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"What were you before you met me?"

"I think I was drowning."

"And what are you now?"

"Water."



-- Ocean Vuong --  






Chapter One

Casey


I made a mistake.  
I hadn’t meant to make it. Truly. I’m a good slave. I’ve learned how to behave, how to be damn near perfect, and how to take beatings even when I don’t deserve them. I’ve mastered the art of giving pleasure while receiving pain. I’ve learned not to make eye contact, not to speak unless spoken to, and not to think thoughts that my master wouldn’t approve of. Master told me I was not human anymore, just a slave, his slave, and I learned to believe that. To embrace it. To be the best possible slave I could be for him. 
And then I saw Carter. Saw the face of a man I hadn’t seen since I was living in a cell waiting to be sold to the highest bidder. A face that made me feel human again. Feel like Casey again. Casey, son of the town sheriff. All-star swimmer. Life of the party. Loyal friend. Strong, brave, and caring. Casey, the guy who gave up his slice of bread to others despite his stomach caving in on itself from hunger. The guy who held sobbing boys and men close, comforting them as they waited to be sold even when no one was comforting him. The guy who was following his dad’s advice - keeping calm, breathing, paying attention, and waiting for his moment. The guy who believed that the bad guys would lose in the end. 
Casey, the guy who told Carter and a little boy named Elliot that we would win. 
I forgot. 
For just a minute, I forgot that I was a slave. That I wasn’t a person. Wasn’t Casey. 
I broke every rule. Defied my master. Wrapped my arms around Carter and held on like we could save each other if we just stayed there long enough. 
I made a mistake. 
And now I think I’m going to die because of it. 
[image: image-placeholder]Man after man rapes and beats me at the party after I dared to hug Carter. 5. 10. 15. More, more, more. Master’s friends. Perfect strangers. Even a few slaves are forced by their masters to hurt or fuck me. Every time I manage to pass out, someone dumps melting ice over my face from one of the champagne buckets. 
There’s no reprieve when the party ends. I’m not even given the kindness of getting a break while being transported, something impossibly big - a champagne bottle, I think - stuffed in my aching hole as a guard carries me to Master’s private jet. There, I’m immediately strapped down to the cabin bed so a rookie can clean me up with some wipes. Then the guards all take turns with me, the pain nearly blinding as they go two at a time since I’m too loose to enjoy individually. Even the pilot comes, the co-pilot taking over. Then the co-pilot takes a turn. 
Master never comes to see me. Of course, he doesn’t. I don’t deserve his attention after what I did. 
He doesn’t appear once we’re at his estate either. A guard drapes me over one shoulder, carrying my near-lifeless body off the plane and into the house. Cum and who knows what else drips out of my hole and down my legs. It feels like someone else’s body. Like I’m aware of the sensation, but I can’t feel it. 
I’m brought straight to the dungeon. Just as I’m being strapped down to the leather spanking bench in the far corner, Master’s right-hand man, Raph, comes in. “The boss wants him kept awake and in pain. No rest. Not for a fucking second.”
“Easy enough,” the guard strapping me in says with a chuckle. They’re speaking in English, which means they want me to hear them. Want me to know what I’m in for. 
And of course it’ll be easy. With over a dozen guards always working on the estate at any given time, master’s friends, and the toys they have in this place, there’s no way I’ll rest until they allow it. 
I blink at the wall I’m facing, trying to feel panicked or sad or… anything. It’s strange that I’m so numb. So disconnected. Even when Master taught me my lessons on being a slave instead of human, I never felt like this. I was still in my body, still in my mind, just as a slave instead of as Casey. 
But now? Now is… different. 
I think that should scare me, but if it does, I can’t feel that either.
I blink again. 
Something is attached to my balls, making me jerk in surprise. Then electricity is buzzing through them and I’m feeling everything all at once. 
I scream. 
[image: image-placeholder]The door of the dungeon creeks open, then slams shut. I roll my head to the side, cheek resting on the table I’ve been strapped to for what feels like a very long time now. The fucking machine continues working inside me, slow and steady. I learned quickly that it’s been programmed to change pace every 10 minutes to keep me from getting used to it. To keep me awake. 
Raph hovers over me, his fingers starting to work the strap of the gag that’s been in my mouth since they left me here. I don’t let myself hope that he’ll remove the nipple clamps or the clothespins along my ribs or the electrodes on my balls. Someone else must be here with him because the fucking machine is turned off and the dildo is slowly removed. Someone pushes into my burning hole me as Raph tosses the gag to the side and starts undoing his pants. 
“Please,” I whisper, my voice scratchy and thin. My mouth is so dry that my tongue sticks to the roof of it. I have to force it back down to continue talking. “Just kill me.”
Whoever is using my ass laughs cruelly. Raph presses his cock to my lips and smirks. “That would count as rest, wouldn’t it?”
The man in my ass flicks the clothespins along my side, making them jump and shake, but not break free. I scream into the cock in my mouth. They both laugh. 
They switch to French, talking about who the fuck knows what. My one year of French in high school didn’t prepare me well for the kind of conversations they probably have. I can ask about the bathroom - which doesn’t matter, since I’m not allowed to use it without permission anyway - or say the colors of the rainbow - Master’s house isn’t very colorful, unless you count the brilliant red of my fresh blood - or ask for common things like water or bread or cheese - things I’d kill for, but know I won’t get no matter how I beg. 
I’ve learned a few new words since coming here, though. Probably the most important one being esclave. 
Slave. 
My new identity. 
All I exist to be. 
How in the world did I let myself forget that? 
I deserve this punishment. 
When it’s over, I’ll make sure to thank Master for helping me remember. 
[image: image-placeholder]I’m so tired. 
So, so tired. 
How long can someone survive without sleeping? Have I slept? There are black moments in my mind, but I’m not sure if they’re from sleep or not. I don’t remember ever waking up, so I must not have ever fallen asleep, right? Isn’t that how sleeping works? I can’t even remember anymore. 
My eyes can’t focus on anything. My body is trembling so hard my cuffs are rattling. I think I’m dying. I don’t know if it’s from thirst or exhaustion. I don’t think it matters. 
I startle, hearing the sound of shoes on the floor. But no one comes. And I didn’t hear the door open. Did I imagine it? 
A zap of electricity makes my body convulse. I don’t pee this time - haven’t had anything to pee out in quite a while, I think. I don’t scream either. My throat stopped being able to make sound when the guards were last here. A tear might fall down the side of my face, but I might be imagining it. Sometimes that happens. Sometimes I feel things on my body that aren’t there when I look.
Am I going crazy? 
Does that happen before you die? 
I think I’d like to die. 
I think that’d be really nice. 
[image: image-placeholder]
Carter is here. 
He’s standing beside my bench, a sad smile on his face, his eyes rimmed red and full of tears. I try to reach for him, but my hands are stuck. I try to say something, but my tongue is clumsy and dry, nothing but a soft moan coming out. 
We just stare at each other. 
Something is moving inside me. It’s big. It hurts. I don’t look to see what it is, too afraid Carter will disappear if I take my eyes off him. I don’t even let myself blink. 
Something cold and wet lands on my stomach. 
Where is his master? Is he here to be punished like me? Is he dying too?
I want to tell him I’m sorry for forgetting my place. I made a mistake and it got him hurt. 
My eyes burn and blur. I blink, struggling to open them again. When I finally manage, Carter is gone. 
I sob without sound or tears, just my body shaking and heaving. 
[image: image-placeholder]I jolt, my eyes snapping open. A man is staring at me through my open legs, one eyebrow raised. I don’t recognize him. He’s dressed in a nice suit, like Master. When he speaks, his accent is thick, but not French. Irish? Is that… Irish? “Nice nap?”
Nap? Was I asleep?
I blink at the man. My body feels heavy. My mouth is stuck shut from lack of saliva. 
“I could only give you two hours,” the man says. His fingers are moving against my hole. They’re rubbing something into it. I can’t feel what it is. In fact… I can’t feel anything down there. “Someone is coming soon. Can you hang on until then?”
I blink again. 
Is this real? 
The man sighs and steps away, wiping his fingers clean with his pocket square. He eyes my hole, nods like he’s confirming something, then steps around to where my head is. His pants and belt are done up. He must have finished with me earlier? While I was… sleeping? Or is he going to use my mouth now? Maybe both?
He pulls something out of the inside pocket of his jacket. A flask. I blink at it, too tired to think up any more questions. 
“Just a little,” he murmurs, twisting the cap off and bringing it to my lips. I prepare myself for the sting of alcohol, but it doesn’t come. A soft, pitiful sound escapes me when I realize what it is. Water. 
It’s just enough to fill my mouth once, then he’s taking it away. I try to chase the flask before deflating when I realize it’s useless. 
“I can’t give you more,” he explains, his eyebrows pulling together like I’m confusing to him. He gently passes a hand over my head. Almost like a pet. “I’m sorry. Hang in there, okay?”
Right. Hang in there. Because someone is coming. He said someone is coming. 
Dread fills my stomach. Someone bad, it must be. Bad enough for this man to think he needs to warn me. 
Unless he’s not really here. I think I saw Carter before. Like… a hallucination? Or was that a dream? 
That would make sense. A man who let me sleep, who didn’t fuck me, who gave me water, who petted me like I deserve gentle touches - that’s not a man that exists in this world. 
My brain still feels too foggy, too overworked, to figure it out. 
I blink. 
He’s gone. 
I let my eyes close. He must not have been real after all. 
[image: image-placeholder]Water. Please. I'll do anything if you please just give me water. 
I stare into the eyes of the man on top of me, trying to use telepathy to beg him. It's my only option. I haven’t spoken in a long time. I don’t think I can. My mouth is nothing but a dry, raw thing for them to fuck, every wave of salty cum only making it worse. 
Please. Water. Your piss. I'll drink your piss. Please, please, piss in my mouth. Spit in my mouth. Anything - please. 
He doesn't hear me. 
[image: image-placeholder]We play the crawling game. 
We’ve played it before, whenever the guards are feeling bored or particularly sadistic. Sometimes it’s for food. Or water. Or medical supplies. Or a blanket. 
Today’s game is for the water I so desperately need, and it’s the worst round we’ve ever played. They’ve spilled rice on the cold cement, as if my abused, broken body isn’t struggling enough to make it across the floor to my prize. My legs are useless, dragging behind me. My arms are barely strong enough to help me pull myself along. 
The guard at the other end of the dungeon shakes the water bottle at me, like an owner shaking treats at a dog. I don’t mind. That’s basically what I am. A dog. A slave. Whatever else they want me to be. 
It’s nice of them to give me a chance at water. I’ve been wanting it for so long. I’m so glad they decided I’m worthy of some. Maybe after I get it, I can take more punishment to prove how good I am. To prove that I remember my place now. 
Someone stops me with a boot on my back. I sag into the rice, ignoring the way it digs into my skin. Another boot steps on my head. I think hair rips out of my scalp. It hurts with a far away sort of pain. 
The pear of anguish in my ass is jostled just before someone turns the key in it. My limbs jerk without permission as the metal expands. Huh. Guess my legs do still work. 
“Keep trying,” someone says teasingly, the boots leaving my body. “Or are you giving up?”
No, no, not giving up. 
I hurry to drag myself forward again, my eyes locked on that bottle of water. They stop me again. The key is turned twice more. The pain isn’t far away anymore. It’s right here, sharp and urgent. My mind spins. 
“Here, doggy, doggy,” someone croons. “Aren’t you thirsty?”
I sob dryly. Blood drips down my chin in place of drool. 
I shuffle my useless body forward one inch at a time, rice digging into my forearms and chest and stomach, digging into the flesh of my cock between each metal bar of my cock cage, digging into my thighs and shins and toes. 
More boots. More hands. More pain. 
Twist, twist, twist. 
The water is… so far away. 
[image: image-placeholder]I blink myself into awareness, my body slack and sprawled out on the cold dungeon floor. Rice is stuck to my skin. Dried blood is smeared everywhere. Dried cum too. 
My heart thunders in my chest when I see what’s right beside me. 
The water. 
They left the water. 
It’s a trick, a voice whispers in my head. Don’t fall for it. 
But I’m so fucking thirsty. 
It won’t be worth it. 
But… I think I’m dying. If I don’t drink, I’ll die. 
If Master wants you dead, then that’s what you should do. 
I drag my eyes away from the glass, focusing them on the spot right beside it. There’s a dip in the concrete. A nick of sorts. Barely noticeable, really. But I stare at it. And stare at it. And stare at it. Because it makes it easier when I can’t see the water. When I can pretend it’s not there. 
I’m so tired. 
I wonder if they’ll let me die soon. 
[image: image-placeholder]The sound of ice softly clinking against glass wakes me. It takes a few tries for me to open my eyes, my eyelids like sandpaper every time I attempt to move them. When my vision is finally clear, I see what woke me. 
A tall glass of ice water. So. Much. Ice. It's still crackling, fresh from the freezer, but the water must be very cold already because the cubes aren't melting. 
I whimper. 
I look up to find my master squatting on the opposite side of the glass, peering down at me. He looks kind. Compassionate. 
I don’t deserve him. 
Remembering I shouldn’t be looking at him, I quickly drop my gaze back to the water. His shoes are on either side of it. There’s something smudged on the toe of one. I hope he asks me to lick it clean for him. It’d be such a great way to show him that I’ve learned my lesson. To show him how happy I am to be his. 
“Yeux, esclave.”
I immediately give him what he requested, lifting my eyes to meet his. He’s not smiling anymore. My stomach twists. What did I do? How do I fix it?
"My men told me they've been trying to give you water,” he says in English, lifting an unimpressed eyebrow. 
No. No, that's not true. They haven't tried to give me anything, Master. Just placed it nearby. I know better. I've learned, Master. Can't you see that I've learned? I was so good. They put the water so close, but I didn't drink it! I didn't even touch it! 
"It's pretty fucking rude to not only waste my men's time, but also a valuable resource. Do you know how many slaves would kill to get their hands on water? Hundreds around the world, I'm sure. Thousands even. And here you are, you rude little spoiled brat, sticking your nose up at my gift." 
I make a soft, strangled sound of disagreement, but I don't talk. I haven't been given permission. All I can do is stare at him and pray he can understand my expression.  
Please. Please, I'm nothing. I'm not smart enough to play this game with you, Master. Please, I'll do anything, just give me the water. Please. 
Master grins. He brings the glass to my face, brushing the cold material against my cheek. Then my forehead. Then my other cheek. 
Against my lips.
My body mimics a sob. 
Master brings the glass to his own mouth, smirking as he tilts it back and begins to drink. 
Gulp. 
Gulp. 
Gulp. 
Gone. 
Master releases a satisfied, "Ahhh." His breath is cold and moist as it wafts over my face. 
“Sur vos genoux,” he orders, pushing to his feet at the same time. I stare at him for a moment, not sure I can obey the order to get on my knees. But I know I have to try. He deserves a slave that will at least try for him. 
So, despite the ache that seems to go all the way down to my bones, despite the cuts scattered across my body, despite my limp legs and trembling muscles and swimming head, I press my bloody hands to the rice-covered floor and push myself up with all my strength. I crash down, my chin hitting the cement hard enough to make my teeth clack. Pain spikes along my jaw. 
Master stays perfectly still, just staring at me. 
I try again. 
And again. 
And again. 
“Fucking useless,” he spits. “What kind of slave can’t even get on their knees for their Master?”
I shake my head, needing him to know how sorry I am. How badly I want to be good for him. What I’d give to make him happy. 
He slams the glass onto the floor, making it shatter. I force myself not to flinch. Master grabs a fistful of my hair and drags me up and forward, settling my knees in the pile of broken glass. I suck in a sharp breath but show no other signs of discomfort. I already misbehaved again. I don’t want to make it even worse by annoying him. 
With his free hand, Master works his belt open, then his button, then his zipper. I know he won’t fuck me - not even my mouth. I’m too dirty for him right now. Too used. Too bad. 
I’m not worthy yet. I don’t deserve his cock. A slave who can’t even kneel? Clearly, I haven’t learned my lesson yet, even if I thought I had. I deserve more punishment before he’ll give me the right attention. 
“Ouvrir,” he growls. I immediately obey the order, opening my mouth. 
He hooks his thumb behind my bottom teeth and presses down until my aching jaw is fully dropped. It makes the corners of my mouth rip open. We both ignore the fresh blood. 
Master spits on my tongue. “Swallow.”
I swallow. It’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever experienced in my life. 
Master smiles at me, cradling my cheek with his free hand, still holding me up by the hair with his other. He spits again. “Swallow.”
We do it over and over until he stops, tilting his chin thoughtfully. His thumb strokes my jaw. It feels nice. “What do you say?”
I’m not entirely sure I can speak yet, but I’m sure as hell going to try. “Merci, Master,” I manage in an awful, raspy voice. He makes me use the English word for Master because I had such a bad reaction to it when he first told me to use it. I think he likes how much pain it brings me. Master likes when I’m in pain. 
“Much better,” Master says. “Not enough, not yet, but better. Do you want to be done with your punishment, esclave?” 
“Only if you want me to be, Master.”
He smirks. “I think I might want you dead, actually. What do you think of that?” 
I swallow, hating that all this talking has made my mouth dry again. My words come out lisped and stunted, but I think they’re good enough for him to understand. "I’m yours to do with as you wish, Master.”
“Magnifiquement cassé,” he murmurs. I know the first word - beautiful - but the other I don’t understand. He tilts his head, assessing me. “Perhaps no death after all.”
Something sinks inside of me, heavy and cold. It takes me a moment to realize what it is. Disappointment. 
Do I want to die? 
I shouldn’t unless Master wants it. Slaves don’t want things for themselves. They don’t have their own thoughts. They don’t decide things. 
But… I think dying would be quite lovely. 
I think I just might beg him for it, even if that makes me bad. 
“Ouvrir.”
I open my mouth again, my mind drifting to ways I could do the job myself instead. It’d make me a terrible slave and Master would be very disappointed in me, but I’d be dead, so it wouldn’t really matter. And then he could find a better slave. One that won’t be such a fuck up. One that can really make him happy. 
Master's cock slides partly into my mouth before something hot and bitter bursts onto my tongue. He orders me to swallow, so I quickly begin gulping the liquid down, trying my best not to spill any of it. 
Dread fills me as I realize that I’m rested and hydrated now. 
I’m not going to die anytime soon. 
Master releases my hair after he’s finished, letting me collapse onto the ground with the taste of his piss still on my tongue. He walks away without a word. The door opens. More shoes are on the floor, coming closer. Guards. 
I’m lifted, glass tinkling as it falls off my body and onto the ground. 
“Same orders as before,” Master tells his men, speaking in English to ensure I understand. “I’m curious if he’ll survive.” 
[image: image-placeholder]The next time I gain consciousness, something has changed. At least, I think something has changed. I might be going crazy again. Or have I been crazy this whole time? Am I just crazy now? Is my mind broken? Does Master want it to be? Would that please him? 
God, thinking fucking hurts. 
I try to open my eyes, immediately wincing when the bright lights attack. I quickly squeeze them shut again as I try to process what that means. The lights in the dungeon aren’t bright. They’ve never been bright. Am I finally out of the dungeon? Is my punishment over? 
Opening my eyes again will hurt too much, so I try to focus on my other senses. I’m strapped down to a bed, but that’s happened before. Master’s bed, maybe?
I’m naked, but that’s nothing new. I don’t even remember what clothes feel like anymore. There’s still something on me, though. It’s heavy. Warm. But not a body. A blanket? 
When I hear a low murmur, I force my eyes back open. If it’s Master and he’s talking to me, I need to show him I’m trying to listen.
My head fills with a soft buzzing noise as pain works its way through my body. I never knew toes could hurt so badly, but mine do. I blink through the pain until I see a white coat. My head isn’t strapped down, so I’m able to move it a little. The white coat disappears. There’s a… computer? A monitor? 
I startle when I make eye contact with Master. It’s just long enough to see his deep frown before I quickly lower my gaze to his belt, waiting to see if he’ll punish me for the mistake. He doesn’t. 
“He will survive?” I hear him ask someone. 
I hear a low voice but can’t make out the words. I’m not entirely sure I want to know the answer anyway. 
My strength is dwindling, exhaustion seeping back in. I sink into the bed, my eyes too heavy to open after another slow blink. My throbbing head is thankful. Something sharp enters my arm. It hurts, but then I’m flooded with warmth. 
I hear Master say something just before I drift off. It doesn’t make any sense, but that’s nothing new either. Even when he speaks in English, he’s often speaking in riddles to mess with me. I try not to care about it, but for some reason the words stick. They echo in my dreams. 
Nathan Roarke’s second-hand will be here soon. 




Chapter Two

Jake


I became someone else years ago. Benny Rivera.  
As a highly decorated special forces operative, I was plucked off the field and given the opportunity to go undercover inside a human trafficking operation. Playing the role of best friend and right-hand man to another operative - Travis Kenton, pretending to be Nathan Roarke - we would unravel one of the biggest sex trafficking networks in the Americas. Travis was already embedded weeks before me, pretending to be the nephew that would inherit everything when his uncle - our operation’s rat - passed away from cancer. After his death, it was my turn to show up and take my place at Nathan Roarke’s side as Benny Rivera. 
The night before I left, our operation’s team commander came to visit and sat me down. Maison was a man I deeply respected. Despite having never even met him in person before, I had already developed trust and confidence in him. He was level-headed, highly skilled, and mission-oriented. 
So, when Maison sat me down and spoke to me that night, I fucking listened. 
“These men wrap their sex lives around fear. It’s fucking ecstasy to them. They’ll smell it on you immediately. You have to walk in there confident and casual. I’m not too worried about that part with you.” He had paused then, his blue eyes growing intense. “You’re the man just beneath the boss. If they have problems, they should come to you. That’s how it works in these dynamics. They have to trust you. They have to like you. Travis can make Nathan Roarke a man who is eccentric and moody and private. He can turn offers down and skip poker games and leave halfway through a party. But you? You have to win the hearts and minds of these men. You have to become one of them. You have to immerse yourself in their filth, and you have to look like you’re fucking loving it. When he leaves a party, you make the party more fun. When he turns down the poker game, you offer to bring the party favors. This operation lies on your shoulders, Jake. Not Travis’s. You have to keep him afloat. You have to keep the men happy. You have to hear every rumor, smooth every ripple, and make the hard decisions. And I’m sorry. I am so fucking sorry for everything you will see and hear and do in the coming years. But I need you to tell me right now that you can handle it. That you can handle becoming a monster tomorrow.”
I hadn’t hesitated. 
But I had told myself one thing - I couldn’t lose myself. Underneath all the filth, I’d make sure Jake Holt remained intact. 
My biggest test came this year, when Maison’s identity was found out and shit hit the fan. Nearly all of his secrets were kept safe, including the operation and Travis and I’s identities. Everything was set up so they’d believe Maison was working with law enforcement and paramilitary to try and take the network down. No one ever suspected that two of his men were among them. 
But one secret slipped through the cracks. They found his little brother Carter. Snatched him right from his college campus and sold him as a slave to the highest bidder as a fuck you to Maison. Travis bought him – as Nathan Roarke, of course. That night, Maison had called me, his voice thick with grief. 
“I need you more than ever now, Jake,” he had said. “Travis is going to unravel. This is going to kill him. He begged me not to do this, not to make him be a monster. I need you to help him be one, Jake. You’ve learned how. Teach him. Push him. Make him do whatever has to be done so the three of you get back to me safely. Promise me.”
I had promised him. Promised myself too. 
And I’ve done a damn good job of it, I think. Even though Travis went and fucking fell in love with the young man. And then told him the truth about everything, exposing us and the operation and giving Carter a fucking nervous breakdown. Even though Travis is barely hanging on by a thread these days, his heart breaking just a little more every time he has to hurt the man he loves. 
But now I’ve been asked to do even more. To take things a step further. Carter made a friend before he was sold. Another young man who helped Carter cope. Who promised Carter they would find a way to win in the end. Who pushed Carter to try and survive. A man named Casey. A man we saw at a party last week, he and Carter forgetting their rules for a moment as they flung themselves toward each other. A man who was brutally beaten and raped in the background as I helped Travis punish Carter in front of a crowd of cheering monsters. A man who is barely alive, according to his current owner, William DuGray. 
A man I’m about to buy as my slave. 
I tell myself one thing as I step off the airplane in France, my eyes locking onto DuGray’s right-hand man as he stands waiting for me. No matter what happens, I won’t make Travis’s mistake. 
I will not fall in love with Casey St. James. 
[image: image-placeholder]DuGray greets me at the door of his château after me and his right hand, two of his guards, and two of my guards have driven the short distance there from the private airfield. He offers me a hand, his smile polite and professional. We’re not necessarily allies, but we’re not enemies either. This deal should go smoothly. 
“It’s excellent to see you,” he says as we shake hands. “The slave is upstairs in a private room. The doctor that you hired is here to give you an update.”
It’s been 16 hours since the last update, when I was told that Casey was in the early stages of sepsis. DuGray had made it clear that once the money was exchanged, he was keeping it. Even if Casey dies before I can get the slave out of his house. I had wanted to tell him to go fucking die in a hole. Instead, I had told him that sounds perfectly reasonable. 
“How is the slave?” I ask, keeping my tone neutral. 
“The doctor believes he has the sepsis under control.” The man chuckles like the situation amuses him. It probably does, the sick fucking bastard. “The dog’s behavior at the party was quite a surprise. He’s well-trained, I assure you. It was very out of character for him. The pup just needed a little reminder of what he is. Where he belongs.”
“Do you have him trained as your pet? Or as a more standard slave?”
“Both.” He flashes me a grin. “It depends on my mood. Sometimes, I just want a mutt to kick around. Other times, I want a good little slave.”
I grin in return, allowing a little bit of evil to seep into it. Years of practice have made it easy. “It’s always good when a toy can be versatile.”
“Isn’t it?”
“May I ask why you’re willing to get rid of him?”
“Honestly?” The man pauses, turning to look at me with a more serious expression. “I’ve broken him. I thought maybe I had before but turns out he was still hanging on by a thread. I could see it in his eyes sometimes. But now? Now he’s shattered. He’s beautiful like this, I assure you, but once they’re broken, I’m bored. If he survives, he’ll serve you very well.” 
Now he’s shattered. 
My throat aches, emotions welling up inside of me that I haven’t let myself properly feel in a very long time. I swallow it all down. “I can’t wait.”
“You’re sure you want a used one?” he asks. “It really is more fun to break them yourself.”
I wave my hand. “Like I said before, he’s the spitting image of someone from my past. Someone I can’t hurt the way I’ll be able to hurt him. Call it therapy.” 
“Fair enough. Well, the doctor will be able to tell you more, but for now just know that his panel came back free of all sexually transmitted diseases. You’re more than welcome to fuck him, if you’d like to test him out. It’ll be painful for him, but he’ll survive it.” He chuckles. “Honestly, if you walk in there and offer him so much as a smile, he’ll be ready to worship at your feet. This past week has been hell for him and I’ve been making it worse by ignoring him completely. He’ll offer up his ass on a silver fucking platter, pain be damned, if you give him attention. He’s desperate to be a good boy.”
There’s truth to that. A dangerous truth. I’ll have to be careful of how far this boy’s mind has slipped away if I want to be able to truly save him. I can’t let him attach himself from one master to the next. I’m not entirely sure how I’ll manage that, but I’ll figure it out. 
The doctor is waiting outside the door I assume leads to the private room Casey is in. He shakes my hand, smiling like there’s nothing wrong with any of this. “Would you like to meet your slave or get an update first?” 
“An update, please.”
“He isn’t particularly coherent today. The fever he’s struggling to break through is causing some neurological symptoms. He’s negative for anything sexually transmitted, but he does have a few gashes that have become infected. I’ve given him IV antibiotics and dressed the wounds. Between the antibiotics and the hydration, he should break the fever very soon. Once that’s taken care of, the boy should be fine.”
Fine. 
I nearly scoff. This boy will never be fine again. 
“You mentioned neurological symptoms?”
“Hallucinations. Incoherent dialogue. Confusion. When his fever was at its highest, he didn’t seem to hear us speaking to him, and his eyes wouldn’t focus, but that stopped this morning.” 
I keep my breathing even, my voice curious but unemotional. “Has he had any seizures?”
“None that we witnessed.” 
For fuck’s sake. 
“We cleaned him out and tended to his hole,” the doctor says proudly. “He’s ready to be fucked, if you’d like to break him in.”
“You can fuck him once before paying,” DuGray adds. “I’ll give you privacy. Unless you like an audience, then I’m more than happy to stay and enjoy the show.”
Over my dead fucking body. 
“I appreciate the offer, but I’d prefer him to be fully coherent the first time I take him. I want him to understand who he belongs to now. To understand that he’s being claimed.”
DuGray nods, not at all bothered by that. God, he didn't give two fucks about this boy, did he? He’s probably already picked out his replacement. 
"Well, then.” DuGray motions to the door, the doctor stepping to the side so I have access to it. "Shall I introduce you to your new slave?”
Chapter Three
Casey
Why am I not dead yet?
Everything itches. Burns. Aches. Hurts, hurts, hurts. 
I lie perfectly still in the hard bed - I’ve recently discovered that it’s a modified hospital bed, with a mattress that’s apparently made of fucking bricks - and let my surroundings sink in. It doesn’t take as long as it has been this time, my brain feeling slightly less fuzzy. 
There’s still a blanket draped over my naked body. The same one that’s always been on me from what I can tell. Scratchy and too thin, but still fucking amazing. I wanted to thank Master for it, but he's been ignoring me. It hurts worse than the physical pain. 
The tube they forced down my throat at some point is still there too, one of those things I’ve seen in hospital shows when me and my dad used to binge them together. They were our guilty pleasure, always watching them when he got home from work. A ventilator - that’s what it’s called. And people always hated them in the shows. Choked on them. Fought them. I understand why now. It’s fucking torture - and that’s saying something coming from someone who has experienced quite a lot of torture recently.
I tried to beg the doctor to take it out when he first put it in, but all I’m able to do with it is whine and grunt. I think he understood what I wanted though. He had just laughed at me. 
It makes my throat ache. I’m so unbelievably thirsty. My dry lips are cracking and bleeding where they wrap around the tube. Worst of all, it keeps me from being able to breathe on my own. Sometimes I go to take a breath because it feels like I need one, and the machine just… doesn’t let me. The first time it did that, I panicked. I tried yanking it out. They cuffed me to the bed and put something in my IV that burned and burned and burned. The drug eventually ran out, but the cuffs haven’t gone away, and neither has the ventilator. 
If I could talk, I’d beg them to let me go back to the dungeon. I’d do anything - the crawling game, the gangrapes, the sleep deprivation - if it meant I could just fucking breathe. 
I wince when I feel fresh tears fall down my cheeks. They’ll dry soon, and then my face will feel tight and itchy. 
How much longer will this last? When they take the cuffs off, should I try to grab the medical scissors I saw before on the instrument tray, or should I wait until Master brings me near a table where I can snatch a knife? It'll have to be quick. Straight to the carotid, so there's no chance of saving me. 
I can't wait. 
The door to my room opens. My body automatically goes rigid. I try to suck in a breath, but the machine doesn’t allow it. Panic swells in my chest as I wait for the machine to decide when I get to have air in my lungs. 
Agony. 
That’s the word for how I feel. 
Pure fucking agony. 
I try to turn my head toward the door, hoping to get a glimpse of who came in, but it feels impossibly heavy. It’s probably just the doctor anyway. Master has only been here a few times, and only when things are going wrong. Maybe something is going wrong? Am I finally dying? Please, please, please let me be dying. 
“Why is he vented?” a voice I don’t recognize asks. 
Usually, I wouldn’t be able to say if I recognized the voice or not with everything being so foggy lately, but this voice is American, and I’ve never heard an American in Master’s house before. Not once. This man, whoever he is, is new. 
“His respiratory rate was too high,” another voice says. The doctor. I’m fairly sure that’s the doctor. 
“And now?” the American asks. 
“And now it’s just for fun,” Master says. I know it’s Master. My survival depends on recognizing him. “The dog hates it.”
There’s a silence that feels heavy and wrong. The absence of sound makes a whooshing noise grow in my ears. I squeeze my eyes shut, waiting for it to pass. It’s been happening a lot lately. I don’t even want to know why. 
“Is that why he’s tied down?” I hear the American ask, his voice water-logged beneath the whooshing. “Did he try to remove it?”
“Yes. He was punished, don’t worry. But we figured it was better to be safe than sorry, so we kept the restraints on even after his punishment.”
I try to breathe, forgetting for a moment that I can’t. The machine reminds me. I press my fingertips into the mattress as hard as I’m able, trying to keep myself grounded as I wait for the machine to grant me the privilege of air. 
“His blanket is filthy,” the American says, sounding annoyed. 
“He has a hard time keeping his fluids inside his body,” the doctor murmurs. 
“It’s fucking disgusting. Get him a new one.”
“Right away,” Master says. 
Who is this man and why did Master just let him talk to him like that?
“I want to see his chart. I assume you’ve kept a record of his care, yes?” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“I want it. Immediately.” There’s the sound of movement. I see a blur at the end of the bed. I wish I could rub at my eyes to help them clear so I could see better. “And get that out of his fucking mouth. I want my slave to be able to speak.”
The vent? They’re going to take the vent out of my mouth?
Relief surges through me, making my fingers tingle and my eyes water. 
And then the rest of the words register and the world begins closing in.  
My slave. 
He said my slave. 
Did Master… sell me? 
Oh god.
Chapter Four
Jake
After setting eyes on the bruised and broken boy, I can’t get myself to leave the spot beside his crude hospital bed. I request some privacy once the doctor hands me the poor excuse for a chart he made. As I already knew, Casey went into mild sepsis just after I asked them to pull him from his punishment and give him medical care. His respiratory rate became erratic, his fever spiking and his blood pressure plummeting. He was disoriented and incoherent, and extremely dehydrated. He had infected wounds that have been treated. His hole was miraculously intact, no tears or prolapse. The drug they administered for his punishment is a new drug that just popped up on the black market in the past few years. It’s meant to mimic the feeling of liquid fire through the veins. It's driven people insane before. 
I can feel the boy watching me as I read over every detail. Not entirely sure if he’s even coherent enough to understand what’s happening, I don’t speak to him as I set the chart aside and gently pull his fresh blanket down to his feet. My stomach curls as I see the damage for myself. There isn’t an inch of his skin that’s been spared abuse. 
The bruise across his right side has me frowning. There was nothing about broken or bruised ribs in his chart, but I doubt they went unscathed with a bruise like that. I pull my phone out, starting to make notes about things I want the doctor to take another look at. I’ll have to be careful since I can’t give away how much medical training I actually have, but it’s worth straddling the line if it means this boy doesn’t die or spend the rest of his life disabled. 
Casey coughs, then moans, his head slowly rolling side to side against the mattress. I look into his eyes to find them void. 
"No. No, please," he begs, his voice a pathetic, crackling thing I barely recognize as human. His fingers scrabble helplessly against the sheets, his body trembling. "Please, make it stop." 
"Casey?" I ask, my voice low in case we have any eavesdroppers outside. "You're okay, little one. You're safe now."
He whimpers, his eyes fluttering closed. When he coughs again, some blood trickles over his bottom lip. I watch it drip down his chin like a teardrop before carefully swiping it away. His whimpering continues, his body jerking against his restraints. 
I grab a syringe and vial, drawing up the liquid that will put him into a blissful, dreamless sleep. I'm surprised it's even here as an option, figuring the doctor and DuGray wouldn't care about giving him any relief, but I'm glad it's in their stock. I push the drug into his IV and wait for it to hit. 
The whimpers dissolve within seconds, his body sinking into the mattress. 
"Just sleep, little one," I whisper, brushing his messy hair off his forehead. A sudden surge of possessiveness comes over me as I stare down at the boy. 
The boy who is now mine. 
"I'll take good care of you, I promise."
[image: image-placeholder]DuGray checks in just before midnight, knocking once before letting himself into the room. His gaze lingers on Casey for a moment before settling on me. "He's attached to sensors. They’ll send the doctor alerts and he’ll be here in seconds. You don't have to waste your time sitting in here.”
"I prefer to be in his sight. Every time he wakes up and sees me, it's ingrained into his brain that I'm now in charge. It'll take a while to break him out of seeing you as his master. Doing it while he's disoriented like this actually works in my favor." 
"Have you studied the psychology of this stuff?" DuGray asks, sounding intrigued. "You seem to understand it so well. I think I'd benefit from that."
"All Master's would. I've just read some books, and of course I've been in the perfect position to observe so many different dynamics over the years. I've seen firsthand what works and what doesn't. Sometimes brute force isn't what you need. Sometimes it's their mind you need to rape." 
DuGray licks his lips, his eyes finding Casey once again. I have to count to five in my head to keep from growling at the man to stay the fuck away. 
"I'd like to read those books before my next slave arrives. Can you send me their names?" 
"Of course."
DuGray nods, then - thankfully - looks away from the boy. "Well, I'm turning in for the night. I can have a cot brought in for you, if you're sure you want to stay in here?" 
"I'd appreciate that, thanks. And thank you for the food you sent earlier."
"Not a problem." He shifts awkwardly. I already know what he's going to say before he says it. "And you'll be leaving soon?" 
I force myself not to smirk at his discomfort. He doesn't like me in his space. Good. "As soon as he's cleared for travel, we'll be gone."
And the next time I see you after that, it'll be to kill you. 
"Well, good night then."
I let myself smile this time. "Good night."
[image: image-placeholder]It’s not a good night. 
It’s a night full of temperature spikes and vomiting and delirious murmurs. A night where I inspect him more closely and find little splinters of glass in the cuts on his knees that they apparently didn’t find the need to remove. A night full of tears - even in his fucking sleep. A night of pushing high dose acetaminophen and anti-nausea meds and extra fluids. I handle all of it alone, having removed the one monitor that would alert the doctor. I don’t want that fucker’s hands on Casey if it’s not absolutely necessary. 
When Casey’s temperature finally levels out again, I shrug out of my shirt that’s covered in more than one bodily fluid and pull out my phone. I should probably call Travis to give an update. Or Maison. Or both. 
“H-hello?”
I hold myself perfectly still, not wanting to scare Casey with any sudden movements. Even the way I lift my head to look at him is slow. He’s looking right at me. “Hello.”
“Who…” he swallows hard, wincing in pain. His gaze leaves me to travel around the room before settling on the instrument tray beside the bed. His hand closest to it flexes like he’s trying to reach for something. 
When he never finishes his question, I just assume he wants to know who I am. “My name is Benny Rivera. I’m your new master.”
He tears his gaze away from the tray, but his eyes seem to struggle to focus on me. When they finally do, he asks, “Are you real?”
“Yes, little one. I am.”
“Like the Irish guy,” he murmurs, his gaze dropping as his brows pull close together. I don’t think he’s talking to me anymore. “Like Carter. Not here.”
Carter. My stomach dips. “Carter is-”
His breath catches. He squeezes his eyes shut, shaking his head over and over. “Not here, not here, not here.”
I push to my feet, one hand reaching out, but I don’t know how to calm him. How to convince him that I’m here. That I’m real. That he’s going to be okay. 
“Hey. Shh.” I hover my hand over him, trying to fight the rise of panic in my chest. Fuck. I’m failing already. “You’re okay. Everything will be okay.”
He starts hyperventilating. One of his monitor’s beeping escalates, trying to warn me that he’s losing it. Like I can’t fucking see that for myself. Fucking hell. 
I feel helpless. 
I’m not a guy who does well feeling helpless. 
“Okay. You’re going to be okay,” I promise him, going to the tray full of medicine to get the sedative again. I don’t want to wait for it to hit through his IV, so I press the needle directly to his shoulder, hating myself for the startled whine that escapes him. 
His eyes flash open, locked onto me. Tears spill out of them and down his cheeks. 
“Please,” he whispers, the single word full of desperation. 
He falls asleep before I can ask what he’s pleading for. 
[image: image-placeholder]I call Travis when the doctor says Casey is well enough to travel, excusing myself for privacy. He answers after a few seconds, probably needing to excuse himself too. He’s either in the house pretending to be Nathan Roarke and needs to protect the secret, or he’s in his room with Carter and needs to keep the boy from overhearing what might be bad news. “Ben, hey. How’s it going?”
“He’s taken a turn for the better. The doc thinks we caught the sepsis early enough. Meds are working. He’s not out of the woods yet, and his fever is being stubborn, but… it’s something.”
“I’ll take it.”
“How did things on your end go?” I ask, knowing he was a little nervous to tell the men in the house that I’d be getting my own slave. I’ll be the first to have the honor, not counting him. But we decided to promise them they could get their own slaves in the future if they handle this well and don't cause issues.
“Surprisingly well. Barely any resistance. Jason had some comments, of course. But everyone else is pretty damn excited.”
I roll my eyes at the mention of the biggest pain in my ass. “Fucking Jason.”
Travis laughs. “Yeah, I’m not going to miss that asshole.”
“Ditto.” 
“When do you think you’ll be able to transport Casey?”
“I’m moving him tonight. It’ll be risky, but I can tell DuGray is getting antsy with me sticking around. The doc said he’d travel with us for an extra 10k, so he’ll at least be around if something goes wrong.”
There’s a pause. “Carter is going to want to see him.”
“Yeah, listen… that might not be the best idea. Casey, well - it’s not pretty, Nate,” I explain, using his operative name because he hates being called Travis when he’s playing the role. It’s easier for him to stay separate if he pretends to be Nathan all the time. I tried that myself, but sometimes I just really need to be Jake. Usually, I call Maison for that to allow Travis to keep himself separated. 
“I don’t think Carter cares.”
“Just about everything they've put him through the past week is written all over his body. It's like a road map of torture. And he's still confused mentally. He's having hallucinations whenever his fever spikes.” I sigh. “It won't just be hard on Carter to see him like that. It'll be hard on Casey, too. Confusing. And he can't know the truth yet, he's not together enough mentally to wrap his head around something so big. Seeing Carter could make things worse for him. Add to his distress." 
“I’m not telling Carter no,” Travis states firmly. 
I sigh, too fucking exhausted to deal with him and his Carter obsession right now. “You’ve never been able to. I shouldn’t have even wasted my time.”
“Benny-” he starts, using my operative name. 
I have no idea why, but that’s it for me. I snap. 
“I don’t have it in me to argue about it, Nate. I’ve been up for 36 hours, I’m covered in sweat and vomit, and I’m risking my life and this mission to make the boy you love happy. Do me the fucking courtesy of not making me dwell on it.”
“Fair enough…”
I sigh, remembering my place in the big picture of our lives. I need to make things easier for Travis. I need to smooth out the ripples. “I’m sorry. I’m just - it’s been a long fucking day, you know?”
“I get it,” he says, sounding relieved. “You go, I won’t hold you up. Try to give yourself a break though, yeah? At least shower.”
I laugh dryly. “Yeah, yeah. I’ll do my best. Stay safe.”
“You too, brother.”
I catch sight of myself in the mirror of the bedroom I excused myself to, wincing when I see my reflection. I look like absolute shit. And that’s definitely some vomit in my hair. 
Maybe I’ll take that shower after all. Just real fast. Then I’ll take Casey away from this place once and for all. 
Chapter Five
Casey
I'm awoken by being dragged out of bed, my feet scrambling for purchase on the floor as someone holds me up with one hand on my bicep and one in my hair. I'm naked and shivering, but somehow hot too. My legs wobble beneath the weight of my body. I blink and blink, but my eyes won't focus.
The hands on me disappear and I collapse. I immediately force myself into the proper kneeling position, my body sluggish and uncooperative. It hurts to put pressure on my knees, but it’s not nearly as painful as what would happen if I didn’t manage to kneel. I try not to remember the last time I failed at it. 
I sense people moving closer to me, objects blurring, colors bleeding together. I shake my head, trying to clear the fuzziness out of it. That whooshing from before is back in my ears again. 
“Esclave.”
Master’s voice sends a chill down my spine. I think it’s on instinct more than anything that I manage to turn my chin toward him, giving him my attention without looking at him. At least, I hope I’m not looking at him. My eyes are still blurry. I think my head is spinning. Or the room is. Or both. 
“What do you want him to do?” Master asks. It takes me a moment to realize he’s not talking to me. Someone else is in the room. 
There’s a stretch of silence that burrows beneath my skin and itches. I try to keep my heart from pounding so I can listen, but it’s getting harder to breathe. Why is it quiet? Who is Master speaking to? What's going on?
“I want to see his hole,” someone finally says. An American. There's a distant memory in my head of an American speaking to me. One at the party? Carter's master? No. After that. Here, in the house. Wasn't he here? In the room? Didn't he talk to the doctor? Didn’t he talk to me? He said - he said- 
"Present," Master snaps. I swallow a whimper as I maneuver my body into the requested position. The pain is sharp and awful, but bringing my head closer to the floor seems to help my eyes clear. 
"Awfully pretty hole for someone with his history," the American muses. I'm too far gone to be embarrassed by the words. That's what I’m good for - my hole. Of course he’d want to see it. I should be pleased with the compliment, actually. I’m in too much pain to feel the pleasure though. "How about his cock?" 
"Turn around," Master orders. "Show him your pathetic little cock."
I used to get so angry about that. I almost laugh at the memories. Who the fuck cares if they call my cock small or pathetic? The thing hasn't left its cage since I was purchased. It probably is small at this point. For good. As it should be. What does someone like me need a cock for? It's a piss slit. Nothing more. 
I return to my original kneeling position before pushing up on my knees, so my caged cock isn’t hidden in the crook of my lap. I waver in place, a sharp pain stealing my breath as I put more pressure on my knees, but I somehow manage to keep myself balanced as the American man studies me.  
“Gag reflex?” the man asks. 
“None. Would you like to see for yourself?" 
The American hums thoughtfully, then steps forward. I keep perfectly still as my eyes finally focus. I find myself staring at his shoes. They’re a caramel color, the leather shiny and impeccable. Expensive. 
"Follow his orders, esclave," Master warns me. 
The American takes a step closer before reaching down to grab my chin between his thumb and fingers. He lifts until my head is tilted back. I keep my eyes on his belt, refusing to let them wander any farther up without permission. His voice is low and smooth when he orders, "Open."
I part my lips. A moment later, his other hand is coming forward, two of his fingers entering my mouth and sliding along my tongue. I breathe slowly, carefully, knowing what will happen if Master thinks I've regained my reflex. I nearly cry tears of relief when I feel him press all the way back without my body reacting. 
"Lovely," he says, though I'm not sure if it's meant for me or Master. Probably Master. I'm his slave after all. My accomplishments are his. But it’s still awfully nice to hear. "I'll take him. Has your guard finished counting the cash?"
"He has. I appreciate your patience. It's nothing personal. I've just been burned before."
"I completely understand." The American steps away, leaving my mouth empty and my body cold and shaky again. "I look forward to enjoying him. Thank you, DuGray."
I look forward to enjoying him. 
So, the American is here to use me. That makes sense. He's probably one of Master's friends. Or maybe a business contact. He's lent me out before. Sometimes for an hour or two, sometimes for a whole night. What will this man make me do? 
Hopefully he'll just hurt me and fuck me. A few men ago, the man insisted I sleep in the bed with him despite my terrified protests. When Master found out I'd had the audacity to sleep like a human, he had whipped me bloody, then kept me in a cramped cage for so long that I worried my body would be stuck curled into itself forever. 
God, I hope this man doesn't make me sleep in a bed…
"Well, he's all yours. Did you bring a collar, or would you like to borrow one?" 
I almost break position then, the mention of a collar doing two things at once - making me realize that for the first time since being purchased, I'm not wearing one, and that these men are speaking about me like - like maybe Master… isn't my owner anymore? 
Panic rushes through me. I deflate, forgetting all about the position I'm supposed to be holding, more focused now on just trying to fucking breathe. It feels like I’m hooked up to that machine again, air being kept from me despite how hard I fight to reach it. 
And - oh god. 
That's where the American is from. Before, when I was still on the ventilator, the American had come in and barked orders and bossed Master around. And then he'd called me his slave. 
A collar wraps around my throat. I look down to see the American's shoes back in front of me. 
He's collaring me. 
The American is collaring me. 
My head spins as the realization settles heavy on my chest. I don't belong to Master anymore, do I? I belong to the American now.  
The American, who I don't know a thing about. Who I haven't spent weeks - or has it been months now? - learning how to please. Whose rules I don't know. 
I have to start all over. 
No, you don’t, a voice whispers in my head. You just have to wait until you can find something nice and sharp, remember? Then you can finally end this.
“You sure you want him?” Master asks. “He’s already nearing his expiration. Boy might not bounce back well." 
“I'm sure," the American says. “I have a lot more planned for this one before he gets to clock out.” 
A soft click makes me startle. I blink, seeing a hand near my face. It's holding a leash. Which must be what just clicked - the man attached the leash to my collar. 
My fingers itch to touch the collar, to study how different it is from the one before, but I fight the urge. It's not mine to touch. 
Hell, my entire body isn't mine to touch. Not anymore. Probably never again. 
Not until I end this thing. My final moment on this Earth will be the moment I reclaim my body as mine. I almost smile at the thought. There’s a nice poetry to that. A peacefulness. A freedom. 
Master – my… old Master - pats me a little too hard on the back of the head, making me startle. "Esclave, this is your new master. Say hello."
"H-Hello, Master," I rasp, my throat aching from being forced to make noise. I cough. Blood lingers on my tongue. 
“You live for him now, not me. Do you understand?”
It’s sort of hard to wrap my head around that. I guess that’s how these things work, though. I’m just an object. A toy. I was sold. There’s no reason for Master to get emotional or anything. No reason for me to. I have a new Master now. I can handle that. 
“Do you understand?” Master asks again. 
I nod, my throat too sore for me to try and speak again. He allows it. 
My new master steps forward, his shoes back in my line of sight. Without warning, I'm pulled to my feet by the man and draped over his shoulder so I'm dangling upside down and watching the floor as he walks. The man smells fresh, like he just showered, and his clothing is crisp and clean against my filthy body. I feel like I should apologize to him, but I'm not sure if I’m allowed to speak without permission. Not that I'd be able to get the words out anyway. My throat feels like it’s on fire just from the few words I was already forced to speak. 
The fear I probably should have felt sooner kicks in when I feel the cool night air against my naked skin. I swallow a whimper, trying to keep my body from trembling. I fail. Miserably. Maybe my new master will think it’s just from the chill in the air and not punish me?
By the time we reach an idling SUV, I’m shaking hard enough to make my sore muscles ache. One of the man’s guards says he’ll drive. Another opens the back door so the man can enter with me. Nausea crawls up my throat as I wonder how long it’s going to take for me to find something sharp. What if he restrains me right away? What if he never takes me out of a room that’s safety proofed? What if I finally manage to hurt myself and he somehow save me?
My stomach churns. Don’t throw up, Casey. Whatever you fucking do, don’t throw up right now. 
The man gently places me on a comfortable leather seat, the hot air of the vehicle chasing my goosebumps away. I know it’s a test. Humans sit on seats. Slaves and dogs kneel on the floor. I immediately slip off the seat and to the carpeted floor by his feet. I feel the weight of his gaze settle on me. My heart pounds a panicked rhythm in my chest as I wait for him to say or do something. 
Does this man have different rules? Does he like his slaves on seats? The SUV isn’t even moving yet and already I might have fucked up. 
Say something. Do something. Anything. Please. 
The man doesn't say a word. The only indication that he even notices that I'm there is the slight shuffle of his dress shoes beside my knees. 
When the vehicle lurches into motion, I feel hands on my bare back. I tense at first before forcing my body to relax for him. It's easier said than done when he's suddenly scooping me up into his lap. He settles my body sideways, so my legs are across the empty seat where he originally placed me. I start to shake again as I feel his lips brush my ear. "It's better this way. You need to rest." 
I have just enough time for the panicked thought of what's better this way? to flit through my mind. Then something sharp pierces my neck. 
The first thing I lose control of is my body, my muscles relaxing until I'm slumped uselessly against the man's chest. I try to force it to sit up, terrified I'll get in trouble for using him as support, but I feel paralyzed. I blink, discovering that I don’t have the strength to open my eyes after. 
I try desperately to stay awake, to stay alert, but my mind collapses in on itself. The last thing I notice before the drug pulls me under is the American's warm hand on my back. He's stroking my skin, gentle and soothing. It doesn't hurt. 
He's not hurting me.  
My mind whirls with the realization.
And then I'm gone. 
Chapter Six
Jake
I had a lot of plans for when I got Casey on the private plane. I was going to try to feed him. Give him water. I was going to check his injuries and give him fresh bandages. I was going to try to talk to him, testing his mental state and maybe giving him a rule or two since Travis told me Casey might feel too unsettled without any structure. But all of those plans flew out the window when he had started shaking. 
God, the boy was fucking terrified. It must have been painful to shake as hard as he was and it couldn’t possibly have been good for his health. I knew things were only going to get worse if I allowed the panic to continue. 
Maybe I could have tried talking to him, tried calming him, but I doubt it would have done any good. In fact, it might have caused more damage, like it did last time we interacted. It was easier to drug him into a peaceful sleep. Easier for both of us, honestly. 
Casey stays conked out for the entire flight home, curled up under the blankets on the bed in the private bedroom. I spend most of that time in the chair beside the bed, watching over him with my heart in my throat. I remember watching Travis do the same thing with Carter after buying him. I remember thinking I would give anything to never be in that situation. I remember worrying that he wouldn’t survive it. 
I can’t believe I let myself end up here. 
What the fuck was I thinking?
[image: image-placeholder]Casey startles awake the moment I scoop him up in my arms. One of his hands grips the front of my shirt for a brief moment as he tries to understand where he is and what’s happening. Then he quickly uncurls his fingers and moves his lips in a soundless apology. 
“You’re okay,” I promise him, even though there’s nothing okay about this poor boy’s life right now. “I’ve got you. You’re okay.”
He stares up at me with wide blue eyes, too out of it to worry about eye contact apparently. Not that I plan on giving him that as a rule. Since I don’t plan on ever bringing him out of the bedroom to show him off, there’s no reason to give him rules like the other slaves have. The only rules I’ll give him are rules that will keep him well taken care of. 
My mind is spinning with chaos and worry as I carry Casey to the compound. He’s too light, his bones sharp and brittle as they jut out, his skin pale and bruised and covered in goosebumps despite the blanket I’ve haphazardly draped over him. Was Carter this bad off when Travis bought him? 
No, he definitely wasn’t. I know they had tortured him a little before selling him, but Casey nearly died. He went into mild sepsis. Clearly, this is worse. 
He’ll survive though, right…? 
He has to fucking survive. 
“Close your eyes, little one,” I tell him as I realize he’s squinting in pain from the flood lights coming off the building. We’re going toward the back, where the private entrance is. The lights are dimmer back here, but there’s still no reason for him to have his eyes open and hurting. 
The boy obeys the order, even turning his face to hide it against my shoulder. He seems to realize that’s inappropriate a moment later, quickly lifting his head, but I grab the back of his neck and guide him until he’s where he clearly wants to be. “You’re okay. You can find comfort in me, little one.”
He whimpers but doesn’t argue. I feel his cold nose against the skin of my throat. It feels incredibly intimate, somehow. Special. It makes something ping in my chest. A far away, made up something that I don’t allow myself to think about. 
The door at the back of the compound acts as a private entrance, opening for the hand scan and code that only Travis and I have registered in the system. The entrance leads to a hall that has two doors - one to Travis’s room, and one to mine. The door is already open as I approach, Travis’s broad frame filling the open space. 
He nods at me in a silent, somber greeting before stepping aside. I look past him, expecting Carter even though I practically begged him not to allow Carter to be here. I don’t see him. “Just us?”
“Just us,” Travis confirms. 
I’m clearly in a bad mood because I decide to be a dick. “Didn’t think you had it in you.”
“I didn’t,” he grumbles. “His decision.”
“Huh.” I frown, not sure what to make of that. Why would Carter change his mind about seeing his friend? Did Travis actually tell him how bad things are? Are they starting to realize just how reckless and possibly deadly this entire side project is? I suppose it doesn’t matter. It’s good either way. Neither of the boys needed to see each other tonight. Not like this. I tell Travis as much before asking him to help me get Casey inside. 
Casey whimpers as I carry him down the dimly lit hall, following behind Travis. I adjust him in my arms and gently hush him. 
“You’re okay,” I promise. The boy shudders at the words. Probably because he doesn’t dare allow himself to believe them. I don’t mind. I’ll repeat myself every day until he believes me if that’s what it takes. “You’re going to be okay.”
Travis uses his code and handprint to open my door, leaving it open for me after he enters. I try to ignore the guilty look he shoots me before he pulls the blankets down to the foot of the bed, correctly assuming that’s where I want to put Casey. 
“You’re alright, little one. I’ve got you.” Casey starts to softly cry the moment his body touches the mattress. I brush his dirty, tangled hair off his forehead and give him my best smile. “You’re okay. We aren’t going to hurt you.”
Casey sucks in a shaky breath, more tears falling down his bruised, sunken cheeks. His eyes are full of panic, yet heavy with exhaustion. He’s trembling hard enough for his teeth to chatter. 
“Please,” Casey rasps, his chest heaving with the effort it takes him just to breathe. “Please. Not yet.”
Something sick and heavy twists in my gut as I realize what he’s asking. He’s begging for more time before we fuck him. I guess I can’t blame him for the assumption. I put him in a fucking bed. 
“Hey, shh. We aren’t doing anything to you, okay? Just getting you in bed so you can rest.”
“Rest,” the boy echoes, his face twisting like he doesn’t recognize the word. He probably doesn’t anymore. Casey’s dull blue eyes flick between me and Travis, his bottom lip quivering. “N-not suppose’be in Master’s bed.”
I fight a wince. “That was an old rule. I’m your master now, remember, little one? I make the rules. And this is where I want you.”
More tears spill down Casey’s cheeks. I frown, wondering how many tears the boy can afford to lose before it gets dangerous. The IVs we gave him might have helped hydrate him a little, but not nearly enough. 
“Nate, can you grab me a water bottle from my fridge? He’s too dehydrated.”
Travis nods, coming back a minute later with a water bottle and a banana from the bunch I keep on top of my mini-fridge for whenever I need a quick snack and don’t feel like going to the kitchen. I start to adjust Casey on the bed, trying to prop him up with some pillows. The poor boy cries out in pain. I hurriedly apologize, guilt sharp in my chest. 
“What do you need to do medically?” Travis asks as I open the bottle of water and bring it to the boy’s cracked lips. 
“He needs another IV with antibiotics and a sedative. The doc offered to come in and help, but I-” I pause, looking over my shoulder at him. I have to choose my words carefully. Casey might be out of it, but mentioning Carter could trigger him. “I wasn’t sure if we’d be alone. Figured the doc would get the wrong idea if we had… company.”
Also, the sooner we got rid of that piece of shit, the better. 
“Fair enough.” Travis winces, his mind seeming to drift elsewhere. I’m too deep into my own worries to care about his tonight. “Do you have the supplies? I can do it.”
“In there.” I nod toward the bag that I packed before ever leaving to go get Casey, full of all the medical supplies I thought I might need. I’d rather do the medical stuff myself - my training is better than Travis’s in that department - but Casey is such a good boy drinking his water for me and I don’t want to bother him. “You sure you got it? It’s been a while.”
“Yeah. I got to brush up on my medical skills when-” Travis pauses, his eyes finding Casey. “When mine was sick.”
“Shit, right.” A flash of Carter, far too sick and broken for either of our liking, appears in my mind. That wasn’t long ago at all. God, these poor boys. I laugh humorlessly, anger boiling beneath my skin. “Was that really only last week?”
“Feels like a fucking lifetime,” Travis mumbles. 
“You’re telling me.”
A week ago, Carter didn’t know the truth about the operation. 
A week ago, I didn’t own a slave. 
I sigh heavily, pulling the water away from Casey’s mouth when I realize it’s already half gone. The boy will make himself sick if he doesn’t pace himself. I screw the cap on, my fingers stumbling when I hear the soft, wounded sound Casey makes. 
When our eyes meet, Casey cowers and squeezes his eyes shut. His chest heaves as he whispers a frantic apology. “S-sorry, Master. Sorry, sorry, I’m sorry.” 
“Hey, you’re fine,” I say quickly, placing a gentle hand on Casey’s knee. The boy winces. “Were you upset I took the water?”
Casey opens his eyes impossibly wide. “Upset? W-with you? No, Master! Never. Not upset. I - I swear, Master!”
Clearly, that was the wrong fucking question to ask. 
“Alright. Calm down. I wasn’t-” but before I can finish, Casey is burying his face in his hands and sobbing, “Sorry,” over and over again. I just stare at his scraped knuckles and broken fingernails, not sure how to fix this. Not sure if fixing this is even a remote possibility. 
It hits me then - the heavy reality of my situation. This is a fucking human being. A human being that I now own. I have to make sure he eats and drinks and sleeps. I have to make sure I don’t hurt his feelings or cause him physical harm. He’s a traumatized, broken boy that I have no business trying to help. I have no fucking idea what I’m doing. 
How the fuck does Travis do it? Even now, with Carter knowing the truth about everything, it still falls on Travis to keep him alive. To protect him. To care for him. 
How the fuck am I supposed to do this? 
“Sorry,” Casey is still saying, the word barely a whimper now. “Sorry, sorry, sorry-”
“It’s normal,” Travis says softly. I nod, knowing it’s true, but it doesn’t make me feel any better. “Let’s get his IV set up. The sedative will help.”
“Yeah. Yeah, okay.” I start to reach for Casey, wanting to tell him what our plan is so he won’t panic, but the boy flinches away. I drop my hand and turn to Travis with my best attempt at a smile. “Let’s get to work then.”
Chapter Seven
Casey
Things are blurry for a while after the American brings me to his home. I was given water straight from a plastic bottle at first, but then the American suddenly switched to using straws. I don’t know why. Maybe I spilled? It’d make sense, except that I was never punished for spilling, and spilling is definitely a punishable offense. At least, it used to be. Maybe this man is different? I’m too tired to figure it out, so I just drink whenever the straw is placed against my lips, and wait and see if I’ll be punished later. 
There’s been food too. A banana, I think? Maybe some… yogurt? I loved the food at first, thankful for it, but then I realized the cruelty behind the game. After only a few bites, my stomach would roil, and I’d find myself gagging. Once, I even threw up. The American always hushed me when I apologized for it, never seeming angry, never forcing me to continue eating or punishing me for not appreciating my food.
Maybe the man is just adding up punishments, waiting for me to be healed enough to fully endure the misery of them?
Just the thought of that has me remembering why I want so badly to die. 
I think the American’s friend comes back sometimes. I hear their voices mingle together, usually whenever my eyes are heavy and scratchy with sleep, unable to open despite my consciousness stubbornly lingering. I just lie there when his friend visits, waiting like a good boy in case one of them decides to use me. 
I do that a lot, actually - lying in bed and waiting like a good boy. Sometimes a warm presence lingers beside me, smelling of tobacco and vanilla. Sometimes I’m cold and the room is quiet, and I know that I’m alone even without opening my eyes to check. I usually fall asleep waiting, figuring the American will do with me what he pleases, but I’ve yet to wake up feeling any different than when I went to sleep. Which means he hasn’t fucked me yet. 
I’m too afraid to let myself wonder why. 
“This should be your last IV,” the American eventually tells me. I try to open my eyes to show him that I’m listening, but the fear takes over, keeping me frozen in place. “You’re getting better, little one.” 
You’re getting better. The American sounds pleased about this. A little too pleased. 
I drift off to sleep, my heart thundering in my chest as I realize that getting better is probably a very dangerous thing. 
[image: image-placeholder]For the first time in a long time, I open my eyes and find myself feeling… okay. Not great by any means, but better. Breathing isn't a chore. My head feels clear. My bones don't ache. 
I survived. 
I lie perfectly still as I assess my situation. I'm flat on my back, on what feels like a mattress with a pillow beneath my head. I can't sense any restraints on me, just a soft blanket draped over my body to keep me warm
Wrong, a voice screams in my head. Wrong, wrong, wrong. 
I start to move, knowing this is surely a test, but a hand presses down on my chest to stop me. My eyes snap open just long enough to see a man beside me before I squeeze them shut. He's going to punish me. I'm sure of it. Either because I'm in bed and I shouldn't be, or because I should be in the bed and I just tried leaving it. 
I wait for angry words or pain, but nothing comes. At least not at first. When he finally does speak, his voice is warm and low. Almost… soothing. "How are you feeling?"
The American accent is like a trigger, all of the pieces from the past few days shifting inside my mind until they form a clearer picture. The American bought me. I'm his now. He’s my new master. I have a new set of rules - ones he hasn’t shared with me yet. There are a million new ways for me to fuck up. 
“When I ask you a question, I expect you to answer me.” The words are said softly, almost like my new master is afraid to upset me, but they feel like knives in my skin. 
“Sor-” I have to stop, doubling over as a cough racks its way through my body. I bring a hand up to cover my mouth as it fills with wet, metallic liquid. Blood. Sure enough, there’s red smeared in my palm when I pull my hand away. I curl it into a fist to hide it from him, hurrying to swallow the blood down so I can try to talk again. “S-”
“Don’t talk,” he says, cutting me off. Did he notice the blood? Is he upset that I didn’t try harder to talk through it? Is he upset I coughed? Was it annoying? 
He brushes my hair off my forehead. A new layer of panic builds in my chest as I wait to see what will happen now. Is he pissed that my hair is so long? Does he hate it? Is he about to grab a fistful of it to punish me? Master - my old master - loved my hair long like this. He liked to grab fistfuls of it and drag me around. He liked to use it as a cumrag. He liked to pull out pieces and toss them in my face. 
“Just nod or shake your head - are you feeling better?” the American asks. I nod slowly, hating that the movement makes my head swim. “Good. That’s very good.”
Is it? Does me being better mean he’ll punish me now? Fuck me now? 
“Can you look at me?” my new master asks. 
I mean… I can, but I wasn’t given permission to or ordered to, so I won’t. I’ve learned this lesson already. Can you eat? I had taken a bite, only to be forced to throw it up and whipped for thinking I was allowed to eat. Can you stand? I had pushed to my feet, weak and wobbly, only to have the backs of my knees caned for daring to walk like a human. Can you speak? I had answered, voice crackly with disuse, only to have cigarettes put out on the center of my tongue. 
So, yes, I can look at him, but I won’t.  
The American - Master, Casey, you have to think of him as your master before he figures out you aren’t and punishes you - sighs. “Okay. That’s okay. You don’t have to look at me. Just listen, okay? Your fever has come down. It’s still shy of where I’d like it to be, but it’s a start at least. You seem to have more energy and you’re keeping all of your food in that belly of yours. I want to try giving you a bath now that you’re feeling a little better.”
I remain perfectly still and quiet. None of that was an order and it’s not like the American - fuck, I mean Master - cares about my opinion or anything. I just need to wait and see what he decides for me. 
Master sighs again. I inwardly wince, knowing I’m upsetting him. A hand touches me on the shoulder. Then another on my cheek. I forget how to breathe, suspended in the moment, waiting for the pain to come. But it… doesn’t. 
“Can you walk, little one?”
I can. Well… probably, at least. It’s been a pretty long time. But even if I can, I won’t. 
"If you're capable of walking, I want you to get out of bed and walk to the bathroom." 
That… sounds like an order. My old master never used to say he wanted me to do things, but maybe this man is different. He's American, after all. Americans tend to want things a lot. I remember that feeling. 
God, I haven’t wanted anything in so fucking long. Slaves don’t want. They get what they’re given and they’re fucking happy about it. 
“That’s okay,” Master says, sounding… sad? “I’ll carry you, little one.”
Shit. I think I was supposed to try and walk. Will I be punished now? 
Master scoops me up, the blanket falling off my body in the process. What will the punishment be? Will Master drop me on the floor, ignoring any injuries I get from the fall? Will he kick me? Whip me? 
Master doesn’t drop me. In fact, he doesn’t hurt me at all. Or yell. Not yet, at least. He just places me on the closed toilet lid in the bathroom and leaves me there as he heads to the bathtub. 
"We'll keep the temperature of the water a little cooler than normal. We don't want to tempt your fever into making a comeback. I'm going to put this salt in. It'll help your wounds that are still healing, though everything looks pretty good from here. And some lavender too. Should help you relax a little."
I take a huge risk, tilting my chin just enough to see the man as he works. He’s dressed in dark gray slacks and a black shirt. His brown leather belt matches his dress shoes. He’s probably wearing a tie, but I can’t see his front enough to be sure. 
The man undoes his cuffs and rolls his sleeves to his elbows, revealing that one of his arms is covered in tattoos. Then he answers my question of a tie because he’s reaching up to loosen it and pull it off, tucking it in his back pocket after. He uses long, deft fingers to free the buttons around his collar until it fans out a little around his neck. 
I wish I could see his face better, but that’d be too risky. I can at least see parts of it. Tan skin, a beard that’s only a few days past stubble, the corner of a dark eyebrow. His honey brown hair is cut short on the back and sides, a little longer on top where it swoops and curls like he runs his hand through it a lot. 
For the first time in a long time, I find myself wondering what I look like. Does my reflection show the weight I’ve surely lost? Are my eyes heavy with exhaustion? Is my skin marred by bruises and scars? 
I used to be strong. Broad. Tan from all the time I spent outside swimming. My hair was never very long because I hated trying to keep it all tucked comfortably in my swim cap. My muscles were finely toned. 
A pang of longing hits the center of my chest. I quickly drop my chin, reminding myself not to think of my old life. That Casey doesn’t exist anymore. He was human. Useful. He had his whole life ahead of him. I shouldn’t even risk tainting the memory of him by bringing him into the darkness of this world. Better to forget he existed and keep him safely tucked away. 
The Casey I am now is a slave. Which means… I should probably be on the floor kneeling, right? My old master would expect me to be doing that by now. Just because he put me on the toilet doesn’t mean that’s where I should stay. Unless I’m being useful, I should be in my default setting - the kneeling pose he spent weeks forcing me to perfect.
I slide off the toilet, swallowing a groan when my still-healing knees meet the cold tile. I easily settle into the kneeling position like it’s second nature. This is who I am now. This is where I belong. 
Master turns, his shoes pointing right at me. He stands there for a long time. My heart pounds, panic returning as I realize this might have been wrong. What one master likes might not be what another does. Should I have stayed on the toilet? Does he not like the way I’m kneeling? Is he speaking and I can’t hear him over the running water? 
Master squats in front of me, his face almost eye level with mine. I quickly drop my chin, wanting to avoid accidental eye contact. My eyes land on my caged - no, my… cock. Just my cock. Because my cock isn’t caged anymore.
When the fuck did the cage get taken off? Where is it? 
Master clearly removed it. He had to have. But… why? Slaves like me don’t need a cock. 
Will I be punished for not having it caged? I’m not the one who took it off. It’s not my fault!
But of course it is. 
Everything is my fault. 
I squeeze my eyes shut, shoulders slumping as misery washes over me. 
“Look at me.”
I suck in a breath at the order, preparing myself to really see my new owner for the first time. Then I slowly lift my chin and look at him. I settle my gaze on his nose, figuring that’s safest. It’s a nice nose. A little crooked, like it’s been broken before, but not in an obvious way. If I was looking at his whole face, it probably wouldn’t even be noticeable. 
“Do you understand what has happened?” Master asks. My eyes drift toward his mouth as it moves to form the words. His lips are a dusty rose color, the bottom slightly larger than the top. 
“Y-you’re my master now,” I say quietly, too distracted at first to realize I wasn’t ordered or given permission to speak. I probably should have just nodded. I wait, but… he doesn’t punish me. Doesn’t yell at me. 
What is this man’s game?
“Yes. I am your master. And that means I make the rules, right?”
I nod slowly, trying not to let the idea of new rules exhaust me. It had taken me so fucking long to learn the old ones, and the punishments during that process had been brutal. 
“First rule is that you can look at me. In my eyes.” 
Sure I can. I always could. But I won’t. 
The man sighs. “Look me in the eyes right now.”
It goes against everything my body wants, but I obey. His eyes are… kind. They’re the gray-blue of a winter sky, but somehow warm instead of cold or stormy. 
A trick. They’re not kind eyes. He’s not kind. He’s just good at hiding who he is. Don’t fall for it. 
I harden myself on the inside, forcing my eyes to stay locked with Master’s. 
“Good. Very good.” His lips curve into a smile, my gaze flicking to them before returning to the man’s eyes. He’s handsome, I realize. It’s just a stray thought. It doesn’t matter. I’ve been raped and beaten by ugly men, average men, and unfairly attractive men. Looks don’t matter in this world. Yet… that thought is stuck in my mind, echoing as if it means something. Master is very handsome. 
“I’m going to give you a bath now. You will tell me if you experience any additional pain or if you start to feel sicker in any way, understood?”
“Yes, Master.”
“Good. Let’s go, then.”
Master takes my hands, pulling me to my feet. He keeps hold of me as he walks backward to guide me toward the tub. It’s big. The kind that stands on its own, with golden feet and a black basin. It’s a high step to get into it, but Master helps me so I don’t fall. The water is the perfect temperature. My eyes flutter closed at the feel of it. 
Master gently presses on my shoulder until I sit. I wince as the water touches my fresher wounds, but the pain thankfully subsides quickly. I blink, a tear falling down my cheek. 
“Does it hurt too much?” Master asks, almost sounding… concerned? No, that can't be. 
“No, Master,” I whisper. “It’s perfect.”
I accidentally look at him. He’s smiling. It’s a happy, warm smile. Kind, like his eyes. I can’t remember the last time someone smiled at me like this. Not sinister or dangerous or cruel. Just… a smile. 
Something in my chest warms. It scares me, that warmth, so I quickly look away again. 
“Just relax now,” Master says. He rests his elbow on the lip of the tub and cradles his head in his hand. I can feel him watching me. It makes me nervous. What’s he watching for? Is he waiting for me to fuck up? Should I fuck up? Will I be in trouble if I don’t fuck up? 
That’s the worst game of all; when Master - my old master - would want me to misbehave. Sometimes he was merciful enough to set me up for failure so it wasn’t a choice I had to make, but other times I had to decide for myself. It was a mindfuck wrapped in a mindfuck coated in sadistic misery. I don’t want to play that game. 
I don’t want to play any games. 
God, I’m so fucking tired. 
“Relax,” Master says again, his lips twitching toward a smile. “You’re safe, little one. Relax now.”
I’m not fucking safe, I know that much, but he’s clearly making the relaxation an order so I force myself to sink into the water and soften my muscles. I breathe carefully, not allowing too much air to come in so my chest doesn’t fully rise, not wanting to seem greedy with my oxygen. 
That’s how it goes, for a while. Me breathing. Master watching. 
“You used to swim, didn’t you?” 
The words startle me. I can’t remember the last time someone spoke to me about my past. It must have been the prison-like cell where we were all kept before the auction. It must have been Carter, in fact. Because after Carter was taken away, the guards lying and saying they killed him, I stopped speaking to people. I couldn’t risk getting attached again. 
Once I was bought by my old master, it was drilled into my head that I didn’t exist before then. I wasn’t a human anymore. In fact, it’d be better if I forgot that I ever was one in the first place. I am a thing now. A slave. A dog. I exist solely for my Master’s pleasure. 
So, to be asked about swimming, to be asked about my past… it spins my whole world. 
Why would Master bring that up? Is he trying to hurt me? Is he trying to remind me I didn’t exist before? Is it a test? 
Fuck, what should I say?
“Little one?” Master prompts. He moves closer to the tub, dropping one arm so his fingertips skim the surface of the water. He tilts his head. Fuck, I’m in trouble now, aren’t I? “Am I wrong? Did you not swim… before?” 
“I-” I have to pause to swallow a sudden wave of bile that tries crawling up my throat. Then I decide to just go for it. Honestly, it might be a relief if this man will just finally punish me. Punishment, I understand. It’s this, whatever the fuck this is, that I can’t wrap my head around. “Yes, Master. I used to swim.”
Acknowledging that hurts worse than I possibly imagined. 
“Did you swim competitively?”
“Yes, Master. I - I was on a college team.”
“What was your stroke?” Master laughs softly. “Is that the right way to ask that? I’ve never been much into swimming. But swimmers usually specialize in strokes, yes? Or at least have a favorite? Like… Michael Phelps. He swam butterfly, right?”
I almost smile. “Yes, Master. He did. I swam freestyle. Individual and relay.”
“Did you do it because you enjoyed it? Or because you were good?”
I want to ask him how he knows I was good, how he even knows I swam, but I’m too afraid of the answer. “Both, Master. Mostly because I enjoyed it. I - I loved it.”
“We have a pool here. Maybe when you’re healed, I’ll take you for a swim. I’d love to watch you.”
The words are like knives in my skin. I squeeze my eyes shut and try to remember how to breathe. It’s a game, I remind myself. Don’t get your hopes up you idiot. You’re smarter than this. He’s never going to let you fucking swim. 
“Th-that’d be very kind of you, Master,” I force myself to say, hoping Master can’t hear how upset I am. 
“Only if you want, of course,” Master adds. 
And there it is. 
Only if I want. 
That’s the trick, isn’t it? Because I’m not supposed to want a single fucking thing. Slaves don’t want. 
The urge to cry wells up inside of me, threatening to close my throat and burn my eyes, but I force it down and remind myself that this is nothing new. It’s just a game. I’ve become an expert at playing these fucked up games. I can survive this. 
At least, until I get a chance to stop surviving altogether. 
Chapter Eight
Jake
Clearly, asking about swimming wasn’t a good idea. The boy has completely shut down since then. He barely even reacted when I emptied his bath of its dirty water and refilled it with fresh water and more lavender oil and soaking salts. I let him relax a while longer before bursting the bubble of tense silence between us. “Sit up for me. I’m going to wash your hair.” 
He swallows a whimper as he moves, but I still hear it. I nudge his chin upward until his head is tilted back. “Keep like that, okay? I don’t want any soap getting in your eyes.”
His only response is a tiny nod. He bites down on his bottom lip as I bring the first cup of water to the top of his head and begin pouring it over his long, filthy hair. I’m careful, using my free hand to brush stray drops of water away from his forehead so none of them trickle down his face. 
Once his locks are thoroughly soaked, I grab a bottle of shampoo and start lathering his scalp. He shivers, a soft hum rising in his throat. I let myself smile, but don’t ask him if it feels good. I don’t want him to be afraid of the pleasure. Maybe if I don’t draw attention, he’ll allow himself to bask in it for a while. That’s why I take extra time to work the shampoo in, massaging his scalp in slow, even strokes and carefully working through each tangle I find. 
Eventually, I have to rinse his hair. He looks a little sad, so I do the entire process over again. It can’t hurt, right? The hair was fucking filthy. 
He seems genuinely relaxed by the time I’m working a soapy loofah over his body, gently washing away any lingering grime on his skin. I’m careful around his injuries, rage spiking inside of me every time I come across a scar that I’m sure he didn’t have before. I do his face last, gently cupping it as I swipe a cloth across his cheekbones and over his nose, making sure no soap gets in his eyes or mouth. 
His body is listless by the time I pull him out of the bath and stand him on the mat so I can gently dry him off with a towel from the towel warmer. He keeps his chin tucked low, avoiding eye contact. It makes me desperate to meet his gaze.
Once his body is dry, I grab a new towel and a bottle of lotion before guiding him to the bed. I take a seat against the headboard, pulling him between my legs so his back is pressed to my chest. I pull a blanket over his lower half, so he doesn’t get a chill while I slowly work on drying his hair with the towel. He rests his head back on my shoulder when I’m done, his cold nose pressed against my throat as I start working lotion along his limbs. 
He hums and shivers every once in a while, seeming very happy with the treatment. A few tears fall down his cheeks, but I gently wipe them away and continue. When I’m fairly certain he’s fallen asleep, I carefully pull one of my softest sweaters over his head, slide out from under him, and tuck him in. I let myself stand there for a moment, staring down at the sleepy boy with clean, messy hair and a soft smile on his lips. 
I’ve always dreamt of spending my time just like this. Bathing a boy. Caring for him. Tucking him in. Sure, in my fantasies I was his daddy, and he wasn’t recovering from a fucking nightmarish existence. In my fantasies, I could slide my cock into his tight hole and wrap my arms around him while I make him feel good. In my fantasies, he was fucking happy. But the past hour was close enough to hurt a little. Just a tiny stab of longing in the center of my chest. 
I don’t let myself dwell on it. This beautiful, broken boy is mine to care for, but he’s not mine. 
He never will be. 
[image: image-placeholder]My mind has completely switched gears by the time I've showered and gone through my nightly routine, my focus now on my job instead of Casey. I'm in the middle of creating a mental checklist for things I need to get sorted out before Travis’s - well, Nathan Roarke’s, actually - upcoming birthday party. The soirée needs to go perfectly since a major operational move will be taking place during it – if all goes well and Travis can convince a man named Vasco to switch to our side tonight, the operation could be over in a matter of weeks. Days, even. 
The mental checklist is why it takes me a moment to realize something is off when I step out of the bathroom, my mind taking a moment to process. 
Casey isn’t in the spot where I left him. He's settled on the floor in a perfect kneeling pose instead, my sweater neatly folded to his left. 
The sight is a fucking gut punch. 
"What are you-" but I stop myself. It'd be a stupid question. I know what he's doing. He's trying to behave. The boy woke up clothed and on a bed. He probably thought it was a test. Hell, with any other master it would be. 
I try a different approach. Not questions, but orders. He responds well to those. I move closer to the bed and say, "It's time to sleep. Come."
The boy looks around the room, his eyebrows drawn together. He's searching for something. I can't even begin to wonder what. 
"I want you on the bed, little one."
Casey eyes the bed then, true fear in his eyes, but doesn't move. 
It doesn't take a genius to understand the dilemma. I'm saying I want him on the bed, but I didn't give him permission or order him to get on it. I've met plenty of men like that before. Men who play mind games, setting their slaves up to fail. I had caught on earlier, when I kept telling Casey he can do something only for Casey not to. 
I'll have to be careful how I word everything from now on. It'd be annoying if it wasn't so fucking heartbreaking.  
"Get on the bed," I order, pointing a finger to the spot he was in before. 
Casey doesn't hesitate this time, hurrying to get on the bed. His body trembles terribly as he settles in the center of the mattress on his hands and knees, with his back arched and his ass presented for the taking. I quickly look away, nausea rolling through me.
"What are you doing?" I ask, even though it's pretty fucking obvious. That's why I add, "Why? I didn't tell you to do that." 
Now Casey looks extremely uncomfortable. He starts trembling harder. "Slaves only go on the bed to be used, Master. Then - then we sleep in the cage or our puppy beds, depending on how we please our master." 
He's not saying this to argue with me. He's saying it because it's a fact in his mind. Something DuGray explained to him. He is a slave, nothing more, and slaves don't sleep on the bed. 
He was looking for his dog bed, I suddenly realize. When he was searching earlier, the boy was hoping to find a fucking dog bed. 
Christ, I am going to kill DuGray so very slowly. 
I sit on the bed, only allowing myself to touch his messy hair. Casey practically purs as he presses into my hand, but he seems to catch himself a moment later as he jerks away with a sharp breath. 
“It’s alright,” I promise him. "When was the last time someone touched you gently, little one?" 
A small sob bursts from Casey's lips. "I don't remember."
"It is the only way I will ever touch you," I tell him, trying to make each word sound as authoritative and definite as possible. "I know you don't believe me. That's okay. But I want you to know. My hands will never hurt you." 
He looks at me again, his eyes full of fear and distrust, before he slowly moves his body into a relaxed kneeling position. His lips part, but no words come out. 
"It's alright," I tell him again. "Let's just go to sleep now, okay?" 
He nods, his eyes still on me. When I gently nudge him more to the left, he goes easily. I check my phone for any pressing issues before plugging it in and turning off the main light so all that's left is the dimmed lamp on the bedside table. I only put my briefs on after my shower, figuring it'd be weird to sleep in clothes. Especially since I'm sure most masters sleep naked with their slaves. I can't sleep naked though. It's where I draw the line. What if I get horny in my sleep and try something? What if it scares him? What if he's upset about it once he finds out the truth? 
He's only had one master. For all he knows, DuGray was the outlier. That's believable, right? 
As I've done many times now, I find myself wondering how in the fuck my best friend does this. Especially when he was making these kinds of decisions before Carter found out the truth. It’s fucking exhausting. 
I go with my gut, keeping my briefs on and climbing into my spot on the bed. I look over to find Casey still kneeling. I suppress a sigh. "Look at me. In my eyes."
Casey takes a deep breath as if to brace himself before obeying. I reach out, cupping his cheek. His breath catches. "You're going to lay down beside me in this bed. Don't curl up in a ball. Don't try to make yourself small. I want you to take up space in my life. In my bed. You are not a pet. You are not a burden. You are simply mine, little one. I need you to accept that. Forget about your old master. Forget about his rules. He's not here with you anymore, and he never will be again. You're mine now, and do you want to know a secret, little one?" 
Wide-eyed and breathless, the boy whispers, "Yes, Master."
I smile. "I'm going to take such good care of you." 
Casey's body shudders with a suppressed sob. He tries to speak but either decides not to or realizes he can't. I kiss the boy's forehead and then pull him into my lap, both hating and loving the way he falls apart for me. It's progress, the boy letting his walls down, letting himself break some rules. He's clinging desperately to me, crying and receiving comfort from someone probably for the first time since his sale at the auction, if not longer. But it's still fucking heartbreaking. 
I don't rush him, letting him sob in my arms for as long as he needs. I never hush him or try to tell him to calm down. Sometimes I rock him side to side or hum softly to him or stroke his back, but I never try to stop his emotions from pouring out. They’ve been bottled up for far too long. 
When he finally cries himself out, I lower him into his spot on the bed, giving him a warm smile when his tired eyes find mine. 
"If you need the bathroom at all tonight, you will use it. You're allowed to go whenever you need to, and you don't have to ask my permission. Just go and then return to bed, okay?"
He nods.
"This is where you belong at night," I tell him, brushing a curl off his forehead as the boy settles into his pillow. He blinks slowly, struggling to reopen his eyes more each time. "Get some rest now, little one." 
Casey nods again, his eyes finally closing for good. 
Just a minute after I've turned the lamp off and settled in the bed, I feel the boy shifting beside me. I crack one eye open to find that Casey has turned to face me, his face outlined by the soft glow of the under-bed lights that Travis gave me shit for installing after stubbing my toe for the fourth fucking time. Casey immediately averts his gaze so he's not looking at my face when he realizes I've seen him. It makes me smile. It's kind of fucking adorable. 
Sue me, okay? I'm a fucking daddy dom who has never gotten to have a boy, and Casey is hitting all of my buttons tonight. It’s impossible to ignore my instincts, but it’s not like I'll ever act on them. 
"Need something, little one?"
"Do you… want me to show you how grateful I am, Master?"
I fight a groan as I realize what he means. Definitely not.
"That's alright. I'm tired. I just want to sleep. And I want you to sleep, too."
Casey’s eyebrows pull in. "It would… please you for me to sleep, Master?"
"Yes."
"In… your bed?"
"Yes."
"All night?"
I force a smile. "As long as you need. This isn't a trick, little one. I know it will take time for you to trust me, but I do not enjoy cruelty for the sake of being cruel, and I despise those who set others up for failure. I mean what I say, always."
Casey seems to consider this for a moment. Then he releases what seems like a very deep breath and forces his eyes to meet mine again. I smile in encouragement. The boy blushes, but he doesn't look away. "G-good night, Master." 
Having a feeling that's not something Casey would have been allowed to say before, at least not without prompting, I feel a warmth form in my chest at the little bit of progress we've made. "Good night, little one. Sleep well."
Chapter Nine
Casey
When I wake up after a startlingly good night’s sleep, I’m alone. I can’t decide how I feel about that. My old master never left me alone like this. I was always in a cage or chained to something or too injured to move even if I tried. Now, I’m feeling plenty good enough to walk around and I’m in Master’s bedroom where I could do… anything. 
It must be a test, right? 
I eye the corners of the room, checking for cameras. Master seems smart. He would probably hide them well. I should play it safe and just kneel. But the chance to look around, to find a weapon, is too good to pass up. I quickly get out of bed, not bothering to make it after. I might be dead in a few minutes anyway. 
The thought isn’t as comforting as it was a few days ago. I try not to dwell on that. It’s probably just nerves, right? People probably get cold feet all the time before doing something so extreme. Something so permanent. 
I check the bedside table first, stopping short when I see there’s a note on it. It’s folded up beside a bottle of water, a protein bar, and two white pills. I take the paper with trembling hands, careful not to rip it. 
Good morning,
I’m very busy today so I can’t stay in the room.
The water and bar are yours.
Eat slowly so you don’t hurt your stomach.
There are pain meds if you need them.
Make yourself comfortable.
I’ll bring you more to eat when I can.
I study the words, nibbling on my bottom lip as I analyze the meaning of each one. It’s all a trick, surely. I know he was kind to me last night - more than kind, he was fucking amazing - but that could be part of his mind games. 
The water and bar being mine is confusing - slaves don’t own things. I should eat slowly. Does that mean he actually wants me to eat? I won’t take the pain meds - I don’t get to decide what I need. And a slave should only be comfortable on its knees. 
My eyes drift toward the bathroom. There’s probably something in there sharp enough to use against myself. At the very least, I could shatter the glass of the mirror and use a shard of it. But something about this new man is making me second guess things. What if the note isn’t a trick? What if he really wants me to be cared for? To be truly comfortable? 
What if he keeps giving me nice baths and massages and cuddles?
What if being owned by him turns out to be… okay?
What if I give up only for my dad to finally find me? He’d be devastated if he knew I killed myself. I can’t do that to him. Not if this new master might be bearable. It was different when I was being tortured, but now… 
I'll have to show him I can be good though. That I'm worthy of him being kind. That I'm worthy of him using me. That I'm worth keeping. I can't fuck this up like I did with DuGray. 
My mind is working overtime as I replace the note, make the bed, and fluff the pillows. Then I lower myself to the floor, ignoring the ache in my knees.
I'm going to be so good for him. 
I just have to wait. 
And wait. 
And wait. 
It’s not long before the well-rested feeling is replaced with pain and exhaustion. This is probably the longest I’ve ever had to hold a position on my own. Usually, I’d be restrained or stuffed in a cage or moved or fucked or hit by now. Without anything helping me stay where I belong, my muscles are starting to protest. It only gets worse when my full bladder begins to cramp and spasm. I have to fight the urge to press my hand against it. The note didn't say anything about using the bathroom, and there could still be cameras in here. 
My body breaks out in a cold sweat, my muscles quaking. Shivers run through me. 
Is this a punishment for something? Am I being punished? Tested? 
Or am I punishing myself for no reason? 
Panic churns in my stomach as I try to figure out what I’m supposed to be doing. 
Calm the fuck down, Casey. 
Closing my eyes, I picture a swimming pool. The one in my backyard. The water is crystal clear and rippling gently from the breeze. The sunlight reflects off the surface. I can smell the chlorine. I can hear the birds in the trees. When I touch my toe to the water, it’s warm. When I slide the rest of my body into the pool, the water sluices over my skin like-
“Fucking hell.” 
I startle, my eyes snapping open. The pool water evaporates, the pain coming back so fast I accidentally gasp. I’m barely able to register the movement of a body toward me before hands are gripping my biceps and hauling me to my feet. “Look at me. Hey, are you with me, little one? Look at me.”
I blink rapidly, just now realizing my eyes are swimming with tears. It takes a second for them to clear enough for me to see him. He looks upset. I flinch, wanting to look away, but he tells me to look at him again. I force my eyes to settle on his and not move. 
“How long have you been kneeling on my floor?”
“I - I’m not sure, Master. I’m sorry.”
“Have you eaten? Drank anything? Did you see my note?”
"I - I wasn't sure-" My bladder spasms at that moment, my knees nearly buckling as a cry interrupts my words. 
His eyes flash. "What? What is it? What hurts?"
"Just - just have to pee." I shake my head, realizing my mistake. "I don't have to. Just - I - I could pee, Master. If you wanted me to." 
"You haven't even used the bathroom? It’s been - no, it’s okay, forget it. Come on, little one.”
“I’m sorry,” I mumble as he marches me into the bathroom, his hands still gripping my arms. “I’m really sorry, Master…”
“You’re fine. It's okay. Let's just get you to the toilet before your damn bladder bursts, okay? I pumped you with way too many fluids yesterday, and I know for a fact you didn’t get up at all last night to piss. You must be in pain.” 
“I’m ok-”
“Don’t lie to me, little one.” He settles us in front of the toilet, using his foot to open the lid and seat. Then he - well, he fucking grabs my cock in one hand and points it straight at the toilet bowl. I shiver, something… strange unfurling in my chest as I feel his scruffy chin hook over my bare shoulder and his lips brush my ear. “Let go. Be good and let go for me.”
I have to force it, the pain getting worse for a second. I fight a moan as my bladder quickly releases and relief blooms. His free hand rubs my lower belly, soothing the lingering ache. “Good. That’s so good. Feel better, little one?”
“Yes, Master," I breathe, deflating back against him. 
“Whenever you find yourself needing to use the bathroom, I want you to use it. Do not wait until you’re in pain. Do not wait for permission. Do. Not. Wait. Do you understand, little one?” 
“Yes, Master.”
“Promise me. Promise me that you’ll be good for me and use the bathroom whenever you need it. Not even need. Need is too urgent. Whenever you want. Whenever you feel even a little bit like you could relieve yourself, relieve yourself. Promise?”
I nod slowly, feeling a little bit like he's tilting my world upside down. I don't… hate it. As long as he's genuine. “I promise, Master.”
“Good. Now, come. You must be starving.” 
He flushes the toilet and leads me back to the bedroom, helping me sit on the edge of the bed. His hand gently runs through my hair before he reaches over to the bedside table. 
He ignores everything but the pain meds, grabbing them before leaving the bed to pick up a tray he’d left on the floor when he first walked in. It has a bowl of something that’s steaming as well as a bottle of juice that’s dripping with condensation. “When you wake up, you will use the bathroom, wash your hands and brush your teeth with the blue toothbrush, and then come in here and eat whatever I’ve left you on this table. If there’s a note, you’ll read it. And you’ll follow whatever extra instructions it may have. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Master.”
"You have to take care of yourself for me. I'm so fucking busy. I can't be here all the time. And I'm sure as fuck not taking you with me anywhere. So, I need you to be good and take care of yourself, okay? Can you please do that?"
I nod. "Yes, Master. I'll - I'll take care of myself."
Looking relieved, he sits back on the bed, putting the tray between us. He hands me the pills before uncapping the bottle of juice and handing that over too. “Take those. They’re not too strong. Shouldn’t fuck your head up or anything. They might make you a little sleepy though, which is okay. Rest is good for you.”
I nod slowly before taking the pills in a single swallow. 
“I noticed you made the bed. That was very nice, little one. Thank you for taking care of that for me.”
I’m not sure what to say to that, so I bite down on my bottom lip before I say something stupid. My cheeks feel hot. My chest is warm from the praise. 
“Eat your oatmeal. There are fresh berries. Sliced bananas. Chocolate chips, though don’t eat too many of those, your stomach might not handle them well yet.” 
I stare at the tray, taking in the little cups holding each of the ingredients he just mentioned, then the bowl of oatmeal. My mouth waters. It’s… a trick, right? It must be a trick. This is - I mean, slaves don’t - I can’t possibly - no. No way. 
I tangle my fingers together in my lap and wait for him to say something else. Anything else. After a few terrible seconds, he sighs. “Plain oatmeal it is, then. Go ahead. Careful, it’s probably hot.”
The spoon beside the bowl is practically glowing with warning signs. I haven’t touched a utensil since before my kidnapping. Probably the morning of, when I’d eaten my last real meal - blueberry pancakes with extra whipped cream because my roommate was trying to butter me up. He wanted me to help him write his final essay for his history class because if it wasn’t great, he was going to fail. I wonder if he failed. 
“Please eat," Master begs. 
He sounds upset, so I don’t waste my time any longer. I know how a slave eats from a bowl. I even know how to do it well, so that I don’t make a mess of myself or my surroundings. It’s all about how you tilt the chin and curl the tongue. 
I don’t even manage to get the oatmeal in my mouth before he’s speaking again. “Wait. No. Not - not like that.”
I flinch away from the tray, fingers curling back in my lap to hide that they’re shaking. “I don’t know-” I stop myself. I don't know what you want from me. 
“Eat with the spoon.” 
He offers me the spoon. I take it with a trembling hand, heart in my throat. My stomach quivers and churns with fear. Things only get worse when I try to scoop the oatmeal. I don’t know if I’m out of practice or just shaking too hard, but my first attempt fails, a dollop of oatmeal dropping onto the tray before it can reach my mouth. Fuck. 
I squeeze my eyes shut, knowing it wouldn’t be smart to apologize. Not until I’ve been given permission. 
Or maybe not knowing that. This master is clearly different, after all. 
“I’m sorry, Master."
“Don’t be. It’s - you’re fine. Here, let me.” He takes the spoon from my hand and fills it with another scoop of oatmeal. His lips purse as he blows on it before he leans forward, the spoon coming toward me. My stomach turns for a whole flurry of new reasons as he feeds me the first bite. 
Tears burn my eyes as the taste explodes on my tongue. It’s fucking good. Even without any extras on top, it’s so fucking good. 
Is that brown sugar? 
My god. 
I practically dive forward for the second bite. And the third. The fourth. It isn’t until the fifth that Master chuckles. “Slow down, little one. You’ll hurt your stomach.”
“S-sorry, Master.”
“No, no, you’re fine. Just slow down a bit.” 
I nod before accepting the next bite. We go on in silence for a while before he's scooping up the last of it and saying, “There’s a party tomorrow.”
I nearly miss the spoon. My eyes flick to his nervously, but his expression gives nothing away. Since I don’t have permission to talk or a reason to apologize, I stay quiet. 
“I’ll be busy the rest of today and all day tomorrow. My friend is going to check on you. He’s done so a few times now, but you’ve always been asleep or out of it. Do you remember him?” 
The oatmeal in my stomach suddenly feels like a rock. “I - yes. I think so, Master.”
“His name is Nathan. He’s my best friend and I trust him completely. He will not touch you sexually or hurt you in any way. I promise.”
Yeah, right. 
I press my hand to the center of my stomach, fighting the urge to throw up. 
“Will I-" I stop myself, my heart racing as I realize I just spoke out of turn. I bring a trembling hand up to my lips. Don’t throw up. He won’t ever feed you again if you throw up. 
"Finish your question," Master orders. 
I swallow twice before feeling confident enough to speak without vomiting or crying. "I - I don't have a question, Master. That was a mistake. I'm very sorry."
Master is quiet for a long moment. Then he grips my chin between a finger and his thumb and forces me to look into his eyes. He doesn't look angry, but that doesn't mean anything. I’ve been hurt plenty of times by a man with a blank - or even happy - expression. 
"Were you wondering if you'd be coming to the party?"
Yes. 
But… "That's not my place, Master. Y-you'll tell me what I need to know."
Master frowns, his eyebrows pulling together. "It's perfectly reasonable for you to want to know what you'll be doing."
But it's not. Because I don’t belong to myself. Is this a trick? Should I correct him? No, I definitely shouldn't do that. If I’m not already in trouble now, I’d certainly be then. 
Master sighs and drops his hand. "You won't be coming to the party. There are too many things I need to worry about during it. I wouldn't be able to look after you properly. And you're still healing."
Two things strike me from the response. 
First, that Master considers me to still be healing right now even though I haven’t felt this good since… Well, since my kidnapping, most likely. Even in the days before I was sold as a slave, I was tormented, starved, and beaten by the guards watching over me and the other victims. And after I was sold was a nightmare from day one. If this isn't healed, what the hell does Master expect? Is this a test? Am I supposed to tell Master that I’m okay? Am I supposed to prove myself somehow?
Second, that Master would care about me at all during a party. What in the world does he mean 'look after'? I would just crawl behind him. Does he think I’m too naughty? Was this man at the last party Master brought me to? Oh no… He probably was. Which means he thinks I’m a bad slave. That's probably why he won't take me with him anywhere either. Why he's always leaving me in the room all alone. He saw me disobey my master and hug Carter, and now he thinks I'm bad. 
I need to prove myself. I need to show him that I’m healed. Show him that I’m a good slave. Show him that he made the right choice when buying me. But how? 
I take a massive risk. "May I ask a question, Master?" 
Master looks surprised, but pleased. He even smiles. "Yes, you may." 
I choose my words extremely carefully, fully aware that there are hidden landmines I might step on with every syllable. There always are with these men. "What can I do to show you that I can be good for you?"
Master's smile slips. "I already know you can be good for me. That's not in doubt." 
Then why won't you bring me to the party? Why won't you take me out of this room? Why won't you fuck me?
"Why are you worried about being good, little one?" 
"I'm not," I say quickly. "I'm not worried, Master. It's not my place to worry. I’m sorry."
The man sighs heavily, bringing a hand up to rub at the back of his neck. "Is it because I'm not bringing you to the party? That has nothing to do with your behavior. I'll be too busy. Very important things are happening, and many dangerous men are attending. I need to be able to drop everything and act if needed. I can't do that if I have you with me."
"I'm very good at waiting wherever I'm left, Master. I - I know I was bad at the last party. The man who owned me before might have told you about that. But I learned my lesson. I swear. I won't ever misbehave again, Master." 
"I'm not willing to leave you unattended at a party. It has nothing to do with your behavior and everything to do with my own desires. Do you understand?" 
I tuck my chin to my chest. "I understand, Master. I'm sorry."
"Do you have any other questions?" 
Why are you treating me like this? What game are we playing? Why the fuck haven’t you fucked me?
But I’ve already pushed my luck. It'd be smart to shut up before Master gets mad at me. As it is, Master already doesn't sound very happy. I’d hate to-
"Ask me," Master orders, though his voice is surprisingly soft. He grabs my chin like before until we’re looking into each other's eyes. Master nods like he's encouraging me. "Ask me, little one." 
I’m not sure if it's the pretty blue of Master's eyes or the way his lips curve into a soft smile or how his voice lilts whenever he calls me little one, but whatever it is, my defenses crumble just long enough for me to blurt, "Why won't you fuck me?" 
Master drops his hand and rears back at the same time that I gasp and bring a hand to cover my mouth. 
"I'm sorry, Master," I hurry to say between panicked breaths. "That was so - I didn't mean - it's none of my business when you use me. For me to ask that - it was - I can't - I am so sorry, Master. I'm so sorry." 
"Stop," Master says, raising a hand. I flinch, but… the hit never comes. Instead, Master just gently rests his hand on my shoulder. Despite the lack of pain - or maybe because of it - I begin to tremble violently. "Hey, breathe. It's okay. It's a valid fucking question." 
I screw my eyes shut, hoping to keep the tears at bay. "It's not my place, Master. I'm so sorry. It's not my place."
"Casey…" 
I jerk at the sound of my name, the movement as violent as the reaction it causes in my brain. Everything inside me lights up, an alarm system blaring, warning signs flashing, chaos ensuing. I’m not Casey. 
"Yes, you are," Master says. Which means I must have accidentally spoken out loud. I trap my bottom lip between my teeth to keep from making the mistake again. 
Master's phone starts buzzing. He hesitates, his eyes locked with mine, eyebrows pulled together like he’s trying to solve an important problem. Then he sighs heavily and pushes off the bed to grab his phone. His voice is angry and annoyed when he answers with a sharp, "What?"
I wince, knowing I’m probably the cause of Master being upset. I should have kept my mouth shut.
"Are you a fucking idiot? No, don't answer that. I already know you are. Fucking hell. I'll do it myself. Don't touch anything. I'll be right there." 
A soft thud draws my attention toward Master despite me knowing it’s not smart to look at him right now. He's rifling through the drawer on the bedside table - the one that requires his thumbprint to open. He pulls a thick, heavy looking gun out. I swallow hard. I’ve seen plenty of guns before - my father was a cop, the guards for my time pre-auction kept them on their belts, and my old master and his men always had them nearby or concealed in a holster. But I haven’t noticed one on this man yet. For some reason, it bothers me now. Scares me more than any other gun has.
Should I apologize again? Did I just accidentally prove to Master that I’m useless and now Master is going to get rid of me? Should I have argued better when Master called me by my old name? Should I not have argued at all? 
Will Master kill me in the bedroom, or somewhere else? I can't see the man wanting to make a mess in here. Maybe I will have time to fix this while we travel to wherever we're going?
Or maybe it's for the best that I let him end my misery?
"I have to go." I accidentally meet the man's eyes, startled by his words. "Like I said, my friend Nathan will be in to check on you. I'll be in at some point tonight to get some sleep. Don't wait up for me. Get some rest, alright? And remember the new rules I gave you. You’re meant to take care of yourself here. I’m trusting you to take care of yourself while I’m gone. Understood?” 
I just nod, not trusting my voice. 
Does this mean he isn't going to kill me? 
I startle again when I feel his lips brush my forehead. I go perfectly still, not even allowing myself to breathe. Master's fingers run gently through my hair, the man's lips lingering on my skin for another moment before disappearing. What. The. Fuck?
"You're a good boy, little one." His fingers stroke the nape of my neck. "Master is very happy to have you. Don't worry about the rest. We’ll talk later. It’ll be alright. You’ll be alright. Okay?”
"Okay, Master," I whisper, the words so soft I worry the man might not even hear them. 
It's not until Master has left the room, the sound of the lock echoing through the empty air around me, that I remember to breathe. 
Chapter Ten
Jake
I’m so fucking done with this job. 
I’m done with the filth. The despair. The whimpering victims. The grinning monsters. I’m done standing back and watching displays of evil. I’m done putting fires out left and fucking right while everyone keeps tossing matches behind my back. I’m done with having the fate of hundreds - fucking thousands, even - in my hands. 
I’m done owning a human being who can’t feed or drink or piss without my permission. 
And right this minute, as I stand staring at four men whom I have no fucking idea how they managed to get this high up on the food chain of one of the most powerful men in this region of the underground, I’m so fucking done with idiots. 
“Someone needs to tell me right the fuck now how this happened.”
All four burst into excuses I actually don’t give two fucks about. I put up a hand - the hand conveniently holding my gun - and they fall silent. “Just fucking fix it.”
“Yes, sir!” they all chirp before hurrying off. 
I pass a hand over my face, sighing heavily, then turn around to head to Travis’s office. I don’t make it far. There’s a slave kneeling a few feet away, his chin tucked to his chest. A single lock of blond hair is falling onto his forehead. Nolan. Or 3, if I was actually the kind of man who called humans by a number. 
“Hello, little one.” I squat down in front of him, taking his chin in my hand and lifting it. “Eyes.” 
He follows the command easily, his gaze meeting mine. The poor man looks exhausted. His cheek has some dried cum on it, and there’s a blue-purple bruise wrapped around his left temple and eyebrow. I fight a sigh, not wanting him to think I’m displeased with him. “Are you currently serving someone?”
“No, Master Benny. I’m available for you if you’d like.” 
I definitely would not like. 
“I’m quite busy at the moment. You know what I would like, though? I’d like you to go get some rest. If anyone asks, say it’s my orders, yes? You need to be rested for the party. You’ll be the star slave. You’re our best one after all, aren’t you?” 
His cheeks flush. “I - I try very hard, Master.”
“I know you do.” I press a kiss to his forehead, knowing Nolan thrives on praise and affection. “Good boy. Go on, now. Go rest.”
I stand up and watch as he crawls along the floor toward the slave’s quarters, wincing when I see the angry red whip marks across his back. I wait until he’s safely tucked away from any men who might be wandering around at the moment looking for a slave to use before continuing to Travis's office. I make it maybe ten feet before a new problem arises, steering me off track yet again. 
I’m so fucking done with this job. 
[image: image-placeholder]I’m nearly dead on my feet by the time I get the chance to stop by Travis’s office, my stomach grumbling since I missed dinner dealing with yet another idiot. I just need to ask him to check on Casey before he goes to bed and grab the finalized guest list for the party so I can look over it and make sure everything is sorted. The last thing we need is a war breaking out between champagne toasts and the fireworks Travis insisted on having for who fucking knows what reason - just another thing he asked me to do like it’s no big deal. 
Doesn’t he know how hard it is to have fucking fireworks when you have a place full of sex slaves? You need permits and shit. Extra security around the perimeter to keep curious strangers from coming to enjoy the show. The local police need to be warned ahead of time so they can see you have the proper permits and don’t show up to investigate. It’s a fucking nightmare. 
Since when does he even like fireworks? 
I take a deep breath, trying to calm myself before I storm into the office and chew him out. It’s not that he’s a self-centered dickhead. If he had even half of an idea about everything that I do for him and the operation, he’d insist on helping out. But that’s not his job. He’s the face. I’m the background. 
I knock in warning on the office door in case Travis and Carter are in there doing whatever the hell they’re up to these days before letting myself into the room. He’s relaxed back in his chair, smirking at me. “Why bother knocking if you always just barge right in?”
I smirk back. “Because I’m an impatient bastard.”
“If anyone else walked in like you, I’d have their head.”
“Aw, I’m special then? I’m flattered.” I peek over the edge of the desk, looking to see if Carter is tucked between his knees. “No Carter?”
“I gave him the day in my room since I’ve had so much shit to do for the party.”
“Speaking of - I need that guest list. I want to make sure everyone is still on good terms with each other. And to double check that Vasco doesn’t have any issues with anyone coming. I want him in the best mood possible.” 
He nods slowly. “I know. I’m thinking of offering him Nolan for the evening, since he’s our best. I don’t think Vasco has his own slave, does he?”
“Intel says he doesn’t.” I sigh, hating the very idea of us giving men one of our slaves. It’s already bad enough we own them and keep them in the house for our men to fuck and hurt whenever they please. Loaning them out adds an extra layer of filth that I hate. But Vasco is the key to everything. If we can sway him to our side, we’ll have the final piece to our puzzle. We’ll be able to end this fucking operation once and for all, taking the entire network down with us. “Ask him what he wants first. If he’s looking for a good boy, give him Nolan. If he wants someone to hurt all evening, give him someone else. You know how Nolan is. It’ll kill him.” 
Travis leans his head back, closing his eyes. “This is going to be over soon, right, Jake?”
“Right.” Between the use of my real name and the anguish on his face, I can tell he needs reassurance. That’s why I lean forward and reiterate. “Right, Travis. We’re almost done.”
“Thank fuck.”
“Listen, I know you’re struggling with Carter and the two of you are trying to figure it out or whatever, but can you do me a favor tonight?” 
He opens his eyes without lifting his head, his brown eyes tired as they settle on me. “You want me to check in on Casey for you?”
I smile. “Please? I have a meeting with security, and then a few other things after to handle. It’ll be a late one.”
“No problem. How’s he doing?”
“Good, all things considered. I gave him a bath last night and he got a good night’s sleep. I fed him oatmeal and juice earlier and he seemed to handle that fine. He’s pretty coherent now with the fever gone.” I shake my head. “But he’s struggling mentally.”
Travis nods slowly. “That’s expected. Anything in particular?”
“Well.” I rub a hand down my face, huffing a laugh into my palm. “He asked me why I haven’t fucked him.”
Travis makes a choking sound, sitting up straight. “Fuck. Really? That was… brave of him.”
"Yeah. I set myself up for it now that I think back. I could tell he wanted to ask me something and I all but demanded he do it. The words seemed to have sort of tumbled out then. He apologized after, obviously. Looked terrified that I was going to punish him for it." I laugh humorlessly. "He said it wasn't his place to ask. How fucked up is that? Not his place. It's his body, for fuck's sake."
“Yeah, this life does a fucking number on their minds. Even I managed to fuck up Carter’s head before telling him the truth. You remember, don’t you? He begged me to kill him. To put him out of his misery.”
How could I forget? Travis was fucking distraught. He was trembling when he came to my door to talk to me, his eyes wide and haunted. 
“I used Casey’s name," I admit. "It… upset him.”
“Yeah. Don’t do that again. Don’t try to make him see he’s not a slave. Don’t force it. First step is telling him the truth. The rest will unfold when he’s ready.”
“But it’s his name.”
“Not anymore, man. It’s safer for him to disconnect. Carter did it too, when things got really bad. He begged me to just let him be my slave. Begged me not to make him be Carter."
That makes me feel a little better, at least. If Carter had that reaction and is relatively okay now, then maybe Casey can recover too. It’ll be a part of their past and shape them into a new version of themselves, but I don’t think they'll be a part of the survivors who succumb to the darkness of their memories. At least, I fucking hope not…
But if there's any chance, Casey needs to be brought into the loop. 
I lean back in the chair and meet my friend's eyes. "I'd like to tell Casey the truth the day after the party. There's no reason to wait any longer.”
"I agree. Let's get this party out of the way and then hash out the details." Travis sits up, resting his arms on the desk. He sets his shoulders and clasps his hands together, then lifts his chin. It's a position I’ve seen him take many times, usually when asserting power. He's never used it on me before. I understand why he's using it now when my friend speaks again. "I'll need to do something with Carter for the birthday tradition. Everyone will be expecting it." 
The birthday tradition. A fun little thing all the slave owners do where they beat their slaves for the number of years they're turning. Just another excuse to cause pain and misery for entertainment. 
I hide my grimace, putting on a strong front for my friend. We can't both get emotional over Carter, and Travis certainly can't be the one to put his emotions aside. He's in love with the boy, after all. Hopelessly and recklessly in love. This falls on me. Just like everything else seems to. "Would you like me to plan something and tell you what you'll be doing?" 
"No," Travis says, his voice tight. "I want to plan it with him. I’m going to suggest some spanking and flogging, then fucking him. I’ll let you know what we fully decide on. But in case things go sideways or for some reason need to… escalate, I need you to have my back." 
"Always, man. You know that."
Travis nods, his gaze dropping to the desk. "I think I might bring him outside tonight."
I take a slow, deep breath and remind myself that killing my best friend isn't something I should do. "I really wish you wouldn’t do that.”
“He’ll be outside tomorrow. I don’t want it to overwhelm him and he misbehave, you know? I don’t want a repeat of what happened when he saw Casey at the party.”
I shudder, not only not liking the reminder of what happened to Carter then, but also remembering what happened to Casey in a new light now that I’ve gotten to know him better. “Okay. So… you’ll bring him outside then. On a fucking leash, yes? And on his knees?”
“Of course. We’ll be careful.”
“Very fucking careful, Travis,” I say firmly, knowing the effect my friend’s real name will have on him. He meets my gaze again, his breath shaky when he releases it. “Buddy, we are so fucking close to this being over. We’re going to save him. Them. Carter and Casey. And all the others too. But you have to keep it together for these last few days, okay?”
"I know."
"You have to."
“I know. I promise. I know.”
I watch him for a few more seconds, not entirely convinced. Sure, Travis knows now. But the minute he has Carter's big blue eyes on him, he'll be back to putty in the boy's hands. 
Not for the first time, I find myself wishing I’d caught on to Travis’s growing feelings for the boy sooner. By the time I realized he cared for Carter more than just as Carter's brother's best friend and an operative, it was too late. Travis falling for Carter Beckett is just about the most idiotic fucking thing the man could pull, yet here we are. Travis is head over heels, completely fucked, no-holds-barred, in love with the boy. Now it's on me to keep it from ruining everything. 
God, I can't wait for this operation to be over. 
"Get some sleep," I say as I push out of the chair. "Big day tomorrow." 
"Yeah. Sure thing. You try to sleep too."
I wave him off with a mumbled, "Yeah, yeah." 
There's very little chance I’ll be getting sleep tonight. Especially now that I have Travis’s conflicted emotions added to my plate of shit to worry about. But that's my job, isn’t it? For years now, it's been my job. Travis is the top guy and I hold him up there. 
So, Travis can go check on Casey and then wrap his arms around Carter while he gets a few hours of rest with the man he loves. 
I, on the other hand, have more work to do. 
Chapter Eleven
Casey
I startle awake to the sound of the bedroom door closing. I sit up, my eyes adjusting just in time to make out the shape of Master standing at the end of the bed, the floor lights illuminating him from below. He's wearing black dress pants and a white shirt, but the clothes are unusually disheveled with the sleeves rolled up, the tie missing, and most of the buttons undone. Half of his shirt is untucked from the waist. It all matches the messy hair and half-lidded eyes he's sporting.
He looks exhausted
That’s too much detail. You’ve been looking at him for too long. 
I quickly drop my gaze, nibbling on my bottom lip. I haven’t seen him since he fed me my oatmeal and told me about the party. Was that yesterday? Today? I think it was yesterday. Even though he hasn't seemed to come back to the room at all, his friend has brought me food twice, so a decent amount of time must have passed. Which means the party is soon. He should really get some rest. 
It's a strange feeling - this worry that's growing inside of me. I've worried a lot before about what my master thinks of me or how I can please him, but never about his well-being. If my previous Master was too tired or sick to deal with me, I was relieved. But with this master… I want to drag him into bed and demand he get some sleep. After I force him to eat first. 
It's surreal. 
Then again, pretty much everything since the moment he bought me has been surreal. His friend didn't even look at me like a slave when he came by, just giving me a kind smile and asking how I was feeling as if that matters. He never laid a hand on me either. 
So fucking weird. 
Master pulls out a protein bar from his pocket and hands it to me. “I’m going to take a shower while you eat that. Then you’ll shower after. There’s water in the mini-fridge if you want something to drink. And I’m serious about that, little one. If you want water, get yourself some.”
“Yes, Master.”
He seems to hesitate, just standing there for a moment, but then he sighs and heads to the bathroom to take his shower. I quickly eat the protein bar, not wanting to get in trouble if it’s not finished before he gets out. My stomach cramps, but I ignore the pain and grab water from the fridge he mentioned, drinking half of it to show him how well I can listen. Thankfully, I have some time for my stomachache to ease because he takes a while to finish up. I’m settled on my knees and feeling perfectly fine by the time he emerges in a puff of steam, wearing nothing but a towel. 
I find myself staring at a broad chest, unable to help myself. Then a toned abdomen. Then a trail of thick, dark hair that curls down beneath his towel. There’s a tattoo of a vicious looking three-headed dog taking up the right half of his torso, blood dripping from its maws and flames crawling up behind it. His cock is soft, but the bulge is still plenty noticeable through the thin cotton of the towel. 
My mouth suddenly feels very dry, despite all the water I just chugged. And my body is very, very warm. 
Terror rushes through me, warring with the sharp burst of arousal in my gut. I can’t decide if I’m going to get an erection or vomit. 
“The shower is yours,” he says, his voice raspy for some reason. 
Shower. Yes. I can totally do that. 
I wasn’t given permission to walk, so I start to crawl. He stops me with a soft, “Please stand.” 
I force myself to my feet. It feels so fucking weird to stand in front of him. Especially with him in just a towel, water droplets slowly trickling down his front, the smell of his citrusy soap wafting through the air between us. Fuck. 
He thankfully steps out of my way, allowing me to walk to the bathroom. Except… he didn’t say I could walk. Just that I could stand. I thankfully catch the trick just before I take a step. 
I wait. 
It doesn’t take long before he softly sighs. “You can walk. Please walk. To the bathroom. All the way to the shower. Then turn the shower on, using warm water that’s comfortable for you, and step inside. Then stand there for however long you’d like and wash yourself with whatever soap and shampoo you find smells nice. All while standing, unless you’re more comfortable sitting if you’re sore or something. When you’re finished and rinsed off, help yourself to one of the towels from the towel warmer. Don’t worry about making a mess stepping out onto the rug. Dry yourself off and walk back in here to sit on the bed. Okay?”
That… was a lot of instructions. But it really wasn’t at the same time, since he’s basically telling me to shower how I’ve showered for decades. How a human showers. As long as I don’t make the mistake of letting myself think I’m actually human again, I should be fine. 
The bathroom is muggy when I get inside. Since I’m not sure if I’m allowed to close the door, I nudge it until it’s only cracked open, then step toward the shower and begin to follow his instructions. 
The water sprays me right in the face when I turn it on - and the world shifts beneath my feet. One second, I’m in my new master's bathroom. The next, I’m back with my old master. 
There's a cum and piss-soaked rag stuffed in my mouth. Two of Master's friends are holding me down as Master takes the detachable shower head and turns it onto the highest power setting. 
I try so hard to be good. This is just a game, after all. A new one, yes, but still just a game. I haven’t done anything wrong. If I fight them, I’ll have a punishment to deal with when this is over. I force my body to go lax, trying not to hyperventilate as Master approaches. 
The water hits me right in the face, a freezing cold assault. One of the men fists my hair and yanks my head back. Water quickly pours into my nose and to my throat. I choke on it, some spilling into my mouth and soaking into the already soiled rag. My lungs feel like they've collapsed. Like they've given up. I don’t fucking blame them. A harsh burn spreads from my chest through my body. 
I don’t even realize I’ve started fighting until my fist connects with the shower wall and my knuckles crunch. I tell myself to stop, but I can’t. It's instinct. I’m going to fucking die! I can't just let myself die! I have to at least try!
I kick and swing, but my head is starting to swim, my body feeling loose and heavy. 
"Please," I shriek into the gag. "Please, you're killing me!" 
The men don't understand me. Or maybe they don't care. Or maybe I don't even make a sound. The water keeps coming until my vision turns black. Then I’m being turned over, the rag removed, a harsh hand slapping my back as I cough and vomit up water. The men are all laughing. I hear Master speak, amusement in his voice. "That was fun. If you had behaved, it'd be over. But I guess now we'll have to do a second round."
"Please," I wheeze. I claw at my throat. My chest. Someone grabs my hands, pulling them away, hushing me, telling me to stop because I’m scratching and they don’t want me to hurt myself. But… that doesn’t make sense. They’ve never cared before if I’m hurt. 
“Stop,” Master says. No, not Master. Someone else. Someone familiar, but still new. The voice is warm. Steady. American. “Stop, little one. You’ll hurt yourself. Please stop.” 
I shake my head, confusion marring my thoughts. Even though I know I’ll probably make things worse, I have to try, have to beg, “Please. Please don’t kill me.” 
Chapter Twelve
Jake
I tighten my hold on the boy jerking in my arms, keeping his hands pinned to ensure his angry fingers can’t claw at his skin again. He’s desperate. Distraught. He’s asking me over and over again to please, please stop. Please don’t kill him. 
“You’re okay,” I say as firmly as I can. I want to call his name, but I think maybe that’d just make things worse. “It’s okay, little one. Come back to me. Please come back to me. You’re safe. I’ve got you. You’re safe.”
"Please," the boy sobs, his body trembling in my arms. "Please. I can't - not again. Anything else. Please, Master. Anything."
"Hey." I shake the boy a little, freaked out by his wide-open eyes that don't seem to be seeing me at all. "Come back to me right now.” 
My movement causes my back to stop shielding him from the water, some of it splashing onto his face. If I thought he was upset before, that was nothing. He writhes so violently that he breaks out of my hold and lands hard on the wet tile, a shriek ripping its way from his throat. 
The water. Something about the water is triggering him. 
I hurry to shut the water off before scooping the boy up in my arms and carrying him to the bed, grabbing a towel off the warmer as I go. I wrap him up tight and cradle him in my lap, not caring that we're both soaked. I'm just thankful he’s relaxed back to where he was before the water hit his face, even if that is still a pretty shitty place for him to be. 
“Hey, little one. It’s over, okay? It’s all over. The water is gone. You’re safe now. I have you. Can you hear me, baby boy?”
His fingers flex where they’ve come to rest on my bicep. “M-Master DuGray?”
“No. DuGray is gone. You’re with me now, remember? You’re not his, you’re mine.” 
The boy presses harder against me, his body still shaking. I rub my hand up and down his towel-covered back as I wait for him to reorient himself. It takes him a minute, but then he rears his head back and blinks owlishly at me. It’s one of the rare times he lets me have eye contact with him. I hope one day I’ll get that without having to order him or have him in the middle of a mental breakdown first. 
“I-” He pauses, squeezing his eyes shut as if he’s in pain. His voice is thick with emotion when he tries again. “I’m so sorry, Master. I - I didn’t mean to…”
“To be triggered into a flashback and have a violent panic attack?” I smile softly, wishing he’d look at me again. “No one ever means to do that, little one. It just happens. I'm not upset. You’re okay.”
The boy sniffles and lifts a fist to rub at his eyes. It’s adorable and heart-wrenching, and all I want to do is say fuck the party and stay here all night holding him. But I can’t. I have a job to do. 
Just as I’m about to ease him off my lap and force myself to get ready, he starts talking. 
“He waterboarded me. I - I promise, I wasn't bad. I was good. But he - he liked to play games. That was one of them." He quickly opens his eyes then, the blue flashing with panic. "Not that I'm complaining, Master. I - I'm just a slave. I was there to entertain him. I w-was thankful that he gave me the opportunity-"
"Stop," I beg, unable to listen to that bullshit. "Your last master was a fucking asshole. I'm not like him. No games. No… any of it."
Casey turns his gaze to the floor, eyebrows pulling in. "No… sex." 
"Yes," I say softly, knowing this is the worst fucking time to be having this conversation. I’m going to be late. And I judged Travis for always getting sidetracked… 
"W-why am I here then, Master?" 
I can't help but feel unbelievably proud of the boy for being brave enough to ask that, even as I realize how inconvenient the question is. I can't tell him the truth yet. Which means I have to lie. 
Though… it's not entirely a lie when I admit, "I want your company. I'm… lonely." 
I nearly cringe hearing the words out loud, but then Casey quickly lifts his chin to look at me with an open, soft expression and it feels worth it. "Really?" 
"Yes. I work far more than I should and in this line of work, it's hard to find someone that can be trusted. This is… simpler."
Something sparks in Casey's eyes, something almost like anger, but then the boy drops his chin. "I'm happy to be your companion, Master."
No, you aren't. But I'm sure glad to see that spark in you, little one. 
I fight a smile. "Why don't you try to get some rest? Today was hard for you and I need to get to my party." 
"Yes, Master. Um." Casey fidgets with the towel, peeking at me through his lashes. "You're sure you don't want me to… pleasure you, Master? I'd - I'd be very happy to." 
"No. But thank you." 
"Will you - will others be…" he squeezes his eyes shut and tilts his head away. "Will you let other slaves pleasure you tonight, Master? Are - are they better than me?" 
Fuck. 
"No, little one. No. That's not it. I'm just too busy, okay? Tonight isn't about sex for me." 
Casey frowns. Probably because he can't remember the last time his own life wasn't about sex. 
I gently guide him off my lap, wanting to put as much distance between us as I can before the boy can ask me anything else that will fuck with my head. I leave him sitting on the edge of the mattress and retreat to my closet. 
By the time I come back out, dressed in my best tux and ready for one of the biggest nights in the operation, Casey is passed out, lying on his side with the towel still around him, his legs straight off the bed. My heart clenches at the sight of him. 
He'd make such a beautiful boy. 
If only we’d met under different circumstances, if we were able to be our true selves, maybe we could have been something. Maybe I wouldn't be tucking him in because he crashed after a panic attack, but because it's the sleepy boy's bedtime. Maybe I wouldn't be turning down his offer to pleasure me, instead notching my chin and telling him to make Daddy feel good. Maybe I wouldn't be feeding him because he's half-starved and unable to feed himself, but because Casey likes to be taken care of and I like taking care of him. 
I shake all the maybes off as I exit the room, not even allowing myself a final peek over my shoulder at the boy now perfectly tucked into my bed. There is no room for maybes in my life right now. 
And there's certainly no room for them in the operation. 
[image: image-placeholder]I can admit that I’m well on my way to being drunk when I finally stumble to my room, my ears ringing with the sound of sobs from the slave who’s being gangbanged for the party’s entertainment. I should still be there, and I should probably be sober while I’m at it, but the minute Vasco left the premises after we successfully got him on our side, I decided to leave the security to the men I’ve spent way too much time training. They may be idiots, but all that’s left of the party are close allies and bottom feeders who would never have the guts to pull anything anyway. 
I’ve earned getting drunk. It's been a long fucking time since I've let loose, always needing to be the one with a level head protecting Travis's back. But not tonight. Tonight, Travis disappeared with Carter, and I had half a bottle of tequila and three slices of chocolate cake to myself. Suffice to say, I’m feeling pretty fucking great.  
A body pops up on the bed when I walk into the room, Casey nothing but shadows from the glow of the floor lights. He makes a mumbling sort of sound before going quiet and inching toward the edge of the bed. I lurch forward, grabbing his arm just before he can slide to the floor. “Don’t. Please don’t fucking kneel for me.”
“O-okay,” he whispers. Then, “Are you alright, Master?”
“No.” I laugh. Then laugh louder. I kick my shoes off before yanking at my tux, not caring where the pieces land. Not caring about much of anything. Because I am so far from alright, it’s not even funny, but I don’t get to be not alright. It’s not in my fucking job description. Still, I find myself admitting the dangerous truth to him. Blame it on the tequila and the chocolate. Blame it on the soul-deep exhaustion. “I’m not alright at all. Is that okay, do you think?”
He shifts a little before nodding. “Yeah, Master. That’s okay.”
“Jake,” I whisper. “Just this once, call me Jake.”
“Jake,” he whispers, his voice cracking around the edges with an emotion I'm too drunk to place. “It’s okay to not be alright, Jake.”
“Yeah?” I rest a knee on the mattress, my heart thundering so loud I can’t hear the cries from that slave anymore. I also can’t hear that little voice in my head that tells me what’s right and wrong. He tilts his chin to look at me, his eyes probably adjusting in the dark like mine. God, he’s beautiful. 
I curve my hand around the nape of his neck, thumb stroking the messy hair back there. His breath smells like my toothpaste. I want to taste it. Taste him.
"You're such a good boy," I whisper, needing him to hear it. Needing to say it after the night I've had. "So, so good."
He shivers, a small whimper catching in his throat. 
And then he leans forward and presses his lips to mine. 
I don't know if it's the tequila or the chocolate or the lingering echoes of that slave's sobs. I don't know if it's because I'm telling him the truth tomorrow, or because he's let me be the closest thing to a daddy I've ever been, or because he just might be the most beautiful boy I've ever seen. All I know is that I kiss him back. 
For one agonizing, beautiful, horrifying moment - I fucking kiss him back. 
And then I force myself to pull away, nearly falling off the bed. My heart pounds hard enough to make my chest ache. 
Fuck. 
Fuck, I shouldn't have done that. 
“J-Jake?” he whispers, his hand coming up to touch his lips. 
"It's okay." I'm not sure who the reassurance is even meant for, me or him. "We should go to bed. It's - uh. It's late. It's been a long day."
"Are you angry?" 
It kills me how hard his voice shakes with the question. Fuck, fuck, fuck. 
"No, little one. I'm not angry." I cup his cheek, promising myself I won't kiss him again even though it's what I want more than anything. "It was very nice. Thank you."
"I just - I want you to be happy," he whispers. "I'm supposed to make you happy."
There it is. 
Any enjoyment I was able to get out of that kiss evaporates immediately. I drop my hand, sitting back. My stomach turns. 
"I'm going to shower." I slide off the bed. "Go back to sleep."
[image: image-placeholder]After managing to sneak out of the bedroom without Casey waking up, getting dressed in the hallway like an idiot, I spend the day doing everything and anything besides thinking about him and that fucking kiss. It works for a while. There's a lot to do now that Travis convinced Vasco to work with us. We need to facilitate a coup in Mexico, so we have control over the one and only area left to obtain. Once that's handled, we'll have everything we need to take down the entire network. To end this operation once and for all. 
But eventually I have to face reality. Travis and I need to travel to Mexico, which means Casey and Carter will be on their own for at least 2 days. It's time to tell Casey the truth. 
I really shouldn't have kissed him back. 
After warning Travis that I'm going to tell Casey, I pack up my shit and head to the bedroom. 
He's kneeling when I walk in. Of course, he is. He's probably more confused than ever after last night. Me telling him to call me Jake, touching him the way I did, kissing him, him admitting he wants to make me happy because it's what he's supposed to do and me disappearing into the shower like a coward. He'll probably give me a fucking earful once he knows the truth. I'll be deserving of it. 
I put my things down just inside the door and walk to him. After a moment's hesitation, I decide to kneel too. He startles at the move before settling back into the perfect kneeling position. 
"Look at me, little one." I'm rewarded with those pretty blue eyes, but I hate the emotions swirling in them. "I have to tell you something. It's… big. Overwhelming. You might get mad at me, and you're allowed to. You'll probably have questions, and you're allowed to ask as many as you'd like. The only thing you can't do is yell, okay? It's dangerous if others hear us. No yelling, promise?" 
He looks like he's going to be sick, but he nods. 
"You remember Carter, yes?" He flinches, his eyes going wide. He doesn't answer, just stares at me in pure terror, which I suppose is legitimate considering the last time he acknowledged Carter's existence he was nearly tortured to death. "Carter's brother is friends with Carter's owner and me. We all work on a team together. An undercover team. Deep undercover. Like CIA but… different. Less rules. Long-term assignments. I’ve been pretending to be this person for nearly 10 years now. Carter’s owner, too."
He just blinks at me. 
"Our team is working on taking this region of the slave trade down. That’s why Carter got taken, as retaliation for his brother. We bought him to keep him safe. When Carter found out the truth, he begged us to save you too. That's why I came and got you. Why I haven't touched-" except that's not true anymore, is it? Fuck. "-why I haven't fucked you or hurt you. I’m not really one of them. I’m an operative. Hell, I’m an grumpy Army vet, not some rich asshole who sees people as slaves. This is all just an act." 
He stares at me. He doesn't even blink this time. Just stares. 
"This operation has been going on for almost a decade, but it's close to being done. So fucking close. And then you'll be free, Casey. You and Carter. And so many others like you. There's a safehouse we'll bring you guys to and then your future is yours again. Your life is yours again. Okay, Casey? You're going to be free."
He doesn't seem convinced. 
"Think about it, okay? Think about how I've treated you. How confused you've been. It makes sense now, right? If you forget about me being stupid and drunk and making the mistake I made last night, doesn't it make sense? You're safe now, Casey. You're safe."
His face twists before relaxing into an expression that's startlingly calm. My stomach drops in realization.
He doesn't believe me. 




Chapter Three

Casey


Why am I not dead yet? 
Everything itches. Burns. Aches. Hurts, hurts, hurts. 
I lie perfectly still in the hard bed - I’ve recently discovered that it’s a modified hospital bed, with a mattress that’s apparently made of fucking bricks - and let my surroundings sink in. It doesn’t take as long as it has been this time, my brain feeling slightly less fuzzy. 
There’s still a blanket draped over my naked body. The same one that’s always been on me from what I can tell. Scratchy and too thin, but still fucking amazing. I wanted to thank Master for it, but he's been ignoring me. It hurts worse than the physical pain. 
The tube they forced down my throat at some point is still there too, one of those things I’ve seen in hospital shows when me and my dad used to binge them together. They were our guilty pleasure, always watching them when he got home from work. A ventilator - that’s what it’s called. And people always hated them in the shows. Choked on them. Fought them. I understand why now. It’s fucking torture - and that’s saying something coming from someone who has experienced quite a lot of torture recently.
I tried to beg the doctor to take it out when he first put it in, but all I’m able to do with it is whine and grunt. I think he understood what I wanted though. He had just laughed at me. 
It makes my throat ache. I’m so unbelievably thirsty. My dry lips are cracking and bleeding where they wrap around the tube. Worst of all, it keeps me from being able to breathe on my own. Sometimes I go to take a breath because it feels like I need one, and the machine just… doesn’t let me. The first time it did that, I panicked. I tried yanking it out. They cuffed me to the bed and put something in my IV that burned and burned and burned. The drug eventually ran out, but the cuffs haven’t gone away, and neither has the ventilator. 
If I could talk, I’d beg them to let me go back to the dungeon. I’d do anything - the crawling game, the gangrapes, the sleep deprivation - if it meant I could just fucking breathe. 
I wince when I feel fresh tears fall down my cheeks. They’ll dry soon, and then my face will feel tight and itchy. 
How much longer will this last? When they take the cuffs off, should I try to grab the medical scissors I saw before on the instrument tray, or should I wait until Master brings me near a table where I can snatch a knife? It'll have to be quick. Straight to the carotid, so there's no chance of saving me. 
I can't wait. 
The door to my room opens. My body automatically goes rigid. I try to suck in a breath, but the machine doesn’t allow it. Panic swells in my chest as I wait for the machine to decide when I get to have air in my lungs. 
Agony. 
That’s the word for how I feel. 
Pure fucking agony. 
I try to turn my head toward the door, hoping to get a glimpse of who came in, but it feels impossibly heavy. It’s probably just the doctor anyway. Master has only been here a few times, and only when things are going wrong. Maybe something is going wrong? Am I finally dying? Please, please, please let me be dying. 
“Why is he vented?” a voice I don’t recognize asks. 
Usually, I wouldn’t be able to say if I recognized the voice or not with everything being so foggy lately, but this voice is American, and I’ve never heard an American in Master’s house before. Not once. This man, whoever he is, is new. 
“His respiratory rate was too high,” another voice says. The doctor. I’m fairly sure that’s the doctor. 
“And now?” the American asks. 
“And now it’s just for fun,” Master says. I know it’s Master. My survival depends on recognizing him. “The dog hates it.”
There’s a silence that feels heavy and wrong. The absence of sound makes a whooshing noise grow in my ears. I squeeze my eyes shut, waiting for it to pass. It’s been happening a lot lately. I don’t even want to know why. 
“Is that why he’s tied down?” I hear the American ask, his voice water-logged beneath the whooshing. “Did he try to remove it?”
“Yes. He was punished, don’t worry. But we figured it was better to be safe than sorry, so we kept the restraints on even after his punishment.”
I try to breathe, forgetting for a moment that I can’t. The machine reminds me. I press my fingertips into the mattress as hard as I’m able, trying to keep myself grounded as I wait for the machine to grant me the privilege of air. 
“His blanket is filthy,” the American says, sounding annoyed. 
“He has a hard time keeping his fluids inside his body,” the doctor murmurs. 
“It’s fucking disgusting. Get him a new one.”
“Right away,” Master says. 
Who is this man and why did Master just let him talk to him like that?
“I want to see his chart. I assume you’ve kept a record of his care, yes?” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“I want it. Immediately.” There’s the sound of movement. I see a blur at the end of the bed. I wish I could rub at my eyes to help them clear so I could see better. “And get that out of his fucking mouth. I want my slave to be able to speak.”
The vent? They’re going to take the vent out of my mouth?
Relief surges through me, making my fingers tingle and my eyes water. 
And then the rest of the words register and the world begins closing in.  
My slave. 
He said my slave. 
Did Master… sell me? 
Oh god.




Chapter Four

Jake


After setting eyes on the bruised and broken boy, I can’t get myself to leave the spot beside his crude hospital bed. I request some privacy once the doctor hands me the poor excuse for a chart he made. As I already knew, Casey went into mild sepsis just after I asked them to pull him from his punishment and give him medical care. His respiratory rate became erratic, his fever spiking and his blood pressure plummeting. He was disoriented and incoherent, and extremely dehydrated. He had infected wounds that have been treated. His hole was miraculously intact, no tears or prolapse. The drug they administered for his punishment is a new drug that just popped up on the black market in the past few years. It’s meant to mimic the feeling of liquid fire through the veins. It's driven people insane before.  
I can feel the boy watching me as I read over every detail. Not entirely sure if he’s even coherent enough to understand what’s happening, I don’t speak to him as I set the chart aside and gently pull his fresh blanket down to his feet. My stomach curls as I see the damage for myself. There isn’t an inch of his skin that’s been spared abuse. 
The bruise across his right side has me frowning. There was nothing about broken or bruised ribs in his chart, but I doubt they went unscathed with a bruise like that. I pull my phone out, starting to make notes about things I want the doctor to take another look at. I’ll have to be careful since I can’t give away how much medical training I actually have, but it’s worth straddling the line if it means this boy doesn’t die or spend the rest of his life disabled. 
Casey coughs, then moans, his head slowly rolling side to side against the mattress. I look into his eyes to find them void. 
"No. No, please," he begs, his voice a pathetic, crackling thing I barely recognize as human. His fingers scrabble helplessly against the sheets, his body trembling. "Please, make it stop." 
"Casey?" I ask, my voice low in case we have any eavesdroppers outside. "You're okay, little one. You're safe now."
He whimpers, his eyes fluttering closed. When he coughs again, some blood trickles over his bottom lip. I watch it drip down his chin like a teardrop before carefully swiping it away. His whimpering continues, his body jerking against his restraints. 
I grab a syringe and vial, drawing up the liquid that will put him into a blissful, dreamless sleep. I'm surprised it's even here as an option, figuring the doctor and DuGray wouldn't care about giving him any relief, but I'm glad it's in their stock. I push the drug into his IV and wait for it to hit. 
The whimpers dissolve within seconds, his body sinking into the mattress. 
"Just sleep, little one," I whisper, brushing his messy hair off his forehead. A sudden surge of possessiveness comes over me as I stare down at the boy. 
The boy who is now mine. 
"I'll take good care of you, I promise."
[image: image-placeholder]DuGray checks in just before midnight, knocking once before letting himself into the room. His gaze lingers on Casey for a moment before settling on me. "He's attached to sensors. They’ll send the doctor alerts and he’ll be here in seconds. You don't have to waste your time sitting in here.”
"I prefer to be in his sight. Every time he wakes up and sees me, it's ingrained into his brain that I'm now in charge. It'll take a while to break him out of seeing you as his master. Doing it while he's disoriented like this actually works in my favor." 
"Have you studied the psychology of this stuff?" DuGray asks, sounding intrigued. "You seem to understand it so well. I think I'd benefit from that."
"All Master's would. I've just read some books, and of course I've been in the perfect position to observe so many different dynamics over the years. I've seen firsthand what works and what doesn't. Sometimes brute force isn't what you need. Sometimes it's their mind you need to rape." 
DuGray licks his lips, his eyes finding Casey once again. I have to count to five in my head to keep from growling at the man to stay the fuck away. 
"I'd like to read those books before my next slave arrives. Can you send me their names?" 
"Of course."
DuGray nods, then - thankfully - looks away from the boy. "Well, I'm turning in for the night. I can have a cot brought in for you, if you're sure you want to stay in here?" 
"I'd appreciate that, thanks. And thank you for the food you sent earlier."
"Not a problem." He shifts awkwardly. I already know what he's going to say before he says it. "And you'll be leaving soon?" 
I force myself not to smirk at his discomfort. He doesn't like me in his space. Good. "As soon as he's cleared for travel, we'll be gone."
And the next time I see you after that, it'll be to kill you. 
"Well, good night then."
I let myself smile this time. "Good night."
[image: image-placeholder]It’s not a good night. 
It’s a night full of temperature spikes and vomiting and delirious murmurs. A night where I inspect him more closely and find little splinters of glass in the cuts on his knees that they apparently didn’t find the need to remove. A night full of tears - even in his fucking sleep. A night of pushing high dose acetaminophen and anti-nausea meds and extra fluids. I handle all of it alone, having removed the one monitor that would alert the doctor. I don’t want that fucker’s hands on Casey if it’s not absolutely necessary. 
When Casey’s temperature finally levels out again, I shrug out of my shirt that’s covered in more than one bodily fluid and pull out my phone. I should probably call Travis to give an update. Or Maison. Or both. 
“H-hello?”
I hold myself perfectly still, not wanting to scare Casey with any sudden movements. Even the way I lift my head to look at him is slow. He’s looking right at me. “Hello.”
“Who…” he swallows hard, wincing in pain. His gaze leaves me to travel around the room before settling on the instrument tray beside the bed. His hand closest to it flexes like he’s trying to reach for something. 
When he never finishes his question, I just assume he wants to know who I am. “My name is Benny Rivera. I’m your new master.”
He tears his gaze away from the tray, but his eyes seem to struggle to focus on me. When they finally do, he asks, “Are you real?”
“Yes, little one. I am.”
“Like the Irish guy,” he murmurs, his gaze dropping as his brows pull close together. I don’t think he’s talking to me anymore. “Like Carter. Not here.”
Carter. My stomach dips. “Carter is-”
His breath catches. He squeezes his eyes shut, shaking his head over and over. “Not here, not here, not here.”
I push to my feet, one hand reaching out, but I don’t know how to calm him. How to convince him that I’m here. That I’m real. That he’s going to be okay. 
“Hey. Shh.” I hover my hand over him, trying to fight the rise of panic in my chest. Fuck. I’m failing already. “You’re okay. Everything will be okay.”
He starts hyperventilating. One of his monitor’s beeping escalates, trying to warn me that he’s losing it. Like I can’t fucking see that for myself. Fucking hell. 
I feel helpless. 
I’m not a guy who does well feeling helpless. 
“Okay. You’re going to be okay,” I promise him, going to the tray full of medicine to get the sedative again. I don’t want to wait for it to hit through his IV, so I press the needle directly to his shoulder, hating myself for the startled whine that escapes him. 
His eyes flash open, locked onto me. Tears spill out of them and down his cheeks. 
“Please,” he whispers, the single word full of desperation. 
He falls asleep before I can ask what he’s pleading for. 
[image: image-placeholder]I call Travis when the doctor says Casey is well enough to travel, excusing myself for privacy. He answers after a few seconds, probably needing to excuse himself too. He’s either in the house pretending to be Nathan Roarke and needs to protect the secret, or he’s in his room with Carter and needs to keep the boy from overhearing what might be bad news. “Ben, hey. How’s it going?”
“He’s taken a turn for the better. The doc thinks we caught the sepsis early enough. Meds are working. He’s not out of the woods yet, and his fever is being stubborn, but… it’s something.”
“I’ll take it.”
“How did things on your end go?” I ask, knowing he was a little nervous to tell the men in the house that I’d be getting my own slave. I’ll be the first to have the honor, not counting him. But we decided to promise them they could get their own slaves in the future if they handle this well and don't cause issues.
“Surprisingly well. Barely any resistance. Jason had some comments, of course. But everyone else is pretty damn excited.”
I roll my eyes at the mention of the biggest pain in my ass. “Fucking Jason.”
Travis laughs. “Yeah, I’m not going to miss that asshole.”
“Ditto.” 
“When do you think you’ll be able to transport Casey?”
“I’m moving him tonight. It’ll be risky, but I can tell DuGray is getting antsy with me sticking around. The doc said he’d travel with us for an extra 10k, so he’ll at least be around if something goes wrong.”
There’s a pause. “Carter is going to want to see him.”
“Yeah, listen… that might not be the best idea. Casey, well - it’s not pretty, Nate,” I explain, using his operative name because he hates being called Travis when he’s playing the role. It’s easier for him to stay separate if he pretends to be Nathan all the time. I tried that myself, but sometimes I just really need to be Jake. Usually, I call Maison for that to allow Travis to keep himself separated. 
“I don’t think Carter cares.”
“Just about everything they've put him through the past week is written all over his body. It's like a road map of torture. And he's still confused mentally. He's having hallucinations whenever his fever spikes.” I sigh. “It won't just be hard on Carter to see him like that. It'll be hard on Casey, too. Confusing. And he can't know the truth yet, he's not together enough mentally to wrap his head around something so big. Seeing Carter could make things worse for him. Add to his distress." 
“I’m not telling Carter no,” Travis states firmly. 
I sigh, too fucking exhausted to deal with him and his Carter obsession right now. “You’ve never been able to. I shouldn’t have even wasted my time.”
“Benny-” he starts, using my operative name. 
I have no idea why, but that’s it for me. I snap. 
“I don’t have it in me to argue about it, Nate. I’ve been up for 36 hours, I’m covered in sweat and vomit, and I’m risking my life and this mission to make the boy you love happy. Do me the fucking courtesy of not making me dwell on it.”
“Fair enough…”
I sigh, remembering my place in the big picture of our lives. I need to make things easier for Travis. I need to smooth out the ripples. “I’m sorry. I’m just - it’s been a long fucking day, you know?”
“I get it,” he says, sounding relieved. “You go, I won’t hold you up. Try to give yourself a break though, yeah? At least shower.”
I laugh dryly. “Yeah, yeah. I’ll do my best. Stay safe.”
“You too, brother.”
I catch sight of myself in the mirror of the bedroom I excused myself to, wincing when I see my reflection. I look like absolute shit. And that’s definitely some vomit in my hair. 
Maybe I’ll take that shower after all. Just real fast. Then I’ll take Casey away from this place once and for all. 




Chapter Five

Casey


I'm awoken by being dragged out of bed, my feet scrambling for purchase on the floor as someone holds me up with one hand on my bicep and one in my hair. I'm naked and shivering, but somehow hot too. My legs wobble beneath the weight of my body. I blink and blink, but my eyes won't focus. 
The hands on me disappear and I collapse. I immediately force myself into the proper kneeling position, my body sluggish and uncooperative. It hurts to put pressure on my knees, but it’s not nearly as painful as what would happen if I didn’t manage to kneel. I try not to remember the last time I failed at it. 
I sense people moving closer to me, objects blurring, colors bleeding together. I shake my head, trying to clear the fuzziness out of it. That whooshing from before is back in my ears again. 
“Esclave.”
Master’s voice sends a chill down my spine. I think it’s on instinct more than anything that I manage to turn my chin toward him, giving him my attention without looking at him. At least, I hope I’m not looking at him. My eyes are still blurry. I think my head is spinning. Or the room is. Or both. 
“What do you want him to do?” Master asks. It takes me a moment to realize he’s not talking to me. Someone else is in the room. 
There’s a stretch of silence that burrows beneath my skin and itches. I try to keep my heart from pounding so I can listen, but it’s getting harder to breathe. Why is it quiet? Who is Master speaking to? What's going on?
“I want to see his hole,” someone finally says. An American. There's a distant memory in my head of an American speaking to me. One at the party? Carter's master? No. After that. Here, in the house. Wasn't he here? In the room? Didn't he talk to the doctor? Didn’t he talk to me? He said - he said- 
"Present," Master snaps. I swallow a whimper as I maneuver my body into the requested position. The pain is sharp and awful, but bringing my head closer to the floor seems to help my eyes clear. 
"Awfully pretty hole for someone with his history," the American muses. I'm too far gone to be embarrassed by the words. That's what I’m good for - my hole. Of course he’d want to see it. I should be pleased with the compliment, actually. I’m in too much pain to feel the pleasure though. "How about his cock?" 
"Turn around," Master orders. "Show him your pathetic little cock."
I used to get so angry about that. I almost laugh at the memories. Who the fuck cares if they call my cock small or pathetic? The thing hasn't left its cage since I was purchased. It probably is small at this point. For good. As it should be. What does someone like me need a cock for? It's a piss slit. Nothing more. 
I return to my original kneeling position before pushing up on my knees, so my caged cock isn’t hidden in the crook of my lap. I waver in place, a sharp pain stealing my breath as I put more pressure on my knees, but I somehow manage to keep myself balanced as the American man studies me.  
“Gag reflex?” the man asks. 
“None. Would you like to see for yourself?" 
The American hums thoughtfully, then steps forward. I keep perfectly still as my eyes finally focus. I find myself staring at his shoes. They’re a caramel color, the leather shiny and impeccable. Expensive. 
"Follow his orders, esclave," Master warns me. 
The American takes a step closer before reaching down to grab my chin between his thumb and fingers. He lifts until my head is tilted back. I keep my eyes on his belt, refusing to let them wander any farther up without permission. His voice is low and smooth when he orders, "Open."
I part my lips. A moment later, his other hand is coming forward, two of his fingers entering my mouth and sliding along my tongue. I breathe slowly, carefully, knowing what will happen if Master thinks I've regained my reflex. I nearly cry tears of relief when I feel him press all the way back without my body reacting. 
"Lovely," he says, though I'm not sure if it's meant for me or Master. Probably Master. I'm his slave after all. My accomplishments are his. But it’s still awfully nice to hear. "I'll take him. Has your guard finished counting the cash?"
"He has. I appreciate your patience. It's nothing personal. I've just been burned before."
"I completely understand." The American steps away, leaving my mouth empty and my body cold and shaky again. "I look forward to enjoying him. Thank you, DuGray."
I look forward to enjoying him. 
So, the American is here to use me. That makes sense. He's probably one of Master's friends. Or maybe a business contact. He's lent me out before. Sometimes for an hour or two, sometimes for a whole night. What will this man make me do? 
Hopefully he'll just hurt me and fuck me. A few men ago, the man insisted I sleep in the bed with him despite my terrified protests. When Master found out I'd had the audacity to sleep like a human, he had whipped me bloody, then kept me in a cramped cage for so long that I worried my body would be stuck curled into itself forever. 
God, I hope this man doesn't make me sleep in a bed…
"Well, he's all yours. Did you bring a collar, or would you like to borrow one?" 
I almost break position then, the mention of a collar doing two things at once - making me realize that for the first time since being purchased, I'm not wearing one, and that these men are speaking about me like - like maybe Master… isn't my owner anymore? 
Panic rushes through me. I deflate, forgetting all about the position I'm supposed to be holding, more focused now on just trying to fucking breathe. It feels like I’m hooked up to that machine again, air being kept from me despite how hard I fight to reach it. 
And - oh god. 
That's where the American is from. Before, when I was still on the ventilator, the American had come in and barked orders and bossed Master around. And then he'd called me his slave. 
A collar wraps around my throat. I look down to see the American's shoes back in front of me. 
He's collaring me. 
The American is collaring me. 
My head spins as the realization settles heavy on my chest. I don't belong to Master anymore, do I? I belong to the American now.  
The American, who I don't know a thing about. Who I haven't spent weeks - or has it been months now? - learning how to please. Whose rules I don't know. 
I have to start all over. 
No, you don’t, a voice whispers in my head. You just have to wait until you can find something nice and sharp, remember? Then you can finally end this.
“You sure you want him?” Master asks. “He’s already nearing his expiration. Boy might not bounce back well." 
“I'm sure," the American says. “I have a lot more planned for this one before he gets to clock out.” 
A soft click makes me startle. I blink, seeing a hand near my face. It's holding a leash. Which must be what just clicked - the man attached the leash to my collar. 
My fingers itch to touch the collar, to study how different it is from the one before, but I fight the urge. It's not mine to touch. 
Hell, my entire body isn't mine to touch. Not anymore. Probably never again. 
Not until I end this thing. My final moment on this Earth will be the moment I reclaim my body as mine. I almost smile at the thought. There’s a nice poetry to that. A peacefulness. A freedom. 
Master – my… old Master - pats me a little too hard on the back of the head, making me startle. "Esclave, this is your new master. Say hello."
"H-Hello, Master," I rasp, my throat aching from being forced to make noise. I cough. Blood lingers on my tongue. 
“You live for him now, not me. Do you understand?”
It’s sort of hard to wrap my head around that. I guess that’s how these things work, though. I’m just an object. A toy. I was sold. There’s no reason for Master to get emotional or anything. No reason for me to. I have a new Master now. I can handle that. 
“Do you understand?” Master asks again. 
I nod, my throat too sore for me to try and speak again. He allows it. 
My new master steps forward, his shoes back in my line of sight. Without warning, I'm pulled to my feet by the man and draped over his shoulder so I'm dangling upside down and watching the floor as he walks. The man smells fresh, like he just showered, and his clothing is crisp and clean against my filthy body. I feel like I should apologize to him, but I'm not sure if I’m allowed to speak without permission. Not that I'd be able to get the words out anyway. My throat feels like it’s on fire just from the few words I was already forced to speak. 
The fear I probably should have felt sooner kicks in when I feel the cool night air against my naked skin. I swallow a whimper, trying to keep my body from trembling. I fail. Miserably. Maybe my new master will think it’s just from the chill in the air and not punish me?
By the time we reach an idling SUV, I’m shaking hard enough to make my sore muscles ache. One of the man’s guards says he’ll drive. Another opens the back door so the man can enter with me. Nausea crawls up my throat as I wonder how long it’s going to take for me to find something sharp. What if he restrains me right away? What if he never takes me out of a room that’s safety proofed? What if I finally manage to hurt myself and he somehow save me?
My stomach churns. Don’t throw up, Casey. Whatever you fucking do, don’t throw up right now. 
The man gently places me on a comfortable leather seat, the hot air of the vehicle chasing my goosebumps away. I know it’s a test. Humans sit on seats. Slaves and dogs kneel on the floor. I immediately slip off the seat and to the carpeted floor by his feet. I feel the weight of his gaze settle on me. My heart pounds a panicked rhythm in my chest as I wait for him to say or do something. 
Does this man have different rules? Does he like his slaves on seats? The SUV isn’t even moving yet and already I might have fucked up. 
Say something. Do something. Anything. Please. 
The man doesn't say a word. The only indication that he even notices that I'm there is the slight shuffle of his dress shoes beside my knees. 
When the vehicle lurches into motion, I feel hands on my bare back. I tense at first before forcing my body to relax for him. It's easier said than done when he's suddenly scooping me up into his lap. He settles my body sideways, so my legs are across the empty seat where he originally placed me. I start to shake again as I feel his lips brush my ear. "It's better this way. You need to rest." 
I have just enough time for the panicked thought of what's better this way? to flit through my mind. Then something sharp pierces my neck. 
The first thing I lose control of is my body, my muscles relaxing until I'm slumped uselessly against the man's chest. I try to force it to sit up, terrified I'll get in trouble for using him as support, but I feel paralyzed. I blink, discovering that I don’t have the strength to open my eyes after. 
I try desperately to stay awake, to stay alert, but my mind collapses in on itself. The last thing I notice before the drug pulls me under is the American's warm hand on my back. He's stroking my skin, gentle and soothing. It doesn't hurt. 
He's not hurting me.  
My mind whirls with the realization.
And then I'm gone. 




Chapter Six

Jake


I had a lot of plans for when I got Casey on the private plane. I was going to try to feed him. Give him water. I was going to check his injuries and give him fresh bandages. I was going to try to talk to him, testing his mental state and maybe giving him a rule or two since Travis told me Casey might feel too unsettled without any structure. But all of those plans flew out the window when he had started shaking.  
God, the boy was fucking terrified. It must have been painful to shake as hard as he was and it couldn’t possibly have been good for his health. I knew things were only going to get worse if I allowed the panic to continue. 
Maybe I could have tried talking to him, tried calming him, but I doubt it would have done any good. In fact, it might have caused more damage, like it did last time we interacted. It was easier to drug him into a peaceful sleep. Easier for both of us, honestly. 
Casey stays conked out for the entire flight home, curled up under the blankets on the bed in the private bedroom. I spend most of that time in the chair beside the bed, watching over him with my heart in my throat. I remember watching Travis do the same thing with Carter after buying him. I remember thinking I would give anything to never be in that situation. I remember worrying that he wouldn’t survive it. 
I can’t believe I let myself end up here. 
What the fuck was I thinking?
[image: image-placeholder]Casey startles awake the moment I scoop him up in my arms. One of his hands grips the front of my shirt for a brief moment as he tries to understand where he is and what’s happening. Then he quickly uncurls his fingers and moves his lips in a soundless apology. 
“You’re okay,” I promise him, even though there’s nothing okay about this poor boy’s life right now. “I’ve got you. You’re okay.”
He stares up at me with wide blue eyes, too out of it to worry about eye contact apparently. Not that I plan on giving him that as a rule. Since I don’t plan on ever bringing him out of the bedroom to show him off, there’s no reason to give him rules like the other slaves have. The only rules I’ll give him are rules that will keep him well taken care of. 
My mind is spinning with chaos and worry as I carry Casey to the compound. He’s too light, his bones sharp and brittle as they jut out, his skin pale and bruised and covered in goosebumps despite the blanket I’ve haphazardly draped over him. Was Carter this bad off when Travis bought him? 
No, he definitely wasn’t. I know they had tortured him a little before selling him, but Casey nearly died. He went into mild sepsis. Clearly, this is worse. 
He’ll survive though, right…? 
He has to fucking survive. 
“Close your eyes, little one,” I tell him as I realize he’s squinting in pain from the flood lights coming off the building. We’re going toward the back, where the private entrance is. The lights are dimmer back here, but there’s still no reason for him to have his eyes open and hurting. 
The boy obeys the order, even turning his face to hide it against my shoulder. He seems to realize that’s inappropriate a moment later, quickly lifting his head, but I grab the back of his neck and guide him until he’s where he clearly wants to be. “You’re okay. You can find comfort in me, little one.”
He whimpers but doesn’t argue. I feel his cold nose against the skin of my throat. It feels incredibly intimate, somehow. Special. It makes something ping in my chest. A far away, made up something that I don’t allow myself to think about. 
The door at the back of the compound acts as a private entrance, opening for the hand scan and code that only Travis and I have registered in the system. The entrance leads to a hall that has two doors - one to Travis’s room, and one to mine. The door is already open as I approach, Travis’s broad frame filling the open space. 
He nods at me in a silent, somber greeting before stepping aside. I look past him, expecting Carter even though I practically begged him not to allow Carter to be here. I don’t see him. “Just us?”
“Just us,” Travis confirms. 
I’m clearly in a bad mood because I decide to be a dick. “Didn’t think you had it in you.”
“I didn’t,” he grumbles. “His decision.”
“Huh.” I frown, not sure what to make of that. Why would Carter change his mind about seeing his friend? Did Travis actually tell him how bad things are? Are they starting to realize just how reckless and possibly deadly this entire side project is? I suppose it doesn’t matter. It’s good either way. Neither of the boys needed to see each other tonight. Not like this. I tell Travis as much before asking him to help me get Casey inside. 
Casey whimpers as I carry him down the dimly lit hall, following behind Travis. I adjust him in my arms and gently hush him. 
“You’re okay,” I promise. The boy shudders at the words. Probably because he doesn’t dare allow himself to believe them. I don’t mind. I’ll repeat myself every day until he believes me if that’s what it takes. “You’re going to be okay.”
Travis uses his code and handprint to open my door, leaving it open for me after he enters. I try to ignore the guilty look he shoots me before he pulls the blankets down to the foot of the bed, correctly assuming that’s where I want to put Casey. 
“You’re alright, little one. I’ve got you.” Casey starts to softly cry the moment his body touches the mattress. I brush his dirty, tangled hair off his forehead and give him my best smile. “You’re okay. We aren’t going to hurt you.”
Casey sucks in a shaky breath, more tears falling down his bruised, sunken cheeks. His eyes are full of panic, yet heavy with exhaustion. He’s trembling hard enough for his teeth to chatter. 
“Please,” Casey rasps, his chest heaving with the effort it takes him just to breathe. “Please. Not yet.”
Something sick and heavy twists in my gut as I realize what he’s asking. He’s begging for more time before we fuck him. I guess I can’t blame him for the assumption. I put him in a fucking bed. 
“Hey, shh. We aren’t doing anything to you, okay? Just getting you in bed so you can rest.”
“Rest,” the boy echoes, his face twisting like he doesn’t recognize the word. He probably doesn’t anymore. Casey’s dull blue eyes flick between me and Travis, his bottom lip quivering. “N-not suppose’be in Master’s bed.”
I fight a wince. “That was an old rule. I’m your master now, remember, little one? I make the rules. And this is where I want you.”
More tears spill down Casey’s cheeks. I frown, wondering how many tears the boy can afford to lose before it gets dangerous. The IVs we gave him might have helped hydrate him a little, but not nearly enough. 
“Nate, can you grab me a water bottle from my fridge? He’s too dehydrated.”
Travis nods, coming back a minute later with a water bottle and a banana from the bunch I keep on top of my mini-fridge for whenever I need a quick snack and don’t feel like going to the kitchen. I start to adjust Casey on the bed, trying to prop him up with some pillows. The poor boy cries out in pain. I hurriedly apologize, guilt sharp in my chest. 
“What do you need to do medically?” Travis asks as I open the bottle of water and bring it to the boy’s cracked lips. 
“He needs another IV with antibiotics and a sedative. The doc offered to come in and help, but I-” I pause, looking over my shoulder at him. I have to choose my words carefully. Casey might be out of it, but mentioning Carter could trigger him. “I wasn’t sure if we’d be alone. Figured the doc would get the wrong idea if we had… company.”
Also, the sooner we got rid of that piece of shit, the better. 
“Fair enough.” Travis winces, his mind seeming to drift elsewhere. I’m too deep into my own worries to care about his tonight. “Do you have the supplies? I can do it.”
“In there.” I nod toward the bag that I packed before ever leaving to go get Casey, full of all the medical supplies I thought I might need. I’d rather do the medical stuff myself - my training is better than Travis’s in that department - but Casey is such a good boy drinking his water for me and I don’t want to bother him. “You sure you got it? It’s been a while.”
“Yeah. I got to brush up on my medical skills when-” Travis pauses, his eyes finding Casey. “When mine was sick.”
“Shit, right.” A flash of Carter, far too sick and broken for either of our liking, appears in my mind. That wasn’t long ago at all. God, these poor boys. I laugh humorlessly, anger boiling beneath my skin. “Was that really only last week?”
“Feels like a fucking lifetime,” Travis mumbles. 
“You’re telling me.”
A week ago, Carter didn’t know the truth about the operation. 
A week ago, I didn’t own a slave. 
I sigh heavily, pulling the water away from Casey’s mouth when I realize it’s already half gone. The boy will make himself sick if he doesn’t pace himself. I screw the cap on, my fingers stumbling when I hear the soft, wounded sound Casey makes. 
When our eyes meet, Casey cowers and squeezes his eyes shut. His chest heaves as he whispers a frantic apology. “S-sorry, Master. Sorry, sorry, I’m sorry.” 
“Hey, you’re fine,” I say quickly, placing a gentle hand on Casey’s knee. The boy winces. “Were you upset I took the water?”
Casey opens his eyes impossibly wide. “Upset? W-with you? No, Master! Never. Not upset. I - I swear, Master!”
Clearly, that was the wrong fucking question to ask. 
“Alright. Calm down. I wasn’t-” but before I can finish, Casey is burying his face in his hands and sobbing, “Sorry,” over and over again. I just stare at his scraped knuckles and broken fingernails, not sure how to fix this. Not sure if fixing this is even a remote possibility. 
It hits me then - the heavy reality of my situation. This is a fucking human being. A human being that I now own. I have to make sure he eats and drinks and sleeps. I have to make sure I don’t hurt his feelings or cause him physical harm. He’s a traumatized, broken boy that I have no business trying to help. I have no fucking idea what I’m doing. 
How the fuck does Travis do it? Even now, with Carter knowing the truth about everything, it still falls on Travis to keep him alive. To protect him. To care for him. 
How the fuck am I supposed to do this? 
“Sorry,” Casey is still saying, the word barely a whimper now. “Sorry, sorry, sorry-”
“It’s normal,” Travis says softly. I nod, knowing it’s true, but it doesn’t make me feel any better. “Let’s get his IV set up. The sedative will help.”
“Yeah. Yeah, okay.” I start to reach for Casey, wanting to tell him what our plan is so he won’t panic, but the boy flinches away. I drop my hand and turn to Travis with my best attempt at a smile. “Let’s get to work then.”




Chapter Seven

Casey


Things are blurry for a while after the American brings me to his home. I was given water straight from a plastic bottle at first, but then the American suddenly switched to using straws. I don’t know why.  Maybe I spilled? It’d make sense, except that I was never punished for spilling, and spilling is definitely a punishable offense. At least, it used to be. Maybe this man is different? I’m too tired to figure it out, so I just drink whenever the straw is placed against my lips, and wait and see if I’ll be punished later. 
There’s been food too. A banana, I think? Maybe some… yogurt? I loved the food at first, thankful for it, but then I realized the cruelty behind the game. After only a few bites, my stomach would roil, and I’d find myself gagging. Once, I even threw up. The American always hushed me when I apologized for it, never seeming angry, never forcing me to continue eating or punishing me for not appreciating my food.
Maybe the man is just adding up punishments, waiting for me to be healed enough to fully endure the misery of them?
Just the thought of that has me remembering why I want so badly to die. 
I think the American’s friend comes back sometimes. I hear their voices mingle together, usually whenever my eyes are heavy and scratchy with sleep, unable to open despite my consciousness stubbornly lingering. I just lie there when his friend visits, waiting like a good boy in case one of them decides to use me. 
I do that a lot, actually - lying in bed and waiting like a good boy. Sometimes a warm presence lingers beside me, smelling of tobacco and vanilla. Sometimes I’m cold and the room is quiet, and I know that I’m alone even without opening my eyes to check. I usually fall asleep waiting, figuring the American will do with me what he pleases, but I’ve yet to wake up feeling any different than when I went to sleep. Which means he hasn’t fucked me yet. 
I’m too afraid to let myself wonder why. 
“This should be your last IV,” the American eventually tells me. I try to open my eyes to show him that I’m listening, but the fear takes over, keeping me frozen in place. “You’re getting better, little one.” 
You’re getting better. The American sounds pleased about this. A little too pleased. 
I drift off to sleep, my heart thundering in my chest as I realize that getting better is probably a very dangerous thing. 
[image: image-placeholder]For the first time in a long time, I open my eyes and find myself feeling… okay. Not great by any means, but better. Breathing isn't a chore. My head feels clear. My bones don't ache. 
I survived. 
I lie perfectly still as I assess my situation. I'm flat on my back, on what feels like a mattress with a pillow beneath my head. I can't sense any restraints on me, just a soft blanket draped over my body to keep me warm
Wrong, a voice screams in my head. Wrong, wrong, wrong. 
I start to move, knowing this is surely a test, but a hand presses down on my chest to stop me. My eyes snap open just long enough to see a man beside me before I squeeze them shut. He's going to punish me. I'm sure of it. Either because I'm in bed and I shouldn't be, or because I should be in the bed and I just tried leaving it. 
I wait for angry words or pain, but nothing comes. At least not at first. When he finally does speak, his voice is warm and low. Almost… soothing. "How are you feeling?"
The American accent is like a trigger, all of the pieces from the past few days shifting inside my mind until they form a clearer picture. The American bought me. I'm his now. He’s my new master. I have a new set of rules - ones he hasn’t shared with me yet. There are a million new ways for me to fuck up. 
“When I ask you a question, I expect you to answer me.” The words are said softly, almost like my new master is afraid to upset me, but they feel like knives in my skin. 
“Sor-” I have to stop, doubling over as a cough racks its way through my body. I bring a hand up to cover my mouth as it fills with wet, metallic liquid. Blood. Sure enough, there’s red smeared in my palm when I pull my hand away. I curl it into a fist to hide it from him, hurrying to swallow the blood down so I can try to talk again. “S-”
“Don’t talk,” he says, cutting me off. Did he notice the blood? Is he upset that I didn’t try harder to talk through it? Is he upset I coughed? Was it annoying? 
He brushes my hair off my forehead. A new layer of panic builds in my chest as I wait to see what will happen now. Is he pissed that my hair is so long? Does he hate it? Is he about to grab a fistful of it to punish me? Master - my old master - loved my hair long like this. He liked to grab fistfuls of it and drag me around. He liked to use it as a cumrag. He liked to pull out pieces and toss them in my face. 
“Just nod or shake your head - are you feeling better?” the American asks. I nod slowly, hating that the movement makes my head swim. “Good. That’s very good.”
Is it? Does me being better mean he’ll punish me now? Fuck me now? 
“Can you look at me?” my new master asks. 
I mean… I can, but I wasn’t given permission to or ordered to, so I won’t. I’ve learned this lesson already. Can you eat? I had taken a bite, only to be forced to throw it up and whipped for thinking I was allowed to eat. Can you stand? I had pushed to my feet, weak and wobbly, only to have the backs of my knees caned for daring to walk like a human. Can you speak? I had answered, voice crackly with disuse, only to have cigarettes put out on the center of my tongue. 
So, yes, I can look at him, but I won’t.  
The American - Master, Casey, you have to think of him as your master before he figures out you aren’t and punishes you - sighs. “Okay. That’s okay. You don’t have to look at me. Just listen, okay? Your fever has come down. It’s still shy of where I’d like it to be, but it’s a start at least. You seem to have more energy and you’re keeping all of your food in that belly of yours. I want to try giving you a bath now that you’re feeling a little better.”
I remain perfectly still and quiet. None of that was an order and it’s not like the American - fuck, I mean Master - cares about my opinion or anything. I just need to wait and see what he decides for me. 
Master sighs again. I inwardly wince, knowing I’m upsetting him. A hand touches me on the shoulder. Then another on my cheek. I forget how to breathe, suspended in the moment, waiting for the pain to come. But it… doesn’t. 
“Can you walk, little one?”
I can. Well… probably, at least. It’s been a pretty long time. But even if I can, I won’t. 
"If you're capable of walking, I want you to get out of bed and walk to the bathroom." 
That… sounds like an order. My old master never used to say he wanted me to do things, but maybe this man is different. He's American, after all. Americans tend to want things a lot. I remember that feeling. 
God, I haven’t wanted anything in so fucking long. Slaves don’t want. They get what they’re given and they’re fucking happy about it. 
“That’s okay,” Master says, sounding… sad? “I’ll carry you, little one.”
Shit. I think I was supposed to try and walk. Will I be punished now? 
Master scoops me up, the blanket falling off my body in the process. What will the punishment be? Will Master drop me on the floor, ignoring any injuries I get from the fall? Will he kick me? Whip me? 
Master doesn’t drop me. In fact, he doesn’t hurt me at all. Or yell. Not yet, at least. He just places me on the closed toilet lid in the bathroom and leaves me there as he heads to the bathtub. 
"We'll keep the temperature of the water a little cooler than normal. We don't want to tempt your fever into making a comeback. I'm going to put this salt in. It'll help your wounds that are still healing, though everything looks pretty good from here. And some lavender too. Should help you relax a little."
I take a huge risk, tilting my chin just enough to see the man as he works. He’s dressed in dark gray slacks and a black shirt. His brown leather belt matches his dress shoes. He’s probably wearing a tie, but I can’t see his front enough to be sure. 
The man undoes his cuffs and rolls his sleeves to his elbows, revealing that one of his arms is covered in tattoos. Then he answers my question of a tie because he’s reaching up to loosen it and pull it off, tucking it in his back pocket after. He uses long, deft fingers to free the buttons around his collar until it fans out a little around his neck. 
I wish I could see his face better, but that’d be too risky. I can at least see parts of it. Tan skin, a beard that’s only a few days past stubble, the corner of a dark eyebrow. His honey brown hair is cut short on the back and sides, a little longer on top where it swoops and curls like he runs his hand through it a lot. 
For the first time in a long time, I find myself wondering what I look like. Does my reflection show the weight I’ve surely lost? Are my eyes heavy with exhaustion? Is my skin marred by bruises and scars? 
I used to be strong. Broad. Tan from all the time I spent outside swimming. My hair was never very long because I hated trying to keep it all tucked comfortably in my swim cap. My muscles were finely toned. 
A pang of longing hits the center of my chest. I quickly drop my chin, reminding myself not to think of my old life. That Casey doesn’t exist anymore. He was human. Useful. He had his whole life ahead of him. I shouldn’t even risk tainting the memory of him by bringing him into the darkness of this world. Better to forget he existed and keep him safely tucked away. 
The Casey I am now is a slave. Which means… I should probably be on the floor kneeling, right? My old master would expect me to be doing that by now. Just because he put me on the toilet doesn’t mean that’s where I should stay. Unless I’m being useful, I should be in my default setting - the kneeling pose he spent weeks forcing me to perfect.
I slide off the toilet, swallowing a groan when my still-healing knees meet the cold tile. I easily settle into the kneeling position like it’s second nature. This is who I am now. This is where I belong. 
Master turns, his shoes pointing right at me. He stands there for a long time. My heart pounds, panic returning as I realize this might have been wrong. What one master likes might not be what another does. Should I have stayed on the toilet? Does he not like the way I’m kneeling? Is he speaking and I can’t hear him over the running water? 
Master squats in front of me, his face almost eye level with mine. I quickly drop my chin, wanting to avoid accidental eye contact. My eyes land on my caged - no, my… cock. Just my cock. Because my cock isn’t caged anymore.
When the fuck did the cage get taken off? Where is it? 
Master clearly removed it. He had to have. But… why? Slaves like me don’t need a cock. 
Will I be punished for not having it caged? I’m not the one who took it off. It’s not my fault!
But of course it is. 
Everything is my fault. 
I squeeze my eyes shut, shoulders slumping as misery washes over me. 
“Look at me.”
I suck in a breath at the order, preparing myself to really see my new owner for the first time. Then I slowly lift my chin and look at him. I settle my gaze on his nose, figuring that’s safest. It’s a nice nose. A little crooked, like it’s been broken before, but not in an obvious way. If I was looking at his whole face, it probably wouldn’t even be noticeable. 
“Do you understand what has happened?” Master asks. My eyes drift toward his mouth as it moves to form the words. His lips are a dusty rose color, the bottom slightly larger than the top. 
“Y-you’re my master now,” I say quietly, too distracted at first to realize I wasn’t ordered or given permission to speak. I probably should have just nodded. I wait, but… he doesn’t punish me. Doesn’t yell at me. 
What is this man’s game?
“Yes. I am your master. And that means I make the rules, right?”
I nod slowly, trying not to let the idea of new rules exhaust me. It had taken me so fucking long to learn the old ones, and the punishments during that process had been brutal. 
“First rule is that you can look at me. In my eyes.” 
Sure I can. I always could. But I won’t. 
The man sighs. “Look me in the eyes right now.”
It goes against everything my body wants, but I obey. His eyes are… kind. They’re the gray-blue of a winter sky, but somehow warm instead of cold or stormy. 
A trick. They’re not kind eyes. He’s not kind. He’s just good at hiding who he is. Don’t fall for it. 
I harden myself on the inside, forcing my eyes to stay locked with Master’s. 
“Good. Very good.” His lips curve into a smile, my gaze flicking to them before returning to the man’s eyes. He’s handsome, I realize. It’s just a stray thought. It doesn’t matter. I’ve been raped and beaten by ugly men, average men, and unfairly attractive men. Looks don’t matter in this world. Yet… that thought is stuck in my mind, echoing as if it means something. Master is very handsome. 
“I’m going to give you a bath now. You will tell me if you experience any additional pain or if you start to feel sicker in any way, understood?”
“Yes, Master.”
“Good. Let’s go, then.”
Master takes my hands, pulling me to my feet. He keeps hold of me as he walks backward to guide me toward the tub. It’s big. The kind that stands on its own, with golden feet and a black basin. It’s a high step to get into it, but Master helps me so I don’t fall. The water is the perfect temperature. My eyes flutter closed at the feel of it. 
Master gently presses on my shoulder until I sit. I wince as the water touches my fresher wounds, but the pain thankfully subsides quickly. I blink, a tear falling down my cheek. 
“Does it hurt too much?” Master asks, almost sounding… concerned? No, that can't be. 
“No, Master,” I whisper. “It’s perfect.”
I accidentally look at him. He’s smiling. It’s a happy, warm smile. Kind, like his eyes. I can’t remember the last time someone smiled at me like this. Not sinister or dangerous or cruel. Just… a smile. 
Something in my chest warms. It scares me, that warmth, so I quickly look away again. 
“Just relax now,” Master says. He rests his elbow on the lip of the tub and cradles his head in his hand. I can feel him watching me. It makes me nervous. What’s he watching for? Is he waiting for me to fuck up? Should I fuck up? Will I be in trouble if I don’t fuck up? 
That’s the worst game of all; when Master - my old master - would want me to misbehave. Sometimes he was merciful enough to set me up for failure so it wasn’t a choice I had to make, but other times I had to decide for myself. It was a mindfuck wrapped in a mindfuck coated in sadistic misery. I don’t want to play that game. 
I don’t want to play any games. 
God, I’m so fucking tired. 
“Relax,” Master says again, his lips twitching toward a smile. “You’re safe, little one. Relax now.”
I’m not fucking safe, I know that much, but he’s clearly making the relaxation an order so I force myself to sink into the water and soften my muscles. I breathe carefully, not allowing too much air to come in so my chest doesn’t fully rise, not wanting to seem greedy with my oxygen. 
That’s how it goes, for a while. Me breathing. Master watching. 
“You used to swim, didn’t you?” 
The words startle me. I can’t remember the last time someone spoke to me about my past. It must have been the prison-like cell where we were all kept before the auction. It must have been Carter, in fact. Because after Carter was taken away, the guards lying and saying they killed him, I stopped speaking to people. I couldn’t risk getting attached again. 
Once I was bought by my old master, it was drilled into my head that I didn’t exist before then. I wasn’t a human anymore. In fact, it’d be better if I forgot that I ever was one in the first place. I am a thing now. A slave. A dog. I exist solely for my Master’s pleasure. 
So, to be asked about swimming, to be asked about my past… it spins my whole world. 
Why would Master bring that up? Is he trying to hurt me? Is he trying to remind me I didn’t exist before? Is it a test? 
Fuck, what should I say?
“Little one?” Master prompts. He moves closer to the tub, dropping one arm so his fingertips skim the surface of the water. He tilts his head. Fuck, I’m in trouble now, aren’t I? “Am I wrong? Did you not swim… before?” 
“I-” I have to pause to swallow a sudden wave of bile that tries crawling up my throat. Then I decide to just go for it. Honestly, it might be a relief if this man will just finally punish me. Punishment, I understand. It’s this, whatever the fuck this is, that I can’t wrap my head around. “Yes, Master. I used to swim.”
Acknowledging that hurts worse than I possibly imagined. 
“Did you swim competitively?”
“Yes, Master. I - I was on a college team.”
“What was your stroke?” Master laughs softly. “Is that the right way to ask that? I’ve never been much into swimming. But swimmers usually specialize in strokes, yes? Or at least have a favorite? Like… Michael Phelps. He swam butterfly, right?”
I almost smile. “Yes, Master. He did. I swam freestyle. Individual and relay.”
“Did you do it because you enjoyed it? Or because you were good?”
I want to ask him how he knows I was good, how he even knows I swam, but I’m too afraid of the answer. “Both, Master. Mostly because I enjoyed it. I - I loved it.”
“We have a pool here. Maybe when you’re healed, I’ll take you for a swim. I’d love to watch you.”
The words are like knives in my skin. I squeeze my eyes shut and try to remember how to breathe. It’s a game, I remind myself. Don’t get your hopes up you idiot. You’re smarter than this. He’s never going to let you fucking swim. 
“Th-that’d be very kind of you, Master,” I force myself to say, hoping Master can’t hear how upset I am. 
“Only if you want, of course,” Master adds. 
And there it is. 
Only if I want. 
That’s the trick, isn’t it? Because I’m not supposed to want a single fucking thing. Slaves don’t want. 
The urge to cry wells up inside of me, threatening to close my throat and burn my eyes, but I force it down and remind myself that this is nothing new. It’s just a game. I’ve become an expert at playing these fucked up games. I can survive this. 
At least, until I get a chance to stop surviving altogether. 




Chapter Eight

Jake


Clearly, asking about swimming wasn’t a good idea. The boy has completely shut down since then. He barely even reacted when I emptied his bath of its dirty water and refilled it with fresh water and more lavender oil and soaking salts. I let him relax a while longer before bursting the bubble of tense silence between us. “Sit up for me. I’m going to wash your hair.”  
He swallows a whimper as he moves, but I still hear it. I nudge his chin upward until his head is tilted back. “Keep like that, okay? I don’t want any soap getting in your eyes.”
His only response is a tiny nod. He bites down on his bottom lip as I bring the first cup of water to the top of his head and begin pouring it over his long, filthy hair. I’m careful, using my free hand to brush stray drops of water away from his forehead so none of them trickle down his face. 
Once his locks are thoroughly soaked, I grab a bottle of shampoo and start lathering his scalp. He shivers, a soft hum rising in his throat. I let myself smile, but don’t ask him if it feels good. I don’t want him to be afraid of the pleasure. Maybe if I don’t draw attention, he’ll allow himself to bask in it for a while. That’s why I take extra time to work the shampoo in, massaging his scalp in slow, even strokes and carefully working through each tangle I find. 
Eventually, I have to rinse his hair. He looks a little sad, so I do the entire process over again. It can’t hurt, right? The hair was fucking filthy. 
He seems genuinely relaxed by the time I’m working a soapy loofah over his body, gently washing away any lingering grime on his skin. I’m careful around his injuries, rage spiking inside of me every time I come across a scar that I’m sure he didn’t have before. I do his face last, gently cupping it as I swipe a cloth across his cheekbones and over his nose, making sure no soap gets in his eyes or mouth. 
His body is listless by the time I pull him out of the bath and stand him on the mat so I can gently dry him off with a towel from the towel warmer. He keeps his chin tucked low, avoiding eye contact. It makes me desperate to meet his gaze.
Once his body is dry, I grab a new towel and a bottle of lotion before guiding him to the bed. I take a seat against the headboard, pulling him between my legs so his back is pressed to my chest. I pull a blanket over his lower half, so he doesn’t get a chill while I slowly work on drying his hair with the towel. He rests his head back on my shoulder when I’m done, his cold nose pressed against my throat as I start working lotion along his limbs. 
He hums and shivers every once in a while, seeming very happy with the treatment. A few tears fall down his cheeks, but I gently wipe them away and continue. When I’m fairly certain he’s fallen asleep, I carefully pull one of my softest sweaters over his head, slide out from under him, and tuck him in. I let myself stand there for a moment, staring down at the sleepy boy with clean, messy hair and a soft smile on his lips. 
I’ve always dreamt of spending my time just like this. Bathing a boy. Caring for him. Tucking him in. Sure, in my fantasies I was his daddy, and he wasn’t recovering from a fucking nightmarish existence. In my fantasies, I could slide my cock into his tight hole and wrap my arms around him while I make him feel good. In my fantasies, he was fucking happy. But the past hour was close enough to hurt a little. Just a tiny stab of longing in the center of my chest. 
I don’t let myself dwell on it. This beautiful, broken boy is mine to care for, but he’s not mine. 
He never will be. 
[image: image-placeholder]My mind has completely switched gears by the time I've showered and gone through my nightly routine, my focus now on my job instead of Casey. I'm in the middle of creating a mental checklist for things I need to get sorted out before Travis’s - well, Nathan Roarke’s, actually - upcoming birthday party. The soirée needs to go perfectly since a major operational move will be taking place during it – if all goes well and Travis can convince a man named Vasco to switch to our side tonight, the operation could be over in a matter of weeks. Days, even. 
The mental checklist is why it takes me a moment to realize something is off when I step out of the bathroom, my mind taking a moment to process. 
Casey isn’t in the spot where I left him. He's settled on the floor in a perfect kneeling pose instead, my sweater neatly folded to his left. 
The sight is a fucking gut punch. 
"What are you-" but I stop myself. It'd be a stupid question. I know what he's doing. He's trying to behave. The boy woke up clothed and on a bed. He probably thought it was a test. Hell, with any other master it would be. 
I try a different approach. Not questions, but orders. He responds well to those. I move closer to the bed and say, "It's time to sleep. Come."
The boy looks around the room, his eyebrows drawn together. He's searching for something. I can't even begin to wonder what. 
"I want you on the bed, little one."
Casey eyes the bed then, true fear in his eyes, but doesn't move. 
It doesn't take a genius to understand the dilemma. I'm saying I want him on the bed, but I didn't give him permission or order him to get on it. I've met plenty of men like that before. Men who play mind games, setting their slaves up to fail. I had caught on earlier, when I kept telling Casey he can do something only for Casey not to. 
I'll have to be careful how I word everything from now on. It'd be annoying if it wasn't so fucking heartbreaking.  
"Get on the bed," I order, pointing a finger to the spot he was in before. 
Casey doesn't hesitate this time, hurrying to get on the bed. His body trembles terribly as he settles in the center of the mattress on his hands and knees, with his back arched and his ass presented for the taking. I quickly look away, nausea rolling through me.
"What are you doing?" I ask, even though it's pretty fucking obvious. That's why I add, "Why? I didn't tell you to do that." 
Now Casey looks extremely uncomfortable. He starts trembling harder. "Slaves only go on the bed to be used, Master. Then - then we sleep in the cage or our puppy beds, depending on how we please our master." 
He's not saying this to argue with me. He's saying it because it's a fact in his mind. Something DuGray explained to him. He is a slave, nothing more, and slaves don't sleep on the bed. 
He was looking for his dog bed, I suddenly realize. When he was searching earlier, the boy was hoping to find a fucking dog bed. 
Christ, I am going to kill DuGray so very slowly. 
I sit on the bed, only allowing myself to touch his messy hair. Casey practically purs as he presses into my hand, but he seems to catch himself a moment later as he jerks away with a sharp breath. 
“It’s alright,” I promise him. "When was the last time someone touched you gently, little one?" 
A small sob bursts from Casey's lips. "I don't remember."
"It is the only way I will ever touch you," I tell him, trying to make each word sound as authoritative and definite as possible. "I know you don't believe me. That's okay. But I want you to know. My hands will never hurt you." 
He looks at me again, his eyes full of fear and distrust, before he slowly moves his body into a relaxed kneeling position. His lips part, but no words come out. 
"It's alright," I tell him again. "Let's just go to sleep now, okay?" 
He nods, his eyes still on me. When I gently nudge him more to the left, he goes easily. I check my phone for any pressing issues before plugging it in and turning off the main light so all that's left is the dimmed lamp on the bedside table. I only put my briefs on after my shower, figuring it'd be weird to sleep in clothes. Especially since I'm sure most masters sleep naked with their slaves. I can't sleep naked though. It's where I draw the line. What if I get horny in my sleep and try something? What if it scares him? What if he's upset about it once he finds out the truth? 
He's only had one master. For all he knows, DuGray was the outlier. That's believable, right? 
As I've done many times now, I find myself wondering how in the fuck my best friend does this. Especially when he was making these kinds of decisions before Carter found out the truth. It’s fucking exhausting. 
I go with my gut, keeping my briefs on and climbing into my spot on the bed. I look over to find Casey still kneeling. I suppress a sigh. "Look at me. In my eyes."
Casey takes a deep breath as if to brace himself before obeying. I reach out, cupping his cheek. His breath catches. "You're going to lay down beside me in this bed. Don't curl up in a ball. Don't try to make yourself small. I want you to take up space in my life. In my bed. You are not a pet. You are not a burden. You are simply mine, little one. I need you to accept that. Forget about your old master. Forget about his rules. He's not here with you anymore, and he never will be again. You're mine now, and do you want to know a secret, little one?" 
Wide-eyed and breathless, the boy whispers, "Yes, Master."
I smile. "I'm going to take such good care of you." 
Casey's body shudders with a suppressed sob. He tries to speak but either decides not to or realizes he can't. I kiss the boy's forehead and then pull him into my lap, both hating and loving the way he falls apart for me. It's progress, the boy letting his walls down, letting himself break some rules. He's clinging desperately to me, crying and receiving comfort from someone probably for the first time since his sale at the auction, if not longer. But it's still fucking heartbreaking. 
I don't rush him, letting him sob in my arms for as long as he needs. I never hush him or try to tell him to calm down. Sometimes I rock him side to side or hum softly to him or stroke his back, but I never try to stop his emotions from pouring out. They’ve been bottled up for far too long. 
When he finally cries himself out, I lower him into his spot on the bed, giving him a warm smile when his tired eyes find mine. 
"If you need the bathroom at all tonight, you will use it. You're allowed to go whenever you need to, and you don't have to ask my permission. Just go and then return to bed, okay?"
He nods.
"This is where you belong at night," I tell him, brushing a curl off his forehead as the boy settles into his pillow. He blinks slowly, struggling to reopen his eyes more each time. "Get some rest now, little one." 
Casey nods again, his eyes finally closing for good. 
Just a minute after I've turned the lamp off and settled in the bed, I feel the boy shifting beside me. I crack one eye open to find that Casey has turned to face me, his face outlined by the soft glow of the under-bed lights that Travis gave me shit for installing after stubbing my toe for the fourth fucking time. Casey immediately averts his gaze so he's not looking at my face when he realizes I've seen him. It makes me smile. It's kind of fucking adorable. 
Sue me, okay? I'm a fucking daddy dom who has never gotten to have a boy, and Casey is hitting all of my buttons tonight. It’s impossible to ignore my instincts, but it’s not like I'll ever act on them. 
"Need something, little one?"
"Do you… want me to show you how grateful I am, Master?"
I fight a groan as I realize what he means. Definitely not.
"That's alright. I'm tired. I just want to sleep. And I want you to sleep, too."
Casey’s eyebrows pull in. "It would… please you for me to sleep, Master?"
"Yes."
"In… your bed?"
"Yes."
"All night?"
I force a smile. "As long as you need. This isn't a trick, little one. I know it will take time for you to trust me, but I do not enjoy cruelty for the sake of being cruel, and I despise those who set others up for failure. I mean what I say, always."
Casey seems to consider this for a moment. Then he releases what seems like a very deep breath and forces his eyes to meet mine again. I smile in encouragement. The boy blushes, but he doesn't look away. "G-good night, Master." 
Having a feeling that's not something Casey would have been allowed to say before, at least not without prompting, I feel a warmth form in my chest at the little bit of progress we've made. "Good night, little one. Sleep well."




Chapter Nine

Casey


When I wake up after a startlingly good night’s sleep, I’m alone. I can’t decide how I feel about that. My old master never left me alone like this. I was always in a cage or chained to something or too injured to move even if I tried. Now, I’m feeling plenty good enough to walk around and I’m in Master’s bedroom where I could do… anything.  
It must be a test, right? 
I eye the corners of the room, checking for cameras. Master seems smart. He would probably hide them well. I should play it safe and just kneel. But the chance to look around, to find a weapon, is too good to pass up. I quickly get out of bed, not bothering to make it after. I might be dead in a few minutes anyway. 
The thought isn’t as comforting as it was a few days ago. I try not to dwell on that. It’s probably just nerves, right? People probably get cold feet all the time before doing something so extreme. Something so permanent. 
I check the bedside table first, stopping short when I see there’s a note on it. It’s folded up beside a bottle of water, a protein bar, and two white pills. I take the paper with trembling hands, careful not to rip it. 
Good morning,
I’m very busy today so I can’t stay in the room.
The water and bar are yours.
Eat slowly so you don’t hurt your stomach.
There are pain meds if you need them.
Make yourself comfortable.
I’ll bring you more to eat when I can.

I study the words, nibbling on my bottom lip as I analyze the meaning of each one. It’s all a trick, surely. I know he was kind to me last night - more than kind, he was fucking amazing - but that could be part of his mind games. 
The water and bar being mine is confusing - slaves don’t own things. I should eat slowly. Does that mean he actually wants me to eat? I won’t take the pain meds - I don’t get to decide what I need. And a slave should only be comfortable on its knees. 
My eyes drift toward the bathroom. There’s probably something in there sharp enough to use against myself. At the very least, I could shatter the glass of the mirror and use a shard of it. But something about this new man is making me second guess things. What if the note isn’t a trick? What if he really wants me to be cared for? To be truly comfortable? 
What if he keeps giving me nice baths and massages and cuddles?
What if being owned by him turns out to be… okay?
What if I give up only for my dad to finally find me? He’d be devastated if he knew I killed myself. I can’t do that to him. Not if this new master might be bearable. It was different when I was being tortured, but now… 
I'll have to show him I can be good though. That I'm worthy of him being kind. That I'm worthy of him using me. That I'm worth keeping. I can't fuck this up like I did with DuGray. 
My mind is working overtime as I replace the note, make the bed, and fluff the pillows. Then I lower myself to the floor, ignoring the ache in my knees.
I'm going to be so good for him. 
I just have to wait. 
And wait. 
And wait. 
It’s not long before the well-rested feeling is replaced with pain and exhaustion. This is probably the longest I’ve ever had to hold a position on my own. Usually, I’d be restrained or stuffed in a cage or moved or fucked or hit by now. Without anything helping me stay where I belong, my muscles are starting to protest. It only gets worse when my full bladder begins to cramp and spasm. I have to fight the urge to press my hand against it. The note didn't say anything about using the bathroom, and there could still be cameras in here. 
My body breaks out in a cold sweat, my muscles quaking. Shivers run through me. 
Is this a punishment for something? Am I being punished? Tested? 
Or am I punishing myself for no reason? 
Panic churns in my stomach as I try to figure out what I’m supposed to be doing. 
Calm the fuck down, Casey. 
Closing my eyes, I picture a swimming pool. The one in my backyard. The water is crystal clear and rippling gently from the breeze. The sunlight reflects off the surface. I can smell the chlorine. I can hear the birds in the trees. When I touch my toe to the water, it’s warm. When I slide the rest of my body into the pool, the water sluices over my skin like-
“Fucking hell.” 
I startle, my eyes snapping open. The pool water evaporates, the pain coming back so fast I accidentally gasp. I’m barely able to register the movement of a body toward me before hands are gripping my biceps and hauling me to my feet. “Look at me. Hey, are you with me, little one? Look at me.”
I blink rapidly, just now realizing my eyes are swimming with tears. It takes a second for them to clear enough for me to see him. He looks upset. I flinch, wanting to look away, but he tells me to look at him again. I force my eyes to settle on his and not move. 
“How long have you been kneeling on my floor?”
“I - I’m not sure, Master. I’m sorry.”
“Have you eaten? Drank anything? Did you see my note?”
"I - I wasn't sure-" My bladder spasms at that moment, my knees nearly buckling as a cry interrupts my words. 
His eyes flash. "What? What is it? What hurts?"
"Just - just have to pee." I shake my head, realizing my mistake. "I don't have to. Just - I - I could pee, Master. If you wanted me to." 
"You haven't even used the bathroom? It’s been - no, it’s okay, forget it. Come on, little one.”
“I’m sorry,” I mumble as he marches me into the bathroom, his hands still gripping my arms. “I’m really sorry, Master…”
“You’re fine. It's okay. Let's just get you to the toilet before your damn bladder bursts, okay? I pumped you with way too many fluids yesterday, and I know for a fact you didn’t get up at all last night to piss. You must be in pain.” 
“I’m ok-”
“Don’t lie to me, little one.” He settles us in front of the toilet, using his foot to open the lid and seat. Then he - well, he fucking grabs my cock in one hand and points it straight at the toilet bowl. I shiver, something… strange unfurling in my chest as I feel his scruffy chin hook over my bare shoulder and his lips brush my ear. “Let go. Be good and let go for me.”
I have to force it, the pain getting worse for a second. I fight a moan as my bladder quickly releases and relief blooms. His free hand rubs my lower belly, soothing the lingering ache. “Good. That’s so good. Feel better, little one?”
“Yes, Master," I breathe, deflating back against him. 
“Whenever you find yourself needing to use the bathroom, I want you to use it. Do not wait until you’re in pain. Do not wait for permission. Do. Not. Wait. Do you understand, little one?” 
“Yes, Master.”
“Promise me. Promise me that you’ll be good for me and use the bathroom whenever you need it. Not even need. Need is too urgent. Whenever you want. Whenever you feel even a little bit like you could relieve yourself, relieve yourself. Promise?”
I nod slowly, feeling a little bit like he's tilting my world upside down. I don't… hate it. As long as he's genuine. “I promise, Master.”
“Good. Now, come. You must be starving.” 
He flushes the toilet and leads me back to the bedroom, helping me sit on the edge of the bed. His hand gently runs through my hair before he reaches over to the bedside table. 
He ignores everything but the pain meds, grabbing them before leaving the bed to pick up a tray he’d left on the floor when he first walked in. It has a bowl of something that’s steaming as well as a bottle of juice that’s dripping with condensation. “When you wake up, you will use the bathroom, wash your hands and brush your teeth with the blue toothbrush, and then come in here and eat whatever I’ve left you on this table. If there’s a note, you’ll read it. And you’ll follow whatever extra instructions it may have. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Master.”
"You have to take care of yourself for me. I'm so fucking busy. I can't be here all the time. And I'm sure as fuck not taking you with me anywhere. So, I need you to be good and take care of yourself, okay? Can you please do that?"
I nod. "Yes, Master. I'll - I'll take care of myself."
Looking relieved, he sits back on the bed, putting the tray between us. He hands me the pills before uncapping the bottle of juice and handing that over too. “Take those. They’re not too strong. Shouldn’t fuck your head up or anything. They might make you a little sleepy though, which is okay. Rest is good for you.”
I nod slowly before taking the pills in a single swallow. 
“I noticed you made the bed. That was very nice, little one. Thank you for taking care of that for me.”
I’m not sure what to say to that, so I bite down on my bottom lip before I say something stupid. My cheeks feel hot. My chest is warm from the praise. 
“Eat your oatmeal. There are fresh berries. Sliced bananas. Chocolate chips, though don’t eat too many of those, your stomach might not handle them well yet.” 
I stare at the tray, taking in the little cups holding each of the ingredients he just mentioned, then the bowl of oatmeal. My mouth waters. It’s… a trick, right? It must be a trick. This is - I mean, slaves don’t - I can’t possibly - no. No way. 
I tangle my fingers together in my lap and wait for him to say something else. Anything else. After a few terrible seconds, he sighs. “Plain oatmeal it is, then. Go ahead. Careful, it’s probably hot.”
The spoon beside the bowl is practically glowing with warning signs. I haven’t touched a utensil since before my kidnapping. Probably the morning of, when I’d eaten my last real meal - blueberry pancakes with extra whipped cream because my roommate was trying to butter me up. He wanted me to help him write his final essay for his history class because if it wasn’t great, he was going to fail. I wonder if he failed. 
“Please eat," Master begs. 
He sounds upset, so I don’t waste my time any longer. I know how a slave eats from a bowl. I even know how to do it well, so that I don’t make a mess of myself or my surroundings. It’s all about how you tilt the chin and curl the tongue. 
I don’t even manage to get the oatmeal in my mouth before he’s speaking again. “Wait. No. Not - not like that.”
I flinch away from the tray, fingers curling back in my lap to hide that they’re shaking. “I don’t know-” I stop myself. I don't know what you want from me. 
“Eat with the spoon.” 
He offers me the spoon. I take it with a trembling hand, heart in my throat. My stomach quivers and churns with fear. Things only get worse when I try to scoop the oatmeal. I don’t know if I’m out of practice or just shaking too hard, but my first attempt fails, a dollop of oatmeal dropping onto the tray before it can reach my mouth. Fuck. 
I squeeze my eyes shut, knowing it wouldn’t be smart to apologize. Not until I’ve been given permission. 
Or maybe not knowing that. This master is clearly different, after all. 
“I’m sorry, Master."
“Don’t be. It’s - you’re fine. Here, let me.” He takes the spoon from my hand and fills it with another scoop of oatmeal. His lips purse as he blows on it before he leans forward, the spoon coming toward me. My stomach turns for a whole flurry of new reasons as he feeds me the first bite. 
Tears burn my eyes as the taste explodes on my tongue. It’s fucking good. Even without any extras on top, it’s so fucking good. 
Is that brown sugar? 
My god. 
I practically dive forward for the second bite. And the third. The fourth. It isn’t until the fifth that Master chuckles. “Slow down, little one. You’ll hurt your stomach.”
“S-sorry, Master.”
“No, no, you’re fine. Just slow down a bit.” 
I nod before accepting the next bite. We go on in silence for a while before he's scooping up the last of it and saying, “There’s a party tomorrow.”
I nearly miss the spoon. My eyes flick to his nervously, but his expression gives nothing away. Since I don’t have permission to talk or a reason to apologize, I stay quiet. 
“I’ll be busy the rest of today and all day tomorrow. My friend is going to check on you. He’s done so a few times now, but you’ve always been asleep or out of it. Do you remember him?” 
The oatmeal in my stomach suddenly feels like a rock. “I - yes. I think so, Master.”
“His name is Nathan. He’s my best friend and I trust him completely. He will not touch you sexually or hurt you in any way. I promise.”
Yeah, right. 
I press my hand to the center of my stomach, fighting the urge to throw up. 
“Will I-" I stop myself, my heart racing as I realize I just spoke out of turn. I bring a trembling hand up to my lips. Don’t throw up. He won’t ever feed you again if you throw up. 
"Finish your question," Master orders. 
I swallow twice before feeling confident enough to speak without vomiting or crying. "I - I don't have a question, Master. That was a mistake. I'm very sorry."
Master is quiet for a long moment. Then he grips my chin between a finger and his thumb and forces me to look into his eyes. He doesn't look angry, but that doesn't mean anything. I’ve been hurt plenty of times by a man with a blank - or even happy - expression. 
"Were you wondering if you'd be coming to the party?"
Yes. 
But… "That's not my place, Master. Y-you'll tell me what I need to know."
Master frowns, his eyebrows pulling together. "It's perfectly reasonable for you to want to know what you'll be doing."
But it's not. Because I don’t belong to myself. Is this a trick? Should I correct him? No, I definitely shouldn't do that. If I’m not already in trouble now, I’d certainly be then. 
Master sighs and drops his hand. "You won't be coming to the party. There are too many things I need to worry about during it. I wouldn't be able to look after you properly. And you're still healing."
Two things strike me from the response. 
First, that Master considers me to still be healing right now even though I haven’t felt this good since… Well, since my kidnapping, most likely. Even in the days before I was sold as a slave, I was tormented, starved, and beaten by the guards watching over me and the other victims. And after I was sold was a nightmare from day one. If this isn't healed, what the hell does Master expect? Is this a test? Am I supposed to tell Master that I’m okay? Am I supposed to prove myself somehow?
Second, that Master would care about me at all during a party. What in the world does he mean 'look after'? I would just crawl behind him. Does he think I’m too naughty? Was this man at the last party Master brought me to? Oh no… He probably was. Which means he thinks I’m a bad slave. That's probably why he won't take me with him anywhere either. Why he's always leaving me in the room all alone. He saw me disobey my master and hug Carter, and now he thinks I'm bad. 
I need to prove myself. I need to show him that I’m healed. Show him that I’m a good slave. Show him that he made the right choice when buying me. But how? 
I take a massive risk. "May I ask a question, Master?" 
Master looks surprised, but pleased. He even smiles. "Yes, you may." 
I choose my words extremely carefully, fully aware that there are hidden landmines I might step on with every syllable. There always are with these men. "What can I do to show you that I can be good for you?"
Master's smile slips. "I already know you can be good for me. That's not in doubt." 
Then why won't you bring me to the party? Why won't you take me out of this room? Why won't you fuck me?
"Why are you worried about being good, little one?" 
"I'm not," I say quickly. "I'm not worried, Master. It's not my place to worry. I’m sorry."
The man sighs heavily, bringing a hand up to rub at the back of his neck. "Is it because I'm not bringing you to the party? That has nothing to do with your behavior. I'll be too busy. Very important things are happening, and many dangerous men are attending. I need to be able to drop everything and act if needed. I can't do that if I have you with me."
"I'm very good at waiting wherever I'm left, Master. I - I know I was bad at the last party. The man who owned me before might have told you about that. But I learned my lesson. I swear. I won't ever misbehave again, Master." 
"I'm not willing to leave you unattended at a party. It has nothing to do with your behavior and everything to do with my own desires. Do you understand?" 
I tuck my chin to my chest. "I understand, Master. I'm sorry."
"Do you have any other questions?" 
Why are you treating me like this? What game are we playing? Why the fuck haven’t you fucked me?
But I’ve already pushed my luck. It'd be smart to shut up before Master gets mad at me. As it is, Master already doesn't sound very happy. I’d hate to-
"Ask me," Master orders, though his voice is surprisingly soft. He grabs my chin like before until we’re looking into each other's eyes. Master nods like he's encouraging me. "Ask me, little one." 
I’m not sure if it's the pretty blue of Master's eyes or the way his lips curve into a soft smile or how his voice lilts whenever he calls me little one, but whatever it is, my defenses crumble just long enough for me to blurt, "Why won't you fuck me?" 
Master drops his hand and rears back at the same time that I gasp and bring a hand to cover my mouth. 
"I'm sorry, Master," I hurry to say between panicked breaths. "That was so - I didn't mean - it's none of my business when you use me. For me to ask that - it was - I can't - I am so sorry, Master. I'm so sorry." 
"Stop," Master says, raising a hand. I flinch, but… the hit never comes. Instead, Master just gently rests his hand on my shoulder. Despite the lack of pain - or maybe because of it - I begin to tremble violently. "Hey, breathe. It's okay. It's a valid fucking question." 
I screw my eyes shut, hoping to keep the tears at bay. "It's not my place, Master. I'm so sorry. It's not my place."
"Casey…" 
I jerk at the sound of my name, the movement as violent as the reaction it causes in my brain. Everything inside me lights up, an alarm system blaring, warning signs flashing, chaos ensuing. I’m not Casey. 
"Yes, you are," Master says. Which means I must have accidentally spoken out loud. I trap my bottom lip between my teeth to keep from making the mistake again. 
Master's phone starts buzzing. He hesitates, his eyes locked with mine, eyebrows pulled together like he’s trying to solve an important problem. Then he sighs heavily and pushes off the bed to grab his phone. His voice is angry and annoyed when he answers with a sharp, "What?"
I wince, knowing I’m probably the cause of Master being upset. I should have kept my mouth shut.
"Are you a fucking idiot? No, don't answer that. I already know you are. Fucking hell. I'll do it myself. Don't touch anything. I'll be right there." 
A soft thud draws my attention toward Master despite me knowing it’s not smart to look at him right now. He's rifling through the drawer on the bedside table - the one that requires his thumbprint to open. He pulls a thick, heavy looking gun out. I swallow hard. I’ve seen plenty of guns before - my father was a cop, the guards for my time pre-auction kept them on their belts, and my old master and his men always had them nearby or concealed in a holster. But I haven’t noticed one on this man yet. For some reason, it bothers me now. Scares me more than any other gun has.
Should I apologize again? Did I just accidentally prove to Master that I’m useless and now Master is going to get rid of me? Should I have argued better when Master called me by my old name? Should I not have argued at all? 
Will Master kill me in the bedroom, or somewhere else? I can't see the man wanting to make a mess in here. Maybe I will have time to fix this while we travel to wherever we're going?
Or maybe it's for the best that I let him end my misery?
"I have to go." I accidentally meet the man's eyes, startled by his words. "Like I said, my friend Nathan will be in to check on you. I'll be in at some point tonight to get some sleep. Don't wait up for me. Get some rest, alright? And remember the new rules I gave you. You’re meant to take care of yourself here. I’m trusting you to take care of yourself while I’m gone. Understood?” 
I just nod, not trusting my voice. 
Does this mean he isn't going to kill me? 
I startle again when I feel his lips brush my forehead. I go perfectly still, not even allowing myself to breathe. Master's fingers run gently through my hair, the man's lips lingering on my skin for another moment before disappearing. What. The. Fuck?
"You're a good boy, little one." His fingers stroke the nape of my neck. "Master is very happy to have you. Don't worry about the rest. We’ll talk later. It’ll be alright. You’ll be alright. Okay?”
"Okay, Master," I whisper, the words so soft I worry the man might not even hear them. 
It's not until Master has left the room, the sound of the lock echoing through the empty air around me, that I remember to breathe. 




Chapter Ten

Jake


I’m so fucking done with this job.  
I’m done with the filth. The despair. The whimpering victims. The grinning monsters. I’m done standing back and watching displays of evil. I’m done putting fires out left and fucking right while everyone keeps tossing matches behind my back. I’m done with having the fate of hundreds - fucking thousands, even - in my hands. 
I’m done owning a human being who can’t feed or drink or piss without my permission. 
And right this minute, as I stand staring at four men whom I have no fucking idea how they managed to get this high up on the food chain of one of the most powerful men in this region of the underground, I’m so fucking done with idiots. 
“Someone needs to tell me right the fuck now how this happened.”
All four burst into excuses I actually don’t give two fucks about. I put up a hand - the hand conveniently holding my gun - and they fall silent. “Just fucking fix it.”
“Yes, sir!” they all chirp before hurrying off. 
I pass a hand over my face, sighing heavily, then turn around to head to Travis’s office. I don’t make it far. There’s a slave kneeling a few feet away, his chin tucked to his chest. A single lock of blond hair is falling onto his forehead. Nolan. Or 3, if I was actually the kind of man who called humans by a number. 
“Hello, little one.” I squat down in front of him, taking his chin in my hand and lifting it. “Eyes.” 
He follows the command easily, his gaze meeting mine. The poor man looks exhausted. His cheek has some dried cum on it, and there’s a blue-purple bruise wrapped around his left temple and eyebrow. I fight a sigh, not wanting him to think I’m displeased with him. “Are you currently serving someone?”
“No, Master Benny. I’m available for you if you’d like.” 
I definitely would not like. 
“I’m quite busy at the moment. You know what I would like, though? I’d like you to go get some rest. If anyone asks, say it’s my orders, yes? You need to be rested for the party. You’ll be the star slave. You’re our best one after all, aren’t you?” 
His cheeks flush. “I - I try very hard, Master.”
“I know you do.” I press a kiss to his forehead, knowing Nolan thrives on praise and affection. “Good boy. Go on, now. Go rest.”
I stand up and watch as he crawls along the floor toward the slave’s quarters, wincing when I see the angry red whip marks across his back. I wait until he’s safely tucked away from any men who might be wandering around at the moment looking for a slave to use before continuing to Travis's office. I make it maybe ten feet before a new problem arises, steering me off track yet again. 
I’m so fucking done with this job. 
[image: image-placeholder]I’m nearly dead on my feet by the time I get the chance to stop by Travis’s office, my stomach grumbling since I missed dinner dealing with yet another idiot. I just need to ask him to check on Casey before he goes to bed and grab the finalized guest list for the party so I can look over it and make sure everything is sorted. The last thing we need is a war breaking out between champagne toasts and the fireworks Travis insisted on having for who fucking knows what reason - just another thing he asked me to do like it’s no big deal. 
Doesn’t he know how hard it is to have fucking fireworks when you have a place full of sex slaves? You need permits and shit. Extra security around the perimeter to keep curious strangers from coming to enjoy the show. The local police need to be warned ahead of time so they can see you have the proper permits and don’t show up to investigate. It’s a fucking nightmare. 
Since when does he even like fireworks? 
I take a deep breath, trying to calm myself before I storm into the office and chew him out. It’s not that he’s a self-centered dickhead. If he had even half of an idea about everything that I do for him and the operation, he’d insist on helping out. But that’s not his job. He’s the face. I’m the background. 
I knock in warning on the office door in case Travis and Carter are in there doing whatever the hell they’re up to these days before letting myself into the room. He’s relaxed back in his chair, smirking at me. “Why bother knocking if you always just barge right in?”
I smirk back. “Because I’m an impatient bastard.”
“If anyone else walked in like you, I’d have their head.”
“Aw, I’m special then? I’m flattered.” I peek over the edge of the desk, looking to see if Carter is tucked between his knees. “No Carter?”
“I gave him the day in my room since I’ve had so much shit to do for the party.”
“Speaking of - I need that guest list. I want to make sure everyone is still on good terms with each other. And to double check that Vasco doesn’t have any issues with anyone coming. I want him in the best mood possible.” 
He nods slowly. “I know. I’m thinking of offering him Nolan for the evening, since he’s our best. I don’t think Vasco has his own slave, does he?”
“Intel says he doesn’t.” I sigh, hating the very idea of us giving men one of our slaves. It’s already bad enough we own them and keep them in the house for our men to fuck and hurt whenever they please. Loaning them out adds an extra layer of filth that I hate. But Vasco is the key to everything. If we can sway him to our side, we’ll have the final piece to our puzzle. We’ll be able to end this fucking operation once and for all, taking the entire network down with us. “Ask him what he wants first. If he’s looking for a good boy, give him Nolan. If he wants someone to hurt all evening, give him someone else. You know how Nolan is. It’ll kill him.” 
Travis leans his head back, closing his eyes. “This is going to be over soon, right, Jake?”
“Right.” Between the use of my real name and the anguish on his face, I can tell he needs reassurance. That’s why I lean forward and reiterate. “Right, Travis. We’re almost done.”
“Thank fuck.”
“Listen, I know you’re struggling with Carter and the two of you are trying to figure it out or whatever, but can you do me a favor tonight?” 
He opens his eyes without lifting his head, his brown eyes tired as they settle on me. “You want me to check in on Casey for you?”
I smile. “Please? I have a meeting with security, and then a few other things after to handle. It’ll be a late one.”
“No problem. How’s he doing?”
“Good, all things considered. I gave him a bath last night and he got a good night’s sleep. I fed him oatmeal and juice earlier and he seemed to handle that fine. He’s pretty coherent now with the fever gone.” I shake my head. “But he’s struggling mentally.”
Travis nods slowly. “That’s expected. Anything in particular?”
“Well.” I rub a hand down my face, huffing a laugh into my palm. “He asked me why I haven’t fucked him.”
Travis makes a choking sound, sitting up straight. “Fuck. Really? That was… brave of him.”
"Yeah. I set myself up for it now that I think back. I could tell he wanted to ask me something and I all but demanded he do it. The words seemed to have sort of tumbled out then. He apologized after, obviously. Looked terrified that I was going to punish him for it." I laugh humorlessly. "He said it wasn't his place to ask. How fucked up is that? Not his place. It's his body, for fuck's sake."
“Yeah, this life does a fucking number on their minds. Even I managed to fuck up Carter’s head before telling him the truth. You remember, don’t you? He begged me to kill him. To put him out of his misery.”
How could I forget? Travis was fucking distraught. He was trembling when he came to my door to talk to me, his eyes wide and haunted. 
“I used Casey’s name," I admit. "It… upset him.”
“Yeah. Don’t do that again. Don’t try to make him see he’s not a slave. Don’t force it. First step is telling him the truth. The rest will unfold when he’s ready.”
“But it’s his name.”
“Not anymore, man. It’s safer for him to disconnect. Carter did it too, when things got really bad. He begged me to just let him be my slave. Begged me not to make him be Carter."
That makes me feel a little better, at least. If Carter had that reaction and is relatively okay now, then maybe Casey can recover too. It’ll be a part of their past and shape them into a new version of themselves, but I don’t think they'll be a part of the survivors who succumb to the darkness of their memories. At least, I fucking hope not…
But if there's any chance, Casey needs to be brought into the loop. 
I lean back in the chair and meet my friend's eyes. "I'd like to tell Casey the truth the day after the party. There's no reason to wait any longer.”
"I agree. Let's get this party out of the way and then hash out the details." Travis sits up, resting his arms on the desk. He sets his shoulders and clasps his hands together, then lifts his chin. It's a position I’ve seen him take many times, usually when asserting power. He's never used it on me before. I understand why he's using it now when my friend speaks again. "I'll need to do something with Carter for the birthday tradition. Everyone will be expecting it." 
The birthday tradition. A fun little thing all the slave owners do where they beat their slaves for the number of years they're turning. Just another excuse to cause pain and misery for entertainment. 
I hide my grimace, putting on a strong front for my friend. We can't both get emotional over Carter, and Travis certainly can't be the one to put his emotions aside. He's in love with the boy, after all. Hopelessly and recklessly in love. This falls on me. Just like everything else seems to. "Would you like me to plan something and tell you what you'll be doing?" 
"No," Travis says, his voice tight. "I want to plan it with him. I’m going to suggest some spanking and flogging, then fucking him. I’ll let you know what we fully decide on. But in case things go sideways or for some reason need to… escalate, I need you to have my back." 
"Always, man. You know that."
Travis nods, his gaze dropping to the desk. "I think I might bring him outside tonight."
I take a slow, deep breath and remind myself that killing my best friend isn't something I should do. "I really wish you wouldn’t do that.”
“He’ll be outside tomorrow. I don’t want it to overwhelm him and he misbehave, you know? I don’t want a repeat of what happened when he saw Casey at the party.”
I shudder, not only not liking the reminder of what happened to Carter then, but also remembering what happened to Casey in a new light now that I’ve gotten to know him better. “Okay. So… you’ll bring him outside then. On a fucking leash, yes? And on his knees?”
“Of course. We’ll be careful.”
“Very fucking careful, Travis,” I say firmly, knowing the effect my friend’s real name will have on him. He meets my gaze again, his breath shaky when he releases it. “Buddy, we are so fucking close to this being over. We’re going to save him. Them. Carter and Casey. And all the others too. But you have to keep it together for these last few days, okay?”
"I know."
"You have to."
“I know. I promise. I know.”
I watch him for a few more seconds, not entirely convinced. Sure, Travis knows now. But the minute he has Carter's big blue eyes on him, he'll be back to putty in the boy's hands. 
Not for the first time, I find myself wishing I’d caught on to Travis’s growing feelings for the boy sooner. By the time I realized he cared for Carter more than just as Carter's brother's best friend and an operative, it was too late. Travis falling for Carter Beckett is just about the most idiotic fucking thing the man could pull, yet here we are. Travis is head over heels, completely fucked, no-holds-barred, in love with the boy. Now it's on me to keep it from ruining everything. 
God, I can't wait for this operation to be over. 
"Get some sleep," I say as I push out of the chair. "Big day tomorrow." 
"Yeah. Sure thing. You try to sleep too."
I wave him off with a mumbled, "Yeah, yeah." 
There's very little chance I’ll be getting sleep tonight. Especially now that I have Travis’s conflicted emotions added to my plate of shit to worry about. But that's my job, isn’t it? For years now, it's been my job. Travis is the top guy and I hold him up there. 
So, Travis can go check on Casey and then wrap his arms around Carter while he gets a few hours of rest with the man he loves. 
I, on the other hand, have more work to do. 




Chapter Eleven

Casey


I startle awake to the sound of the bedroom door closing. I sit up, my eyes adjusting just in time to make out the shape of Master standing at the end of the bed, the floor lights illuminating him from below. He's wearing black dress pants and a white shirt, but the clothes are unusually disheveled with the sleeves rolled up, the tie missing, and most of the buttons undone. Half of his shirt is untucked from the waist. It all matches the messy hair and half-lidded eyes he's sporting. 
He looks exhausted
That’s too much detail. You’ve been looking at him for too long. 
I quickly drop my gaze, nibbling on my bottom lip. I haven’t seen him since he fed me my oatmeal and told me about the party. Was that yesterday? Today? I think it was yesterday. Even though he hasn't seemed to come back to the room at all, his friend has brought me food twice, so a decent amount of time must have passed. Which means the party is soon. He should really get some rest. 
It's a strange feeling - this worry that's growing inside of me. I've worried a lot before about what my master thinks of me or how I can please him, but never about his well-being. If my previous Master was too tired or sick to deal with me, I was relieved. But with this master… I want to drag him into bed and demand he get some sleep. After I force him to eat first. 
It's surreal. 
Then again, pretty much everything since the moment he bought me has been surreal. His friend didn't even look at me like a slave when he came by, just giving me a kind smile and asking how I was feeling as if that matters. He never laid a hand on me either. 
So fucking weird. 
Master pulls out a protein bar from his pocket and hands it to me. “I’m going to take a shower while you eat that. Then you’ll shower after. There’s water in the mini-fridge if you want something to drink. And I’m serious about that, little one. If you want water, get yourself some.”
“Yes, Master.”
He seems to hesitate, just standing there for a moment, but then he sighs and heads to the bathroom to take his shower. I quickly eat the protein bar, not wanting to get in trouble if it’s not finished before he gets out. My stomach cramps, but I ignore the pain and grab water from the fridge he mentioned, drinking half of it to show him how well I can listen. Thankfully, I have some time for my stomachache to ease because he takes a while to finish up. I’m settled on my knees and feeling perfectly fine by the time he emerges in a puff of steam, wearing nothing but a towel. 
I find myself staring at a broad chest, unable to help myself. Then a toned abdomen. Then a trail of thick, dark hair that curls down beneath his towel. There’s a tattoo of a vicious looking three-headed dog taking up the right half of his torso, blood dripping from its maws and flames crawling up behind it. His cock is soft, but the bulge is still plenty noticeable through the thin cotton of the towel. 
My mouth suddenly feels very dry, despite all the water I just chugged. And my body is very, very warm. 
Terror rushes through me, warring with the sharp burst of arousal in my gut. I can’t decide if I’m going to get an erection or vomit. 
“The shower is yours,” he says, his voice raspy for some reason. 
Shower. Yes. I can totally do that. 
I wasn’t given permission to walk, so I start to crawl. He stops me with a soft, “Please stand.” 
I force myself to my feet. It feels so fucking weird to stand in front of him. Especially with him in just a towel, water droplets slowly trickling down his front, the smell of his citrusy soap wafting through the air between us. Fuck. 
He thankfully steps out of my way, allowing me to walk to the bathroom. Except… he didn’t say I could walk. Just that I could stand. I thankfully catch the trick just before I take a step. 
I wait. 
It doesn’t take long before he softly sighs. “You can walk. Please walk. To the bathroom. All the way to the shower. Then turn the shower on, using warm water that’s comfortable for you, and step inside. Then stand there for however long you’d like and wash yourself with whatever soap and shampoo you find smells nice. All while standing, unless you’re more comfortable sitting if you’re sore or something. When you’re finished and rinsed off, help yourself to one of the towels from the towel warmer. Don’t worry about making a mess stepping out onto the rug. Dry yourself off and walk back in here to sit on the bed. Okay?”
That… was a lot of instructions. But it really wasn’t at the same time, since he’s basically telling me to shower how I’ve showered for decades. How a human showers. As long as I don’t make the mistake of letting myself think I’m actually human again, I should be fine. 
The bathroom is muggy when I get inside. Since I’m not sure if I’m allowed to close the door, I nudge it until it’s only cracked open, then step toward the shower and begin to follow his instructions. 
The water sprays me right in the face when I turn it on - and the world shifts beneath my feet. One second, I’m in my new master's bathroom. The next, I’m back with my old master. 
There's a cum and piss-soaked rag stuffed in my mouth. Two of Master's friends are holding me down as Master takes the detachable shower head and turns it onto the highest power setting. 
I try so hard to be good. This is just a game, after all. A new one, yes, but still just a game. I haven’t done anything wrong. If I fight them, I’ll have a punishment to deal with when this is over. I force my body to go lax, trying not to hyperventilate as Master approaches. 
The water hits me right in the face, a freezing cold assault. One of the men fists my hair and yanks my head back. Water quickly pours into my nose and to my throat. I choke on it, some spilling into my mouth and soaking into the already soiled rag. My lungs feel like they've collapsed. Like they've given up. I don’t fucking blame them. A harsh burn spreads from my chest through my body. 
I don’t even realize I’ve started fighting until my fist connects with the shower wall and my knuckles crunch. I tell myself to stop, but I can’t. It's instinct. I’m going to fucking die! I can't just let myself die! I have to at least try!
I kick and swing, but my head is starting to swim, my body feeling loose and heavy. 
"Please," I shriek into the gag. "Please, you're killing me!" 
The men don't understand me. Or maybe they don't care. Or maybe I don't even make a sound. The water keeps coming until my vision turns black. Then I’m being turned over, the rag removed, a harsh hand slapping my back as I cough and vomit up water. The men are all laughing. I hear Master speak, amusement in his voice. "That was fun. If you had behaved, it'd be over. But I guess now we'll have to do a second round."
"Please," I wheeze. I claw at my throat. My chest. Someone grabs my hands, pulling them away, hushing me, telling me to stop because I’m scratching and they don’t want me to hurt myself. But… that doesn’t make sense. They’ve never cared before if I’m hurt. 
“Stop,” Master says. No, not Master. Someone else. Someone familiar, but still new. The voice is warm. Steady. American. “Stop, little one. You’ll hurt yourself. Please stop.” 
I shake my head, confusion marring my thoughts. Even though I know I’ll probably make things worse, I have to try, have to beg, “Please. Please don’t kill me.” 




Chapter Twelve

Jake


I tighten my hold on the boy jerking in my arms, keeping his hands pinned to ensure his angry fingers can’t claw at his skin again. He’s desperate. Distraught. He’s asking me over and over again to  please, please stop. Please don’t kill him. 
“You’re okay,” I say as firmly as I can. I want to call his name, but I think maybe that’d just make things worse. “It’s okay, little one. Come back to me. Please come back to me. You’re safe. I’ve got you. You’re safe.”
"Please," the boy sobs, his body trembling in my arms. "Please. I can't - not again. Anything else. Please, Master. Anything."
"Hey." I shake the boy a little, freaked out by his wide-open eyes that don't seem to be seeing me at all. "Come back to me right now.” 
My movement causes my back to stop shielding him from the water, some of it splashing onto his face. If I thought he was upset before, that was nothing. He writhes so violently that he breaks out of my hold and lands hard on the wet tile, a shriek ripping its way from his throat. 
The water. Something about the water is triggering him. 
I hurry to shut the water off before scooping the boy up in my arms and carrying him to the bed, grabbing a towel off the warmer as I go. I wrap him up tight and cradle him in my lap, not caring that we're both soaked. I'm just thankful he’s relaxed back to where he was before the water hit his face, even if that is still a pretty shitty place for him to be. 
“Hey, little one. It’s over, okay? It’s all over. The water is gone. You’re safe now. I have you. Can you hear me, baby boy?”
His fingers flex where they’ve come to rest on my bicep. “M-Master DuGray?”
“No. DuGray is gone. You’re with me now, remember? You’re not his, you’re mine.” 
The boy presses harder against me, his body still shaking. I rub my hand up and down his towel-covered back as I wait for him to reorient himself. It takes him a minute, but then he rears his head back and blinks owlishly at me. It’s one of the rare times he lets me have eye contact with him. I hope one day I’ll get that without having to order him or have him in the middle of a mental breakdown first. 
“I-” He pauses, squeezing his eyes shut as if he’s in pain. His voice is thick with emotion when he tries again. “I’m so sorry, Master. I - I didn’t mean to…”
“To be triggered into a flashback and have a violent panic attack?” I smile softly, wishing he’d look at me again. “No one ever means to do that, little one. It just happens. I'm not upset. You’re okay.”
The boy sniffles and lifts a fist to rub at his eyes. It’s adorable and heart-wrenching, and all I want to do is say fuck the party and stay here all night holding him. But I can’t. I have a job to do. 
Just as I’m about to ease him off my lap and force myself to get ready, he starts talking. 
“He waterboarded me. I - I promise, I wasn't bad. I was good. But he - he liked to play games. That was one of them." He quickly opens his eyes then, the blue flashing with panic. "Not that I'm complaining, Master. I - I'm just a slave. I was there to entertain him. I w-was thankful that he gave me the opportunity-"
"Stop," I beg, unable to listen to that bullshit. "Your last master was a fucking asshole. I'm not like him. No games. No… any of it."
Casey turns his gaze to the floor, eyebrows pulling in. "No… sex." 
"Yes," I say softly, knowing this is the worst fucking time to be having this conversation. I’m going to be late. And I judged Travis for always getting sidetracked… 
"W-why am I here then, Master?" 
I can't help but feel unbelievably proud of the boy for being brave enough to ask that, even as I realize how inconvenient the question is. I can't tell him the truth yet. Which means I have to lie. 
Though… it's not entirely a lie when I admit, "I want your company. I'm… lonely." 
I nearly cringe hearing the words out loud, but then Casey quickly lifts his chin to look at me with an open, soft expression and it feels worth it. "Really?" 
"Yes. I work far more than I should and in this line of work, it's hard to find someone that can be trusted. This is… simpler."
Something sparks in Casey's eyes, something almost like anger, but then the boy drops his chin. "I'm happy to be your companion, Master."
No, you aren't. But I'm sure glad to see that spark in you, little one. 
I fight a smile. "Why don't you try to get some rest? Today was hard for you and I need to get to my party." 
"Yes, Master. Um." Casey fidgets with the towel, peeking at me through his lashes. "You're sure you don't want me to… pleasure you, Master? I'd - I'd be very happy to." 
"No. But thank you." 
"Will you - will others be…" he squeezes his eyes shut and tilts his head away. "Will you let other slaves pleasure you tonight, Master? Are - are they better than me?" 
Fuck. 
"No, little one. No. That's not it. I'm just too busy, okay? Tonight isn't about sex for me." 
Casey frowns. Probably because he can't remember the last time his own life wasn't about sex. 
I gently guide him off my lap, wanting to put as much distance between us as I can before the boy can ask me anything else that will fuck with my head. I leave him sitting on the edge of the mattress and retreat to my closet. 
By the time I come back out, dressed in my best tux and ready for one of the biggest nights in the operation, Casey is passed out, lying on his side with the towel still around him, his legs straight off the bed. My heart clenches at the sight of him. 
He'd make such a beautiful boy. 
If only we’d met under different circumstances, if we were able to be our true selves, maybe we could have been something. Maybe I wouldn't be tucking him in because he crashed after a panic attack, but because it's the sleepy boy's bedtime. Maybe I wouldn't be turning down his offer to pleasure me, instead notching my chin and telling him to make Daddy feel good. Maybe I wouldn't be feeding him because he's half-starved and unable to feed himself, but because Casey likes to be taken care of and I like taking care of him. 
I shake all the maybes off as I exit the room, not even allowing myself a final peek over my shoulder at the boy now perfectly tucked into my bed. There is no room for maybes in my life right now. 
And there's certainly no room for them in the operation. 
[image: image-placeholder]I can admit that I’m well on my way to being drunk when I finally stumble to my room, my ears ringing with the sound of sobs from the slave who’s being gangbanged for the party’s entertainment. I should still be there, and I should probably be sober while I’m at it, but the minute Vasco left the premises after we successfully got him on our side, I decided to leave the security to the men I’ve spent way too much time training. They may be idiots, but all that’s left of the party are close allies and bottom feeders who would never have the guts to pull anything anyway. 
I’ve earned getting drunk. It's been a long fucking time since I've let loose, always needing to be the one with a level head protecting Travis's back. But not tonight. Tonight, Travis disappeared with Carter, and I had half a bottle of tequila and three slices of chocolate cake to myself. Suffice to say, I’m feeling pretty fucking great.  
A body pops up on the bed when I walk into the room, Casey nothing but shadows from the glow of the floor lights. He makes a mumbling sort of sound before going quiet and inching toward the edge of the bed. I lurch forward, grabbing his arm just before he can slide to the floor. “Don’t. Please don’t fucking kneel for me.”
“O-okay,” he whispers. Then, “Are you alright, Master?”
“No.” I laugh. Then laugh louder. I kick my shoes off before yanking at my tux, not caring where the pieces land. Not caring about much of anything. Because I am so far from alright, it’s not even funny, but I don’t get to be not alright. It’s not in my fucking job description. Still, I find myself admitting the dangerous truth to him. Blame it on the tequila and the chocolate. Blame it on the soul-deep exhaustion. “I’m not alright at all. Is that okay, do you think?”
He shifts a little before nodding. “Yeah, Master. That’s okay.”
“Jake,” I whisper. “Just this once, call me Jake.”
“Jake,” he whispers, his voice cracking around the edges with an emotion I'm too drunk to place. “It’s okay to not be alright, Jake.”
“Yeah?” I rest a knee on the mattress, my heart thundering so loud I can’t hear the cries from that slave anymore. I also can’t hear that little voice in my head that tells me what’s right and wrong. He tilts his chin to look at me, his eyes probably adjusting in the dark like mine. God, he’s beautiful. 
I curve my hand around the nape of his neck, thumb stroking the messy hair back there. His breath smells like my toothpaste. I want to taste it. Taste him.
"You're such a good boy," I whisper, needing him to hear it. Needing to say it after the night I've had. "So, so good."
He shivers, a small whimper catching in his throat. 
And then he leans forward and presses his lips to mine. 
I don't know if it's the tequila or the chocolate or the lingering echoes of that slave's sobs. I don't know if it's because I'm telling him the truth tomorrow, or because he's let me be the closest thing to a daddy I've ever been, or because he just might be the most beautiful boy I've ever seen. All I know is that I kiss him back. 
For one agonizing, beautiful, horrifying moment - I fucking kiss him back. 
And then I force myself to pull away, nearly falling off the bed. My heart pounds hard enough to make my chest ache. 
Fuck. 
Fuck, I shouldn't have done that. 
“J-Jake?” he whispers, his hand coming up to touch his lips. 
"It's okay." I'm not sure who the reassurance is even meant for, me or him. "We should go to bed. It's - uh. It's late. It's been a long day."
"Are you angry?" 
It kills me how hard his voice shakes with the question. Fuck, fuck, fuck. 
"No, little one. I'm not angry." I cup his cheek, promising myself I won't kiss him again even though it's what I want more than anything. "It was very nice. Thank you."
"I just - I want you to be happy," he whispers. "I'm supposed to make you happy."
There it is. 
Any enjoyment I was able to get out of that kiss evaporates immediately. I drop my hand, sitting back. My stomach turns. 
"I'm going to shower." I slide off the bed. "Go back to sleep."
[image: image-placeholder]After managing to sneak out of the bedroom without Casey waking up, getting dressed in the hallway like an idiot, I spend the day doing everything and anything besides thinking about him and that fucking kiss. It works for a while. There's a lot to do now that Travis convinced Vasco to work with us. We need to facilitate a coup in Mexico, so we have control over the one and only area left to obtain. Once that's handled, we'll have everything we need to take down the entire network. To end this operation once and for all. 
But eventually I have to face reality. Travis and I need to travel to Mexico, which means Casey and Carter will be on their own for at least 2 days. It's time to tell Casey the truth. 
I really shouldn't have kissed him back. 
After warning Travis that I'm going to tell Casey, I pack up my shit and head to the bedroom. 
He's kneeling when I walk in. Of course, he is. He's probably more confused than ever after last night. Me telling him to call me Jake, touching him the way I did, kissing him, him admitting he wants to make me happy because it's what he's supposed to do and me disappearing into the shower like a coward. He'll probably give me a fucking earful once he knows the truth. I'll be deserving of it. 
I put my things down just inside the door and walk to him. After a moment's hesitation, I decide to kneel too. He startles at the move before settling back into the perfect kneeling position. 
"Look at me, little one." I'm rewarded with those pretty blue eyes, but I hate the emotions swirling in them. "I have to tell you something. It's… big. Overwhelming. You might get mad at me, and you're allowed to. You'll probably have questions, and you're allowed to ask as many as you'd like. The only thing you can't do is yell, okay? It's dangerous if others hear us. No yelling, promise?" 
He looks like he's going to be sick, but he nods. 
"You remember Carter, yes?" He flinches, his eyes going wide. He doesn't answer, just stares at me in pure terror, which I suppose is legitimate considering the last time he acknowledged Carter's existence he was nearly tortured to death. "Carter's brother is friends with Carter's owner and me. We all work on a team together. An undercover team. Deep undercover. Like CIA but… different. Less rules. Long-term assignments. I’ve been pretending to be this person for nearly 10 years now. Carter’s owner, too."
He just blinks at me. 
"Our team is working on taking this region of the slave trade down. That’s why Carter got taken, as retaliation for his brother. We bought him to keep him safe. When Carter found out the truth, he begged us to save you too. That's why I came and got you. Why I haven't touched-" except that's not true anymore, is it? Fuck. "-why I haven't fucked you or hurt you. I’m not really one of them. I’m an operative. Hell, I’m an grumpy Army vet, not some rich asshole who sees people as slaves. This is all just an act." 
He stares at me. He doesn't even blink this time. Just stares. 
"This operation has been going on for almost a decade, but it's close to being done. So fucking close. And then you'll be free, Casey. You and Carter. And so many others like you. There's a safehouse we'll bring you guys to and then your future is yours again. Your life is yours again. Okay, Casey? You're going to be free."
He doesn't seem convinced. 
"Think about it, okay? Think about how I've treated you. How confused you've been. It makes sense now, right? If you forget about me being stupid and drunk and making the mistake I made last night, doesn't it make sense? You're safe now, Casey. You're safe."
His face twists before relaxing into an expression that's startlingly calm. My stomach drops in realization.
He doesn't believe me. 




Chapter Thirteen

Casey


It turns out that Master has been playing the long game. He was smart. Tricky. He didn't hurt me. Didn't fuck me. Didn't give me many rules. He took care of me. Fed me. Bathed me. He held me close after my panic attack and promised there'd be no games. Even last night, that kiss was…  something. Or I thought it was. 
And then he told me that I'm free.
It might have worked if my old master hadn't played a similar trick on me before. 
But I know better now. This man is just like the others. Cruel. Twisted. Monstrous. 
And to bring Carter into it, even… 
"You don't believe me," Master says, rubbing at the back of his neck. 
I tread carefully, knowing I can't call this man a liar without serious repercussions. "I believe you would set me free if you wanted to, Master." 
"I'm going to. And it's Jake. You can call me Jake. The others here call me Benny, but that's not my real name. Carter will probably call me Benny too. Maybe even Travis – or Nathan - since he feels safer when he uses our code names, but I'm Jake."
He even came up with a fake real name. When he first introduced himself to me, he said he was Benny Rivera, my new master. Then last night he had requested I call him Jake. At the time, I had figured it was a nickname or something. But now I know he was laying the foundation. He was playing the game. 
He's good. 
I'm better. 
I remain quiet and calm, not giving the man any sort of reaction that can earn me a punishment. I certainly will not be calling him Jake, that’s for sure. I shouldn’t have done it last night, but I’ll forgive myself since I was half-asleep and thrown off by the confusing way he was acting. Unless he clearly orders me to call him by that name, I’m not using it. 
It almost feels good to be back to this. I was starting to relax, starting to believe this master might be different. It’s better this way. Hypervigilance might be exhausting, but it keeps me from thinking dangerous things. Keeps me from forgetting my reality. 
“Okay,” Master says, looking genuinely concerned. He’s good. “Let’s go see Carter. I think it’ll help if you see him.”
That almost gets me. Is he really here? I feel very confident that the whole freedom story is made up, but there’s still a chance Carter really is here somewhere, owned by his friend. Maybe even the friend that’s been checking up on me. I thought he looked vaguely familiar. But it doesn’t really matter one way or another. We’re just slaves. Two pawns in our masters’ games. 
I really hope Carter’s not here though. The last thing I want is him being dragged into this sick game. 
“Come here, Casey,” Master says softly. I flinch at the sound of my name again, wishing he’d stop using it. But I know it’s part of the game. I can handle it. I start to crawl, but he stops me. “Please stand. Walk. It’s just down the hall. No one should even see you. In fact, it’d probably be safe to wear clothes. Maybe. Well, probably… not. I don’t know. Do you want clothes?” 
Clothes? This man is really going all out. 
“I want whatever you want to give me, Master.”
“Right. Great. Let’s just… go. But walk. Get up and walk, alright?”
I do as instructed, wondering when this whole game will be over. Should I just pretend to believe him so he can get to the punishment part? 
I walk a step behind Master, keeping my head down as we travel. We stop at a door exactly like the one we just walked through. Master pauses, seeming to take a deep breath, then lifts his hand to knock. I keep my gaze locked on the floor as the door opens and Master nudges me forward. My heartbeat pounds loudly in my ears, making it a little difficult to hear. But I make out the sound of my name, the voice familiar, though a little shaky. 
Something complicated twists inside of me. I can’t help myself then, peeking up just enough to see that Carter is standing a few feet away. My eyes burn, my throat going tight. I quickly look at Master, not sure what he wants me to do. Master is frowning at me. 
Of course he is. 
I’ve just been brought to Master’s friend’s room and I’m being fucking rude. I’m not paying attention. I just looked at another slave. I’m not even kneeling. 
I fix that last one immediately, gracefully moving down to my knees so I’m settled at Master’s feet. 
The air in the room feels impossibly heavy. 
“Casey,” Master says softly, his hand coming to rest on my head. I lift my chin just enough to press into the touch, wanting him to know I’m not ignoring him while remaining respectful. “Your friend is here. Remember, I told you Carter is here?”
I can tell this is a test. What a ridiculous thought - a slave having a friend. I close my eyes, wishing Carter wasn’t here to see this. “I have no friends, Master. There’s only you.”
“Casey, we talked about this.” Master kneels in front of me, the movement so incredibly wrong that I have to fight to keep from saying something. “You’re safe now, remember? You and Carter both. I’m sorry for not telling you sooner, but your health was more important.”
I suddenly feel fucking exhausted, my body curling up like I can hide from this whole thing. How long are we going to play this game? Will I have to pretend to believe this - even though it's guaranteed to get me punished - for Master to finally stop? 
"This isn't a game like your old master used to play. I promised no games. I promised no tests. Remember? This is real, Casey. I promise." I release a breath, feeling close to tears. Master continues. "You can talk to him. He's your friend. It's okay. You're safe."
I should play the game, shouldn't I? It means I’ll be punished for believing I could be free. For even daring to want to be free. And I’ll probably be punished for talking to a slave, too. For believing I’m worthy of a friend. It might even get Carter punished. But Master will find a reason to punish me no matter what, most likely. Carter's Master will as well. At least this way, the game can be over. 
I force my gaze up until it lands on Carter. My throat threatens to close, probably my body trying to save me from this dangerous move, but I still manage a soft, "H-hey." 
My friend sways forward before dropping to his knees right beside Master. He looks unbelievably happy. Oh no. No, Carter, don't believe them! "Hey, Casey. God, you're - I can't believe you're here! It's been killing me not to come see you!" 
So, they've been playing the game longer with him. 
Poor Carter…
Realizing Carter expects me to respond, I dart my eyes to Master. The man is just watching us. Studying us, almost. 
What can I say that will get me in the least amount of trouble? 
I replay Carter's words before settling with, "I'm here, yes." 
"I'm so sorry for the party. I'm so fucking sorry." Carter's eyes are watery, his voice thick. "I didn't mean to get you in trouble. I'm so sorry." 
"I knew better," I tell him, partly because I hate seeing him so upset, partly because Master is still watching closely, and partly because it's the truth. "I shouldn't have engaged with another slave like I did. I deserved to be punished." 
Carter flinches before looking at me like he doesn't even recognize me. "No, Casey-"
"Leave it," Master says. He gives Carter a smile that seems almost sad. "Focus on now. The past is complicated for him. We're working on it."
We are?
I’d really rather we not. 
"Oh. Right. I - okay." Carter shifts his gaze back to me, his smile forced. "Do you want some clothes? When I found out the truth, that was one of the first things I wanted to do. It felt weird, but good. I can get you something to wear, if you want?" 
So many landmines in that string of sentences, just waiting for me to step on them. I shake my head, wishing I could beg Carter to stop. "No. I - no, thank you. I don't need clothes." 
"Are you sure? It's kind of cold in here." Carter tugs at his sweater. I hadn’t even noticed it until now. His master is playing a good game too. "The clothes are big on me, but they'll fit you better. You still have a larger frame, even if you're…" He doesn't finish the sentence. I don’t mind. I know I’m a sliver of what I used to be. That's okay. This is what a slave is meant to be like. I feel bad that Carter hasn't learned that yet. 
"No, thank you.”
“It’s me, Casey. Carter." My friend's smile wobbles. "You - you remember me, right?” 
I look at Master again, unsure. When the man nods, I let myself say the truth. "Of course." 
“You don’t have to act like a slave anymore. Not in here. You’re safe now. For real. Benny and Nathan won’t hurt us.”
Without meaning to, I look at the man who owns Carter - Nathan. I wince as I remember how cruel the man had been at the party. How Carter had screamed and sobbed, even after he was gagged. I quickly look away. "He has hurt you. I've seen it."
The words weren't meant to be said out loud, but it's too late to take them back. I try to breathe through the panic as I wait to be yelled at. How dare I accuse a master of hurting a slave? I’m going to be in so much trouble…
Carter is fumbling now, probably starting to realize this is a game. "He - well, right. I - I guess that’s true, yeah. But it was part of the act. He needed to play the part of my master or people would have known he was undercover. Didn’t you explain all this?”
He's speaking to Master at the end there, and I almost chastise my friend to speak more respectfully to the man. 
Master sounds frustrated when he answers him. "Yes, but it’s a lot to take in, Carter. Be patient." 
"Casey, come on. Talk to me," my friend begs, not being patient at all. "You know you’re saved, right? We saved you. This place is temporary, but then we’ll be free again. Like we were before all this. We can - we can do whatever you want. You could swim again!”  
You could swim again. 
The words are like a punch to the gut, stealing my breath and forcing tears to my eyes. I duck my head, hoping to hide that I’m crying. I don’t want to make Master angry. 
"I'm happy here.” I don’t let myself think about swimming. I can't think about that. "I - I don't wish to go anywhere or do anything else. Mas - Benny makes me very happy." 
I suck in a sharp breath after finishing the sentence. I shouldn't have used Master's fake - or whatever the hell it actually is - name, knowing it's another thing I’ll be punished for. I had done it to show I’m being a good boy and playing the game, but I realize now it might have been a step too far. Stupid, stupid, stupid. 
"Maybe we should all take a break," Carter’s master says. "Give everyone a chance to process." 
"But-" Carter starts to argue. Shut up, Carter. 
Master cuts him off. "That might be a good idea." I feel Master's hand return to my head, fingers softly carding through my hair. I hold my breath, waiting for the grip to tighten. Waiting for Master to drag me back to the room by nothing but my messy locks. I force myself to still lean into the touch, not wanting to be punished for not appreciating my master's attention. "I think Casey could use a break."
That's probably code for punishment. Master is going to bring me to his room to punish me now. 
Finally. 
“Has he fucked you?” Carter asks. I flinch as my friend suddenly grabs my face. “Has Benny touched you? Fucked you?” 
No, because you’re disgusting, a voice whispers in my mind. Why would Master want to fuck a broken, used up slave like you? 
“I-I-” I pause, having no fucking idea what to say. 
“Carter-” Master and Carter’s master say at the same time, sounding like they’re warning him. 
Don’t be stupid Carter.  
Carter ignores them. “You can tell me. It’s okay. Tell me if he’s done anything to you.” 
“He - he takes good care of me.”
Carter looks frustrated, shaking his head. “But has he touched you sexually? Or hurt you? Punished you?”
“N-no.” I pull back, dropping my chin before he can grab my face again. I just want this to stop. Want Carter to stop. Maybe if I explain that Master has been fine to me, he’ll let it go? Benny. I should call him Benny because that’ll make Carter feel better. “Mas - Benny doesn’t… want me…”
I already knew this, it was impossibly clear after he rejected me last night, but hearing it out loud hurts in a way that steals my breath and makes me feel carved out inside. Shame wraps itself around me. What kind of slave isn’t wanted by their master? 
Carter stares at me for a long time before finally saying, “You’re right. We should all take a break.” 




Chapter Fourteen

Jake


I feel like we’re talking in fucking circles. I’ve spent the last hour trying to get this boy to believe me, all while he says placating things that aren’t denials but aren’t agreements either. He’s still on his knees. I’ve given up asking him to stand. I did that when we got back in the room, then excused myself to the bathroom to try and get my thoughts sorted out. When I came back, there he was, kneeling. I tried it again when I told him to stand so I could help him get dressed in some of my clothes, hoping they’d help his mindset, but he’d gone right back down the moment he was dressed.  
“Casey,” I plead, deflating to the edge of the bed and putting my head in my hands. “I don’t know how to get you to believe me. Tell me what it’ll take. Please.” 
I don’t expect him to answer, but he does. “Carter’s brother.” 
I drop my hands and look over to find him eyeing me. “Maison. His name is Maison.”
“I want to hear it from him.” He lifts his chin defiantly, suddenly confident. “And in front of Carter, so I know it’s actually Maison.” 
“He’s not here. Maison - he’s way too far for us to meet up with him. Not that he’d ever agree to meet. I mean, that’d be so fucking stupid and dangerous-”
“Your phone doesn’t work?” he asks, cutting me off. 
I can’t help but gape at him for a second, not sure where this sudden shift of attitude is coming from. “You guys could call him. Sure. That’d be - yeah, sure.” 
“Okay.” He pushes up to his feet and nods. “Let’s go.”
“Okay.” I stand up too, feeling much better. He must be starting to believe me, right? Starting to let himself hope? 
I step forward, heading for the door, but he flinches away and brings his hands up to protect his face. Then he falls right back to his knees and blurts, “I’m sorry, Master! I’m sorry! Please punish me. Please - I want to be good again.”
My heart sinks. 
He doesn’t believe me. He was pretending. The only thing he was hoping for was a punishment, which would mean this game is over. But it’s not a fucking game. 
“Get up,” I order, deciding I’m going to follow through with his plan even if he didn’t actually mean it. Calling Maison is a good idea. That’s how we convinced Carter when we tried telling him the truth. I don’t know why we didn’t think of it this time around too. “On your feet. Let’s get you that phone call.” 
“Don’t punish Carter,” he whispers, looking up at me with watery blue eyes. “Please, Master. It’s not his fault. Punish me.”
“Come on,” I say instead of acknowledging his words. He won’t believe me regardless of what I say. It’s better to just hurry this along. Hopefully Carter and Maison will do a better job at convincing him. “Let’s go.”
He whimpers but pushes to his feet and wipes the tears that have fallen down his cheeks. The sight fucking breaks my heart, but I put on a brave face and lead him out the room and down the hall again. 
Casey seems to waver the moment we’re inside the bedroom, but he thankfully doesn’t go to his knees like before. I give Carter a pained smile when I see the worry on his face. “I thought it’d be good for the two of you to call Maison.”
“Oh…” Carter shifts on his feet, eyeing Casey for a moment before turning to Travis. “Does Maison even know Casey is here?”
Travis nods. “We told him, yeah. We’ve been talking with him on his burner phone a lot lately, updating him about everything. I didn’t want him in the dark when - if - you decided to call him.”
Carter releases a resigned sigh. I know he’s been avoiding his brother like the plague since finding out the truth, but I have a feeling Casey is important enough to him to override that. Sure enough - “Then I guess we call Maison.”
“I’ll send him a text on his burner to let him know. He’ll call when it’s safe,” Travis explains. He tilts his head at Carter, his expression softening. He’s such a sucker for the boy. It’d be laughable if it wasn’t fucking doomed for misery. “You okay?”
Carter just nods, making a sound that seems to be affirmative. Then he turns to Casey. “Are you… okay? Casey?” 
Casey shuffles his feet nervously, like he always does when I force him to stand for me. He lets himself look at Carter through his lashes, his lips parting like he might say something. He doesn’t, though. Instead, he looks over at me and clamps his mouth shut, then looks down at the ground again. I deflate. 
“You need to leave,” Carter says. 
For a moment, I think he means me and Casey. But then I realize he’s looking at me and Travis. I arch a brow at him. “No, that won’t be happening.”
“You can tell him he’s safe to do whatever until you’re blue in the face, but with you here, hovering over him? He’s not going to believe it. He’s not going to even try.” 
“Carter, he’s been through a lot.”
“Don’t you think I know that?” he nearly growls. “We’ve both been through a lot. But right now, you’re not helping.”
I almost argue again, not sure that’s what’s best for Casey, but then I see the way Casey is looking at me and remember how he’s been looking at me every time he’s wavered, and I realize Carter is right. With me here, Casey is too focused on behaving for his master. It’s not until he’s alone that he might be willing to believe this whole thing. 
“I should be packing anyway. And going over final security checks.” I look at Casey, giving him a small smile. “Casey, you’re safe here with Carter, okay? I’ll be back.”
Casey seems to curl in on himself as he turns his wide blue eyes on me. “B-but-”
“I’ll be back,” I say again. “This isn’t me leaving you. I’ll be back.” 
“But…” he eyes Travis, his bottom lip quivering. 
“He won’t leave until Nathan leaves with him,” Carter promises. “We won’t be alone with Nathan. They’ll leave together, at the same time, and then it’ll just be us. Right?” 
Travis frowns, clearly not happy with this turn of events, but Carter shoots him a look that gets him agreeing very quickly. So whipped. “Right.” 
Casey relaxes a little, which is… something, I guess. “Okay…”
“Oh.” Travis lifts his phone. “He just texted. Said to give him 5.”
“This is your burner phone, Carter,” I add, handing him the small black phone. It’s for him and Casey to use to contact us if they need anything while we’re in Mexico - or to contact Maison if there’s an emergency and they can’t wait for us - but it works for this too. “That’s what he’s going to call you on. You can never call him though, understood? Only text.”
“Okay.” Carter fiddles with the phone in his hands, suddenly looking nervous. 
After we all - minus Casey - exchange some awkward, tense looks, Travis tilts his head toward the door. I follow him out despite the way my entire body seems to be begging me to stay by Casey. My protective instincts are on high alert. 
He’ll be better with Carter, I tell myself. He’s fucking afraid of you. 
All I can hope is that by the time I return, that last part is no longer true. 




Chapter Fifteen

Casey


The second the door clicks shut behind Master and his friend, I turn to Carter and look at his phone.  We have to call for help, right? It’s risky. It’s so fucking risky. But we have to at least try. 
“I-” I pause, anxiety crawling along my skin until I feel ready to claw right out of it. I look around the room, wondering if the men are watching somehow. I try to keep my voice low when I ask Carter, “What if there are cameras?”
Carter looks surprised by this before frowning. Has he really not considered this? How in the world has he survived so long? “There aren’t any cameras. Even if there were, it’d just be Benny and Nathan who see the feeds, and they don’t care what we do.”
Yeah, right. 
“We…” I trail off, looking around again. There’s no way they just left us here, right? With a phone? No fucking way. I move closer to Carter, knowing I have to take the risk. This is the moment I’ve been waiting for. This is our chance. If we get punished, it’ll be worth it. 
I lean forward and whisper in his ear, “We should call 911. With that phone. We have to call 911, Carter. Now.” 
“We can’t do that, Casey.” He holds the phone closer to his chest like I might steal it. Which… I sort of think I might. Would I win if we fought? Would Carter forgive me after? This is our fucking chance, and he’s wasting time arguing. “If we did that, we’d ruin everything. Benny and Nathan are trying to save hundreds of slaves. Thousands even. If we called 911, that’d never happen.”
I shake my head, unable to believe that. “The cops know how to save them.”
“Not like they will, no. The cops would save us and the others in this house, but they wouldn’t be able to do anything else. They don’t have the information they need. The records. They don’t know that there are slaves all around the world who need to be saved. Slaves that Nathan has kept track of to make sure they were helped when this is all over. And they don’t know the other key players in the trafficking business. They wouldn’t know that they need to go down and deal with Miller and unravel his entire business. They wouldn’t know where to begin with any of it. Calling would be selfish.” Carter huffs. “And that’s all only if the cops even manage to get in here before getting shot down by all of Nathan’s men.”  
Realizing I’m crying, I quickly wipe the tears from my eyes with shaking hands. Now isn’t the time to cry. But… I’m just so scared. This is too good to be true. Way too good. I’m fucking terrified we’re about to miss our chance. 
“Casey-”
“Remember what I taught you?” I ask, referring to the motto I taught him and the others in the cell before we were sold. The motto my dad drilled into my head because he was paranoid that something bad would happen to me. I gave up on it a while ago, unable to cling to hope any longer, but this is our chance. “Keep calm. Breathe. Pay attention. Wait for your moment. This is our fucking moment, Carter. We can call 911. Fuck, we can call my fucking dad! I have no idea where we are, but he’d help us. He’d be able to figure it out. He’d-” 
The phone rings. 
I look at Carter, my head spinning. Is it Master? Carter’s master? Someone that’s going to try to pretend to be Maison? 
Is it… Maison?
Could it really be Maison?
Could this all really be true?
We should ignore it. Decline the call and dial 911. 
“Carter…”
“It’s okay,” he promises. “It’s going to be okay.”
But what if it’s not?
Carter takes my hand, pulling me toward the closet for some reason. I don’t argue. It’s probably the safest place if our masters are listening through the bedroom door. He sits on the floor, the phone still ringing in his hand. I hesitate before sitting too. We exchange one last look before he flicks his thumb across the screen to accept the call. 
“H-hello?” he asks, not sounding as confident as he did a moment ago. 
“Carter. Shit. I - hey, baby brother,” the man who may or may not be Maison says, his voice shifting between concern and joy. “God, it’s good to hear your voice. How are you? How have things been? God, I-”
“I’m here with Casey,” Carter says quickly, cutting his possible-brother off. “I’m not calling to talk about… Well, I’m just - I’m here with Casey. Benny told him the truth.”
“Oh. Right.” The man clears his throat. “Hey, Casey. It’s nice to sort of meet you. How are you settling in?”
I eye Carter, not entirely sure if I’m buying this. He’d recognize his brother though, wouldn’t he? Or is his hope getting in the way? I lean forward so I can whisper in his ear, just in case the man on the phone isn’t who he says he is. “How do you know it’s really him?”
Carter puts a finger up for me to wait. “Can you prove to Casey that you’re my brother? I want to ask you a question or two.”
“Carter, we already did this. The first time we spoke, you didn’t believe it was me. We did this.”
“But Casey wasn’t there. Humor us.”
“Okay. Of course. Sure. Whatever you need.”
I try to force myself to relax, but he doesn’t sound very enthused about proving himself. Probably because he isn’t Maison. 
“Who was my first kiss?” Carter asks. 
Possibly-Maison chuckles. “That would be with Bailey Marshall. Your 16th birthday. You had a sleepover party with all your friends, and the two of you snuck off during the bonfire and kissed behind mom’s tool shed. You told me it was like fireworks. I gave you shit about the cheesiness of that for months.” 
I look at Carter, waiting for him to confirm if that’s true. Carter nods. My stomach flips, my brain barely even registering what Carter says in return. “You totally did. So much shit. I hated you.”
“You got me back. Remember when you found out about me having that threesome with Mrs. Burns and her husband? To the day of your kidnapping, you still weren’t letting me live that shit down.”
“To the day of my kidnapping?” Carter asks with a psh sound. “I’m still giving you shit for that, brother. You’re not getting away with it just because I got fucking kidnapped. Good try though.”
“It was one threesome!” the man shouts, though he’s laughing too. “One night!”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Carter’s smile fades as he looks off to the side at me. “Um - that good enough for you, Case?” 
No. 
Yes. 
Maybe?
“I just… this is all…” 
“Ridiculous?” Carter asks. “I know. But do you believe us?”
I draw my knees up to my chest, taking a deep breath. I just - I can’t wrap my head around it. There’s just no way. Could it really be over? Could we really both be safe? No more pain? No more fear? No more… rape? Really?
I try to release the breath that’s burning my lungs, but instead of coming out as a puff of air, it comes out as a sob. Carter quickly puts the phone down and wraps me up in his arms, holding me close as one sob follows another. 
“I’m so sorry,” Maison murmurs. “I’m so sorry.”
At some point, Carter tells Maison he’s letting him go, turning off his repeated apologies so we can cry together in peace, curled up on the floor of the closet, arms around each other. 
It takes a while for our sobs to calm into shaky breaths and hiccups, but we eventually manage it. We loosen our grips on each other but don’t separate. Carter strokes a hand along my back, tucking his head against my chest. “I’m so sorry for talking to you at that party, Case. I wasn’t thinking. It just… came out. And I had no fucking idea that would happen. What he did to you - what they all did to you - it - it just…” 
“I know,” I whisper. “It’s okay. I mean, it’s not, but… it wasn’t your fault.”
“Was he always like that? Your owner, I mean. DuGray. Was it always like that for you, or was that just a really bad night?”
My stomach twists, bile burning inside of it and threatening to crawl up my throat. “I don’t want to talk about him. Not - not right now. Please?”
“Yeah. Of course.” He gives me a little squeeze. “How about fun stuff instead?”
I laugh shakily. “Fun stuff. I forgot that existed.”
“Me too. Wanna try though?”
“Sure.” 
We lay there in awkward silence for a few seconds before bursting into laughter at the same time. I wipe tears from my face, pulling away from him a little so I can see him doing the same. 
“I’m coming up blank,” I admit, still laughing a little even though it’s not that funny. “Maybe you go first?”
“Yeah. Yeah, of course. Um…” He looks over at the clothes hanging along the wall of the closet, all dark colors and expensive fabrics. His lips quirk. “My high school prom, I wore my brother’s suit to save some money. I was drowning in it. The poor girl I brought as a date was so upset when I showed up, and then when we did the stupid walk thing where the audience watches all the couples walk, I tripped on the pants and took down my date and two other couples. One of the girls got a bloody nose.”
I bark a laugh, picturing a younger Carter in floppy clothes, some girl covered in blood like Carrie at the prom. 
“Shut up!” he says, though he’s laughing too. “Let me guess, you were fucking prom king or something, weren’t you?”
“No.” I shoot him a glare, but we both just end up laughing again. It’s such a relief that it’s hard to stop now that we’ve started. Everything is funny. 
Everything is fucking beautiful. 
He returns my glare despite his continued laughter. “I don’t believe you.”
“I wasn’t!” I snort. “I was runner-up. My best friend won it.”
“Runner-up.” He dramatically rolls his eyes, groaning. “Oh, the horror!”
“Were you a total geek in high school?”
“I was not a geek,” he corrects haughtily. “I was… bookish.”
“Oh. I stand corrected.”
He shoves at my shoulder, but gently. Probably because the thing is still covered in a massive green-ish bruise. 
“Okay, your turn for an embarrassing story. This feels very one-sided right now,” Carter fake grumbles. “I feel very judged.”
“Okay, okay. Let’s see. Oh. My first high school swim meet. Two words.” I pause for dramatic effect. “Speedo slip.”
He bursts out laughing again. 
We keep trading stories, keeping them lighthearted and usually embarrassing. At some point we end up with Carter sitting against the dresser, one knee drawn up, the other leg straight out to press against my arm where I’m currently sprawled on the floor with my feet kicked up against the wall. We laugh so hard sometimes, we end up crying again. The good kind of crying. 
“Uh… hello?” 
Despite knowing logically that I’m safe now, I still startle at the sound of Carter’s mast - Nathan’s - voice. My body moves without my permission until I’m kneeling in the default position, my ears buzzing with panic so loud I can’t hear anything they say. I feel unbelievably stupid when Carter nudges me to get me to relax, my face burning with humiliation as I realize my mistake. 
“You alright, Case?” Jake asks. 
Case. 
I refuse to acknowledge the way my stupid stomach flutters at the nickname and force myself to make eye contact with the man who owns me, yet… doesn’t. “I’m hanging in there.”
His expression twists with concern, but then he smiles. “Good. That’s - that’s really good.”
“Yeah.” I find myself smiling too, something warm unfurling in my chest as the reality of my situation slowly sinks in. “Yeah, it is, isn’t it?”
“Speaking of good things,” Carter says, his eyes meeting Nathan’s. He starts talking to him about the files he told me that Nathan keeps locked up, each one for a victim of human trafficking that he hopes to save. I notice how flustered Carter gets speaking to him. All rosy cheeks and shy looks and nervous glances. He’s in love with him, isn’t he? I hadn’t noticed before, but it’s obvious. 
I have so many questions, but Jake drags my attention away from the two of them by speaking. “I’ll show Casey around the room a little while you two do that, then. Show him the mini-fridge and the box of food we brought in. Where the medical supplies are. All that.” 
“Um. Sure.” I give Jake a thumbs up that feels all wrong. My face goes hot again. “Sounds… great.”
We agree to split up then, Carter looking worried about me for another moment before his focus once again shifts to Nathan. Jake shoots them an amused look before smirking at me, making me think that he’s caught on to the same thing I have. 
I follow him out of the closet, fighting a smile as I realize there’s not much to show me. This room is nearly identical to the one Jake and I have been sharing the past few days. A bedroom, a walk-in closet, and an oversized bathroom. Even his mini-fridge is in the exact same spot as Jake’s. There’s only one thing I notice as a major difference - his bathtub is a obnoxiously large. It’s a huge thing that takes three steps to climb up into. I’m not sure why Jake used such a stupid excuse to be alone, but I won’t argue. Now that I know I’m safe with this man, my curiosity is pretty much in hyperdrive. So is that little bit of attraction that’s been lingering beneath the surface ever since that time I saw him in nothing but his towel. I force that part down, though. 
Far, far down. 
“This bath is obnoxious,” I inform him, running my hand along the lip of the huge basin. “Who needs a bath this big?”
He snorts. “My best friend is a very big fan of baths. I think maybe your friend likes them too, from the things I’ve heard.”
“Like… they take baths together?”
“I’m fairly confident, yes.”
“Oh.” I picture that - two bodies pressed together in the sudsy water, cuddling as they soak in the warmth, all relaxed and happy. But it’s not Carter and Nathan – Travis? - I find myself picturing. It’s… us. Jake and I. My chest squeezes as I peek over at him, unable to stop myself from remembering how he tasted when we kissed. Tequila and chocolate and something smoky. A cigar, maybe? “Do you think your tub is big enough for that?”
I immediately want to take the question back. I hadn’t meant to say it. My mind was distracted. I let myself look at him again, heart in my throat. His face is perfectly neutral. It’s impressive. It must be why he’s so damn good at his job. “It probably would, yes. If the two individuals were willing to be… close.”
“That’s the point of sharing a bath, isn’t it?” I ask, not sure how I’ve suddenly gotten so brave. 
“Yes. I suppose it is.”
“It sounds… nice. Doesn’t it?”
“Yes,” he says again, his voice much softer now. His eyes search my face like he’s looking for something. “It does.”
I swallow hard, not entirely sure what we’re talking about anymore. 
“I’m leaving,” he suddenly says. 
It feels like a slap to my face. “Wait… what?”
“We have to go to Mexico for a few days. It’s one of the last things we need to do to end the operation.”
Mexico. 
For a few days. 
“W-what about me? What about Carter?”
“You’ll stay in here together. You’ll be perfectly safe. No one can enter the rooms besides me and Travis. We stocked the shit out of the fridge and Travis brought in a huge box of non-perishables. Carter has the burner phone where he can communicate with Maison if something goes wrong. I think Travis plans on texting him too, even though I advised him strongly against it.” His lips twist. “He doesn’t tend to listen when it comes to Carter. He’s recklessly in love with your best friend.”
I smile, just a little. “That’s nice. I like that for Carter, I think. To be loved like that. I think he might love Nathan too. Or - Travis? It’s kind of confusing, you know. All the different names. I don’t know how you guys do it. But the way Carter looks at him…”
Jake chuckles. “Yeah, it is confusing. It helps though. Travis more than me, but sometimes me too. Helps us separate from the evil of everything, you know? Like, Nathan and Benny are our shields. And I agree. I think Carter is in love with him too. But Carter didn’t know the truth right away, so for a while Travis was Carter’s master. They have a hell of a lot to work out now.” 
“Yeah, I can see that.”
“Come on. We’re running late. It’s my job to keep that knucklehead on track. If it wasn’t for me, he’d lock himself in that closet with Carter and ignore all responsibilities.”
I laugh softly, having a feeling he’s not too far off the truth with that.  “Lead the way.”
[image: image-placeholder]After a tear-jerking goodbye between Carter and Nathan like they’ll never see each other again, and a stilted goodbye between me and Jake, Carter and I struggle to find the same happy energy we had before. He ends up just turning a movie on while we snack for a while, taking our time and easing back into conversation. We end up talking about a ton of little things and all the big things too - though nothing post-kidnapping, the two of us still thankfully avoiding that topic. 
The guys gave us a time limit for updates. If we don’t hear from them every 6 hours, we have to reach out to Maison. Carter uses that as his excuse for being glued to his phone all the time, but I don’t buy it for a second. He smiles like a total lovestruck idiot every time his phone lights up with a text from Travis. I smirk at him, but I’m secretly a little jealous. I wish Jake would have given me my own phone. I know I don’t need it, since Carter and I are together, but… it’d be nice to get texts too. 
To try to distract us from, well, everything, Carter brings me back into the closet and pulls out the files he told me about. He seems excited as he starts handing some to me, warning me that the files might be sad, but they also bring him hope. It helps him to see all the people he’s going to help save by hanging in there with the operation. 
I’m not entirely sure I feel the same. Every face I see makes me wonder if that face belongs to someone who feels just like me. Someone broken beyond repair. Someone who, even after learning of their freedom, even after being told they’ll get a happy ending, craves a quicker ending instead. Because that’s the thought that’s lingering in the back of my mind, isn’t it? How nice it would be for it all to just… stop. 
The thought of pretending to be okay for the rest of my life. Of trying to open up and heal. Of spending night after night trapped in nightmares, day after day trying to be normal, trying to smile for my friend who is so clearly going to be okay - it all sounds fucking exhausting. 
At some point, I stop looking at the files. When Carter notices, he gives me a sad smile and quietly puts them away. 
We watch another movie instead. 
[image: image-placeholder]Carter grows agitated as we approach four hours without an update - the longest stretch so far. We’re lying in bed, the emotions of the day taking their toll on us. Despite how exhausted I am, I can’t fall asleep. Not with Carter’s panic like a neon sign beside me. 
“Still no text?” I ask, knowing full well there hasn’t been one. 
“No…”
“I’m sure he’s just busy. There’s plenty of time.”
Carter blinks up at the ceiling. “I know.”
“You’re in love with him, aren’t you?”
“Hmm?” Carter asks, playing dumb - and sucking at it. 
“Nathan,” I say, using the name he seems to prefer for the man. I turn to face him, pressing my cheek against my pillow. He’s lying perfectly still like I might attack or something. Maybe because he’s terrified of his answer? I push the issue. “You’re in love with him, aren’t you?”
“I-” Carter makes a sound, almost like his throat closes in on itself. His fingers tighten on the phone he’s holding against his chest. He peeks over at me, his eyebrows pulling in. “Maybe. A… little. Does that make me terrible?” 
“No.”
“Really?” 
“Yeah.” I smile softly. I’ve experienced a lot of terrible things in my life, but love? That’s not one of them. “Tell me about it.” 
“About loving him?” Carter asks nervously. I nod, my smile growing as I watch his cheeks fill with red in the dim lighting of the room. “I don’t know. It - it happened slowly. They didn’t tell me the truth right away. I don’t know if Benny mentioned that or not, but they tried to keep me in the dark about all of this at first. I thought I was a slave. I mean, I was a slave, for all intents and purposes. It wasn’t until after the party where we saw each other, after Nathan punished me and I got hurt really badly, that he told me the truth.”
I nod, the details matching with what I remember. “I was wondering. You didn’t seem like you were acting that night.”
“I wasn’t. I was terrified.” Carter releases a shaky breath. “I thought you were going to die. I was watching what they were doing and I - God, Casey, I thought for sure you’d die.”
“I thought so, too…”
In fact, I’d hoped so. All I had wanted was for those men to finally kill me. Finally set me free.  
“I’m really fucking glad you didn’t,” Carter admits.
He’s smiling, so I force one of my own. I’m not entirely sure I agree yet, but Carter doesn't have to know that. “Don’t change the subject. Tell me about you and Nathan.” 
“It just… happened. He could be so kind sometimes. Gentle. He’d hold me. Take care of me. He gave me a day off once and we cuddled and watched Harry Potter and he made me laugh. And sometimes he’d give me my consent in the bedroom, and we’d have sex that was… good. Perfect, really. I just - I don’t know. I fell. At some point, I fell for him.”
“And he fell back?”
Carter shrugs. “He says he did. I don’t know. Part of me still worries that was just part of his act, you know? Like he acted in love with me because it’d make me feel better.”
I nearly scoff. “That’s so not true.”
“What do you mean?” 
I laugh then, realizing my friend is crazy if he doesn’t see what I have. “That man looks at you like you’re the fucking sun. When you asked him to wait earlier and ran up to him, I could see it. Clear as fucking day. He must either be a damn good actor or his men are fucking idiots because he’s very in love with you.”
“Yeah? You think?”
“Totally.” I scoot closer to him, grinning. I want to live vicariously through Carter for this next part. There’s probably no future in which I’ll enjoy these things, but I bet Carter will. “Is the sex good? I mean, the consensual stuff, obviously.”
“Oh my god, so good,” Carter admits, his eyes wide, his grin wider. 
The two of us giggle together, the feeling damn near miraculous after everything we’ve been through. 
It feels good enough for me to admit, “Ugh, I miss sex.” I roll onto my back after the words are out, sighing heavily. “I’m kind of worried I’ll never be able to enjoy it again after everything…” 
“I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to enjoy anything after this…” Carter shrugs. “But I promised I’d try.”
I shove away all the heavy feelings in my chest, focusing instead on lightening the mood by teasing him. “Promised Naaathaan?” 
He tries not to smile but fails. “Maybe.”
“What happens after this anyway? We just… go back to normal? Back to college and stuff?” 
“I think it’s an option, yeah. But there’s the option of a safehouse too. And new identities, I think. I don’t know the details. Nathan and I don’t exactly communicate well these days.” Carter laughs, but it sounds forced. Awkward. 
“What will you do?” I ask, trying not to panic at the thought of him not being around. “Will you go to the safehouse or whatever?” 
“I think so. I don’t know. At least at first? Probably?”
“It’s hard to think about an after. Weird. I didn’t think there’d ever be anything more than…” I trail off, not interested in finishing the thought. Not interested in anything to do with my old master. I wave a hand like I can push it all away. “It still feels too scary. I mean, it’s not guaranteed, right? Things could go wrong. So many things. And then the future will get ripped away.”
Carter closes his eyes tight enough to make the skin around them wrinkle. “I know…”
“Sort of makes me wish I didn’t know the truth. Almost. Or not. I don’t know.” I sigh, my chest aching. “This is nice. Tonight. With you. This - I needed this. So maybe I don’t wish that. But if it all goes wrong…” 
“I know.” Carter reaches across the bed to put his hand over mine. I turn my hand so we’re palm to palm, slotting our fingers together. I stare at where we’re joined in wonder. It wasn’t long ago at all that I believed I’d never touch a human being like this again. Gentle. Loving. Comforting. It wasn’t long ago that I believed I didn’t even deserve this.
A part of me still believes I don’t. Had I fought hard enough? Held out long enough? Did I really let myself become a slave so easily? Should I have tried harder to escape? Should I have gone through with my plan to end it all? 
"I know,” Carter says again. And I can’t help but wonder if Carter knows all of it. Everything I was just thinking. I can’t help but wonder if Carter maybe feels the same.
“We’ll be together either way though,” I say, though it’s more like a question. Like I’m begging my friend to agree. “That’s nice, right?”
“Yeah.” Carter squeezes my hand. “Really fucking nice.”
“But, like… this shit better work out because I need to learn what happens between you and Nathan,” I add, trying to lighten the mood again even as my voice trembles. “I’ll be pissed if the two of you get away with some bullshit cliffhanger ending, alright? I want a real one. Happy or not.” 
Carter laughs. “I’ll see what I can do.” 




Chapter Sixteen

Jake


I’m dead on my feet by the time we get back to the compound. Mexico went almost startingly smooth, the shift in reign damn near flawless. Seems when men are given enough money, drugs, and sex slaves, they don’t really care who their boss is anymore. Especially when their boss treated them like shit in the first place.  
“I can’t decide what I’m more excited for,” I mumble as Travis enters his code and handprint to get into his room. “Being one step closer to the end of everything, or not having to deal with Mica on a daily basis.”
Travis is just as exhausted as me, but he manages to snort a laugh in response. Mica is one of the biggest pieces of shit we’ve come across in the operation. He’s a sadistic fuck that often enjoyed doing things that turned our stomachs, though we always had to pretend it didn’t. Travis hasn’t seen as much as me, being able to excuse himself more often than I could. I’m more than fucking happy to have that particular monster out of our lives now. 
“That’s a close one,” Travis murmurs. “Fucking Mica. Piece of shit.”
“Right?” I rub my eyes, trying to shift gears mentally. “Fuck. I need a drink. Or a nap. Or a good fuck.” 
“Mmm. A good fuck,” he muses, his smile wistful. 
“Oh, fuck you.” I shoot him a dirty look as the security system chirps. “I saw how your boy said goodbye to you and I saw you smirking at your phone the whole trip. I give you 24 hours before you’re buried balls deep in his pretty little ass.”
Travis frowns at me. “You’re very crude when you’re tired, grumpy, and horny.”
“I fully accept that assessment, yes.” I gesture for him to open the door. “Let’s go. I might not get a good fuck, but I’m ready to head to my room for a drink and some sleep at least.”
Not arguing, Travis pushes through the door and leads the way into the bedroom. I stand beside him where he leans against a bedpost. Something settles in my chest when I see the two boys sprawled out on the mattress, fast asleep and breathing softly. Safe, safe, they’re safe. 
Casey stirs on the bed, blankets rustling. He jolts awake when he sees Travis, but his body relaxes when he sees me here too. I try not to let myself like that too much. 
“You’re back,” Casey whispers, his voice cracking. 
I smile. “We are.”
“Thank fuck.”
Travis and I frown, but Travis is the one that asks, “Were you worried something bad would 
happen?”
“Yes.” Casey laughs softly, his gaze falling to Carter’s sleeping body. “I thought I was going to have to kill him. I was debating suffocation with a pillow or drowning in the bathtub. Anything to get him to stop.”
“Stop?” Travis asks. 
“Worrying out loud about you,” Casey explains with another laugh. 
I smirk when I see my friend squirm at that piece of information. Yeah, 24 hours and those two will be wrapped up in each other for sure. 
“You want to stay here with them, or come back to the room with me?” I ask Casey, too tired to sit around and watch this week’s episode of The Young and The Angsty: Travis and Carter Edition. “I’m fucking beat. Need to get some rest.” 
“Oh.” Casey looks at Carter, frowning. Then laughs again. “We can give them some space. I’ll come with you.”
See? Casey doesn’t want to watch The Young and The Angsty: Travis and Carter Edition either. It’s not just my cold, black heart that’s over the lovebirds. 
It’s not until I’m leading Casey into my bedroom that I realize I haven’t been alone with him since he fully accepted the truth. We haven’t established any sort of ground rules. Any sort of relationship. Will Casey want to be left alone? Will he want to talk? Does he trust me now that he knows the truth or is he still afraid of me? 
“It’s pretty late. You want to just go to sleep?”
He shuffles his feet, picking at the hem of his sweater. “Sure."
“Alright. I can sleep on the floor if it’ll make you more comfortable? Or I have a couch in my office I can use, if you want to be alone.”
He frowns. “Why would you do that?” 
“Well… you know the truth now. We don’t have to share a bed anymore.”
“We didn’t really need to share it then either. It’s not like you were fucking me.” He shrugs. “Nothing has really changed, has it? Besides me not being confused anymore."
“I… guess not, no.” I rub the back of my neck, a little uncomfortable with what he just pointed out. “I’m sorry for sleeping in the bed with you before.”
Casey laughs, but it’s not a funny laugh. It’s sad. “I don’t think I would have liked it if we hadn’t slept together. I would have felt even more unwanted than I already did…”
“Oh, Casey…” I step forward without thinking, grabbing the hand by his side. His fingers squeeze me before I can decide if I should let go and apologize, almost like he’s afraid I’ll pull away. I hold on tighter. “You were never unwanted.”
He makes a noncommittal sound, like maybe he doesn’t believe me. “Can we go to bed?”
I take a breath, deciding to let the topic go for now. “Of course. Let me hit the bathroom. Unless you need to?”
“No. I’m fine.” He eyes the bed. “Do you mind if I… get in? On my side?”
His side. 
God, I like him having his own side of my bed way too fucking much…
“Go ahead. Get comfortable. I’ll be right back.”
He nods before heading toward the bed. I go in the opposite direction, hurrying through my nightly routine. He’s tucked into his usual spot by the time I return. I notice he’s wearing his sweater still, which makes me stop short. Should I wear clothes? I hate sleeping in clothes, but I don’t want to make him uncomfortable. 
“Everything okay?” he asks, his voice cracking with worry. 
“Of course.” I plug my phone into the charger and hook my thumb over my shoulder. “I’m just going to change out of these clothes. Pull on some sweats and a shirt.”
He frowns. “But you like to sleep in your underwear.”
“I mean… yes, I usually do.” I rub at the back of my neck. “But I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.”
“I think we’ve passed that point. Strip down, weirdo.” 
I smile, strangely pleased he just called me a weirdo. That must mean he’s getting more comfortable with me, right?
I strip down to my boxer briefs and climb into my usual spot, giving him a brief smile before turning the lamp off and getting comfortable. “Night, Casey.”
“Good night, Jake.”
That should be the end of things. It’s the middle of the night, I’m dead with exhaustion, and he’s probably not holding up well from the emotional rollercoaster that’s been his life lately. We should crash hard. 
But we don’t. 
I’d like to blame him - he’s restless, shifting around every minute or so, sighing softly in between - but I’m feeling just as restless on the inside. 
“What’s wrong?” I finally ask him, turning my head on the pillow to see his silhouette in the glow of the floor lights. 
“I used to sleep in clothes. Before, I mean. I liked being all bundled up and cozy.” He sighs again. “But now… they’re so fucking clunky. And they bunch up in weird places. And I’m hot.”
I try not to laugh, knowing it’s not funny. “Strip down then. I don’t mind.”
“I just wanted to be normal.”
“You’re going to have a new normal, Casey.” I push up on my elbow, wanting him to know this is serious to me. Wanting him to know that I care. “It fucking sucks, but you’re never going to be able to go back to who you were. You have to rebuild. Maybe your new normal is to sleep without clothes. That’s okay.”
He squeezes his eyes shut, his voice wobbling when he says, “I hate them. I hate all of them so fucking much.”
I don't have to ask who.
“I know.”  I run my hand through his hair, unable to stop myself even though I no longer have the excuse of being his owner to hide behind. “We’re going to fucking kill as many of them as we can, I promise.”
He jerks his head in a nod before starting to remove his clothes under the covers, dropping each article to the floor. I settle back on the mattress so we can try the whole sleep thing again. 
We last maybe 90 seconds before he makes an adorable growly sound and announces, “Sleep is stupid.”
I’m about to argue with him before I realize maybe Casey doesn’t need sleep right now. Maybe he needs something else. Maybe I do too. “How would you feel about some alcohol?”
“What?” he asks incredulously, sitting up to look at me. “Now?”
“Why the fuck not? I’d kill for a nice vodka right now. We have one that a Russian oligarch gave us last year. It’s the smoothest fucking shit.” I flash him a smile. “But we also have some ridiculously fancy brandy, top shelf tequila, the kind of wine that even 5-star restaurants can’t get their hands on. What’s your poison, Casey?”
Casey gapes at me. Then he reaches over to turn his bedside lamp on, turns back to look at me, and grins. I’ve never seen him smile like that. 
Oh fuck, he has dimples. 
How the fuck will I keep my hands off him now that I know he has dimples?
“My poison is tequila. Definitely tequila.”
I shoot him a mischievous smile. “Tequila it is.”




Chapter Seventeen

Casey


I'm fucked.  
Absolutely, positively, fucked. 
Because Jake just shot me the sexiest fucking smile I've ever seen and it hit me that I am now in close proximity with a man that is extremely attractive and dangerously safe. For the first time, he's not my new master, not my potential rapist, not my savior - he's just a man. A man with electric blue eyes and slightly too-big ears and scruff dusted across his jaw. A man with big hands and a broad chest and wide shoulders. 
A man that, months ago, I would have shamelessly propositioned in the gay club just off my college's campus. I would have sidled right up to him, batted my lashes, and tossed out something cheesy like, "Good thing I'm a swimmer because I'm drowning in your eyes." 
Everyone always assumed I was a top. With my confidence, athletic body, and big cock, it made stereotypical sense. And I never minded topping. But if I got to choose, I bottomed. I fucking loved bottoming. 
Will I ever be able to bottom again? Will I ever trust someone enough to be vulnerable like that? 
Hell, will I ever have sex at all again, or will I become celibate now? 
I try to picture it. Sex. A man against me. Over me. Hands on me. A cock inside me. My stomach roils, my body shuddering. I quickly shove the images away. No. No. Never again. 
But… what if it was with Jake? 
It terrifies me that I don't know the answer. 
"Hey." I nearly fall on my ass from turning around too fast, my heart racing at the sound of another person. It's just Jake, my brain tries to tell me. But it's too late. The familiar sensation of panic is rapidly crawling through me, too vicious to fight off. My head swims. My lungs burn. 
“Casey?” 
“Sorry.” I back away, trying to remember how to breathe. The urge to fall to my knees is nearly overwhelming. “I'm - I’m sorry.” 
You’re okay, I tell myself. You’re fucking fine. He’s not your master. He’s not allowed to hurt you. He’s not playing games. Act like a normal fucking person you stupid, fucked up, piece of shit. 
I flinch when a hand touches my shoulder, stumbling back a step. Alarms blare in my mind. I just flinched away from my master. How fucking dare I? How stupid could I - 
No, no, not my master. I'm free. 
This is freedom? 
Fuck this. Fuck freedom. 
But what else is there? Going back to DuGray? 
Death? 
Death could be… nice. 
“Casey,” the man - Jake, it's Jake and you're safe - says again. But his voice is far away, like he's above the water I'm drowning in.  
Please just make it stop. 
“Casey!” Jake growls. There are hands on my face, holding me tight. They hurt enough to pull me to the surface. “Casey, look at me. Look into my eyes. It’s Jake. You’re here with me. You’re safe. Look at me.” 
I blink, ignoring the tears that fall down my cheeks after. It clears my vision enough for me to see the blurry image of a worried Jake. I lift my shaking hands to touch the hands on my cheeks, trying to reassure myself that they’re real. That this man, this freedom, this safety are all real. 
“You’re okay,” Jake promises. Calloused thumbs brush away my tears. More fall when I blink again, but Jake doesn’t get frustrated. He just wipes those away too. “I’m here. It’s Jake. We’re in my room in the compound, the door is locked, I have two guns and a combat knife on my body, and more weapons around the room. No one is going to hurt you. Carter is down the hall sleeping. We’re about to drink tequila and eat the best fucking meal you’ve had in months. You. Are. Safe. Can you say that? Tell me, Casey. Tell me what you are."
“I - I’m safe,” I somehow manage to whisper. “I’m w-with Jake and I’m safe.”
“Safe,” Jake echoes. 
I nod, a whimper catching in  my throat. “S-safe.”
“I’m going to help you sit down.” 
“O-okay.” 
“Okay.” He moves his hands from my face and grips my elbows instead, then slowly lowers me to the ground. I faintly register that there’s a pillow beneath me. 
Safe. 
That word keeps echoing in my mind, said in Jake's warm, authoritative voice. 
Safe, safe, safe. 
“The best part of it being the middle of the night right now is that the kitchen was empty,” I hear Jake say in that same intoxicating voice. God, it’s like a fucking blanket being wrapped around me. “No kitchen workers trying to micromanage me while I get my food together. They would have had heart attacks if they’d seen me do this.”
Do what? 
Jake holds up his hands, showing he's now carrying a black tote-like bag in one and two bottles of liquor in the other. "I have reheated chicken alfredo, garlic knots, pickle juice, vodka, and tequila." 
I wrinkle my nose, momentarily forgetting everything else. "Um. Not to judge, but what in the world do you plan on doing with the pickle juice?" 
"I didn't know if you'd want it as a chaser." 
"That's the most disgusting thing I've ever heard, and I've been-" I cut myself off, not letting my thoughts go down that road. I shake my head to dispel any memories that might have slipped through and paste on what I hope is a convincing smile. Don't think about the disgusting things you've had to endure. Don't think about the past. Just… don't think. "I'll drink my tequila straight. But thank you for the thought."
He flashes a grin that's not even fair. It's even sexier than the one before he left the room, which shouldn't be possible. It's almost enough to get me to reconsider that whole no sex ever again thing. 
Almost. 
"You should at least try the pickle juice. It's really not bad."
"We'll see." I study the containers of food he's pulling out of the bag. Noodles in one. Sauce in another. Diced tomatoes. Steamed broccoli. Chicken. Garlic knots. "Can my stomach even handle all of this stuff?" 
“You’re going to eat mostly noodles and chicken. The sauce might be a little heavy for you, so I thought you could dip the steamed broccoli in it. Just a few pieces. And you can have a few pieces of tomato, too. And nibble on a garlic knot. When you start feeling full, stop. You can always eat more later.” 
I try not to let myself enjoy the fact that he's clearly thought this through already. That he cares. Because of course he cares. It's his job to care. But it still feels so damn nice. 
He places a plate in front of me, then offers me a fork. We pause as we both sit there with our hands on each end of the utensil, neither of us letting go. My cheeks burn, knowing exactly why he's hesitating. "I've practiced. While you were gone. I won't make a mess."
"I wouldn't care if you did." He lets go of the fork, giving me a soft smile. "I'm sorry you had to relearn that."
"I'm sorry you had to feed me like a kid."
Something flashes in his eyes. Something… heated. It's there and gone in a blink, but I see it. "I didn't mind. I liked taking care of you."
I consider analyzing that. Trying to figure out if that's true and what that heat was and what it could all mean for the future, but… I'm so fucking emotionally wrung out and exhausted, and the food smells amazing, and the tequila sounds even better, so I let it go. "Do we get to drink while we eat, or is it our reward?" 
"Oh, we're drinking now," he assures, that mischievous smile making another appearance. He opens the bottle and hands it over, not bothering to pour it into a glass. I like his style. “But go easy, please. Your body is still pretty beaten down. It won't take much to get you drunk.”
“Yes, M-” I pause, my face going so hot I lift a hand to my cheek to make sure it's not melting off. I was about to say master. And by the expression on his face just before he quickly looks away, I know he's fully aware of it. Fuck. 
I take a swig of tequila. It burns, but it's a good burn. Almost… cleansing. I take a second pull. 
Jake nudges the food toward me, completely failing at nonchalance. I put the bottle between my thighs and start piling some food onto my plate, feeling him watch me. I try my best to ignore him. It works for a while, the two of us eating in silence, chasing our food down with our drinks. 
I fill up fast, my stomach not entirely sure it's happy with me as I lean against the side of the bed and bring the bottle of tequila back to my lips. I should probably stop drinking too. My head is already swimming and it's not going to make my stomach feel any better. But things are starting to feel warm and fuzzy, like there's a layer of happiness between me and the world, and I'm afraid it'll slip away. 
"Time for bed. For real this time," Jake eventually says. I glance over to find that he's already cleaned up our food and stripped down to his boxer briefs again. I eye those briefs. Tight. Black. Encasing thighs that are so fucking muscular and hairy and hot. "Need help getting up, Case?" 
"I got it." I force my eyes away from him, the room spinning a little. "Shit…"
"Yeah. I fought with myself on whether I should tell you to stop drinking, but decided it wasn't my place." He sighs like he's regretting that decision now. "You gonna be sick?"
"I don't think so."
"Can I help you into bed?"
I turn my head to look at the bed, but it just makes the spinning worse. I groan and squeeze my eyes shut. "Okay."
The bottle is taken from me a moment before his strong hands are grabbing my body and lifting me up to the edge of the bed. One more lift and a turn and then I'm on my back in my spot, easy as that. "You're good at that…"
"Good at what?" 
I sigh. "Being all strong and - and - I dunno. I can’t think of the word. You just swoop in and take care of things. Good at it."
"It's my job."
The comment shouldn't hurt as much as it does. I'm at least sober enough not to ask him if his job is the only reason he takes care of me. Whatever his answer would be, it'd fuck me up one way or another. It's better to not know. 
"Is the room spinning?" he asks, suddenly sounding much closer to me.
I snap my eyes open to find him right beside me in the bed, the lamp turned off. I groan as the sight of his dark figure makes the spinning worse, closing my eyes again. "Yes." 
"Put your leg over the side of the bed, foot on the ground. It'll help."
It sounds ridiculous, but I'm willing to try. It takes a bit of scooting to get to the edge of the mattress and my legs tangle awkwardly in the blanket, but I eventually manage. I take a deep breath and wait. 
"Is it helping?" he asks after a few seconds of silence. 
"No."
He chuckles. "Let me get you some water and pills."
"Will that help?"
"Probably not. But it'll at least make tomorrow a little better." The bed dips as he gets up. Time feels elastic and sticky. It seems like he was gone only seconds, but logically I know it can't be true. He pushes a pill past my lips and follows it with a straw. "Drink."
It's the easiest thing to obey him. A relief, really. We repeat the process again for the second pill. Then he tucks me back in and says, "Good boy. Try to sleep now, okay? I put a garbage can beside the bed in case you get sick."
I hear the words, but I don't really register them. I'm stuck on the good boy. 
He might not be my master anymore, but damn do those words feel good. 
[image: image-placeholder]I sleep most of the day after we get drunk together, waking up with a pounding head and a groan. Jake's nowhere to be found, but there's a bottle of water and pills on the bedside table. There's a note too. I smile to myself, hangover forgotten as I grab the paper. 
Casey,
I hope you didn't wake up too miserable.
Take these pills and drink all the water.
There's food in the fridge or in the box beside it, depending on what you want. I'll bring dinner around 6. There are watches in my closet you can use to track time if you'd like. There are books in the chest in the back corner of the closet. Feel free to read any of them.
Jake
I stroke my thumb along the words, feeling… something. A good something, at least. 
Wanting to be good for him - not because he's my master, but because… well, because of that something - I take the pills and drink the water. Then I immediately head to the bathroom before my bladder can burst. I feel much better after I've relieved myself and brushed my teeth, but a bath would work wonders for me and I could use one anyway. I get it started before heading into the closet to look at his book options. 
I smirk as I start rifling through the chest. Jake is apparently a fan of paranormal books. Gay paranormal books. It's definitely not what I expected, but if I’m going to be stuck reading, at least it’ll be something interesting. I grab what seems to be the first book of a series about werewolves and head back to the bathroom. 
Deciding to indulge a little, I add some of that lavender oil he put in my first bath into the tub before climbing in. 
I'm halfway through the first chapter when I hear the bedroom door shut. I startle, nearly dropping my book in the water. 
"H-hello?" I call, my heart feeling like it's beating all the way up in my too-tight throat. 
Jake comes around the corner before stopping short. It's almost adorable how flustered he gets, his eyes quickly darting up to the ceiling as he tries to grant me the privacy that I'm not sure I'll ever get used to having again. "Shit. Sorry. It's - it's 6. I brought dinner."
"Already?" I frown. "I guess I should have taken your advice and checked a watch. I just woke up."
"Yeah, you were out pretty good. I saw you drank the water and took your pills." 
I wait, holding my breath, but he doesn't follow it up with praise. It stings, but it shouldn't sting, so I ignore it. Or… try to. "Did you bring dinner?"
"Yes. Mashed potatoes and pot roast."
"Oh my god, that's my favorite!" I pause then, remembering the files Carter showed me. They each had random facts about the person the file was about, as if whoever made the files needed to display the little things that make that person human instead of a slave. Do I have a file? "Wait, did you know that already? That that’s my favorite?" 
He glances at me before seeming to remember I'm naked in the bath and quickly looking away again. "Uh - no. No, I didn't. But I'm glad."
"What do you know about me? I mean, you knew about me swimming. You asked me about it when you gave me my bath. What else do you know? Do you have one of those files on me?" 
"Yes, I do. I know…" he trails off, his chin jerking like he's fighting not to look at me.
"Jake."
"Yes?"
"You've already seen me naked."
He makes a sound that's suspiciously similar to choking. "Well - I - yes. But it wasn't consensual."
"Well, it can be consensual now." My cheeks burn as I realize how that sounded. "I mean, you seeing me in the bath can be consensual. It doesn't bother me. There's bubbles from the oil anyway."
His lips part, but nothing comes out. He does this awkward shuffle of his feet. Then he slowly allows himself to look at me. I'm a little disappointed he isn't blushing. I think making this big, strong man blush would be very satisfying. 
"I know you’ve been swimming competitively since before you were a teenager and that you were swimming for Michigan when you were taken. I know you weren’t the best student, but your teachers cited effort, not smarts whenever they conferenced with your father. You got a high enough score on your SAT and were talented enough of a swimmer to make up for it. I know you came out as gay at 14 and your father was a fierce ally. I know you’re secretly obsessed with 60s music. I know you wanted to be a cop like your dad after college, but switched your major last year from criminal justice to exercise science and had met with an advisor for the athletic training graduate program.” He pauses, almost like he's considering something. Then, "I know your father has gotten dangerously close to finding you twice already. We've had to redirect him, but I don't think it'll be long before he gets close again. It's good that the case is almost over."
"Will I be able to see him after?"
Jake's face twists for a moment before smoothing into a deceptively blank expression. "If that's what you choose. But you will have to leave the safehouse and never return. You'll have to cut ties with us. Once you return to your old life, we can't offer any sort of protection to you."
"But - I mean… I can't live at the safehouse forever."
"I mean, you probably could, if you wanted to. But we provide new identities and money to start over. A form of witness protection, almost. And if you go that route, we stay in touch to make sure you're safe."
"But if I choose that route, I can't ever see my dad again?"
"Correct. It would blow your cover."
“And if I blow my cover and see my dad, I can’t ever see… any of you again?”
His expression pinches. “Correct.”
My stomach turns. I hadn't realized I'd have to choose. I can't imagine Carter would cut himself off from his brother, so he'll probably take the new identity route so he can stick around. Which means I'd have to pick between my dad and Carter. Between my dad and… Jake. 
It should be an easy fucking decision. He's my dad. But I'm no longer the same man that was his son.
"It's not something you need to worry about anytime soon, Case. And we're keeping an eye on your dad. He's safe. We won't let him nose around anywhere too dangerous."
I nod, feeling a little better. At least he's safe. At least he won't end up dead or something trying to find his son who may not want to be found. 
"I need to leave again. Travis and I need to… sort some things out. I might be late. Your food is in a metal warming container, so don't rush your bath, okay?" 
I nod again, words suddenly a foreign concept to me. I was feeling so good just a few minutes ago, relaxing in the bath with a book, acting like a normal person. It was stupid of me to do that. To let myself forget my reality. 
The minute I hear Jake close the door, I get out of the bath and put the book away. My stomach recoils at the thought of food, so I ignore the tray. I lay curled up on my side in my spot on the bed, staring at the floor beside it for a long time. I hate myself for having the urge to go down there and kneel. 
[image: image-placeholder]I don’t manage to actually fall asleep before Jake returns, my head too clouded with thoughts I wish would go away. Our eyes meet when he first walks in, gazes locking for longer than they probably should before he eventually looks away. 
“I-” he pauses, squeezing his eyes shut in frustration. Then he pulls a vibrating phone out of his pocket. “I have to take this. Excuse me.”
He’s in the bathroom with the door shut before I can manage to respond. I can’t hear what he’s saying, but I can hear his tone. He’s upset. I was a slave long enough to recognize that sound. He’s agitated and angry and at the end of his rope. If he was my master, I’d be fucking terrified. As it is, my heart is still pounding with latent fear. 
There’s a long stretch of silence before he emerges from the bathroom. I’m sitting up now, the blankets pooled around my waist. He doesn’t even look over at me as he walks to the bedside table and tries to plug his phone in. He’s having trouble. 
His hands are shaking. 
Why are his hands shaking?
“Jake?”
“Things are going to happen quickly now,” he says, his voice tight. He drops his phone to the table with a sigh, not plugged in, and walks to his closet. I expect him to disappear inside of it, but he just stands there staring into the darkness. “Maison will pretend to try to sneak onto the property tomorrow. He’ll be caught. Travis will point out how fucking stupid that was and Maison will say no one would agree to give him backup so he came alone hoping he’d get the chance to show Carter that he at least tried to save him. He’ll say he couldn’t just keep sitting at home doing nothing. It’ll be believable enough for the men to buy it. Hell, it’s practically the fucking truth. No one did let him save Carter.”
I swear my eyes must bulge out of my head. How did I not know this was part of the overall plan? “Won’t they kill him?”
“They’ll plan to, yes.” Jake yanks at his tie, the movement startlingly violent. “But they'll want to play with him first.”
My stomach turns. I know what it’s like to be played with by men like the ones in this place. I wouldn’t wish it on anyone. Especially not the man in charge of the team that saved both Carter and me. “You won’t let that happen though… right?”
“Casey.” Jake turns, leaning his back against the doorframe and running a hand through his hair. He looks fucking wrecked. “I’ll be one of the men playing with him.”
The words cause me to jerk back, each syllable a knife to my chest. 
“No,” I growl, the ferocity in my voice taking both of us by surprise. I don’t care though. I repeat it. “No. You won’t.”
Jake swallows hard, looking away from me to focus on the buttons of his dress shirt. “Travis will hurt him for a bit, then walk away saying he’s going to fuck Carter. It’ll be an emotional hit. But then the rest of the men will want turns, and I’ll be there to watch over him. I’ll probably wait until the end and tell them I’m going to use him before putting him away. They’ll all leave then, so I won’t need to… rape him. But I’ll be there for when they all take turns. Watching. Making sure no one goes too far. Making sure he stays alive.” 
It’s better, at least. I’m not sure I would have been able to ever look at Jake again if he became a rapist. 
Except… 
He’s been working this job for nearly ten years. Just because he’s not going to rape Maison doesn’t mean he hasn’t raped anyone. If the compound runs anything like DuGray’s house, the men who work for the boss tend to get even more action than the actual boss. DuGray’s men fucked me at least twenty times more often than DuGray himself. 
He’s not a rapist. He can’t be. It must be like… against the rules, right? Like a moral code? Undercover cops can’t do drugs and shit like that, so he must not be able to do anything… right? 
Except Travis raped Carter. Repeatedly. And he probably raped others too. 
I press my fingers to my lips, bile burning the back of my throat. 
“Travis will throw a party to celebrate catching Maison,” Jake says, unaware of my current panic spiral. “He’ll be able to invite the most powerful people he’s spent the last decade allying himself with. All of his friends and business partners. And they’ll all bring their slaves. We’ll drug the champagne for the toast, then save the slaves and start a wave of takedowns across the region using our satellite teams by utilizing all the information we’ve collected over the years.”
“What if the slaves drink the champagne?” I ask, remembering a time when DuGray forced me to guzzle his whiskey, not letting me stop until I vomited so much that blood started coming up. 
“We’re planning for that, don’t worry. We’ll have an anecdote. The drug won’t kill them right away, it puts them to sleep first. We’ll have time to get to any slaves that have gone down. They’ll be taken care of, Case. I promise. We’ll keep them safe.”
We’ll keep them safe. 
But at what cost? 
I pick at the blanket covering my legs, my hands shaking just like his had been a minute ago. How many slaves have slept in this bed? How many has he raped before covering their abused bodies with this very blanket? Or did he rape them and kick them out, not even bothering to let them rest after? 
“How many?” I ask.
“How many what?”
I lift my chin to glare at him. If I don’t glare, I’ll cry. “How many slaves have you raped?”
Jake takes a slow, even breath through his nose before dropping his gaze to his feet. “If we’re speaking anally? Only one.”
Only. 
One is fucking enough. 
He’s a rapist. 
He’s raped slaves just like DuGray and his men raped me. 
I cover my mouth to keep in a sob. Or maybe vomit. Or both. Tears fall freely down my cheeks. 
“It was my welcome party,” he murmurs. “Travis was here before me, getting set up as Nathan Roarke. He was pretending to be the nephew of the man who was in charge of all of this. That’s a long fucking story, but basically the man was legitimate, a real criminal that got caught and decided to flip to the good side with some… incentive. He also had cancer, so he was on a clock. A convenient one. When the man died, Travis took over. His first act as the new boss was to bring me on as his second. The men were wary of him, to say the least. And they weren’t happy that he didn’t pick one of them as his second. But I was his childhood best friend, according to his story, so they were willing to give me a chance. They threw me a party. I could not, under any circumstance, seem unwilling to be friends with them. It would have ruined everything. I had to get them to like me. To fucking love me. So, when they dragged a slave over to me, I finished my line of coke, mentally thanked Travis for warning me to take Viagra beforehand, and did what was expected of me.” 
I swallow twice before managing to whisper, “You raped him.”
Jake keeps his head down. “Yes.”
“Who was he? Do you even know his name? Carter mentioned they’re known as numbers here. Hell, do you even remember his number, Jake? Or was he just some slut you fucked for fun at your welcome party?” 
“Don’t,” Jake growls, his chin snapping up. His entire body is shaking now. “Don’t call him a slut. And don’t you dare say I had fun doing it.” 
I almost feel bad enough to apologize. 
I feel bad enough to at least not argue. 
“His name is Bryant. He's a house slave now. A cook in our kitchen.”
Bryant. 
“And he was your one anal rape?”
“Yes.”
“And the others?”
“Blowjobs. Not many, but I don’t remember the exact number. It was only when I couldn’t avoid them. Usually at small parties where I couldn’t just blend in the background or when a slave was offered to me by a business ally.” 
“Mm.” I pick some imaginary fuzzies off the blanket. What kind of blowjobs? Did he face fuck them? Let them take the reins? Would he choke them a little? Choke them until they passed out? Come down their throats? Come all over their faces and call them filthy fucking sluts? “So, you expect me to believe that you made it ten whole years without anyone getting suspicious that you never fuck anyone and you barely ever get blowjobs?”
“Oh, I fucked plenty of slaves as far as they’re concerned. I just took them to my room.” He shrugs. “I’m not an exhibitionist. There are quite a few of us here who don’t like to partake in the common areas. I’d make a little bit of a show before bringing them to my room to enjoy in private. I liked to pick the ones that looked like they needed a break the most.”
“And you’d do what with them?”
“Honestly?” Jake lifts a shoulder. “I would drug them.” 
My throat once again burns with bile. I’ve been drugged before. Plenty of times. Ones that paralyzed my body, keeping me awake and aware, but motionless. Ones that made me hallucinate nightmares. Ones that made me so horny I’d willingly hump the floor for their entertainment. Ones that made fire burn through my veins until I begged for death. 
“I’d make them eat a meal bar so they didn’t have an empty stomach. Then I’d give them a bottle of water that’s spiked with sleeping drugs. While they slept, I’d assess their injuries, dress any wounds they’d have, and clean them up. Sometimes I gave them IV fluids or antibiotics. Then I’d sit in that chair right there and watch over them all night. I’d go to breakfast exhausted and satisfied, and they’d be disoriented and a little anxious about not remembering the night before. Everyone bought it easily.” He shrugs. “I hate that the victims probably think I fucked them when they slept. I hate that they probably hated not knowing what had happened to them, hated not having control, but it was the best I could do.”
I’m not entirely sure how I feel about that. It’s the best option. Of course it is. But it still hurts, in a certain way. And I’m ashamed to realize it’s mostly because no one ever did that for me. I didn’t get to have a Jake, at least not until he bought me. And even then, he just did the same thing with me as he did with all the others. I wasn’t any different. I wasn’t special. I was just another slave that was broken and in need of fixing. 
Yeah, that definitely hurts. 
I know one thing though. “I’m sorry.”
“Why in the fuck are you sorry?” he asks incredulously. 
“For the second - just a fucking second - where I let myself believe you could ever be anything like… them.”
His lips twist into a rueful smile. “I’m a lot more like them than I’d like to be. And after tomorrow night, I’ll be even worse.” 
“It’s different.” I push off the bed, grabbing my discarded sweater from earlier and pulling it on before approaching him. He’s shaking again. “Breathe, Jake. It’ll be okay.”
“Will it?” He laughs humorlessly, taking a step back from me like he’s trying to escape. “If tomorrow night goes wrong, Maison could accidentally end up dead. It’s up to me to keep him alive. Up to me to know exactly where the line is and to stop them all from crossing it. It’s up to me to make sure the party gets planned correctly. That the right people come. That they all bring their slaves. It’s up to me to make sure Carter and Travis can keep it the fuck together through it all, because Carter is going to get extremely upset about Maison, and Travis is an unpredictable mess anytime Carter’s upset. It’s up to me to make sure the backup teams are in place, that the party goes off smoothly, that no slaves get hurt throughout the night. It’s up to me to-”
“Breathe,” I tell him again, closing the gap between us before he can move away. Fear lingers in the back of my mind, but I shove it down and ignore it as I place my hand on his bare chest. I can feel his heart pounding. “It’s not just up to you, Jake. It’s up to the four of us. I don’t care how stupidly in love with Carter Travis is, you need to tell him to get his shit together and keep it that way. Tell him to tell Carter the same. Tomorrow night is going to fucking suck, but I’ll be here before, and I’ll be here after, and it’ll be worth it, okay? When everyone makes it to the safehouse, this will all have been worth it.” 
He takes a shaky breath, resting a hand over mine. “Will it?”
“Honestly, I have no fucking idea.” I give him my best attempt at a smile. “But it sounded good, yeah?” 
He laughs breathlessly. “Yeah, it did.”
“I’ll be with you. If Travis and Carter are going to be all wrapped up in each other, then I’ll be the one to have your back and you’ll have mine, okay?” 
His expression softens. “Yeah. Yeah, okay. But you can't be with me all the time. Just in here.”
“No. I’ll come with you tomorrow. Until Maison gets here.”
“Casey, no.”
“Yes. You’re not the boss of me. You’re not my master. I want to do this. I’m going to be your slave tomorrow. You can focus on me instead of watching the clock and agonizing all day. Every time you look down at me, you’ll remember that it’s going to be okay. That me and you are going to get through this.”
He still doesn't seem happy about it, but he nods. “Okay.”
“And promise me that you’ll get through the part after. That you’ll survive what happens to Maison and you’ll come back to this room and let me help you once it's over.”
“Okay.”
I shake my head. “No. Promise.”
He smiles, just a little, and lifts his hand that’s not pressed against mine to grip the side of my neck. It’s a warm, heavy weight that feels nothing but calming and safe. “I promise. And I never break a promise.”
“Good.” I take a deep breath and force a smile. “Now tell me what I need to know to be a good slave for you.”
He looks down for a moment before lifting his gaze to meet mine again. His hand on my neck squeezes. Not a threat, but a reassurance. Who he’s reassuring, I’m not sure. “That can wait until tomorrow. I think tonight I’d like something else.”
My voice cracks as I manage to ask, “Oh?”
“That book you were reading. The one about werewolves.” Wait… what? “Can I read it to you?”
“That…” I pause, a slow smile curling my lips. “That actually sounds really nice. Yes."




Chapter Eighteen

Jake


He’s perfect.  
I knew he would be, of course. The boy is stunningly beautiful and so fucking good it’s unfair. But it still manages to catch me by surprise when I come out of the bathroom to find him kneeling in the perfect position, the collar I never wanted to have to put back on him now balanced in his outstretched hands. I swallow hard at the sight, telling my cock it’s not allowed to like this. It’s pretend. He’s not really ours. Keep it together you needy fucker. 
“You’re sure about this?” I ask, trying not to think about the fact that the anal plug I gave him before my shower is no longer in sight. Trying not to picture his hole, glistening and stuffed full.  
“I’m sure.” He lifts the collar. “Please, Master.”
I flinch. God, I hate that. I never wanted to hear him call me that again. 
“Casey, you know that anything I say or do-”
“I know.” He drops his hands, letting the collar rest in his lap. He manages to smile, but it’s wobbly with fear and anxiety. “It’s all an act. It’s okay.”
“Nothing about this is okay,” I whisper as I lower into a crouch and take the collar from him. It’s a standard collar with plain black leather, a gaudy d-ring, and a bit of padding on the inside. I’ve never wanted a boy of mine to be collared when I’ve let myself fantasize about being a daddy, but if they wanted a collar, it’d be something much prettier than this. Something delicate and beautiful. Especially if that boy was Casey. “Lift your chin for me.”
He obeys easily, his breath catching the moment he feels the collar against his skin. I make sure it’s not too tight before securing the clasp and adding the tiny lock that everyone would expect to see on the back of it. I stroke my thumb along his jaw after, wanting to reward him for enduring this. “I’ve got you, little one. You're safe. I promise.”
"And you - you never break your promises.”
I nod, glad he remembered. Glad he believes me. “I always keep my promises.”
“Okay.” He takes a deep breath before slowly exhaling. “Okay. Let’s go.”
Reaching into my pocket, I pull out the leash and clip it to the ring on the front of his collar. I see the change in him the moment it clicks, his shoulders falling - not because he’s relaxed, but because he’s defeated. 
I’ve never hated myself more. 
[image: image-placeholder]The men are like fucking vultures. The minute they zero in on the elusive slave I’ve been keeping hidden away, they’re hurrying over to get a good look. 
“This is him?” Jason asks, raising an eyebrow at the boy at my feet. 
“He was DuGray’s, right?” Chris asks. 
Donavan tilts his head, eyeing him. “Yeah, I remember him from the party. He looks mighty fine with all his holes stuffed and dripping.”
Movement out the corner of my eye draws my attention. It’s Travis. And by the look on his face, he didn’t get my text warning him about this. I have to focus when I hear a hand smacking against skin, looking back just in time to see Chris patting Casey’s cheek a little too hard as he says, “Looks like you found a pretty little slut for yourself, man.”
I eye the hand, knowing it’s right on the line of inappropriate but also knowing Chris is supposedly my friend and saying something might not be worth the drama. I grit my teeth before forcing a smile. “Isn’t he?”
“A little used up and scarred for my taste,” Jason says with a sneer. 
I sense Casey curling in on himself at my feet. It makes me want to empty an entire magazine of bullets into Jason’s forehead. I settle for narrowing my eyes at him instead. “He’s exactly what I’ve always wanted. And don’t worry, Jason. He’s plenty fucking tight still. How nice of you to be worried about my pleasure, though.”
Jason gives me a dirty look before glancing over my shoulder at who I assume is Travis. He straightens his back, probably remembering the threat that if the men don’t handle Casey’s presence well, none of them will ever get to have a slave of their own. 
Everyone else seems to notice Travis too then, scattering to their spots at the breakfast table or off to do their duties if they’re not important enough to eat with the rest of us. I move to where Travis is standing, keeping my voice lowered. “I texted you.”
He winces, his hand fluttering toward his pocket where I know he keeps his phone. “My fault. Should’ve looked. Sorry.”
“It was his idea,” I add, feeling a little defensive. I don’t like the short way Travis is speaking to me. Or the way he won’t meet my eyes. Or the glare Carter shot me a second ago. I decide to try a different route, even if it’s a lie. I don’t think Travis would appreciate knowing that Casey is doing this to help me, so I bring Carter into it instead. Travis would do anything for him. “He wanted to be here for Carter.”
Travis’s expression softens immediately, but he winces again. “He’ll have to…” he gestures awkwardly, as if his hand can finish the sentence for him. 
I know exactly what he’s referring to though. At the very least, Casey will have to warm my cock today. “He knows.”
He gives me a final look of worry before nodding and heading to the table. With a gentle tug of the leash connected to Casey’s collar, I guide him in the same direction, taking my seat in my usual spot and tugging again to get him to settle between my legs. My hands tremble as I undo my jeans, and I fucking hate myself as I pull my soft cock out and reach a hand to cup the back of Casey’s head. 
His breath is warm as it brushes over my skin. I shiver, unable to stop myself from looking down at him just as he darts his tongue out to grab the head of my cock and bring it into his open mouth. My stomach swoops, torn between guilty arousal and self-hatred. His pretty blue eyes flick up to meet my gaze, holding me hostage as he takes my cock deeper, until it’s fully settled on his hot tongue. 
“Good,” I rasp, not caring if anyone hears me praising the beautiful boy between my knees. “That’s real good. Just like that.”
He shivers, his eyes fluttering shut, and gently suckles. My chest constricts, my head swimming with wants and needs and things I’ll never be able to have.  
“Just warming,” I remind him, figuring he might have forgotten what I explained before because of how anxious he must be. But his shoulders drop like he’s… disappointed? 
I don’t let myself dwell on the possibility of that. 
It’s much safer that way. 
[image: image-placeholder]Having Casey’s mouth around my cock on and off throughout the day is a special kind of torture. I have no fucking idea how Travis has done this so much with Carter, especially when their relationship was crumbling and they could barely stand looking at each other. 
I try my best to keep Casey as comfortable as possible. Any chance I get, I have us tucked away in my office, him hanging out under my desk. Unfortunately, I don’t have a closed desk like Travis and my office tends to be a popular place, the men coming to me for all sorts of shit throughout the day, so Casey still has to kneel without a pillow and my pants have to stay undone so he can take my cock into his mouth whenever the door opens. 
It’s a decent system, and I lock the door every hour or so to let him stretch out and take some sips of water or bites of trail mix. It breaks my heart every time I do it, his eyes huge like he’s shocked I'm still being so kind to him. Even knowing the truth, it’s so confusing to him that I’d care for him like this. He mumbled the first time, “I can kneel for a lot longer than that…” but I had hushed him. 
When I lock the door for lunch and sit him on the edge of the desk, letting him eat his sandwich while I gently rub his knees, thighs, and shoulders, he finally seems to accept the care. He even smiles for me, despite his cheeks turning deliciously pink as I work my way through his tense muscles. I want to take a bite out of him. Multiple bites. I want to devour him. 
Instead, I sit back in the chair and eat my own sandwich like the good boy I’m supposed to be. 
By the time we’ve eaten dinner and settled in the common area to enjoy some sports and bullshit with the men, I’m emotionally wrung out and ready to crawl into bed with him. Knowing the night’s events that I still have ahead of me just makes it worse. The urge to drown myself in the nearest bottle of alcohol lingers in my mind, but I don’t let myself consider it. Drinking wouldn’t be fair to Maison. I have to be on my game tonight, even if it kills me. 
I drown myself in Casey instead, pulling him into my lap so we’re facing each other. It’s better this way since the show currently occurring in the center of the room isn’t one I want the boy to have to witness. He still startles every time he hears the slave cry out or sob, but his eyes never leave mine, almost like he’s drowning in me too. 
I let myself slowly appreciate him as if I’m an owner enamored with his new slave, stroking the soft skin of his thighs and hips and arms. I run my fingers through his messy hair. I press feather-soft kisses to his throat and shoulders and the insides of his wrists. 
“Teach him any fun tricks yet?” Chris asks, plopping into the chair beside mine. 
I have to fight not to wince or growl or flip him off, forcing a mischievous grin instead. “We’re going slow. DuGray did a number on him. I’m not a fan of the slave he molded him into. Might take a while to retrain him.”
“I can’t believe you didn’t just get a fresh one.” Chris shakes his head, his gaze critical of Casey. The boy behaves well, keeping his shoulders squared and his chin tucked, not reacting to us talking about him like he’s not a person. “Though he is really fucking pretty. Was he a jock?” 
I nod. “A swimmer.”
“Big, beautiful boys make the prettiest broken things, don’t they?”
Casey’s eyes squeeze shut, but nothing else changes. I tighten my grip on his hips to try and remind him I’m here for him. To remind him that this isn’t real. That nothing these men say about him could ever be true. I’m not sure if it registers. 
Refusing to risk making things worse, I ignore his question and refocus the conversation. “I don’t mind the challenge of retraining. A fresh one would have gotten boring fast. This one will take work. He’s eager to learn though, aren’t you, slave?”
Casey’s muscles twitch beneath my fingers before he opens his eyes to stare at my tie. “Yes, Master.”
“Let’s teach him something,” Chris says, wiggling his eyebrows suggestively. 
For fuck’s sake. 
I can’t ask him what he has in mind. It’s surely something fucking awful. But what can I suggest that will be any better? 
I can feel Travis’s gaze on the side of my face. Probably Carter’s too. I glance at my watch, relief washing over me. We only have a few minutes to waste before Maison is due to arrive. 
“He still has a gag reflex,” I lie, knowing damn well he doesn’t. Hopefully he’s a good actor. “DuGray enjoyed it. To each their own, but I don’t want to be worrying he’s going to fucking puke on my cock all the damn time.” I grip Casey’s chin between my thumb and forefinger. “We should really fix that, shouldn’t we, slave?”
“Yes, Master.”
“Open that pretty mouth for me.” His cheeks flush pink before he drops his jaw. “Tongue out.” He sticks his tongue out, looking fucking filthy and beautiful at the same time. My cock twitches, begging me to act on this. I’m going to hell. 
Our eyes lock as I slide two fingers along his tongue and into his mouth, stopping before I’d trigger a reflex even if he did have one. “Do you know how to not gag, slave?” 
He shakes his head since he can’t talk. Most guys would force him to, maybe fuck with him, humiliate him, punish him for not speaking coherently despite them being the reason he can’t, but I don’t have it in me to pretend to be sadistic like that. Especially not tonight. “Breathe deeply through your nose and keep everything relaxed.”
“You know, you could just shove them down there and make him figure it out,” Chris suggests. 
“Are you forgetting the part where I don’t want to be covered in vomit?” I ask, trying to keep my voice airy and playful. I focus back on Casey. “Keep breathing, little one.”
He nods, taking a deep breath as I push the fingers slowly along his tongue. He peers at me through his lashes. My cock twitches, the needy fucker wanting to be the thing pushing toward Casey's throat. I want that too, but not like this. Not when the consent is so dubious it’s hanging by a fucking string. Not when Casey is struggling to keep himself together. Not when I’m the guy who holds his safety in my hands. 
So, I just continue sliding my fingers, smirking when he fakes a gag. “Not too bad,” I tell him, pulling my fingers back just a little. “Try again. Remember to breathe.” We try again. He lets it go a little further before shuddering and rearing back. 
“Sorry,” he gasps, his cheeks flushed. “Sorry, Master. I’ll try again.”
“I know you will,” I coo, not willing to look or sound angry in case the men around us decide they want to watch a punishment tonight. “You’re doing well, little one. Try again.”
“You’re too soft with him,” Jason says, the fucker suddenly standing between my chair and Chris’s. He’s standing facing forward so he’s looking at Casey’s face instead of ours. “He’s not your boyfriend, Benny. He’s your slut.” 
I shrug, pulling my fingers back and starting to slowly fuck Casey’s mouth, not pressing far enough to trigger his pretend reflex. “I’m not like some of you. I don’t want to filter through a ton of slaves. I want this one to be perfect and all mine for a very long time. I want him to look at me like I’m his entire fucking world. I want him to be so gone for me that he would choose me if given the choice between me and freedom.” I arch an eyebrow at Jason before turning my attention back to Casey and pressing my fingers forward again. “Sometimes being soft gets the job done just fine.”
I push my fingers further, smiling gently when he twitches with what I hope is fake panic. “Breathe. Let yourself relax around that feeling. Keep breathing.”
He obeys the orders, his muscles slowly relaxing as he pretends to learn how to breathe around the intrusion. 
God, he’s so fucking good for me. 
One of the rookies - Dean - rushes into the entertainment room in a panic, nearly knocking over a slave as he yells, “Someone just tried breaking in!”
I feel Casey release a shuddering breath of relief around my fingers, his body relaxing despite the chaos erupting around us. I release a relieved breath of my own. 
And then I remember what happens next. 
[image: image-placeholder]It's a blur at first - the chaos that follows Dean's panicked announcement. I bark orders as Travis grabs Carter and Casey to bring them to his room. I follow Dean to the front door where two more of my men - Rogers and Matthews - each hold Maison by an arm. I twist my face in false shock before immediately pulling my gun and aiming it at him. "Are you sure he was alone?" 
Dean nods. "He's probably just some idiot-"
“He’s not some fucking idiot, he’s Maison Beckett!” I growl, pissed that the men didn't recognize him. Thank god these idiots aren't actually mine. The men’s demeanors change immediately. Rogers and Matthews tighten their grips on Maison while everyone else draws their weapons. “I want 8 of you walking the perimeter. Gary, call tech and make sure the security system isn’t looping. We need 2 snipers on the roof. Lou, cover the back entrance.”
“Yes, sir,” they all say. 
“Rogers, Matthews, strip this piece of shit and bring him into the dungeon. Let’s see what he has to say.” 
As I watch my men violently strip Maison - taking breaks to punch and kick him as they go - I pull out my phone and call Travis to relay the information I pretend to have just learned. I hear the men around me making calls as well, their voices urgent. A few head outside, following my orders about the perimeter. To my left, I can hear Dean talking to tech about the security system. 
Once Maison is naked and bleeding from half a dozen cuts, the men start to drag him to the dungeon. I follow, pasting a sick and twisted grin on my face. 
A crowd greets us in the hallway, shouts starting the moment Maison comes into view. 
“Fucker!” 
“Look what we’ve caught!”
“All alone?” 
Someone spits on Maison, the glob landing on his chest. 
Someone else spits, this time landing on his face. 
Others join in. 
“Fucking idiot!”
“Here for Carter, big brother?” 
Someone smacks a hand against his head. 
“Looks like we’ve found our next whore!”
Someone kicks the back of his knees, making him crumple. Rogers and Matthews have to heave him back to his feet and force him to stay upright as they continue walking. 
“You’ll look real pretty with a cock in your ass, Beckett!”
“We know your brother sure does!”
The shouting grows in volume and excitement when that last one seems to shake Maison out of his pained stupor, the man now fighting against his human restraints as he slurs angrily at them. I hope like hell the slurring is fake and not the result of a head injury. 
Travis stands watch at the entrance of the dungeon, nodding when our eyes meet. Maison is dragged toward him, dripping blood and spit, his legs scraped and bruised from all the times he fell during his walk of shame. A nasty gash on his forehead is bleeding the worst, the blood trickling down to join the drops coming from where the gun just hit his temple. He had already gained the forehead injury before I showed up to identify him.  
Travis settles in front of Maison, his face perfectly calm. Almost bored. It takes considerable effort for Maison to lift his head, but when he does and he sees Travis, he snarls and hoarsely yells, “You fucker!” 
Travis’s grin is almost sickening to look at. It’s Mica-level sinister, which is saying a lot considering the kind of fucked up things I’ve witnessed Mica do before. The sight of it has me suppressing a shudder. “Yes. I am a fucker. A fucker of your baby brother, most days.”
With a roar, Maison tries to lunge at him. He’s too weak, though. Even if he truly wanted to hurt Travis – which he might, considering everything – there’s no way he’d be able to break free from the men holding him. Not in the condition he’s in right now. 
“Where do you want him, boss?” I ask, turning my attention to Travis. 
Travis tilts his head like we haven’t already decided every step of tonight ahead of time with Maison’s approval, then jerks his chin toward the metal torture rack. “I still have a few questions for him. If he’s anything like his brother, a whip will get him to change his attitude.”
The men agree with him, laughing as they tell Maison that they’ve seen this for themselves. Maison starts spitting obscenities and threats that are too fast and slurred to mean a thing, his body rocking in all directions like a man possessed as he’s dragged toward the rack. 
“Alright, gentleman,” Travis says, turning to address the growing audience. “I know this is exciting, but I promise he’s not going anywhere anytime soon. Let’s all go back to our lives while I sort this out. Don’t forget we’re locked down and he might still have backup coming.”
The men all groan, not impressed with this, but they’re all too excited to put up a fight. I ignore them as they filter past me with a few last shouts to Maison. When they're all gone, I head back toward Travis. My gaze accidentally locks with Maison's. The emotion in his eyes stops me short, my stomach flipping. This might all be planned, but it’s not an act anymore. Maison is fully aware of what he’s in for tonight and he’s scared. Genuinely scared. 
I make a decision, knowing a change of plans needs to happen if the three of us are going to survive the night. "Turn him around. We don’t need to see the fucker’s face.”
They do as instructed, quickly shackling him so his front is against the rack this time. Maison is shaking. I have to look away, finding myself watching Travis instead as my friend finally forces himself to face Maison. A few emotions pass through his expression before he manages to lock them down. Thankfully, Rogers and Matthews are enjoying themselves too much to notice. 
Travis tears his gaze away from our friend and casually strolls over to the wall full of torture instruments. He seems completely unbothered now. I hope like hell I look the same because my insides feel as hot and shivery as the first time that I had to watch Travis rape Carter, and I don’t have the dim lighting of the auction’s backstage area to help me hide this time.  
“Rogers, Matthews, you’re dismissed as well,” Travis says. “Thank you for all your help. You will be rewarded.” 
“Thank you, sir.” 
Maison relaxes the slightest bit when he hears the door shut, but he’s still trembling. We're not off the hook. Even if we don’t have eyes on us now, we certainly have ears. And Maison can’t be seen again without a fair amount of abuse showing on his body. 
I watch as Travis grabs a flogger that will bite hard but be fast about it. Travis’s shoulders are stiff and his gaze far away. He’s upset, but not nearly as upset as he's been before when it was Carter he had to hurt. He doesn't have that aura around him yet - the one that only appears when he dissociates from the scene and lets his inner monster out to play. 
“What are you doing here, Maison?” Travis asks nice and loud for our eavesdroppers.  
“Fuck. You.” 
Travis flicks his wrist, bringing the flogger down hard on Maison’s skin. “Try that again.”
“You hard of hearing?” Maison growls. “Fuck. You.”
“I could go fuck your brother, if you’d like,” Travis lies as he hits him twice more. “Maybe I should. Maybe I should go rape him bloody and tell him the whole time he could have been saved from it if only his brother would have cooperated.”
It’s the route we agreed on, the one that would make the most sense for Maison breaking so easily – and he needs to break easily, we can’t mentally survive having to do this slowly. But it still feels like an awfully low blow to hear Travis saying the words. Especially when we all know just how close to the truth they are. 
“Please don’t,” Maison begs, deflating. “Don’t hurt him.”
“What are you doing here?” Travis asks, returning to his original question. 
“What do you fucking think, asshole? I’m here for Carter.”
“Hmmm.” Travis hits him again, this time across the back of his thighs. “What if he doesn’t want to be rescued? Ever consider that? Maybe your baby brother likes my cock.”
I flinch. That’s even closer to the truth than the last thing Travis said, and this time, it wasn’t preapproved. We all agreed there’d have to be improvisation, but… damn. I don’t think Maison is faking it when he roars, “Shut your fucking mouth!” 
Travis’s jaw flexes, but it’s the only sign that he’s bothered. He moves closer and begins raining down blows, speeding this up for all of us. He doesn’t stop until Maison has all of his weight resting on the rack, his chest struggling to rise as he fights to breathe. “Are you alone?”
Maison barely manages a choked, “Yes.”
“If you’re lying, I will kill him,” Travis warns. “Do you understand? I will kill Carter before your backup gets a chance to get inside. I’m asking you again – are you alone?”
Maison laughs, but it’s short and sharp and awful. “Yes. They wouldn’t fucking risk it. They told me he wasn’t worth it.”
Another dangerous truth. Another knife to all of our chests. Christ, this is going to be so much worse than I ever thought. 
“You had to have known you wouldn’t make it,” Travis argues. “For fuck’s sake, you didn’t even wait until everyone was sleeping!”
“I didn’t care. I knew I wouldn’t make it. But I thought maybe I’d at least get to see him if I came now. I thought maybe he’d be with you.” He hangs his head, looking utterly defeated. I pray to whoever the fuck is up there listening that it’s an act. “I knew a rescue was fucking impossible, but I just wanted to see him. To show him I didn’t abandon him.”
Travis’s cruel laugh makes me flinch. I turn away as he tells Maison that he did abandon Carter. As he tells him that Carter cried for his big brother, cried for someone to help him, cries out for Maison in his nightmares. I don’t know why – after everything – this is what’s getting me, but it needs to fucking stop. Now. 
For fuck’s sake, I’m going to have to watch him get gangraped soon. I have to get it the fuck together. 
Casey. I screw my eyes shut, blocking out Maison begging Travis to let him take his brother’s place as his slave, and picture Casey. We’re at the safehouse, lounging in a chair by the pool. He’s damp and cold and smells like chlorine as I bury my nose in the side of his neck. His fingers are pruned and hesitant as they map out my chest, running through the wet curls of hair there. He’s sleepy and sated and safe. 
He’s safe. 
I open my eyes and turn back to my two friends, keeping those two words in the back of my mind. We’re doing this for the victims. For Carter. For Casey. To keep them – him – safe. He’s safe, he’s safe, we’re doing this to keep him safe. 
It’s much easier then, to see Maison’s abused body. To listen to Travis saying awful things. To watch him draw blood with a whip. 
“I’m bored with you,” Travis says in a flat tone. “I think it’s time I let my men play.”
I’m up. My gut churns, but I remind myself why I’m doing this. I can nearly smell the chlorine already. 
“Not going to beg or cry for me, Maison?” Travis asks when Maison doesn’t respond. “That’s okay. It won’t be long before you do.”
Travis walks toward the door as I approach Maison. My eyes settle on the bloody, broken back of one of my best friends. The operation is almost over, I tell myself. It’s so close. We can survive this. We can all survive this. Casey will survive this. 
“Benny, you’ll make sure no one crosses a line?” Travis says loud enough for me to know Travis is expecting everyone else to hear. It’s a warning for the others. Thank god. “I want him alive and aware for when he gets to see his baby brother.”
I force a smirk, but there’s not a trace of joy inside of me right now. “He’ll still be kicking, boss. Don’t worry.”
“Oh, and Maison!” Travis calls from his place at the door. “Anything you want me to tell your baby brother when I go fuck him now?” 
Maison bucks against the rack, twisting his head the best he can to glare at Travis. “Don’t! Don’t fucking touch him! For fuck’s sake, please! Leave the poor boy alone!” 
“I’ll just tell him you say hi,” Travis says with a smirk. Then he nods at the men in the hallway. “Have fun, gentlemen.”
Men filter in, Chris at the front of them all. He’s coating his cock with lube, apparently deciding he’s first. He’s not the only one with their cock already in hand. 
My breath catches as reality hits me square in the chest. We never thought of prep. All of the careful planning, all of the back and forth on what we’re willing to do and what would be realistic, and three gay men never fucking thought about prep. 
They’ll rip Maison apart. Just enough lube to keep themselves from experiencing pain, but nothing more. If they use him like that, he might never fully recover. 
“Me first,” I blurt just before Chris reaches him. 
Chris’s shoulders drop, but he understands the hierarchy. If I want first, it's mine to take.  
Thankfully, I have lube in my pocket, always keeping a packet or two handy just in case. I squeeze way too much onto my hand as I sidle up behind Maison, pretending to be struggling with my belt as I quickly press two slick fingers between his ass cheeks. 
"Push out and breathe," I whisper in his ear, fully aware of how shaky and choked my voice sounds. "You're going to be alright, buddy."
Maison presses back against me even as he growls a string of angry curses, his hole fluttering as I push globs of lube into him. I scissor my fingers quickly, trying to loosen the muscles the best I can as Maison pretends to fight. I can hear the men behind us laughing and spitting insults. Someone mentions Carter as I unzip my pants with my free hand. A broken, awful sound escapes Maison as he's told how well his baby brother takes their boss’s cock. 
I try to ignore it all as I frantically tug at my cock, trying to get it hard enough to penetrate him. I should have borrowed one of Travis’s pills. I was naïve thinking I could avoid doing this tonight. I fucked up. 
I close my eyes as I add more lube to my cock. The men haven't noticed the delay yet, but they will any second now.
“Please,” Maison whispers, his head hung. “Please do it.” 
Get it the fuck together, Jake. 
Desperate to give him what he needs - what he’s begging for- I shamelessly let my mind go to my newest fantasy. 
We’re not on the lounge chair anymore. We’re in our room. I have Casey pinned to the wall, unable to wait a second longer after getting teased by his fingers down by the pool. He’s naked and keeping his hands on the wall like a good boy, panting in excited anticipation, his ass pushed out like a desperate plea to be fucked. 
I push forward as I picture that beautiful body naked and ready for me. I've seen the curve of Casey's ass. With the proper nutrition - which he'd of course have in the fantasy because I would take such good care of him - his ass would be fucking perfect. Just as plump and tight as the ass my hands grab now. 
The body in front of me is trembling. I pretend it's Casey, the boy overwhelmed with how badly he needs his daddy's cock. 
I'll give it to you, little one, I tell the fantasy boy in my head as I bury my cock inside his hot, wet hole. I let my head fall back, a moan slipping from my lips as I bottom out. Fuck, that's tight. But you take daddy's cock so good, don't you, baby? 
Casey would moan and whimper and nod, agreeing that he's a good boy, agreeing that he's perfect for his daddy's cock. 
I take the boy hard and fast, relishing in the soft, broken sounds he makes. 
More, daddy, he'd beg. Harder. Please.
It's been so fucking long since I've buried myself inside of someone. It's been years. 
I can't be blamed for how quickly my orgasm comes barreling forward. 
Come inside me, daddy. Please. I need your cum. 
I toss my head back and come, tensing the moment my eyes fall open to see it's Maison in front of me. Reality rips its way through my chest as my body shudders. It's the most unsatisfying orgasm of my fucking life, but it doesn't matter because my cock continues to pulse waves of cum into Maison's hole regardless, making him even slicker for the next guy. I use the time to rotate my hips, dragging my cock along Maison's walls to stretch him out the best I can. Bile burns my throat, the taste of it at the back of my tongue, but I swallow over and over and force myself to continue moving until every ounce of my cum is inside my friend and his rim has been thoroughly stretched.
"It’s okay," Maison whispers when I press my face into his neck, such a good leader that he’s fucking comforting me instead of focusing on himself. “Thank you, J.” 
I’m only able to manage a strangled sort of sound before stumbling away from him and shoving my still-wet cock back into my pants. Chris pushes past me, already lining himself up with Maison’s hole. 
Maison makes a sound like he's been punched in the gut, but it's not a scream or a sob, and when I peek at Chris's cock as he pulls back out, there's no blood on it. 
It doesn't make me feel better.
Not at all. 
[image: image-placeholder]I wish I could say time passes in a blur after I’ve raped my best friend, but it doesn’t. Every second is slow and excruciating, made even worse by how Maison changes over the course of the night, the man slowly losing his will to fight as cock after cock enters him. At some point, he's put on his knees so men can take him at both ends. He doesn't fight. He doesn't even hesitate. He just accepts the abuse, turning his head every time a cock finishes in his mouth, already prepared for the next one to fill him. 
By the time Travis shows up to tell me the party where the operation will finally end has been planned, nearly everyone has wandered off, bored with the night's entertainment and ready to find their own slaves or head to bed. 
Two men are left. One is rutting against Maison’s gaping, dripping ass while the other brutally fucks his throat. Travis’s eyes only manage to settle on our best friend for a few seconds at a time before skittering away. 
"You'll lock him in the cage when everyone is done?" Travis asks, his voice tight. 
I nod. "Yup. No one will be able to touch him."
"Good." Travis shifts uneasily, his eyes once again falling on Maison before he quickly looks away. "I… feel like I should ask how it went, but…" 
Since we’re far enough away to not be overheard, I look Travis in the eye and do my best to comfort him by telling the truth. "We're all going to walk away from this alive. That's how it went."
It's not enough, but it has to be. 
Travis jerks his head in a nod, then walks right out without another word, leaving me behind to deal with the aftermath of this horror show.  
The man in Maison's mouth finishes first. He lets Maison collapse to the floor with just his ass up as the other man finishes moments later. 
They pat me on the shoulder and say goodnight with grins on their faces. I smile back and return the words.
The moment I hear the door click shut, I let my gaze fall on Maison. He's slumped on his side, staring at my shoes with an unseeing gaze. One of his eyes is nearly swollen shut. He's breathing far too easily for what his body has been through, which means his mind is no longer here. Probably for the best. 
I run a hand over my face, collecting myself the best I can. Then I grab the med kit I hid beneath the bed earlier and head toward my friend, gently gathering him in my arms. Maison's head lolls against my shoulder, his eyes barely open as he whimpers. "Done?" 
My heart breaks. "Yeah, buddy. All done." 
"Carter?" 
"He's fine. No one went near him. He spent all night safe with Casey in Trav’s room, remember?" 
A sleepy, loose smile plays across the man's lips as he deflates completely. "Safe. Yeah. Carter's safe."
He passes out. 




Chapter Nineteen

Casey


At first when I hear soft whispers, I try to fall back asleep, assuming it’s just Carter and Travis again, like earlier when Carter had stayed awake to pelt Travis with a ton of questions before Travis insisted that he try to get some sleep. But then I feel Carter pressed against me in the bed and realize it must not be him Travis is talking to.  
“-been sleeping for an hour or so now. Casey longer.”
“How’s Carter holding up?” I nearly jolt at the sound of Jake’s voice, my heart suddenly racing. Not out of fear, but out of… something. 
“He’s a mess, as expected.”
“We all are. Less than 24 hours now.”
God, he sounds tired. And upset. I’m supposed to be there for him. We promised each other. 
Travis huffs a laugh. “Fucking surreal.”
“Yeah. Listen, I - I didn’t come to talk. I came for Casey.”
There’s a long pause. I release the air in my lungs slowly, not wanting to make a sound.
“Casey’s sleeping. Let them sleep, Jake.”
“I need him, Trav. Please.”
That does it. I can’t possibly pretend any longer. I gently sit up, not wanting to disturb Carter, and turn to look at the two men who have gone still and silent beside the bed. 
“Hey, Case,” Jake whispers, taking a step forward. He leans down and clasps a hand on my shoulder. It’s shaking. “You doing okay?”
“I’m fine. How are you? Did everything - are you alright?”
“I - sure. Yeah. I’m - I’m fine.” He coughs a little, like the obvious lie is choking him. “Do you want to stay here?”
I hesitate, looking toward Travis. “Carter will be okay with you?”
“Of course. Always.”
“Okay.” I take Jake’s hand off my shoulder, tangling our fingers together. It feels good to be the steady one. I forgot what it was like, forgetting myself and focusing all of my energy on others. It’s how I survived those days in the cell before we were all auctioned off. Maybe it’ll be how I survive freedom too. “Come on.”
He doesn't stop shaking as we walk down the hall and enter our room. I'm not sure if it's an adrenaline crash or shock wearing off. I don't know how to help with either, besides just being here, so I guess it doesn’t matter. 
“I need to shower,” he rasps, his gaze locked on the wall in a thousand-yard stare. “I need to wash it all off.”
“Okay.” 
“Okay,” he echoes. Then again, “Okay.”
He stares at the bathroom door for almost a minute before seemingly forcing himself to walk toward it. I wait until he’s disappeared before letting myself sit on the edge of the bed to wait for him. I try not to think too hard about what he’s been through tonight. Or about what Maison has been through. 
I also try not to think too hard about there being less than 24 hours before the safehouse. I can’t decide if I’m excited or terrified, and thinking about it makes me nauseous. 
When I realize Jake has been gone for far too long, I slowly get out of bed and approach the bathroom. I can hear movement inside, despite the water running. Is Jake even in the shower? Was he ever? 
Worry running rampant, I slowly push the door open and step inside. It takes me a moment to find Jake, having to squint through the billowing steam. The man is on his knees in front of the toilet, wearing nothing but a towel around his waist. Water drips from his hair down his back and shoulders. 
"Jake?" 
He whips his head up, his expression twisting when he sees me standing there. "Casey, hey. Fuck. Did I wake you?" 
"I never went to sleep." I approach him like I’m approaching a wild animal. "Are you okay?" 
Jake laughs harshly before dipping his head over the toilet again, his body lurching with a series of dry heaves. When he gets his body under control, he shakes his head. "No, Case. I'm not okay at all."
"Okay. Um. Are you done with your shower?"
"Huh?" He looks over at the shower like he doesn't recognize it, blinking a few times. "Oh. Yeah. I guess." 
Feeling better with something to do, I stroll over to the shower. I stop when I get close enough to see the spray of the water, my heart suddenly racing. My fingers curl into a fist at my side like I can somehow fight the demons haunting me. I stumble back a step. Suddenly, the steam and hot air don’t feel so suffocating. Maybe the shower can be turned off in a few minutes instead, when he’s ready to do it himself. 
“Can I - uh. Can I get you anything?” I ask, taking another step away from the shower, back toward Jake. 
“Vodka?”
I laugh softly. "I don't know if that'd be smart. Maybe water?" 
"Sure." He rests his elbow on the toilet seat and cups his cheek in his hand, watching me as I fill a glass. He gives me a shaky smile when I hand it to him. "Thanks." 
I nod, eyeing him as he takes a sip. "Is this… about Maison?" 
He drops his gaze to the glass. "I raped my best friend."
My knees buckle. I slowly lower myself to the floor before they can give out, resting back against the cabinets beneath the double sinks. “I thought you weren’t going to do that.”
“They weren’t going to prep him.” Jake shudders, his eyes squeezing shut. “If I went first, I could - I could do my best to prep him. And my cum would…” he trails off, his body heaving. Some bile dribbles out of his mouth into the bowl. 
He doesn’t have to finish. How many times was I thankful that my hole was loose and wet when a man raped me? 
“Maison needed you,” I whisper. Taking a chance, I raise my hand and rest it between Jake’s shoulder blades. When he relaxes beneath the touch, I start slowly rubbing circles there. “Maison needed you, and despite how much it hurt you, you were there for him. I’m proud of you for that, Jake.” 
Jake just rests his forehead on his arm and breathes heavily. I continue rubbing his back, finding myself enjoying the quiet. I never thought I’d be comfortable enough to just sit like this with a man again. Even with Carter, it made me feel sort of… itchy. But this is nice. 
Well, as nice as it can be, considering the circumstances. 
"I'm sorry," Jake says eventually, sounding utterly miserable. "You shouldn't have to take care of me like this."
I smile to myself. "I don’t mind." 
"I should have just left you with them. With Carter and Travis." He laughs, but it's angry. "I'm a selfish bastard."
"I’m glad you came for me,” I admit, moving my hand to his shoulder and gently squeezing. “We promised, remember? I would have been pissed if you left me there.”
Jake lifts his head to look at me, his eyes impossibly intense. “I'm sorry about earlier. About testing your gag reflex in front of them.”
I drop my gaze, not wanting him to see any sort of emotion in my expression. “It’s fine. Honestly, it could have been much worse."
"Still…" He sighs. "And the shit they said about you. I hate that I couldn't correct them."
I shrug, hating that my cheeks are burning. "Speaking of - I'm sorry for trying to… suck you. At the table, I mean. I forgot myself. I knew it was supposed to just be warming. I didn't mean to upset you or anything."
He’s quiet long enough for me to look at him again. His eyebrows are pulled together, his lips curved down in a frown. “You talk like I wouldn’t want you to suck my cock.”
“Well, I mean... I’m sort of gross.” I look away again before he can see the tears starting to gather in my eyes, forcing a laugh. “I understand why you wouldn't-”
“Don’t fucking say that." He reaches over, gripping the back of my neck and hooking his thumb under the corner of my jaw. He uses the hold to tilt my head until I’m forced to meet his gaze. “Don’t you ever let someone make you feel that way. You are beautiful, Casey. You’re incredibly fucking strong. You’re a survivor. And anyone would be fucking lucky to have you.” 
Even you? 
I want to ask it so fucking badly, but I'm afraid of the possible answers. Afraid of rejection. Afraid he might actually want me.
My eyes burn, but his grip only tightens when I try to pull away from him. The first tear drops down my cheek. I want to wipe it away, but my hands feel frozen in my lap. 
Jake tilts his head to look at me better, his hand sliding up so his thumb can brush away the tear. Slowly, so I have time to pull away, he leans in to press a kiss to the damp spot left behind. It feels like the most intimate thing I’ve ever experienced, making me dizzy as warmth floods my veins. 
“It’s almost over, little one,” he murmurs, pulling back to give me a smile. “This time tomorrow, you’ll be at the safehouse.”
“You’ll be there too, right?” 
"Of course. I won’t travel with you. We plan on sending you and Carter ahead of us while we wrap everything up. But I'll be there soon after. And that's where I'll be staying for the foreseeable future." 
"Good." I eye the man for a moment before slowly pressing my face harder against the palm of his hand. “I would… miss you.”
“I’d miss you, too,” he admits. “Come here.”
I go easily when he maneuvers me into his lap, tucking my head beneath his chin and sinking against his bare chest as his arms come to wrap around me. I’m fairly certain I feel his lips brush against my temple. And his fingers definitely start stroking up and down my spine. It’s ridiculously comforting. A soft laugh falls past my lips. 
“What?” he asks, sounding amused. 
“I’m supposed to be the one comforting you.”
“This is doing that,” he murmurs, his lips definitely touching my temple again. His arms tighten around me. “This right here is exactly what I needed, sweet boy.” 
Sweet boy. 
I relax further into him, trying not to smile and failing miserably. I should probably suggest we take the cuddles to the bed at least, but I’m too afraid we won’t pick up where we left off. I’d rather sit here next to the toilet all night than be comfortable in bed but not in his arms. 
Maybe he feels the same because he asks, “Can we stay close at the safehouse?”
“Close?”
“Yeah. I’ve been thinking about it, about being there in that house and having to just… let you go. It’s driving me a little crazy, to be honest. Would it be okay if we checked in on each other? You know, just… keep in touch or whatever? Would you mind that?”
A warm, floaty feeling takes over my body.  “I’d like that a lot. I know we haven’t known each other long, but you’re the safest place I’ve had in a while and I - I don’t want to lose that.”
I find myself very thankful he can’t see my face because I definitely didn’t mean to admit all of that.
Before I can feel too embarrassed, a soft, pleased rumble comes from his chest. “Looks like we’ll be sticking together then.”
“Promise?” 
“Promise.” 
And he always keeps those. 
[image: image-placeholder]Travis and Jake planned a party so that everyone important enough could come celebrate the capture of the infamous Maison Beckett. To say it’s extravagant would be an understatement. The oversized venue is made to feel intimate with small tables covered in linen and half-circle leather couches and leather chairs grouped in two. Everything is cream or white, candles flickering all over to give the place a soft glow. Chandeliers hang from the ceiling. Twinkle lights are draped criss-cross through the air. It’s sickeningly beautiful. 
Women walk around in silky gowns. Men in suits and tuxedos that cost more than a normal person’s monthly rent. Slaves are adorned in precious gemstones and dainty gold chains and engraved metal collars. Their bruised and broken bodies are covered in lotions that make their skin sparkle in the dim lighting. 
Jake and Travis match the men. Carter and I match the slaves. 
The stage is draped with silky curtains pulled to the sides, like we’ve arrived at the opera. Maison is bound to a chair in the center of it, his body sagging as much as it can in the restraints. He looks like he might be conscious, but like it’s a struggle to remain that way. At least, until he sets eyes on Carter. Then he’s jerking upright and making an awful, agonized sound through the ball gag shoved in his mouth. 
Jake warned me this would happen, but it doesn’t make it any easier as Carter goes running forward, his leash catching when he reaches the end of its length. A heart-wrenching scream escapes his lips. His hands clutch at his collar as it chokes him. He sobs Maison’s name. 
Travis grabs a fistful of Carter’s hair as the crowd begins closing in to enjoy the show. Jake steps forward and turns his body so I can no longer see them. His hand cups the crown of my head. I know I have to behave. I have to keep it together. We all have parts to play. Maison, Carter, and Travis are playing theirs. For Jake to be able to play his, for him to be able to control all of the chaos to make sure everything goes as it needs to, I have to play mine too. 
But it’s hard. As I hear what Travis and the crowd say to Carter. As I hear his sobs. Hear the sound of him being hit. As I watch Travis lead him to the stage. As someone comes up to Jake and says something in his ear. As I hear Jake murmur under his breath, “Fuck,” and then, “Fuck,” again. As Jake gently pulls on my leash and starts walking, me crawling behind him as he hurries toward the stage. As Jake grabs Travis and whispers something in his ear that I know in my gut means we’ve had to resort to the back-up plan because something went wrong and we need more time. 
It's hard as Carter is marched onto the stage and forced to his knees right in front of his brother, just as they all agreed would happen if more time was needed. As Travis taunts Maison. As Travis forces Carter to tell his brother he loves belonging to him as his slave. As he forces him to tell Maison he loves Travis’s cock. As he forces him to show him just how much. As he fucks Carter’s face to the soundtrack of a raucous crowd. As Maison screams and screams and screams. 
It's so fucking hard as Travis finishes and looks over to meet Jake’s gaze. As Jake signals that they still need more time. As we move into the back-up to our back-up plan. As Travis invites the guests to come take pleasure in Carter’s mouth for his brother to watch. As Travis walks on deceptively steady legs, an evil smirk fixed on his lips even as his eyes give away his turmoil. As he whispers furiously with Jake, his hands shaking at his sides, one of them just inches from my face where I have it tilted toward the floor like a good little slave. 
It goes on too long. So many men use Carter. Maison screams himself silent. Jake chats and laughs and waves men off when they say he should take Carter for a spin, claiming he’s enjoyed Carter’s mouth enough for now. People notice me. Compliment me. Someone mentions DuGray and I have to claw my way out of memories and remember how to breathe. 
And then it’s finally over. 
Or, at least, the worst of it is. Travis interrupts the line of men waiting to use Carter’s mouth for a champagne toast. He gives a speech, but I don’t listen. I do what Jake told me to. I start looking around, keeping my eyes peeled for any slaves that might be forced to ingest the drugged drink. 
The people in the crowd waver on their feet. They begin to fall. Confused sounds erupt from their weakened bodies. Slaves begin to scream. Gunshots vibrate the air around us. 
“Casey?” Jake asks, his hand warm and firm on the back of my neck. 
“There.” I point to a slave that’s on his hands and knees, his body shaking hard. His owner is dead at his feet, a bullet through his forehead. He must have given his drink to the slave for god only knows what reason. 
Jake hurries over, trusting me to be okay on my own as he pulls out the antidote to inject it in the slave’s arm. There’s movement on the stage - Maison out of his chair. He takes the microphone and begins talking. He’s so calm and collected, even as he stands with his weight to one side to alleviate whatever injuries he’s endured, blood dripping down the side of his face. Slaves listen to him, the screams turning to sobs and gasps and murmurs of fragile, confused hope. 
“What the fuck is going on?” a slave asks. I recognize him from the compound. He’s openly gaping at Travis as he shoots a man that’s lying on his back. 
Jake grabs my bicep, pulling me away from the slave before I can try to answer him. “Time to go, little one.”
“Carter-”
“Is coming,” he promises. I realize he’s no longer wearing his jacket. There’s blood on his shirt. I gasp, my feet stumbling. He immediately shakes his head. “Not mine. I’m okay.”
“Promise?”
“Promise.” He gives my arm a reassuring squeeze. “And I keep those, remember?” 
Something relaxes in my chest. He does keep them. He’s proven that already. And thank god, because any minute now I’m about to be forced to leave him behind, and he better fucking keep his promise that he’ll follow. 
[image: image-placeholder]It takes both too much and not enough time to get to the safehouse. Carter and I shed our slave gear and clean up with wipes that Ace - the fourth and final man on Jake, Travis, and Maison’s team - gives us. We dress in fresh clothes. We don’t talk, both terrified for the men we left behind, and maybe a little terrified of the future we’re heading toward. But we hold hands the whole time. 
The house is gorgeous. It’s bigger than I expected, built on a hill with a river, trees mostly blocking it from sight. Ace drones on about safety protocols and semi-retired operatives being around to help and a security booth. I think Carter is listening, but I can’t focus. My ears are starting to ring with an impending panic attack. 
When we stop at a room and Ace points, I assume it’s mine. I see Carter go into the room across the hall from me. Ace says something, his eyes kind, his lips moving, and then he leaves me behind to go speak with Carter. 
Leaving the door cracked open, I walk through the room and try to let it sink in that I’m officially safe now. Officially free. Even if something goes wrong with the clean-up of the operation, it won't affect my place here. There's no longer any risk to me.
It's real now. 
Why does that feel so awful?
"Casey?" Ace says from the door, his voice soft. "Do you mind if I come in?" 
It's such a strange concept - that I’d have to invite the man inside. Even after I knew the truth with Jake, I never owned the space around me, never really held the power to tell Jake to go away. Or maybe I did and just never felt the urge to use it? 
"Casey?" 
"Yeah.” I turn to face him. "Sorry. Um. Come in."
Ace steps inside but lingers near the door. He's not as big as Travis and Jake. Still muscular, but more compact and lithe. I tell myself I’m safe with the man. Of course I am. This whole house is safe. But the logic doesn't translate. My chest still feels thick with panic. My legs still wobble. My hands still shake. 
"Do you need anything?" Ace asks with a careful smile. "Medical attention? Anything for pain? Food? Something to drink?" 
Jake trusts him, I tell myself. Jake wouldn't have let you be here alone with him if he didn't trust him. 
"Casey?" 
I realize Ace has stepped further into the room. If he reached out, he'd be able to touch me. Don't panic. It'll only be worse if you panic. 
My tongue feels heavy, but I manage to murmur, "I'm fine." 
Ace frowns. The expression makes me flinch and step back, preparing for the consequences of causing displeasure. A few agonizing seconds tick by before Ace steps toward the door. "I'm sure you're overwhelmed right now. I'll be awake until the others get here. I'll probably set up shop in the kitchen. It's down this hall. Come get me if you need anything, alright? Otherwise, I'll leave you be. Give you space to… process."
I just nod. My mind is spinning, logic fighting with my survival instincts. Ace won’t hurt me. He’s a good guy. He’s Jake’s friend. I know all of this. But… fuck does my body want to fold to my knees and prepare for pain. 
Ace leaves. I count to five in my head before hurrying forward to close and lock the door. I let myself sag against it in relief, not caring when my legs give out. I end up on the floor with my back pressed against the wooden barrier between me and the rest of the world. I bring my knees to my chest, trying to remember how to breathe. How much longer until Jake is here?
[image: image-placeholder]With no way of tracking time, I’m half-convinced an eternity passes before I finally have a knock on my door. I nearly break the doorknob from how hard I turn it. The moment my eyes fall on Jake’s exhausted, unfairly handsome face, relief floods all the way to my fingertips. He’s here, he’s safe, it’s over. 
His blue eyes rake over my body slowly, almost like he’s checking to make sure I’m still intact, before settling back on my face. He smiles. “Hey.”
I swallow hard. “Hey.”
“Sorry I took so long.” He adjusts a strap on his shoulder that’s attached to a black backpack. He has a steaming mug of coffee in his other hand. “It took us a while to wrap everything up and hit the road. Then I needed to help Ace with feeding and medicating and helping all the survivors as they arrived. Travis abandoned our asses the minute we showed up, going after Carter, and Maison nearly passed out trying to help so we sent him away.”
“Is everyone okay?”
“For now. It’s going to take some time. They’re all pretty freaked out. Untrusting. Scared. Some of them tried fighting or running. But we have everyone calmed down now and any major injuries have been taken care of.” 
“I’m glad you were there for them. I can’t imagine how they must feel…”
He frowns. “You can imagine. And I’m glad I was there for them, yes, but I hate that it meant I wasn’t here for you. Everyone deserves to have someone. Especially during a time like this.”
“And you’re my someone?” I ask, half-teasing, half-dying of hope. 
“Yes,” he says without hesitation. He smiles again. It’s warmer this time. Less tired. Then he shrugs off the backpack and offers it to me. “Each of the survivors gets a bag, but this one I made just for you. It has a few extra things in it. Don’t tell anyone.” 
I feel myself blush as he winks at me. “Thanks. Do you… want to come in?” 
“Sure.” He steps into the room, his gaze roaming as he takes in the surroundings. “This is nice.”
“It is, yeah. Weird, though.”
“Having a place of your own?” When I nod, he nods too. “I could see that, yeah. You’ll get used to it.”
Will I?
Not in the mood to think about that, I take a seat on the edge of the bed and open the bag he brought me. The first thing I pull out is a pair of sweatpants similar to the ones Ace gave me and Carter earlier, followed by a gray crewneck sweatshirt that’s clearly too big for me. The material is faded in the best way, worn and soft. There’s a tiny hole in the collar. I smile when I see the block letters across the chest- ARMY. 
“It’s mine,” he says quietly. “I thought - I don’t even know what I thought, I guess. If you don’t want-”
“I want,” I say quickly, squeezing the sweatshirt in my fist like he might try to steal it. “Thank you.” 
He looks away, but I’m fairly certain he blushes. It’s dangerously endearing. 
There are socks and underwear next. Deodorant. A toothbrush, toothpaste, and floss. 
“There are other toiletries in your bathroom,” Jake explains as I set each item on the bed. “And towels are in the cabinet beneath the sink."
Next is a small brown bag filled with food. Protein bars. Beef jerky. Trailmix. Crackers. Hydration gels. Tucked beside it is an empty reusable water bottle. 
“You’re free to go to the kitchen whenever, but we wanted to make sure all of you are taken care of until you're ready to leave the room. The water from the bathroom sink is safe to drink." 
Next is a little medical kit that unfolds when I separate the velcro, revealing everything from bandages to antibacterial cream to instant ice packs. There are even mini bottles lined up in a row at one end - pain relievers, anti-inflammatories, antacids, antihistamines, and decongestants.
"You guys have thought of everything."
"Probably not. But we tried." He coughs, the sound awkward and forced. "There should be one more thing." 
Setting the med kit to the side, I peer into the backpack to see what I could have missed. My heart tries to escape my chest when I find it. A stuffed dolphin. 
It's small, easily fitting in my hands when I take it out. The fat belly is white, the rest of it a pastel blue, all incredibly soft against my skin. It's just like Carter's stuffed moose that Travis gave him. My eyes burn with impending tears. 
"Travis bought one for each survivor. He wanted you all to have one since Carter's moose helps him so much. I picked this one out for you since you like water. But there are others if you'd rather-"
"No," I say quickly, bringing the dolphin to my chest. "I want him." 
Jake smiles, his blue eyes warm. "Then he's all yours."
"Thank you, Jake." I blink rapidly to try and keep the tears from falling. My stupid voice wavers. "For everything. Thank you so much."
"Thank you for trusting me," he counters. He tilts his head like he's studying me before asking, "Can I show you something?"
"What is it?" I ask warily, feeling my exhaustion starting to catch up with me. 
"Oh, nothing special…" he sighs a little too heavily to take seriously before flashing me a playful smirk. "Just the swimming pool."
[image: image-placeholder]The swimming pool. 
The swimming pool. 
The swimming pool. 
My legs are like fucking jelly, barely able to carry me with every step I force them to take. It’s a long walk. Or maybe it just feels that way because it’s the fucking swimming pool. I have to actively try not to barrel over Jake, wishing he'd walk faster as he leads me through the house. 
I know the moment we're close. Even before Jake opens the door for me, I can sense it. It's like a siren song, calling me home. 
Jake opens the door before stepping aside, letting me walk in first. My breath hitches after the first step.  
The air. 
Warm. Muggy. Thick with chlorine. 
The entire world settles. Calms. 
I know I'm crying, can feel the tears starting to spill down my cheeks, but I don't care. I'm too focused on the green-blue water with the warm glow of lights reflecting off the surface. My stomach swoops with excitement as I lurch toward it. 
“Woah there.” Jake grabs my elbow, stopping me before I can dive in. “Slow down, Case.”
My heart threatens to shatter. I can’t even look at the man beside me when I whisper, “Y-you’re not going to let me?” 
“Hey, no, of course I am.” Jake uses his hold on my elbow to turn me toward him, his eyes warm and soft. “I’m not the boss of you here, Casey. None of us are. You can do whatever you want. I just wanted to offer you something first.” 
I look at the hand he raises, realizing what he means. He's holding a pair of black compression shorts. 
Something… unravels in me. He's brought me to the pool. He planned ahead with shorts. He's going to let me swim. 
He didn't just save my body. He's going to save my soul too. 
It takes me a moment to be able to say, “Thank you,” and my voice is wrecked when I manage it. 
Jake doesn't seem to mind. "Of course. There's a changing room over there, if you'd like."
It seems silly considering how much he's seen me naked, but I figure it's about time I get used to things like privacy again. The concept won't get any easier if I avoid it. With another thank you, I hurry off to the room and strip out of my clothes, nearly falling over in my haste to get the shorts on. Jake is in the same spot as before when I return, but his smile grows tight as I approach him. 
"Good, they fit. I'll leave you to it, then. If you need anything, there’s an emergency button here under this grate.” He walks over to the edge of the pool and taps the toe of his shoe against a white grate that must be able to lift to have the red button beneath pressed. “It’ll alert Ace, who is our tech guy. Or whoever is covering his system if he’s taking time off. It’ll also send an alert to all of our phones. There’s another button by the door and another in the bathroom. Okay?” 
“You’re… not staying?” I ask, suddenly not so sure about this whole swimming thing. 
This house is just so fucking big. And there are so many things that could go wrong. What if I get in the water only to realize I don't like it anymore? What if I get triggered? What if I get lost trying to get back to my room? What if I run into someone I don't know and they hurt me? 
"Please stay," I let myself beg, not caring that it's selfish. He's exhausted. He probably needs to sleep. To eat. Or maybe he even has more work to do that I'm keeping him from. But this moment has the potential to break me, and I need him here. "You don't have to swim, but please don't leave. I'll - I'll be quick, I promise. Five minutes."
Jake's whole body seems to soften in relief, like maybe he didn't actually want to leave either. "Of course. I'll hangout on the lounge chair. But take as long as you want, okay? Please don't rush."
"Okay." I turn back to the pool, my body starting to vibrate as reality sinks in. 
I can't believe this is happening.
I can't believe I'm about to swim again. 
Instead of diving, which might not be the best for my still-healing body, I take the stairs instead. The water is the perfect temperature, gently lapping at my ankles. Then my calves. My knees. Thighs. I shudder like always when the water hits my balls, a smile tugging at my lips as I remember the way me and my friends would howl dramatically at morning swim practice. Time to wake up, boys, my best friend from high school would always yell. The boys being our cocks and balls, of course. 
I feel the urge to laugh at the memory. It feels good. Warm inside my chest. Something very close to happiness. 
I push off the last step. My muscles take over, remembering exactly what to do as my body glides through the water. 
It feels like coming home. 




Chapter Twenty

Jake


I jolt awake to the feeling of my back spasming. I grunt, bringing a hand to the muscle that's currently throwing a fit. The bed beneath me creaks like plastic. And it smells like fucking chlorine.  
Because it's not a bed. 
I blink quickly, my surroundings coming into focus as I recall where I am. I'm on one of the lounge chairs beside the safehouse pool. I must have fallen asleep there, lulled into dreams by the soft sound of Casey's body working through the water. No wonder my back is fucking killing me. I'm too old for this shit. 
Wait - Casey. 
I push up into a sitting position, heart racing as I search for him. My body calms when I see the boy is still in the pool. Instead of swimming like earlier, he's now floating on his back, his body sprawled out like he's about to make water-angels. He’s so completely still that I would worry if it wasn't for the steady rise and fall of the boy's chest. 
"Still at it, huh?" I call, my voice echoing through the large room.
Casey doesn't startle. Maybe because he heard me moving around, or maybe because he's just too damn calm and happy right now. 
"I could live here forever," he calls back. I can't see his face, but I can hear the smile in his voice. "Forward my mail. Feel free to visit anytime."
I grin, my body feeling warm and light. Carter had mentioned before that Casey had a sense of humor when they met in the pre-auction cage. This must be it. 
I hate that I have to be the one to end the fun, already promising myself that I'll make sure he comes back as soon as he can. "As much as I'd love to let you move into the pool, you're running on no sleep for over 24 hours. I need you to rest for a while."
The boy straightens, frowning over at me. "But… then I can come back?" 
"Absolutely."
"What about you? Will you rest with me too?"
I glance at my watch, wincing. "I'm actually due for guard duty in 10 minutes. But I'll get some sleep later, don't worry about me." 
Casey’s frown deepens. “Can I come?" 
"To guard duty?" 
"Yes." 
Now I take a turn frowning. "You really need some sleep, Case." 
"We can sleep after."
We. 
The single word settles something in me. Something I hadn't even realized was unsettled. It makes me weak, my resolve deteriorating. "Alright, you can come. But there's a couch in the office and you're napping on it. Deal?" 
Casey's lips twitch into an almost-smile. "Deal."
I sigh, mostly just to make myself feel better about caving, and head to the stock closet to grab the boy a towel. I meet him at the stairs, trying extremely hard not to stare at his mostly naked body dripping with water. It's much harder than it was back at the compound. Like Casey is a different person now.
Because he's free. 
I can't decide if that freedom makes it okay to look or makes it worse than ever. To be safe, I avert my gaze. But I'm weak. Really fucking weak. So, when Casey steps into the towel, I don't just drape it over his shoulders and let go. Instead, I move closer and begin working the fluffy material over his damp skin, letting myself take my time drying him like I'm his daddy. If Ace bitches at me for being late, it'll be well worth it. 
"You like taking care of people," Casey says after I've moved on from his body to his hair. 
I bite the inside of my cheek as I work his messy dark blonde locks with the towel, drying them chunk by chunk. I want to tell Casey that it's not just people I like to take care of. It's boys like him. Or, these days, just him. But that would lead down a dangerous path of desire and daddy kink, and I don't think Casey will be ready for that road any time soon. Or ever, as much as it kills me to admit. 
I settle with saying, "I definitely like taking care of you," figuring it's close enough to the truth, but far enough away to still be safe. Then I wrap Casey in the towel again and gesture to the changing room. "Go get dressed. Then we'll go."
Casey hesitates for just a moment, but then leaves. I pull out my phone, surprised I don't have any calls from Ace yet. I'm 6 minutes late. I shoot him a text explaining I'm with a survivor and on my way. Ace texts back a minute later warning me to avoid the kitchen. Maison is currently in there handling a "delicate situation". 
Once Casey is dressed, we head back through the safehouse to Ace's office, taking a longer route to avoid whatever is going on in the kitchen. If Ace is surprised to find Casey trailing behind me when he opens the door for us, it doesn't show in his expression. He just gives us an easy smile and announces, "Welcome to my oasis."
"Oasis?" I question, eyeing the room as I step inside. It's still the same sparse office space that I saw earlier with too many computer screens, a simple couch, and empty cork boards waiting to be filled with all of our rescues. Definitely not what I'd call an oasis. 
To each their own? 
Ace ignores me. "There's food and drinks in the mini-fridge, but don't spill on my babies or I will end you. The systems are set to never go dark, so you don't have to worry about passwords or anything like that. Left screen shows the outside cameras. Middle are the inside hot spots, but there's a drop-down menu in the corner where you can see every common area. Right screen is where you'll be receiving updates on missions. Don't worry too much about those unless a request pops up for Maison. If that happens, get Maison immediately. His new phone number is on the pad there. If anyone in the house sounds an alarm, the alert will go off in here and wherever they are will appear in a red box on the center of the middle screen. There have already been two this morning. We've already had a runner, too. And Maison is currently in the kitchen trying to get a survivor to calm down and believe that he's not going to be punished for accidentally breaking a plate." 
I take a deep breath, letting the mass of information slowly filter through my mind. "The runner is okay now?" 
"In with Dr. Singh," he says with a wave of his hand, referring to the in-house therapist here. "That man is working miracles left and right today."
"And Travis? Has he popped his head out at all?"
"Nope. We got your order to leave him and Carter alone for as long as they need, but fair warning that Maison might not obey much longer. Since he's, you know…"
"Actually the boss?" I finish with a laugh.
Ace smirks. "That, and impatient as fuck."
"I'll talk to him. Anything else I need to know?" 
"That should be it." Ace nods at Casey, his smirk softening to a warm smile. "You good, Casey?" 
I try not to feel happy about the way Casey ducks behind me, hiding from Ace. "I'm fine." 
“Good. I’m glad.” Ace hooks a thumb at the door. “You know I rarely sleep. Wake me up if you need me.”
“Will do.” 
Once Ace is gone, I turn to Casey with the intention of telling him to get comfortable on the couch. My plans change as I see he’s now standing in front of Ace’s desk, his eyes scanning all of the screens. After a moment, he settles his gaze on the middle one showing the video feeds of the most popular areas inside the house. I can’t tell which room he’s interested in until he asks, “So, that’s him then? Carter’s brother?”
It should be strange that he has to ask, Maison being the center of attention on stage at the party last night. Then again, Carter was also part of the stage's attention, and I remember how hard that was for Casey to handle. I doubt Casey was able to look too closely at what went on up there. 
I find the feed for the kitchen, seeing Maison sitting cross-legged on the floor with one of the survivors from the compound - Nolan. He seems to be doing all the talking, Nolan just staring at him with wide eyes. A shattered plate is still on the floor between them. "Yeah, that's Maison." 
"Shouldn't he be, like, resting?" 
"Probably, yes."
"Is he too cool to admit he's hurt?" Casey asks. He scoffs after, like he thinks it's ridiculous, but I can hear the insecurity in the question. 
"It's not that. Maison has a lot of guilt he's wrestling with. If he hadn't made some of the choices he made, Carter would have never been sucked into all of this. I think he sees what happened to him as some sort of twisted penance. He got checked by a doctor already, but other than that, I think he's probably going to make himself push through it." 
"I get that."
The words startle me. "You do?"
"The feeling of guilt." Casey shrugs like it's nothing, but his cheeks are pink, and his voice shakes when he continues. "If Carter hadn't been kidnapped, I wouldn't have been saved, right? I mean, DuGray was on your radar obviously, but would I have made the list of slaves to save? I - I noticed he wasn't at the party last night…" 
I wince. “Yeah, he wasn't important enough to be at the party. He was on our task force list after you, but there’s no guarantee with that. Especially with him living outside of the region…”
“Task force list?”
“A list of names we'll hand over to different task forces around the world who will clean up the outliers leftover from the operation. Since we don’t control the task forces though, there’s no guarantee that everyone on the list will be taken down. We try to take on as many names as we can ourselves so we don’t have to send very many to the task forces, but we can’t take them all down on our own. Especially ones so far away, like DuGray.” 
“When will you know if he’s been… handled?” 
“He won’t be. Not by them.” I lower myself to the desk chair, not sure how Casey will take this next part. “I took him off the list when I bought you.” 
Casey jolts back a step. “Y-you’re just letting him go?”
“No. No, Casey.” I stand right back up, reaching for him. I brace myself for the boy to pull away. Instead, he steps into me, grabbing the front of my shirt and clinging. I cup his cheeks, ignoring the tiny voice in my head that’s begging me to press our lips together. So. Not. The. Time. “I’m going to take him out myself.” 
Wet blue eyes snap up to meet my gaze. “You?”
“Yes. After what that fucker did to you? He’s mine. I’m just waiting to get cleared.” I pause, realizing how incredibly selfish that is once I've heard the words out loud. “I’m sorry. He’s - he’s yours, not mine. I should have actually asked you what you wanted me to do with him…” 
“Kill him,” Casey says immediately. “Slowly. Painfully. I - I want you to rip him apart, Jake.” 
I nod. Easy. “I will.” 
“And his men. All of his fucking men. I want them to hurt, Jake.” 
“They will,” I promise. I wrap my arms around Casey and pull him in for a hug, frowning when I feel how hard the boy is shaking. “I’ll make them pay, Case. Every single person who ever laid a hand on you, I’ll make them pay.” 
“And you won’t get hurt?” 
It’s not a promise I should make, but I don't care. It’s what the boy needs to hear. I'll find a way to keep it. “I won’t get hurt.” 
“Okay. Good.” Casey pulls out of the hug, lifting a fist to rub sleepily at his eyes. It’s… very little. My knees suddenly feel weak at the sight of it, the daddy in me begging to be let loose. “Can I sleep now? I’m really sleepy.” 
“Yes,” I rasp. I quickly clear my throat and force myself to step back from the temptation in front of me. “Yes. Of course.” 
Despite having just decided I should take some space to gather myself, I end up wrapping my fingers around Casey’s elbow and guiding the boy to the couch. I even help him sit. And then lay down. And tuck a throw pillow that has flowers, vines, and the words Fuck Around and Find Out embroidered in pastel thread on it beneath his head. And pull a hand-knitted chunky blanket over his body. And tuck that blanket around him and beneath his chin. And brush hair off his forehead and press a - Nope.
I stop myself with my lips just inches from his forehead, quickly pushing back to a standing position and taking a step away. I clear my throat. And then clear it again for good measure. “Are you comfortable?” 
The sleepy boy doesn’t bother opening his eyes. He just nods and mumbles, “Comfortable.” 
I walk backward to the desk chair and slowly lower myself into it. Then I spend entirely too much time just watching the young man sleep, soaking in how peaceful he looks, soaking in that he’s safe. 
It isn’t until an alert goes off on the computer - one I quickly mute before it can wake Casey - that I remember I have a job to do. I tear my gaze away from the sleeping boy nearby, the boy I know I'll never be lucky enough to have for myself, and get to work. 
[image: image-placeholder]By the second day in the safehouse, Nolan has discovered cooking as an outlet. He’s cooked just about anything he possibly could with what the fridge and cabinets had stocked, spreading the feast out on every available surface even though we made sure he understood it wasn't expected of him. Since I'm fully aware of his need for praise, I switched tactics and instead spent my morning telling him how much I appreciate his cooking and how delicious everything is. If a person could burst into flames from blushing hard enough, I think he would have. He must have been concerned about the same sort of thing because he had rushed out soon after. 
I'm on my second plate when I see Travis for the first time since the operation ended. I smirk, knowing the reason he finally surfaced has nothing to do with us and everything to do with Carter. I've been trying to give Casey space, not wanting his recovery to be hindered by my hovering, but I had still brought him a smoothie this morning when I discovered he was back in the pool. He had told me Carter had snuck in to use his shower and borrow an outfit this morning before hypothesizing that Carter might be avoiding Travis for some reason. One look at Travis's face once he's swept the kitchen to discover Carter isn't here has me agreeing with Casey’s theory. 
Ace and I exchange an amused look before I drawl, "Well, good morning sleepyhead."
"Yeah, yeah.” Travis heads straight for the coffee pot, frowning deeply. I give him 90 seconds before he asks about Carter. “How are things going? Any news on Mica?” 
“He’s in the wind, but we’ll find the bastard.” 
At least, we fucking better find him. I refuse to let that major piece of shit slip through our fingers. DuGray might be my top priority because of Casey, but Mica is a very close second. 
Travis suddenly hisses as he spills coffee all over his hand. He starts cleaning up the spill with a dish towel and growls, “And the survivors?” 
“The answer to that ranges vastly,” Ace informs him, his brows furrowed as he watches Travis try to do something as simple as pour himself coffee. “Do you need help over there?”
“Nope. I’m fine.” Travis peers into his mug. Probably because he barely got any liquid into it. When was the last time he had to pour himself coffee? I had to be self-sufficient in my position, keeping the house, the men, and Travis afloat at all times. But Travis was waited on hand and foot this past decade. It was expected of him to be. I suppose it makes sense that he'd be floundering with something as basic as pouring himself coffee. 
For the first time, I realize just how much is going to change for Travis. Nearly overnight he went from being a foster kid trying to keep his head above water to being The Nathan Roarke. And now he's back to being just like everyone else. That has to be a shock to the system.  
I watch my best friend try to pour the coffee again, my chest aching for him. Where is Travis’s support? Where’s his welcome bag and reassurances that everything will be okay? Has he talked to Dr. Singh yet?
“What?” Travis asks once he’s managed to fill his whole mug, his eyes darting from me to Ace.
“Nothing,” we say in unison. 
Trying not to let myself fall down a rabbit hole of concern for my friend, I gesture to the food on the counter instead. “Help yourself.” 
“Damn. This looks amazing.” Travis grabs a clean plate, eyeing all the food. “Who put this spread together?”
I wince, already knowing the answer will bother him. “Nolan.” 
Sure enough, he stops short. “Oh…”
“We made it extremely clear he didn’t need to do it,” I assure. “But I think he needed to. He looked like he might start crawling the walls.”
Ace sighs. “They all look like that.”
“What about Casey and Carter?” Travis asks. Was that 90 seconds? I feel too guilty now to enjoy it even if it was. 
“Casey is in the pool. I had to bring him a smoothie and water because he wouldn’t come eat. That boy is going to wrinkle up like a goddamn raisin if he doesn’t get out soon.”
“And Carter?” Travis presses as he piles food on his plate and avoids eye contact with us. 
Ace and I exchange another look. Ace clears his throat and gestures to me, so I field the question. “He’s quiet this morning. Made sure to check in with Casey and stole a few minutes in his shower and some clothes. He’s been outside since breakfast.”
“He ate, though?”
“Pretty sure.”
Travis turns around, frowning at me. “Pretty sure.”
“I didn’t sit across from him and watch.”
He turns his focus to Ace. “Did you see?”
Ace gives him a look like he’s grown a second head. “No?” 
“He needs to eat,” Travis growls, setting an impressive glare on his own plate like it’s the food’s fault that Carter is possibly hungry right now. Emotions flash through his expression, rapid fire and accompanied with a steady thrum of panic. 
God, how is he going to adjust to this life? How is he going to learn to step back and let Carter be his own person? 
How the fuck am I going to do the same with Casey? 
This operation might be over, but fucking hell, we've got a lot of work to do… 
“What in the fuck is he doing?” Ace asks me. 
I laugh, but there's no humor to it. “That’s his worried about Carter and freaking out expression.”
“It looks like he’s malfunctioning.”
“Yeah, that’s a thing he does when it comes to Carter.” I snap my fingers in front of Travis's face, wanting to pull him out of his panic spiral. 
Travis’s frown deepens as his eyes focus on me. “I can hear you, you know.”
“Does that make what we’re saying any less true?” 
“He’s been through a lot,” Travis mumbles, still talking about Carter. “I’m allowed to worry about him.”
This time, Ace speaks up. “No one is saying you can’t worry about him. Just - worry about yourself too, yeah? Head operatives like you in our line of work don’t have the best track record for success post-operation. We’ve lost a few over the years.”
“And I’d really like for you to not be one of them,” I add. 
Ace nods. “Really like.”
Travis at least seems to consider all of this for a moment. Which is a fucking relief because Ace is right. Statistically speaking, Travis doesn’t have a bright future. He’s going to fucking struggle. Hard. And the other head operatives didn’t even have the addition of being in love with a survivor on top of their other issues. 
“How about I just cover everything with a light blanket of worry and call it good?” Travis finally offers. I glance at Ace, wondering if now is the best time to bring up Travis’s need to meet with the therapist. I don’t get the chance to decide before Travis speaks again. “Really? That’s not enough? I’m not going to stop worrying about Carter. Or Mica. Or Elliot. Or the survivors. Or Maison. Or-”
“Dr. Singh is here,” I interrupt, figuring ripping the announcement off like a band-aid is best. 
“That’s the therapist, right?” Travis asks. 
I roll my eyes. “You know it’s the therapist, asshole.” 
“And you have an appointment with him,” Ace adds. “At 1500 tomorrow.” 
“I’ll pass.”
Ace shakes his head, apparently deciding to take this particular fight on himself. Thank god. “It’s really not a choice. You agreed to therapy when you first took the job, remember?” 
Travis clearly remembers. He also clearly hates it. 
“Fine. 1500 tomorrow.” He heads back to the coffee pot, getting himself a refill since he’s been chugging his coffee like it might protect him from his reality. He does better this time. Not so much spillage. Unfortunately, he seems too caught up in his head to be happy about the progress. “I’m going to shower. Then maybe go for a walk.” 
That’s code for: He’s going to go find Carter.
Hopefully Dr. Singh can help him with the mess he’s in because I have no fucking idea how to. 
The reality of that is set in stone when Travis tries exiting the kitchen only to come face to face with Nolan and one of the other survivors, Gabe. While Gabe only flinches, Nolan drops straight to his knees and gasps, “Master Roarke!” 
“Nolan,” Travis says, his voice like gravel. I can see the subtle tremble in his body as he stands there staring at the boy on the floor. “Nolan. You - you can get up.”
I step forward, ready to help, but Ace stops me with a hand to my arm. “This is part of it. For everyone. You can’t save them from this. They have to heal on their own. Travis has to heal on his own.” 
I flinch as I hear Nolan’s angry shouting turn to sobs. Travis chokes on an apology, sounding wrecked. 
“What if he doesn’t?” I whisper as I watch my friend stumble away from the scene. “What if he doesn’t heal, Ace?” 
Ace shakes his head. “You’re not asking the right question, my friend.”
“What’s the right question, then?” 
“How are you going to heal?” Ace asks, his expression intensely serious. “The job is over, Jake. Travis. The survivors. The operation. All of it is off your shoulders now. It’s time you worry about yourself. You made an appointment with Dr. Singh for Travis. That was nice of you. But have you made an appointment for yourself yet?” 
"No." I sigh heavily. "But I will."





Chapter Twenty-One

Casey


For the first time, I find myself surrounded by people like me.  Survivors. That’s the word everyone keeps using. Not victims, but survivors. Apart from the therapist that’s sitting by the fireplace waiting for everyone to find a seat, every single person in this room has survived the same things I have. They’ve been beaten like me. Raped like me. Starved and humiliated and tortured like me. 
I don't know if it makes me feel better or worse. Yeah, now I feel a little less alone, but at the same time it’s just now hitting me how many people have been trafficked. I saw dozens go through the cell I was kept in before the auction, then at least 20 at the auction itself. Now all of the survivors that are here. And I know from Jake that this isn’t the only safehouse with survivors. Plus, the survivors from those task force lists Jake mentioned. 
So many survivors who shouldn’t have had to survive at all. 
It’s bullshit. 
What’s the point of any of this? Of surviving? Of the operation? There have to be thousands of slaves out there that were never on this operation’s radar. That will never be on any operation’s radar. No task force. No law enforcement. No one is coming to save those slaves. They won't get to be survivors. 
It’s fucking hopeless. 
This entire fucked up, broken world is hopeless. 
I frown as Carter takes a seat beside me. He looks pissed. Why? Is he thinking the same thing as me? Are the others?
Dr. Singh opens the group therapy session, introducing himself and explaining that he’s here to help. Carter makes a strange sound, almost like a scoff or a gag. I nudge him and mumble, “Behave,” wanting to be able to hear if Dr. Singh has a solution for this sudden onslaught of hopelessness growing inside of me. 
"Now, I know after you were all brought here and debriefed that a few of you have decided to take the action of leaving instead of staying at the safehouse. I want to reiterate that this is a supported option and none of you are ever required to be here, but once you leave, you cannot return, as keeping this location secret is top priority. Because of this, I wanted to do a small group talk once before anyone leaves. I also wanted to open up my afternoon for private sessions. I'm reserving that time for those of you that plan to leave. I'll stay up all night if needed. I'll also be conducting these group talks 3 times a week and will be here daily offering private sessions for those of you staying, starting tomorrow. Come to me whenever.” 
Leaving? Some of these people are brave enough to fucking leave? And what? Take their chances back in the world that victimized them in the first place?
“Is there anyone that would maybe like to start?” Dr. Singh asks. 
I sink back on the couch, studying the others in the room. Which ones are planning to leave? Is it because they feel hopeless and don’t think they’ll get a happy ending whether here or there? Or is it because they’re full of hope that I can’t see? 
The first person to speak is a guy that’s vaguely familiar to me, most likely from the one night I spent outside of Jake's bedroom in the compound. He's gorgeous, whoever he is. With his dimpled chin, blonde hair, and pretty blue eyes, he looks like the boy next door. Like he's about to toss around a football or charm the pants off your grandma. 
"Well, I don't know about anyone else," he begins. "But my mind has no fucking idea what's going on."
Dr. Singh tilts his head sympathetically. "Is this about what happened between you and Travis this morning?"
I feel Carter freeze beside me. I have no idea what happened between this guy and Travis, and considering Carter said he wanted to avoid Travis today, he probably doesn't know either. Still, I don't think now is the time for Carter to ask questions, so I clamp a hand on my friend's thigh and squeeze to try and calm him down.  
It works. For now. 
The guy continues. "Yeah. It's like - I spent years worshiping Mast - Nath - Travis. Travis. I think everyone here can agree, he was the nicest master to any of us, and I latched onto that. Sometimes I'd even tell myself when the other men were hurting me that it was okay because I was doing it to please Ma - Travis, and it helped. It's fucked up, I know that logically, but that doesn't change that it helped." 
I wonder if I should speak up. If I should tell him that I used to play the same exact game with DuGray. It was always so much easier if you could convince yourself you were hurting for a reason. 
The poor guy curls up in a ball, wrapping his arms around his legs. "I saw him this morning and I just… was back there again. He was Master Roarke and I needed to be good. But by the time I got on my knees and my mind caught up, I had remembered that it was all a lie. And then he started talking to me and instead of all the good feelings I used to have for him, I - I hated him. I yelled at him." The guy laughs shakily. "I still can't believe I yelled at him." 
"Did it feel good?" Dr. Singh asks. "To yell at him?" 
"No. It felt… I don't even know. It made things worse. Like the one thing I could cling to over the years was wanting to be the best slave for him, and now it's gone."
"It's all gone," another guy says quietly. He’s the slave that called out at the party, wondering what the fuck was going on after Travis shot someone in front of him. He gives the first guy a look, apologetic for interrupting, but the first guy nods for him to continue. "I know some of you didn't believe you'd survive the life, but I never lost hope. I always thought that if I just hung on long enough and fought hard enough and was smart enough that somehow I'd get free one day. And now I am, and it feels like - I don't know. It's wrong. Because of him. Because of Travis. And the other one. Whatever his name is. The guy that was Benny. Even Carter." I feel Carter flinch beside me. Are they seriously blaming Carter?  "They were liars. That freedom I dreamt of was right there and they kept it from us."
Anger surges through my system. 
"Hey, don't rope Carter into this!" I growl. "He was hurt just like the rest of us." 
"He knew!" the new guy yells back. Then he turns his gaze to Carter and points a finger. "I spent nights awake, sick over the thought of you. Of what it must be like to be alone with him. Of how scared and lonely you must be. I thought of the way they all would talk about you. I thought of how they all planned to rape you in front of your brother one day and then kill you. I was terrified for you. And the whole time-"
"No," Carter cuts him off, his voice trembling. "Not the whole time. I didn't find out until the end."
"So, he lied to you, too?" the first guy – the boy next door - asks, his eyes wide. "Travis lied to you? He just… did all that shit to you and kept you in the dark?" 
I take the wine glass in Carter's hand when I notice how tight his grip is getting, remembering Ace telling Jake yesterday that a broken plate sent everyone into a panic. The last thing we all need is another shitshow on top of the one already brewing. 
"Don't judge him," Carter says, defending Travis instead of himself. "You don't know him." 
"He sexually assaulted all of us!" the second guy shouts. "We can say whatever we want about the asshole."
A few others speak up in agreement. 
Carter pushes off the couch and puts his hands up, ignoring me when I try pulling him back down. "Fine. Judge him for what he did to you. But don't bring me into it. What happened between me and him - that's none of your business."
"Carter," Dr. Singh says softly. "Please sit down. We're all just trying to say how we feel."
"It's not we," Carter growls, whipping around to face the doctor. He points a finger at him. His hand shakes. "You weren't there. You didn't have to experience any of it. And - and unless this bullshit is fucking mandatory to stay at the safehouse, I'm done."
Dr. Singh just sighs. Carter jerks his head in a nod and storms out then, not even bothering to look back. Part of me wants to follow my friend, but the rest of me… 
Well, the rest of me sees myself as one of them. One of these angry, hurting survivors. I get why things are complicated for Carter. I get why he's upset. But I'm desperate for answers. Desperate for hope. 
Torn between options, I sit frozen on the couch as Dr. Singh calms everyone down. He tells everyone there will be plenty of time to talk about their feelings regarding the operation and the operatives, but in this session, he'd like to focus on how they're doing as a whole. 
"I'm afraid it's a game," someone on my left says. "Like I'm going to wake up to them laughing at me for believing it, then they'll drag me back to reality." 
I find myself nodding, remembering feeling the same way just days ago. Others mumble, "Me too," or "Yeah." Some just nod their agreement. 
"I'm afraid it'll never be over," I somehow find the courage to say. Everyone looks at me, their eyes sad and full of understanding. My voice shakes as I explain. "I'm afraid ten years from now, I'm still going to be this… thing that they've made me into. Like I'm going to be free, but never happy." 
So many, Yes’s, so many, Me too’s, so many nods. 
I'm not alone. 
Holy shit, I’m not alone. 
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When I hear the door to the pool room creak open, then quietly click shut, I wait. If it's one of the other survivors, they'll announce themselves immediately. If it's Carter, he'll say something obnoxious or teasing. If it's an operative, they'll apologize right away, even when there's nothing to apologize for.
If it’s Jake, there’ll be a long silence as he watches me. 
I’m not sure if he knows that I know he watches me. If he knows that I can hear the subtle sounds of the door. If he knows I'm aware of the weight of his gaze as he takes me. In my short time being here, I've learned that the length of time we've been apart directly correlates to how long he watches, almost like he's refueling himself with the sight of me.
I like that he watches me. 
It scares me that I like it. 
It gives me hope that I like it. 
“You’re going to turn into a fish,” he eventually says. I smile, keeping my eyes closed as I float on my back in the water. It’s been way too long since I’ve heard that warm, rumbly voice. I get that he’s busy - I have been too today - but it still made me ache the longer I had to go without being near him. I missed him terribly, and I’m feeling way too fucking good right now to overthink that. 
“Who says that isn’t my plan?” I tease. “I would make an excellent fish.”
“I’d miss you, though.”
I feel my smile widen. “Then come in. We could be fish together.”
“Or we could be humans together instead.”
“No fun.” I force myself to straighten, turning to face him as I push my soaked hair off my forehead. He’s crouched at the poolside, his arms resting on his thighs, hands clasped in the open air between his knees. I realize it’s the first time I’ve seen him dressed as Jake. Yesterday, he had still been wearing part of his tux most of the day as he scrambled from one problem to the next. Today, he’s in worn jeans and a short-sleeved black shirt that stretches across his broad chest and clings to his large biceps, exposing his left arm covered in tattoos that I’d give anything to be able to explore. He was handsome before, but now he’s just… fuck. 
I blink, realizing I’ve been staring. My cheeks go hot as I turn my gaze to the rippling water in front of me. “Are you here to tell me it’s time for bed?”
He laughs softly before muttering something that sounds like, “If only.” When I look back at him, trying to decipher what that might mean, I find him looking a little wistful. If only? What- 
“I’m not in charge of you anymore,” he says with a soft smile, interrupting my thoughts. “But if you’re tired, maybe you should turn in. It’s been a long 48 hours.”
I stroke the water, unable to help how badly I’d like to tell him he can have the job back. Being in charge of myself sucks. It’s overwhelming and exhausting and every few minutes I remember my life is mine again and it makes me want to dive under the water and not come back up. Jake’s just so fucking good at taking care of things. Taking care of me. He always made me feel so warm and safe. Without him I feel… untethered. Overwhelmed. Afraid. 
“I’ll go in a bit,” I decide, knowing it’s probably not the smart choice, but also not sure I care enough. I want to swim. If it’s bad for my health, then it’s bad for my health. I’m too conflicted to care about my well-being today. Maybe I’ll try tomorrow. “What about you? You look tired, too.”
Jake laughs softly, nodding. “It’s been a long fucking day. We still can’t find Mica, information is flooding in from our operatives that are taking down loose ends and we have to make sure it’s all catalogued correctly so no one slips through the cracks, a survivor at one of the other houses is sick enough where he might need hospitalization, which makes things… tricky, two of the survivors from here wanted to leave immediately so we had to rush that process, and Maison almost passed out earlier and is still fucking fighting the order to rest.”
“Wow.” I glide through the water until I’m right in front of him, resting my forearms on the lip of the pool before nestling my chin on top of them. I tilt my head to meet his gaze. Despite the dim lighting, I can still see his scattered freckles and pretty blue eyes. I have no idea how it’s possible, but the sight manages to both comfort me and unsettle me. “And I thought I had a shit day.”
“I have a feeling yours wasn’t great either.” He reaches over, running a hand through my wet hair. His lips twitch toward a smile. “How was group therapy?”
“It… wasn’t as terrible as I thought, actually. Kind of nice to hear that everyone feels just as fucked up as me.” 
His hand falls to the back of my neck, his fingers warm and soothing as he cups the spot, thumb stroking just below my ear. “You’re not fucked up, Case.” 
Not sure if I agree, I push off the pool wall and kick my feet to send me flying back. I try not to let myself miss his hand on me, instead focusing on my amusement that I accidentally splashed him with the move. He shoots a glare at me, but it’s hard to take him seriously when he's so obviously trying to fight a smile. Water is dripping down his face. For just a moment, just a single breath, the old Casey rears his head and begs me to go lick the drops off of him.
“Excuse me,” Jake drawls, wiping a hand over his face. “I don’t want to be a fish.”
“You sure? It’s fun.” I flash him a playful grin, warmth blooming in my chest as I slip into a version of myself I thought I lost. “Come in. Water’s warm.”
I don’t expect him to agree. Honestly, I don’t know what I expected. Maybe just some more teasing. Maybe an eye roll before he tells me to get to sleep soon and leaves. Certainly not a mischievous smirk as he stands and rips his shirt off, tossing it onto one of the lounge chairs before reaching for his belt. 
Holy hell. 
What did I just do? 
My mouth goes dry as he shucks his jeans down his legs, exposing the black boxer briefs I’ve seen at least a dozen times. It’s different seeing them now, though. We aren’t about to go to bed. The lighting is bright enough to see the heavy bulge nestled in the center. The warm glow in the room highlights every cut of his muscles. The blue of his eyes seems impossibly dark as he tilts his chin to look down at me. And he’s about to be fucking wet. 
Something stirs in my gut. Something I haven’t felt in a very long time. Something I worried I’d never be able to feel again. I quickly look away, not sure how I feel about this new development. My cock is plenty excited, but the rest of me is suddenly lost. That confidence from before has vanished, taking the old Casey along with it. All that's left behind is this shell I've been living in. I hate the shell, but it's safer there, and safe isn't something I take for granted these days. 
I sense him moving in the corner of my eye before he dives in, the move so elegant he barely even splashes me. I let myself glance over while he’s safely under the water. My throat threatens to close up at the sight of his tanned, muscled body gliding beneath the surface. I don’t look away quickly enough when he pops up, shaking his head like a dog and flashing me a grin so bright I feel it down to my toes. 
“You’re…” I trail off, not sure what to say. You’re beautiful? A good diver? Sexy as sin? Going to be the fucking death of me? I clear my throat and try again. “If you’re not careful, you might turn into a fish too.”
“Suppose we’ll just have to be fish together then, won’t we, little fish?” he drawls, lifting his tattooed arm to run a hand through his dripping hair. Water trickles down his neck and over his broad chest. The tattoo on his side - the one I’ve always wondered about - hides halfway beneath the water. It’s a three-headed dog, all angry snarls and bloody teeth, flames sneaking up behind it. My fingers twitch with the urge to touch. I keep them safely tucked at my sides, not trusting them if they get too close. 
“Fish together,” I echo, almost like I don’t understand the words. 
“That alright with you?”
I try to hesitate - I should hesitate, right? - but I fail miserably. “Yes.”
Jake grins before diving back under the water, his movements smooth and graceful as he circles around me like a shark stalking his prey. I shiver, trying to ignore the sharp pang of arousal that spikes in my gut. I press my hand against my lower stomach to try and get rid of it. I don’t think I’m ready to be attracted to him. I’m certainly not ready for all the things that would come with that attraction, that’s for fucking sure. 
The man fucking with my head pops back out of the water, shaking his head like he did the first time. We’re close enough now that it sprays me. I let out a startled laugh and step back. A lock of his wet hair falls on his forehead, making him look ten years younger and startingly sexy. I drop my gaze, but his wet lips and beard aren’t much better. And the Adam's apple bobbing in his throat is possibly the worst of all. Fuck, fuck, fuck. 
“You good?” he asks, that bump in his throat moving as he does so. “Did I splash you too much?”
“No,” I whisper, not entirely sure which question I’m answering. You’re fine, I tell myself. You’re fine. You’re just swimming. With Jake. The man you feel safest with. You’re fucking fine. “Just - um. We’re swimming.”
No shit, idiot. 
“Is that okay?” He steps closer to me, the water between us rippling with tension. “The last thing I want is to be invading your happy place. Fuck, I didn’t even think-”
“No, wait. It’s okay.” I put a hand out. “I’m the one who invited you, remember?”
“Well, you can take it back if you’d like.” 
“I don’t want to.” I move until my outstretched hand rests on his chest. It’s solid. Warm. Wet. “You fit here. In my happy place. I promise.”
It’s the truth. And that might scare me most of all. 
Jake’s tongue darts out, licking away the drops of water on his lips. I didn’t know it was possible to be jealous of a tongue, but here I am - jealous as all fuck. My face burns. I quickly turn away, my mind racing with panic as that arousal from before returns. What is happening to me?
“Race you!” I blurt. 
“Race?” 
“Ready, set-”
“Wait!”
“Go!” I cry, launching myself into the water with the sloppiest possible entry. I swim as fast as I can, ignoring the burn in my lungs and the protesting of my muscles. My racing heart kicks into overdrive, but relief floods my system the more distance I gain between Jake and I. 
What the fuck was I thinking? 
Jake is the first good thing to happen to me in so fucking long, and now I’m going to ruin it by - what? Getting turned on, trying to act on it, only to find out I can’t handle it and panic? Yeah. That’s a surefire way to lose one of the only two men I trust in this entire fucking world. Not going to happen. 
When I reach the wall, I come up for air just long enough to refill my lungs before I start pushing off again for a new lap. Jake stops me by snagging my arm and pulling me to him, our bodies colliding. My chest heaves against his as we catch our breath together. I blink rapidly to clear my eyes, losing my breath all over again when I find myself looking right at Jake’s wet, worried face. 
God, I want to kiss him. 
I bet it’d be good. Amazing, even. I bet he’d taste like chlorine. I bet each pass of his lips would be soft, each swipe of his tongue teasing. I bet he’d cradle my face with those big, strong hands and- 
“Slow down, Case,” he says with an uneasy laugh. It takes me a moment to realize he’s referring to swimming, not my thoughts. “Your body is recovering. For fuck’s sake, you just kicked my ass. Please don’t push yourself that hard.”
“I’m fine. I’m - I’m great.”
I mean, I’m the opposite of that mostly, but when it comes to swimming in this pool I’m fucking excellent. 
“You’re great compared to what you were when I first met you, but you’re far from great, Case. Hell, you’re far from fine.” He frowns. “You’re seeing the doctor tomorrow, right?”
My stomach roils, bile burning my throat. The idea of kissing is long forgotten. I barely manage to step back, my legs suddenly weak. “D-doctor?” 
“Dr. Singh was supposed to mention it at therapy. You’re all scheduled for doctor appointments starting tomorrow morning. He had to see everyone who needed immediate attention first, and then the two survivors that wanted to leave today. But tomorrow morning you’re scheduled for-”
“I’m not going to a doctor,” I tell him. 
“You don’t have to go anywhere. He’s here, in the house. He’ll be-”
“No.”
Jake shakes his head, his eyebrows pulled tight in confusion. “It’s important, Casey. All of you-”
“No,” I repeat. 
“After what you’ve been through-”
“I know what I’ve been through,” I growl. “I don’t need you to tell me, Jake.”
He crosses his arms over his chest. I’m so full of anger and fear that I don’t even find the way his muscles clench with the movement attractive. In fact, I kind of want to punch him. Or run from him. Or both. “If you know, then you know you need to see a doctor.”
I shudder. Even that word feels dangerous. Doctor. 
I’ve seen three of those over the course of my time as a slave. 
The first was while I was in the cage awaiting my auction. I’d been so fucking relieved when a guard had grunted that I was going to see the doctor, ready to beg the man to help me feel better. I’d had a cough at the time that would wrack my whole body and ever since the guards brought me to the place they called the playroom I couldn’t get my hole to stop leaking blood. But all the doctor did was have the guards strap me down, drew my blood, injected me with things he refused to explain to me, and then conducted a series of ‘tests’ on me to assess my strength and stamina. Tests that I’m positive the devil himself would have fucking approved of. 
The second was a few days into my stay with DuGray. I’d been terrified, shaking like a fucking leaf when DuGray dragged me by my metal collar to see his doctor friend. I hadn’t been sure what I was more afraid of - that the doctor friend was there as a friend or there as a doctor. Turns out, he’d been there as both. He’d checked me over by using every possible tool and invasive measure possible, humiliating me with an entire fist up my ass as he talked to DuGray like I was a dog brought into the vet. And why wouldn’t he have? I had been muzzled, collared, and in fucking rubber puppy mitts. I’d been sleeping in a dog cage every night and the only food or water I’d been given were in dog bowls. Once he’d declared the pup healthy, he’d rewarded himself with a brutal fuck that I could do nothing but take since I was once again strapped down. 
The third time was possibly the worst of all. When DuGray offered no explanations, just scooping me off the dungeon floor where I was positive I’d been left to die. No one would talk to me or look at me or acknowledge me at all. Things were so blurry and dizzying. My body was begging for death. And then they shoved that ventilator down my throat and took the one and only thing that - until that point - had still belonged to me: my breath. 
I refuse to have a fourth visit with a doctor, no matter how badly I might need one. Not. Fucking. Happening. 
“I’m not going to a doctor,” I repeat. “I’ll fucking leave the safehouse first.”
Jake gapes at me, clearly beside himself. He rubs at the back of his head and looks down at the water like it might hold the answers. It doesn’t. There’s nothing he can say or do that will make me see this doctor. Nothing. 
“I - you really-” he stops, shaking his head and releasing a deep breath. Then he lifts his chin and looks at me again, his expression impossible to read. “Okay. I respect that.”
“R-really?” 
“Yes.” He gives me a tight smile. “Of course. It’s your body.” 
Something warms in me at the words. “Yes. It - it is.” 
Jake’s smile loosens a little before he hitches his thumb toward the door. “I’m off to bed, then. It’s… late. If anyone gives you a hard time about the appointment, tell them to come talk to me, alright?” 
“Oh.” I fight a wave of disappointment, reminding myself I just got what I wanted. What I needed. I don’t have to go to the doctor now. This is a small price to pay for that, isn’t it? “Okay.”
He heaves himself out of the water, grabbing his clothes in a fist and turning back to give me a look I can’t decipher. “Don’t stay in here too long, okay? Your body really does need rest. Especially if you’re not…” he trails off, but it’s not hard to figure out what he’s getting at. With me avoiding the doctor, the least I can do is take care of myself. 
“I’ll get out soon,” I promise. 
After a jerky nod, he turns and walks away without another word, the sound of the door closing an awful echo through the pool room. I look around myself, taking in the empty water surrounding me. It was calm and peaceful before, but now… 
Now I’m unbelievably lonely. 
I only last a few more minutes before dragging myself out of the pool, wiping down with a towel, pulling my clothes onto my still-damp skin, and hurrying off to my room. Jake isn’t there, but I tell myself he’ll come. Of course, he’ll come. We haven’t slept a single night without each other since he bought me. We promised to stick together. He must know I need him here, right? 
I pull on my sweatpants and the crewneck he gave me, curling up on the bed with my dolphin against my chest. Anxiety creeps along my skin as a voice in the back of my mind tells me to get off the bed. That I don’t belong there. That without Jake here with me, I should be on the floor. I tell the voice to fuck off. Not because I’m tough and stronger than the urge to get on the floor, but because Jake will be here soon. I know he will. 
But Jake never comes. 
[image: image-placeholder]The survivor from group therapy who looks like the boy next door – and also had a mysterious moment with Travis - is in the kitchen when I go looking for something with caffeine. He gives me a gentle smile when I stop short at the sight of him. “Casey, right?”
“Uh, yeah.” I do my best to return the smile, knowing it probably looks terrible. “Sorry, you are…?”
“Nolan.” He gestures toward the fridge. “Looking for food? I just finished cutting up fruit.”
I frown. “They have you working?”
“I have me working.” He laughs, shuffling his feet self-consciously. “I’m going a little fucking crazy, to be honest. I mean, what did they expect us to do here? I’ve been a slave for years. If I spend any more time sitting in my room staring at the wall, I’m going to go fucking insane. Plus, I’ve always loved to cook, and I like making people happy and taking care of people or whatever, so… here I am.” 
“Here you are.” I settle on a stool at the breakfast bar, figuring maybe I should stay for a few minutes. He seems like he could use a friend and since my best friend is still all wrapped up in Travis, I might as well lend my friend services here. “I’m not hungry, but I’d kill for something caffeinated.”
“Not sleeping well?” he asks, already moving toward a cabinet. I have a feeling he already knows this kitchen like the back of his hand. “Sorry, I don’t mean to pry. You don’t have to tell me. I talk when I’m nervous. As I’m sure you’re noticing. Gah. I’ll shut up. Tea or coffee?”
I smile, deciding that I like him. As long as he stops yelling at my best friend, that is. “Coffee, please.”
“Light roast, medium roast, dark roast, caramel vanilla, hazelnut, or mocha?” 
“Oh jeez. Light, I think. And not a lot of it. I haven’t had coffee since…” 
He ducks his head, nodding. “Yeah. Smart.”
A tense silence falls on the room as he heads over to the Keurig. He places a pod inside of it, then starts filling a mug with water and pouring it into the machine. His hand shakes as he presses the buttons. To get it started. 
“I’m not,” I say quietly, somehow feeling like he’s safe to talk to. Safer than Jake, at least. If I admitted this to him, he’d be begging me to see the doctor again. “Sleeping, I mean. I can’t.”
“Seems to be a common problem around here.” He leans his elbows on the counter, tilting his head to look at me better. “Nightmares or insomnia?” 
I sigh. “It’s the bed, I think. It feels like I’m crawling out of my skin when I’m in it alone. With my first owner, I was never allowed to be in bed. You know, for sleep, at least. When Jake bought me, he insisted I be in it with him. It took a while, but I got used to it because he wanted me to be there, and who am I to argue, you know? But now I’m alone and it feels…”
“Wrong,” he finishes for me, already nodding. “I can see that, yeah. 
“I’m sorry to ask this, but how did you guys all sleep at the compound?”
“We had quarters, sort of. Too small spaces and too small beds, but we made do. I think I’d be having more trouble now if I was in a single room. It helps that I share with Matt. I mean, he doesn’t talk, he hasn’t in a long time now, but it helps to have him there still. It’s not so lonely.” He glances at the Keurig as it starts to hiss, then turns his attention back to me. “You must be lonely.”
I nod. “A little, yeah.”
“You and Carter are friends, right? Like, from before? That’s the rumor, at least. What everyone is saying here.”
“Not totally before. We were sold by the same man, so we met in the cell he kept us in before our separate auctions. We got close, I guess. After we saw each other at a party a while later, he asked Travis to get me. Or Jake, more accurately.” 
I leave out the gory details, not ready to share them. Not even ready to let myself think too hard about them. 
“That was nice of him. Of all of them, even.” He laughs dryly. “It feels really fucking weird to think of them as nice.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be.” He heads over to the Keurig, retrieving my coffee. He sets it in front of me before grabbing some cream and sugar and placing them beside the mug. A spoon appears soon after. I manage a smile and a soft thanks. “Can I ask… did Jake… do anything with you? In private?”
I don’t reach for the cream or sugar, my hands suddenly shaky. “He didn’t, no. I tried. A lot. But it never went further than him giving me a bath or, like, holding me when I needed to be held.” 
“That’s good.” 
“Jake never-” I pause, realizing maybe that’s not my place to say. If Nolan wants to know what Jake used to do when he took any of them to his room, that’s for them to discuss. “Jake’s a good man. I can’t totally speak for Travis, but Jake is - he’s really good. And Carter is good, so I trust his opinion on Travis. I know it probably doesn’t matter to you what I think, but… that’s what I think anyway.”
“I appreciate that.” He looks away, then looks back at me. His cheeks are suddenly pink. “Maison isn’t so bad either. I know Carter is really angry with him, and I get that, but I wanted you to know that’s what I think. Maison is… good, too.” 
I smile, but my insides feel heavy and sad. “If only these men being good made everything easier, hey?”
Nolan’s eyes grow glassy as he nods. His voice is tight when he agrees, “If only.” 




Chapter Twenty-Two

Jake


“Jake?” 
I blink, my vision clearing. Shit, I zoned out again, didn’t I? I’ve done it three times now. This man is going to think I’m fucking crazy. “I’m sorry. What were we talking about?”
Dr. Singh frowns at me. “Never mind that. Tell me where your head keeps going.” 
“Oh. It’s-” I start to say not important, but that feels wrong considering it’s Casey my mind keeps drifting to. Maybe just go with the truth? “I’m worried about one of the survivors.” 
“Ah. Carter or Casey?”
I laugh softly. “Am I that obvious?” 
“Well, Maison and Travis came before you, and they were both hyperfocused on Carter, as I’m sure you can imagine. Though, you purchased Casey just before the operation ended, so I thought maybe it might be him on your mind instead.”
“It is, yes.”
“Did the two of you have a chance to grow close during your time together?”
“We did. He - well, once he was healed enough and calm, I told him the truth.”
Dr. Singh’s eyebrows lift before he makes a note in his book. “How did he handle that?” 
“Not well at first. He thought it was a fucked-up game I was playing with him. Even after we let him see Carter. But he eventually believed it.” 
“Mmm.” He makes another note. “Jake, did you have to engage in any nonconsensual activities with Casey?” 
I pick at a loose string on the bottom of my shirt. “Yes.” 
“Would you like to talk about that?” 
“I mean, it wasn’t as bad as it could have been. He technically consented. It was cockwarming at the table the day Maison came to the compound. I didn’t want to bring him along, but he was set on it. Wanted to be there for me. And Carter.” 
“Have the two of you discussed it since then?” 
“No.” I frown. “Should we?”
Dr. Singh tilts his chin. “I don’t know. Does it feel like something you need closure on?” 
“I don’t want to trigger him.” 
“Trigger him?” Dr. Singh shakes his head slowly, his eyebrows pulled together. “Jake, it sounds as if it was your consent in question that night, not his.”
I stare at the man, wondering if he’s lost his fucking mind. “No. It was Casey that was forced to be naked and crawling around and warming my cock.” 
“No,” he says carefully. “It was Casey’s decision to do those things. It was you who didn’t want it.” 
“I-” I pause. Is that true? I really didn’t want to bring Casey that night, but the boy had been adamant. He all but stomped his foot and demanded, not caring that I really didn’t want to have to add being Casey’s owner to the list of shit I had on my shoulders that night. “It wasn’t like that. He didn’t take my consent.” 
“If you say so, then okay. But you also didn’t take his. So, it sounds like that night wasn’t nonconsensual for either of you after all.” 
“I… guess not.” 
Dr. Singh glances down at his notes before asking, “Do you want to talk about what else happened that night?” 
Any relief I may have felt with the recent revelation vanishes. “Not particularly, no.” 
“Have you spoken with Maison about it?” 
“No.” I hold up a hand. “And before you say anything, I know I need to. That’s definitely something I think we’ll both want closure on. But I’m not there yet.” 
“I completely understand. However, I will warn you that he may be approaching you sooner rather than later. It’s something he’s struggling with.”
I nod. “I suppose that’s fair.” 
“Mmm.” Dr. Singh puts his pen down and rests his elbow on his desk, his chin propped up on his closed fist. He studies me for a lot longer than I would like before asking, “What has you worried about Casey?”
“Hmm?”
“You kept zoning out because of Casey. I sidetracked us by asking my questions, but I’d like to redirect now. What are you specifically worrying about regarding the young man?” 
I shift in my seat, not sure if I’m betraying Casey by talking about him here. Then again, I might go completely insane with worry if I don’t unload on someone, and at least Dr. Singh is bound by confidentiality. My friends wouldn’t be the same. They’d want to get involved. “He’s refusing to see the doctor.” 
Dr. Singh doesn’t seem surprised. “He isn’t the first survivor to do that. Definitely won’t be the last, either.”
“But… why?” 
“The reasons vary.” He tilts his head and frowns. “Did you ask him what his reason is?” 
“No. He was clearly upset by the whole topic. I didn’t want it to feel like I was pushing him.”
Dr. Singh turns his attention to his notes, flipping a few pages before frowning. “He was under the care of a doctor when you picked him up from DuGray, yes?”
I scoff. “If you can call that fucker a doctor.”
“Mmm.” 
I wait for him to say something else. 
He doesn’t. 
And then it clicks, and I feel like an absolute fucking idiot. “He’s afraid of doctors now.”
“That’d be a good guess, yes.”
“I can’t believe I didn’t fucking see that. Jesus.”
“Jake, you have a lot on your mind. And though you knew logically that was a bad experience for him, it’s not stuck in your head because it wasn’t your trauma. It’s perfectly understandable that it wasn’t obvious to you.” He shrugs. “Besides, I could be completely wrong. It could be something different. Maybe a childhood thing. Or he's afraid to hear bad news so he's avoiding it. Or something else entirely. But if I had to guess, it stems at least partly from that doctor with DuGray, yes."
I rub a hand over my face, my chest heavy with worry. "He needs to see a doctor, though. A real one. The piece of shit at DuGray’s had talked about him almost going into septic shock. He was literally on his deathbed for a minute. And I'm sure he has a shit ton of other injuries that didn't heal right or need to be tended to." 
"I absolutely agree." Dr. Singh pauses, seeming to consider something. Then he asks, "Does Casey seem to trust you?" 
"I think so. To a point, at least.”
"Have you seen Dr. Deacon yet?"
"Not yet, no. I wanted all the survivors to go first. And Maison, obviously."
"Perhaps you should offer Casey the chance to come with you. He could just observe your check-up and then decide for himself if he wants one of his own after. No commitment either way." 
I frown.  "Do you think that would work?" 
"I have no idea. But it's worth a shot. The worst thing that could happen is he says no again and you just let it go for a while. He's not dying anymore. There's some breathing room if he needs it. I don’t believe it’s something worth pushing too far." 
"Yeah, okay.” I rub the back of my neck, already working on the wording to use when I speak to him. “That's a good idea. Thank you." 
Dr. Singh just smiles and flips to a different page in his notebook. The next question he asks makes my slightly brighter mood plummet straight back down. "Now, before I can clear you to start working again, we need to discuss your time in the Roarke Compound. I often find it best to start at the beginning. So, tell me, Jake. What was your first night like as Benny Rivera?”
[image: image-placeholder]My plan was to go talk to Casey the moment I was done with Dr. Singh, but the therapist managed to dredge up a whole lot of shit I wasn't exactly prepared to deal with today by making me talk about some of the horrific things I witnessed during my time on the operation, the screams for help and sharp scent of blood rattling around in my mind like it all just happened. It leaves me in a weird headspace, one I don't want to be in with Casey. 
I try getting my mind off things by working, but that quickly proves to be idiotic. Everywhere I turn, I'm faced with triggers. Talking with Ace about the search for Mica - the man who is the star of some of my worst memories - doesn't help in the least. Neither does looking at the reports of all the survivors we've managed to save so far. Sure, I'm thrilled we've saved so many already, but each report is riddled with so much misery and horror. And the survivor at the other safehouse who needed to be hospitalized? He fucking died. 
If Casey doesn't get checked over by a doctor, he could die.
I can't put it off any longer, even if my head feels even more fucked than it already was. I go to Casey. 
He eyes me warily when he opens the door to his room. I wonder what I look like, if maybe he can sense my distress. I can't get myself to care. 
"Hey," he says softly. 
“Hey." I rub at the back of my neck, trying to pace myself. I can't bulldoze him. It's not my place. I have to convince him, and I have to do so carefully. "Can I come in?"
"Yeah. Of course." He steps aside, letting me in. As he shuts the door behind me, he asks, "Busy day again?" 
I huff. "You could say that, yeah. How was yours?"
"It was okay. I talked to one of the survivors. Nolan. It was nice, I guess. Talking with someone who gets it."
Do I not get it? 
"Good. That's good." I force my posture to relax, hoping for a casual aura. "You know, Nolan has seen the doctor."
Casey's expression shutters before closing off completely. "Good for him."
Okay. Wrong move. 
I switch gears. "I saw Dr. Singh today. That… sucked."
"Yeah?" His face softens with worry and sympathy. "You okay?" 
"I will be. It was just a lot, you know?"
"I know." He smiles, but it's a sad one. "That's kind of why I've been avoiding him. I know he wants a one-on-one with me, but I'm sort of terrified of how bad it'll get if I let him poke around in my head."
My body tenses without my permission. I try to calm it. Try to tell myself that this is Casey's life. What he does is his choice. 
Inhale. 
Exhale. 
He's not yours, Jake. You don't get a fucking say. 
It doesn't work. 
"So, not only are you not going to the doctor, but you're also refusing to see the therapist?" 
Any progress we may have gained is lost. In fact, it's even worse this time. Instead of a blank expression, he's glaring at me. I hate it. It makes my skin crawl. Makes me want to get on my knees and beg him for forgiveness. "I'll talk to him when I'm ready."
"The doctor?"
"No, the therapist."
"And when will you talk to the doctor?" I press. 
“I’m not going to see a doctor. Like… at all. Ever. I don’t need one.”
My chest constricts with panic. “Don’t need one? Casey, you nearly fucking died!”
“Nearly, yeah, but I didn’t!”
"Well, someone else did!" I yell, my voice cracking with fear. "One of the survivors fucking died, Case. Because he wouldn't talk to anyone or see the doctor. Because we didn't know how fucking bad it was until it was too late. He died."
Casey wraps his arms around his waist, his eyes suddenly glassy. He parts his lips, but the only sound to come out of them is a shaky exhale. 
“Just - I’m going to see the doctor tomorrow for my own check-up. Will you please come with me?" I beg. "We’ll do it together. Please.”
"You did your job, Jake. You saved me. You got me here. I'm not your responsibility anymore." A tear slips down his cheek. "So, why do you care so much? 
“Because I care about you, Casey!” I step closer to him, my hands shaking at my sides with the urge to touch. To grab. To hold on and never let go. “I care so fucking much about you that I think I might explode.” 
His pretty blue eyes widen, a soft gasp falling from his lips. "R-really?"
"I promise." 
And I always keep those. 
Even without saying the last part, I know he hears it. I know he knows. His shoulders drop. "Okay." 
"Okay?" I ask, trying not to get my hopes up in case he doesn't mean what I think he means. 
"Okay, I'll do it. I'll go with you." He shakes his head. "But I won't let him touch me. At all. I want it to be you who does all of that."
I frown. “I’m not a doctor, Case.”
“He’ll be there to help. To supervise and talk you through it. But I want it to be your hands that do… whatever needs to be done. I mean, you gave me an IV at the compound. And you watched my fever and gave me medicine and all that. And I know you’re who dealt with Carter when he got really sick. And you’re who treated Travis’s stab wound while you guys were on your way to the safehouse after the party. You’re not a doctor, but you know enough.”
There are about a dozen arguments already forming in my head, all against the idea, but I remind myself not to get greedy. He's willing to see the doctor. That's what's important. "Okay."
He smiles. It's wobbly and anxious, but I'll take it. “Thank you, Jake. Really.”
"Anything," I tell him. And I mean it. I mean it so fucking much that it's dangerous. "Always." 
"Anything…" he murmurs. His eyes dart over to the bed, like he's considering something. Will he ask me to stay? Has he missed me as much as I’ve missed him? But then he shakes his head and gives me a smile that's clearly forced. "I'll see you in the morning?" 
"Yeah. Yeah, I'll see you then."
Maybe it was for the best that he didn't ask me to stay. My sleep is plagued with nightmares. 




Chapter Twenty-Three

Casey


The room Jake brings me to for my appointment is a lot like the other rooms of the house, all soft colors and warm lighting. The wall beside the exam table has a painting of water at sunset, the pinks and oranges of the sky melting into purple as deep blue waves crash into the sandy shore. It makes my fingers itch to touch. To dive right in. To hold my breath and let the ocean’s current decide if I’ll wash up on shore or drift off to the peaceful depths of the abyss.  
“I’m Dr. Deacon,” the doctor says, his voice gentle and smooth. I can feel him looking at me, but my eyes stay focused on the painting, my back against the wall like someone might sneak up on me despite the room’s door being closed. “Which one of you is Jake?”
I fight the urge to roll my eyes. It’s pretty fucking obvious which one is the operative and which one is the survivor in this room, but if the doctor wants to pretend, he can go right ahead.
“Me,” Jake says. 
I tilt my chin to the right just enough to see Jake step forward and offer his hand. Dr. Deacon shakes it, giving him a broad smile that seems genuinely happy. “Thank you for your service.”
Jake ducks his head, which is kind of adorable. “Thank you. Uh - this is Casey.”
I step forward when Jake reaches for me, his fingertips brushing along my spine before his hand settles on the small of my back. I press into the touch and say, “Hello,” without looking at the man whose attention has now fallen on me. 
“Hello, Casey. It’s nice to meet you as well.” I lean toward Jake, unable to speak or look up. Thankfully the doctor doesn’t seem to mind. “Which one of you will be going first?”
“I can,” Jake offers. I sense him looking down at me, my face turning up automatically to meet his gaze. His blue eyes are dark today. Like those painted waves that could decide my fate if I let them. It wouldn't be so bad to drown in him. In fact, I think it’d be quite nice. 
Maybe we could even drown in each other. 
“That okay?” Jake asks, pulling my thoughts back to reality. “I’ll show you it’s not so bad, then you can take your turn.”
My cheeks burn. I want to mumble, I’m not a child, but it actually sounds nice, so I nod in agreement instead. 
“Alright, Jake is up first.” Dr. Deacon gestures to a brown leather exam table, telling Jake to have a seat before moving his hand toward a matching chair in the corner. “Casey, you can sit there for now.”
Jake’s already perched on the table, his hand reaching out to brush along my shoulder as I pass him. I shiver and bite down on my bottom lip to keep from smiling like an idiot. It’s completely unfair that he makes me feel like a puddle of goo with his simple touches and little looks. I’m supposed to be pissed at him for dragging me here!
Dr. Deacon strolls over to the counter where two files are sitting, opening the one on the left and reading the page while rolling his dress sleeves to his elbows. “I see you were shot twice over the course of your service. Both bullets were removed at the time of the injury. How’s the one on your leg?”
A band of panic squeezes my chest as I snap my gaze over to Jake. He was shot? When? Why? Where? Who? 
“It’s fine,” Jake says, and for a moment I think he’s comforting me before realizing he’s answering the doctor’s question. “The scar gets itchy in winter, but nothing some lotion can’t handle.”
“Excellent. And the shoulder? Do you have any lingering pain or mobility issues?”
“Nope. Works just fine.”
The doctor nods, marking something on the chart. I dig my right thumb nail into the skin of my left thumb, trying not to panic. He’s fucking fine, Casey. He’s sitting right there. He’s not active anymore. His biggest danger now is getting overfed by Nolan. 
“Do you have any issues in the areas you were stabbed or cut? I see the wound over your ribs got infected?”
Stabbed? Cut? Infected?
I swallow, feeling like I might throw up. God, I’ve been so fucking selfish. He’s been taking such good care of me, and I never even considered that he’s been hurt too. I mean, I knew he struggled after the night when he had to hurt Maison, but beyond that, I just… hadn’t even thought about it. 
“The infection cleared up easily. No other issues.”
“And the final mission for the operation, the one at the party, my records show no new injuries acquired. Is that accurate?”
“Yup.” Jake shoots the doctor a wink. It’s sexy and playful, but it doesn’t make me feel any better, even as my stomach flutters with a whisper of arousal. “Make sure to mention that to Travis next time you see him. I’m not the one who got hurt, so clearly I’m the better operative.”
The doctor chuckles. “Clearly.”
The mood remains light as the doctor steps up to the exam table to check Jake over, listening to his heart and lungs, looking into his ears, and taking his blood pressure. When he pulls out a syringe, I press back in my chair, bile rising in my throat. 
I know in my head that it’s not a big deal. I know that Dr. Deacon isn’t about to give him a drug that will paralyze his muscles but keep him aware for his torture. That he isn’t about to give Jake a drug that will imitate fire in his veins. That he isn’t about to sedate him so he loses hours of time and wakes up to a nightmare. 
I know all of that. 
But knowing doesn’t stop the automatic trembling, or the shivery feeling in my stomach, or the fear tightening my throat. 
Dr. Deacon says something about blood and tests and questions. Jake is nodding, but I can feel his eyes on me. I dig my nail harder into my skin, fighting the urge to run. Or to curl up in a ball and hide under the chair. Or to climb into Jake’s lap and tell the doctor to leave so we can be safe and alone. 
I startle when I realize someone is beside me. Jake. It’s Jake. I release a shaky breath, my eyes finding his. He looks sad, even though he’s smiling. “Hey, Case. You good?”
“Mhm.” I try to look over his shoulder at the doctor, but I chicken out. “My turn?”
“Not yet. Just wanted to make sure you’re doing alright.”
My face heats. “Y-yeah. Um. Are you - I mean-” I peek down at his arm, not sure how I feel about the cotton taped in the crook of his elbow. It’s not even familiar. Not even triggering. None of the so-called doctors I saw as a slave even bothered to put anything over my needle marks. 
Jake’s hand settles on my knee, thumb rubbing circles there. “I’m okay, Case. He took my blood for some standard tests.”
Is he going to do that to me? 
“You can stay there while we finish,” Dr. Deacon tells him. “No need to get back on the exam table. We’re just talking now. Unless you’d like Casey to step out? These are the hard questions. I always save the worst for last.”
“He can stay.” Jake pushes to his feet and moves to perch on the arm of my chair. His hand finds the back of my neck, fingers playing with the hair at the nape. A little bit of my anxiety melts away beneath the touch. 
The doctor leans back against the counter, looking perfectly relaxed. “I don’t like to make assumptions with operatives. Just because you were in a position of power doesn’t mean shit didn’t happen.” His eyes seem to find Jake’s, holding his gaze firm. There’s a mixture of worry and kindness there. “There aren’t any incidents on record, but I need to ask - were you ever sexually assaulted, Jake?”
Jake’s fingers twitch. “No.”
“Are you sure?” Dr. Deacon’s gaze flickers down to me for just a moment before returning to Jake. “If Casey needs to leave-”
“The only sexual assault that happened was me assaulting others,” Jake says, his voice harsh and defensive. “I’m not the one in need of care in that department.”
I’m not sure I entirely agree. His consent was - in its own twisted way - also violated in many of his sexual interactions, the one with Maison his most recent, but I don’t speak up. That’s probably more of a Dr. Singh thing anyway since those incidents left Jake with mental wounds more than physical ones. 
The doctor tilts his head, eyeing Jake. “How are you sleeping?” 
“Fine.”
“Any other complaints?”
“No.”
“Mmm.” Dr. Deacon glances at the file, lips turned down, then says, “Alright. You’re all set with me. I’ll make sure to contact you if anything is concerning with your lab results and I’ll send over the file to your email. Continue seeing Dr. Singh, of course.”
Jake tenses beside me. “Dr. Singh? Didn’t he clear me? It’s a one appointment minimum. I spoke with him yesterday.”
“Correct.” Dr. Deacon smirks. “He believes you might need a few more sessions, and I have to say I agree with him.”
“But… why?”
“Well, for starters? The fact that you’re lying about sleeping.” Dr. Deacon raises an eyebrow at Jake, seeming to be daring him to argue. Jake doesn’t. Is he really having trouble sleeping? Like me? Maybe we should go back to sleeping together… “You wouldn’t be the first in the last 24 hours to be prescribed something for sleep. You certainly wouldn’t be the first operative to need the help. If you’d like to continue trying without medication, I respect that. If not, I have a mild sedative with very few side effects.” 
Jake’s fingers start to move again, navigating through my mess of hair. “I guess there’s no shame in needing some help.”
“Excellent. I’ll get the meds to you by tonight.” Dr. Deacon’s eyes fall to me. My mind clears, no longer thinking about sleep or pills or how damn good it feels to have Jake touching me. “You ready, Casey?”
I look at Jake. “Will you still…?”
“Of course.” Jake ruffles my hair before standing up and tilting his head toward the exam table. “Come on. I’ve got you.”
While I move on wobbly legs, Dr. Deacon hands Jake my file and his stethoscope. They murmur something to each other that I can’t hear before Jake steps up to settle between my knees. 
“What will you do?” I ask, my voice trembling. 
“Nothing you don’t want,” he promises. “I’d like to start with your blood pressure. Then listening to your heart and lungs. Would that be okay?”
I nod, trying to ignore Dr. Deacon hovering nearby as Jake puts the file by my hip and grabs the blood pressure cuff from the hook on the wall. He reminds me, “It’s not a restraint, you’re not being restrained, okay?” as he secures it around my bicep. I have to grit my teeth and remind myself the same thing over and over again to keep from panicking as he tightens the thing. It helps if I stare at him while he works, studying the strong line of his jaw, the stubble that covers it, the subtle dip in his chin, the mouth with a bottom lip larger than the top, the nose that tilts ever so slightly to the left, the-
“How are you doing?” he asks. 
I blink, realizing the cuff is no longer on my arm and he’s already handed the stethoscope off to the doctor. That wasn't so bad. “I’m okay.”
“Good. Your blood pressure is a little low. We’ll keep an eye on that, okay? Heart and lungs sound great.”
“Okay.”
“I’ve got a list of questions Dr. Deacon wants us to go through. He'll take notes while we talk. They’re just about how you’ve been feeling physically since getting to the safehouse. It’s important that you’re honest with me. I can’t help you if you’re not honest. Can you do that for me?” I nod. He gives me a smile that makes it a little hard to breathe. "Have you been experiencing any muscle weakness or fatigue?" 
I wince, not entirely sure he'll be happy that I didn't tell him this before now. I drop my eyes to my clasped hands in my lap, unable to look at him when I admit the truth. "A little. Maybe."
Jake hesitates. "Okay. Has it ever gotten to the point where you can't walk or where you stumble? Or you try to perform a task and fail?"
"No. They just get, like, shivery? My muscles, I mean. And I'm tired all the time, but I figured that's because I don't really sleep…"
I wince a second time, my chest starting to collapse in on itself. He's going to be mad. 
Jake rests a hand on my thigh, giving it a little squeeze before starting to rub circles with his thumb. He's telling me it's okay. Telling me he's not mad. It feels like I can breathe again. "Do you find yourself getting winded easily?" 
"Yeah."
"Dizzy spells?" 
"Um… a few."
He releases a shaky breath. "Is it worse when you swim?" 
I tense, realizing my mistake. He's going to take it away. He's going to-
"I have to know so I can make sure you're safe when you're in the pool from now on. Please don't lie, okay? I can't keep you safe if you lie."
Oh. 
I feel almost silly for having worried. This is Jake, after all. Jake would never take the pool from me. 
"It gets worse if I push too hard, but I'm good at knowing when I need to float or take a break on the stairs."
"I want you to start checking in with whoever is on guard duty when you go to the pool. Just so they know to keep an eye on the security footage from the pool area. Can you do that for me?" 
I'd really rather not, since I hate talking to anyone who isn't him or Carter - and maybe Nolan - but it seems like too fair of an ask to deny. "Okay." 
"Thank you." He squeezes my thigh again. "Have you passed out or had your vision go black?"
"No, just the room spinning for a few seconds when I stand too fast."
"Okay. How's your appetite?" 
I shrug. "Not great? I get full pretty fast. And sometimes I'm just… not hungry. Or the thought of eating makes me feel, like, itchy inside…"
I peek up at him enough to see him nod in understanding. When he catches me, he gives me a soft smile that makes me feel like maybe this whole doctor thing isn't so terrible after all. "We'll make a note for Dr. Singh to talk to you about the food issue. It's common, though, don't worry. For now, whenever you do have an appetite, I'd like you to be drinking replacement shakes and eating protein bars. The most we can get out of any meal you eat, the better, alright?" 
"Okay."
"Lots of water, too. Your body needs plenty of water while it recovers." 
"Okay."
"This one might sound a little weird, but have you noticed any hair loss? More than usual?" 
I frown, confused why that would be something I'd need to worry about. "No. I don't think so."
"Have your nails been breaking?" 
I look down at my nails. They're bitten and the skin around them is red and angry from where I tend to pick at them when I'm anxious, but they're not broken or anything. "No."
"Good. That's good. I need to know if that changes, alright? Or let Dr. Deacon know. One of us needs to be told if you ever pass out or have a vision black out too, or if you fall from muscle weakness."
Something about his voice has changed. I look up at him, wanting to see his eyes. "Is it… normal? Me feeling all that stuff? Are the others like this too?"
Jake tries to school his expression, but I see right through it. The question made him sad. "No. Your body is healing differently than the others because you were almost septic. That can cause some pretty serious damage. We have to be very careful while you recover."
"Some people never recover, Casey," the doctor says. Jake gives him a look that's impressively threatening, but the doctor doesn't back down. "It's important that we stay on top of this and that you do everything you can to take care of yourself. I won't sugarcoat it."
“Okay.” I blink rapidly, trying to keep my eyes from watering. “Okay.”
“Dr. Singh will cover the mental health issues with you, but it’s important that you’re also aware that you’re at a higher risk of mental health issues like depression and anxiety. Difficulty sleeping is also common. As are nightmares. Poor concentration. Sometimes hallucinations.” Dr. Deacon pauses. “Have you had hallucinations before, Casey?”
Me bound to a bench, my back raw and burning from the friction of sweaty skin against leather as they thrust, thrust, thrust into me. My head lolling to the side, cheek pressing to the sticky leather, eyes raw, exhaustion heavy in every limb, and there – Carter. Standing beside me with a sad smile and eyes full of tears. I want to reach for him. Say something. But I can’t. 
All we can do is stare at each other. 
A hand cups my cheek, pulling me from that cold dungeon back into the warm room with Jake. His eyes are full of concern. “Case?”
“Yes,” I whisper, letting myself press into his touch. I’m not in the dungeon. I’m in the safehouse. With Jake. I’m safe. "I've had… a few, I think."
“Have you had one since meeting Jake?”
“No. I had… a flashback?” I peek at Jake, since he was there and might understand better. “With the shower?”
Jake nods. “He was triggered. It was like he wasn’t there for a few minutes. Like he was back in the past. But it wasn’t a hallucination. You didn’t see anyone or anything in my bathroom, right, Case? You just left the bathroom for a minute to see them.”
“Yeah.”
“That’s good,” Dr. Deacon says softly. “If you have any hallucinations, or anything that might even be close to one, you need to tell me or Jake.”
“Okay.”
“How are you sleeping, Casey?” he asks next. 
I start picking at the skin around my thumb nail again, making sure I don’t look at either of them. “Fine.”
“Case…” Jake says softly, a clear plea for me to tell the truth. 
“Like shit,” I amend. Then, “But I’m not taking pills, so it doesn’t really matter.”
Someone clears their throat. It sounds far away, so probably the doctor. Especially since he’s who speaks next. “Pills can make a dramatic difference. Even if you only use them for a week, just to get your body back into the habit of regularly sleeping. They’re non-habit forming.”
“No.” I force myself to look at him, hoping he can see from my expression that this isn’t up for negotiation. “No pills. No drugs. No.” 
“Case-”
“No,” I repeat, my voice nearly a growl now. I swing my gaze to Jake, looking directly into his eyes. “Or I leave right now.”
Jake’s eyes close for a moment, pain rippling through his features. Then he opens them and nods. “Okay. No pills. No drugs.”
The doctor and Jake exchange a look that I’m pretty sure doesn’t bode well for me. My stomach turns. Is he lying? Are they going to push me on this? Did they just silently agree to drug me or something when I’m not paying attention? Jake wouldn’t do that to me, right? He – he wouldn’t. 
He wouldn’t, right?
My panic worsens when Jake turns back to me, clearing his throat. “Case, these next few questions are even more sensitive. They’re about your sexual health. Do you want me to talk about them with you? Or do you want to talk about that stuff with the doctor?”
Oh. 
They really moved on. Thank god. 
Except… I really don’t want to talk about this either. 
“Neither,” I tell him, dropping my gaze to my hands again. The skin around my thumb is bleeding. “But I’m assuming that’s not an option.”
“It’s just a few short questions,” Dr. Deacon says. “The bare minimum, so we know if there is any lasting damage we need to worry about.”
“Will you need to touch me?” 
Jake is the one to answer. “No.”
“Okay.” I take a deep breath. “Okay. You can ask.” 
“Do you have any bleeding or pain when you go to the bathroom?” he asks, his voice much lower now, his hand coming up to card through my hair the way I love. “From either hole?” 
My cheeks heat. “No.”
“Alright, good. I have to ask this next one because of how long you were in a cock cage, okay?” A wildfire spreads across my cheeks, probably making me look bright red. I can’t speak, so I gently nod. His hand slides down the back of my head to cup my neck, his thumb rubbing circles beneath my ear. “Have you gotten an erection, Case?”
I shiver. Yes. Because you’re unfairly sexy, you asshole. And if you keep talking about my cock getting hard while you touch me like this, it’s going to happen again. “Y-yes.”
He sounds different when he speaks again. Almost choked. “Good. Great. That’s… great.”
The doctor speaks up, making it ten times worse. “Have you ejaculated, Casey?”
Kill me now. 
“No.”
“Have you attempted to?”
Oh my god. 
“We’re not judging you, Case,” Jake whispers. “But there are nerves in your penis that could have been affected from the long-term use of that cage, and if you have any difficulty or pain when trying to… finish, it’s important that we know.”
“I haven’t tried,” I whisper. “But if I do and have trouble, I’ll… tell someone.”
“Okay.” Jake brings his hand around, tucking it beneath my chin and nudging until I meet his eyes. “Thank you.”
“Is it over now? Can we be done?”
His wince is answer enough. “We need to draw some blood to run some tests, but then yes, we’ll be finished.”
“I don’t want to do that,” I whisper. “No needles.”
“Even if it’s me?” he asks, tilting his head in a way that does strange things to my heart. His blue eyes are soft. Pleading. “We need to make sure you’re not sick, Case. There are so many things that could be wrong. If we don’t test you, we won’t know. Please?”
I squeeze my eyes shut, wanting to hate him for asking, but unable to. “Fine.”
He thanks me again. I ignore him, continuing to keep my eyes closed as he shuffles closer and something rustles. He speaks softly to me as he works, explaining everything before it happens. The rubber band around my arm. His finger pressing against the crook of my elbow. The soft slide of a wipe to clean the skin. The sharp bite of the needle. The steady pressure as the blood drains from my body.
“So good,” he murmurs as the needle slides free of my skin. I finally open my eyes, but I keep them trained on my left hand where it lays curled in my lap, not wanting to see the needle or the blood or either of the men in the room. “You did so good, Case.”
“Done now?” I whisper.
“Yeah.” Jake secures a piece of cotton over the poke site with medical tape. “All done.”
He turns away, doing something with the blood he collected. Four vials. It feels like a lot, even though they're small. Did all the survivors get that much taken? Or did I need more because of all the extra risks I have? Is that why I feel so hopeless? Because I'm more broken than the rest? 
"If you don't have any questions, you're free to go now," Dr. Deacon says. 
Free. 
What a fucking joke. 
I stumble off the table, my shoulder accidentally crashing against Jake's. He steps back enough for me to slide past and toward the door. I hear him call my name before Dr. Deacon says something about being here if I need anything. I ignore them both, focusing on the suddenly complicated task of breathing as I force one foot in front of the other. 
“Casey!” Jake calls again, just as I’m turning the corner to the hall with my bedroom. He snags my elbow and pulls me to a stop. "Please don't run from me."
The wind in my metaphorical sails evaporates. I slump against the wall, eyes falling closed. 
"What's wrong? Did you get triggered? Did I hurt you?" 
"I just…" I shake my head, not sure if there are words to explain how I'm feeling. Not sure I'm ready to share them even if there are. "I need to be alone." 
“Of course.” He smiles, but it's sad. "Will I see you at dinner before tonight?" 
No. No, you probably won't. 
"I'll try."
The smile falls. "Okay. Just - I'll be around if you change your mind. I'm here. I'm always here, Case." 
"I know."
He hesitates, then leans forward to brush his lips across my forehead in a kiss. 
It hurts. 
I hate that it hurts. 
[image: image-placeholder]Dr. Singh manages to snag me after group therapy, his kind eyes and understanding smile making it impossible to deny him when he asks me to come to his office for a chat. My stomach twists and turns as he leads me away, my head already buzzing as I wonder what he'll want me to talk about. I know his one and only session with Carter only lasted a few minutes before Carter was upset enough to walk out. Will I last that long? 
The office is warm and welcoming. He gestures for me to sit in an overstuffed leather chair across from him, that ever-present journal of his perched on his lap. I can't even imagine the horrors that exist inside that book. How does he not feel utterly hopeless knowing it all? 
"So, Casey. It's good to finally meet you properly." He tilts his head. "It's always interesting when I have a survivor who doesn't come to see me right away because I'm able to get a sense of them before our first appointment. I usually ask someone to tell me a little about themselves in the first meeting, whatever they'd like to share, but I think I know you a bit by now. Know you down to your core, at least. You're a very good friend. A good listener. Strong and level-headed. And quite the swimmer."
A laugh catches in the base of my throat. I sink into the chair, my chin tucking beneath the collar of Jake's Army sweatshirt I wear more often than not these days. A second laugh bubbles up. This time, I let it loose. It sounds angry. Frantic. 
Dr. Singh just nods slowly, his eyebrows knitted close together. 
"I'm sorry," I gasp, my eyes watering. I'm not sure if I'm still laughing or if I'm crying now. Maybe both. "I just - I can barely make myself eat, I can't sleep in my bed, I can't shower, I freaked out after my doctor appointment - an appointment that Jake pretty much dragged me to. Is that strong, Dr. Singh? Or Carter - does it make me a very good friend if most of the reason why I take such good care of him is because it distracts me from this feeling like I'm about to crumble into shards of glass any second now? And don't even get me started on swimming. I can barely do a full lap before feeling like I'm going to pass out, so I'm not quite the swimmer at all. Not anymore."
"Mmm." Dr. Singh puts his journal aside and grabs a tissue box, handing it to me. I laugh harder, more tears falling down my cheeks. A sob vibrates in my chest. "You're being awfully hard on yourself for someone who has gone through what you have."
I sink further into the chair, wiping a tissue over my face. 
"You're a good person, Casey. Give yourself a little grace. A little patience. You deserve it." 
"Do I?" 
Dr. Singh frowns. "Why wouldn't you?"
I drop my gaze to the Army logo on my chest, shame burning through my veins. My voice is tight when I admit, "I didn't fight." 
"Fight who?" 
"Any of them." I curl my hands into fists inside the too-long sleeves of the sweatshirt, wishing I could disappear inside it. Wishing Jake was here so I could disappear in him instead. Just curl up in his arms and drown in him until everything falls away. "My dad taught me that it was important to stay calm in situations like that. To watch and wait until I had a moment where I could act in a meaningful way instead of just blindly fighting. I mean, I fought at first, when they took me. But once I was in that cell with the others, I knew I needed to watch and wait. To keep calm."
"Smart man. Was he law enforcement or military?"
I smile. "Both. A veteran and the town sheriff."
"That advice most likely kept you alive."
"Yeah?" I almost laugh. "It also kept me complacent while they systematically ripped me apart until I was nothing but a slave who truly believed I wasn't human anymore. Who truly believed I was worthless. Who truly wanted to please them. Who ended up wishing they'd just-" I stop, dropping my head. Admitting that I wanted to die to a therapist probably isn't smart. I don't want to end up on suicide watch or something. Even if lately I've still been feeling like maybe… 
"Do you still believe that, Casey? Do you still believe you're worthless? Do you still struggle with those thoughts of being less than human?" 
"Sometimes. Yeah." I sniffle. "Maybe." 
He nods. "You were conditioned to feel that way. To think that way. It's perfectly reasonable that it'll take some time for you to overcome that. But not impossible. It's very important that you understand that, Casey. Getting better is not impossible." 
"Promise?" I ask, my voice wavering with the urge to cry again. 
"I promise."
But he's not Jake, so how the fuck am I supposed to believe he'll keep it? 




Chapter Twenty-Four

Jake


Casey and I awkwardly orbit each other after his appointment. I’m kept busy with tracking down leads and managing Travis remotely while he’s gone looking for Mica. He’s kept busy taking care of Carter while Travis is away, dragging him to meals and group therapy and the pool area. He even manages to get Carter to go for a walk outside once or twice.  
We’re not upset or angry with each other. We share soft smiles in passing and say hello as we take our seats at shared meals. We're just… distant. He put up a barrier between us after his appointment and I'm doing my best to respect it. 
But it's not long before the deep ache of longing and need in my chest feels unbearable, and the only thing that can soothe it is Casey. Which is why I find myself in the security office, pretending to talk to Ace about a side project we’re working on - tracking down a little boy named Elliot who Casey and Carter met in their cell and bonded with - as I watch the cameras over his shoulder to find Casey. He’s sitting alone outside on the wooden swing by the riverbank. 
“We’ll keep looking,” I murmur, only half-listening to Ace as he tells me he still hasn’t found any leads on the little boy. “I’ll talk to Casey about him. Get more details.”
Ace nods, already clicking out of that window to start working on one of the dozen other projects he’s currently juggling. I excuse myself and make two side trips before heading outside – first to the bedroom for the werewolf book we’ll probably never finish at this rate and second to the kitchen for a thermos of hot coffee. Casey is thankfully still on the swing by the time I get there, his head resting against the back, his eyes shut. 
“Hey,” I say softly, not wanting to wake him if he’s asleep.  
He startles before giving me a sheepish smile. “Hey.”
“Can I join you?”
“Yeah. Of course.” He eyes the thermos, his smile widening. “Any chance that’s for me? I’m fucking exhausted.”
I hand it over immediately, trying not to let worry show in my expression. Is he struggling to sleep? Is there anything I can do? 
“It’s beautiful out here,” I say instead, trying to keep things light at first. I’ve missed him so fucking badly it feels like I’m breathing right now for the first time in days. I don’t want to lose that by trying to get him to talk about anything that’ll make him leave.
“It is. I can’t wait for the leaves to change.” He takes another sip of coffee before handing it to me, his blue eyes bright. “Autumn is my favorite.”
“I would’ve thought summer, with how much you love to swim.”
He shrugs. “Swimming was pretty much 12 months a year for me, so it never really mattered what the weather was like. Once I got to high school, I even got my own key to use the school pool after hours and on weekends and over vacation breaks.”
“You must have been pretty damn good.”
“I swam for one of the best colleges in the country,” he says, his voice quieter now, a note of sadness beneath each word. 
"I know." I place my hand on his knee, stroking my thumb in small circles there. He sighs and lets his head fall to my shoulder. It feels right. Like this is where we both belong. It scares me. Not because I don’t want this, but because of how badly I do. "I've missed you,” I admit. 
"I've missed you too." He turns on the bench, his cold nose brushing my neck, one of his legs settling across my lap. I put my arm over the back of the swing so he can nestle closer. Definitely where we belong, scary or not fear. "I'm sorry I got so weird after the appointment. It was just… a lot."
"I get it. I'm not upset."
He sighs heavily. "I talked to Dr. Singh. Like, one-on-one."
"Yeah? How'd that go?"
"It sucked."
I chuckle. "Yeah. It doesn't get much better either. Has it helped, at least?"
He grabs the coffee from me and takes a sip, his eyes trained on the trees across the river. I want to give him as long as he needs to answer - or not answer, if he'd prefer - but it makes me a little itchy with worry. I distract myself by drawing patterns on the back of his hand. He shivers and moves his hand closer, a silent request for more. 
"I don't know," he finally admits as I draw a diamond. "I want it to help, but it feels… I don't know."
"That's okay." 
He gives the coffee back to me before pressing his face to my neck again. The shift causes his sleeve to ruck up, exposing the lower portion of his arm. The skin there is red and angry, with a bumpy texture. "What's this?"
"Nothing," he says too quickly, pulling his arm out of my grasp. "It's just a stupid rash."
"Is it itchy?"
"A little." He shrugs, his hand fisting the end of his sleeve to ensure the rash in question stays covered. "It's not a big deal."
"Can I see it? Please?"
He bites down on his bottom lip before slowly letting go of his arm and angling it toward me. I cradle it gently with my left hand, pushing the sleeve back with my right. The rash travels all the way past his elbow, where the skin seems to be chapped and flaky. "When did you notice it?"
"This morning."
"I know you've been trying to come outside more. Did you go near any trees or bushes? Any plants?" 
"No." He shifts uncomfortably on the swing, his eyes darting toward the river before settling back on me. The moment our eyes lock, I realize that he knows what it's from. I also realize he doesn't want to say. 
My inner daddy peeks out a little when I give him a stern look. "What's this from, Casey?" 
He ducks his head. "It's… from the pool."
"The pool?" I frown, confused now. "You're sensitive to chlorine?"
"Not… usually." 
"Are you not rinsing off well after your swims? Have you been using-" but I stop, realizing what the issue is. Of course, he hasn't been rinsing off well. He hasn't been rinsing off at all. Casey can't shower. 
Does his room have a tub? Fuck, I can't remember. Has he not bathed since getting here? I eye his messy hair. It's not greasy or dirty, but the chlorine is probably making sure of that. 
"Have you been able to clean yourself at all since getting here?" I ask, trying to keep my voice as gentle as possible. 
I don't do a good enough job. He jerks to his feet, his eyes darting everywhere but at me. "I know I'm disgusting, okay? I know. I'm fucking trying."
"Hey. That's not-" he runs off before I can finish. I let him go for a few seconds, telling myself it's not my place to chase him down and force him to deal with this. But I'm fucking weak for him and the thought that he might be somewhere crying or upset right now, somewhere feeling disgusting when he's the furthest thing from it, is too much for me to bear. 
I catch up to him just as he's reaching for the handle of his bedroom door. He freezes, eyes wide as they lock with mine. "What are you doing here?" 
"We aren't done talking."
"Well, I - I'm not letting you in." 
I frown. "You don't have to. We can just talk out here. But can I ask why? You've never minded me coming in before."
"Just - it's - it's my space." 
I eye him, knowing it's more than that. "Case, you're worrying me. What's going on?"
“Nothing. It's nothing,” he says too quickly, too defensively, his eyes avoiding mine. Before I can decide if I should push the issue, he squeezes his eyes shut and deflates. "Just… don't yell at me, okay? Please?" 
"Of course, I won't." 
He quickly shoves the door open, moving into the room so I can enter. I walk past him, my mind turning with all the possible reasons he'd think I'd be upset with him. 
And then I see it. 
Oh, Casey…
“When did this start?” I ask him, keeping my voice soft and warm so he doesn’t think I’m upset. I mean, I am upset, but not with him. 
“A couple days ago.” I hear him shuffle behind me, lingering by the door like he might run off at any second. “I can’t sleep in a bed, Jake. I tried, but I just… I can’t. Turns out if I’m alone, my body doesn’t want to believe I’m allowed to be on it. I get - like - shaky and nauseous and panicky. It’s just easier to…” 
“To sleep on the floor,” I finish for him. 
“Yeah.”
“You were fine before.”
He releases a breath shaky enough for me to hear despite our distance. “Because I was with you.”
I stare at the pile of blankets on the floor, all lumpy and wrinkled, his little stuffed dolphin in the center. This can't be where he sleeps. I won't allow it. I walk past the blankets to the bathroom and peek inside, confirming my fear from earlier. No tub, just a shower. 
"You can't live like this, Case."
"I know." I turn back to face him just in time to see his face crumple. "I'll do better, I promise." 
"You're okay," I tell him, hurrying over to cup his face in my hands. "You're doing just fine. We'll fix this."
His blue eyes go wide, brimming with hope and trust and unshed tears. "How?" 
"Will you let me help? I want to help you." 
Despite the single tear that falls from his right eye, he looks impossibly relieved. "Please." 




Chapter Twenty-Five

Casey


It feels like the weight of the world has been lifted off my shoulders as I sit on the closed toilet lid while watching Jake draw me a bath. He had gone into total caretaker mode when I'd begged him to help me. He grabbed me and my stuffed dolphin and marched us straight to his room and into the bathroom. Then he sat me down, gave me one of his warm smiles that always makes me feel like I'm melting, rolled up his sleeves to reveal his sinfully sexy forearms, and started running my bath. He apologized for not having any of the fancy soaps and oils here like he did at the compound. I rolled my eyes since he wasn't looking and told him I couldn't care less about that. 
He doesn't look back at me until the bath is full of sudsy water, pushing to his feet and flashing me a smile that's even softer than before. "Ready to get in?"
I nod, standing up and taking a step toward the bath. He arches a brow at me before letting his gaze fall to my body. "I mean, you do you, but… I don't think it'll be very comfortable bathing in your clothes." 
My cheeks heat. I still haven't gotten used to wearing clothes. I forgot I even had anything to remove. 
"I'll give you some privacy," Jake murmurs. "Call if you need me, okay?"
I whip around to look at him, heart in my throat. "You're leaving?"
"Just to the bedroom. I'll keep the door cracked so I can hear you."
"But…" I swallow hard, trying not to cry. This is stupid. I shouldn't need him here. And I don't, really. I could take a bath and probably be fine. But I want him here. I want him to sit beside the tub like he did at the compound. I want him to ask me questions and smile at me. I want Jake. Just Jake. All to myself. No survivors or operatives stealing his attention, no doctors asking invasive questions. Just me and him, like it was in the beginning. 
"You'd like me to stay," Jake says softly, correctly interpreting my silence. He's always been good at that. 
"Only if you want."
He smiles. The warm one again. The one that makes me melt into a useless puddle. 
"I want." He steps closer to me, lifting his hand to cup the side of my neck. His thumb strokes beneath my jaw. A shiver chases goosebumps across my skin. "Do you need help getting undressed?" 
I technically don't, but… I'd like him to help, so I nod just a little. He hums like that makes him happy, his eyes seeming to drink in my face for a moment before his hand slides down my chest and stomach. His other hand joins when he reaches the hem of my sweater. Electricity shoots through me, warmth pooling in my stomach. "Arms up, little one." 
I raise them, trying not to feel stupidly happy that he finally called me that again. I thought maybe it was just a term I'd get to hear as his slave. Besides calling me little fish once when teasing me, he hasn’t called me anything but Casey since we’ve been at the safehouse. And sometimes I really hate being Casey. 
“What’s that smile for?” he asks once my shirt is off. 
Cheeks hot, I duck my head. Except that brings my attention to his hands working my jeans open. And that’s… a lot to watch. “You called me little one.” 
He pauses, his fingers twitching slightly against my zipper. I can’t stop myself from looking at him. The intensity in his blue eyes when I meet them is enough to steal my breath. “You like that?” he asks, his voice husky and low. I swear I feel the words trickle down my spine. 
“Y-yeah,” I admit, unable to look away despite how loudly my brain is telling me to. “And little fish. I – I like little fish, too.”
God, shut up, Casey! You’re so embarrassing. 
He grins, bright and beaming, and the embarrassment fades. 
“Good. Because that’s what you are. My little one.” He tugs the zipper down, my breath catching. “My little fish. Aren’t you?”
I can barely hear myself say, “Yes,” over my racing heart. 
He hums, pleased, then returns to working on my pants. I’m not wearing any underwear, but he doesn’t react to that, just letting his thumb stroke my bare hip for a second before taking my elbow and turning my naked body toward the tub. “I’ll hold you steady while you climb in.”
It’s not necessary. I'm no longer bruised and broken and too weak to stand on my own. But I like it, and I think maybe he does too, so I don't argue. I just lean into his hold and step into the tub, smiling as he guides me until I'm sitting in the warm water. I want to ask him to join me, but I feel like there's a line we're straddling right now and I'm terrified that he'll pull away if I try to cross it. This is still good, though. I can definitely settle for this. 
"How have you been?" Jake asks, sitting down and resting his elbow on the lip of the tub just like he used to, his head in his palm. "I feel like you sort of retreated the past few days." 
I look away from him, my cheeks burning. "You're right. I was avoiding you. I'm - I'm sorry." 
"Don't be sorry. Just - can you tell me why?"
Well, there's the fact that I've been sleeping on the floor because I'm afraid of my own bed. Or the fact that I've spent every morning trying to talk myself into going in the shower only to end up panicking. Or the fact that Ace let me use the computer to look up sepsis and I'm terrified that this off-kilter feeling I have is never going to go away. Or the fact that you asked me about Elliot, the sweetest little boy who I didn't even try to save, and now I'm sick with guilt and grief, praying you guys are able to find him.
Or - and here's the real kicker - there's the fact that I had a conversation with Carter about sex and he seems to think he’ll have no problem enjoying it, and between that and the comments the doctor made about nerve damage, I wanted to see if I could enjoy it too. Which means I tried getting hard, but the only way I could do it was by closing my eyes and picturing you touching me. So, I'm now mortified and also kind of turned on every time I see you. But don't worry, I didn't come thinking about you - I had a full-blown panic attack the minute I felt my orgasm coming and ended up throwing up instead. Which means I'm probably broken, but I'm too afraid to tell the doctor, and I'm definitely not going to tell you. 
"I've just had a lot to think about." It's not a lie. Just nowhere near the full truth. "Plus, I've been busy with Carter." 
"That's fair." He shifts, his eyebrows pinching and his lips curving into a slight frown. "Just don't push me away, okay? I'm here. Please let me be here."
"I don't want to bother you. I'm not your responsibility anymore. I'm not your problem." 
His eyes seem to darken. "You were never my problem, little one. And I don't want to be here because I feel responsible for you. I want you to be here because anytime I'm away from you it feels like I'm crawling out of my fucking skin."
My lungs seem to forget how to function as his words sink in. His eyes widen a little, like maybe he hadn't meant to admit that, but he doesn't take it back. 
"Me too," I confess. "I hate it."
"Then stop hiding from me. Hide from everyone else if you want, but let me hide with you, okay?"
I smile, though it's a little shaky. Am I dreaming? This feels like a dream. A very good one. 
If it is, I hope I never wake up. 
"Okay."
"Okay." He grins. It lights me up from the inside out. "I don't want you to sit in the bath too long with your rash. You should wash up and get out."
My heart sinks. I eye the soap, knowing it's not that hard to do. Just because I haven't bathed myself in a long time doesn't mean I've lost the ability. But I picture myself reaching for it. Lifting it. Squeezing the liquid onto a cloth. I picture myself running the cloth across my body. And then I have to wash my hair too. Even just thinking about all of it makes me feel… exhausted. And overwhelmed. 
I can feel tears burning my eyes, my throat going tight as I fight them off. 
"Oh, Casey," he whispers. I lose the fight, the first tear falling down my cheek. "What's wrong, little one?" 
"I'm sorry." I squeeze my eyes shut, not wanting to see him as I admit the truth. "I know I'm doing a bad job, but it's just - it's so much work. I forgot how often normal people eat. 3 meals a day plus snacks? And I keep forgetting to drink water. I can't shower. It takes a pep talk to go outside. Sometimes I lay awake in the morning and I know I need to get up but the thought of it makes me feel all locked up, like I'm bracing myself for something bad to happen, and I just can't move. I just lay there. And right now, I'm thinking about washing myself and I know, okay? I know it's not a lot of work. I know a fucking toddler can do it. But I'm picturing it and I - I -" My breath hitches with a sob. "God, Jake, I'm so tired. I’m so tired all the time. Being alive like this is exhausting. I can't - I can't-" 
I feel a hand on the back of my head, pulling me forward, then a warm body against my face. I sob into his chest, bringing a hand up to cling to his shirt. 
"Shh." He runs his hand through my hair, his other one big and warm against my naked back. "Let it out. You're okay. Just let it out, little one."
And I do. I cry so hard it makes my body ache and my throat sore and my eyes puffy. I cry until I'm out of tears, then cry a little longer before deflating against him with shaky breaths and hiccups. 
"That's it," he says, and he sounds almost… proud. Fond. "That was so good, little one. You needed that, hm?" 
I just nod, too wrung out now to piece syllables and words together. 
"It's going to be okay," he tells me. And I believe him. I shouldn't - it feels like nothing will be okay ever again - but I do. Because he'll make it okay. He's so very good at that. I don't trust life to get better, but I trust Jake. "You know what you need?"
I make a little, "Hm?" sound. 
"You need to shut your mind off. To just let go of everything and let someone take care of you for a bit." He guides my head back. I wince when I see his shirt, soaked with tears and sudsy bath water. But then his fingers are on my chin, lifting it until our eyes meet. His gaze is intense, but warm. "Will you let me take care of you, little one?" 
"You wouldn't m-mind?" 
"Mind?" He flashes me a smile. "I'd love nothing more, Casey."
"Would you do it like before?" I ask, remembering how good it felt to have him wash me so carefully, then dry and lotion me until I fell asleep in his arms. If I could have that again, this time without any of the fear, I might die of happiness. 
"Just like before," he promises, his eyes bright and hopeful. "Can I, little one? Would you let me?"
It reminds me of what he asked in my bedroom. Will you let me help? I want to help you. 
I say what I said then. "Please."
He grins like I've given him a prize. 
“Let’s refill this tub, then. The water has cooled too much for my liking.” He reaches in, pulling the drain and allowing the water to filter out. I lean my head against his shoulder and watch the little tornado toward the drain, realizing the bubbles have all dissolved. How long did I cry? I start to feel embarrassed again before stopping myself. I’m shutting my mind off tonight. He said I could, so I am. No more emotions. No more thoughts. Just… being. Relaxing. Breathing. 
He fills the tub once more with warm, soapy water before soaking a fluffy blue loofah - all with my head still on his shoulder. If he wanted it off, he’d move me or say something. That’s how this works, right? If he’s in charge, if he’s taking care of me, then I can do whatever feels right, whatever feels good, and he’ll take care of the rest. 
What a fucking delightful arrangement. How do I get this full time?
“You’re doing so well,” he murmurs, pressing kisses to my forehead and hair as he runs the loofah over my body. His scent fills my nose as he works his way across my collarbone, knuckles brushing against the hollow of my throat. I close my eyes and let myself enjoy it, trusting him completely. “So, so well. Let’s rinse you now.” 
I keep my eyes closed, head on his shoulder, as he pours water over my sudsy skin. He must be soaked by now, but he doesn’t seem to mind. In fact, when he makes me sit up so he can work shampoo through my hair with both hands, his eyes are bright, his lips pulled into a broad smile. 
“Eyes closed again, little one.” I do as told, letting him tilt my chin with his fingers until my head has fallen back. I get déjà vu from the first time he bathed me, his hands working miracles until I was brought nearly to tears from his gentle kindness. My mind had been spinning. I was sure that it was some sick game he was playing. But it wasn’t a game then, and it isn’t one now. This is just… Jake. 
“What are you smiling about?” he asks, sounding amused as he starts working fingers through my messy hair. 
I think I might love you. 
The thought startles me. I quickly force it away. Not tonight. I'm just existing tonight. There's no room for any revelations. Especially ones that could change everything. Ruin everything. 
“Just feels nice," I tell him, trying to keep my mind empty. It helps when he starts massaging my scalp, my body sagging in pleasure. I find myself admitting one more thing. Something I probably shouldn't. “Thinking about how lucky I am.”
“Lucky, huh?” His thumbs rub my temples and I moan. His movements stutter to a stop, his breath hitching, but then he clears his throat and returns to work. “Why would you say you’re lucky? It hasn’t been a very easy few months for you.”
“True, but…” I open my eyes, willing to risk getting soap in them. He’s close. Close enough to feel his breath on my face. To see that he has white in the blue of his eyes. “But now I have you.”
His breath hitches again, his eyes turning from soft to intense in a split second. “You certainly do, little one. You have me for as long as you want me.”
“Good,” I whisper, closing my eyes again before I do something stupid like kiss him. “Forever then. Hope you don't mind."
It's half-teasing, but the other half… well, the other half is fragile hope. Wishful thinking.  
“Alright,” he says, his voice sounding tight. “Forever works for me.”
The words feel dangerous. Like a promise he shouldn't be allowed to make. Because Jake keeps his promises, and this one feels too big for him to keep. Did he feel like he had to say that? Was he worried he'd hurt my feelings? 
As he rinses my hair and helps me out of the tub, my mind spins with worry. I barely even register him wrapping me up in a towel and guiding me into his room. It isn't until his hands cup my face and he says, "Casey, come back to me," that I manage to crawl my way out of my own head. I blink at him, disoriented as I take in the fact that he has me seated on the edge of his mattress while he squats down to be at eye level with me. 
"S-sorry. I - what?"
"I lost you for a few minutes there." He wipes away a stray drop of water falling down my temple from a piece of wet hair. "You okay?"
"No, Jake," I admit, my voice trembling with so much emotion I worry I might choke on it all. "I'm not."
He releases a breath and nods. "It's okay. You'll be okay soon."
"What if I'm not, though? What if this never gets better? I can't - I can't live like this." 
Jake drops his hands and stands up. "What are you saying?"
"I'm saying - I just don't-" I bring my hands to my face, not caring that my towel falls off my shoulders to pool around my waist. "I don't know if I want to do this anymore…"
There's an eerie silence after the confession, followed by the feel of the mattress dipping beside me. I don't have time to look at him before his big arms are wrapping around me, pulling my body onto his lap and tucking me against his chest. I press my face to his throat and breathe him in, hating how good it feels to be here again. 
"You want to kill yourself," he rasps, not a question, but an understanding. 
"Not… yet," I whisper. "Right now, I’m still hoping this… feeling goes away. But if it doesn’t, I just don’t know if I can live my life with it. I’m too fucking young to live my whole life feeling like - like this.”
“Feeling like what, little one?”
“Like I’m broken.” I fight the urge to cry, knowing once I start that I won't be able to continue talking. “And like I’m never going to get better.”
His arms tighten around me. "That'll go away. That feeling is normal, but it goes away, Casey."
"But what if it doesn't? What if I spend all this time talking to doctors and going to therapy and trying to heal and it doesn't work? Then I just… what? Live a miserable life? Spend decades hating myself? Go around pretending I’m fine just to make everyone else around me feel better? I can't, Jake. I don't want to." 
One of his hands strokes up my back before settling at the nape of my neck. His fingers work their way into my hair, almost like he's trying to get even closer to me. "Will you tell me? When the hope stops. When you decide that you can't keep trying. Will you please tell me before you… do anything?" 
It seems like a fair enough request, but… "Will you try to talk me out of it?" 
"I don't know." He laughs, but it's dry and anxious. "I have no idea what I'd do, but I can't walk into your room one day and find you…" He shudders, his fingers digging into my skin and scalp where each hand clings to me. "Please just tell me first." 
I nod, figuring it's the least I can give him after all he's done. "I can do that."
"Promise?"
"Promise." I wrap my arms around him, bringing us even closer together. His chest rumbles with a sound of pleasure. If we hadn’t just talked about me killing myself, I might have teased him for purring like a cat. “Did I see our book earlier when you came outside?”
“Yeah. I thought maybe you’d want to read some more. It’s okay if-”
“Can we?” I ask before he can awkwardly try to explain away the possibility. “Can it be like before? When you read to me?”
I don’t know why I like that so much, but I do. It feels… safe. It feels like I can just let everything go and he’ll be there to carry it all for me. Kind of like when he took over in the bath. I don’t have a name for it. I don’t even understand it. But I want more. And maybe he does too because he makes that rumbly sound in his chest again before saying, “Of course. You get comfortable while I grab it.”
I do just that, working the towel over my hair before stealing some clothes from Jake’s dresser. I don’t feel as insecure about it as I once did. I definitely don’t let myself analyze that as I crawl into the side of the bed I always take and wait for him. He comes back right as I settle, his eyes falling to the football logo on my chest. His smile is almost proud. Cocky. Not in a mean way, but in a… possessive one. I feel that smile all the way to my fucking toes. 
“Ready to read about some sexy werewolves?” he asks, taking off his wet shirt and tossing it aside before climbing onto the bed to join me. I look everywhere but at his bare chest. 
“Definitely.” I hesitate though. He seems to catch on when he lifts his arm to invite me to curl up against his chest like usual and I don’t appear. I wait for his eyes to find mine, full of questions, before saying the one thing I have to get off my chest before I’ll be able to enjoy this with him. “I don’t want Carter knowing.”
“Knowing…” he trails off for a moment before understanding draws his features into a pinch. “Oh. Right. Are you sure? He’d want to be there for you.”
“I don’t want him to be,” I argue. “Carter has enough on his plate. I can do this on my own.”
Jake huffs softly before moving his arm and scooping me against him. His lips brush my forehead as he tells me, “You’re not doing this alone, little one. Don’t you remember? We agreed on forever.”
“Right.” I smile as I nuzzle against his bare chest, my hand coming to rest near his tattoo. If the dogs could move, they’d be able to snap their jaws and bite me. They can’t hurt me though. No one can. Not with Jake here to keep me safe. “Forever.”




Chapter Twenty-Six

Jake


It’s the middle of the night when my watch vibrates against my wrist, pulling me from a restless sleep plagued by images of Casey hurting himself. I check on Casey first despite my training, deciding that from now on he gets to be more important than any operation details. Or maybe not  deciding it now but accepting it. I think I probably decided it quite a while ago if I’m being honest with myself. 
Casey is sleeping peacefully against my chest, his dolphin pressed between his stomach and my ribs. I can’t keep a smile off my face as I watch his eyelashes flutter just a bit against his cheeks. God, I want him to be mine. 
My watch vibrates again. I turn my wrist to check it. The notification is from front security. Travis just got back. 
With a sigh, I gently move Casey off of me and tuck the blanket around him. He doesn't even stir, sleeping peacefully. As I pull on some clothes, I make a silent plea to whatever gods are running the show that he stays asleep until I’m back, so he doesn’t panic. 
There are voices coming from the kitchen, too soft to make out. I figure it’s Travis talking to someone, so I head that way. I stop short when one of the voices rises enough to understand the words being said. “-else chase him? I mean, you just got back. Shouldn’t you get, like, a fucking vacation or something?”
I stand frozen in place, torn between saving Travis from what sounds like a verbal lashing from Carter or heading back to Casey and letting the two figure their own shit out. Whatever Travis needs to tell me about the mission and Mica can probably wait until the morning, right?
I can’t quite make out what Travis says in return, but Carter’s next words are clear, even though they tremble with emotion. “What about me?” 
The words tug at my chest. I can’t even imagine how they must hurt Travis. 
“Forget I said that,” Carter says quickly. “I don’t know why I just said that.”
“Carter-” Travis begins, his voice desperate. 
Carter takes a step back, now close enough to the opposite hall for me to see him. “I’m glad you’re safe.” He takes two more steps, clearly retreating. “I’m - I’m really glad you’re safe.”
Travis moves forward, now also in view. “Carter, please wait.”
Carter jerks his head in a denial before running off, leaving Travis standing there looking defeated. I waver on my feet for a moment before deciding to step in. “You okay?”
Travis’s shoulders jump before he whips around, his hand hovering behind him where I know he keeps a gun stashed. He relaxes when he sees me, huffing a dry laugh. “I am far from okay, Jake. Are you okay?”
“No,” I admit, figuring the middle of the night is as good a time as any to confess it. “I suppose I’m not.”
Travis walks over to the counter, placing his elbows on either side of an open file and putting his face in his hands. “I didn’t get him.”
I don’t have to ask who him is. Mica. The fucker slipped through our fingers yet again. “Did you get a lead?”
“Yeah. I think it’s a good one. I’ll write up a report now and send it in.”
“Do we have time for that? What if the lead falls through?”
Travis straightens up and pulls a phone out of his pocket, waving it toward me. “I’ve got the phone they were using for check-ins and the code they were using to communicate. As long as we can keep Mica from getting suspicious that the fuckers there got killed, we should have at least a few days to find him. He’s somewhere in Tenancingo.”
“Fucking Tenancingo,” I grumble. I’ve been there one time, when we got Mica set up at that post just nights before the operation ended. It’s a shithole. I have no idea why Mica would even want to stay there now that his men and slaves have been cleared out. Then again, nothing about Mica ever made much sense. That’s sort of what happens when someone is a fucking psychopath. 
“You and Keats are going to handle it again?” I ask, referring to the guy who went on his last mission while I stayed back to help at the house. There are too many survivors for more than one of us operatives to be gone at a time right now. “Or do you need a new partner?”
“Keats wants to finish Mica off with me. He’s invested now.”
“Good. Do you-” I pause, letting my gaze go toward the hall where Carter just ran. His words ring in my ears. What about me? “Do you need me to take your place? So you can stay with him?”
Travis’s face twists with at least half a dozen emotions before he shakes his head. “No. No, Mica is my responsibility. I have to take him out myself.”
I know arguing with him about Mica being both of our responsibilities won’t work. He always had a harder time than me letting go of the things that happened in the compound. I understood that there was only so much we could control, but with him in charge and making the rules, it was harder for him to agree with that. That’s Dr. Singh’s problem to work through with him though. Or maybe Carter. If nearly ten years of us talking about it didn’t get him to believe me, he isn’t going to believe me now either. 
“Do you want to go talk to Carter?” I ask instead. 
“No. We’re not - that’s not - we’re done. He and I.” He clears his throat, but his voice sounds just as tight when he speaks again. “Before I left was our last time.” 
I smirk, not even bothering to fight it. “Yeah. Okay. I’ll believe that when I see it.”
He doesn’t argue. 
My smirk widens. 
“Go to sleep, man. We’ll all meet in the morning and strategize.”
[image: image-placeholder]It’s interesting, seeing Travis back in the house. I didn’t really consider how quickly he left after we all arrived here. He never had time to settle in. Never had time to find a place among the survivors and other operatives. While we all endured tense days of cohabitating and awkward meals and spontaneous panic attacks and breakdowns, he was gone. It doesn’t help that Carter spends the day hiding in his room, making Travis’s already fucked up head even worse. 
Carter at least shows up for dinner, but that doesn’t mean it goes well. Travis looks like he’s carved out of stone as he sits watching everyone talk and eat. Every time he accidentally makes eye contact with one of the survivors, both he and the survivor flinch. Nolan, who has been doing well lately and coming into his own, almost calls Maison sir. It’s a slip-up he hasn’t had in days, Travis’s presence clearly throwing him off. 
When we all tease Ace about his terrible cooking, Ace throws a roll at Carter. The boy laughs loudly. Freely. I see my friend’s head snap toward the sound, his eyes locking onto Carter like he’s seeing him for the first time. Has Travis ever heard Carter laugh like that? My chest aches for him. For both of them. 
Travis doesn’t eat. He doesn’t touch his beer. For the whole meal, he just stares at Carter, enraptured by him. I notice that as happy Travis seems to be watching Carter light up with the others around the table, Maison looks annoyed. 
When Carter excuses himself, avoiding looking at Travis, Maison sits forward like he’s about to say something. Travis can’t see it coming, his eyes still locked on the hall where Carter disappeared. I kick Travis under the table, trying to lighten the mood before Maison can start something. “Hey, idiot. Show’s over.”
Travis glares at me. “Asshole.”
“I’d rather be an asshole than a creep,” Maison bites out. 
Shit. That plan clearly failed. 
Before I can interrupt, Travis is turning his glare on Maison, the look ten times angrier and not having a trace of the friendliness that it did when it was on me. “What the fuck is your problem?”
“Woah.” Maison laughs dryly. “Never said I had a problem.”
“I saved your brother’s life,” Travis growls.
“Trav-” I start, reaching out to calm him. It’s been my job for a decade. If I could just- but Travis waves me off, shoving away from the table and standing. 
He points a finger at Maison, his hand trembling. “I saved Carter. I became a fucking monster for you even though I fucking begged you not to make me. And yeah, okay Maison, I fucking fell in love with him. You think I meant to? You think that was fucking fun for me? You think I enjoy the fact that after spending over a week living in a shit-pit with a motherfucker who has terrible taste in chewing gum and likes talking about feelings that the first thing I wanted to do when coming home was track that boy down and hold him? You think it’s funny that I couldn’t eat or enjoy a nice cold beer because for the first time ever I heard a man I love laugh freely and loudly and smile so fucking wide I didn't recognize him? You think that’s fun? Or creepy?”
Oof. 
Maison looks properly chastised, his eyes darting around the table as he rubs at the back of his neck. The remaining survivors look extremely uncomfortable, Nolan looking like he might slide right off his chair to hide under the table. Casey’s eyes are wide as he darts them back and forth between Maison and Travis like he’s waiting for more, probably ready to soak it all in to relay to Carter. I almost smile. Who knew my little one likes gossip?
Maison tries apologizing, but Travis shuts it down before apologizing to the others at the table and excusing himself. I call after him, worried he’s about to run off and spend the night beating himself up, but he ignores me. 
I sigh, running a hand over my face before turning to look at Maison. “It’s not his fault that Carter won’t forgive you, Maison. You have to fucking stop.”
Maison’s jaw clenches. “It’s not that. He’s done enough damage. He needs to leave Carter the fuck alone so Carter can have a fighting chance to fucking heal.”
“That’s Carter’s decision to make,” Casey says, surprising the hell out of the both of us. He narrows his eyes on Maison, and I get a glimpse of the man I bet Casey used to be. The brave, strong, no-shit-accepted man that’s now stuck behind layers of trauma and fear. “If Carter wants to keep fucking Travis, he should get to. The only two people who get to decide he can’t are him and Travis. You’re done pulling strings. You’re not in charge anymore.” 
Maison huffs, anger coming off him in waves. It’s not anger toward Casey, though. More like anger at the truth of Casey’s words. A truth that Maison doesn’t want to admit to himself. 
Casey stands up, and I realize he’s now shaking. His eyes have fallen to the table. He’s losing his old self, all of his trauma collapsing in on him again. “I just think - he deserves to-” 
Casey shakes his head before turning around and hurrying off, nearly tripping over one of the chairs that wasn't pushed in after someone left the table. I stand too, but pause long enough to look at Maison. His eyes are closed, his elbow on the table and his forehead against his palm. “What I think Casey was going to say is that Carter deserves to make his own decisions right now. Your job is to support him.” 
Maison doesn’t respond, the only indication that he even heard me being the twitch of his jaw as he clenches it. 
I let it go, remembering that Casey is my number one priority. The rest of them can figure their shit out together. I need to make sure my boy is okay. 
My boy. 
Yeah, I like the sound of that. Maybe… a little too much. 
When I knock on Casey’s bedroom door, he quickly calls, “Jake?” in a shaky voice full of so much hope I feel it in my damn chest. 
“Yeah, it’s-” before I can finish, the door is yanked open and his tear-soaked face is inches away from me. I step forward, loving that he doesn’t move back, and cradle his face in my hands. My thumbs immediately start chasing away his tears as I hush him. “You’re okay, little one. That was so good. You were so brave.”
He sucks in a shaky breath before pressing forward and wrapping his arms tight around me, fingers digging almost painfully into my back. I move us just enough to be able to shut the door with my foot before guiding him over to his bed and sitting on the mattress, pulling him into my lap. He shifts so his arms are around my neck now, his face pressed to my throat. He’s trembling, but the crying has seemed to stop. “I thought he was going to hit me. He looked so mad.”
“He was mad about the situation, not mad at you,” I promise him, rubbing his back in slow circles. I realize he’s in my sweatshirt. I’m thankful he’s not looking at me, because the realization conjures a shit-eating grin on my face that I have no hope of fighting. Did he put it on the minute he got in here, needing it for comfort? I force myself to focus. “Maison would never hit you. No one here would. I promise you’re safe here, little one.”
“I know.” He seems to hold me tighter though, like maybe he logically knows, but can’t quite get himself to believe it. “Can we go to bed? I know it’s early…”
“We can.” I rearrange him in my lap until I can look at his face. I cup his cheek and give him a smile that makes him blush. Fuck, that’s lovely. I want to kiss the pink skin but remind myself I’m definitely not allowed to do that. “I need to go get some comfortable clothes from my room. Your dolphin is still in there too. Then I’ll be back, okay?”
“Promise?” he whispers. 
I smile, then let myself kiss his forehead - that’s allowed, isn’t it? 
Casey seems pleased with it, so I decide it is. “Promise.”
[image: image-placeholder]I wake up feeling disoriented and anxious. My chest is tight, my heart pounding like I’m in danger somehow. I quickly look over at Casey, relief chasing away the anxiety when I see him curled up with his back to me, his arms wrapped tightly around his dolphin, his messy hair sprawled across his pillow. 
Then I hear it - what probably woke me up, the tones making me anxious even before I awoke. Two people are yelling in the hall. Two people I know too well. Two people whose heads I’m going to smash together if they don’t get their shit in order soon. 
“Why do you get my brother and I don’t? Why is it you he cares about?”
“I don’t know! But-”
I sigh heavily. These idiots. 
I slide as carefully as I can out of the bed, not wanting to disturb Casey. I’m hoping I can get the assholes to shut up before they wake him. Two nights in a row of good sleep would be perfect for the boy. He desperately needs the rest. 
“And what about the damage you’re doing to him? Maybe this is what he wants, but it's not what he needs, Travis. We both know that.”
I yank the door open, finding two of my best friends standing punching distance apart, both with fists ready for a fight. 
“It’s not up to us to decide what-” 
“Hey-” I say just loud enough to break through their argument. They both snap their gazes over to me, bodies on high alert. I frown at them, trying to remember that I shouldn’t join this fight. Not if I want to keep Casey sleeping. “Hi. Hello. Message from the sleeping world - shut the fuck up.”
“Sorry,” they whisper in unison, looking like chastised children. 
I rub my right eye where a headache is starting to form, sighing deeply. I thought I’d be done fixing their problems once the operation ended. I was really looking forward to that. “What’s the issue?”
“Nothing,” Maison lies. “Travis was just about to leave, weren’t you, Travis? He has a lead on Mica.”
Travis’s anger-level rises. I’ve spent far too much time with him not to notice it. But he clenches his jaw, takes a deep breath that flares his nostrils, and says, “Yeah. I’m leaving.”
I eye the two of them, then look over my shoulder at the sleeping boy waiting for me. I should ask about this new lead. I should offer my assistance. I should - at the very least - check with Travis to make sure his head is on straight before he sends himself off to a life-threatening mission. But these two are always going to put Carter first - even if it means fighting because they don’t agree on what putting him first means. Casey deserves that. Casey deserves to be my first. 
Hell, he already is. 
“Be safe,” I tell Travis, already stepping back into the room. 
When I climb back into the bed, Casey turns in his sleep and wraps himself around me like a little octopus. I put an arm around him to hold him in place and sigh happily. 
Yeah, this is where I’m meant to be. 




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Casey


Travis was barely home a day before disappearing again, something that hit Carter pretty hard. I let him hide out in his room instead of forcing him to emerge for some required social interaction. Nolan is in the kitchen when I wander that way, Maison seated on the countertop beside the oven and watching him like he’s the most fascinating thing in the world. I hide my smirk, aware that Nolan is completely oblivious to how Maison looks at him. When I hinted that he and Maison might have some chemistry the other night, Nolan had turned bright pink and then told me that would never happen because Nolan isn’t Maison’s type. He had seemed sad after that, so I hadn’t pressed him on what he meant. All I know is that for not being his type, Maison sure likes to watch him.  
“Hey!” Nolan says when he sees me before I can sneak away to give them some alone time. Maison raises his chin, his eyes locking on me. They’re the exact same blue as Carter’s. It’s almost disconcerting. Especially when those eyes are currently overflowing with swirls of anxiety that match what I saw in Carter’s eyes this morning when I checked on him. 
Tearing my gaze from Maison, I give Nolan a smile. “Hey. What are you making this time?”
“It’s just the marinade for the chicken we’ll be having tonight. It has to soak for a while.” 
“It smells delicious.” I take a seat on a stool just as coffee appears out of nowhere. I look up, startled, and find that Maison is now standing right beside me. His hand is still on the mug. “Um. Thank you.”
“Is he okay?” he asks instead of a you’re welcome. 
I don’t have to ask who he’s referring to. “He’ll be fine. He’s strong.”
“Just because he’s strong doesn’t mean I like that he has to be.” 
I narrow my eyes, recalling the way I had yelled at him last night. I remember Jake’s promise that Maison would never hurt me, feeling brave again. “Maybe he wouldn’t have to be so strong if you just let him breathe.”
“I’m not the villain here, Casey.”
“Neither is Travis.”
We hold each other’s gazes for a long time before Nolan clears his throat loudly and says, “Oh, wow, look at the time. Maison, I think the laundry needs to be switched, yeah?”
Maison’s eyes linger on me for another second before tearing away to focus on Nolan. His entire body softens the moment he sees the young man. Even his lips curl toward a smile. “Yeah. I’ll go switch it. Don’t do the garlic yet though. You promised to show me how the fuck you mince it, remember?”
Nolan nearly beams, his cheeks a subtle pink. “No mincing without you. Promise.”
The moment Maison has disappeared around the corner, I lean my chin on my fist and smirk. Nolan shakes his head. “Don’t start.”
“I said nothing.”
“Your face said plenty.” Nolan sighs, turning his back to me so he can slice a lemon. “I’m worried about them.”
Figuring I should go easy on my only other friend, I allow the obvious change of subject. “They’ll be okay, I think. Brothers fight.”
“But they have two hugely different perspectives and I don’t think they’ll ever be able to see each other’s.”
“I don’t know. I think they have the same exact perspective, just different goals.”
Nolan turns, frowning. “How do you mean?”
“I think they both blame Maison. Them talking it out will give Maison a chance to make amends, to ease his own guilt. But them talking it out will also steal away the safety Carter feels by blaming Maison. Because once Carter can’t blame Maison, who is there to blame?”
“How about the sick fucks who kidnapped all of us? Who sold us like livestock? Or the other assholes who touched him during his time being owned by Travis?”
“But that’s not what Carter struggles with. He struggles with the person this experience has forced him to become. The way his mind has changed. The parts of himself he’s lost. And that could have been avoided if Maison would have let Travis tell Carter the truth from the start.” I shrug, knowing I’m unfairly biased. Especially since I don’t know Maison’s side of things. But since Nolan probably does know Maison’s side, maybe sharing Carter’s side with him will be more productive. “When Carter forgives Maison - and I do think he will, when he’s ready - it'll be because he's accepted who he is now. It'll be because he's happy despite what he’s been through. Maison should stop rushing him. Carter isn't there yet. He's not ready.” 
Nolan seems to ponder this, his gaze distant as he stares at my coffee mug. “I wonder-” but his wondering is interrupted by a raised voice coming from the laundry room.  
“Fucking talk to me, Carter!” Nolan and I both tense, our shoulders going up to our ears. Then something slams - a hand against something, maybe? - and Nolan immediately reacts, hitting the floor and curling into a ball, hands over his head. I don’t know why I don’t react the same. Maybe because it’s easier for me to focus on helping others than focus on myself. 
Instead of hiding, I find myself walking toward the noise, determined to find my best friend and help him. 
He's around the corner in the laundry room, settled on his knees on the floor, Maison hovering over him with a heaving chest and panicked eyes. It’s easy enough to figure out what happened. Maison got upset, yelled, and hit something. It scared Carter and sent him to his knees, a reaction that’s been drilled into all of us. 
“Please get up,” Maison begs, sounding like he might cry. “I didn’t mean - I would never-”
“I know,” Carter whispers, pressing his hands against his face. “Fuck, I know. I didn’t mean to.”
“Carter, I-”
“Hey, what’s going on here?” I step out of the way at the sound of Jake’s voice, watching as he hurries over to Carter. Carter’s body heaves like he’s fighting a sob. 
Maison tries to explain, sounding distraught. “I yelled and hit the machine. I - fuck, I scared him.”
“Yeah, we all heard that, asshole,” Jake growls, shooting Maison a look before crouching down beside Carter and placing a hand on his back. He runs the hand up to cup the back of Carter’s neck, his fingers squeezing gently. My gut twists with something strangely close to jealousy. I know exactly how it feels to have him do that. “You okay, little one?”
It’s like someone reaches inside of my chest, digging their nails into my heart and pulling. The pain steals my breath. I grip the doorframe to keep from falling to my knees.  
Little one. 
I… thought that was just for me. 
I thought I was his little one. 
God, I’m so fucking stupid. 
I barely hear Jake as he tries getting Carter out of the slave mindset, my eyes locked on the way he’s massaging the back of Carter’s neck, the way he’s murmuring in his ear, the soft, encouraging smile he’s giving him. 
When I feel the first tear fall down my cheek, I back out of the room and move around the corner. I want to stay near, worried about my friend, but I don’t want him - or, even worse, Jake - to see me crying.
After a few moments, Carter and Jake are coming around the corner. I focus on my friend, knowing it’s not his fault my heart just got shattered. “Carter? Are you okay?”
Carter doesn’t answer, but Jake does. “He’ll be alright.” Jake’s steps stutter as our eyes meet. “Casey? Are you-?”
“Go,” I whisper, my eyes going back to Carter. “Take care of him.”
Jake hesitates, but then listens, his arm wrapped tightly around Carter as he guides him away from me and toward his room. He’s murmuring to him again, his lips nearly brushing the shell of Carter’s ear. Maison walks past me right after, not even looking at me. I swallow the second wave of emotion threatening to overwhelm me and decide to go to the kitchen instead of following them. 
Carter is their priority. I get that. He’s mine too, really. But since they have him handled, I should check on Nolan. I’ve always been better at that, anyway. Taking care of others. 
It’s a hell of a lot easier than taking care of myself. 
[image: image-placeholder]Carter doesn’t seem to come up for air the rest of the time Travis is gone. I leave him food and bottles of water outside his door from time to time, knocking to let him know they’re there before telling him I’ll give him space, so he’s not worried I’ll be waiting for him when he opens the door. I get a little closer to the other survivors - partly because it helps to focus on them instead of the mass of emotions pressing down on my chest, and partly because Jake leaves me alone whenever he sees me with one and I’ve been avoiding Jake like it’s an Olympic sport. 
That’s why I almost don’t answer my door when someone knocks on it in the morning, figuring it’s Jake. He had asked if I wanted to sleep in his room last night and I had turned him down. He had asked if I wanted him to come to mine instead, and I’d done the same. If it bothered him that I didn’t even meet his eyes the whole time, he didn’t say anything, just quietly telling me he was there if I changed my mind. The issue is that every time that I see him, his voice saying little one to Carter echoes in my ears, taunting me. Maybe DuGray was right. I’m not special. I’m not worthy of being loved or cared for. It won’t be me and Jake forever. It’ll be Jake doing his job and me being all alone. 
Which I can handle, I think. As long as I don’t have to look at Jake. Or hear Jake. Or smell Jake. Or think about Jake. 
So, I almost don’t answer the door, for obvious reasons. But then the watery voice of my best friend calls, “Casey?” and I’m up on my feet. I quickly gather all of my blankets and pillows off the floor, tossing them onto the mattress before he can see that I’m so fucked up I can’t sleep on my own bed. Then I tug the door open and give him a carefully constructed smile. 
He bursts into tears, his body falling forward for me to catch. I wrap him up in my arms, startled but going with it. 
“What’s wrong?” I ask, leading him into my room and sitting him on the bed beside me. 
He leans against me as he blurts out an information overload. I try to piece together the nonlinear events, learning that Mica is dead, Travis is back, they spent the night together, and Carter has decided he wants to leave the safehouse. He and Travis want to choose each other because they want each other, not because they feel like they need each other. To be able to do that, they need space. 
Travis is encouraging him to go off and become the new version of himself without Travis, so that if they do end up together again, Carter will be his own person. Carter cries harder at that, but I think it’s actually a pretty smart idea. I saw the way Carter was the last two times Travis left. If they’re ever going to be healthy together, Carter has to be able to stand on his own first. 
I can feel him wavering by the time he’s done crying, not so sure if leaving is the right move anymore. But I think it is. And I think maybe I know how to help both of us. He needs someone to do this with him - someone that’s not Travis - and I need to find a desire to live that isn’t linked to Jake. 
I wrap my arms around my best friend again, making my decision. “I’ll come with you.”




Chapter Twenty-Eight

Jake


“No.” 
Travis and Carter exchange a look before Travis carefully tells me, “It’s not exactly your choice.”
“No,” I repeat. Then, “Where is he?” 
“He’s talking to Ace about getting his fake ID and stuff,” Carter informs me. 
I push past the two of them, my hands shaking at my sides as I storm through the house toward Ace’s office. I can hear Travis and Carter behind me, Travis saying something about choices and respecting them. I ignore him. Just because he’s willing to risk losing his boy doesn’t mean I’m willing to risk losing mine. 
Ace’s office door is locked. I growl, too upset to bother with unlocking it myself. I just pound my fist against the door and bark for him to open up. Travis puts a hand on my shoulder, but I shrug him off and shoot him a glare that actually makes him step back. 
The door opens, Ace standing there with Casey hovering behind him. Casey’s eyebrows pull in when he sees me, like he’s confused why I’m upset. How could he possibly be confused? How could he possibly think it’s a good idea to leave?
“I need to talk to you,” I tell him, ignoring everyone else. 
Casey swallows hard, his eyes darting around before settling on the floor. “There’s nothing to say.”
“I. Need. To. Talk. To. You,” I say, each word sharp and desperate. “Please.”
“You don’t have to,” Carter says from behind me. 
“No, you don’t,” I agree. I give him a pleading look, my heart racing. “But… please.”
Casey nods slowly. “Okay. But not here.”
“No. Not here.” I nod my head in the direction of my room. He nods, stepping past Ace and falling into step beside me. My hands won’t stop shaking, so I clench them into fists. There are a million things I want to say, but none of them feel right. How am I going to fix this?
The moment we’re inside my room, a jumble of words spill out, none of them what I planned. “You can’t go. You’re not - this isn’t - you can’t do this. Don’t do this. After what you told me? After - I mean, you can’t even - no. No, you are not going, Casey. No.”
He arches an eyebrow at me, surprisingly confident. “You are most certainly not the boss of me, Jake. You don’t get to say no.”
“I’m not saying. I’m fucking begging.” I step toward him, but he steps back and crosses his arms over his chest. It feels like an entire chasm opens up between us, threatening to swallow me whole. It sucks the oxygen from my lungs, panic replacing it. “Casey, please. I don’t know what happened. I don’t know why all of a sudden you started avoiding me again and not letting me sleep in your room. I don’t know why you haven’t been to the pool or why you’ve avoided meals or why I never find you alone anymore. I don’t know what I did to push you away. But please. Please let me fix it, little one.”
“Don’t call me that,” he mutters, his eyes squeezing shut. “Please.”
The request throws me off completely. “I thought you liked it...”
“Not anymore.” He turns his back to me. I’d be happy that he trusts me enough to do that if my heart wasn’t on the verge of fucking breaking. “I’m going. I want to go, Jake.”
“You just told me a few nights ago that you’re suicidal.”
“And I also promised to tell you before I did anything about it. I’ll keep that promise.”
“But-” I rub at the back of my neck, searching desperately for the right thing to say to get him to stay. “Casey, please. You’re not ready.”
He turns back to look at me, eyes sharp and angry. “You don’t get to decide that.”
“You can’t even shower. You can’t-"
“Don’t.” He shakes his head. “Don’t throw all of that in my face. That’s - don’t you do that to me. I trusted you with those secrets.”
“I don't understand what changed," I whisper. "We agreed to stick together. Remember? So… what changed, lit - Casey? What did I do?” 
His expression twists with guilt. “It’s not about you.”
I try to swallow, but it feels like my throat has closed up too tight to allow it. I make a choked sound instead. He flinches at the noise before taking a careful step forward. “Jake…”
“No. I get it,” I say, my voice awful and gravelly. “You’re right. This is about you, not me. I’m being selfish right now.”
He frowns. “Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why are you being selfish? Why do you even care?”
This again? I try to remain patient, knowing DuGray really fucked him up. Knowing he might need to hear it over and over before he believes it. “Because I care about you, Casey.”
“You care about all of us.”
“Well, yes, but-”
“Is it just me and Carter that you call little one?” he asks, his voice shaking. He finally looks up at me again, hurt in his eyes. “Or did you call the guys you used in the compound that too?”
My stomach clenches as it dawns on me. That’s what did this. I called Carter little one in the laundry room, stepping in as a caretaker since Travis wasn’t here and Maison couldn’t. I had seen Casey crying outside the room, but I had figured the tears were for his friend. But that’s when he started avoiding me again, wasn’t it? I lost his trust. I made him feel like just another survivor. I made him feel like he’s not my priority after all. 
“Casey-”
“Don’t lie,” he begs. “Just tell me the truth.” 
But the truth will sound so fucking bad. 
“Yes.” I have to suck in a breath at the way his face twists in pain. When he doesn’t speak, I force myself to continue. To try to explain. “It’s always been my preferred term of endearment. But it’s different with you, Case. I don’t know how to explain it, but it’s different. They were just… little one. You’re my little one. My little fish, remember? There’s a difference.”
He drops his gaze, his feet shuffling in place. He doesn't believe me. “I still need to go.”
“Casey…”
“I can do this, okay?” He lifts his chin, giving me a look that’s surprisingly confident and determined. My chest fills with pride, even as my heart starts to splinter. “This is what I’m good at. Taking care of others. It’s how I kept it together before I was sold. I made sure the others in the cell got food and water and rest. I gave them advice on what to do after they were bought to get their best chances at survival. I played little games with the kids and I put myself in front of the others when the guards came to pick someone to bring to their sick fucking playroom. I can barely fucking function these days, but I can do this. I can take care of Carter. I can be there for him while he recovers. And maybe - maybe I’ll recover too. Maybe it’s exactly what I need.”
It’s not. 
It’s not what you need at all. 
But that’s not my place to say, is it?
Fuck. 
“Can we… compromise?” 
He tilts his head, seeming to consider it. “And what would that be?”
“When a survivor leaves the safehouse, they’re not allowed to ever come back. They’re not even told where it is, so they can’t find it again if they try. But we’ll tweak the rules here so you and Carter can come back. There has to be a way to make it allowed. And then you can come here once a week? For group therapy? You like group, right?” He nods slowly. “So, group therapy once a week here. And you should keep doing therapy over the phone too, group and one-on-one. It’s good for you.”
“I agree. I already decided to keep seeing Dr. Singh. Carter hates him, but I think maybe he… helps. A little.”
“And check-ins. I need you or Carter to do daily check-ins, so we know you’re okay. I’ll make sure Ace gets you both phones. And I’ll give you my number so we can text and call whenever you need.”
His lips twitch toward a smile. “Okay.”
“Okay.” I take a deep breath, trying to pretend like it’s okay even when it’s not fucking okay at all. “And… one last thing?”
“It depends…”
“Promise me again that you’ll tell me before you do anything.”
He swallows hard, but his eyes don’t dart away and he doesn’t hesitate for long. “I promise.”
It’s not enough. Not nearly enough. 
But it has to be. 





Chapter Twenty-Nine

Casey


The house seems split on me and Carter’s choice to leave. Maison is positively thrilled. Ace is excited for us. So is Bryce. Nolan is… skeptical. Matt stares at us with wide eyes, his muteness somehow feeling even worse than usual. Dr. Singh frowns, but says he’ll be there for us no matter what we choose to do. Jake watches my every move like a hawk as if he’s waiting for me to change my mind. Travis can’t even look at Carter.  
By the time we’re set to leave, I’m having major doubts. Part of me is hoping when Carter goes off to his room and Travis follows after him that they’ll come back with an announcement that Carter changed his mind. That’s not what happens, though. Carter shows up with his stuffed moose tight in his hand and red rimmed eyes, his smile watery as he focuses it on me. “Ready?”
No. No, I don’t think I am. 
“Ready.”
Maison and Jake are helping us move, Travis staying behind with everyone else. We’re taking two cars so they have one to drive back to the safehouse and we have one with us in the small college town we’re settling in 70 miles away from here. I ask Carter if Jake and I can drive together, even though it means he has to drive with his brother who he’s still not on great terms with. He indulges me. I feel a little guilty about it, but not too much. He and Maison really need to start working on their relationship if Carter is ever going to be able to let go of things and move on. 
I can feel Jake’s eyes on me every so often as we drive, just little glances as the vehicle winds through the heavily wooded area the safehouse is hidden in. We’re ten minutes into the drive when he clears his throat and says, “Carter mentioned you wanted to drive with me?” 
“Oh. Um. Yeah.” I pick an imaginary fuzzy off my leg. “I guess I wasn’t ready to say goodbye yet.” 
“You don’t have to, you know. Say goodbye, I mean. You could come back with me.”
I look out the window, studying the trees as we pass them. The leaves should be changing color any day now. I’ve always loved autumn. 
“Sorry,” he murmurs. “I promised myself I wouldn’t try talking you out of this.”
“It’s okay.” 
“You got your phone from Ace?” 
“Yeah. And your number. And Travis’s. And Maison’s. And Ace’s.”
“Good.” He clears his throat. “I want you to call me anytime. Any hour of the day or night, Case. Let me be the one you call, okay?”
My chest goes tight. Why? Because I’m as special as you say? Or because you feel fucking guilty that I caught you in a lie?
I’m not sure if I want to know the answer. “Okay.”
We don’t talk after that, but the heaviness in the air between us makes it pretty obvious there’s a whole lot the both of us would still like to say. 
I can’t decide if I’m relieved or disappointed when we pull up to the address Ace gave us for the apartment he leased in our new names. Jake parks on the street and looks at the brick building where I’m about to live with my best friend. I should feel excited about that, right?
Jake gives me a tight smile. "Let's go check it out. I bet it's great." 
It's not exactly great. It's cramped and musty with a broken fridge and a toilet that tilts to one side. But we each have a room and there's a shower-tub combo, so I won't have to shower, and it's ours. 
"Well," Maison says, taking it all in. "It's…"
"Perfect," Carter finishes for him, even though I don't think that's what Maison had in mind. 
I can feel the excitement coming off my best friend in waves. He's practically bouncing with it. I force a smile and echo him. "Perfect." 
Jake eyes me. I quickly look away before he can see right through my bullshit. 
"It'll be better when the furniture we got you guys is delivered," Jake finally says. I can hear the frown in his voice. The worry. 
Carter agrees with them, deciding to leave them behind while the two of us go shopping for the essentials. He doesn't ask me if I'm ready to go to a store, but he seems ready, so I put on a brave face and ignore Jake's stare as Carter pulls me out the door. 
We accidentally run a stop sign, a car honking at us. Carter puts a hand over his mouth and giggles. "Whoops. Forgot about those."
I laugh a little too, mostly at how fucking ridiculous it is that we could forget about stop signs. It's safer to laugh about it. Otherwise, it's just really fucking depressing.
"Oh, sweet! A Target!" 
He's out of the car before he even turns it off. I sigh, turning the keys in the engine and pocketing them. Thank god I came with him. I might be an emotional wreck, but this guy is a damn wrecking ball. 
His idea of essentials is bedding and decorations. I have to remind him we need food and dishes and soap and toilet paper. He looks a little crestfallen, but then takes the reality check in stride. 
It's when we're halfway through the cereal aisle, debating the merits of Frosted Flakes versus Cocoa Puffs that it hits me. This is it. It's fucking terrifying and I want to crawl out of my skin and every time someone looks at me I want to run until I can't breathe, but we did it. "Oh my god."
Carter startles, his box of Frosted Flakes almost falling out of his hand. "What?"
"We did it." I grin, but it feels sticky. It feels wrong. This all feels wrong. "We… won."
Just like we promised Elliot all those months ago in the cell before we were sold. 
Just like we promised each other. 
Is this winning? I don't know if I like it. 
"Not quite yet," Carter says. It's a fucking relief, air filling my lungs. He feels it too. It's not just me. "But we will."
[image: image-placeholder]Jake and Maison leave around midnight, after Carter practically kicks them out. We have to promise a final time to not forget to do check-ins before they finally go, Jake's eyes lingering on me as Maison gives Carter a hug that Carter surprisingly returns in full. He explains after that they tentatively made up in the car on the way here. I fake a smile and tell him I'm glad, trying not to think about how I had wanted to fix things with Jake on the ride too and failed miserably. 
He's giddy with excitement and I'm vibrating with anxiety cleverly disguised as excitement, so we split a bottle of wine and talk for a while before finally splitting ways to our separate bedrooms. 
I had picked out a bedding set that matched the color of Jake's eyes, not caring how pathetic that makes me. I drag everything off the bed, making a nest on the floor just like I would at the safehouse, then dig in the one box I have for my dolphin. I stop when I see a familiar ball of gray fabric. My eyes fill as I carefully remove the sweatshirt with shaking hands, letting it unravel until I can see the word ARMY written across the chest. It had felt wrong to take it with me, so I'd snuck it into Jake's room while he was busy and left it folded on his bed. I don't know when he managed to slip it into the box, but I'm thankful for it. Putting it on feels like the closest thing to comfort I've had all day.
Now wrapped in his sweatshirt, I grab my dolphin and curl up in the blanket pile. I stare at the wall closest to me, too afraid to even close my eyes. 
It's not long before I hear the screams. They're horrific. Familiar. The product of a nightmare - Carter's, not mine. My heart aches as I sit up, wondering if I should go wake him. The decision is taken out of my hands when the screams abruptly cut off with a sharp, "Travis!" followed quickly by the sound of his bedroom door opening. I practically dive onto the bed, only bringing half of the blankets and one pillow with me. I'm just lying down when he opens the door and croaks out my name. 
He climbs in beside me, and the anxiety itching along my skin from being on a bed starts to fade. It's not as good as when Jake is on one with me, but it's better at least. Enough for me to be able to stay put. 
What helps most is the reminder that this is why I came. To be here for Carter. 
I rest my head on his chest after he's calmed down, deciding he needs a plan. A way to move forward. "You need goals."
"Goals?" he asks with a laugh. "Like what?"
"I don't know. To… be okay again, I guess. Or to just be. It'll help to have concrete things to focus your energy on."
It sounds good, at least. Kind of like Dr. Singh's assignment of doing one thing to make us happy after every group therapy session. That assignment is why I went outside for the first time. Why I befriended Nolan. Why I let myself sleep on the floor without guilt. He needs a list of things to do. Or to at least try to do. Maybe it’ll help.  
"Will you help me?" he whispers. "Make a list, I mean?"
"Of course."
I wait for him to ask if I want to make one too. If I'd like his help with it. But he doesn't. 
Maybe he understands that my only goal right now is to keep waking up in the morning. Anything else is too much. 
We start a list the next morning. It's easy enough - he has his college class Ace helped him sign up for that starts soon, so he needs textbooks. We name the whole project Operation Freedom, writing the list on a piece of paper we stick to the fridge. 
Anytime we sit down to eat at our little table, we think of ideas. We tend to get distracted more often than not, but that's okay. It's nice talking to him. Sometimes we don't just forget the list. Sometimes we forget everything. We forget our reality. 
Sometimes we fall into this moment in time where we're just two best friends in a shitty apartment, living life. But it never lasts. Something always reminds us. 
Still, we manage a decent enough list on our first day of brainstorming. Then I spend that night awake at our table with a bottle of tequila and an unanswered text from Jake that reads: I’m worried about you, Case. Give me a call?
I don’t give him a call. 
But I do drink way too much tequila and stare at the list for a long time. 
Operation Freedom
Buy textbooks
For the college class he’s going to take so he can learn about Shakespeare or some shit while I try to learn how to be a human being again. 
Find a job
Just for fun and to get out in the world, since we have plenty of money from an unknown source I didn’t want to ask any questions about. 
Make a new friend
Because it’s a good idea, and because I’m not nearly enough for him, even if he pretends that I am. 
Go drinking at a college bar
Since that’s what college kids our age do and at least one of us has hope of being that kind of carefree person again. 
Read a book just for fun
Because Carter is a fucking nerd. 
I take two more swigs of the tequila, letting the liquid burn its way through me as it chases away all of the self-hatred and disgust brewing in my veins. Then I stand and add a new item to the list. One that Carter deserves to explore. I might be broken, but he probably isn’t. It’s time for him to find out. 
Have sex.
[image: image-placeholder]Carter is oblivious to both my hangover and the new addition to the list as he starts making himself breakfast the following morning. I know the moment he sees it, even though my back is to him while I pour coffee into the biggest mug we have. I can hear it in his voice when he asks, “Uh… Casey?”
“Yeah?”
“You added something to my list, I see.”
“Just an idea. You know - when you’re ready.” I fill my mug until it’s nearly overflowing, wishing I had the kind of alcohol here that would go well in coffee. I doubt the taste of coffee mixed with tequila or wine would be worth the buzz. “You can remove it, if you want.”
We wrote the list in pencil after all. 
He doesn’t say anything until we’re both seated at the table, him with cereal and coffee, me with just the coffee. If he notices I haven’t been eating, he doesn’t point it out. He looks upset, not meeting my eyes while fidgeting with his spoon. I stare into the black of my coffee, throat tight. I thought it was a good idea. “Are you mad at me for adding it?”
“What? No. Of course not. It’s not that.”
“Then why are you all quiet now?” I ask, hating that my eyes are burning with tears. I’ve been an emotional mess the past few days. I refuse to acknowledge that it coincides with leaving the safehouse. Leaving Jake. “Please don’t be mad at me, Carter. Please.”
He sinks lower in his seat, his teeth nibbling on his bottom lip. “I… had sex. With Travis. Before coming here. Remember when we talked about sex that one day? And we were wondering if either of us could enjoy it? I wanted to find out, so – so I slept with Travis. I guess I felt guilty, so I didn’t tell you, but now it’s part of Operation Freedom and… yeah.”
Felt guilty. 
So… it must have been a success. Far from my own experience – where I needed to think of Jake just to get hard, then threw up from a massive panic attack before I could reach completion. 
I ask, hating myself for hoping I’m wrong. For hoping his experience was just as terrible as my own feeble attempt at something sexual. 
But it wasn’t. He says it went well. 
“Oh.” I take a deep breath, steadying myself. It’s okay. You knew you were broken. This isn’t a new development. It’s good Carter isn’t broken too. It’s better this way. 
With a new attitude, I decide to be a good friend by helping him take the next logical step. “Maybe you should try with a stranger now. I mean, you and Travis aren’t together anymore, right? You need to see if you can be with someone like that. Someone… else?”
Carter blinks. “Oh…” His eyes linger on the list. Just as I’m about to take it back and tell him not to worry about it, he nods and says. “Sure. Yeah.” 
“Then we’ll keep it on the list?” I ask carefully, not even sure how I feel about this anymore. Is it really safe for him to be hooking up with strangers? Is rape like lighting? Does it only strike the same person once?
“Yeah,” Carter says, sounding just as unsure as me. “We’ll… keep it.”
“Okay.” 
“Not yet, though,” he says quickly, looking a little panicked. “I’m not ready for that.”
I nearly laugh in relief, nodding. I’d probably never forgive myself if something bad happened to him after I added that to the list. “We’ll start with textbooks and job searching then.” 
He takes the new plan in stride, much more positive about the whole thing now that sex with a stranger has been momentarily sidelined. He finishes his cereal and coffee and offers to bring me along while he starts to tackle his list. I tell him I didn’t sleep well and need to nap. He gives me a smile that’s tight with worry and tells me to call him if I change my mind. 
The moment he’s gone, I recreate my nest on my bedroom floor and barricade my door that doesn’t lock so Carter won’t come in and catch me that way. Then I curl up with my dolphin and my phone that now has a second unanswered text: Carter did the check-in last night. Can you do it tonight so we can talk?
I stare at the bedroom wall. It feels like it's getting closer. Like they're all getting closer. 
“They’re not,” I tell myself, curling further in on myself. “They’re not fucking moving.”
But they are. In my head, they’re moving. They’re trying to collapse on top of me. Trying to suffocate me. My head spins. My lungs ache. I squeeze my dolphin, trying to ground myself. 
It feels like I’m inhabited by the living, breathing demon of my anxiety. 
I'm worried it might kill me. 
Would it be so terrible if I let it?
[image: image-placeholder]Carter gets his textbooks and a job at a college bar nearby. 
After his first shift, he’s made not just one new friend, but two. He comes home bubbly and smiling, talking a mile a minute as he sheds his clothes that smell like fried food and booze. He doesn’t seem to notice that I’m in the same clothes I’ve been wearing the past two days. Or that I’m cradling a tequila bottle to my chest. Or that I’m not really able to follow all of his words because they’re sort of blurring together. I don’t blame him for not noticing. He’s just so happy. 
This is working for him. 
I’m so fucking glad it’s working for him. 
He asks me something, his blue eyes wide and hopeful, and I find myself agreeing to… come to his work tomorrow? To see him there?
"I'll give you free lunch," he says proudly. I don't mention that I'm not really into eating these days. "Can you stop at the store after though? We're out of pretty much everything." 
"Okay…"
“Wanna come into the bathroom while I shower?” Carter asks. “I want to tell you all about my night.”
I tighten my grip on the bottle in my hand, trying to think of an excuse with my tequila-fogged brain. I can’t come up with one. So, I go with the truth. “Showers scare me.”
He pauses, his shoulders sagging and his smile slipping off his lips. Guilt stabs my chest. I hadn’t meant to steal his happiness. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know that.”
“It's fine." I eye my phone. It's been dead for a while now, Carter handling every check-in so far by calling Maison. I should charge it before tomorrow. Venturing out into the world on my own will definitely require a cell phone. "I'm actually going to sleep. I'm tired."
"Oh, no problem. I'll probably crash pretty hard too. Night, Case."
"Night." 
[image: image-placeholder]Despite only being early afternoon, the pub is loud with music and conversation. It’s dim, shadows moving around in the corners. My skin crawls as I force myself to put one foot in front of the other until I reach the bar. A red headed man with freckles and a wide smile greets me. “What can I get ya?” 
“Oh. Um.” I scan the surrounding area, stomach twisting when I realize Carter is nowhere in sight. “Is - is Carter here?”
“Yeah! One second.” The guy shoots me a playful wink before ducking through an opening that - from the sounds of it - leads to the small kitchen. That wink would have been plenty for me to go off of last year. The game would have been on. I wouldn’t be standing here trying not to hyperventilate or hide under the bar, I’d be standing here coming up with a good pick up line. Maybe I’d give him my number. Maybe I’d just ask what time he gets off and meet him after. Hell, if it was just a quick itch I was hoping to scratch, I’d ask him if he wants to spend some quality time together on his next break. 
Will I ever get back to that version of myself?
Carter pops through the opening with a towel slung over his shoulder. He grins when he sees me. “You came!”
“I came,” I agree, still not sure why in the world I thought I could do this. I fight the urge to glance over my shoulder to see if there’s danger lurking. It wouldn’t matter anyway. If there is danger, it won’t be something I can see. It’ll just come out of nowhere. Just like my kidnappers had. One second, life was normal. The next, I was… owned. 
The thought makes the panic brewing inside of me flare into a storm. My knees wobble, a stool thankfully close enough for me to fall onto. 
“Do you want a drink?” Carter asks. “Or food?”
“Tequila,” I say immediately. 
Carter’s brows pull in. “Let’s make it a tequila sunrise, yeah? It’s a little early to be hitting the hard stuff, Case.” 
I want to tell him to fuck off. Instead, I paste on a sticky smile. “You’re right. That sounds great.”
“I’ll get it,” the red head says, his smile flirty as his eyes trail over my body. I wore jeans and a sweatshirt today, so he probably can’t tell that my broad frame is just an illusion. “You must be Casey? Carter’s roommate?” 
I nearly laugh. It sounds so ridiculously… normal. “That’s me.”
“I’m Eric. I’ve been training this goof.” He offers me a hand as he sets my tequila sunrise down. I stare at it. Slaves don’t shake hands. Heat crawls up my throat and across my cheeks as I shove the thought away, pissed at my head for even allowing such bullshit to still be there. 
My hand trembles when I grab his, but he’s kind enough not to point it out. “Nice to meet you,” I mumble. 
“You too.” 
Carter grins at me, completely oblivious to my discomfort. “Isn’t the place great? I love the ambience. It makes me feel…” He pauses to glance at Eric, who is further down the bar helping a new customer, then looks back at me to finish his thought. “Normal.”
I nod as if I agree and drain half my drink. 
“Maybe you can work here. When you’re ready.”
It takes a lot of effort to swallow my scoff. I can’t shower, Carter, I want to tell him. I can’t sleep in a bed. I can barely stomach food. Right now I want to curl up in a ball beneath the bar and hide away forever. I’m not going to be ready anytime soon. I might not be ready… ever. 
But that would break his heart, and I can’t break his heart. Not when he looks so fucking happy. So I smile and nod again. I take another drink. I pretend like I’m not crawling out of my skin. I pretend like I can breathe just fine. I pretend like I’m not wondering if killing myself would be the right thing to do so my best friend can move on without having to worry about me. 
Carter smiles so much here. He laughs. Eric pokes at him and he doesn’t tense or get weird, he just pokes him right back. They bond over their taste in hot guys - both of them twinks who like slightly older men who can throw them around a little. I nearly gape at Carter. Sure, I know Travis is strong enough to throw him around - I’ve seen it - but for him to so casually toss that out there like it’s a joke? Like it’s something he’d… want? 
My stomach bubbles with heat and acid, bile burning the back of my throat. 
When I eventually tell him I’m going to go grocery shopping, he just smiles wider and thanks me for coming. “I’m glad you came. It’s fun here, right?” he asks, waving me off when I try to pay for the drink that wasn’t nearly enough alcohol to make this experience anything close to fun. 
“Fun,” I agree, not bothering to smile since he’s already eyeing the next customer he needs to serve. 
I’m out the door without a goodbye. He doesn’t seem to notice. And I don’t blame him. Truly, I don’t. It’s not his fault I’ve gotten so good at pretending. It’s not his fault that he’s doing so much better than me. 
The grocery store is just around the corner. There’s no one on the street the whole way there, which should be nice after being forced to spend time in a too-busy place where I couldn’t keep my eyes on every possible threat at once. Instead, I find myself thinking about how if a van came up beside me and a man popped out to grab me, no one would be around. Just like no one was around the night I was taken. 
I don’t even realize I’m at the store until a man smiles at me and says, “Welcome to Town Market!” 
Did I walk through a door? I look over my shoulder, startled to find that I walked through not one but two sets of doors. Sure, they’re automatic ones that slide open for you, but still… 
I should probably pay better attention, right?
Or would it just be easier if someone grabbed me and returned me to slavery? Is that where I belong now? Is that what I am?
I grip the handle of my basket like a lifeline, a buzzing starting in my ears that I’m pretty sure isn’t real. The lights in here are too bright - like the bathroom Master used to bring me to when it was time to get sprayed down with the hose and scrubbed with the sponge that made me bleed. 
No, not Master, I remind myself. DuGray. 
I don’t have a master. 
I. Am. Not. A. Slave. 
When will I start feeling like it?
I passed the cereal aisle. I need to go back. I turn around and start over, shaking my head to try and get myself to concentrate. I’m not grabbing much, just enough to keep us fed until Carter can do the shopping instead. I think he has tomorrow off. So, really, I should be good with cereal and milk and maybe some protein bars. Bread too. I’ll grab bread. I think we still have peanut butter. 
Feeling good about this decision, I hit the cereal aisle first. I grab a family-sized box of Frosted Flakes, smiling to myself a little at the thought of Carter and I being a family. The next aisle over is bread. I grab the kind I know Carter likes best - white, not wheat. 
My stomach flutters. I’m doing it. I’m being a person. I’m grocery shopping all by myself after going to visit my friend at his work. 
Sure, it’s fucking awful and I can’t wait to be home, but still. 
I’m here. I’m free. I’m-
I run into something hard, my basket falling to the ground, my body starting to do the same before hands grab my elbows and hold me steady. “Woah there. Sorry about that. Wasn’t looking where I was going.”
The voice is warm and deep. The hands on my elbows are gentle. My heart kicks into overdrive as an expensive cologne fills my nose. Lavender and spices. I’d recognize it anywhere. It’s the same cologne DuGray wore. I’d smell it on his throat as he hovered over me. The scent of pain. The scent of misery. 
The scent of Master. 
How did I ever think I’d escape him?
Chapter Thirty
Jake
Travis is a fucking cheater. 
After spending nearly a week feeling like we're crawling out of our skin waiting to hear from the two men who insist on only speaking to Maison for check-ins, the fucking asshole cheats. He goes to Carter's work and spies on him. 
It's disgraceful. 
It's ridiculous. 
It's not fair. 
Why can't Casey be the one with a fucking job so I can spy on him?
The time away from Casey has made an aching chasm form in my chest, widening every hour that passes without me hearing from him. I’ve sent him two texts, keeping them short and friendly, lacking any pressure to respond if he doesn’t want to. And he hasn’t wanted to. My one missed phone call - sans voicemail because I didn’t have a good reason to call him and couldn’t think of anything good to say - has also gone unreturned. 
I’m in the middle of boring as fuck paperwork for an incident that happened last night with a security guard and a survivor - a complete misunderstanding, evidenced by the video camera that caught the whole thing, but still requiring an official note in the files - when my phone vibrates beside my hand. I go perfectly still, trying not to let my hopes surge. It could be Maison or Ace or Travis. It could be an auxiliary worker like Keats. It could even be the head of the organization, though that would mean I was in serious fucking trouble, so hopefully not. 
But it could also be Casey. 
I let my eyes fall to the screen, my breath catching in my chest at the name I find there: Casey. 
I nearly drop the phone in my haste to grab it. “Casey?”
"Um. I-" his voice cracks. 
I immediately stand, already looking around for my wallet and keys. "What's wrong, lit-” I stop myself, remembering the hurt in his expression when he’d asked me if I call everyone that. I swallow hard. “What’s wrong, Case? Talk to me."
"I - I'm sorry."
"Hey, shh. You don't have to be sorry. Can you tell me where you are? Can you do that for me?" 
"The b-bathroom." 
My mind races. Did he try to shower? Is he hurt? Is someone there? 
"At the apartment?" 
"No. The - the store." He tries to muffle a sob, but I hear it. "I don't know - I can't - I can't-"
"Are you safe?" I ask, cutting through his rising panic to get to the most important thing. 
He whimpers. "Y-yeah."
Relief floods my body, allowing me to breathe properly for the first time since hearing his voice. He’s not breathing well though. In fact, he sounds damn close to hyperventilating. 
"Good. That's good. Can you take a deep breath for me, Casey? Try to take a deep breath." I switch him to speaker and pull up the app Ace installed for all of us to track Casey’s and Carter's phones. He's at the small grocery store in the center of town, just a block from the apartment. His breathing is still erratic but improving. "You're doing so good, Case. Deep breaths. I'm on my way but I'm going to stay on the phone with you the whole time, okay?" 
"You d-don't have t-to come.”
"I'm coming, Casey. Do you want to stay there and wait for me, or do you want to try to walk home?” 
He gasps for breath. "I don't - I don't know." 
"That's okay. Just stay there. If you feel better, you can always walk home and I'll meet you there instead, okay?" 
"O-okay."
"What do you need from me?" I ask as I badge out of the safehouse. "Do you want to talk? Or just listen to me talk? I can play the radio? Or we can just be quiet together?" 
He sniffles. "A - a story?" 
I smile, my chest warm. "I can’t exactly read to you while driving, Case.”
“Then tell me one. Please?”
How could I possibly say no to such a beautifully heartbreaking request? 
“Okay. Let me think.” I climb into one of the secure vehicles and start the engine, setting my phone into the mount on the dash. With how fast I'm about to drive, I'm going to need both hands on the wheel. "There once was a super grumpy vampire-"
[image: image-placeholder]I find Casey curled up on the floor in the second stall of the store's bathroom. He's burrowed down in his sweatshirt - my sweatshirt, actually, and fuck do I like that - his messy hair and puffy, red eyes the only parts of his head I can see. I hang up the phone and squat down in front of him. He lifts his pretty blue eyes to look at me. I reward him with a soft smile and a stroke of my hand through his hair. "Hey you."
"Hi.” 
"Ready to go?" 
"Mhm." He wipes at his eyes with a sleeve-covered hand. "I was supposed to get food…"
"Don't worry about that. Let's just get you home. I'll handle the rest, okay?"
His shoulders sag in what I think is relief. 
“Okay.”
[image: image-placeholder]We don’t talk again until we’re back to the apartment he shares with Carter. I get him seated on the couch with a blanket before moving to make him some tea. All I find is cinnamon apple tea. I wrinkle my nose - who the fuck drinks tea like this? Where’s the peppermint or the chamomile or the lemon? Hell, where’s the simple black or green? But then I remember that Casey loves autumn and I smile a little. To my left, just beneath the cabinet with their coffee mugs, is a pumpkin cheesecake candle. And the blanket I had draped over him was a burnt orange. 
“Embracing autumn?” I ask him as I steep the tea. 
He makes a happy sort of humming sound despite how upset he still is, turning on the couch to smile over the back of it at me. “Isn’t it cozy?”
Cozy. 
Goddamn, he’s fucking adorable. 
“Very cozy.” I eye him, the blanket around his shoulders, his cheeks slightly flushed and damp with drying tears, his blue eyes glassy and bright. Beautiful. So unbelievably beautiful. 
God, I’ve missed him. 
"Do you want to talk about what happened?" I ask when the tea is finished, bringing him the steaming mug. 
He shakes his head as he accepts the drink. "Not yet…"
"That's okay. Let's put something on for us to watch then. We'll just relax."
"Nothing sad," he mumbles, bringing the mug to his mouth and softly blowing on it. 
I sit beside him, fully intending on cuddling the shit out of him if he'll let me. "Definitely nothing sad. Would you laugh at me if I put something animated on?" 
He smiles. It's a little wobbly and weak, but I'll take it. "That actually sounds kind of nice. But no sad ones. I don't wanna watch Mufasa die or something."
"Fair enough." I grab the remote but can't continue until I have him closer. "Can I hold you?"
His cheeks turn a delicious pink as he very obviously avoids my eyes. "In your lap?"
"Is that where you'd like to be?" 
He nods, his teeth catching his bottom lip. All of the daddy in me is begging to be let loose, but I rein it in. This has to be enough for me. "I'd love that. Come here." 
He scrambles into my lap, clumsy and adorable. I have to swallow an oof when his elbow catches my side, but it doesn't stop me from grinning like a total idiot as I feel him settle against my chest, his head tucked beneath my chin. He wiggles around a little more before sighing, his muscles going lax. 
"Better?" I whisper, wondering if he can hear my heart racing. 
"Better."
I pull up the streaming app Maison installed when we set up their TV their first night here, browsing the options in the kid's section. I realize as I'm scrolling that there are a lot of depressing ass kid movies. That's not going to help me take care of my little one at all. Rude. 
I smile when I see one I know is happy. No tragic death scenes. A good amount of humor. A great soundtrack. 
"This work?" I ask. 
Casey makes an adorable noise. "I used to love this movie! I had a Lightning McQueen bedroom that was the best."
Don't let the daddy out, Jake. Don't do it. He's not ready. He's not even yours. 
Contain. The. Inner. Daddy.
I put the movie on before grabbing a throw blanket and draping it over us so he's all cuddled up and warm as it starts. "Let me know if you need anything, little one."
"I have everything I need right here," he whispers. 
Fuck. 
Me and my inner daddy are in so much trouble…
[image: image-placeholder]Casey only lasts 20 minutes into the movie before he’s softly snoring. I carefully kick my feet up, lounging back so he’s not forced to sleep sitting up, and mute the TV. If I have to sit right here all night for him to get a good night’s sleep, that’s exactly what I’ll do. I’m not sure I even want to know how badly the boy has been sleeping lately. 
Carter comes home eventually, long after the movie has ended. He takes one look at us and seems to figure out the gist of what happened, flashing me a thankful smile before slipping off to his room. It's not long after that before Casey startles awake, fighting me for a moment before realizing my identity and relaxing again. 
"Sorry," he whispers, his voice sleep-soaked and ashamed. 
I'm not sure what he's apologizing for, but I know it doesn't matter. My response is the same regardless. "Don't be. You feeling any better?”
He shrugs noncommittally, tucking his head back under my chin to hide. I try not to frown in case he can hear it in my voice. “You should get some more sleep. Want me to bring you to your room?”
“Will you stay?” he whispers, his arms tightening around me. “It’s dark and - and the roads, you know? It wouldn’t be safe.”
I agree easily, thankful to have an excuse. “Yes. Of course. Let’s get you to bed, okay?”
“You’ll stay?” he asks again. He pulls back, looking at me with wide eyes, and clarifies, “In my bed with me?”
“Oh.” I swallow hard. That’s a bad idea, right? Probably? But… fuck I’ve missed him.  “Yeah, Case. I’ll stay with you.”
He manages a soft smile before stumbling off the couch and grabbing my hand, leading me to his room like I don’t already know which one he chose for himself. When he hesitates before opening the door, I squeeze his shoulder comfortingly and promise, “It’s okay if you’ve changed your mind. I can stay on the couch.” 
“No. It’s not that. It’s just-” He releases a shaky breath. “Don’t be mad, okay?”
My stomach dips. Why would I be mad?
And then I remember the last time we stood like this. The last time he begged me not to be mad. And I understand. Fuck.  
“You’re sleeping on the floor again.”
He nibbles on his bottom lip before opening the door, letting his room speak for itself. The pile of blankets and pillows is just as heartbreaking the second time around. And the dolphin nestled in the middle is… there are just no words for what that does to me. 
I rub the back of my neck. “Have you talked to Dr. Singh about this?”
His face reddens. “I haven’t exactly… talked to him.”
That makes me mad. “You what?”
“I’ve been meaning to…”
“Casey, that’s part of the fucking deal we made.”
His back straightens, his chin jutting up in false confidence. “I didn’t have to make that deal with you. Nothing is holding me to it. I - I’m allowed to be here if I want to be. You don’t get to make rules for me. You’re not my master.”
But I could be your daddy. 
And boy, would you be in so much fucking trouble right now if I was. 
I take a deep breath, reminding myself that recovery is a long road and I can’t rush him down it. He’s alive. That’s more than enough right now. 
“Well, I’m here tonight, so how about we move back to the bed, okay?”
“You still want to stay?” he asks, his confidence lost as he stares at me with wide blue eyes full of cautious hope. “You’re not too mad?”
“I’m not mad at all,” I promise him. “I’m worried. But I’m not going to nag you, and I’m definitely staying. As long as I’m still welcome?”
He blushes. “Always.”
“Okay.” I grab blankets and a pillow, nodding for him to grab the other pillow and his dolphin. We work quietly as we haphazardly make the bed and climb into the same sides we used to use before he left. "You know, I'm sure Carter would sleep with you if you asked. He might even be having a hard time too."
Casey scoffs. "Carter's doing fine. He thinks I'm doing fine. And I'm going to keep it that way."
"Casey-"
"We are going to keep it that way," he clarifies, shooting me an impressive look that leaves no room for argument. 
"Okay."
He strips to his underwear and crawls into the bed, his dolphin already tucked in the crook of one arm. He turns to his side as I join him. I mirror his position, bringing us face to face with only inches between us. 
"I've missed you," he admits in the quiet darkness. 
"I've missed you too, Case." I reach out to run a fingertip down the bridge of his nose. Something inside of me seems to sigh at the touch, like I've gained a piece of myself back with it. "Please don't keep ignoring my texts."
"I didn't want you to know that I'm failing."
His voice gives out at the last word, his eyes squeezing shut. I wrap an arm around him, pulling until he's tucked right up against me. When he hooks a leg over my hip to bring us even closer, I hide a smile in his hair and tighten my hold around him. "You're not failing. You're trying. And even if you decide you can't do this, even if you end up back at the house, it won't be because you've failed. It'll be because you're still trying. And there's nothing about that that makes you a failure, Casey." 
"Promise?"
"Promise."
His fingers grab my side, digging into my ribs. I put my hand over his, not to pull it away, but to hold it in place. He sags against me. “A guy ran into me. At the store, I mean. Or - or maybe I ran into him. I don’t know.” 
“Did it scare you? Were you hurt?”
“He-” Casey releases a shuddery breath whispering, “He smelled like… him.”
DuGray. 
Oh, sweet boy. 
"That must have been fucking awful. I’m sorry, Case.”
"It…" He trails off, his muscles jerking like they’re bracing for a fight. “I knew it wasn’t him. I knew it. But my body…”
“Your body didn’t believe you.”
His shoulders shake, the softest sound escaping him as he tries to swallow a sob. 
“Oh, Case.”  I run my hand along his back, trying to soothe him as he shudders with another barely contained sob. I press kisses to his temple and cheek, ignoring the salty tears I find along the way. “Is this the first time something like this has happened?”
“Kinda, yeah.” He sniffles. “My first time going anywhere without Carter, and I end up on a bathroom floor hyperventilating, calling you to come save me. Impressive, right?”
“I think your first time could have gone a hell of a lot worse, honestly. I’m proud of you for trying.”
“Yeah. Maybe.” His fingers tense, pressing almost painfully into my skin. “Maybe I’m just not ready yet.”
“It’s okay if you’re not. There’s no timeline for any of this.”
“It’s only been a week,” he adds, his fingers loosening as he starts to drag them along my skin. I tilt my chin to watch as he begins tracing the first head of my Cerberus tattoo. “It’ll get easier, right?” 
I stare at his trembling fingers, following their path along the sharp teeth and dripping blood. He still can’t shower. Can’t sleep in a bed. It’s easy to tell he’s lost weight since the safehouse just by looking at him. He can’t go out in public without panicking. Carter seems to barely be here. And don’t even get me fucking started on the four empty tequila bottles stashed halfway under his bed. 
I’m not at all convinced. 
“What if it doesn’t?” I ask him. Not because I want to be a dick, but because I need to fucking know. “What if it doesn’t get better, Case?” 
“Then I’ll - I’ll go back. To the house.” His fingers pause on the flames behind Cerberus. The exit from the Underworld. “But not yet.”
I want to throw him over my shoulder and bring him back to the safehouse. I want to sleep with him in my bed every night. I want to give him baths and bring him food and watch him swim endless laps in the pool. I want him to be mine to take care of. 
I want, I want, I want - but I can't. 
Not yet. 
“Okay,” I whisper, pressing a kiss to the top of his head. “Not yet.”
Chapter Thirty-one
Casey
The saga of Travis and Carter begins a new episode after Carter finds out Travis has been low-key stalking him at work. After a brutal argument in front of half the bar and Carter's new co-workers, Carter declares that he wants to start having sex. And not with Travis. 
I don't hear anything after that, so I figure he changed his mind once he cooled off. Which works for me. Him and Travis are kind of exhausting. I love him to death and really want him to be happy, but a tiny part of me dies every time he talks about his problems. He can't decide if he can have sex with men who aren't Travis. I haven't even been able to masturbate without panicking. He wants to find himself before he inevitably returns to the love of his life. I'm not even going to bother trying to find myself, I'd just like to find the will to live at this point. 
So, it probably makes me a bad friend that I'm glad he's taking a break from his drama, but I'm deciding to forgive myself. It's the least I can do. I can't sleep or eat and our stopper broke, so my baths are now me racing against only a few inches of cold water swirling down the drain. I can forgive myself for being over Travis and Carter, the Middle Years. 
Now that he's discovered how terrible I am at living on my own, there's no point avoiding Jake any longer. We text pretty much all hours of the day, as well as the night if he's pulling late-night guard duty. We talk on the phone whenever I'm finally ready to try and sleep in my floor-nest, his voice low and silky as he reads our book to me until I drift off, the line always still open when I wake again.
We eat one meal a day together on video call. Usually breakfast, since his days and evenings are pretty busy. Anytime I try to eat only cereal, he frowns at me and raises an eyebrow, and I hurry back and grab a protein bar or a fruit cup to accompany my sugary bowl of goodness. He told me good boy once and I had flushed bright red and spilled my juice all over the table. I don't blame him for not doing it since, but I would give just about anything to hear it anyway. 
I don't usually have much to talk about since I don't leave the apartment unless Carter drags me out - and even then, I spend the time locked in an anxiety spiral, barely registering what happens around me. He has plenty to tell me, though, filling me in on the latest safehouse gossip. It's never anything that's actually revealing - he doesn't tell me any of those personal moments that us survivors hate having witnesses for - but he has no qualms telling me all about the budding prank war between him and Ace, or the time Bryce tipped his kayak and squawked for help while Matt laughed his ass off in the kayak beside him, or how Nolan tried teaching Maison how to cook and Maison started a fire that required two fire extinguishers and completely ruined any chances of them enjoying barbeque ribs for dinner. It was 200 for 5 hours, not 500 for 2 hours! 
He also shares triumphs. Nolan giving him the middle finger without immediately locking up with fear after. Bryce making the entire table - survivors included - belly laugh with his startlingly accurate impersonation of Barack Obama. Matt using his first sign language word at dinner.  
Each one hurts to hear, but I try not to show it. What have I accomplished here? 
Nothing. 
Nothing at all. 
I feel like my dignity is hanging by a single thread when Carter comes home one night and announces that he's been having sex. It's not going well. Of course, his definition of not going well is awkward and fumbling encounters that leave him unsatisfied and missing Travis. No panic attacks or triggers or endless stretches of self-loathing. But we all recover at different speeds according to Jake, and I'm determined not to get jealous of Carter for being in turbo mode. At least… not too jealous. Not jealous enough to be a bad friend. 
I manage it somehow, even giving him some decent advice about exploring his kinks and trying to figure out what he wants with sex when Travis is out of the picture - since apparently he and Travis have rough, kinky sex even outside of their pretend roles at the compound. Does he like the sex with Travis because it's Travis? Because it's kinky? Both? I tell him he needs to find out. 
We dive into the world of BDSM together, trying to figure out how someone goes about exploring that world in a town like this. I last five minutes before making an excuse to walk away from the computer, fumbling in the kitchen as I make a pot of coffee like a sloth. The image of a man being whipped on a cross plays across my eyelids every time I blink. I keep my eyes open until they burn and fill with tears. 
Carter doesn’t seem to mind so much. He can apparently look past it since it’s all consensual. In fact, he seems to squirm and blush at some of the things he discovers along the way. Including some pictures on a local kink club’s online group that he gets accepted to after answering a few simple questions and agreeing to their rules. The club is having an event in a town nearby. 
He wants to go. 
I swallow my overwhelming fear and tell him I’ll come with him. 
Carter comes out dressed and ready to go an hour earlier than we agreed on, hands on his hips and determination in his eyes. He announces, "I'm going alone.”
“What? No. That’s way too dangerous.” 
“I love you for being willing to come, I do, but I need to do this myself. I can’t explain it. I just do.” 
I force myself to count to three in my head before saying - slowly - "If you're sure…" so he can't tell how fucking relieved I am. 
That relief is short lived though when just two hours later Jake is calling me frantically asking if I know anything about some guy named Hunter who would be calling Travis from Carter’s cell. Panic brings me to my knees as I tell him Carter’s plan, spilling it all as he sits in a car with Maison and waits the 10 minutes Travis gave them before they’re allowed to storm the place demanding this Hunter guy give Carter back. 
“I should’ve gone with him,” I sob, self-hatred pumping through my body. “I should’ve gone too.”
[image: image-placeholder]I don’t get a chance to talk to Carter when Travis carries him in. He brings him straight to his room, Jake and Maison trailing behind and lingering in the living room where I’m curled up on the couch in a deep guilt spiral. “Is he going to be okay?” I ask, my voice trembling. 
“He will be. The guy didn’t hurt him or anything, but he got triggered on accident. Travis is taking care of him,” Jake promises. He comes over to run a hand through my hair, giving me a warm smile. “Want me to stay with you? I know you’re upset.”
My cheeks burn. I want to say yes. To beg him, actually. The blankets have stopped smelling of vanilla and tobacco, making it even harder for me to sleep, and I’ve missed him so much my entire being aches with it most days. But Travis probably won’t stay for long since they’re doing the whole giving each other space thing. Plus, he’s probably going to be upset when he finds out Carter has been fucking other people. So, I decline the offer, wanting to be here for Carter when he needs me. Because he’s definitely going to need me now. 
In the morning, I walk out of my room figuring I’ll have to go searching for Carter. Maybe I’ll make him some coffee? Some breakfast? Or maybe we’ll just spend the day drowning our feelings in alcohol? 
Instead, I find Carter awake, sitting at the table with a steaming mug and a smile way too bright for the night he just had. A terrible, awful, selfish part of me deflates at the sight. 
“Is Travis still here?” I ask. 
“No.” His smile falters but bounces back quickly. “But I think we finally worked our shit out. Or… we’re starting to? We’re going to talk every day and just sort of get to know each other as these versions of ourselves. I think it’s going to be good, Case. Like really good. I - I think we could be happy together.”
The hurt is so intense, it steals my breath. My head spins. My knees wobble. 
"That's great," I hear myself say, my lips mirroring his smile. God it hurts. "I need to shower." 
He doesn't point out that I'm afraid of the shower. Maybe he thinks I'm better now. 
Maybe he doesn't even remember. 
I think we could be happy together.
It was supposed to be us. Me and Carter. We were supposed to get free together. We were supposed to be happy together. We were supposed to win together. 
But he has Travis and I have… Jake?
Except I don't have Jake, do I? I was a job to him. Just another slave to save. Another little one. I bet if I stopped bothering him, he'd be relieved. 
In the end, I have no one. 
No one at all.
Chapter Thirty-two
Jake
Casey starts slipping away from me again. It seems to happen just slowly enough for me to watch, but not slowly enough to stop it. His texts become infrequent and short, then rare, then nonexistent. My calls go unanswered. The video chats stop. 
I end up resorting to begging Travis for updates through what he hears from Carter, which is its own frustration as it requires dealing with the lovesick fool multiple times a day. I'm happy for him - he and Carter both - but I also want to punch him in his stupid smiling face. 
It feels like my need to take care of Casey and my desire to respect his new autonomy is fucking tearing me apart. I try to bury myself in work. In the other survivors. Hell, even in fucking therapy with Dr. Singh. But none of it makes me forget him. None of it keeps me from wandering to the pool every night just to stare at the lights reflecting off the undisturbed surface of the water. 
One days I'm elbows deep in a task Ronan - one of our friends and fellow operatives working his own operation - asked me to do for him when Travis comes into my office with his phone against his cheek. He grabs my notepad and pen, ignoring me when I hiss at him to leave my shit alone. He shoots me a dirty look and starts to write something as he coos into the phone, "Look at you, being all fancy with your wine and cheese."
God, he's so in love. It's fucking disgusting. 
I lean forward to read what he wrote once he's finished, my heart lurching. Casey having a hard time, won't leave his bed. 
I barely manage to thank him before I'm heading out the door with my security badge in hand. 
[image: image-placeholder]He doesn't answer his phone when I call three times during my drive, and he doesn’t answer the apartment door when I knock. I weigh the options for a second - I'd like to claim I take longer, but who the fuck am I kidding? - before using the key he and Carter don't know I have. My mind has spent the last hour spinning. Carter had said Casey wouldn't leave the bed. Did he mean the bedroom? Or the actual bed? Did Casey try being on his bed alone and end up having an attack? Is he locked in a memory like the shower? Will he-
"Carter?" a thick voice calls out, wavering with fear and exhaustion. I swear I can hear the heartbreak in his tone.
"It's me," I call out, walking through the small apartment toward his room. I hesitate at his bedroom door. "Can I come in?" 
There's a pause that makes me feel fucking awful. Then - "Okay."
He's on the floor in his messy nest of blankets. His eyes are wet and rimmed red, the skin around them chapped. His hair has its own gravitational force. The sweatshirt he's wearing - my sweatshirt, again - is falling off one shoulder, exposing just how thin he's gotten. A nearly empty bottle of tequila is in his lap, precariously tilted to one side. One hand is loosely wrapped around the neck of it. The skin around his nails is bleeding. 
"What are you doing here?" he slurs. 
"Carter mentioned you were having a bad day. That you couldn't get out of bed."
He huffs a dry laugh. "Shows what he knows. I haven't been in that bed since…" his eyes dart to me before falling away. He doesn't finish. He doesn’t have to. Since me. 
"He probably just assumed since you weren't leaving your room." 
He just shrugs, not seeming to care. Which he probably doesn't. Tequila is great for that. "Why are you even here?" 
"I was worried." 
"Well, you can stop." He chases the words with another swig of tequila, his hand shaking so badly he barely manages it. "Everyone can stop. 'M fine."
You are so fucking far from fine, little boy. 
"Casey, when was the last time you-" I pause, not even sure where to start. The last time he ate? Drank water? Left the room? Slept? Felt the desire to be alive? I go with the easiest one. "-ate?" 
He shakes the bottle. "Liquid diet. It's all the rage."
"Yeah, no." I march forward, taking the bottle from him and ignoring his squawk of indignation. "We're getting you food. And water. And a bath. And then it's bedtime."
"You're not the boss of me," he mumbles, sounding as pouty as he looks. Still, he doesn't fight when I haul him to his feet and guide him toward the bathroom, even resting his head on my shoulder as we stumble along. 
I gently sit him on the closed toilet before getting the water running. After instructing him to get undressed, I head into the kitchen to find some sort of sustenance he can consume while he soaks. Thankfully, it looks like someone - likely Carter - just got groceries. I make a mental note to thank him since the schedule on the fridge says he's already at work for the evening, then collect some food and a bottled water and head back to the bathroom. 
Casey hasn't undressed. Instead, he's fallen into tears and panicky breaths. The moment his blue eyes fall on me, he sobs, "I'm sorry!"
My heart shatters. 
I nearly drop the water and food in my haste to get to him, quickly scooping him up and holding him close. He wraps his legs around me as I stand, clinging like a monkey. He's far too light - as light as he was when I got him from DuGray. I should have never let him leave. 
"You're okay, little one," I promise, maneuvering him so I can get the water turned off. 
He buries his wet face in my neck and shudders. "Not little one. Y’call everyone that. Hate it."
"Remember what I told you? I meant it when I said you’re my little one. My little fish. It's such a fucking difference, Case. They’re just guys I’ve helped. You’re… everything." I grip the back of his head and force him to pull away enough to look into his eyes. It’s important to me that he understands this. "Everything. You could be mine, if you want to be. And I'd take damn good care of you.”
"Y-you would want that?"
"More than anything," I admit. 
He releases a shuddery breath before nodding quickly. "Please. That. Y-yours. Want it."
I hum in pleasure, relief slowly loosening the ache in my chest. "Let's get you undressed then. You can soak while you eat and drink. Then it's bedtime." 
"You'll stay though?" he asks, his eyes filling with tears again. 
"Of course." I brush hair off his forehead and press a kiss to the newly exposed skin. "You're mine now, little one. I'm not going anywhere." 
[image: image-placeholder]If I had any doubt that there's a little boy inside Casey, it disappears when he argues with me about leaving the bath. He hadn't cared about me seeing him naked, even asking me to join him - which I had politely declined, not sure if he'd regret it once he sobered up. I had let him soak in the lavender bubble bath I found in their cupboard while hand-feeding him bites of a meal bar and fresh grapes and helping him sip water. Despite how sleepy he got once full, he refused to get out. He even talked me into refilling the water and adding more bubbles, so it was warm and "fluffy" again. When he reached the point of exhaustion where he could no longer keep his eyes open and his body started swaying, I told him it was time to get out. 
That was 5 minutes ago. 
He's good at pulling at my heartstrings, his big blue eyes softening me for the blow of each needy plea. 
"The water is getting cool again," I argue after he whines about it being so nice and warm. "I'm not filling the bath a third time, little one."
"But - but the bubbles aren't all gone yet!" 
"They're almost gone."
"Almost."
"You're going to be a giant prune soon." 
"That rhymed." He giggles. Then he remembers he’s arguing with me and pouts instead. "Would you not like me if I was a giant prune?" 
I chuckle. "I'd still like you, but-"
"Then I don't mind."
"Casey, little one, it's time to get out." 
"But - but-"
"Casey," I say again, this time with a stern voice. His bottom lip wobbles. Shit. Shit, shit, shit. I grasp at an excuse that will make him happy to get out, hoping to recover the situation before he loses it. "Don't you want to cuddle?"
He perks up, wobbly lip forgotten. "With you?"
"And your dolphin."
"David."
I fight a frown, confused but not wanting him to think I’m upset. "David?" 
"My dolphin,” he says, his tone indicating this should be obvious. "His name is David. He can snuggle too?"
Oh no. 
Oh, I am such a fucking goner for this boy. 
How did I ever convince myself otherwise?
"David the dolphin can totally snuggle too."
He shoots up to his feet, water splashing everywhere. He doesn't seem to notice. "Let's go!" 
I grin, helping him out of the tub and wrapping him up in the biggest, fluffiest towel I could find. He sinks against me as I rub my hands along his cotton-covered skin, letting me guide him toward his room. He hovers near the door as I quickly make up his bed properly, giving me a sleepy smile when I place David in the center between where our bodies will be. "Should we get you dressed or are you still more comfortable sleeping naked?" 
He blushes adorably, shuffling his feet. "Naked."
"Okay." I lead him to the bed, rubbing him down a bit more - and ignoring the erection that's trying to poke through - before removing his towel and quickly tucking him under the warm, thick blankets. There’s still way too much tequila in his system for me to even consider doing something with that. 
He blinks up at me as I strip down to my underwear, seeming to struggle every time he needs to reopen his eyes.
"Sleepy boy," I murmur, unable to stop it from sounding disgustingly fond. 
He hums and nods, cheeks turning a delicious pink. What would he do if I licked them? Or gave them a little nibble? 
I climb into bed, turning the light off before discreetly adjusting my own hard cock. He turns toward me a moment later, tucking himself against my chest, David trapped between our stomachs. His fingers pulse where they rest on my skin, almost like he's checking to make sure I'm really there. I kiss the top of his head and smile. 
"Jake?" 
"Hmm?" 
"Y-you know how in the movies and the books and stuff they say cheesy things about not needing a hero? Like I didn't save you, you saved yourself? It's supposed to be empowering or whatever. You know?"
"Yeah?"
"I'm so tired," he whispers, his voice a trembling mess of grief and fear. "I can't save myself. I don't - I don't think I want to. Can you do it? Please? Will you save me, Jake?" 
"Yes." A million times yes. Easiest fucking decision of my life. "I'd be honored to save you, baby boy." 
He makes a soft, sweet little sound and burrows closer to me. "Promise?"
"I promise." I pull the blanket tighter around us, trying to somehow brace us against the rest of the world. "But I need something from you. Can you do that? Give me one thing and I'll take care of the rest?"
"Y-yeah."
"Come back to the safehouse. Let me take care of you."
He sighs, but it sounds full of relief. "Okay." 
[image: image-placeholder]He makes me wait 3 days, wanting to talk to Carter first. I respect that, but it's fucking hell. I spend every waking moment texting him or talking to him on the phone, any break in contact making me panic until I hear from him again. I spend every night on video with him, hating the sight of him in that nest on the floor but unable to look away even after he's managed to fall asleep. 
By the time he comes to the safehouse, I'm a useless, exhausted mess. And he hasn't even told Carter the truth yet, coming to the safehouse under the ruse of wanting to attend group and individual therapy in person like they were always supposed to do. 
They come Friday night since the next group therapy is Saturday morning, Carter completely oblivious to how bad off his best friend is as he heads straight for Travis.
"Are you mad?" Casey whispers, the two of us standing back as Travis and Carter fumble through a conversation teeming with desire and tension. 
"No, little one. I'm not mad." I run my hand through his hair, offering him my best attempt at a smile. "But I'd be lying if I said I wasn't worried. You're coming back, right?" 
"I am. I have my stuff packed in the trunk. I'm going to tell him tomorrow. In group therapy. I need… help. Support from the others."
I nod, completely understanding. "And I'll be there right after. He'll understand, little one. He loves you. He wants you to heal too."
"I know." He glances at our friends before stepping closer and asking, "Can we sleep together tonight?" 
"I'd like that. I'll give you some time with your friends after dinner, but you can come to my room whenever you're ready, okay?" 
He lights up. 
And I don’t know why. I don’t know what it is about this moment, about this smile - but I realize it. All at once, I realize it. I’m not just a goner for him. I’m in love.
Fuck. 
When the fuck did I let myself cross the one line I drew before buying him?
And what the fuck do I do now?
Chapter Thirty-three
Casey
Dinner is loud, full of laughter and smiles and good food. Nolan made my favorite meal. I don’t know if Jake told him that or if it’s a coincidence, but I eat more than I’ve eaten in a very long time, inhaling every bite. I catch Jake giving me a smile that feels approving and fond across the table. It makes my whole body buzz. 
After the food is gone, the operatives clear the table and leave us survivors to talk. I don’t miss the lingering look Travis settles on Carter before walking away, full of promises for later. Just as I start to focus back on the others, I catch Jake’s gaze. It’s just as full of promises, each one directed at me. I flush hot, sinking into my chair as my stomach swirls. The buzzing from before is back in full force.
Nolan refills our drinks as everyone starts catching up. 
Nolan, who used to want to work in tech, has now decided he wants to be a chef. Maybe have a restaurant someday, or maybe just stay at the safehouse and cook for other operatives and survivors that come down the road. Bryce confides that he wants to write a book about what he’s been through, mumbling that it’ll never be published because the operation is classified. We all tell him we’d support him if he managed to get the clearance. That he could tell our stories too, as long as he changed our names. Carter talks about the bar and his class and the friends he’s making. Even Matt shows us a few words in sign language, Nolan translating since he apparently knows the language from growing up with a deaf best friend. 
I can tell that Carter keeps watching me, probably worried about how quiet I’m being. I end up excusing myself before he can question me, giving everyone a tight smile as I mumble that I need to get some sleep. Carter’s worry grows in his expression, but he doesn’t stop me. 
My legs are wobbly as I make my way to Jake's room. It feels like something has shifted with Jake and I. Like we're something more than we used to be. He said I'm his little one. That I could be his, if I wanted that. That he would take damn good care of me. And I'd said yes. 
But what does that mean, being his? His… what? 
I should have asked. Now it feels like it's been too long. It'd be awkward to bring it up now. Which means I'm about to enter his room as his something, without knowing what that something is. I'll just have to let him take the lead and see where we end up - platonic, romantic, or somewhere in between. I don't necessarily mind that idea. With him leading, I don't have to think so fucking much. I can just be. At the same time, I hope he gives me my answer sooner rather than later because I feel like I might explode if I don't find out soon. 
After counting to make sure I'm knocking on the right one, I rap my knuckles against his door. Jake opens it seconds later, a bright smile on his face. "You came."
My stomach flips. "Of course."
When he steps aside, I shuffle past him. My heart thunders inside my chest so hard I have to reach up and rub it to ease the ache. I freeze when I see his bed. David is in the middle, propped up against the pillows. My eyes burn. "How…?"
"You mentioned your stuff was in the trunk. I figured you didn't bring it in with you because Carter would ask questions, but I didn't want you to have to worry about getting it later, so I went and got your bag for you. It's on the floor - I didn't look through it, I promise. David was right on top and the zipper was loose at the end. I thought maybe you'd like to see him when you got up here, so I brought him to bed." 
Jake rambling nervously might just be the most disconcerting, yet adorable thing I've ever experienced. " I was actually anxious about sneaking off to get my stuff, so thank you.”
He smiles, looking relieved. "Do you want a bath? To sleep? I can put a movie on and we can just hangout? Whatever you want."
I want desperately to ask him to decide for me but force myself to act like a grown ass man and decide for myself. I don't want him to think I'm still fucked up and unable to take care of myself, even if that's kind of the reason I'm living here again. "A movie would be nice."
"A movie it is." He nods toward the bed. "Feel free to wear whatever you want and get comfortable. I'll grab the remote." 
I strip down to my underwear before quickly crawling under the covers, suddenly much more embarrassed than usual. What if he thinks I misunderstood him calling me his? What if he tries to set me straight? What if he did mean it sexually or romantically and makes a move? Am I ready for that? 
"Another animated one?" he asks, pulling me from the anxious thought-tornado inside my mind. 
It takes me a moment to realize he's talking about the movie. "Oh. Um. Sure."
"We don’t have to. We can watch whatever you want. I just thought maybe you enjoyed Cars?" 
"I did," I admit, hating how stupid that probably makes me sound. I try to defend myself a little by explaining, "It was relaxing."
Jake nods like he understands. Maybe he does? "Relaxing is good. Let's watch something else that's relaxing, yeah?" 
"Yeah."
He scrolls for a minute before settling on The Bad Guys and tilting his head at the TV. "This look okay?" 
"Yeah. I've never seen it, but-" I've wanted to. I thankfully stop myself from finishing. How stupid is that? What adult sees commercials for a kid's movie and wants to watch it? 
"But?"
"Let's watch it," I mumble, my cheeks burning. I grab David and squeeze him to my chest as Jake starts the movie and turns off the lamp by the bed.  
I hold it together for about five minutes. But then his fingers brush my bare shoulder and I look over to find him smiling at me, his arm raised like an invitation, and I'm helpless against his pull. I tuck myself against him, cheek on his chest, David between my belly and his ribs. He wraps his arm around me, holding me close, my leg naturally draping over one of his. He presses a kiss to my hair and makes that pleased, rumbly sound I love to hear from him. My nose fills with tobacco and vanilla and the earthy scent of the beer he had with dinner. It makes my stomach do wild things, my head spinning with possibilities.  
I have no fucking idea what I mean to him, but whatever it is, I think I like it. 
[image: image-placeholder]I start my morning throwing up, hating that Jake refuses to leave my side despite me begging him to.
"Breathe," he says over and over, like it's so fucking easy. His hand rubs circles between my shoulder blades as I try to catch my breath. "Just breathe, little one. It's going to be okay, I promise."
Tears fall down my cheeks as my lungs continue hyperventilating with panic. My stomach lurches again as a sob wracks my body. There's nothing left to purge, so I end up dry heaving, my panic only getting worse as my body convulses against my will.
Jake mutters a swear under his breath before gripping the back of my neck and placing something against my lips. "Open up, little one."
With anyone else, I'd fight. Hell, I'd freak the fuck out. I can tell it's a pill. He's about to drug me. And I'm about to let him. 
I'm way too panicked right now to even begin analyzing that I trust him enough for that. I just open my mouth, letting him slip the pill in and drinking from the bottle of water he chases it with. 
It's like fucking magic. Within a minute, everything is slowing down. The storm inside my head goes quiet. My lungs remember how to breathe. My body relaxes back against Jake as the fight fades out of it. I blink slowly, my eyes suddenly feeling too heavy to keep open. 
"That's nice," I mumble, struggling to lift my eyelids again. Why am I trying to do that? Why can't I just sleep? Sleep sounds wonderful. "G'night."
Jake chuckles softly, his arms winding around my waist. "Go ahead and nap for a little bit. You have time."
Time? Time before what? 
I decide I don't care, a warm black nothingness pulling me under. 
[image: image-placeholder]Group therapy. The reason I panicked in the first place. The reason I woke up from my nap filled with dread. The reason I'm shaking as Jake walks me down to the living room. 
"You don't have to do this," he reminds me, his hand stroking my back through the sweatshirt he put me in this morning. His sweatshirt. Not the Army one, but a new one. One that smells just like him – tobacco and vanilla, a scent I’ve learned comes from his expensive cologne, not actual tobacco use. "We can tell Carter and then you can just rest. It's been a hard morning."
"I need to," I whisper, hating that my voice trembles. "Carter is doing so well and I - I need to see…" I shake my head without finishing, ashamed of myself. 
But Jake nods in understanding. "You need to see the others struggling. You need to remember you're not alone."
My face burns. "Does that make me an awful person?" 
"Not even a little, Casey." He nudges my chin, forcing our gazes to meet. His smile is soft and warm and makes me want to wrap my arms around him and never, ever let go. "I'm so proud of you. Go see your friends. I'll be here when you're done."
"Right here?" I ask, my heart rate spiking as I realize he can't come with me. Of course he can't. Operatives aren't allowed unless the entire group invites them for a session. How did I forget that? 
"No. I'll wait in the kitchen, at the island counter. I'll go there right now and stay, so even if you need to leave early, I'll already be there."
"Promise?"
"Promise, little one."
"Okay." I take a step toward the living room, then turn back and throw myself at him, not caring how ridiculous it is. I need one more hug before I face this. I need to feel him, warm and solid and here for me, and remember that I'll be okay no matter what happens because he's taking care of me now. Because I'm his… something. 
Because he's going to save me. He promised. And he never breaks a promise. 
He kisses my temple, squeezing me hard against his chest. "Come find me after, little one. I'll be waiting." 
Those words are the most comforting thing I've heard in a very long time. 
They're enough to get me to finally walk away from him and into the therapy session, even as my legs wobble and my stomach threatens to purge the little bit of juice that he got me to drink after I emptied myself earlier. 
Carter is waiting on the couch with an annoyed look on his face that he immediately hides when he sees me. I know he hates this therapy stuff. I'm not sure if it's the therapy he hates or Dr. Singh specifically, but I'm thankful he's willing to bear it for me today. 
Once I'm seated on the couch beside him, I notice he's wearing a too-big sweatshirt. My stomach flutters. It must be Travis's, right? And if I'm wearing Jake's hoodie the same way, does that mean Jake and I are… like them? I'm not sure if it's the same though. Not sure if this really counts. Jake has been giving me his clothes since the compound. That probably makes a difference, right? 
God, my head hurts. Pretty soon I'm just going to swallow my fear and ask Jake what the fuck we are because I have too much other shit to deal with without also overanalyzing every little thing he says and does. 
Dr. Singh opens the session before turning his focus on me and Carter, since we're the only ones who haven't been here in a while. "Casey, Carter, how are things going?"
I stare down at my hands, clenching them hard in my lap as I play the words I've rehearsed in my head over again. Just say them, Casey. Just say it. Just… get it out there. Then it's over. 
"Good," Carter answers when I take too long. "Really good. I started a class at the university and I got a bartending job. I'm making friends. It's… good."
Good? Nothing is fucking good for me. The tiniest part of me is angry at him for not being the same. I hate that part of me so much I shiver with the intensity of it.
Dr. Singh talks to him about his nightmares and anxiety, Carter getting a little defensive as he says everything isn't magically better, but he's handling it. I nearly laugh as I think of how badly I'm handling my own shit. In fact, I don't even think I can say I'm handling my shit at all now that I've turned to Jake. Maybe Dr. Singh can sense that because he turns his gaze to me and asks, "And you, Casey? Are things going well for you?"
"Things aren't… as good as Carter," I mumble, still staring at my hands. This is it. Say it, Casey. Just tell Carter. Tell him. 
"Not as good?" Dr. Singh asks. "Does that mean things are still good though?"
It'd be so easy to lie. To shrug and say yes, things are still good, I'm handling everything well. 
"I'm - uh - it's…" I peek at Carter, flinching when I find him looking at me. I quickly drop my chin. I can't tell him. "It's o-okay." 
"It's not," Carter says in realization, my stomach plummeting at his words. He reaches out, carefully placing a hand over mine. They start to tremble beneath his touch as I force myself to suck in deep, shaky breaths, trying my fucking best not to cry. He knows. Without even saying it, he knows. "It's not okay at all, is it, Case?" 
I choke on a sob, shame and overwhelming relief piling on top of each other. I shake my head, unable to say the words, to tell him he's right. He grabs me just as my first tear falls, holding me close and whispering apologies for not noticing. 
"I can't go back," I tell him, the words awful and soaked in grief. "I can't - I'm scared I won't - I won't s-survive. I don't want to survive."
Carter holds me harder, his grip bruising. "Fuck. Fuck, Case, I'm so sorry. Of course, you'll stay here. Of course. We'll take care of you, yeah? You're gonna be okay. We'll both come back."
"No!" I pull away, shaking my head fiercely. "No, Carter. You have to stay. You're doing so fucking well. I won't ruin that. I can't ruin it. I'll never forgive myself. You have to stay. You're so fucking happy there. I love that. I don't want you to lose it." 
"I can't leave you all alone!"
"You aren't," someone says. I look over to find Nolan sitting forward, his eyes glassy with barely contained tears. "You aren't leaving him alone, Carter. We're here. We'll take good care of him. I promise." 
"We will," Bryce says. 
Matt nods, firmly in agreement. 
Even Dr. Singh is nodding, a soft smile on his lips. "I think it's best you continue your own journey, Carter. You can still support your friend without hindering your own recovery." 
"I-" Carter looks around, taking in all the faces, then nods slowly. "If you're sure, Case."
"I'm sure." I give him a wobbly smile. "Besides, I've got Jake."
Carter laughs softly. "Yeah. Yeah, you do, don't you?" 
I definitely do. Any doubt in my mind is erased when Carter walks me to the kitchen, hand in mine, and Jake is waiting just like he promised. He looks unbelievably relieved to see me, shoving off the stool he's perched on and coming straight to me. His left hand finds my hip, his right hand cupping the side of my neck. He brushes his thumb along the underside of my jaw, his blue eyes intense as they search my face for anything that could be wrong. "Alright, little one?" 
For the first time in a very long time, I finally feel just that. "Alright."
[image: image-placeholder]Dr. Singh comes looking for me a few hours after Carter has left, finding Jake and I in the pool swimming lazy laps and soaking up the quiet of the dim room. My stomach dips as Jake excuses himself, giving me a supportive smile and telling me he'll be in his room when I'm done. I start to get out too, but Dr. Singh puts up a hand. "We can stay here."
"Really?"
"I've had sessions in much stranger locations, I assure you." He chuckles. It's a nice sound. He's nice. I don't know why Carter hates him so much. "Unless you'd like to go to my office? Wherever you're comfortable." 
"Here would be nice."
"Here it is then." He sits down, not seeming bothered by the pools of water on the tile ledge. He removes his socks and shoes and rolls his pants to his knees before sliding his feet into the pool water. His ever-present journal is set to the side. "How are you feeling today, Casey?"
I puff out my cheeks, trying not to laugh, but I can't help the sharp sound that escapes. "I don't even know how to answer that, honestly." 
"Many people like to use a sliding scale, kind of like the pain scale at a hospital. Except I like to be more positive, so my ten is feeling great instead of excruciating pain."
"What is one on the scale then?" 
"One is wanting to hurt yourself badly." He tilts his head. "Does that sound like a scale you'd be interested in using moving forward?" 
"I think so. Yeah." I look down at the water lapping softly against my stomach. "Today I'm a… 4? Maybe? Or… a 3? A 3 earlier. A 4 now."
He smiles. "I'll take that. Can I ask - have you ever been a 1?" 
"Yeah." I curl my fingers in the water, trying to grip the nothingness of it. "I don't want to talk about those days. Is that… okay?" 
"Of course." He pauses. "Is there anything in particular you would like to talk about today, Casey?"
I consider that as my fingers navigate the reflection of lights along the water. There are a lot of things I should talk to him about. Not being able to shower. Not being able to lay on a bed. Not eating well. Not sleeping well. The triggers and the panic attacks and the bone deep depression. But there's one thing I have to know first. The only thing that matters. 
I look at him when I ask, not wanting him to be able to lie. "Do you really think someone like me can get better?"
"Yes," he says without an ounce of hesitation. "I've seen it. Many times."
Fear and hope war inside my chest. My voice trembles as I ask, "How do I start?"
"Well, before you left with Carter, you and I were talking through some of the things DuGray made you believe about yourself. Let's start there."
Chapter Thirty-four
Jake
The first night of Casey being officially back, he doesn't come to my room until nearly midnight. He smells of pool water and salty tears, his skin pruned and slick, his eyes rubbed red. 
“This is why I call you my little fish, you know,” I tease him, pressing a soft kiss to his forehead. 
“Mmm.” He fights a yawn. “I like that.”
I try not to chuckle at how fucking adorable he is. “Sleepy?” 
“Mhm.” 
“Bath first. We don’t want that chlorine rash to come back. Then sleep.”
He's quiet as I guide him into the bathroom and start filling the tub, blinking sleepily as he leans his head against the wall. His eyes fall shut for good once he's in the water, a soft breath escaping him. 
"Long day?" I ask, not sure if I should be worried or not. 
"Long," he agrees, resting his cheek against the lip of the tub. His eyes stay closed, a surprising peacefulness stretching across his features. "Good, though. I don't know why I stopped talking to him after leaving here. I know Carter doesn't like him, but he helps me." 
"I'm glad." I run my hand through his damp hair, smiling when it makes him hum and shiver. He's like a kitten. I bet if I let myself, I could make him fucking purr. "Let's wash you up quick and get you to bed, sleepy boy." 
"Your sleepy boy?" he asks, his blue eyes cracking open just enough to expose the vulnerability in them. 
I've already told him he's mine, even when I knew it was wrong. This could be my moment to correct it. To explain I don't mean it romantically - even if I'd give anything for him to be mine in that way. But I can't get myself to do it. I'm selfish, clearly. I don't want to let go of the fantasy. I don't want to let go of him. 
Not yet. 
So, I say, "Yes." And then, "All mine." 
His smile is quick and bright and breathtaking. 
It's enough for me to consider letting him be mine for real, consequences be damned. 
[image: image-placeholder]"Do you think you'd survive five minutes without your eyes on him?" 
I tear said eyes away from Casey - who is currently sitting outside on a blanket with Nolan, the two bundled up in cozy sweaters and giggling over mugs of coffee. My heart hurts the moment I'm no longer looking at him, so my glare is probably extra pissed when I set it on Maison. "You stare at Nolan just as much." 
"Extremely accurate." He shrugs, apparently not interested in denying it. "But since the boys who hold our interest are currently together, I thought maybe I'd take advantage of the moment."
"Oh?" 
"I've been wanting to talk to you."
"Oh." My stomach drops to my damn feet, my chest suddenly tight. Dr. Singh warned me it was coming sooner than later, but I didn’t let myself think about it. "Yeah. Of course. Okay."
He eyes me before taking a deep breath and turning his body to face the window I've been peering through. It's the one in my office overlooking the river, the front yard, and the main security stall that's hidden between two trees. When his gaze finds Nolan, he seems to relax a bit. Enough to speak, at least. "I'm sorry."
Ah shit. I can't do this. 
I look at Casey, hoping to find the same strength Maison found in Nolan. Instead, I think about how I had imagined fucking Casey in order to get off while raping Maison. It feels gross now. Like I violated him without ever even laying a hand on him. I look away from them all, finding the windowsill particularly comforting. "You have absolutely nothing to be sorry for."
"I chose to be raped. With Carter never being shared with the men, I knew it would push them too far if Trav kept me from them too. But I didn't consider what that would do to Travis or you." He releases a shaky breath. "And when you were doing it, I knew you wanted to stop. You hesitated. And I begged you to keep going. That wasn't fair of me."
My throat feels full of gravel, leaving me unable to swallow. Unable to breathe. When I force words out, I can hear it in my voice. The crackle of gravel. Of grief. "I'm sorry too, Mais. I'm so fucking sorry."
"For what? You saved my ass. Literally and figuratively." He laughs, but it's forced and awful and cracks apart in seconds. His hand wraps around the nape of my neck, squeezing until I look up at him. "You didn't rape me, Jake. I refuse to see it in my head as that. Do you understand me? I get to choose and I say it wasn't rape." 
I reach up, grabbing the back of his neck too. He presses our foreheads together. It's crazy, really, that this man is like my brother. We only met in person once, just before the operation kicked off. Then I never saw him until the night I… didn't rape him. But we talked nearly every day. He knew the first time I had to use someone's mouth against their will. The first time I had to rape someone. The first time I killed someone. The first time I watched an innocent die, powerless to help. He was who I leaned on because Travis had enough on his shoulders without me adding weight. Most importantly, I knew that if we ever needed Maison, he'd risk his life to come get us. There's a power to all of that. A bond. So, maybe him being my brother isn't so crazy after all.
"Thank you."
"Thank you, Jake. Not just for that night, but for all of it. For all the sacrifices and all the times you wanted to give up but didn't. For agreeing to buy Carter even though it risked your life. For helping Trav take care of him. For helping save him." He squeezes the back of my neck again. "I owe a great deal to you."
"No." I step back, wanting to be able to see him better. "You're my brother, just like Trav. We don't ever owe each other. It's just what we do."
He smiles. It's crooked, one dimple showing. I'm not sure if I've ever seen him smile before. Not a real one.  "Does that mean I can give you shit like he does?" 
I raise a brow, but my lips are curving toward a smirk. "I suppose. Something you've been wanting to say?" 
"Are you aware that you mumbled under your breath a bit during it?”
I freeze. “Fuck. No. What did I say?”
“You take daddy's cock so good.” He wiggles his eyebrows as I gape at him. "You a daddy, Jake?"
I consider pushing him out the window. It's not far - he might break an arm or something, but he wouldn't die. Unfortunately, it's bulletproof glass, so a hard shove wouldn't be enough. I sigh heavily. "I hate you." 
He grins. "Is it just a mild kink, or like a full-on daddy mode thing that you do?"
I roll my eyes and turn toward the door. "Fuck off."
"Follow up question!" he yells, chasing me across the office. "Is Casey your boy?"
My shoulders sag, all humor fading. I stop with my hand on the door and bow my head. He settles behind me, his energy no longer playful. His voice is soft when he says, "It's okay if he is. You know that, right?" 
I shake my head, not agreeing with him. But the gravel is back in my throat, making it impossible to explain all the reasons why it's not okay at all. I leave instead. He doesn't stop me. 
[image: image-placeholder]I knew the fantasy couldn't last. The pretending. He could only be mine for so long before I'd have to set boundaries. Before I'd have to clarify. Before I'd have to lie in order to do what's best for him. I knew. 
But it doesn't make it any easier when it happens. 
Casey is asleep in my arms, his body pressed against mine as I stare up at the ceiling and soak up the feel of him being mine. 
It’s subtle at first, just some squirming and soft noises in the back of his throat. I’m just on the verge of worrying that he’s having a nightmare before he shifts his weight and rolls his hips and moans. 
I hold perfectly still, my hand frozen on his hip as he repeats the motion. Again. And again. His face finds the side of my throat, breathing warm puffs of air against my skin. Tiny whimpers fall from his lips, his movements speeding up. I let my hand slide to his ass cheek and help him shift closer, his cock nestling in the crease between my hip and thigh. He shudders and moans again. 
“Please,” he slurs. “Please, please.” 
“Go ahead,” I whisper, not entirely sure if he’s awake or not. 
I get my answer when his hips stutter and his breath hitches. “J-Jake?”
“You don’t have to stop,” I assure him, knowing how big this probably is for him. Knowing how far this will set him back if it doesn't go well. God, this is going to kill me. “Keep going if you want. It's okay.”
He shivers, his fingers scrabbling against the bare skin over my ribs. “C-can I really?”
I use my grip on his ass to rock him against me again. Just enough to encourage, but not enough to force. “Come on. Make yourself feel good, baby boy.”
The filthiest, most beautiful moan falls from his lips as he lets loose, rutting against me like he’s a prize bull that’s just been released from the pen. His nails dig into my skin, drawing a hiss from me that I hide in his messy hair. 
"Oh. Oh. Oh," he whines, his body shuddering as his movements grow frantic. 
“So good," I murmur, running my fingers along his spine. "You’re doing so good.”
“Oh god,” he sobs, his teeth just barely scraping my throat. “C-can I? Please?” 
I understand what he’s asking this time - not can he keep moving against me, but can he come. He doesn’t need permission, but his body doesn’t believe it, and now certainly isn’t the time to try to convince him. 
“Go ahead, little fish.” I rub a thumb at the small of his back. “Come for me.”
One of his feet kicks out at my leg, a muffled shout vibrating against my shoulder as he buries his face there. His hot cum explodes out of him in powerful spurts, so much of it that it soaks both of our underwear and then some. He finishes with two more aborted thrusts before going lax against me with the softest cry and a full-body shiver, goosebumps tickling the pads of my fingers. 
It takes him about five seconds before he tenses. 
“No,” I say firmly, not willing to allow him to ruin what just happened. “Relax. That was so good, Casey. You were such a good boy. Don't let it feel bad.”
He whimpers, but forces each of his muscles to loosen. When he finally sags against me, his elbow nudges my erection through my soaked underwear. And he’s tense all over again. 
“Ignore it.”
“But I could-”
“Ignore it,” I say again, almost begging this time. “It’s okay.”
He pulls his hands away from my body, tucking them against his chest and sliding his leg off of mine. “Is it - is it because I’m gross and - and broken?” 
“What?” I turn onto my side so I can look at his face, my chest aching as the question really sinks in. “You’re not gross, Casey. Nothing about you is gross. You’re fucking beautiful. And sexy as sin. And I’m not going to pretend you’re not broken because you are, but I’m kind of sick of everyone treating a broken like they’re less than because of it. I’d be concerned if you weren’t broken, for fuck’s sake. Hell, I’m a little broken after what I’ve been through, and my experience was barely a sliver of what you went through. But being broken doesn't have to be bad. And it's certainly not permanent.”
“Is it-” he darts his eyes up, looking at me for just a second before dropping his gaze to my chest. “Is it because I was bad, then?”
I frown. “When were you bad?”
“At the party.”
“The…” I pause, realizing what he’s talking about. The fucking party where he saw Carter, back when he was DuGray’s. “No. Fuck no. Casey… are you serious, little one? Really? You think you were bad then?”
His cheeks flush pink. “I was bad.”
“No, you weren’t. Was Carter bad for what he did?” 
“I mean… he was, yeah. He was a bad slave. It’s why we got punished.”
Christ. 
He believes that. 
He honestly fucking believes that. 
“Casey…”
“Is that why?” he asks again. “Is that why you won’t let me…? Because I'm bad?”
"No. You are not bad, little fish. You are so very good. I promise. And I don't break those, remember?" 
His lips twitch toward a smile before falling. "But then… why don't you want me to make you feel good?"
My heart starts pounding so hard it nearly rips through my chest. He asked me to play the role of his fucking hero. I can't be that for him and fuck him. That's the textbook definition of taking advantage. Of a power imbalance. It's wrong in so many ways, even if it feels impossibly right. 
How did this happen? Where did I go wrong? Where did I cross the line?
It's because I told him he's mine. I know it. I knew then, too. And I knew eventually, it'd have to be corrected. The question is how. 
How the fuck do I fix this? 
"Case, we can't… do that." I sit up, rubbing the back of my neck with a trembling hand. "I probably shouldn't have even encouraged you to get off just now, but I know how badly you needed that and I wanted to help you get there. It was your first time getting off, wasn't it?" 
"Yeah…"
"I'm so unbelievably honored you felt safe enough with me to do that. But-" I shake my head, unable to look away from him even though I know it's going to hurt to see him react. "But it shouldn't happen again. We can't be like that together. Okay?"
His expression crumbles, my heart doing the same. I look away, a fucking coward. 
"But… why?" he cries. "You don't like me too? Like - like that?" 
My stomach clenches. "Casey, it's not that I don’t - it's just that - I mean, I was your Master, Case. Sure, it was only for a few days and I never acted on the power I had, but that doesn't matter, you know? The whole thing is just… tainted now."
“Tainted?” he asks, his voice cracking. “Like… dirty?”
“No. No, no, no. Not dirty. Tainted was the wrong word. It’s just - we’ve been through so much, you know? And we’ve gotten so close. I don’t want to ruin that.”
"I think I'm going to go to my room now."
"Case-"
"No. I - just to - um - to get some sleep."
"You won't sleep by yourself, unless you're on the floor. I don't want you sleeping on the fucking floor." 
He jerks away from me when I reach for him, nearly falling off the bed in his haste to get to his feet. "I don't want to sleep in here after you made it clear you don't feel the same way I do. I might be really fucked up, but that's where I draw the line."
“Casey, I want you. Of course, I do. I just-”
“Fuck you, Jake.”
I flinch when the door slams shut, burying my head in my hands as I realize how badly I’ve fucked up. I should have never let myself fall in love with him. But even worse? I should have never let myself break his heart just to make myself feel better. 
What the fuck do I do now?
[image: image-placeholder]Casey avoids me all day. I’m not sure he even leaves his room. At one point, I catch Nolan entering it with food, so I figure it’s a safe bet that he’s in there the whole time. I try to keep myself busy, but more than once I find myself staring off into nothing, trying to figure out what the fuck to do. At one point, I even consider going to Dr. Singh for help. 
In the end, it’s Travis I go to. I figure he’s the reigning authority on falling in love with someone you shouldn’t these days anyway. I stall when I get to his room, talking to him a little about Elliot and the leads he’s looking into. Eventually, I force myself to face the music and sort of just blurt, “I’m in love with Casey.”
Travis’s expression turns solemn, his eyes pained. “I’m sorry, Jake.”
And I believe him that he’s sorry. Because he’s been right where I am and I saw how fucking tortured he was. How much pain both he and Carter experienced. 
“Yeah, well…” I force a shaky laugh and shrug. “What can you do, right? I did my best. But he’s… Casey.”
“Would it make you feel better if I told you I’m pretty damn sure he loves you too?” he asks. 
I laugh again, feeling like I’m about to fucking lose it. “No. No, not at all. Because it's fucking wrong. He doesn't love me. I saved him. It's all wrong in his head, Trav. It's fucking wrong." 
Part of me hopes he’s going to argue, but he doesn’t. I try really fucking hard to feel relieved about that. Instead, it just breaks my fucking heart. 
Travis suggests we get drunk. 
I force a smile. “I’ll get the vodka.”
Chapter Thirty-five
Casey
It takes me an embarrassing amount of time before I can get myself to dial Carter's number. It's not just the rejection I'm ashamed of, but all of the misinterpretations I made leading up to the rejection. How did I trick myself into thinking he wanted me? For months, my survival depended on one thing - being able to read a man. Read his moods. His desires. His possible threats. I had to read DuGray. Read his men. Read his friends. And I got really fucking good at it. 
How did I get things so fucking wrong?
My eyes are already burning when Carter answers the phone. By the time I've told him everything, he's pissed and I'm crying.
"Bullshit," my best friend says for the third time. "That's just utter bullshit. He so totally does want you! Anyone can see it!"
"Apparently not…"
"He's an idiot."
"No." I squeeze my eyes shut. "He's right. Our relationship is tainted. I'm tainted."
"Don't say that!"
I shake my head even though he can't see, curling further in on myself. "I was so stupid. Why did I do that? Why did I ever let myself fall for him? I'm so fucking stupid."
"Trust me, you don't get to control it." He laughs softly. "I've tried. Which is why I feel very confident in saying that I think he does love you and he's trying not to, and he's going to fail miserably. Just give him some time to be a cliché guy and freak out." 
"But he-" I pause, pretty sure I heard something just outside my door. I hate that my stupid heart starts pounding - not out of fear, but out of hope that it's Jake. "I have to go."
Carter sighs heavily. "If it's Jake, you should tell him to leave you alone until he knows what he wants. You shouldn't let him fuck with your head. You deserve better."
"I know." I take a breath, steadying myself. I deserve better. "I'll tell him to go. But then I'm going to try and sleep. Or cry until I fall asleep."
"Call me again if you need. I'll put my ringer on loud." 
I smile. "You're a good friend, Carter."
He makes a soft psh sound but then says, "So are you, Case." 
Not sure I agree, I hang up before responding and toss my phone onto my pillow. I practice what I'm going to say in my head as I walk toward the door. My stomach sinks when I open it to find no one there, but just as I turn to go back in my room, movement to the left catches my attention. 
I suck in a breath at the sight of Jake sitting on the floor, his body slumped against the wall. He gives me a loose smile that doesn't reach his eyes. "Hey, lil’ one."
I frown at him. I shouldn't let him call me that anymore, but I can't get myself to yell at him when he's clearly drunk and sitting on the damn floor. "What are you doing out here?"
"Thought about you sleepin' in there all alone 'n hated it. Here to keep you company." 
"In the hallway?"
"I didn't know if ya'd let me in." He frowns. "You're mad at me."
I don't argue. He may be drunk and sort of adorably pathetic at the moment, but I am still mad. He led me on. I'm pretty damn sure of it. And that's so unbelievably not fair. 
How could he do that to me? He knows what I've been through. 
I want to ask him, but now clearly isn't the time. 
"I'm fine, Jake. You can go back to your room, okay?"
"No can do." He… salutes me, I think? "I’m here to stay."
"Jake…"
"Go. Sleep. Be right here if ya need me."
My heart does something complicated, like it's trying to love him and protect itself from him at the same time. It hurts. 
"Just come in." I motion toward the door with a sigh. "I'm not going to be able to sleep if you're out here."
“You sure?”
“Not at all. So come in before I change my mind.” 
He smiles, stumbling to his feet and using the wall to brace himself. His eyes widen in a sort of ‘woah’ moment before his smile broadens like he won a game instead of just successfully standing up without falling on his ass. I roll my eyes. “Come on, you dork.”
“Sir, yes, sir.” He salutes again, nearly poking his eye out in the process. 
I can’t decide if I'm amused or annoyed. 
I lead him into the room and lock the door behind us, leaving him behind to sway on his feet while I make up the bed. I spend more time than necessary smoothing out the blankets we’re about to ruffle anyway before finally making myself turn to look at him. The words, “Do you need to use the bathroom?” die the moment my eyes land on him. He’s taken the time to strip himself down to his boxer briefs. Which… is fine. That’s what he always sleeps in, so I guess it’d be weird if he didn’t this time. He did say he wants things to stay the same between us after all. To maintain our friendship. 
But how can he just pretend nothing has changed? 
"Maybe this was a bad idea," I admit, hating the way my body aches for him. 
“I don't think it matters. I can’t stay away from you." He sounds anguished, his body swaying forward at the end of his confession. He uses the momentum to step forward, then again, until we’re within reach of each other. This time when he speaks, his voice is laced with desperation. “Why can’t I fucking stay away from you, Casey?”
My eyes burn, my throat tight with the urge to sob. “Why do you want to so badly?”
He shakes his head, his eyes squinting like he’s in pain. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
“This is hurting me. You staying away. You trying to fight whatever we have.” I pause, making sure we're looking into each other's eyes before I ask the next part. “Because we do have something, don’t we, Jake? You feel it too?”
He releases a shaky breath, his hands opening and closing at his sides. 
“Yeah,” he finally admits on a defeated exhale, his shoulders dropping like a weight has been removed with the confession. He closes the distance between us, pressing a warm hand to my cheek. He touches his thumb to the corner of my mouth. It shouldn’t be erotic, but my body floods with heat anyway. His voice is all gravel and desperation when he says, “I feel it too.”
“But it’s… tainted?” 
“I - I don’t know.” He runs his thumb across my bottom lip. His voice is nothing but a whisper now, the words he speaks next making me ache. “How can something that feels this good be tainted?” 
I dart my tongue out to wet my lips, noticing the way his breath catches when it brushes against his thumb. His cock grows hard where it's pressed against my hip. I shiver. 
“I don’t care if it’s tainted," I say, trying to sound confident but pretty sure I come off desperate instead. "I want it anyway.”
“Christ, Casey.” His trembling hands frame my face. Our foreheads meet. “I have to fucking kiss you. Right now. Please? Can I? Can I kiss you, baby boy?”
I shiver again. “Please.”
His fingers tighten just enough for me to really feel them before he crashes his mouth against mine. It's nearly violent in its urgency, his tongue sweeping inside my mouth like he's starving for me. I don't get triggered or scared, but I still pull away. It's the taste of vodka on his tongue. The reminder that he's drunk. "Wait. No."
“What?” he pants, pulling back enough to look into my eyes, searching frantically for an answer. “What’d I do? What's wrong?”
“You’re drunk.” I wrap my hands around his wrists, hating myself for stopping this when I know damn well that I might never get the opportunity again. “We should stop. Should - should wait. Until you’re sober. Until you can decide what you want. I don’t think I’d survive if we go any further and you change your mind tomorrow.” 
I don’t think I’ll survive regardless, but it’ll be much worse if I let this continue. 
I want him to argue. To say something lovely about already knowing his answer, how he’s always known it and now he’s ready to stop fighting it. But he doesn’t. He just steps back and gives me a tight nod. 
We go to bed, a world of space between us, the air thick with tension and the possibility of heartbreak. I try to stay awake, desperate to soak in what might be our last night together, but my body recognizes his body beside it, recognizes the safety of that, and I’m rendered helpless against the pull of sleep. 
Chapter Thirty-six
Jake
My head is fucking pounding, the rhythm steady, an ache splitting my forehead in two. I groan and roll over, pressing my face into the pillow with the hope of relieving some of the pain. Instead, the pounding gets worse. Louder. 
Wait. 
I lift my head, wincing as my mind swims beneath waves of vodka and memories of - oh fuck, did I kiss Casey last night? I squint at the body lying beside me. Yeah. Yeah, I definitely kissed him. And admitted to wanting him. 
Fuck. 
The knocking - and that’s definitely what it is, I realize, not pounding in my head but a knocking on the bedroom door - gets louder. Then I hear Travis bark, “Jake, I know you’re in there, get your ass up!”
I force myself to get up, mostly to avoid him waking Casey. The boy is already shifting on the bed as it is. I run a hand over his head and murmur, “Keep sleeping, little one,” and he thankfully settles. 
A slightly dramatic groan falls from my lips as my head pulses with the beat of each step toward the door. Fuck vodka. Fuck Travis. Fuck everything. 
I glance at Casey over my shoulder, something softening inside my chest. Well, maybe not fuck everything. 
But definitely fuck Travis. And the vodka.
And fuck Thomas Edison because the light from the hallway when I open the door is fucking brutal. I squint at Travis with one eye, hoping he can tell that I’m extremely unimpressed with his presence this morning. And his bad influence last night, now that I think about it. I consider punching him. Just once. Like… just lightly? A brotherly punch. With love. 
“How would you like to go get your hands on Scott Quinton today?” Travis asks, raising one eyebrow knowingly. 
My hangover is forgotten, replaced by adrenaline and excitement. 
“Fuck yes,” I say without hesitation. We’ve been wanting to get Scott Quinton for a while now. He’s not only the man who enslaved and sold both Carter and Casey, but he’s also the man who sold Elliot. He’s not in the area Travis and I’s operation worked. He’s a different operative’s problem, technically. But that’s not how we see it. The moment he bought Carter from his original kidnappers, he became our problem. Also, he’s our best lead on Elliot. We just never thought the mysterious man in charge of us operatives would ever approve a mission to grab him. “What are the optics?”
Travis hands me a mission packet. I flip it open, scanning the information as he explains. “He’s going to be on the move tonight - just him going to see a friend. We’ll grab him on the road. Dress in black tactic. Weapon up in case shit goes south.”
“Team of four,” I murmur, noticing the team members aren’t listed. “Who else is coming?”
“Maison and Keats.”
“Good. Good picks. I’m excited to finally see Maison in action for myself.” I shoot him a grin, closing the packet for now. I have a lot to do if I’m going to be participating in a mission tonight. I need to find a recovery drink and pain killers for this goddamn hangover. Food would be nice, too. I need to study the map of the area we'll be doing the grab in and pack accordingly. I need to hit the weapons vault. I need Ace to do a workup on the location we're bringing Quinton to while we extract information from him - How close is the nearest civilian? Who owns the property? What is the cell reception like? How fast could the police be on scene if someone were to report suspicious activity? I need to - fuck. 
I need to tell Casey. 
My smile suddenly feels sticky and awful when I look at my best friend and promise, “I’ll be ready.”
[image: image-placeholder]I avoid my to-do list, choosing to crawl back into bed with Casey instead. The selfishness is worth it as I enjoy the feeling of him safe and warm in my arms. I hold him close for hours, until he finally stirs awake, all sleepy and warm and smiling up at me when he realizes I’m there. “Hey.”
“Hey.” I stroke my thumb along the small of his back, ignoring the urge to dip it lower. So not the time. “How’d you sleep?”
“Good. Great.” He deflates. “But I have a feeling that’s about to be ruined.”
I frown. “Why do you feel like that?”
“Because your face is telling me so. And because you were wasted last night and I’m pretty sure you’re about to take it all back now.”
“I’m not," I promise, hating myself for making him so confused. It was a mistake to tell him we couldn't be together, even if we shouldn’t be. I can't stay away. I won't. Fuck what's supposed to be right or wrong. If it's me and Casey, it's right. It'll always be right. "In fact, if you’ll allow it, I’d very much like to kiss you again.”
He goes completely still, blue eyes wide. “Y-you… what?”
“Kiss you.” I tug at his bottom lip with my thumb, smiling softly at him. “If you’ll let me.”
“Like, just one more time? Or as a test? Or-”
“As another kiss in a long line of many, many kisses I’d like to give you moving forward.” 
He flushes. “Yes. Okay. Yup. Immediately. Kiss me right now.”
Chuckling, I turn him onto his back and lay my body over his, bringing our lips together in a gentle kiss that quickly turns frantic. I end it before it can go too far, knowing we have a lot to talk about first. He whines, his shaking hands clinging to me as I pull away. I give him one more lingering kiss to make up for the disappointment before rolling off him and settling on my side. With my elbow on the mattress and head propped in my hand, I have the perfect view of his flushed cheeks and pouty bottom lip. "Why'd you stop?"
"We need to talk." 
He wrinkles his nose. "See? I don't like the sound of that. That right there is what I'm talking about."
"It's not about us. I mean, we do need to talk about us, but that's going to have to wait. And when that happens, it'll be a good conversation. I promise."
"A conversation with more kisses?" he asks, looking adorably skeptical and kind of like he's willing to fight me if I deny him. 
"Lots of kisses," I assure him. I even give him the quickest of kisses right then, just to show him I'm not going to be stingy with them in the future. "But I'm leaving soon with Maison, Travis, and Keats. In just a few hours, actually. We're going after Scott Quinton." 
The name of the man who sold him into sexual slavery makes him jolt. "W-why? I thought you couldn't kill him?"
"We couldn't before. We thought he was too important to another operation. But changes have been made and we were authorized to grab him. We think he'll be able to tell us where Elliot is." 
"I'm sure he knows, but why would he tell you?"
I grimace. "We'll get him to talk." 
"Oh." His expression twists with the pain of understanding. He touches his fingers to my tattoo, hand shaking. "Are you going to be in danger?"
The smart thing would be to lie. To assure him I'll be fine. But I can't do it. "Not much, but there's always a risk. It should be easy, though. And the team is good."
"Does it have to be you?" 
"No," I admit, even though my skin crawls at the thought of passing up this opportunity. "But other than DuGray, this is the only other person I personally have on my list to go after. I'd like to be a part of it." 
"Okay…"
"I don't have to go, if you need me here." 
He smiles, just a little. "You take such good care of me."
"Well, yeah. You're mine, remember?" 
His smile falters, his eyes wary. "What does that mean to you? Me being yours? I need to know where we stand. You've been so confusing. It's killing me…"
"I know. I'm sorry, little one. I've been trying to be the good guy and not give into temptation, but…" I laugh softly. "I'm starting to think we're inevitable. And I'm starting to think that's damn beautiful, even if it scares the fuck out of me."
"Why does it scare you?" 
"Too many reasons to talk about right now. I should already be dressed and down in the vault gearing up." I sigh. "But I'll say this for now - I want you just like you want me, and I'm done fighting that. We'll have to talk when I get back and figure shit out, but know that you're mine, if you still want to be. Mine in every way."
He blushes beautifully, understanding what the emphasis on every means. "I still want to be."
"Thank fuck." I kiss him again. Quick. Easy. Like I'll do it a million more times in my life. Because I will. "I should get going. I'll have my phone, okay? Call if you need anything." 
"And you'll be safe?" he asks, his voice a soft tremble. 
"I'll be safe. I'll come back to you."
"Promise?"
It's not a promise I can make, but for him? For him, I'll fight the whole fucking universe to keep it if I have to. "I promise."
Chapter Thirty-seven
Casey
I’m okay the first few hours after Jake leaves, keeping myself busy with any task I can get my hands on. Matt and I fold laundry, the two of us listening to a historical podcast he picks out. It’s boring, but no one really argues when Matt picks something to watch or listen to. Mostly because, well, Matt can’t argue. Also, because it'd be like telling a sad, lost puppy no. So, we fold laundry and hear all about a Brazilian outlaw in the early 1900s. 
I join Bryce for a swim in the pool after. He’s kind of a ridiculous swimmer, his movements spastic and slightly concerning. I almost suggest he stick to the doggy paddle. Not wanting to hurt his feelings, I just hangout on the other end of the pool and tell him about that Brazilian outlaw to fill the silence. 
I fight a smirk while watching Ace try to chop wood, the man convinced he can be useful outside of his computers while the more physical operatives are gone. I work out 5 days a week, he tells me with a haughty tilt of his chin. Just because I can't rival Thor with my muscles doesn't mean I'm not in good shape. After he’s sweaty and flustered and kicking at the stump he’s been using to put logs on, I offer to help. He seems skeptical but allows it. When I chop three logs in a row with no issue - my dad and I loved to camp together in the summers - he grumbles under his breath and says he needs to go check his computers. I fight a laugh as he storms off, brushing a stray leaf from his fancy jacket.
I chat with Nolan while the two of us prepare dinner. After seeing how horrifically I handle the garlic - Seriously? Does no one in this house understand what mincing is? - I get demoted to washing the vegetables for him and stirring the noodles every time he glances at them and says, “Stir.” To get back at him for his bossiness, I point out that he and Maison seem to be getting even closer lately. He blushes and sputters and makes some sort of half-assed attempt to get me to forget that Maison Beckett exists. 
At dinner, I smile and laugh and listen to everyone tell stories and share triumphs and tease each other like a family. 
But then dinner is over, and everyone goes their own way. Ace to monitor the mission Jake and the others are on. Matt to keep Ace company. Bryce outside by the river to write in his journal. Nolan to his room with a bottle of wine and his eyes locked on his phone, cheeks flushed at whatever his screen is displaying. 
And me - alone. 
I bring David to Jake's room, steal one of his dirty shirts that smells so thickly of him that I can almost pretend he's here if I close my eyes, and drag his blankets and pillows to the floor to make a nest. Then I curl up around David and the shirt and send Jake a text: I miss you. 
He answers almost immediately, his words bringing a smile to my face. I miss you too, little one. It's late there. Grab David and get some rest. Sleep in my room if you need to, I don't mind. 
I take a selfie of me all curled up with that smile still in place and text back: You know me so well. Already made a comfy nest on your floor (don't get worried, your blankets are so fluffy I can't even tell I'm not on a mattress, promise). Be safe. 
His answering text takes a little longer to come in, but it's worth the wait. Goddamn, you are the most beautiful boy I've ever seen. Close your eyes and pretend I'm there with you in your comfy nest. I'll be safe, promise. Dream of me. 
[image: image-placeholder]Travis begs Carter to come to the safehouse shortly after they get their hands on Quinton. The man said some things about Carter's safety, making him panic. I let Carter hide out for most of the day, knowing he's probably struggling like I've been with our guys being gone, but I threaten him if he doesn't at least eat dinner, which I leave outside his door.
Eventually, enough is enough. He might like to sulk, but I've learned that sometimes you need to be around your people, and whether Carter likes it or not, we're his people. So, with Nolan, Bryce, and Matt in tow - and alcohol and food to sweeten the deal - I stage a takeover. Carter looks like he's about to burst into tears when he opens the door for us. He tries to smile, but it's painful to see. I'm thankful when he drops it. 
"Let us in or we're going to sit outside your door all night and keep you awake, making you super jealous because of all this delicious food and tequila we have," Bryce threatens, gesturing to the sandwich and pickle I brought, the supersized carton of ice cream and spoons in Matt's hands, and the tequila Nolan is proudly waving. Not to mention the 5 different bags of chips Bryce is holding himself. 
“Yeah, yeah, come in,” Carter mumbles, despite looking a little wary of us. Bryce dumps the chips on the bed and heads to the TV, loading the house Netflix account we all use. Nolan goes into the bathroom and comes back with a stack of disposable cups. Matt hands out spoons without making eye contact with anyone. I shove the plate of food into Carter’s hands, raising a brow at him in a dare to argue. He doesn’t argue. He just thanks me and starts shoveling the food into his mouth, probably starving. 
“Something light,” I advise Bryce as he browses options for us to watch. Then, thinking of how Carter and Travis still might not be in the best place - and how Jake and I are sort of in limbo too - I add, “And not all romantic and shit.” 
Bryce waves a hand in my direction. “Yeah, yeah. I’m looking.” 
Matt walks forward and puts his hand out for the remote. Bryce frowns but gives it away, having learned the same lesson as me - you don't argue with Matt. I think Matt has caught on to this. I also think he may be abusing his power, but the guy has been through enough so I'll let him have it anyway. He puts on the Great British Bakeoff. Carter grins. It feels a little easier to breathe. 
As everyone gets settled and the food and tequila is distributed, Carter nestles in beside me and whispers, "How are you not a fucking wreck?" 
"I am," I admit. "But I've always felt better when I have someone to fuss over." 
"Yeah." Carter eyes me, probably remembering how I acted in the cage when we first met, always taking care of the others. Or maybe remembering how I hid my deterioration while we lived together by focusing on taking care of him. "Yeah," my friend says again, sounding sad. "I remember." 
"They'll be fine anyway. I made Jake promise." I force a smile, wanting to make Carter feel better. "He never breaks promises." 
Carter eyes the others, then rests his head on my shoulder and whispers, "They're looking for me. The traffickers that are left. I guess there's, like, a fucking bounty on my head or something…" 
Something heavy and sharp settles in my chest. "I thought the fire was supposed to make it look like we all died?" 
"Guess they saw through it. That's why Trav wanted me to come here." 
I try to breathe. Try to fight off the panic. They won't get near Carter. Travis would never let them. Neither would Maison or Jake. Surely, they'll protect him. "Does that mean you're back for good?"
"No way." My gut sinks. Of course not. Stubborn little asshole. "I really like where I'm at. I'm not letting those fuckers steal my freedom again." 
I sigh. "He's going to move into a cardboard box on your doorstep to keep you safe, you know." 
Carter looks like he's fighting a grin. He doesn't have to ask who I'm talking about. "Yeah, there's a good chance of that." 
"You two disgust me," I tease, not meaning it one bit. 
"I'm sure you and Jake will be disgusting soon enough. In fact," Carter pauses, wiggling his eyebrows like he knows something. "I have some advice for you. A way to get that oaf to give into you." 
My heart jumps inside my chest. Jake made it sound like he's ready to give in already, but he's run away before. I could use a backup plan. "Do tell."
"How do you feel about daddy kink?"
Chapter Thirty-eight
Jake
It feels strange, stepping back into the shoes of Benny Rivera. Since I don't have grunts to order around, it's me who is responsible for initially getting Scott Quinton set up. Maison helps, eager to prove he can do more than just sit on the other end of the phone giving us orders. Donning night vision goggles, we enter his pitch-black holding cell, cut off his clothes, get his wrists attached to shackles and those shackles attached to chains on the ceiling, and wrap a metal collar tight around his throat that forces his chin to stay up.
We take turns hitting him until he violently awakes, eyes going comically wide like that can somehow combat the darkness around him. He tries to get us to tell him what's going on as I use a machine to yank him by the chains up to his tiptoes. Then I hand Maison the hose from the wall and stand back while he gets his pound of flesh, covering the bastard head to toe with ice cold water - concentrating especially on his face and genitals. 
“That was fucking therapeutic,” Maison tells me as we exit the room, wanting to keep Quinton wet, freezing, and encased in darkness for a while. We find Travis standing in the hall with his hands stuffed deep in his pockets, his expression dark and distant. It doesn't seem like the experience was very therapeutic for him. I don't think he wants to be here at all. 
That only becomes more and more evident as time passes. Every hour away from Carter seems to drag Travis further into himself, his hands shaking and his knees bouncing. I try to cheer him up at one point by letting him choose when Quinton sits in silence and when his ears are assaulted by German heavy metal music at full volume. It doesn’t even make him smile, his movements almost absentminded as he flicks his thumb between the settings, his focus somewhere else despite his gaze being locked on the night vision video feed of Quinton. Sending him off with an order to eat or rest doesn’t work either. And when I catch him on the phone with Carter at one point, his face is scrunched up like he's in physical pain. 
But he rallies. 
That’s one thing Travis Kenton is very good at. Regardless of how painful something is, of how badly he wants to fall apart, he’s always managed to force himself into finishing the job.
So, refusing to let anyone else step in for him, he dresses himself in a Nathan Roarke getup and gets to work. 
There is a moment, though. When Quinton puts things together, when he twists and turns Travis’s mind until he has Travis convinced that he’ll never be able to keep Carter safe, when Travis completely unravels and pushes Quinton to the breaking point, then leaves him there anyway before he can tell us what we need to know just so he can suffer while Travis calls Carter to beg him to go to the safehouse. There's a moment where I think we've pushed Travis too far. But Carter goes to the safehouse, and Travis fucking takes a nap, and finally - fucking finally - we get Quinton to spill his guts. Metaphorically and literally.
Elliot was sold to a piece of shit named Aleksei Pavlov. The 43-year-old Russian man is old money, heading an investing firm that is well-known in our world for being a business front for all kinds of horrific shit. 
Aleksei doesn’t have him anymore. He only wants innocent little virgins to break. Once that’s done, he sells them off to someone who wants a slave that’s more… trained. In this case, Aleksei’s business partner, Borris Pasternak. We do some digging - mostly Ace remotely deep-diving into Borris’s computer. 
Turns out, we all have something in common.
Someone. 
A man who is the head operative of his own operation in Ireland - the same position Travis was in our operation. Ronan. A good guy. A fucking fantastic guy, actually. A guy who would do anything he could to help us. 
Travis breaks off to take a shower, Maison following behind him. 
I take out my phone and call Ronan. 
We’re getting Elliot. Whatever it takes. 
And then I’m going the fuck back to the safehouse so I can… 
Aw, shit. 
I guess I should probably figure out what I’m going to do with Casey now, shouldn’t I…?
[image: image-placeholder]The mood on the plane is a mixture of exhaustion and elation. Maison takes a seat in the farthest corner, burying his face in a cookbook of all things, a highlighter caught between his teeth. Keats curls up in one of the convertible chairs, feet kicked against the window, and pulls a sleep mask over his eyes that’s pink, fuzzy, and reads: I fucking dare you. 
Travis - after putting his phone to his cheek for ten seconds, sighing heavily, whispering something I do my best not to overhear into a voicemail, and dropping his phone back in his lap - pulls out a toothpick and begins running it beneath his fingernails. He’s been doing things like that since he finished with Quinton. He showered three times, scrubbing himself raw in places. Brushed his teeth until his gums bled. Ran a comb through his hair over and over until pieces were falling out. And now the toothpick. 
I sit in the chair across from him, pondering if I should acknowledge his paranoia that he’s unclean now, or if I should offer him a distraction. 
I glance at my phone, still lit up from when I checked for messages before sitting down. My new lock screen makes me grin - Casey all curled up in my bedding, David tucked beneath his chin, a little peek of my old Saints shirt with the faded fleur-de-lis that I know for a fact I put in my hamper the day before I left. 
"Hey, Trav. Can I ask you something?"
Travis pauses his toothpick endeavors to glance at me, then returns to digging beneath his nails. "Always."
"How did you let go of all that guilt and other shit that you felt about Carter loving you? How did you go from being the guy drunk off his ass rambling about Harry Potter spoilers and Carter choosing you despite being the villain, to the guy who can barely stop smiling long enough to torture some piece of shit because he's so damn happy?" 
He tosses the toothpick into the trash and sighs heavily, bringing his gaze to meet mine. He looks fucking tired. Like maybe this whole thing is weighing heavier on him than any of us thought it would. 
He looks like he's had enough. 
We both have. 
"It wasn't easy," he says softly. "But what it eventually came down to was respecting that Carter has the power now. I decided that whatever he wanted from me, I'd give him. Friends or lovers or two people who never talk again. I was willing to give him anything he needed, anything he asked for, even if it killed me. And with that, I also decided that if he picked me, if I was what he wanted, I'd give him the very best of me. I'd put away all the baggage and love him how he deserves. Because if he has all the power now and he's using that power to be with me? I'm going to damn well show him I'm worth it." 
I lean my head back, eyes sliding closed. "See, the problem is that I'm not confident that Casey feels like he has that power. I'm worried he still sees me as the guy who saved him, even if it's just somewhere in the back of his head."
"He does see you as the guy who saved him. He always will. Because that's what you are. But that doesn't matter, Jake."
"Why the fuck not?" I ask, shooting him an annoyed look. 
He smirks. "I remember what he looked like after he found out the truth. He was maybe a little wary at first, but soon enough he was looking at you like he looked at Carter. As an ally. A friend. A part of this team that was going to get through that shitshow together. He even started looking at me like that, at the end there. Yeah, Jake, you were the guy who saved him, but he didn't look at you like he does now. That came later. The feelings for you - the falling in love with you - came later. Now, he looks at you like you hung the fucking moon. And it has nothing to do with you saving him, I promise you that. They're not even connected. He is an adult man who is incredibly strong and intelligent and brave. If he's anything like Carter, then I can guarantee you that all of this time you've spent overthinking this whole scenario, he's spent at least three times as much. Men have hurt him badly. He doesn't trust easily. He will have thought your possible relationship into the damn ground by now. If he still wants to be with you after all that, I suggest you take him seriously, Jake."
I stare at my best friend for a very long time. Then I kick him in the shin and growl, "You asshole!"
"Ow!" He kicks me back. "What the fuck?"
"Why didn't you say all of that before? Why did you get me fucking drunk instead like I had something to be sad about?" 
"Well…" He rubs at the back of his head, looking like a sad, kicked puppy. Which… I mean, he's not a puppy, but the rest is accurate I suppose. "I needed time to think about it. I can't just come up with profound advice on the spot, man. That's usually your thing. Pardon me if it took a bit for me to sort out my thoughts and shit, okay?" 
“Fine.” I eye him angrily for a minute, but I lose the fight when he pulls out another toothpick. I lean forward, placing my hand over his. “You’re clean, Trav. He won’t be able to tell what you did to Quinton. And even if he did know, he's still going to want you.”
Travis quickly looks out the window, his throat working harder than it should have to as he swallows. “He’s always wanted me, even when his own blood was on my hands. Even when he hates every cell in his body for the wanting. That doesn’t mean he deserves to be touched by them when they’re dirty.” 
“But they’re not,” I say adamantly, grabbing his other hand too. I squeeze them. “You just found out where Elliot is, Trav. And these hands helped you do it. What did you just tell me, huh? If he picked you, if you’re what he wanted, then you’d give him your very best. Put your fucking baggage away and love him how he deserves. So, fucking do that, you idiot. No more fucking toothpicks. And stop with the hand sanitizer. I can smell you from here. Did you put it on your arms and shit too? It’s hand sanitizer, you pain in the ass.” 
He frowns at me. Deeply. “Like I said, it’s not easy.” 
“But it’s worth it, yeah?”
“Yeah.” He tries to fight it, but a smile breaks through. “Yeah. Worth it.” 
“Then that’s what matters.” 
His smile morphs into a smirk before he warns me, “It won’t be easy for you either, you know.”
"I don't need easy,” I say immediately. “I just need him.”
“Wow,” Keats mumbles, his body still perfectly unmoving and relaxed and his mask still in place, making it seem like he’s talking in his sleep. “Someone stitch that on a motherfucking pillow.”
“Hey.” I toss a half-empty bottle of water at him, satisfied when it bounces hard off his chest and makes him jolt upright. “Stop eavesdropping.”
He lifts his eye mask just enough to squint at us. “I’m sorry. It was just so unbelievably cheesy and lovely at the same time. Can you throw up in your mouth while also enjoying it? Is that a kink?”
“He’s just jealous he doesn’t have a lover,” Maison defends, not looking up from his cookbook. I lean forward to read the title. It’s about French cuisine. I feel as if maybe he should have started with Cooking for Dummies or something first. “Maybe we should make a side trip and get Keats laid. What’s your preference, Keats?”
“You don’t have a lover either,” Travis says incredulously. “Or have you fallen in love with cooking?”
I kick Travis, giving him a look. “Who the fuck cooks in the house, you idiot?”
“Well, unless we’re very unlucky and Ace tries, it’s Nol-” he stops, his face flickering through a sequence of expressions that are incredibly entertaining to watch. “Oh. Oh. Oh, wow.” He turns fully in his chair, like a child up on his knees staring at the stranger on the bus. “You and Nolan?”
“No,” Maison says rather defensively. “No, not me and Nolan. I - I enjoy his… company. And his cooking. And, well, him. I enjoy him. Quite a bit. He does this thing where he - I mean, it’s none of your business, but he’s - but we aren’t - we can’t possibly be - he is - uh…”
“Well, that was informative,” Keats mumbles, letting his face mask fall back over his eyes and reclining again. “Thank you so much for enlightening me on why having a lover is so great.”
“You don’t want a lover, Keats?” Travis asks, apparently fully embracing his role of curious child now. 
Keats sighs heavily, folding his hands over his stomach. “I would worship at the feet of Bryce Jacobson every day for the rest of my existence if he allowed it.”
Travis, Maison, and I just stare at him. And stare. And stare. Maybe we even gape. That might be the more accurate verb. 
We fucking gape at him. 
Bryce Jacobson?
Our Bryce Jacobson?
Has Keats even… met him?
When in the world did Keats meet Bryce?
“Stop before your brains explode,” Keats orders. “And stop fucking talking. I’m tired.”
“Sorry,” we all mumble in unison, still too in shock to really argue. 
Maison returns his attention to his cookbook. 
Travis eyes the toothpick he threw away, but doesn’t reach for it. 
Keats releases a soft snore. 
And then I remember - and I groan, softly of course, so as not to disturb the others. But Travis hears it, raising an eyebrow at me and leaning forward to whisper, “What’s wrong?”
“I still have to find a way to tell Casey about my daddy kink. I think I can have a relationship without it, but he deserves to know the desire exists before jumping in, doesn’t he?"
"Oh.” Travis smirks, reaching for his phone and tapping the screen a few times before turning it toward me. “I wouldn't worry too much about that." 
I look down to see a text I definitely did not want to see, tearing my eyes away quickly before I can read anything else about what Carter is fantasizing about doing to Travis. I also skip Travis's reply. And just as I'm about to ask him if he's fucking with me by showing me their sexts, I see it two messages below - the word daddy. 
Carter: Is Jake a daddy? Like the kink?
Carter: Asking for a friend (you know the one)
Well… fuck. 
[image: image-placeholder]There seems to be a mini-party happening when we get back to the safehouse, the survivors well on their way to getting drunk while dancing in the living room. Carter tosses his hands in the air and yells, “Travis!” when he sees my best friend. Travis's face lights up as he heads straight to the man he loves, Carter barreling at him until they’re colliding in a violently happy hug. 
I look away, searching for my own boy. I find him by Nolan with a drink in one hand and a look of envy on his face as he watches the hugging couple. Bryce teases Carter. Nolan defends him, following the defense up with a drunken proposition to Maison. I pass Maison - standing baffled with his jaw dropped and his cheeks amusingly pink - and head to Casey, hoping he isn’t as wasted as the rest of them. I had hoped to have a valuable conversation with him tonight so we could figure out how to move forward with our budding relationship. That can’t happen if he’s steeped in alcohol. 
“Hey,” Casey says the moment I’m close enough to hear over the blaring music. He steps into me, his free hand pressing against my chest. “You’re home.”
“Finally.” I put my hand over his. “How many of those drinks have you had?”
“I’ve just been nursing this one." He blushes before admitting, "I overheard Ace saying you were on your way back. I wanted to stay sober.” 
I wish we’d already had our talk because I want more than anything to call him a good boy. Instead, I settle with, “I’m glad. I was hoping we could have that talk tonight.”
“I’d like that.” His eyes dart around. “But not here.”
“Definitely not here. Want to go for a walk?”
He smiles. “Sure.”
With a hand on the small of his back, I lead him through the room and out the door. It’s a matter of seconds before I feel a shiver run through him from the cool breeze. I shrug out of my jacket, draping it over his shoulders. He blushes beautifully as he mumbles a thank you and pulls it tighter around himself. The trees across the river are starting to change color around the edges. I smile, excited to enjoy my first of hopefully many autumns with him. 
"I'm glad you're safe," he says after we've taken a few more steps. 
"I made a promise, didn't I?"
He grins, but his gaze remains on the ground like he's nervous to look at me. "Yeah, you did. And you don't break those."
"No. I don't." I reach for his hand, slotting our fingers together. His feet stutter to a stop before he finally turns his pretty blue eyes on me. I squeeze his hand like a reward. "I missed you, little one." 
"I missed you too. Like crazy."
"I want to talk about us, if you're ready?" 
His cheeks flush again, but he doesn't look away. "I'm ready." And then, before I can start, he blurts, "Are you going to want me to call you daddy?" 
Oh boy. 
Well, here goes nothing. 
"I want you to call me that if you think I deserve it. Being a daddy is something special to me. It's not just a kinky pet name I want tossed out during sex. It's much more than that."
He tilts his head, looking thoughtful. "Can you explain it to me? What it means to you?" 
"I'd love to." I pull him over to the swing, getting us settled so he's halfway in my lap and all cuddled up against me. He sighs contentedly as I pull the jacket up where it was starting to slip off one of his shoulders. "Being a daddy means something different to everyone, depending on their wants and needs. On their dynamic. To me, being your daddy means this. Caring about you. Taking care of you. Removing the weight off your shoulders whenever I can. It means giving you what you need, and giving you what you want, and knowing when the two are different. It means saving you every day for the rest of your life. And it means letting you save me back."
He shifts so he can look at me, his blue eyes full of tears. "You’ve already been doing all that."
"I suppose I have." I cup his cheek, stroking it with my thumb. He shivers and shuffles closer. "It also means making you feel good. Kissing you and touching you and loving every inch of you. Filling you up with daddy's cock when you feel empty and aching. Leaving my cum inside you so you don't forget you're daddy's good little boy." 
His next inhale is sharp, his pupils blown wide. He squirms and looks away. I know that if I reached down between his legs, I'd find him hard. Good. "Would you like all of that, Casey?" 
"Yes," he says quickly. He nods too, emphasizing his enthusiasm. "Yes, please."
"You'd have to listen to me. You'd have to let me take care of you. If I'm your daddy, I'm not going to let you push me away. I'm not going to let you get away with not eating or taking care of yourself properly. I'll step in when you need me, whether you like it or not." I grip his chin gently, forcing him to look me in the eyes. "I can just be your boyfriend, Casey. If that's what you want. I can put the part of me that wants to be your daddy away and never bring him up again. But if you want me as your daddy instead, you need to know what you'll be getting."
He swallows hard - a good sign he's understanding how important this is. "What can I say no to if you're my daddy?" 
"Anything sexual, always. Anything romantic, too. Anything that doesn't directly link to your mental or physical well-being."
Relief flashes in his expression, his body softening against me. "That sounds perfect." 
"Yeah?" I fight the urge to grin, not wanting to get ahead of myself. "You want to give it a try? We can always change things. We can always just be boyfriends, if it's what you'd rather."
He frowns. "If it makes you feel better to say we're giving it a try, then sure, but I already know what I want. When you bathe me or put movies on and cuddle me or read to me, I feel all warm and safe and I can't even begin to tell you how fucking great that is. I don't want a boyfriend. I want a daddy. I want you to be my daddy. Because the minute you explained what that means to you, a part of me lit up inside. Like this is what I've been waiting for. Like this is exactly what I've needed, but I just didn't know it existed. So call tonight a trial if you’d like, but I already know that when tomorrow comes, you’re still going to be my daddy, Jake.” 
My knees damn near give out. “Say that again.”
His lips curl into a playful, flirty smile. “You’re going to be my daddy.” 
“Yes,” I growl, wrapping my arm around his waist and crushing him against me. I bring my lips to his. “I am.” 
Chapter Thirty-nine
Casey
My legs are like jelly by the time Jake gets me back to his room. He leads me straight into the bathroom, helping me sit on the long countertop between his double sinks. 
“What are we doing?” I ask, though it feels kind of obvious. It’s just that I have this sensation like I’m a soda that’s been violently shaken up, ready to fizzle right out of my body, and not knowing is making it worse. 
He settles between my parted legs, gripping my chin and peering down at me. “Daddy’s going to make his boy nice and clean.”
I was wrong. Knowing doesn’t make that fizzy feeling any better. It makes it a hell of a lot worse. “Oh.”
“Yes.” He smiles. “Oh.”
“And - um. And th-then what?”
His smile turns wicked. “And then I think I’ll make my boy dirty all over again.” 
I squirm. “Oh.” 
“Oh,” he echoes again. “Is that alright with you?” 
“Very. Yes. Much so.” I fight the urge to smack my forehead. “I mean - yes, very much so.”
Jake presses his mouth to mine in a barely there kiss before stepping back and turning toward the tub. I watch him as he tests the temperature of the water and grabs a bottle of bubble bath, thinking about how dramatically things have changed. The first time I sat watching him run me a bath, I was convinced he was going to be the new form of evil in my life. Turns out, he ended up being my hero instead. 
As the water continues to run, he helps me off the counter and begins to undress me. Each brush of his fingertips against my skin sends bolts of electricity through me. I blush and squirm when he pushes my pants down and discovers my hardening cock. He flashes me a knowing smirk, letting his knuckles trail along the top of it. I sway forward, hoping for more, but he steps back and begins to remove his own clothes. My heart does something strange and stupid as I realize he's going to come in with me. We're going to bathe together. 
I have to swallow a ridiculous squeal of excitement. 
Then I'm swallowing a moan because this man naked is fucking… exquisite. Being at the safehouse has clearly given him more time to workout because his body has gone from in fighting shape to worthy of a fitness magazine cover. I'm not sure how I'll survive once all of his tan skin and big muscles are dripping with water. 
And that cock. I quickly look away, my stomach feeling squirmy at the sight of it. He's big. Bigger than I remember him being. And very, very hard. I feel my hole twitch. I can't decide if it's eager or terrified. I can't decide which one of those options the rest of me feels either. 
Jake takes my hand, walking me toward the tub before helping me step in. The water is the perfect temperature, a soft perfume of orange and vanilla wafting up as I disturb the bubbles. He climbs in behind me, his legs bracketing mine. There's the slightest hesitation before he wraps his arms around my waist and slides me toward him until his chest is pressed against my back. I suck in a gasp as his hard cock nudges me. 
"This okay?" he asks, sounding far more anxious than I thought he'd be. It makes me feel better. Like I'm not alone. 
"Yeah." I allow my body to relax against him, resting my head on his shoulder. "This is really nice."
"This can be all we do tonight, if you want," he murmurs, his wet fingers leaving trails of bubbles along my arm as he begins to stroke it. "There's no rush for more, even if I teased you about getting dirty earlier." 
A relief I hadn't realized I needed blooms in my chest at his words. I had no idea I was so worried about his expectations, but I clearly was. "I want to try, I think."
"Then we try." He presses a kiss to my hair, making me feel all fizzy inside again. It's better this time. Less disconcerting and more exhilarating. “I really did miss you, you know.”
I smile. “I really missed you, too.”
“Well then.” He pauses to sigh dramatically. “I suppose we’re just going to have to stop being away from each other.”
“I suppose so.” I swallow, suddenly nervous despite how lovely that sounds. It’s just… "I have… questions."
He hums beneath his breath. "I had hoped you would. Questions are healthy. Hit me with them."
"So, like, Nolan overheard Carter talking about daddy kink and then he and Bryce sort of weighed in on the topic and Bryce said he thought that was when the bottom acts like a baby and wears diapers and uses pacifiers and stuff? Is that true?"
"Like I said before, daddy kink means something different to everyone. There are many daddies who have little boys that like to do things like that. Others have little boys who aren't quite so little, like they enjoy coloring books or hot wheels and they like sippy cups or little divided plates. Some daddies have little boys who are more like teenagers with video games and superhero movies. Some daddies have little boys who aren't little at all. They're daddy's little boy, but they're really only acting submissive, not little." He pauses, but I can tell he wants to say more, so I wait for him to collect his thoughts. "And it's hard to define a little boy - or girl, or nonbinary person, for that matter. Some identify strictly with a certain age or group of behaviors. Others depend on what mood they're in. I follow one particular blog where the submissive feels little when he has a bad day or after he has an intense scene with his daddy, but otherwise he feels like an adult. And his definition of being little is really just extra cuddling and carrying around his stuffed elephant and letting his daddy do simple things for him like make him his food and give him a bath and read him a book." 
Me, I can't help but think. That sounds like it could be me.
"So, it depends on the people and what they want." 
"Exactly." 
"And it's not always sexual, right? Because earlier you said I could say no to sex stuff but not no to you taking care of me."
"That's how I want us to be. But there are some boys out there who only want a daddy for sex. Outside of the bedroom, they want to be treated like an equal and not doted on. On the flipside, some couples don't engage in sex at all when the submissive is in a little mindset. It's really an extremely broad spectrum."
I consider this, studying the way the bubbles crackle and pop in the water. How little am I going to be? Do I want to have sex when I'm like that? When do I want to be treated like an equal? 
Is it even up to me? 
"What kind of dynamic do you want us to have?" I ask. 
"What would you like?" he counters. 
I turn my head around to glare at him. He just smiles, which is infuriating, and also a little sexy. "I asked you first."
He chuckles. "Okay. If I'm being honest, I think I've already met the little boy in you. At least, I've gotten a few peeks at him." 
I frown in confusion. "What? When?" 
"When we watched movies together. When I give you baths. When you get in a silly mood in the pool and start splashing around. When you get nervous and start squirming and mumbling and blushing. When you cuddle up with David." His smile softens, his eyes doing the same. He's suddenly looking at me like I'm… special. It makes me feel all gooey inside. It also scares me a little. What if he realizes I'm not special at all? What happens then? "I don't think we need to label you or give you an age or decide when you'll be little and when you won't be. I think we should just let you do what feels good and I'll react accordingly. Because as much as I'm going to fucking love being your daddy? I'm going to love watching you come into yourself and become the happiest boy you can be even more."
I flush, ducking my chin. I get what he meant before. I'm definitely feeling all squirmy now. And I definitely mumble when I ask, "But what if what I want isn't what you want?"
"Oh, Casey," he says with a soft laugh. He takes my chin, gently tugging until I can see him shaking his head. His blue eyes are impossibly bright. "I'll take you any way you'll let me. I don't want a boy. I want you to be my boy. You're my dream. Which means any type of boy you end up being will be my dream come true." 
I stare at him, not sure how to believe that. Not sure if I'm brave enough to. 
But… "You promise?" I ask, my voice a terrible tremble. 
"I promise, little fish."
And he doesn't break those. 
[image: image-placeholder]I feel boneless by the time Jake is finished drying me off and lotioning every inch of me on his bed. My eyes are barely open as he arranges me so I'm more comfortable, my head on the pillow, my body curled onto its side so we're facing each other. He chuckles fondly as he brushes a strand of damp hair off my forehead. "Sleepy?" 
"Sorta." I wiggle until I'm closer to him, my half-hard cock pressing against his thigh. "Sorta not."
He smiles. "It's like that, is it? Do you need daddy to take care of you?" 
I shiver. God, I could definitely get used to that. "Yes, please."
His eyes darken, his tongue darting out to wet his lower lip. "Yes please, what?" 
It takes me a moment to figure out what he wants. When I do, my face burns and my cock fully hardens. "Yes please, daddy," I whisper. 
"Good boy." He cups the back of my head, pulling me into a gentle-sweet kiss that makes my skin buzz and my head swirl. I whimper, pushing forward to deepen our connection. His hand slides down to the back of my neck and squeezes to stop me. He murmurs, “Patience,” before taking my mouth again. 
I force myself to relax and accept what he gives me, warmth trickling down my spine and pooling in my stomach with each press of his lips and pass of his tongue. That warmth grows into a white-hot heat when his hand skates down my side and encircles my bare hip. It’s not a tight enough hold to bruise, but it’s impossible to ignore. Each pad of his fingers feels like a flame licking at me. 
He carefully pushes my hip down, my back pressing into the mattress. His body chases mine, one hand outstretched to brace himself beside my shoulder, his other hand still possessive and firm on my hip. One of his legs slots between mine as he lowers just enough to let me feel him. 
“Jake,” I gasp, my hips bucking without my permission. I moan when my cock connects with the coarse hair below his belly button. It’s just scratchy enough to set my nerves ablaze. Pretty sure I’m going to burn all the way up at this rate, everything too hot, yet not enough. “Daddy.” 
“What does my boy need?” 
“I don’t know.” I press my cock against him again, but it doesn’t feel as good this time. And my head is starting to spin a little too much, making me dizzy. Making me panic. “I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t-”
He stops me with a thumb between my lips. I suck immediately, an instinct at this point. Our eyes lock. “Do you trust daddy to know?” 
I nod, sucking his thumb harder before lazily flicking my tongue against the tip. He exhales heavily like the sight does something to him before he moves away from me to sit back against the headboard. I lick my lips, taking in the sight of him. He’s so fucking beautiful. Big and broad with cut muscles and just the right amount of hair. Blue eyes that I swear can see straight into the deepest, darkest parts of me. And he still wants me. 
“Come here, baby boy.” I sit up on my knees, letting him grab my hips and pull me into his lap once I’m vertical. He settles me with one leg on each side of him, our cocks pressed against each other. I can’t help but stare. He strokes a hand along my left thigh. “Like what you see?”
“Big,” I whisper. And then, clarifying, “Both of us.”
He hums thoughtfully. “Yes. You’re pretty impressive. My big, beautiful boy."









“Not so big in other places anymore…” I mumble, hating what I see as my eyes fall to my protruding ribs and skinny legs. 
“You will be. Don’t you worry about that.” He lets his hand on my thigh trail across my skin until it’s tickling along the base of my cock. “I’ll gladly play with this big part of you in the meantime.”
“He called it small.” I immediately squeeze my eyes shut, shoulders curling inward. I hadn’t meant to say that out loud, but since I did, I might as well finish. “Said it was useless.”
My chest suddenly feels bruised. I bring a hand up to rub the spot, but drop it when I realize how badly it’s shaking. Jake catches it just before it lands and brings it to his chest instead, the hair beneath my fingertips making me open my eyes. I can feel the beat of his heart through his tan skin. Steady. Strong. Sure. 
I look into his eyes, relieved to see he’s not disgusted or pitying. There’s the same fire burning in them that I saw earlier just before he kissed me. He still wants me. 
“How could something that makes my boy feel so fucking good be useless?” he asks, tilting his head like he’s genuinely confused. “In fact, I have many, many plans for this nice, big cock. Years of plans. Decades of them. This needy cock is going to be my favorite tool in taking you apart and piecing you back together over and over,” he pauses, gripping the base of my cock tight and slowly stroking upward, “And over.” 
It feels like my body lights up after being offline for a long time. I shudder with pleasure, my breath leaving me in a puffed, “Oh.”
“Oh,” he agrees, his lips quirking into a sexy smirk. “Do you like that, little one? Do you like daddy’s hand on your big cock?”
“Yes.” I buck against him, wanting him to do it again. “Yes, yes, more. Please, daddy, more.”
“Fucking hell.” He tilts his head back with a throaty groan before settling those intense blue eyes back on me. “You have no fucking idea how badly I’ve wanted this.”
Goosebumps erupt along my skin at the words. He’s wanted this. Wants this. For years. For decades. He wants me. 
“Me too,” I whisper. All of it. But, “I’m scared.”
“I know.” He wraps an arm around my waist, pulling me as close to him as he can with our cocks in the way. “But daddy isn’t going anywhere. Daddy’s right here. Are you going to let me make you feel good?” 
My voice is small and scared, but I still manage to answer. “Yes, daddy.”
“That’s a good boy.” His big hands smooth along my bare skin until each has an ass cheek cupped in its palm. I moan as he slowly kneads the soft flesh, his thumbs skimming the edges of my crack. I'm just starting to melt against him when he uses his grip to tug me up to my knees. If he wasn't holding onto me so firmly, I would have fallen over from the sudden shift. I nearly fall over anyway when he - without any fucking warning - dips his head down and takes advantage of my new position by trapping the head of my cock between his lips. 
"Oh!" I gasp. He chuckles, then sucks me in until his nose is against my public bone. It's impressive. And sexy. And fucking warm, hot, wet, wow. I groan, my thighs shaking so hard that I'm pretty sure the only things keeping me up are his hands.  "Oh, oh, oh…"
He pulls off with an obscene pop before dragging his tongue along each side, covering my cock in enough spit to make me drip. His hands squeeze my ass, guiding me down until I'm once again settled in his lap. Just like earlier, he wraps an arm around me and pulls me close, his free hand grabbing the base of my cock. This time when he strokes me, it's all hot and slick and magnificent.
"I can't," I whisper, my teeth starting to clack together as my heart kicks into overdrive. Is it adrenaline? Arousal? Anxiety? All of the above? "J-Jake, I can't."
"You're okay," he promises, his hand skating up my back until it's tangled in my hair. He holds my head steady so I'm forced to look into his eyes. Blue, with tiny specks of white. Dirty blonde hair, one curl loose on his forehead. Freckles scattered across his nose. A smile that's never been cruel. The familiar scent of vanilla, accompanied by orange this time from our shared bath. The sharp tang of sweat and precum just beneath it. 
"Jake," I remind myself. This is Jake. This is- "Daddy." 
"Yeah, little fish." He brushes his lips against mine in a kiss that's not meant to arouse or control or explore. In a kiss that's just meant to be there, nothing but a soft reassurance. "I'm right here."
"I think I'm gonna-" I warn, each twist of his hand on my cock causing twists of heat and need to bubble up inside me. My ears ring. My mouth waters. My hips jerk. Something tingly and electric starts in my fingertips, spreading until my whole body is a soft buzz. "I think I'm gonna-" 
"Do it," he half-orders, half-begs. "Be a good boy and make a big mess on daddy."
Oh fuck. 
I dip my chin to my chest and shudder a single time. Then everything in me unfurls, mind and body melting into a nothingness that only he could make feel safe. I barely register the orgasm. Barley register the hot cum. Barely register the soft, "Fucking beautiful," that he breathes. 
What I register is this - I'm happy. 
For the first time since two men snatched me off campus, my skin still smelling like chlorine from my morning swim, my stomach full of bribery pancakes, my mind on how to help my roommate pass his damn class, I'm happy. 
And it's because of him. 
Jake. 
Daddy. 
The moment my brain comes back online, I’m glancing down at his cock that’s still hard and bobbing with need, now splattered with my cum. “What do you want to do with it, little one?” he asks. 
I run my tongue along my bottom lip, trying to decide if I want to taste him bad enough to lick my own cum. I’ve never done that before. DuGray and his minions would have had to let me come in order for me to have some to taste. Would it be strange? Or fucking hot as shit, tasting myself mixed with him?
Would he find me disgusting?
I somehow manage to find the bravery to tell him the truth. “I want to taste.” 
He lifts a hand to brush his knuckles against my cheek, his expression warm and fond. His eyes give him away though. He's worried. "You don't have to."
"I know." I slide down between his legs, feeling a little like a kid in a candy shop. One who’s been repeatedly traumatized by candy but is convinced that this particular one will be deliciously worth the risk. I’ve never been so excited and terrified at the same time. But this is Jake - this is daddy - so I know it’ll be okay, it’ll always be okay with him, even when it’s not. 
I’m not scared anymore. 
I’m just happy. 
I’m so unbelievably happy. 
“I want to. Can I, daddy? Please?”
Jake seems to melt. “Yes. Yes, you absolutely can.” 
With a smile and a flutter in my stomach, I slide down between his legs and nuzzle my nose at the base of his cock. He smells clean, but beneath it, there’s just a hint of warm musk. Eyes on him, I take him into my mouth, pulling a deep groan out of him as my tongue works over his hard length. I get my answer – my cum on his cock is fucking delicious. 
"Fuck." He winds his fingers in my hair, not yanking, but not loose either. "I'm gonna come fast, baby boy. Watching you let yourself feel so good has daddy all worked up." 
I hum, pleased with every piece of information from his hoarse confession. I suck him slowly, mostly to let myself enjoy the taste and weight of him on my tongue before it's over. He allows it despite how hard it seems to be for him to restrain himself. His hand shakes in my hair. His lips part and twist, desperate to form words, form orders. Daddy is trying to be soft and sweet, but I can see the growing need in his eyes. 
Can I push him until he snaps?
Do I want to? 
I think I might…
Pulling my mouth off of him, I duck my head and press the very tip of my tongue to his base. Slowly, I trail it up, up, up, until I can wrap my lips around his head. I tongue at his slit, humming at the drop of precum his cock rewards me with. 
“Casey,” he rasps, his hand clenching and unclenching in my hair like he’s fighting the urge to use the grip to control me. “Suck daddy’s cock.”
“I am," I say as innocently as possible, batting my lashes for effect. 
His eyes narrow as I ever so slowly take him back in my mouth, sliding him along my tongue like we have all the time in the world. His hand on my head wavers when his cock presses into my throat, his shoulders relaxing as he releases a blissed-out sigh. Fighting a smirk, I slowly - so, so slowly - pull my mouth off of him again. 
He growls something under his breath before his hand fists my hair tight enough to sting. "Are you teasing me, my little fish?" 
I can't fight the smirk anymore. "Maybe…"
"Naughty." His blue eyes are intense as he takes me in, mulling something over as he assesses me. "If I push you too hard, will you tell me to stop?" 
Oh god. 
Is it possible to be terrified and turned on at the same time? 
"I'll tell you to stop."
"If your mouth is full, you can tap my thigh, okay?" 
"Okay." 
"Promise me. You have to fucking promise you'll speak up for yourself. Promise you won't let me ruin this by letting things go too far." 
"I promise." When he still looks worried, I reach up to touch his cheek and say it again. "I promise, daddy. And I don't break those. Not with you."
He exhales shakily before his lips curl into a smile I'm not sure I've ever seen on him before. It's just shy of dangerous. Heat pools in my stomach at the sight of it, my cock making a valiant effort to harden again. "Then get my cock back in your mouth, you naughty little tease." 
"Yes, daddy," I breathe, diving in to obey the order. 
He doesn't give me a chance to slow things down this time. The moment my lips are wrapped around him, he cups the side of my neck with his big hand and uses that and the grip on my hair to force my mouth up and down his length. It's fast and messy, obscene sounds filling the air, spit dribbling out of the corners of my mouth, tears threatening to spill down my cheeks. 
He talks as he uses me, his words torn between filth and praise, his blue eyes hooded and laser focused on the sight between his legs. 
That's daddy's dirty little boy. 
You take daddy's cock so fucking well, baby. 
I can't wait to see how you take daddy's cock in that pretty little ass of yours. 
Do you want daddy to fill your belly up? Reward you for being such a good fucking boy by sending you to bed full of me? 
Christ, you're so fucking beautiful with my cock in your mouth. 
Is your big cock hard again, little fish? Go ahead, rub it against daddy. Come all over me while you drink me down. 
I know the moment he loses control, his hips twitching and his grip getting just short of too tight. His jaw drops as he sucks in a sharp breath, his lips red and spit-slick. The first burst of him on my tongue is my undoing. I finish against his leg, my orgasm so intense I nearly choke on the cum filling my mouth. I don't, though. I swallow every drop like a good boy, earning myself the brightest fucking smile from my daddy. 
Hands moving to my biceps, he yanks me up into his lap and pulls me into his arms. He hooks his chin on my shoulder and sighs into my ear. "I love you, Casey." 
My fingers twitch against his skin, desperate to cling to him somehow. My eyes fill with tears, but they’re happy ones. Relieved ones. "I love you too." 
Chapter Forty
Jake
Things are beautiful and magnificent and everything I could ever want them to be. I’m a daddy with a boy. We love each other. We’re happy together. He’s safe and smiling and slept through the night with his little dolphin tucked against his stomach and his head on my chest. I feed him breakfast in bed - Belgian waffles and strawberries - exchanging syrup-sweet kisses between bites. I scoop whipped cream out of the little bowl that was included with the breakfast after we’ve finished, swiping it over his nipples and down his navel. He moans and writhes and calls me daddy as I lazily lick every bit of it off him until he comes. Then he nestles himself between my legs and runs the tip of his nose along the seam of my thigh and sucks my cock in nice and deep and perfect until I spill into him. 
Things are beautiful and magnificent and everything I could ever want them to be. 
And then he pauses in the middle of getting dressed, his sweatpants hanging low on his hips, one of my shirts - this time a clean one - in his hands waiting to be put on, and asks, “Can I see my dad?”
The happy bubble pops. Because yes, things are fucking great, but we are far from a happy ending. 
“Your dad…” I say like an idiot, desperately trying to buy myself some time. “That’s - that’s not something that can happen, Casey. We talked about that."
"I know. I guess I just thought maybe something might have changed. That you could make an exception or something."
I wince. "I can't, Case. Trust me, I would if it was in my power, but it's not. I’m sorry.”
“Okay.” 
I stare at him, waiting. Surely it’s not okay. It can’t be okay. This boy fucking loves his dad. In the little bits and pieces that I’ve gotten from him about the man, it’s been obvious. 
There’s this picture in his file. A picture of him and his dad on a camping trip, arms slung around each other, Casey holding up a fish and grinning at the camera. Casey’s dad isn’t looking at the camera. He’s not looking at the fish. He’s looking at Casey, his eyes shining bright with joy and pride, his smile big enough to make your chest ache if you look at it for too long. 
They love each other very much. 
“It’s not okay,” I finally say, unable to bear the lie. 
“No,” he whispers, his voice shaking. His bottom lip wobbles. He turns away from me, his shoulders curling forward. “But that doesn’t matter, does it?”
It matters. 
Of course, it matters.
You being okay is all that fucking matters.  
“I can try,” I tell him. 
“Can you really, though?” He pulls my shirt on. It hurts, seeing it on him. Like proof of how much of a fucking disappointment I am as his daddy. He still won’t look at me. “We don’t lie, Jake. We don’t break promises. So please just - just don't, okay?” 
“Okay.”
But it’s not okay. 
Not even 24 hours as his daddy and I’ve ruined it. 
“Case-”
“I have a Dr. Singh appointment.” 
“Oh.” I rub the back of my neck. “Okay.” 
He does something I can’t see before turning to me with a wobbly smile. His cheeks are clear of tears, but damp. He just wiped them away. My gut twists. “Oh, baby boy…”
“I’ll come find you after Dr. Singh?” he asks, cutting me off. 
I push my hands into my pockets to keep from reaching for him. All I want to do is drag him into that bed with me and hold him for hours. For days. For eternity. Until everything really is okay. 
“How about we meet at the pool?” I suggest. 
“Yeah.” His smile gets a little stronger. His eyes a little brighter. “Yeah, I’d like that. Let’s meet there.”
I step forward, planning to give him a kiss before sending him on his way. 
He turns before I reach him, walking to the door and leaving the room without hesitation. He never even looks back. 
[image: image-placeholder]I last 7 minutes. 
Then I’m at Ace’s office door, praying it’s him in there and not someone pulling a guard shift. He answers with a V-neck shirt in each hand, lifted up to present them to me. “I say the white, if you’re going with the darker leather-” he stops when he realizes I’m not whoever he was planning to give fashion advice to. 
“Um.” I eye the shirts. “Who are you dressing?”
“Travis. We're aiming for rugged chic." He shrugs like this isn't the strangest thing I've heard in weeks. "You need something?" 
"Not fashion advice." 
"You sure?" He eyes my faded jeans and quarter-zip critically. "I think you could really pull off Cottagecore. Especially with the weather turning cold. How do you feel about-"
"I'm good," I assure him, making a mental note to ask Travis what in the absolute hell he was thinking by poking the previously hibernating fashionista. "I'm here about something kind of important, actually. Mind if we step inside?" 
"Okay - first of all, fashion is very important. It is how you present yourself to the world, Jacob." He sighs heavily. "Second, of course, come on in. What can I do for you?"
I wait until we're both inside his office and the door is closed, not wanting any eavesdroppers to gossip and get Casey's hopes up. "What's the latest on Casey's dad?"
Frowning, Ace carefully drapes the shirts over the back of his couch and takes a seat at his main monitor. He does something that looks almost fake with how quickly his hands move. A tab pops up, a surveillance picture of Casey's dad appearing at the top. It's dated yesterday, 7:09 PM Detroit time. At least he's back in Michigan. It means he's getting colder in his search, nowhere near any of the truth anymore. 
"He stopped asking questions about the fire?" I ask. 
"Yeah. They let him submit Casey's DNA to be tested against all the remains that were found. Since there were no matches, and since the official story is that no one made it out of that party alive, he seems to have decided that was a false lead." 
"And still no Google searches for DuGray or any travel sites for France?" 
"None."
"Hmm." I lean against the desk, eyeing the man on the screen. He looks like he's aged 10 years in the last few months. It would make Casey very sad to see him. "Is his department still respecting his need for time off? Have they started sniffing around his contract to push him out?"
"It looks like they might be losing their patience. Especially because of all the toes he keeps stepping on during his search. They contacted lawyers last week, but it seemed to just be a perfunctory phone conversation to see their options." 
I grind my teeth, fighting with myself. Ace saves me from the battle. "There's no way we can let them contact each other, Jake. You know that, right?" 
"I just - we worked around the rules for Carter and Maison to talk while Carter was still in the Roarke compound. Why can't we do that again? One phone call. 5 fucking minutes."
"Because his dad is a cop, man. He won't accept that. He won't settle. He'll dig harder. He'll go fucking insane."
"Casey would tell him not to."
"And you think he'd believe Casey that he's not being forced to call him and say those things? Really?" 
I fist my hands, hating that he's right. Hating that this is Casey's life. He should get to see his dad. Just one fucking time. 
"If they saw each other in person, his dad would believe-"
"Don't even try it." Ace looks at me like I've gone insane. "If you got caught, the boss could take Casey from you. He'd revoke his deal of a new identity. Probably Carter's too, since Casey knows Carter's and could give the information away. At the very least, Carter would have to start all over again somewhere else. Casey also knows that the safehouse is only 70 miles outside of that town they lived in together, so the safehouse would have to close for good. All the survivors would be relocated. And then Casey would be wide open and unprotected." 
"I know."
"Do you?"
"Yes." I shove away from the desk, realizing this whole thing was a stupid idea. But I pause at the door, realizing there might be something else I can give Casey. Something almost as good as his dad. "What's DuGray up to? I know we have him on the back burner since he hasn't replaced Casey yet and Elliot is our priority. Any chance he's been sniffing around an auction or anything?" 
Ace's smile is slow and mischievous. "Let me find out.”
The knot in my chest loosens. "Thank you." 
Chapter Forty-one
Casey
About a minute into my session with Dr. Singh, I blurt, “I’m with Jake now.” 
Dr. Singh stops in the middle of asking a question about how I’m sleeping, his jaw hanging open for a moment. When he recovers, he slowly puts his pen down and clasps his hands together. “You’ve spoken of your desire to be with him before. You were nervous he wouldn’t feel the same. Did you speak with him about it? Or did he come to you?”
“It was kind of a mess. I sort of…” I look down at my lap, feeling my face burn. “I woke up in bed with him, but was still half-asleep, and I - well, I was horny and kind of, um…” I clear my throat, fighting the urge to touch my cheek to make sure it’s not melting off my skull. “He let me… rub against him, until I… finished. But then he said we shouldn’t do that or anything else. That we couldn’t be together because of our past.” 
“What changed?”
“He said he couldn’t stay away.” I bite my lip nervously, peeking up at him. “I told him to stop trying. I told him I don’t care how messy our past is or whatever. I just care about being happy. And he kissed me.”
Dr. Singh nods. “And now you’re together.”
“Well, there was some more in between. Some talking. And then he left for their latest mission or whatever. And then he came back and we talked some more. He has a… kink.” Oh boy. Here my face goes, melting again. “A daddy kink. He wanted to make sure I was okay with it before we got together or whatever. He said he could be with me without that, if I didn’t want it.”
“Do you want it?” he asks, tilting his head thoughtfully. There’s not a trace of judgement in the question. I like that. A lot. 
“I do.” I let myself smile, just a little. “I really, really do.”
He smiles in return. It’s warm and pleased. “I’m very glad, then. I’m happy for you both.”
“Thanks.” I look out the window, noticing the changing colors of the leaves. My dad and I always went camping this time of year. Even when I started college, I’d come home for a weekend so we could go. My stomach sours. “He told me a while ago, when he first told me the truth, that I’d have to pick between this life or my old one. If I went back to my dad, I couldn’t stay in contact with Carter or Jake or anyone else here. That it was against the rules.”
I don’t have to look away from the window to know Dr. Singh’s smile is gone. I can feel it in the air. It’s like my sadness has become thicker than the oxygen. “At that time, which were you planning on doing?”
“I don’t know. I remember thinking that I didn’t belong back with my dad. That maybe it’d be better if he thought I was dead.” I wrap my arms around my stomach. “I thought maybe I’d be dead.”
There’s a very long moment of silence. Then, “Were you afraid that something would go wrong before you got to the safehouse?”
“No,” I admit in a whisper. I still can’t look at him. “I was afraid everything would go right.”
“You wanted to hurt yourself,” he says, understanding what I’m hinting at. 
“I wanted to kill myself,” I tell him, forcing my gaze to his. He doesn’t look how I thought he would. No pity. No panic. Just sadness with a touch of worry that pinches his eyebrows together. 
“Do you still want to do that, Casey?” 
I look back out the window. The sun is pouring through one of the tallest trees, making the orange of the leaves seem neon. “Sometimes.” 
“Do you have a plan?”
“No.” I look back at him, something uneasy turning inside me. “I did, before. But not anymore. It just sort of feels like a distant thought sometimes, you know? Like a, maybe it’d be better if…? I haven’t thought that in a week or so though.”
He smiles gently. “Because of Jake?”
“Yeah.” 
“Okay.” His eyebrows are still pinched with that worry from before. “I want to talk more about that, if you’d be okay with it. Because I don’t want that to hinge on Jake. As much as I love that he makes you so happy and has taken your mind to a safer place, you need to be able to feel that way on your own.”
“I get that, yeah.” I kick the toe of my shoe at the carpeting. “Can we do that next time?”
He hesitates, but then nods. “We can. As long as you promise to come to me or go to Jake or a friend if you get the urge to hurt yourself.”
“I promise.”
“Okay.” He tilts his head, frowning. “I apologize for taking us off track for a moment. That was a serious thing that needed to be addressed. Would you like to go back now to talking about your father? And how you need to choose?” 
“I mean, I chose. I can’t leave here. I can’t leave Carter or Jake or Nolan or any of them. This is my family now. My life. I just… this is who I am.” I squeeze my eyes shut as I’m suddenly slammed with the urge to cry. A sob lingers in my chest, making my voice shake. “But he’s my dad…”
“Were you close with him?”
A tear slips through my lashes. I pull my legs to my chest, burying my face against my knees. “He was my best friend.”
I hear him exhale. “I’m very sorry, Casey.”
“He’ll never stop looking,” I sob. “He’ll never give up. It’s gonna kill him.”
“Is that the hardest part for you? Not that you’ll never get to see him again, but that he’s going to spend the rest of his life upset and looking?”
I tighten my arms around my legs. “I think so, maybe. Yeah.” 
“Have you spoken to Jake about it?”
“I asked this morning if I could see him. He said no.”
“But that’s not what you need most. You just need to talk to him or somehow let him know you’re okay. You just need to give him that peace. Maybe Jake can figure out a way to give that.” 
Hope ignites in my chest. “You think so?”
“It’s worth a try, isn’t it?”
I grin. “Yes. Yes, it is.”
[image: image-placeholder]I’m floating on my back in the pool, mind turning, when I hear Jake say, “There’s my boy.”
A smile twitches along my lips, but it doesn’t manage to stick. My heart races as I straighten in the pool and run a hand through my soaked hair. Jake’s crouched at the edge, his elbows on his knees. He’s not smiling either. 
“Hi,” I say softly, unable to get my body to move toward him. It feels like I already know the answer to my question. Like maybe I shouldn’t even risk asking it. 
“How was Dr. Singh?”
“Hard, but… alright.” I look down at the water. It feels safer, and I hate that. I hate Jake not feeling safe. “We talked about my thoughts that I told you about. The… suicide stuff.” 
The soft sound he makes is enough to get me to look up again, my heart aching at the utter relief in his expression. “I’m proud of you, Case. That must have been really fucking hard.” 
“I - yeah.” I force myself to move through the water until I’m close enough to reach for him. My arms are frozen at my sides though. It doesn’t matter. The moment I’m within reach, he’s putting a hand out to me, gripping the back of my neck and pulling me until my stomach is up against the tiled siding of the pool, my damp temple resting on his knee. He moves his hand so his thumb can stroke my jawline. I suck in a breath that feels water-logged. “We talked about my dad.”
He nods, not surprised. He looks unbelievably sad. “I’m so sorry...” 
“I was thinking…” I pause, looking at him to gauge his reaction. It’s not a great one, his entire expression going tight like the possibility of what I might ask is causing him pain. It’s worth a try, Dr. Singh’s voice whispers in the back of my mind. “Could I just call my dad? Really quick? On a burner phone or something. Like we did with Maison? Or - or I could even send him a letter or-”
“No,” Jake says, his voice gravelly and pained. “No, Casey, you can’t contact him at all.” 
“But Carter got to call Maison.”
“Maison had the security clearance. He was a fellow operative. It’s different, baby boy.” 
A sharp anger bursts in my chest. I stumble away, turning my back to him. I feel his hand stutter against my shoulder like he’s trying to catch me before it slips off. It hurts. Burns like his touch was acidic. “I get it.”
“Casey-”
“I’m going to swim for a while longer.” 
He’s quiet for a long time before releasing a shaky sigh. “I’ll stay. We don’t have to talk, but I’m going to stay.”
“You don’t have to.”
“No, but I’m going to.” I hear the creak of a lounge chair, like he’s taking a seat or laying down. My stomach twists and turns. “You can be mad at me. You can even yell at me. But I’m staying.” 
It hurts, and it doesn’t hurt, and I don’t know what to do with any of that. I duck my head under the pool’s surface and let the rush of water against my ears dull my thoughts. 
I consider not coming up for air. 
Maybe Jake is distracted on his phone? Maybe he’s not watching? Would he forgive me for doing something like that right in front of him? Would Carter be okay? Would they be willing to dump my body somewhere so my dad could find out and get closure? Should I do this a different way, so I get a chance to write a note first asking them to do that? 
Do I really want to die? Am I being dramatic? Is today just another bad day?
If I die, I’ll never see Jake again. I'll never see Carter. Or Nolan. 
If I die, things will never get better. 
I lurch out of the water just before an arm wraps around me, my face colliding with a soaked shirt. I cling to it with trembling hands and release a sob that vibrates my whole body. A second arm joins the first, holding me tight as I’m marched through the water and up the stairs. Jake sits down with me in his lap, his solid body firm against mine, his lips frantically pressing kisses to my face. His hands tremble as they rush over my wet skin like he can somehow keep me glued together if he touches every inch of me. 
I shake my head, my eyes and nose and throat all burning. It feels like I might throw up. Someone calls from the doorway, asking if we need the doctor. I press my face into Jake’s throat, letting him decide. I’m too scared right now. Scared of myself. Of my own mind. Of what I just considered doing. 
“I just want things to get better,” I sob. 
“I know, baby. I know.”
“I didn’t want to die. I don’t want to die. I just - I just wanted it to stop for a second.”
“Shh.” He cradles the back of my head, pressing more kisses to my temple and swaying me back and forth. “Shh. I know.”
“I came up. I breathed. I promise, I wanted to breathe.” Something gets wrapped around me. A thick blanket. I catch a glimpse of Maison’s agonized expression before burying my face against Jake’s throat again. “I breathed. I breathed, I promise, I breathed.”
“I know, Casey. I know. I saw. You came up. You breathed. You did it all on your own.” He lets go of me just long enough to put his arms over the blankets instead so he’s holding it around me. Then he stands up with me still in his arms, my legs automatically wrapping around his waist, ankles locking at the small of his back. I cling to his shirt. “Let’s just get you to our room, yeah? It’s been a long day.” 
I nod, letting him carry me out of the pool area. We slow at the door long enough for Jake to murmur, “He’s okay,” to Maison and Ace. 
“Don’t tell Carter.” I lift my head just enough to look at the two men. “Please don’t tell him.”
“We won’t tell anyone,” Maison promises. “It’s no one’s business.” 
Jake thanks them, bringing a hand up to press my head to his shoulder again. I let it rest there and close my eyes. It feels like the weight of the world slides off my chest. Like I can breathe again. I press the tip of my nose to his throat and sigh in relief. “Daddy?”
His steps stutter. “Yeah, baby boy?”
“You still love me?” I ask, unable to help how it sounds like I’m begging him to say yes. 
“Oh, Casey.” His grip tightens on the back of my head, his arm around my waist doing the same. “I’ll never stop. I’ll never fucking stop.” 
Chapter Forty-two
Jake
He doesn’t talk while I bathe him. While I dry and lotion him. While I dress him in my sweatshirt and nothing else. While I tuck him into bed with David and hold him close, the door of the room cracked open for Dr. Singh to come in when he gets here. He does at least softly hum in pleasure when I bring the hot chocolate to his lips that a worried Maison brought us a minute ago, and he smiles ever so slightly when I gently kiss the taste of chocolate from his mouth.
Dr. Singh is in faded jeans and a hooded sweatshirt, looking nothing like his usual dapper self. He seems ten years younger as he runs a hand through surprisingly messy hair. He must have been done with appointments for the day. I noticed recently that he seems to enjoy fishing whenever that’s the case, going out on the river or hanging near the farthest dock. I’ve also noticed that he’s always lingering on the sidelines, watching but not participating. Even with dinners, it’s rare that he joins us all at the table. It must be lonely for him. I wonder how much longer he’ll stay here before moving on, now that the number of survivors here is so low. I wonder if I could convince him to stay as long as Casey needs. Maybe I could pay him myself? How much would it take to buy him out from under the head?
“Casey, hello.” Dr. Singh nods at my boy, then gives me a soft but sad smile. “Can I sit on the edge here?” 
Casey sinks against me before nodding. 
“Thank you.” He perches on the very edge of the mattress, one leg pulled up so he can look at us straight on. His eyes are warm as they settle on Casey. “You know, if you wanted to see me twice in one day, you could have just asked.”
That makes Casey smile, just a little. “Sorry. I’ll remember that next time.”
“Would you like Jake to stay?” 
“Yes.” Casey’s hand snakes under the blankets, fingers grabbing desperately at my shirt. “I want him here.” 
“Okay.” Dr. Singh eyes me carefully before asking Casey his next question. “Were you trying to hurt yourself, Casey?” 
Casey ducks his head, making my stomach turn. “I - no. No, I don’t think I was. I just… I mean, I was thinking that maybe I didn’t want to ever come back up because I was upset, but it was just a thought. And then my thoughts started spinning and spinning and spinning. But then I was thinking that I’d be sad if I was dead, that I wanted to try to let things get better, and then I realized shit, I can’t breathe, and I hurried and got out of the water.” 
Dr. Singh lets that sit for a moment before looking at me. “Did he cough up water?”
“No. He was gasping for air when he came up, but no coughing or choking. He didn’t start drowning under there. He came up fast enough.”
“And on his own? I understand you were in the water with him. That you pulled him out of the pool.”
“He came up before I got to him. Just seconds before, but before. I pulled him out of the pool because he was so upset. He was crying and clinging to me.” I tighten my arm around Casey, not wanting him to ever feel bad about that reaction. I’m glad he trusted me in such a vulnerable moment. That he let me take care of him. “I didn’t rescue him. He did it himself.” 
Thank fucking god he did it himself. 
Dr. Singh smiles. It’s soft, maybe even a little hesitant, but it’s a smile. “Are things clear now for you, Casey? About those thoughts? Or are you still questioning?” 
“Clear,” he says immediately. “So fucking clear. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to give up. I’m probably going to spend way too much time in your office crying my eyes out about my dad and about the past and about… all sorts of shit, honestly. But I don’t want to fucking die, doc. I don’t. Now that I almost… I know I don’t.” 
Dr. Singh’s smile grows. “Then it sounds like maybe, as twisted as it may be, you had a very good night after all.”
My heart flutters. “He’s okay?”
“No, Jake, he’s not.” Dr. Singh’s smile doesn’t waver. “But he’s going to be. I’ll see you right after breakfast tomorrow morning for our first of many crying sessions, young man.” He winks at Casey, then nods at me. “You’re welcome to come, if he’d like that. Tomorrow or any other time.”
“Thank you,” Casey and I say together. The two of us laugh a little. It’s such a fucking relief to hear him laugh. To feel myself do the same. Casey pulls his dolphin up under his chin and turns his face into my chest. I kiss the top of his head and look at Dr. Singh again. “Really. Thank you.”
[image: image-placeholder]Casey chooses to go to his after-breakfast crying session alone, giving me a lingering kiss just before hurrying off. He looks startingly happy for a boy about to go cry his eyes out. I go to our room and grab David, then sit in the kitchen to wait for him to be finished. 
Maison doesn’t let me sit alone. He plops down in the stool beside mine just minutes after I’ve settled, placing a coffee in front of me that’s doctored just how I like, a steaming mug of his own in his hands. He smiles softly at David. “Nice dolphin.”
“It’s Casey’s,” I say, even though that’s probably obvious. Maison knows all the survivors got a stuffed animal. 
“I figured,” he says, proving me correct. “How’s he doing?”
“Okay, I think. Dr. Singh seems to think the worst is over. That Casey finally decided to… live.” 
Maison clasps a hand on my shoulder, squeezing it gently. “I’m glad. I’m really fucking glad, bud.”
I wipe a trembling hand down my face and huff a soft laugh. Glad doesn’t even begin to describe it. But yeah. I’m fucking glad too. 
“How are things going with Nolan?” I ask, needing to think of something else. Anything else. Maison blushes. It’s a fascinating and amusing thing to behold. And I am so going to give him endless shit about it. “I’m sorry, are you fucking blushing?”
“What? No. Don’t be ridiculous.” He sputters a bit. “I - you - he’s amazing. I mean - no. Not amazing. I mean, he is amazing. He’s completely fucking amazing. But you’re asking how he is, like, mentally. Which makes sense. Because we’re talking about Casey’s mental state. And Nolan mentally is… alright. He’s doing alright. Better than I expected, but still struggling with some things. He asked me to fuck him. Did you hear that the other night? He was completely wasted and just tossed it right out there. We haven’t talked about it since. He might not even remember. He probably doesn’t remember. But that’s fine. Totally fine. I’m sure he’s nowhere near ready for that anyway. Which is fine. Completely fine. I’d wait forever if he needed it. Not that I need to wait. We aren’t together or anything. I mean, we spend time together, of course, but we aren’t like… together. Are you and Casey together now? Together, together? Sorry, that’s none of my business. I just thought - anyway. Nolan is doing alright. He’s talking about culinary school, even. So. Yeah. Great. Amazing, really. Nolan is amazing.”
I stare at my friend, wishing I’d gotten that on video. Travis is going to be so utterly devastated he didn’t get to witness that hot mess. “Wow.”
“What?”
“You’re fucking gone for him, aren’t you?”
He groans miserably, putting his arms on the counter and banging his head against them. “So. Fucking. Gone.”
“Oh, my friend. I am so fucking sorry.”
“Why can’t we stop falling for them? These little shitheads. They’re systematically breaking down our training. Taking us down one by one. You notice Matt and Ace? They’re practically inseparable these days.”
I laugh softly, in complete agreement with him. “They’re just so fucking strong. And beautiful. And beautifully strong.”
“Yes,” he says emphatically, lifting his head to look at me. His expression is twisted with anguish. “And they burrow their way into our hearts and it’s… hopeless, really.” 
“Hopeless,” I echo. Then I lift a shoulder in half a shrug. “Or maybe they’re the last bit of hope left for us.”
His lips twitch into a flash of a smile. “Maybe, yeah.” 
“Culinary school, huh? That’d be great for him.” 
“Yeah. Problem is, he has to leave here to do it.”
“We could try to get him the same deal as Casey and Carter.”
He shakes his head, dropping his chin. “No, we can’t. I tried. The head is done with that. He told the director to tell us that he’d need to fucking declassify this place at the rate we’re all breaking rules. And I guess I can’t exactly argue that.”
“Maybe he could move in with Carter? Casey’s room is open.”
“Yeah. Right. Um… maybe.”
I eye him, almost laughing at his discomfort. Then I remember how I felt when Casey left and I don’t feel like laughing anymore. “You could go with him. The operation is done now. We’re allowed to retire at any time.” 
“I’ve been considering that. I think Travis is close to retiring. Or maybe not fully retiring but doing what Keats does. Dropping in for quick missions. I wouldn’t mind that.”
“I’ve thought the same, for whenever Casey is ready to leave.” 
He hesitates before slowly pulling out his phone and tapping at the screen. He places it on the counter and slides it toward me, letting me see what he pulled up. It’s a real estate page for a house. It’s rustic farmhouse style, white with wood and black accents. Big windows. A sprawling yard full of trees. He swipes his finger, and 10 boxes pop up, each with a little picture inside of them. It’s all wide-open spaces. Wooden floors. Golden lighting. A fireplace in the main living area. A kitchen to die for. Big bedrooms. 8 of them, if the description is accurate. At least two of them seem to come with ensuite bathrooms from what’s shown in the pictures. 
“Where is this?” I ask. 
“Just 15 minutes from Carter’s apartment.”
I sit back, realizing what this is. What he’s saying. “You’re going to buy it.”
“I was going to ask if we all wanted to go in on it. The operatives. Me, you, Maison, even Ace if he wants. It could be a new safehouse. One without rules. One for our group. Carter can come and go as he pleases. Travis too. Nolan can go to the culinary school at the college in town. Matt can slowly integrate himself into a community. Bryce can take writing classes or whatever else he wants to do. They can work at that pub Carter works at. Or work somewhere else. Or never fucking work again because we’ll provide for them.” He pauses. Takes his phone. Taps a few times. Puts it back in place. Just as I look at the screen, he says, “There’s a pool.” 
And there is. I'm looking at a picture of it right now. An indoor pool in the basement, just like we have here. It’s much smaller, of course, but a pool nonetheless. 
“For Casey,” I say unnecessarily. 
“For Casey,” he agrees. 
“Hm.” I rub my thumb along my bottom lip, thinking it over. It would be fucking incredible. There’d be no rush. No pressure. The survivors could take their time as they slowly come out of their shells. I remember how Casey panicked after that trip to the grocery store. The survivors would have a safe place to go when that happens. A place with support. They could all go together to the store first if they wanted, as a pack, a team, a safe little unit that takes on the world together. “Do you know what Dr. Singh gets paid?”
Maison pauses, tilting his head. Then a slow smile curves along his lips as he understands. “Yes, I do. And we can afford him. Especially because I think he’s grown to like us all here quite a bit. You know, he usually doesn’t stay at a safehouse this long. He usually only handles the initial flood and gets everyone settled down. Then he usually goes elsewhere and continues speaking to survivors via video until they’ve left their respective safehouse and are no longer under our protection. But he’s still here.” 
“Make him an offer.” I tap the counter beside his phone, the screen still displaying the house. “And talk to Travis and Ace about this. I’m in.” 
[image: image-placeholder]Casey takes a long nap after his crying session with Dr. Singh, all wrapped up in a fluffy blanket in my lap, David in his arms, the two of us relaxing in bed while the TV plays Lilo & Stitch and then Moana. When he finally wakes up, he’s all bleary-eyed and sleep-warm, nuzzling into my neck and whispering I love you. 
After a few sleepy kisses and an hour of cuddles, I finally manage to drag the boy out of bed and to the dinner table. He perks up as the meal progresses, smiling here and there as his friends mess around and poke at him. He even laughs during dessert. 
I help Maison with dishes while Nolan and Casey sit on the floor in front of the living room fireplace with glasses of wine, whispering and giggling together. It’s a heartwarming sight that makes both of us grin like idiots as we sneak peeks at them. 
When we get back to the bedroom later, his smiles are coming easier. He slips into the bathroom, leaving me to relax on the bed and consider what we should do. He's been very clingy tonight, but I'm not sure he's ready for things to go farther than cuddles and sweet kisses. He's had a pretty trying two days. 
I glance at my watch after a few minutes, starting to worry that he hasn't come out of the bathroom yet. It could be a stomachache. 
Or it could be him hurting himself. 
Just as I'm about to check on him, he opens the door and cautiously reenters the room. I have to fist the bedding to keep from losing it at the sight of him - naked, blushing, and half-hard. 
Fuck me. 
"Well, hey there, little fish."
"Hi." He shuffles his feet nervously. "So, you said you still love me after what happened, but I wasn't sure if - well, I wanted to know…" He tucks his chin down, squeezing his eyes shut like he can hide from me. His chest shakes with a stuttered breath before he blurts, "Do you still want me?" 
I'd probably laugh at the absurdity of the question if him needing to ask it wasn't so heartbreaking. I push off the bed, hating the scared way he looks at me as I approach him. It's like approaching an injured wild animal - desperate, but terrified. 
"I want you, Casey," I say, wanting to make that damn clear. "I want you so much it physically hurts. There's a pull in my chest that tugs and tugs, fucking begging me to always be closer to you. To hold you. Touch you." I pause when I reach him, pressing one hand to his bare hip, the other to the side of his neck. He shivers as I stroke my thumb along the edge of his throat. "To fuck you so good you'll forget anyone else ever dared to touch you."
He whimpers, his body swaying forward. His hot, damp cockhead presses against my stomach. I tighten my hold on his hip, keeping him in place. "Then why haven't you?"
"There's no rush," I assure him. "You've been through a lot."
"It's what I've been through that makes me want it. I've had so much bad." He looks up at me through his lashes, cheeks flushed. It nearly kills me. "Give me some good, daddy. Please?" 
"Of course, baby boy. Whatever you want." I raise a hand to his cheek, touching the blushing skin there. "We're both clean. Do you still want to use a condom? It's okay if you do."
His blush grows beneath my fingertips. "No condom. I want to feel you. And I'm clean. Like… I - um - I cleaned myself, just now. My… hole. For you." 
Any possible restraint in me snaps. I grab his hips and fucking haul him the few feet to the bed, turning him last minute so he falls to the mattress on his hands and knees. My hands immediately grab each ass cheek, pulling them apart to expose him. Sure enough, he's fucking damp. 
Jesus Christ.
"What'd you do? Tell daddy."
He squirms in embarrassment, the prettiest little whine coming out of him. "Daddy…"
"Tell me," I order, bringing my face down until my breath is passing over him. "Or you don't get my tongue in your tight little hole." 
"I – I cleaned my hole for you, daddy. It was just water and a little bit of soap." He looks over his shoulder at me, his expression twisting like I might be disappointed. "It's all I had…"
"More than enough," I promise him. "But let me taste it to make sure." 
He has just enough time to suck in a sharp breath of anticipation before I'm bringing my tongue to his hole. Then he's dissolving into the mattress, his hips the only thing still hitched up high. It looks fucking obscene. And fucking beautiful. 
"Daddy," he gasps. "Daddy, oh!"
"So fucking good," I murmur against his damp hole before pulling his cheeks further apart so I can press my tongue deep inside him. He tastes almost too clean, the soap cloying on my tongue. It fades quickly though, replaced with a heavier taste that's somehow unmistakably Casey. He makes the most beautiful noises as I lick and suck and thrust and nip at his hole, using my mouth to soak and stretch him until he's releasing wrecked sobs, writhing on the bed.
When I finally slide a finger into him, he takes it easily, his hole greedily sucking it in. He pants, "Yes, yes, yes," as he fucks back against my hand in desperation. By the time I’ve added a second one, licking teasingly around his stretched rim, he’s begging breathlessly for my cock. “Please, daddy. Please. Need you. Need you to fill me.”
"Okay," I say soothingly, gently removing my fingers while kissing my way up his spine. "Daddy will give it to you, little one. Turn over. I want to see all of you while you take me."
He makes a soft, needy sound as he follows the instructions, turning onto his back while I grab the lube and slick up my cock. His legs fall to the sides when I reach between them to add some lube to his hole, but I notice as I press three fingers inside that he's starting to tremble. I keep an eye on it, not sure yet if it's a good tremble or a bad one. 
When I line up my cock and he tenses, I realize it's the bad kind. I move until I'm draped over him, pressing our bodies so tightly together that I can feel his racing heart against my own. 
"I'm scared," he admits, looking up at me with wide blue eyes. The interesting thing? The eyes aren't full of fear. They're full of trust. 
"Do you want to stop?" 
"No. No, just… scared." 
"How about this then?" I reach down, grabbing his hand and pulling until it's up beside his shoulder. Our fingers fill in each other's gaps easily, palms pressing like promises. I give him a little squeeze. "I'll hold your hand the whole way through, okay? So you'll never forget that I'm here. That daddy has you." 
A tear slips down his cheek, but his smile is fucking beautiful. "Okay, daddy. Promise you won't let go?" 
I grin. "Promise, little fish." 
And I always keep those.
Chapter Forty-three
Casey
DuGray took a lot of things from me.
My happiness. My confidence. My sexuality. My identity. My humanity. 
My will to survive.
When Jake takes my hand, promising to never let go, and slots his cock inside me, he gives all those pieces back. 
I'm nearly sobbing by the time he's seated deep inside me, my hand squeezing his as I tremble and cry. He kisses my cheeks over and over, his lips wiping away my tears as he whispers, "I'm right here," and, "Doing so good for me," and, "You're okay, baby boy. Daddy has you now." 
"I love you," I say in return, my voice an awful, wrecked thing. "I love you, I love you, I love you."
He takes my free hand and brings it up to my other shoulder, our joined hands mirroring each other on either side of me. I feel framed by our love. Contained within it. He presses his forehead to mine and begins to move, a steady roll of his hips that drags and stretches and burns in all the best ways. 
"So good," he assures, his kisses wandering down my throat and across my collarbone. "You take my cock like such a good boy, don't you?" 
I whimper, more tears of happiness spilling down my cheeks. "Do I, daddy?"
"Oh, yes. Very much so." He grinds in harder. Deeper. Something deep inside of me trembles with need. "Don't you feel that? This is where we belong. Our bodies know it. Our hearts know it." He rests his forehead against mine, our panting breaths mingling. "I know it. Do you?"
"I know it," I promise. And I do. I can feel it in every cell of my body. In every neuron of my brain. This - him, me, us - is everything I didn't know I needed. A hidden safe place I was so fucking lucky to stumble upon. "I know, I know, I know."
He grazes his teeth over my shoulder, hands pressing mine into the mattress to give himself leverage as he quickens his pace. I hike a leg up, wanting to get the angle I know will make me see stars. It isn't until I'm breathless and dizzy from the first jolt of his cock against my prostate that I realize I just took control. Not a lot, not all of it by any means, but some. I changed position. I made myself feel good. And when it makes me shudder and moan, my daddy growls, "That's a good boy, making yourself feel good with daddy's cock. What else does daddy need to do to make his little fish come?" 
It's mind blowing. 
Soul shattering. 
Heart affirming. 
"My throat," I rasp, feeling like Casey for the first time in months. The guy who would spread his legs and then boss the hell out of the guy between them. "Bite it. Suck it. My throat and my thighs-"
My voice gives out, dissolving into a needy moan as his lips close on the spot just beneath my jaw. He parts them, hot breath sweeping over the skin, then teasingly runs his tongue over the area. He pulls back then, just enough to blow cool air against the damp skin. My entire body buzzes. My cock dribbles precum between us, both of us moaning at the proof of my pleasure. 
He lets go of my hand just long enough to hook the inside of his elbow beneath one of my knees, pushing it to my chest and pinning it there before grabbing my hand again. I quake the next time he fucks into me. He turns his chin, scruff scratching along the sensitive skin of my inner thigh. Even though I know it's coming - can fucking see it coming - I damn near lose it when he closes his teeth over the reddened skin and bites. 
"Daddy," I pant, shaking my head as I fight the orgasm that's thrashing against my control, begging to be freed. "Daddy, please? Can I? Need to come, please."
"Come," he orders, his blue eyes dark as they lock with mine. He lowers his mouth to the bite mark and soothes it with his tongue. "Fucking come on your daddy's cock like a good little boy." 
He rolls his hips forward and I'm gone. Lost. Spiraling and flying into an oblivion that's never felt so fucking safe before. I can feel him moving against me, faster, harder, desperation in his voice as he rains praise over me. 
So good.
My perfect boy. 
Daddy loves you so fucking much. 
Gonna make you nice and full. 
Fuck, fuck, baby, fuck. 
And then he shudders against me, head dipping to my throat as he sucks in sharp breaths, and I feel his cock pulse and flood my insides. A tear slips down my cheek, a dopey smile pulling at my lips. I squeeze his hands. He squeezes them back, hips twitching as another spurt of cum fills me.
"Fucking hell, Casey," he whispers in my ear, our sweaty cheeks sliding together. "I never thought... never even dreamed…"
"What?" I ask, turning my face so we're locking eyes.
"I never believed I'd find you." He brings our joined hands - my left, his right - to his lips, pressing kisses to the spots we're locked together, his gaze never leaving mine. "Such a beautiful boy. Perfect for me. Goddamn, Casey, I'm so in love with you."
I lurch forward, sending him crashing back, the both of us breathless and giggling as we wind up a tangle of sweaty limbs and drying cum. I manage to get my arms around his neck, clinging to him as I lift my face to meet his lips with my own. I whisper against them, "Good because you promised forever." 
He smiles into the kiss, not needing to ask what I'm referring to. "And I never break my promises." 
[image: image-placeholder]In a bizarre twist of circumstances, Carter ends up falling apart just as I'm finally finding my footing. He calls me when I'm awake waiting for Jake to finish a guard shift, and I can immediately tell by his voice that something is wrong. Since it's the middle of the night, I ask him if he's been able to sleep at all. He admits to waking up from a nightmare again. I hadn't been aware he was struggling. He seemed so put together. So happy.
“I thought they were getting better?” I ask, referring to the nightmares. The real question is left unspoken, but I know he hears it: I thought you were doing better? 
“I thought so too,” he admits. And then, after a long pause, he acknowledges the unspoken question by adding, “I thought I was getting better.”
I run my fingertip along David’s snout, wondering if maybe he isn’t okay after all. Maybe I wasn’t the only one pretending in our apartment. Maybe he was just so damn good at it that he had convinced even himself it was the truth. 
“Thought being the operative word,” I say carefully. 
I can practically hear him bristle over the phone. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
I consider not being brutally honest. Then I decide since it’s the middle of the night, I’m feeling extremely pouty over the fact that my daddy isn’t able to give me attention, and my best friend is kind of a stubborn idiot who is going to self-destruct if he doesn’t face his truth, that he needs to hear it. Because I don't think he's okay at all. I don't think he ever was. And if that's the case, then he definitely needs help. 
“It means you’ve been in fucking denial, Carter. For fuck’s sake, we were put through hell. You refused counseling, treated group therapy like a joke, and focused all of your energy on finding Elliot and convincing everyone you’re fine.” I laugh dryly. “But you’re not fine. None of us are fucking fine. All you’re doing is running from it instead of dealing with it like the rest of us are.”
“I can’t,” he whispers. I can hear the tremble in his voice. The fear. The heartbreak. “I can’t be there, Case. I can’t talk to that stupid fucking therapist who doesn’t get it, and I can’t talk to any of you guys because I’m a fucking hypocrite who was living a cushy ass life compared to everyone else. Where the fuck does that leave me, other than to just move on?” 
“We all went through hell, Carter. You included.”
“Not like you. Not like Matt or fucking Nolan or any of the others. What I went through was a fucking joke compared to you guys.”
I huff, wishing he was here in person so I could wrap my hands around his neck and strangle his stupid ass. “That’s such bullshit.”
“Casey-”
“No, you know what? No.” I tuck David under my left arm and haul my ass toward the door. “Please hold.”
I hear him ask, “What?” 
I ignore his stupid ass, glad that Jake’s sweatshirt is big enough on me to hide that all I’m wearing beneath are my boxer briefs. There aren’t any people in the hallway as I march to Travis’s room, which is probably a good thing because I’m passing my time mumbling under my breath about stubborn idiots and stupid guard shifts and apologizing to David about all this nonsense. 
I knock on Travis’s door. 
It doesn’t take him very long to answer, even though he looks half-asleep when he does. His expression pinches with worry at the sight of me. “Casey. Hey, buddy, you okay?” 
“Can I come in?” I ask. 
“Uh - sure. I mean, yes.” He rubs at one eye, stifling a yawn. “Of course. Come in.”
I don’t really know why I asked, since I don’t plan on sticking around. Now that I’m up and about, I’m going to go find Jake instead. Still, I step into the room. Just enough to give us a bit of privacy. “I have Carter on the phone. I don’t mean to be a dick or anything, and I don’t mean to drag up memories between the two of you that will hurt you guys, but he’s under the impression that he wasn’t hurt like the rest of us and that he doesn’t deserve the same care and recovery, and he’s fucking wrong, so I don’t care if you have to, like, step by step remind him of all the shit he’s been through since I can’t because I don’t know much of it, or just in general tell him he’s being ridiculous, but do… something. And then be all bossy and make him come tomorrow for counseling because this pretending he’s fine shit is stupid and ridiculous and over.” I huff. “And I want to keep my phone, so you can call him using your own. Thank you and good night.” 
I end the call, knowing my friend most likely heard every word of that. Which is good. He needed to. 
“Is Jake in Ace’s office still?” I ask Travis, the man already fumbling out his phone. 
“Uh - yes. Yeah. Ace’s office.” 
I nod and turn away, heading back out the door just as I hear him say, “Hey, sweetheart.”
Moving David so he’s hugged against my chest, my arms crossed around him, I rest my chin on his head and go to Ace’s office. I knock, feeling much sleepier than before now that I’m this close to my daddy. He answers with a mug of coffee in one hand and an annoyed look that quickly morphs into a soft smile so full of fondness my heart nearly bursts. "Hey, little fish. What are you doing here?"
"Missed you. Couldn't sleep." I bat my lashes at him. "Can I stay?" 
"Of course." He wraps an arm around me, bringing me straight to his office chair. He sits down and pulls me into his lap, tucking me sideways against his chest. I have to awkwardly drape my legs over the armrest, and it's a tight fit for us, but I don't mind. "Couldn't sleep? Bad dreams?"
"Couldn’t sleep without you," I admit before perking up to share the news that Carter's call made me forget. "But I was laying on the bed! And I didn't get sick or panic!" 
He beams at me. "Oh, Casey, that's fucking awesome. I'm so proud of you."
"Thank you." I blush, dropping my gaze. It still feels so wonderfully terrible when he says things like that. It’s easier if I just change the subject instead. "Carter called."
"Oh? It's late. Is he okay?"
"I think he's been having a harder time than he was letting on. I might have been a little harsh, but I gave him some tough love. Said he needs to take better care of himself. And then I sort of tattled on him with Travis."
Jake chuckles. "If anyone can get that boy straightened out, it's Trav. You were a good friend. Carter will see that."
"I hope so." I rest my head on his shoulder and blink lazily at the screens in front of us. The only activity is two people in front of the fireplace, sitting shoulder to shoulder. I know without seeing their faces that it's Maison and Nolan. Smiling, I let my eyes wander to the other screen. I pause when I see Elliot’s picture up. "Any news on Elliot?"
"One of our contacts is going to an event tomorrow where he'll be able to sniff around. We're hoping he can buy Elliot outright."
"What if his owner isn't willing to do that?"
"Then we'll take Elliot ourselves. It's messier, and more dangerous, but if that's what has to happen, that's what happens." 
My stomach turns as I think about the little boy and how terrified he must be. "Will he get the same deal as us? Be brought to a safehouse?" 
"If Ronan buys him or we extract him ourselves, yes. If we have to go through a task force, then the task force will provide resources instead."
"Wait - so there's a chance we won't get to see him?"
"There is. I'm sorry. But we have to do what's best for him. What's safest. If that doesn't end with him coming here, we need to accept that."
I sigh, not exactly pleased with that. But I don't argue because he's right. We're going to save Elliot. That's all that matters. That kid needs to get back to his mom. Him seeing me and Carter again isn't nearly as important, even if we'd kill to get the chance. 
"Thank you."
"For what?" Jake asks. 
"For finding him. Saving him." I swallow hard, my eyes suddenly burning. "For doing the same with me. I know you were just doing your job, but still…"
He shifts, holding me closer. "I came for you because it was my job, yes, but not a day goes by where I don't thank whatever fates or gods or universal elements are at play for bringing you into my life, little fish. You want to know why?"
"Why?"
He guides my head back until our gazes meet. His smile is soft and warm. His expression is soaked in fondness. "You've saved me too." 
I blush furiously, my heart a frantic thing high off happiness in my chest. I bury my face against his throat and make a soft sound that causes him to laugh. He strokes my back, soothing me despite his amusement. "Want to change the subject?" 
"Please," I squeak, far too overwhelmed to be discussing things like me saving him. 
"I think I'm going to buy a house. Me, Maison, Travis, and Ace."
I lift my head, my mind already refocusing. My heart is high on panic now, pounding so hard it hurts. “What? When? Where?" 
He starts explaining the plan as he pulls up the real estate listing on the computer screen nearest to us. I watch in amazement as he shows me pictures and narrates it all with a story of what our lives could be like there. It's a place for our group to go. A place that's nearly as safe as this one, but with freedom. With less rules and more flexibility. With a future that offers more than a life being surrounded by trees and security. 
"The best part," he says during his conclusion, excitement making his voice rise. "There's a pool." 
I feel my stomach flip. "Really?"
He double clicks on a picture to make it expand. Sure enough, it's a pool. My eyes burn. My throat feels tight. I squeeze his bicep, trying to fight the sudden feeling that this is all too good to possibly be true. "Jake…"
"I know, Case. It's okay."
"When will it be yours?" 
"We're hoping within the next month. We'd like to be settled there before the holidays."
The holidays. 
I can picture it - our group of misfits at the dinner table, Nolan presenting us with a gorgeous Thanksgiving meal. Maybe earlier in the day he realized he was missing an ingredient and panicked. Jake escorted me, Matt, and Bryce to the store. We never once felt unsafe as we giggled together over whether Nolan would approve of off-brand spices – spoiler alert, he wouldn’t.
Or all of us at Christmas, bleary eyed and smiling as we pass around tiny, cheap gifts that mean the world to us. Nolan trapping Maison under a mistletoe. All of us using signs to talk to Matt. Bryce curled up by the fire with a new book. Travis sneaking some ribbon to use on Carter later.  Jake buying David a friend. 
A home. A family. A safe place to be while we learn how to fly again. 
"It's perfect," I tell him, my voice thick with the threat of tears. "It's absolutely perfect."
Chapter Forty-four
Jake
If there's one thing I've learned over my years as an operator, it's that the easiest way of doing something will rarely work out. Ronan strikes out buying Elliot. He did everything he could without raising any alarm. Unfortunately, he pushed just a little too hard, to the point where an in-and-out extraction could lead to suspicion of him. We'll have to use outside help. A task force. It's not ideal, but saving Elliot is saving Elliot. We'll take what we can get.
I wasn’t sure if it would be a good idea for Carter and Casey to watch the live feed of Elliot getting - hopefully - rescued, but neither of them were willing to discuss any alternatives. That’s why Carter’s pressed tight to Travis and Casey is wrapped in my arms, their hands finding each other as Ace hacks into the security and body camera feeds so we can watch law enforcement try to take down the occupants of the private plane we’re almost positive Elliot is on. 
Travis and I exchange a look when we see Borris Pasternak, the fucker who currently owns Elliot, appear on one of the many screens. There’s shouting - both Russian and English - coming from other screens, but with a gesture of his hand Travis has Ace singling out the audio of the main feed. The sound focuses just as the leader of this group lifts their gun to point it at the piece of shit blocking their way into the plane. “Step aside, Pasternak.”
“You have no right to do this!” Pasternak says in a heavy accent, his face twisted with rage. “This is a private-”
The lead shoves Pasternak, letting him tumble down the stairs past him, and steps onto the airplane. People start yelling again. Some men put their hands up in surrender. Some don’t. Someone falls to the ground. And then the body camera focuses, looking right at a man in all black, one hand holding a gun, the other gripping Elliot by his hair. The boy’s naked, bruised body is dangling like a ragdoll, his eyes barely open. 
Carter cries out, lurching forward, but Travis pulls him back. Casey turns halfway, pressing his face into my chest and only peeking at the screen. He starts repeating under his breath, “Please, please, please-”
“Put the boy down or this ends bloody.”
“I rather like blood,” the man says in a surprising American accent. His grin is sinister as he presses his gun against Elliot’s head. He’s not going to back down. Fuck. 
They try to talk some sense into him, telling him he’s not Elliot’s owner, that he’s not who they’re after, that if he lets the boy go safely, they’ll let him walk away. The guy doesn’t buy it. Just as he’s about to say as much, red blooms in the center of his forehead. He jerks, my gut jerking with him as I wait for one terrible, agonizing second to see if his finger will manage to press the trigger in reflex. But the gun falls. 
So does Elliot. 
The gun discharges when it hits the ground, but I can tell through all the noise and movements that it didn’t hit anyone. Everyone is too calm as they move toward Elliot. A woman collects Elliot in her arms, saying something to him we can’t hear. A man walks up to them with a kind smile and a blanket, helping the woman wrap it around the boy’s tiny, frail body. 
“You’re safe now,” one of the men tells him. “You’re okay. We’re going to bring you to your mom.”
Seeming to be struggling to keep his eyes open, Elliot slurs, “I don’t like that game. C-can we play a different one?”
Casey makes an awful noise. I know why. Elliot isn’t the only one who had an owner who liked to play awful games. He isn’t the only one too afraid to believe that this time, freedom is real. 
I’m not sure which of them moves first, but soon Travis and I have two boys at our feet, sobbing as they cling to each other. We wait, letting them have their moment of both relief and grief as we keep an eye on the screens to ensure nothing goes wrong as they get Elliot out. As the vehicles start to move, Ace switches to the drone he has handling the area, following until they reach the hospital we assumed they’d bring the boy to. The hospital where his mother should be waiting to see him. 
“I want the full work-up,” I tell Ace as Travis kneels beside Carter, resting a hand on his shoulder. “If they give the kid a band-aid, I want to know about it.”
Ace nods. “Handled.”
Travis hands Carter the picture we took down from one of Ace’s ‘To Be Rescued’ boards up in his office. Now that the boy has been found and taken to safety, it’s time he moves to one of the ‘Survivors’ boards. We all agreed that these two should be the ones to do that. 
I stay back as they approach the board, Ace handing them a thumbtack. Carter urges Casey closer, their shoulders pressing together. Carter’s hand shakes as he lifts the photo until it’s resting between two others. Casey’s does the same as he presses the thumbtack into the top to secure it. 
Despite their tears, both of them are grinning. 
“Bad guys lose in the end,” Casey whispers. He said that’s what he told Elliot when he was trying to comfort him in the pre-sale cell they were kept in. “They always fucking lose in the end. You just have to wait long enough.”
"We win." Goosebumps raise along my arms as I watch Carter take Casey’s hand, his chin lifted with pride. “We fucking win.”
[image: image-placeholder]The remaining survivors in the house have become attached to the idea of Elliot’s rescue, so it’s no surprise that when we get downstairs, there’s a little celebration going on. Nolan seems to have gone crazy with finger food. And also with tequila, considering he’s pouring far too much of it straight into cups and handing them off to Carter and Casey before I can speak up about them maybe eating something first. Travis and I just exchange amused, slightly-exasperated looks, knowing we’re going to have our hands full tonight, but also not really caring. 
Carter seems to be determined to get drunk, downing his drinks twice as fast as everyone else. Travis is keeping a close eye on it as we enjoy some beers with Ace and Maison, so I don’t let myself worry about him, instead keeping one eye on my sexy little boy. I quickly discover that I thoroughly enjoy all of his smiles and laughs and the way his ass sways when Nolan convinces him to dance, their arms in the air as they sing along to… Taylor Swift? Who is apparently not a country singer anymore, a fascinating - in the way that it’s not fascinating in the least - fact that I learned just a few days ago. 
After losing himself to the music and his friends for a while, my boy comes to find me. He’s all sweaty and flushed and fucking beautiful as hell. I step back from my own friends, wrapping an arm around his waist and pulling him close. 
“You know what this means, don’t you?” I ask low in his ear, the two of us falling into a slow dance despite the song being upbeat. 
“What?”
“I had three things on my post-operation list.” I run my hand along his spine, unable to fight the urge to touch, touch, touch. To claim. I force myself to focus. “Get Quinton, save Elliot, and kill DuGray.”
He angles his head back to look at me with wide eyes, understanding where I’m heading. “It’s time for DuGray now?”
“It is. I put him off because he hasn't shown any interest in buying a new slave, so he wasn’t the most dangerous situation to handle at the moment. Now he can be my top priority.”
“Can I come?” 
“To kill DuGray?”
He grins. “Yeah.” 
I pause, considering it. There shouldn’t be much danger. I’ve been to the man’s house before and we’ve been studying him since. There’s a low security presence and a system that Ace has already determined he’ll be able to hack. Plus, Casey can give us more information on how things work and any fail-safes that may be set up. All in all, it’s shaping up to be an easy mission. Granted, no mission ever goes as easily as it’s supposed to, but… the risk is very low. 
The risk to his mental state, though… 
“If Dr. Singh thinks it wouldn’t be detrimental,” I decide. “If he says it’s okay, then sure. You can come.”
Casey perks up like a puppy, eyes even brighter than they were before. “I’ll ask.”
Carter interrupts the conversation, bumping into us on his way to Travis. He falls against him with all the grace of a drunk man in love, making Travis chuckle. 
“Please tell me you’re not that drunk,” I murmur, bringing my eyes back to Casey’s pretty blue ones. 
He smiles in confusion. “Why?”
“Because I’d really like to bring you back to our room and continue this celebration, just the two of us.” 
His cheeks - which had just stopped being flushed from all his dancing and drinking - redden again. “I am very, very sober.”
I snort. “Okay, that’s a lie, but I believe that you’re sober enough. Or… you will be.”
His face falls. “What does that mean?”
[image: image-placeholder]“Daddy,” Casey whines for the third time in as many minutes. He’s writhing where I have him tucked under one arm against my side, his face pressed to my chest, one leg hitched over my lap, his needy cocky nestled against my hip. Every time he tries rutting for relief, I pinch his ass cheek hard enough to make him yelp and whimper and give me the most adorable pout. That’s not what he’s whining about right now, though. “Daddy…”
“Shhh.” I lazily move my two fingers inside him, stroking along his silky walls. Thank god for my years of practice because I wouldn’t be able to keep my face straight otherwise. “Turn the page.”
He presses a sob into my skin before bringing a shaking hand up to the book in my free hand. It takes him a moment before he finally gets the page to turn. I press my thumb against his taint as I continue reading. I’m halfway through the description of the werewolf’s mate begging for a knot when he interrupts. “Daddy, I can’t-”
“Daddy’s reading,” I say as sternly as I can manage, “Be a good boy and listen to your bedtime story.”
Casey whispers a strangled, “Oh god,” as his hips buck against me. I pinch him again. He sobs, his whole body shuddering. I’m fairly certain that I feel some precum leak onto the dip in my hip. My poor boy. 
“Daddy.” 
“Do you need another finger?” I ask conversationally. 
“Your cock.”
I frown. “Daddy is a little busy right now, little one. How about another finger?”
His only answer is another sob. 
I press a third slick finger into him, glad he’s too distracted to see my grin at the sound he makes. There’s only this page and part of the next left in the chapter, but he doesn’t know that. He pants soft little, “Daddy,”s against my neck, hips moving just enough to get his need across without counting as misbehavior while I continue reading. 
When I read the author’s description of the werewolf’s knot swelling inside his mate, ready to lock them together, Casey’s teeth scrape my skin. I pause. “Are you trying to bite daddy? Are you my little werewolf now?” I tease.
“I can be.” He picks up his head, eyes bright with hope. His hole flutters against my fingers where I’ve been rhythmically running them over his prostate. “Will you fuck me if I'm your little werewolf? I need it, daddy."
“Nope. Not until this chapter is finished.” He groans, letting his head fall back to my chest. Fighting a grin, I dip my chin to whisper, “But I could give you a knot if you’d like.”
He makes a soft, confused noise, not looking back up at me. “How?”
“I bet daddy’s fist would fill you up just the same.”
“Oh god!” His body twists, almost like he’s trying to get away, but then twists back until he’s practically crawling through my skin from how close he’s pressing. “Oh, daddy, please. Please fuck me. I can’t anymore.”
“Do you want to hear what the werewolf says next?” I ask, ignoring him. 
He shudders as I read the line about the werewolf pumping his mate’s belly full. About how he wishes he wasn’t so damn possessive and wouldn’t rip everyone’s heads off for seeing his mate naked because he’d love to fill him with cum for days and then parade him around, showing off his bloated belly. 
“Full,” Casey mumbles, sounding nearly delirious. “He’d be so full.”
“I could fill you like that, baby boy.” I toss the book to the side, no longer needing it. We don’t need to read about their cuddles post-sex anyway. Not now, at least. “Want daddy to fill you up?”
He sobs, though I’m not sure if it’s from desire to be full of me or relief as I turn him onto his back and remove my fingers. His body is trembling with anticipation, his legs already spread, his hands pulling them back to open himself to me. I groan at the sight as I settle on my knees between them, passing my thumb over his glistening hole. “Fuck, daddy stretched you good for his cock, didn’t he?”
“So good,” he moans, widening his legs. “I’m all ready now. Please?”
I coat my cock in lube, not wanting to risk him feeling any pain. He barely manages to suppress his pout at the extra few seconds the task takes. When I bring my cock to his hole, he lights right up, toes wiggling in excitement, smile bright. 
“Yes,” he breathes before I’m even pressing inside. “Yes, yes, daddy, thank you.”
“Fuck.” I push into him, fast and sharp, loving the way his stretched hole takes me so fucking easily. Loving the silky heat around my cock. Loving the pretty noises he makes and the dopey smile on his face. I steal his legs from him, laughing softly when he lets his arms flop to the sides of his head, his eyes dazed. 
Guiding his legs onto my shoulders, I squeeze his thighs tight and start hammering into him at the new angle I’m pretty sure will - “Oh, fucccck!” Yup, there it is. 
“Feel good, baby boy?”
“Sooo good.” He blinks at me, a tear falling down his cheek. It’s the good kind of tear, though. The kind that means my boy is overwhelmed with pleasure and love. “Daddy.”
“Yeah, Case. Daddy’s right here. I’ve got you.”
He nods quickly, more tears falling. “I know. I know. I - oh, daddy. Please.”
“What, baby? What do you need?”
“Need you.” He makes grabby hands, his bottom lip curling into a pout. The sight does something beautifully terrible to me. If I wasn’t already gone for him, I would be now. “Closer. Please?”
I part his legs and lay down between them, bringing our stomachs together. “You never have to beg for that, little one. Daddy will always give you what you need.” 
His pout grows. “I needed your cock earlier and you teased me.” 
“You didn’t need it. You wanted it.” I wink at him, loving the playfulness between us even as he whimpers under his breath and squirms on my cock. “Daddy made you wait until you needed it. My pouty little boy.” I reach up, tugging at his pouty lip with my thumb before slipping it inside. He sucks on it, moaning like it’s the best thing he’s ever tasted. 
Letting my thumb slip from his mouth, I run my tongue along his jaw and down the side of his throat, then place a kiss onto the stretch of skin between his neck and shoulder. “If we were werewolves, I’d bite you right here. Make you all mine forever.”
“Do it,” he breathes, his arms coming to wrap around me like he’s strong enough to keep me there. “Not sure I’ll ever want your fist, but I want that - I want forever. Please, daddy?”
“We already have forever, baby boy.” I lift my head, brushing my lips against his in a barely-there kiss. A promise for more. A promise for years and years of more. Forever. “How can daddy make you believe that?”
“I believe it,” he says easily, his arms tightening even more. “You promised, and you always keep those.”
My chest warms. 
“Yeah, baby boy.” I pull my cock back as far as I can with his hold on me, bringing my lips to his neck where I know he’s most sensitive. “I always keep those.”
There’s no more talking after that. There’s no need to. We collapse into a quiet punctuated by sweat-slick skin and panting breaths and drawn-out moans. When he finally shatters, I fall right with him, the two of us chasing our pleasure together. 
He crashes before I've even gone soft inside him, fast asleep with his arms strewn out and his hair a mess on the pillow. I let myself stay a moment longer than I usually would, appreciating the sight before me. The boy I love. Safe. Sated. Happy.
I make a promise to myself then – I’ll do whatever it takes to keep him that way for the rest of our lives. 
And I always fucking keep my promises. 
[image: image-placeholder]After two sessions with Dr. Singh, drawing his best attempt at a layout of the DuGray compound, endless fretting from Nolan and Carter, and answering questions about everything from nightly habits to security measures, Casey is stepping onto a plane behind me. Maison and Travis are already settled in their seats, ready for takeoff. They still look wary about him coming - I had to promise that I'd bring him inside after the initial infiltration - but each man offers him an encouraging smile as he passes by. 
He’s a bundle of nerves for the first two hours of the flight. I watch him alternate between pacing the aisle, peering through the windows, and staring at the book I suggested he bring without ever turning a page. On hour three, he finally collapses in the seat across from mine. He lasts a few seconds before he’s bouncing his leg so fast it blurs. 
“It’s not too late,” I tell him, keeping my voice even so I don’t give away how badly I want him to change his mind. “You can stay on the plane while we work. If anything goes wrong, the pilot knows to bring you back. And he’s armed. Trained. He’s one of us. He’d keep you safe.”
Casey settles an impressive glare on me. “I’m coming with.”
“Okay.” 
“I just wish we were there already.” He glances out the window that’s right between us, leg still bouncing frantically. “What’s the plan again?” 
Despite having reviewed it half a dozen times with him already, I start again. “Between what you’ve told us, what I saw during my time there, and the guy we have on the ground doing surveillance, we’ve determined there are three guards outside the house. One in the front, one in the back, and one in a post built into a tree tall enough to look over the whole grounds and surrounding area. Our man on the ground - Keats, I don’t know if you’ve met him yet, but we’ve talked about him before, he’s really fucking good at what he does - has determined that there are at least 4 men working inside, but we could be looking at up to 10. The inside guards rotate every 12 hours. The outside guards rotate every 6. The guards that cover the front and the back meet by the side of the house once or twice per shift to sneak a cigarette together and talk shit about life.”
“And that’s when we’ll get them?” he asks, his voice just a touch too high for how casual he’s pretending to be. 
“Yes. Keats has a perfect vantage point to get the man in the tree - a man who can’t be seen from any direction on the ground. He’ll use a sniper with a suppressor to hit him. The stand he’s in is large enough where he won’t fall out and hit the ground. The house is more than 600 meters away from his post, so no one will hear the shot. Once he’s handled and can’t warn the others, we’ll enter the grounds. When they finish smoking and come back around the sides to their posts, we’ll be waiting around the corners. Travis at the front. Maison in the back. While they’re doing this, I’ll be working with Ace over comms to disable the security system. Ace says it’s a good one, but not the best. It’ll be relatively easy to hack. The system will never know we were there, and DuGray will never know there was a problem.”
He turns his gaze to the window, his fingers working across his bottom lip, fiddling with it. “And then?”
This is the part of the plan that he hates. The part I know he wishes would change. But it can’t change. In this line of work, you can only plan so much. The rest is instinct and skill. “And then we see what we come across. We’ll try to take everyone down silently, avoiding guns when possible. Whoever finds DuGray will take him down but keep him alive. We’ll bind and gag him, then give him a low dose drug that will make him feel weak and out of it for an hour or so.” 
“And then… me.”
“Yes. Once the house has been cleared, they’ll go back to DuGray and get him ready while I come and get you.”
He switches the bouncing from his right leg to his left, his arms wrapping around his midsection. He still won’t look at me. “Okay.”
“And then the plan is yours.” 
“Right. Yeah. I know.”
“Have you thought about that more? Do you know what you want to do with him?”
I sense Travis and Maison shifting behind us, taking interest in the conversation. The three of us have spent the past few days speculating. Will he want to hurt DuGray like he hurt Casey? Will he monologue? Will he want to kill him or just want to watch us do it? 
If he has a plan, he’s keeping it to himself. It scares me. I can’t anticipate what he’ll need from us - from me - until I know. But Dr. Singh warned me not to push him.
“Do you think maybe you could read to me?” Casey asks, not acknowledging my earlier question. “The book I brought?”
I smile. "Of course. I think they were just about to cuddle even. Shall we do the same, little one?"

Chapter Forty-five
Casey
The first time I saw the outside of DuGray’s house, I was Casey, the collegiate swimmer with broad shoulders and a determination to survive. 
The last time I saw the outside of DuGray’s house, I was an empty shell of myself, the slave with a broken body and a plan to die. 
Now, I’m not entirely sure who I am, but I think I’m close to being happy. Tonight aside, that is. I have good friends. I have a man that I love, who loves me. A daddy. A pretty fucking great sex life, considering what I’ve been through. I’m about to have a home with all of those people. A safe place to figure out who I am and who I could be. 
“Casey?” Jake’s voice pulls me from my thoughts. It’s softer than usual, laced with concern. I look away from the large ivory pillars that used to act as the bars of my prison, focusing on Jake’s face. There’s blood on his cheek. Just the tiniest little smear. I have a feeling there was more. That he cleaned up before he came to get me. “You ready, little one?” 
I look back at the house. Somewhere inside there, DuGray is bound and waiting for me. Jake said he has a dislocated shoulder, a shattered elbow, and a head laceration on his temple. 
“Okay,” I say, surprised that my voice is so steady. “I’m ready.” 
The man I assume is Keats is waiting at the door, a rifle resting against his chest as he casually holds it with his finger just beside the trigger. He didn’t clean up for me. There’s dirt and sweat and blood smeared on his clothes and the side of his neck and his left cheek. His kind smile is strange among all of it, but I still appreciate it. “Hey, kid. You good?”
“Don’t ask stupid questions,” Jake mumbles, flicking his friend’s forehead as he passes him. 
I get a whiff of cinnamon gum as Keats laughs. “Okay, rude, but I’ll accept that. I’m here if you need me.” 
“Thank you.” I step inside, my knees threatening to buckle. Jake steadies me with a hand on my back. My gaze sweeps the area, my mind whirring with memories. So. Many. Memories. And this is just the foyer. “Um. W-where did you say he is?”
“The dungeon. We figured that’d be the easiest place for you to… punish him.” 
The dungeon. “Oh.”
“Is that okay?” He wraps an arm around me, pulling me against his chest. I try not to stare at the blood on his cheek. Will that be me soon? Blood on my skin? Someone else’s blood? DuGray’s blood? “You’re in charge here, little one. What do you want? Where do you want him?”
I just want him dead. 
“The dungeon is fine,” I mumble. “It’s… poetic, really.”
“Do you know where it is?”
I choke on a laugh as I pull out of his hold. “I’d never forget.”
“Okay.” He rubs his hand along my back, looking over at Keats. “You’ve got the door covered?”
“Yup.” Keats jokingly salutes with two fingers. Then he winks at me. “Make him pay, kid.”
I don’t have it in me to force a smile or figure out words to say to that, so I just nod and start walking. Jake settles beside me. His hand is warm as it presses to mine, our fingers folding in together. 
“We’re heading to the dungeon,” Jake says. I look over at him, realizing he’s not talking to me. There’s a wireless earpiece hooked in his ear, barely noticeable. I don’t know where the mic is, but whoever he’s talking to must hear him easily because he pauses, then responds. “I’ll talk to him.” He looks over at me, giving my hand a gentle squeeze. “There’s a body down the hall that leads to the dungeon. Do you want me to go move it out of the way first?”
“No.” I don’t know if it’s morbid curiosity or what, but I want to see it. I want to see who it is. See if I recognize him. “Show me.”
Jake’s eyebrows pull together, but he nods. We turn the corner and approach the body lying crumpled in the middle of the hall. The man is in dark jeans and a black shirt - what most of the guards wore unless DuGray was having guests or they went somewhere with him. His neck is twisted in a way it shouldn’t be able to twist. Considering there’s no blood, I’m assuming that’s how he met his end. I take a step closer and peer down at his face. 
Raph. DuGray’s right hand.
“Please,” I whisper, my voice scratchy and thin. “Just kill me.”
Raph presses his cock to my lips and smirks. “That would count as rest, wouldn’t it?”
“Was it painless?” I ask once I’ve clawed my way out of the memory. I’m not sure if Jake was the one to kill him, but he probably knows the answer anyway. Knowing if it’s painful to be killed by your neck being snapped feels like a thing a guy like him would know. 
Jake makes a soft noise before asking, “Trav, you’re the one who cleared this route, right?”
I can’t hear what Travis says, but Jake nods to himself. “The fucker you left in the middle of the hall. How’d he go?”
This pause is longer as Travis explains. Whatever he says, Jake starts to smile for a second before he schools his expression and thanks his friend. He glances at the body before settling his gaze on me. I can tell he’s nervous, probably unsure of what answer I’m hoping for. 
“He used a chokehold first to get his head at the right angle, crushing his windpipe. He was already suffocating when he ended it with the snap. Travis let him exist like that for about 30 seconds before he had to finish and continue clearing the hall.” 
“So…?” I ask, not entirely sure what a lot of that means. 
“So, the windpipe would have been excruciating. It also would have made it impossible to breathe, but he still would have been desperately trying. Between the pain and the panic, he was in hell. He knew he was going to die and he knew there wasn’t a thing he could do to save himself.”
“Good.” I step over the body, refusing to give the piece of shit another thought. “When it’s time for me to do that to DuGray, will you tell me how I can make it hurt?”
Jake tenses, that concern from before returning, but a few seconds of us looking into each other’s eyes has him relaxing enough to answer. “Yeah, little one. I’ll tell you how to make him hurt.”
[image: image-placeholder]They have DuGray on his knees in the center of my concrete personal hell. His arms are tied behind his back, the lower half of his head wrapped in duct tape. Even with a shirt on, I can tell which of his arms has been injured, the shoulder grotesquely out of place and the elbow incorrectly shaped. 
I drag my eyes away from him, needing a second. I scan the area and realize he hasn’t fully cleaned it since I was here. I suppose he didn’t need to yet, since he never replaced me. There’s still a rope hung over one of the rafters. The one they used when they made me play the crawling game. It helps me orient myself. Put things into perspective. I look down at DuGray again before a laugh bursts out of my mouth. 
All four heads snap up, everyone’s eyes on me. DuGray makes a growly sound behind his gag when he sees me. At least a dozen emotions flicker across his expression before it settles on one - rage. The noises from behind his tape pick up as he tries to lurch forward. Travis’s hand darts out, grabbing a fistful of his hair and pulling him back. It’s satisfying to watch. How many times did DuGray make me fall into line by doing exactly that to me? 
“Can you drag him forward just a little?” I ask them, pointing to the spot where I want him. “To right there?”
Travis and Maison grab him and haul him forward, letting him fall hard on his knees. 
DuGray’s eyes meet mine. I put a hand toward Jake, not looking away from the man before me. Not wanting him to think even for a second that I’m afraid of him. “Do you have a knife?” 
There’s the briefest of pauses before something heavy and cold is placed in my palm. I lean down and press the knife to where I assume his mouth is, pressing forward. He grunts, blood immediately pooling out of the hole I made. I flinch away and look up at Travis. He shrugs, not concerned. I suppose it’s not that bad. Just a little cut. I put the knife through the opening, DuGray tensing up until he’s perfectly still. I’m not particularly careful as I slice to the left, then the right, opening the hole further until he’ll be able to move his mouth enough to speak. 
He spits blood at me, the warm liquid hitting my neck and chest. I ignore it. Ignore the way my skin crawls at the thought of being covered with any bodily fluid of his again. 
“Do you know where you are right now?” I ask him, hating that my voice is shaking. I straighten up and step back toward Jake. His hand touches the small of my back, warm and steady through my shirt. “This spot? Right here? Do you see the divot in the concrete?” 
He doesn’t look, just continuing to glare at me. He doesn’t talk either. That’s fine. 
“Do you know what your guards used to do with me? The crawling game?” His bloody lips twist into as much of a smirk as they can with the tape still around them. I nod. “I figured you did. The very last crawling game was right here. This is where I lost. This very spot. I laid right here, staring at the divot for a long time. I thought I’d die here. But you know that, of course. You’re the one who came and found me here. Do you remember?” 
I look around the room, knowing he probably won’t answer anyway. It hurts to look at some of the things in here, but it helps to have a purpose. Like there’s a barrier in my mind between my memories and my current motivation. My heart does something complicated when I see what I was looking for. The chest where he keeps his dildos. 
“I don’t know much about this stuff,” I admit to both him and the men around us. I look at Jake. “I have to be careful of arteries and whatnot, right? If I don’t want him to bleed out?”
“Yes.” 
“What’s the safest place?”
“Outer thigh. You want to avoid the femoral artery.”
“Excellent.” I crouch down and stab the knife into the outside of DuGray’s thigh. It’s harder than I thought, the muscle fighting against my blade, but I rather enjoy the choked sound of pain he makes and the soft sounds of surprise that comes from the other men. It’s fun to surprise them. Maybe even surprise me. I feel a little bit like a badass at the moment. You know, if badasses feel slightly nauseous and on the verge of either laughing hysterically or sobbing for hours. “Hold that for me, will you?”
“You stupid little fuck-” Jake slams the butt of his gun against DuGray’s temple, cutting him off and sending him falling forward onto his face. 
“He didn’t give you permission to speak,” Jake growls. “You will give him some goddamn respect.”
DuGray’s only response is a gurgling sort of groan. I leave him behind, making sure to give Jake a soft smile before I walk away. He looks like he wants to follow me but he only wavers for a moment before settling back to wait. 
The toy I want is at the top of the chest. I hesitate for a moment, knowing where this has been, what it’s done to me, but then I take a breath and grab it. As I walk back over to the men waiting for me, I ask, “Can someone make him naked please?”
Travis laughs, already pulling out his knife. “Gladly.”
Maison joins in, Jake overseeing it. He turns when I reach him, his eyes falling to my hand. Something complicated passes over his expression before he wraps his arm around me, pulling me into his side. 
“Hey, little one,” he murmurs, pressing a kiss to my temple. 
“Hey.” I squeeze the glass dildo in my hand, suddenly feeling guilty. Wrong. “I’m not going to - it’s not like that.” 
“It can be. If you want it to be. He fucking deserves it.”
“I’m not a rapist.” I tilt my chin until I can press a kiss to his mouth. Just a soft one. Quick. Because we have all the time in the world for more of them, but I’m damn ready for this piece of shit to be dealt with now. “Thank you for letting me be here.”
He smiles against my lips before pulling back just enough to peer into my eyes. He looks proud. “Go get him, Case.” 
Grinning, I move away from Jake and raise my hand over my head. With as much force as I can, I bring it down and let the dildo fall. It only cracks. I frown at it, pissed it’s not cooperating, and pick it back up. When I drop it the second time, it shatters like it was supposed to. The sound sends a shiver of fear down my spine, my body remembering what happened the last time glass shattered near me. I ignore it. 
DuGray is naked now. I stare at him, at this man who took so much from me. “Where were we? Oh, right. I was reminding you of this spot. Of what happened here. This might help you.” 
I gesture for Travis and Maison to move him again, pointing to the glass. They don’t even hesitate. They just pick him up by his biceps - ignoring his shriek of pain when they jostle his broken elbow and dislocated shoulder - and move him forward, dropping him right in the glass. He unfortunately manages to swallow the sound when his knees drive into the shards. That’s okay. I’m not nearly finished with him. 
“Remember yet?” I ask him. 
“You drank my piss like it was the best thing you’ve ever tasted, you filthy little-” this time, it’s Travis that stops him, kicking a boot onto the knife in his thigh until it’s all the way to the handle. 
“Don’t,” I say softly. “Thank you, but don’t. I knew what I was getting into when I cut the tape.”
“Casey,” Jake warns, his expression tight. “You don’t have to listen to what this fucker has to say.”
I look at DuGray. There’s a single tear falling down his cheek and the slightest tremble to his body. It’s almost ridiculous to think I was afraid of him once. It’s still there, fear lingering at the base of my spine, waiting to shoot through me. Like muscle memory. Conditioning. This man taught me that the world began and ended with him, and that my life did too. But I’m in control now. It’s his life in my hands. 
“I want to hear him,” I tell everyone, but I keep my eyes focused on DuGray to make sure he understands. To make sure he’s listening carefully. Because I’m in charge tonight. He no longer gets to be the monster. I’m the monster. And he doesn’t get to die until he realizes it. “I want to hear him because he’s going to apologize to me.”
DuGray snorts a laugh. “Apologize for what, esclave? For using you the way you deserved?”
I ignore him, turning my gaze to the room again. 
“You should get a better leash for your puppy, Benny,” DuGray continues, his accent thicker than usual. I wonder if it’s the blood in his mouth or the pain. “Please tell me you at least fucked him. It’s what he’s good for. It’d be a shame for you to waste his talents.” 
Jake bristles beside me but doesn’t say or do anything. 
“Did he ever tighten back up? He was so loose there at the end.” DuGray tsks. I see what I was looking for, leaving them behind. DuGray makes a sound of pain. Someone - probably Jake - apparently decided with me gone it would be okay to silence him. I don’t mind. 
“Can you bring him over here?” I call, grabbing the leather bench and dragging it away from the wall. It’s heavier than I thought it was. I can’t believe they ever managed to move the damn thing with my body on it. Though I suppose my body didn’t weigh much back then. 
Pieces of glass fall off DuGray as they drag him over. Jake reaches me first, eyeing the bench. “What do you need, little one?”
“Can you restrain him to it? Chest up?”
“Of course.”
“Thank you.” I give him a shaky smile, starting to wonder if I can do this. I spent the past few days thinking about this. Planning this. I know what causes tiny pinpricks of pain and what causes tidal waves of it. I know that some pain is so extreme that the body shuts it out, the mind no longer registering it. I know that there are things that can be done to the body that we shouldn’t survive, but somehow do. Terrible, horrific things. I learned all of that from him. And I plan on showing him how well he taught me. 
Or, I planned to, at least. Now, with Jake watching me… I don’t know what I want to do anymore. 
Will he still look at me the same? Does doing this make me just as bad as DuGray? Will this ruin me? Ruin us? 
Should I be the better person and just kill him? 
“Case?” I startle just as Jake wraps his fingers around the back of my neck. “You okay?”
“I just - what does this make me?”
“What? Hurting him?” I nod, my throat suddenly feeling too tight to speak. “It doesn’t make you anything, baby boy. But if it heals you? If it gives you closure? Then do it. We’re all here for you.”
I stare at the row of instruments hanging from the hooks on the wall. The one in the middle is what I was coming for. If I drop the end of the bench where it has a hinge, I can attach these to his balls and let them hang so it weighs them down. He only ever did three of them on me, but he owns ten. I was curious how many it’d take before he’d give in and apologize. I know the night he did the three on me, I passed out and woke up covered in my own vomit. I couldn’t feel them for a week after, and there were tiny dots of blood around the area where the skin had threatened to rip.
Then I was going to yank on them as hard as I could and see if I could pull his sack right off. 
And while he slowly - or quickly? I’m not entirely sure how the human body works - bled out, I was going to carve two words into his chest. My happy ending. My battle cry. 
What would Jake think of me then? 
What would I think of me?
“Is he scared?” DuGray asks, laughing hoarsely. “I told you, esclave. You’re weak. Worthless. I’m right here, you stupid slut! I’m right here and you can’t even do it, can you?” 
Someone shuts him up, doing something to him that makes him wail in pain. I look into Jake’s eyes. “What if you don’t love me after?”
He smiles, laughing a little under his breath. “Nothing will ever make me stop loving you, little one. I’m in this.”
“Promise?” 
“Promise.” And he doesn’t break those. “You have three choices - you can do what you planned, you can let us do it for you, or we can kill him right now and head home.”
I look over at DuGray. The man who stole everything from me. Who made me into something that wasn’t human. He grins at me, teeth slick with blood. They removed the rest of his tape. “The first time I fucked you, you were so strong. So brave. You fought so hard your wrists and ankles bled from the restraints. You screamed until you had blood coming out of your mouth. And your hole-” he shakes his head, whistling. “But do you remember the night I broke you? It took longer than most, I’ll give you that. You put up a fight. You made me work for it. Do you remember?”
The sharp scent of lavender and spices from his cologne. The metallic tang of blood that’s been lingering on my tongue since Raph fucked my mouth with his gun. Electric zaps of pain shooting through my body, too many parts of me injured to pinpoint where it’s even coming from anymore. It could be my back seeping blood from when they used a cheese grater on it. Or my hole that was impossibly stretched around something I couldn’t identify, held inside by a pole from the floor. Or my puffy, bleeding nipples weighed down until they were a breath away from ripping off. Maybe it was coming from my balls, crushed between plates so hard I threw up when he originally did it. Or my caged cock with a spiked sound stuffed inside the slit. Or the soles of my feet, caned until they no longer felt like feet, making me have to lean most of my weight back against the pole attached to whatever was in my hole. 
“Are you ready yet, esclave? Do you understand your place now?
“Ah, you do remember,” he says, his voice just as low and amused as that night. “You broke so beautifully for me, esclave. How long do you think it’d take for me to break you again?”
“Probably not long,” I admit, that memory lingering a little too close for my liking. I can taste the metal. Can feel the echoes of pain. It’s easy then, coming to my decision. “But that doesn’t matter because I’m the one in charge tonight. So, I guess I should ask - how long do you think it’ll take for me to break you?”
Chapter Forty-six
Jake
My boy is violently shaking by the time he takes a step away from DuGray. His chest heaves with heavy breaths, his hand holding the knife we gave him a few minutes ago trembling so hard I don’t know how he has a grip on it. Especially considering the blood all over it. 
The words WE WON are carved into DuGray’s naked chest and stomach, drops of blood trickling from the wobbly letters. The leather restraints kept him as still as they could while Casey worked, but it’s harder than one might think to write with a knife on skin. 
It’s not the only source of blood coming from the man on the bench. His body is covered in it. His nipples are practically ripped off, Casey using a cheese grater - something I don’t even want to fucking know why was here, let alone why Casey wasn’t surprised to find it - on them. He also used that particular instrument on his cock. DuGray stopped talking altogether after that, just blinking dazedly up at the ceiling. He still made plenty of noise when Casey started adding weights to his balls, though. 
After four weights - and some violent convulsing - he had turned his glazed eyes on Casey and slurred an apology. It was wrong. What I did to you. You’re not a slave. I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, please just fucking kill me. 
Casey had asked if he remembered when Casey begged for that. For death. If he remembered ignoring him. Then he proceeded to ignore DuGray, continuing to add weight. 
He ran out of weights to use on the man’s balls after ten, the scrotum pulled so far down it looks fucking fake now. That’s when he started carving the words. It’s also when DuGray passed out. 
“How do we wake him up?” he asks, his voice shaking just as bad as his body. 
Travis and I exchange a look before Travis says, “We have sniffing salts. If those don’t work, I have adrenaline.” 
“Do you need him awake?” I ask gently. “He apologized.”
“I want him to know he’s dying. I want him to - to know there’s nothing he can do. And I want it to be slow. I want him to lay there praying it will just happen already, having no idea how long it’ll take, hoping the next breath he takes will finally be his last.”
Maison makes a soft sound. I look over to find him smiling. “I like that plan. Can we do that plan?” 
I shrug, finding it a relatively good plan myself. “Fine by me.”
Travis shrugs his backpack off and starts digging. 
The smelling salts work, DuGray jerking awake violently with an agonized sound. It takes him a moment to figure out what’s going on. To remember. His eyes start rolling back in his head, but a sharp slap from me gets his eyes to settle on us. He’s shaking so hard his teeth are clacking together. “P’ease.”
“You want to die?” Casey asks, his tone taunting. 
“P’ease,” he slurs, blood dripping down his chin and pooling in the dip of his throat. “P’ease, jus’ do it.”
“No.” Casey looks at me. “How do I do it? How do I make it happen slowly without him passing out again? Will ripping off his balls do it?”
Both Maison and Travis choke, following it up with coughs as if that doesn’t make their reaction ten times more obvious. I don’t choke, or cough, but I don’t know how well I keep my face blank. “That’s… one way to go.”
“He wouldn’t die from it,” Maison says. “At least, there’s no guarantee. He might clot. Unless you cut his artery, then it’ll be fast. Within five or so minutes, I’d think. Is that long enough for you?”
Casey seems to consider it. “Would he be in pain?”
Maison grins. “Excruciating pain, yes.” 
“Then I need a new knife. This ones all slippery.”
I watch as he’s offered a fresh knife. His third of the night. He wipes his hand on his shirt before accepting it, his knuckles white. He glances over his shoulder at me, eyebrows pulling in. “Still?” he whispers.
It takes me a moment before I realize what he’s asking. My heart wrenches. I come up behind him, wrapping one arm around his waist and pressing a kiss to the side of his neck. “Still. Always. I will love you forever. I’m right here, baby boy.”
He sinks back against me, exhaling with relief. 
And then he brings the knife down and begins to cut William DuGray’s balls off. 
[image: image-placeholder]We leave DuGray upon Casey’s request. He left me alone when I thought I was dying. He gets to be alone too. 
Maison and Travis linger outside the dungeon door, planning to pop back inside after 20 minutes to make sure the fucker is gone. The moment we step outside, the violent shaking from earlier returns, Casey unable to walk on his own. I scoop him up, carrying him away from the place that took so much from him. He presses his cold nose to my throat, bringing me back to the first time I carried him out of here. So much has changed since then. We’ve saved so many people. Taken out so much evil. 
We’ve fallen in love. 
Maybe his thoughts are the same as mine because when he begins to sob against me, the cries aren’t sad or pained. They’re filled with relief. So much goddamn relief.
“I know,” I whisper, holding him as tightly as I can against my chest. “I know, baby boy. It’s over now. You won.” 
He cries harder. 
I carry him past Keats, exchanging a look with him. He follows behind us, opening the door of the house, then the door of the SUV for me. I settle in the very back, letting him rest against me as we wait for the others to be finished. He cries and cries, fingers clutching at my shirt desperately. He needs to be cleaned up, but that can wait. What he needs most right now is to be held. 
I listen to the guys work as he cries himself out, keeping track of the action to ensure nothing goes wrong. For the first handful of minutes, everyone is completely silent. The first to speak is Travis, his voice soft, almost like he knows I’m listening and Casey is nearby. “Kid’s a badass.” 
“A motherfucking badass,” Maison agrees. 
Keats sighs heavily. “I shouldn’t have volunteered to cover the door. I missed all the fun.”
“You really, really did,” Travis points out.
“He cut his fucking balls off, Keats,” Maison begins. 
“His balls!” Keats echoes. 
“And then left him to bleed out all alone,” Maison continues. 
“Kid’s a badass,” Travis says again, sounding like a proud papa. 
“A motherfucking badass,” Maison repeats. 
Keats whistles. “A motherfucking badass, indeed.” 
“What are they saying?” Casey asks, sniffling. 
“Can you hear them?” 
“I can hear a rumble.” He sits up, wiping tears from his cheeks. It smears blood across them since his hands are covered in the stuff. His face scrunches up at the realization. And then he starts shaking again. “Oh god. Oh… god. What did I-”
“Hey, no. No, no. You’re okay. It’s okay, baby boy.”
“I want it off.” He shakes his head as fast as he can. “I want it off. Get it off. Please, please, get it off!”
I’m already dragging his shirt over his head, tipping him back at the same time so he lands on the seat just as he’s freed of the material. I hush him as I reach into the medical kit. There’s not much there, just a small packet of wipes. To be completely honest, I didn’t expect him to get so… bloody. I didn’t expect any of what just happened. This boy is definitely going to keep me on my toes. 
I start on his face, quickly wiping the blood away as I half-listen to the men in my ear. They’re getting ready to check on DuGray. Keats wants a picture. 
“You’re okay,” I promise Casey, doing one last wipe of his face before grabbing his left hand and starting on that. “Daddy’s got you, baby boy. You’re okay.”
The guys are arguing over the merits of taking pictures. 
Maison: The head would have our asses if we collected digital evidence like that.
Keats: Come on, man. No one will tell him. 
Travis: What the fuck would you even do with it?
“You’re okay, baby,” I promise, switching to his right hand. “See? Almost all gone already.”
Travis: For fuck’s sake. 
Maison: No, Keats, you can’t blow it up and make a tapestry out of that shit. 
Keats: It’s not like I’d put it in my living room! I’d just, like, put it in the basement. 
Travis: Man, that’s even worse.
Maison: Yeah, that’s creepy as fuck. What even - are you okay? Have you talked to Dr. Singh lately?
“All done?” Casey asks, his voice a panicked tremble. 
“All done.” I use one last wipe to get my own neck and face in case he’s gotten some blood on me, then toss all the wipes to the floor of the vehicle and remove my quarter-zip. He immediately crawls back in my lap when I open my arms for him. “You did so well in there, sweet boy. I’m so proud of you.”
Casey sucks in a shaky breath. “Is he dead yet?” 
“Let me ask.” I fumble with my smart watch, activating my mic again just as Keats says, Fine, no tapestry, but it’d be a great screen saver, would it not?
“Hey idiots,” I say, getting them all to quiet down. “Are we done in there yet?”
Someone clears their throat like an awkward idiot. 
Travis is the one who says, “I’ll go check right now.”
“Appreciate that.”
There’s a long silence before Keats very softly asks, “How do you feel about a picture of this fucker?”
“I’m pro-screen saver,” I say, trying not to smile at the strange look Casey gives me. “Anti-tapestry.”
Travis sighs heavily. “Alright, alright, I took a picture. And the fucker is dead.”
Maison takes over from there, sliding easily into his usual role of team leader. “Good. Leave the bastard there, clean off the knives and wipe down the handles on your way out. None of us are in any databases if they run shit, but it’s better safe than sorry.”
“Aye, aye, captain.” 
I turn my mic off and smile down at Casey. “It’s over.” 
A few emotions pass over Casey’s expression before he settles on confusion. “What do you have against tapestries?” 
[image: image-placeholder]I'm just about to ascend the plane's staircase when my phone rings. I frown, not sure who would be calling me right now. Casey, Maison, and Travis are with me. Keats only left minutes ago. We just spoke with Ace. If Carter needed something, he'd call Travis before me. That leaves… who?
I pull out my phone, my frown deepening as I read the name on the screen. I answer, “Ronan?”
“Hey. I heard a rumor you’re in my neck of the woods.”
“Sure am. How the hell did you hear that?”
“Don’t worry, it came from a safe avenue.” He sighs heavily. “I need your help.” 
I eye the plane where Travis has paused in the doorway and Maison has paused halfway up the stairs. Casey is at the very bottom, still shivering despite the blanket we’ve draped over his shoulders. “What kind of help?”
“This is still a secure line, right?”
“Of course. Always.”
“The slave I bought. The one Travis got pissed about.” He coughs awkwardly. “The one I kept longer than I’m supposed to.”
I turn my back to the plane and take a few steps away, starting to understand. Ronan isn't part of a human trafficking operation, but he buys slaves as a side project, keeping them for 30 days before pretending to kill them. This last one though… he got attached. Kept him over his usual 30 day limit. Travis heard about it when Ronan came to the compound for Travis's birthday party. He had warned Ronan the smart thing would be to get the man to a safehouse like all the others before he could get even more attached. I have a feeling he didn't take the advice. “You still have him, don’t you?” 
“Yes, and it’s time I let him go.” 
“What changed?”
“I can’t keep him safe.” He releases a shuddering breath. “I can’t keep him safe anymore and I’m fucking scared. Can you please take him for me? Take him to your safehouse? Please?”
My heart breaks for him. At the same time, a soft laugh catches in my chest. Maison was right. All of these little shits are ruining us. “You fell in love with him.”
“I’m a fucking idiot, okay? I know. But-”
“You don’t have to defend yourself,” I say with another laugh. “The idiocy is fucking going around. We’ll take care of him. Where do you want to meet?” 
He makes a sound that’s torn between relief and agony. “There’s a place in the Highlands. Puts the phrase under the radar to shame. I’ll send the coordinates. Can it be soon?”
“The minute the coordinates come in, I’ll have my wheels up.”
“Thank you.” He clears his throat. When he speaks again, his voice is different. Cold and firm and unbelievably professional. Part of me hopes he doesn’t use that tone with the man he fell in love with when he says goodbye. Part of me hopes he does. “Thank you, Jake. I’ll see you soon.”
Chapter Forty-seven
Casey
He’s dead. 
I did it. 
I killed him. 
DuGray is dead. 
My body’s shaking manages to stop about 15 minutes before the plane sets down in the Scottish Highlands. My mind finally shrugs off the collage of memories, more focused now on this unexpected side mission we seem to have taken on. “So, this is who again?”
“Another operative,” Jake says for a second time. He sounds patient, though. Like he doesn’t mind having to repeat himself. It’s not like my brain was functioning all that well the first time around. “He’s still working his operation. Probably has another year or so on it, if I had to guess. Though I’m not up-to-date on his details.”
“A trafficking operation?”
“Not exactly. Buying slaves is more of a side project. His way of finding the bright side, I suppose. Little bits of good during his long years of bad.” He sighs. “This newest slave was different, I guess. I don’t know how or why or what exactly happened, but Ronan broke just about every rule in his book for this guy, and now he’s asking us to help keep him safe until… well, I’m not sure until when. Maybe until his operation is over? Or until the man is ready to leave with a new identity? We didn’t have much time to talk about it.”
“Why can’t this man go wherever the other slaves he saved go?”
“Because one of those rules he broke?” Jake pauses, his blue eyes meeting mine. They’re sad. “Was falling in love.”
I nod slowly. “Ah. Rookie mistake.”
“A mistake that seems to be catching lately, hey?”
“Seems to be.” I climb out of my chair and into his lap, resting my head on his shoulder so I can watch out the plane window. “I’m very glad for it, though. You making that mistake.”
“Mmm.” He wraps his arms around me, holding me tight. “I could never call falling in love with you a mistake. More like an ill-advised move that turned into something fucking amazing.”
I press a kiss to the side of his neck. “Fucking amazing.”
“Isn’t it?”
“I meant the view,” I tease. 
He huffs, his fingers finding my sides and wiggling until I’m a giggling mess writhing in his lap. Then he turns me around so we can both look out the window. Just below us is a narrow line of sea inlet that’s gray-blue in the barely rising sun. On one side, purple-black mountains rise up out of the ground. On the other, a small stretch of green grass that I can already tell is where we’re going to be landing. 
“It is a good view,” he murmurs in my ear. His hand sneaks under the sweatshirt he dressed me in, fingertips skating along my spine. “Not as good as the one I plan on enjoying when we get home, but good nonetheless.”
I curl further into him, my cheeks hot. Travis is nearby. So is Maison. Despite feeling all flustered, my cock stirs in interest. From the way Jake chuckles softly, I know he feels it. 
“Three minutes,” Travis says. “Probably not enough time to finish whatever the two of you are about to start, unless you’re embarrassingly fast, Jakey-boy.”
Jake gives Travis a middle finger while I turn my attention back to the window. We’re descending. The plane starts to tremble a little as the landing gear comes out. I can just make out a large, dark object beneath one of the trees on the very edge of the grass. As we get closer and closer, I realize it’s a vehicle. A black SUV. 
Then the plane hits the ground. Not in a dramatic, crashing sort of way. Just in a landing sort of way. I still wince. Especially as my mind unhelpfully reminds me that we’re not landing on a proper strip or with any additional help if something goes wrong. 
I sigh in relief when the plane comes to a full stop.
“Stay here.” Jake slides me off his lap and onto the seat I was in before. “We’ll be back.”
“Okay.” 
He presses a kiss to my forehead before hitting his feet and pulling on his coat. The guys exit the plane, Maison taking point, Travis second, Jake last. I press my face to the glass, thankful the SUV’s headlights and the plane’s exterior lights are on so that I can see. 
A man exits the SUV. He’s wearing a pair of dark jeans, a black shirt, and a light tan suede bomber jacket. Travis and Jake go to him while Maison lingers near the plane’s stairs. He shakes their hands and says something that makes Jake’s shoulder shake a little with a laugh. Then he runs a hand through his hair and turns toward the SUV, gesturing at it. 
And I see his face in the headlights. 
The reaction the sight brings out in me is nearly violent. I actually shout. No one is here to hear me, but I shout. 
My legs are weak when I force myself out of my seat and to the door of the plane. I can hear voices. Can see movement near the SUV. I have to grab onto the railing of the plane’s stairs with a trembling hand to keep from falling. Maison turns to look at me, his eyebrows pulled close. “Jake wants you to stay-”
“Fuck off,” I try to growl at him. It comes out as a hoarse whisper instead. “Just… fuck off.”
“Casey-” Travis says when I approach him. 
I don’t even bother giving him a response.
When Jake puts a hand out for me, I nearly fall from how quickly I jerk out of his reach. 
“Baby boy, I can expl-”
“You,” I say to the man. And this time, my voice is a growl. I take another step and point a finger that is thankfully not trembling. The man holds perfectly still, his chin lowered just enough to meet my gaze. I feel my eyes burn with tears, but I’m not sure if they’re angry or sad. “I know you.”
“Yes,” the man says softly, his voice thick with an Irish accent. An accent I’ll never forget. An accent I thought for sure belonged to a hallucination. “You do.”
A man dressed in a suit standing between my legs. 
“Nice nap? I could only give you two hours.”
He’s touching me. My hole. Rubbing something into it. I can’t figure out what because everything down there feels numb. 
“Someone is coming soon. Can you hang on until then?”
Someone is coming. Someone I need to hang on for. Someone who would do… what?
A flask of water is brought to my lips. It feels like some sort of miracle. And then he takes it away. 
“I can’t give you more. I’m sorry. Hang in there, okay?”
Hang in there. 
Because someone is coming. 
“You didn’t rape me.” 
“No,” he says quietly, his blue-green eyes soft and sad. “Of course not.”
“But you were touching me. What was that? I was… numb.”
“An antiseptic with lidocaine.” His lips twist. “I’m sorry I couldn’t do more.”
“Someone is coming soon,” I say, the words an echo of the memory the two of us share. 
The man smiles, his eyes darting over my shoulder. He notches his chin. “I’m glad he got there in time.”
I turn to look, even though I know exactly who is standing behind me. “It was you.” 
“Of course, it was,” Jake says, lifting a hand to touch my cheek. I realize why when he comes away with wet fingertips. “DuGray was taking too fucking long deciding if he’d sell you to me or not, and he wasn’t willing to stop… punishing you until he did. Ronan was able to get his foot in the door. Check on you. Give you whatever he could to keep you going. Give you some hope. Tell you to hang on.” 
I grab Jake’s hand, tangling our fingers together before I turn back to the man - Ronan. “Thank you.”
His shoulders fall in relief. “Like I said - I wish I could have done more.”
“You took care of mine when I couldn’t,” Jake says, wrapping an arm around my waist and pulling me in until my back is to his chest, our joined hands resting against my stomach. “I’ll take care of yours now.”
The man's relief flickers with the reminder,  only getting worse when he glances at the SUV. Him looking over seems to be a catalyst for whoever is inside. The passenger door opens before he can look away, a guy my age climbing out of the vehicle and slowly approaching the rest of us. He’s a strange sort of attractive - all messy blonde hair and dark eyes and angry expressions. The way his upper lip curls when his gaze settles on Ronan is nearly feral. “Did you tell them?”
“Max-”
“In case he didn’t tell you,” the man - Max - says in a voice that trembles with anger and fear. “I’m not coming with you anymore. We’re sorry for the misunderstanding.” 
“Maxwell, that’s enough,” Ronan says, each word sharp and final. “You’re going.”
Max levels a murderous look on Ronan, crossing his arms over his chest. "No. I'm not."
"For fuck's sake." Ronan shoots us an apologetic look before storming over to Max and leaning down, wrapping an arm around his thighs and hiking him over his shoulder like the young man is nothing but a sack of potatoes. Max squawks indignantly, his fists slamming on Ronan's back, his feet kicking angrily in the air. Over his, "Let me down, asshole!" Ronan asks, "May I?" 
Chuckling, Jake moves us out of the way, opening a path for Ronan. The man walks straight to the plane, ignoring when Max's anger dissolves into desperate pleas and soft sobs. 
"Come on," Jake murmurs, his hand on my back pressing me forward. "I have a feeling he's a runner. We're going to need to get in the air as soon as we can once Ronan exits the plane."
We climb the stairs behind Travis and Maison. The latter goes to talk to the pilot while Travis settles in the first seat by the door, giving Ronan and Max some space. Jake takes the seat beside him, but I ignore him when he tugs at me to join, walking until there's only a seat between me and Max. He's going to want someone after Ronan leaves. I won't let him believe he's alone. 
"I'm sorry," I hear Ronan say, his accent thick with emotion. He cups the side of Max's neck and gives him a smile that makes me ache with sadness for them. "Is tú mo chuisle."
I don't know what the words mean, but he says them like someone would say I love you. 
A loud sob escapes Max. "I hate you." 
Ronan flinches, then hangs his head with a small nod. "Okay. That's okay."
"I hate you," Max says again, each syllable dripping with venom and heartbreak. "Go! Just go, you fucking coward!"
Ronan listens, walking away from the man he so clearly loves. He nods at Jake, then Travis, then Maison. When he reaches the door, he gives Max a lingering look full of pain before softly begging us all, "Please take care of him," and disappearing. 
The plane engines kick on at the same time that Max releases his first sob. He quickly stifles himself as I move to the seat directly beside him. “S-sorry. I’m a fucking mess.”
“So am I,” I assure him. I glance at the others on the plane, all pretending they’re not listening, before turning my back on them like I can somehow shield Max. “Do you really hate him? Ronan?” 
“I do.”
I nod, understanding a little bit. Mostly from what Carter has gone through. “Do you love him, too?”
He parts his lips, probably intending to answer, but ends up releasing a sob instead. I wrap an arm around him and let him fall against me. His sobs grow in strength as he trembles in my hold. 
“Yeah,” I murmur, rubbing soothing circles on his back. “Yeah, you’ll fit in with us just fine.”
Chapter Forty-eight
Jake
Things are quiet in the days following the DuGray trip. With him dead, Elliot saved, and the hit lists for the task forces nearly finished, all there is to do is rest. Heal. Rebuild. 
Maison, Travis, Ace, and I do a lot of talking about the house. We pool finances, contact the realtor, and fill out forms using our false identities. The sellers will be out by the end of the month, already having a new home to move into. The last step is to get our official papers approved by the head - the ones that say we no longer belong to him, but we're still open to helping with future missions in a temporary capacity. It's our understanding that Keats has the same deal, so we don't see any issues coming up. 
To celebrate - and to finally talk to all the survivors about the plan - we have a bonfire. It's probably one of the last comfortable nights of autumn - warm enough to enjoy the outdoors, but cool enough for everyone to be in sweaters with their chairs pulled closed to the fire. Carter and Travis brought stuff for s’mores, and we raided the liquor cabinet and wine cellar for all the best stuff. Nolan gets grumpy when the mosquitoes that have been too stubborn to die yet decide he's the tastiest of us all. Maison gets him a big blanket and tries not to laugh when Nolan wraps it around his head and body, nothing but his eyes and nose showing. He fails. It earns him a very dirty look from Nolan and a silent treatment until he makes Nolan a marshmallow that's perfectly toasted and feeds it to him so he doesn't have to come out of his anti-mosquito cocoon. I try not to stare when Nolan catches the tip of Maison's finger with his teeth before he can remove it, looking right into the man's eyes as he pulls the rest of the digit into his mouth and sucks it clean. Casey squirms where he's seated in my lap. When I turn my attention to him, I catch him watching them too. 
"Is someone getting turned on?" I tease, making sure my voice stays low enough to only be heard by him. 
His blush is beautiful highlighted by the fire. "Maybe…"
"Dirty boy." I peek around, ensuring everyone is doing their own thing, before sliding my hand between Casey's legs and squeezing until he gasps. "Don't worry. Daddy will take care of that later."
"Or now," he pants, lifting his hips in a request for more. "We could sneak away." 
"You think they wouldn't notice? They're the nosiest fuckers on the planet."
"Don't care if they notice." He lifts his hips again. I move my hands, grabbing him by the waist and pinning him in place. His whimper is low and needy and goddamn beautiful. "Please, daddy." 
"Behave, or daddy will be the only one coming tonight."
His jaw drops, but he doesn't have time to argue. Keats steals the show by appearing out of nowhere with a bottle of whiskey and an acoustic guitar. "I heard there was a party."
I exchange a look with Travis, wondering if he invited him. He just shrugs. I shrug too. Who the fuck knows how Keats finds shit out? Maybe he talks to Bryce. He would worship at his feet if allowed, after all - a complete mystery I still haven't been able to figure out. I find Bryce across the fire, studying him for a reaction, but he doesn't even look up at Keats. He's engrossed in a conversation with Max, the two of them nearly falling out of their chairs from how closely they're leaning toward each other. I eye Keats again, fighting a smirk when I catch him frowning at the two of them. 
"Glad to have you, man," I say, deciding to save him from just standing there staring at the object of his affection. 
Keats shakes his head a little before turning to me with an easy smile. "Thanks. I'm always happy to get to chill with the cool kids."
"We're the cool kids?" Maison asks. 
"Not you," Carter and Nolan tease at the same time. They exchange mischievous, shit-eating grins that make me feel very, very bad for Maison's future. Those two teaming up against him? He's doomed. 
"Aww, be nice now, boys," Travis chides. "Everyone is special in their own way."
"Oh, fuck off," Maison grumbles. 
"Anyone want to play?" Keats asks, lifting his guitar and changing the subject. 
Before I can give him shit about bringing a guitar if he doesn't know how to play it, Matt stands up. The air seems to shift as everyone pays close attention. It's impossible not to, even though it's so obvious and probably uncomfortable for the young man. He's just the one that's still struggling so fucking bad. Every time he takes a step forward, the rest of us are thrilled. 
Ignoring all of us, he sits down and sinks in his chair, his fingers idly running along the strings for a minute. Then he starts to play. 
He doesn't sing - he doesn't even talk - but he's damn good. Within a few seconds, I know what he's playing. So do the others. Bryce, surprising the hell out of us all, starts crooning along. Matt’s fingers fumble for a moment before he gives Bryce an uncharacteristically bright grin and continues. Casey makes a soft noise of content as he relaxes against me and gently sways. 
When they reach the chorus, Bryce tilts his head back and fucking belts, his voice taking on a slight husky sound that has goosebumps prickling my skin. Pull my closer, tiny dancer. Count the headlights on the highway. I hook my chin over Casey’s shoulder, half-humming, half-murmuring the words to him along with Bryce. I can feel his face shift against my cheek as it stretches into a smile. 
As they bring the song to an end, everyone claps and whoops. Well, except for Keats. He just stares at Bryce like he’s been smacked in the face. Bryce is too busy to notice, laughing with Max as the young man demands he sing another. 
I don’t realize anything is wrong with Matt with all the commotion. Not until he suddenly lurches out of his chair and runs off, the guitar nearly falling into the fire as he leaves it behind. Travis stands immediately, ready to go after him, but Nolan puts a hand up. Bryce and Max are already heading in that direction. Without hesitation, Casey is removing himself from my lap and joining Carter and Nolan to follow behind. 
The air feels uncomfortably quiet once they’ve all disappeared into the house, even the cicadas and frogs seeming to realize something is wrong. 
Keats breaks the tense silence eventually, clearing his throat before saying, "Rumor is, you're all leaving." 
"Yes and no," Maison says. "We're hoping to do what you do. No longer be under the head’s control or orders, but still get to help out when we're needed."
Keats frowns. "What if he doesn't approve it?" 
The four of us exchange looks. Travis is the first to answer. "I'm done then. Carter and I are building a future together. The head doesn't get to have a say in that anymore, and he would if I stayed." 
"I think I'd be out too," Maison says slowly, as if he's just now realizing this. "I want to be a part of that life you're building. Wherever I fit."
Travis nods. "I think that'd be good for you and Carter."
"I'd be out too," I say. "I'm too fucking old."
They all laugh, the tension easing. It surprisingly stays that way even when Ace admits, "I think I'd stay. I really love what I do. I love all of you and it'd suck not to get to be with you guys, but… I'm not sure I'm ready to walk away yet." 
Maison nods. "That's fair."
We all agree. 
"But hopefully he approves the deal," Ace adds. 
"God, I hope so," Maison says with a laugh. “I’ll go stir-crazy without this shit.”
We all laugh again. If the others are anything like me, it's because they resonate with the sentiment. I'm not ready to be out yet, but I'm not willing to be all in either. I'm really fucking hoping we get the happy medium. 
“What do you think he’s like?” Travis asks. 
Keats tips his head to the side. “The head?” 
“Yeah. You think he’s just some rich fuck bankrolling everything?”
“He can’t be," Maison argues. "He must have experience in the field, wouldn’t you think? I mean, there’s no way all of this shit started the way it is now. He must have started small. Probably just one operation. And he probably ran it himself.”
“Or maybe it’s him and another person. Like best friends or something. One bank rolls, the other handles logistics," Ace argues.
“Could be.” I tilt my head, considering that. "None of you have talked to him?" 
Travis just laughs like that's a stupid question while Ace shakes his head. I don't get a chance to check with Keats before Maison speaks.
“I did. Once.” We all look at Maison. He’s staring down at his beer. He doesn’t look up as he continues. “When Carter was taken, I called Trav first. I knew without him on board, my plan would never work. It wasn’t until after he agreed that I called for approval for Travis to buy him. I got pushed to the top for the first time ever. He barely even spoke. Just fucking sat there while I explained the situation and fucking begged him to let us save him. Then he said no.” He huffs a dry, angry laugh. “Just that one word. No. I fucking detonated. I told him he better rethink his answer and help me come up with a way to pull it off without ruining the operation, or I’d figure shit out myself.”
“You threatened to go rogue?” I ask incredulously. 
He raises an eyebrow at me. “Wouldn’t you?”
“I-” I pause. I don’t have a brother, but I have someone I love enough to go rogue for. Casey. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess I would.”
“But you didn’t have to,” Keats says quietly, his eyes surprisingly intense on Maison. “You got approval.”
“Yup. Not right away. He told me to remember my fucking place and hung up. Few minutes later, I got a call from the guy right above me with the plan. Said the head approved of buying him, but refused to declassify for Carter. Said we had to lie. He needed to stay under the belief he was a slave and Travis had better play his part fucking convincingly."
Keats looks down at his bottle of beer, picking at the label with his thumbnail. “Do you hate him for that?”
Maison frowns. “Hate the head?”
“Yes.”
“I… don’t know. I mean, he let me save my baby brother even though it put the operation in jeopardy. He could have easily said no again and grabbed me up before I even got the chance to go rogue, but he didn’t.”
“But he made you keep it a secret.” Keats finally looks up again, this time at Travis. “It fucking tore you apart, not being able to tell Carter the truth. You were worried that Carter would never recover from that trauma. Trauma that was unnecessary. That could have been avoided. And that was the head’s fault.” 
Travis’s lips quirk toward a confused smile, his eyebrows pulled together. “I guess, yeah. I mean, the easy answer is to say it was his fault. To hate the guy, whoever the fuck he is. But… I played my part too. I was the one hurting Carter. Fucking with his head. But he is recovering and we’re happy together. We survived. The operation survived. In the end, if it got us to right here, I don’t know… maybe I wouldn’t change a thing.”
“And when it was time, we broke the head’s rule anyway,” Maison points out. “We ended up telling Carter the truth when we felt it was necessary.”
“If anything, Carter probably hates the head the most,” Travis points out with a soft laugh. “Almost as much as he hated us when he found out the truth.”
“Though it might be a tie with Casey because it’s the head’s fault that Casey can’t see or talk to his dad. That damn near killed him - literally. I don’t know if he’ll ever be okay because of it.” I rub at my chest, hating the ache that’s forming there. “I’d give anything to give him just five minutes with his dad, but it’s not worth the risk. The head could fucking take him from me. He could be vindictive enough to take everything from all of us, if he wanted. And I get it. I get where he's coming from, you know? But Casey… I mean, you guys were there that day. He almost killed himself after he found out he couldn't ever see his dad again…" 
Keats drops his bottle, spilling the last of his beer onto his boots. "He what?" 
"He's okay," I assure the man, having had no idea he cared quite so much. "I mean, he's still struggling, but Dr. Singh doesn't think he's a risk to himself anymore. He's doing better."
"Good." Keats looks down at his boots. "God, fuck, that's good."
“I'll say one thing," Maison says with a sharp laugh. "You couldn’t pay me all the money in the world to get me to do that man’s job. Mine was fucking bad enough.”
“Amen.” Travis lifts his drink in a toast before looking back at Keats. “Either way, to answer your question, I don’t hate the guy.”
“I’ve let it go, for sure.” Maison shrugs. “Like I said, the guy let me save Carter. Any rules he added were just him trying to protect the operation. Protect himself. Protect this entire… whatever the fuck you’d call it. Agency or whatever. He needed to protect all the other operatives and victims in need of saving. The guy has a heavy as fuck weight on his shoulders. One I’d never want. I think he did the best he could.”
Keats swallows hard before jerking his head in a sharp nod. Then he carefully picks up his empty beer bottle and quietly excuses himself, disappearing around the corner of the house. We all eye each other before Travis laughs awkwardly and says, “I think he hates the head.”
“Definitely,” Maison agrees with a laugh of his own. “We totally just let him down by not joining in his hatred.”
“I wonder what happened,” Ace says. “Does anyone know what his original case was? He was the head operative, wasn’t he?”
“He’s never talked about it, actually. I… don’t know what he was. Or what case he worked.” Travis frowns. “Which is total bullshit, now that I think about it. That fucker made me spill my guts to him when we were working on finding Mica together. It drove me nuts.”
The sliding door at the back of the house opens, Carter leading the group of survivors back to us. They're all wearing blankets now. They've also seemed to find themselves refills for their alcohol. Casey gives me a small smile before curling up in my lap. He offers me his thermos. "Hard apple cider. It's yummy." 
I smile, ignoring the thermos and leaning in for a kiss instead. He parts his lips the moment my tongue presses against them. A soft moan travels from his mouth to mine as I suck on his tongue. 
"Mmm." I pull away, loving the dazed look on his face and the hard press of his cock against my arm. "You're right. Very yummy." 
He stammers, his face red. I nuzzle against the warmth of his cheek and smile. "God, I love you, Casey." 
Finally managing to gather himself, he relaxes against my chest. “I love you, too.”
“Everything okay now?”
“Yeah. He just got overwhelmed.” He turns so he’s whispering in my ear. “I told them all about the house. They want time to think about it.”
I nod. “That’s fair.”
“Mhm.” He squirms a little. “Um. Is it bedtime yet?”
“Getting sleepy?”
“Not exactly.” He nuzzles beneath my ear, his cold nose making me grin. “You said if I behaved, we’d both get to come tonight.”
“I did say that, didn’t I?”
“Mhm.” He squirms some more. “And you keep your promises, daddy.”
I grin, winking at Travis when I catch him watching us. “Suppose I should take you to bed then, shouldn’t I?”
“Yes!” he squeaks, nearly falling out of my lap. Now everyone is staring at us. Casey at least has the sense to look embarrassed, but not enough to backtrack. He just shrugs and says, “We’re going to bed.”
There’s some laughter and mumbling before Carter says, “Yeah, I bet you are.” 
Casey sticks his tongue out at his friend. “You’re just jealous.”
“I-” Carter pauses, tilting his head. He frowns. Then turns to Travis with a pout. “I am jealous. Can we…”
“Fuck yes.” Travis stands up, scoops Carter out of his chair so quickly the chair falls backward, and starts walking into the house with Carter thrown over his shoulder. Carter’s giggles can be heard even a few seconds after the sliding glass door closes behind them. 
I arch a brow at Casey. “Do you need to be carried, or can you walk?”
“Psh.” He flashes me a mischievous grin. “Walk? I’m gonna run. Bet you can’t catch me.” 
He darts away. I give him a head start, finishing my beer and nodding at the others around the fire. “Gentlemen.” 
“Go get him, daddy,” Maison teases. 
I shoot him a wink over my shoulder. “Oh, I will.”
Chapter Forty-nine
Casey

He catches me in the hall leading to his room, snagging my wrist and pulling just hard enough to send me stumbling into him. I suck in a sharp breath, my heart pounding in exhilaration. "You caught me," I pant, turning to look at him. 
His gaze is dark and predatory, his smile dangerous. "I did. Silly boy, thinking you can run from daddy." 
"Silly daddy," I tell him, whispering it like a secret. A giggle bubbles in my throat. "I wanted you to catch me."
"Oh?" He arches a single brow. It's unfairly sexy. "Does that mean daddy gets to do whatever he wants now that he caught you?" 
"Mhhm. I'm your prize."
His expression turns soft. "Yes, baby boy. You certainly are."
"Dadddy," I whine, tucking my burning face against his chest to hide. I don't know why, but I feel all shivery and squirmy inside right now. Almost… little. 
"Is my baby boy all embarrassed?" he coos. 
I am, but not entirely for the reason he thinks. This doesn't have so much to do with him getting all mushy on me as it does me experiencing these new feelings. I wiggle out of his hold and slip into the room before he can catch me, diving onto the bed and grabbing David. Jake settles in beside me, smiling despite his obvious confusion. I cling tighter to David and tuck my chin against his head. 
Jake makes a soft noise. "Oh. Is my boy feeling little?" 
"I… don't know," I whisper. "It's just… happening." 
He brings a hand to my cheek, guiding my face until I'm looking at him. The only way to describe his expression is incredibly fond. "That's okay. Let it happen."
"I wanted you to fuck me," I mumble, feeling very pouty. 
"You don't want daddy to fuck you while you're feeling little?" he asks, not disappointed, just curious. 
"I - would you want to?" I ask. We never really talked about the possibility, neither of us sure if my mind would ever drift to a place like this. My little mode so far has just been when I get extra cuddly and needy, or when I get playful and more carefree. Which,  I guess this feels like that. But there's an extra layer. One I can't explain. 
One thing I do know is that my cock is painfully hard and the thought of Jake fucking me right now makes me feel warm and bubbly. 
"I'd want to, yes," Jake says, reminding me I asked a question. "But I also wouldn't mind if you don't want me to-"
"I do!" I blurt, my heart pounding like he's chasing me again. "Please, fuck me, daddy."
He grins. "How could I ever turn a request like that down? How about you slip out of your pants and underwear. I think I'll have you keep my sweatshirt on. Daddy hasn't gotten to fuck you in it yet."
I blush, already fumbling with my jeans with one hand while keeping David in the other. I frown when I realize I'm probably going to have to let him go. 
Unless… "Daddy?"
"Yeah, baby boy?" he asks, helping me with my one pant leg that's stuck on my ankle. He tosses my jeans to the side before settling between my legs. 
"Can David stay?" 
Jake moans, his eyes locking onto my hands as they hold David to my chest. "Yeah, baby. Fuck. Hold David while daddy fucks you." 
Blushing furiously, cock throbbing, I squeeze David to my chest and watch as Jake quickly frees himself of his clothes and grabs the lube from his nightstand. My body quakes with anticipation as he coats a few fingers and settles between my open thighs. 
With his clean hand, he rests his fingertips against the inside of my left ankle and slowly - so very slowly - drags them up until he’s drawing patterns on my inner thigh, where he knows I’m extra sensitive. I twitch and moan, my eyes fluttering closed as his fingers get closer and closer to my cock. 
“Daddy, please,” I breathe, wiggling my hips a little to try and get his hand where I want it. 
“Please?” he asks, feigning confusion. “What do you need, baby boy?”
I frown at him, my bottom lip out in a pout. “Touch me.”
“Daddy is touching you.” He smirks, his fingers picking up the pace as they move along my thigh. They aren’t getting any closer to where I want them, though. “See?”
“Nooo. Touch my-” I pause, that extra-little, squirmy-inside feeling coming back with a vengeance. I have to look away before I can mumble, “My cock, daddy.” 
He makes a soft, soothing sort of sound and rewards me by finally taking my cock in hand. I’m about to thank him when he follows that up with a wet finger nudging against my hole. All I manage is a needy moan instead. 
“Daddy?”
“Yeah, baby boy?”
“Can you not tease me?” I ask, feeling vulnerable and a little shaky. I let myself look at him again. His finger pauses inside of me the moment we lock eyes. “I - I really need you.”
He seems to melt. “Of course, Case. Daddy won’t make you wait. Here, spread your legs for me wider. Daddy’s gonna get you nice and loose real fast.”
Sighing in relief, I notch my legs wider and pull them back a little, exposing myself to him. It makes his finger sink all the way inside of me. I moan, then moan again when he drizzles lube over the spot where we’re connected. Within seconds, he's working a second finger inside me, rubbing and stretching my rim as opposed to playing inside my hole. His hand on my cock makes up for the clinical touch, firmly stroking me in a steady rhythm that already has my thighs trembling. He barely puts in the third finger for more than a few seconds, a test more than anything, before he's pulling them all out and coating his cock. 
"Tell daddy if it hurts, promise?" he asks, already breathless just from the tip lingering against my wet hole. 
"Promise, daddy." I notch my hips a little. "Give me." 
Chuckling, he leans his body forward for a better angle and sinks into me. Our groans mix together as his cock stretches me in all the best ways, my hole clinging to it like it's never going to let go. Which wouldn't be the worst thing, let's be honest. 
“Goddamn, you look good like this, baby boy.” He trails his fingers along the skin just below where the hem of his sweatshirt has rucked up around my ribs. I shiver, stomach muscles twitching at the touch. His fingers go lower, navigating the dips of my hips and the insides of my thighs. I don’t complain like I did before, though. What’s there to complain about? He’s not teasing. His cock is still working inside of me as he touches and compliments me, hitting all the right spots. 
He pushes the sweatshirt up higher, the movements forcing his cock impossibly deep for a few blissful seconds. I whine at first when I feel David being moved, but it’s just to tuck him to the side in my armpit. I realize why when a moment later Jake’s lips are wrapping around my nipple. 
“Oooh.” Jake chuckles, the rumble sending waves of pleasure from my nipple to my cock. His free hand finds my ass cheek at the same time, squeezing it for a moment before using the grip to jerk me upward so he can sink further inside. “Oh, oh, fuck, oh, daddy.”
“Such a naughty mouth for a little boy,” he muses as he switches from one nipple to the other. There’s something so incredibly filthy about the way he keeps his eyes locked with mine as he drags his tongue around the bud. “If your tight hole wasn’t so fucking needy, I’d teach that mouth a little lesson.”
I make a sound that can’t even be described, my cock pulsing in his hand, my hole fluttering around him. He grins, clearly pleased he’s reduced me to such a mess. 
“Want daddy to fuck you nice and hard now, sweet boy?”
“Yes, daddy. Please. Hard, hard.” 
“Turn over, then.” I start to pull away from him, eager to listen and get back to being fucked, but he stops me with a raised brow and a smirk. “Did I say you could pull off daddy’s cock?”
I frown. “But… how will I…”
Instead of answering, he uses his big hands to grab and flip me around like I’m nothing but a little doll for him to fuck, somehow never dislodging his cock in the whole process. I moan just from the act alone, then moan again when he forces my hips high, his cock sliding against the most sensitive place inside of me. 
“Hold David nice and tight, little one. Daddy’s going to fuck you now.” 
Whining with need and excitement - and maybe just a little bit of trepidation, because I’m just now realizing Jake has never fucked me like this before - I bury my face in David’s stomach and prepare myself. 
But there’s no preparing for the way Jake fucks. All the times before can’t even be compared. This is fast and brutal, making my knees skid and my teeth clack. It’s a bruising grip on my hips and his cock finding places inside of me I haven’t felt touched in a nice way ever before. It’s dirty words of encouragement and filthy words of praise. 
It’s, “Fuck, daddy’s been wanting to fuck you like this for so long, baby boy.”
It’s, “Look at how well you’re taking daddy’s big cock in your tight little hole.”
It’s, “Is my little one going to come just from getting fucked? Look at how your big cock is making a mess all over, baby.” 
It’s, “You’re fucking perfect. Daddy’s perfect boy.” 
It’s, “I love you.”
It’s, “I love you so fucking much.”
It’s, “I’m never letting you go.”
It’s, “Fucking come for me, baby boy. Show daddy how good you feel.”
His fingertips touch my cock and I’m gone, shooting a mess into the bedding, pressing a scream into poor David’s fuzzy belly. Daddy groans and calls me his good fucking boy. I’m too dizzy with it all to count, but it’s not long after that he when he goes still inside of me, pumping me full of him. I think maybe I come again from the feel of it. My body definitely does… something, turning all shuddery and shivery and sensitive. 
I feel loose and useless as he gently pulls out and turns me onto my back, careful to keep me out of my own mess. He licks me clean, my thundering heart settling with every pass of his tongue against my skin, every sweet kiss he places in a spot he’s just cleaned, every warm smile he sends my way. He shoves the first layer of our blankets to the ground and tucks me into the clean ones before removing my sweatshirt and returning David to my arms. He kisses every inch of my face and asks, “You sure that wasn’t too much, Case?” 
“That was perfect,” I whisper, my words feeling a little slurred. “You’re perfect, daddy.” 
He hums, turning the lights out and pulling me into his big, safe arms. “You’re the perfect one. I can’t believe I found you.” 
My chest warms with the words. I nuzzle into his chest, squeezing David tight. “Never let me go then,” I half-beg, half-demand. 
His laugh is warm. “Oh, baby boy. That won’t be a problem.”




Chapter Thirty

Jake


Travis is a fucking cheater.  
After spending nearly a week feeling like we're crawling out of our skin waiting to hear from the two men who insist on only speaking to Maison for check-ins, the fucking asshole cheats. He goes to Carter's work and spies on him. 
It's disgraceful. 
It's ridiculous. 
It's not fair. 
Why can't Casey be the one with a fucking job so I can spy on him?
The time away from Casey has made an aching chasm form in my chest, widening every hour that passes without me hearing from him. I’ve sent him two texts, keeping them short and friendly, lacking any pressure to respond if he doesn’t want to. And he hasn’t wanted to. My one missed phone call - sans voicemail because I didn’t have a good reason to call him and couldn’t think of anything good to say - has also gone unreturned. 
I’m in the middle of boring as fuck paperwork for an incident that happened last night with a security guard and a survivor - a complete misunderstanding, evidenced by the video camera that caught the whole thing, but still requiring an official note in the files - when my phone vibrates beside my hand. I go perfectly still, trying not to let my hopes surge. It could be Maison or Ace or Travis. It could be an auxiliary worker like Keats. It could even be the head of the organization, though that would mean I was in serious fucking trouble, so hopefully not. 
But it could also be Casey. 
I let my eyes fall to the screen, my breath catching in my chest at the name I find there: Casey. 
I nearly drop the phone in my haste to grab it. “Casey?”
"Um. I-" his voice cracks. 
I immediately stand, already looking around for my wallet and keys. "What's wrong, lit-” I stop myself, remembering the hurt in his expression when he’d asked me if I call everyone that. I swallow hard. “What’s wrong, Case? Talk to me."
"I - I'm sorry."
"Hey, shh. You don't have to be sorry. Can you tell me where you are? Can you do that for me?" 
"The b-bathroom." 
My mind races. Did he try to shower? Is he hurt? Is someone there? 
"At the apartment?" 
"No. The - the store." He tries to muffle a sob, but I hear it. "I don't know - I can't - I can't-"
"Are you safe?" I ask, cutting through his rising panic to get to the most important thing. 
He whimpers. "Y-yeah."
Relief floods my body, allowing me to breathe properly for the first time since hearing his voice. He’s not breathing well though. In fact, he sounds damn close to hyperventilating. 
"Good. That's good. Can you take a deep breath for me, Casey? Try to take a deep breath." I switch him to speaker and pull up the app Ace installed for all of us to track Casey’s and Carter's phones. He's at the small grocery store in the center of town, just a block from the apartment. His breathing is still erratic but improving. "You're doing so good, Case. Deep breaths. I'm on my way but I'm going to stay on the phone with you the whole time, okay?" 
"You d-don't have t-to come.”
"I'm coming, Casey. Do you want to stay there and wait for me, or do you want to try to walk home?” 
He gasps for breath. "I don't - I don't know." 
"That's okay. Just stay there. If you feel better, you can always walk home and I'll meet you there instead, okay?" 
"O-okay."
"What do you need from me?" I ask as I badge out of the safehouse. "Do you want to talk? Or just listen to me talk? I can play the radio? Or we can just be quiet together?" 
He sniffles. "A - a story?" 
I smile, my chest warm. "I can’t exactly read to you while driving, Case.”
“Then tell me one. Please?”
How could I possibly say no to such a beautifully heartbreaking request? 
“Okay. Let me think.” I climb into one of the secure vehicles and start the engine, setting my phone into the mount on the dash. With how fast I'm about to drive, I'm going to need both hands on the wheel. "There once was a super grumpy vampire-"
[image: image-placeholder]I find Casey curled up on the floor in the second stall of the store's bathroom. He's burrowed down in his sweatshirt - my sweatshirt, actually, and fuck do I like that - his messy hair and puffy, red eyes the only parts of his head I can see. I hang up the phone and squat down in front of him. He lifts his pretty blue eyes to look at me. I reward him with a soft smile and a stroke of my hand through his hair. "Hey you."
"Hi.” 
"Ready to go?" 
"Mhm." He wipes at his eyes with a sleeve-covered hand. "I was supposed to get food…"
"Don't worry about that. Let's just get you home. I'll handle the rest, okay?"
His shoulders sag in what I think is relief. 
“Okay.”
[image: image-placeholder]We don’t talk again until we’re back to the apartment he shares with Carter. I get him seated on the couch with a blanket before moving to make him some tea. All I find is cinnamon apple tea. I wrinkle my nose - who the fuck drinks tea like this? Where’s the peppermint or the chamomile or the lemon? Hell, where’s the simple black or green? But then I remember that Casey loves autumn and I smile a little. To my left, just beneath the cabinet with their coffee mugs, is a pumpkin cheesecake candle. And the blanket I had draped over him was a burnt orange. 
“Embracing autumn?” I ask him as I steep the tea. 
He makes a happy sort of humming sound despite how upset he still is, turning on the couch to smile over the back of it at me. “Isn’t it cozy?”
Cozy. 
Goddamn, he’s fucking adorable. 
“Very cozy.” I eye him, the blanket around his shoulders, his cheeks slightly flushed and damp with drying tears, his blue eyes glassy and bright. Beautiful. So unbelievably beautiful. 
God, I’ve missed him. 
"Do you want to talk about what happened?" I ask when the tea is finished, bringing him the steaming mug. 
He shakes his head as he accepts the drink. "Not yet…"
"That's okay. Let's put something on for us to watch then. We'll just relax."
"Nothing sad," he mumbles, bringing the mug to his mouth and softly blowing on it. 
I sit beside him, fully intending on cuddling the shit out of him if he'll let me. "Definitely nothing sad. Would you laugh at me if I put something animated on?" 
He smiles. It's a little wobbly and weak, but I'll take it. "That actually sounds kind of nice. But no sad ones. I don't wanna watch Mufasa die or something."
"Fair enough." I grab the remote but can't continue until I have him closer. "Can I hold you?"
His cheeks turn a delicious pink as he very obviously avoids my eyes. "In your lap?"
"Is that where you'd like to be?" 
He nods, his teeth catching his bottom lip. All of the daddy in me is begging to be let loose, but I rein it in. This has to be enough for me. "I'd love that. Come here." 
He scrambles into my lap, clumsy and adorable. I have to swallow an oof when his elbow catches my side, but it doesn't stop me from grinning like a total idiot as I feel him settle against my chest, his head tucked beneath my chin. He wiggles around a little more before sighing, his muscles going lax. 
"Better?" I whisper, wondering if he can hear my heart racing. 
"Better."
I pull up the streaming app Maison installed when we set up their TV their first night here, browsing the options in the kid's section. I realize as I'm scrolling that there are a lot of depressing ass kid movies. That's not going to help me take care of my little one at all. Rude. 
I smile when I see one I know is happy. No tragic death scenes. A good amount of humor. A great soundtrack. 
"This work?" I ask. 
Casey makes an adorable noise. "I used to love this movie! I had a Lightning McQueen bedroom that was the best."
Don't let the daddy out, Jake. Don't do it. He's not ready. He's not even yours. 
Contain. The. Inner. Daddy.
I put the movie on before grabbing a throw blanket and draping it over us so he's all cuddled up and warm as it starts. "Let me know if you need anything, little one."
"I have everything I need right here," he whispers. 
Fuck. 
Me and my inner daddy are in so much trouble…
[image: image-placeholder]Casey only lasts 20 minutes into the movie before he’s softly snoring. I carefully kick my feet up, lounging back so he’s not forced to sleep sitting up, and mute the TV. If I have to sit right here all night for him to get a good night’s sleep, that’s exactly what I’ll do. I’m not sure I even want to know how badly the boy has been sleeping lately. 
Carter comes home eventually, long after the movie has ended. He takes one look at us and seems to figure out the gist of what happened, flashing me a thankful smile before slipping off to his room. It's not long after that before Casey startles awake, fighting me for a moment before realizing my identity and relaxing again. 
"Sorry," he whispers, his voice sleep-soaked and ashamed. 
I'm not sure what he's apologizing for, but I know it doesn't matter. My response is the same regardless. "Don't be. You feeling any better?”
He shrugs noncommittally, tucking his head back under my chin to hide. I try not to frown in case he can hear it in my voice. “You should get some more sleep. Want me to bring you to your room?”
“Will you stay?” he whispers, his arms tightening around me. “It’s dark and - and the roads, you know? It wouldn’t be safe.”
I agree easily, thankful to have an excuse. “Yes. Of course. Let’s get you to bed, okay?”
“You’ll stay?” he asks again. He pulls back, looking at me with wide eyes, and clarifies, “In my bed with me?”
“Oh.” I swallow hard. That’s a bad idea, right? Probably? But… fuck I’ve missed him.  “Yeah, Case. I’ll stay with you.”
He manages a soft smile before stumbling off the couch and grabbing my hand, leading me to his room like I don’t already know which one he chose for himself. When he hesitates before opening the door, I squeeze his shoulder comfortingly and promise, “It’s okay if you’ve changed your mind. I can stay on the couch.” 
“No. It’s not that. It’s just-” He releases a shaky breath. “Don’t be mad, okay?”
My stomach dips. Why would I be mad?
And then I remember the last time we stood like this. The last time he begged me not to be mad. And I understand. Fuck.  
“You’re sleeping on the floor again.”
He nibbles on his bottom lip before opening the door, letting his room speak for itself. The pile of blankets and pillows is just as heartbreaking the second time around. And the dolphin nestled in the middle is… there are just no words for what that does to me. 
I rub the back of my neck. “Have you talked to Dr. Singh about this?”
His face reddens. “I haven’t exactly… talked to him.”
That makes me mad. “You what?”
“I’ve been meaning to…”
“Casey, that’s part of the fucking deal we made.”
His back straightens, his chin jutting up in false confidence. “I didn’t have to make that deal with you. Nothing is holding me to it. I - I’m allowed to be here if I want to be. You don’t get to make rules for me. You’re not my master.”
But I could be your daddy. 
And boy, would you be in so much fucking trouble right now if I was. 
I take a deep breath, reminding myself that recovery is a long road and I can’t rush him down it. He’s alive. That’s more than enough right now. 
“Well, I’m here tonight, so how about we move back to the bed, okay?”
“You still want to stay?” he asks, his confidence lost as he stares at me with wide blue eyes full of cautious hope. “You’re not too mad?”
“I’m not mad at all,” I promise him. “I’m worried. But I’m not going to nag you, and I’m definitely staying. As long as I’m still welcome?”
He blushes. “Always.”
“Okay.” I grab blankets and a pillow, nodding for him to grab the other pillow and his dolphin. We work quietly as we haphazardly make the bed and climb into the same sides we used to use before he left. "You know, I'm sure Carter would sleep with you if you asked. He might even be having a hard time too."
Casey scoffs. "Carter's doing fine. He thinks I'm doing fine. And I'm going to keep it that way."
"Casey-"
"We are going to keep it that way," he clarifies, shooting me an impressive look that leaves no room for argument. 
"Okay."
He strips to his underwear and crawls into the bed, his dolphin already tucked in the crook of one arm. He turns to his side as I join him. I mirror his position, bringing us face to face with only inches between us. 
"I've missed you," he admits in the quiet darkness. 
"I've missed you too, Case." I reach out to run a fingertip down the bridge of his nose. Something inside of me seems to sigh at the touch, like I've gained a piece of myself back with it. "Please don't keep ignoring my texts."
"I didn't want you to know that I'm failing."
His voice gives out at the last word, his eyes squeezing shut. I wrap an arm around him, pulling until he's tucked right up against me. When he hooks a leg over my hip to bring us even closer, I hide a smile in his hair and tighten my hold around him. "You're not failing. You're trying. And even if you decide you can't do this, even if you end up back at the house, it won't be because you've failed. It'll be because you're still trying. And there's nothing about that that makes you a failure, Casey." 
"Promise?"
"Promise."
His fingers grab my side, digging into my ribs. I put my hand over his, not to pull it away, but to hold it in place. He sags against me. “A guy ran into me. At the store, I mean. Or - or maybe I ran into him. I don’t know.” 
“Did it scare you? Were you hurt?”
“He-” Casey releases a shuddery breath whispering, “He smelled like… him.”
DuGray. 
Oh, sweet boy. 
"That must have been fucking awful. I’m sorry, Case.”
"It…" He trails off, his muscles jerking like they’re bracing for a fight. “I knew it wasn’t him. I knew it. But my body…”
“Your body didn’t believe you.”
His shoulders shake, the softest sound escaping him as he tries to swallow a sob. 
“Oh, Case.”  I run my hand along his back, trying to soothe him as he shudders with another barely contained sob. I press kisses to his temple and cheek, ignoring the salty tears I find along the way. “Is this the first time something like this has happened?”
“Kinda, yeah.” He sniffles. “My first time going anywhere without Carter, and I end up on a bathroom floor hyperventilating, calling you to come save me. Impressive, right?”
“I think your first time could have gone a hell of a lot worse, honestly. I’m proud of you for trying.”
“Yeah. Maybe.” His fingers tense, pressing almost painfully into my skin. “Maybe I’m just not ready yet.”
“It’s okay if you’re not. There’s no timeline for any of this.”
“It’s only been a week,” he adds, his fingers loosening as he starts to drag them along my skin. I tilt my chin to watch as he begins tracing the first head of my Cerberus tattoo. “It’ll get easier, right?” 
I stare at his trembling fingers, following their path along the sharp teeth and dripping blood. He still can’t shower. Can’t sleep in a bed. It’s easy to tell he’s lost weight since the safehouse just by looking at him. He can’t go out in public without panicking. Carter seems to barely be here. And don’t even get me fucking started on the four empty tequila bottles stashed halfway under his bed. 
I’m not at all convinced. 
“What if it doesn’t?” I ask him. Not because I want to be a dick, but because I need to fucking know. “What if it doesn’t get better, Case?” 
“Then I’ll - I’ll go back. To the house.” His fingers pause on the flames behind Cerberus. The exit from the Underworld. “But not yet.”
I want to throw him over my shoulder and bring him back to the safehouse. I want to sleep with him in my bed every night. I want to give him baths and bring him food and watch him swim endless laps in the pool. I want him to be mine to take care of. 
I want, I want, I want - but I can't. 
Not yet. 
“Okay,” I whisper, pressing a kiss to the top of his head. “Not yet.”




Chapter Thirty-One

Casey


The saga of Travis and Carter begins a new episode after Carter finds out Travis has been low-key stalking him at work. After a brutal argument in front of half the bar and Carter's new co-workers, Carter declares that he wants to start having sex. And  not with Travis. 
I don't hear anything after that, so I figure he changed his mind once he cooled off. Which works for me. Him and Travis are kind of exhausting. I love him to death and really want him to be happy, but a tiny part of me dies every time he talks about his problems. He can't decide if he can have sex with men who aren't Travis. I haven't even been able to masturbate without panicking. He wants to find himself before he inevitably returns to the love of his life. I'm not even going to bother trying to find myself, I'd just like to find the will to live at this point. 
So, it probably makes me a bad friend that I'm glad he's taking a break from his drama, but I'm deciding to forgive myself. It's the least I can do. I can't sleep or eat and our stopper broke, so my baths are now me racing against only a few inches of cold water swirling down the drain. I can forgive myself for being over Travis and Carter, the Middle Years. 
Now that he's discovered how terrible I am at living on my own, there's no point avoiding Jake any longer. We text pretty much all hours of the day, as well as the night if he's pulling late-night guard duty. We talk on the phone whenever I'm finally ready to try and sleep in my floor-nest, his voice low and silky as he reads our book to me until I drift off, the line always still open when I wake again.
We eat one meal a day together on video call. Usually breakfast, since his days and evenings are pretty busy. Anytime I try to eat only cereal, he frowns at me and raises an eyebrow, and I hurry back and grab a protein bar or a fruit cup to accompany my sugary bowl of goodness. He told me good boy once and I had flushed bright red and spilled my juice all over the table. I don't blame him for not doing it since, but I would give just about anything to hear it anyway. 
I don't usually have much to talk about since I don't leave the apartment unless Carter drags me out - and even then, I spend the time locked in an anxiety spiral, barely registering what happens around me. He has plenty to tell me, though, filling me in on the latest safehouse gossip. It's never anything that's actually revealing - he doesn't tell me any of those personal moments that us survivors hate having witnesses for - but he has no qualms telling me all about the budding prank war between him and Ace, or the time Bryce tipped his kayak and squawked for help while Matt laughed his ass off in the kayak beside him, or how Nolan tried teaching Maison how to cook and Maison started a fire that required two fire extinguishers and completely ruined any chances of them enjoying barbeque ribs for dinner. It was 200 for 5 hours, not 500 for 2 hours! 
He also shares triumphs. Nolan giving him the middle finger without immediately locking up with fear after. Bryce making the entire table - survivors included - belly laugh with his startlingly accurate impersonation of Barack Obama. Matt using his first sign language word at dinner.  
Each one hurts to hear, but I try not to show it. What have I accomplished here? 
Nothing. 
Nothing at all. 
I feel like my dignity is hanging by a single thread when Carter comes home one night and announces that he's been having sex. It's not going well. Of course, his definition of not going well is awkward and fumbling encounters that leave him unsatisfied and missing Travis. No panic attacks or triggers or endless stretches of self-loathing. But we all recover at different speeds according to Jake, and I'm determined not to get jealous of Carter for being in turbo mode. At least… not too jealous. Not jealous enough to be a bad friend. 
I manage it somehow, even giving him some decent advice about exploring his kinks and trying to figure out what he wants with sex when Travis is out of the picture - since apparently he and Travis have rough, kinky sex even outside of their pretend roles at the compound. Does he like the sex with Travis because it's Travis? Because it's kinky? Both? I tell him he needs to find out. 
We dive into the world of BDSM together, trying to figure out how someone goes about exploring that world in a town like this. I last five minutes before making an excuse to walk away from the computer, fumbling in the kitchen as I make a pot of coffee like a sloth. The image of a man being whipped on a cross plays across my eyelids every time I blink. I keep my eyes open until they burn and fill with tears. 
Carter doesn’t seem to mind so much. He can apparently look past it since it’s all consensual. In fact, he seems to squirm and blush at some of the things he discovers along the way. Including some pictures on a local kink club’s online group that he gets accepted to after answering a few simple questions and agreeing to their rules. The club is having an event in a town nearby. 
He wants to go. 
I swallow my overwhelming fear and tell him I’ll come with him. 
Carter comes out dressed and ready to go an hour earlier than we agreed on, hands on his hips and determination in his eyes. He announces, "I'm going alone.”
“What? No. That’s way too dangerous.” 
“I love you for being willing to come, I do, but I need to do this myself. I can’t explain it. I just do.” 
I force myself to count to three in my head before saying - slowly - "If you're sure…" so he can't tell how fucking relieved I am. 
That relief is short lived though when just two hours later Jake is calling me frantically asking if I know anything about some guy named Hunter who would be calling Travis from Carter’s cell. Panic brings me to my knees as I tell him Carter’s plan, spilling it all as he sits in a car with Maison and waits the 10 minutes Travis gave them before they’re allowed to storm the place demanding this Hunter guy give Carter back. 
“I should’ve gone with him,” I sob, self-hatred pumping through my body. “I should’ve gone too.”
[image: image-placeholder]I don’t get a chance to talk to Carter when Travis carries him in. He brings him straight to his room, Jake and Maison trailing behind and lingering in the living room where I’m curled up on the couch in a deep guilt spiral. “Is he going to be okay?” I ask, my voice trembling. 
“He will be. The guy didn’t hurt him or anything, but he got triggered on accident. Travis is taking care of him,” Jake promises. He comes over to run a hand through my hair, giving me a warm smile. “Want me to stay with you? I know you’re upset.”
My cheeks burn. I want to say yes. To beg him, actually. The blankets have stopped smelling of vanilla and tobacco, making it even harder for me to sleep, and I’ve missed him so much my entire being aches with it most days. But Travis probably won’t stay for long since they’re doing the whole giving each other space thing. Plus, he’s probably going to be upset when he finds out Carter has been fucking other people. So, I decline the offer, wanting to be here for Carter when he needs me. Because he’s definitely going to need me now. 
In the morning, I walk out of my room figuring I’ll have to go searching for Carter. Maybe I’ll make him some coffee? Some breakfast? Or maybe we’ll just spend the day drowning our feelings in alcohol? 
Instead, I find Carter awake, sitting at the table with a steaming mug and a smile way too bright for the night he just had. A terrible, awful, selfish part of me deflates at the sight. 
“Is Travis still here?” I ask. 
“No.” His smile falters but bounces back quickly. “But I think we finally worked our shit out. Or… we’re starting to? We’re going to talk every day and just sort of get to know each other as these versions of ourselves. I think it’s going to be good, Case. Like really good. I - I think we could be happy together.”
The hurt is so intense, it steals my breath. My head spins. My knees wobble. 
"That's great," I hear myself say, my lips mirroring his smile. God it hurts. "I need to shower." 
He doesn't point out that I'm afraid of the shower. Maybe he thinks I'm better now. 
Maybe he doesn't even remember. 
I think we could be happy together.
It was supposed to be us. Me and Carter. We were supposed to get free together. We were supposed to be happy together. We were supposed to win together. 
But he has Travis and I have… Jake?
Except I don't have Jake, do I? I was a job to him. Just another slave to save. Another little one. I bet if I stopped bothering him, he'd be relieved. 
In the end, I have no one. 
No one at all.




Chapter Thirty-Two

Jake


Casey starts slipping away from me again. It seems to happen just slowly enough for me to watch, but not slowly enough to stop it. His texts become infrequent and short, then rare, then nonexistent. My calls go unanswered. The video chats stop.  
I end up resorting to begging Travis for updates through what he hears from Carter, which is its own frustration as it requires dealing with the lovesick fool multiple times a day. I'm happy for him - he and Carter both - but I also want to punch him in his stupid smiling face. 
It feels like my need to take care of Casey and my desire to respect his new autonomy is fucking tearing me apart. I try to bury myself in work. In the other survivors. Hell, even in fucking therapy with Dr. Singh. But none of it makes me forget him. None of it keeps me from wandering to the pool every night just to stare at the lights reflecting off the undisturbed surface of the water. 
One days I'm elbows deep in a task Ronan - one of our friends and fellow operatives working his own operation - asked me to do for him when Travis comes into my office with his phone against his cheek. He grabs my notepad and pen, ignoring me when I hiss at him to leave my shit alone. He shoots me a dirty look and starts to write something as he coos into the phone, "Look at you, being all fancy with your wine and cheese."
God, he's so in love. It's fucking disgusting. 
I lean forward to read what he wrote once he's finished, my heart lurching. Casey having a hard time, won't leave his bed. 
I barely manage to thank him before I'm heading out the door with my security badge in hand. 
[image: image-placeholder]He doesn't answer his phone when I call three times during my drive, and he doesn’t answer the apartment door when I knock. I weigh the options for a second - I'd like to claim I take longer, but who the fuck am I kidding? - before using the key he and Carter don't know I have. My mind has spent the last hour spinning. Carter had said Casey wouldn't leave the bed. Did he mean the bedroom? Or the actual bed? Did Casey try being on his bed alone and end up having an attack? Is he locked in a memory like the shower? Will he-
"Carter?" a thick voice calls out, wavering with fear and exhaustion. I swear I can hear the heartbreak in his tone.
"It's me," I call out, walking through the small apartment toward his room. I hesitate at his bedroom door. "Can I come in?" 
There's a pause that makes me feel fucking awful. Then - "Okay."
He's on the floor in his messy nest of blankets. His eyes are wet and rimmed red, the skin around them chapped. His hair has its own gravitational force. The sweatshirt he's wearing - my sweatshirt, again - is falling off one shoulder, exposing just how thin he's gotten. A nearly empty bottle of tequila is in his lap, precariously tilted to one side. One hand is loosely wrapped around the neck of it. The skin around his nails is bleeding. 
"What are you doing here?" he slurs. 
"Carter mentioned you were having a bad day. That you couldn't get out of bed."
He huffs a dry laugh. "Shows what he knows. I haven't been in that bed since…" his eyes dart to me before falling away. He doesn't finish. He doesn’t have to. Since me. 
"He probably just assumed since you weren't leaving your room." 
He just shrugs, not seeming to care. Which he probably doesn't. Tequila is great for that. "Why are you even here?" 
"I was worried." 
"Well, you can stop." He chases the words with another swig of tequila, his hand shaking so badly he barely manages it. "Everyone can stop. 'M fine."
You are so fucking far from fine, little boy. 
"Casey, when was the last time you-" I pause, not even sure where to start. The last time he ate? Drank water? Left the room? Slept? Felt the desire to be alive? I go with the easiest one. "-ate?" 
He shakes the bottle. "Liquid diet. It's all the rage."
"Yeah, no." I march forward, taking the bottle from him and ignoring his squawk of indignation. "We're getting you food. And water. And a bath. And then it's bedtime."
"You're not the boss of me," he mumbles, sounding as pouty as he looks. Still, he doesn't fight when I haul him to his feet and guide him toward the bathroom, even resting his head on my shoulder as we stumble along. 
I gently sit him on the closed toilet before getting the water running. After instructing him to get undressed, I head into the kitchen to find some sort of sustenance he can consume while he soaks. Thankfully, it looks like someone - likely Carter - just got groceries. I make a mental note to thank him since the schedule on the fridge says he's already at work for the evening, then collect some food and a bottled water and head back to the bathroom. 
Casey hasn't undressed. Instead, he's fallen into tears and panicky breaths. The moment his blue eyes fall on me, he sobs, "I'm sorry!"
My heart shatters. 
I nearly drop the water and food in my haste to get to him, quickly scooping him up and holding him close. He wraps his legs around me as I stand, clinging like a monkey. He's far too light - as light as he was when I got him from DuGray. I should have never let him leave. 
"You're okay, little one," I promise, maneuvering him so I can get the water turned off. 
He buries his wet face in my neck and shudders. "Not little one. Y’call everyone that. Hate it."
"Remember what I told you? I meant it when I said you’re my little one. My little fish. It's such a fucking difference, Case. They’re just guys I’ve helped. You’re… everything." I grip the back of his head and force him to pull away enough to look into his eyes. It’s important to me that he understands this. "Everything. You could be mine, if you want to be. And I'd take damn good care of you.”
"Y-you would want that?"
"More than anything," I admit. 
He releases a shuddery breath before nodding quickly. "Please. That. Y-yours. Want it."
I hum in pleasure, relief slowly loosening the ache in my chest. "Let's get you undressed then. You can soak while you eat and drink. Then it's bedtime." 
"You'll stay though?" he asks, his eyes filling with tears again. 
"Of course." I brush hair off his forehead and press a kiss to the newly exposed skin. "You're mine now, little one. I'm not going anywhere." 
[image: image-placeholder]If I had any doubt that there's a little boy inside Casey, it disappears when he argues with me about leaving the bath. He hadn't cared about me seeing him naked, even asking me to join him - which I had politely declined, not sure if he'd regret it once he sobered up. I had let him soak in the lavender bubble bath I found in their cupboard while hand-feeding him bites of a meal bar and fresh grapes and helping him sip water. Despite how sleepy he got once full, he refused to get out. He even talked me into refilling the water and adding more bubbles, so it was warm and "fluffy" again. When he reached the point of exhaustion where he could no longer keep his eyes open and his body started swaying, I told him it was time to get out. 
That was 5 minutes ago. 
He's good at pulling at my heartstrings, his big blue eyes softening me for the blow of each needy plea. 
"The water is getting cool again," I argue after he whines about it being so nice and warm. "I'm not filling the bath a third time, little one."
"But - but the bubbles aren't all gone yet!" 
"They're almost gone."
"Almost."
"You're going to be a giant prune soon." 
"That rhymed." He giggles. Then he remembers he’s arguing with me and pouts instead. "Would you not like me if I was a giant prune?" 
I chuckle. "I'd still like you, but-"
"Then I don't mind."
"Casey, little one, it's time to get out." 
"But - but-"
"Casey," I say again, this time with a stern voice. His bottom lip wobbles. Shit. Shit, shit, shit. I grasp at an excuse that will make him happy to get out, hoping to recover the situation before he loses it. "Don't you want to cuddle?"
He perks up, wobbly lip forgotten. "With you?"
"And your dolphin."
"David."
I fight a frown, confused but not wanting him to think I’m upset. "David?" 
"My dolphin,” he says, his tone indicating this should be obvious. "His name is David. He can snuggle too?"
Oh no. 
Oh, I am such a fucking goner for this boy. 
How did I ever convince myself otherwise?
"David the dolphin can totally snuggle too."
He shoots up to his feet, water splashing everywhere. He doesn't seem to notice. "Let's go!" 
I grin, helping him out of the tub and wrapping him up in the biggest, fluffiest towel I could find. He sinks against me as I rub my hands along his cotton-covered skin, letting me guide him toward his room. He hovers near the door as I quickly make up his bed properly, giving me a sleepy smile when I place David in the center between where our bodies will be. "Should we get you dressed or are you still more comfortable sleeping naked?" 
He blushes adorably, shuffling his feet. "Naked."
"Okay." I lead him to the bed, rubbing him down a bit more - and ignoring the erection that's trying to poke through - before removing his towel and quickly tucking him under the warm, thick blankets. There’s still way too much tequila in his system for me to even consider doing something with that. 
He blinks up at me as I strip down to my underwear, seeming to struggle every time he needs to reopen his eyes.
"Sleepy boy," I murmur, unable to stop it from sounding disgustingly fond. 
He hums and nods, cheeks turning a delicious pink. What would he do if I licked them? Or gave them a little nibble? 
I climb into bed, turning the light off before discreetly adjusting my own hard cock. He turns toward me a moment later, tucking himself against my chest, David trapped between our stomachs. His fingers pulse where they rest on my skin, almost like he's checking to make sure I'm really there. I kiss the top of his head and smile. 
"Jake?" 
"Hmm?" 
"Y-you know how in the movies and the books and stuff they say cheesy things about not needing a hero? Like I didn't save you, you saved yourself? It's supposed to be empowering or whatever. You know?"
"Yeah?"
"I'm so tired," he whispers, his voice a trembling mess of grief and fear. "I can't save myself. I don't - I don't think I want to. Can you do it? Please? Will you save me, Jake?" 
"Yes." A million times yes. Easiest fucking decision of my life. "I'd be honored to save you, baby boy." 
He makes a soft, sweet little sound and burrows closer to me. "Promise?"
"I promise." I pull the blanket tighter around us, trying to somehow brace us against the rest of the world. "But I need something from you. Can you do that? Give me one thing and I'll take care of the rest?"
"Y-yeah."
"Come back to the safehouse. Let me take care of you."
He sighs, but it sounds full of relief. "Okay." 
[image: image-placeholder]He makes me wait 3 days, wanting to talk to Carter first. I respect that, but it's fucking hell. I spend every waking moment texting him or talking to him on the phone, any break in contact making me panic until I hear from him again. I spend every night on video with him, hating the sight of him in that nest on the floor but unable to look away even after he's managed to fall asleep. 
By the time he comes to the safehouse, I'm a useless, exhausted mess. And he hasn't even told Carter the truth yet, coming to the safehouse under the ruse of wanting to attend group and individual therapy in person like they were always supposed to do. 
They come Friday night since the next group therapy is Saturday morning, Carter completely oblivious to how bad off his best friend is as he heads straight for Travis.
"Are you mad?" Casey whispers, the two of us standing back as Travis and Carter fumble through a conversation teeming with desire and tension. 
"No, little one. I'm not mad." I run my hand through his hair, offering him my best attempt at a smile. "But I'd be lying if I said I wasn't worried. You're coming back, right?" 
"I am. I have my stuff packed in the trunk. I'm going to tell him tomorrow. In group therapy. I need… help. Support from the others."
I nod, completely understanding. "And I'll be there right after. He'll understand, little one. He loves you. He wants you to heal too."
"I know." He glances at our friends before stepping closer and asking, "Can we sleep together tonight?" 
"I'd like that. I'll give you some time with your friends after dinner, but you can come to my room whenever you're ready, okay?" 
He lights up. 
And I don’t know why. I don’t know what it is about this moment, about this smile - but I realize it. All at once, I realize it. I’m not just a goner for him. I’m in love.
Fuck. 
When the fuck did I let myself cross the one line I drew before buying him?
And what the fuck do I do now?




Chapter Thirty-Three

Casey


Dinner is loud, full of laughter and smiles and good food. Nolan made my favorite meal. I don’t know if Jake told him that or if it’s a coincidence, but I eat more than I’ve eaten in a very long time, inhaling every bite. I catch Jake giving me a smile that feels approving and fond across the table. It makes my whole body buzz.  
After the food is gone, the operatives clear the table and leave us survivors to talk. I don’t miss the lingering look Travis settles on Carter before walking away, full of promises for later. Just as I start to focus back on the others, I catch Jake’s gaze. It’s just as full of promises, each one directed at me. I flush hot, sinking into my chair as my stomach swirls. The buzzing from before is back in full force.
Nolan refills our drinks as everyone starts catching up. 
Nolan, who used to want to work in tech, has now decided he wants to be a chef. Maybe have a restaurant someday, or maybe just stay at the safehouse and cook for other operatives and survivors that come down the road. Bryce confides that he wants to write a book about what he’s been through, mumbling that it’ll never be published because the operation is classified. We all tell him we’d support him if he managed to get the clearance. That he could tell our stories too, as long as he changed our names. Carter talks about the bar and his class and the friends he’s making. Even Matt shows us a few words in sign language, Nolan translating since he apparently knows the language from growing up with a deaf best friend. 
I can tell that Carter keeps watching me, probably worried about how quiet I’m being. I end up excusing myself before he can question me, giving everyone a tight smile as I mumble that I need to get some sleep. Carter’s worry grows in his expression, but he doesn’t stop me. 
My legs are wobbly as I make my way to Jake's room. It feels like something has shifted with Jake and I. Like we're something more than we used to be. He said I'm his little one. That I could be his, if I wanted that. That he would take damn good care of me. And I'd said yes. 
But what does that mean, being his? His… what? 
I should have asked. Now it feels like it's been too long. It'd be awkward to bring it up now. Which means I'm about to enter his room as his something, without knowing what that something is. I'll just have to let him take the lead and see where we end up - platonic, romantic, or somewhere in between. I don't necessarily mind that idea. With him leading, I don't have to think so fucking much. I can just be. At the same time, I hope he gives me my answer sooner rather than later because I feel like I might explode if I don't find out soon. 
After counting to make sure I'm knocking on the right one, I rap my knuckles against his door. Jake opens it seconds later, a bright smile on his face. "You came."
My stomach flips. "Of course."
When he steps aside, I shuffle past him. My heart thunders inside my chest so hard I have to reach up and rub it to ease the ache. I freeze when I see his bed. David is in the middle, propped up against the pillows. My eyes burn. "How…?"
"You mentioned your stuff was in the trunk. I figured you didn't bring it in with you because Carter would ask questions, but I didn't want you to have to worry about getting it later, so I went and got your bag for you. It's on the floor - I didn't look through it, I promise. David was right on top and the zipper was loose at the end. I thought maybe you'd like to see him when you got up here, so I brought him to bed." 
Jake rambling nervously might just be the most disconcerting, yet adorable thing I've ever experienced. " I was actually anxious about sneaking off to get my stuff, so thank you.”
He smiles, looking relieved. "Do you want a bath? To sleep? I can put a movie on and we can just hangout? Whatever you want."
I want desperately to ask him to decide for me but force myself to act like a grown ass man and decide for myself. I don't want him to think I'm still fucked up and unable to take care of myself, even if that's kind of the reason I'm living here again. "A movie would be nice."
"A movie it is." He nods toward the bed. "Feel free to wear whatever you want and get comfortable. I'll grab the remote." 
I strip down to my underwear before quickly crawling under the covers, suddenly much more embarrassed than usual. What if he thinks I misunderstood him calling me his? What if he tries to set me straight? What if he did mean it sexually or romantically and makes a move? Am I ready for that? 
"Another animated one?" he asks, pulling me from the anxious thought-tornado inside my mind. 
It takes me a moment to realize he's talking about the movie. "Oh. Um. Sure."
"We don’t have to. We can watch whatever you want. I just thought maybe you enjoyed Cars?" 
"I did," I admit, hating how stupid that probably makes me sound. I try to defend myself a little by explaining, "It was relaxing."
Jake nods like he understands. Maybe he does? "Relaxing is good. Let's watch something else that's relaxing, yeah?" 
"Yeah."
He scrolls for a minute before settling on The Bad Guys and tilting his head at the TV. "This look okay?" 
"Yeah. I've never seen it, but-" I've wanted to. I thankfully stop myself from finishing. How stupid is that? What adult sees commercials for a kid's movie and wants to watch it? 
"But?"
"Let's watch it," I mumble, my cheeks burning. I grab David and squeeze him to my chest as Jake starts the movie and turns off the lamp by the bed.  
I hold it together for about five minutes. But then his fingers brush my bare shoulder and I look over to find him smiling at me, his arm raised like an invitation, and I'm helpless against his pull. I tuck myself against him, cheek on his chest, David between my belly and his ribs. He wraps his arm around me, holding me close, my leg naturally draping over one of his. He presses a kiss to my hair and makes that pleased, rumbly sound I love to hear from him. My nose fills with tobacco and vanilla and the earthy scent of the beer he had with dinner. It makes my stomach do wild things, my head spinning with possibilities.  
I have no fucking idea what I mean to him, but whatever it is, I think I like it. 
[image: image-placeholder]I start my morning throwing up, hating that Jake refuses to leave my side despite me begging him to.
"Breathe," he says over and over, like it's so fucking easy. His hand rubs circles between my shoulder blades as I try to catch my breath. "Just breathe, little one. It's going to be okay, I promise."
Tears fall down my cheeks as my lungs continue hyperventilating with panic. My stomach lurches again as a sob wracks my body. There's nothing left to purge, so I end up dry heaving, my panic only getting worse as my body convulses against my will.
Jake mutters a swear under his breath before gripping the back of my neck and placing something against my lips. "Open up, little one."
With anyone else, I'd fight. Hell, I'd freak the fuck out. I can tell it's a pill. He's about to drug me. And I'm about to let him. 
I'm way too panicked right now to even begin analyzing that I trust him enough for that. I just open my mouth, letting him slip the pill in and drinking from the bottle of water he chases it with. 
It's like fucking magic. Within a minute, everything is slowing down. The storm inside my head goes quiet. My lungs remember how to breathe. My body relaxes back against Jake as the fight fades out of it. I blink slowly, my eyes suddenly feeling too heavy to keep open. 
"That's nice," I mumble, struggling to lift my eyelids again. Why am I trying to do that? Why can't I just sleep? Sleep sounds wonderful. "G'night."
Jake chuckles softly, his arms winding around my waist. "Go ahead and nap for a little bit. You have time."
Time? Time before what? 
I decide I don't care, a warm black nothingness pulling me under. 
[image: image-placeholder]Group therapy. The reason I panicked in the first place. The reason I woke up from my nap filled with dread. The reason I'm shaking as Jake walks me down to the living room. 
"You don't have to do this," he reminds me, his hand stroking my back through the sweatshirt he put me in this morning. His sweatshirt. Not the Army one, but a new one. One that smells just like him – tobacco and vanilla, a scent I’ve learned comes from his expensive cologne, not actual tobacco use. "We can tell Carter and then you can just rest. It's been a hard morning."
"I need to," I whisper, hating that my voice trembles. "Carter is doing so well and I - I need to see…" I shake my head without finishing, ashamed of myself. 
But Jake nods in understanding. "You need to see the others struggling. You need to remember you're not alone."
My face burns. "Does that make me an awful person?" 
"Not even a little, Casey." He nudges my chin, forcing our gazes to meet. His smile is soft and warm and makes me want to wrap my arms around him and never, ever let go. "I'm so proud of you. Go see your friends. I'll be here when you're done."
"Right here?" I ask, my heart rate spiking as I realize he can't come with me. Of course he can't. Operatives aren't allowed unless the entire group invites them for a session. How did I forget that? 
"No. I'll wait in the kitchen, at the island counter. I'll go there right now and stay, so even if you need to leave early, I'll already be there."
"Promise?"
"Promise, little one."
"Okay." I take a step toward the living room, then turn back and throw myself at him, not caring how ridiculous it is. I need one more hug before I face this. I need to feel him, warm and solid and here for me, and remember that I'll be okay no matter what happens because he's taking care of me now. Because I'm his… something. 
Because he's going to save me. He promised. And he never breaks a promise. 
He kisses my temple, squeezing me hard against his chest. "Come find me after, little one. I'll be waiting." 
Those words are the most comforting thing I've heard in a very long time. 
They're enough to get me to finally walk away from him and into the therapy session, even as my legs wobble and my stomach threatens to purge the little bit of juice that he got me to drink after I emptied myself earlier. 
Carter is waiting on the couch with an annoyed look on his face that he immediately hides when he sees me. I know he hates this therapy stuff. I'm not sure if it's the therapy he hates or Dr. Singh specifically, but I'm thankful he's willing to bear it for me today. 
Once I'm seated on the couch beside him, I notice he's wearing a too-big sweatshirt. My stomach flutters. It must be Travis's, right? And if I'm wearing Jake's hoodie the same way, does that mean Jake and I are… like them? I'm not sure if it's the same though. Not sure if this really counts. Jake has been giving me his clothes since the compound. That probably makes a difference, right? 
God, my head hurts. Pretty soon I'm just going to swallow my fear and ask Jake what the fuck we are because I have too much other shit to deal with without also overanalyzing every little thing he says and does. 
Dr. Singh opens the session before turning his focus on me and Carter, since we're the only ones who haven't been here in a while. "Casey, Carter, how are things going?"
I stare down at my hands, clenching them hard in my lap as I play the words I've rehearsed in my head over again. Just say them, Casey. Just say it. Just… get it out there. Then it's over. 
"Good," Carter answers when I take too long. "Really good. I started a class at the university and I got a bartending job. I'm making friends. It's… good."
Good? Nothing is fucking good for me. The tiniest part of me is angry at him for not being the same. I hate that part of me so much I shiver with the intensity of it.
Dr. Singh talks to him about his nightmares and anxiety, Carter getting a little defensive as he says everything isn't magically better, but he's handling it. I nearly laugh as I think of how badly I'm handling my own shit. In fact, I don't even think I can say I'm handling my shit at all now that I've turned to Jake. Maybe Dr. Singh can sense that because he turns his gaze to me and asks, "And you, Casey? Are things going well for you?"
"Things aren't… as good as Carter," I mumble, still staring at my hands. This is it. Say it, Casey. Just tell Carter. Tell him. 
"Not as good?" Dr. Singh asks. "Does that mean things are still good though?"
It'd be so easy to lie. To shrug and say yes, things are still good, I'm handling everything well. 
"I'm - uh - it's…" I peek at Carter, flinching when I find him looking at me. I quickly drop my chin. I can't tell him. "It's o-okay." 
"It's not," Carter says in realization, my stomach plummeting at his words. He reaches out, carefully placing a hand over mine. They start to tremble beneath his touch as I force myself to suck in deep, shaky breaths, trying my fucking best not to cry. He knows. Without even saying it, he knows. "It's not okay at all, is it, Case?" 
I choke on a sob, shame and overwhelming relief piling on top of each other. I shake my head, unable to say the words, to tell him he's right. He grabs me just as my first tear falls, holding me close and whispering apologies for not noticing. 
"I can't go back," I tell him, the words awful and soaked in grief. "I can't - I'm scared I won't - I won't s-survive. I don't want to survive."
Carter holds me harder, his grip bruising. "Fuck. Fuck, Case, I'm so sorry. Of course, you'll stay here. Of course. We'll take care of you, yeah? You're gonna be okay. We'll both come back."
"No!" I pull away, shaking my head fiercely. "No, Carter. You have to stay. You're doing so fucking well. I won't ruin that. I can't ruin it. I'll never forgive myself. You have to stay. You're so fucking happy there. I love that. I don't want you to lose it." 
"I can't leave you all alone!"
"You aren't," someone says. I look over to find Nolan sitting forward, his eyes glassy with barely contained tears. "You aren't leaving him alone, Carter. We're here. We'll take good care of him. I promise." 
"We will," Bryce says. 
Matt nods, firmly in agreement. 
Even Dr. Singh is nodding, a soft smile on his lips. "I think it's best you continue your own journey, Carter. You can still support your friend without hindering your own recovery." 
"I-" Carter looks around, taking in all the faces, then nods slowly. "If you're sure, Case."
"I'm sure." I give him a wobbly smile. "Besides, I've got Jake."
Carter laughs softly. "Yeah. Yeah, you do, don't you?" 
I definitely do. Any doubt in my mind is erased when Carter walks me to the kitchen, hand in mine, and Jake is waiting just like he promised. He looks unbelievably relieved to see me, shoving off the stool he's perched on and coming straight to me. His left hand finds my hip, his right hand cupping the side of my neck. He brushes his thumb along the underside of my jaw, his blue eyes intense as they search my face for anything that could be wrong. "Alright, little one?" 
For the first time in a very long time, I finally feel just that. "Alright."
[image: image-placeholder]Dr. Singh comes looking for me a few hours after Carter has left, finding Jake and I in the pool swimming lazy laps and soaking up the quiet of the dim room. My stomach dips as Jake excuses himself, giving me a supportive smile and telling me he'll be in his room when I'm done. I start to get out too, but Dr. Singh puts up a hand. "We can stay here."
"Really?"
"I've had sessions in much stranger locations, I assure you." He chuckles. It's a nice sound. He's nice. I don't know why Carter hates him so much. "Unless you'd like to go to my office? Wherever you're comfortable." 
"Here would be nice."
"Here it is then." He sits down, not seeming bothered by the pools of water on the tile ledge. He removes his socks and shoes and rolls his pants to his knees before sliding his feet into the pool water. His ever-present journal is set to the side. "How are you feeling today, Casey?"
I puff out my cheeks, trying not to laugh, but I can't help the sharp sound that escapes. "I don't even know how to answer that, honestly." 
"Many people like to use a sliding scale, kind of like the pain scale at a hospital. Except I like to be more positive, so my ten is feeling great instead of excruciating pain."
"What is one on the scale then?" 
"One is wanting to hurt yourself badly." He tilts his head. "Does that sound like a scale you'd be interested in using moving forward?" 
"I think so. Yeah." I look down at the water lapping softly against my stomach. "Today I'm a… 4? Maybe? Or… a 3? A 3 earlier. A 4 now."
He smiles. "I'll take that. Can I ask - have you ever been a 1?" 
"Yeah." I curl my fingers in the water, trying to grip the nothingness of it. "I don't want to talk about those days. Is that… okay?" 
"Of course." He pauses. "Is there anything in particular you would like to talk about today, Casey?"
I consider that as my fingers navigate the reflection of lights along the water. There are a lot of things I should talk to him about. Not being able to shower. Not being able to lay on a bed. Not eating well. Not sleeping well. The triggers and the panic attacks and the bone deep depression. But there's one thing I have to know first. The only thing that matters. 
I look at him when I ask, not wanting him to be able to lie. "Do you really think someone like me can get better?"
"Yes," he says without an ounce of hesitation. "I've seen it. Many times."
Fear and hope war inside my chest. My voice trembles as I ask, "How do I start?"
"Well, before you left with Carter, you and I were talking through some of the things DuGray made you believe about yourself. Let's start there."




Chapter Thirty-Four

Jake


Chapter Thirty-four 
Jake
The first night of Casey being officially back, he doesn't come to my room until nearly midnight. He smells of pool water and salty tears, his skin pruned and slick, his eyes rubbed red. 
“This is why I call you my little fish, you know,” I tease him, pressing a soft kiss to his forehead. 
“Mmm.” He fights a yawn. “I like that.”
I try not to chuckle at how fucking adorable he is. “Sleepy?” 
“Mhm.” 
“Bath first. We don’t want that chlorine rash to come back. Then sleep.”
He's quiet as I guide him into the bathroom and start filling the tub, blinking sleepily as he leans his head against the wall. His eyes fall shut for good once he's in the water, a soft breath escaping him. 
"Long day?" I ask, not sure if I should be worried or not. 
"Long," he agrees, resting his cheek against the lip of the tub. His eyes stay closed, a surprising peacefulness stretching across his features. "Good, though. I don't know why I stopped talking to him after leaving here. I know Carter doesn't like him, but he helps me." 
"I'm glad." I run my hand through his damp hair, smiling when it makes him hum and shiver. He's like a kitten. I bet if I let myself, I could make him fucking purr. "Let's wash you up quick and get you to bed, sleepy boy." 
"Your sleepy boy?" he asks, his blue eyes cracking open just enough to expose the vulnerability in them. 
I've already told him he's mine, even when I knew it was wrong. This could be my moment to correct it. To explain I don't mean it romantically - even if I'd give anything for him to be mine in that way. But I can't get myself to do it. I'm selfish, clearly. I don't want to let go of the fantasy. I don't want to let go of him. 
Not yet. 
So, I say, "Yes." And then, "All mine." 
His smile is quick and bright and breathtaking. 
It's enough for me to consider letting him be mine for real, consequences be damned. 
[image: image-placeholder]"Do you think you'd survive five minutes without your eyes on him?" 
I tear said eyes away from Casey - who is currently sitting outside on a blanket with Nolan, the two bundled up in cozy sweaters and giggling over mugs of coffee. My heart hurts the moment I'm no longer looking at him, so my glare is probably extra pissed when I set it on Maison. "You stare at Nolan just as much." 
"Extremely accurate." He shrugs, apparently not interested in denying it. "But since the boys who hold our interest are currently together, I thought maybe I'd take advantage of the moment."
"Oh?" 
"I've been wanting to talk to you."
"Oh." My stomach drops to my damn feet, my chest suddenly tight. Dr. Singh warned me it was coming sooner than later, but I didn’t let myself think about it. "Yeah. Of course. Okay."
He eyes me before taking a deep breath and turning his body to face the window I've been peering through. It's the one in my office overlooking the river, the front yard, and the main security stall that's hidden between two trees. When his gaze finds Nolan, he seems to relax a bit. Enough to speak, at least. "I'm sorry."
Ah shit. I can't do this. 
I look at Casey, hoping to find the same strength Maison found in Nolan. Instead, I think about how I had imagined fucking Casey in order to get off while raping Maison. It feels gross now. Like I violated him without ever even laying a hand on him. I look away from them all, finding the windowsill particularly comforting. "You have absolutely nothing to be sorry for."
"I chose to be raped. With Carter never being shared with the men, I knew it would push them too far if Trav kept me from them too. But I didn't consider what that would do to Travis or you." He releases a shaky breath. "And when you were doing it, I knew you wanted to stop. You hesitated. And I begged you to keep going. That wasn't fair of me."
My throat feels full of gravel, leaving me unable to swallow. Unable to breathe. When I force words out, I can hear it in my voice. The crackle of gravel. Of grief. "I'm sorry too, Mais. I'm so fucking sorry."
"For what? You saved my ass. Literally and figuratively." He laughs, but it's forced and awful and cracks apart in seconds. His hand wraps around the nape of my neck, squeezing until I look up at him. "You didn't rape me, Jake. I refuse to see it in my head as that. Do you understand me? I get to choose and I say it wasn't rape." 
I reach up, grabbing the back of his neck too. He presses our foreheads together. It's crazy, really, that this man is like my brother. We only met in person once, just before the operation kicked off. Then I never saw him until the night I… didn't rape him. But we talked nearly every day. He knew the first time I had to use someone's mouth against their will. The first time I had to rape someone. The first time I killed someone. The first time I watched an innocent die, powerless to help. He was who I leaned on because Travis had enough on his shoulders without me adding weight. Most importantly, I knew that if we ever needed Maison, he'd risk his life to come get us. There's a power to all of that. A bond. So, maybe him being my brother isn't so crazy after all.
"Thank you."
"Thank you, Jake. Not just for that night, but for all of it. For all the sacrifices and all the times you wanted to give up but didn't. For agreeing to buy Carter even though it risked your life. For helping Trav take care of him. For helping save him." He squeezes the back of my neck again. "I owe a great deal to you."
"No." I step back, wanting to be able to see him better. "You're my brother, just like Trav. We don't ever owe each other. It's just what we do."
He smiles. It's crooked, one dimple showing. I'm not sure if I've ever seen him smile before. Not a real one.  "Does that mean I can give you shit like he does?" 
I raise a brow, but my lips are curving toward a smirk. "I suppose. Something you've been wanting to say?" 
"Are you aware that you mumbled under your breath a bit during it?”
I freeze. “Fuck. No. What did I say?”
“You take daddy's cock so good.” He wiggles his eyebrows as I gape at him. "You a daddy, Jake?"
I consider pushing him out the window. It's not far - he might break an arm or something, but he wouldn't die. Unfortunately, it's bulletproof glass, so a hard shove wouldn't be enough. I sigh heavily. "I hate you." 
He grins. "Is it just a mild kink, or like a full-on daddy mode thing that you do?"
I roll my eyes and turn toward the door. "Fuck off."
"Follow up question!" he yells, chasing me across the office. "Is Casey your boy?"
My shoulders sag, all humor fading. I stop with my hand on the door and bow my head. He settles behind me, his energy no longer playful. His voice is soft when he says, "It's okay if he is. You know that, right?" 
I shake my head, not agreeing with him. But the gravel is back in my throat, making it impossible to explain all the reasons why it's not okay at all. I leave instead. He doesn't stop me. 
[image: image-placeholder]I knew the fantasy couldn't last. The pretending. He could only be mine for so long before I'd have to set boundaries. Before I'd have to clarify. Before I'd have to lie in order to do what's best for him. I knew. 
But it doesn't make it any easier when it happens. 
Casey is asleep in my arms, his body pressed against mine as I stare up at the ceiling and soak up the feel of him being mine. 
It’s subtle at first, just some squirming and soft noises in the back of his throat. I’m just on the verge of worrying that he’s having a nightmare before he shifts his weight and rolls his hips and moans. 
I hold perfectly still, my hand frozen on his hip as he repeats the motion. Again. And again. His face finds the side of my throat, breathing warm puffs of air against my skin. Tiny whimpers fall from his lips, his movements speeding up. I let my hand slide to his ass cheek and help him shift closer, his cock nestling in the crease between my hip and thigh. He shudders and moans again. 
“Please,” he slurs. “Please, please.” 
“Go ahead,” I whisper, not entirely sure if he’s awake or not. 
I get my answer when his hips stutter and his breath hitches. “J-Jake?”
“You don’t have to stop,” I assure him, knowing how big this probably is for him. Knowing how far this will set him back if it doesn't go well. God, this is going to kill me. “Keep going if you want. It's okay.”
He shivers, his fingers scrabbling against the bare skin over my ribs. “C-can I really?”
I use my grip on his ass to rock him against me again. Just enough to encourage, but not enough to force. “Come on. Make yourself feel good, baby boy.”
The filthiest, most beautiful moan falls from his lips as he lets loose, rutting against me like he’s a prize bull that’s just been released from the pen. His nails dig into my skin, drawing a hiss from me that I hide in his messy hair. 
"Oh. Oh. Oh," he whines, his body shuddering as his movements grow frantic. 
“So good," I murmur, running my fingers along his spine. "You’re doing so good.”
“Oh god,” he sobs, his teeth just barely scraping my throat. “C-can I? Please?” 
I understand what he’s asking this time - not can he keep moving against me, but can he come. He doesn’t need permission, but his body doesn’t believe it, and now certainly isn’t the time to try to convince him. 
“Go ahead, little fish.” I rub a thumb at the small of his back. “Come for me.”
One of his feet kicks out at my leg, a muffled shout vibrating against my shoulder as he buries his face there. His hot cum explodes out of him in powerful spurts, so much of it that it soaks both of our underwear and then some. He finishes with two more aborted thrusts before going lax against me with the softest cry and a full-body shiver, goosebumps tickling the pads of my fingers. 
It takes him about five seconds before he tenses. 
“No,” I say firmly, not willing to allow him to ruin what just happened. “Relax. That was so good, Casey. You were such a good boy. Don't let it feel bad.”
He whimpers, but forces each of his muscles to loosen. When he finally sags against me, his elbow nudges my erection through my soaked underwear. And he’s tense all over again. 
“Ignore it.”
“But I could-”
“Ignore it,” I say again, almost begging this time. “It’s okay.”
He pulls his hands away from my body, tucking them against his chest and sliding his leg off of mine. “Is it - is it because I’m gross and - and broken?” 
“What?” I turn onto my side so I can look at his face, my chest aching as the question really sinks in. “You’re not gross, Casey. Nothing about you is gross. You’re fucking beautiful. And sexy as sin. And I’m not going to pretend you’re not broken because you are, but I’m kind of sick of everyone treating a broken like they’re less than because of it. I’d be concerned if you weren’t broken, for fuck’s sake. Hell, I’m a little broken after what I’ve been through, and my experience was barely a sliver of what you went through. But being broken doesn't have to be bad. And it's certainly not permanent.”
“Is it-” he darts his eyes up, looking at me for just a second before dropping his gaze to my chest. “Is it because I was bad, then?”
I frown. “When were you bad?”
“At the party.”
“The…” I pause, realizing what he’s talking about. The fucking party where he saw Carter, back when he was DuGray’s. “No. Fuck no. Casey… are you serious, little one? Really? You think you were bad then?”
His cheeks flush pink. “I was bad.”
“No, you weren’t. Was Carter bad for what he did?” 
“I mean… he was, yeah. He was a bad slave. It’s why we got punished.”
Christ. 
He believes that. 
He honestly fucking believes that. 
“Casey…”
“Is that why?” he asks again. “Is that why you won’t let me…? Because I'm bad?”
"No. You are not bad, little fish. You are so very good. I promise. And I don't break those, remember?" 
His lips twitch toward a smile before falling. "But then… why don't you want me to make you feel good?"
My heart starts pounding so hard it nearly rips through my chest. He asked me to play the role of his fucking hero. I can't be that for him and fuck him. That's the textbook definition of taking advantage. Of a power imbalance. It's wrong in so many ways, even if it feels impossibly right. 
How did this happen? Where did I go wrong? Where did I cross the line?
It's because I told him he's mine. I know it. I knew then, too. And I knew eventually, it'd have to be corrected. The question is how. 
How the fuck do I fix this? 
"Case, we can't… do that." I sit up, rubbing the back of my neck with a trembling hand. "I probably shouldn't have even encouraged you to get off just now, but I know how badly you needed that and I wanted to help you get there. It was your first time getting off, wasn't it?" 
"Yeah…"
"I'm so unbelievably honored you felt safe enough with me to do that. But-" I shake my head, unable to look away from him even though I know it's going to hurt to see him react. "But it shouldn't happen again. We can't be like that together. Okay?"
His expression crumbles, my heart doing the same. I look away, a fucking coward. 
"But… why?" he cries. "You don't like me too? Like - like that?" 
My stomach clenches. "Casey, it's not that I don’t - it's just that - I mean, I was your Master, Case. Sure, it was only for a few days and I never acted on the power I had, but that doesn't matter, you know? The whole thing is just… tainted now."
“Tainted?” he asks, his voice cracking. “Like… dirty?”
“No. No, no, no. Not dirty. Tainted was the wrong word. It’s just - we’ve been through so much, you know? And we’ve gotten so close. I don’t want to ruin that.”
"I think I'm going to go to my room now."
"Case-"
"No. I - just to - um - to get some sleep."
"You won't sleep by yourself, unless you're on the floor. I don't want you sleeping on the fucking floor." 
He jerks away from me when I reach for him, nearly falling off the bed in his haste to get to his feet. "I don't want to sleep in here after you made it clear you don't feel the same way I do. I might be really fucked up, but that's where I draw the line."
“Casey, I want you. Of course, I do. I just-”
“Fuck you, Jake.”
I flinch when the door slams shut, burying my head in my hands as I realize how badly I’ve fucked up. I should have never let myself fall in love with him. But even worse? I should have never let myself break his heart just to make myself feel better. 
What the fuck do I do now?
[image: image-placeholder]Casey avoids me all day. I’m not sure he even leaves his room. At one point, I catch Nolan entering it with food, so I figure it’s a safe bet that he’s in there the whole time. I try to keep myself busy, but more than once I find myself staring off into nothing, trying to figure out what the fuck to do. At one point, I even consider going to Dr. Singh for help. 
In the end, it’s Travis I go to. I figure he’s the reigning authority on falling in love with someone you shouldn’t these days anyway. I stall when I get to his room, talking to him a little about Elliot and the leads he’s looking into. Eventually, I force myself to face the music and sort of just blurt, “I’m in love with Casey.”
Travis’s expression turns solemn, his eyes pained. “I’m sorry, Jake.”
And I believe him that he’s sorry. Because he’s been right where I am and I saw how fucking tortured he was. How much pain both he and Carter experienced. 
“Yeah, well…” I force a shaky laugh and shrug. “What can you do, right? I did my best. But he’s… Casey.”
“Would it make you feel better if I told you I’m pretty damn sure he loves you too?” he asks. 
I laugh again, feeling like I’m about to fucking lose it. “No. No, not at all. Because it's fucking wrong. He doesn't love me. I saved him. It's all wrong in his head, Trav. It's fucking wrong." 
Part of me hopes he’s going to argue, but he doesn’t. I try really fucking hard to feel relieved about that. Instead, it just breaks my fucking heart. 
Travis suggests we get drunk. 
I force a smile. “I’ll get the vodka.”




Chapter Thirty-Five

Casey


It takes me an embarrassing amount of time before I can get myself to dial Carter's number. It's not just the rejection I'm ashamed of, but all of the misinterpretations I made leading up to the rejection.  How did I trick myself into thinking he wanted me? For months, my survival depended on one thing - being able to read a man. Read his moods. His desires. His possible threats. I had to read DuGray. Read his men. Read his friends. And I got really fucking good at it. 
How did I get things so fucking wrong?
My eyes are already burning when Carter answers the phone. By the time I've told him everything, he's pissed and I'm crying.
"Bullshit," my best friend says for the third time. "That's just utter bullshit. He so totally does want you! Anyone can see it!"
"Apparently not…"
"He's an idiot."
"No." I squeeze my eyes shut. "He's right. Our relationship is tainted. I'm tainted."
"Don't say that!"
I shake my head even though he can't see, curling further in on myself. "I was so stupid. Why did I do that? Why did I ever let myself fall for him? I'm so fucking stupid."
"Trust me, you don't get to control it." He laughs softly. "I've tried. Which is why I feel very confident in saying that I think he does love you and he's trying not to, and he's going to fail miserably. Just give him some time to be a cliché guy and freak out." 
"But he-" I pause, pretty sure I heard something just outside my door. I hate that my stupid heart starts pounding - not out of fear, but out of hope that it's Jake. "I have to go."
Carter sighs heavily. "If it's Jake, you should tell him to leave you alone until he knows what he wants. You shouldn't let him fuck with your head. You deserve better."
"I know." I take a breath, steadying myself. I deserve better. "I'll tell him to go. But then I'm going to try and sleep. Or cry until I fall asleep."
"Call me again if you need. I'll put my ringer on loud." 
I smile. "You're a good friend, Carter."
He makes a soft psh sound but then says, "So are you, Case." 
Not sure I agree, I hang up before responding and toss my phone onto my pillow. I practice what I'm going to say in my head as I walk toward the door. My stomach sinks when I open it to find no one there, but just as I turn to go back in my room, movement to the left catches my attention. 
I suck in a breath at the sight of Jake sitting on the floor, his body slumped against the wall. He gives me a loose smile that doesn't reach his eyes. "Hey, lil’ one."
I frown at him. I shouldn't let him call me that anymore, but I can't get myself to yell at him when he's clearly drunk and sitting on the damn floor. "What are you doing out here?"
"Thought about you sleepin' in there all alone 'n hated it. Here to keep you company." 
"In the hallway?"
"I didn't know if ya'd let me in." He frowns. "You're mad at me."
I don't argue. He may be drunk and sort of adorably pathetic at the moment, but I am still mad. He led me on. I'm pretty damn sure of it. And that's so unbelievably not fair. 
How could he do that to me? He knows what I've been through. 
I want to ask him, but now clearly isn't the time. 
"I'm fine, Jake. You can go back to your room, okay?"
"No can do." He… salutes me, I think? "I’m here to stay."
"Jake…"
"Go. Sleep. Be right here if ya need me."
My heart does something complicated, like it's trying to love him and protect itself from him at the same time. It hurts. 
"Just come in." I motion toward the door with a sigh. "I'm not going to be able to sleep if you're out here."
“You sure?”
“Not at all. So come in before I change my mind.” 
He smiles, stumbling to his feet and using the wall to brace himself. His eyes widen in a sort of ‘woah’ moment before his smile broadens like he won a game instead of just successfully standing up without falling on his ass. I roll my eyes. “Come on, you dork.”
“Sir, yes, sir.” He salutes again, nearly poking his eye out in the process. 
I can’t decide if I'm amused or annoyed. 
I lead him into the room and lock the door behind us, leaving him behind to sway on his feet while I make up the bed. I spend more time than necessary smoothing out the blankets we’re about to ruffle anyway before finally making myself turn to look at him. The words, “Do you need to use the bathroom?” die the moment my eyes land on him. He’s taken the time to strip himself down to his boxer briefs. Which… is fine. That’s what he always sleeps in, so I guess it’d be weird if he didn’t this time. He did say he wants things to stay the same between us after all. To maintain our friendship. 
But how can he just pretend nothing has changed? 
"Maybe this was a bad idea," I admit, hating the way my body aches for him. 
“I don't think it matters. I can’t stay away from you." He sounds anguished, his body swaying forward at the end of his confession. He uses the momentum to step forward, then again, until we’re within reach of each other. This time when he speaks, his voice is laced with desperation. “Why can’t I fucking stay away from you, Casey?”
My eyes burn, my throat tight with the urge to sob. “Why do you want to so badly?”
He shakes his head, his eyes squinting like he’s in pain. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
“This is hurting me. You staying away. You trying to fight whatever we have.” I pause, making sure we're looking into each other's eyes before I ask the next part. “Because we do have something, don’t we, Jake? You feel it too?”
He releases a shaky breath, his hands opening and closing at his sides. 
“Yeah,” he finally admits on a defeated exhale, his shoulders dropping like a weight has been removed with the confession. He closes the distance between us, pressing a warm hand to my cheek. He touches his thumb to the corner of my mouth. It shouldn’t be erotic, but my body floods with heat anyway. His voice is all gravel and desperation when he says, “I feel it too.”
“But it’s… tainted?” 
“I - I don’t know.” He runs his thumb across my bottom lip. His voice is nothing but a whisper now, the words he speaks next making me ache. “How can something that feels this good be tainted?” 
I dart my tongue out to wet my lips, noticing the way his breath catches when it brushes against his thumb. His cock grows hard where it's pressed against my hip. I shiver. 
“I don’t care if it’s tainted," I say, trying to sound confident but pretty sure I come off desperate instead. "I want it anyway.”
“Christ, Casey.” His trembling hands frame my face. Our foreheads meet. “I have to fucking kiss you. Right now. Please? Can I? Can I kiss you, baby boy?”
I shiver again. “Please.”
His fingers tighten just enough for me to really feel them before he crashes his mouth against mine. It's nearly violent in its urgency, his tongue sweeping inside my mouth like he's starving for me. I don't get triggered or scared, but I still pull away. It's the taste of vodka on his tongue. The reminder that he's drunk. "Wait. No."
“What?” he pants, pulling back enough to look into my eyes, searching frantically for an answer. “What’d I do? What's wrong?”
“You’re drunk.” I wrap my hands around his wrists, hating myself for stopping this when I know damn well that I might never get the opportunity again. “We should stop. Should - should wait. Until you’re sober. Until you can decide what you want. I don’t think I’d survive if we go any further and you change your mind tomorrow.” 
I don’t think I’ll survive regardless, but it’ll be much worse if I let this continue. 
I want him to argue. To say something lovely about already knowing his answer, how he’s always known it and now he’s ready to stop fighting it. But he doesn’t. He just steps back and gives me a tight nod. 
We go to bed, a world of space between us, the air thick with tension and the possibility of heartbreak. I try to stay awake, desperate to soak in what might be our last night together, but my body recognizes his body beside it, recognizes the safety of that, and I’m rendered helpless against the pull of sleep. 




Chapter Thirty-Six

Jake


My head is fucking pounding, the rhythm steady, an ache splitting my forehead in two. I groan and roll over, pressing my face into the pillow with the hope of relieving some of the pain. Instead, the pounding gets worse. Louder.  
Wait. 
I lift my head, wincing as my mind swims beneath waves of vodka and memories of - oh fuck, did I kiss Casey last night? I squint at the body lying beside me. Yeah. Yeah, I definitely kissed him. And admitted to wanting him. 
Fuck. 
The knocking - and that’s definitely what it is, I realize, not pounding in my head but a knocking on the bedroom door - gets louder. Then I hear Travis bark, “Jake, I know you’re in there, get your ass up!”
I force myself to get up, mostly to avoid him waking Casey. The boy is already shifting on the bed as it is. I run a hand over his head and murmur, “Keep sleeping, little one,” and he thankfully settles. 
A slightly dramatic groan falls from my lips as my head pulses with the beat of each step toward the door. Fuck vodka. Fuck Travis. Fuck everything. 
I glance at Casey over my shoulder, something softening inside my chest. Well, maybe not fuck everything. 
But definitely fuck Travis. And the vodka.
And fuck Thomas Edison because the light from the hallway when I open the door is fucking brutal. I squint at Travis with one eye, hoping he can tell that I’m extremely unimpressed with his presence this morning. And his bad influence last night, now that I think about it. I consider punching him. Just once. Like… just lightly? A brotherly punch. With love. 
“How would you like to go get your hands on Scott Quinton today?” Travis asks, raising one eyebrow knowingly. 
My hangover is forgotten, replaced by adrenaline and excitement. 
“Fuck yes,” I say without hesitation. We’ve been wanting to get Scott Quinton for a while now. He’s not only the man who enslaved and sold both Carter and Casey, but he’s also the man who sold Elliot. He’s not in the area Travis and I’s operation worked. He’s a different operative’s problem, technically. But that’s not how we see it. The moment he bought Carter from his original kidnappers, he became our problem. Also, he’s our best lead on Elliot. We just never thought the mysterious man in charge of us operatives would ever approve a mission to grab him. “What are the optics?”
Travis hands me a mission packet. I flip it open, scanning the information as he explains. “He’s going to be on the move tonight - just him going to see a friend. We’ll grab him on the road. Dress in black tactic. Weapon up in case shit goes south.”
“Team of four,” I murmur, noticing the team members aren’t listed. “Who else is coming?”
“Maison and Keats.”
“Good. Good picks. I’m excited to finally see Maison in action for myself.” I shoot him a grin, closing the packet for now. I have a lot to do if I’m going to be participating in a mission tonight. I need to find a recovery drink and pain killers for this goddamn hangover. Food would be nice, too. I need to study the map of the area we'll be doing the grab in and pack accordingly. I need to hit the weapons vault. I need Ace to do a workup on the location we're bringing Quinton to while we extract information from him - How close is the nearest civilian? Who owns the property? What is the cell reception like? How fast could the police be on scene if someone were to report suspicious activity? I need to - fuck. 
I need to tell Casey. 
My smile suddenly feels sticky and awful when I look at my best friend and promise, “I’ll be ready.”
[image: image-placeholder]I avoid my to-do list, choosing to crawl back into bed with Casey instead. The selfishness is worth it as I enjoy the feeling of him safe and warm in my arms. I hold him close for hours, until he finally stirs awake, all sleepy and warm and smiling up at me when he realizes I’m there. “Hey.”
“Hey.” I stroke my thumb along the small of his back, ignoring the urge to dip it lower. So not the time. “How’d you sleep?”
“Good. Great.” He deflates. “But I have a feeling that’s about to be ruined.”
I frown. “Why do you feel like that?”
“Because your face is telling me so. And because you were wasted last night and I’m pretty sure you’re about to take it all back now.”
“I’m not," I promise, hating myself for making him so confused. It was a mistake to tell him we couldn't be together, even if we shouldn’t be. I can't stay away. I won't. Fuck what's supposed to be right or wrong. If it's me and Casey, it's right. It'll always be right. "In fact, if you’ll allow it, I’d very much like to kiss you again.”
He goes completely still, blue eyes wide. “Y-you… what?”
“Kiss you.” I tug at his bottom lip with my thumb, smiling softly at him. “If you’ll let me.”
“Like, just one more time? Or as a test? Or-”
“As another kiss in a long line of many, many kisses I’d like to give you moving forward.” 
He flushes. “Yes. Okay. Yup. Immediately. Kiss me right now.”
Chuckling, I turn him onto his back and lay my body over his, bringing our lips together in a gentle kiss that quickly turns frantic. I end it before it can go too far, knowing we have a lot to talk about first. He whines, his shaking hands clinging to me as I pull away. I give him one more lingering kiss to make up for the disappointment before rolling off him and settling on my side. With my elbow on the mattress and head propped in my hand, I have the perfect view of his flushed cheeks and pouty bottom lip. "Why'd you stop?"
"We need to talk." 
He wrinkles his nose. "See? I don't like the sound of that. That right there is what I'm talking about."
"It's not about us. I mean, we do need to talk about us, but that's going to have to wait. And when that happens, it'll be a good conversation. I promise."
"A conversation with more kisses?" he asks, looking adorably skeptical and kind of like he's willing to fight me if I deny him. 
"Lots of kisses," I assure him. I even give him the quickest of kisses right then, just to show him I'm not going to be stingy with them in the future. "But I'm leaving soon with Maison, Travis, and Keats. In just a few hours, actually. We're going after Scott Quinton." 
The name of the man who sold him into sexual slavery makes him jolt. "W-why? I thought you couldn't kill him?"
"We couldn't before. We thought he was too important to another operation. But changes have been made and we were authorized to grab him. We think he'll be able to tell us where Elliot is." 
"I'm sure he knows, but why would he tell you?"
I grimace. "We'll get him to talk." 
"Oh." His expression twists with the pain of understanding. He touches his fingers to my tattoo, hand shaking. "Are you going to be in danger?"
The smart thing would be to lie. To assure him I'll be fine. But I can't do it. "Not much, but there's always a risk. It should be easy, though. And the team is good."
"Does it have to be you?" 
"No," I admit, even though my skin crawls at the thought of passing up this opportunity. "But other than DuGray, this is the only other person I personally have on my list to go after. I'd like to be a part of it." 
"Okay…"
"I don't have to go, if you need me here." 
He smiles, just a little. "You take such good care of me."
"Well, yeah. You're mine, remember?" 
His smile falters, his eyes wary. "What does that mean to you? Me being yours? I need to know where we stand. You've been so confusing. It's killing me…"
"I know. I'm sorry, little one. I've been trying to be the good guy and not give into temptation, but…" I laugh softly. "I'm starting to think we're inevitable. And I'm starting to think that's damn beautiful, even if it scares the fuck out of me."
"Why does it scare you?" 
"Too many reasons to talk about right now. I should already be dressed and down in the vault gearing up." I sigh. "But I'll say this for now - I want you just like you want me, and I'm done fighting that. We'll have to talk when I get back and figure shit out, but know that you're mine, if you still want to be. Mine in every way."
He blushes beautifully, understanding what the emphasis on every means. "I still want to be."
"Thank fuck." I kiss him again. Quick. Easy. Like I'll do it a million more times in my life. Because I will. "I should get going. I'll have my phone, okay? Call if you need anything." 
"And you'll be safe?" he asks, his voice a soft tremble. 
"I'll be safe. I'll come back to you."
"Promise?"
It's not a promise I can make, but for him? For him, I'll fight the whole fucking universe to keep it if I have to. "I promise."




Chapter Thirty-Seven

Casey


I’m okay the first few hours after Jake leaves, keeping myself busy with any task I can get my hands on. Matt and I fold laundry, the two of us listening to a historical podcast he picks out. It’s boring, but no one really argues when Matt picks something to watch or listen to. Mostly because, well, Matt  can’t argue. Also, because it'd be like telling a sad, lost puppy no. So, we fold laundry and hear all about a Brazilian outlaw in the early 1900s. 
I join Bryce for a swim in the pool after. He’s kind of a ridiculous swimmer, his movements spastic and slightly concerning. I almost suggest he stick to the doggy paddle. Not wanting to hurt his feelings, I just hangout on the other end of the pool and tell him about that Brazilian outlaw to fill the silence. 
I fight a smirk while watching Ace try to chop wood, the man convinced he can be useful outside of his computers while the more physical operatives are gone. I work out 5 days a week, he tells me with a haughty tilt of his chin. Just because I can't rival Thor with my muscles doesn't mean I'm not in good shape. After he’s sweaty and flustered and kicking at the stump he’s been using to put logs on, I offer to help. He seems skeptical but allows it. When I chop three logs in a row with no issue - my dad and I loved to camp together in the summers - he grumbles under his breath and says he needs to go check his computers. I fight a laugh as he storms off, brushing a stray leaf from his fancy jacket.
I chat with Nolan while the two of us prepare dinner. After seeing how horrifically I handle the garlic - Seriously? Does no one in this house understand what mincing is? - I get demoted to washing the vegetables for him and stirring the noodles every time he glances at them and says, “Stir.” To get back at him for his bossiness, I point out that he and Maison seem to be getting even closer lately. He blushes and sputters and makes some sort of half-assed attempt to get me to forget that Maison Beckett exists. 
At dinner, I smile and laugh and listen to everyone tell stories and share triumphs and tease each other like a family. 
But then dinner is over, and everyone goes their own way. Ace to monitor the mission Jake and the others are on. Matt to keep Ace company. Bryce outside by the river to write in his journal. Nolan to his room with a bottle of wine and his eyes locked on his phone, cheeks flushed at whatever his screen is displaying. 
And me - alone. 
I bring David to Jake's room, steal one of his dirty shirts that smells so thickly of him that I can almost pretend he's here if I close my eyes, and drag his blankets and pillows to the floor to make a nest. Then I curl up around David and the shirt and send Jake a text: I miss you. 
He answers almost immediately, his words bringing a smile to my face. I miss you too, little one. It's late there. Grab David and get some rest. Sleep in my room if you need to, I don't mind. 
I take a selfie of me all curled up with that smile still in place and text back: You know me so well. Already made a comfy nest on your floor (don't get worried, your blankets are so fluffy I can't even tell I'm not on a mattress, promise). Be safe. 
His answering text takes a little longer to come in, but it's worth the wait. Goddamn, you are the most beautiful boy I've ever seen. Close your eyes and pretend I'm there with you in your comfy nest. I'll be safe, promise. Dream of me. 
[image: image-placeholder]Travis begs Carter to come to the safehouse shortly after they get their hands on Quinton. The man said some things about Carter's safety, making him panic. I let Carter hide out for most of the day, knowing he's probably struggling like I've been with our guys being gone, but I threaten him if he doesn't at least eat dinner, which I leave outside his door.
Eventually, enough is enough. He might like to sulk, but I've learned that sometimes you need to be around your people, and whether Carter likes it or not, we're his people. So, with Nolan, Bryce, and Matt in tow - and alcohol and food to sweeten the deal - I stage a takeover. Carter looks like he's about to burst into tears when he opens the door for us. He tries to smile, but it's painful to see. I'm thankful when he drops it. 
"Let us in or we're going to sit outside your door all night and keep you awake, making you super jealous because of all this delicious food and tequila we have," Bryce threatens, gesturing to the sandwich and pickle I brought, the supersized carton of ice cream and spoons in Matt's hands, and the tequila Nolan is proudly waving. Not to mention the 5 different bags of chips Bryce is holding himself. 
“Yeah, yeah, come in,” Carter mumbles, despite looking a little wary of us. Bryce dumps the chips on the bed and heads to the TV, loading the house Netflix account we all use. Nolan goes into the bathroom and comes back with a stack of disposable cups. Matt hands out spoons without making eye contact with anyone. I shove the plate of food into Carter’s hands, raising a brow at him in a dare to argue. He doesn’t argue. He just thanks me and starts shoveling the food into his mouth, probably starving. 
“Something light,” I advise Bryce as he browses options for us to watch. Then, thinking of how Carter and Travis still might not be in the best place - and how Jake and I are sort of in limbo too - I add, “And not all romantic and shit.” 
Bryce waves a hand in my direction. “Yeah, yeah. I’m looking.” 
Matt walks forward and puts his hand out for the remote. Bryce frowns but gives it away, having learned the same lesson as me - you don't argue with Matt. I think Matt has caught on to this. I also think he may be abusing his power, but the guy has been through enough so I'll let him have it anyway. He puts on the Great British Bakeoff. Carter grins. It feels a little easier to breathe. 
As everyone gets settled and the food and tequila is distributed, Carter nestles in beside me and whispers, "How are you not a fucking wreck?" 
"I am," I admit. "But I've always felt better when I have someone to fuss over." 
"Yeah." Carter eyes me, probably remembering how I acted in the cage when we first met, always taking care of the others. Or maybe remembering how I hid my deterioration while we lived together by focusing on taking care of him. "Yeah," my friend says again, sounding sad. "I remember." 
"They'll be fine anyway. I made Jake promise." I force a smile, wanting to make Carter feel better. "He never breaks promises." 
Carter eyes the others, then rests his head on my shoulder and whispers, "They're looking for me. The traffickers that are left. I guess there's, like, a fucking bounty on my head or something…" 
Something heavy and sharp settles in my chest. "I thought the fire was supposed to make it look like we all died?" 
"Guess they saw through it. That's why Trav wanted me to come here." 
I try to breathe. Try to fight off the panic. They won't get near Carter. Travis would never let them. Neither would Maison or Jake. Surely, they'll protect him. "Does that mean you're back for good?"
"No way." My gut sinks. Of course not. Stubborn little asshole. "I really like where I'm at. I'm not letting those fuckers steal my freedom again." 
I sigh. "He's going to move into a cardboard box on your doorstep to keep you safe, you know." 
Carter looks like he's fighting a grin. He doesn't have to ask who I'm talking about. "Yeah, there's a good chance of that." 
"You two disgust me," I tease, not meaning it one bit. 
"I'm sure you and Jake will be disgusting soon enough. In fact," Carter pauses, wiggling his eyebrows like he knows something. "I have some advice for you. A way to get that oaf to give into you." 
My heart jumps inside my chest. Jake made it sound like he's ready to give in already, but he's run away before. I could use a backup plan. "Do tell."
"How do you feel about daddy kink?"




Chapter Thirty-Eight

Jake


It feels strange, stepping back into the shoes of Benny Rivera. Since I don't have grunts to order around, it's me who is responsible for initially getting Scott Quinton set up. Maison helps, eager to prove he can do more than just sit on the other end of the phone giving us orders. Donning night vision goggles, we enter his pitch-black holding cell, cut off his clothes, get his wrists attached to shackles and those shackles attached to chains on the ceiling, and wrap a metal collar tight around his throat that forces his chin to stay up. 
We take turns hitting him until he violently awakes, eyes going comically wide like that can somehow combat the darkness around him. He tries to get us to tell him what's going on as I use a machine to yank him by the chains up to his tiptoes. Then I hand Maison the hose from the wall and stand back while he gets his pound of flesh, covering the bastard head to toe with ice cold water - concentrating especially on his face and genitals. 
“That was fucking therapeutic,” Maison tells me as we exit the room, wanting to keep Quinton wet, freezing, and encased in darkness for a while. We find Travis standing in the hall with his hands stuffed deep in his pockets, his expression dark and distant. It doesn't seem like the experience was very therapeutic for him. I don't think he wants to be here at all. 
That only becomes more and more evident as time passes. Every hour away from Carter seems to drag Travis further into himself, his hands shaking and his knees bouncing. I try to cheer him up at one point by letting him choose when Quinton sits in silence and when his ears are assaulted by German heavy metal music at full volume. It doesn’t even make him smile, his movements almost absentminded as he flicks his thumb between the settings, his focus somewhere else despite his gaze being locked on the night vision video feed of Quinton. Sending him off with an order to eat or rest doesn’t work either. And when I catch him on the phone with Carter at one point, his face is scrunched up like he's in physical pain. 
But he rallies. 
That’s one thing Travis Kenton is very good at. Regardless of how painful something is, of how badly he wants to fall apart, he’s always managed to force himself into finishing the job.
So, refusing to let anyone else step in for him, he dresses himself in a Nathan Roarke getup and gets to work. 
There is a moment, though. When Quinton puts things together, when he twists and turns Travis’s mind until he has Travis convinced that he’ll never be able to keep Carter safe, when Travis completely unravels and pushes Quinton to the breaking point, then leaves him there anyway before he can tell us what we need to know just so he can suffer while Travis calls Carter to beg him to go to the safehouse. There's a moment where I think we've pushed Travis too far. But Carter goes to the safehouse, and Travis fucking takes a nap, and finally - fucking finally - we get Quinton to spill his guts. Metaphorically and literally.
Elliot was sold to a piece of shit named Aleksei Pavlov. The 43-year-old Russian man is old money, heading an investing firm that is well-known in our world for being a business front for all kinds of horrific shit. 
Aleksei doesn’t have him anymore. He only wants innocent little virgins to break. Once that’s done, he sells them off to someone who wants a slave that’s more… trained. In this case, Aleksei’s business partner, Borris Pasternak. We do some digging - mostly Ace remotely deep-diving into Borris’s computer. 
Turns out, we all have something in common.
Someone. 
A man who is the head operative of his own operation in Ireland - the same position Travis was in our operation. Ronan. A good guy. A fucking fantastic guy, actually. A guy who would do anything he could to help us. 
Travis breaks off to take a shower, Maison following behind him. 
I take out my phone and call Ronan. 
We’re getting Elliot. Whatever it takes. 
And then I’m going the fuck back to the safehouse so I can… 
Aw, shit. 
I guess I should probably figure out what I’m going to do with Casey now, shouldn’t I…?
[image: image-placeholder]The mood on the plane is a mixture of exhaustion and elation. Maison takes a seat in the farthest corner, burying his face in a cookbook of all things, a highlighter caught between his teeth. Keats curls up in one of the convertible chairs, feet kicked against the window, and pulls a sleep mask over his eyes that’s pink, fuzzy, and reads: I fucking dare you. 
Travis - after putting his phone to his cheek for ten seconds, sighing heavily, whispering something I do my best not to overhear into a voicemail, and dropping his phone back in his lap - pulls out a toothpick and begins running it beneath his fingernails. He’s been doing things like that since he finished with Quinton. He showered three times, scrubbing himself raw in places. Brushed his teeth until his gums bled. Ran a comb through his hair over and over until pieces were falling out. And now the toothpick. 
I sit in the chair across from him, pondering if I should acknowledge his paranoia that he’s unclean now, or if I should offer him a distraction. 
I glance at my phone, still lit up from when I checked for messages before sitting down. My new lock screen makes me grin - Casey all curled up in my bedding, David tucked beneath his chin, a little peek of my old Saints shirt with the faded fleur-de-lis that I know for a fact I put in my hamper the day before I left. 
"Hey, Trav. Can I ask you something?"
Travis pauses his toothpick endeavors to glance at me, then returns to digging beneath his nails. "Always."
"How did you let go of all that guilt and other shit that you felt about Carter loving you? How did you go from being the guy drunk off his ass rambling about Harry Potter spoilers and Carter choosing you despite being the villain, to the guy who can barely stop smiling long enough to torture some piece of shit because he's so damn happy?" 
He tosses the toothpick into the trash and sighs heavily, bringing his gaze to meet mine. He looks fucking tired. Like maybe this whole thing is weighing heavier on him than any of us thought it would. 
He looks like he's had enough. 
We both have. 
"It wasn't easy," he says softly. "But what it eventually came down to was respecting that Carter has the power now. I decided that whatever he wanted from me, I'd give him. Friends or lovers or two people who never talk again. I was willing to give him anything he needed, anything he asked for, even if it killed me. And with that, I also decided that if he picked me, if I was what he wanted, I'd give him the very best of me. I'd put away all the baggage and love him how he deserves. Because if he has all the power now and he's using that power to be with me? I'm going to damn well show him I'm worth it." 
I lean my head back, eyes sliding closed. "See, the problem is that I'm not confident that Casey feels like he has that power. I'm worried he still sees me as the guy who saved him, even if it's just somewhere in the back of his head."
"He does see you as the guy who saved him. He always will. Because that's what you are. But that doesn't matter, Jake."
"Why the fuck not?" I ask, shooting him an annoyed look. 
He smirks. "I remember what he looked like after he found out the truth. He was maybe a little wary at first, but soon enough he was looking at you like he looked at Carter. As an ally. A friend. A part of this team that was going to get through that shitshow together. He even started looking at me like that, at the end there. Yeah, Jake, you were the guy who saved him, but he didn't look at you like he does now. That came later. The feelings for you - the falling in love with you - came later. Now, he looks at you like you hung the fucking moon. And it has nothing to do with you saving him, I promise you that. They're not even connected. He is an adult man who is incredibly strong and intelligent and brave. If he's anything like Carter, then I can guarantee you that all of this time you've spent overthinking this whole scenario, he's spent at least three times as much. Men have hurt him badly. He doesn't trust easily. He will have thought your possible relationship into the damn ground by now. If he still wants to be with you after all that, I suggest you take him seriously, Jake."
I stare at my best friend for a very long time. Then I kick him in the shin and growl, "You asshole!"
"Ow!" He kicks me back. "What the fuck?"
"Why didn't you say all of that before? Why did you get me fucking drunk instead like I had something to be sad about?" 
"Well…" He rubs at the back of his head, looking like a sad, kicked puppy. Which… I mean, he's not a puppy, but the rest is accurate I suppose. "I needed time to think about it. I can't just come up with profound advice on the spot, man. That's usually your thing. Pardon me if it took a bit for me to sort out my thoughts and shit, okay?" 
“Fine.” I eye him angrily for a minute, but I lose the fight when he pulls out another toothpick. I lean forward, placing my hand over his. “You’re clean, Trav. He won’t be able to tell what you did to Quinton. And even if he did know, he's still going to want you.”
Travis quickly looks out the window, his throat working harder than it should have to as he swallows. “He’s always wanted me, even when his own blood was on my hands. Even when he hates every cell in his body for the wanting. That doesn’t mean he deserves to be touched by them when they’re dirty.” 
“But they’re not,” I say adamantly, grabbing his other hand too. I squeeze them. “You just found out where Elliot is, Trav. And these hands helped you do it. What did you just tell me, huh? If he picked you, if you’re what he wanted, then you’d give him your very best. Put your fucking baggage away and love him how he deserves. So, fucking do that, you idiot. No more fucking toothpicks. And stop with the hand sanitizer. I can smell you from here. Did you put it on your arms and shit too? It’s hand sanitizer, you pain in the ass.” 
He frowns at me. Deeply. “Like I said, it’s not easy.” 
“But it’s worth it, yeah?”
“Yeah.” He tries to fight it, but a smile breaks through. “Yeah. Worth it.” 
“Then that’s what matters.” 
His smile morphs into a smirk before he warns me, “It won’t be easy for you either, you know.”
"I don't need easy,” I say immediately. “I just need him.”
“Wow,” Keats mumbles, his body still perfectly unmoving and relaxed and his mask still in place, making it seem like he’s talking in his sleep. “Someone stitch that on a motherfucking pillow.”
“Hey.” I toss a half-empty bottle of water at him, satisfied when it bounces hard off his chest and makes him jolt upright. “Stop eavesdropping.”
He lifts his eye mask just enough to squint at us. “I’m sorry. It was just so unbelievably cheesy and lovely at the same time. Can you throw up in your mouth while also enjoying it? Is that a kink?”
“He’s just jealous he doesn’t have a lover,” Maison defends, not looking up from his cookbook. I lean forward to read the title. It’s about French cuisine. I feel as if maybe he should have started with Cooking for Dummies or something first. “Maybe we should make a side trip and get Keats laid. What’s your preference, Keats?”
“You don’t have a lover either,” Travis says incredulously. “Or have you fallen in love with cooking?”
I kick Travis, giving him a look. “Who the fuck cooks in the house, you idiot?”
“Well, unless we’re very unlucky and Ace tries, it’s Nol-” he stops, his face flickering through a sequence of expressions that are incredibly entertaining to watch. “Oh. Oh. Oh, wow.” He turns fully in his chair, like a child up on his knees staring at the stranger on the bus. “You and Nolan?”
“No,” Maison says rather defensively. “No, not me and Nolan. I - I enjoy his… company. And his cooking. And, well, him. I enjoy him. Quite a bit. He does this thing where he - I mean, it’s none of your business, but he’s - but we aren’t - we can’t possibly be - he is - uh…”
“Well, that was informative,” Keats mumbles, letting his face mask fall back over his eyes and reclining again. “Thank you so much for enlightening me on why having a lover is so great.”
“You don’t want a lover, Keats?” Travis asks, apparently fully embracing his role of curious child now. 
Keats sighs heavily, folding his hands over his stomach. “I would worship at the feet of Bryce Jacobson every day for the rest of my existence if he allowed it.”
Travis, Maison, and I just stare at him. And stare. And stare. Maybe we even gape. That might be the more accurate verb. 
We fucking gape at him. 
Bryce Jacobson?
Our Bryce Jacobson?
Has Keats even… met him?
When in the world did Keats meet Bryce?
“Stop before your brains explode,” Keats orders. “And stop fucking talking. I’m tired.”
“Sorry,” we all mumble in unison, still too in shock to really argue. 
Maison returns his attention to his cookbook. 
Travis eyes the toothpick he threw away, but doesn’t reach for it. 
Keats releases a soft snore. 
And then I remember - and I groan, softly of course, so as not to disturb the others. But Travis hears it, raising an eyebrow at me and leaning forward to whisper, “What’s wrong?”
“I still have to find a way to tell Casey about my daddy kink. I think I can have a relationship without it, but he deserves to know the desire exists before jumping in, doesn’t he?"
"Oh.” Travis smirks, reaching for his phone and tapping the screen a few times before turning it toward me. “I wouldn't worry too much about that." 
I look down to see a text I definitely did not want to see, tearing my eyes away quickly before I can read anything else about what Carter is fantasizing about doing to Travis. I also skip Travis's reply. And just as I'm about to ask him if he's fucking with me by showing me their sexts, I see it two messages below - the word daddy. 
Carter: Is Jake a daddy? Like the kink?
Carter: Asking for a friend (you know the one)
Well… fuck. 
[image: image-placeholder]There seems to be a mini-party happening when we get back to the safehouse, the survivors well on their way to getting drunk while dancing in the living room. Carter tosses his hands in the air and yells, “Travis!” when he sees my best friend. Travis's face lights up as he heads straight to the man he loves, Carter barreling at him until they’re colliding in a violently happy hug. 
I look away, searching for my own boy. I find him by Nolan with a drink in one hand and a look of envy on his face as he watches the hugging couple. Bryce teases Carter. Nolan defends him, following the defense up with a drunken proposition to Maison. I pass Maison - standing baffled with his jaw dropped and his cheeks amusingly pink - and head to Casey, hoping he isn’t as wasted as the rest of them. I had hoped to have a valuable conversation with him tonight so we could figure out how to move forward with our budding relationship. That can’t happen if he’s steeped in alcohol. 
“Hey,” Casey says the moment I’m close enough to hear over the blaring music. He steps into me, his free hand pressing against my chest. “You’re home.”
“Finally.” I put my hand over his. “How many of those drinks have you had?”
“I’ve just been nursing this one." He blushes before admitting, "I overheard Ace saying you were on your way back. I wanted to stay sober.” 
I wish we’d already had our talk because I want more than anything to call him a good boy. Instead, I settle with, “I’m glad. I was hoping we could have that talk tonight.”
“I’d like that.” His eyes dart around. “But not here.”
“Definitely not here. Want to go for a walk?”
He smiles. “Sure.”
With a hand on the small of his back, I lead him through the room and out the door. It’s a matter of seconds before I feel a shiver run through him from the cool breeze. I shrug out of my jacket, draping it over his shoulders. He blushes beautifully as he mumbles a thank you and pulls it tighter around himself. The trees across the river are starting to change color around the edges. I smile, excited to enjoy my first of hopefully many autumns with him. 
"I'm glad you're safe," he says after we've taken a few more steps. 
"I made a promise, didn't I?"
He grins, but his gaze remains on the ground like he's nervous to look at me. "Yeah, you did. And you don't break those."
"No. I don't." I reach for his hand, slotting our fingers together. His feet stutter to a stop before he finally turns his pretty blue eyes on me. I squeeze his hand like a reward. "I missed you, little one." 
"I missed you too. Like crazy."
"I want to talk about us, if you're ready?" 
His cheeks flush again, but he doesn't look away. "I'm ready." And then, before I can start, he blurts, "Are you going to want me to call you daddy?" 
Oh boy. 
Well, here goes nothing. 
"I want you to call me that if you think I deserve it. Being a daddy is something special to me. It's not just a kinky pet name I want tossed out during sex. It's much more than that."
He tilts his head, looking thoughtful. "Can you explain it to me? What it means to you?" 
"I'd love to." I pull him over to the swing, getting us settled so he's halfway in my lap and all cuddled up against me. He sighs contentedly as I pull the jacket up where it was starting to slip off one of his shoulders. "Being a daddy means something different to everyone, depending on their wants and needs. On their dynamic. To me, being your daddy means this. Caring about you. Taking care of you. Removing the weight off your shoulders whenever I can. It means giving you what you need, and giving you what you want, and knowing when the two are different. It means saving you every day for the rest of your life. And it means letting you save me back."
He shifts so he can look at me, his blue eyes full of tears. "You’ve already been doing all that."
"I suppose I have." I cup his cheek, stroking it with my thumb. He shivers and shuffles closer. "It also means making you feel good. Kissing you and touching you and loving every inch of you. Filling you up with daddy's cock when you feel empty and aching. Leaving my cum inside you so you don't forget you're daddy's good little boy." 
His next inhale is sharp, his pupils blown wide. He squirms and looks away. I know that if I reached down between his legs, I'd find him hard. Good. "Would you like all of that, Casey?" 
"Yes," he says quickly. He nods too, emphasizing his enthusiasm. "Yes, please."
"You'd have to listen to me. You'd have to let me take care of you. If I'm your daddy, I'm not going to let you push me away. I'm not going to let you get away with not eating or taking care of yourself properly. I'll step in when you need me, whether you like it or not." I grip his chin gently, forcing him to look me in the eyes. "I can just be your boyfriend, Casey. If that's what you want. I can put the part of me that wants to be your daddy away and never bring him up again. But if you want me as your daddy instead, you need to know what you'll be getting."
He swallows hard - a good sign he's understanding how important this is. "What can I say no to if you're my daddy?" 
"Anything sexual, always. Anything romantic, too. Anything that doesn't directly link to your mental or physical well-being."
Relief flashes in his expression, his body softening against me. "That sounds perfect." 
"Yeah?" I fight the urge to grin, not wanting to get ahead of myself. "You want to give it a try? We can always change things. We can always just be boyfriends, if it's what you'd rather."
He frowns. "If it makes you feel better to say we're giving it a try, then sure, but I already know what I want. When you bathe me or put movies on and cuddle me or read to me, I feel all warm and safe and I can't even begin to tell you how fucking great that is. I don't want a boyfriend. I want a daddy. I want you to be my daddy. Because the minute you explained what that means to you, a part of me lit up inside. Like this is what I've been waiting for. Like this is exactly what I've needed, but I just didn't know it existed. So call tonight a trial if you’d like, but I already know that when tomorrow comes, you’re still going to be my daddy, Jake.” 
My knees damn near give out. “Say that again.”
His lips curl into a playful, flirty smile. “You’re going to be my daddy.” 
“Yes,” I growl, wrapping my arm around his waist and crushing him against me. I bring my lips to his. “I am.” 




Chapter Thirty-Nine

Casey


My legs are like jelly by the time Jake gets me back to his room. He leads me straight into the bathroom, helping me sit on the long countertop between his double sinks.  
“What are we doing?” I ask, though it feels kind of obvious. It’s just that I have this sensation like I’m a soda that’s been violently shaken up, ready to fizzle right out of my body, and not knowing is making it worse. 
He settles between my parted legs, gripping my chin and peering down at me. “Daddy’s going to make his boy nice and clean.”
I was wrong. Knowing doesn’t make that fizzy feeling any better. It makes it a hell of a lot worse. “Oh.”
“Yes.” He smiles. “Oh.”
“And - um. And th-then what?”
His smile turns wicked. “And then I think I’ll make my boy dirty all over again.” 
I squirm. “Oh.” 
“Oh,” he echoes again. “Is that alright with you?” 
“Very. Yes. Much so.” I fight the urge to smack my forehead. “I mean - yes, very much so.”
Jake presses his mouth to mine in a barely there kiss before stepping back and turning toward the tub. I watch him as he tests the temperature of the water and grabs a bottle of bubble bath, thinking about how dramatically things have changed. The first time I sat watching him run me a bath, I was convinced he was going to be the new form of evil in my life. Turns out, he ended up being my hero instead. 
As the water continues to run, he helps me off the counter and begins to undress me. Each brush of his fingertips against my skin sends bolts of electricity through me. I blush and squirm when he pushes my pants down and discovers my hardening cock. He flashes me a knowing smirk, letting his knuckles trail along the top of it. I sway forward, hoping for more, but he steps back and begins to remove his own clothes. My heart does something strange and stupid as I realize he's going to come in with me. We're going to bathe together. 
I have to swallow a ridiculous squeal of excitement. 
Then I'm swallowing a moan because this man naked is fucking… exquisite. Being at the safehouse has clearly given him more time to workout because his body has gone from in fighting shape to worthy of a fitness magazine cover. I'm not sure how I'll survive once all of his tan skin and big muscles are dripping with water. 
And that cock. I quickly look away, my stomach feeling squirmy at the sight of it. He's big. Bigger than I remember him being. And very, very hard. I feel my hole twitch. I can't decide if it's eager or terrified. I can't decide which one of those options the rest of me feels either. 
Jake takes my hand, walking me toward the tub before helping me step in. The water is the perfect temperature, a soft perfume of orange and vanilla wafting up as I disturb the bubbles. He climbs in behind me, his legs bracketing mine. There's the slightest hesitation before he wraps his arms around my waist and slides me toward him until his chest is pressed against my back. I suck in a gasp as his hard cock nudges me. 
"This okay?" he asks, sounding far more anxious than I thought he'd be. It makes me feel better. Like I'm not alone. 
"Yeah." I allow my body to relax against him, resting my head on his shoulder. "This is really nice."
"This can be all we do tonight, if you want," he murmurs, his wet fingers leaving trails of bubbles along my arm as he begins to stroke it. "There's no rush for more, even if I teased you about getting dirty earlier." 
A relief I hadn't realized I needed blooms in my chest at his words. I had no idea I was so worried about his expectations, but I clearly was. "I want to try, I think."
"Then we try." He presses a kiss to my hair, making me feel all fizzy inside again. It's better this time. Less disconcerting and more exhilarating. “I really did miss you, you know.”
I smile. “I really missed you, too.”
“Well then.” He pauses to sigh dramatically. “I suppose we’re just going to have to stop being away from each other.”
“I suppose so.” I swallow, suddenly nervous despite how lovely that sounds. It’s just… "I have… questions."
He hums beneath his breath. "I had hoped you would. Questions are healthy. Hit me with them."
"So, like, Nolan overheard Carter talking about daddy kink and then he and Bryce sort of weighed in on the topic and Bryce said he thought that was when the bottom acts like a baby and wears diapers and uses pacifiers and stuff? Is that true?"
"Like I said before, daddy kink means something different to everyone. There are many daddies who have little boys that like to do things like that. Others have little boys who aren't quite so little, like they enjoy coloring books or hot wheels and they like sippy cups or little divided plates. Some daddies have little boys who are more like teenagers with video games and superhero movies. Some daddies have little boys who aren't little at all. They're daddy's little boy, but they're really only acting submissive, not little." He pauses, but I can tell he wants to say more, so I wait for him to collect his thoughts. "And it's hard to define a little boy - or girl, or nonbinary person, for that matter. Some identify strictly with a certain age or group of behaviors. Others depend on what mood they're in. I follow one particular blog where the submissive feels little when he has a bad day or after he has an intense scene with his daddy, but otherwise he feels like an adult. And his definition of being little is really just extra cuddling and carrying around his stuffed elephant and letting his daddy do simple things for him like make him his food and give him a bath and read him a book." 
Me, I can't help but think. That sounds like it could be me.
"So, it depends on the people and what they want." 
"Exactly." 
"And it's not always sexual, right? Because earlier you said I could say no to sex stuff but not no to you taking care of me."
"That's how I want us to be. But there are some boys out there who only want a daddy for sex. Outside of the bedroom, they want to be treated like an equal and not doted on. On the flipside, some couples don't engage in sex at all when the submissive is in a little mindset. It's really an extremely broad spectrum."
I consider this, studying the way the bubbles crackle and pop in the water. How little am I going to be? Do I want to have sex when I'm like that? When do I want to be treated like an equal? 
Is it even up to me? 
"What kind of dynamic do you want us to have?" I ask. 
"What would you like?" he counters. 
I turn my head around to glare at him. He just smiles, which is infuriating, and also a little sexy. "I asked you first."
He chuckles. "Okay. If I'm being honest, I think I've already met the little boy in you. At least, I've gotten a few peeks at him." 
I frown in confusion. "What? When?" 
"When we watched movies together. When I give you baths. When you get in a silly mood in the pool and start splashing around. When you get nervous and start squirming and mumbling and blushing. When you cuddle up with David." His smile softens, his eyes doing the same. He's suddenly looking at me like I'm… special. It makes me feel all gooey inside. It also scares me a little. What if he realizes I'm not special at all? What happens then? "I don't think we need to label you or give you an age or decide when you'll be little and when you won't be. I think we should just let you do what feels good and I'll react accordingly. Because as much as I'm going to fucking love being your daddy? I'm going to love watching you come into yourself and become the happiest boy you can be even more."
I flush, ducking my chin. I get what he meant before. I'm definitely feeling all squirmy now. And I definitely mumble when I ask, "But what if what I want isn't what you want?"
"Oh, Casey," he says with a soft laugh. He takes my chin, gently tugging until I can see him shaking his head. His blue eyes are impossibly bright. "I'll take you any way you'll let me. I don't want a boy. I want you to be my boy. You're my dream. Which means any type of boy you end up being will be my dream come true." 
I stare at him, not sure how to believe that. Not sure if I'm brave enough to. 
But… "You promise?" I ask, my voice a terrible tremble. 
"I promise, little fish."
And he doesn't break those. 
[image: image-placeholder]I feel boneless by the time Jake is finished drying me off and lotioning every inch of me on his bed. My eyes are barely open as he arranges me so I'm more comfortable, my head on the pillow, my body curled onto its side so we're facing each other. He chuckles fondly as he brushes a strand of damp hair off my forehead. "Sleepy?" 
"Sorta." I wiggle until I'm closer to him, my half-hard cock pressing against his thigh. "Sorta not."
He smiles. "It's like that, is it? Do you need daddy to take care of you?" 
I shiver. God, I could definitely get used to that. "Yes, please."
His eyes darken, his tongue darting out to wet his lower lip. "Yes please, what?" 
It takes me a moment to figure out what he wants. When I do, my face burns and my cock fully hardens. "Yes please, daddy," I whisper. 
"Good boy." He cups the back of my head, pulling me into a gentle-sweet kiss that makes my skin buzz and my head swirl. I whimper, pushing forward to deepen our connection. His hand slides down to the back of my neck and squeezes to stop me. He murmurs, “Patience,” before taking my mouth again. 
I force myself to relax and accept what he gives me, warmth trickling down my spine and pooling in my stomach with each press of his lips and pass of his tongue. That warmth grows into a white-hot heat when his hand skates down my side and encircles my bare hip. It’s not a tight enough hold to bruise, but it’s impossible to ignore. Each pad of his fingers feels like a flame licking at me. 
He carefully pushes my hip down, my back pressing into the mattress. His body chases mine, one hand outstretched to brace himself beside my shoulder, his other hand still possessive and firm on my hip. One of his legs slots between mine as he lowers just enough to let me feel him. 
“Jake,” I gasp, my hips bucking without my permission. I moan when my cock connects with the coarse hair below his belly button. It’s just scratchy enough to set my nerves ablaze. Pretty sure I’m going to burn all the way up at this rate, everything too hot, yet not enough. “Daddy.” 
“What does my boy need?” 
“I don’t know.” I press my cock against him again, but it doesn’t feel as good this time. And my head is starting to spin a little too much, making me dizzy. Making me panic. “I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t-”
He stops me with a thumb between my lips. I suck immediately, an instinct at this point. Our eyes lock. “Do you trust daddy to know?” 
I nod, sucking his thumb harder before lazily flicking my tongue against the tip. He exhales heavily like the sight does something to him before he moves away from me to sit back against the headboard. I lick my lips, taking in the sight of him. He’s so fucking beautiful. Big and broad with cut muscles and just the right amount of hair. Blue eyes that I swear can see straight into the deepest, darkest parts of me. And he still wants me. 
“Come here, baby boy.” I sit up on my knees, letting him grab my hips and pull me into his lap once I’m vertical. He settles me with one leg on each side of him, our cocks pressed against each other. I can’t help but stare. He strokes a hand along my left thigh. “Like what you see?”
“Big,” I whisper. And then, clarifying, “Both of us.”
He hums thoughtfully. “Yes. You’re pretty impressive. My big, beautiful boy."
“Not so big in other places anymore…” I mumble, hating what I see as my eyes fall to my protruding ribs and skinny legs. 
“You will be. Don’t you worry about that.” He lets his hand on my thigh trail across my skin until it’s tickling along the base of my cock. “I’ll gladly play with this big part of you in the meantime.”
“He called it small.” I immediately squeeze my eyes shut, shoulders curling inward. I hadn’t meant to say that out loud, but since I did, I might as well finish. “Said it was useless.”
My chest suddenly feels bruised. I bring a hand up to rub the spot, but drop it when I realize how badly it’s shaking. Jake catches it just before it lands and brings it to his chest instead, the hair beneath my fingertips making me open my eyes. I can feel the beat of his heart through his tan skin. Steady. Strong. Sure. 
I look into his eyes, relieved to see he’s not disgusted or pitying. There’s the same fire burning in them that I saw earlier just before he kissed me. He still wants me. 
“How could something that makes my boy feel so fucking good be useless?” he asks, tilting his head like he’s genuinely confused. “In fact, I have many, many plans for this nice, big cock. Years of plans. Decades of them. This needy cock is going to be my favorite tool in taking you apart and piecing you back together over and over,” he pauses, gripping the base of my cock tight and slowly stroking upward, “And over.” 
It feels like my body lights up after being offline for a long time. I shudder with pleasure, my breath leaving me in a puffed, “Oh.”
“Oh,” he agrees, his lips quirking into a sexy smirk. “Do you like that, little one? Do you like daddy’s hand on your big cock?”
“Yes.” I buck against him, wanting him to do it again. “Yes, yes, more. Please, daddy, more.”
“Fucking hell.” He tilts his head back with a throaty groan before settling those intense blue eyes back on me. “You have no fucking idea how badly I’ve wanted this.”
Goosebumps erupt along my skin at the words. He’s wanted this. Wants this. For years. For decades. He wants me. 
“Me too,” I whisper. All of it. But, “I’m scared.”
“I know.” He wraps an arm around my waist, pulling me as close to him as he can with our cocks in the way. “But daddy isn’t going anywhere. Daddy’s right here. Are you going to let me make you feel good?” 
My voice is small and scared, but I still manage to answer. “Yes, daddy.”
“That’s a good boy.” His big hands smooth along my bare skin until each has an ass cheek cupped in its palm. I moan as he slowly kneads the soft flesh, his thumbs skimming the edges of my crack. I'm just starting to melt against him when he uses his grip to tug me up to my knees. If he wasn't holding onto me so firmly, I would have fallen over from the sudden shift. I nearly fall over anyway when he - without any fucking warning - dips his head down and takes advantage of my new position by trapping the head of my cock between his lips. 
"Oh!" I gasp. He chuckles, then sucks me in until his nose is against my public bone. It's impressive. And sexy. And fucking warm, hot, wet, wow. I groan, my thighs shaking so hard that I'm pretty sure the only things keeping me up are his hands.  "Oh, oh, oh…"
He pulls off with an obscene pop before dragging his tongue along each side, covering my cock in enough spit to make me drip. His hands squeeze my ass, guiding me down until I'm once again settled in his lap. Just like earlier, he wraps an arm around me and pulls me close, his free hand grabbing the base of my cock. This time when he strokes me, it's all hot and slick and magnificent.
"I can't," I whisper, my teeth starting to clack together as my heart kicks into overdrive. Is it adrenaline? Arousal? Anxiety? All of the above? "J-Jake, I can't."
"You're okay," he promises, his hand skating up my back until it's tangled in my hair. He holds my head steady so I'm forced to look into his eyes. Blue, with tiny specks of white. Dirty blonde hair, one curl loose on his forehead. Freckles scattered across his nose. A smile that's never been cruel. The familiar scent of vanilla, accompanied by orange this time from our shared bath. The sharp tang of sweat and precum just beneath it. 
"Jake," I remind myself. This is Jake. This is- "Daddy." 
"Yeah, little fish." He brushes his lips against mine in a kiss that's not meant to arouse or control or explore. In a kiss that's just meant to be there, nothing but a soft reassurance. "I'm right here."
"I think I'm gonna-" I warn, each twist of his hand on my cock causing twists of heat and need to bubble up inside me. My ears ring. My mouth waters. My hips jerk. Something tingly and electric starts in my fingertips, spreading until my whole body is a soft buzz. "I think I'm gonna-" 
"Do it," he half-orders, half-begs. "Be a good boy and make a big mess on daddy."
Oh fuck. 
I dip my chin to my chest and shudder a single time. Then everything in me unfurls, mind and body melting into a nothingness that only he could make feel safe. I barely register the orgasm. Barley register the hot cum. Barely register the soft, "Fucking beautiful," that he breathes. 
What I register is this - I'm happy. 
For the first time since two men snatched me off campus, my skin still smelling like chlorine from my morning swim, my stomach full of bribery pancakes, my mind on how to help my roommate pass his damn class, I'm happy. 
And it's because of him. 
Jake. 
Daddy. 
The moment my brain comes back online, I’m glancing down at his cock that’s still hard and bobbing with need, now splattered with my cum. “What do you want to do with it, little one?” he asks. 
I run my tongue along my bottom lip, trying to decide if I want to taste him bad enough to lick my own cum. I’ve never done that before. DuGray and his minions would have had to let me come in order for me to have some to taste. Would it be strange? Or fucking hot as shit, tasting myself mixed with him?
Would he find me disgusting?
I somehow manage to find the bravery to tell him the truth. “I want to taste.” 
He lifts a hand to brush his knuckles against my cheek, his expression warm and fond. His eyes give him away though. He's worried. "You don't have to."
"I know." I slide down between his legs, feeling a little like a kid in a candy shop. One who’s been repeatedly traumatized by candy but is convinced that this particular one will be deliciously worth the risk. I’ve never been so excited and terrified at the same time. But this is Jake - this is daddy - so I know it’ll be okay, it’ll always be okay with him, even when it’s not. 
I’m not scared anymore. 
I’m just happy. 
I’m so unbelievably happy. 
“I want to. Can I, daddy? Please?”
Jake seems to melt. “Yes. Yes, you absolutely can.” 
With a smile and a flutter in my stomach, I slide down between his legs and nuzzle my nose at the base of his cock. He smells clean, but beneath it, there’s just a hint of warm musk. Eyes on him, I take him into my mouth, pulling a deep groan out of him as my tongue works over his hard length. I get my answer – my cum on his cock is fucking delicious. 
"Fuck." He winds his fingers in my hair, not yanking, but not loose either. "I'm gonna come fast, baby boy. Watching you let yourself feel so good has daddy all worked up." 
I hum, pleased with every piece of information from his hoarse confession. I suck him slowly, mostly to let myself enjoy the taste and weight of him on my tongue before it's over. He allows it despite how hard it seems to be for him to restrain himself. His hand shakes in my hair. His lips part and twist, desperate to form words, form orders. Daddy is trying to be soft and sweet, but I can see the growing need in his eyes. 
Can I push him until he snaps?
Do I want to? 
I think I might…
Pulling my mouth off of him, I duck my head and press the very tip of my tongue to his base. Slowly, I trail it up, up, up, until I can wrap my lips around his head. I tongue at his slit, humming at the drop of precum his cock rewards me with. 
“Casey,” he rasps, his hand clenching and unclenching in my hair like he’s fighting the urge to use the grip to control me. “Suck daddy’s cock.”
“I am," I say as innocently as possible, batting my lashes for effect. 
His eyes narrow as I ever so slowly take him back in my mouth, sliding him along my tongue like we have all the time in the world. His hand on my head wavers when his cock presses into my throat, his shoulders relaxing as he releases a blissed-out sigh. Fighting a smirk, I slowly - so, so slowly - pull my mouth off of him again. 
He growls something under his breath before his hand fists my hair tight enough to sting. "Are you teasing me, my little fish?" 
I can't fight the smirk anymore. "Maybe…"
"Naughty." His blue eyes are intense as he takes me in, mulling something over as he assesses me. "If I push you too hard, will you tell me to stop?" 
Oh god. 
Is it possible to be terrified and turned on at the same time? 
"I'll tell you to stop."
"If your mouth is full, you can tap my thigh, okay?" 
"Okay." 
"Promise me. You have to fucking promise you'll speak up for yourself. Promise you won't let me ruin this by letting things go too far." 
"I promise." When he still looks worried, I reach up to touch his cheek and say it again. "I promise, daddy. And I don't break those. Not with you."
He exhales shakily before his lips curl into a smile I'm not sure I've ever seen on him before. It's just shy of dangerous. Heat pools in my stomach at the sight of it, my cock making a valiant effort to harden again. "Then get my cock back in your mouth, you naughty little tease." 
"Yes, daddy," I breathe, diving in to obey the order. 
He doesn't give me a chance to slow things down this time. The moment my lips are wrapped around him, he cups the side of my neck with his big hand and uses that and the grip on my hair to force my mouth up and down his length. It's fast and messy, obscene sounds filling the air, spit dribbling out of the corners of my mouth, tears threatening to spill down my cheeks. 
He talks as he uses me, his words torn between filth and praise, his blue eyes hooded and laser focused on the sight between his legs. 
That's daddy's dirty little boy. 
You take daddy's cock so fucking well, baby. 
I can't wait to see how you take daddy's cock in that pretty little ass of yours. 
Do you want daddy to fill your belly up? Reward you for being such a good fucking boy by sending you to bed full of me? 
Christ, you're so fucking beautiful with my cock in your mouth. 
Is your big cock hard again, little fish? Go ahead, rub it against daddy. Come all over me while you drink me down. 
I know the moment he loses control, his hips twitching and his grip getting just short of too tight. His jaw drops as he sucks in a sharp breath, his lips red and spit-slick. The first burst of him on my tongue is my undoing. I finish against his leg, my orgasm so intense I nearly choke on the cum filling my mouth. I don't, though. I swallow every drop like a good boy, earning myself the brightest fucking smile from my daddy. 
Hands moving to my biceps, he yanks me up into his lap and pulls me into his arms. He hooks his chin on my shoulder and sighs into my ear. "I love you, Casey." 
My fingers twitch against his skin, desperate to cling to him somehow. My eyes fill with tears, but they’re happy ones. Relieved ones. "I love you too." 




Chapter Forty

Jake


Things are beautiful and magnificent and everything I could ever want them to be. I’m a daddy with a boy. We love each other. We’re happy together. He’s safe and smiling and slept through the night with his little dolphin tucked against his stomach and his head on my chest. I feed him breakfast in bed - Belgian waffles and strawberries - exchanging syrup-sweet kisses between bites. I scoop whipped cream out of the little bowl that was included with the breakfast after we’ve finished, swiping it over his nipples and down his navel. He moans and writhes and calls me daddy as I lazily lick every bit of it off him until he comes. Then he nestles himself between my legs and runs the tip of his nose along the seam of my thigh and sucks my cock in nice and deep and perfect until I spill into him.  
Things are beautiful and magnificent and everything I could ever want them to be. 
And then he pauses in the middle of getting dressed, his sweatpants hanging low on his hips, one of my shirts - this time a clean one - in his hands waiting to be put on, and asks, “Can I see my dad?”
The happy bubble pops. Because yes, things are fucking great, but we are far from a happy ending. 
“Your dad…” I say like an idiot, desperately trying to buy myself some time. “That’s - that’s not something that can happen, Casey. We talked about that."
"I know. I guess I just thought maybe something might have changed. That you could make an exception or something."
I wince. "I can't, Case. Trust me, I would if it was in my power, but it's not. I’m sorry.”
“Okay.” 
I stare at him, waiting. Surely it’s not okay. It can’t be okay. This boy fucking loves his dad. In the little bits and pieces that I’ve gotten from him about the man, it’s been obvious. 
There’s this picture in his file. A picture of him and his dad on a camping trip, arms slung around each other, Casey holding up a fish and grinning at the camera. Casey’s dad isn’t looking at the camera. He’s not looking at the fish. He’s looking at Casey, his eyes shining bright with joy and pride, his smile big enough to make your chest ache if you look at it for too long. 
They love each other very much. 
“It’s not okay,” I finally say, unable to bear the lie. 
“No,” he whispers, his voice shaking. His bottom lip wobbles. He turns away from me, his shoulders curling forward. “But that doesn’t matter, does it?”
It matters. 
Of course, it matters.
You being okay is all that fucking matters.  
“I can try,” I tell him. 
“Can you really, though?” He pulls my shirt on. It hurts, seeing it on him. Like proof of how much of a fucking disappointment I am as his daddy. He still won’t look at me. “We don’t lie, Jake. We don’t break promises. So please just - just don't, okay?” 
“Okay.”
But it’s not okay. 
Not even 24 hours as his daddy and I’ve ruined it. 
“Case-”
“I have a Dr. Singh appointment.” 
“Oh.” I rub the back of my neck. “Okay.” 
He does something I can’t see before turning to me with a wobbly smile. His cheeks are clear of tears, but damp. He just wiped them away. My gut twists. “Oh, baby boy…”
“I’ll come find you after Dr. Singh?” he asks, cutting me off. 
I push my hands into my pockets to keep from reaching for him. All I want to do is drag him into that bed with me and hold him for hours. For days. For eternity. Until everything really is okay. 
“How about we meet at the pool?” I suggest. 
“Yeah.” His smile gets a little stronger. His eyes a little brighter. “Yeah, I’d like that. Let’s meet there.”
I step forward, planning to give him a kiss before sending him on his way. 
He turns before I reach him, walking to the door and leaving the room without hesitation. He never even looks back. 
[image: image-placeholder]I last 7 minutes. 
Then I’m at Ace’s office door, praying it’s him in there and not someone pulling a guard shift. He answers with a V-neck shirt in each hand, lifted up to present them to me. “I say the white, if you’re going with the darker leather-” he stops when he realizes I’m not whoever he was planning to give fashion advice to. 
“Um.” I eye the shirts. “Who are you dressing?”
“Travis. We're aiming for rugged chic." He shrugs like this isn't the strangest thing I've heard in weeks. "You need something?" 
"Not fashion advice." 
"You sure?" He eyes my faded jeans and quarter-zip critically. "I think you could really pull off Cottagecore. Especially with the weather turning cold. How do you feel about-"
"I'm good," I assure him, making a mental note to ask Travis what in the absolute hell he was thinking by poking the previously hibernating fashionista. "I'm here about something kind of important, actually. Mind if we step inside?" 
"Okay - first of all, fashion is very important. It is how you present yourself to the world, Jacob." He sighs heavily. "Second, of course, come on in. What can I do for you?"
I wait until we're both inside his office and the door is closed, not wanting any eavesdroppers to gossip and get Casey's hopes up. "What's the latest on Casey's dad?"
Frowning, Ace carefully drapes the shirts over the back of his couch and takes a seat at his main monitor. He does something that looks almost fake with how quickly his hands move. A tab pops up, a surveillance picture of Casey's dad appearing at the top. It's dated yesterday, 7:09 PM Detroit time. At least he's back in Michigan. It means he's getting colder in his search, nowhere near any of the truth anymore. 
"He stopped asking questions about the fire?" I ask. 
"Yeah. They let him submit Casey's DNA to be tested against all the remains that were found. Since there were no matches, and since the official story is that no one made it out of that party alive, he seems to have decided that was a false lead." 
"And still no Google searches for DuGray or any travel sites for France?" 
"None."
"Hmm." I lean against the desk, eyeing the man on the screen. He looks like he's aged 10 years in the last few months. It would make Casey very sad to see him. "Is his department still respecting his need for time off? Have they started sniffing around his contract to push him out?"
"It looks like they might be losing their patience. Especially because of all the toes he keeps stepping on during his search. They contacted lawyers last week, but it seemed to just be a perfunctory phone conversation to see their options." 
I grind my teeth, fighting with myself. Ace saves me from the battle. "There's no way we can let them contact each other, Jake. You know that, right?" 
"I just - we worked around the rules for Carter and Maison to talk while Carter was still in the Roarke compound. Why can't we do that again? One phone call. 5 fucking minutes."
"Because his dad is a cop, man. He won't accept that. He won't settle. He'll dig harder. He'll go fucking insane."
"Casey would tell him not to."
"And you think he'd believe Casey that he's not being forced to call him and say those things? Really?" 
I fist my hands, hating that he's right. Hating that this is Casey's life. He should get to see his dad. Just one fucking time. 
"If they saw each other in person, his dad would believe-"
"Don't even try it." Ace looks at me like I've gone insane. "If you got caught, the boss could take Casey from you. He'd revoke his deal of a new identity. Probably Carter's too, since Casey knows Carter's and could give the information away. At the very least, Carter would have to start all over again somewhere else. Casey also knows that the safehouse is only 70 miles outside of that town they lived in together, so the safehouse would have to close for good. All the survivors would be relocated. And then Casey would be wide open and unprotected." 
"I know."
"Do you?"
"Yes." I shove away from the desk, realizing this whole thing was a stupid idea. But I pause at the door, realizing there might be something else I can give Casey. Something almost as good as his dad. "What's DuGray up to? I know we have him on the back burner since he hasn't replaced Casey yet and Elliot is our priority. Any chance he's been sniffing around an auction or anything?" 
Ace's smile is slow and mischievous. "Let me find out.”
The knot in my chest loosens. "Thank you." 




Chapter Forty-One

Casey


About a minute into my session with Dr. Singh, I blurt, “I’m with Jake now.”  
Dr. Singh stops in the middle of asking a question about how I’m sleeping, his jaw hanging open for a moment. When he recovers, he slowly puts his pen down and clasps his hands together. “You’ve spoken of your desire to be with him before. You were nervous he wouldn’t feel the same. Did you speak with him about it? Or did he come to you?”
“It was kind of a mess. I sort of…” I look down at my lap, feeling my face burn. “I woke up in bed with him, but was still half-asleep, and I - well, I was horny and kind of, um…” I clear my throat, fighting the urge to touch my cheek to make sure it’s not melting off my skull. “He let me… rub against him, until I… finished. But then he said we shouldn’t do that or anything else. That we couldn’t be together because of our past.” 
“What changed?”
“He said he couldn’t stay away.” I bite my lip nervously, peeking up at him. “I told him to stop trying. I told him I don’t care how messy our past is or whatever. I just care about being happy. And he kissed me.”
Dr. Singh nods. “And now you’re together.”
“Well, there was some more in between. Some talking. And then he left for their latest mission or whatever. And then he came back and we talked some more. He has a… kink.” Oh boy. Here my face goes, melting again. “A daddy kink. He wanted to make sure I was okay with it before we got together or whatever. He said he could be with me without that, if I didn’t want it.”
“Do you want it?” he asks, tilting his head thoughtfully. There’s not a trace of judgement in the question. I like that. A lot. 
“I do.” I let myself smile, just a little. “I really, really do.”
He smiles in return. It’s warm and pleased. “I’m very glad, then. I’m happy for you both.”
“Thanks.” I look out the window, noticing the changing colors of the leaves. My dad and I always went camping this time of year. Even when I started college, I’d come home for a weekend so we could go. My stomach sours. “He told me a while ago, when he first told me the truth, that I’d have to pick between this life or my old one. If I went back to my dad, I couldn’t stay in contact with Carter or Jake or anyone else here. That it was against the rules.”
I don’t have to look away from the window to know Dr. Singh’s smile is gone. I can feel it in the air. It’s like my sadness has become thicker than the oxygen. “At that time, which were you planning on doing?”
“I don’t know. I remember thinking that I didn’t belong back with my dad. That maybe it’d be better if he thought I was dead.” I wrap my arms around my stomach. “I thought maybe I’d be dead.”
There’s a very long moment of silence. Then, “Were you afraid that something would go wrong before you got to the safehouse?”
“No,” I admit in a whisper. I still can’t look at him. “I was afraid everything would go right.”
“You wanted to hurt yourself,” he says, understanding what I’m hinting at. 
“I wanted to kill myself,” I tell him, forcing my gaze to his. He doesn’t look how I thought he would. No pity. No panic. Just sadness with a touch of worry that pinches his eyebrows together. 
“Do you still want to do that, Casey?” 
I look back out the window. The sun is pouring through one of the tallest trees, making the orange of the leaves seem neon. “Sometimes.” 
“Do you have a plan?”
“No.” I look back at him, something uneasy turning inside me. “I did, before. But not anymore. It just sort of feels like a distant thought sometimes, you know? Like a, maybe it’d be better if…? I haven’t thought that in a week or so though.”
He smiles gently. “Because of Jake?”
“Yeah.” 
“Okay.” His eyebrows are still pinched with that worry from before. “I want to talk more about that, if you’d be okay with it. Because I don’t want that to hinge on Jake. As much as I love that he makes you so happy and has taken your mind to a safer place, you need to be able to feel that way on your own.”
“I get that, yeah.” I kick the toe of my shoe at the carpeting. “Can we do that next time?”
He hesitates, but then nods. “We can. As long as you promise to come to me or go to Jake or a friend if you get the urge to hurt yourself.”
“I promise.”
“Okay.” He tilts his head, frowning. “I apologize for taking us off track for a moment. That was a serious thing that needed to be addressed. Would you like to go back now to talking about your father? And how you need to choose?” 
“I mean, I chose. I can’t leave here. I can’t leave Carter or Jake or Nolan or any of them. This is my family now. My life. I just… this is who I am.” I squeeze my eyes shut as I’m suddenly slammed with the urge to cry. A sob lingers in my chest, making my voice shake. “But he’s my dad…”
“Were you close with him?”
A tear slips through my lashes. I pull my legs to my chest, burying my face against my knees. “He was my best friend.”
I hear him exhale. “I’m very sorry, Casey.”
“He’ll never stop looking,” I sob. “He’ll never give up. It’s gonna kill him.”
“Is that the hardest part for you? Not that you’ll never get to see him again, but that he’s going to spend the rest of his life upset and looking?”
I tighten my arms around my legs. “I think so, maybe. Yeah.” 
“Have you spoken to Jake about it?”
“I asked this morning if I could see him. He said no.”
“But that’s not what you need most. You just need to talk to him or somehow let him know you’re okay. You just need to give him that peace. Maybe Jake can figure out a way to give that.” 
Hope ignites in my chest. “You think so?”
“It’s worth a try, isn’t it?”
I grin. “Yes. Yes, it is.”
[image: image-placeholder]I’m floating on my back in the pool, mind turning, when I hear Jake say, “There’s my boy.”
A smile twitches along my lips, but it doesn’t manage to stick. My heart races as I straighten in the pool and run a hand through my soaked hair. Jake’s crouched at the edge, his elbows on his knees. He’s not smiling either. 
“Hi,” I say softly, unable to get my body to move toward him. It feels like I already know the answer to my question. Like maybe I shouldn’t even risk asking it. 
“How was Dr. Singh?”
“Hard, but… alright.” I look down at the water. It feels safer, and I hate that. I hate Jake not feeling safe. “We talked about my thoughts that I told you about. The… suicide stuff.” 
The soft sound he makes is enough to get me to look up again, my heart aching at the utter relief in his expression. “I’m proud of you, Case. That must have been really fucking hard.” 
“I - yeah.” I force myself to move through the water until I’m close enough to reach for him. My arms are frozen at my sides though. It doesn’t matter. The moment I’m within reach, he’s putting a hand out to me, gripping the back of my neck and pulling me until my stomach is up against the tiled siding of the pool, my damp temple resting on his knee. He moves his hand so his thumb can stroke my jawline. I suck in a breath that feels water-logged. “We talked about my dad.”
He nods, not surprised. He looks unbelievably sad. “I’m so sorry...” 
“I was thinking…” I pause, looking at him to gauge his reaction. It’s not a great one, his entire expression going tight like the possibility of what I might ask is causing him pain. It’s worth a try, Dr. Singh’s voice whispers in the back of my mind. “Could I just call my dad? Really quick? On a burner phone or something. Like we did with Maison? Or - or I could even send him a letter or-”
“No,” Jake says, his voice gravelly and pained. “No, Casey, you can’t contact him at all.” 
“But Carter got to call Maison.”
“Maison had the security clearance. He was a fellow operative. It’s different, baby boy.” 
A sharp anger bursts in my chest. I stumble away, turning my back to him. I feel his hand stutter against my shoulder like he’s trying to catch me before it slips off. It hurts. Burns like his touch was acidic. “I get it.”
“Casey-”
“I’m going to swim for a while longer.” 
He’s quiet for a long time before releasing a shaky sigh. “I’ll stay. We don’t have to talk, but I’m going to stay.”
“You don’t have to.”
“No, but I’m going to.” I hear the creak of a lounge chair, like he’s taking a seat or laying down. My stomach twists and turns. “You can be mad at me. You can even yell at me. But I’m staying.” 
It hurts, and it doesn’t hurt, and I don’t know what to do with any of that. I duck my head under the pool’s surface and let the rush of water against my ears dull my thoughts. 
I consider not coming up for air. 
Maybe Jake is distracted on his phone? Maybe he’s not watching? Would he forgive me for doing something like that right in front of him? Would Carter be okay? Would they be willing to dump my body somewhere so my dad could find out and get closure? Should I do this a different way, so I get a chance to write a note first asking them to do that? 
Do I really want to die? Am I being dramatic? Is today just another bad day?
If I die, I’ll never see Jake again. I'll never see Carter. Or Nolan. 
If I die, things will never get better. 
I lurch out of the water just before an arm wraps around me, my face colliding with a soaked shirt. I cling to it with trembling hands and release a sob that vibrates my whole body. A second arm joins the first, holding me tight as I’m marched through the water and up the stairs. Jake sits down with me in his lap, his solid body firm against mine, his lips frantically pressing kisses to my face. His hands tremble as they rush over my wet skin like he can somehow keep me glued together if he touches every inch of me. 
I shake my head, my eyes and nose and throat all burning. It feels like I might throw up. Someone calls from the doorway, asking if we need the doctor. I press my face into Jake’s throat, letting him decide. I’m too scared right now. Scared of myself. Of my own mind. Of what I just considered doing. 
“I just want things to get better,” I sob. 
“I know, baby. I know.”
“I didn’t want to die. I don’t want to die. I just - I just wanted it to stop for a second.”
“Shh.” He cradles the back of my head, pressing more kisses to my temple and swaying me back and forth. “Shh. I know.”
“I came up. I breathed. I promise, I wanted to breathe.” Something gets wrapped around me. A thick blanket. I catch a glimpse of Maison’s agonized expression before burying my face against Jake’s throat again. “I breathed. I breathed, I promise, I breathed.”
“I know, Casey. I know. I saw. You came up. You breathed. You did it all on your own.” He lets go of me just long enough to put his arms over the blankets instead so he’s holding it around me. Then he stands up with me still in his arms, my legs automatically wrapping around his waist, ankles locking at the small of his back. I cling to his shirt. “Let’s just get you to our room, yeah? It’s been a long day.” 
I nod, letting him carry me out of the pool area. We slow at the door long enough for Jake to murmur, “He’s okay,” to Maison and Ace. 
“Don’t tell Carter.” I lift my head just enough to look at the two men. “Please don’t tell him.”
“We won’t tell anyone,” Maison promises. “It’s no one’s business.” 
Jake thanks them, bringing a hand up to press my head to his shoulder again. I let it rest there and close my eyes. It feels like the weight of the world slides off my chest. Like I can breathe again. I press the tip of my nose to his throat and sigh in relief. “Daddy?”
His steps stutter. “Yeah, baby boy?”
“You still love me?” I ask, unable to help how it sounds like I’m begging him to say yes. 
“Oh, Casey.” His grip tightens on the back of my head, his arm around my waist doing the same. “I’ll never stop. I’ll never fucking stop.” 




Chapter Forty-Two

Jake


He doesn’t talk while I bathe him. While I dry and lotion him. While I dress him in my sweatshirt and nothing else. While I tuck him into bed with David and hold him close, the door of the room cracked open for Dr. Singh to come in when he gets here. He does at least softly hum in pleasure when I bring the hot chocolate to his lips that a worried Maison brought us a minute ago, and he smiles ever so slightly when I gently kiss the taste of chocolate from his mouth. 
Dr. Singh is in faded jeans and a hooded sweatshirt, looking nothing like his usual dapper self. He seems ten years younger as he runs a hand through surprisingly messy hair. He must have been done with appointments for the day. I noticed recently that he seems to enjoy fishing whenever that’s the case, going out on the river or hanging near the farthest dock. I’ve also noticed that he’s always lingering on the sidelines, watching but not participating. Even with dinners, it’s rare that he joins us all at the table. It must be lonely for him. I wonder how much longer he’ll stay here before moving on, now that the number of survivors here is so low. I wonder if I could convince him to stay as long as Casey needs. Maybe I could pay him myself? How much would it take to buy him out from under the head?
“Casey, hello.” Dr. Singh nods at my boy, then gives me a soft but sad smile. “Can I sit on the edge here?” 
Casey sinks against me before nodding. 
“Thank you.” He perches on the very edge of the mattress, one leg pulled up so he can look at us straight on. His eyes are warm as they settle on Casey. “You know, if you wanted to see me twice in one day, you could have just asked.”
That makes Casey smile, just a little. “Sorry. I’ll remember that next time.”
“Would you like Jake to stay?” 
“Yes.” Casey’s hand snakes under the blankets, fingers grabbing desperately at my shirt. “I want him here.” 
“Okay.” Dr. Singh eyes me carefully before asking Casey his next question. “Were you trying to hurt yourself, Casey?” 
Casey ducks his head, making my stomach turn. “I - no. No, I don’t think I was. I just… I mean, I was thinking that maybe I didn’t want to ever come back up because I was upset, but it was just a thought. And then my thoughts started spinning and spinning and spinning. But then I was thinking that I’d be sad if I was dead, that I wanted to try to let things get better, and then I realized shit, I can’t breathe, and I hurried and got out of the water.” 
Dr. Singh lets that sit for a moment before looking at me. “Did he cough up water?”
“No. He was gasping for air when he came up, but no coughing or choking. He didn’t start drowning under there. He came up fast enough.”
“And on his own? I understand you were in the water with him. That you pulled him out of the pool.”
“He came up before I got to him. Just seconds before, but before. I pulled him out of the pool because he was so upset. He was crying and clinging to me.” I tighten my arm around Casey, not wanting him to ever feel bad about that reaction. I’m glad he trusted me in such a vulnerable moment. That he let me take care of him. “I didn’t rescue him. He did it himself.” 
Thank fucking god he did it himself. 
Dr. Singh smiles. It’s soft, maybe even a little hesitant, but it’s a smile. “Are things clear now for you, Casey? About those thoughts? Or are you still questioning?” 
“Clear,” he says immediately. “So fucking clear. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to give up. I’m probably going to spend way too much time in your office crying my eyes out about my dad and about the past and about… all sorts of shit, honestly. But I don’t want to fucking die, doc. I don’t. Now that I almost… I know I don’t.” 
Dr. Singh’s smile grows. “Then it sounds like maybe, as twisted as it may be, you had a very good night after all.”
My heart flutters. “He’s okay?”
“No, Jake, he’s not.” Dr. Singh’s smile doesn’t waver. “But he’s going to be. I’ll see you right after breakfast tomorrow morning for our first of many crying sessions, young man.” He winks at Casey, then nods at me. “You’re welcome to come, if he’d like that. Tomorrow or any other time.”
“Thank you,” Casey and I say together. The two of us laugh a little. It’s such a fucking relief to hear him laugh. To feel myself do the same. Casey pulls his dolphin up under his chin and turns his face into my chest. I kiss the top of his head and look at Dr. Singh again. “Really. Thank you.”
[image: image-placeholder]Casey chooses to go to his after-breakfast crying session alone, giving me a lingering kiss just before hurrying off. He looks startingly happy for a boy about to go cry his eyes out. I go to our room and grab David, then sit in the kitchen to wait for him to be finished. 
Maison doesn’t let me sit alone. He plops down in the stool beside mine just minutes after I’ve settled, placing a coffee in front of me that’s doctored just how I like, a steaming mug of his own in his hands. He smiles softly at David. “Nice dolphin.”
“It’s Casey’s,” I say, even though that’s probably obvious. Maison knows all the survivors got a stuffed animal. 
“I figured,” he says, proving me correct. “How’s he doing?”
“Okay, I think. Dr. Singh seems to think the worst is over. That Casey finally decided to… live.” 
Maison clasps a hand on my shoulder, squeezing it gently. “I’m glad. I’m really fucking glad, bud.”
I wipe a trembling hand down my face and huff a soft laugh. Glad doesn’t even begin to describe it. But yeah. I’m fucking glad too. 
“How are things going with Nolan?” I ask, needing to think of something else. Anything else. Maison blushes. It’s a fascinating and amusing thing to behold. And I am so going to give him endless shit about it. “I’m sorry, are you fucking blushing?”
“What? No. Don’t be ridiculous.” He sputters a bit. “I - you - he’s amazing. I mean - no. Not amazing. I mean, he is amazing. He’s completely fucking amazing. But you’re asking how he is, like, mentally. Which makes sense. Because we’re talking about Casey’s mental state. And Nolan mentally is… alright. He’s doing alright. Better than I expected, but still struggling with some things. He asked me to fuck him. Did you hear that the other night? He was completely wasted and just tossed it right out there. We haven’t talked about it since. He might not even remember. He probably doesn’t remember. But that’s fine. Totally fine. I’m sure he’s nowhere near ready for that anyway. Which is fine. Completely fine. I’d wait forever if he needed it. Not that I need to wait. We aren’t together or anything. I mean, we spend time together, of course, but we aren’t like… together. Are you and Casey together now? Together, together? Sorry, that’s none of my business. I just thought - anyway. Nolan is doing alright. He’s talking about culinary school, even. So. Yeah. Great. Amazing, really. Nolan is amazing.”
I stare at my friend, wishing I’d gotten that on video. Travis is going to be so utterly devastated he didn’t get to witness that hot mess. “Wow.”
“What?”
“You’re fucking gone for him, aren’t you?”
He groans miserably, putting his arms on the counter and banging his head against them. “So. Fucking. Gone.”
“Oh, my friend. I am so fucking sorry.”
“Why can’t we stop falling for them? These little shitheads. They’re systematically breaking down our training. Taking us down one by one. You notice Matt and Ace? They’re practically inseparable these days.”
I laugh softly, in complete agreement with him. “They’re just so fucking strong. And beautiful. And beautifully strong.”
“Yes,” he says emphatically, lifting his head to look at me. His expression is twisted with anguish. “And they burrow their way into our hearts and it’s… hopeless, really.” 
“Hopeless,” I echo. Then I lift a shoulder in half a shrug. “Or maybe they’re the last bit of hope left for us.”
His lips twitch into a flash of a smile. “Maybe, yeah.” 
“Culinary school, huh? That’d be great for him.” 
“Yeah. Problem is, he has to leave here to do it.”
“We could try to get him the same deal as Casey and Carter.”
He shakes his head, dropping his chin. “No, we can’t. I tried. The head is done with that. He told the director to tell us that he’d need to fucking declassify this place at the rate we’re all breaking rules. And I guess I can’t exactly argue that.”
“Maybe he could move in with Carter? Casey’s room is open.”
“Yeah. Right. Um… maybe.”
I eye him, almost laughing at his discomfort. Then I remember how I felt when Casey left and I don’t feel like laughing anymore. “You could go with him. The operation is done now. We’re allowed to retire at any time.” 
“I’ve been considering that. I think Travis is close to retiring. Or maybe not fully retiring but doing what Keats does. Dropping in for quick missions. I wouldn’t mind that.”
“I’ve thought the same, for whenever Casey is ready to leave.” 
He hesitates before slowly pulling out his phone and tapping at the screen. He places it on the counter and slides it toward me, letting me see what he pulled up. It’s a real estate page for a house. It’s rustic farmhouse style, white with wood and black accents. Big windows. A sprawling yard full of trees. He swipes his finger, and 10 boxes pop up, each with a little picture inside of them. It’s all wide-open spaces. Wooden floors. Golden lighting. A fireplace in the main living area. A kitchen to die for. Big bedrooms. 8 of them, if the description is accurate. At least two of them seem to come with ensuite bathrooms from what’s shown in the pictures. 
“Where is this?” I ask. 
“Just 15 minutes from Carter’s apartment.”
I sit back, realizing what this is. What he’s saying. “You’re going to buy it.”
“I was going to ask if we all wanted to go in on it. The operatives. Me, you, Maison, even Ace if he wants. It could be a new safehouse. One without rules. One for our group. Carter can come and go as he pleases. Travis too. Nolan can go to the culinary school at the college in town. Matt can slowly integrate himself into a community. Bryce can take writing classes or whatever else he wants to do. They can work at that pub Carter works at. Or work somewhere else. Or never fucking work again because we’ll provide for them.” He pauses. Takes his phone. Taps a few times. Puts it back in place. Just as I look at the screen, he says, “There’s a pool.” 
And there is. I'm looking at a picture of it right now. An indoor pool in the basement, just like we have here. It’s much smaller, of course, but a pool nonetheless. 
“For Casey,” I say unnecessarily. 
“For Casey,” he agrees. 
“Hm.” I rub my thumb along my bottom lip, thinking it over. It would be fucking incredible. There’d be no rush. No pressure. The survivors could take their time as they slowly come out of their shells. I remember how Casey panicked after that trip to the grocery store. The survivors would have a safe place to go when that happens. A place with support. They could all go together to the store first if they wanted, as a pack, a team, a safe little unit that takes on the world together. “Do you know what Dr. Singh gets paid?”
Maison pauses, tilting his head. Then a slow smile curves along his lips as he understands. “Yes, I do. And we can afford him. Especially because I think he’s grown to like us all here quite a bit. You know, he usually doesn’t stay at a safehouse this long. He usually only handles the initial flood and gets everyone settled down. Then he usually goes elsewhere and continues speaking to survivors via video until they’ve left their respective safehouse and are no longer under our protection. But he’s still here.” 
“Make him an offer.” I tap the counter beside his phone, the screen still displaying the house. “And talk to Travis and Ace about this. I’m in.” 
[image: image-placeholder]Casey takes a long nap after his crying session with Dr. Singh, all wrapped up in a fluffy blanket in my lap, David in his arms, the two of us relaxing in bed while the TV plays Lilo & Stitch and then Moana. When he finally wakes up, he’s all bleary-eyed and sleep-warm, nuzzling into my neck and whispering I love you. 
After a few sleepy kisses and an hour of cuddles, I finally manage to drag the boy out of bed and to the dinner table. He perks up as the meal progresses, smiling here and there as his friends mess around and poke at him. He even laughs during dessert. 
I help Maison with dishes while Nolan and Casey sit on the floor in front of the living room fireplace with glasses of wine, whispering and giggling together. It’s a heartwarming sight that makes both of us grin like idiots as we sneak peeks at them. 
When we get back to the bedroom later, his smiles are coming easier. He slips into the bathroom, leaving me to relax on the bed and consider what we should do. He's been very clingy tonight, but I'm not sure he's ready for things to go farther than cuddles and sweet kisses. He's had a pretty trying two days. 
I glance at my watch after a few minutes, starting to worry that he hasn't come out of the bathroom yet. It could be a stomachache. 
Or it could be him hurting himself. 
Just as I'm about to check on him, he opens the door and cautiously reenters the room. I have to fist the bedding to keep from losing it at the sight of him - naked, blushing, and half-hard. 
Fuck me. 
"Well, hey there, little fish."
"Hi." He shuffles his feet nervously. "So, you said you still love me after what happened, but I wasn't sure if - well, I wanted to know…" He tucks his chin down, squeezing his eyes shut like he can hide from me. His chest shakes with a stuttered breath before he blurts, "Do you still want me?" 
I'd probably laugh at the absurdity of the question if him needing to ask it wasn't so heartbreaking. I push off the bed, hating the scared way he looks at me as I approach him. It's like approaching an injured wild animal - desperate, but terrified. 
"I want you, Casey," I say, wanting to make that damn clear. "I want you so much it physically hurts. There's a pull in my chest that tugs and tugs, fucking begging me to always be closer to you. To hold you. Touch you." I pause when I reach him, pressing one hand to his bare hip, the other to the side of his neck. He shivers as I stroke my thumb along the edge of his throat. "To fuck you so good you'll forget anyone else ever dared to touch you."
He whimpers, his body swaying forward. His hot, damp cockhead presses against my stomach. I tighten my hold on his hip, keeping him in place. "Then why haven't you?"
"There's no rush," I assure him. "You've been through a lot."
"It's what I've been through that makes me want it. I've had so much bad." He looks up at me through his lashes, cheeks flushed. It nearly kills me. "Give me some good, daddy. Please?" 
"Of course, baby boy. Whatever you want." I raise a hand to his cheek, touching the blushing skin there. "We're both clean. Do you still want to use a condom? It's okay if you do."
His blush grows beneath my fingertips. "No condom. I want to feel you. And I'm clean. Like… I - um - I cleaned myself, just now. My… hole. For you." 
Any possible restraint in me snaps. I grab his hips and fucking haul him the few feet to the bed, turning him last minute so he falls to the mattress on his hands and knees. My hands immediately grab each ass cheek, pulling them apart to expose him. Sure enough, he's fucking damp. 
Jesus Christ.
"What'd you do? Tell daddy."
He squirms in embarrassment, the prettiest little whine coming out of him. "Daddy…"
"Tell me," I order, bringing my face down until my breath is passing over him. "Or you don't get my tongue in your tight little hole." 
"I – I cleaned my hole for you, daddy. It was just water and a little bit of soap." He looks over his shoulder at me, his expression twisting like I might be disappointed. "It's all I had…"
"More than enough," I promise him. "But let me taste it to make sure." 
He has just enough time to suck in a sharp breath of anticipation before I'm bringing my tongue to his hole. Then he's dissolving into the mattress, his hips the only thing still hitched up high. It looks fucking obscene. And fucking beautiful. 
"Daddy," he gasps. "Daddy, oh!"
"So fucking good," I murmur against his damp hole before pulling his cheeks further apart so I can press my tongue deep inside him. He tastes almost too clean, the soap cloying on my tongue. It fades quickly though, replaced with a heavier taste that's somehow unmistakably Casey. He makes the most beautiful noises as I lick and suck and thrust and nip at his hole, using my mouth to soak and stretch him until he's releasing wrecked sobs, writhing on the bed.
When I finally slide a finger into him, he takes it easily, his hole greedily sucking it in. He pants, "Yes, yes, yes," as he fucks back against my hand in desperation. By the time I’ve added a second one, licking teasingly around his stretched rim, he’s begging breathlessly for my cock. “Please, daddy. Please. Need you. Need you to fill me.”
"Okay," I say soothingly, gently removing my fingers while kissing my way up his spine. "Daddy will give it to you, little one. Turn over. I want to see all of you while you take me."
He makes a soft, needy sound as he follows the instructions, turning onto his back while I grab the lube and slick up my cock. His legs fall to the sides when I reach between them to add some lube to his hole, but I notice as I press three fingers inside that he's starting to tremble. I keep an eye on it, not sure yet if it's a good tremble or a bad one. 
When I line up my cock and he tenses, I realize it's the bad kind. I move until I'm draped over him, pressing our bodies so tightly together that I can feel his racing heart against my own. 
"I'm scared," he admits, looking up at me with wide blue eyes. The interesting thing? The eyes aren't full of fear. They're full of trust. 
"Do you want to stop?" 
"No. No, just… scared." 
"How about this then?" I reach down, grabbing his hand and pulling until it's up beside his shoulder. Our fingers fill in each other's gaps easily, palms pressing like promises. I give him a little squeeze. "I'll hold your hand the whole way through, okay? So you'll never forget that I'm here. That daddy has you." 
A tear slips down his cheek, but his smile is fucking beautiful. "Okay, daddy. Promise you won't let go?" 
I grin. "Promise, little fish." 
And I always keep those.
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Chapter Forty-three 
Casey
DuGray took a lot of things from me.
My happiness. My confidence. My sexuality. My identity. My humanity. 
My will to survive.
When Jake takes my hand, promising to never let go, and slots his cock inside me, he gives all those pieces back. 
I'm nearly sobbing by the time he's seated deep inside me, my hand squeezing his as I tremble and cry. He kisses my cheeks over and over, his lips wiping away my tears as he whispers, "I'm right here," and, "Doing so good for me," and, "You're okay, baby boy. Daddy has you now." 
"I love you," I say in return, my voice an awful, wrecked thing. "I love you, I love you, I love you."
He takes my free hand and brings it up to my other shoulder, our joined hands mirroring each other on either side of me. I feel framed by our love. Contained within it. He presses his forehead to mine and begins to move, a steady roll of his hips that drags and stretches and burns in all the best ways. 
"So good," he assures, his kisses wandering down my throat and across my collarbone. "You take my cock like such a good boy, don't you?" 
I whimper, more tears of happiness spilling down my cheeks. "Do I, daddy?"
"Oh, yes. Very much so." He grinds in harder. Deeper. Something deep inside of me trembles with need. "Don't you feel that? This is where we belong. Our bodies know it. Our hearts know it." He rests his forehead against mine, our panting breaths mingling. "I know it. Do you?"
"I know it," I promise. And I do. I can feel it in every cell of my body. In every neuron of my brain. This - him, me, us - is everything I didn't know I needed. A hidden safe place I was so fucking lucky to stumble upon. "I know, I know, I know."
He grazes his teeth over my shoulder, hands pressing mine into the mattress to give himself leverage as he quickens his pace. I hike a leg up, wanting to get the angle I know will make me see stars. It isn't until I'm breathless and dizzy from the first jolt of his cock against my prostate that I realize I just took control. Not a lot, not all of it by any means, but some. I changed position. I made myself feel good. And when it makes me shudder and moan, my daddy growls, "That's a good boy, making yourself feel good with daddy's cock. What else does daddy need to do to make his little fish come?" 
It's mind blowing. 
Soul shattering. 
Heart affirming. 
"My throat," I rasp, feeling like Casey for the first time in months. The guy who would spread his legs and then boss the hell out of the guy between them. "Bite it. Suck it. My throat and my thighs-"
My voice gives out, dissolving into a needy moan as his lips close on the spot just beneath my jaw. He parts them, hot breath sweeping over the skin, then teasingly runs his tongue over the area. He pulls back then, just enough to blow cool air against the damp skin. My entire body buzzes. My cock dribbles precum between us, both of us moaning at the proof of my pleasure. 
He lets go of my hand just long enough to hook the inside of his elbow beneath one of my knees, pushing it to my chest and pinning it there before grabbing my hand again. I quake the next time he fucks into me. He turns his chin, scruff scratching along the sensitive skin of my inner thigh. Even though I know it's coming - can fucking see it coming - I damn near lose it when he closes his teeth over the reddened skin and bites. 
"Daddy," I pant, shaking my head as I fight the orgasm that's thrashing against my control, begging to be freed. "Daddy, please? Can I? Need to come, please."
"Come," he orders, his blue eyes dark as they lock with mine. He lowers his mouth to the bite mark and soothes it with his tongue. "Fucking come on your daddy's cock like a good little boy." 
He rolls his hips forward and I'm gone. Lost. Spiraling and flying into an oblivion that's never felt so fucking safe before. I can feel him moving against me, faster, harder, desperation in his voice as he rains praise over me. 
So good.
My perfect boy. 
Daddy loves you so fucking much. 
Gonna make you nice and full. 
Fuck, fuck, baby, fuck. 
And then he shudders against me, head dipping to my throat as he sucks in sharp breaths, and I feel his cock pulse and flood my insides. A tear slips down my cheek, a dopey smile pulling at my lips. I squeeze his hands. He squeezes them back, hips twitching as another spurt of cum fills me.
"Fucking hell, Casey," he whispers in my ear, our sweaty cheeks sliding together. "I never thought... never even dreamed…"
"What?" I ask, turning my face so we're locking eyes.
"I never believed I'd find you." He brings our joined hands - my left, his right - to his lips, pressing kisses to the spots we're locked together, his gaze never leaving mine. "Such a beautiful boy. Perfect for me. Goddamn, Casey, I'm so in love with you."
I lurch forward, sending him crashing back, the both of us breathless and giggling as we wind up a tangle of sweaty limbs and drying cum. I manage to get my arms around his neck, clinging to him as I lift my face to meet his lips with my own. I whisper against them, "Good because you promised forever." 
He smiles into the kiss, not needing to ask what I'm referring to. "And I never break my promises." 
[image: image-placeholder]In a bizarre twist of circumstances, Carter ends up falling apart just as I'm finally finding my footing. He calls me when I'm awake waiting for Jake to finish a guard shift, and I can immediately tell by his voice that something is wrong. Since it's the middle of the night, I ask him if he's been able to sleep at all. He admits to waking up from a nightmare again. I hadn't been aware he was struggling. He seemed so put together. So happy.
“I thought they were getting better?” I ask, referring to the nightmares. The real question is left unspoken, but I know he hears it: I thought you were doing better? 
“I thought so too,” he admits. And then, after a long pause, he acknowledges the unspoken question by adding, “I thought I was getting better.”
I run my fingertip along David’s snout, wondering if maybe he isn’t okay after all. Maybe I wasn’t the only one pretending in our apartment. Maybe he was just so damn good at it that he had convinced even himself it was the truth. 
“Thought being the operative word,” I say carefully. 
I can practically hear him bristle over the phone. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
I consider not being brutally honest. Then I decide since it’s the middle of the night, I’m feeling extremely pouty over the fact that my daddy isn’t able to give me attention, and my best friend is kind of a stubborn idiot who is going to self-destruct if he doesn’t face his truth, that he needs to hear it. Because I don't think he's okay at all. I don't think he ever was. And if that's the case, then he definitely needs help. 
“It means you’ve been in fucking denial, Carter. For fuck’s sake, we were put through hell. You refused counseling, treated group therapy like a joke, and focused all of your energy on finding Elliot and convincing everyone you’re fine.” I laugh dryly. “But you’re not fine. None of us are fucking fine. All you’re doing is running from it instead of dealing with it like the rest of us are.”
“I can’t,” he whispers. I can hear the tremble in his voice. The fear. The heartbreak. “I can’t be there, Case. I can’t talk to that stupid fucking therapist who doesn’t get it, and I can’t talk to any of you guys because I’m a fucking hypocrite who was living a cushy ass life compared to everyone else. Where the fuck does that leave me, other than to just move on?” 
“We all went through hell, Carter. You included.”
“Not like you. Not like Matt or fucking Nolan or any of the others. What I went through was a fucking joke compared to you guys.”
I huff, wishing he was here in person so I could wrap my hands around his neck and strangle his stupid ass. “That’s such bullshit.”
“Casey-”
“No, you know what? No.” I tuck David under my left arm and haul my ass toward the door. “Please hold.”
I hear him ask, “What?” 
I ignore his stupid ass, glad that Jake’s sweatshirt is big enough on me to hide that all I’m wearing beneath are my boxer briefs. There aren’t any people in the hallway as I march to Travis’s room, which is probably a good thing because I’m passing my time mumbling under my breath about stubborn idiots and stupid guard shifts and apologizing to David about all this nonsense. 
I knock on Travis’s door. 
It doesn’t take him very long to answer, even though he looks half-asleep when he does. His expression pinches with worry at the sight of me. “Casey. Hey, buddy, you okay?” 
“Can I come in?” I ask. 
“Uh - sure. I mean, yes.” He rubs at one eye, stifling a yawn. “Of course. Come in.”
I don’t really know why I asked, since I don’t plan on sticking around. Now that I’m up and about, I’m going to go find Jake instead. Still, I step into the room. Just enough to give us a bit of privacy. “I have Carter on the phone. I don’t mean to be a dick or anything, and I don’t mean to drag up memories between the two of you that will hurt you guys, but he’s under the impression that he wasn’t hurt like the rest of us and that he doesn’t deserve the same care and recovery, and he’s fucking wrong, so I don’t care if you have to, like, step by step remind him of all the shit he’s been through since I can’t because I don’t know much of it, or just in general tell him he’s being ridiculous, but do… something. And then be all bossy and make him come tomorrow for counseling because this pretending he’s fine shit is stupid and ridiculous and over.” I huff. “And I want to keep my phone, so you can call him using your own. Thank you and good night.” 
I end the call, knowing my friend most likely heard every word of that. Which is good. He needed to. 
“Is Jake in Ace’s office still?” I ask Travis, the man already fumbling out his phone. 
“Uh - yes. Yeah. Ace’s office.” 
I nod and turn away, heading back out the door just as I hear him say, “Hey, sweetheart.”
Moving David so he’s hugged against my chest, my arms crossed around him, I rest my chin on his head and go to Ace’s office. I knock, feeling much sleepier than before now that I’m this close to my daddy. He answers with a mug of coffee in one hand and an annoyed look that quickly morphs into a soft smile so full of fondness my heart nearly bursts. "Hey, little fish. What are you doing here?"
"Missed you. Couldn't sleep." I bat my lashes at him. "Can I stay?" 
"Of course." He wraps an arm around me, bringing me straight to his office chair. He sits down and pulls me into his lap, tucking me sideways against his chest. I have to awkwardly drape my legs over the armrest, and it's a tight fit for us, but I don't mind. "Couldn't sleep? Bad dreams?"
"Couldn’t sleep without you," I admit before perking up to share the news that Carter's call made me forget. "But I was laying on the bed! And I didn't get sick or panic!" 
He beams at me. "Oh, Casey, that's fucking awesome. I'm so proud of you."
"Thank you." I blush, dropping my gaze. It still feels so wonderfully terrible when he says things like that. It’s easier if I just change the subject instead. "Carter called."
"Oh? It's late. Is he okay?"
"I think he's been having a harder time than he was letting on. I might have been a little harsh, but I gave him some tough love. Said he needs to take better care of himself. And then I sort of tattled on him with Travis."
Jake chuckles. "If anyone can get that boy straightened out, it's Trav. You were a good friend. Carter will see that."
"I hope so." I rest my head on his shoulder and blink lazily at the screens in front of us. The only activity is two people in front of the fireplace, sitting shoulder to shoulder. I know without seeing their faces that it's Maison and Nolan. Smiling, I let my eyes wander to the other screen. I pause when I see Elliot’s picture up. "Any news on Elliot?"
"One of our contacts is going to an event tomorrow where he'll be able to sniff around. We're hoping he can buy Elliot outright."
"What if his owner isn't willing to do that?"
"Then we'll take Elliot ourselves. It's messier, and more dangerous, but if that's what has to happen, that's what happens." 
My stomach turns as I think about the little boy and how terrified he must be. "Will he get the same deal as us? Be brought to a safehouse?" 
"If Ronan buys him or we extract him ourselves, yes. If we have to go through a task force, then the task force will provide resources instead."
"Wait - so there's a chance we won't get to see him?"
"There is. I'm sorry. But we have to do what's best for him. What's safest. If that doesn't end with him coming here, we need to accept that."
I sigh, not exactly pleased with that. But I don't argue because he's right. We're going to save Elliot. That's all that matters. That kid needs to get back to his mom. Him seeing me and Carter again isn't nearly as important, even if we'd kill to get the chance. 
"Thank you."
"For what?" Jake asks. 
"For finding him. Saving him." I swallow hard, my eyes suddenly burning. "For doing the same with me. I know you were just doing your job, but still…"
He shifts, holding me closer. "I came for you because it was my job, yes, but not a day goes by where I don't thank whatever fates or gods or universal elements are at play for bringing you into my life, little fish. You want to know why?"
"Why?"
He guides my head back until our gazes meet. His smile is soft and warm. His expression is soaked in fondness. "You've saved me too." 
I blush furiously, my heart a frantic thing high off happiness in my chest. I bury my face against his throat and make a soft sound that causes him to laugh. He strokes my back, soothing me despite his amusement. "Want to change the subject?" 
"Please," I squeak, far too overwhelmed to be discussing things like me saving him. 
"I think I'm going to buy a house. Me, Maison, Travis, and Ace."
I lift my head, my mind already refocusing. My heart is high on panic now, pounding so hard it hurts. “What? When? Where?" 
He starts explaining the plan as he pulls up the real estate listing on the computer screen nearest to us. I watch in amazement as he shows me pictures and narrates it all with a story of what our lives could be like there. It's a place for our group to go. A place that's nearly as safe as this one, but with freedom. With less rules and more flexibility. With a future that offers more than a life being surrounded by trees and security. 
"The best part," he says during his conclusion, excitement making his voice rise. "There's a pool." 
I feel my stomach flip. "Really?"
He double clicks on a picture to make it expand. Sure enough, it's a pool. My eyes burn. My throat feels tight. I squeeze his bicep, trying to fight the sudden feeling that this is all too good to possibly be true. "Jake…"
"I know, Case. It's okay."
"When will it be yours?" 
"We're hoping within the next month. We'd like to be settled there before the holidays."
The holidays. 
I can picture it - our group of misfits at the dinner table, Nolan presenting us with a gorgeous Thanksgiving meal. Maybe earlier in the day he realized he was missing an ingredient and panicked. Jake escorted me, Matt, and Bryce to the store. We never once felt unsafe as we giggled together over whether Nolan would approve of off-brand spices – spoiler alert, he wouldn’t.
Or all of us at Christmas, bleary eyed and smiling as we pass around tiny, cheap gifts that mean the world to us. Nolan trapping Maison under a mistletoe. All of us using signs to talk to Matt. Bryce curled up by the fire with a new book. Travis sneaking some ribbon to use on Carter later.  Jake buying David a friend. 
A home. A family. A safe place to be while we learn how to fly again. 
"It's perfect," I tell him, my voice thick with the threat of tears. "It's absolutely perfect."




Chapter Forty-Four

Jake


If there's one thing I've learned over my years as an operator, it's that the easiest way of doing something will rarely work out. Ronan strikes out buying Elliot. He did everything he could without raising any alarm. Unfortunately, he pushed just a little too hard, to the point where an in-and-out extraction could lead to suspicion of him. We'll have to use outside help. A task force. It's not ideal, but saving Elliot is saving Elliot. We'll take what we can get. 
I wasn’t sure if it would be a good idea for Carter and Casey to watch the live feed of Elliot getting - hopefully - rescued, but neither of them were willing to discuss any alternatives. That’s why Carter’s pressed tight to Travis and Casey is wrapped in my arms, their hands finding each other as Ace hacks into the security and body camera feeds so we can watch law enforcement try to take down the occupants of the private plane we’re almost positive Elliot is on. 
Travis and I exchange a look when we see Borris Pasternak, the fucker who currently owns Elliot, appear on one of the many screens. There’s shouting - both Russian and English - coming from other screens, but with a gesture of his hand Travis has Ace singling out the audio of the main feed. The sound focuses just as the leader of this group lifts their gun to point it at the piece of shit blocking their way into the plane. “Step aside, Pasternak.”
“You have no right to do this!” Pasternak says in a heavy accent, his face twisted with rage. “This is a private-”
The lead shoves Pasternak, letting him tumble down the stairs past him, and steps onto the airplane. People start yelling again. Some men put their hands up in surrender. Some don’t. Someone falls to the ground. And then the body camera focuses, looking right at a man in all black, one hand holding a gun, the other gripping Elliot by his hair. The boy’s naked, bruised body is dangling like a ragdoll, his eyes barely open. 
Carter cries out, lurching forward, but Travis pulls him back. Casey turns halfway, pressing his face into my chest and only peeking at the screen. He starts repeating under his breath, “Please, please, please-”
“Put the boy down or this ends bloody.”
“I rather like blood,” the man says in a surprising American accent. His grin is sinister as he presses his gun against Elliot’s head. He’s not going to back down. Fuck. 
They try to talk some sense into him, telling him he’s not Elliot’s owner, that he’s not who they’re after, that if he lets the boy go safely, they’ll let him walk away. The guy doesn’t buy it. Just as he’s about to say as much, red blooms in the center of his forehead. He jerks, my gut jerking with him as I wait for one terrible, agonizing second to see if his finger will manage to press the trigger in reflex. But the gun falls. 
So does Elliot. 
The gun discharges when it hits the ground, but I can tell through all the noise and movements that it didn’t hit anyone. Everyone is too calm as they move toward Elliot. A woman collects Elliot in her arms, saying something to him we can’t hear. A man walks up to them with a kind smile and a blanket, helping the woman wrap it around the boy’s tiny, frail body. 
“You’re safe now,” one of the men tells him. “You’re okay. We’re going to bring you to your mom.”
Seeming to be struggling to keep his eyes open, Elliot slurs, “I don’t like that game. C-can we play a different one?”
Casey makes an awful noise. I know why. Elliot isn’t the only one who had an owner who liked to play awful games. He isn’t the only one too afraid to believe that this time, freedom is real. 
I’m not sure which of them moves first, but soon Travis and I have two boys at our feet, sobbing as they cling to each other. We wait, letting them have their moment of both relief and grief as we keep an eye on the screens to ensure nothing goes wrong as they get Elliot out. As the vehicles start to move, Ace switches to the drone he has handling the area, following until they reach the hospital we assumed they’d bring the boy to. The hospital where his mother should be waiting to see him. 
“I want the full work-up,” I tell Ace as Travis kneels beside Carter, resting a hand on his shoulder. “If they give the kid a band-aid, I want to know about it.”
Ace nods. “Handled.”
Travis hands Carter the picture we took down from one of Ace’s ‘To Be Rescued’ boards up in his office. Now that the boy has been found and taken to safety, it’s time he moves to one of the ‘Survivors’ boards. We all agreed that these two should be the ones to do that. 
I stay back as they approach the board, Ace handing them a thumbtack. Carter urges Casey closer, their shoulders pressing together. Carter’s hand shakes as he lifts the photo until it’s resting between two others. Casey’s does the same as he presses the thumbtack into the top to secure it. 
Despite their tears, both of them are grinning. 
“Bad guys lose in the end,” Casey whispers. He said that’s what he told Elliot when he was trying to comfort him in the pre-sale cell they were kept in. “They always fucking lose in the end. You just have to wait long enough.”
"We win." Goosebumps raise along my arms as I watch Carter take Casey’s hand, his chin lifted with pride. “We fucking win.”
[image: image-placeholder]The remaining survivors in the house have become attached to the idea of Elliot’s rescue, so it’s no surprise that when we get downstairs, there’s a little celebration going on. Nolan seems to have gone crazy with finger food. And also with tequila, considering he’s pouring far too much of it straight into cups and handing them off to Carter and Casey before I can speak up about them maybe eating something first. Travis and I just exchange amused, slightly-exasperated looks, knowing we’re going to have our hands full tonight, but also not really caring. 
Carter seems to be determined to get drunk, downing his drinks twice as fast as everyone else. Travis is keeping a close eye on it as we enjoy some beers with Ace and Maison, so I don’t let myself worry about him, instead keeping one eye on my sexy little boy. I quickly discover that I thoroughly enjoy all of his smiles and laughs and the way his ass sways when Nolan convinces him to dance, their arms in the air as they sing along to… Taylor Swift? Who is apparently not a country singer anymore, a fascinating - in the way that it’s not fascinating in the least - fact that I learned just a few days ago. 
After losing himself to the music and his friends for a while, my boy comes to find me. He’s all sweaty and flushed and fucking beautiful as hell. I step back from my own friends, wrapping an arm around his waist and pulling him close. 
“You know what this means, don’t you?” I ask low in his ear, the two of us falling into a slow dance despite the song being upbeat. 
“What?”
“I had three things on my post-operation list.” I run my hand along his spine, unable to fight the urge to touch, touch, touch. To claim. I force myself to focus. “Get Quinton, save Elliot, and kill DuGray.”
He angles his head back to look at me with wide eyes, understanding where I’m heading. “It’s time for DuGray now?”
“It is. I put him off because he hasn't shown any interest in buying a new slave, so he wasn’t the most dangerous situation to handle at the moment. Now he can be my top priority.”
“Can I come?” 
“To kill DuGray?”
He grins. “Yeah.” 
I pause, considering it. There shouldn’t be much danger. I’ve been to the man’s house before and we’ve been studying him since. There’s a low security presence and a system that Ace has already determined he’ll be able to hack. Plus, Casey can give us more information on how things work and any fail-safes that may be set up. All in all, it’s shaping up to be an easy mission. Granted, no mission ever goes as easily as it’s supposed to, but… the risk is very low. 
The risk to his mental state, though… 
“If Dr. Singh thinks it wouldn’t be detrimental,” I decide. “If he says it’s okay, then sure. You can come.”
Casey perks up like a puppy, eyes even brighter than they were before. “I’ll ask.”
Carter interrupts the conversation, bumping into us on his way to Travis. He falls against him with all the grace of a drunk man in love, making Travis chuckle. 
“Please tell me you’re not that drunk,” I murmur, bringing my eyes back to Casey’s pretty blue ones. 
He smiles in confusion. “Why?”
“Because I’d really like to bring you back to our room and continue this celebration, just the two of us.” 
His cheeks - which had just stopped being flushed from all his dancing and drinking - redden again. “I am very, very sober.”
I snort. “Okay, that’s a lie, but I believe that you’re sober enough. Or… you will be.”
His face falls. “What does that mean?”
[image: image-placeholder]“Daddy,” Casey whines for the third time in as many minutes. He’s writhing where I have him tucked under one arm against my side, his face pressed to my chest, one leg hitched over my lap, his needy cocky nestled against my hip. Every time he tries rutting for relief, I pinch his ass cheek hard enough to make him yelp and whimper and give me the most adorable pout. That’s not what he’s whining about right now, though. “Daddy…”
“Shhh.” I lazily move my two fingers inside him, stroking along his silky walls. Thank god for my years of practice because I wouldn’t be able to keep my face straight otherwise. “Turn the page.”
He presses a sob into my skin before bringing a shaking hand up to the book in my free hand. It takes him a moment before he finally gets the page to turn. I press my thumb against his taint as I continue reading. I’m halfway through the description of the werewolf’s mate begging for a knot when he interrupts. “Daddy, I can’t-”
“Daddy’s reading,” I say as sternly as I can manage, “Be a good boy and listen to your bedtime story.”
Casey whispers a strangled, “Oh god,” as his hips buck against me. I pinch him again. He sobs, his whole body shuddering. I’m fairly certain that I feel some precum leak onto the dip in my hip. My poor boy. 
“Daddy.” 
“Do you need another finger?” I ask conversationally. 
“Your cock.”
I frown. “Daddy is a little busy right now, little one. How about another finger?”
His only answer is another sob. 
I press a third slick finger into him, glad he’s too distracted to see my grin at the sound he makes. There’s only this page and part of the next left in the chapter, but he doesn’t know that. He pants soft little, “Daddy,”s against my neck, hips moving just enough to get his need across without counting as misbehavior while I continue reading. 
When I read the author’s description of the werewolf’s knot swelling inside his mate, ready to lock them together, Casey’s teeth scrape my skin. I pause. “Are you trying to bite daddy? Are you my little werewolf now?” I tease.
“I can be.” He picks up his head, eyes bright with hope. His hole flutters against my fingers where I’ve been rhythmically running them over his prostate. “Will you fuck me if I'm your little werewolf? I need it, daddy."
“Nope. Not until this chapter is finished.” He groans, letting his head fall back to my chest. Fighting a grin, I dip my chin to whisper, “But I could give you a knot if you’d like.”
He makes a soft, confused noise, not looking back up at me. “How?”
“I bet daddy’s fist would fill you up just the same.”
“Oh god!” His body twists, almost like he’s trying to get away, but then twists back until he’s practically crawling through my skin from how close he’s pressing. “Oh, daddy, please. Please fuck me. I can’t anymore.”
“Do you want to hear what the werewolf says next?” I ask, ignoring him. 
He shudders as I read the line about the werewolf pumping his mate’s belly full. About how he wishes he wasn’t so damn possessive and wouldn’t rip everyone’s heads off for seeing his mate naked because he’d love to fill him with cum for days and then parade him around, showing off his bloated belly. 
“Full,” Casey mumbles, sounding nearly delirious. “He’d be so full.”
“I could fill you like that, baby boy.” I toss the book to the side, no longer needing it. We don’t need to read about their cuddles post-sex anyway. Not now, at least. “Want daddy to fill you up?”
He sobs, though I’m not sure if it’s from desire to be full of me or relief as I turn him onto his back and remove my fingers. His body is trembling with anticipation, his legs already spread, his hands pulling them back to open himself to me. I groan at the sight as I settle on my knees between them, passing my thumb over his glistening hole. “Fuck, daddy stretched you good for his cock, didn’t he?”
“So good,” he moans, widening his legs. “I’m all ready now. Please?”
I coat my cock in lube, not wanting to risk him feeling any pain. He barely manages to suppress his pout at the extra few seconds the task takes. When I bring my cock to his hole, he lights right up, toes wiggling in excitement, smile bright. 
“Yes,” he breathes before I’m even pressing inside. “Yes, yes, daddy, thank you.”
“Fuck.” I push into him, fast and sharp, loving the way his stretched hole takes me so fucking easily. Loving the silky heat around my cock. Loving the pretty noises he makes and the dopey smile on his face. I steal his legs from him, laughing softly when he lets his arms flop to the sides of his head, his eyes dazed. 
Guiding his legs onto my shoulders, I squeeze his thighs tight and start hammering into him at the new angle I’m pretty sure will - “Oh, fucccck!” Yup, there it is. 
“Feel good, baby boy?”
“Sooo good.” He blinks at me, a tear falling down his cheek. It’s the good kind of tear, though. The kind that means my boy is overwhelmed with pleasure and love. “Daddy.”
“Yeah, Case. Daddy’s right here. I’ve got you.”
He nods quickly, more tears falling. “I know. I know. I - oh, daddy. Please.”
“What, baby? What do you need?”
“Need you.” He makes grabby hands, his bottom lip curling into a pout. The sight does something beautifully terrible to me. If I wasn’t already gone for him, I would be now. “Closer. Please?”
I part his legs and lay down between them, bringing our stomachs together. “You never have to beg for that, little one. Daddy will always give you what you need.” 
His pout grows. “I needed your cock earlier and you teased me.” 
“You didn’t need it. You wanted it.” I wink at him, loving the playfulness between us even as he whimpers under his breath and squirms on my cock. “Daddy made you wait until you needed it. My pouty little boy.” I reach up, tugging at his pouty lip with my thumb before slipping it inside. He sucks on it, moaning like it’s the best thing he’s ever tasted. 
Letting my thumb slip from his mouth, I run my tongue along his jaw and down the side of his throat, then place a kiss onto the stretch of skin between his neck and shoulder. “If we were werewolves, I’d bite you right here. Make you all mine forever.”
“Do it,” he breathes, his arms coming to wrap around me like he’s strong enough to keep me there. “Not sure I’ll ever want your fist, but I want that - I want forever. Please, daddy?”
“We already have forever, baby boy.” I lift my head, brushing my lips against his in a barely-there kiss. A promise for more. A promise for years and years of more. Forever. “How can daddy make you believe that?”
“I believe it,” he says easily, his arms tightening even more. “You promised, and you always keep those.”
My chest warms. 
“Yeah, baby boy.” I pull my cock back as far as I can with his hold on me, bringing my lips to his neck where I know he’s most sensitive. “I always keep those.”
There’s no more talking after that. There’s no need to. We collapse into a quiet punctuated by sweat-slick skin and panting breaths and drawn-out moans. When he finally shatters, I fall right with him, the two of us chasing our pleasure together. 
He crashes before I've even gone soft inside him, fast asleep with his arms strewn out and his hair a mess on the pillow. I let myself stay a moment longer than I usually would, appreciating the sight before me. The boy I love. Safe. Sated. Happy.
I make a promise to myself then – I’ll do whatever it takes to keep him that way for the rest of our lives. 
And I always fucking keep my promises. 
[image: image-placeholder]After two sessions with Dr. Singh, drawing his best attempt at a layout of the DuGray compound, endless fretting from Nolan and Carter, and answering questions about everything from nightly habits to security measures, Casey is stepping onto a plane behind me. Maison and Travis are already settled in their seats, ready for takeoff. They still look wary about him coming - I had to promise that I'd bring him inside after the initial infiltration - but each man offers him an encouraging smile as he passes by. 
He’s a bundle of nerves for the first two hours of the flight. I watch him alternate between pacing the aisle, peering through the windows, and staring at the book I suggested he bring without ever turning a page. On hour three, he finally collapses in the seat across from mine. He lasts a few seconds before he’s bouncing his leg so fast it blurs. 
“It’s not too late,” I tell him, keeping my voice even so I don’t give away how badly I want him to change his mind. “You can stay on the plane while we work. If anything goes wrong, the pilot knows to bring you back. And he’s armed. Trained. He’s one of us. He’d keep you safe.”
Casey settles an impressive glare on me. “I’m coming with.”
“Okay.” 
“I just wish we were there already.” He glances out the window that’s right between us, leg still bouncing frantically. “What’s the plan again?” 
Despite having reviewed it half a dozen times with him already, I start again. “Between what you’ve told us, what I saw during my time there, and the guy we have on the ground doing surveillance, we’ve determined there are three guards outside the house. One in the front, one in the back, and one in a post built into a tree tall enough to look over the whole grounds and surrounding area. Our man on the ground - Keats, I don’t know if you’ve met him yet, but we’ve talked about him before, he’s really fucking good at what he does - has determined that there are at least 4 men working inside, but we could be looking at up to 10. The inside guards rotate every 12 hours. The outside guards rotate every 6. The guards that cover the front and the back meet by the side of the house once or twice per shift to sneak a cigarette together and talk shit about life.”
“And that’s when we’ll get them?” he asks, his voice just a touch too high for how casual he’s pretending to be. 
“Yes. Keats has a perfect vantage point to get the man in the tree - a man who can’t be seen from any direction on the ground. He’ll use a sniper with a suppressor to hit him. The stand he’s in is large enough where he won’t fall out and hit the ground. The house is more than 600 meters away from his post, so no one will hear the shot. Once he’s handled and can’t warn the others, we’ll enter the grounds. When they finish smoking and come back around the sides to their posts, we’ll be waiting around the corners. Travis at the front. Maison in the back. While they’re doing this, I’ll be working with Ace over comms to disable the security system. Ace says it’s a good one, but not the best. It’ll be relatively easy to hack. The system will never know we were there, and DuGray will never know there was a problem.”
He turns his gaze to the window, his fingers working across his bottom lip, fiddling with it. “And then?”
This is the part of the plan that he hates. The part I know he wishes would change. But it can’t change. In this line of work, you can only plan so much. The rest is instinct and skill. “And then we see what we come across. We’ll try to take everyone down silently, avoiding guns when possible. Whoever finds DuGray will take him down but keep him alive. We’ll bind and gag him, then give him a low dose drug that will make him feel weak and out of it for an hour or so.” 
“And then… me.”
“Yes. Once the house has been cleared, they’ll go back to DuGray and get him ready while I come and get you.”
He switches the bouncing from his right leg to his left, his arms wrapping around his midsection. He still won’t look at me. “Okay.”
“And then the plan is yours.” 
“Right. Yeah. I know.”
“Have you thought about that more? Do you know what you want to do with him?”
I sense Travis and Maison shifting behind us, taking interest in the conversation. The three of us have spent the past few days speculating. Will he want to hurt DuGray like he hurt Casey? Will he monologue? Will he want to kill him or just want to watch us do it? 
If he has a plan, he’s keeping it to himself. It scares me. I can’t anticipate what he’ll need from us - from me - until I know. But Dr. Singh warned me not to push him.
“Do you think maybe you could read to me?” Casey asks, not acknowledging my earlier question. “The book I brought?”
I smile. "Of course. I think they were just about to cuddle even. Shall we do the same, little one?"





Chapter Forty-Five

Casey


The first time I saw the outside of DuGray’s house, I was Casey, the collegiate swimmer with broad shoulders and a determination to survive.  
The last time I saw the outside of DuGray’s house, I was an empty shell of myself, the slave with a broken body and a plan to die. 
Now, I’m not entirely sure who I am, but I think I’m close to being happy. Tonight aside, that is. I have good friends. I have a man that I love, who loves me. A daddy. A pretty fucking great sex life, considering what I’ve been through. I’m about to have a home with all of those people. A safe place to figure out who I am and who I could be. 
“Casey?” Jake’s voice pulls me from my thoughts. It’s softer than usual, laced with concern. I look away from the large ivory pillars that used to act as the bars of my prison, focusing on Jake’s face. There’s blood on his cheek. Just the tiniest little smear. I have a feeling there was more. That he cleaned up before he came to get me. “You ready, little one?” 
I look back at the house. Somewhere inside there, DuGray is bound and waiting for me. Jake said he has a dislocated shoulder, a shattered elbow, and a head laceration on his temple. 
“Okay,” I say, surprised that my voice is so steady. “I’m ready.” 
The man I assume is Keats is waiting at the door, a rifle resting against his chest as he casually holds it with his finger just beside the trigger. He didn’t clean up for me. There’s dirt and sweat and blood smeared on his clothes and the side of his neck and his left cheek. His kind smile is strange among all of it, but I still appreciate it. “Hey, kid. You good?”
“Don’t ask stupid questions,” Jake mumbles, flicking his friend’s forehead as he passes him. 
I get a whiff of cinnamon gum as Keats laughs. “Okay, rude, but I’ll accept that. I’m here if you need me.” 
“Thank you.” I step inside, my knees threatening to buckle. Jake steadies me with a hand on my back. My gaze sweeps the area, my mind whirring with memories. So. Many. Memories. And this is just the foyer. “Um. W-where did you say he is?”
“The dungeon. We figured that’d be the easiest place for you to… punish him.” 
The dungeon. “Oh.”
“Is that okay?” He wraps an arm around me, pulling me against his chest. I try not to stare at the blood on his cheek. Will that be me soon? Blood on my skin? Someone else’s blood? DuGray’s blood? “You’re in charge here, little one. What do you want? Where do you want him?”
I just want him dead. 
“The dungeon is fine,” I mumble. “It’s… poetic, really.”
“Do you know where it is?”
I choke on a laugh as I pull out of his hold. “I’d never forget.”
“Okay.” He rubs his hand along my back, looking over at Keats. “You’ve got the door covered?”
“Yup.” Keats jokingly salutes with two fingers. Then he winks at me. “Make him pay, kid.”
I don’t have it in me to force a smile or figure out words to say to that, so I just nod and start walking. Jake settles beside me. His hand is warm as it presses to mine, our fingers folding in together. 
“We’re heading to the dungeon,” Jake says. I look over at him, realizing he’s not talking to me. There’s a wireless earpiece hooked in his ear, barely noticeable. I don’t know where the mic is, but whoever he’s talking to must hear him easily because he pauses, then responds. “I’ll talk to him.” He looks over at me, giving my hand a gentle squeeze. “There’s a body down the hall that leads to the dungeon. Do you want me to go move it out of the way first?”
“No.” I don’t know if it’s morbid curiosity or what, but I want to see it. I want to see who it is. See if I recognize him. “Show me.”
Jake’s eyebrows pull together, but he nods. We turn the corner and approach the body lying crumpled in the middle of the hall. The man is in dark jeans and a black shirt - what most of the guards wore unless DuGray was having guests or they went somewhere with him. His neck is twisted in a way it shouldn’t be able to twist. Considering there’s no blood, I’m assuming that’s how he met his end. I take a step closer and peer down at his face. 
Raph. DuGray’s right hand.
“Please,” I whisper, my voice scratchy and thin. “Just kill me.”
Raph presses his cock to my lips and smirks. “That would count as rest, wouldn’t it?”
“Was it painless?” I ask once I’ve clawed my way out of the memory. I’m not sure if Jake was the one to kill him, but he probably knows the answer anyway. Knowing if it’s painful to be killed by your neck being snapped feels like a thing a guy like him would know. 
Jake makes a soft noise before asking, “Trav, you’re the one who cleared this route, right?”
I can’t hear what Travis says, but Jake nods to himself. “The fucker you left in the middle of the hall. How’d he go?”
This pause is longer as Travis explains. Whatever he says, Jake starts to smile for a second before he schools his expression and thanks his friend. He glances at the body before settling his gaze on me. I can tell he’s nervous, probably unsure of what answer I’m hoping for. 
“He used a chokehold first to get his head at the right angle, crushing his windpipe. He was already suffocating when he ended it with the snap. Travis let him exist like that for about 30 seconds before he had to finish and continue clearing the hall.” 
“So…?” I ask, not entirely sure what a lot of that means. 
“So, the windpipe would have been excruciating. It also would have made it impossible to breathe, but he still would have been desperately trying. Between the pain and the panic, he was in hell. He knew he was going to die and he knew there wasn’t a thing he could do to save himself.”
“Good.” I step over the body, refusing to give the piece of shit another thought. “When it’s time for me to do that to DuGray, will you tell me how I can make it hurt?”
Jake tenses, that concern from before returning, but a few seconds of us looking into each other’s eyes has him relaxing enough to answer. “Yeah, little one. I’ll tell you how to make him hurt.”
[image: image-placeholder]They have DuGray on his knees in the center of my concrete personal hell. His arms are tied behind his back, the lower half of his head wrapped in duct tape. Even with a shirt on, I can tell which of his arms has been injured, the shoulder grotesquely out of place and the elbow incorrectly shaped. 
I drag my eyes away from him, needing a second. I scan the area and realize he hasn’t fully cleaned it since I was here. I suppose he didn’t need to yet, since he never replaced me. There’s still a rope hung over one of the rafters. The one they used when they made me play the crawling game. It helps me orient myself. Put things into perspective. I look down at DuGray again before a laugh bursts out of my mouth. 
All four heads snap up, everyone’s eyes on me. DuGray makes a growly sound behind his gag when he sees me. At least a dozen emotions flicker across his expression before it settles on one - rage. The noises from behind his tape pick up as he tries to lurch forward. Travis’s hand darts out, grabbing a fistful of his hair and pulling him back. It’s satisfying to watch. How many times did DuGray make me fall into line by doing exactly that to me? 
“Can you drag him forward just a little?” I ask them, pointing to the spot where I want him. “To right there?”
Travis and Maison grab him and haul him forward, letting him fall hard on his knees. 
DuGray’s eyes meet mine. I put a hand toward Jake, not looking away from the man before me. Not wanting him to think even for a second that I’m afraid of him. “Do you have a knife?” 
There’s the briefest of pauses before something heavy and cold is placed in my palm. I lean down and press the knife to where I assume his mouth is, pressing forward. He grunts, blood immediately pooling out of the hole I made. I flinch away and look up at Travis. He shrugs, not concerned. I suppose it’s not that bad. Just a little cut. I put the knife through the opening, DuGray tensing up until he’s perfectly still. I’m not particularly careful as I slice to the left, then the right, opening the hole further until he’ll be able to move his mouth enough to speak. 
He spits blood at me, the warm liquid hitting my neck and chest. I ignore it. Ignore the way my skin crawls at the thought of being covered with any bodily fluid of his again. 
“Do you know where you are right now?” I ask him, hating that my voice is shaking. I straighten up and step back toward Jake. His hand touches the small of my back, warm and steady through my shirt. “This spot? Right here? Do you see the divot in the concrete?” 
He doesn’t look, just continuing to glare at me. He doesn’t talk either. That’s fine. 
“Do you know what your guards used to do with me? The crawling game?” His bloody lips twist into as much of a smirk as they can with the tape still around them. I nod. “I figured you did. The very last crawling game was right here. This is where I lost. This very spot. I laid right here, staring at the divot for a long time. I thought I’d die here. But you know that, of course. You’re the one who came and found me here. Do you remember?” 
I look around the room, knowing he probably won’t answer anyway. It hurts to look at some of the things in here, but it helps to have a purpose. Like there’s a barrier in my mind between my memories and my current motivation. My heart does something complicated when I see what I was looking for. The chest where he keeps his dildos. 
“I don’t know much about this stuff,” I admit to both him and the men around us. I look at Jake. “I have to be careful of arteries and whatnot, right? If I don’t want him to bleed out?”
“Yes.” 
“What’s the safest place?”
“Outer thigh. You want to avoid the femoral artery.”
“Excellent.” I crouch down and stab the knife into the outside of DuGray’s thigh. It’s harder than I thought, the muscle fighting against my blade, but I rather enjoy the choked sound of pain he makes and the soft sounds of surprise that comes from the other men. It’s fun to surprise them. Maybe even surprise me. I feel a little bit like a badass at the moment. You know, if badasses feel slightly nauseous and on the verge of either laughing hysterically or sobbing for hours. “Hold that for me, will you?”
“You stupid little fuck-” Jake slams the butt of his gun against DuGray’s temple, cutting him off and sending him falling forward onto his face. 
“He didn’t give you permission to speak,” Jake growls. “You will give him some goddamn respect.”
DuGray’s only response is a gurgling sort of groan. I leave him behind, making sure to give Jake a soft smile before I walk away. He looks like he wants to follow me but he only wavers for a moment before settling back to wait. 
The toy I want is at the top of the chest. I hesitate for a moment, knowing where this has been, what it’s done to me, but then I take a breath and grab it. As I walk back over to the men waiting for me, I ask, “Can someone make him naked please?”
Travis laughs, already pulling out his knife. “Gladly.”
Maison joins in, Jake overseeing it. He turns when I reach him, his eyes falling to my hand. Something complicated passes over his expression before he wraps his arm around me, pulling me into his side. 
“Hey, little one,” he murmurs, pressing a kiss to my temple. 
“Hey.” I squeeze the glass dildo in my hand, suddenly feeling guilty. Wrong. “I’m not going to - it’s not like that.” 
“It can be. If you want it to be. He fucking deserves it.”
“I’m not a rapist.” I tilt my chin until I can press a kiss to his mouth. Just a soft one. Quick. Because we have all the time in the world for more of them, but I’m damn ready for this piece of shit to be dealt with now. “Thank you for letting me be here.”
He smiles against my lips before pulling back just enough to peer into my eyes. He looks proud. “Go get him, Case.” 
Grinning, I move away from Jake and raise my hand over my head. With as much force as I can, I bring it down and let the dildo fall. It only cracks. I frown at it, pissed it’s not cooperating, and pick it back up. When I drop it the second time, it shatters like it was supposed to. The sound sends a shiver of fear down my spine, my body remembering what happened the last time glass shattered near me. I ignore it. 
DuGray is naked now. I stare at him, at this man who took so much from me. “Where were we? Oh, right. I was reminding you of this spot. Of what happened here. This might help you.” 
I gesture for Travis and Maison to move him again, pointing to the glass. They don’t even hesitate. They just pick him up by his biceps - ignoring his shriek of pain when they jostle his broken elbow and dislocated shoulder - and move him forward, dropping him right in the glass. He unfortunately manages to swallow the sound when his knees drive into the shards. That’s okay. I’m not nearly finished with him. 
“Remember yet?” I ask him. 
“You drank my piss like it was the best thing you’ve ever tasted, you filthy little-” this time, it’s Travis that stops him, kicking a boot onto the knife in his thigh until it’s all the way to the handle. 
“Don’t,” I say softly. “Thank you, but don’t. I knew what I was getting into when I cut the tape.”
“Casey,” Jake warns, his expression tight. “You don’t have to listen to what this fucker has to say.”
I look at DuGray. There’s a single tear falling down his cheek and the slightest tremble to his body. It’s almost ridiculous to think I was afraid of him once. It’s still there, fear lingering at the base of my spine, waiting to shoot through me. Like muscle memory. Conditioning. This man taught me that the world began and ended with him, and that my life did too. But I’m in control now. It’s his life in my hands. 
“I want to hear him,” I tell everyone, but I keep my eyes focused on DuGray to make sure he understands. To make sure he’s listening carefully. Because I’m in charge tonight. He no longer gets to be the monster. I’m the monster. And he doesn’t get to die until he realizes it. “I want to hear him because he’s going to apologize to me.”
DuGray snorts a laugh. “Apologize for what, esclave? For using you the way you deserved?”
I ignore him, turning my gaze to the room again. 
“You should get a better leash for your puppy, Benny,” DuGray continues, his accent thicker than usual. I wonder if it’s the blood in his mouth or the pain. “Please tell me you at least fucked him. It’s what he’s good for. It’d be a shame for you to waste his talents.” 
Jake bristles beside me but doesn’t say or do anything. 
“Did he ever tighten back up? He was so loose there at the end.” DuGray tsks. I see what I was looking for, leaving them behind. DuGray makes a sound of pain. Someone - probably Jake - apparently decided with me gone it would be okay to silence him. I don’t mind. 
“Can you bring him over here?” I call, grabbing the leather bench and dragging it away from the wall. It’s heavier than I thought it was. I can’t believe they ever managed to move the damn thing with my body on it. Though I suppose my body didn’t weigh much back then. 
Pieces of glass fall off DuGray as they drag him over. Jake reaches me first, eyeing the bench. “What do you need, little one?”
“Can you restrain him to it? Chest up?”
“Of course.”
“Thank you.” I give him a shaky smile, starting to wonder if I can do this. I spent the past few days thinking about this. Planning this. I know what causes tiny pinpricks of pain and what causes tidal waves of it. I know that some pain is so extreme that the body shuts it out, the mind no longer registering it. I know that there are things that can be done to the body that we shouldn’t survive, but somehow do. Terrible, horrific things. I learned all of that from him. And I plan on showing him how well he taught me. 
Or, I planned to, at least. Now, with Jake watching me… I don’t know what I want to do anymore. 
Will he still look at me the same? Does doing this make me just as bad as DuGray? Will this ruin me? Ruin us? 
Should I be the better person and just kill him? 
“Case?” I startle just as Jake wraps his fingers around the back of my neck. “You okay?”
“I just - what does this make me?”
“What? Hurting him?” I nod, my throat suddenly feeling too tight to speak. “It doesn’t make you anything, baby boy. But if it heals you? If it gives you closure? Then do it. We’re all here for you.”
I stare at the row of instruments hanging from the hooks on the wall. The one in the middle is what I was coming for. If I drop the end of the bench where it has a hinge, I can attach these to his balls and let them hang so it weighs them down. He only ever did three of them on me, but he owns ten. I was curious how many it’d take before he’d give in and apologize. I know the night he did the three on me, I passed out and woke up covered in my own vomit. I couldn’t feel them for a week after, and there were tiny dots of blood around the area where the skin had threatened to rip.
Then I was going to yank on them as hard as I could and see if I could pull his sack right off. 
And while he slowly - or quickly? I’m not entirely sure how the human body works - bled out, I was going to carve two words into his chest. My happy ending. My battle cry. 
What would Jake think of me then? 
What would I think of me?
“Is he scared?” DuGray asks, laughing hoarsely. “I told you, esclave. You’re weak. Worthless. I’m right here, you stupid slut! I’m right here and you can’t even do it, can you?” 
Someone shuts him up, doing something to him that makes him wail in pain. I look into Jake’s eyes. “What if you don’t love me after?”
He smiles, laughing a little under his breath. “Nothing will ever make me stop loving you, little one. I’m in this.”
“Promise?” 
“Promise.” And he doesn’t break those. “You have three choices - you can do what you planned, you can let us do it for you, or we can kill him right now and head home.”
I look over at DuGray. The man who stole everything from me. Who made me into something that wasn’t human. He grins at me, teeth slick with blood. They removed the rest of his tape. “The first time I fucked you, you were so strong. So brave. You fought so hard your wrists and ankles bled from the restraints. You screamed until you had blood coming out of your mouth. And your hole-” he shakes his head, whistling. “But do you remember the night I broke you? It took longer than most, I’ll give you that. You put up a fight. You made me work for it. Do you remember?”
The sharp scent of lavender and spices from his cologne. The metallic tang of blood that’s been lingering on my tongue since Raph fucked my mouth with his gun. Electric zaps of pain shooting through my body, too many parts of me injured to pinpoint where it’s even coming from anymore. It could be my back seeping blood from when they used a cheese grater on it. Or my hole that was impossibly stretched around something I couldn’t identify, held inside by a pole from the floor. Or my puffy, bleeding nipples weighed down until they were a breath away from ripping off. Maybe it was coming from my balls, crushed between plates so hard I threw up when he originally did it. Or my caged cock with a spiked sound stuffed inside the slit. Or the soles of my feet, caned until they no longer felt like feet, making me have to lean most of my weight back against the pole attached to whatever was in my hole. 
“Are you ready yet, esclave? Do you understand your place now?
“Ah, you do remember,” he says, his voice just as low and amused as that night. “You broke so beautifully for me, esclave. How long do you think it’d take for me to break you again?”
“Probably not long,” I admit, that memory lingering a little too close for my liking. I can taste the metal. Can feel the echoes of pain. It’s easy then, coming to my decision. “But that doesn’t matter because I’m the one in charge tonight. So, I guess I should ask - how long do you think it’ll take for me to break you?”




Chapter Forty-Six

Jake


My boy is violently shaking by the time he takes a step away from DuGray. His chest heaves with heavy breaths, his hand holding the knife we gave him a few minutes ago trembling so hard I don’t know how he has a grip on it. Especially considering the blood all over it.  
The words WE WON are carved into DuGray’s naked chest and stomach, drops of blood trickling from the wobbly letters. The leather restraints kept him as still as they could while Casey worked, but it’s harder than one might think to write with a knife on skin. 
It’s not the only source of blood coming from the man on the bench. His body is covered in it. His nipples are practically ripped off, Casey using a cheese grater - something I don’t even want to fucking know why was here, let alone why Casey wasn’t surprised to find it - on them. He also used that particular instrument on his cock. DuGray stopped talking altogether after that, just blinking dazedly up at the ceiling. He still made plenty of noise when Casey started adding weights to his balls, though. 
After four weights - and some violent convulsing - he had turned his glazed eyes on Casey and slurred an apology. It was wrong. What I did to you. You’re not a slave. I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, please just fucking kill me. 
Casey had asked if he remembered when Casey begged for that. For death. If he remembered ignoring him. Then he proceeded to ignore DuGray, continuing to add weight. 
He ran out of weights to use on the man’s balls after ten, the scrotum pulled so far down it looks fucking fake now. That’s when he started carving the words. It’s also when DuGray passed out. 
“How do we wake him up?” he asks, his voice shaking just as bad as his body. 
Travis and I exchange a look before Travis says, “We have sniffing salts. If those don’t work, I have adrenaline.” 
“Do you need him awake?” I ask gently. “He apologized.”
“I want him to know he’s dying. I want him to - to know there’s nothing he can do. And I want it to be slow. I want him to lay there praying it will just happen already, having no idea how long it’ll take, hoping the next breath he takes will finally be his last.”
Maison makes a soft sound. I look over to find him smiling. “I like that plan. Can we do that plan?” 
I shrug, finding it a relatively good plan myself. “Fine by me.”
Travis shrugs his backpack off and starts digging. 
The smelling salts work, DuGray jerking awake violently with an agonized sound. It takes him a moment to figure out what’s going on. To remember. His eyes start rolling back in his head, but a sharp slap from me gets his eyes to settle on us. He’s shaking so hard his teeth are clacking together. “P’ease.”
“You want to die?” Casey asks, his tone taunting. 
“P’ease,” he slurs, blood dripping down his chin and pooling in the dip of his throat. “P’ease, jus’ do it.”
“No.” Casey looks at me. “How do I do it? How do I make it happen slowly without him passing out again? Will ripping off his balls do it?”
Both Maison and Travis choke, following it up with coughs as if that doesn’t make their reaction ten times more obvious. I don’t choke, or cough, but I don’t know how well I keep my face blank. “That’s… one way to go.”
“He wouldn’t die from it,” Maison says. “At least, there’s no guarantee. He might clot. Unless you cut his artery, then it’ll be fast. Within five or so minutes, I’d think. Is that long enough for you?”
Casey seems to consider it. “Would he be in pain?”
Maison grins. “Excruciating pain, yes.” 
“Then I need a new knife. This ones all slippery.”
I watch as he’s offered a fresh knife. His third of the night. He wipes his hand on his shirt before accepting it, his knuckles white. He glances over his shoulder at me, eyebrows pulling in. “Still?” he whispers.
It takes me a moment before I realize what he’s asking. My heart wrenches. I come up behind him, wrapping one arm around his waist and pressing a kiss to the side of his neck. “Still. Always. I will love you forever. I’m right here, baby boy.”
He sinks back against me, exhaling with relief. 
And then he brings the knife down and begins to cut William DuGray’s balls off. 
[image: image-placeholder]We leave DuGray upon Casey’s request. He left me alone when I thought I was dying. He gets to be alone too. 
Maison and Travis linger outside the dungeon door, planning to pop back inside after 20 minutes to make sure the fucker is gone. The moment we step outside, the violent shaking from earlier returns, Casey unable to walk on his own. I scoop him up, carrying him away from the place that took so much from him. He presses his cold nose to my throat, bringing me back to the first time I carried him out of here. So much has changed since then. We’ve saved so many people. Taken out so much evil. 
We’ve fallen in love. 
Maybe his thoughts are the same as mine because when he begins to sob against me, the cries aren’t sad or pained. They’re filled with relief. So much goddamn relief.
“I know,” I whisper, holding him as tightly as I can against my chest. “I know, baby boy. It’s over now. You won.” 
He cries harder. 
I carry him past Keats, exchanging a look with him. He follows behind us, opening the door of the house, then the door of the SUV for me. I settle in the very back, letting him rest against me as we wait for the others to be finished. He cries and cries, fingers clutching at my shirt desperately. He needs to be cleaned up, but that can wait. What he needs most right now is to be held. 
I listen to the guys work as he cries himself out, keeping track of the action to ensure nothing goes wrong. For the first handful of minutes, everyone is completely silent. The first to speak is Travis, his voice soft, almost like he knows I’m listening and Casey is nearby. “Kid’s a badass.” 
“A motherfucking badass,” Maison agrees. 
Keats sighs heavily. “I shouldn’t have volunteered to cover the door. I missed all the fun.”
“You really, really did,” Travis points out.
“He cut his fucking balls off, Keats,” Maison begins. 
“His balls!” Keats echoes. 
“And then left him to bleed out all alone,” Maison continues. 
“Kid’s a badass,” Travis says again, sounding like a proud papa. 
“A motherfucking badass,” Maison repeats. 
Keats whistles. “A motherfucking badass, indeed.” 
“What are they saying?” Casey asks, sniffling. 
“Can you hear them?” 
“I can hear a rumble.” He sits up, wiping tears from his cheeks. It smears blood across them since his hands are covered in the stuff. His face scrunches up at the realization. And then he starts shaking again. “Oh god. Oh… god. What did I-”
“Hey, no. No, no. You’re okay. It’s okay, baby boy.”
“I want it off.” He shakes his head as fast as he can. “I want it off. Get it off. Please, please, get it off!”
I’m already dragging his shirt over his head, tipping him back at the same time so he lands on the seat just as he’s freed of the material. I hush him as I reach into the medical kit. There’s not much there, just a small packet of wipes. To be completely honest, I didn’t expect him to get so… bloody. I didn’t expect any of what just happened. This boy is definitely going to keep me on my toes. 
I start on his face, quickly wiping the blood away as I half-listen to the men in my ear. They’re getting ready to check on DuGray. Keats wants a picture. 
“You’re okay,” I promise Casey, doing one last wipe of his face before grabbing his left hand and starting on that. “Daddy’s got you, baby boy. You’re okay.”
The guys are arguing over the merits of taking pictures. 
Maison: The head would have our asses if we collected digital evidence like that.
Keats: Come on, man. No one will tell him. 
Travis: What the fuck would you even do with it?
“You’re okay, baby,” I promise, switching to his right hand. “See? Almost all gone already.”
Travis: For fuck’s sake. 
Maison: No, Keats, you can’t blow it up and make a tapestry out of that shit. 
Keats: It’s not like I’d put it in my living room! I’d just, like, put it in the basement. 
Travis: Man, that’s even worse.
Maison: Yeah, that’s creepy as fuck. What even - are you okay? Have you talked to Dr. Singh lately?
“All done?” Casey asks, his voice a panicked tremble. 
“All done.” I use one last wipe to get my own neck and face in case he’s gotten some blood on me, then toss all the wipes to the floor of the vehicle and remove my quarter-zip. He immediately crawls back in my lap when I open my arms for him. “You did so well in there, sweet boy. I’m so proud of you.”
Casey sucks in a shaky breath. “Is he dead yet?” 
“Let me ask.” I fumble with my smart watch, activating my mic again just as Keats says, Fine, no tapestry, but it’d be a great screen saver, would it not?
“Hey idiots,” I say, getting them all to quiet down. “Are we done in there yet?”
Someone clears their throat like an awkward idiot. 
Travis is the one who says, “I’ll go check right now.”
“Appreciate that.”
There’s a long silence before Keats very softly asks, “How do you feel about a picture of this fucker?”
“I’m pro-screen saver,” I say, trying not to smile at the strange look Casey gives me. “Anti-tapestry.”
Travis sighs heavily. “Alright, alright, I took a picture. And the fucker is dead.”
Maison takes over from there, sliding easily into his usual role of team leader. “Good. Leave the bastard there, clean off the knives and wipe down the handles on your way out. None of us are in any databases if they run shit, but it’s better safe than sorry.”
“Aye, aye, captain.” 
I turn my mic off and smile down at Casey. “It’s over.” 
A few emotions pass over Casey’s expression before he settles on confusion. “What do you have against tapestries?” 
[image: image-placeholder]I'm just about to ascend the plane's staircase when my phone rings. I frown, not sure who would be calling me right now. Casey, Maison, and Travis are with me. Keats only left minutes ago. We just spoke with Ace. If Carter needed something, he'd call Travis before me. That leaves… who?
I pull out my phone, my frown deepening as I read the name on the screen. I answer, “Ronan?”
“Hey. I heard a rumor you’re in my neck of the woods.”
“Sure am. How the hell did you hear that?”
“Don’t worry, it came from a safe avenue.” He sighs heavily. “I need your help.” 
I eye the plane where Travis has paused in the doorway and Maison has paused halfway up the stairs. Casey is at the very bottom, still shivering despite the blanket we’ve draped over his shoulders. “What kind of help?”
“This is still a secure line, right?”
“Of course. Always.”
“The slave I bought. The one Travis got pissed about.” He coughs awkwardly. “The one I kept longer than I’m supposed to.”
I turn my back to the plane and take a few steps away, starting to understand. Ronan isn't part of a human trafficking operation, but he buys slaves as a side project, keeping them for 30 days before pretending to kill them. This last one though… he got attached. Kept him over his usual 30 day limit. Travis heard about it when Ronan came to the compound for Travis's birthday party. He had warned Ronan the smart thing would be to get the man to a safehouse like all the others before he could get even more attached. I have a feeling he didn't take the advice. “You still have him, don’t you?” 
“Yes, and it’s time I let him go.” 
“What changed?”
“I can’t keep him safe.” He releases a shuddering breath. “I can’t keep him safe anymore and I’m fucking scared. Can you please take him for me? Take him to your safehouse? Please?”
My heart breaks for him. At the same time, a soft laugh catches in my chest. Maison was right. All of these little shits are ruining us. “You fell in love with him.”
“I’m a fucking idiot, okay? I know. But-”
“You don’t have to defend yourself,” I say with another laugh. “The idiocy is fucking going around. We’ll take care of him. Where do you want to meet?” 
He makes a sound that’s torn between relief and agony. “There’s a place in the Highlands. Puts the phrase under the radar to shame. I’ll send the coordinates. Can it be soon?”
“The minute the coordinates come in, I’ll have my wheels up.”
“Thank you.” He clears his throat. When he speaks again, his voice is different. Cold and firm and unbelievably professional. Part of me hopes he doesn’t use that tone with the man he fell in love with when he says goodbye. Part of me hopes he does. “Thank you, Jake. I’ll see you soon.”




Chapter Forty-Seven

Casey


He’s dead.  
I did it. 
I killed him. 
DuGray is dead. 
My body’s shaking manages to stop about 15 minutes before the plane sets down in the Scottish Highlands. My mind finally shrugs off the collage of memories, more focused now on this unexpected side mission we seem to have taken on. “So, this is who again?”
“Another operative,” Jake says for a second time. He sounds patient, though. Like he doesn’t mind having to repeat himself. It’s not like my brain was functioning all that well the first time around. “He’s still working his operation. Probably has another year or so on it, if I had to guess. Though I’m not up-to-date on his details.”
“A trafficking operation?”
“Not exactly. Buying slaves is more of a side project. His way of finding the bright side, I suppose. Little bits of good during his long years of bad.” He sighs. “This newest slave was different, I guess. I don’t know how or why or what exactly happened, but Ronan broke just about every rule in his book for this guy, and now he’s asking us to help keep him safe until… well, I’m not sure until when. Maybe until his operation is over? Or until the man is ready to leave with a new identity? We didn’t have much time to talk about it.”
“Why can’t this man go wherever the other slaves he saved go?”
“Because one of those rules he broke?” Jake pauses, his blue eyes meeting mine. They’re sad. “Was falling in love.”
I nod slowly. “Ah. Rookie mistake.”
“A mistake that seems to be catching lately, hey?”
“Seems to be.” I climb out of my chair and into his lap, resting my head on his shoulder so I can watch out the plane window. “I’m very glad for it, though. You making that mistake.”
“Mmm.” He wraps his arms around me, holding me tight. “I could never call falling in love with you a mistake. More like an ill-advised move that turned into something fucking amazing.”
I press a kiss to the side of his neck. “Fucking amazing.”
“Isn’t it?”
“I meant the view,” I tease. 
He huffs, his fingers finding my sides and wiggling until I’m a giggling mess writhing in his lap. Then he turns me around so we can both look out the window. Just below us is a narrow line of sea inlet that’s gray-blue in the barely rising sun. On one side, purple-black mountains rise up out of the ground. On the other, a small stretch of green grass that I can already tell is where we’re going to be landing. 
“It is a good view,” he murmurs in my ear. His hand sneaks under the sweatshirt he dressed me in, fingertips skating along my spine. “Not as good as the one I plan on enjoying when we get home, but good nonetheless.”
I curl further into him, my cheeks hot. Travis is nearby. So is Maison. Despite feeling all flustered, my cock stirs in interest. From the way Jake chuckles softly, I know he feels it. 
“Three minutes,” Travis says. “Probably not enough time to finish whatever the two of you are about to start, unless you’re embarrassingly fast, Jakey-boy.”
Jake gives Travis a middle finger while I turn my attention back to the window. We’re descending. The plane starts to tremble a little as the landing gear comes out. I can just make out a large, dark object beneath one of the trees on the very edge of the grass. As we get closer and closer, I realize it’s a vehicle. A black SUV. 
Then the plane hits the ground. Not in a dramatic, crashing sort of way. Just in a landing sort of way. I still wince. Especially as my mind unhelpfully reminds me that we’re not landing on a proper strip or with any additional help if something goes wrong. 
I sigh in relief when the plane comes to a full stop.
“Stay here.” Jake slides me off his lap and onto the seat I was in before. “We’ll be back.”
“Okay.” 
He presses a kiss to my forehead before hitting his feet and pulling on his coat. The guys exit the plane, Maison taking point, Travis second, Jake last. I press my face to the glass, thankful the SUV’s headlights and the plane’s exterior lights are on so that I can see. 
A man exits the SUV. He’s wearing a pair of dark jeans, a black shirt, and a light tan suede bomber jacket. Travis and Jake go to him while Maison lingers near the plane’s stairs. He shakes their hands and says something that makes Jake’s shoulder shake a little with a laugh. Then he runs a hand through his hair and turns toward the SUV, gesturing at it. 
And I see his face in the headlights. 
The reaction the sight brings out in me is nearly violent. I actually shout. No one is here to hear me, but I shout. 
My legs are weak when I force myself out of my seat and to the door of the plane. I can hear voices. Can see movement near the SUV. I have to grab onto the railing of the plane’s stairs with a trembling hand to keep from falling. Maison turns to look at me, his eyebrows pulled close. “Jake wants you to stay-”
“Fuck off,” I try to growl at him. It comes out as a hoarse whisper instead. “Just… fuck off.”
“Casey-” Travis says when I approach him. 
I don’t even bother giving him a response.
When Jake puts a hand out for me, I nearly fall from how quickly I jerk out of his reach. 
“Baby boy, I can expl-”
“You,” I say to the man. And this time, my voice is a growl. I take another step and point a finger that is thankfully not trembling. The man holds perfectly still, his chin lowered just enough to meet my gaze. I feel my eyes burn with tears, but I’m not sure if they’re angry or sad. “I know you.”
“Yes,” the man says softly, his voice thick with an Irish accent. An accent I’ll never forget. An accent I thought for sure belonged to a hallucination. “You do.”
A man dressed in a suit standing between my legs. 
“Nice nap? I could only give you two hours.”
He’s touching me. My hole. Rubbing something into it. I can’t figure out what because everything down there feels numb. 
“Someone is coming soon. Can you hang on until then?”
Someone is coming. Someone I need to hang on for. Someone who would do… what?
A flask of water is brought to my lips. It feels like some sort of miracle. And then he takes it away. 
“I can’t give you more. I’m sorry. Hang in there, okay?”
Hang in there. 
Because someone is coming. 
“You didn’t rape me.” 
“No,” he says quietly, his blue-green eyes soft and sad. “Of course not.”
“But you were touching me. What was that? I was… numb.”
“An antiseptic with lidocaine.” His lips twist. “I’m sorry I couldn’t do more.”
“Someone is coming soon,” I say, the words an echo of the memory the two of us share. 
The man smiles, his eyes darting over my shoulder. He notches his chin. “I’m glad he got there in time.”
I turn to look, even though I know exactly who is standing behind me. “It was you.” 
“Of course, it was,” Jake says, lifting a hand to touch my cheek. I realize why when he comes away with wet fingertips. “DuGray was taking too fucking long deciding if he’d sell you to me or not, and he wasn’t willing to stop… punishing you until he did. Ronan was able to get his foot in the door. Check on you. Give you whatever he could to keep you going. Give you some hope. Tell you to hang on.” 
I grab Jake’s hand, tangling our fingers together before I turn back to the man - Ronan. “Thank you.”
His shoulders fall in relief. “Like I said - I wish I could have done more.”
“You took care of mine when I couldn’t,” Jake says, wrapping an arm around my waist and pulling me in until my back is to his chest, our joined hands resting against my stomach. “I’ll take care of yours now.”
The man's relief flickers with the reminder,  only getting worse when he glances at the SUV. Him looking over seems to be a catalyst for whoever is inside. The passenger door opens before he can look away, a guy my age climbing out of the vehicle and slowly approaching the rest of us. He’s a strange sort of attractive - all messy blonde hair and dark eyes and angry expressions. The way his upper lip curls when his gaze settles on Ronan is nearly feral. “Did you tell them?”
“Max-”
“In case he didn’t tell you,” the man - Max - says in a voice that trembles with anger and fear. “I’m not coming with you anymore. We’re sorry for the misunderstanding.” 
“Maxwell, that’s enough,” Ronan says, each word sharp and final. “You’re going.”
Max levels a murderous look on Ronan, crossing his arms over his chest. "No. I'm not."
"For fuck's sake." Ronan shoots us an apologetic look before storming over to Max and leaning down, wrapping an arm around his thighs and hiking him over his shoulder like the young man is nothing but a sack of potatoes. Max squawks indignantly, his fists slamming on Ronan's back, his feet kicking angrily in the air. Over his, "Let me down, asshole!" Ronan asks, "May I?" 
Chuckling, Jake moves us out of the way, opening a path for Ronan. The man walks straight to the plane, ignoring when Max's anger dissolves into desperate pleas and soft sobs. 
"Come on," Jake murmurs, his hand on my back pressing me forward. "I have a feeling he's a runner. We're going to need to get in the air as soon as we can once Ronan exits the plane."
We climb the stairs behind Travis and Maison. The latter goes to talk to the pilot while Travis settles in the first seat by the door, giving Ronan and Max some space. Jake takes the seat beside him, but I ignore him when he tugs at me to join, walking until there's only a seat between me and Max. He's going to want someone after Ronan leaves. I won't let him believe he's alone. 
"I'm sorry," I hear Ronan say, his accent thick with emotion. He cups the side of Max's neck and gives him a smile that makes me ache with sadness for them. "Is tú mo chuisle."
I don't know what the words mean, but he says them like someone would say I love you. 
A loud sob escapes Max. "I hate you." 
Ronan flinches, then hangs his head with a small nod. "Okay. That's okay."
"I hate you," Max says again, each syllable dripping with venom and heartbreak. "Go! Just go, you fucking coward!"
Ronan listens, walking away from the man he so clearly loves. He nods at Jake, then Travis, then Maison. When he reaches the door, he gives Max a lingering look full of pain before softly begging us all, "Please take care of him," and disappearing. 
The plane engines kick on at the same time that Max releases his first sob. He quickly stifles himself as I move to the seat directly beside him. “S-sorry. I’m a fucking mess.”
“So am I,” I assure him. I glance at the others on the plane, all pretending they’re not listening, before turning my back on them like I can somehow shield Max. “Do you really hate him? Ronan?” 
“I do.”
I nod, understanding a little bit. Mostly from what Carter has gone through. “Do you love him, too?”
He parts his lips, probably intending to answer, but ends up releasing a sob instead. I wrap an arm around him and let him fall against me. His sobs grow in strength as he trembles in my hold. 
“Yeah,” I murmur, rubbing soothing circles on his back. “Yeah, you’ll fit in with us just fine.”




Chapter Forty-Eight

Jake


Things are quiet in the days following the DuGray trip. With him dead, Elliot saved, and the hit lists for the task forces nearly finished, all there is to do is rest. Heal. Rebuild.  
Maison, Travis, Ace, and I do a lot of talking about the house. We pool finances, contact the realtor, and fill out forms using our false identities. The sellers will be out by the end of the month, already having a new home to move into. The last step is to get our official papers approved by the head - the ones that say we no longer belong to him, but we're still open to helping with future missions in a temporary capacity. It's our understanding that Keats has the same deal, so we don't see any issues coming up. 
To celebrate - and to finally talk to all the survivors about the plan - we have a bonfire. It's probably one of the last comfortable nights of autumn - warm enough to enjoy the outdoors, but cool enough for everyone to be in sweaters with their chairs pulled closed to the fire. Carter and Travis brought stuff for s’mores, and we raided the liquor cabinet and wine cellar for all the best stuff. Nolan gets grumpy when the mosquitoes that have been too stubborn to die yet decide he's the tastiest of us all. Maison gets him a big blanket and tries not to laugh when Nolan wraps it around his head and body, nothing but his eyes and nose showing. He fails. It earns him a very dirty look from Nolan and a silent treatment until he makes Nolan a marshmallow that's perfectly toasted and feeds it to him so he doesn't have to come out of his anti-mosquito cocoon. I try not to stare when Nolan catches the tip of Maison's finger with his teeth before he can remove it, looking right into the man's eyes as he pulls the rest of the digit into his mouth and sucks it clean. Casey squirms where he's seated in my lap. When I turn my attention to him, I catch him watching them too. 
"Is someone getting turned on?" I tease, making sure my voice stays low enough to only be heard by him. 
His blush is beautiful highlighted by the fire. "Maybe…"
"Dirty boy." I peek around, ensuring everyone is doing their own thing, before sliding my hand between Casey's legs and squeezing until he gasps. "Don't worry. Daddy will take care of that later."
"Or now," he pants, lifting his hips in a request for more. "We could sneak away." 
"You think they wouldn't notice? They're the nosiest fuckers on the planet."
"Don't care if they notice." He lifts his hips again. I move my hands, grabbing him by the waist and pinning him in place. His whimper is low and needy and goddamn beautiful. "Please, daddy." 
"Behave, or daddy will be the only one coming tonight."
His jaw drops, but he doesn't have time to argue. Keats steals the show by appearing out of nowhere with a bottle of whiskey and an acoustic guitar. "I heard there was a party."
I exchange a look with Travis, wondering if he invited him. He just shrugs. I shrug too. Who the fuck knows how Keats finds shit out? Maybe he talks to Bryce. He would worship at his feet if allowed, after all - a complete mystery I still haven't been able to figure out. I find Bryce across the fire, studying him for a reaction, but he doesn't even look up at Keats. He's engrossed in a conversation with Max, the two of them nearly falling out of their chairs from how closely they're leaning toward each other. I eye Keats again, fighting a smirk when I catch him frowning at the two of them. 
"Glad to have you, man," I say, deciding to save him from just standing there staring at the object of his affection. 
Keats shakes his head a little before turning to me with an easy smile. "Thanks. I'm always happy to get to chill with the cool kids."
"We're the cool kids?" Maison asks. 
"Not you," Carter and Nolan tease at the same time. They exchange mischievous, shit-eating grins that make me feel very, very bad for Maison's future. Those two teaming up against him? He's doomed. 
"Aww, be nice now, boys," Travis chides. "Everyone is special in their own way."
"Oh, fuck off," Maison grumbles. 
"Anyone want to play?" Keats asks, lifting his guitar and changing the subject. 
Before I can give him shit about bringing a guitar if he doesn't know how to play it, Matt stands up. The air seems to shift as everyone pays close attention. It's impossible not to, even though it's so obvious and probably uncomfortable for the young man. He's just the one that's still struggling so fucking bad. Every time he takes a step forward, the rest of us are thrilled. 
Ignoring all of us, he sits down and sinks in his chair, his fingers idly running along the strings for a minute. Then he starts to play. 
He doesn't sing - he doesn't even talk - but he's damn good. Within a few seconds, I know what he's playing. So do the others. Bryce, surprising the hell out of us all, starts crooning along. Matt’s fingers fumble for a moment before he gives Bryce an uncharacteristically bright grin and continues. Casey makes a soft noise of content as he relaxes against me and gently sways. 
When they reach the chorus, Bryce tilts his head back and fucking belts, his voice taking on a slight husky sound that has goosebumps prickling my skin. Pull my closer, tiny dancer. Count the headlights on the highway. I hook my chin over Casey’s shoulder, half-humming, half-murmuring the words to him along with Bryce. I can feel his face shift against my cheek as it stretches into a smile. 
As they bring the song to an end, everyone claps and whoops. Well, except for Keats. He just stares at Bryce like he’s been smacked in the face. Bryce is too busy to notice, laughing with Max as the young man demands he sing another. 
I don’t realize anything is wrong with Matt with all the commotion. Not until he suddenly lurches out of his chair and runs off, the guitar nearly falling into the fire as he leaves it behind. Travis stands immediately, ready to go after him, but Nolan puts a hand up. Bryce and Max are already heading in that direction. Without hesitation, Casey is removing himself from my lap and joining Carter and Nolan to follow behind. 
The air feels uncomfortably quiet once they’ve all disappeared into the house, even the cicadas and frogs seeming to realize something is wrong. 
Keats breaks the tense silence eventually, clearing his throat before saying, "Rumor is, you're all leaving." 
"Yes and no," Maison says. "We're hoping to do what you do. No longer be under the head’s control or orders, but still get to help out when we're needed."
Keats frowns. "What if he doesn't approve it?" 
The four of us exchange looks. Travis is the first to answer. "I'm done then. Carter and I are building a future together. The head doesn't get to have a say in that anymore, and he would if I stayed." 
"I think I'd be out too," Maison says slowly, as if he's just now realizing this. "I want to be a part of that life you're building. Wherever I fit."
Travis nods. "I think that'd be good for you and Carter."
"I'd be out too," I say. "I'm too fucking old."
They all laugh, the tension easing. It surprisingly stays that way even when Ace admits, "I think I'd stay. I really love what I do. I love all of you and it'd suck not to get to be with you guys, but… I'm not sure I'm ready to walk away yet." 
Maison nods. "That's fair."
We all agree. 
"But hopefully he approves the deal," Ace adds. 
"God, I hope so," Maison says with a laugh. “I’ll go stir-crazy without this shit.”
We all laugh again. If the others are anything like me, it's because they resonate with the sentiment. I'm not ready to be out yet, but I'm not willing to be all in either. I'm really fucking hoping we get the happy medium. 
“What do you think he’s like?” Travis asks. 
Keats tips his head to the side. “The head?” 
“Yeah. You think he’s just some rich fuck bankrolling everything?”
“He can’t be," Maison argues. "He must have experience in the field, wouldn’t you think? I mean, there’s no way all of this shit started the way it is now. He must have started small. Probably just one operation. And he probably ran it himself.”
“Or maybe it’s him and another person. Like best friends or something. One bank rolls, the other handles logistics," Ace argues.
“Could be.” I tilt my head, considering that. "None of you have talked to him?" 
Travis just laughs like that's a stupid question while Ace shakes his head. I don't get a chance to check with Keats before Maison speaks.
“I did. Once.” We all look at Maison. He’s staring down at his beer. He doesn’t look up as he continues. “When Carter was taken, I called Trav first. I knew without him on board, my plan would never work. It wasn’t until after he agreed that I called for approval for Travis to buy him. I got pushed to the top for the first time ever. He barely even spoke. Just fucking sat there while I explained the situation and fucking begged him to let us save him. Then he said no.” He huffs a dry, angry laugh. “Just that one word. No. I fucking detonated. I told him he better rethink his answer and help me come up with a way to pull it off without ruining the operation, or I’d figure shit out myself.”
“You threatened to go rogue?” I ask incredulously. 
He raises an eyebrow at me. “Wouldn’t you?”
“I-” I pause. I don’t have a brother, but I have someone I love enough to go rogue for. Casey. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess I would.”
“But you didn’t have to,” Keats says quietly, his eyes surprisingly intense on Maison. “You got approval.”
“Yup. Not right away. He told me to remember my fucking place and hung up. Few minutes later, I got a call from the guy right above me with the plan. Said the head approved of buying him, but refused to declassify for Carter. Said we had to lie. He needed to stay under the belief he was a slave and Travis had better play his part fucking convincingly."
Keats looks down at his bottle of beer, picking at the label with his thumbnail. “Do you hate him for that?”
Maison frowns. “Hate the head?”
“Yes.”
“I… don’t know. I mean, he let me save my baby brother even though it put the operation in jeopardy. He could have easily said no again and grabbed me up before I even got the chance to go rogue, but he didn’t.”
“But he made you keep it a secret.” Keats finally looks up again, this time at Travis. “It fucking tore you apart, not being able to tell Carter the truth. You were worried that Carter would never recover from that trauma. Trauma that was unnecessary. That could have been avoided. And that was the head’s fault.” 
Travis’s lips quirk toward a confused smile, his eyebrows pulled together. “I guess, yeah. I mean, the easy answer is to say it was his fault. To hate the guy, whoever the fuck he is. But… I played my part too. I was the one hurting Carter. Fucking with his head. But he is recovering and we’re happy together. We survived. The operation survived. In the end, if it got us to right here, I don’t know… maybe I wouldn’t change a thing.”
“And when it was time, we broke the head’s rule anyway,” Maison points out. “We ended up telling Carter the truth when we felt it was necessary.”
“If anything, Carter probably hates the head the most,” Travis points out with a soft laugh. “Almost as much as he hated us when he found out the truth.”
“Though it might be a tie with Casey because it’s the head’s fault that Casey can’t see or talk to his dad. That damn near killed him - literally. I don’t know if he’ll ever be okay because of it.” I rub at my chest, hating the ache that’s forming there. “I’d give anything to give him just five minutes with his dad, but it’s not worth the risk. The head could fucking take him from me. He could be vindictive enough to take everything from all of us, if he wanted. And I get it. I get where he's coming from, you know? But Casey… I mean, you guys were there that day. He almost killed himself after he found out he couldn't ever see his dad again…" 
Keats drops his bottle, spilling the last of his beer onto his boots. "He what?" 
"He's okay," I assure the man, having had no idea he cared quite so much. "I mean, he's still struggling, but Dr. Singh doesn't think he's a risk to himself anymore. He's doing better."
"Good." Keats looks down at his boots. "God, fuck, that's good."
“I'll say one thing," Maison says with a sharp laugh. "You couldn’t pay me all the money in the world to get me to do that man’s job. Mine was fucking bad enough.”
“Amen.” Travis lifts his drink in a toast before looking back at Keats. “Either way, to answer your question, I don’t hate the guy.”
“I’ve let it go, for sure.” Maison shrugs. “Like I said, the guy let me save Carter. Any rules he added were just him trying to protect the operation. Protect himself. Protect this entire… whatever the fuck you’d call it. Agency or whatever. He needed to protect all the other operatives and victims in need of saving. The guy has a heavy as fuck weight on his shoulders. One I’d never want. I think he did the best he could.”
Keats swallows hard before jerking his head in a sharp nod. Then he carefully picks up his empty beer bottle and quietly excuses himself, disappearing around the corner of the house. We all eye each other before Travis laughs awkwardly and says, “I think he hates the head.”
“Definitely,” Maison agrees with a laugh of his own. “We totally just let him down by not joining in his hatred.”
“I wonder what happened,” Ace says. “Does anyone know what his original case was? He was the head operative, wasn’t he?”
“He’s never talked about it, actually. I… don’t know what he was. Or what case he worked.” Travis frowns. “Which is total bullshit, now that I think about it. That fucker made me spill my guts to him when we were working on finding Mica together. It drove me nuts.”
The sliding door at the back of the house opens, Carter leading the group of survivors back to us. They're all wearing blankets now. They've also seemed to find themselves refills for their alcohol. Casey gives me a small smile before curling up in my lap. He offers me his thermos. "Hard apple cider. It's yummy." 
I smile, ignoring the thermos and leaning in for a kiss instead. He parts his lips the moment my tongue presses against them. A soft moan travels from his mouth to mine as I suck on his tongue. 
"Mmm." I pull away, loving the dazed look on his face and the hard press of his cock against my arm. "You're right. Very yummy." 
He stammers, his face red. I nuzzle against the warmth of his cheek and smile. "God, I love you, Casey." 
Finally managing to gather himself, he relaxes against my chest. “I love you, too.”
“Everything okay now?”
“Yeah. He just got overwhelmed.” He turns so he’s whispering in my ear. “I told them all about the house. They want time to think about it.”
I nod. “That’s fair.”
“Mhm.” He squirms a little. “Um. Is it bedtime yet?”
“Getting sleepy?”
“Not exactly.” He nuzzles beneath my ear, his cold nose making me grin. “You said if I behaved, we’d both get to come tonight.”
“I did say that, didn’t I?”
“Mhm.” He squirms some more. “And you keep your promises, daddy.”
I grin, winking at Travis when I catch him watching us. “Suppose I should take you to bed then, shouldn’t I?”
“Yes!” he squeaks, nearly falling out of my lap. Now everyone is staring at us. Casey at least has the sense to look embarrassed, but not enough to backtrack. He just shrugs and says, “We’re going to bed.”
There’s some laughter and mumbling before Carter says, “Yeah, I bet you are.” 
Casey sticks his tongue out at his friend. “You’re just jealous.”
“I-” Carter pauses, tilting his head. He frowns. Then turns to Travis with a pout. “I am jealous. Can we…”
“Fuck yes.” Travis stands up, scoops Carter out of his chair so quickly the chair falls backward, and starts walking into the house with Carter thrown over his shoulder. Carter’s giggles can be heard even a few seconds after the sliding glass door closes behind them. 
I arch a brow at Casey. “Do you need to be carried, or can you walk?”
“Psh.” He flashes me a mischievous grin. “Walk? I’m gonna run. Bet you can’t catch me.” 
He darts away. I give him a head start, finishing my beer and nodding at the others around the fire. “Gentlemen.” 
“Go get him, daddy,” Maison teases. 
I shoot him a wink over my shoulder. “Oh, I will.”




Chapter Forty-Nine

Casey


He catches me in the hall leading to his room, snagging my wrist and pulling just hard enough to send me stumbling into him. I suck in a sharp breath, my heart pounding in exhilaration. "You caught me," I pant, turning to look at him.  
His gaze is dark and predatory, his smile dangerous. "I did. Silly boy, thinking you can run from daddy." 
"Silly daddy," I tell him, whispering it like a secret. A giggle bubbles in my throat. "I wanted you to catch me."
"Oh?" He arches a single brow. It's unfairly sexy. "Does that mean daddy gets to do whatever he wants now that he caught you?" 
"Mhhm. I'm your prize."
His expression turns soft. "Yes, baby boy. You certainly are."
"Dadddy," I whine, tucking my burning face against his chest to hide. I don't know why, but I feel all shivery and squirmy inside right now. Almost… little. 
"Is my baby boy all embarrassed?" he coos. 
I am, but not entirely for the reason he thinks. This doesn't have so much to do with him getting all mushy on me as it does me experiencing these new feelings. I wiggle out of his hold and slip into the room before he can catch me, diving onto the bed and grabbing David. Jake settles in beside me, smiling despite his obvious confusion. I cling tighter to David and tuck my chin against his head. 
Jake makes a soft noise. "Oh. Is my boy feeling little?" 
"I… don't know," I whisper. "It's just… happening." 
He brings a hand to my cheek, guiding my face until I'm looking at him. The only way to describe his expression is incredibly fond. "That's okay. Let it happen."
"I wanted you to fuck me," I mumble, feeling very pouty. 
"You don't want daddy to fuck you while you're feeling little?" he asks, not disappointed, just curious. 
"I - would you want to?" I ask. We never really talked about the possibility, neither of us sure if my mind would ever drift to a place like this. My little mode so far has just been when I get extra cuddly and needy, or when I get playful and more carefree. Which,  I guess this feels like that. But there's an extra layer. One I can't explain. 
One thing I do know is that my cock is painfully hard and the thought of Jake fucking me right now makes me feel warm and bubbly. 
"I'd want to, yes," Jake says, reminding me I asked a question. "But I also wouldn't mind if you don't want me to-"
"I do!" I blurt, my heart pounding like he's chasing me again. "Please, fuck me, daddy."
He grins. "How could I ever turn a request like that down? How about you slip out of your pants and underwear. I think I'll have you keep my sweatshirt on. Daddy hasn't gotten to fuck you in it yet."
I blush, already fumbling with my jeans with one hand while keeping David in the other. I frown when I realize I'm probably going to have to let him go. 
Unless… "Daddy?"
"Yeah, baby boy?" he asks, helping me with my one pant leg that's stuck on my ankle. He tosses my jeans to the side before settling between my legs. 
"Can David stay?" 
Jake moans, his eyes locking onto my hands as they hold David to my chest. "Yeah, baby. Fuck. Hold David while daddy fucks you." 
Blushing furiously, cock throbbing, I squeeze David to my chest and watch as Jake quickly frees himself of his clothes and grabs the lube from his nightstand. My body quakes with anticipation as he coats a few fingers and settles between my open thighs. 
With his clean hand, he rests his fingertips against the inside of my left ankle and slowly - so very slowly - drags them up until he’s drawing patterns on my inner thigh, where he knows I’m extra sensitive. I twitch and moan, my eyes fluttering closed as his fingers get closer and closer to my cock. 
“Daddy, please,” I breathe, wiggling my hips a little to try and get his hand where I want it. 
“Please?” he asks, feigning confusion. “What do you need, baby boy?”
I frown at him, my bottom lip out in a pout. “Touch me.”
“Daddy is touching you.” He smirks, his fingers picking up the pace as they move along my thigh. They aren’t getting any closer to where I want them, though. “See?”
“Nooo. Touch my-” I pause, that extra-little, squirmy-inside feeling coming back with a vengeance. I have to look away before I can mumble, “My cock, daddy.” 
He makes a soft, soothing sort of sound and rewards me by finally taking my cock in hand. I’m about to thank him when he follows that up with a wet finger nudging against my hole. All I manage is a needy moan instead. 
“Daddy?”
“Yeah, baby boy?”
“Can you not tease me?” I ask, feeling vulnerable and a little shaky. I let myself look at him again. His finger pauses inside of me the moment we lock eyes. “I - I really need you.”
He seems to melt. “Of course, Case. Daddy won’t make you wait. Here, spread your legs for me wider. Daddy’s gonna get you nice and loose real fast.”
Sighing in relief, I notch my legs wider and pull them back a little, exposing myself to him. It makes his finger sink all the way inside of me. I moan, then moan again when he drizzles lube over the spot where we’re connected. Within seconds, he's working a second finger inside me, rubbing and stretching my rim as opposed to playing inside my hole. His hand on my cock makes up for the clinical touch, firmly stroking me in a steady rhythm that already has my thighs trembling. He barely puts in the third finger for more than a few seconds, a test more than anything, before he's pulling them all out and coating his cock. 
"Tell daddy if it hurts, promise?" he asks, already breathless just from the tip lingering against my wet hole. 
"Promise, daddy." I notch my hips a little. "Give me." 
Chuckling, he leans his body forward for a better angle and sinks into me. Our groans mix together as his cock stretches me in all the best ways, my hole clinging to it like it's never going to let go. Which wouldn't be the worst thing, let's be honest. 
“Goddamn, you look good like this, baby boy.” He trails his fingers along the skin just below where the hem of his sweatshirt has rucked up around my ribs. I shiver, stomach muscles twitching at the touch. His fingers go lower, navigating the dips of my hips and the insides of my thighs. I don’t complain like I did before, though. What’s there to complain about? He’s not teasing. His cock is still working inside of me as he touches and compliments me, hitting all the right spots. 
He pushes the sweatshirt up higher, the movements forcing his cock impossibly deep for a few blissful seconds. I whine at first when I feel David being moved, but it’s just to tuck him to the side in my armpit. I realize why when a moment later Jake’s lips are wrapping around my nipple. 
“Oooh.” Jake chuckles, the rumble sending waves of pleasure from my nipple to my cock. His free hand finds my ass cheek at the same time, squeezing it for a moment before using the grip to jerk me upward so he can sink further inside. “Oh, oh, fuck, oh, daddy.”
“Such a naughty mouth for a little boy,” he muses as he switches from one nipple to the other. There’s something so incredibly filthy about the way he keeps his eyes locked with mine as he drags his tongue around the bud. “If your tight hole wasn’t so fucking needy, I’d teach that mouth a little lesson.”
I make a sound that can’t even be described, my cock pulsing in his hand, my hole fluttering around him. He grins, clearly pleased he’s reduced me to such a mess. 
“Want daddy to fuck you nice and hard now, sweet boy?”
“Yes, daddy. Please. Hard, hard.” 
“Turn over, then.” I start to pull away from him, eager to listen and get back to being fucked, but he stops me with a raised brow and a smirk. “Did I say you could pull off daddy’s cock?”
I frown. “But… how will I…”
Instead of answering, he uses his big hands to grab and flip me around like I’m nothing but a little doll for him to fuck, somehow never dislodging his cock in the whole process. I moan just from the act alone, then moan again when he forces my hips high, his cock sliding against the most sensitive place inside of me. 
“Hold David nice and tight, little one. Daddy’s going to fuck you now.” 
Whining with need and excitement - and maybe just a little bit of trepidation, because I’m just now realizing Jake has never fucked me like this before - I bury my face in David’s stomach and prepare myself. 
But there’s no preparing for the way Jake fucks. All the times before can’t even be compared. This is fast and brutal, making my knees skid and my teeth clack. It’s a bruising grip on my hips and his cock finding places inside of me I haven’t felt touched in a nice way ever before. It’s dirty words of encouragement and filthy words of praise. 
It’s, “Fuck, daddy’s been wanting to fuck you like this for so long, baby boy.”
It’s, “Look at how well you’re taking daddy’s big cock in your tight little hole.”
It’s, “Is my little one going to come just from getting fucked? Look at how your big cock is making a mess all over, baby.” 
It’s, “You’re fucking perfect. Daddy’s perfect boy.” 
It’s, “I love you.”
It’s, “I love you so fucking much.”
It’s, “I’m never letting you go.”
It’s, “Fucking come for me, baby boy. Show daddy how good you feel.”
His fingertips touch my cock and I’m gone, shooting a mess into the bedding, pressing a scream into poor David’s fuzzy belly. Daddy groans and calls me his good fucking boy. I’m too dizzy with it all to count, but it’s not long after that he when he goes still inside of me, pumping me full of him. I think maybe I come again from the feel of it. My body definitely does… something, turning all shuddery and shivery and sensitive. 
I feel loose and useless as he gently pulls out and turns me onto my back, careful to keep me out of my own mess. He licks me clean, my thundering heart settling with every pass of his tongue against my skin, every sweet kiss he places in a spot he’s just cleaned, every warm smile he sends my way. He shoves the first layer of our blankets to the ground and tucks me into the clean ones before removing my sweatshirt and returning David to my arms. He kisses every inch of my face and asks, “You sure that wasn’t too much, Case?” 
“That was perfect,” I whisper, my words feeling a little slurred. “You’re perfect, daddy.” 
He hums, turning the lights out and pulling me into his big, safe arms. “You’re the perfect one. I can’t believe I found you.” 
My chest warms with the words. I nuzzle into his chest, squeezing David tight. “Never let me go then,” I half-beg, half-demand. 
His laugh is warm. “Oh, baby boy. That won’t be a problem.”




Chapter Fifty

Jake


Travis and I are in the kitchen enjoying coffee and quiet time while our two boys sleep in after being fucked nice and good – no, we don’t actually share that information with each other, but it’s pretty obvious – when Dr. Singh approaches us. “Jake, Travis, I was hoping to speak with the two of you for a moment.” 
We exchange a look before Travis nods. “Of course.”
“The survivors have decided they’d like for the two of you to attend the next group therapy session.” He doesn’t wait for us to ask questions, even putting up a hand to keep us quiet before we can. “They’ve been floating around the idea for a while now. I think Bryce and Nolan need it most, if you ask me. And I think they need it before they’ll agree to the safehouse. But it’s up to the two of you.” 
“Of course,” I say easily. 
Travis hesitates though. I don’t exactly blame him. I may have spent more time with slaves, may have had to hurt them more often, but he was the man in charge. It’s no secret that the slaves see it that way. We all know by now how badly that first group therapy session went. The survivors were pissed. 
But Travis is a damn good man and would do just about anything for these guys, so he eventually swallows hard and says, “Yeah. Okay.”
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No one is looking at us. Even Carter and Casey - sitting together on the couch with Nolan - are avoiding eye contact. Travis and I exchange a nervous look before sitting together on the ledge of the fireplace. Dr. Singh is already seated in a chair to the left of us, across from the couch. Matt is in the chair beside that. Bryce is pacing beside the sliding glass door, his gaze never leaving the outdoors even when he turns to start a new lap. Max is on the floor by the entrance to the room, knees drawn to his chest. 
Dr. Singh clears his throat after letting us all sit in tense silence for a minute. “Travis asked if he could start us off. Does anyone have an issue with that?”
I eye Travis, not having known that. He has his head ducked low, his elbows on his thighs, hands clasped white-knuckle tight between his spread knees. When no one argues, Dr. Singh says, “Travis, take it away.”
“Thank you.” He clears his throat before slowly lifting his chin. His gaze scans the room, giving attention to every person in there for a few seconds before moving on to the next. When he finishes, it’s with his gaze settled on the coffee table in the center of everyone. “I just wanted to make it clear that whatever is said here, whatever happens, the house we bought will still be open to each and every one of you. Yell at me and Jake. Call us every fucking name in the book. Throw shit at us. Hit us. Whatever you-”
“No throwing or hitting,” Dr. Singh says, wagging a finger at the others in the room before winking at Travis. “But continue.” 
Travis releases a shaky sort of laugh. “Right. Sorry. Um - well, whatever is allowed according to the doc, do it. You don’t have to hold back. When this is over, the offer for a safe place to call home still stands.” 
“Couldn’t say it better myself,” I tell them. 
The survivors exchange looks with each other. I’m not sure if it’s them trying to decide if they believe us, or trying to decide who will talk first. It doesn’t matter. We said our pieces. It’s their turn now. Travis is right. Whatever these guys need, we’ll give it to them. 
Bryce speaks first. I had a feeling that might be the case. Surprisingly, though, it’s not Travis he addresses. It’s me. “What did you do to us?” 
“I'm… sorry?” I shake my head, not understanding. 
“We have blanks in our memories about you. All of us. We’d talk about it, when we were still at the compound. We’d worry when one of us went missing to your room. It’d make us sick. What the fuck would you do?” 
I have to fight not to look over at Casey. “One of the first things I would do is give you water. It was always drugged with a sedative. Then I’d give you antibiotics and any other medical care I could while you were out. I’d clean you up and then let you sleep in my bed, safe and untouched.” 
“And you had to drug us for that? You couldn’t just fucking tell us we were safe?”
“And risk everything if one of you told someone?” I tilt my head at him, trying not to be annoyed. “No fucking way.”
“We wouldn’t have done that.”
“I might have,” Nolan whispers. Bryce’s head snaps to the side, his eyes narrowing on Nolan. But Nolan is looking at Travis, his cheeks bright red. “If you had admitted to being a good guy or to taking care of us like that, I might have gone to Travis. To… Master Roarke. God, I was willing to do anything to make him want me. To make him choose me to be his. I would have told him. I - I know that makes me a fucking awful person, but-” He presses his fingertips to his mouth, ducking his head. A tear falls down one cheek. "It took everything in me not to tell him that the slaves were trying to gather information and plan a revolt. But I refused to betray them." Nolan lifts his chin, another tear falling as he settles his gaze on me. "But I would have betrayed you." 
"That doesn't make you awful," Bryce mumbles, slumping down on the arm of Nolan's chair. He runs a hand through his hair affectionately. "What does the doc always say? Never be ashamed of what you did to survive." 
Nolan nods, looking relieved that his friend is upset. 
"Even without Nolan, one of you might have said something by mistake. It was too dangerous. My job was to calculate the risks and do everything I could to preserve the operations integrity and the safety of Travis and I. It sounds cold and awful, but you guys weren't - you couldn't be the priority. You were the few, when we stood to save many. I did what I could for you. It wasn't enough, but I - I did what I could."
They seem to ruminate on that for a minute before Bryce mumbles, “It’s better than what Travis did, I guess. He just fucking ignored us most of the time.”
Travis tenses beside me, a soft sound coming from him that I’m pretty sure only I can hear. The sound Carter makes is much louder - an angry growl. “Travis-”
“Don’t, sweetheart,” Travis begs, giving his boyfriend a sad smile. “They get to feel however they want to feel. Don’t take that from them.” He turns his attention to Bryce. “I was a fucking coward when it came to all of you. I hid whenever I could. Avoided. Ignored. When things were too much, I walked out of the room. I left you there. All of you. I told myself there was nothing I could do, but you’re right, there was a lot I could have done differently. I could have been doing what Jake was. I could have made stricter rules on how slaves were treated in the house. I could have come and checked on you guys sometimes.”
“Why didn’t you?” Nolan asks, his voice nothing but a whisper. 
Travis meets his eyes before admitting, “I was afraid. I thought I’d fuck up. Ruin the operation. Put lives at risk. Put all of us at risk. I was afraid - fuck.” He ducks his head, running a trembling hand through his hair. “I was afraid if I let myself get to know you guys, if I let myself spend time with you, that it’d be harder to see you as slaves. And once I stopped being able to seperate like that, I’d be fucked. I was barely hanging in there as it was. I was fucking weak. I am weak. I couldn’t do my job and - and care about you guys. I had to choose.” 
“And you chose the operation,” Bryce finishes. 
“We wouldn’t be here if he hadn’t,” Nolan argues. "He did what it took to survive, just like the rest of us."
“I know. I - fuck, I know.” Bryce turns his back to the room, hands fisted at his sides. “I just - I know." He scrubs a hand over his face before looking back at Travis with hard eyes. “Are you at least sorry?”
“Yes. More than you could ever know, yes.”
Bryce eyes him for a few seconds before collapsing onto the floor with a sigh. “Fine. Okay. Forgiven. I’m not thanking you for saving us, though.”
“That’s quite alright,” Travis says, his tone caught somewhere between amusement and sadness. “I didn’t do it for thanks.”
“Well, I’ll thank you,” Nolan says, his eyes focusing on Travis before falling on me. “Both of you.”
We both nod, equally uncomfortable for the gratitude. I can’t speak for Travis, but despite the discomfort, it still feels pretty good. 
Before things can get too awkward, Nolan bluts, “I wasn’t in love with you.” 
Travis makes a sound that’s somewhere between a choke and a laugh. He rubs at the back of his neck. “Uh - yeah. I know.”
“It was a defense mechanism.” Nolan fidgets, looking at Carter for just a second before quickly returning his gaze to Travis. His face goes bright red. “I mean, you’re very - um. You’re quite handsome. And I’ve learned that you’re a great man. But just so we’re clear, no love going on here. None.” 
“We’re clear,” Travis says with amusement. 
“Great.” 
Nolan and Bryce exchange a look. Then they both look at Matt. When Matt nods, Bryce clears his throat, squares his shoulders, and settles his gaze on the two of us. I brace myself for something terrible. Will it be about what happened all those months ago at the party? The night Matt spoke for the last time? Does he want us to defend not saving him? It’d be on me, if that’s the case. Travis wasn’t even home that night… 
Fuck. 
Fuck, I’m not ready for- 
“Matt wants a cat.” 
I blink. Then look at Travis. He looks at me. He blinks. Then he shrugs. I shrug. We both look back at them, relief making me grin so wide I must look like a fucking idiot. “We can get a cat.”
Matt taps Nolan’s leg. Nolan murmurs, “I know,” then to us, “He wants two. So the cat doesn’t get lonely.” 
“Two it is,” Travis says easily. “Unless anyone is allergic?”
I look around the room, but no one speaks up. “Two it is.”
Matt taps him again. Nolan nods. “He wants to come along to pick them out. Whenever that ends up being.”
“And he wants to go shopping for their stuff too,” Bryce adds, apparently remembering this part without needing to be tapped. “Like their toys and shit.”
“We’ll all go,” I agree. “Family outing. There’s a humane society in town.” 
Nolan and Bryce look at Matt, both raising their eyebrows like they’re waiting for something. Matt nods quickly. Even smile a little. Nolan and Bryce look back at us, smiling too. “We’re in.”
“What about me?” Max asks, his voice trembling. I feel slightly guilty that I forgot he was even in the room. Then again, most of this hasn’t been relevant to him. “Do I go back to Ronan or…?”
My heart breaks for him as I realize the trembling isn’t from fear or anxiety. It’s from hope. “No, Max. I’m sorry. Ronan is - you can’t see him until he’s done with his operation. But you’re more than welcome to come live with us.”
“And when he’s done, Ronan will be able to come to the house for me?”
“Yes.” I mean, I can’t guarantee that’s Ronan’s plan, but I’m not going to say as much. “Of course.” 
“Okay.” Max looks away from all of us, picking fuzzies off his socks. “I’m in too, then.” 
Travis and I exchange a look before I glance over at Dr. Singh. He seems to be able to sense that we have no idea what to do next, giving me a sympathetic smile. “Does anyone else need anything from Travis or Jake?” 
There’s a long stretch of silence where everyone takes turns looking at each other. When no one speaks up, Dr. Singh asks, “Travis, Jake, do either of you need anything?”
“No, I’m good,” I say before Travis adds, “Thanks for letting us talk with you guys.” I nod, agreeing with the thanks. 
“Then if you two don’t mind, we’re going to finish up this session just survivors. But thank you for being willing to give them this.”
“Yeah, thank you,” Nolan chimes. 
Bryce just eyes us skeptically. Matt is still smiling ever so slightly, though his eyes are far away like he’s thinking about something else. Probably cats. 
I’m going to spoil the absolute fuck out of those cats. 
And spoil the absolute fuck out of each of these boys. Starting with my own. I walk over to the couch, leaning down to press a kiss to the crown of Casey’s head. Then I leave him behind with his friends and head to Ace’s office. 
We have a house to buy for our family. 




Epilogue

Jake


I can’t help but smile when I enter our new home’s pool room, the familiar scent of chlorine and sound of a body splashing in water making me too damn happy. Or maybe it’s just the boy I associate those things with. Casey pushes away from his friends, his hair wild and half-plastered to his face. He does a little hop when he sees me, adorably excited. “Daddy!”  Yeah, it’s definitely the boy. 
“Hey, little fish.” I get as close as I can without falling in and squat down, smiling at him as he swims up to me. I love that he calls me that so freely now. Despite all of our friends knowing that it was a part of our dynamic, the first time he slipped and called me that in front of them he nearly melted right into the floor. But no one made fun of him - or me - and soon after he started slowly letting it come out more and more. I’m still Jake to him sometimes, too. Usually when he’s being serious or is feeling extra-Casey - his words, not mine, but I completely understand what he means by them. Interestingly enough, I usually become Jake in bed whenever he rides me. But mostly I’m his daddy. And I fucking love every second of it.
“It’s almost bedtime. You still need a bath, too.” 
He glides through the water before settling with his arms on the lip of the pool, his head tilted back. His eyes are huge as he gives me his best pouty lip. “But daddy… everyone else is having fun.”
“They’ll all be going to bed soon, too. Won’t you, boys?” I ask, lifting an eyebrow at them. 
“Yes, Casey’s daddy,” Bryce teases. 
“I’m actually getting out now anyway,” Nolan adds, swimming toward the stairs and exchanging a looking with Maison. “Night everyone.”
Bryce and Casey call goodbye while Matt waves and Maison stands up to join Nolan in his exit. I left Ace upstairs with Keats, the two of them having slipped into boring talk about technology and hacking that always gives me a headache. Travis and Carter already left for the night to their apartment. 
“See?” I nod toward the door where Nolan and Maison just disappeared. “Everyone’s going to bed. Let’s get going.” 
“Five more minutes?” he asks, bringing the big eyes and pout out again. “Please, daddy?”
I smile, far too weak for my boy. “Five more minutes.”
With a squeak of excitement, he pushes onto his toes to kiss my cheek and hurries off to his remaining friends, laughing when Bryce tries - and epically fails - to do a handstand underwater. I leave them to it, already knowing I’m going to be naughty and let him stay down here longer than five minutes. I still need to wash the dishes that have been soaking in the sink since dinner and take the garbage can to the end of the dirt road. It's not like he has a strict bedtime or anything. It's more that he had a nightmare last night, so he didn't sleep great, and I'd still like to spend some time lazily fucking him and then reading to him tonight. If he really wanted to tell me no, he could. We have a code for that - like a safe word. But he's only used it once, when Nolan was having a hard time I didn't know about and he didn't want to leave his friend alone. 
The night air is crisp as I bring the garbage out, a stillness to it that usually means snow is coming. Casey isn't as excited for winter as he was for autumn, but Nolan is plenty excited to make up for it. He's already sneaking Christmas decorations into each room despite us all telling him he can't decorate until after Thanksgiving. He's hard to say no to. They all are. Not that any of us mind too much. 
I walk back into the house to find Maison standing in the foyer. He freezes like a deer in headlights, his coat only zipped halfway. I frown at him, wondering if he was planning on doing the garbage. “I already brought the cans out." 
"Oh, no. I'm not - I'm going out, actually."
"At this time of night? To where?"
He rolls his eyes. “It’s not that late, old man. It’s not even 8 yet." 
“In a small as shit town,” I point out. "Where is there to go at 8 on a Thursday night in this place?"
Before he can answer that, Nolan comes rushing in wearing a different outfit than earlier today, his jacket in his hands. He stops short when he sees me, his breath catching. I catch a whiff of shampoo and body lotion. Did he shower? 
"Hot date?" I tease. It’s no secret the two of them are together now. They never came out and said anything official, as if we wouldn’t notice, but it’s pretty fucking obvious. They share a bedroom, not even bothering to sneak Nolan out in the mornings anymore. And they cuddle and hold hands and whisper and giggle together all the damn time. 
“Something like that,” Maison says a little too nonchalantly. Then he grabs Nolan’s hat from one of the hooks by the door and tugs it over the young man's damp hair. He steps closer to him as he does, lowering his voice. The words are clearly not meant for my ears, but I hear them anyway. “He’ll be mad if you show up without a hat."
I frown, wondering who they could be referring to. Especially when Nolan laughs breathlessly and says, “He cares about you too. Grab your scarf.” 
Something complicated passes over Maison's face before he grabs his blue scarf from the hook beside Nolan's.
“Alright, we’ll be back…” Maison trails off, exchanging a strange look with Nolan before finishing. “Tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?” I eye them, now a little concerned. “What in the world are you two up to?”
“Nothing!” Nolan says in a squeaky voice. 
I snort. “Yeah, that was believable.” 
“It’s safe,” Maison says, taking a step to the side so he’s partially blocking Nolan from me. It seems to be a subconscious move, but it’s telling. They don’t want questions about whatever this is. It’s not open for the usual shit-giving we all do as a family. This is different. “We’ll be home tomorrow.”
“Okay. Of course.” I remove my jacket, hanging it on a hook and stepping away as if to physically show them I'm moving on. “Have a good night, guys.”
With a nod, Maison turns back to Nolan and ushers him toward the door. I tear my gaze away and head to the sink where the more stubborn dishes have been soaking, the rest already in the dishwasher. I try not to let myself worry about the two men, but I don't do that great of a job. Even though I'm Casey's daddy, I still have daddy tendencies toward all the guys here. It's my way of loving them, I guess.
I only manage to clean one pot before I'm interrupted. “Jake?”
Glancing over my shoulder, I catch Keats standing by the breakfast island with a startlingly serious expression. I quickly turn the water off and head toward him, worry turning in my gut. First Maison and Nolan, now Keats? “Hey, what's up?"
He places a piece of paper on the breakfast island. His fingertips linger on it as he slowly lifts his gaze to me. “Jeff St. James is dead as of 8 this morning.”
My knees buckle at the information. Casey’s father - dead. I stumble forward, my eyes falling to the printout of the newspaper article. No, no, no. 
“Robert Sharpe will be here in 20 minutes," Keats says, as if that should mean something to me. As if I should fucking care about some guy at a time like this.  
“Who?” I ask, my wet hands shaking as I pick the article up. 
Suicide. 
He fucking killed himself. 
Casey will never-
“Robert Sharpe," he repeats. He tugs the paper from me, ignoring my growl of anger, and hands me a new one. It's a photocopy of a state ID and a passport. I nearly crush the paper in my hand, frustrated, but stop when I see the person’s picture. That’s Jeff St. James. That’s his fucking face next to Robert Sharpe's name. 
Keats continues. “We gave him a military background to make his demeanor understandable, but under no circumstances can he or anyone else ever say he has law enforcement experience. He’s from a small mining town in California, spent 30 years in the military, and has come here to retire. Threw a dart at a map and moved where it landed. And he’s not related to a single fucking person in this house. He’s renting the house next door and will befriend you all as a neighbor. Including Casey. Understood?”
I slowly lift my gaze to meet his. “Who are you?”
The hinge of his jaw twitches. “Understood?” 
“Who the fuck are you?”
“I can take him away,” Keats says slowly, his voice cold and awful. He looks at me like he doesn’t even know me. “I will take him away so fucking fast. If you ever tell anyone it was me who made this happen, if you even tell Casey about this, I’ll take him away and Casey will never see him again.”
I step away, not sure I like having whoever this man is inside my house. “Then what story am I allowed to tell?”
“The head made an exception. You put in a request, explained the situation, made a case for how well Jeff would be able to handle it because of his career, and the head agreed. The director called you, explained the situation, and gave you the warnings I just did. I wasn’t a part of this.”
“Are you him? The head?” 
Keats doesn’t even blink. “Don’t be a fucking idiot. I did you a favor, alright? Please just… fucking take it.”
I stare at him for a few more seconds. And then I do the only thing I can. “Thank you.” 
His shoulders relax, his entire expression softening. “I wish I could do so much more.”
“Stick around,” I tell him, taking the paper and folding it to put in my pocket. “Watch them reunite. You’ll see that it’s more than enough.”





Epilogue 

Casey


"Hey, little fish," Jake calls from the door of the pool area. It's been much longer than the 5 minutes he gave me, so I don't pout or argue, already swimming over to the stairs. Bryce and Matt follow behind, probably ready to be done anyway. They like the pool and love spending time with me, but I've accidentally held them hostage for nearly 2 hours tonight.  
Jake comes forward as I step out of the pool, wrapping a fluffy towel around my shoulders. He rubs his big hands along my covered arms to warm me up. I hum, my eyes starting to fall closed as I soak up the daddy love. But I catch sight of his expression and realize something is wrong. He notices the moment I tense up, his hands coming to a stop. 
"Daddy?" I ask as his eyes find mine. He looks scared. "What's wrong?" 
"Nothing, baby boy. Just - daddy needs you to be good and get dressed, okay? There's something I want to… show you."
I frown, not sure I believe him. But Dr. Singh has been helping me work on positive thinking, so I try my best to let it go as he finishes drying me off and helps me into a pair of sweats and my favorite sweatshirt of his - the gray faded Army one. After swiping the towel over my hair once more, he gives me a wobbly smile and takes my hand, pulling me out of the pool room and up the basement stairs. 
No one is around besides Keats, who is lingering awkwardly in the kitchen. He nods at me before looking at Jake and tapping his watch. Jake looks down at his own and swears under his breath before turning to me with a slight panic in his eyes. “There’s someone coming to see you. Someone - well. Fuck, I’m not entirely sure how to even say it other than to just-” 
Someone knocks on the door. It’s hard. Loud. Nearly frantic. Four quick knocks. The smallest of pauses. Then some more. They try the handle next, making it jiggle where the lock catches and refuses them entry. The doorbell rings at the same time as more knocks hit. 
“Jeez,” I mumble. “Is someone dying?”
“Casey,” Jake says quietly. “Open the door, baby boy.” 
I frown at him. “Um. Aren’t you going to tell me to look through the peephole first? Or let you do it since you have your gun? Or-”
“Open the door,” he says again. 
“O…kay.” I shoot him a look, then one toward Keats who is now very awkwardly hovering nearby, watching us closely. The voices of my friends are coming closer too, probably coming to investigate who is so eager to get inside our house. Then I turn the lock on the door and swing it open. “Um, h-” 
Arms wrap around me so tight that even if I was able to manage to breathe through my shock, I wouldn’t be able to suck in any air anyway. I’m immediately surrounded by the most familiar of scents - dad's cologne. I don’t know the name of it. Just that it was always in a cheap plastic brown bottle and smelled just like this - woodsy and spicy with a little bit of citrus. It’s the scent of growing up. Of home. 
My world stops. Crumbles. Reshapes. Solidifies. 
Dad. 
"Oh, Casey." The man pulls back, his hands sliding up my arms and the sides of my neck until he has my cheeks gripped in his hands. He looks older, like the past months have aged him years, and there's a sadness in his eyes despite their brilliant blue color. His smile trembles. When he speaks again, his voice is thick and gravelly. "My boy. You're alive. You're fucking alive."
I'm already crying, I can feel the tears pouring down my face, but it barely registers. "Dad." I lurch forward, needing to be in his arms again. Needing to squeeze him tight and breathe him in and let myself feel truly, fully, completely happy for the first time since men stole me off a street in Ann Arbor. "Dad. Dad. Dad."
"I'm right here, kid. I'm right here." He crushes me to him, his whole body shaking. Or maybe my body. Or the both of us. "I'm not fucking losing you again, you hear me? Don't you do that again."
I laugh, the sound watery and weak. "Okay, dad. Okay, I won't." 
My dad always told me that a grown man who won't cry isn't a man. There's not a damn thing wrong with emotions, son, he always said. They're what make us human. 
Standing in the foyer of the house I share with some of the strongest men I know, my dad and I cry. 
When we eventually separate, it's only far enough for me to turn toward the others in the room, my arm still around my dad's waist, his arm still around mine. Except only one person is still here, standing off to the side at a respectful distance. He smiles when our eyes meet, looking more relaxed and happy than I think I've ever seen him. Who knew that the little wrinkle between his eyebrows wasn't permanent? That thing is so stubborn, it lingers when he sleeps. 
"Dad, this is Jake, my boyfriend." I beam at Jake, feeling like I'm going to vibrate out of my skin. "Jake, this is my dad."
"I'm honored to meet you, Mr. St. James," Jake says, striding over and offering my dad a hand. My dad snorts and grabs Jake by the shoulder, yanking him into a clumsy hug that ends up with me sort of smooshed between them. 
"Honored, my ass," my dad grumbles affectionately. "You saved my boy. Thank you. Thank you, Jake."
“He saved me too, sir.” Jake's arm winds around me, pulling into his chest even as my back remains pressed to my dad. He ducks his head to rest in the dip of my shoulder and inhales shakily. "Thank you for raising a boy like him." 
I start crying all over again. 
[image: image-placeholder]Jake tells us about the deal he made with the head, including the house to the left of us on the dirt road now belonging to my dad. He lets my dad stay the night this one time, gently excusing himself after a few minutes to let us catch up before placing a kiss to the crown of my head. 
“That’s a good man you’ve found yourself,” dad tells me once Jake has disappeared. 
I beam at him. “You have no idea, dad.” 
He beams right back, grabbing my hand and holding it tight. “Tell me, then.”
And I do. 
I leave out the worst parts and a whole lot of details, and there are a lot of pauses for crying and holding each other close, but I tell him all of it. The fear. The holding cell. His advice that kept me and so many others holding on. Elliot. Carter. The auction. DuGray. The mysterious Irish man who told me to wait a little longer. The American man who saved me. Who reminded me that I’m a person. Who kept his promises. Who loved me even when I couldn’t love myself. 
I tell him about my new family, bragging about how strong my friends are and how far they’ve come, rolling my eyes when I explain the obnoxiousness of Travis and Carter’s love, warning him that he better brace himself because Nolan’s cooking is even better than that old Italian restaurant we used to save up to go eat at. 
I tell him I’m sorry and he hushes me, holding me close. “None of that nonsense, you hear me? You don’t have a goddamn thing to be sorry for.” 
“I killed him, dad,” I whisper, the one thing I was terrified to tell him. “I killed DuGray.”
He laughs softly. “Good. Did you make it hurt?” 
“Yeah.” I laugh in relief, closing my eyes and sinking into yet another hug. “Yeah, dad, I did.”
[image: image-placeholder]The sun is starting to rise by the time I climb into bed. Jake gives me a sleepy smile, making me think he’s been awake this whole time. Such a good daddy. 
“Hey, little one,” he murmurs, pulling me into his arms the second he’s able. I hook a leg over his hip so we can get as close as possible. Something nudges my side. I wiggle just enough, already knowing what it is before David is tucked beneath my arm. I think if I hadn’t cried myself dry already, I’d probably have tears in my eyes again. 
“Hi, daddy.” 
“What do you need from me, baby boy?”
I laugh, feeling almost delirious. “There is literally nothing more you could do. You’ve done it. All of it. You – god, Jake.” I move in his arms until I can see him, half of his face illuminated with the muted sunlight filtering through the window. “You just keep saving me.”
“Well, yeah.” He kisses the tip of my nose, his smile dopey with love. “I promised I would, didn’t I?”
“You did.” I grab his mouth in a kiss that somehow makes my heart crack open and fill up all over again. I thought I was finished crying, but more tears gather in my eyes. When they spill lover, I can taste them in our kiss. He makes a soft, distressed sound and pulls me into his lap, hands coming up to my cheeks to swipe the tears away. He kisses me deeper, his tongue slow and soothing as it swipes against mine. He kisses me until I’m breathless, until I’m tearless, until my heart is settled, and my lips are tingly, and my exhaustion is a living, breathing thing ready to drag me away. 
I’m half-asleep, slumped onto his chest when I remember I wanted to say one more thing. The words come out slurred and slow, but I don’t think he minds. “And you always keep your promises.”
“Yeah, baby boy,” he murmurs, holding me close and bringing the blanket up around us. “I always keep my promises.” 











Epilogue
An epilogue is very similar to a prologue, but it occurs at the end of your story, though usually separate from the main plot. It might offer a glimpse of the future to share a sense of closure with your readers, or entice them to read the next in a series or collection.
Similar to the prologue, the epilogue should be placed in the main body content of your book and is therefore not technically back matter.




Note From Taylor (aka T.J. Hamel)


Hey reader! 
THANK YOU so much for reading Drown in You. Carter and Travis's story was an emotional rollercoaster I never planned on taking further than their ending, but the moment I saw Jake and Casey on page together for the first time, I knew I was doomed. Those two weren't even a question – their story had to be told. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you did, can you do me a HUGE favor and leave a quick review on Amazon? This business is fueled by reviews - no matter how simple they are – and I'd really love the opportunity to keep growing and reaching more readers (and, of course, to keep being able to write more books!) 
If you want to follow me and my work, check out my social media platforms below:
Facebook Groups:
McNiff's Meeting Place (For books written BOTH under my name Taylor McNiff and T.J. Hamel) 
Instagram:
@taylormcniffwrites
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