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 Chapter One





“So, what do you think?” Pushing the door open, Livia Scion waved her arms and did a slow turn. It was Ky's new room, and with one look he knew it was beyond perfect.

“Mom, it has to be the biggest room in the house,” Ky exclaimed, looking around with wide, silver eyes. It was massive, and felt more like a studio apartment than a room in the family manor they just moved into. It had hardwood floors stained chocolate black, floor to ceiling windows that let in dazzling sunlight, and a luxurious king sized bed that didn't even make a dent in the space, even though it had a matching wardrobe, bureau and desk. There was a leather couch and armchair by the fireplace—because he had a fireplace in his bedroom. It was crazy; a bedroom, living room and office in one, and through the door across the room he could see a full sized master bath. Awesome.

“Mom, it's too much. You and dad should take this room. I'm sure I'll be fine in something, well, normal sized.” It killed Ky to say it, but he knew in a few years he'd be done with college and out of the house anyways.

“Tut, you. This room just screams 'Ky,' and dad agrees with me.” Grinning, she pointed up to the ceiling. Ky followed her gaze, gasping when he caught sight of the four large stone gargoyles leering down from a ledge, one on each wall. “Dad could never sleep with those things in the room; you know how he gets. Look at the windows. Just think how much art you can make with light like this. And the space—Ky, you could do all your painting in your room with the right ventilation. Heck, you might never leave the house again.”

His mom was very, very persuasive, and Ky really wanted the room. It was perfect. He crossed to the windows, looking out into the backyard. Down below an ancient wrought iron fence glinted dark among the overgrown shrubs, both wrapping around the manor and yard. Roses bloomed erratic red explosions among the wild green. Behind the bushes was an overgrown orchard, twisted pear, apple, and peach trees tangling among vines and grass. The place really was beautiful in a worn down way.

The dilapidated Scion Manor had been empty for years with none of their relatives willing to live there. Ky didn't remember his grandfather, but he did remember being young when learning the man had disappeared. Anselm Scion had left no specific will as to who was to inherit the manor among his five children. Ky's uncle Alex took ownership of the manor as the eldest son, but none of Anselm's children had actually wanted to live there for long.

Ky's dad, Marcus, recently decided it was time to give the huge place a shot. Coincidentally around the same time Ky had found family dinners consisting of canned beans and pasta most nights. Which was why he had chosen not to complain about being ripped out of his home of many years in the suburbs to be stuck in the small, backwater town. Apparently his parents were trying to make it up to him with an amazing act of bribery. It was working.

“Mom, it's too much. I love it, I do, but it's nearly the entire floor.” It was literally half the third floor, the bedroom and bathroom taking up the length of the back of the house. Still, Ky couldn't pull away from the view of the sprawling mountains and fluffy clouds on the horizon even as he told himself he couldn't keep the room.

Livia walked over to the wardrobe, the large oak furniture dwarfing her petite height and slim form. She threw the doors open wide, glancing back over to her son. “Too late. We already put your clothes away. Nothing can be done about it now.” She flashed him a cheeky smile. “You can store your finished art in the room across the hall, or paint there. Or you could turn it into a gallery. You've got a lot of options in a place like this, and dad wants to give you the whole third floor. And really, Ky, there's so much space where we're sleeping. You're not taking anything from us. We'll never need all this space.”

Catching sight of his black clothing, studded belts, and silver chains hanging in the large wardrobe, Ky couldn't help but beam. “Well, when you put it that way. Let me help you get all your stuff in.” He tore himself from the window, his mother stopping him at the door.

“Hold on. Something else comes with this room.” Livia pulled a jangle of silver from her pocket, smirking at the spiky haired brunette. “It's going to be hard to get in the room without your keys.”

“Sweet!” He grabbed the metal key ring, blinking when he got a good look at it. “Three?”

“Yup. House key, garage, and bedroom.” She pointed each one out. “They're pretty cool, right? They look ancient.” The manor keys were longer than normal keys, narrow and odd shaped, almost like skeleton keys.

“They're beautiful. I've never had a lock on my door before... Not that I need it,” he added. Still Ky loved the idea. His parents had always given him his privacy, but there was something really empowering about being able to lock his door whenever he was painting.

“Well, I imagine you'll want to bring someone home one day,” Livia said teasingly.

“Mom,” Ky blushed, turning to escape. “I seriously doubt that's going to happen while living in Blackstone Falls. I'm probably the only gay person in the whole damn town.”

Livia crossed her arms over her chest, her smile turning sad as she followed her son down the hall and to the stairs. “I'm sure you'll meet someone at the college. I know it's a community college, but you still get students coming in from all over the state. Your world is going to be a bit bigger than this little town.”

Ky nodded, but didn't quite believe her. They had moved to Blackstone Falls so his parents could start a landscaping company. Everyone in the town was either farmers, hippies, drunk, or the wealthy that only dwelled there half the year, their large houses left empty during the winter months. The area was a sprawling mix of extreme poverty and wealth, including the towns around them. The inhabitants were also dull and hostile to what Ky was, something he had found out quickly when visiting his uncle and cousins when they had tried to live in the manor a couple of years ago.

First Ky had been ostracized for being a city kid. Then it was for being a weirdo freak that believed in magic, dressed in black, and wore makeup. Once they had figured out he was gay, that had just been icing on the shit cake for the redneck bigots his cousins hung out with. He wasn't expecting college in the area to be much different.

It didn't matter. Ky was going to become a skilled artist and move to the city. He didn't need to be famous, couldn't really stand much attention as it was. He just wanted to make a living with his art. No one looked at his eyeliner and nail polish twice in the city. Some definitely liked how he looked in black lipstick. He knew a few farm boys had, which had only made their taunts all the more ironic when they were hard over him. Ky didn't care. He had a place out in the world where he fit, and he was willing to wait to get there.

“Hun, before you run off. Can you bring some things down to the basement? The stairs are steep, so be careful.”

“Sure, Mom,” Ky said, following her down the main stairs to the first floor where boxes were waiting outside the closed basement door. There were more than a few, and he decided to have a glass of water before dealing with more lugging.

“Hey there, kiddo. What do you think of your new digs?” Marcus asked when Ky stepped into the kitchen, the man's brow furrowed as he tore through a box searching for silverware. Gray just starting to frost his short dark hair, Ky's father looked more like an advertisement for outdoor living than the engineer of many years he had once been. Fit and tanned, he had adapted to being laid off quickly, rising to the challenge of working with his hands like he had in his teenage years.

“I love it. But I'm worried you're going to regret giving me the biggest room in the house,” Ky told his father honestly while grabbing a bottle of water.

Marcus shook his head, peering up with a serious look behind his glasses. “I don't say this to be dramatic, Ky, but this place, in particular Anselm's old room, gives me the willies. The last place I want to sleep is there. Even uncle Alex didn't sleep there.”

Ky tried not to smile. His father was very 'sensitive', as mom liked to put it. The man was frightened of anything occult, to the point that Ky used to fight his dad just to watch movies about magic when he was little. Marcus may have relaxed a bit over the years, but he still got freaked out over everything, from ghost stories to ouija boards. It had actually been his father's fear that had sparked Ky's interest in the occult, and also kept him only scratching the surface, respectful of the powers that could possibly harm him if mishandled.

“Well, I'm glad that you get the willies dad, if only because I get to keep that amazing room. The view is spectacular, and I already know what I'm going to paint.”

“The gargoyles?” Marcus asked, frowning at the idea of canvases of the ugly creatures littering the house.

“Exactly.” Ky thought they were beautiful, if not a bit grotesque, and couldn't wait to unpack all his equipment. Even if he could find his sketchbook and do some graphite work that night, he'd be happy. “Mom asked me to drag some things down to the basement. Anything else here that needs going down while I'm at it?”

Marcus shook his head, his jaw tightening. “Ky, be careful in the basement. I don't like it down there.”

Ky kept his smile to himself. His dad was an overgrown toddler. “You know the washer and dryer are down there, right? You're going to start smelling if you never go in the basement,” he called cheerfully to his father while walking down the hall. He went to open the basement door, only to find it jammed, the wood having expanded, possibly from moisture. He wrestled with the door, finally managing to pry it open with a loud wrenching noise.

A dank smell greeted him and he wrinkled his nose, peering into the absolute blackness. The dim afternoon light of the hallway only penetrated a foot or so. He shivered, the hairs on the back of his neck prickling. It felt like something was staring back at him, level with his height. His eyes began to adjust enough to see a thin chain hanging down, connected to a bare light bulb.

Hesitating, Ky stepped forward, reaching for the chain with the floorboard creaking in warning under his sneakers. There was a sudden puff of hot air, almost as if someone or thing was breathing on his face, followed by the overwhelming scent of blood. Startled, Ky yanked the cord roughly, the light blinking on to reveal he was alone on the top step, a dizzying flight of stairs leading down to a concrete landing the only thing in sight. Clearly his dad's superstitions were getting to him.

Ky stood on the top step for a moment, trying to shake the feeling that someone was just out of reach, breathing in his ear. He was being stupid. Huffing at his own foolishness, he turned and picked up a large box, carefully stepping down the steep wooden stairs and looking around. Patches of darkness filled the space where the bare lightbulb was blocked, tall thick columns creating the perfect hiding places for murderers and nightmares. Ky muttered his idiocy under his breath, walking the wide bare cement floor and placing the box next to the table set up as a laundry station.

He went back and forth up the creaking stairs, his heart hammering in his chest. He kept smelling blood. Ky had once been in the back room of a butcher shop to pick up an order for the restaurant he had been working at. He knew what blood smelled like, and he was smelling it now, plus the underlying scent of rot. The last box piled high, Ky turned to make his escape, stopping foot raised in mid-air when he heard the clink of chains.

There was a space behind the water heater, a small wall holding the device in place in the middle of the room. The light did not reach behind the wall and Ky's eyes were drawn to the inky darkness, the sound clearly having come from there. Again he thought he heard breathing, low and strained, so close it could have been next to him. It sent strange, hot tingles shivering to his toes, his heart beating loudly in his ear.

It had to be the water heater. The old pipes and settling house. There were no chains rattling. Even if chains were in the dark, they were rattling because Ky had left the basement and front doors open, creating a breeze for anything very real to rattle.

“Oh crap,” he gasped, hand covering his mouth as the chains rattled again, this time something slithering over the concrete floor. Like a foot... Very much like a foot. Stepping backwards, eyes fixed on the darkness and the feeling of eyes watching him, Ky skirted towards the basement stairs. Once his heel hit the raised concrete platform, he whirled, running up the stairs two at a time. He tripped twice and bruised his hand, not caring if he was being an absolute idiot. There was something down there smelling of blood and he was not going to hang around to meet it.

He shut the door behind him, slamming it with his full weight until the swelled wood fit back and finally latched. He rested there, panting and trying to calm his racing heart. He was apparently going to be smelling as bad as his father because there was no way he was going down there again.

Staring down at his sneakers, he paused, raising his right foot. There was blood all on the white wall of his rubber sole. “What the... Eww.” He jumped away from the basement door, half a rat staring blankly up at him, dead and wedged in the gap at the bottom of the door. He had killed a rat while slamming the door! “Shit... Shit!”

His father peeked his head out of the living room, making a face when he saw what Ky was cursing at. “There's a cat living around here. At least, there used to be when Dad was here. I never saw the damn thing. It should take care of any rats.”

“Didn't Anselm die almost fifteen years ago?” Ky reminded, scraping his foot on the floor and trying to shake his unease now in the calming light of the main house. “I doubt the cat is still alive.”

Marcus shrugged, his eyes far away. “My father had a lot of strange... creatures we never saw. He loved that cat, had it before I was born, and I'm sure it's still around. He used to feed it a feast every night, usually something still alive...” he trailed off, leaving to find something to clean the dead rat with.

Ky shook his head in disbelief. Marcus didn't talk much about his father Anselm, except to remark that Ky looked a lot like the man with his dark hair, colorless gray eyes, and pale skin. Since there were few pictures, Ky had to take his word for it, and that of his aunts and uncles that always seemed unnerved when Ky visited. Anselm had been a very odd parent, reclusive and stern, leaving his wife to raise his five children. When she had died, the man had barely made contact with his family, and then, one day had disappeared.

Ky sometimes wondered if his dad was expecting Anselm to just show up out of the blue, even after all this time. Crazy, considering the old man had to be at least in his late nineties by now. It was assumed he had just been confused, touched with dementia and walked away only to be lost in the wilds surrounding the area. Anselm had been a recluse for so long, it was easy enough to imagine.

Marcus came back with a plastic bag, bending over to scoop the pieces of flesh up. Ky helped wrench the door open, staring warily with his father down into the still lit basement. The bottom half of the rat was nowhere to be found, a trail of blood streaking down the stairs leading to nothing. Glancing at his son, Marcus reached out and tugged the cord to the light, shutting the door firmly after the darkness returned. Ky tried not to think of how he felt the weight of eyes on him, right before the door closed.

“There's a laundry mat in the center of town,” Marcus said quietly, wrapping up the rat with a rustle. “Alex and his family used it all the time.”

Ky shivered, eyes fixed on the bloodied form being entombed in plastic. No one had wanted to sleep in Anselm's old room. Ky's new bedroom. Suddenly that seemed important, seeing as none of his relatives had liked the basement either. He wanted to say something to his dad about hearing the chains and smelling blood downstairs, but decided against it. Marcus had enough to worry about getting his business to pick up. It was better if Ky made things as pleasant as possible for his parents. Things were difficult enough already.




 Chapter Two





Dinner turned out to be a laughing mess for the Scion family, the gas stove refusing to turn on and no restaurants in the area open after seven. The bars were, but Ky's parents didn't think any of them were quite the right fit for their tastes. After Ky had gotten a look at a few patrons standing outside one bar, tired, ragged, and glaring holes at the family from their car, he had to agree. They ended up eating cereal with fresh milk from the convenience store—one of two such stores in the entire town.

Ky ran upstairs after his parents finished their exaggerated regaling of what had just happened. Ky's mom was a storyteller in her own right, which had been a great skill when teaching elementary school kids. Now she was helping to manage and provide some manual labor to Marcus's new venture. Even though she was petite, Livia was wiry like Ky, toned and strong underneath her deceptive form.

Ky had also offered to help his parents with the landscaping business, but they wanted him to focus on his studies. He knew they were just trying to protect him from having to 'grow up too fast,' as his dad was always saying. Ky figured he had to grow up someday, and he didn't mind sweating in the dirt and sun.

“I think this is the last box of books,” Marcus said, knocking his elbow on Ky's open bedroom door. Ky watched his father hesitate on the threshold and wondered if the man had actually ever been in Anselm's old room before.

Catching his son's expression, Marcus took a hesitant step in, exhaling noisily after a moment when nothing happened to him. “Sorry. Old habits are hard to break sometimes. My father used to lock himself up in here, usually for days on end. He would use the connecting bathroom, and had a small fridge for food. We were never allowed in. Not even our mom.”

“That must have been really weird. Your dad living with you, but not there at all.”

Marcus nodded, eyes straying over the room slowly. “He was an introvert. Like you, but more extreme. Sometimes you get into your creative headspace, and even though you're there, at the dinner table or in the car right beside me, you're a million miles away. Dad just... Well, he didn't bother to pretend, I guess. He chose to be isolated in the real world, as well as in his head.”

Standing from where he had been kneeling and pulling books out of a box, Ky crossed the room to his father. “I'm not going to lock myself away, dad. I know I'm sorta different from everyone else but that doesn't mean I'm just going to turn to dust locked in this room.”

Marcus gave a halfhearted smile. “Sorry, kiddo, I worry about you sometimes. You're bright and a good looking kid, but you just don't seem to make friends well. I don't want you spending your life alone.”

Ky shrugged, picking up the box his father had brought in and grunting under its weight. “I like being alone. People sort of overwhelm me. Always talking, always moving and flashing about distracting. I need the stillness to make my art. It doesn't mean I'm going to swear off people like grandpa did. Just... I like to put a little space between the world and me when I can.”

Marcus shook his head, worry clear in his eyes. “You can't just look at the world like a painting, Ky. You need to actually live in it, too. Life can get lonely. I know it was for my mother. Just try, okay?”

Ky could hardly refuse to try. “Alright, dad. I'll try and make friends at Mesabi. Maybe I'll meet some artsy types like me.”

Marcus nodded distractedly, eyes caught on the gargoyles leering down above. “For protection. They're scary looking, but they protect this space.”

“Dad?” Ky asked, only just catching his muttered words across the room.

Jerking his gaze away, Marcus blinked in confusion. “Your mother is waiting for me,” he said after a moment. “Try not to stay up too late. You have orientation tomorrow at the college, and mom and I will be out early to talk with the bank. You can take her car.”

Ky watched as his father left, the man shutting the bedroom door behind him as if he could not bear to see it open. Shaking his head, Ky left it closed, turning back to the bookcases he was barely putting a dent in with all his oversized art books.

The box his father had brought in had one of Ky's hats on the top and he scooped it up, bringing it to the wardrobe. He opened the doors, pausing as darkness greeted him. It seemed almost palpable, as strange a thought as that was. Again Ky thought he felt eyes upon him, this time not level with his face. No, this time they felt ducked down, peering from between his hanging clothes.

He was being crazy. There was nothing living in his closet, staring out at him. There was nothing shivering in fear, tense and breathing shallow puffs of air. He was losing his mind after having talked with his dad again.

There were hooks to the side, drilled into the wall of the wood, and Ky quickly reached and placed the hat on one of them. Only to rear back, yelping in pain and falling on his butt. He clutched his arm, a wicked scratch quickly blooming scarlet on his hand. Heart racing, he glared at the wardrobe, kicking the door shut with his foot just in case something decided to come out and attack him.

He was losing his mind. He must have scratched himself on a nail or even one of his spiked belts he liked to wear. It would not be the first time he had hurt himself on his own damn accessories. Biting his lip, he reached for his fallen hat, noticing there was also a tear in that. He stopped, fingers inches away from the fedora. There were four tears.

As if a clawed hand had scratched it. A hand large enough to be human.

There was a sudden noise under the bed next to his head and Ky jumped, heart pounding in his throat. Holy shit, there was a monster under his bed. There had been one in his closet, and the basement, and now there was a fucking monster under his bed. Ky's sanity was done for the day and he peered into the thick inky darkness under the huge bed, feeling eyes staring back at him.

“It's a rat... It's just a damn rat... I'm being crazy. It's just a rat... It's more scared of me than I am of it,” Ky whispered to himself, eyes wide in fear as he continued to peer unblinking into the tangible darkness beneath the bed. It was not a rat. There was something under there. Something large, and possibly from the wardrobe or basement. Something that might eat half a rat without hesitating and then disappear into thin air.

He gulped, certain that he could see gleaming eyes staring back. Too wide to be a rat. Too wide apart to be anything but human sized.

Ky snatched his hat back, quickly standing on shaking legs and jumping onto the bed. He sat Indian-style in the middle of the large mattress covered in a lush black bedspread. He was being crazy. There wasn't a person under his bed. There wasn't a monster under his bed. There was no such thing as monsters, no matter how scared his dad got whenever magic and ghost stories were mentioned. He was getting as paranoid as his dad.

He had lived in the suburbs his entire life, and the small town was just different to his senses. Everything was too quiet, with very little background noise. So every settling of the old manor, every creak and groan was just caustic and surprising. It didn't mean it was anything. Just different.

Ky licked his bleeding hand mindlessly, eyes straying around the spacious room and every shadow. His heartbeat was finally slowing. He knew it was stupid, but he didn't want to get off the bed. He feared the second he lowered his feet to the floor something with claws would wrap around his vulnerable ankles and pull him down, drag him under the bed and...

And devour him alive.

He was out of his mind, being completely stupid like some little kid. And he didn't care. Ky kicked off his shoes and socks and tossed them to the floor. Taking his cellphone from his pocket, he set his alarm to wake him up in time for school the next day. He then proceeded to strip down to his briefs, hesitantly throwing the clothes on the floor as well, creating a small blockade of fabric on one side of the bed. But two other sides were still exposed, the bed up against the wall and large headboard keeping his back safe.

Biting his lip, Ky reached over and shut off the bedside light, slipping quickly under the covers while sitting upright and hugging his knees. The darkness was absolute, even with the curtains open to let whatever moonlight in that could reach. There were not ambient lights, no outdoor lights or streetlights, or even television lights. Everything was utterly black.

The darkness closed in and yawned wide around him at the same time. He could not sense the boundaries of the bed, the floor, the walls. He could have been in an area the size of a coffin, or out, floating in outer space for all he knew. It was unsettling, and his heart raced faster.

Ky peered out into the dark of the room, listening to the many sounds around him. Crickets chirped outside the cracked window along with a faint whistle of wind. There were creaks from the house as it settled. A pipe tapped when one of his parents used the bathroom downstairs. Something, or someone, started scratching underneath his bed.

“It's just a rat... It's just a rat... It's just a rat...” Ky whispered, rocking back and forth in the dark. He continued like that, for how long he didn't know, but eventually he grew too tired, his eyes heavy, body exhausted from his fear. Slowly he stretched his cramped and tense body out, long legs and feet sliding between cool sheets as he settled on the pillow and sunk into the mattress. Minutes later he was asleep.



 

A soft huff of breath. Faint press of lips. Slippery wet heat moved over his hand. Lapping... a tongue was lapping his hand in the dark. It was the bleeding hand, the cut still stinging as the wide tongue gently traced over the torn flesh. Ky blearily came to awareness, hot breath brushing his hand in soft puffs.

It was a dream. It had to be a dream. Ky closed his eyes, the burning sensation from the scratch fading with every small lap of imaginary tongue. He was dreaming because he was not afraid. If he were awake, he would certainly be terrified of something licking his hand in the dark while he slept.

The tongue continued, rougher dragging pulls prickling over his hand and wrist. Then his palm, nosing against him, sharp teeth scraping beneath parted lips, wet flesh flush against his skin as the tongue pushed into the center of his palm and made fire shiver over his entire body. “Oh.”

It was barest of sounds but the touch ceased the instant Ky released it. A dream. It was just a dream.

A thrumming sound suddenly filled the air, a low imitation of a purring cat. Ky slipped closer to sleep, the sound rocking him, caressing him down. The tongue again pressed tentative to his hand, touching between his fingers. The wet muscle trembled as it moved over Ky's index finger, contouring to his fingertip, hot mouth opening wide and swallowing two of his fingers down.

Ky moaned softly, head falling to the side, eyes slit open to see only darkness. Teeth nipped gently at the pads of his finger, Ky gasping with each bite, his stomach tightening with arousal. The purr again, curling soothing in his ear.

The mattress shifted, Ky realizing with a quickening of his heart that whatever was licking him was large. Human large. The thought left him as quickly as it came, a soft fluffy tail brushing luxurious fur over his chin and throat before dropping to the floor and disappearing from his tired senses. The thrumming sound continued, reverberating lightly in the room as it hummed from under the bed.

“Lovely...” Ky whispered to the sweet cat before falling asleep again.
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Ky was in such a rush to get to school, having missed the first three times that his phone alarm went off, that he forgot all about last night and his ruined hat and injured hand. It wasn't until he was tearing clothes out of his wardrobe looking for his favorite pair of jeans that he remembered the odd darkness of last night and the cut. Hands half buried in a pile of hanging shirts, Ky froze, eyes widening as he looked around the enclosed space. There was no strange darkness. No odd feeling of someone watching. No cut on his hand.

He stared at his hand for a good full minute, trying to find the slash that had been clearly there last night. His phone alarm started chiming again and he cursed, shaking himself and pulling out the nearest pair of jeans, along with a shirt. He needed to fly if he was going to make it on time. He was dressed in skinny black jeans, leather boots, a tight gray band shirt, and adorned with a heavy variety of studded belts and bracelets in record time. He left his long dark hair loose, messy in silky spikes in the front that strategically covered one of his eyes. He decided against the lipstick for today, wanting to get a feel for the college before pushing his luck. Still, he took the time in front of the large dresser mirror to put some black eyeliner on, never really recognizing himself without it anymore.

“Vanity,” Ky muttered to himself, catching the clock again. Late, self-conscious, and vain. He pushed his bangs down, checking a final time that he was presentable, if not totally hot and ready to meet some equally hot people his own age. He didn't hold much faith given the area, but he wanted to be prepared just in case. His pale skin was looking particularly porcelain with his full lips flushed red from sleep. So what if he was vain? He looked fucking hot.

He ran down the two flights of stairs, searching the large kitchen for his mother's keys. They were dead center on the marble top island. Once they got the stove working they were going to be having a lot of amazing meals in the kitchen. Ky loved the sheer size and beauty of the space. For now he was stuck with what was left in the fridge—Milk.

Staring thoughtfully at the useless container, he paused, pursing his lips. He grabbed a small bowl from last night's dishes, rinsing it thoroughly. Jogging back up the stairs, he placed the bowl on the floor next to his bed, pouring a sizable amount of milk into it before leaving and returning downstairs. Putting the milk away, Ky grabbed his mother's keys, did a double check for his wallet and license, and then stepped outside and locked the door behind him.

Staring at the door for a frozen moment, Ky found himself looking up towards the third story windows, the hair on the back of his neck prickling. The empty room that might make a good gallery was above him, the one he had yet to explore. He could have sworn someone was looking out, peering down through the dark drapes. Huffing at his growing paranoia, Ky stepped away, needing to get to the school if he was going to make it in time for orientation.



 

Mesabi Community College was decent, if not a bit underwhelming. It consisted of eight large, antiquated looking buildings all nestled together, a sprawling common of green in the middle of the circle for students to cross and relax between classes. The only modern looking structure was the Administrative building that also housed a cafeteria full of well-needed breakfast and lunch. The rest of the school apparently was what was left of an old cluster of monks that had once lived there, the buildings upgraded into classrooms.

Ky was excited by the art program, even though he hadn't met anyone interesting. Everyone felt really white bread to him, a lot of simple, everyday people that just weren't striving for much that he could see. Of course, Ky had spent most of his time hanging with artist types that had spent too much energy trying to look like they were 'something,' so he figured people that were content, even young people, probably had something going for them. There were the required amount of assholes in the school during orientation, mostly tanned, snickering farm boys in flannel making fun of Ky's cool hair and clothes in mock whispers. Hopefully the art program would offer a better range of people to meet.

He returned home with a bag full of packets and head full of too much information concerning schedules, maps, and looming future. He decided it was time to get his art stuff unpacked and actually in order. Art always calmed him, allowing him to zone out and deal with the daily stresses of interacting with people that he struggled with.

He wondered sometimes how he had managed to be so very different from his parents. Livia and Marcus were charismatic, outgoing people that seemed to grow more powerful when in crowds. Ky felt like a delicate plant that when in the wrong environment would quickly wilt and shrivel. That the right surroundings were usually alone and of his own creation worried his parents a lot. But Ky always felt so much stronger and healthier alone.

People exhausted him, and school did too. He liked to learn, but the constant pressure to prove himself took the fun out of it. That his parents were footing the bill they couldn't pay to ensure he succeeded in the weighty endeavor of securing a future only made it worse. Ky wasn't too worried; he was smart and driven. But college would drain him, the same way high school had, and he had to make sure his studio was ready to help him recover.

Remembering the odd feeling of someone looking out at him, he paused in front of the closed doors on the other side of the hall on the third floor. While his side only had one door to open to his bedroom, the other room had three, even though he knew there was only one large, long room on the other side. Trying to ignore what was becoming an almost constant tingle on the back of his neck, he pushed open the nearest door, letting it swing wide into the dim room.

The place was absolutely empty, no furniture, no shelves, no fireplace. The hardwood floors creaked when he stepped in, the faint smell of dust and warmth filling his senses. His footsteps echoed loudly in the room, the soles of his boots thudding as he crossed to the windows. He pulled the curtains back, tying the heavy drapes and letting the late afternoon sun in. It was a surprisingly tedious task, seven windows to wrestle with.

Once done Ky could see the room was beautiful with plenty of potential. It could be a studio and gallery in one—it was large enough. The hardwood floors were the same chocolate stain that was in his bedroom, the walls a pale cream. There even seemed to be something set up already for hanging pictures.

Ky approached the nearest wall, noticing the molding that was above his head, three-quarters of the way up towards the tall ceiling. The design wrapped around the entire room, another line of thick molding at the bottom where the baseboard usually sat. Ky could see heavy metal rings jutting out, lining up top to bottom. Except, they seemed too big for holding wire for hanging.

Unable to reach the higher molding, Ky knelt, fingers exploring the nearest ring. He stilled, metal cold and surprising beneath his fingers. The molding was a heavy bar of metal with large rings welded to it. It had been painted the same cream of the walls, but where he was staring he thought maybe it was a bit darker, as if blood was just below the surface.

The world rocking dizzyingly, Ky's breath caught in his throat. He stood quickly, darkness edging on his vision and leaving him feeling weak. Taking a step back, he looked at the room again. The rings were in sets, three at the top and three at the bottom with half as much room between each grouping. Just the right size to shackle a person in place by the arms and legs, maybe even neck and waist too.

“Holy crap,” he breathed out, pacing the length of the wall and counting quickly. “Twenty-six... twenty-six people could be chained in this room at any given time. What the hell? Why would this be here? Who would need that?” He turned, looking out the windows, his mind whirling. Had people stood here, chained to these walls, staring out the windows? For how long? Had people died here? Had they been here when his dad was growing up?

The view was okay. Not as nice as the backyard with the unobstructed vista of beautiful mountains and clouds. The neighbors' houses across the street took up most of the skyline on this side of the manor, cookie-cutter shaped buildings with a few larger, older farmhouses peppered between. Definitely not a view Ky would want to be stuck with for too long. Then again, it was better than staring at the closed drapes and empty spaces of wall... Where more metal bars and rings were.

“Thirty-four. Chains for thirty-four people.”

Feeling sick, Ky clutched at the wall, willing himself not to throw up.



 

He left the curtains opened, shut the door behind him, and wondered blearily if he would ever willing go into that disturbing room again. The memory of hearing chains in the basement made terrifying sense if Ky was one to believe in ghosts. He believed in them enough to not want to be around them, unlike other people he knew that believed in ghosts only enough to want to make friends with them. If ghosts existed, Ky was pretty sure they were not there to hang out and drink coffee.

He made his way down the hall, slipping into his bedroom, eyes idly scanning the walls for signs of metal molding with a terrible meaning. There was none and he sighed in relief, ruffling his dark hair. He was living in some bizarre haunted house. That's all it could be. Maybe some slaver place or something... Right. In the middle of white bread Blackstone Falls. He snorted at the thought.

He really needed to paint after all this, or at least go through the motions of organizing his room to feel more at home. He wanted to be surrounded by his familiar things to help push the darkness of his thoughts away. Maybe he was wrong. Maybe he was just jumping to conclusions of what those metal rings were for. But he knew he wasn't.

Reaching for a box full of his art supplies, Ky paused, something catching his eye on his bed. At first he thought it was a sock. A really oddly rumpled gray and black sock that was— “Oh, eww!” Ky yelped, nearly dropping the box in his hand. It was a rat. A very dead rat, bleeding black from a gash and missing a foot.

“Why? Why are you here? On my bed?” He wailed at the poor, very dead creature. Were the rats trying to drive him crazy by committing suicide on him? First the basement rat, and now this one?

Ky searched around frantically, looking for something to dispose of the disgusting thing with. Suddenly remembering the bowl of milk, he turned to the side of the bed, seeking it out. It was empty, just the barest hint of liquid left at the bottom.

Licking his lips, Ky stared at the bed and the darkness that was surely yawning beneath it. Anselm's cat was still alive and killing rats. Either that, or the rat had drunk all the milk, climbed onto his bed, and then killed itself while biting off its own foot. It was almost easier to believe than to think that a cat older than his dad was hiding under his bed. Worse, Ky was too afraid to actually look under the bed to see if the cat was there.

Having read that cats like to leave their owners 'presents,' Ky used the bowl to scoop the dead rat up and then placed it back on the floor. “Here you go, lovely. I don't eat rats but I'm sure you'll like it.” He would toss the dead thing later if he was just losing his mind and there really wasn't a cat under his bed. He could just be dealing with a house full of suicidal rodents. He still wasn't sure which was the better option.

The more Ky unpacked his art things, the more he realized he was missing items. There had to be a box floating around somewhere filled with his more expensive paintbrushes and favorite tin cans for holding them. He went downstairs, searching the pile of boxes still in the living room that had yet to be sorted, taking a good forty-five minutes just to find one box. He also managed to find two more boxes he hadn't realized he was missing, surprised that he actually had so many things.

Ky was a little bit of a hoarder. Not of the normal things that tended to pile up in a person's life, like mail, and plastic bags, and even books and clothes. Ky had difficulty giving up the little sentimental things he found. Probably ordinary, boring things to other people, but interesting and, therefore, valuable to him. Like his collection of small pine cones and pretty stones, a few robin egg shells and half of a bird's nest. Ky had dozens of feathers of all shapes and sizes, his favorite being the large hawk feathers. Being around these little treasures helped him relax, and when he relaxed he could paint.

He brought the three boxes upstairs, calves straining from another trip up the many flights, and began laying out his odds and ends on the dresser. He already had his small statues of dragons, sinewy and winged, along with his favorite griffin, and skull candle holders. The dresser mirror had little shelves along the sides just big enough to fit the sculpted creatures, plus some pillar candles. It was quickly cluttered with his own personal touches and Ky breathed a bit easier.

He lit a stick of incense and turned back to finish sorting his art things when his eyes again were drawn to the bowl on the floor. There was no longer a fat, bloody rat. Now there was just a tail, straight and half dangling out of the bowl. Ky crouched, biting his lip thoughtfully. The scent of the incense filled his senses and he breathed deep, relaxing further. Very slowly and carefully, he peeked his head under the bed, peering deep into the unnatural darkness. He could not see anything, even though it was still daylight and his curtains were wide open. But he could hear, and Ky smiled when a familiar and calming thrum filled the space beneath the bed.

“Good, Lovely.”




 Chapter Four





He awoke in the dark to the return of the odd purr. It started around the foot of his bed, something climbing up and barely jostling the large mattress. The thrum got louder as it approached, soft cautious movements sinking into the blankets and tightening over his form with each step. But if Lovely was a cat, he was tiger sized, one step pressing to the right of Ky's prone form, the immediate following step pressing to the left. Never touching, just carefully inches away. Not two small cats even. No, this was something large, hovering over Ky, body heat above his while the purring creature breathed heat on his face.

Ky opened his eyes, but he could not see in the dark. It was time to get a flashlight. A nightlight. Something. He carefully reached towards the nightstand, hoping to get to the lamp or even his phone and the flashlight feature on it, but he was stopped by a hand. A very human feeling hand. He froze, his heart speeding up.

“Hello?” He whispered hoarsely, almost afraid of what would answer. But it was only the purr, soothing as it vibrated in the air. “Lovely... did you like your milk?” He asked instead, not sure what exactly he was dealing with, but willing it very much to be just a harmless cat and not some deranged human sleeping under his bed.

The softest of chuckles was his reply, low and masculine. Long, silky hair brushed down over his face as the creature shifted. Human, definitely human. A human under his bed, eating rats...

Hot breath ghosted over his cheek, and Ky swallowed hard. “D-Did you like your rat, then?”

The purr got louder, the hand that had caught his wrist slowly releasing him. Ky went to reach for the light, but his wrist was caught again, this time pulled up above his head and pushed down hard. He could feel just the barest of sharp nails touching at his flesh from five points. Heat rushed to his face, every inch of his body hyper-aware that he was pinned down. “Shit, okay. I'm going to stop doing that, and you are not going to... um... hurt me?” He had not meant it as a question, but it seemed a very good question now that it was said, his blood roaring in his ears.

He held his breath, the body above him shifting again, warmth moving closer, bare skin brushing the skin of his shoulder. “Lovely, are you...? Oh... okay...” he trailed off, lips pressing to his jaw. The creature's breath did not smell like rat, even when Lovely kissed him. His lips were soft, firm, tongue wet and teasing as it pushed against the seam of Ky's lips. He opened with a sigh, relaxing back into his pillow, the body above him pressing him down, slender, toned, and definitely male.

Surely he was dreaming. Some sort of lucid dream, where he had thought he had woken in the night, but was really still asleep, imagining this hot, suffocating mouth trying to drink him down. He moaned, the blankets pushed away so that there was nothing between his nearly nude form and the body above him. A strong leg pushed between his thighs, spreading his legs apart as one of his was straddled. Ky could feel how hard the silky haired boy was as he rubbed against his upper thigh in desperate, grinding jolts that Ky couldn't help but return, his free hand reaching down to grab the boy's hip. He released a heavy exhale, the other's skin bare, Ky's hands brushing slowly up and down to find no clothing anywhere.

The thrumming purr trailed off, leaving Ky acutely aware of the wet sounds of their kisses as he reached his trembling tongue out to tangle with the other's hot, slick muscle, gasping soft pants while saliva escaped and dripped down his chin. “Oh god... oh wait,” he whimpered, the mouth suddenly moving away, down his chin, following the line of fluid to settle at his throat and lap long, fiery strokes into his skin. Teeth nipped at him, causing him to gasp, his arm wrapping around the boy's trim waist and pulling them tighter together. The boy bit him again, harder this time, Ky crying out in pleasure, even while a tingle of fear shot through him when he wondered briefly if the creature that ate rats might also try to eat him.

But if Ky was being devoured, it wasn't in a horrible way, that scalding mouth moving lower, over his collarbone, tongue trailing wet, teeth nipping again and again. His nipple was licked, Ky biting back a cry, eyes squeezed shut as the sensitive bud was nibbled, teeth tugging lightly, his entire body arching on the bed. “Oh yes... that's it... Lovely, please,” he gasped out, head falling back fitfully on the pillow. That his hand was still pinned above him somehow made Ky feel hotter, knowing just how strong the boy was moving against him.

He was achingly hard, and with trembling limbs, Ky pulled his knee up, rubbing the inside of his thigh against the boy's smooth flesh. The hand that had been braced on his shoulder was suddenly on his knee, pushing his leg up, spreading him wider and firmly moving over the soft flesh of his inner thigh, teasing where Ky's boxers met his leg. Lovely's hot mouth covered his again, tongue moving sensually over his lips, dipping in and caressing, teeth nipping Ky's bottom lip sore and swollen.

He wasn't sure if he was dreaming anymore, having never gotten this far with anyone before. The apparent figment of his imagination was very self-assured and persistent as fingers slipped into his boxers and began teasing down, pressing at the deep crevice between his cheeks with clear intent. That spark of danger was very much back, crackling over his skin and making Ky tremble as he reached for the boy's wrist.

“Lovely... I just... can you just wait a second?” He asked shakily.

Silky hair draped down over his throat and shoulders, Lovely burying his face into the side of his neck. His hand stilled, a fingertip pressed right up against Ky's tight hole. He was overly aware of the sound of their strained breathing, the boy's chest moving in rhythmic sways against his. Then the purr returned and something soft feathered over his leg. His eyes closed involuntarily in the dark, warmth pulsing through him along with the overwhelming feeling of safety. Ky relaxed his grip on the purring boy's wrist, Lovely smiling into his skin as he began pushing his finger against his yielding entrance.

Gasping small, shattered breaths, Ky bucked against the body holding him down, unable to process the overload of sensations suddenly assaulting him from the feel of that one slippery finger forcing its way inside him. “Oh... oh hell.” He bit back a cry, his body opening wider, the muscles inside him trying to clench tight. His knee was pushed up further, thighs spread wider, and even though his arms were now free, all Ky could think to do was hold the sides of his pillow desperately and gasp for air.

“Please,” he choked out, not sure what he was asking for, his mind a whirl of heat and crazed need. “I just... I just need...”

The finger was suddenly withdrawn, Ky's eyes flying open as he heard the loud tear of claws through fabric, his boxers suddenly pulled from him. How had—He had not felt claws. Surely he would have felt claws if they had been pushing inside his— “Oh god!” He gasped as he was abruptly flipped over to his stomach, heat fanning between his cheeks while his hips were firmly lifted and held in place with him pushed to his knees. He gripped his pillow hard and buried his face against it, muffling a cry into the soft fabric as a wet tongue began to lick up the sides of his crack, seeking his fluttering entrance.

“Lovely... oh hell, you shouldn't... that's really dirty and... oh god... oh god.” Ky could not hold back his moans as that slick tongue began to tease into his hole, pushing into him, stretching him, tasting him with an enthusiasm he would never have thought to go with such an act. His legs quickly started to shake, his thighs spreading wider when he pushed back, wanting more as he panted desperately in the dark. Hands gripped his inner thighs, strong and powerful as they spread him wider and held him in place. Then it was just that maddening tongue, long, wide and plunging into him, filling him with hot liquid, sucking his flesh, teeth scraping over his entrance. All Ky could do was whimper and cry, aching with each hot touch.

“Oh god... Oh god, it's... W-Wait, don't... oh fuck...” he trailed off, his body arching, legs spreading even wider as fingers suddenly pushed into him again. Rough, hungry. He clutched weakly at the mattress, tears dripping hot down his face, saliva slick on his chin and throat as he felt every delicious thrust into his tight, hot flesh.

His body kept stretching to the fingers, opening to the two demanding digits pushing into him again and again. Stroking his insides. Burning fire and friction. Making him so hard, so painfully hard as he bucked his hips, pushing back onto the digits, trying to get them deeper. Harder. God, he needed it. Just needed more.

“Please,” he rasped out, his voice so loud in the dark, his frantic pants muffled in the pillow somehow even louder. “God, please... I can't... I need more... Please.” He broke off in a whimper, his eyes rolling back as a third finger suddenly joined the two long digits already inside him. “Oh fuck!”

Ky felt when the boy shifted, his hard, sweat-soaked body suddenly pressing against his back, hot breath moving over his neck and shoulders. Fangs teased over his skin, nipping lightly, and Ky cried out, pushing back against the fingers jolting in him. The boy started huffing low, desperate pants in Ky's ear while he rocked his hips with every thrust of his hand. He couldn't help but think what it was like, as if the boy was actually inside him, fucking him with his dick instead of his fingers. The idea was just so wild and hot, so wrong and dirty to not even know who he was, what he was—What the hell he even looked like.

“Oh god... Fuck, that feels so good.” Ky let out a shaky breath, whimpering when he felt the boy's cock press between his legs, rubbing the sensitive flesh of his inner thigh and sac with every jolt of his hips. It felt big. Hot, sticky, and so big. God, he wanted to feel it. He wanted to know what it felt like to have a dick inside him. Stretching him open. Taking him.

It felt like someone else, someone else moving his arm while Ky watched from far away where he was just heat and crimson lust. He pressed his hand back, down the boy's side, finding his sharp hipbone, further down to his slender thigh. Then inwards, seeking out that hot flesh, so much bigger in his hand, heavy and full. Shuddering, Ky led it to his entrance, pressing the tip against the boy's fingers that were still buried inside him.

Just a dream. It was just a dream. If he wanted to be a total slut in his dreams, he was allowed.

The boy groaned low, the sound rumbling through Ky's body, making his skin tingle, his stomach clench in want. The long fingers were slowly pulled from his clinging passage. Before Ky could fully comprehend just what he had gotten himself into, he felt a large cockhead push against his hole and press forward.

“Oh god... god, that's big,” he moaned, his hands moving down the bed as he stretched forward, tongue mindlessly licking out to taste sheets and pillow. God, it was pushing against the edges of his hole, working slowly into him, so slowly, and he could feel every touch, every throbbing touch. “Please... please, more,” he whined, only to sob when the boy gave a soft hiss and thrust his hips forward hard.

The sheer thickness was so overwhelming, stretching the muscles of his entrance so wide, so relentlessly wide as the boy kept pushing forward, inch by aching inch, until the head of his cock was filling Ky's tight hole. He let loose a line of whimpering low moans, burying his head into his pillow while he struggled to comprehend the feeling of being filled. But the boy didn't stop, his cock still pushing forward. Fingers bruised into Ky's hips, holding him tight, keeping him in place as the boy grunted and kept forcing his thick cock deeper and deeper inside his aching flesh.

Ky had never felt anything like it before. In the dark it was all he knew. He was being changed. Being taken. The slick walls of his passage were stretching, opening, coating and contouring to the thick flesh impaling him. He could feel every small thrust, every jolt, every pant of breath and twitch of muscle as he was breached so fully, so completely. He had known he liked men, but hadn't known he wanted to be fucked by men. Now he knew. There was nothing like this, being opened and filled with something so big, so powerful and demanding as a hard cock. Taking him. It was taking him.

The boy began to thrust, and Ky could only sob in agony. So much. So very much, thick and tight inside him, and so good. He struggled to breathe through his gasps and cries, forcing his trembling body to push back into each slam forward. The cock glided inside him, so thick and hard, his passage so slick, so tight as he clenched again and again, trying to feel every aching touch he could. He started thinking about just how he was getting so wet, precum trickling into him with his own wet juices, and he began to moan louder at the thought of being filled with cum.

He wanted it. Wanted to be filled with the stranger's cum, hot and claiming. God, that would make Ky his. This strong, faceless beast with long silky hair, sharp teeth, and curling tail would own Ky if he came inside him. He didn't know how he knew it, certain he was just out of his mind at this point, but he felt so sure. And god, he wanted that. Wanted to be owned by this thick cock and strong body. Wanted to be filled whenever the creature came for him. Wanted to be taken and used.

“Please... oh, please... don't stop... harder...” Begging frantically, Ky pushed back harder into the thrusts, gasping when the boy suddenly pinned him down with his full weight, his arms tight around Ky's chest as he used his leverage and position to take him relentlessly. Each slamming jolt was agonizing pleasure, driving into him so deep, so fully, taking him again and again. Getting off using his body, his hole, his tightness while Ky clenched and took everything.

The thrusts began to slow in speed but kept their intensity of force. Ky cried as the dick jarred inside him, hitting a spot inside that flashed white behind his eyes. God. The boy started thrusting roughly. Still slick, still smooth, but with uncoordinated, rhythmless movements as the boy grew closer, more desperate. The very thought was so hot to Ky, knowing the boy was getting off in him. Was so hard for him. He pushed back, grinding as the boy ground forward. He gasped loudly as he was pushed harder into the mattress, filled so deep, so full, so complete.

Teeth suddenly sank deep into Ky's throat and he came with a shout, his body bucking wildly beneath the hot weight holding him down into the bed. His passage clenching achingly tight, he felt the boy swell, felt him come inside him. His thick dick jerked stream after hot stream of seed into Ky's spasming passage as he was milked for everything he had. Sobbing, lightheaded and wild, Ky kept pushing back, his own orgasm seeming to go on forever as his cum splashed hot on his stomach.

Groaning, Ky let his head fall back to the mattress, his muscles slowly losing their impossible tension. He was shaking, gasping, sweat dripping everywhere, and even though it was dark, he was certain the room was spinning.

“Oh god... god,” he whispered hoarsely, closing his eyes as a hot tongue began to move over the back of his neck, licking the sweat from his body.

He had just... Had he? Was this real? God, it felt real. The hard body weighing him down felt damn real. His hole was sore and aching around the thick flesh still embedded deep inside him. He could feel the wet seed filling him, dripping down his crack and inner thighs.

Shit. He had just let... someone... fuck him.

Someone that ate rats and was currently purring, the thrum moving through their combined bodies soothingly.

Shit. What the hell had he just done?
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There was a weird pinging noise, sounding over and over again. Jayce groaned, burying his head under his pillow as the noise grew louder and he began to make out tinny music. Video game. The fucker was blasting his handheld while he was trying to sleep.

“Declan, kill the fucking thing,” Jayce growled from under his pillow.

“Fuck off.” The music got louder along with the sound effects as Declan started blowing shit up.

“Come on, I didn't sleep last night. Just shut it the fuck off.”

“Aw, what's the matter? Wear yourself out feeling up my unconscious body?”

Ice shooting through his veins, Jayce woke up completely. Right. That.

Fuck.

Sitting up slowly, he pulled the pillow from his head. Declan was fresh from the shower, his hair damp and sleek, dressed in his black pajamas and looking strangely normal without his makeup. He shot Jayce an apathetic look from his bed, the brunette's face lit from below by his video game screen. The kid had burned some candles, likely just to piss him off. He hated the idea of sleeping with an open flame—It was dangerous and reckless and if D needed a fucking nightlight he could get a plugin.

“You passed out. I put you to bed,” Jayce finally muttered, needing to be clear that he hadn't done anything while Declan was asleep. He had done damn near enough when the kid had been awake. “You were drunk. I wouldn't have touched you if you hadn't been crawling all over me.”

“Spare me,” Declan said with a bored drawl, placing his game down on the bed. “You were fucking sober.”

It was a knife to Jayce's chest. Quiet and deadly and very true. He had fucked up. “I'm sorry.” Declan didn't say anything, and he really didn't know what the kid wanted from him. “I should have shut you down the second it started. I'm the older brother and I should have stopped it before it went crazy like that.”

“But you didn't,” Declan pointed out flatly.

Jayce swallowed hard, his stomach in knots. Did he know? Did Declan know just how fucked up he was over him? “No, I didn't. What do you want, D? What the hell do you want me to say to keep you from telling your dad?”

Leaning back on his arms, Declan studied him for a long minute, his expression calculating. “Come here,” he said abruptly.

Brows furrowed, Jayce pushed himself free of his covers. Dressed just in boxer briefs, the air was chill on his bare flesh. He stood, approaching the bed warily, Declan's face a perfect mask. “So? What do you want? Money?”

Declan just snorted. “Get on your knees.”

Scoffing, Jayce tried to fight the sudden heat moving through his body. “I said I was sorry. You seriously want me to beg?”

“Stop stalling.”

Glaring, Jayce squared his jaw and slowly sank to his knees. It was a strange feeling, the carpet rough on his legs, his stomach tightening as Declan got off the bed to stand over him. Fully dressed in front of him, Jayce was suddenly aware of just how naked he was compared to his little brother. He refused to feel embarrassed, but he was definitely feeling something as Declan stared down at him with an unreadable expression on his face.

“Well?” Jayce asked when the kid refused to tell him what he wanted.

“Well, nothing.” Declan grabbed him by the hair, tilting his head back so the blond was looking up at him. “You owe me.”

Jayce was starting to get the suspicion his brother wasn't looking for an apology. “What, you want to hurt me?” He asked roughly, his voice low with growing lust.

“No, I don't think that would bother you much,” Declan whispered, his fingers teasing down Jayce's exposed throat and over his bristle. “I've seen you wrestle. You ignore pain really well. I don't want you to forget my revenge.”

His breath coming out in a harsh pant, Jayce didn't trust himself to speak. He kept his eyes locked with Declan's, feeling the heat roll off the boy standing so close to him. He didn't have to look to know his brother was hard. He didn't want to think just how fucking hot it would be to have his little brother order him to suck him in that moment.

“I'll tell my dad. I took pictures of the bruises you left on me.” Declan gave a smug smile, his hand wrapping around Jayce's throat loosely. “I'll tell him you were the one to give me the alcohol. He won't know; it's not like he's ever here. I'll tell him you've been doing it for weeks. Getting me drunk. Touching me. Getting into bed with me every night, saying fucked up things while you use me—”

“D, why the fuck would you lie like that!” Jayce snarled, only to fall silent when Declan tightened his hand on his throat.

“Shut up,” he said quietly, pulling Jayce closer, his fingers digging painfully into the back of his neck. “You're such a fucking saint. Acting like you give a fuck. Like you know fucking best. Like you're so fucking perfect. I can't fucking stand you. I don't think I've ever hated anyone as much as I hate you, big bro.”

Jayce didn't say anything, just glared up at the stranger his brother had become. Declan used to say he loved him all the time. He had never questioned it. He had treated his brother well, had babysat him nearly all the time so Declan wouldn't be alone or with a strange nanny while his father was off working nearly 24-7. What the fuck had changed? What the fuck had messed his stepbrother up so much that a year apart could have him saying he hated him?

“You're going to do everything I say, or I'm going to tell my dad all those things and more.” Declan grinned wickedly. “Did you know I took a drama course over the summer? I can cry on command. Real easy. I can go down to the hospital, show my dad the pictures, tell him just how bad you've been to me. And it won't all be lies, will it?” He added lowly, his breath coming out in a slow exhale as he moved his hand from Jayce's throat to his chin.

Trying not to sway as his face was pulled flush against his brother's flat stomach and silky pajama shirt, Jayce closed his eyes. “D, this is fucked up.”

“You owe me. Now take my pants off, or I'm going to tell my dad.”

***
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