he did?”

  Answering a question with another question. Worse, one Douglas found himself unsure about. A day ago this would’ve been so easy, but everything else had been so hard. Now . . . now maybe things were switching around and he wasn’t sure how he felt about that, either.

  “No, sir,” he finally decided, because even if Mat didn’t love him anymore, even if Mat thought him weak and disgusting and unworthy, he was still his brother and that man was a monster he wouldn’t wish on anyone. But what if that was the wrong answer? What if Nikolai wanted him to want Mat gone? He hastened to add, “I mean, I didn’t mean to say—”

  “It’s all right, Douglas, I wanted the truth and you gave it to me. No need to be afraid.” Dougie slumped, relieved, against Nikolai’s chest and let Nikolai feed him a cube of sharp white cheddar. “And no, Mat’s earmarked for another. He’ll be with us a while yet.”

  Again, Dougie didn’t know how to feel. Relieved again, mostly, but also . . . Well, the terrifying truth was that he didn’t want to have to think about Mat. Didn’t want to have to see him again, lay eyes on what he’d lost, because he had lost his brother, hadn’t he? God, Mat had been so ashamed of him yesterday, so disgusted that he wouldn’t even meet his eyes, let alone fight to save him. Had barely even hugged him hello after all the time they’d spent apart. It was Nikolai who’d charged in to save Dougie, Nikolai who’d punched his own client for what he’d done to Dougie. Nikolai who’d taken Dougie away from that awful man . . .

  And left Mat behind with him. Oh God, oh no, he couldn’t have . . . Mat might hate Dougie now and Dougie was angry with Mat, had every fucking right in the world to be angry, but he couldn’t bear the thought . . .

  “Um, sir?” Another hummed question, still so patient, maybe even a little amused. “Did . . . did that man hurt Mat?” Hurt him because you took me away?

  Nikolai wrapped both arms around him, squeezed him gently but firmly. “Yes, Douglas, he did.” Dougie cringed, felt that hole in his chest gape wide again, and Nikolai squeezed him tighter. Dougie was upset with Mat, but God, not that much. “He hurt Mat just like Mat let him hurt you. All the things Mat sat by and watched and did nothing to stop from happening to you. Call it karma, if you’d like. Pity him, if you must—gods know he’s a pitiable creature. But do not carry the burden of his guilt.”

  “How— How can I do that? Sir, I— He’s my brother, and that man . . . that man was so brutal and I . . . I can’t— Even if Mat can sit by and be okay with me being hurt, I can’t— I can’t do the same, sir. And even though I was there and I saw it happen, sir, saw him not help me—” Stop talking. Stop talking. Stop talking. You’re going to make him angry with you.

  “Go on, Douglas. I appreciate your honesty. I want you to trust me with this. Nothing you can say is wrong.” He rubbed Dougie’s shoulder gently. “Irrational, perhaps—feelings are by their nature, after all—but not wrong.”

  Dougie took a deep, fortifying breath. He had to take Nikolai at his word if this was going to work. “Sir, I don’t want to call you a liar, but I just can’t believe he could do something like this. That’s not my brother, sir. It’s not. So how am I supposed to think he got what was coming to him? Even if he really did sit by and watch, even if he wasn’t . . . I don’t know, drugged or being c-coerced—” No. No. Stop. “Sir, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean for that to be an accusation, I promise I didn’t, but how could anyone deserve—” rape by baseball bat, God, he couldn’t even make himself say it “—what . . . what that man did?”

  “Boys in your position, Douglas, you’ll soon learn, get exactly what they deserve—nothing more, nothing less, every time. I know that may sound harsh to you now, but I’ll help you to understand, I promise, if you promise me that you will try to understand. Can you do that, Douglas?”

  Dougie nodded. Truth be told, he thought he might understand more than Nikolai realized. He could be a hole or he could be a pampered pet. The choice was his, made by action and attitude. He knew that now, in his head at least, if not yet his heart.

  “Good, Douglas, that’s good. I’ll start right now.” Dougie cringed, bit back the urge to babble apologies, to ask if the lesson would hurt because it seemed the ones that stuck the best always did. But he didn’t have to. Nikolai held him tight again and shushed him and said, “Easy, Douglas, easy, I’m not going to hurt you. Well, a little, maybe, but not the way you think. I have something to show you, that’s all. And I didn’t want to have to show you, but I can see now that you need it to understand, to accept what needs accepting. And I can see how badly you want to understand and accept, and I know how strong you are now, Douglas, so I think you’re ready.”

  He urged Dougie off his lap, and Dougie went willingly but warily, propping himself against the pillows Nikolai vacated. Whatever pills Nikolai had given him, they weren’t morphine, but they’d definitely helped; moving was no longer torture, and holding still was almost painless, even if he didn’t dare sit on his ass. He watched Nikolai cross the room to the little table where he’d draped his pants and suit jacket, watched him retrieve his smartphone from the inside breast pocket.

  Nikolai returned, perched on the edge of the bed. So strange to see him in his boxers and an untucked shirt. Two top buttons undone, throat exposed. He looked . . . human. Vulnerable, almost. Still such a commanding presence, though, even half-dressed. Powerful and handsome as ever.

  “Look here,” Nikolai directed, holding the phone out for Dougie to see. There was a video queued, the frame frozen on an image of Mat at a little table just like Dougie’s, the back of Nikolai’s head in the foreground. Security camera footage, no doubt. It made Dougie’s stomach roil, filled him with absolute dread. He was suddenly, blindingly certain he didn’t want to watch this.

  Nikolai’s free hand clasped his shoulder. “I need you to be strong for me now, Douglas. Can you do that?”

  “I . . . I don’t think I can, sir. I . . .” Tears sprung in his eyes, falling as he blinked.

  “You can. I’ll help you, Douglas. I’m right here. I won’t let you fall. And I promise, once you see this . . . it will hurt, but I think it will give you the new perspective you need to move forward. Free you. Don’t you want that, Douglas?”

  He did, oh God, he did. He didn’t want to hurt anymore. He didn’t want to feel guilty or so crushingly alone. He didn’t want to miss Mat anymore. He wanted to fill up this hole in his heart however he could—with Nikolai, he’s your only choice, he’ll let you—and never look back. He wanted to be safe.

  “Even after everything that’s happened, you still, in your way, worship your brother. You’re so in love with your vision of him, even the evidence of your own body isn’t enough to dissuade you. Maybe this will help. I hope it helps, Douglas. I really do. I only want what’s best for you.”

  Nikolai hit play.

  His voice flowed from the phone, a little on the tinny side but perfectly clear, perfectly identifiable. “What I would really like to talk about is your brother,” video-Nikolai said, in that same firm-but-gentle interrogative tone he used on Dougie. “Will you tell me about him?”

  Mat shrugged, face screwed up like he found the mere thought of Dougie unpleasant. “He adapts. He does what he’s gotta to get by.”

  “How do you feel about that?”

  Judgmental, obviously. Disgusted. Just look at him.

  For a moment, Dougie couldn’t. Had to turn away, it hurt so bad. He’d rather have faced another session with Nikolai’s client than any more of this.

  Mat’s answer was perfectly candid, and all the more heartbreaking for it. “Makes me feel like . . . like I dunno him. Can’t know him. Scares me.”

  “Do you think if it would save himself, he’d hurt you?”

  “Done it already, hasn’e. You saw. At the auction. Fucking raped me with that . . .”

  “Stop!” Dougie mashed his finger against the pause icon on the touchscreen. A fat tear splashed beside it, running down the phone. In his head, he saw that horrible metal plug, the way Mat’s body had struggled and then given in to its force. Opened up. Been taken. And Dougie had the audacity to be mad at Mat for watching him be tortured? As far as Mat knew, if it had been Dougie in that room with that sick client, and Mat bent over the bed, Dougie wouldn’t have just watched, he’d have used the bat himself. Mat obviously thought that’s what he would’ve done, obviously thought Dougie would’ve done it to save his own ass, and he had every fucking right to think that, didn’t he, every fucking right in the world—

  “Stop, please, no more,” Dougie sobbed. “I can’t . . .”

  “I’m sorry, Douglas, but I think you need to see all of this. You’re being brave for me, remember? I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere. Nothing about this changes the way I feel about you, and it shouldn’t change the way you feel about yourself, either. You are a good man, Douglas. And you are worthy of love. If your brother can’t understand that, well, it’s his loss, not yours.” Nikolai curled a hand around Dougie’s head, pulled it to his shoulder, kissed his hair. “Trust me.”

  He pressed play again. “—that thing,” video-Mat said, right where he’d left off. There was no misinterpreting his expression. Disgust. Horror. Fear. Remembered pain. But more than just that: Distrust. Loneliness. Betrayal. He looked like he’d bitten into a lemon as he added—no, spat, “Tortured me. Held me still while I begged him to stop. I can’t . . . I can’t trust. Him.”

  “Do you think you give up too much for him?”

  Mat’s face was suddenly hard and serious—when had he gotten so grave, anyway? It was so fragmented, like a nightmare—and without hesitation, he said, “Yes.”

  The video ended.

  True to his word, Nikolai held Dougie as he cried.

  Whatever brother Dougie had once had, however that brother had felt about him, whatever love and loyalty and history had been between them, it was gone now. Just like everything else in his past, left there in the sand on the wrong side of the line between Before Madame and After Madame. Sure, Before Madame, Mat wouldn’t have stood by without coercion or drugs or something and watched Dougie be tortured, but the Mat of the video, the Mat Nikolai had just shown him?

  The Mat I created the night of the auction. It was never Madame. It was me. My cowardice. My choices. My consequences. I drove him away.

  That Mat needed no coercion.

  And that Mat was a stranger. Not a hero. Not even a brother, not really. No, the only one left to love him now was Nikolai. Nikolai, holding him tight, stroking his hair, whispering gentle words in his ears. Nikolai, who loved him even after seeing him at his worst, even after everyone else had stopped loving him, given up on him.

  He couldn’t lose Nikolai too. Couldn’t.

  He sniffled, willed the tears to dry up—stop being such a baby stop being so weak stop crying over someone who doesn’t give a shit about you anymore just stop stop stop—pried his arms from around Nikolai’s waist and wrapped them around his shoulders instead. Looked up at Nikolai and tried on a hesitant smile, kissed him on the chin again because it was the one thing he was sure of now, the one thing he could depend on, that he could kiss Nikolai on the chin and Nikolai would like it.

  And Nikolai smiled right back, nuzzled him nose to nose even though he was sure his own was red and swollen and gross and so were his eyes and his cheeks but Nikolai was still smiling at him like he was the most beautiful thing Nikolai had ever seen.

  Dougie didn’t bother with words, partly because he didn’t really think he needed them—Nikolai knows everything, Nikolai always knows—but mostly because he was afraid that if he opened his mouth he’d just screw everything up, ruin this like he’d ruined everything else that’d ever mattered. No, he just tipped his chin up, leaned forward, put gentle pressure on Nikolai’s neck until Nikolai leaned forward too and their lips met, soft and hesitant at first and then hungry and hard and this was right, this felt right, and bit by bit as Nikolai kissed him the chasm in his chest filled, one piece after another, gratitude upon relief upon need upon, yes, even affection. He realized in that moment that he could love this man if he really tried, that he had it inside him, that the anger was gone and only need was left behind, need Nikolai could—wanted to—fill, and Dougie wanted so badly to trust him with that, to show Nikolai that Dougie could trust him, that he did.

  “Please, sir,” he begged, and he was crying again, when had he started crying again? He pulled back, down, onto his elbows and knees, hands clutching fistfuls of Nikolai’s shirt, Nikolai’s boxers, nose nuzzling Nikolai’s crotch and Nikolai was hard for him, always hard for him because he wanted him, because he loved him, and this Dougie knew how to do, knew for certain he wouldn’t ruin because Nikolai had taught him so very patiently to do it right. “Please,” he moaned, mouthing Nikolai’s erection through the silk of his boxers. “I want . . .” No. Honesty. He wants you as you are. He wants your truth. “I need . . .”

  And Nikolai understood, of course he did. He lifted his hips from the bed, let Dougie slide his boxers down and off, threaded gentle fingers into Dougie’s hair as Dougie cupped his balls in one hand and his shaft in the other and swallowed him down, sucked and licked and hummed just the way he knew Nikolai loved, and Nikolai petted his hair and moaned his name and Dougie swallowed every drop as Nikolai shot down his throat crying “Yes, yes Douglas, oh yes!” every word an affirmation, every word a declaration, every word saying Welcome home.
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