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      “Stop setting yourself on fire for people who just stand to watch you burn.”

      

      
        
        Nadège Richards, 5 Miles
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      “You have fifteen minutes. You can pack one bag.” The doors slammed on those words. Adrian glanced around his sparse room. Fifteen minutes to figure out what he needed to take with him, not as if there was much. It was a good thing that his father spent little on him because it made packing easy. Dragging his old backpack out of the closet, he shook it out. So much for not needing it after school. Working methodically, Adrian finished in ten minutes. Opening the top drawer of the old desk, he pushed part of the design. A hidden drawer popped open. Gathering the cash, he tucked it inside his clothing. With a last glance around, he opened the bedroom door. One of the King’s enforcers grabbed the backpack and opened it.

      “I’m not stealing the family silverware. Hell, I’m lucky I have clothes to put in it.” Adrian glared at him as the wolf, ignoring him, rifled through the bag.

      Closing it, he slammed it into Adrian’s chest. “Come.”

      Jaw clenched, he followed the wolf, the other trailing behind him because… because what? He was going to make a break for it? Not bloody likely. Screech had given him a present. It wasn’t like his family cared about him. Not an ugly misfit peacock, like him. Gods… he would miss Far. Worry crept into his eyes. How would Far manage without him? Not well, he would wager. Fuck that old bird. There was no way he could get anywhere near his friend since the banishment. Heaven forbid he speak to the Prince. His face flushed. Fighting for control, he surreptitiously checked his pockets for the money he hid there. Not much but damn it, better than nothing.

      There was no way he was going to consider he did not know what the fuck to do once he was out of the house. It wasn’t like his father trained his chicks to do anything but look pretty, curry favor, and kiss up to the King. And he was a failure on all those points. The old man had breathed a sigh of relief when the King judged he was unfit for ostentation life and gave him the old heave-ho. Not that it mattered. Adrian didn’t like any of them. Except for his best friend, Far, he was alone. And now he didn’t even have Far. Fuck that old bird. Someone should roast his sorry ass on a spit.

      The only one standing at the door was the family butler. Of course. It wasn’t as if even his mother cared one iota if he got tossed out. She was probably celebrating by having another drink. Straightening his back, Adrian marched out the door.

      When the door slammed behind him, Adrian shifted the weight of the backpack and pulled it on. Had they known about the hidden money, they would have taken it because the King declared all funds he possessed as ostentation property. Thank Gods, Far spent money like water and they assumed he was the same way. Not that amount would get him far; his father only gave him enough to keep up appearances. Brushing a lock of flame-red hair out of his face, Adrian headed down the sidewalk and out the front gate, not looking back.

      He had no clue what he was going to do, but he didn't hesitate. Rounding the corner, the bushes hid him from the main house and he felt alone. A limo pulled up beside him and the window rolled down. “Adrian, get in here.”

      “You’ll be in trouble. Go home, Far.” Adrian didn’t even look at the car, or he’d break.

      “Get in the damn car. Gunner’s driving.”

      Stopping, Adrian turned. “Far…”

      Far’s white hair flopped as he shook his head. “Do I have to get out and yank you in? If you think my father will let you go, you have another think coming. Now get in this damn car.”

      Heaving a sigh, Adrian opened the door and tossed in his book bag before climbing in. “Fine. I don’t know what you think you…”

      “I’m getting you out of here. Father is planning something, and I imagine it is to use you as a bargaining chip. Gunner? Drive.”

      “He’s already tossed me out of the Ostentation. What else can he do?”

      “Don’t ask; you don't want to know. Here.” Far pushed a roll of money into his hand.

      “I can’t take that.” Adrian tried to push it away.

      “You can. And you will. Don’t argue with me. You need it.”

      “Far, I…”

      “And here are your tickets.”

      “My tickets?” Adrian stared at the airplane tickets Far pushed into his hands.

      “I have mine, but for a later date. We are going to America. We have to run so…”

      “Far, I can’t drag you into this.”

      “I’m the damn reason my father did this to you. He knows I see you as my brother and he’ll use you for leverage.”

      Adrian sighed. There was no reasoning with Far when he was like this. He glanced at the tickets. “Why is the first one for Gomel, Belarus?”

      “Because my father can track that one. The others are under a different name. You’ll effectively vanish when you get to Gomel. Just get on the next plane.”

      “Far…”

      “Adrian, do this. Please.” The fear crept into Far’s voice. “Gods, please. You are my best friend. You’re the brother that mine isn’t. Just do it.”

      “Okay.”

      Far was close to a meltdown. Adrian would bet his bird was pushing him again. He leaned back in the leather seat then sighed. Reaching out, he took Far’s hand. “I will do it. I mean, what do I have to lose? I have nowhere to go and what they let me take won’t last me long.”

      “Bastards.” With his other hand, Far rubbed his forehead between his eyes. “Just be careful. Please. I just have bad feelings about all of this. So does my bird. He’s furious.”

      “And wanting to fight your father again?”

      “Fuck, yes. He’s in a total fit about the whole thing.”

      “It will be okay. I’ll manage. But if you follow me, you know your father is going to track us.”

      “I’ll work something out. Gunner? Stop at the store. We are going to charge my dear old Dad for what Adrian needs.”

      Gunner nodded.

      “You will not listen if I protest, are you?” Far was an amazing and very stubborn friend.

      “Nope. And you don’t have enough energy to give me hell about it right now.”

      “He had a case. I’m not exactly Ostentation material, Far.”

      “It doesn’t matter. You’re a peacock. They should protect you just like any other. I’m not fucking Ostentation material either, you know.”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      The Limo stopped. “Then shut up and get out. We need to get you some clothes and a suitcase.”

      Outfitted, packed, and a money belt tucked around him in twenty minutes had to be a speed record for Far. The pinched look left as the bill grew, even when Adrian objected. He didn’t need thirty thousand dollar luggage. Screech was going to give his friend hell. The clerk handed him the luggage, all packed. “Have a pleasant trip, sir.”

      “Thank you.” He only walked a few steps when Gunner and Far joined him.

      Gunner took the luggage from him. “I’ll put this in the car and bring it around front.”

      Far nodded his head. “I hoped we would have time enough to grab something to eat, but we won’t. We’ll have just enough time to get you to the plane.”

      “I’m not hungry, anyway. I sort of lost my appetite when Screech passed judgment.” They both fell silent as they waited for the car. When it pulled up, Adrian opened the door and gestured Far in, then slid in after him.

      When they reached the gate, Far hugged him. "Be careful. Please. I just can't get rid of this bad feeling. As soon as you find a place, write Gunner. He'll give me the letter.”

      “I promise.” Adrian returned the hug. “I’ll be careful.” Turning as he headed for the plane, Adrian waved again. “See you shortly.”

      “Yeah.” Far’s voice sounded uncertain.
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      “I’m sorry, Sir. The flight left on time.”

      “But… My plane was late. We had to go back to fix a problem.” Adrian couldn’t decide if he should cry or not.

      “The first flight for any airline is tomorrow morning at ten. I can book you on that flight. We’ll be glad to provide you with a room.”

      “But I…” Adrian bit his lower lip. There wasn’t much choice. “I’ll take it.” Oh, this was such a bad idea. Finally, hotel directions in hand, he walked out of the terminal. Ah. Right across the street, as they said. Thank God. And he had his luggage. That worked.

      It didn’t take long to sign in and be escorted to his room. They took one look at his luggage and fell over themselves. Thank you, Far. He had to remember to thank him once they were together. Thirty thousand dollar luggage had its use after all. If he had shown up with just his ragged old backpack dressed in the jeans and t-shirt, he would have been shit out of luck and probably sleeping in the terminal until the next flight, if they bothered. And I would have let them.

      It didn’t help his peacock nodded with a dour look on his beak.

      Kicking off his shoes, Adrian laid down for a minute. He just needed a minute, but when he opened his eyes, it was dark. Must have needed sleep more than I thought. He looked at the phone debating if he should order room service, which meant money out of his pocket, or go out to grab a cheap meal. Better to save money. Going out won.

      It was a short walk to the cafe but by the time he finished eating and paid, most of the businesses had closed and Adrian hurried in the hotel's direction. As he passed an alley, Adrian felt something push against his back. “Get in there.” A guttural voice ordered in English.

      Oh, fuck… and he was carrying all his money.

      “Empty your pockets.”

      “Listen. I…”

      A blow silenced him. “I said empty your pockets, pretty boy.”

      Adrian obeyed, handing over his money in his pockets.

      "You got more than that. Hand it all over."

      Unfastening the money belt, he handed it to the man.

      “I knew from that suit you would be a prize. Now, turn around, pretty boy.”

      “No.” It wasn’t hard to tell what he planned and be damned if he was cooperating with him. For once he was going to stand up for himself and not for someone else.

      A blow knocked him to the ground, scrambling his senses, the the man knelt beside him. “Your choice to do this the hard way.”

      “No!” Adrian tried to push him away and knocked him off his feet. Scrambling, he tried to gain his feet and run away only to be pulled back. “Help!”

      “Hey!” A voice from the end of the alley stopped his attacker, who stood and ran. The man was beside him in seconds. “Let me help you up.”

      “He… He took my money.”

      “You are lucky that was all.” The ice water blue eyes met his.

      “But it was all my money!”

      When the hand reached down Adrian grabbed it and stood, then almost fell. The blond stranger steadied him. “You need to have that cut seen to.”

      Reaching up, Adrian felt a warm liquid above his eye. “I can’t. I can’t pay.”

      “Your family can wire you…”

      “No. I don’t have a family.”

      “Then come on. I’ll fix you up. And you need a change of clothes.”

      “I can’t pay you.”

      “Don’t worry about it. We’ll figure something out if you insist.” He helped Adrian walk to the end of the alley. And guided him down the street. “My apartment is a block over.”

      “I… Thank you so much.”

      “We’ll figure something out. He was right about one thing. You are pretty. I’m Arkady.”

      “Ad… Adam.” It was better not to tell anyone his actual name

      “Hello, pretty Adam. Ah, we are here.”

      Arkady led him up narrow steep steps to a paint-chipped apartment door in a dark hallway. “Home sweet home, such as it is.”

      “I really should go back to the hotel.”

      “Let me clean that up and get you that aren’t ripped. Sweatshirt and sweatpants, nothing fancy. You can have them send them back tomorrow or I’ll pick them up.”

      Unsure, Adrian bit his lip.

      “Come. You can also take a quick shower. You smell like the alley.”

      It would be better. He didn’t want the hotel calling the police. Thank the Gods he had the ticket for the plane in the hotel. Giving in, he walked into the apartment.

      “Sit.” Arkady gestured to the chair. “I’ll get the bandages and a drink for you.”

      “You don’t have to do all that.”

      “It’s okay. I would want someone to do this for me if I were you. What do they say… Pay it forward. There are clean sweats in the bathroom. Please use them and shower before I bandage you.” He gestured to a door.

      “I…” Adrian decided he was being foolish. “Thank you.”

      The sweats were large, so he rolled up the sleeves and legs. A soda was sitting on the table next to bandages. “Have a seat and let me fix that.”

      Adrian took a sip. “This is good. I didn’t realize I was thirsty.”

      “Drink up then.” The helpful stranger poured something on to a cloth. “This will sting.”

      “It’s okay.” Adrian finished the soda while he was working.

      “Done.”

      “Thank you so much.” The room swam when he stood. “I…” Adrian grabbed the chair. “I’m dizzy.”

      “Well, it was a blow to the head. Let me help you to the couch and you can lie down.” Arkady took his arm.

      “I don’t think I can…” The room swirled and Adrian collapsed.

      Waking slightly on the couch later, he heard Arkady say, “Is he suitable for your needs?”

      “Oh, more than suitable. Demyan says a peacock. Lovely little birds. I've always wanted to own one. Very hard to get. Here. The extra is a bonus.”

      “I will keep my eyes open for more exotics.”

      “I’m sure you will. Demyan, bring our bird.”

      His peacock tried to scream something, but it was garbled. Someone lifted him and the room swirled again then went dark.
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      Adrian woke again. Bleary he looked around then sat up in shock. He was in a cell. Standing, he grabbed the wall to stay upright and staggered to the door. Locked. No window. Well, there was a small narrow strip of glass above to the cot. There was no way his peacock could get through it if he flew up there. Adrian sat, pulling his legs up and grasping them. There was no way hammering and screaming was going to bring anyone. Someone put him in here. Someone would be along soon enough to either let him out or let him know why he’d been taken. Adrian decided to save his breath until it would actually do something.

      He didn’t know how long it was before the door opened and an enormous man stood there for a moment.

      “Why am I here? Please let me go. Please.” He sprang to his feet, running toward the door.

      The man simply stepped back and slammed the door. Sinking to his knees, Adrian sobbed as he slowly pounded on the door, “Please let me go.”

      No one answered him. And that one little sprint had cost him the last of his energy. He crawled back to the cot and pulled himself up on it, turning his back to the door. Pulling his knees up to his chest, Adrian buried his face in the pillow and his body shaking. He gasped, “Please… Please.”

      Oh, Gods. He had no clue what they wanted with him, and they panicked his peacock. What the hell was the man that he scared his peacock?
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      It seemed like days before the door opened again. This time there was someone else with the scary man.

      Human and… other. His peacock communicated.

      What’s the other?

      Predator The bird was close to panic. Bad. Bad.

      What kind?

      Bad!

      Adrian stopped. His bird was simply working himself up into a mindless panic, and he still had no idea what kind of predator the man was.

      The smell of food was mouthwatering.

      “Hello, little bird.” The human stepped into the room and the predator followed.

      Adrian pulled back until the wall behind him stopped him.

      “Now birdie, I won’t hurt you.”

      “Let me go.”

      “Oh, I can’t do that. You owe me a pretty penny. I own you now.” He smiled.

      “No.” Adrian shook his head. There was no way to run for it. That thing was between him and the door.

      “I think are probably very hungry by now, aren’t you? If you are a good little bird and obey me, you get fed. If you aren’t, well, you don’t get fed and you’ll still have to do what I tell you to do. This one is on the house. You earn the next one.”

      A large tray was placed inside the room. The man and the predator backed out of the room. “Remember what I said.”

      The door slammed closed

      Adrian stared at the full food tray. His stomach growled. What if it was drugged? Shit. It smelled so good and he was so hungry. His stomach growled again and won. It wasn’t like eating it was going to get him in more trouble than he was in.

      Slowly he stood and walked to the tray. Picking it up, Adrian stared at the window. It was getting dark. Carrying the tray back to the bunk, he sat and started to eat the food. Good. As good as anything, he ate in the palace or at his father’s. Damn it, he was bargaining with his soul. Finished, he carried the tray back to the door, then curled up on his bed. Tears soaked his pillow. There wasn’t going to a rescue. No one to help. He was truly trapped. Adrian cried himself to sleep.

      The door opening woke him. “Good morning, little birdy. It’s time to wake up.”

      Breakfast smelled as good as dinner had yesterday. Rolling over, he sat up. “What do you want?”

      “Why, you. That’s what I want. You can either make this hard or you can make this easy and trust me, you won’t like hard. At all. That will please Demyan to no end.” The human gestured at the other.

      Gods, this man oozed slime and the other simply terrified his bird.

      “You have me. I’m trapped. Completely trapped.”

      “It doesn’t have to be that way. Really, it doesn’t. You can have freedom, lovely things, your own room, lots of excellent food.”

      Confused, Adrian asked warily, “At what price?”

      “Oh, that’s very easy to pay.”

      “At what price?”

      “You. Your company. Companionship. In bed and out.”

      Even though Adrian had assumed as much, his stomach still dropped. “I… No.”

      “Think carefully. We can throw you back in here with no food or you can cooperate. Little Peacock, it’s time for you to give this all some serious thought. You can’t get out. There is no escape. I’ll give you time to think. No food though, it’s time for you to pay for your meals. And don’t try shifting or we will have roast peacock.” The door slammed shut behind him.

      We need to eat. His peacock insisted.

      “I don’t want to do that.”

      “If we ever get the chance to escape, we need to eat to be strong enough to fly.”

      There was no answer for that.
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      “So, are you ready to behave? Today you have a choice. Cooperate or force but either way, it will be done.”

      After 3 days, Adrian’s stomach growled, and he was so thirsty his throat ached. His bird was right. “I’ll cooperate.” He rasped. “Water?”

      “Come along then. Water and food will be served first.” The human led the way to a luxury bedroom. Pulling a bell pull, he said, “You may call me Master. Now sit. And don’t be behave. If you act up, once you eat, I will make sure that you hurt.”

      “Yes, Ma.. Master.” Head bowed, hair covered Adrian
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