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    about the

    flesh

    cartel
s e a s o n 1 : d a m n a t i o nSublime service, made to order.
  


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


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


  No matter what your secret tastes or dark desires, the Flesh Cartel—for the right price, of course—will handdesign the plaything of your dreams.
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  e p i s o d e 2 : a u c t i o nIn episode two of The Flesh Cartel, the dark purpose behind Mat and Dougie Carmichael’s abduction is revealed. Though Dougie is protected from the worst of the guards’ brutality, he’s disgusted to find himself halfway to broken—despairing of escape and terrified of pain. Mat holds onto hope despite repeated rapes and beatings, but threats toward his brother teach him well to lay aside his pride and pick his battles carefully.

  Worn down by days of unrelenting fear and abuse, Mat and Dougie are packaged and marketed with the same ruthless efficiency as any consumer product: Dougie the prettyboy twink, Mat the rabid pit bull. They are led to the auction block as the showpiece of the house’s collection. Mat would rather be beaten to death than play the role of obedient slave for sale, but Dougie, desperate not to be separated from his brother, strikes a deal with the pitiless Madame who runs the auction house and controls both their fates. It might just be enough to keep them together— slaves, but together—

  assuming Mat even wants to be after Dougie fulfills his end of his deal with the devil.

  This title is part of theThe Flesh Cartelserial story. New to Riptide Publishing’s serial fiction? To learn all about it, please

  visit http://bit.ly/FCSerial.


  To everyone who stood up for the right to decide what they can and cannot read.

  table of

  contents


  Nikolai . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 Chapter 1 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6 Chapter 2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16 Chapter 3 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 22

  Chapter 4 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 36 Chapter 5 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 45 Nikolai . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 62 7

  nikolai


  he auction in New York had been a bust. Complete Twaste of a plane ticket. The promising thug he’d gone for had turned out to be a blubbering mess, big in body and small in spirit. His client had tasked him with finding and training a very particular new pet, and Nikolai wasn’t going to disappoint him with a sorry slave that fit those requirements in appearance only.


  Back to the drawing board.

  And by the drawing board, he meant the national auction


  listings. Hours upon hours sifting through photos of snottynosed slaves, watching videos of them being beaten and fucked and fucked and beaten, and sometimes both at once. Choose another processing facility. Go through the motions again.


  Nothing promising in Washington. San Jose then. The Madame there had always run a classy house, and their next auction was less than a week out. Perfect, because he was starting to feel pressed for time. He hadn’t trained an unbroken slave in years; he couldn’t predict how long it might take before he could turn over a (reasonably) safe product in that condition. Quite possibly more than the usual three to four months.

  And his client was not a patient man.


  Sixteen new recruits this month: seven women he dismissed immediately as not germane to his needs, and nine men. A bit of a slow take for a region as large as Madame’s, but it spoke to the selective standards she enforced with her stock.


  1

  And looking at the photo thumbnails, it showed. Lovely, lovely, gorgeous, stunning, and then—a man with a bruised


  face, glaring murder at the camera, like a mugshot. He clicked on the photo, opening the man’s bio page. Twentynine. Pro MMA fighter—perfect! He’d know how to take a beating then. Know how to keep getting back up over and over and over again, long past the point of stupidity. Full of endurance, too.


  He kept reading, daring to let himself hope. Parents dead —par for the course. One sibling, a younger brother, also procured this week. Interesting.

  He clicked through to the extended photoset. More glaring pictures. Lean, tanned, muscular, covered in welts and bruises. Big uncut cock. Hair so dark it was almost black, and striking blue eyes so full of fury Nikolai felt a chill right through the screen.

  But it all came down to the videos. He couldn’t tolerate training a slave who suffered badly, who made annoying noises. And this slave, especially, needed to have a bit of fight. Couldn’t cry at the drop of a hat. Couldn’t bend too easily. Couldn’t break at all.

  And yet still had to be trainable. Controllable, somehow.


  A fine, fine balance, that. No wonder his client had come to him; he didn’t know another trainer in the Western world who could manage it.


  Two videos—Madame’s standard. One was always exactly six minutes long. The other varied from recruit to recruit— sometimes barely two minutes, a rare few ten or more. This one’s was just over eight-and-a-half. Nikolai took that as a good sign—a fighter indeed. He’d struggle even against the clutches of exquisite pleasure. Wouldn’t lose himself to either extreme, if handled with care.


  2 Well, Nikolai was nothing if not careful.


  He opened the eight-minute video. Oh, yes.This one . . . this one wastransfixing.Fighting his pleasure as surely as an opponent in the ring. Glaring daggers at the camera, his expression screaming,Fuck you, dirt, you don’t deserve to s e eme, let alone touch me.So apart and aloof and powerful.But, ah, he’d lost himself there for a moment, fallen beneath the onslaught. Hit the mat but then gotten right back up.


  Until he couldn’t, of course. Until the pleasure was stronger than his will. Until he came up his belly and chest and chin and the shame and humiliation painted his face as surely as his cum painted his torso. But even then . . . even then, he was fierce. Beautiful.


  Nikolai clicked the video closed, making note of his straining erection but paying it no other mind. He was a professional. Always in control. He’d satisfy his urges only when his work was done.

  On to the second clip.


  Six minutes, always the same. The same three implements for the same amount of time. Three minutes with the paddle.


  Two with the cane. One with the TENS unit. Most slaves lasted three or four strikes from the paddle


  before they broke down crying, and the cane had them begging for their lives or offering sexual favors to stop the pain. Many passed out on the first electric shock to the genitals. Not this one. He didn’t even acknowledge the paddle. The cane knocked noise from him—lovely noises, if you were into such cruelties, fighting free through iron will and clenched teeth. He sufferedbeautifully. So masculine. So strong. Even when screaming through the shocks, the man’s power was undeniable.


  3 The poor bastard seemed perfect for his client’s needs.


  Nikolai felt sorry for him already—to be denied the gift of culture, of devotion, of joy and peace in service. To be doomed to a life of suffering and misery, to—


  Really, Nikolai, already thinking like you’ve bought the boy?

  He shook his head, smiled to himself. He did have a whole auction to get through, after all. He might lose. This fighter alone would likely go cheaply—too much bother for most other trainers, too much risk, too little return. Breaking him would ruin everything about him that was beautiful and unique.


  But he wouldn’t besold alone, damn it all. To be auctioned with brother. See file M-36-526.


  Nikolai sighed. He never trained two at once. His methods were boutique, not assembly-line. Still, maybe he could buy them both and sell the brother back to Madame at a discount, or on to another trainer. He clicked open the brother’s file.


  Or maybe I’ll just keep him.


  Gods, was he ever beautiful, even considering Nikolai’s exacting standards. The same blue eyes as his brother, the same brown-black hair. But slimmer, shorter, several years younger. And so sad. The curve of his mouth, soft and sensual, a mouth for reciting poetry with his head in his master’s lap. And a mind for it, too. A master’s degree in social work. A year into his Ph.D. in clinical psychology.


  He’d be thoughtful and well-spoken. Delicate.

  Expensive.

  Then again, Nikolai never had gone for cheap stock.


  When you trained only three or four slaves a year, you trained the most promising of the lots. And Madame clearly 4


  saw this one’s promise too: he was the closing piece in the auction, the very last recruit to be sold.

  Andoh, look how he blushed and trembled and wept.


  As exquisite in his fearful submission as his brother was in his anger. No, more so—though perhaps that was merely Nikolai’s own tastes at play. The boy orgasmed in under three minutes. Already obeyed every command.


  Nikolai sighed again. He’d be lucky to acquire his fighter for less than seven figures with this perfect little brother tagging along.

  5


  chapter


  one


  at was done fighting.


  M When they lead him out of the exam room, he went willingly, head down, mouth shut.Good dog.It sickened him how pliant he’d become, but he recognized the irrationality of that feeling. Coach Darryl had spent the last twelve years teaching him to be patient, pick his battles, go on the defensive when he needed to and strike only when the right opportunity arose. He was in no shape to fight right now— tased twice, beaten repeatedly, stuffed into a tiny cage for ten hours . . . not to mention theactualthree rounds he’d gone in the ring before this clusterfuck had gone down. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten. Was so thirsty it hurt him as much as his cuts and bruises. He’d be good to no one if he got himself killed.

  Besides, what if they were taking him to Dougie?


  They didn’t, though. Just an empty cell in a long line of them —twenty or thirty, maybe—though who knew if the other ones were empty or not. He dug his heels in instinctively at the narrow door with its little arrow-slit window at head height, the tiny cell no bigger than a walkin closet, closed in on three sides with solid, padded walls and a padded floor. No bed. No sink. No toilet.


  No way to kill yourself.


  Like some third-world prison cell or backwater mental institution. For one horrifying moment, he couldn’t let them shove him inside.Couldn’t.


  6


  The blow to the kidney was so vicious he saw spots. He must’ve screamed, could feel the echo of it scraping in his throat.


  “Mat!” Dougie, oh God.


  He threw himself forward against the closing door, but too late. Locked in. “Dougie?Dougie! Are you—”Okay? How patently fucking ridiculous. Of course he wasn’t okay.


  “Are you hurt? Did they hurt you?” He pounded the door with both fists. So padded he barely felt the shock of it. “Dougie, answer me, kiddo!” A pause, and then, “I’m . . .” Was he in the cell right next door? Oh please God let him be as close as he sounded.


  “I’ll live,” he said finally, echoing Mat’s own typical post-fight reply, minus any hint of the usual glibness. “You? Did they . . .” A hitch, maybe a little sob. His voice sounded sandpaper rough, wet with tears. “. . . makevideosof you?”


  Mat found himself just as choked when he said, “Yeah.” The thought of Dougie being rapedon camera, tortured like they’d tortured Mat, and for what? Would they end up


  on some BDSM porn tube with a bullshit disclaimer that all models were having fun? In some sick old fuck’s private wank collection?


  “They microchipped me.” Fuck.“Me too, Dougie.” “Why would theydothat?”


  Mat leaned his forehead against the little slit in the door, let his eyes close for just a moment. That question had been haunting him from the moment the doc had tagged him. “I don’t know, Dougie.”


  Another sniffle. A too-long pause. Then, “My arm hurts.” 7 “Mine too.” And then, even though he knew it was ridiculous, a flat-out lie, “It’ll be all right, Dougie. Just . . . just try to get some rest, okay? Close your eyes. Go to sleep.

  I’ll—”Stand guard. Protect you.More lies. “I’ll be right here, I promise.”

  He tried to do like Mat asked. Not only did he sorely need the rest, he wanted to ease Mat’s anxiety a little, too. Keep him from worrying too much.


  To think he’d been about to admit to the plug. He shifted, curled up in the corner with his knees to his chest, and the plug shifted too, making him whine.


  “Dougie?” Mat called. “It’s—it’s fine. Just sat wrong.”


  “Did they—” Mat sounded like he was on the verge of tears. The last time Mat had cried was at their parents’


  funeral, ten years ago. Dougie had only been thirteen at the time, but he’d never forgotten the horror of it, seeing his older brother—his protector, his idol, the strongest person he knew—break down like that. “Did—”


  “Don’t ask, Mat. Just . . . It’s fine. I’m fine.” He wasn’t fine. He’d never been further from fine in his life. He bore down on the plug again. He couldn’t stop. It was reflexive.


  Push. Push. Push. Still so full. He touched his belly, as if he could feel the plug from the outside. He couldn’t, of course, but he massaged there anyway, imagining the plug moving inside him at his touch.


  He tried to curl up tighter, backing up until he’d wedged into the jointure of two walls. It was so cold in here, too bright for his gritty eyes. Why was it so cold in here? He 8


  shivered, huddled up tighter. Closed his eyes. He slept, a little, in that half-aware kind of way you slept on buses or trains when you were afraid you might miss your stop. No dreams, thank God, but pain bled into his awareness as he dozed. Everything hurt. The plug wasn’t even the worst of it, not after the beating for the camera.

  He jolted awake to the sound of—what? Footsteps?


  Yes; a man was standing at the door to his cell. Through the narrow, glassless window, Dougie could just make out a black eye and a swollen jaw. Mat’s handiwork, maybe? He hoped so.


  “So pretty, sleeping like a little baby. Baby want a blankie?” “Leave him alone!” Mat shouted from his cell. “You asshole, why don’t you come try it with a real man, huh?”

  Dougie clenched his jaw, ignoring the insult.He’s just trying to drawthem away.

  It didn’t work.

  “What’s that you’re wearing there, pretty boy? Mmm, looks


  kinda sexy.” A rattling sound signaled a key in the lock to Dougie’s door. It swung open a moment later.


  Dougie lurched upright, leaning precariously against his corner on one hip and, for some absurd reason, reaching down to shield his groin.

  “Don’t you dare cover yourself up, hole. You’re new meat, so I won’t beat you for not assuming the position, but Iwill beat you for hiding yourself from me, understand?


  Get it through your thick skull. I’m a man. You’re a hole. You don’t have the fucking right to hide from me because


  your tiny little cock ismine, got it? Mine.” He kicked out, catching Dougie in the thigh. “Spread.”


  9 Beside them, Mat yelled something unintelligible, almost


  distracting the guard’s attention. Almost, but not quite, because Dougie clambered onto his knees and spread his legs, exposing his cock and balls and the plug in its leather harness. He tilted his chin up in defiance.I dare you to leave me now.


  The toe of the man’s boot tapped on the base of the plug, the npushed. Dougie winced, toes curling, shoulders hunching, trying to make himself very small.


  “That feel good, you hungry slut? No? Well, it will. One day that hole of yours is gonna be so loose and used, you’ll needa plug like that. But for now . . .” He gave the plug a little kick and Dougie cried out. “Lucky for you, boy, I don’t really feel like a BJ tonight. But the guys on the next shift might, so watch out. They start at . . .” The guard looked at his watch. “Twelve-oh-one. Oh, but I guess you don’t have a clock, do you? Oh well. I got some unfinished business to attend to with your cocksucker brother next door. Thought I’d punish him through you, but maybe next time. Guess tonight I’ll have to hit him directly at the source.” He patted his nightstick in thought. Turned for the door.


  “Leave him alone!” Dougie yelled. He was ignored, of course, and the relief he felt when the guard left his cell made him want to puke. That was hisbrotherwho was about to get his missed punishment.


  By the time he realized he should’ve been braver, more like Mat, should’ve tried to run, his cell door was already closed and locked again. Mat shouted, “That’s right, fucker,”


  as the guard unlocked the cell next door. “You stick your cock inmymouth, you’ll pull back a stump.Istill have all my teeth left.”

  10 Don’t antagonize him don’t antagonize him don’t antagonize him, Dougie thought at the same time he swelled with pride at Mat’s fearlessness.

  Mat’s door opened, closed again. “Not my cock I’m sticking in you, hole.”

  The nightstick. The way he’dcaressedit. OhGod.“Don’t hurt him!” Dougie yelled. “Please, please don’t hurt him! Mat!”Don’t give him an excuse. Don’t make him hurt you with that thing.


  “Don’t worry, little hole,” the guard called, laughter in the sick fuck’s voice. “Your big bad brother’s behaving like a beaten little bitch. Aren’t you, big hole.” The unmistakable sound of something hard hitting flesh—the nightstick, or maybe his boot. Mat grunted, but he didn’t curse or yell.


  Please don’t fight back. Please just take it. It’ll be over sooner if you just take it.


  “You owe me two teeth, hole.”

  No. No no no no no.


  A brief scuffle, another grunt, the sound of a body hitting a mat.At least the floor’s padded.“Stay down, hole.


  Madame doesn’t even wantyou; you think she’ll care if I fuck you up?”

  Silence for a moment, or at least no sounds that carried. Dougie strained his ears, half hoping he’d hear nothing, half desperate to know what was happening. “Open,” the guard said, and Mat must not have, because a slap rang out, and then “Open!” again, much more demanding this time.


  “That’s it, now suck.” Oh God, now Dougie really wished hecouldn’thear.


  Mat was gagging, his shouts muffled by—what? A cock? The nightstick? “You fight me, you’ll break your teeth. You want that, hole?” The nightstick, then. Dougie couldn’t decide if 11


  that was better or worse than the guard’s cock down Mat’s throat. “Suck it real good, hole. This is all the lubrication you’re going to get.”


  Oh, God. No. You can’t do that, youcan’t . . .


  “Please don’t hurt him!” Dougie cried. He got up despite the pain it caused. Threw himself against the door, pressed an eye to the little window, though he saw nothing through it but blank hallway. “Stop this! Why are youdoingthis?”


  The guard grunted in disgust. Or was it Mat? Were they—? “Shut the fuck up, hole. Shut the fuck up, or after I fuck your brother with this, I’m gonna bring it to you to polish. Got it?” “Just be quiet, Dougie. It’s okay, okay? I’m—” He cut off on a scream. If Dougie was still making a scene over there, breaking


  Mat’s fucking heart, Mat didn’t hear it. Didn’t hear the taunts of the guard, either, as he crushed Mat’s face to the floor with a punishing grip on the back of his neck.Bad dog.


  Because that very big nightstick was forcing its way into a very small space, with nothing but a glaze of his own spit to keep it moving. He howled through gritted teeth, body bucking, trying to reject it, keep it outkeep it out keep it out.


  Bottoming didn’t thrill him at the best of times. But being raped? With a hard unyieldingweaponforced so deep up his ass his gut cramped? The pain was un-fucking-real. The humiliation might’ve been worse.


  The guard pulled it back, all the way, until the tip came free of him, and then rammed it back in again. Another 12 howl—Dougie would hear him screaming, he knew that, but he justcouldn’thelp it—clawing at the soft floor, writhing beneath the weight of the guard straddling his thighs. He knew at least a dozen ways to knock the fucker off him, pin himdown, see howhe’dlike being raped with a fucking nightstick, but what would it get him but a moment’s reprieve? How many guards would come in to assist their pal? Take out their anger on him? Or worse, on Dougie?


  So he lay there like a good dog and took it. Another dry thrust, pain like nothing he’d ever known.


  He cried out again, half a Pleaseburied in there somewhere before he managed to cut it off. He’d knocked out two of this guy’s teeth, blackened his eye and his jaw and his pride and maybe his standing in his boss’s eyes; no way would he give afuckwhat Mat begged for. Would probably get off on it, truth be told. Was certainly getting off on ramming the nightstick up Mat’s ass, if the animalistic growls and grunts coming from him were any indication.


  “Not so tough now, are you, hole? Moaning like a little bitch.” He was, kind of, wasn’t he? But at least Dougie had gone silent. That was all that mattered right now. He’d take ten fucking nightsticks if it would keep Dougie safe just a little bit longer.


  Another thrust, more brutal than the last. Another scream to go with it. The wetness in his eyes overflowed, dripped down his cheeks. It was like a fucking dam breaking; suddenly he couldn’t stop it.


  “You’re gonna taste this in the back of your fuckingthroat, hole.”


  He believed it. This would be the end—this would kill him. There was no way anything could hurt this much without ripping him up inside.


  13 “Your brother’s pretty quiet over there. Think he’s jerking off


  to all this screaming you’re doing? You think if I go over there right now, I’ll see him giving that little dick of his a tug? Mmm, yeah. Let’s not disappoint him.”


  Through the haze of pain, Mat felt fingers at his hole, realized with growing horror where this was leading. One hooked inside him beside the nightstick, then a second.


  Pulled, stretching him until he screamed again. “That’s it, hole. That’s the sound I wanna hear. Makes my dick hard.


  See?”The guard’s legs wedged between his own and wrenched them wide, and a second after that, as the nightstick torqued up at a terrible, blinding angle, the guard drove his cock in right beside it.


  This time, Mat didbeg. Couldn’t help it.Don’tandPlease a ndOh God stop you’rekillingme, tear-choked and desperateand he didn’t even recognize his own voice, couldn’t stop the words from spilling out, too loud and too awful andoh God Dougie’s listening . . .

  The weight lifted. Droplets of cum hit his lower back, like the start of a rainfall. Drop. Drop drop drop. He shuddered with relief, the coolness of the cell soothing his gaping hole. Rubbed his face against the padded floor to wipe away the wet stickiness there.


  The guard knelt over him, his presence a shadow now instead of a physical weight, but no less terrifying.


  He touched the nightstick to Mat’s back lightly, as if contemplating whether to strike him with it again. But the hit never came. Instead, the guard rolled the stick back and forth through his cooling cum, then shoved it into Mat’s ass again without warning. Mat sank his teeth into the soft padded floor and wrestled his scream into a whimper.


  14 “There. Now everything’s in its proper place. And just so


  you don’t forget too quick, I’m gonna leave that nightstick to plug my cum up your slutty ass. I’ll leave a note for the guys who come on next, so you better make sure it’s still there when they come by. I don’t like being made out as a liar, you understand?” He twisted the nightstick. Jiggled it to make sure it was secure. “Keep your ass on display so they know which cell to open. I’d hate for them to open your brother’s by mistake.” And then, a little louder, “What time does shift change again, little hole?”


  “M-midnight,” Dougie replied instantly. He’d been listening in. Intently. Mat felt queasy with the thought.


  


  The guard checked his watch. “Wow, so long? Enjoy your evening, hole.”


  A hard pat on the back of one welted thigh, a final cruel twist of the nightstick, and Mat lay perfectly still as his cell door opened and closed and locked again, holding his breath until the guard’s footsteps faded down the hall, away from Dougie’s door.

  15


  chapter


  two


  ventually, Dougie slept.


  E For a while he just hunched in his corner, silently listening to Mat’s ragged cries.The second time he’s cried today. He’d tried to speak up, say some word of comfort, but each time, Mat interrupted him with a distraught, humiliated, “Just go tosleep, Dougie!”


  So he gave up, for the sake of Mat’s dignity. Pretended to sleep, until suddenly it wasn’t pretend anymore.


  He woke up to Mat screaming again. Tired as if he’d never slept and aching in places he hadn’t known it was possible to hurt. Whatever they were doing to Mat, he couldn’t stop it, and though it shamed him to his toes to think it, left him hollow and queasy inside, he just huddled in his corner and kept his mouth shut, praying they wouldn’t come for him next.

  They didn’t. Mat wouldn’t tell him anything, just,I’m okay. Go back to sleep, Dougie.

  He slept. Woke up next to his door unlocking, a pair of guards, two forced blowjobs and a hard kick to the belly after he’d swallowed down their cum. And when they took him from his cell, he didn’t ask where they were taking him. They wouldn’t have told him anyway. Mat raged at them, face pressed to the window of his cell door, voice carrying down the hallway as they dragged Dougie off—Where are you taking him! Take me instead! Hey, get back here, you dog-fuckers, leave him alone!—but they paid him no more mind than they paid Dougie.

  16

  They took him back to the doctor’s white-tiled domain.


  Everything in there scared him, but he went willingly enough —what would fighting get him? Where could he run in this place? The doctor looked up from his computer screen and smiled when the guards shoved Dougie through the door. “You’ll be good for me, boy?” he asked.


  Dougie sniffled, resisted the insane urge to cover his nudity with his hands. “Y-yes, sir.”

  He was, too. Up on the table as ordered, legs in the stirrups. The doctor removed the plug, let him use the toilet, cleaned him gently, and smoothed more salve across his burning flesh. Put the plug back in, prodded clinically at the worst of his bruising, seemed to be pleased with what he found. “You’ll heal fast, I think,” he said, and then, surprising Dougie, “There’s a toothbrush and paste in the cabinet over the sink. Use it.”

  Dougie wasted no time scrubbing the taste of cum from his mouth. He rinsed, then filled the little paper cup again and drank. And again, and again, and again. God, he was so thirsty

  The doctor, eyes on his computer screen, said ever-socasually, “Did I say you could do that, boy?”

  Dougie froze, hands clenching in fear, the little paper cup crushing between his fingers. “N-no sir, but I—”

  “Quiet.” Dougie clamped his jaw shut so fast he bit his tongue.


  He wanted to explain, wanted to beg. Didn’t dare. “I’d take a cane to you again, but Madame’s made clear the


  marks are bad for business with you, and they wouldn’t disappear in five days.”


  Five days? What was in five days? And what business? Why wouldn’t anyonetellhim anything? 17


  The doctor pressed a button on the phone beside his terminal and said, “Bring in M-36-527.”


  That number sounded familiar. Wasn’t that the new “name” the doctor had given him when he’d . . . what, processed him? No, different somehow. Off by one? Mat. He means Mat. “Sir,please—”

  “I saidquiet, boy!” The doctor stood, advanced a step. Dougie fell back a step, hating himself for it. He was a coward. A complete and uttercoward.


  He couldn’t even bring himself to hold his brother’s desperate gaze when they brought him in and beat him for Dougie’s mistake.


  They dumped them back in their cells. Fed and watered them at what Mat assumed were regular intervals, though time seemed as fuzzy here as it often did in the ring—


  passing unnoticed sometimes, like after a too-hard hit to the head, but mostly slowing down,crawling, an endless morass of frozen seconds beneath the always-burning fluorescent lights. He tried to sleep, as much to pass the time as to escape his body or because he flat-outneeded the rest. It was hard, though. The cell was freezing, and constant anxiety made any minutes he managed to slip under shallow and fretful, and it seemed like he’d earned a reputation among the guards as a favorite punching bag. Apparently, word about those two teeth had spread, and every fucking asshole with a nightstick in the place was looking to collect his pound of flesh.

  18


  He got pretty familiar with the guards over those following days and nights.


  They worked in pairs, spread out over three shifts. The afternoon guard (or at least the shift he’d decidedfeltlike afternoon), the one he’d knocked the teeth out of, was always the worst, in an unsophisticated brutal bully kind of way. At least he was fun to taunt, because he invariably got worked up, and if he managed to knock Mat out as a result, all the better. His partner must have been straight, because whenever he made the rounds, nobody got touched.Allmale wing, Mat figured, and filed that information away just


  in case. It was an assumption, the straight thing, but it made a hell of a lot more sense than thinking the guy had the morals not to rape his prisoners. Yeah, right.


  The morning shift preferred Dougie. So did the night shift. Actually, they all did, including the fucking janitor. His cell door was opening and closing all day long, though they all complained about not being able to fuck him. One of the morning shift guards could be called away if Mat taunted him long enough, but the other one never rose to the bait. Even advised his partner not to once, huffing and puffing and saying, “Don, youmoron, don’t you get it? He’s trying to call you off this one. You fall for it every fucking time.” But Don was obese, with a dick that nearly disappeared under his gut, and blindingly insecure about it, so despite the warnings, he was easy to manipulate. His partner, not so much, but it was comforting to know that while Don kicked his ass, it was one less dick for Dougie.


  Dougie had long since stopped trying to protect Mat the same way.Good, Mat told himself. He could take the punishment. Was a fuckingproat it. But Dougie . . . Dougie was just a kid, an academic, soft and sensitive and sweet.


  19 Whether he’d still be when they got out of here . . . How many times could you rape a boy, beat and humiliate and taunt him, before you just . . .brokehim?

  Someone was heading over there now. A night-shift guard,


  he thought, someone whose name he’d never learned but whose face (and fists and cock) would likely haunt him for years.


  “Hey,” Mat called. He couldn’t really shout it, not anymore, after so many days of rough use and screaming, but he knew the guard could hear him. He shifted, winced, levered himself to his feet with the help of both hands and the wall. He hurt so bad he could barely think, but it wasn’t his mind they were after, now was it? “Hey,” he tried again as the sound of a key in a lock carried back to him. “I’ll make it good, yeah? I’m not all plugged up. You can fuck me. I’ll ride you. Whatever you want.” Just thethoughtof something (or worse, several somethings) going up his raw ass again made him want to cry, but fuck it, it was better than listening to Dougie cry.


  Or worse, notcry, which he’d started doing more and more the last however many days. Just mumbled acquiescence and the noises a person made when their mouth got fucked.


  Sometimes a little groan of pain when he moved around. It had to be the plug he was wearing. Mat had no idea how big it was, but it didn’t matter; even something the size of a baby carrot would make you miserable if you wore it long enough. Mat didn’t envy him, though his own situation probably wasn’t any better.


  They didn’t talk through the walls anymore. There was nothing to talk about. What would they do—compare notes on their individual suffering?


  20 The guard next door didn’t take Mat’s offer, so he switched


  tacks, launching himself into the usual string of abuse, the same blistering insults as always, shouting and shouting until his voice gave out.


  When it was over, when the guard had grunted, “Yeah, swallow it, pig” and gone again, Dougie’s voice sounded through the wall, so soft and scratchy that Mat had to strain to hear.

  “Please stop,” he said. “Please . . . please just stop that.


  Trying to get them to hurt you. It doesn’t work. It just makes things worse. Not just what they do to me, but because I can t-tell how . . . how . . .” He dropped to a whisper. “Scared you are.”


  And then he went quiet. Didn’t cry. 21
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  three


  his time, they came for both of them. Lots of Tfootsteps in the hall, and the sounds of keys in both doors. Dougie hadn’t been sleeping. Felt like he hadn’t slept in years. Maybe he hadn’t. Hard to with a belly full of cum and a plugged ass and a body wracked with chills and aches and a fear so pervasive he hardly noticed it anymore. His door swung open. He didn’t try to hide himself from them. They’d just make it worse if he did.


  Outside stood one of the guards, but something told him it was the wrong time of day for him to be here. Not that he had a clock or a window or anything to track the passage of time, but still. There was somethingo f fabout this.Something was different.


  “Up you go, little hole,” the guard said, and Dougie dragged himself to his knees, shuffled forward, let his lips part just a little so the guard knew he wouldn’t fight him.


  Next door, he heard shuffling footsteps, a sound like an electric discharge, and Mat cried out and then went silent.


  The guard grabbed a handful of Dougie’s hair and shook him. “You stupid slut, you think I’m here to get head from that filthy mouth of yours?” Dougie’s attention snapped back to the guard, though his mind was fighting hard to follow the sound of a body being dragged up the hall.


  Is he dead? Did they finally put him out of his misery?


  No. Don’t think about that. Don’t think it don’t think it don’t think it . . .
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  “On your feet, little hole.”


  Easier said than done. The guard lost patience with his pathetic attempts, heaved a put-upon sigh, and hauled Dougie up by one arm. He barely winced at the pain, and briefly thought how proud Mat would be that he was getting so tough. Not the kid who cried when he had his arm twisted anymore, that was for sure.


  He thought maybe he was going to the doctor. That was the only place he ever went when they took him out of his cell. Have the plug taken out. Brush his teeth—but no drinking the water, never without permission. Have his ass checked. Plug back in. Back to his cell. Not so bad, he supposed. The doctor certainly wasn’t a nice man, but at least he didn’t . . . didn’t . . .


  But when they got to the end of the cellblock, they turned left instead of right. Through a guarded set of double doors, and then another. Into . . . a salon? Actually, it was kind of like a marriage of a salon and a dog groomer’s. There were barber chairs and sinks and counters, just like the little place he went to get his hair cut and secretly to get his eyebrows waxed, but the armrests all had leather restraints. No posters or magazines or even mirrors. It was all so . . . impersonal. Clinical. And there were tables, too, like the one in the doctor’s office, stirrups included. More restraints. Shelves, not only of shampoos and dyes and waxes, but of leather straps and steel chains and . . . he didn’t want to look. And along the back wall, three doors, two closed, steam billowing out from the open one on the far left. The guard led Dougie to the door in the middle, and he managed to catch a glimpse through the open door on the left of a familiar head of dark brown hair. Mat! He was lying in a bathtub, head lolling on one shoulder. A woman in 23 cartoon-character hospital scrubs knelt at his side, scrubbing him vigorously.


  He’s alive.They wouldn’t give a dead body a hot bath. They were crazy, but they were efficient. They wouldn’t give a dead body a hot bath.


  The thought carried him into his own bathroom, where a man in plain blue scrubs stood waiting, watching the tub fill with water. He had a look on his face like an overtaxed medical assistant. Probably one of those people who went to a college advertised on overnight television. Well, ithad gotten him a job.


  The guard stepped outside the door, leaving Dougie swaying on his feet. The assistant squinted at him and said, “You want to get clean or not?” Answer direct questions. Show respect.“Yes, sir.” Dougie stumbled forward one step. Two. The assistant stilled him with a hand to his hip, held up his index finger, pulled a key ring from his pocket and unlocked the leather chastity belt. Dougie hissed as the plug slid free, muscles flexing, ass not as sore as it had been but still not at all pleasant. Plus now he felt weirdly empty, stretched, strange, though the plug was really pretty small, two fingers wide at the most. The assistant placed the plug on a cart in the corner, piled high with towels and soaps and God knew what else, and held out a wet wipe. Dougie’s mind blanked; bizarrely, he couldn’t figure what he was supposed todowith it.


  “You want to soak in your own shit and lube, or do you want to wipe yourself clean?”


  Oh. Dougie sighed, relieved, and wiped his ass. Knew he should feel embarrassed about cleaning himself in front of someone else, but he just didn’t have that in him anymore.


  Didn’t even hesitate. 24


  Something sparked in the assistant’s lethargic gaze as he watched Dougie.What?Dougie wanted to say, but didn’t. “Wish I’d made it to your wing this week,” the assistant said. Ofcourse. Why should he be any different from any of the other monsters in this horrible place? The assistant eyed him again, then checked his watch, so casual, as if deciding whether or not he had time to rape Dougie was no more momentous than picking between the tuna and the egg salad at lunch.


  “Ah, well,” the guy sighed. “In the tub with you, then.” The water was way too hot. Absolutely scalding, and


  Dougie wanted to yelp and recoil the minute his toes touched the surface, but he was too scared of attracting the attention of his absent guard. And who knew, maybe if the assistant had an excuse for running behind—little hole put up a fight—he would take it as a chance to rape Dougie, after all.


  So he forced his entire foot in with a hiss, then the other foot, and then sat down hard before his body had time to really register the heat. He didn’t dare ask the assistant to run a bit more cold water into the tub.


  The assistant didn’t give him any time to acclimate, either, before squeezing some fruity-smelling gel onto a sea sponge and scrubbing at the closest handy limb. Not gentle, but not particularly rough, either. Clinical, mostly, if a little impatient. He didn’t seem to be interested in Dougie’s assistance, so Dougie just closed his eyes and leaned his head back, let himself relax. Tried to enjoy it. There were so few pleasures here, after all. The heat was starting to feel good—


  no , great—soaking deep into sore muscles and weary bones, chasing away the chill he’d suffered since the moment he’d 25


  arrived here. However long ago that’d been. Long enough that most of the cuts and scratches on his skin had healed.


  The sponge was only a little rough. Now, if only the guy would stop scrubbing so hard over his bruises. The assistant finished Dougie’s arms and legs, then swiped the sponge across his chest. One of the morning guards liked to twist Dougie’s nipples way too hard, and he was so sensitive now that the touch of the sponge made him gasp, jump, splash water out of the tub.


  He flinched in expectation, but the assistant didn’t strike him, just cupped his closest pec, bent a little, and gently sucked the nipple into his mouth, flicking it with the very tip of his tongue.

  Dougie didn’t dare move, despite the fact that what the guy was doing was riding some horrible undiscovered line between arousal and full-body-shudder disgust and violation.

  “Those brutes abuse you,” the assistant rumbled against


  his nipple, gave it a little nip and oh God stop please stop Idon’t want this.“I’m not like them.” He lifted the sponge, squeezed it over Dougie’s head. The cascade of hot soapy water made him shut his eyes. Before he could open them again, the assistant’s mouth was on his, kissing him sensually, like this was a romantic movie or something instead of whatever the fuck it really was. Still kissing him, the hand with the sponge wandered lower, down tooh fuck no no no oh God—


  Dougie’s eyes flew open as his traitorous cock began to rise, but he forced himself not to struggle. The man cleaned him gently, drifting across his shaft in a dreamy, patient way.

  “Please,” Dougie managed when the guy pulled his tongue from his mouth to breathe, because he wasn’t above 26 begging, not anymore. Then he added, lest the guy thought Dougie was asking for more, “Stop.Please don’t do this, I don’t want—”


  The sponge mashed down hard against his nuts, nausea shooting straight into his belly. “You think you’re better than me, is that it? You think because you’ve got an expensive ass, I’m not allowed to fuck it the same as anybody else?” The man thrust his hand down between Dougie’s legs, swiped the sponge so rough over Dougie’s hole he cried out. “I was trying to be nice to you, hole. God knows why I wasted my time. Turn over.”


  “Please,” Dougie said—sobbed, really, if he were to be honest—though he did as told, turning ass-up in the tub. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that, okay? I’m sorry. I don’t think I’m better than you at all. You’re a man. I’m a hole.


  I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” But the man didn’t fuck him, didn’t hurt him again.


  Didn’t even speak to him again. Just scrubbed his back clean, washed his hair, dunked his head underwater to rinse off the soap and then made him turn around and sit up again.


  Dougie obeyed numbly, as sideswiped by relief as he’d so often been by fear. Closed his eyes when the man massaged some goop into his hair, something silky and smelling of coconuts and vanilla, then tugged a comb through it. “Leave that. Five minutes,” the man said. “Don’t touch anything.”


  He stood, revealing a raging erection under his scrub pants.


  


  Dougie steeled himself to suck it, but the man just left the room and shut the door.


  


  A few seconds later, the door to the bathroom on the left opened and closed.
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  “You ever fuck an unconscious man’s throat?” the assistant asked as he stormed back into Dougie’s little bathroom a few minutes later. Dougie closed his eyes—don’t think about it don’t think about it don’t think about it.“No, of course you haven’t. Well, let me tell you, it’s more trouble than it’s worth. Head down.” He dropped a heavy hand on Dougie’s shoulder and dunked him, scrubbing a hand through his hair to wash away the cream rinse.


  And scrubbing. And scrubbing. And scrubbing.Dougie knew better than to fight back, but his chest was burning and the man was fuckingdrowning him in a bathtuband he couldn’t help it, he struggled and flailed and grabbed at the arm pinning him with both hands—


  And suddenly he was free. Breaking the surface, no hands on him at all. Gasping for air.

  The assistant was a few feet back, the guard’s hands wrapped around his wrists. “You pouty fucking queer,” the guard snarled. “You just about flushed our prize item.


  Just because he didn’t let you fuck his ass? He’s a fucking hole. Bend him over and just fuckingdoit. Watch this.” He looked over to Dougie. “Hole! Come here and suck my dick dry.”


  Dougie was out of the tub in half a second and on his knees at the guard’s feet not long after. Dripping on the floor, still seeing spots from lack of oxygen, still panting, he reached up, undid the guard’s zipper, and pulled the thick cock out through the opening. He didn’t stop to think about it, just started sucking, licking, bobbing his head, and even moaning a little, more out of desperation than arousal.


  I’m alive. I’m alive because of you. If this is the cost, so be it.


  The guard seemed pleased, groaning out a long “Yeeeeeeah” and combing his hand through Dougie’s hair. 28


  Not gripping it or pulling it. Not using it to fuck Dougie’s face. Just . . . touching it.


  He came not long after. Dougie swallowed it down. Every single drop. Made himself smile and lick his lips,


  beaming right up at the guard like a very good dog. The man hadn’t hurt him. He’d play along for that.


  “See?” the guard said. “Halfway broken in already. If you’re not man enough to rein this kid in, you don’t fucking deserve to get laid. You try to kill any of the stock again, though, and I’ll put you in the cage right next door, you got it? You ain’t good-looking, but you don’t need to be to work a glory hole all day.”

  “I wasn’t gonna kill him,” the man mumbled, sullen, like a spoiled teen. “Just teaching the hole a little lesson, is all.”“Well this one’s aprizehole. If you want to teach it a lesson, go get its good-for-nothing brother next time.”


  “I tried—” “Shut up.” The guard picked Dougie up off his knees,


  strangely gentle, grabbed a towel off the cart and rubbed at his dripping skin. “You done here?”


  “Lotion,” the assistant said. He was still pouting. “Hurry up. Madame’s waiting.” Then, to Dougie, “Can you stand, little hole?”


  Dougie nodded like a bobble head, though in truth he wasn’t really sure. He just wanted everyone’s hands the fuckoffhim, didn’t matter that they weren’t hurting him now.


  The guard took him at his word, letting go of him and standing watch while the assistant smeared a frankly wonderful-smelling lotion all over his skin. It had a sort of pearlescent sheen to it, turning his academic pastiness into something shiny and precious.


  29 After that, he was escorted out to the main room again.


  No sign of Mat, although there were a few other people sitting in the chairs or lying on the tables. All strapped in.


  They weren’t struggling. Their eyes were blank, their faces drawn and tired. One woman was crying, annoying the lady doing her makeup to no end as she kept applying foundation to the same cheek. The same practiced sweep, over and over again, immediately cut by a tear trail.


  Crying. Tired. Hopeless. Soulless. Half dead. Dougie wondered if he looked like that.


  They strapped him into a chair, cut his hair and shaved his face and plucked his eyebrows, the sulking assistant standing by. Then it was over to a table, where they strapped him down again and waxed him, completely disinterested in his screams. Well, maybe notcompletely disinterested.


  The assistant seemed to enjoy them quite a bit, smiling whenever Dougie’s cries got particularly loud.

  Chest, arms, legs, belly, cock, balls, armpits. Anywhere there was hair, it was removed with practiced efficiency. Which meant it didn’t surprise Dougie when he was unstrapped, turned over, and restrapped to have the crack of his ass waxed, too.

  That was when he spotted Mat being dragged out of the bathroom, conscious enough to meet Dougie’s eyes but not to walk under his own power. He looked . . . gone. Glazed over. Totally slack. He was covered head to toe in bruises, bite marks, ugly welts from a belt or a cane or whip or maybe all of the above. God, what had theydoneto him?


  Mat held his gaze for a second, maybe two, as they dragged him toward a chair. His head lolled when they sat him down. He didn’t fight them at all when they strapped him in.


  30 Drugged. They must’ve drugged him.


  Someone undid Dougie’s straps again. Helped him off the table, then sat him down in a makeup chair. He tried to peer over his shoulder at Matt, but the assistant grabbed his chin and wrenched his head around so hard he whimpered.


  From somewhere to his left, the crying woman started up again. He heard someone slap her and say, “Stop that bullshitright nowor I’llgiveyou a reason to cry.”


  She hadthreeholes to fuck. He wondered if that made it worse.


  Just the fact that he was in a mental place to think something like that made him want to gag. He stared straight forward at the blank wall. Strange to be in a chair like this without a mirror, but then, it didn’t matter what he thought about his looks. They could put him in women’s makeup if they felt like it. Like one of the kidnappers had wanted to, that first night. But they didn’t do anything like that. Just brushed some sort of powder over his face, lined his eyes with a black pencil, and ran a mascara brush through his lashes.


  He thought of his friend Jeremy, who did community theater. Stage makeup. Men had to wear it too. It made their features stand out from a distance.

  Somewhere over his shoulder, a razor buzzed, and he knew instinctively that they were shaving Mat’s head. To make him look like a thug. He didn’t know how he knew it, but he did.

  “Hey . . .” Mat slurred, and like clockwork came the sound of a fist hitting flesh and a drug-loosened grunt from Mat. Strange time for him to get vain.


  “Hold his head still,” someone said, and then, presumably to Mat, “I’m about to put a razorblade half an inch from your eye, hole.Don’t move.”
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  If anything merited Dougie taking the risk of turning his head, it was that terrifyingly ominous statement. The makeup lady seemed to be done with him anyway, so he craned his neck, saw a guard gripping either side of Mat’s face in two giant hands, saw another man with a razorblade leaning in close andoh my God what are you doing to him, stop!Realized to his horror he’d said it out loud when the man with the razor turned to Dougie and said, “Just a little cosmetic surgery, hole.” Then he dragged the razor at a diagonal through Mat’s left eyebrow, and even drugged half out of his head, Mat clenched his teeth and growled and there was bloodeverywhere, Jesus, why was it bleeding so much?

  But then the man placed the razorblade on a tray near the sink and picked up a wad of gauze and pressed it to Mat’s brow, and someone else cleaned off the blood that’d run down his eye and cheek and chin, and if Mat was still in pain, it didn’t show on his face.


  Dougie realized he was tugging at his restraints, and forced himself to relax back into his chair. Nobody was paying attention to him anymore. That was good, that was the best he could ever hope for in this place. He tried to make himself small and quiet and kept his eyes on his brother, who still had a gauze pad held to his forehead while someone trimmed his nails and changed the bandages on his wrists.


  The door to the—what, salon?—opened and Dougie shifted his gaze without moving his head, assessing the new threat. The doctor, holding the door open for that woman from the first day, the one who’d almost killed them outside the van, who’d forced Mat to— Who’d tried to make Dougie—Fuck.He couldn’t even say it in his own head.
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  And oh God, she was coming straight for him. “Is this one done?” she asked the assistant, waving a casual hand in his direction.


  “Yes, Madame.” “Get him up, let me see.”


  Suddenly it was like processing all over again, like when he’d been forced to pose for those awful pictures. Except it wasn’t justTurn leftorSmileorBend over, show me that hole; she wastouchinghim, too, shoving her fingers in his mouth, weighing his cock and balls in her hand, spreading his ass cheeks and prodding at his hole. She made a humming noise that Dougie thought seemed pleased, but when she spoke, it was with almost painful indifference. “He’ll do,”


  she said. “Collar him and make sure he’s ready to go. One of the attractive collars, if you would. Anddon’tlet anyone touch him.”

  “Yes, Madame,” someone said, and he was strapped into the chair again to wait while the woman who’d cut his hair unlocked a nearby cabinet and started rummaging through it. While he waited, Dougie craned around to see how Mat was. Still drugged to the gills, by the looks of it. The doctor was bent over him, putting stitches in his eyebrow. Three stiff black knots. He poked through a fourth while Dougie watched. Mat’s fingers were curled tight around the armrests he was strapped to, but he didn’t move. The woman came up beside Mat, rasped a finger across the light stubble they’d left on his cheek, the heavier stubble they’d left on his head. He looked wiry and mean, fighting fit despite all he’d been through, down to peak weight and rippling with muscle. All the cuts and bruises—and especially the one they’d just made and sewn up—only 33 served to highlight the effect:I’m a badass motherfucker, don’t cross me.

  By comparison, they’d made Dougie softer and sweeter and more delicate, like something to be handled very carefully. And if the woman’s orders were anything to go by, he actuallywasgoing to be handled delicately. For now, at least.Both of them had been exaggerated to some strange sexual extreme. Two poles of the same miserable planet.


  Dougie’s attention snapped back to the present when someone fastened something around his neck. Tight, like a choker, but not digging in. Cold, delicate. His hands were untied, so he touched fingers to it, traced some kind of woven chain, heavier than a necklace. At the center was a little round disc hanging off a loop, like a tag on a dog collar, stamped with what felt like one long word. He couldn’t see it, but he’d bet anything it was the number designation the doctor had assigned him at processing. Someone was fitting a collar around Mat’s neck as well.


  Literally a collar—a choke chain, like you’d put on a savage dog. They clipped a little ring to one link to stop it from getting too loose, but it could still be pulled tight. A steel disc hung from his collar as well, an inch across, presumably stamped with his designation too.


  Madame slipped a finger through the ring on the end of the chain and yanked it until Mat’s mouth fell open, hands straining against his bindings. “And this one?” she said. “Is he done?”

  “Just as you requested, Madame.”


  She indicated the straps on his wrists with a careless wave. “Will he bite?”


  “We can gag him, Madame.” 34 “No. Let him speak. Stand him up.”


  Mat flopped bonelessly as they unbound him, but for just a fraction of a second, he met Dougie’s eyes, and Dougie saw clarity there. The drug must’ve been wearing off. Which meant he was faking that jointless sprawl, faking his weakness as two guards hauled him to his feet and held him there while Madame circled and poked and inspected.


  Don’t do anything stupid, Mat.Pleasedon’t do anything stupid.

  He didn’t. “Take the fighter to the holding pen with the others.


  As for the brother, I’d like to speak to him alone before he’s brought out. And Clarice, stop worrying over that crying bitch’s makeup, would you? I’ve never seen mascara running down a crying woman’s faceloseme money in this business.”


  She swept out again, her entourage following behind.


  As soon as she’d left, one guard turned to another. “I don’t care what she says, that animal needs a fucking gag, so bring one along just in case.”


  Just then, Mat’s fingers drifted briefly, inconspicuously, across the tray on the sink where the bloody razorblade lay. But before he did anything else, he met Dougie’s eyes again, just as briefly.

  No,Dougie thought as hard as he could.No, no, don’t be stupid it’s too risky no no no.

  Mat’s hand fell, empty, to his side.
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  four


  hey were separated again.


  T But God it had been good to see Dougie. A little bit gaunt, but clean and still with light in his eyes, not beaten yet. And not wearing that plug anymore, although Mat wasn’t sure how relieved he was on that point. Dougie was okay. There was still hope for them. They could still get out of this. Live to see the other side. He just didn’t know how. He wished he hadn’t put that razorblade down, but to have taken it after Dougie’s emphaticnowould have been a betrayal.


  Two heavies frog-marched him down a different hall. Up a flight of stairs. Another hall. How big was this fucking place?


  At last, they stopped in a room whose feel, if not its exact appearance, resembled the changing room before a fight. Except against one wall was a row of tall cages, just big enough for a single man to stand up in. Or a woman. Several of the cages already held an occupant, a placard on each door displaying a string of letters and numbers. A man dressed all in black, wearing a headset and holding a clipboard and a portable scanner, approached Mat when the guards walked him in. No words were exchanged, but clearly this was an old routine, because one of the guards wrenched Mat’s left arm out to the side and held it there while Clipboard Guy passed the scanner over the microchip buried beneath his skin. The man nodded, checked something off on his clipboard, and said, “Cage fourteen.”


  36 They dragged Mat to an empty cage, unlocked it, and


  shoved him inside. It was tiny—no bigger than a shower stall at a public gym—and barred on all four sides. The cage to his right held a beautiful girl, naked like all the people in cages, and so young he felt sick with fury just looking at her.


  He hoped like fuck she was eighteen, but then, what did age of consent matter in a place whereconsentdidn’t matter?


  The cage to his left was empty. He noticed one of his guards handing Clipboard Guy a bit


  gag on their way out. Well, at least they hadn’t forced it on him yet.


  “I’m Leslie,” the girl to his right said. She was sitting on the floor, legs crossed, staring him right in the eye. She had an intense look about her for someone so young. It made a mockery of the pigtails they’d done her up in. “I just wanted you to know that. Then at least somebody does.”


  He nodded solemnly. “Mathias. Carmichael.” The exchange seemed too weighty, too significant, to give her his nickname. “Do you know what they’re going to do with us?” “Kill us, hopefully.”


  Mat swallowed back sudden tears and the urge to scold, to tell her not to talk like that, not to give up. Who was he to decide what someone else could or couldn’t bear? “How old are you?” he asked instead. He didn’t know why. He didn’twantto know.


  “Not old enough for this shit.” And then she smiled. “I turned nineteen in August.” No tears inhereyes. They


  were hard, resigned. She shrugged, laughed humorlessly. “I spent the last two months hooking, anyway. Aged out of the system. Maybe this is God’s way of punishing me for all 37


  the shit I’ve done. But at least here I get three square meals and a roof.”

  Aged out of the system.A cold chill chased down Mat’s spine.

  It had to be a coincidence.


  “No bed though,” she said, in a tone like she was just talking to herself.


  Things were quiet after that. Between them, at least, though he heard murmurings now and then from some occupants. Others kept to themselves, afraid or ashamed, huddled and averting their eyes.

  Slowly, the remaining empty cages began to fill.


  Mat kept waiting for Dougie to appear, but it kept not happening. The cage to his left, the one he’d thought—


  hoped —would be Dougie’s, was taken by a too-pretty Asian twink who met his gaze and then quickly looked away. Early twenties maybe, black hair spiked with gel, eyelids painted a sparkling metallic green. Not a bruise on him, at least not that Mat could see. None on Leslie, either. Maybe Mat was just fuckingspecial.


  Or maybe he was the only one stupid enough to keep fighting when the match was rigged.

  Maybe he should’ve kept that razorblade, after all. Maybe Leslie would’ve thanked him for it. Maybe she really would be better off dead.

  No. Don’t think that way. She’s someone’s daughter, sister, cousin, friend.Someonemust love her.


  Aged out of the system . . .

  Maybe not, then. And yeth eloved her. Fiercely and irrationally and undeniably. He thrust a hand through the bars of his cage, wanting to touch her,needingit, to


  confirm they were stillhumansomehow, still held the power 38


  to love, to connect, to make choices. “Leslie,” he croaked, voice thick and choked, and she lifted her chin from her knees to look at him. Eyed his hand for a long moment, as if contemplating what he wanted from her, if he’d hurt her, if he’d take from her like everyone else had. But then she met his eyes, and he smiled, and her whole face seemed to unfreeze, come alive, just for a moment, and the pain in her eyes was so raw and naked he could barely stand to see it.


  Knew, with certainty, that his eyes reflected the same. She climbed to her feet, reached through the bars, and took his hand.

  They took Mat away from him. Theytook Mat away from himand left him with a guard. One who, the minute they


  were alone in the hallway, pushed Dougie against a wall, twisted his arm behind his back, and rutted against his unprotected ass, fucking between his thighs and along his cleft.


  “Gonna miss you, pretty baby,” he growled, coating Dougie’s inner thighs in cum. At least he hadn’t been bold enough to penetrate him, but it didn’t make it any less humiliating.


  Wait,misshim? Where was he going? Was the guard going somewhere? Was Dougie?


  The guard used a handkerchief—an honest-to-God oldschool monogrammed handkerchief—to wipe up his mess, then balled it up and stuffed it into Dougie’s mouth. “Suck it clean for me, little hole,” he instructed as he zipped his pants.


  39 They resumed their walk, Dougie chewing on the mouthful of fabric and trying not to gag.

  A flight of stairs later, and they were in . . . a sitting room?


  There were two couches and a coffee table and a wallmounted TV and a spread of mouthwatering food. Sliced fruit and veggies and rolled deli meats and a tray of fudge squares.


  And then Dougie was alone. Completely alone for the first time since he’d been here. The guard had taken back his handkerchief and locked Dougie in from the outside, and he was here with these couches and this food and . . . oh God, it had to be some kind of test.


  He went to a corner as far from the food as possible, and knelt by one of the couches. On the floor. He hadn’t ever been specifically told not to use furniture here, but it’s not as if there’d been much furniture to use, and he knew better anyway. He was a hole, not a man—he’d been told that over and over again—andholesdidn’t get to sit on comfortable couches. Which seemed to be the right choice, because a moment later, Madame bustled in, flanked by two assistants: one with a clipboard and a headset, the other chasing after her with a makeup compact and a brush. Her eyes glanced rapidly across both couches and finally landed on Dougie where he knelt, and shesmiled. “Well don’t you look lovely, my prize pet.” She wandered over to the buffet table, plucked up a strawberry, and ate it with cruel deliberateness. Watched him watching her eat. He waited very patiently and didn’t say a word. Spread his knees apart a little where he knelt, like the guards had taught him.


  When she’d collected a plate of food, she went to one of the couches and took a seat. Her two assistants vanished.


  40 “I wanted to talk to you alone,” she announced, after he’d


  been waiting for what felt like an hour. “Come.” It was only a yard or so to reach her, so he shuffled on his knees, trying not to wince at the rug burn.


  She held out half a fudge square between her perfectly manicured finger and thumb. Just out of reach. “Go on, take it,” she said when he didn’t act. He reached out, earning a stern frown. “Not with your hands. You must never touch your betters with your hands, not unless ordered or directed.”

  With my mouth. She wants me to eat out of her hand.


  He didn’t want to. Not even the temptation of the fudge was enough, even after God knew how long eating nothing but bland lentil stews and dry salads and drier whole grain bread. But she waslookingat him, and heknewthat look, knew it would end in violence—and maybe not just for him but for Mat also—so he sucked it up. Stretched his spine and neck. Tilted his chin. The fudge grazed his lower lip.


  He took it delicately, trying to touch as little of her fingers as possible.


  


  It washeavenly. Ambrosia. It was all he could do to keep from groaning aloud.


  “As I was saying, I wanted to talk to you personally,” she said. “As you’re about to make me an indecent amount


  of money. Just howindecent will depend on your behavior over the next little while. And lest you think you have no stake in this yourself, understand that when I sell you— Yes, sellyou,” she said to the shock Dougie could feel on his face,


  “you may be sold with or without your brother. I’d like you to remember that.”


  No . No.The fudge stuck in his throat and he couldn’t swallow, couldn’t breathe.Without Mat?She couldn’t, she wouldn’t . . .
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  I’d die without Mat. Shrivel up and die and if I didn’t then I’d justkillmyself because I can’t do this wi—

  Madame chuckled and touched her palm to his hair. “Oh, pet. You won’t die, and youcertainlywon’t have the opportunity to kill yourself.”


  Oh, God, had he spoken aloud? He stared at her in horror, waiting for a blow that never came. Instead, “Calm yourself and listen, pet. Your brother has been . . . trying for me. And I wonder if I should have just killed him, as I’d initially planned. He’s not exactly easy to market, since my clientele are hardly the target audience for such a product.


  However, I think there’s . . . a loveliness to him that you bring out. A hidden value. But I also know that as surely as you could elevate him, he could drag you down. Make even you undesirable.Taint you with his presence, or his influence, or both. It’s a gamble, and you are a very,very costly wager.”


  She plucked another fudge square off her plate and nibbled thoughtfully at one corner. He couldn’t help it; he followed it with his eyes, though God knew how he could be thinking about food when Madame was so casually talking about taking from him the last thing he had. Taking from Mat, too —taking them from each other. Just one more way this place had warped him.

  “Please, Madame . . .” He ducked his head, wished he knew the right thing to do here to make her listen, make her receptive to his pleas, make her not hurt them like this. He couldn’t just suck her cock, after all; even if she had one, he didn’t think she’d want that. He pressed his forehead to the ground before her feet, instead, stayed there, prostrate and begging. “Please, tell me what I have to do, Madame. Tell me how to make this right, how to—” Money, she’d talked 42


  about money. “How to make your clients want me. Want Mat. Wantus.Together.”


  Silence, long and terrible. He didn’t dare look up, though it tore at him, not being able to read her face. “I suppose you could begin by promising to do everything the auctioneer says. Follow his every instruction, even if it means giving a sample suck to twenty prospective buyers.”


  “I promise,” he said before he’d even processed what she’d said. “Yes, Madame. I promise.” But then he ran her words back in his head. Twenty cocks shooting down his throat? He’d puke.


  And then he’d lick that puke up off the floor again if it meant he’d get to stay with Mat.


  “All well and good, pet, but not good enough.” Her fingers carded through his hair as his breath froze in


  his throat. What else could he promise? He had nothing left to give but his obedience.


  “You must ensure your brother’s compliance as well.” He couldn’t breathe again. Couldn’t breathe and he was


  going to be sick, he was going to die right here on this floor because how could he, how could hepossiblypromise something like that when he knew Mat, when evenshehad to know enough about Mat to know that was impossible?


  “I can’t,” he moaned, tear-choked and terrified anew. “I’m sorry, Madame, but Ican’tpromise that, he’s so stubborn and I don’t know how—”


  The fingers in his hair tightened, pulling him upright, nails pricking his scalp. “You can and you will. I saw you with him on the loading bay floor. A word and a look was all it took to bring your stubborn brother to his knees to lick an entire procurement team’s cum from your hole.”
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  He shuddered at the reminder, nausea surging. But it was true. She was right. He’d gotten Mat to do that. Just like he’d gotten Mat to put down the razorblade without even so much as shaking his head. Maybe he could make Mat behave out there after all. Maybe hedidhave it in his power to save them.


  He’d thought he’d lost Mat once, all those years ago when they’d sent him into foster care, when Mat had been “unfit,”


  and it had been like all the light in the world had gone out, all happiness and meaning drained away like blood down a sink. And now, here, with everything else gone from them, possibly forever . . . He drew the pad of his thumb up the vein on the inside of his wrist, tracing the unbroken line.


  Never again. “You’re right, Madame. I’ll find a way. He’ll be good. We’ll both be good. I promise.”

  She popped the last of the fudge square into her mouth and dusted her hands. “All right then, little pet. You have yourself a deal.”
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  chapter


  five


  ne by one, the other captives around Mat were Otaken from their cages and led through a door to God-knew-where and not returned. Sometimes it took a long time before someone came in to get the next person.


  Sometimes it only felt like a minute or two.


  It seemed pretty soundproof in here, but every once in a while, when the door at the end of the long room opened, Mat thought he could hear the sound of anticipation—a crowd’s worth of murmuring, charged excitement, like he’d hear from the changing room before a fight.


  Then as now, the wait was interminable, never mind that he didn’t know what he was waiting for. Didn’t know if he wantedto know.

  But as long as he could, he held Leslie’s hand.

  When they came to take her away, Mat gripped tight as her fingers slipped from his. Clipboard Guy had to slam the edge of his clipboard into both their hands to make them let go.

  He waited alone then, huddled on the floor of his cage, knees drawn up tight for lack of space, nursing his throbbing hand and trying not to think about what would happen next. He thought it’d be his turn then—they’d taken the others out in order so far—but when the guards returned, Clipboard Guy leaned in to whisper to them, and they walked right past Mat’s cage and took the Asian twink instead.
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  “Hey, you assholes! What about me? Where are you taking all these people? Where are they going? Hey! Hey! Look at me, damn it!” But they all ignored him, going about their business with organized single-mindedness.


  That left Mat alone in a sea of empty cages. Had they changed their minds, then? Were they not taking him with the rest? Would they kill him now?


  And where was Dougie? His stomach flip-flopped, terrible scenarios running through his head like HD movies. Maybe Leslie was right.


  Maybe they werekilling them all. Making them fight to the death. He’d heard of stuff like that, underground rings where the fighters were unwilling, debased and dehumanized, pumped up with drugs and fed dog food until there was nothing left of them but rage and violence. Maybe this was something like that. He’d heard that sometimes the fights devolved into sexual violence, too. Men raping their unconscious opponents in pure animal victory, or using rape as another way to hurt each other. Maybe this was an arena where that was the point. To watch the weak beaten into submission and taken by the strong.


  Well, Mat wouldn’t do it. They’d have to kill him. They could stick him with a cattle prod until his heart stopped, but he wouldn’t step into the ring and hurt someone weaker.


  Not Dougie, not Leslie, not that Asian twink in the green makeup. They may have made him look like some kind of ultraviolent thug, but he wasn’t. And he’d die knowing it. He just hoped he’d get to see Dougie again before that.


  Just once. It’d be enough. 46 Dougie waited in the sitting room, kneeling right where


  Madame had left him, for a long time. He tried to focus on the taste of chocolate still coating his tongue, because everything else was too fucking horrible to contemplate.


  Other than how he’d gotten it, the chocolate was good. Safe.

  Unlike the two men who came to get him. Guards he recognized from long days of misery in his cell, who’d been waiting since day one to shove their cocks into something other than his throat. The way they looked at him now . . . He couldn’t help it, he edged away, hid behind the arm of the couch, ridiculous and ineffective as he knew it was. The guards, dressed all in black today, simply stalked around the couch and scooped him up. He went limp when they touched him; they’d put him where they wanted him with or without his cooperation anyway, and he’d just as soon avoid new bruises.


  He was bracing himself to be bent over the couch or thrown over the table, but instead they just walked him to the door opposite the one he’d come through.


  A backstage area, bustling with people in black. Moving props, going over cues. He recognized it for what it was: some kind of elaborate play or performance, dozens of people with dozens of interconnected responsibilities.


  And I’m the performer.

  No lines. No rehearsals. No understudy. Just him on the stage, alone, with nothing but Madame’s words to guide him.Do everything they ask or I’ll never see Mat again. He wanted to say he wasn’t ready, but maybe he was. They had prepared him, in their own way. From that very first night in the shower. Debasement. Humiliation. Pain. Wearing him down day after day. Teaching him. He already 47

  averted his eyes when they looked at him. Already knelt


  when they entered a room. Already gave them his body without struggle when they fucked him. And now, the last piece to ensure his compliance, the one thing they’d had on him since the very beginning, since he’d practically begged Mat to lick that filthy spunk from his ass: His love for his brother. His fear of ever facing the world without Mat. His fear of what might happen to Mat if he were gone.


  The guards had led him just offstage. One foot to the left, and he’d be in full view of whatever audience was waiting for him. He looked out across the stage, which was empty except for a fainting couch, a hanging set of chains, and a podium. A man stood behind the podium, fiddling with some kind of tablet computer. Madame was on the stage too, dressed in what had to be a couture black evening gown and a choker of pearls. Classically beautiful and put together as she was, he’d have died for her attention in his old life. But now . . . She was walking toward him. One of the busy stagehands in black rushed up with a dog leash made of polished leather and hooked one end to Dougie’s collar in perfect time to hand the other end to Madame on her arrival.

  “Do not look at me,” Madame whispered. “Do not look at the audience. Keep your head down like a well-beaten dog. I’ll bring you to a stage marker. Kneel on it in the form you’ve been taught, with your neck extended like you did when I gave you that fudge. Do not speak unless spoken to.”

  This close up, her makeup was a bit smudged. Sweaty. She was sweaty.


  He nodded, then stumbled when she jerked the leash. “Heel,” she said, obviously amused with herself. 48


  She yanked him out onto the stage, and suddenly he was blinking back blindingly bright spotlights. No wonder Madame was sweating. He would be too, soon enough.


  And the audience? Head down, he peeked out of the corner of his eye as she walked him across the stage. A sea of black clothes and horrible white faces. Masks. At least fifty, maybe a hundred. All the same. Plain white masks.


  Expressionless. Indistinct. He’d been steeling himself for leers and catcalls. Laughter. Applause. Groans.


  


  What he got was so alien and horrible he couldn’t process it. So he looked at his feet.


  Madame addressed the crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen, esteemed guests all.” She was wearing a mic somewhere, maybe one of those tiny flesh-colored ones pop stars wore.


  “May I present to you thejewelof the night’s collection.” There was an X on the floor, marked out in electrical tape. That was where he needed to kneel. Three feet away. Two feet. One foot. He knelt.


  “I’m sure you’re all well familiar with his particulars from this month’s catalog. If not, they will be on your personal screens now. As you can see, he isn’t yet perfect”—she toed his knees apart another three or four inches—“but keep in mind he has been in my care for less than a week.”


  Less than aweek? My God, it felt like he’d been stuck in this hell formonthsalready.


  “If we are to consider these . . . unfortunates as clay to be molded by firm hands, then this one is soft and malleable and so very warm to squeeze between your fingers.”


  Absolute silence, but she preened and posed as if she’d received a standing ovation.

  “Of course you’ve all seen the photos, and thoseexquisite videos—how beautifully does this one cry, ladies and 49 gentlemen?—but no finale is complete without a proper show. So for those of you who paid the nominal fee on top of the usual ticket price, I’d love to invite you to test his charms for yourself. If you did not pay in advance, we are happy to charge your accounts now—at a slight premium, of course—and hope that next time you’ll feel justified in buying in advance.”


  She’s renting me out like a whore. I’m a whore. That’s what this is. That’s all this has ever been.

  That’s what she’d meant by selling him. Selling his body. Some had paid to fuck him, and others had just paid for the privilege of a live show. Out in the audience, he saw someone stand, that single white mask rising like a bubble, like a snowflake falling upside down. And then another. And another. Three masks rising. Ten. Twelve. Would you give twenty sample sucks to keep you and your brother together?


  Apparently, she hadn’t been exaggerating at all. Clipboard Guy approached Mat’s cage holding a long


  leather strip. Mat couldn’t quite make out what it was at first, and jumped to the natural conclusion: they were going to beat him with it. They’d certainly beaten him with everything else during his time here. But then Clipboard Guy squatted down beside Mat and said, “I’m going to put my hands in your cage. In my right hand is a leash”—sothat’swhat it was—“and in my left is a Taser. Be good with the one and I won’t have to use the other. Do you understand?”


  Mat glared at the guy. He wasn’t a fucking child. No need to treat him like one. “Yes,” he growled.
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  Lest he punch the guy in the face, he fisted the bars as Clipboard Guy wedged the Taser between two ribs, a clear threat, and clipped a leash to his collar.


  “On your feet, then,” Clipboard Guy said, and Mat saw a massive guard step up behind him.


  He stood, and Clipboard Guy stood with him, keeping the Taser pressed to his side. “Nice and slow, now,” Clipboard Guy said. The guard unlocked his door. Mat quashed the urge to rush them. Held perfectly still until the guard took his leash and gave it a tug, not quite hard enough to choke him just yet, and said, “Walk, hole.” Mat considered fighting again—they could be marching him off to his death, for all he knew—but somehow he didn’t think so. Why doll him up like this just to kill him? Something else was going on here. Something that might find him reunited with Dougie again.


  The guard opened a double door at the end of the cage room, and sound wafted in over a loudspeaker. “The first three have asked to go together,” Mat heard, in Madame’s crisp, unmistakable voice. “A performance neither they nor you will soon forget.”


  The first three what? What are they doing?


  


  He stood motionless, his leash seeming to vibrate with urgency.


  


  “Three minutes,” Clipboard Guy whispered, flashing three fingers for emphasis. He waited. Counted the seconds.


  No more announcements over the speaker system, but if he strained, he could just make out a sound he’d come to know all too well these past days. Flesh on flesh. Grunting.


  Moaning. Is that what this was—some kind of sex show? Putting them on display before a live crowd like they’d put them on video before?

  51 Well, they’d certainly done worse to him here. “Thirty seconds.” Thirty seconds? He was losing time. He couldn’t afford to drift off like that.

  The guard flanking him tugged on his leash and pulled him


  through an open door to . . . a backstage? He’d seen plenty enough of them on the local fight scene, littered with catwalks and wires and rope and red-gelled flashlights, just like this one. The moaning and crying got louder.


  Horrifyingly familiar. Dougie.


  He rounded a corner, and suddenly he was within view of the stage. What he saw made his heart stop. There was some kind of upholstered bench on wheels at the center of the stage. And Dougie was lying on it.


  All he could see of Dougie was his legs, spread wide and pointing to the sky, ankles swallowed up by huge, grasping hands. Blocking him off was a man in all black, grunting and thrusting. Another stood farther away from Mat, and though Mat couldn’t see him, there was only one explanation for that angle: he was standing by Dougie’s turned head, fucking his face with deep, punishing strokes. The guard was still walking Mat forward, slowly, leash pulled taut.


  Mat was still playing along, at least for now. But as they got closer to the scene at the center of the stage, Mat realized that although Dougie was horizontal, he wasn’t lying on the couch. He was lying on top of a third man, Dougie’s back to the man’s chest. The man’s hands were wandering up and down Dougie’s chest, pinching his nipples, rubbing and tugging his balls and cock.Twococks inside his ass.No wonder he was crying.


  52 “Tell the nice people how it feels, hole,” one of the men growled.


  


  The reply was a muffled howl. Sucking sounds. Mat stared, horrified and frozen, as the cock popped out of Dougie’s mouth.


  “Say it.” “It hurts, sir!” Dougie wailed.


  The man laughed—laughed—and squeezed Dougie’s balls until he screamed.


  Next Mat knew, he was across the stage, a knee in someone’s gut, a fist to someone’s throat, the heel of his palm driving right through the creepy porcelain mask to someone’s nose. He blinked, breathed hard, stared blankly at the carnage around him. All three of Dougie’s rapists writhing on the floor, broken and bleeding, and poor Dougie huddled up beside them, crying into his knees and shielding his head.


  Sound came back into Mat’s world, and he realized the audience—God, what a freak show, everyone in weird white masks and black suits—was applauding.


  Fuck them. He’d kill themall.Starting with Madame, perched in a chair like some fucking throne on a dais in one corner of the stage, flanked by a man with an honestto-God fucking cattle prod. Fuck that, didn’t matter. Mat could take the guy down before he ever managed to hit him with it.

  Mat roared, raced toward her. Let them kill him—he didn’t care, he was a dead man anyway—as long as hetook her with him.

  “Mat,please!”


  Dougie. Oh God. He’d just left Dougie on the floor. Hadn’t even—had been so— 53


  He turned. Dougie was still sitting with his knees drawn up to his chest, the beginnings of a bruise welting across his jaw. Had Mat accidentally—


  Nobody had tried to stop him yet. No shocks from Tasers. The leash dangled impotently from his collar.

  Madame sat patiently. And Dougie. Crying. Mascara on his cheeks.

  “Stop this,” Dougie pleaded. “Please, please.”


  Mat snorted at Madame, who was fuckingsmilingdown on him, obviously pleased.


  


  Fuck her. She’s not fucking worth it.


  He went to Dougie, crouched beside him. Wrapped his arms around Dougie’s small, shaking shoulders. Gathered Dougie’s head to his own shoulder. Kissed his hair. “Shhh,” he murmured. “Shhh. I’m here now.” And in that moment, the crowd and the guards and Madame and this whole fucking nightmare fell away, and they were together, and it was okay.

  And then there were two sharp stabs in his left shoulder blade, and his world filled with convulsive fire, and he screamed and fell away as two men pulled Dougie from his unresponsive arms.

  He barely heard Dougie shouting his name over his own screams, the roaring in his ears. Dougie begging them to please stop, I’ll be good, I’ll do anything!


  Shut up,he wanted to say, andStop, please,andI’ll do anything too if you juststop.But his lips and tongue worked no better than the rest of him under the force of the electric charge, and then his mind shut down, and the world went silent and dark.
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  They tased Mat over and over again, until he doubled over, until he was facedown on the floor convulsing. Dougie couldn’t go to him. They wouldn’t let him. Somebody had him by the collar, holding him back so firmly he choked himself.


  They were going to separate them. Dougie had been given a chance, and he’dfailed. He’d failed miserably. But more than failing Madame’s test, he’d failedMat.


  I’m so sorry.

  Mat had been depending on him. He hadn’t known it, but


  he’d been depending on Dougie, and Dougie had failed him. Failed them both.


  He watched, absolutely helpless, as they shackled Mat into the chains that had lurked, ominous, in the background since Dougie had come onstage. Arms above his head and still unconscious, he dangled, all his weight yanking down on his battered wrists.


  Madame signaled to one of the stagehands waiting in the wings, and the man nodded and disappeared and came back a moment later with a wheeled cart draped in a sheet. Dougie stared at it, helpless, horrified, mind spinning wilder and wilder pictures of what might be under there, what they would do with it, do to Mat . . .

  He squeezed his eyes closed and choked back a sob. Upstage, the men Mat had beaten were picking themselves up off the floor. Madame had passed them off as audience members for some reason, but Dougie knew better, had recognized them as guards from the day shift despite the masks. He knew full well what they were capable of.


  Madame ignored them in favor of Dougie. She draped a hand on his shoulder, nodded to the guard clutching 55


  Dougie’s collar. The man let go. It burned him how confident she was that he wouldn’t try to run, try to hurt her, try . . .


  fuck, who knew. Be more like his brother, maybe. But no, all that’d gotten Mat—rousing now, for better or worse— was tased and hung from shackles. It hadn’t gotten him any closer to free.


  It had gotten those men off Dougie, though. And a hug—it’d gotten them that precious, stolen moment together. Maybe, to Mat, that was worth it. But Dougie would’ve rather not seen him at all than seen him suffering like that on Dougie’s behalf.


  Besides, what if it was theirlastmoment together ever again?


  Madame, hand curled around the back of Dougie’s neck, led him over to the covered cart, now parked just a foot from the chains where Mat hung. Mat lifted his head, caught Dougie’s gaze. Tried to stand, couldn’t. Tried again. His hands were fisted, fresh blood trickling down his forearms from under the shackles. He finally found his feet at the same moment Madame pulled the sheet from the cart with a flourish.

  A flogger. A cane. A heavy leather strap. A studded paddle. A metal . . . plug, maybe, that looked like a fucking pear of anguish, right out of a medieval torture chamber. A battery hooked up to alligator clamps.

  Madame massaged his shoulder as he took it all in. “Do you understand why I’m showing you this, boy?” she asked at full volume, obviously for the crowd’s enjoyment. “Can you tell our guests in the back what you’re looking at?” Dougie gulped. “They’re . . . they’re th-things . . . things you use to hurt people.”
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  From the corner of his eye, he saw Mat’s head turn sluggishly toward the cart, jaw set, eyes shuttered. Madame’s hand squeezed Dougie’s shoulder. “Very good, dear. Who are they for?”


  


  “Him.” Dougie swallowed hard and gestured to Mat with his chin. He wasn’t sure if he should say Mat’s name.


  Wasn’t sure if he could stand to. He didn’t deserveto. “Yes, him. Why?” “Because . . .” He knew what she wanted to hear. Knew what he was supposed to say.Be a good pet. Let them all know what a well-behaved little hole you are.Maybe he


  could still redeem them both. Fulfill his promise. “Because he deserves to be punished, Madame.”


  “ Verygood. Now choose one to punish him with.” Murmurs from the crowd, so strange behind those unmoving masks. Dougie practically sagged with relief— chooseone, she’d said; they wouldn’t use them all. Except . . .whichone? Surely this was another test. In the dead quiet of his indecision, Madame leaned in,


  whispered low, private, just for him. “Remember your promise, little hole. Do you want to see him ever again?” Dougie quaked beneath her hand, her breath caressing his ear. “Choose wisely, boy.”


  The battery, then. It looked like the worst of them by far. Dougie lifted a shaking hand, started to point to it— Pulled his hand back. He couldn’t do that to Mat.


  Couldn’t . And what if he didn’t need to? What if the cane was enough? Or the strap? Or . . . fuck, he had no idea how to rate these on a scale of bad to worse. The battery seemed like the only obvious standout. The expanding plug, maybe? It might not hurt as much as the other things, but surely the humiliation factor had to count for something.


  57 And from the looks of it, it’d expand out easily as wide as a fist, probably two. Dougie had enough experience in that


  department by now to knowexactlyhow much just two cocks could hurt, and a fist was so much bigger.


  Mat couldn’t take any more electricity. What if the battery killed him? And he was already so bruised. Dougie stuck out a hand before he could change his mind. Pointed. The plug. I’m sorry, Mat. Please forgive me.


  The crowd practically crowed. Even Madame flashed a rare smile. She picked the plug up off the tray. Turned to Dougie. “If you think you’re man enough to choose his punishment, then you must be man enough to mete it out.


  That’s the responsibility of a master.” She pressed the plug into his hands.


  


  He dropped it. Hadn’t meant to. Couldn’t have helped it for all the world.


  


  Horrified, babbling apologies, he fell to his knees and picked it up again.


  Heavy. Cold steel. As thick across as the fattest of the guards’ cocks while still screwed tightly closed. Shaped like a spade on a playing card, with a turnkey at the bottom. Madame produced a little tube of lube from somewhere and handed it to him. “We wouldn’t want to damage the merchandise,” she said, and Dougie almost dropped the damn thing again. His hands were shaking so badly he couldn’t flip the cap off the lube. He couldn’tdothis.


  Yes, you can. To stay together. In the face of that, what’s a little object rape among brothers?

  Dougie barked out a single, strangled laugh. Jesus fuck, he was going insane. The Dougie who’d dropped the 58 nightstick in defiance of Madame their first day here might as well have never existed.

  He slicked the plug until lube dripped over his hand and onto the stage. Set the tube down. Looked to Madame, although fuck knew what he was expecting from her. Mercy?

  Reprieve? Ha-ha, just kidding, you can go home now?


  She nodded.Now, boy.


  He moved forward, putting a steadying hand on Mat’s lower back. Mat was chilled and sweaty, and under Dougie’s palm, he trembled. He didn’t know what was going to happen to him. Hadn’t seen what Dougie had chosen.


  I am so, so sorry.

  Dougie leaned forward, pressing his forehead to the center


  of Mat’s back. Mat’s body heaved with a shudder and a gasp.


  I’m sorry, Mat. I’m so sorry. But I can’t live without you, and if it means doing . . . this . . .

  Dougie kissed one trembling shoulder, wrapped an arm around Mat’s waist from behind, and drove the plug inside him.Mat lurched against Dougie’s arm, cried out, short and sharp, and then went quiet and still.

  Dougie had never been so grateful in his life that he couldn’t see his brother’s face.

  “Open it,” Madame said.

  It took Dougie a moment to parse that, and when he did, fresh horror washed through him. Mat probablylookedstill to the sea of faceless . . . what, buyers? . . . seated in the house, but this close, Dougie could feel him trembling, hear him panting, smell his sweat and taste his desperation, his humiliation.


  59 No matter, though. None of it mattered. If this was to be their life, he needed to make sure they could live it together.


  He let go of Mat’s waist, gripped the base of the plug with one hand, and turned the key with the other.


  Mat roared. His whole body arched, trying to escape, but there was nowhere to go, no way to run from his own flesh. The plug was inside him, locked into him, and getting bigger and bigger.

  “I’m sorry!” Dougie cried. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” Every turn of the key, “I’m sorry!”

  The audience gasped as one behind their frozen white masks, a few hands rising to their false mouths. Dougie looked to Madame, pleading silently, but she just made a spinning motion with her hand.Keep going.

  He turned the key again, tried not to hear Mat’s screams, tried not to picture how agonizingly fuckingenormousthe plug must be by now, tried not to think what a mistake he’d made in picking it, that maybe the battery would’ve actually been kinder, that—


  “Stop!”Mat cried, half incoherent, totally choked.


  “Please, please, I can’t, I ca—” He trailed off on a coughing cry, body so rigid Dougie genuinely feared he might snap something. He was drenched in sweat, more than could be explained by the hot lights glaring down on them.


  The crowd leaned forward in their seats, watching rapt with their hollow black eyes.

  Dougie turned the key again, and choked down a surge of bile. Mat’s begging turned wordless, but no less fervent for it. More, even. Awful. The worst sounds Dougie had ever heard.

  He turned the key again.


  60 Nearly fainted with relief when Madame reached out and stilled his hand with the tips of her fingers.


  “I think that’s enough,” she said. “We don’t want to damage the merchandise, remember?”


  Dougie looked up at the rivulets of blood flowing down Mat’s arms from beneath the cuffs.Much too late for that. He only partly meant Mat’s wrists, though.

  “Although I certainly do appreciate how well you take to torturing your brother. I don’t think I’ll be able to look at you the same again. I don’t thinkyou’llbe able to look at you the same again. Your brotherdefinitelywon’t.”


  He’ll understand, Dougie thought fiercely.I understand. And fuck you for trying to drive a wedge between us.


  “But that’s all part of the growth process, after all. Isn’t that right, ladies and gentlemen? See how well he learns? See how well they learntogether?”


  Together.

  He collapsed to his knees in absolute relief even as Mat moaned in abject misery.

  Madame turned to her adoring audience, basking in their


  rapt attention. “We’ll start the bidding at three hundred thousand dollars for both, ladies and gentleman.


  Three hundred thousand dollars.”

  61

  nikolai


  ikolai rolled his eyes behind his mask as Madame Nstepped between the two brothers—the pretty one on his knees and the fighter, legs gone out, writhing and moaning in his shackles—and said, “We’ll start the bidding at three hundred thousand dollars for both, ladies and gentlemen. Three hundred thousand dollars.” She took hold of the fighter’s hips and spun him around to expose his exquisitely muscled back and cruelly stretched anus to the audience, then gave a little flourish with one arm and bowed to the crowd. Well, she always did have a flair for the dramatic. She certainly deserved her substantial share of every sale that happened here.


  Nikolai pulled his eyes from the tense line of the fighter’s back and cast them to the tablet in his lap. He’d stay out of the bidding for now. No one came to this auction house with tight purse strings—if you wanted cheap stock in Madame’s region, you went to Reno, not San Jose—but two-thirds of them at least would fall away once the bidding broke half a million. They simply didn’t have the reputations to sell a seven-figure product.

  Still, hopefully this auction wouldn’t get as out of hand as he feared it might. As they sometimes did with spectacles like this.


  Four hundred thousand. Five. Five fifty. The numbers were climbing unpleasantly quickly. Six ten. Seven. Seven fifty. A moment’s lull. Seven sixty. Seven eighty. Eight ten.


  Only three buyers left. A preemptive bid at a million flat. 62


  The fighter alone shouldn’t have gone for more than a hundred thou, maybe one fifty on the outside.Damn brother.


  Silence. Three . . . two . . . one . . .

  Nikolai jumped in at one million fifty thou. The screen of his tablet blinked red as Madame called out,


  “One million fifty-five thousand.” Whoever was still in with him had made a sad little attempt here. Close to their limit? Or testing him? Nikolai was quite certain he could wrangle at least three million from his client for just the right finished product, not even counting the pretty brother—he wouldn’t hit his limit for some time. Perhaps a preempt of his own. He keyed in a million and a quarter.


  This got a gasp from the crowd. It had been at least a year since raw stock had gone for quite so much in this house. Especially raw stock withbaggage. The pretty one on his own should have topped out at seven or eight hundred thousand. The fighter should have been the sort you found with a forced heroin addiction, going for less than the price of a fancy car down in that meat market in Reno. Buttogether.


  Green flashing on his screen now. Going once. Going twice.Madame echoed it from her perch on the stage. “Sold!” she announced a moment later with a dazzling smile, and applauded the audience with all the sweet poise of a runway model at the end of a fashion show.


  Congratulations! his screen chirped at him. And then,This is a cash-only auction. Payment must be made immediately and in full. Please fill out the following form carefully. We hope you enjoy your purchase and thank you for your patronage.


  The form that followed was familiar enough. He quickly typed in his payment information and delivery instructions. 63
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  Special requests, hmm. He’d have his own men escort them home—Roger had become almost as good at that as he himself was—but he was perfectly content to have Madame oversee their care while he flew back to prepare. Separate them for shipment. Debase the fighter in whatever way Madame deems most fit for his character, but keep him fed and strong. Put the pretty one into complete isolation. Freeze him. Water only, no food. Have him hear no one, see no one, touch no one until my own men arrive for transport. Make him feel abandoned. Like the last man on Earth.

  Nikolai slumped in his seat, huffing a breath and feeling, strangely, like he’d just run a marathon.

  And to think, his work with these two had only just begun.
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