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ABOUT ELLA

ALSO BY ELLA JACOBS

“A submissive is someone who enjoys giving up control. No, needs to give up control. She might not realize it at first—like you—until someone or something sparks it in her. But she won’t be truly happy until she finds it and embraces it. When she does, she’ll find peace in letting go—giving up control and being led by a firm hand. But true submission can’t be forced. It requires trust and a dominant strong enough to carry the responsibility of her surrender.”

- Dax


Warning:

Pitch Black Darkness Ahead 

Dear reader

This book has dual point of view, and with Dax’s perspective, we take a deep dive into the dark and gritty sides of the dungeon. It will be more triggering and violent than “Take Me” as we see him train the girls. Neither I, the author, nor Dax will be holding back.

The spice level also differs from the first book. This one is more plot-driven and focused on the psychological torment of submissive training in a dark setting like this. There will be lots of kinks and degradations on the way, but the spice takes a while to unfold.

Trigger warnings can be found at ellajacobs.com.

Please read responsibly.

Lots of dark love

Ella
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EMMA

“Will you tie me up and spank me sometime?” I blurt the words out of the blue. I’ve been working up the nerve to ask Trevor this for months. Now seems like the right time. We’re at a new bar, seeking new adventures in a new country on a different continent. And I’ve had three drinks to build some liquid courage.

Trevor sets his beer down and gives me a confused look.

Unease crawls under my skin, and I look down to see my fingers fumbling with the coaster. 

“Emma, look at me when you speak,” he says with an edge of irritation. He hates it when I get all embarrassed and meek. “And stop fidgeting.” He swats my hand away, and I gather them both in my lap, clutching them tightly as I take a deep breath and straighten my spine, looking him straight in the eye.

“I want you to tie me up, during sex,” I say with all the clarity I can muster and probably a bit too much volume.

Trevor’s mouth pulls down in disgust. “Tie you up? No! Are you crazy?”

He turns to the girl on his other side, who he was talking to earlier, striking up a new conversation.

I down the rest of my mojito as I fight the flare of shame that threatens to ruin my night and drag me into wavering uncertainty. The urge to stare at the tabletop and shrink in on myself becomes pressing. But that would only make things worse when Trevor would notice and say something like, Pull it together, Emma. We’re in public. Don’t embarrass me. So I search the room, desperate for something else to hold my attention.

My eyes land on the man sitting a few tables away. He sticks out like a sore thumb with his sleek silk shirt and devastatingly good looks that radiate power and affluence. He’s leaning back in his chair, exuding an effortless confidence that borders on arrogance, as he nurses a glass of amber liquor. And watches me. 

His unapologetic stare is almost shocking, and my eyes flicker down to break contact. Realizing my slip, I force my spine to remain straight and look back up. But it’s impossible to keep steady under those eyes. They’re insistent and unwavering, demanding respect and maybe fear. A bit like Trevor, only without the impatient irritation. And ten times as intense. 

I turn my gaze away, but something propels me to look back. Some magnetic energy. 

Aiming a charming smile at me, he points at his glass and nods toward me.

I brush my hair behind my ear and look from his glass to mine, then to Trevor’s. Trevor will have a fit if I accept a drink from another man, so I shake my head, though a bit flattered. And disconcerted. The stranger must have noticed I’m already taken, and nothing good comes from men who go after someone’s girlfriend. 

I force my attention away and back to my failed attempt at convincing Trevor to explore some new things in the bedroom. I can’t accept defeat. I’ve been researching this BDSM thing for weeks, and I know I’m not sick for wanting to try it out. Lots of people use it to spice up their sex lives. So I beckon his attention with a hand on his arm when his conversation comes to a natural pause.

Irritation tightens his jaw as he turns to me.

“I’ve been doing a lot of reading, and it’s quite normal to explore a little kink,” I say. “I think it would be good for us to try something new. We could just start with some ropes—you tying me up a little.”

“Yeah, and let’s go score some crack in the back alley while we’re at it. Seriously, Emma. That’s just sick.”

The girl beside Trevor leans in, curious to find out what all the fuss is about.

Trevor points his thumb at me. “Get this, my girlfriend wants me to tie her up and spank her.”

The girl laughs, and I stiffen beside him, staring down at the table as he turns away from me. A lump forms in my throat, and I do everything I can to suppress it. But I can’t control it. Tears well in my eyes, and I shoot out of the booth. My eyes fall on the man who offered me a drink as I dash across the floor. He’s still watching, having probably seen the whole humiliating thing unfold. Shame coils tight in my belly, and the tears are dripping from my eyes when I slam the door to the ladies’ room and press the heels of my hands to the counter.

I sniffle a few times, wiping my palms across my cheeks repeatedly as I try to rein in the tears. I hate how weak I feel when my emotions are about to get the better of me like this.

The door opens, and I keep my head down, my sniffles quiet, as someone enters. Expecting a woman to take the booth behind me, I jump at the sound of a smooth male voice with a sharp Russian accent. “Why are you with that guy?”

“What?” Whipping my head to the side, I see the rich man in the silk shirt leaning against the door with his arms crossed over his chest.

“Your boyfriend. He’s an ass. Why are you with him?” His accent lends a deep and foreboding sound to his words, yet each vowel and syllable is enunciated with precision, lending an equally intimidating and impressive effect to his words.

Taken aback, I simply stare at him. He seems genuinely concerned. But then I remember how inappropriate this is. “That’s none of your business.”

He shrugs. “You’re clearly not happy with him. Haven’t been for a while by the looks of it. So I’m simply wondering, what makes you stay?”

I shake my head, not knowing how to respond to his audacity, not having a good answer to his question.

“Is it his dominance? His arrogance?” he asks, and when I just keep staring, he adds, “You know, that’s not real dominance. Real dominance is power, and power comes from within. He may not show it, but that guy is as weak and insecure as they come.”

“What do you know about that?” I feel ridiculous as I say the words because he clearly knows everything about it. But I don’t know what else to say, and I can’t accept how he portrays my boyfriend. Because that makes me look weak.

“You deserve a man who doesn’t need to belittle you to feel strong.” He pushes off the door, and I watch his perforated brown leather shoes as they click across the tile. “A man who won’t laugh in your face when you reveal your secret dreams.”

He steps behind me, meeting my gaze in the mirror.

“You deserve a man who will fulfill all your desires, no matter how dirty and depraved.” Lifting his hand, he touches his fingers to my throat. I gasp at the featherlight touch and stare at his hand through the mirror as he slowly slides his fingers over the sides of my neck to settle his whole palm around it.

I breathe hard as he holds my gaze and says, “A man who will open up a whole new world to you and show you true dominance.”

He runs his other hand down my waist, stirring up goosebumps and titillating shudders along the way. I close my eyes and push out a shuddery breath as he whispers against my ear, “A man who will make you submit with a single look or a slight change of voice.” He deepens his tone, imbuing it with a steady command that reverberates through me even as he keeps his volume low. “Tell me that I’m right.”

Something melts inside me—or snaps. A feeling I’ve suppressed all my life. The urge to submit. 

“No.” I shove his hand away. “I’m not weak like that.” Then I’m bolting again, out of the restroom, through the bar, and back to our table. My pulse is pounding in my neck—where his hand just touched me—as I grab my jacket and my bag. “I’m feeling sick; I’m going back to the hotel,” I tell Trevor.

“I’ll see you back there later. Remember to...”

I don’t hear the rest of his words as I’m already on my way out of here.

***

My steps come in loud thuds against the carpeted hall floor as I run toward our hotel room. I’m shaking all over, my instincts on high alert as if I’m being chased. Only, no one’s there when I whip my head around for the hundredth time.

I’m not sure what it was about that man in the restroom, but something was off. Something told me he was dangerous. I could feel it in the crackle in the air around him. Like he has known violence. No, knows it and feeds on it.

But that’s not what scared me the most. What had me bolting was the way I reacted. The way I wanted to lean into him and give in to his control. The way I wished he would press a bit tighter on my throat, yank down my pants, and push into me. Take me right then and there.

I’ve known for a long time that I’m drawn to dominant men. Hell, I even know Trevor isn’t always good for me, and I often consider ending things. But realizing how much worse I could have done—how easily I could fall into the claws of a psychopath—I’m suddenly deeply grateful I’ve found a guy like Trevor. He might be condescending about my shy tendencies and snooty as hell, but he would never lay a hand on me.

How could I even wish he would spank me? What’s wrong with me?

As I slip out of my slim dress and into my comfy pajama pants and a matching T-shirt, I decide never to mention it again and bury it deep in my head.

Trevor is right. It’s wrong. And too dangerous.

I crawl into bed and pull the covers tight. Then I lie there on my stomach, staring stiffly into the darkness as I try to chase away the feeling of that wide hand around my throat and those commanding eyes watching me through the mirror.

The memory is no closer to dissipating when the beep of the card sensor announces Trevor’s return.

He steps inside, keeping the lights off as he enters and sets his things aside. Maybe he’s not so bad after all. He does have his considerate moments like this, trying not to wake me when he gets home late or bringing back breakfast when he goes out for a smoke in the morning.

“I’m sorry,” I say as he carefully crawls onto the bed. “I shouldn’t have asked that of you. I’ll never mention it again.”

He moves over me, and I crane my head, expecting him to press his lips to my neck.

There’s a tut, and a whiff of an unfamiliar cologne drifts past my nose just as foreign fingers brush my face. “Were you really gonna forgive him that easily?”

With a gasp, I jerk to pull away, but the stranger has me trapped beneath his weight. 

“Let me go,” I demand in a thin voice as I writhe beneath him, clawing at the covers to gain traction. “Don’t touch me!” I half-yell as he trails his fingers down the sides of my neck—long soft fingers that seem terrifyingly familiar as they wrap around my throat.

He reaches out his other hand to turn on the bedside lamp, and I catch sight of his silky shirt and sleek hair in my peripheral vision as the soft light comes on.

“Why not?” He tightens his grip, just enough to let me feel the potential strength that could easily snap my neck. “You seemed to enjoy it quite a lot back at the bar.”

“Trevor will be back any second,” I pant through the restriction. 

He swipes my hair behind my shoulder. “Not tonight, I’m afraid.”

“What did you do to him?” I jerk my head back, and he releases my neck to grab my forehead, pinning my head against his shoulder.

“Nothing he didn’t deserve.” He licks the shell of my ear. “I followed him, beat him up in an alley, and took his key card.” 

“No!” I writhe against him, fumbling at my sides to try and push at him.

He grabs my wrists, shoves them under my body, and traps them in place as he presses his elbows against my arms.

“Don’t worry, he should be out of the hospital in a few days.” He strokes his fingers along my jawline. “And you’ll be long gone by then.”

Lowering his weight onto me, he keeps me pinned as he reaches for my phone. “Actually, he might not even realize something is wrong until he goes back home.” 

I fist my right hand when he pulls it out from beneath me, but he easily pries my thumb free and presses it to the side of my phone. The screen lights up, and I claw at his arm as he holds the phone out of my reach and types.

“See what I mean?” He shows me the screen, and my hand goes still on his arm as I read the sent message.

It’s over. I’m going home.

No, no, no, no, no. The single word goes on a loop inside my mind as I try to think of a way out of this. There has to be a way. Nothing is ever this hopeless.

He gets off me and pockets my phone as he walks to the middle of the room and grabs something off the desk. 

I jump to the floor, watching him warily as I linger in the corner behind the bed, trying to come up with my next move.

My heart thunders in my chest as I see what he’s holding. A small bottle and a white cloth.

There’s only one thing to do. I scream. With the full force of my lungs. Someone will come to my rescue before it’s too late.

He shakes his head and tuts as he opens the bottle and places the lid on the desk. “Don’t you know that the room is soundproof? Your rich, little boyfriend got the absolute best for his girl.”

Horror pounds in my chest as I watch him pour liquid onto the cloth. I glance toward the door. My line of escape is free, and he’s preoccupied. So I bolt forward, muscles aching from the sudden force as I dart through the room.

I only make it to the desk before I slam into an arm that stretches out and knocks the air from my lungs. I kick my feet into the ground as he pulls me back against him, locking me to his muscular chest. I scratch at his arms and writhe and jerk, but it’s no use. He doesn’t strain a muscle as he easily restrains me and sets the bottle down without spilling a single drop.

“No,” I pant as he runs his knuckles over my cheek, the wet fabric in his hand brushing my skin. “No!” I repeat, my voice rising to a shrill wail.

“It’s almost a shame I have to put you out. You’re awfully cute when you’re all desperate and screaming.” 

He moves the cloth toward my mouth, and I dig my fingers into his arm, feeling his skin break beneath my nails. But it doesn’t faze him. He continues as if he has all the time in the world, folding out the cloth in his palm and pressing it to my mouth.

I try to hold my breath, but my tight chest has already deprived me of air, and within seconds, I’m panting hard to access precious oxygen. A whimper escapes me as a sickly sweet, chemical smell invades my nose. Expecting the effect to set in immediately, I’m surprised when nothing happens. I try to hold in another inhale, but it only makes me heave harder, and I start struggling again as I lose control over my breath. I writhe against him, shoving, pulling, and scratching at the hand over my mouth. I put in all my strength, panting even harder with the effort and inhaling more of the cloying smell.

“Sorry, it’s not like in the movies. Takes a few minutes for the effect to set in.” He swipes his thumb across my cheek as if he’s genuinely trying to comfort me.

My strength weakens, but I’m not sure if it’s the drug or my struggle. I keep going for a little while, but my strength drains faster, and my fight wanes to abrupt jerks.

Tears pool in my eyes as a slow haze creeps over my mind and my limbs go heavy. I blink my suddenly heavy eyes against the room and sink into him as drowsiness drags me down.

“That’s it,” he croons, adjusting his arm to support my weight rather than restraining me.

My fingers relax around his arm, now holding on more than pulling.

Tightening his grip around my waist, he hoists me up, still holding the cloth to my mouth, and lowers us both to lie on the bed. I give a few jerks, but he easily wraps his legs around mine, pinning me in a little spoon against his body as I breathe in the chemical solution.

The room blurs before me. I blink a few times, trying to fight the fatigue, but it’s out of my control. My eyes fall shut and refuse to open back up.

He removes the cloth, and my head falls limp on the mattress.

“Dax is gonna love training you,” he whispers, and those are the last words I hear before darkness claims me.
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EMMA

Something rumbles beneath me, loud and uneven, yet familiar and soothing. A train, I realize, finding comfort in the knowledge. I love riding the night train. Trevor and I have been doing that a lot on this trip through Europe. But something’s off. Something in my body. My joints ache as if I’ve been lying in the same position for too long, and it seems I’m on the floor instead of a mattress. Something digs into my wrists and ankles as I try to move. Rope, I realize to my horror. My wrists are tied up behind me, and so are my ankles. I try to stretch out my legs, only to realize a third piece of rope is connecting the two bindings behind my back, keeping my legs folded.

My eyes fly open, and I blink against the sharp light of a brightly lit passenger car. Old red seats, brown curtains framing windows blackened by the night outside, and a single passenger. He’s leaning back in his seat beside me, feet up and a phone in his hand—the man from the bar. From my hotel room. Humor lights up his hazel eyes as he sees me watching him.

I try to say something, but my mouth is stuffed, and all I manage is nonsensical sounds.

“Sorry, no soundproof walls on the train, so I had to gag you,” he says.

Swallowing against the dryness in my throat, I scream, but the fabric takes half the sound. 

He huffs a laugh. “No one’s gonna hear that. It might not be soundproof, but we have the whole car to ourselves.” He waggles his brows. “VIP.”

I scream again, this time so hard it hurts my throat. The sound morphs into a dry cough that has me heaving and writhing as I struggle not to choke on the fabric. But it’s impossible. The scratchy sensation keeps me coughing, and panic has me jerking against my restraints as I draw the fabric deeper, making my gag reflex stutter.

My face heats, and tears pool in my eyes as I stare up at him with desperation.

Taking his sweet time, he gets up and sinks to his haunches beside me, grabbing my chin to hold my face still. “Do you promise not to scream if I remove the gag?”

I nod frantically as I jerk and strain, feeling like I’m about to choke on either the fabric, my shallow breaths, or my own vomit when I lose control of my gag reflex in a few seconds.

He rips the tape from my mouth and pulls the fabric out, and I buck forward, heaving for air but barely getting any.

“Easy there.” He presses a hand to my arm to keep me from squirming too much. “You’ll pass out if you don’t calm down.” 

I barely hear his words. Panic has me in a vise, and the sensation of choking keeps me coughing and gagging.

When he wraps his fingers around my throat and squeezes, I go even more wild. But instead of blocking my airway, he’s pressing the sides. A dizzy sensation descends over my mind, sucking out my strength in an almost pleasant way. The panic recedes as my mind blurs. I’m drifting on the verge of consciousness when he releases the pressure and grabs my chin instead. Leaning down, he gives me the full force of his commanding gaze. “Breathe,” he says, a long, assertive word that spurs instinctive obedience, making me draw in a large gulp of air. “Again,” he demands, making me go a few more times until I can breathe somewhat calmly on my own.

“Good girl.” He pats my cheek in a gesture that’s more like a few soft slaps. Reaching behind him, he grabs a water bottle and unscrews the cap. “Drink.” He helps me lift my head as he holds the bottle to my lips. Half the contents drip down the sides of my mouth, onto my pink T-shirt, as I drink, but all I care about is quelling the raw feeling in my throat.

Once the bottle is empty, he lowers my head back to the floor. I just lie there for a while, breathing heavily as I stare into space. When I finally recover and my breaths work on their own, I stare back up at him. He’s still on his haunches, leaning an elbow on the seat beside him. The sight of him brings my heart to a thrumming rhythm, and my eyes flicker to the other end of the car as I consider screaming again.

“Don’t even think about it,” he says, reading the thought on my face. “I’ll stuff your mouth again, and this time, I won’t take out the cloth until you’re choking on your own vomit.”

I gulp, clamping my mouth shut.

Keeping his eyes trained on me, he gets up and sinks back into his seat. After a few minutes of watching me distrustfully, he turns his attention to his phone, glancing back at me every now and then as I squirm on the floor, trying to get more comfortable until I realize it’s not possible.

“Who are you?” I ask once I feel somewhat certain he won’t gag me on a whim.

“Mikhail,” he says without lifting his gaze. “But you can call me Sir.”

“Where are you taking me?” 

Looking up from his phone, he cocks an eyebrow. “Are you sure you want to know?”

I stay quiet. Because I don’t think I do. I’d rather close my eyes and enjoy sweet oblivion for as long as I can.

But terror keeps hovering at the edges of my mind, and before long, I’m pulled back to the room and my terrifying reality as someone enters the car. An urgent need to act rises within me as I see a fat, balding conductor stop just inside the door. 

Mikhail gives me a warning look as I stare back and forth between him and the conductor.

“Ten more minutes, Mr. Pavlov,” the man says in broken English and roams his gaze over me.

I beg him with wide eyes, not daring to say a single word as I feel Mikhail’s watchful attention on me. But the conductor doesn’t show a flicker of compassion. If anything, all I find in his face is hunger.

He turns and leaves, and a scream hovers at the top of my throat, waiting for me to breathe life to it with a sharp gust of air as I try to decide whether it’s worth it.

Mikhail’s expression darkens, and he straightens as if preparing to jump up and block my scream. I don’t dare to release the sound, but it hovers in my throat until the train slows down and he sinks down beside me with a roll of duct tape in his hands. 

“You look like trouble,” he says as he rips off a piece and slaps it over my mouth. “But I don’t want you choking when we get off, so we’ll stick with the tape.” He proceeds to cut the rope that connects my bound hands and feet. Then he hoists me into the air as the train stops and throws me over his shoulder.

Staggered groans form in my throat as I bounce against his shoulder while he carries me out of the car and jumps off the train. Whipping my head from side to side, I search for help—or any hope to cling to—but I don’t find any. We’re at the very end of the train. Any people that might be on it will be a long car away and won’t be able to see us back here in the pitch-black darkness of the night. Even if they do catch a glimpse of our shadows, they won’t be able to make out enough to know something’s wrong.

The train screeches on the tracks as it starts rolling, and help slips away as it picks up speed and disappears into the distance.

I should have screamed when I had the chance.

The moon casts an eerie glow onto our barren surroundings. All I see are empty fields, tall trees, and imposing mountains as he carries me across the tracks.

Lifting a hand to my mouth, he pulls off the duct tape. “You may scream all you want now. No one but the bears are gonna hear you out here.”

I don’t even have it in me to form a small cry anymore. Defeat is a tight band around my chest as the hopelessness of my situation sinks in. All I can do is try to steady my breaths as I bounce limply against his shoulder. I barely even move when he puts me in the trunk of a car. I just lie there, staring at the starry sky as he cuts the ropes, arranges my limbs steadily in front of me, and places cushions around me to create a sort of buffer against the hard edges.

The trunk slams shut and darkness descends, total and complete. It numbs my mind, and I finally sink into the empty oblivion I sought on the train.

The car bumbles down empty roads, and I’m grateful for the pillows as I jostle about. The ride seems to go on forever, and I sink deeper into the dark nothingness, not daring to think a single thought or move a single muscle, afraid it will hurl me straight back into stifling panic.

When the car finally stops, my mind is numb, my body the same.

The trunk pops open, and the starry sky once again greets me. So does Mikhail, who hoists me back onto his shoulder. The sudden movement sends waves of pain coursing through my body. Every muscle and joint screams in protest, having endured a long train ride on the floor and being constantly jostled against the hard bottom of the trunk. Tears spring to my eyes, blurring my vision. The world is nothing but vague shadows of thick trees and a looming building that resembles an old castle.

The air is heavy with the scent of damp earth and pine trees as he carries me toward the building. I groan and whimper as we descend a long flight of stairs. Every step makes my stomach bounce painfully against his shoulder, pulling at my sore joints and sending pins and needles through my aching head.

Closing my eyes tightly, I succumb to my grief. The tears flow faster as I weep, and I try to lift my hands to dry my nose and eyes. Heavy steps thud and metal clanks in the distance as we enter the building, and the scent of dry stone and basement fills my senses. But I don’t look. I don’t dare to. 

Eventually, I have to, though. When he sets me down on a cold, wet floor, I focus on the room to get my bearings. And that’s when the grief truly hits. My sobs deepen as I’m confronted with four barren stone walls and a green metal door that shuts with a heavy clank as a new man enters. I only catch a glimpse of an imposing figure and a bald head before a coarse hood comes down over my head, saturating my world in blinding darkness. Then Mikhail ties my hands anew.

With my aching legs trembling beneath me and grief shuddering deep in my bones, I can barely stand. I stagger as he releases me, yelping as I slip on the cold stone. The ropes catch me as he lifts my bound hands, and I cry out as they dig into my wrists. He secures them to something in the ceiling, stretching my arms above me, and I grab onto them as I struggle to keep my legs straight.

Something cold and thin connects with my skin as Mikhail shoves it beneath the hem of my pajama pants. A knife, I realize as the sound of ripping fabric repeatedly fills the air. I jump with each cut, the shock sending jolts of pain through my aching muscles. 

I want to beg him to stop, but I can’t seem to form the words. All I can do is cry out and jerk as he proceeds to cut off my panties and T-shirt.

With each item of clothing I lose, it’s like losing a chunk of my humanity, and I feel like a piece of meat as I stand there naked and bound. I should be grateful for the hood that hides my runny nose and teary cheeks, but it’s a cruel symbol of the object I’ve become. They don’t want my face. Only my body.

“Hose her down,” Mikhail says.

An icy cold spray of water knocks into me, shoving me off my feet. I grip the ropes tighter, and the room fills with a sick mix of screams, sobs, and desperate sounds I have no name for as the water keeps coming. It knocks into me, hard and unforgiving, hurling me back and forth as the man with the hose walks around me, spraying me from top to toe. The only thing he avoids is the hood. 

The water stops, and soft hands soap me up with rough motions before the water hits again. Up and down my body, on my backside, on the front, and finally on my head. Water soaks the hood, and I struggle to hold my breath to keep the water out of my airways.

When the water shuts off, I heave in a deep breath. But no air enters my mouth—only the coarse hood. I heave again. Still no air. No oxygen will penetrate the wet material. I writhe and jerk as I, for the second time tonight, am about to choke. I lose my balance, my feet skittering through the pools of water as I dangle from the rope like a pig up for slaughter.  

Someone rips the hood off, and I gasp for air, dragging water in along with oxygen. I’m heaving and coughing over and over as one of the men steps in front of me and presses my head into a shoulder and wraps the other arm around my waist. The gesture almost seems comforting, but I know it’s meant to immobilize as the other man shoves my hair off my shoulder. I don’t get the time to react before something stabs into the back of my neck, sinking deep into my flesh. A syringe. Pain radiates from the point of entry, spreading like fire. My delayed scream comes with a tearing force as pressure erupts beneath my skin as they inject something into me.

Someone cuts the ropes, and Mikhail hoists me into his arms.

“What have you done to me?” I whimper as he carries me out of the room. “What was that?”

He doesn’t grant me an answer as he carries me down a long hall that looks like something taken out of a horror movie or a KGB museum.

I feel utterly broken as he discards me on a mattress in a cell, and I weep like a child as I curl up around myself, chattering my teeth, and spasming from the bone-deep cold, unable to get control over anything.

He throws a rough, but thick blanket over me. “Try to get some sleep. I doubt Dax will go easy on you tomorrow.”

The lights turn off, and a heavy door clanks, sealing me in, alone in this barren cell with nothing but my own cries to keep me company.
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Exhaustion knocks me out almost immediately, and I don’t wake again until the lights come back on and the metal door clanks. My entire body aches, my throat is dry and hoarse, and the cold lingers within my bones. 

Brown oxfords with intricate ornaments are the first thing I see as someone enters. I scan my eyes up over black slacks, a black silk shirt, and a straight-lined face with hazel eyes that induce a slew of terrifying memories despite the warm color.

“Eat,” Mikhail says as he sets a bowl down beside the mattress. “If you throw the bowl in a tantrum, you’ll get to lick it up.” His face remains impassive. All traces of humor, flirtation, and tenderness are gone; left is only strict authority.

I don’t dare to test him, so I sit up and grab the bowl when he leaves. As I scoop up the sticky porridge, I take the time to get a better sense of my surroundings. There’s not much to study. All six surfaces are hard stone. Besides that, there’s a toilet, a sink, and a green metal door. There’s not even a window with bars. 

I swallow to repress the despair wanting to rip through me, knowing it won’t let up anytime soon if I let it loose. And I know I’ll need whatever strength the night has granted me later. So I shut down my brain as much as possible, eat the porridge, and hurry to use the toilet before someone comes in here. Then I lie under the blanket and stare at the ceiling until the door opens again.

“Time to go.” Mikhail claps his hands. “Chop, chop. Dax is waiting.”

Pressing my hands into the thin mattress, I push up on my feet. Every movement hurts, and my legs tremble as I take a few staggered steps to cross the room. I’m almost grateful for the firm hand he wraps around my arm as he leads me down a long, wide hallway lined with green metal doors on both sides. 

He leads me down two more halls that look the exact same, and I get a sense of a labyrinth-like basement that one could easily get lost in. We end up in a room that would look like a doctor’s office if it weren’t for the naked stone walls. It has all the same equipment: a regular exam table, a gynecologist’s chair—although scarier—drawers and cupboards, a rolling chair, and a rolling table full of equipment I have no idea what is and don’t dare to linger on.

The least doctor-like thing in the room, though, is the man standing in the middle of it all. If anything, he looks like a hardened biker with his long blond hair, beefy muscles, and a snake tattoo that winds its way all along his left arm. Or maybe a Viking. Faint lines around his eyes and on his forehead reveal that he must be somewhere around forty, and the cold, indifferent look in his eyes seems to bear witness to a rough life that has hardened him and chipped away at his humanity. 

“I have something for you, Dax,” Mikhail says, shoving me a step forward.

“This?” the man before me says, looking me over with a bored and impatient gaze. When his blue eyes reach my face, I shuffle back a step. He’s not looking at me, but through me. It’s like ice through my veins as he watches me like the piece of meat I was reduced to last night, and I hug myself as my shoulders draw in. 

“A natural submissive,” Mikhail says with enthusiasm.

I want to say I’m not submissive—an ingrained habit—but I don’t dare to protest.

“Submissive?” the rough man named Dax says in an American accent, the slight lines in his forehead deepening with skepticism. “She looks more broken than obedient.”

“Well, it’s in there. I’ll leave it up to you to figure out how to draw it out.” Mikhail moves one of the rolling chairs to the side and takes a seat, crossing his arms like he’s getting comfortable. “Hope you don’t mind if I stay and watch.”

“Just don’t interfere,” Dax says, then points to the gynecologist’s chair—a table half as long as a regular doctor’s table, the upper half tilted up to keep the patient half sitting, and stirrups for the legs. But unlike a doctor’s exam table, this one has leather straps all over, making it look more like a torture table.

I hesitate but move forward when Mikhail gives me a shove at the back.

Gingerly, I scoot onto the chair and lean back against the smooth surface, and all my muscles go rigid as I stare off to the side, trying not to imagine what horrors are coming.
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I take a moment to study the girl in my chair. She looks like all the other girls who come down here, only more broken than most are initially. Usually, they’ll fight and be all belligerent and hateful to begin with, thinking they’re special—strong enough to not break. That’s the part of the process I enjoy the most, seeing them scream and flail as I force them to take whatever degradation I’m inflicting upon them. When they do break, I lose interest—their screams become empty, and their fight loses vigor.

The girl we trained for Nikolai—a friend of Mikhail’s who had found a natural submissive—stirred this desire to dominate a true submissive, which I haven’t felt since I left the States ten years ago. Natural submissives are rare, and the ones who do come down here tend to break before I get a chance to look for it, and breaking tends to snuff out whatever real submission was ever there. After Nikolai’s girl, I spent a few weeks trying to nurture the submissive inclination in a few girls who seemed to hold a flicker of it. I did succeed in making them more obedient without breaking their will or threatening them, but the submission never felt real, so I quickly grew bored and went back to the usual way of training them. But since then, I haven’t found the same joy in the things I do down here.

I’m tempted to give this one the usual treatment, but if Mikhail says the submission is there, it surely is. He knows people. And it’s not like he has come down here with just any girl, claiming she’s submissive. It’s been three months since he promised he’d find me a natural submissive. So I believe him when he says it’s in there—although it’s hard to do so as I watch her.

With a sigh, I step around the chair to stand beside her head. “Give me your hand.”

She doesn’t react; she just keeps staring at the wall. 

Mikhail lets out a laugh, and I shoot him an impatient look. “You said you wouldn’t interfere.”

He makes one of his annoying smug shrugs. “I’m not. I’m just watching.”

I return my attention to the girl and say with a bit more force, “Give me your hand.”

She jumps at my sharp tone and lifts her hand. 

“This is ridiculous,” I say as I snatch her slender wrist and press it into the leather cuff attached to the table and buckle the strap. “This girl is not submissive.”

Mikhail lets out an even heartier laugh, and I snap at him, “What?”

He holds his hands up in mock surrender. “You told me not to interfere.”

“What?” I repeat, sharpening my tone at him too.

“Are you sure you want my opinion?” He gestures to the girl as sarcasm lights up a self-satisfied smile in his eyes. “You seem to know exactly what you’re doing.”

I rub my hand over my forehead. I haven’t slept enough for days, and my patience is running low. But Mikhail is an expert on reading people, and if he’s seeing something I’m not, I want to know. So I concede, lifting a hand into the air with a sigh. “Go ahead.”

“First off, if you want her to truly submit, you have to give her something to submit to. Right now, you’re only giving her something to fear.”

Fuck, he’s right. “What else?”

“If you don’t want this project, after all, I’ll be happy to take over. She’s already been a lot of fun, and I could use a new challenge.”

I shake my head. I’m sure he’d love that. He enjoyed Nikolai’s girl so much he would have kept her for himself if it wasn’t for Nikolai being a close friend. If this girl really is the same, I don’t want to miss out. But I can’t get into the right headspace today. Dominating doesn’t come naturally to me anymore. “No, I want her, but I need a day or two before I start.”

“Fair enough. I’ll stay off her.”

“Have you chipped her?”

Mikhail gives a nod. “It says she’s off-limits, and I’ve put an off-limits sign on her door and told Dorin explicitly. I’ve got it covered.”

“Take her back to her cell then, and avoid scaring her any further.” Arching a brow, I add, “If you can manage.” I unbuckle the strap, then press the back of my hand to her chest to feel her temperature. “And make sure to get her warm, so she won’t get sick.” Grabbing her arm, I help her off the chair. “Off you go. Nothing more’s gonna happen today.” 

I wrap my hands around both her arms to steady her as she staggers on unsteady feet. Maybe it’s a good thing that I’m not up for starting her training today. She’s still recovering from the initial shock of having all her rights ripped away with one cruel jerk. We do that on purpose, but it’s not a great way to nurse submission.

She casts me a look from below her long eyelashes, and I swear I see a flicker of gratitude that stems from more than simple relief. My cock stirs in my pants, and I tilt my head slightly to examine further, but the gratitude is gone as quickly as it came as she stiffens again and averts her gaze.
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I spend the next few days in the cell, only leaving to get hosed down and washed in the evenings, though with warm water now instead of the icy cold spray of the first night.

The guards bring me food three times a day. I barely eat any of it, but they don’t seem to care. They simply set the bowl on the floor and leave it there until the next meal comes.

I don’t see Mikhail again, and I’m both relieved and disappointed. Relieved because I don’t want to find out what he has coming for me next; disappointed because I need something familiar to cling to. Maybe even a little conversation, if only a few exchanged sentences.

In between meals, I spend most of the time sleeping, shutting down the fear and panic in favor of blissful numbness. But when the lights turn off and darkness slithers around me, the terror hits me like a punch in the gut. I lie on the mattress, trembling, hugging the comforter, pushing it away, twisting and turning, unable to find any rest. My heart beats so hard I can barely breathe, dragging me toward a full-blown panic attack.

Sometimes, I manage to shove the fear down into a painful ball of tension, but when it explodes, I dart to the door, banging on it and screaming. 

A guard always comes in when it happens, ripping the door open and shoving me onto the mattress. With a knee on my back and a hand on my nape, he pins me in place as I weep and cry, bang my feet into the foam, and claw at the wall until I’m so exhausted that I drift off.

Then I wake a while later, drenched in cold sweat, and I spend the rest of the night in restless loneliness, jerking on the mattress as my legs refuse to be still.

I’m constantly cold. The warm water they hose me down with is only a temporary fix. The cell quickly sucks out my warmth again once they throw me back in here.

Time stagnates as I fall into this numb routine of sticky porridge three times a day, warm water delivered by cold hands, and terrifying darkness. 

The only thing veering from the routine is when a guard comes in to measure my neck one day. But it’s over in a minute, and I’m back to staring at gray walls, succumbing to nightmares, and fighting strangers who hold me down.

Between the restless nights and my daytime sleeping, I lose track of time. I think five days have passed when someone finally comes to take me out of the windowless cell for something that’s not a hose-down, but it might as well be three or seven.

The guard takes me to the medical room, where Dax awaits. Unlike the first time, he doesn’t seem bored, and instead of looking through me with an indifferent expression, his eyes are sharp and assertive as he crosses his arms over his chest and looks me over. Even his posture seems a bit taller today.

I want to draw back and cower under the weight of his attention, but somehow, I remain in place, though with my head lowered and hands clutching each other.

“She looks thin,” he says to the guard who brought me here. “Have you fed her?”

“Three times a day, but she won’t eat, and Mikhail told us not to beat her.”

“And you couldn’t come up with other ways?” Dax says with an irritated edge and adds under his breath, “Goddamn incompetence.”

Dax’s military boots thud against the smooth stone floor as he closes the distance and stops in front of me. Like he did the last time, he presses the back of his hand to my chest.

“Goddammit!” he erupts, removing his hand. “Didn’t Mikhail tell you to take care of her? She’s freezing.” 

“We—” The guard is about to say something, but Dax cuts him off.

“Get out!” he barks, pointing at the door. “I don’t want to see you any-fucking-where near her again.”

The guard hurries out, and I can’t hold on to my bravery anymore. I retreat a step, my shoulders drawing in even as Trevor’s irritated voice runs through my mind, berating me for cowering. But I just can’t remain upright in the face of all that anger. Squeezing my eyes shut, I draw back further, expecting some kind of violence.

I jump when he touches my arm. But there’s no brutality. He simply wraps his hand around my biceps in a gentle grip. “Come.”

He leads me toward the desk and gestures to a flat pillow on the floor. “Kneel on this.”

He keeps me steady with his hand around my arm as he helps me to my knees. Then he pulls the rolling chair over and perches on it in front of me. Taking my chin between his calloused fingers, he guides my attention up to him.

“Have you ever submitted to a man before?”

I shake my head.

“Good. I like to work with a clean slate.” He studies me for a moment before adding, “I’m gonna teach you how to be a good submissive. If I succeed, we’ll find a good master for you, who will uphold my training.” His mouth twists. “I’m not gonna let my hard work go to waste by selling you off to the highest bidder at auction.”

I want to ask what happens if he doesn’t succeed, but I can’t find the courage.

Turning to the desk, he picks up a black item made of leather. “I have made something to help the training along.”

It’s a collar, I realize, as he holds the thickly padded leather before me. A wide leather band with thick padding on the inside and four metal rings on the outside.

“Hold up your hair and bow your head,” he instructs.

Gingerly, I gather my hair and lower my head. The leather is soft and smooth as it touches my skin, but the feeling is oppressive as he wraps it all the way around my neck. There’s no buckle, only two ends that he clicks into each other. It doesn’t press on my windpipe, but the fit is snug—a constant reminder of my lowly position. A collared animal. Property.

“Release your hair and lift your head.” Dax grabs my chin again and turns my head from side to side, leaning back to take in the full vision. “Perfect fit,” he says with a smile before releasing me. Turning to take something from a drawer, he continues, “I can’t wait to put it to its full use, but we’ll wait a bit with that.” He snaps a chain to the front ring with a small padlock, then attaches the other end to a metal ring screwed into the floor, allowing me just enough room to stay in position, but not enough to move back.

Watching me like I’m a piece of handiwork he has just finished, he picks up his phone and calls someone.

“Bring me some beef stew—in one of the new bowls,” he says, then hangs up. Getting up, he points a finger at me. “Stay.”

He goes about retrieving different things from drawers and cupboards, placing them on the rolling table close to the exam table. Paper rips and plastic crackles as he goes, and then there’s some clicking and buzzing. 

I don’t lift my head to see what he’s doing, afraid he’ll get mad and afraid to see what horror awaits me. So I keep my head down, frozen in place as I suppress the pounding need to fight or flee that rages inside me. I barely move a muscle when someone enters the room and sets something on the desk.

Dax retakes his seat on the chair before me, and my eyes widen, my pulse thrumming hard, as he sets a dog bowl full of beef stew between his feet.

“We’re not going anywhere until you’ve finished the whole bowl.”

Clenching my jaw, I glance up with a protest hovering at the tip of my tongue. But the sight of his crossed arms, bulging muscles, and piercing eyes has me swallowing the words and staring back down at the food.

There’s no way I’m eating that. He’ll have to shove my head into it or beat me.

God, I hope he won’t do that.

Dax shows no signs of violence as we wait. Nor even impatience. He simply sits there with his arms crossed, feet wide apart and planted firmly on the ground as he watches me. I don’t glance up again, but I feel the weight of his gaze like an invisible force, prickling at my skin and weighing down on my shoulders.

I have no idea how many minutes pass—ten, maybe twenty. When he finally breaks the harrowing silence, my legs are twitching and my feet are going numb.

“Look at me.”

I peer up but shoot my eyes straight back down, shaking my head. I can’t face him. His eyes are too sharp. Too demanding.

He leans down to unlock the chain from the floor ring. Gripping it close to the collar, he pulls my head up and deepens his voice. “Look at me.”

His rumbling tone prompts my instant obedience. 

“Don’t you dare lower your eyes,” he says, narrowing his eyes in a hard expression that sends a rush of ice through my veins. I want to crumble beneath him, but it’s not in a fearful way that makes me close in on myself. I just want to crumble—give in to his powerful presence. But I can’t even do that. The sheer demand in his face has me locked in place. I blink my eyes repeatedly, but it offers no relief. His eyes keep boring into me, deeper and deeper, and my mind feels like it’s about to cave in under the pressure. I can’t think. I can’t move. All I can do is keep watching until I’m trembling beneath the intensity, my breaths coming in heavy drags.

“Are you ready to eat?” he finally asks.

Pressing my lips together, I nod. I barely know what I’m agreeing to; all I know is that he wants me to. 

“Good. Then bow your head and obey.”

With a staggered exhale, I bend forward, leaning my elbows on each side of the bowl—between his boots. Sticking out my tongue, I lap up the first small mouthful, then pause.

“Keep going,” Dax urges several times as I repeatedly pause. After the fifth mouthful, he says, “I’m not gonna tell you to eat again.”

There’s no threat in his voice, but I know nothing good will happen if I pause again, so I eat at a continuous pace, lapping up the sauce and the smaller vegetables. When I get to the larger pieces of meat, I struggle to get them into my mouth without making a big mess. I’m about to lift my hand and wipe my cheek when the meat slips and smears sauce across the side of my mouth, but Dax stops me.

“Uh-uh,” he reprimands, moving his boots onto my hands. “No touching your face.”

I release a staggered whimper as I keep going, curling my fingers against the cold floor as I struggle with the rest of the portion, getting sauce on my cheeks, nose, and chin. 

“That’s it,” Dax praises, leaning down to pet me behind my ear. I squeeze my eyes shut in shame, but as he keeps scratching the back of my ear and rubbing my head, I sink into a strange place—not quite accepting but not quite rejecting. I hover somewhere in between, wanting to stop the humiliation but also wanting to keep going to receive his affection.

When the bowl is finally empty, half my face is smeared with sauce.

“Sit up straight,” Dax demands.

I do as he says, though keeping my head down.

“Straight,” he corrects with a warning.

Clenching my hands in my lap, I close my eyes and lift my head.

“Such a mess you’ve made,” he tuts. But there’s no harsh disapproval. It’s more like he’s simply shaking his head at a dog that can’t help itself. “Let’s get you cleaned up.” 

He goes to soak a cloth in the sink across the room. I expect cold water as he returns and presses the terry cloth to my mouth, but it’s nice and warm as he gently wipes it across my face, cleaning the mess I’ve made. I feel oddly cared for, and my head is in a weird daze that clouds the fear.

Once my face is clean, he removes the collar and says, “This is only for training purposes. I will give you something else to remind you of your place.” 

He turns his gaze toward the exam table with the stirrups and all the straps, and a foreboding sense rumbles in my stomach.
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“Get in the chair,” I tell her after having washed her face and removed the collar. Her movements are still nervous as she stands, but her fearful eyes have softened somewhat. I’m not convinced yet—she could simply be overwhelmed and confused—but I think it might be submission.

I stay to the side to study her, smiling behind my hand as she turns around and sees the chair. Her head seems to be kicking back into gear as she processes the order and her surroundings. She takes one step, halts, then closes the rest of the distance with seven tiny ones. Her legs still seem to be stiff from the trip here and the inactivity of isolation. I’ll have to see to it that she gets some time in the fitness room.

She scoots onto the padded seat and carefully leans back, her brows furrowing as she sees the stirrups and averts her gaze to stare at the wall.

I love the exposure and helplessness of the stirrups and tend to use them even when I don’t need pussy access, but I’ll skip them today. If I want to coax her true submission out, I need to build some foundation of safety for her—though it might not feel like safety to her. Thrusting her too deep into powerless humiliations and stripping her sense of self too fast will only slow down the process, if not screw it up entirely. I might not have had a real sub in my hands for almost a decade, but I know the inner workings of Dom/sub dynamics like the back of my hand. It just never was enough for me. That’s why I came here.

I got a little too carried away during a CNC scene, and suddenly, the law was on me. It’s funny, because I did so many and much worse things with my brothers in the bike club, but one slip with a girl and I was facing trial and possibly two years in jail. It wasn’t much time compared to many of my brothers, and our lawyer might have even gotten me off entirely, but I knew I wanted more. I was sick of the safewords, precautions, and girls who tried to keep control by setting boundaries everywhere. It was like trying to take control with my hands in shackles. I wanted more of that sweet taste of power, pushing a girl beyond her limits and doing things deemed unacceptable by society. I wanted the complete control of going beyond consent.

So instead of going through all the hassle of lawyers and courtrooms, I skipped town and fled the country to seek out a place where I could get my dark cravings fulfilled. It turned out those cravings went deeper than I thought. After that first taste of darkness, I was insatiable. 

I started out at illicit kink clubs, fucked trafficked women with no rights, and started trafficking them myself. But my demons kept getting hungrier. Nothing would satiate them until I came here. But somewhere along the way, I fell into a stagnant routine. D/s doesn’t exist in this world unless carefully sought out, and I didn’t realize how much I missed it until Nikolai’s girl.

And now, I just might have a girl like that at my mercy. 

When Mikhail first brought her in, I was skeptical. The three months that had passed since Nikolai brought his girl home had paled my desire, and it didn’t seem worth the trouble and work. But as I considered what it would be like to have true submission combined with the total control this place offers, my cock got rock hard.

I’ve spent six days getting myself into the right mindset, planning and preparing. Mikhail was right. If I keep going in my usual cold, mechanical fashion, I won’t achieve anything beyond the usual. A submissive needs a real Dom to truly submit—like plants need the sun to grow.

But I’m ready now. Ready to claim my stake over her and exert the kind of dominance that will draw out her submission and make it blossom—make her into a perfect little sub and put a filthy amount of money into my bank account. Though, the money is not really what drives me, and the highest bidder won’t be the one who gets her. The man best suited to continue my work will. 

I draw two straps over her body to prevent too much jostling, restrain her left wrist in the cuff above her head, and flip the wide armrest at the side up to place her right arm on it. Brushing my fingers over the inside of her lower arm, I relish the white skin and the bluish tint of her veins. So delicate. So vulnerable. A blank slate for me to mark.

I don’t care how her future owner stakes his claim; she’s a product of mine, and like a good scotch bears the brand of its maker, she will too.

She whimpers as I pull the strap tight below her elbow. The wrist strap will get in the way, though, so I’ll have to hold her hand down myself.

Sitting on my rolling stool, I put on gloves. The crackling sound makes her turn her head, and her eyes go round with worry again as she watches me stretch my hands into the black latex and sees the paraphernalia on the table.

“What are you doing?” she asks in a thin voice.

Pressing her head back into the seat, she closes her eyes and pushes air through rounded lips. She’s on the verge of panicking, but she’s working with herself, trying to stay calm. Good girl.

“Look at me.” 

Keeping her head firmly planted into the seat, she moves only her eyes, glancing at me and the tattoo gun on the table.

With a hand on her cheek, I urge her head to the side. “I’m marking you. You’re not just a body or another girl to be trained for pleasure. When I’m done with you, you’ll be a submissive of the highest caliber.”

She shakes her head, eyes pooling with tears as she tries to deny her fate.

“You might not be able to believe it now, but with my guidance, you’ll find purpose and peace in the act of submitting.”

“That will never happen.”

I wrap my gloved hand around her chin. “Oh yes, it will. I might not have trained a sub here before, but I’m very good at what I do. And if Mikhail has seen even the slightest flicker of natural submission in you, I promise you, I’m gonna get it out and make you into the finest sub anyone has ever seen. And you’re gonna bear my mark to show who made you.”

She swallows hard and blinks rapidly like she did when I forced her eye contact earlier. But she doesn’t look away. She keeps her eyes trained on me. A small sign that she truly is a natural.

“I want you to look at me while I mark you. You don’t belong to yourself anymore. Not your body, not your mind. You don’t have the right to hide inside your head. Do you get it?”

Usually, I don’t care where the girls look. I don’t care where they go in their minds as long as their bodies comply. But with this one, I want to get inside her head—so deep she can’t think a thought that’s her own. And this is the start. This mark may be physical, but the effect will be so potent that it will engrave me at the very front of her mind.

I disinfect her skin and lift the tattoo gun. The buzzing sends a rush of excitement through me as I press the needle to her skin. I mark her in the same place so many people were marked when their lives were stolen away and nullified many years ago. She’ll know it too—the reference—and the placement will be yet another thing to chip away at her autonomy, opening her further to my dominance.
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Emma, Emma, Emma, I repeat in my mind. I’m a person. A human being with an identity, needs, and dreams. Rights.

I open my eyes and stare at my arm. The tattoo. Three letters and three numbers.

I’m not a person anymore. I’m property.

I close my eyes again. Emma, Emma, Emma. They can’t take away my name. It’s still there, lodged in my mind as a reminder that I’m someone.

Opening my eyes again, I glance at my naked body. I don’t feel like Emma anymore. I feel... broken. A mere shadow of a person that once was. In the span of barely a week, they have taken everything I have and reduced me to three letters and three numbers. An object to be processed and sold. What will happen after one more week? Two weeks? Two months?

Emma, Emma, Emma.

They can strip away my rights, but they can’t crush my will. They may break my body and my mind, but I’m determined to hold on to my name. 

I close my eyes again.

DAX001.

I whimper as the image of the tattoo forces itself into my mind, shoving out my name and crushing my hope. 

I stare down, seeing the symbol in the flesh before me. DAX001. A black line of letters and numbers like a stamp on a paper. Black ink embedded into my skin. Vertical on my inner arm.

It takes me back to the museum Trevor and I visited in Budapest a few days before we came to Romania. Violent pictures flash before my inner eye. Men and women stripped of all their rights. Forced to succumb to an oppressive authority. Hopelessness written deep in their sunken eyes. Numbers written across their weathered skin. 

DAX001.

It’s a cruel homage to the atrocities of mankind. A statement. Human slavery and suppression have always existed and always will. And I’m the next victim to a practice as old as the world.

***

I don’t know how long I sit here, staring at the tattoo, trying to remind myself that I still have a name.

When the door opens, I’m in the same spot where Dax left me, sitting on the edge of the mattress, naked and alone. I haven’t even moved to pull the blanket over my lap, and I’m shuddering as the cold of the cell bites into my skin. But I barely even feel it.

Steps thud against the floor as someone enters. Still, I keep staring at the mark.

Hands press against my chest and my back. I think they’re warm, but I’m not sure.

“Fuck, you’re cold to the bone.”

Strong arms hoist me up against a solid chest. I keep staring, into the air, into nothingness, as I’m carried down long halls and into a new room. 

I’m placed on my knees on the floor. On a mat. Water starts running, beating against a surface. The sound is loud and oppressive as it shatters the dead silence I’ve been stuck in.

Someone sinks down behind me and starts rubbing my arms, up and down.

Still, I stare at my arm.

DAX001.

The hands disappear, and the water stops running. Then I’m in someone’s arms again, being carried to a large tub and lowered into hot, foamy water.

I groan as the water burns my skin, and I grab the edges of the tub to get up.

“No, stay.” Hands grab my shoulders, holding me in the water. “It’s not that hot. It’s just you who’s cold. It will feel good in a second.”

Pushing weakly at the hands, I flick my eyes across the room as latent panic quakes within me. Old stone walls still surround me on all sides of the window-less space, but the room is not as barren as the cell—not as clinical as Dax’s office. An iron chandelier, shelves with towels, and a wooden counter lend the space some warmth. There’s even a green plant beside the sink—it might be plastic, but it looks like life.

It’s too overwhelming, so I stare down and see the mark again. Barren and cold. More fitting.

DAX001.

I realize I must have said the words out loud as the man at my side grabs my chin softly. “What’s that?”

Lifting my gaze, I stare into a pair of stark blue eyes that watch me like I’m something beyond the barren emptiness I feel. Something worth noticing.

My eyes feel dead as I give voice to the words. “Dax zero, zero, one.”

Dax sinks to his haunches beside the tub. “That’s right. You’re mine.” His eyes fill with warmth—a warmth that doesn’t go with the coldness of the words and the emptiness lodged inside me.

“Stop looking at me like that,” I mutter.

“Like what?”

“Like I’m something.” Lifting my arm, I watch the numbers intently and shake my head. “I’m nothing. You’ve reduced me to nothing.” 

“You’re not nothing.” He takes my chin and looks deep into my eyes. “You’re gonna be a very precious submissive who will please a lucky master very much.”

“Submissive. What does that even mean?” I know the common meaning, and I even know it in a sexual sense—a person who gives up control and lets her partner spank her and tie her up. But when Dax says the word, it seems to hold so much more.

“A submissive is someone who enjoys giving up control. No, needs to give up control. She might not realize it at first—like you—until someone or something sparks it in her. But she won’t be truly happy until she finds it and embraces it. When she does, she’ll find peace in letting go—giving up control and being led by a firm hand. But true submission can’t be forced. It requires trust and a dominant strong enough to carry the responsibility of her surrender.”

“I’m never going to trust you.” It’s not an accusation; it’s just a fact. 

“Trust comes in many different shapes and forms.” He grabs a sponge and dips it into the water, squeezing it a few times to soak it through.

I shake my head. “No matter how you spin it, there’s no way I’ll ever trust a man who keeps me captive and—” I swallow hard to force back the grief that threatens to send tears to my eyes. “I can’t ever trust a man who marks me as property. A man who runs a place like this.”

Placing a hand on my shoulder, he starts gliding the sponge over my chest and stomach, washing me with gentle motions. “You can’t trust me to treat you like an equal and let you set your own boundaries. But you can learn to trust that I won’t hurt you and—” 

“You’ve already done that,” I interject.

Pausing the sponge at my waist, he silences me with a finger on my lips. “You can learn to trust that I won’t hurt you physically. At least not irrevocably. And you can learn to trust that I’ll keep you safe where it counts.” He wrings the wet sponge in the water and takes up washing me again. “What you’re feeling right now won’t last. It will fade as I build you up and give you a new purpose.”

Hopelessness has tears spilling from my eyes as I shake my head. “How can you say that? You don’t even know me. You can’t just mold a person into anything you like.”

“I know enough to know your potential, and I know that submission is a powerful thing. And I’ve trained enough women to know they all eventually cave in. The how and when only depend on their potential and the method.” He runs the sponge deeper into the water, leaning over the side as he drags it over my legs, chasing away the numbness and loosening my stiff muscles with the soft motions.

But the emptiness remains stuck inside me as I say, “You might break me, but you can’t make me submit.”

“You don’t have to believe it right now.” He sets the sponge aside and wraps a gentle hand around the back of my neck, pressing lightly forward. “Hold your breath.”

Closing my eyes, I draw in a breath and pinch my nose. Dax guides me into the water and rubs his fingers through my hair to wet it thoroughly. The firm motions are soothing, and so is the warm water enveloping me, yet I can’t hold back more protests as he lets me come back up. 

“You can’t just—” I start, but he stops me.

“Uh, uh. No more questions.”

Clenching my jaw, I stare into the water. But it’s hard to hold on to my resistance as he lathers shampoo into my hair, massages my scalp, and rubs my nape as he goes. My tight muscles and frazzled mind beckon me to give in and take the offered comfort. I’m starved for it, and as he moves behind me, out of my sight, to grab the handheld shower and rinse my hair, I forget who is rubbing my scalp and smoothing the hair out of my face. So I sink deeper into the water and allow myself this brief moment of calmness, knowing it might be the only one I’ll get for a long while.
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Feet thud and scrape against the gravelly ground, and chains rattle as the line of people marches forward at a staggered pace. The air reeks of smoke and sweat, and my nostrils burn from the upheaval of dust. Tall fences with spirals of barbed wire rise to my left, and long gray barracks form endless lines of despair to my right.

The black-and-white striped pajamas of the marching people create a monochrome vision beneath the scorching sun, and the bald heads and gaunt faces pale the picture with haunting despair.

I draw back as the woman beside me turns her head and stares at me with empty, protruding eyes, but the chains around my feet lock me into place, forcing me to trudge on beside her. Averting my gaze instead, I look down at myself and find my body covered in black and white stripes too. With horror speeding up my pulse, I glide my hands over my head, feeling only the scratchy texture of shaved hair.

Panicked, I scrape my hands along my bald head as I watch the small hut in the distance. The scent of smoke sharpens with each approaching step, and I watch as uniformed men herd the line of people inside.

Something compels me to pull up the striped sleeve on my right arm, and my world spins as I see a line of six numbers tattooed into my skin. 

A scream fills the air, and I drag my feet to slow the pace, but the chains force me along. A nauseating sensation churns in my belly as the scream cuts through the air anew, grating against my eardrums. I slam my hands over my ears, but someone grabs my wrists, and the sound keeps cutting into my senses with a keening force. 

***

“Don’t kill me, please don’t kill me,” I cry.

The scream fades for a moment, but then it’s ripping through the air again, and I realize it’s my own as my throat burns.

“No one’s gonna kill you,” a deep voice says close to my ear.

I don’t believe it, and I kick and scream as I try to jerk free. But a heavy weight on my back pins me to the mattress, and my wrists remain trapped in strong hands.

Reality seeps in as I blink against my surroundings, but the images of the dream linger in my mind, flickering before my inner eye and mixing with the real images. The two go frighteningly well together, and I can barely tell one from the other.

“My hair!” I try to reach for my head, but my hands remain trapped in strong hands.

“Your hair is still there.” The man on top of me lifts one of my hands to my head, and tears spill from my eyes at the feeling of my long locks. But it’s only a minuscule relief among all the terrors that keep clutching at my chest. I try to remember whether the tattoo is real. Monochrome images flicker through my mind, and I’m about to think the mark was a dream too. But then an image in stark colors pops up. DAX001. Not just numbers. His name. The man who marked me as property and is now holding me down.

Panic becomes a vise around my chest.

“I can’t do this, I can’t do this!” I cry through shallow breaths. “I need to get out of here.” My voice rises as my desperation grows. “Get me out of here!”

Dax wraps his legs around mine and pulls my arms to my sides, restricting all my movement under the tight confinement of his body.

“Breathe, little sub,” he soothes next to my ear. “Nothing’s going to happen right now. It’s just you and me. I’ve got you.”

“No!” I try to resist his words, but they hold such softness and promise that they seep into my frazzled soul and stick like honey, coating me in a sense of false security. “Let me go!” I scream with more force, trying to expel his words.

But as he keeps talking and the warmth of his body seeps into my nervous skin, surrounding me in a tight, warm cocoon, my resistance fades, little by little.

“Listen to the sound of my voice,” he says with a steady tone that resonates through my system, beckoning me to let go and give in. “It’s all you have to do. Just listen and breathe.”

I don’t want to—God, I don’t—but my mind is so broken I can’t think straight, and the nightmares of my sleep and my reality cloud the urge to resist, awakening a need for comfort that he keeps feeding.

“Feel my heartbeat. The strength in my body. I won’t use it to hurt you. But I will use it to protect you if anyone else tries to do so.”

Tears leak faster from my eyes as my screams morph into sobs and whimpers. His words hit straight into a place more barren than I ever knew—a place so starved that it will take anything that will feed it no matter where it comes from. 

No one has ever said they would protect me. All I’ve ever heard was learn to stand up for yourself and be strong. Castigations for being sensitive and ridicule for being shy. But now, someone is promising me protection when I need it the most.

The metal door creaks, and I look up to see a huge, burly man—even bigger than Dax—with a menacing scar slashing down the side of his mouth enter. His lips curl with menace as he grabs a thick baton hanging from his belt. “Get the bitch to quiet down, she’s waking up the other girls.”

“Get out,” Dax barks, softening the blow of his words with a hand over my ear. 

The humongous man makes something like a snarl, but leaves nonetheless. It’s a testament to the truth of Dax’s words. He can protect me. He just did.

I go still beneath him. The fight and desperation dissipate as I take in his protective power. His strong body shielding me from all the dangers out there. His heat engulfing me. 

“Good girl,” he says, rewarding me with a stroke across my hair. “Just breathe and listen.”

He keeps whispering soothing words into my ear as he strokes my hair, and before long, I drift away to the soothing sound of his voice—my tormentor and protector’s voice.
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When I wake again at the grating creak of the door, I feel like I’ve slept for hours upon hours. Yet, I feel utterly depleted. Gutted. Weak in mind and body. Despite the many blankets Dax brought me when he carried me back after bathing me last night, I feel cold to the bone, but my body is warm, my skin covered in a sheen of sweat. 

Dax’s military boots appear, and I trail my eyes up over his jeans, the black snake tattoo, and his cut-off T-shirt. A weak breath shudders past my lips at the sight of the two steel bowls in his hands. It’s the same type of dog bowl he made me eat from yesterday.

Sinking to his haunches, he places them on the floor. One with porridge, one with water. 

“On your knees.” He moves the thick pile of blankets aside.

Pressing an elbow into the mattress, I push up, and the movement takes a frightening amount of effort.

As if reading my thoughts, Dax says, “Don’t worry. I’ll get you started on some exercise today and you’ll feel better soon.”

Some exercise may lend me some new strength and loosen my stiff joints, but nothing is going to chase away the strain of constant fear and latent panic. I want to tell him this, but I keep the words in, unable to bear the defeat of him shooting them down with his warped logic.

He takes the thick collar hanging from his back pocket and places it around my throat. I drop my head as the leather wraps around my neck in a snug fit, and my chest shudders as I repress an oncoming burst of tears. He finishes by attaching a steel leash to the front ring.

“Now, lean down and eat your breakfast.” He moves to sit on the mattress beside me, holding the leather handle on the leash in his hand. 

I don’t protest. I don’t have it in me. I simply bow and stick my tongue into the porridge.

“Good girl.” Dax scratches me behind my ear, and as I keep eating, one lick at a time, he pets my head and strokes my back.

When the bowl is empty, he makes me drink the water, then washes my face and has me use the toilet while he stands in front of me, holding the leash.

“Let’s go for a walk,” he says once I’m done. “On your hands and knees.”

I sink to the hard ground and follow him on all fours as he leads me from the cell by the leash. My movements are slow and stiff, and I expect a hard tug and a command to pick up the pace at any moment. But he just keeps walking slowly at my side, giving small pulls on the leash to lead me in the right direction whenever he turns around a corner.

A scream echoes through the long hall as a guard drags a girl from her cell. I automatically turn my head to look, but Dax nudges it back in place. “Don’t look. Keep your focus on me, eyes straight ahead or on the ground. He’s not gonna hurt you. You’re with me.”

As the guard hauls the girl past us, I keep my head lowered. 

“Good girl, already learning.” Dax rewards me with a pat on the head, and I want to sink into myself and shut out the warped praise even as I want to lean into his touch and soak it up. 

He takes me back to the cell, where he makes me kneel on a blanket that he folds and places on the floor. He proceeds to attach some kind of rubber tube with a black ball, which looks like some kind of pump, to the front of the collar, then stands in front of me, placing a hand on top of my head.

The calmness radiating off him takes on a deceptive quality as he asks, “What does the tattoo on your arm say?”

Closing my eyes, I heave a shuddery breath. “Dax zero, zero, one.”

“And what does that mean?”

My chest tightens, and I curl my fingers against my thighs. “That I’m property.”

“Yes. You’re property. But does that mean you’re nothing?”

I swallow hard, knowing what he wants to hear. But it doesn’t seem right. It seems like a lie chipping away at my integrity as I shake my head.

“You’re going to become a precious little submissive who will make your future master very proud.” He grabs my chin and lifts my head to face him. “Repeat the words: I’m going to become a precious little submissive who will make my master very proud.”

Tears pool in my eyes as I shake my head. I can’t say those words. I just can’t.

“Go on,” Dax urges and repeats the words. “I’m going to become a precious little submissive who will make my master very proud.”

I shut my eyes and swallow hard. “I’m—”

“Uh-uh, look at me while you say it.” He leans down to give my head a small shake, and I force my eyes open, staring into his commanding yet warm gaze. Another little piece of me chips away as I say the words.

“I’m going to become a precious little submissive who will make my master very proud.” 

“Now, say it like you mean it.”

I jerk against his hand, but he tightens, imposing his command upon me with the silent force of his grip, his gaze, and his very presence. I choke back the growing lump in my throat and imbue my words with more sincerity. “I-I’m going to become a precious little submissive who will make my master very proud.” The last word morphs into a whimper, and I shut my eyes tight as defeat, confusion, and something hopeful whir inside me.

Dax swipes his thumb across my cheek. “That’s right. A pretty little submissive. Made to serve and please. You’re gonna make some man very proud indeed.”

I want to repel his words, but his slow strokes and the tender resonance of his voice make it impossible. Leaning into his touch, I inhale a stuttering breath that shakes through my chest.

“Good girl,” he praises again, straightening, and the words are like a soothing balm to my broken soul. “I can already feel you giving in.”

“I’m not—” My words break off as a swoosh of air inflates the front of the collar. Gasping, I open my eyes and stare up at Dax as he squeezes the pump attached to the collar. More air seeps into the collar, filling a small rubber ball at the bottom that expands right against my windpipe.

“So good,” he croons as he keeps stroking my cheek.

“No, no,” I pant. “Stop.” My hands shoot up to grab his, but there’s no give as I pull at his strong fingers, and he pumps again. The ball presses into my windpipe, and my breaths become shallow gusts rushing past my parted lips. “I can’t breathe.”

“Yes, you can.” His soft words and gentle caresses are such a contradiction to the cruel pressing at the front of my throat that my head spins. “Not as effortlessly as before, but you’re still getting air into your lungs.” Releasing the pump, he presses his big, calloused hand to the top of my chest, and my hands automatically follow, still clutching onto his. “Feel.”

I focus on my chest and my rapid breaths. The air does reach past the constriction, but panic still hovers along the edges of my mind as I feel like my throat is about to close completely.

“Slow down your breaths.” He sinks down in front of me to get better access to my eyes as he guides me. “Breathe in deeply.” He demonstrates with a long inhale through his mouth. “And out slowly.” He pushes the air back out on a steady exhale.

I imitate as he goes again, clinging to his hand on my chest like it’s the only thing holding me out of the gaping pit of panic that threatens to swallow me whole.

“That’s it. Keep going like that.” He continues breathing slowly and demonstratively—in and out, in and out—and I keep following—in and out, in and out. When he stops, I realize my breaths have steadied, and the looming panic has receded.

He pulls me into him, cupping the back of my head as he lets me rest against his chest. I can’t think, I can’t move. All I can do is keep breathing as the small protrusion in the collar presses against my windpipe. I claw my fingers against his thighs, but it’s more in search of stability than to resist.

When he helps me onto the mattress to lie on my side, my head is empty.

“Say the words again,” he whispers. When I part my lips but can’t remember, he says them for me, this time with a small but potent change. “I am a precious little submissive who is making my trainer very proud.”

“I—” I dart my tongue out to lick my lips. “I am a precious little submissive who is making my trainer very proud.”

Tears leak from my eyes. I feel wholly and utterly at his mercy. Exposed and vulnerable, yet somehow safe. It doesn’t make sense, and I can’t get my head working to try and solve the riddle. I just stare up at him, blinking as the tears keep dripping, baring my innermost vulnerabilities and cracking open parts of me I never wanted and always rejected.

I feel utterly broken yet strangely calm when he grabs the pump and releases the air. The world around me slowly filters back in, but a haze has settled over my brain, dulling the fear, keeping me floating in this strange restfulness.

He removes the collar with slow carefulness as if not to break the spell. Then he gives me a final stroke on the cheek, gets up, and leaves. The lights go off, and I drift away into some deep, peaceful place, hovering at the edge of consciousness, with Dax’s deep voice lingering in my ear.
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“Can you patch up this girl?” one of the trainers asks as he drags a beat-up girl into my office.

He’s about to dump her on the exam table when I turn in my leather chair. “No.”

He pauses and lifts a brow at me. “No? What the hell do you mean, no?”

I grab a first aid kit and toss it to him. “Do it yourself. I’m busy.”

“With what?” He gestures to the empty desk in front of me.

“Just get out,” I say with irritation as I point at the door.

The girl groans as he hauls her back out, and the door slams as he shoves it into its frame.

I let out an exasperated sigh and press my hand to my forehead as I lean back in my chair. When can I get some goddamn peace? Everyone keeps coming in here, wanting me to wax a pussy, perform an enema, or patch up a few cuts.

Why the hell can’t they do it themselves? It’s not rocket science.

Because I’m the one who always does it, I remind myself.

I’m about to bark another order to leave when the door opens and Mikhail steps inside, closing it behind him.

“What the hell do you want?” I snap. He’s been away on business since he presented me with my gift, and I’m sure he’s come to check how everything’s going with her and this new training regimen I’m trying out. But I’m in no mood for his smug comments and annoying assessments. But I also can’t order him to fuck off as with everyone else since he owns this place.

“What’s gotten into your pants?” he asks with humor in his eyes as he drops onto a rolling stool.

“Nothing.”

“Well, you’re acting like a pissy teenage girl who just got her period. Isn’t the sub working out?”

Deflecting, I ask, “How was business?” 

“Found a handful of new potential buyers and brought in three new girls. I will need you to process them and give them the usual treatment.”

“I’m busy,” I say.

“I don’t care. Find the time. And tell me how the sub is. You know, I went out of my way to find this girl for you, so I won’t accept you shoving her off to someone else who’s just gonna break her.”

I don’t want to admit it, knowing how smug he gets, but he’s right. He did go out of his way to find this girl that I wanted. “You were right,” I say. “She’s submissive.”

As predicted, a wide smirk forms on his face. “Told you.”

Ignoring his arrogant comment, I continue, “She’s fighting it, but when I hit the right button, she’s like putty in my hands.”

I show him the collar, and his self-satisfied attitude fades as he listens, seeming genuinely interested. I get the feeling he might be more drawn to this sort of training than he had expected. I’m not surprised, really. We’re the same in a lot of ways. That’s probably why he respects me more than most of his men. And because I’m a great asset down here with my medical skills from when I was a combat medic. 

“Keep up the good work and keep me updated,” Mikhail says when he leaves half an hour later. Just as he’s about to close the door, he sticks his head back in. “And get to work on those girls.”

I sigh and log into the system on my laptop to pull up the information on the new girls, and then I go get the first one.

I wax their pussies and legs, flush out their bowels, do a general health check, and finish the paperwork in our system.

Two out of three girls are screaming and fighting like pigs. I usually love that, but today, the shrill sounds are like nails on a chalkboard, and their constant struggle wears my patience thin. I end up stuffing their mouths and strapping them in tight, using all the possible restraints I can attach to the table—which is a lot. I consider sedating them several times, but doing an enema on a sedated girl wouldn’t end well.

When I’m done four hours later, I’m tired and cranky like an old man. And pissed off at Mikhail for handing me this shitty job that forced me to send someone else to bring my sub dinner and drop my plans about checking on her. Lights-out was an hour ago, and I don’t want to risk waking her, so I simply call one of the guards on shift and ask him if there has been any trouble with her. I’m relieved to learn that she has been quiet and pliant all evening.

I’m leaning back in my chair, trying to muster the energy to get up, go upstairs, and get myself to bed when Dorin sticks his head in.

“What?” I snarl.

“Go fuck a bitch,” he says. “You look like someone pissed in your cereal.”

“Go fuck yourself,” I retort.

“I’ve already fucked enough today.” He hands me a piece of paper. “New order for tomorrow.”

I take a look at the paper. A simple and straightforward order. The top line states the identification number of the girl. 247029. Numbers to indicate the year she came in, which girl in line she is said year, and her cell number. I’ve suggested tattooing the numbers on the girls, but Mikhail doesn’t want to risk losing profit over a permanent mark, so we chip them and carry scanners that will read the chips and pull up all the information in their files. The line below the ID number specifies the order.

“Pull out all teeth,” I read out loud. “Well, that’s a rare one.” Most men, no matter how sadistic, don’t like the aesthetic of a toothless girl. 

“I’d be happy to do it if you don’t want to,” Dorin offers. He’s the most sadistic son of a bitch here, and I’m sure he would go straight to it without sedation or even restraints. God knows he has more than plenty of strength and size to hold down a flailing girl, and getting scratched and bitten in the process might even get his dick hard. He loves feeling the girls struggle like that.

Expecting me to decline, he’s halfway out the door when I say, “Go ahead.” I hand him the paper and grab a pair of pliers from my tool cabinet. I do have a whole kit of extraction forceps somewhere, but I’m sure he’d call me a sissy if I handed him such fine tools, and I’ve had enough of teenage girl remarks for one day.

“Thanks.” The most menacing man I know smiles as he holds up the tool and leaves. I’m sure Mikhail will be pissed when he finds out I’ve handed this assignment over to Dorin. Dorin’s methods for these kinds of tasks sometimes leave the girls unsellable. Catatonic and unresponsive—or bleeding out.

But as Mikhail said, I’m pissy like a teenage girl, and I’m pissy about him calling me out on it.

It’s not until I lie in bed half an hour later, thinking over the day, that I realize I might have some top drop. Fuck, that’s embarrassing. I haven’t had top drop since I left the States. But I also haven’t had many women truly submit to me since then. To be precise, only two. Nikolai’s girl and the one Mikhail gave me.

As the realization strikes, all I want to do is go hold her. Wrap her in my arms and feel her small body against mine. I haven’t wanted to do that with anyone since I came here. Not even Nikolai’s girl. 

But I know how top drop works. Tomorrow, I’ll feel back to normal, and the urge will be gone. 

Forcing the memory of her vulnerable eyes and delicate figure out of my head, I turn the lights off. Then I spend the next five hours tossing and turning. I’ve been doing that a lot lately. For about three months, I realize in the early hours of the morning before I finally drift off.
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My days fall into a new routine, a little less lonely than the former, but full of humiliations nonetheless.

Dax brings me breakfast every morning when the lights come on. He makes me eat from the dog bowl at his feet, petting me and calling me a good girl. Then he puts the collar on my throat, takes me for a walk down the halls, and trains me to keep my attention on him—off the screaming or sometimes eerily silent girls that guards drag by. My hands and knees are always sore and red after having crawled on the rough stone ground, and Dax starts bringing a lotion that he applies when we’re back in the cell. Despite everything, I feel oddly cared for as he makes me lie down on the mattress and rubs the lotion into my skin.

He also tends to the tattoo while he’s at it, washing it carefully with a warm cloth and applying antibiotic ointment. There’s no stagnant routine or cold proficiency to the way he goes about it. Rather, he treats the mark with care and respect every time, like it’s a sacred symbol. I try to keep my focus elsewhere, not wanting to see the tattoo, but it’s hard to keep my eyes away as he runs his hands across my skin, watching the mark with admiration. So I repeatedly glance toward it—his hands and eyes—with a strange and unwelcome curiosity. 

One time, I even catch myself staring at it like it’s a fascinating painting. The moment I realize what I’m doing, I scoot under the blankets and keep my arm there. But the image lingers in my mind, flickering across my inner eye, stirring emotions I don’t want.

After tending to my scuffed skin and the tattoo, Dax attaches the pump to the collar and makes me kneel in front of him and say the words he has made into my mantra: I am a precious little submissive who is making my trainer very proud. Then he inflates the small balloon at my windpipe until the words and breathing through the constriction are all I can focus on.

Clouds fill my mind—a fluffy white layer rolling over a clear blue sky.

“You don’t belong to yourself,” he says, stroking my cheek affectionately. “You don’t even get to decide when you breathe anymore.” He presses the pump again, and a soft moan slips past my lips as I sink deeper into the thoughtless world where only his command exists.

With each time Dax makes me say the mantra, the words sink a bit deeper into my brain. I try to deny them, but it’s getting harder with each day. Because I do want to please Dax. When he’s not here, I think I don’t, but the moment he stands above me, watching me with those commanding eyes and speaking to me in that confident voice, my resistance crumbles.

After Dax leaves, the floaty fluffiness usually dissipates, and a strange restlessness takes its place. But it’s not the same restlessness that had me in a vise the first week here. Now, it doesn’t seem brought on by fear or hopelessness. It’s more like a restless longing for something—or someone.

The rest of the day, I’m alone in my cell most of the time. The other guards only come in here to bring me food or to take me to get hosed down or let me exercise in a fitness room for half an hour a day.

Besides dragging me down the halls, tying me up in the washing room, or holding me down when panic thrusts me into insanity at night, the guards don’t touch me or order me around. I think it’s because I’m Dax’s special project. I overhear a couple of guards mentioning it, and I remember Dax and Mikhail talking about a chip—which must be what they injected into my shoulder on the first night—and making sure I was off-limits.

It gives me a sense of security even though Dax is twice as intimidating as most of the men here, his deep scowl twice as scary. The only man who can compete is the gigantic bald brute with the long scar at the side of his mouth, but he rarely comes in here, to my great relief.

Whenever Dax comes in, my tense shoulders drop as a strange kind of relief settles over me. I shouldn’t be glad to see him, but I can’t help it. After all the petting and the good girls, he has become a friendly face compared to the rough guards, who drag me down the halls with cruel force and press me into the mattress with cold indifference at night until I stop screaming. They make the loneliness cut particularly deep when they won’t speak to me with anything but clipped orders and aggressive commands.

Dax, on the other hand, usually answers most of my questions, although brief and brusque. But then again, I don’t ask many, afraid of what I’ll find out. 

When he takes me from my cell without the collar one day, I do want to know where we’re going, though.

“Where are you taking me?” I ask as he leads me down the hall, letting me walk upright. 

“To my office,” he replies without looking at me.

“Why?” 

He doesn’t answer, and the sting of disappointment is worse than it should be. I don’t know what I was expecting. I must have been so starved for affection—any attention at all—that my head blew up what little he has given me to big proportions.

“Get in the chair,” he says as we get inside his office. He’s this strange combination of impassive, like on the first day in here, and speaking with a note of authority that has me rushing to comply.

I don’t realize what I’m doing until I’m on the seat, about to lean back. Stopping myself, I stiffen and scoot back onto the edge of the chair. I might not want to obey, but I’m afraid to do the opposite, so I aim for some middle ground.

Dax shakes his head like I’m a foolish child as he presses me into the seat with a hand on my chest. “I’m not even gonna bother. Comply if you want; resist if you want. I don’t need your submission for what I’m doing today.”

Without looking at me, he pulls a long strap over my ribs, just below my breasts, and pulls it tight. Then he does the same across my stomach and proceeds to restrain my hands.

“Last chance,” he says as he stops by the stirrups and holds his palm up. “Are you gonna submit or not?”

Fuck. My eyes dart back and forth between his hand, the stirrups, and the rest of the room as if I can find my answer somewhere there. But there’s nothing to help. Not even any paraphernalia laid out to hint at what’s to come. And I don’t think that would even matter. The choice is up to me. Can I live with myself if I give in? Can I stand the disappointment in his eyes if I don’t?

I don’t know why disappointing him seems so terrible. I don’t owe him anything. But somehow, it matters. More than I care to admit.

When it takes me too long to decide, he grabs my leg.

“No, no,” I blurt, pulling my leg from his hand. “Please, just…”

He levels me with an impatient look, and before he can grab my leg again, I quickly lift it and place it in his hand of my own accord.

“I’ll submit,” I say, and the next words fall over my lips quite automatically. “I’m sorry.”

His expression remains flat as he studies me. I hold my breath. Now it’s me waiting for him to decide. Forgive or not.

“I’m sorry,” I repeat in a whisper, casting my eyes down. “I’ll submit.”

He lifts my leg into the stirrup, and the cold metal has me shuddering. I close my eyes, trying to draw in on myself and shut out the humiliation.

Dax steps back. “Uh-uh, this is not how it works. If you want to submit, you’ll have to stay with me. Look me in the eye.”

I glance up, then down. He’s terribly intimidating with his bulging arms crossed over his chest, brows lowered in a grim expression, and jaw tight.

“I don’t know if I can do that,” I say, feeling torn and lost.

He rounds the table and grabs my jaw. “You looked me in the eye when you renounced your autonomy and declared yourself submissive.”

I shake my head. “That was only because you made me do it.”

“No, you felt it.” He leans closer. “You went into subspace. Just by saying those words to me.”

“I-I—” My words break off. I don’t know how to explain. So I close my eyes and divulge the most pressing feeling inside me. “I don’t want to be a submissive.” 

“Are you sure about that?”

I can’t lie to him. I heard it myself. There’s not much certainty in my voice. I don’t even feel sure. I don’t feel sure about anything anymore. In a matter of days, Dax has knocked my world upside down, broken me into pieces, and made me want something I have shunned my whole life.

Opening my eyes, I stare into his stark blue ones and admit the most self-shattering thing I’ve ever told another person. “No. I’m not sure.”

His features soften, and something like a smile crinkles the corners of his eyes. “Say the words: I am a precious little submissive who is making my trainer very proud.”

I breathe a long inhale and release the words on my exhale. “I am a precious little submissive who is making my trainer very proud.”

The words break something inside me. Something that can never be recovered. My self-image is torn to shreds and so is my will to fight this urge I’ve always denied. I do want to please. I don’t know how much and in what way—surely not like this—but it’s there, the urge to obey and serve a man. Always has been.

“Yes, you are.” He brushes his knuckles across my cheek and moves back to the stirrups. “Now look at me while I spread your legs apart, so I can access your pussy.”

Everything coils tight inside me. I knew he was going to touch me down there, but hearing the words makes it so much more real. I fist and open my hands as I fight the onset of panic. I want to draw in on myself—away from the man who is going to violate me—but I just can’t. I keep watching him as he fastens my legs in the stirrups, immobilizing my pelvis as he proceeds to draw straps across each side of my groin.

“Are you going to”—I swallow hard—“fuck me?”

His eyes light up as he fastens the last strap and straightens, watching his handiwork. “Nope. I’m gonna make sure no man will touch your pussy until I hand you over to your master.”
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EMMA

Confusion and horror twine and twirl inside me as Dax fills the rolling table with various items I can’t bring myself to look at. 

He starts by shaving my pussy, and I lie stiff and still, staring up at the ceiling until he’s done and I hear the crackle of latex gloves. Lifting my head, I watch as he disinfects my mound and labia, and my eyes must be blinking and moving wildly as the memory of getting the tattoo intrudes upon my mind.

“What are you doing?” I croak as he grabs a sterile package—that is not simply disinfectant wipes—and rips it open. The sight of a needle so thick I can see the hollow tunnel has me jerking against the restraints, whipping my head from side to side. “No, no, no, no, no.”

“Look at me,” Dax growls, slamming his palm onto my mound.

The shock knocks me out of the spiraling fear, and I breathe hard as I lift my head and stare at him.

“You don’t belong to yourself anymore,” he says with a fierce expression that shoves straight past my defenses, making his words seem like the most important thing in the world. “Your pussy is not yours to use, not yours to control, so I’m piercing it shut.”

My breathing speeds up to a shallow rhythm that sends a wave of dizziness to my brain.

“Say the words.” He tightens his hand, and sensation shudders through my nerves as the pressure draws through my clit. “I am a precious…”

I repeat and finish the sentence he has embedded deep into my brain. “I am a precious little submissive who is going to make my trainer very proud.”

“Good. Now, this will hurt, and it’s going to hurt for a while. But if you’d like, I can help you handle the pain. Would you like that?”

Confusion has me jerking my head as I say through bated breaths, “Yes, of course.”

He slides his hand down my newly shaven skin, dragging his index finger between my folds. 

“Ah,” I gasp as he slides over my overly sensitive clit. It hasn’t been touched once since I came here, and it’s like a flare of fire. The sensations keep bursting into my nerve endings as he drags his finger along, and I pant as I stare at him with wide eyes. When his fingertip slides off my clit and he lifts it to start over, I remember I shouldn’t like any of this. “No, don’t touch me,” I say.

“It’s the only way to relieve the pain. I’m not gonna sedate you. I want you awake for this. So, do you want me to touch you or not?”

Once again, he has caught me in an impossible dilemma. If I agree, it will chip away at my self-respect, which is already fading; if I don’t agree, I’m facing hell. I’m not good with pain—never have been—and the mere idea of that needle is almost enough to hurl me straight back to the edge of panic.

“I can’t decide,” I say, once again baring myself with frightening clarity to the man who is my captor and soon to be my sexual perpetrator—or the man I unwillingly asked to touch me. 

“Do you want me to decide how this goes for you?” he asks, surprisingly calm.

Biting my lip, I nod. It’s easier to live with myself if he forces it upon me.

“Are you gonna be a good little sub and do as I say then?”

I nod again.

“I want you to ask me nicely to touch your sweet little nub while I pierce your pussy shut, and when I’m done, I want you to thank me for making sure you can’t touch what doesn’t belong to you.”

“No! That’s not—” I stare at him in outrage, feeling deceived.

He lifts an eyebrow. “That’s not fair? You said you wanted me to decide how this goes, and this is how I want it.”

I shake my head, wanting to scream, but his words keep swirling in my mind. A good little sub. Wanting to please. Doing what he says.

I don’t want to do this, yet all my instincts scream for me to obey as I watch him, melting beneath his demanding stare and losing myself to make room for his dominance. 

He presses a finger to the spot right above my clit. Fire bursts through my nerves at that little touch, heating the place that has been numb and cold for days. It’s like he has lit a spark, and that spark keeps growing as he shoves his way past my defenses.

A tremor has me twitching against the restraints, making me all too aware of the straps. They’re everywhere. Around my stomach, under my chest, over my arms, and over my legs. Gripping tight against my skin. I can’t move anything besides my outermost extremities and my head. Because he doesn’t want me to.

“You don’t belong to yourself,” he says softly, punctuating the message going through my brain.

I sink into the chair, my muscles going loose and pliant. “I don’t belong to myself,” I say so weakly the words barely leave my mouth.

But he hears it, and a smile softens his hard features. “No, you don’t. And now you’re gonna say what I want to hear.”

“Please touch me,” I whisper, and in that moment, there’s nothing I want more. I want to feel his touch down there. I want him to exert his devastating control over me as he ignites my desire. And maybe I even want him to pierce my pussy shut.

I don’t know; I don’t care. I can’t think as he slides a finger over my clit, drawling, “Good girl.”

A long breath shudders past my lips, and I press my lower body into the restraints, seeking more.

He rubs circles around my clit at a dreadfully slow pace. Sparks of electricity shoot through my sensitive bundle of nerves, into my pussy, and out through my body. An explosive desire awakens within me. It’s like I’ve never been touched before. And maybe I haven’t. Because Dax’s touch is like nothing else.

When he stops, my eyes are closed, head leaning back, and I groan as the straps keep me from seeking more. 

“Greedy little sub.” He pinches my outer lips, and I relax my hips at the feeling of his touch. But a sharp flare of pain breaks me into a sudden wail. My eyes dart open. I whip my head up to see Dax pull the gigantic needle through my labia. My breath comes in frantic, shallow gusts as the room spins around me at a staggering speed.

“Look at me,” Dax demands, leaning in to catch my gaze. “Breathe.”

I pant through rounded lips as I watch him. The steady look in his eyes that demands my attention becomes the only thing keeping me from spiraling.

“That’s it. Now slowly.” He draws in air through rounded lips, lifting his brows to spur me on. The air staggers past my lips but quickly shoots out. “One more time.” He repeats his demonstrative inhale, and this time, I manage to hold on to the air until he exhales. “Good girl. Keep breathing for me.”

He leans back and inserts a ring through the hole he just made. I groan at the sharp sensation, but the sound morphs into a moan as he presses his thumb to my clit. He rubs slow circles with just the right pressure, and pleasure bursts through my body, exploding and crackling like fireworks—a full display of vivid colors after only having seen barren gray for days. My moans come from deep within my belly, more free than ever before as I press my hips into the restraints, seeking more of his touch. I need… just a little more to throw me over the edge. A finger inside me or maybe just a few strokes through my lips. Any added sensation will throw me over. 

When he releases my clit, I’m so deep in the throes of ecstasy that I don’t realize what he’s doing until it’s too late. Another sharp bolt of pain shoots through my sensitive folds. With a plaintive cry, I crash straight onto the edge of panic—from one edge to another. My labia throbs, and the knowledge that there’s now one more hole through it has my mind spinning out of control.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I press my head into the seat and scream again. I vaguely hear Dax’s voice somewhere in the distance, but I’m stuck in a state of alarm that only keeps building as I writhe and push against the restraints without getting anywhere.

Footsteps sound against stone, and then a bare hand is on my forehead, a demanding voice right in front of me. “Look at me!”

Whipping my head toward the sound, I look up, snap my eyes shut, and look again as I pant with a speed that burns my lungs.

“Breathe,” Dax commands.

I suck in a large gulp of air, pant some more, and inhale sharply again.

“Breathe,” he repeats more softly, and his long hair tickles my cheek as he leans in to stroke my damp forehead. “Just breathe through it. The pain has already faded.”

I take stock of my body. He’s right. There’s only a dull throbbing down there. But I can still feel the hole—and the other hole with the ring. It’s wrong. So very wrong. I rip at my arms and jerk my chest up, needing to get free like I need air.

“Look at me.” Dax shoves my shoulders into the padded seat and leans so close I can feel his hot breath on my lips. “Do you want to make me proud?”

I don’t even think. I just nod like it’s the most obvious thing in the world.

“Then just breathe. It’s all you have to do. Breathe and listen to my voice.”

His words are like déjà vu. I remember when he came into my cell and lay with me when I had a nightmare. He wrapped me up in warmth and told me to breathe and listen. He got me through the panic. Safe and steady.

I glance back and forth between his stark blue eyes, which feel like they can penetrate the very barriers of my soul and take everything in there and make it his. It scares me to the bone, yet soothes my shaken core. I want to swim in his steady power and disappear in those eyes.

“Good girl,” he says, releasing one of my shoulders to stroke my cheek, and I realize I have stopped panting. “Can you be a good little sub and stay calm as I attach the ring?”

“Yes,” I say as I let his praise seep in and loosen my tight muscles.

Dax returns to his stool, puts on new gloves, and guides my breathing as he inserts the next ring.

Once the ring is in, he returns his ministrations to my clit, circling and rubbing with a maddening pressure that sends jolts of electricity through my core. I don’t think I’ve ever been this aroused. My entire body is awake, my skin humming as waves of heat shoot through me. I moan and pant, clenching and unclenching my hands as the sensations coil deep within my belly. This time, I don’t even think I need that extra touch; I just need him to keep going and I’ll reach the peak. 

But just as I hover on the edge, about to fall over, he removes his hand. A sharp prick sends a shockwave through my body and cuts off the orgasm.

“No, no, no!” I cry. But it’s not because of the needle. It’s the painful need. The feeling of being robbed penniless after having won a million bucks. Little jolts of pleasure keep shooting through me as I hover so close to a climax. Sweat beads on my brow, and my voice is breathy as I plead with Dax. “Please, make me come. I need to come. Please. Just…”

“Shh,” is his only response, and I press my head back with a groan as he inserts the piercing.

Then the whole ordeal starts over: Dax driving me to the edge of the peak, cutting off my orgasm with the needle, and inserting a new piercing.

It goes on and on forever. Eight rings. By the time he’s done, my skin is slick with sweat, exhaustion threatens to steal my consciousness, and my joints ache from all the straining and bucking.

“All done,” Dax says once the eighth ring is in. Discarding the gloves, he rolls back to take in the vision. “Beautiful,” he says with a strange kind of reverence as he grazes the side of my pussy with a soft touch that sends another wave of sparks and electricity through my heated body. “Unfortunately, I can’t close them yet. They’ll need some healing time. So I’ll have to keep you chained in your cell until I can close this pussy up tight.”

“I-I need more,” I stutter, barely hearing what he’s saying. My pussy is throbbing with an urge that overrides everything else. I just need that little bit to push me over the edge and grant me sweet relief.

“Not today.” Dax pats the inside of my thigh, then starts unbuckling the straps.

“But you can’t just…” I stare at him dumbfoundedly. “I need… more.” My voice trails off as exhaustion clouds the world and my words.
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DAX

I take in the sight of her pierced pussy as I unstrap her legs. Eight rings total line her outer labia—four on each side. I can’t wait to reduce them to four total, connecting the holes on each side. My dick twitches just thinking about it. It’s a shame I have to allow the piercings several weeks’ healing time before closing her up.

The little sub looks lost as I step up beside her and uncuff her wrists. Her eyes are unfocused and blinking, and her body keeps twitching from the pleasure that must still be rippling through her. It was tempting to allow her an orgasm as she gave in so sweetly, but I didn’t want her thinking she’d get to come anytime she gets horny. And what’s more, having her desperate for an orgasm will help the next step in her training.

I untie her and carry her back to her cell, where I lay her on the mattress and cover her in blankets. She blinks up at me a few times before her eyes fall shut. Her breathing deepens as she drifts off, her chest moving calmly beneath the blankets. Wanting to touch her one more time before I leave, I brush my knuckles across her cheek. But as she leans her head slightly toward my hand, I sit down on the mattress and keep stroking her instead of getting up. She’s fast asleep within minutes, a few quiet snores passing over her parted lips. 

I carefully lift her arms, one at a time, and close the iron manacles attached to the wall around her wrists. I don’t want her touching the piercings and disturbing the healing process, and I don’t trust her to stay off them of her own free will quite yet. She might be sinking into her submissive side surprisingly fast, but her mental struggle remains strong enough to sometimes override the instinct. 

She’s a pretty girl. Not in a classical, gorgeous kind of way with high cheekbones, sculpted features, and defined contours, but rather in an innocent way with full lips, round rosy cheeks, and big eyes that are almost child-like when fear and submission blend in her green orbs. She’s just the kind of girl I would have chosen for myself when I was back in the States. But then I came here, and looks became inconsequential. The fear and the screams looked and sounded the same on every girl, and that was what I fed off.

But as I watch her sleep, I find that I crave that sweet innocence again. I crave those pleading looks when I tarnish and tear at the innocence. I still want the screams and the mind-numbing fear, but they’re no longer enough.

***

My cock is rock hard when I get back to my office, and I have this strange itch in my bones. But Mikhail coming in with an icy-cold expression on his face is like having my mother barge into my teenage room in the middle of a good porn scene. Instant boner kill.

“Why the hell did you give Dorin the teeth-pulling job?”

I shrug. Most people get all quiet and apologetic when Mikhail turns his angry gaze their way, but it has never fazed me. “He wanted it more than I did.”

“The girl is unresponsive. Two days before her buyer comes to get her.” He stabs a finger through the air. “Go fix it.” Then he’s out the door, his hard steps sending loud clicks echoing through the hall.

“Grouchy bastard,” I mutter and get up to go check on the girl in her cell.

She’s lying on the mattress on her side, eyes blank and staring into nothingness. They don’t even move as I walk across the floor, and she doesn’t even twitch when I place a hand on her head.

A month ago, I would have pumped her full of benzodiazepines, then put her in the chair—the one with attached toys that I use for orgasm denial. I’d drive her to the peak repeatedly until she was so desperate for release that she’d beg and plead and forget about her missing teeth. Or simply try and bring her back with new pain—shock her system to force a reaction.

But at this moment, I don’t want to do either.

I pick her up in my arms and carry her to the bathroom that I bathed my sub in a few days ago. It’s meant as a place to reward the girls, but we rarely use it since our type of training is punishment-based.

I draw a bath for her and lower her into the hot water. I have to keep an arm around her chest to avoid her sliding in as I grab the sponge and start washing her.

Slowly, she comes out of her comatose state. It starts with a few tiny mewls, then her head moves slightly as her eyes regain focus, and finally, she breaks into deep, sorrowful sobs as she realizes why she dissociated in the first place.

The sound of her crying gives rise to my protective urge to the point where I lift her out and take her in my arms. The girl is so starved for comfort that she will take any she can get, even from the man who stripped away every ounce of her dignity in a matter of an hour when I first got her on my table a couple of weeks ago. I hold her tight and rock her with gentle motions, but it doesn’t quell my need to provide comfort. If anything, it intensifies it.

It’s because I’m holding the wrong girl, I realize.

Fuck, I’m going soft. First, the top drop, and now this. It’s been too long since I had a sub at my feet, and I no longer have the prowess to control my reactions. This submissive training is going to my head, and it’s getting in the way of my responsibilities. The smart thing to do would be to pull the plug on this new project, but I’ve come too far with my little sub to quit now.

So I’ll see this through. A few more weeks and she’ll be the most obedient, gracious girl anyone down here has ever seen. I’ll find her a good master, who will maintain her subservient mindset, and we’ll make a fortune. Then I’ll go back to training girls the way I’ve always done here. If Mikhail wants more subs, he can train them himself, and I’ll be happy to pass on whatever knowledge and methods I’ve found useful in this process. He might get all pissy about me not wanting to continue this wallet-feeding project, but I’m sure he’ll come to his senses when he realizes it’s either that or losing my medical skills. Because I can’t do both.

As I keep holding the girl, she slowly comes back. She begins to move a little, pressing herself into me and holding on to my T-shirt as the grief racks through her body. Finally, she even speaks.

“I don’t have any teeth,” she whimpers in a weak voice, slurred by the reality she just stated herself.

“Shh,” I soothe. “Your new master will love it. He’ll find you beautiful in your own special way.” It’s a lie of big proportions. Her buyer is going to taunt her and humiliate her for her toothless mouth. He’ll probably punish her for it too, then shove his cock into her mouth and enjoy a nice soft blowjob. But that’s not what she needs to hear, and she readily soaks up my words even though she probably doesn’t believe them deep down.

“Really?” She leans back to aim her hopeful gaze at me, and I repress a shudder at the sight of her empty mouth.

“Really,” I confirm and pull her back into me.

***

After putting the girl back in her cell and ordering Dorin to stay the hell away from her, I pass my sub’s cell on the way back to my office. Stopping outside, I’m tempted to go in and check on her. See if she’s still sleeping peacefully. Maybe lie down behind her and hold her. God knows it would soothe this restless jittering inside me.

I’m about to reach for the door and press my finger to the biometric scanner on the handle when Mikhail appears. 

“Did you fix her?” he shoots angrily from across the hall.

“I fixed her,” I confirm, crossing my arms over my chest. “Just make sure Dorin—or anyone else—doesn’t touch her and she’ll be good to sell on Monday.”

He stops in front of me, hands firm on his hips as he aims his angry scowl at me. “You’d better hope so, or the loss comes from your pockets.”

“Yeah, whatever.” I veer around him and head for my office. Usually, I hate when he does this. Seeing the filthy amount of money in my bank account grow with each woman we sell gets my dick hard, and seeing it go down pisses me off. But it’s more out of principle than anything. A small loss like this will barely make a dent. And frankly, right now I don’t give a fuck about the money. 

I’m teeming with frustration when I return to my office. I want to go punch Mikhail in the face—blot out his ridiculous scowl and larger-than-life attitude. But it’s not the only urge that has restlessness crawling under my skin. I don’t care to admit it, but holding that toothless girl made me crave more. I need to care for someone—utilize this annoying protectiveness that has awoken within me after years of dormancy. But what is even harder to admit is that it’s not just anyone I want to take care of. It’s that little sub who bears my mark and my piercings. 

As I sit there, staring at the surface of my desk and my fingers drumming on it, I almost feel mad at her for what she’s doing to me—for shoving me out of my comfortable routines and making me crave these complicated things.  

I want to go punish her for it, but the idea of using my itching fist on her the way it craves to be used makes me sick to my stomach. What’s more is, doing so would create a huge dent in the submission I’ve carefully coaxed out of her. 

So instead of taking my anger out on one of the two people who have caused it, I decide to find someone else. After all, this place provides plenty of other outlets. I have a whole pile of possibilities right beside me.

Flipping through the assignments, I easily find the right one. Number 246618 needs pain tolerance training. Usually, I hand these kinds of assignments over to Dorin, but I need one of these today. And since I gave him one of mine, I figure it’s only fair I take one of his.

I go to cell number eighteen and find a curvy girl huddling in the corner. Most girls here are thin—if not on arrival, then after a couple of weeks. We never let them get bone-thin because they need to retain some physical stamina and strength. That is the standard, but this girl has a deliciously round ass, wide hips, and big breasts. She seems to be naturally curvy, but even natural curves tend to fade after a few weeks down here, so either she hasn’t lost the weight yet, or someone has ordered a girl with some padding that will allow her to tolerate more pain and prevent her bones from breaking. Most likely it’s the latter. The last girl I processed was number seventy-eight; this one is sixty-six, which means she has most likely been here for weeks. And the pain-training order definitely points toward that conclusion too.

Grabbing her by the hair, I haul her out of the cell, down the hall, and into one of the whipping rooms. 

“Fuck,” I growl as I step in a small pool of blood. I hate it when the trainers don’t clean up after themselves. But more so, I hate getting blood on my boots.

The sight of the blood makes the girl break out into a shrill scream that cuts into my ears. 

“Shut up.” I slap her across the cheek, but it only makes her scream louder. 

Grabbing one of her hands, I lift it to the restraints on the hook in the ceiling. But it’s a goddamn hassle to buckle the strap around her wrist while trying to keep my boots out of the splatters of blood that her trampling feet stir up.

“Fucking hell.” I shove her to the ground and press a foot to her back as I detach the cuffs from the hook and lean down to strap them around her wrists. Then I lift her feet to my chest as I tie her ankles together.

By the time I finally have her strung up by the hook in the ceiling, my T-shirt and jeans are covered in red splotches, and the girl’s screams are still grating on my ears. I remove my T-shirt and use it to wipe a few blood stains from my boots, then shove the fabric into her mouth and tie it in place with a piece of rope.

Then I hose down both her, the floor, and the walls to make sure everything is clean before I get to work.

Unlike most trainers here, who use all different kinds of whips, canes, and batons, I prefer to use my hands. With this girl, I can even use my fists. I hit her breasts, thighs, and ass, relishing the cushioned feeling of her full curves that allows me to put in quite the amount of force.

Adrenaline pumps through my veins, pulling me out of the grumpy slump and lending me new energy. I keep going for what seems like an hour. I don’t stop until I realize, in a moment of clarity, that the girl is slumping in the restraints, barely able to hold herself up.

I step back and realize that the physical endeavor hasn’t released shit. It has just paused my irritation. I’m still cranky as fuck and want to keep going, but I know it won’t do any good. I’ll only exhaust myself and get even more cranky, and I’ll risk damaging the girl.

I consider shoving my cock inside her and get a quick fuck instead, but my dick is barely hard, and the angry bruises covering her skin are like black stains on a pretty picture, and something about the idea of using her just doesn’t sit right with me.

So I go to search for the fucker who left the bloody mess instead. It takes a while to find out who’s responsible, and as the adrenaline fades and my last ounce of patience dwindles, the itchy restlessness under my skin morphs into irrational rage. The idiot in question is a new trainer here. A young man in his early twenties, who goes pale as a ghost as I give him the full brunt of my anger. He looks like a little puppy with his tail tucked between his legs as he rushes off to clean the cell. 

Finally, I go upstairs to my quarters, jerk off in the shower, and go to bed early. Then I spend the better part of another night tossing and turning.
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When I wake from the blinding ceiling lights coming on in the morning, my labia is throbbing and burning, and my limbs are aching from the strain of being stuck in the same position all night.

Sometime after Dax left me, I woke up to find my arms trapped in iron manacles. The shackles attached to the wall above my head only allowed me enough room to rest my arms on my chest, and I quickly realized it was to prevent me from touching my newly pierced pussy. Or touching my pussy at all. Even as the holes in my flesh burned, all I could think was that I needed relief from the constant pulsing that had taken residence within my core.

When a guard came in with dinner and found me frantically rubbing my legs together around the new piercings, he shackled my legs too, spread out to make sure I wouldn’t irritate my sore skin further. He released my hands and let me sit there with my legs spread, him standing guard over me as I ate my last bowl of porridge of the day. Then he shoved me back onto the mattress and shackled my arms to the wall with so little leeway I couldn’t move my hands below my head. I’ve been here ever since, unable to move.

It took me forever to fall asleep, and it’s a miracle I succeeded at all. 

With the pulsing need having faded, no longer dulling the pain, and my energy low, I don’t have the stamina to process the pain. I try to breathe through it, but panic keeps creeping along the edges of my mind, flaring every now and then, sending my breaths into shallow gusts of air.

When the door finally opens, I’m twisting and straining against the chains, weeping and sniveling as the aches in my body have become so acute I can’t see anything through them.

Heavy steps thud against the stone floor, but I don’t see who’s coming. I don’t see anything.

“Are you in pain, my sweet little sub?” A hand strokes my face, and I try to focus on the gentle touch, but I can’t feel anything but pain and panic.

“Please, make it stop,” I cry, breaking into a sob as the desperation threatens to suffocate me.

Chains rattle, and a metallic click makes one manacle pop open, then the other. I try to lower my arms to my chest, but I only cry harder as my muscles groan like old hinges.

Warm hands close around my lower arms and gently move them to my stomach. Hugging them to me, I try to roll onto my side, but the manacles on my feet prevent it.

“I can’t take it. I can’t, I can’t. Make it stop. Make it—” My breaths rise in my throat with each word until I’m gasping so hard my lungs hurt, and I’m still not getting any air. My vision blurs as the world closes in around me, tightening its grip and making it impossible to draw a deep breath.

There’s a quick movement beside me, then more rustling sounds and metallic clicks. I’m wheezing for air as my legs are slowly pushed closed. Warm, calloused hands help me onto my side, and then a strong body molds around mine as Dax lies behind me. “Shh, little sub. I’ve got you. Just breathe.” 

I curl up against him, seeking shelter, comfort, and warmth against his body. A little voice at the back of my head reminds me this man is dangerous—my captor in this hell. But he’s also my only lifeline. The only thing that keeps me breathing.

Placing his warm palm against my chest, he moves his hand in and out, mimicking the slow motions my chest should be making as he drags in loud inhales and pushes the air out against my ear. “Follow my breaths, little sub,” he whispers and keeps going, lifting his hand and breathing in, pressing his palm to my chest and breathing out. In, out, in, out.

Like every other time he has done this, my breathing slowly steadies, but the pain keeps throbbing and I keep weeping.

Closing his arms around me, he holds me close to him, rocking me with small movements of his chest like I’m a child. We lie like this for a long time, and at some point, the pain becomes more manageable, and I stop weeping.

He doesn’t say a word, just keeps on rocking, arms banded tight around me. His breathing comes in long, deep gusts against my ear as if the rocking motions are calming him too. When a slow hum rumbles through his chest, I go still, breathing very quietly to listen for another similar sound. It almost seems like he’s enjoying this.

I shove the thought out of my head. No, it can’t be. And if he does, it’s not me. It’s just the act of holding someone—or something.

But when he presses a soft kiss against my temple and murmurs, “Sweet, little sub,” it seems sincere. Personal. His arms loosen somewhat around me, and he takes up stroking my stomach. Movements that seem absentminded and natural. His breathing deepens further, and I almost think he’s on the brink of sleep.

A few new tears leak from my eyes, and my chest shakes as another wave of emotion rolls through me. But this time, it’s not despair or petrifying panic. This time, it’s hope. Hope that he might find some kind of peace in this connection. Hope that he may hold some kind of care for me, if only just a sliver.

I try to shove it down and remain still, but I can’t control it. The emotions are too strong, and I start crying again. It breaks the spell and pulls Dax out of the drowsy restfulness. His hand stops caressing, and his movements become more controlled, his muscles less loose.

It intensifies my grief. I finally had a moment of intimacy, and I had to ruin it with my emotions. Trevor’s condescending voice rings through my mind. Always so damn emotional. It’s like you’re on your period twenty-four-seven. And then my mom’s voice follows. Stop crying, Emma. It’s just a breakup. There’ll be other boys.

I almost expect Dax to say something in the same vein, but he simply lifts a hand to my cheek and wipes the tears away with a tender motion.

“I can ease the pain if you want. Like I did yesterday.”

“How?” I croak.

“With pleasure.”

I shake my head in defeat. My mindset is as far from anything sexual as could be. I don’t want to come even though the need he awoke within me yesterday still seems to throb deep within my core. A heartbeat all of its own. “I don’t want that.”

“Are you sure?” He traces my hairline with feather-light brushes of his fingertips. “I’ll even let you come this time.”

I let the thought run through my mind. Even though I’m far from turned on and don’t know if I can be, I’ll do just about anything to get a small escape. Like an addict with his drugs. Anything to alleviate the pain and the mind-numbing desperation. So I nod. “Okay.”

“Good girl.” He scoops me into his arms and takes me from the cell. Pressing my head into his shoulder, I cling to him as he carries me through the halls. He’s almost a drug in and of himself as he lets me disappear into him for a little while, forgetting the barren halls surrounding me as I burrow into him, inhaling his fresh scent that blocks out the dry, old smell of basement.

He places me on the exam table with the stirrups in his office and closes the door. Despite the cruel things he’s done to me in here, it’s almost a small haven compared to everything else. Because this is his place, and it’s no longer just the horrors of this room that I remember, but also the submission and the strange connection I’ve felt in here.

I turn my right arm and stare at the tattoo. Somehow, even those six figures seem to have changed. Because they’re not just marking me as a number. They’re marking me as his. DAX001. His first submissive.

Turning my arm again, I shove the unwelcome thought away. I want to reject it. Reject him and everything he does to me. But when he takes the stool between the stirrups and flicks a finger through the top of my folds, right above my clit, the thoughts sink deeper into my brain instead of dissipating.

It’s not right. I shouldn’t want him, yet my whole being seems to gravitate toward him.

“Place your legs in the stirrups,” he says, and I obey without question. He buckles the straps on the stirrups and proceeds to strap me in place the same way he did the last time I was here, the only difference being that he restrains my hands at the sides of the table instead of forcing them above my head, into the position I just got them out of.

“Now, since your pussy is sore and healing, I can’t use it.” His eyes light up with something that might be humor, might be cruelty, or a combination of both as he watches the piercings in my labia. He grabs a latex glove, making the material crackle as he stretches it out over his right hand. “So I will have to go about this a bit differently.”

I gasp in horror as he slips a finger between my ass cheeks—over that hole—and asks, “Has anyone ever fucked your ass?”
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“No!” I squeal. 

The straps dig into my skin as I strain forward to see what he’s doing, even though I already know. The feeling of his finger swiping over my puckered hole repeatedly is as unwelcome as the rings penetrating my labia.

Dax grabs a bottle that I assume is lube and spreads my cheeks apart as he holds it over my ass and squeezes. Cold moisture runs down my crack, smearing my narrow opening.

“This will be the only place I’m touching you,” he says, sliding a finger through the moisture and circling my hole. “Your pussy will remain untouched until your new master claims you. It will almost be like you’re a virgin at that point. A cock-hungry, horny little virgin, begging to be stuffed.”

“No, no, no,” I protest, slamming my head back and whipping it from side to side as if the motion could banish his words from my ears. 

“Oh, yes.” He positions a finger against my opening, and I go absolutely frantic.

“Stop!” I yell, clawing at the padded surface as I use all my strength to jerk at my legs and shove myself into the belt around my chest. But nothing gives.

Dax flashes me a sadistic, self-satisfied smile. “I’ll be the first one to take your ass.” He pushes inside. It’s just the tip of a finger, but to my frazzled mind, it feels like his whole goddamn hand.

I scream. Not because it hurts, but because I can’t take another humiliation.

“God, you’re tight.” He turns his finger a few times, awakening a whole new bunch of nerves I never knew existed. “This is just my pinkie. It’s gonna be a long way until you can take my cock.”

“No, no, no, no, no,” I wail, shaking my head. If I could, I’d slam my hands to my ears. “Stop it! I can’t take it anymore.”

“Are you sure?” he asks in a mocking tone, licks his ungloved thumb, and presses it to my clit.

I buck in the restraints as a familiar sensation bursts to life. It’s like flicking a switch. All the crazed need and desire from yesterday flare alive like it was there all along, only put on hold.

“Now, be a good little sub and come for me while I break in your virgin asshole.”

He twists his finger against my narrow walls and pushes a bit deeper. Sparks shoot through my nerves from both ends—my clit and my ass. A loud keening sound escapes me, and I don’t know if it’s more of a moan or a scream.

My need builds with insane force as he keeps pushing in, little by little. Every movement sparks a new set of nerves to life, making the sensations in my core build and build until my whole body is trembling.

Just as I’m nearing the edge, he stops and pulls his finger out. I stare at him in disbelief as he takes the glove off and steps away.

“No, not again,” I whimper in a breathy voice. “Please don’t do this to me.”

Dax goes to grab something and comes to stand at my side, his blue eyes glinting with humor. “Are you saying that you want me to stick my finger back in your ass and have you come like a little anal slut?”

“No. I—NO!” I don’t want that. Yet it’s all I need. I can’t think. I can’t form any sensible words. All I can do is lie there, trying not to look at him, trying not to beg him to use that most degrading opening.

Trevor’s voice pops into my mind, sudden and unbidden: Seriously, Emma. That’s just sick.

He said that when I asked him to tie me up. What would he say if he knew I was about to come with a finger in my ass—my captor’s finger.

“No, I don’t want that. It’s wrong and vile. I’m not that girl.”

Dax grabs my chin, forcing my attention back to him. “Yes, you are. You’re a horny little sub who wants me to stuff your ass and make you come while I do it.”

I want to wail in shame, but then he leans in, so close his eyes are all I see. 

“And that makes you the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen.” He presses his lips to my mouth. The kiss is brief and chaste, but when he pulls back, my world is reeling. Trevor is gone, and so is my shame. All that exists are those words and that kiss. And the pounding need between my legs.

Dipping a hand under my head, Dax gently lifts it and pulls a leather strap under my neck. The collar.

My breaths deepen at the feeling of the leather against my skin, and when he claims my attention with a demanding gaze as he buckles it tight, I get lost—lost in his dominance and lost in this floaty sensation he calls subspace. 

He smooths my hair from my damp forehead and holds his hand there, stroking his thumb back and forth along my hairline as he presses the pump three times.

I gasp as the collar inflates against my neck, and I sink even deeper under his spell.

He leans down as he pumps three more times, making the balloon press deep into my windpipe. I almost can’t breathe, and my chest jerks up and down with the effort.

His breath fans my lips as he says, “I want you to say my name when you come, little sub. I want to hear it on your sweet lips.”

“Yes—” I lick my lips as I prepare to say his name for the first time. “Yes, Dax.”

“Good girl.” He presses another chaste kiss to my lips and moves to stand between my legs. Grabbing a new glove, he prepares to invade my most intimate opening again. Another cold dribble of lube sends a shiver through my body along with a bolt of anticipation.

He presses his finger inside with one slow, fluid motion.

“You’re already opening up to me,” he praises. “Do the piercings still hurt?”

“What?” I say, completely having forgotten about the pain. “No.”

“See, I told you.”

His words drown in a torrent of pleasure as he presses his thumb to my clit and starts moving his finger in and out, dragging it against my sensitive walls. 

“Look at me,” he commands with an edge that instantly draws my attention to his demanding stare. “Come for me.”

His words are my undoing. My muscles spasm as I explode in an insane orgasm that has me screaming and bucking, clawing at the padding as my legs tense in the stirrups. 

“Dax,” I moan, then scream as the torrent of pleasure rips through me. “Dax!” I repeat, the feeling of his name on my lips driving me higher.

My throat is raw, my entire body strung tight from the intensity as the last spasms roll through me. I’m heaving heavy breaths of air through my narrowed airways as I stare baffled at Dax, almost shocked. 

But he’s not done. He pulls out his finger, applies more lube, and presses it back against my narrow opening. Only this time, it’s not his pinkie.

My eyes widen as I lift my head and shake it. “No, no, no,” I say slowly and intently. “It’s too big.”

“No?” He spits on his thumb and presses it back to my clit, circling with maddeningly slow motions that have fireworks crackling and exploding in my nerves. “It’s too much,” I cry, not knowing if it’s the thumb on my clit, the thick finger going into my ass, or the pressure on my throat that makes breathing a struggle even as it drives me deep into conditioned submission.

“It’s just right,” Dax counters, pressing on, eliciting a flurry of pain and pleasure that twine and twirl with each other, driving me straight onto the edge of another orgasm.

I pant so hard I go dizzy as he settles his finger deep inside me and pauses all motion. I feel like I’m balancing on a thin line, about to crash, and I have no idea whether the landing will be soft or hard. My brain is teetering on the edge of insanity, and something inside me feels like it’s about to snap as a wave of mind-numbing ecstasy hovers at the fringes. It rolls over me with an explosive force as Dax pulls his finger back and shoves it in just as he presses his thumb to my clit and starts rubbing again.

“Dax,” I cry, and I scream and moan, buck and jerk as pleasure rips through me like a tidal wave. It keeps going and going, rolling through my system with the most insane, intense pleasure I’ve ever known.

“Good little sub. You did very well,” Dax croons as he finally pulls out and removes his thumb. His words spread like a warm breeze through me, soothing my strained muscles and settling over my brain as a shield holding out all the belittlement and scorn I’ve ever heard.

Good little sub. They are the only words that exist as I drift into a peaceful, floaty darkness.
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I hate keeping my sub in her cell all day long. Submission is a very psychological thing, and staying isolated twenty-two hours a day wears on the mind. So I start bringing her to my office when I’m alone there, doing leather work or working on some new gadget to suit a customer’s special needs. 

It also means I don’t have to keep her hands confined in the same position all day, and it’s good training, keeping her in a submissive space and teaching her quiet patience and graciousness.

I let her kneel on a pillow beside my desk, close enough that I can pet her, a chain connecting the collar to the floor keeping her from moving away. 

Kneeling comes naturally to her, and she quickly seems to grow comfortable with the position I teach her: straight spine, hands flat on her thighs, and head slightly lowered. The first few times I make her sit like that, she grows restless within half an hour, twitching as she struggles to keep the position. But that’s to be expected. What I don’t expect is how quickly the restlessness fades. Within a few days, she can sit there for an hour without getting overly restless, and within a couple of weeks, I have her sitting at my side for several hours with only a few breaks.

“Such a good girl,” I say, turning to her and stroking her cheek. “Such progress.” I wrap my hand around her chin and bring her attention to me as I lean down and say softly, “You may kiss my boots.”

A furrow between her brows reveals her confusion. My sub has come a long way, but she still has a lot to learn. She has found peace in her submission and learned obedience, but I want to take her deeper—let her find gratitude and devotion as well. 

Despite her confusion, she doesn’t protest or ask questions. She obediently leans forward, steadying herself with her palms to the floor as she presses a brief kiss on my right boot.

“Do it again.” I press my hand to her nape, keeping her close to the black leather. “This is a privilege, my sweet sub. No one has been allowed to touch my boots for almost a decade. But you get to do it because your submission is real.”

This time, as she moves to kiss the leather, I can feel her deepening submission, and I inflate the collar the moment her lips connect with my boots. Her sweet moan makes me suppress a groan as my cock strains against my pants. I want to pull her up, shove her over the table, and take her ass. But even though I have her wearing a butt plug at least an hour a day, she’s not quite ready. I’m not risking tearing anything down there when it’s the only hole I can use to give her pleasure.

But she does have one more opening that will grant me pleasure.

I unzip my jeans and let my cock spring free. “Sit up,” I say, enjoying the sight of her widening eyes as her attention catches on my massive length. “Suck it.”

Worry tightens her features as she tentatively wraps her fingers around my shaft and leans forward.

Pressing a finger under her chin, I urge her attention to my face. “You have sucked a cock before, right?”

She gives a careful nod.

“And…” I probe.

She presses her lips together for a moment before saying, “I’m not very good at it.”

“Says who?”

“My boyf—” She shakes her head as she realizes what she’s saying. Whoever her boyfriend was before no longer lays claim to that title. “A guy I was seeing.”

Gripping her jaw, I force her attention to remain on me. “I don’t care what he said. Let me be the judge of your mouth. If I don’t like it, I promise to teach you how to make me like it.”

Relief flushes some of the tension from her features as she nods. My cock grows even harder, seeing how concerned she is with pleasing me.

She’s tentative at first as she takes the tip into her mouth, sucks on it, and takes it a bit deeper a few times. But as I stroke her head and she hears my pleased groans, she grows bolder, moving her tongue across my length, sucking on it, and taking it to the back of her throat. 

“That boyfriend of yours is an asshole,” I say as I lean my head back. “You give the best head I’ve had in a long time.” And it’s true. Her technique might not be the best, and she’s a bit awkward at times, but her eagerness to please makes all the difference. I don’t even want to control the blow job like I usually do. So I grab the collar pump in one hand and rest my other on her head as I close my eyes. “Keep going. Just like that.”

She gives the sweetest little yelp that vibrates around my cock as I inflate the collar. The tightening sensation has her growing even more eager, sucking harder even as her mouth becomes deliciously soft. So I press again. And again. Until she’s panting through her nose and opening her mouth around my cock to draw in air. But she never lets the trouble of breathing get in the way of pleasing me. Looking down a few times, I notice how her eyes become glazed and unfocused as she sinks into subspace. Even as her brain turns to mush, she keeps going, focusing on pleasuring me.

“I’m gonna come in your mouth in just a second, and I want you to swallow every last drop. Are we clear?”

“Mm,” she mewls as she nods her head.

“Good girl.” I pump the collar one more time, knowing it will make her desperate for free airflow. I relish the little gasp that billows around my cock and the feeling of her bated breaths as she struggles to continue. It adds to the sensation even though her movements grow more staggered, and the sight of her helplessness sends me straight over the edge. 

Groaning, I curl my fingers around her hair, holding her head still as I shoot my cum into her sweet little mouth.

She grabs onto my legs, her fingers clawing at my jeans as she struggles to both swallow and drag in enough air.

“That’s it.” I loosen my grip on her hair. “You may sit up straight again.”

She’s about to lift her hand and wipe away a trickle of cum that runs down her chin, but I slap her hand away.

“Uh-uh, hands stay on your thighs,” I reprimand. She knows this. She did slip when she clutched my legs, but I’m not sure she even noticed, and I’m gonna let that one slide because I enjoyed it so much.

Her eyes flit up and down as she fights the urge to wipe herself clean, giving me this cute pleading look as if she’s hoping I will do it for her. But I enjoy seeing my cum on her face.

“Can you still taste me on your tongue?” I ask, smiling at her eager nod. “Can you taste that I own your mouth too?”

“Mm,” she mewls, looking all dazed yet very much at peace as she stares up at me. As I watch those round, vulnerable eyes and her sticky mouth, a vision pops into my mind. Something that has my cock hardening anew.

“Stay like that,” I tell her as I push aside the leather work I was working on to start a new project—something that will bring her even deeper into her submission and keep her locked in strict compliance. It’s not that I need to force her into compliance, but restricting her physically affects her mind—and my cock.

I work on this new project whenever I have a little time to spare for the next few days. Wanting my sub at my side as I do so, I keep her in my office as much as I can, and once, I even let her stay while I have a girl on my table. The girl is just here for some waxing, so I figure it’s not something that will rattle my sub too much, and I want to get her used to seeing me work on the other girls, so I can have her at my side most of the time.

But the ordeal doesn’t go over as effortlessly as I’d hoped. The girl keeps screaming—she’s one of the new ones, who still hasn’t learned how useless it is—and every time she does, I notice in my peripheral vision how my sub jerks. When I turn my head to glance at her, her eyes are wide, her jaw clenched tight.

Grabbing the girl on my table by the chin, I lean into her face and say in a quiet but menacing voice, “If you scare my sub with one more scream, I’ll staple your mouth shut.”

The threat doesn’t work. She keeps screaming, unable to control herself, so I grab a medical stapler from a drawer, shove her jaw shut, and place the stapler over her lips.

“No!” my sub blurts just as I’m about to press.

With a growl, I turn my attention in her direction. “Who gave you permission to speak?” 

“I’m sorry, it’s just...”

“Just what?” I snap.

“Please don’t do that to her.”

“Sit still and keep quiet or I’ll have one of the guards take you back to your cell.”

I almost expect her to say she’d like that, and I’m a little annoyed that I suggested it because I rather like having her here. What I don’t expect is what she says instead.

“Can I at least…” She tentatively points at the girl. “Can I comfort her?” Her eyes fall to the floor as she bites her lips together.

“You want to comfort her?” I ask with surprise.

She nods, keeping her eyes lowered, clearly knowing how strange it sounds.

“Go ahead,” I say. “But I’m stapling her mouth shut either way.”

My little sub nods her understanding, gingerly rises to her feet, and scurries over to stand on the other side of the exam table.

As if it’s the most natural thing in the world, she presses her hand to the girl’s head and starts stroking. Tears pool in the girl’s terror-filled eyes. I guess she has been here long enough to be starved for comfort.

With a shake of my head, I go back to the task at hand and staple her mouth shut. It’s blissfully quiet as I continue waxing her pussy. But it’s not because of the staples. Those can only muffle screams. It’s because of the little sub stroking her hair.

I keep glancing up at her as I work, taken aback by the vision. And a bit impressed, to be honest. I would have never thought of this myself, but maybe it’s not such a bad idea. I might not be interested in comforting the girls on my table—except when it’s my sub—but it does make them more compliant and easier to work with. Which is a good thing these days as the screams keep grating on my nerves instead of hardening my cock the way they used to.

It’s a good thing my new leather project is ready soon. I won’t have my little sub disturbing me while I work.
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“Don’t restrain her arms,” Dax tells the guard who has just brought me breakfast when he comes into my cell in the morning. Whenever I’m alone in here, they keep my hands locked in the manacles to make sure I won’t touch the piercings—or my pussy in general.

The guard walks out and closes the door behind him, leaving me alone with Dax.

“I have something for you,” Dax says.

Nervous energy mixes with anticipation as I notice how he hides his right hand on his back. 

“What is it?” I sit up on the mattress, taking the kneeling position he has taught me, which has come to feel like second nature—straight back, palms on my thighs, and lowered head.

He crouches in front of me and gives a satisfied hum as he strokes my cheek. “Such a good girl. You’ve come so far. Already submitting so readily. But I want to take you even deeper.” He moves his arm out from behind his back, revealing something black and smooth that he presents to me in both hands. It’s a large, molded piece of solid leather with straps.

I gaze from it to Dax a few times. He smiles warmly as if it’s a gift I’ve always wanted, but I’m quite sure this is not something I want. From the looks of it, it’s some kind of mask. 

My belly twists as I imagine wearing something restrictive on my face. But beneath the twisty feeling, there’s also something else. A sense of anticipation. 

I’m still fighting this urge to submit that Dax has awakened within me with a raging force. When I’m alone in my cell, I can reject the desire to kneel at his feet, but once I’m there, kneeling in front of him, I can’t deny how right it feels. Especially not when I sink into the fluffy, floaty headspace that he easily brings me into. All it takes are a few strokes of his hand, a strict command, or the feeling of leather around my neck.

His expression turns grave as he says, “I want you to thank me before I put this on you, because once I do, you won’t be able to speak.”

“I can’t.” My fingers tap on my thighs as nervous energy and insecurity thrum within me. It’s hard enough as is to accept who I am down here; I don’t know how to handle it when he takes me even deeper. “I can’t cope with more. I—” Something inside me will snap.

“What has you struggling, my sweet little sub?”

“Everything,” I say with too much force as I fist my hands on my thighs.

“Uh, uh. Tell me exactly what it is.” He grabs my jaw, forcing me to face the commanding burn in his eyes. “You’ve already accepted the tattoo, the kneeling, and the piercings.”

Closing my eyes tight, I want to deny it, but I know my words wouldn’t hold any conviction. Because they wouldn’t be true.

“Look at me.” He gives my head a shake. “Tell me.”

I gulp as I meet his demanding eyes. I want to melt beneath them—open up and let him take whatever he wants. Disobedience is simply not possible when he watches me like that.

“It’s the episode yesterday,” I say. 

“What about it?”

“I can’t believe you did that.”

“Did what? Staple her mouth shut?” 

“Yes.”

“Why not? You know what I do. Was it the shock of seeing it with your own eyes?”

I nod against his hand.

“And what else?” he asks, reading me perfectly.

I jerk against his hand as the need to hide coils within me. But he won’t let me, and I fall a bit deeper under the spell of his command as I confess, “It was my reaction.”

A smile curves his lips. “Yeah, I didn’t expect that either.”

“I should have tried to stop you. Not take part in it.”

Dax scoffs and raises his eyebrows. “Stop me? How?”

“I don’t know. Beg you. Put up more of a fight.” Defeat has me drawing a heavy sigh. “I just stood there.”

“Did you like it?”

“No!” I blurt, widening my eyes in horror.

He lowers his voice to a dangerous rumble as he digs his fingers into my jaw. “Did you like it?”

My eyes dart off to the side, trying to evade his gaze, but he just leans closer until he’s all I can see. “I don’t know,” I say in a thin voice.

“What part did you like?”

“It’s wrong. I didn’t like it at all.”

“Don’t make me repeat myself.”

I close my eyes and heave a shuddery breath. “It gave me purpose. To comfort her.”

“And…” he prods, sensing there’s more.

I’m relieved he lets me hide for this part. It might well be the worst thing I’ve admitted to down here. “It turned me on. Seeing you like that. The power you held over her.”

When Dax doesn’t speak for a while, I peel my eyes open and am shocked to see his reaction.

He’s smirking. A wide, satisfied grin is plastered across his face. “Then you’re gonna love this too.” He releases my jaw and lifts the leather. “I’ll have so much power over you that you won’t be able to think on your own anymore.”

I gulp as he places the leather over my jaw. No, the muzzle. It covers my whole lower face beneath my nose in a perfect fit like it’s molded to me. And I guess it is. He has measured my head several times during the last few days. It reminds me of those masks the women would be forced to wear on The Handmaid’s Tale, only this one has two additional straps that go up the sides of my nose in a V-form, becoming one at my forehead. It connects with the side straps at the back of my head, where he buckles them tight. Then he procures a small padlock from his pocket, and the click is terrifying as he attaches it at the back of my head.

Panic buzzes at the edges of my mind as I try to open my mouth and fail miserably. It’s locked in tight. I can’t even part my lips or stick out my tongue. 

“Mm, mm,” I protest, my nostrils flaring above the edge of the leather as I pant heavily. Claustrophobia closes in, and I claw at Dax’s legs, pleading with him through my eyes to take it off. 

“So pretty,” he simply says, curving his hand around my cheek.

“Mm, mm,” I keep whimpering, the sound going more shrill with each shallow inhale I take. I can’t breathe in this thing, and I shoot my hands up to pull at the straps as Dax just sits there, watching me.

“Stop,” he demands, slapping my hands away. But I hurl them straight back up and go even more frantic as I keep tugging and nothing gives. I want to scream, but all I manage is a high sound that’s stuck in my throat.

Dax tries to pull me into him, but I jerk away and swat at him as I keep clawing at the leather.

“Snap out of it!” Flipping me stomach-down onto the mattress, he pins me by the back of my neck. I flail my arms miserably, but it’s no use as he lowers himself to lie on top of me, immobilizing me with his weight. “You’re mine, and I decide when you speak and when you don’t. Just as I decide when you get to breathe freely and when you don’t.” He tightens his grip on my neck and leans all the way down to my ear as he growls, “And right now, I want you to take a deep, fucking breath through your nose.”

Helplessness settles over my mind as a thick fog. I can’t see anything through it. All I can feel is Dax’s total power—his strong body pinning me down and his command spearing straight into me. His weight and warmth ground me, and I manage a staggered breath through my nose that reaches a bit deeper than the shallow pants.

“Again!” he barks.

I obey on instinct, sucking a large gulp of air through my nose.

“Keep going.”

I do as he says. One breath at a time. It works. Slowly, I go slack beneath him. I give in to his devastating control as I forget who I am—or who I thought I was. Because right now, it feels like all I’m supposed to be is his.

“Good girl.” He strokes my hair out of my face and brushes his knuckles along my forehead and temple. “Can you see what I mean? Complete power. You can’t even think anymore. Am I right?”

I nod. The confession has me slackening further as I open up for his control and let the last remnants of my own control drift off into nothingness.

Gently, he lifts one of my hands and closes a manacle around my wrist, then does the same to the other. He traps my legs beneath his, then grabs the back of my neck again as he rests his cheek on mine. Using his free hand, he caresses my arms, my hair, and the sides of my face. It’s strangely intimate. It’s like he truly cares for me as we lie there, caught in the potent energy. The conqueror and the conquered. The master and the slave.

His breathing slows down, and so does mine. Time stops as quietness descends. I close my eyes and let him consume my whole world.
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I wake up in my sub’s cell, spooning a girl for the first time in years—since I left the States. She’s curled up against me, breathing calmly through her nose, deep in sleep. Lifting my arm from her waist, I rub my eyes and look around. 

I’ve been sleeping on a foam mattress. In a fucking cell.

Gently, I slip my arm out from under her and do my best to sneak out quietly.

“Keep an eye on the girl in cell twelve, and remove the muzzle when she wakes,” I tell a guard I pass in the hall on my way to my office and hand him the key to the small padlock. I don’t want to wake her now by removing the muzzle, but I also don’t want her to panic when she wakes. And I’m not going to spend a moment longer in that cell. 

The rest of the day, I stay busy, preparing a few girls for auction, fulfilling a few orders of piercings, and tending to a broken arm after one of the newer guards, Jan, went too rough on a girl, pulling her arm too tight in an armlock.

I bring Jan into my office to give him a lecture while I make a cast for her arm.

“You can’t do this shit,” I tell him. “Her value drops the moment she breaks something, and it takes double the amount of time to get her ready to sell. We can’t put a broken girl up on auction.”

The idiot only stares at me with a hard expression. He’s arrogant, and he’s not listening. 

“If you keep doing things like this, Mikhail will cut it from your—” The guy is still not listening. It will take more than a few monetary threats to make him listen, and I don’t have the goddamn patience today.

Fuck this shit. I push up from my stool and close the distance with four long steps. The idiot stays put, but I can tell from his flaring nostrils that he’s fighting the urge to back up. Grabbing his collar, I hold him in place as I deliver a punch to his gut. The guy bends over, groaning like a little bitch.

Leaning down, I speak very clearly into his ear. “If you fuck up a girl like this again, your stomach won’t be the only thing I’m punching.” I grab his balls in a tight hold that has him panting hard. “Are we clear?”

“Yes,” he squeals in a pathetic voice, suddenly not so strong anymore.

Raising my voice to a volume that booms against the walls, I repeat, “Are we clear?”

“Yes, yes,” the guy says in a flustered voice, forcing his back straight to watch me head-on. “I understand.”

“Now, get the hell out of here.” I shove him toward the door, and he stumbles out, but there’s still a twinge of anger in his eyes that tells me this guy is trouble as he casts a final look over his shoulder. 

I finish the cast in peace and quiet. With the girl sedated, it’s like working on a bike, and I find myself missing the old days when I spent hours in my shop, rebuilding engines, cleaning carburetors, or giving a bike a new paint job.

But as I glance at the sleeping girl and remember my little sub standing at the end of my table, I realize that I miss having her here even more.

It’s long past dinner time when the cast is done and I put the girl back in her cell. I’m tired, hungry, and cranky. Passing Dorin in the hall, I say, “Can you keep an eye on Jan? He fucked up a girl’s arm today, and I’m not sure he won’t do it again.”

“Busy,” he simply says, passing me without even slowing his tempo. Frowning, I turn to look after him. Usually, he’d easily agree. Asking Dorin to maintain discipline among the guards seems ironic since he has fucked up more girls than any other man down here, but he loves the power that comes with being in charge of both the women and men, and arrogant shitheads like Jan need a rough hand to be kept in line. 

During my first two years here, the leeway Mikhail gave Dorin annoyed the shit out of me. If anyone else messed up Mikhail’s merchandise, there’d be hell to pay, but when Dorin did it, Mikhail didn’t bat an eye. He simply told me to go assess the merchandise—see if it could be salvaged, or if it needed to be sent to the incinerator. 

At first, I didn’t get why Mikhail cut him so much slack, and I didn’t care for Dorin at all. But after a while, I realized the value in a guy like Dorin. The men down here are like a pack of wolves. Hungry and feral. They need an alpha or they’ll slip into chaos and make a shit show out of fighting each other for power. When Mikhail is not around, Dorin fills that role. He doesn’t do much active leading, but the threat of him is more than enough. No one dares to go against him. He’s too big and scary. So even though it costs Mikhail a few girls a year—even a man every now and then—it’s worth it to have an alpha that no one dares to challenge.

I’m the only man here who dares to go up against him. But I’m not interested in being a leader. I prefer to keep to myself, and since I rarely get in Dorin’s way, he doesn’t care. If anything, I think I’m the only one here, besides Mikhail, who he respects.

Today, Dorin’s dismissive attitude pisses me off more than it usually would, and I’m itching to haul a random girl from her cell and take my frustrations out on her as I head toward the door leading out of the dungeon. But I’m too tired to hear her screams. I need to sleep. And eat. 

Having slept all morning in that cell doesn’t make up for all the nights I’ve been tossing and turning for hours. I fear that my insomnia is returning. It was bad when I first came here. Had been for years. I could go days barely getting any sleep, and what little I did get was riddled with nightmares that woke me up bathed in cold sweat. Vivid images that took me straight back to Iraq haunted me. But it didn’t take many months of freedom and power—taking out my violent images on the girls here—to chase the dreams away. The inability to sleep took a while longer to fix, though. But eventually, that too got better, and for several years, I’ve slept soundly most nights. Until Nikolai’s girl. She stirred something in me that made the restless nights more frequent. And now, it’s getting worse. Last night, I barely slept two hours. I haven’t had a night like that for a very long time.

I spend the rest of the day pondering what the hell is going on with me without reaching any good conclusion. Restlessness jitters under my skin like crawling bugs, and I’m cranky and irritable. It’s not until I return to my sub’s cell in the evening and tie her hands behind her back and watch her eat dinner from a bowl that my mood levels out somewhat.

“Good girl,” I tell her once she finishes and moves to sit up straight. Leaning down, I wipe her mouth with a wet cloth, then untie her hands. “Now, kiss my boots.” I step closer, placing a foot on each side of the empty bowl.

A tiny whimper escapes her, but I think the sound comes more out of anticipation than fear. Placing her hands flat on the floor, she leans down and presses her lips to my left boot. Her breathing deepens as she stays there, lips pressed to the leather for a long moment—much longer than I require. Her movements are slow and graceful as she does the same to the other, and when she sits back up, her gaze is glazed. It’s a beautiful sight, her submission. One I think I’ll never tire of. 

I consider for a moment as she sits there. Usually, I only keep her in my office when I don’t have girls there, which is only a few hours a day. But with the muzzle, I can have her there without her interrupting me. I can explore the effect she has on the other girls—and explore her reaction to helping me like that. And most of all, I can have her at my side most of the day.

“Tomorrow morning, I’ll come back here,” I tell her, stroking her head. “You’ll eat your breakfast on the floor and kiss my boots, and then I want you to ask me to put the muzzle on you.” I pause to gauge her reaction. Her eyes widen, and her fingers tighten against her thighs, but she’s a good girl, keeping her eyes down—keeping quiet. “As a reward, you’ll get to spend the whole day with me.”

Her eyes flit up, and I sense a surprised really hovering on her tongue just before she stops herself and lowers her gaze back down.

“Would you like that?” I ask. She’s getting it either way, but I find that I want to hear her opinion. I want her to confirm what I think I’m seeing.

Her brows furrow as her eyes flicker to the muzzle that remains on the floor, where the guard who took it off her must have put it. So I make the question easier for her. “Would you like to spend the whole day with me?”

She looks up and bites her lips as she nods eagerly.

“Speak up,” I demand.

“Yes. Yes, I would,” she gushes between eager breaths.

I crouch before her and wrap my hand around her chin. The answer to my last question isn’t enough. I want it all: her eagerness to please me and her dark desires that she’s hiding from me. She finds the muzzle humiliating, but I know part of her wants it. I felt it in her earlier today. So I ask, “Would you like to wear the muzzle while you’re with me tomorrow?”

Her eyes dart down, but I tighten my fingers, forcing her head to remain in the cup of my hand. 

“Look at me and tell me the truth. Would you like to wear the muzzle?”

Her throat bobs as she gulps, and an upheaval of conflicting emotion seems to rage in her eyes as she lifts them again. She breathes hard as she struggles with herself, lips opening and closing as she tries to form an answer. But as I keep holding her gaze, the unease in her settles. She seems to resign herself to the answer she’s about to give me. When she finally speaks, her answer is brief but clear. “Yes.”

My lips draw out in a wide, proud smile. I can’t help it. It’s the best thing I’ve seen all day—her rosy cheeks and wide eyes as she admits to something she finds utterly wrong and humiliating. 

“Good girl. Then you shall.” I lean in to reward her with a swift kiss on the lips before I pick up the muzzle and leave to hurry upstairs and take care of my raging hard-on.
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With the muzzle comes a new routine. Dax starts bringing me to his office almost every day, making me wear it as he works. I even get to stay there while he has women on his table, and he lets me comfort them with my touch as he waxes them, gives them enemas, piercings, tattoos, contraceptive implants, and tends to wounds and broken bones. He even asks me to assist sometimes, making me stand at his side and hand him various implements as he asks for them, and he teaches me how to clean new piercings and tattoos, so I can do it on my own while he retreats to his desk. 

It’s scary how quickly I grow accustomed to both the muzzle and seeing the things Dax does to the unwilling women. With each passing day, it bothers me less and less. As I sink deeper into my new routine and lose track of the weeks, I realize that it rarely bothers me anymore. If anything, I find purpose in being in there with him, providing some comfort to the women in a situation where they wouldn’t be given any if it wasn’t for me. Without me there, they would only have pain and suffering, but I can ease that pain, and that seems to be more than enough for me. 

Sometimes, I remember the world I came from, and disgust wells inside me for what I’m partaking in. But then I turn my attention to Dax, his magnetic power and compelling authority, and I remember why I’m here. To submit to him. With that thought at the front of my mind, the rest of the world and its many morals don’t matter as much.

The guilt, I can somehow handle. But what is much harder for me to cope with is the jealousy. It prickles in my skin whenever Dax aims his focus at another woman. I want to be the very center of his attention, and sometimes, I even find myself wanting to be the victim of the pain he delivers just to be the only one he sees.

But as I notice the way he actually sees the women on his table, the jealousy becomes easier to handle. Because Dax doesn’t see a person when he’s working. He sees a thing that he needs to perform a task on. His gaze is always detached, his expression impassive and uncaring. There’s no concern for the well-being of the women on his table—no effort to ease their pain or attempts to give them pleasure. It’s the complete opposite of when he lifts me onto the same table at the end of a day. His expression is full of life as he straps me down, and his eyes burn as he demands my full attention while he pulls out the plug in my ass—which he makes me wear more and more frequently—and replaces it with a narrow vibrator. Then he makes me come repeatedly as he fucks me with it while rubbing my clit. 

“I can’t wait until you’re ready to take me down here,” he often says, but even as the dildos grow bigger over time, he doesn’t fuck me. It’s disappointing, to say the least, but I’m also grateful, knowing how big his cock is. I’m not even sure he could fit in my pussy, and getting him inside my ass would split me apart.

But he doesn’t let me go without the feeling of his cock. He’ll often let me suck him off until he comes in my mouth or over my face. One day, he even jerks off in front of me and comes in the water bowl he keeps for me in his office, then orders me to lap it all up.

Seeing the stark contrasts, I can handle the jealousy for the most part. But one day, when he’s shoving toys up a girl’s ass to train her like he does me, it becomes too much.

Gluing my eyes to the floor, I try to shut the scenario out, but her moans echo in the room. It doesn’t matter that she’s also whimpering “stop” and “no.” The jealousy itches with each unwilling moan. I want to cover my ears and hide my face, but I can’t disobey Dax. All I can do is sit there on my knees with my hands pressed to my thighs, growing more tense with each second.

“Are you jealous, my sweet sub?”

Dax’s voice makes me lift my head. He’s smirking, seeming amused, and it almost hurts as much as seeing him toy with another girl. So I shake my head. 

A deep scowl knits his brows as he gets up from his stool and discards his gloves, attention honing on me as he approaches.

“Are you jealous?” he repeats in a stern voice as he crouches in front of me and grabs my jaw.

Lowering my eyes, I nod my head. Because there’s no way I can lie to him when he’s boring his command into me like that. If my mouth was free, I’d ask him if I could wait in the hall. He sometimes sends me out there to wait when doing something particularly severe that he doesn’t want me to witness. I kind of hate being out there, away from him, but anything is better than this gnawing feeling.

I feel him studying me closely for a moment before saying, “I like her struggle. It makes me hard. But it’s not her lips I imagine around my cock.” He slides his warm hand onto my thigh. “Do you know whose lips I want around my cock?” 

My eyes dart up, wide and hopeful. I give a slight shake of my head.

“Let me show you.” Getting up, he holds a hand out to me, oddly gentlemanly for his brusque appearance.

I take it and let him lead me toward the table and the woman. I try to stop a couple of feet away, but he guides me straight up to the table, between the stirrups, and orders me to kneel.

“Take out my cock,” he says, pushing the stool away to stand in front of me.

I tentatively reach up to open his jeans and take out his massive length. It’s already rock-hard, and I have to remind myself of his words as I start stroking it. It might be the struggles of the woman on the table that did this, but it’s not her that he wants.

He removes the muzzle and sets it aside. “Take me in your mouth.”

The taste and the feeling are exquisite as I open my mouth wide and take him in. I eagerly suck and lick as I fall into the rhythm I’ve grown quite used to and more than comfortable with.

I barely notice the sound of latex snapping into place as he gets ready to proceed with the girl, but once a new moan rings into the room, I tense again. Not as much as before, but enough for Dax to notice. 

Taking a step back, he pulls out of my mouth. “Would you prefer it if she didn’t like it at all?”

Unable to think about anything but the gnawing jealousy, I nod. And all I feel as he retrieves a leather-bound cane is relief. 

The woman on the table doesn’t moan again from there on as Dax starts whipping her while continuing to work on her ass. However, her screaming grows a lot worse. Shrill and agonized. But I don’t care. I must have gotten used to it. Or maybe it’s that I’m too focused on pleasing Dax to consider the hell she’s going through. It doesn’t matter. Especially not when Dax comes in my mouth with a loud groan and asks me to lick up every last drop of his cum. Then he puts the muzzle back in place and lets me cuddle up against his legs while he finishes.

***

“Let’s go get you a warm bath,” Dax says as he tosses his gloves aside and helps me off the floor. “You did good today and deserve a reward.” He doesn’t cast a single glance at the woman in the chair as he guides me out of the room, but I do. The look on her face is utter defeat. Her eyes gleam with tears, her hairline is sticky with sweat, and her expression is empty—hollow. Her breasts and stomach are covered in swollen red welts, some of which are bleeding. 

A strange mix of guilt, pity, and a twinge of fascination mix inside me. Those marks look painful, and I hate that I caused her all that pain, but most of all, I can’t help but wonder how I would feel if Dax did that to me. Would I be able to handle the pain for him? Would I feel proud for carrying his marks like that? And would he even do such a thing to me?

I want to ask Dax that last question, but he doesn’t remove the muzzle until he has washed my body in the hot water of the tub and is about to wash my hair. By then, I’m drifting in a peaceful world and have forgotten all about it.

I’m sleepy and relaxed when he herds me into the hall to take me back to my cell for the night.

He’s about to shut the door when he says, “I forgot the muzzle,” and goes back inside.

The door falls shut behind him, and quietness descends over the empty hallway. But it’s not completely silent as a sound like music drifts through the air. Singing, I think. The faint sound of a woman’s voice. But unlike all the other women here, she doesn’t sound desperate or like she’s in pain. She sounds calm. I’ve never heard or seen signs of any other women in this particular corridor before. It always seems quieter here, and I was under the impression that the cells here were unoccupied, but I must have been wrong.

Listening carefully, I take a couple of steps toward the sound that seems to come from one of the cells across the hall. She is singing. And not just singing like a regular person trying to pass the time or humming along to a song stuck in their head. This woman knows how to use her voice. The notes soar through the air with the ease of a bird born to sing.

“Let’s go,” Dax says, grabbing my arm as he comes back out.

I’m of half a mind to dig my heels in or jerk free and run toward the sound, but I want his praise more than I want the music, so I stay at his side.

But the curiosity keeps prickling, and I can’t hold my tongue when we get to my cell. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Who’s the woman in that cell close to the bathing room? The one who sang.”

He seems to think for a moment, then remembers. “Oh, the girl in cell one. I have no idea. Some little project of Dorin’s—the big guy with a scar across his face.” He draws a finger across his left cheek, and I shudder at the thought of the man I’ve seen with such a scar. He’s enormous. Even taller than Dax and just as brawny. And the look in his eyes isn’t just detached like Dax’s can be. It’s dead.

“What kind of project?” I ask, gulping.

“I don’t know. He won’t let anyone near her except the guards who bring her food and give her bathroom breaks.”

“Bathroom breaks?” I glance at the toilet and the sink in the corner of my cell.

“He keeps her in a padded cell. God knows why. He must have fucked her up good when he brought her in. Honestly, I’m starting to wonder why he hasn’t gotten rid of her yet. She’s been in there at least a week.”

“Why would he get rid of her?”

“The girls who go in the padded cells usually go there for a reason. If they don’t get better within a few days, it usually means they won’t recover. So either we sell them for a cheap price or get rid of them.”

“Get rid of them how?”

“Questioning time is over.” Dax pushes me onto the mattress and leans down to inspect the piercings like he does every day. “I think it’s time to close these up. It’s been ten weeks and they’re healing nicely.”

“Ten weeks,” I parrot with shock. “That means…” I can’t even finish the sentence. I had already been here for two weeks when I got the piercings. So that means three months. Three months within these barren walls. Without the sun. Without people who aren’t miserable or oppressive. Without music. Three months without color, life, and idle chatter.

“What’s that thought?” Dax asks, nudging my head toward him as I stare off into the distance.

“I’m just tired,” I say, forcing the shock away. But Dax reads me as always.

“You’ve been here for three months. Is that it?”

Swallowing hard, I nod. It takes me a moment to decide whether to expand, but I need to get it out, so I say, “I miss it out there. The little things. Like music. Company.”

“This is part of your training. No distractions to take your mind off what matters.” He lifts his brows to punctuate the importance of his next words. “Submitting to me.”

I swallow back the knot forming in my throat and force the memory of the sun and the sound of happy people away. 

“Now, get some rest,” he says, pulling the blanket over me. “It’s been a long day.”
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Dax closes the piercings the next day. And not just with regular rings that have bolts that are screwed in place. No, Dax wants my pussy fully and firmly shut. So he uses full rings that he solders closed. Each ring goes through two holes, one on each labia, then he closes them permanently. 

He straps me down tighter than ever before, the leather around my hips and thighs so tight it digs into my skin. Then he takes great care to cover my skin around the rings with heat-proof material before starting the soldering process.

I lie deadly still while he works, not daring to move or twitch a single muscle, afraid to get the burning hot tin on my skin.

“All closed up,” Dax says after a tense half hour. Grabbing the top of my pussy, he gives it a firm pinch. “No one will get inside you until your new master decides it’s time. You’ll be as good as new. A tight little virgin.” He flicks one of the rings. “He’ll even have a barrier to breach.”

“How am I supposed to pee?” I ask in a thin voice. It seems like the least of my worries, yet it’s at the very forefront of my mind.

“No worries, little sub. I won’t make the closure very tight—just enough to prevent any penetration. You’ll just pee through them, and I’ll even leave enough room for me to access your clit.” 

A myriad of different emotions rage inside me as he frees me and I get to take in the sight of my closed labia. Horror, shame, and humiliation swirl inside me. A sliver of pride at being under Dax’s control—being the one he wants to treat like a precious submissive. But most of all a sense of finality. A loss of hope. Like the closing of my pussy symbolizes the loss of my former life and autonomy more than anything—takes me one step further away from it by taking me one step closer to a life beyond these walls. A life with a new master. Without Dax.

Confusion, longing, and hopelessness become a heavy weight upon my shoulders during the next few days. Along with it, the ache for something more—the longing for what I once knew—keeps gnawing, and I can’t seem to shake it.

I often think about the woman in the padded cell and her beautiful voice. I want more of it. And not just the music. I want to know the person behind the music. The singing didn’t sound like it was coming from someone broken. It sounded… hopeful. Full of deep-felt emotion. I want to hear it again—to have a piece of that hope. Hear anything beyond the echoing screams in the halls, the thud of heavy boots, and the clanks of metal doors. It’s been so long since I heard music that I suddenly crave it with a hunger that has me itching for more.

One day, when Dax lets me wait in the hall, the itch gets particularly bad. I have no idea what Dax is doing to the woman in his chair, but I know it’s bad—it always is when he sends me out here to wait. The last time he did it, the woman was unconscious and bleeding from her mouth when he finally let me back in. Today, I can tell the horror in the woman’s screams. They tear straight through the heavy door, cutting into my ears like a fork on a plate. I’ve never heard anything like it, and I want to run. I want to hear that beautiful voice again and let it wash away the terrible sound.

I take a few steps away from the door, but it doesn’t alleviate the effect of the sound. Two more steps have as little effect. So I do something stupid. I turn in the direction of the hall where the bathing room is and walk away. The same hall where the singing girl is. It’s reckless and risky as hell. I have no idea what Dax will do if I’m not back when he comes to get me, and I have no idea what another guard will do if he finds me roaming the halls.

Pausing at the corner, I listen for sounds. When I don’t hear any, except the echoes of screams coming from Dax’s office, I step around the corner and hurry down the new hall on tiptoes. 

I pause by the door to the bathing room. Dax has taken me here so many times that I easily remember which door it is. But I can’t remember which cell the singing came from. For a minute, I just stand there, listening, hoping to hear the voice. But there’s nothing. So I just stare at the green doors across the hall. One, two, and three. The cell names are marked with big white numbers on each door. Just like on mine—twelve. But these doors are a bit different in the sense that they all have a small hatch.

Suddenly, I remember what Dax said. The girl in cell one. I scurry across the floor and press my ear to the door. A smile tugs at my lips as I hear a low humming.

She’s still in there!

Straightening, I notice the hatch is closed with a simple slide bolt. I don’t think as I reach for it. I just act, sliding the bolt aside and carefully pulling the hatch open.

Pushing up on tiptoes, I peek inside. And there, on a thin mattress among padded walls, sits a beautiful woman with blonde, shiny locks. She’s sitting with her legs folded, arms locked in a straitjacket, rocking slightly from side to side in time with the tune she hums. 

She stops humming as her eyes come up to meet mine. My breath halts as I meet the bluest, most clear eyes I’ve ever seen. They’re like gems shining in the dimly lit cell. Her face is delicately carved with high cheekbones, soft straight lips, and a straight nose. And her blonde locks seem to radiate light all on their own.

She says something in a foreign language that I think might be Russian, and when I give a slight shake of my head, she tries in an accented English. “Who are you?” she asks in a soft, clear voice.

Since the muzzle prevents me from answering, I remain still.

“A new orderly?”

Giving a shake of my head, I frown at her choice of words. An orderly seems like an attendant in a hospital, meant to help, not a guard or trainer in an unmerciful place like this. 

“A doctor?” Her eyes light up with hope. “Or a therapist? Is he finally letting me get some real treatment?”

My frown deepens. Either this girl has no idea where she is, or she’s delusional. The latter seems plausible given the information Dax gave me about the padded cell. And I wouldn’t blame anyone for going mad from being here and not having the protection of Dax’s affection like I do.

But she seems quite clear-headed and sane as she gets up and approaches me with a soft smile. “Or are you a patient too?”

I take a small step back as she reaches the door, not wanting to risk anything in case she really is mad.

She leans up to get a better look at me, and a frown forms between her curved brows as she sees the muzzle. A bolt of shame has me casting my eyes down. I’m not sure why. I’ve been wearing this thing for weeks, walking the halls with Dax and facing the women on his table without a problem. But this woman doesn’t seem like any of the others here. She seems… normal. Unbroken. A lifeline to the real world outside these walls.

“No need for embarrassment.” She gives a small chuckle that holds a note of pain. “I’m in a straitjacket.”

I look back up, and we share a moment of mutual understanding as we watch each other. She might not know where she is, but clearly, she has already felt the weight of this place. 

It’s her turn to avert her gaze as she confesses in a low voice, “I’m on suicide watch.” She casts a tentative glance back at me. “At least, so I think. They don’t really tell me much.” Hope fills her voice as she asks, “Have you been in a padded cell too? Do you get to roam free when you get out?”

I shake my head once, pause, and do it again.

Her hope fades as her voice lowers. “Do you get electrotherapy too? And straitjackets?” Shame laces her words as she adds another question. “And do they touch you inappropriately too?”

Holding up one finger, I answer her first question with a shake of my head—no electrotherapy. Holding up two fingers, I answer her second question the same way—no straitjackets. Lifting a third finger, I nod my head repeatedly—inappropriate doesn’t begin to cover the things that have happened to me down here.

“Do you like it? I mean… the way they touch you? Do you come?” She bites her lips together, the frown returning to her pretty brows. “It feels wrong, doesn’t it? The methods they use here? But somehow, it seems to work.”

Her eyes fall away again, and sympathy swells inside me. Because I know that shame. That struggle. It might not have the same root for me as it has for her, but I know that feeling. Stepping back to the door, I carefully reach my hand through the latch and touch my fingertips to her cheek.

Her eyes are round and glistening with moisture as she returns them to me. She doesn’t say anything as we just watch each other, but I think she gets what I’m trying to say. 

It’s okay to like it.

I’m the one to break the connection, realizing more than ten minutes must have passed since I left Dax’s office. I don’t think he’s done yet—he usually leaves me out in the hall for quite a while—but I’m not about to risk anything. At least not more than I already have. So I point toward the way I came from and give her a regretful look.

She understands what I mean. “Will you be back?” she asks.

I give a tentative nod, hoping I’ll be able to. I didn’t even get to hear her sing.

“Do it after lunch if you can. The orderlies rarely come in here at that time. I think they’re on a break of their own. I don’t want you to get in trouble.”

I give a nod and am about to close the hatch and scurry off, but she makes me pause as she speaks again.

“My name is Lavinia, by the way. I wish I could know yours.”

I badly want to tell her my name. But as the thought flits through my mind, I realize my name is hidden in the far back. It takes me a moment to even remember it. Emma. The word seems foreign. Somehow familiar, yet not my own. Sadness washes over me. Or maybe it’s a sense of being lost.

But when I cast a glance down at my right arm and see the tattoo, I don’t feel lost. Because I belong. To him.

I have no idea what this woman, who thinks this is some kind of mental facility, would think if I showed her the tattoo—that I’m sick in the head, meant to be in such a place? A place where she clearly thinks she’s meant to be too, so how bad can it be?

Drawing a steadying sigh, I lift my arm and give her the closest thing to a name I can express as I show her the tattoo.

I keep my eyes on the mark, not wanting to see her reaction, and the nervous tension in my chest loosens as I watch it.

DAX001.

I might not belong to him for good, but for now, I’m his. And that’s all that matters. Suddenly, I’m gripped by an urge to get back to him.

I’m once again about to leave but pause at Lavinia’s hesitant words. 

“I have marks too,” she says with a hint of pain. She’s looking down at something, and I step back up to the hatch and follow her eyes to see her lift her thigh slightly. The sight nearly makes me gasp. Even though her cell is dimly lit and the hatch gives me an awkward line of sight, the marks are vivid. Old cuts crisscross each other, and round spots rise on her skin. None of it looks like suicide attempts. Those kinds of cuts would be closer to major blood vessels—on thin skin. And those burn marks… Cigarette marks. There’s no way she did that to herself. 

“A man I was with…” Her voice is mournful as she explains. “He promised me everything, but this was what I got. He used to cut me with a knife, just for the fun of it. Stubbed out his cigars on my skin. I’m sorry someone hurt you too.” 

Hurt me too?

I frown.

She thinks the tattoo is a sign of abuse. A man who has hurt me with no care for my well-being. And that man is Dax.

I step back as I point at his mark and shake my head. Dax is not that man. He protects me down here. Opens up sides of me I’d never dare to explore without him—gives me a place to be me. He does a lot of other things too, but at the end of the day, he takes care of me, gives me purpose, and makes me feel like I belong.

Anger wells inside me, and I set off in a run. Toward the man who owns me—my heart, my soul, and even my thoughts. The only man who has ever made me feel special and cherished. The man I crave with every submissive fiber of my being.


21

EMMA

My anger at Lavinia for misinterpreting the mark fades within a few days. Because how could she know better? The marks on her body tell a whole different story than mine, and there’s no way for her to know that. So, of course, she assumed it was a sign of abuse. All she wanted was to show some compassion and find common ground.

But most of all, what drives me to return to her cell the next time Dax makes me wait in the hall, is the desire to hear her voice. Even when she spoke, her soft, lyrical tone caressed my ears and soothed my soul. Or maybe it was her gentle disposition. I don’t know. Either way, I’m more than a little eager to hear it as I open the hatch.

She gets up from the mattress the moment she sees me. The straitjacket is gone today, leaving her fully naked, like me. Taking the blanket with her and wrapping it around her, she approaches the door.

“I’m so sorry if I said something to offend you.” She stops a step from the hatch. “I really didn’t mean to. Please believe me. Please stay.”

Reaching my hand through the hatch, I offer her a sign of forgiveness. She tentatively slips her delicate fingers onto my palm, and I try to convey my forgiveness through my eyes as I nod and gently close my hand around hers.

“How long have you been here?” Her fingers twitch with uncertainty as she hurriedly adds, “If you don’t mind me asking.”

I hold up three fingers.

“Weeks?” she asks, and I shake my head. “Months?” she tries, and I confirm. Then I point at her to return the inquiry.

“Um, I’m not sure. A couple of weeks maybe. I’ve lost count.”

I point into the cell, trying to convey a question in my expression.

She glances back into the padded room, then realizes what I mean. “If I’ve been in here all the time?” 

I nod.

“Yes. They only let me out to use the bathroom and to wash me down in the evenings.” She shudders as she adds, “And well, for the electrotherapy. You’re lucky you don’t have to get that.”

She goes quiet for a while, and I simply stroke the back of her hand as she stares off into the distance, seemingly deep in thought.

“Do you think someone knows what they’re doing here? I mean, like the government or someone?”

Swallowing hard, I shake my head. It’s hard to comprehend how she has no idea what this place is—how she’s stuck in this illusion, thinking they actually mean her well.

“I didn’t think so either. The things they do”—she shakes her head—“there’s no way they’d get to keep this place running if someone official knew.” She sighs. “But I guess it’s better than nothing, don’t you think?”

I don’t have the heart to break her hopefulness, so I just wait for her to continue.

“And I feel safer here than I did out there.”

I want to shake my head ardently—let her know that she’s by no means safe here. But it seems cruel to destroy her hopefulness, especially since I can’t give her the truth and tell her what this place actually is. So I’d rather let her live in the illusion for as long as she can.

Before she can speak more heartbreaking hopefulness, I gesture to her, then to my mouth.

She frowns, not following. But when I hum gently behind the leather and point at her again, her eyes light up. “Oh, you want me to sing to you?”

I nod eagerly.

“I’d love to.” She leans her head against the door, still holding my hand, and the gray walls and dry scent of basement draw back as she starts singing. She keeps her voice soft, as if singing only for me—and maybe to not draw attention, knowing we’d both get in trouble for me being here—but her voice is breathtaking nonetheless. Warm and delicate. I don’t understand the Russian words, but her enunciation is clear and deep-felt as if every word is of great importance. It sounds like a lullaby for a child, full of love and warmth. It washes over me with a deep sense of calm, and I drift away with the notes. Time seems to suspend as she sings, and I close my eyes, forgetting where I am.

Her hope rubs off on me just the way I thought it would. I feel lighter, less burdened by the loss and uncertainties of everything, and for the next few days, I simply drift along without worrying or wondering too much.

Over the next few weeks, I go back there every chance I get. It’s not much, but often enough to appease the jittery unease that has been crawling inside me since the distant sound of Lavinia’s voice made me remember everything I had lost and Dax closing my pussy made me think of what I’ll lose as he hands me over to a new man.

By some miracle, Dax never finds out that I leave. Neither does any other guard. I’m careful, only running off after lunchtime like Lavinia suggested, and being quick to run back to Dax’s office when I hear a guard approach.

She tells me stories about her childhood town and sings me songs, and I hold her hand in turn and stroke her cheek when she’s trapped in the straitjacket. Our bond grows with each visit, solidifying a friendship stronger than any I’ve ever known despite our time together being short. 

As careful as I am, I’m bound to get caught at some point. I know it, yet I keep returning. I think that day—getting caught—has come one day as I’m leaning against the door, enraptured by a beautiful folk tune she sings to me. Suddenly, I hear footsteps approaching, way too close. Usually, I stay alert, listening for approaching steps, so I can run off before they get too close. But this time, they’re just around the corner.

Pushing out from the door, I turn my head from side to side. There’s no way I’ll make it to the end of the hall in time; there’s nowhere to hide. So I make a quick decision. I close the hatch as quickly and soundlessly as I can, then step to the side of the door, lower my head, and gather my hands at my back. It’s the same way I always wait outside Dax’s office, and I hope to God the person approaching won’t find it strange that it’s not his office I’m standing outside.

My heart hammers in my chest as steps turn down the hall and I see a guard approach in my peripheral vision. It takes everything I have to keep my airflow steady so my nervous breaths rushing in and out of my nose won’t give me away.

The guard only casts a glance at me as he passes. I’m about to breathe a sigh of relief, but then he stops and backs up two steps to stand in front of me.

“Are you Dax’s special project?” Grabbing my chin, he lifts my face to study it. “Hell, I can’t tell with that mask.”

He pulls my head forward and holds a scanner to the back of my neck. It makes a beep, and he releases me. I stop breathing as he reads the info on the screen, and I can’t help the relief that makes my shoulders drop as he says, “I don’t get why he lets you stand out here.” He lets his eyes glide down my body. “Untied and without a leash.”

With a shake of his head, he walks on, and I nearly collapse against the wall as relief pounds through my veins. The moment he’s gone, I rush back to Dax’s office, and my heart is still lodged in my throat when he comes to get me half an hour or so later.

Despite several good opportunities, I don’t come back for two whole weeks, too scared to repeat the incident and not get away with it. But eventually, the thought of her voice—her company—pulls me back. But as I open the cell and find her curled up on the mattress, locked in the straitjacket under the blankets, and she doesn’t even lift her gaze, I know something’s wrong.

Worry churns in my stomach as I gently tap the door and she still doesn’t look my way. Finally, as I tap my knuckles against the metal, she turns her head. She blinks like it takes effort to keep her eyes open, and her blue eyes look dull and lifeless.

Needing to feel her—to comfort her with my touch—I lift a hand to the hatch and wave it.

With slow, staggered movements, she gets off the mattress and approaches. She looks lost, sad, and dejected, and I can’t help but wonder if she has finally found out the truth about this place.

“Did you know?” she asks me, leaning her head against the door, close to the hatch so I can stroke her cheek. “That we’re all just sex slaves? That they’ll sell us?”

I nod, hating that I can’t give her a better answer.

“I thought he saved me,” she says, her eyes going distant again. “I actually thought I had finally found someone who wanted to help me.” She lets out a humorless laugh. “How stupid was I? Now he keeps me drugged up and locked in this jacket, afraid I’ll hurt myself.” Tears form in her eyes as she glances into the cell. “How am I supposed to do that in here?”

She doesn’t say any more. She just stands there, leaning against the door and letting me stroke her. I want to talk to her. Tell her that everything will be okay. But deep down, I know it won’t. Things might become some version of okay for me, but they probably never will for her. She doesn’t have Dax to protect her. Only the scary brute. 

So maybe it’s for the best that I can’t speak. Even if I knew what to say, it would only cause her more sorrow. So I just stand there, forgetting about everything as I reach my hand through the hatch and stroke her hair, her temples, her cheeks, and her neck. Tears trickle down her face, but she never cries. Not truly. But I can tell there’s a vast ocean of grief hidden deep inside her, and I wonder if she keeps it locked up or if it’s the drugs that prevent it from flooding out.

I don’t know how long time passes, but once again, I get lost and only realize my inattention when steps echo too loudly through the halls.

Quickly, I close the hatch and step aside like I did the last time. My whole system seems to reel—from the shock of seeing Lavinia like that and from the threat of getting caught. 

I quiver all over as the guard approaches. But as he closes in, I realize it’s not just any guard or trainer. It’s the brute. The one with the long scar down his face. I feel his energy like a threat of violence waiting to be unleashed, hanging thick in the air.

A shaking sensation settles deep in my bones, and I can’t help the fearful whimper that escapes me as he stops in front of me.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Digging his fingers into my jaw, he lifts my face and studies it. Then recognition seems to strike as he watches the muzzle. “You’re Dax’s girl.” He stabs a finger through the air toward the cell, his voice rising with fury. “Is he in there?” 

I give a quick shake of my head. 

“Then why the hell are you here?” Pulling my head forward, he tugs at the buckle, then pushes my head back when he finds it locked. He glances toward the cell, and the furrow between his brows deepens into a terrifying expression. “Have you bothered her? Have you opened the hatch?”

Ripping his hand from my chin, he grips the door handle, pressing his finger to the scanner to unlock the door. Lavinia must have still been leaning against the door because she shuffles, almost losing her balance as he yanks the door open. He catches her, wrapping an arm around her back as he grips her jaw to study her face. I take the chance to step away, to the other side of the hall. 

As I watch him lower her to the padded floor with gentle care, I realize I should run. But before the impulse can reach my legs, Dorin turns to me with a deep, feral growl, and I’m like a deer in headlights as he accuses, “You made her cry.” He unclips a baton from his belt and lifts it into the air. “You’ll fucking pay for that.”

Heart racing in my chest, I back up toward the wall and sink down against it. Huddled in a defensive position, I lift my arms to shield my face and brace for the impending blow.

“No, Dorin, stop,” Lavinia begs as she rushes forward and shoots between us, shielding me with her body. “She comforted me.”

I’m about to try and scream as I think he’s going to hit her, but he merely shoves her aside. “Get back to your cell.” 

But Lavinia is not giving up. She steps back between us, and panic kicks into my furious heart as I consider shoving her aside to avoid provoking the beast further and getting us both beaten up. But I’m not as brave as her. I don’t dare to go against Dorin. I just sit there, shaking as I try not to look at them. 

“She helped me,” Lavinia says with a deep plea in her voice. “Please, just leave her be.”

Grabbing her arm, he hauls her toward the opposite wall. Taking a carabiner hook from his pocket, he snaps it onto the back of the straitjacket. With a hard yank, he pulls her up against the wall and snaps it onto a hook. “Don’t fucking bang your head against the wall, or I’ll shoot you up with so many drugs that all you can do is drool out your fucking mouth.”

She gives a quick nod, and then he turns toward me again.

I should run, I should run, I should run, is all I can think as he approaches. But all I can do is sit there, frozen in place by his brutal stare.

“No one hurts what’s mine.” Leaning down, he grabs my hair so hard it smarts at the roots and lifts the baton into the air. 

I cry out behind the muzzle and squeeze my eyes shut.

“Stop!” a sharp, authoritative voice demands from down the hall. It cuts through the silence and echoes off the walls.

And makes Dorin stop.

I pant hard as I glance to the side to see Mikhail approaching with firm strides, his fancy oxfords making a quick succession of clicks that ring out through the barren corridor.

“Don’t. Touch her,” he warns with a coldness that could freeze an ocean. He lifts his phone to his ear and seems to wait for someone to pick up.

“She made my girl cry,” Dorin says as he tightens his grip on my hair. I whimper as I feel a tuft loosen from the roots.

“She didn’t. She didn’t make me cry,” Lavinia tries to explain, jerking against the straitjacket, but neither man listens to her, and nothing gives as she keeps jerking.

“Cell one, now. It’s your girl,” Mikhail demands into the phone, then pockets it and holds a finger up to Dorin. “You’d better not put a single scratch on her. She’s Dax’s girl, and you know the deal.”

Dorin makes a feral snarl, loosening and tightening his grip on my hair.

“Get the fuck off her!” a new voice barks.

Turning my attention to the end of the hall, I see a furious Dax hurrying toward us. He’s teeming with murderous energy, his thick biceps bulging with impending violence as he clenches his fist. His eyes are like burning coals as he goes straight for Dorin, ready to rip his throat. 

Dax lifts his fist, and I curl up on myself, praying I won’t get caught in the crossfire when the two men go at each other. But just before Dax strikes, Dorin releases me and steps back, hands in the air.

In an instant, Dax is at my side, pulling me into his arms, turning and checking me. “Are you okay?” he asks as he searches my head for bruises or other signs of damage. “Did he hurt you?”

Shaking my head, I decide not to tell him about the hair Dorin ripped loose, afraid he’ll go straight back into attack mode.

Lifting my gaze, I see Lavinia watching us. Her chest shakes from the shock of it all, but there’s relief in her eyes as she glances back and forth between Dax and me and down to my arm where I bear his mark. I’m guessing she’s putting two and two together.

I avert my eyes when Dorin steps up to her and releases her from the wall. But I can’t help glancing back up, needing to see that she’s okay, but also curious about his seeming protectiveness toward her. As Dax does with me, Dorin checks if Lavinia is okay, but instead of searching her body, he searches her face. 

His touch seems more practical than tender as he grips her head between his hands and bends his knees to look deep into her eyes. He’s cold and mechanical, yet somewhere in his hard disposition seems to be a flicker of affection. Or maybe obsession. It’s hard to tell, but it’s clear she’s more than just another victim to be trained and sold to him.

She’s as hard to read as he is. Averting her gaze, she denies him the connection, and her whole body seems to try to turn away from him. But when he brushes a fleeting stroke across her cheek, I can see the pain in her eyes—the longing.

She wants him, but for some reason, she can’t accept it.
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“She needs to be punished,” Dorin says, casting a furious glance at my sub. “By me.”

Dorin’s girl squeals a protest in the background, but all my attention is on Dorin as I dart up off the floor. “The hell she does,” I bark, about to fly in his face, but Mikhail stops me with a hand on my chest.

“What happened here?” he demands, the only person keeping his cool.

“She bothered my girl.” Dorin points his thick baton to my sub. “Made her cry.”

“Why was she here in the first place?” Mikhail looks between Dorin and me, and it’s only then that I wonder the same thing. When Mikhail called and said the words “cell number one” and “your girl” in the same sentence, I got tunnel vision. I just knew there was trouble with Dorin. He’s been oddly protective and acting strange about this girl from the day he came into my office and asked me to make her a paper bracelet instead of chipping her. I was so focused on keeping my sub safe from Dorin that it didn’t even occur to me to consider why she was here. 

“To harass my girl,” Dorin accuses.

“Dax?” Mikhail asks, probably hoping for a less dramatic explanation.

“If Dorin didn’t bring her here, I have no clue.” Turning my gaze toward my sub, I clench my jaw as the realization strikes. She fucking wandered off. I remember how she asked about the singing girl. She surely came here to hear it again. I rub my stubbled jaw harshly as I try to rein in a sudden flare of anger. “Did you walk off?”

She gives the tiniest nod, and shame is heavy in her eyes as she lowers her gaze to the floor.

“See, she has to be punished,” Dorin repeats. “Since she bothered my girl, it’s only fair that she gets it from me. If you want to have a go at her too, be my guest and continue once I’m done,” he tells me.

“No, Dorin,” the blonde begs again. “It’s not her fault. She tried to help me.”

“She fucking went to you without permission. She gets punished,” Dorin says with finality, then turns to my sub and threatens, “You’ll learn your lesson hard.” 

The blonde scurries around him, pressing herself into him to gain his attention. “No, Dorin. If anyone has to be punished, punish me. I’ll take it for her.”

He shoves her aside, but the girl is reckless, moving straight back into the eye of the fucking thunderstorm.

“Please, Dorin. Let me take it.”

“Silence,” Mikhail demands, his voice cutting through the space and quieting everyone. “I’m sick of this. You two clearly aren’t capable of figuring this out yourselves, so I decide who gets to punish who.”

Dorin and I both watch him, accepting his decision. I don’t know how the hell he does it, but Mikhail can gain the respect of the most brutal, willful men and make them accept his rule without much effort. It’s more than a little impressive, to say the least. So is his composure in the face of two bulky men with violence itching in their fists.

Mikhail looks from one girl to the other, assessing the situation and their reactions. Gesturing to Dorin’s girl, he says, “She gets the punishment.” He moves his hand to my sub. “She gets to watch.”

Relief is a weight off my chest that makes the air swoosh into my lungs with a deep gush. I’m not sure what I would have done if Mikhail had let Dorin punish my sub. Punch him in the face, fight Dorin, or fling my sub over my shoulder and take her out of here before Dorin could lay a hand on her. I don’t know. Something reckless and impulsive, that’s for sure.

Mikhail’s choice of punishment seems ridiculous, but right now, keeping my sub safe from Dorin is all that matters. I can remedy the lack of punishment later when I’m alone with her. Because watching another girl get beaten won’t be enough for her major infraction. At least, that’s my first thought. As I watch her frantically shaking her head as she grips my jeans, begging me through her eyes, I realize the shrewdness of the plan. These two girls have bonded. So much so that they’re willing to offer themselves up to protect the other. Seeing Dorin punish the blonde will break my sub.

With that realization comes another. One that has me biting down on my molars as it dawns on me that this is not the first time she has run off to come here. I fucking thought she’d obediently stay put when I put her in the hall. Apparently, my training isn’t working as well as I thought, and it almost angers me more than Dorin’s ridiculous demand to punish my sub did.

Dorin is about to protest Mikhail’s decree, but Mikhail cuts him off before he can get a word out.

“I don’t have time for this. Get on with the punishment, or I’ll hand your special little project off to someone else.” With that, he walks off, leaving no room for discussion.

Dorin casts a sour look my way, then steers his girl down the hall.

I follow suit, gripping my sub’s arm to pull her off the floor and bring her along.

My mind does another one-eighty as I follow Dorin to a whipping room, making worry spike within me anew. My sub might be safe physically, but seeing Dorin deliver a punishment might just leave a huge mental scar. Dorin is not the type to go easy, and when given the chance to punish for a severe infraction, he usually lets loose the beast. If a girl walks away from one of his punishments with only a few broken bones, she’s lucky.

I don’t want my sub to witness that. But I also don’t want to risk her falling into his claws again. This might be what she needs to stay the hell away from him and his girl. And it will teach her a lesson she clearly needs to learn. 

When Dorin starts unstrapping the straitjacket on the blonde, I grab my sub’s arms and force her attention on me. “How many times have you snuck away when I told you to stay put? Show me with your fingers.”

Worry widens her eyes as she lifts her shoulders. 

“More than ten times?” 

Her stuttered breath makes her nostrils flutter as she once again lifts her shoulders.

My jaw tightens, and I shove the back of my hand under her chin as her eyes fall to the floor. I don’t say a word, but her shrinking posture tells me she can read my anger more than plenty on my face. If watching this punishment doesn’t send her into tears and strings of apologetic pleas, I’ll make sure to find something else that will.

Grabbing the chair in the corner, I move it to sit at the center of the far wall, where I haul her onto my lap. Then I grab a bundle of rope off the wall and make quick work of tying her hands together and securing the rope around her waist. Grabbing a handful of her hair, I force her attention onto Dorin and the poor girl that he’s stringing up to a hook in the ceiling by ropes on her wrists, her back to us. 

“You’d better watch every single moment of this, or I’ll make him repeat it on a new girl,” I say into her ear, making her shudder at the threatening note in my voice—or maybe the prospect of being responsible for yet another girl’s suffering. 

Tugging at the wrist restraints, she points her fingers up at the mask while whimpering unintelligible words. When I don’t respond, she even starts straining against my grip on her hair. She’s trying to beg me to stop this, but I’m not relenting. With each passing second I think about her deliberate disobedience, I grow more determined to force her to witness this. Hell, as she keeps fighting me, kicking her legs against the ground as her whimpers grow more desperate, I’m even tempted to string her up on the hook and let Dorin punish her alongside the other girl.

I’m not sure why I feel so strongly about this. I punish girls for disobedience on a daily basis. And severe disobedience that calls for a bigger punishment like this one is just another part of the job. But this feels personal. This girl is no longer just an unwilling victim. She’s a good little sub. My sub.

Fuck. I shove the thought out as I trap her legs beneath mine and force my temper down. “Did you enjoy being a bad, disobedient sub?” I ask in a level tone as I watch Dorin fasten the blonde’s legs in a spreader bar.

My sub shakes her head almost as ardently as when Mikhail made Dorin’s girl take the punishment. Her scalp must hurt from the way she struggles against my grip on her hair, and the knowledge makes my dick stir in my pants. Good girl, she regrets it. But she doesn’t deserve those two words yet.

“Are you gonna take responsibility and take your punishment like the obedient sub you want to be?”

She sniffles, and I lift a hand to feel a wet trail on her cheek as she nods her head. I don’t need her words to know what she’s thinking. She’s torn, feeling like she’s not the one getting punished, but she knows this is the only way I’m going to let her repent, so she’ll accept it. Because she needs to repent.

“Watch this for me and I’ll forgive you.” 

Her sniffling becomes louder, but her shoulders sag. My cock grows beneath her, feeling how she gives in. How she accepts this cruel punishment to please me. Her legs go still, her arms go limp against the rope, and her back leans into me. She’s mine and she knows it. No, even better: She wants it.

But the moment Dorin unclips his baton from his belt, she goes frantic again, straining and whimpering desperately.

Dorin delivers a blow to the blonde girl’s ass, one to her right thigh, and one to the left. She barely even releases a sound, but the agony is palpable in her jerky movements, the harsh thuds of the impact, and in the way her knees cave in on the last blow.

My sub goes livid, screaming behind the muzzle. Her entire body tenses like Dorin just delivered those three blows to her body. 

He lifts the baton again, and my sub claws at her own skin, pushing her feet into the stone floor so hard she must be scraping her skin, and her muffled screams are growing manic.

Fuck, this is worse than I thought. I’m about to turn her around on my lap and let her seek shelter against my body when Dorin throws the baton aside.

Draping an arm around the blonde’s waist, Dorin supports her weight, relieving her wrists from holding it all. Then he delivers a smack to her ass with his bare hand. 

I’m stunned for a moment, almost forgetting about the despairing sub in my arms as I watch Dorin—fucking Dorin—holding a girl steady against him as he smacks her with his bare hand. It’s like a strange dream that doesn’t add up with anything that happens in real life. Yet, what I’m witnessing is very real. Dorin pulls her closer as he delivers another smack. Leaning his head against hers, he delivers two more. The girl starts shaking, but it’s not from the pain as Dorin presses a kiss to her temple. The small gesture makes her break into a loud sob. She has been holding back, refusing to scream and cry, trying to stay brave. And now, this big beast offers her a little tenderness, and she can’t hold back.

But my sub doesn’t see the tenderness and the connection forming between the two. She doesn’t see the mercy and the comfort. She only sees the violence that she has caused. She’s sobbing now, hyperventilating through her nose. She keeps straining and struggling, but her motions are growing weaker. She’s had enough. I release her legs and her hair to turn her around, letting her crawl into my lap and sink her head into my shoulder. I cover her head with my palm to take the blow of the sound while draping my other arm around her waist.

She doesn’t need to see more, but I need to see this. So I shelter her in my embrace while I watch in fascination as Dorin comforts the girl for the pain he inflicts on her. It’s almost like watching myself in a mirror, yet so very strange. Dorin is the last person on earth I’d expect this from. I always thought us to be fundamentally different, but I guess we’re more alike than I could imagine, and I feel myself drawn to the scenario in front of me, unable to look away until Dorin frees the girl and hoists her up to cradle her against his chest.

A strange pang shoots through me as I watch the girl cling to Dorin as he carries her out. I’m not sure why, because I have a girl of my own clinging to me right now. A sweet, submissive girl, who carries my mark and eagerly succumbs to my command.

“It’s okay,” I say to reassure her. “The girl is okay. Dorin didn’t beat her up too badly. He’s taking care of her.”

She leans out from me, watching me with a question in her tear-stained eyes. She’s not sure she believes me.

“She’s safe,” I repeat. “I promise.”

She blinks back and forth between my eyes, still not convinced. And I get why. I’m still barely sure what just unfolded before me actually happened.

Taking her head between my hands, I assure both her and myself that it was indeed real. “Dorin will take care of her.”

Another moment of her staring with wide eyes passes as she tries to comprehend my strange words.

“I promise,” I add with a depth of sincerity that shocks even myself. Because my promise seems to hold so much more than a promise of simply speaking the truth. I can’t quite grasp what I’m promising, but it’s so much more.

Finally, she nods as a relieved breath flutters through her nose. The fearful strain drains from her arms, and her eyes soften as she sinks forward, into me.

Mimicking Dorin, I hoist her up in my arms and carry her out of there and down the hall. As I reach the end, where the hall splits into two, I stop, looking from one direction to the other. One corridor leads back to her cell; the other takes me to my office. And if I continue, straight ahead, I’ll reach the door leading out of the basement. I could take her upstairs. To my place.

No one has ever brought a girl up there. I’m not even sure any of the girls have ever come through that door. After a sale is finished, they’re always taken through the door that leads straight outside rather than tainting our living quarters with their lowly presence. That custom has always seemed like the natural order of things, but suddenly, it doesn’t sit well with me. Because this girl wouldn’t taint anything up there. She would bring grace and peace to my quarters. 

I want to lay her in my bed, pull the fluffy comforter over her delicate body, and crawl in behind her. 

But I can’t bring her up there. Not because of some unspoken rule, but because I wouldn’t be able to take her back down here. Somehow, I just know that. Once I take her up there, there’s no going back.

So I turn on my heel and head toward her cell, heart pumping in my chest as I reel from the decision I almost made. But once in her cell, I make a new decision almost as shocking. I crawl under the tattered blankets with her, spooning her on the thin foam mattress in the naked cell like I had promised myself I wouldn’t do again.

She’s not even crying anymore or in desperate need of comfort; she’s just shuddering lightly. I’m not doing this for her; I’m doing this for me.

Fuck. This shit is fucked up. I can’t have it.

With a jerk, I pull away from her, off the mattress.

She makes a tiny mewl and turns to look at me with those huge, vulnerable eyes. She’s not even terrified after what I made her watch. Her gaze is full of trust. Stupid, reckless trust. She shouldn’t trust anything down here. Least of all me. And maybe that’s why that trust goes straight to my dick. I growl as it swells painfully in my jeans while she just keeps watching me. If I removed the muzzle, she’d be begging me to stay. But she can’t speak a single word, so she just keeps begging me with those big eyes, silently asking me to stay.

And I want to. So fucking badly.

But I’m not sleeping in a fucking cell again.

Shoving her legs apart with my boots, I drop to the mattress between her legs and clamp my hands onto her waist. Her tiny, feminine, breakable waist. My eyes must be burning as I watch her and shake her. I can see it in the way her pupils dilate with a heady mix of fear and desire. And fuck, if it doesn’t feed my crazed need. Digging my nails into her skin, I rake them down over her hips and thighs, dragging my eyes across her delicate skin as I go—her flat belly, her waxed mound, and the pussy rings.

Something crazed and feral rages alive within me at the sight of those rings. I want to fuck her. I want her. All of it. Her sweet submission, her reckless trust, her ass, and her tight, unused pussy. But as my eyes flit back to her face, I find there’s something I want even more.

I want her to want me.
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EMMA

I’m scared as Dax leans down and pulls my head up. His fingers work with furious energy as he removes the padlock on the muzzle and unstraps the buckles. But even scared as he makes me, I want him. I want all that intense energy directed at me. I want to be the center of his attention. The center around which the storm orbits. I don’t care if it rips me apart or tears me to pieces; I just want it to consume me. 

I want him to claim me. Take everything I have and make it his.

“Thank me for closing your pussy shut,” he says the moment he rips the muzzle off. “Tell me how grateful you are that I’ve taken control of your body.”

My tongue darts out to wet my lips, and I slacken my jaw to make room for the words. It feels strange. I almost haven’t spoken a word in a week. Dax has ramped up the time he keeps me in the mask. He even lets me wear it when I’m alone in my cell now. When I do get it off, I sometimes consider talking to myself just so I won’t forget how to, but something about it seems wrong. I need his permission to speak.

“Thank—” I swallow to rid my voice of the hoarseness. “Thank you.”

“Now thank me for making sure no man can touch your cunt until I sell it.” His words take on a raspy, cruel—or maybe angry—edge at those last words. And those same words cut deep into my soul and draw tears to my eyes. Because I don’t want him to sell me. I can’t bear the idea. I want him to keep me for himself.

Instead of thanking him like he ordered me to, three other words slip past my lips. “Please keep me.”

He draws back. Almost like I’ve slapped him. Or like I’ve hit straight into some vulnerable spot he doesn’t want to face.

“Please,” I continue before he can speak. “I want to belong to you. I don’t care if you’ll never open those rings and fuck me. I just want to be yours.”

He makes a slight shake of his head. “You can’t handle me,” he says, and it almost seems like he’s debating with himself whether he should keep me. Then the shock draws back from his face, leaving cold brutality as he leans in to wrap a terrifying hand around my neck. “I like to hurt women. I like to hear them scream and beg for mercy.” Tightening his grip, he narrows my airways, making me wheeze. “And you know what else I like?”

I give a tiny shake of my head.

He leans into my face, growling right against my lips. “I like to deprive them of that mercy.”

My head whirs and my world spins. I pant for air, but it’s not as much because his hand is robbing me of my breath. It’s his words. I want that complete control. That lack of mercy. To lose myself so completely to him that I can’t even lay claim to that leniency anymore.

He rears back and shoots me a cold glare. “Can you handle that, huh? Can you handle the pain? You have no idea what I’m capable of. You haven’t even seen half of what I do—half of what I’ll give you.”

“I don’t care,” I say. “I want it all. Everything you give me.”

With a grunt, he pushes to his feet, then hauls me up along with him. “Then prove it.” Grabbing me by the back of my neck, he shoves me forward, out of the cell.

My feet scrape against the rough floors as I struggle to keep up with his fast pace as he leads me down the hall. 

A few cells down, he shoves me to my knees and points a finger in my face. “Stay.”

I don’t move a muscle as he goes into another cell. I don’t even lift my eyes to catch a glimpse of what he’s doing. But the noises tell me more than plenty. Whimpers and desperate pleas from a woman. He’s going to show me just how bad it can be. Then maybe he’ll do the same things to me. I have no idea. But I don’t care. I don’t care because the way he grabs me as he comes back out with a woman says everything. 

“Up,” he demands, and the moment I’m on my feet, he snaps his hand around the back of my neck again. But instead of grabbing the other woman the same way, he takes her by the hair and yanks her forward, bent over and whimpering.

He takes us to one of the rooms where I usually get hosed down in the evenings—the same kind as the one where Lavinia got punished. He places me to the side, ordering me to stay, then ties the woman up by the arms to a hook in the ceiling. The same way Dorin restrained Lavinia.

“Watch,” he demands as he delivers the first blow. The woman screams as he slams his fist into her thigh with a force that seems to reverberate through her entire body. He moves to strike her other thigh. One side of her ass, and the other side. He keeps going, brutal and cold. He doesn’t meet her eyes, doesn’t recognize her as a person. She’s merely a punching bag. But Dax is not dead inside. I’m the object of his obsession, I realize, as he keeps glancing my way as if to gauge my reaction.

Her screams renew themselves to become a constant intrusive ringing that bounces back and forth against the hard walls, steeping the room in despair. I shuffle my feet against the cold floor as I hug myself tight. 

But even if I wanted to look away, I couldn’t.

“Watch,” Dax barks every time I lower my gaze to the floor. So I keep looking. But it’s not the woman I’m seeing. Not truly. It’s not her pain and despair. It’s the brutal, magnificent power of the man who controls my soul and holds the key to my deepest desires. The man who has become the needle in my compass—the sun around which my world revolves.

It’s fucked up and wrong, but I can’t deny the effect he has on me—the way he has made me gravitate toward him, leaving everything behind only to see him and the world he creates for me. It’s violent and dirty, but I have a place in it. He makes me feel like I matter here. He’s even given me a purpose. 

As he stops beating the woman, I want to go comfort her. The strength has drained from her body, leaving her hanging by the ropes on her wrists as she weeps quietly. But there’s a furious energy to Dax that scares me, and I don’t dare to move a finger.

“Is this what you want?” he growls, turning the woman around to showcase the deep purple layer of angry bruises covering her whole ass. I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s horrifying and sickening. But at the same time, I feel a twinge of jealousy. Because that woman is bearing Dax’s mark, and I want to be the one to do that.

“Is it?” Dax demands when I don’t respond fast enough. Grabbing her throat, he turns her again and delivers a firm blow to her stomach. My shocked gasp makes my chest contract as her shrill scream fills the room. But Dax doesn’t even flinch. He doesn’t even break eye contact with me as he delivers the blow.

I gulp as I see the woman in my peripheral vision, hunched over and whimpering in agony. But I don’t believe he would do that to me. There’s no way he would beat me senseless and punch me in the gut. He wouldn’t treat me the same way he treats her. Like nothing. Because I mean something to him. His burning eyes say everything.

So I simply say, “I want you.”

Taking a knife from his pocket, he swiftly cuts through the ropes binding the woman and throws her into the corner. His eyes narrow as he steps toward me, grabbing my chin in his rough hands. “Do you want me to string you up and beat you unconscious? Is that what you want?”

Before I can reply, he has me by the back of my neck again, shoving me forward.

“Give me your hands,” he demands, stepping in front of me with a new bundle of ropes.

I tremble as I obey and watch him twine the coarse material around my wrists. Closing my eyes, I force myself to remember the difference in how he handled me and the other woman. The way he dragged her by the hair but held me by the neck. The way he never met her eyes but kept demanding mine on his.

Dax won’t hurt me like that. I’m sure of it. Yet I can’t help the fear crawling down my spine as he attaches the rope and my wrists to the hook. Twice today, I’ve watched a woman being strung up like this and beaten. And now, somehow, I’ve ended up in the same place.

Opening my eyes, I stare at the mark on my arm. DAX001. And that’s when the first blow lands. I cry out as pain blooms deep in my left ass cheek, sending shockwaves through my lower body. My breaths come in quick pants, but I force myself to calm down, determined to take whatever he gives me. And it’s not too hard. The pain isn’t as severe as I feared. It’s there, burning and pounding in my muscles, but bearable. At the next strike, I clench my teeth, forcing back the panic. I manage to do the same the next three times he hits me. But soon, my composure wavers, and mewls and whimpers form at the base of my throat as I struggle to take what he gives me.

Dax is relentless, raining his hand down on my ass in rapid succession, without mercy, like he promised. He doesn’t give me time to process the pain in between strikes. It just keeps coming, building and building. 

Panic slithers around the edges of my mind at the tenth strike, threatening to creep in and saturate my world in mind-numbing desperation. But when the next strike lands, I realize something crucial. He’s not using his fists. It’s his palms that are crashing down on my ass. It’s hard and it hurts, but it’s nothing like the cold violence he rained down upon the other woman.

That realization shifts something within me. The panic draws back, and the pain suddenly isn’t as severe. It morphs into something else. A heated sensation that blossoms in my tissues, radiating through my body, and swirling at my core.

My cries turn to moans around the twentieth strike, and a few strikes later, I lose count altogether as my ability to think vanishes into thin air.

All I can focus on is the need to be his.

“Please keep me, Dax,” I beg as he slams his hand down on my ass again.

He only replies with an even harder smack. And three more right after each other.

The burst of pain makes me scream. But the pain fades as he steps back with a grunt. In its wake comes a well of heat so strong I arch my back, inviting him to do it again.

“Please, Dax,” I say, barely knowing what I’m begging for.

Once again, he answers with four rapid blows so hard that a new scream tears from my throat, echoing against the hard walls. But the sound has barely faded before the pain transforms. It becomes a pulsing energy that thrums in my veins and beats at my core. I want more. More pain, more heat, more Dax.

So I beg again. “Please, Dax.”

His reply is the same. Over and over until I change my words.

My legs are quivering beneath me, my ass burning like it’s on fire when I realize something. “I’m already yours,” I say. “I have the mark to prove it, don’t I?”

“Shut up,” he growls as he grabs my arm, covering the tattoo with his very big palm, nails biting into my skin. “You’re mine to sell, nothing more. This is just the mark to show who made you.”

“I don’t think so,” I say, reckless in my conviction—reckless in speaking it out loud. “You just don’t want to see it.” I have no idea why, but suddenly, it’s very clear. Dax wants me, but he can’t accept it.

With a feral growl, he rips his hand from my arm. Slamming it onto my hip, he pulls me back. Pfft. The dirty sound is followed by a trickle of wetness between my ass cheeks. Then his cock is there—his very hard, enormous cock—gliding through the spit and smearing it around my tight opening that won’t be able to take his massive size.

“No, Dax,” I whimper urgently, squirming against the ropes as he presses against my opening. “I-I can’t… it’s too big.”

“Do you want me?” he growls, grabbing my chin to turn my head and make me face his burning eyes.

“Y-yes. I do. But…”

“Then shut the fuck up and let me in.”

Removing his cock, he spits again and positions two fingers at my opening. He shoves straight in, making me jerk against the ropes at the raw sensation. But I can take it. He has trained me well enough to take two or even three of his thick fingers. But not his massive cock. 

Fear trembles beneath my skin as he removes his fingers after pumping in and out a few times, and repositions his cock in a new glob of spit.

“Dax,” I pant as he starts pressing, stretching my opening impossibly. “I-it hurts.”

“Just relax. Breathe and relax.”

I pull in a staggered but deep breath and repeat as he reaches my tight ring of muscle. “It hurts.”

Moving a hand to the back of my neck, he takes me in a possessive yet tender grip. “It’s okay. I’ve got you.” He strokes his thumb along my hairline, comforting me even as he relentlessly pushes forward. The comfort melts my resistance, and I clutch the ropes and lean into them as I buck back, relaxing to open up to him.

The stretch burns deep in my muscles, and tears pool in my eyes as he breaches the tight rim. I shudder and whimper as he keeps moving forth, invading me in the most brutal, all-consuming, world-eradicating manner I could ever imagine. I can’t speak, I can’t think. My head is a chaotic mess of blaring alarms, trembling fear, and urgent desire as he pushes inside me for the first time.

“I-I can’t… I need… ” The words tremble past my lips, but I don’t even know what I’m trying to say. It feels so, so wrong as he stretches my ass to make room for his impossible girth, yet it feels more right than anything ever has.

“That’s it. Halfway there,” he praises, pausing to let me adjust.

The woman crying and whimpering in the corner is a messed up soundtrack to our messed up union. But it’s barely there. All I hear is Dax’s words and his stuttered breaths as he finds pleasure within me.

He strokes his palms up and down my body, over my stomach and down my spine, as he holds me there, half impaled on his shaft. Heat spreads through my nervous skin, seeping into the tattered remains of my being and repairing the damage he has made—building something new that is molded to him and more purposeful than anything I’ve ever felt.

I want him to consume me fully and utterly. And he does as he starts moving again, pressing on until he reaches the hilt.

I’m crying quietly as he sinks in place, eradicating everything I once was and am to make room for his possession. I’m filled to the brim—physically and mentally.

Reaching a hand in front of me, he slides down my stomach and pushes a finger under the piercings. Onto my clit. Sparks and lightning erupt in my nerves, making me yelp and buck as my whole body comes alive. The pain around his massive intrusion morphs the same way the pain he delivered with his hands did. Heat and pleasure spread into my core from all directions. He leans in to slide his tongue up my neck, and suddenly, something is about to explode. My whole body strums tight, yet loosens to invite him in as he starts moving. 

“Good girl, taking all of my cock,” he growls, half hums, as he drags himself along my inner walls. “I’m gonna come inside you in a moment. I can’t hold much longer. I’ve wanted this since the first time I played with your ass.”

“Please,” I whimper, wanting just that. “Please. I want it. I want you.”

“Yes, you do. And I want you to show me just how much by coming with me inside you. Squeeze that tight ass of yours and show me how much you need me.”

“Yes,” I moan, my pulse beating hard as the pleasure builds inside me. It tightens at my core, tightens my muscles, building and building until he rears back and pushes all the way in with one long, slow, agonizing, blissful thrust that throws me over. And then he’s coming too, growling as he shoots his cum inside me, swelling to the point of new agony. But the pain only lasts a second before it transforms into a pleasure higher than anything I’ve ever known.

“Dax,” I scream as I come. My world tears apart with explosions of colors and sensations. “I’m yours. I’m yours,” I repeat as a mantra. The most meaningful words I’ve ever spoken.

He doesn’t respond as we both come down and he finally releases me from the ropes. I don’t think he knows how. He wants to own me—as more than a sub he’s training to sell—but he doesn’t know how.
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DAX

My sub is right. It’s the first thought that pops into my head as I slowly wake up in her cell with her in my arms. She already belongs to me, body and soul. I feel it as much as she does. But even as my whole system seems to know it, my head struggles to catch up. Because I don’t know how to own someone beyond the violence and constant control I exert down here. I don’t know how to make myself vulnerable and fall asleep with another person in my arms. Yet somehow, I did it. I fell asleep in her cell once again. But I have no idea where to go from here.

As I tighten my arms around her and inhale her sweet scent, I know for sure. I want her. I want to keep her to myself. I want to stay here and comfort her and make sure she’s okay after the brutality I unleashed upon her last night. I want to take care of her even as I control her. Maybe even take her out of here. Bring her up to my quarters and keep her there, where the sun shines and she can see the mountains and the trees.

But that idea gives rise to another urge. One that has become so embedded within me that it’s instinctive. I’m not sure where it comes from, if it’s the army and all the losses I suffered there, my many failures as a regular Dom in the regular world, or just something that has snuck up and solidified over time. It’s the urge to close myself off and take control that wins the upper hand and makes me slip off the mattress and leave her cell.

During the next few days, I distance myself from her. Instead of taking her to my office and letting her comfort the girls and help me there, I keep her in her cell most of the time. Whenever I do enter her cell, the first thing I do is demand she stays quiet, not giving her a chance to speak before the muzzle is in place, and when it’s time for her to eat, I leave her alone with the food. I don’t want to risk hearing her say those words again. I’m already yours. I’m afraid of what they’ll do to me.

But what scares me even more is the way I act when I don’t have her close. I’m unfocused, cranky as hell, and tired. Even my insomnia is getting worse. I sometimes spend nights on end without shutting my eyes for more than one or two hours a night, and those hours are riddled with nightmares.

I feel out of control and unraveled, and it scares the shit out of me. So I consider selling her. But every time I open my laptop to look at my list of potential buyers, I slam it shut within seconds. The mere idea of her going to any other man has me feeling sick to my stomach.

So I keep postponing, hoping something will happen to shove me out of this rut.

***

“I need you to add a girl to the auction tonight,” Dorin says when he comes into my office one day.

“Which girl?” I clip, unable to hide my persistent irritation. 

“248101,” he states.

I throw him a surprised look. “Number one? The girl who sings?” The one he seemed so protective of after he had punished her.

“Just do it,” he snaps and is out the door before I can respond.

I don’t dig anymore into it, staying out of others’ business just as I prefer they stay out of mine.

So I add her to the list and go about my usual routine as a guard brings her into my office for me to prepare her. I wax her, flush out her bowels, and do a quick medical exam. Then I pass her on to a guard who makes sure to hose her down, get her into the right outfit, and take her to the auction room.

All the while I have her on my table, I keep thinking about my sub. After Dorin asked me to put the blonde on auction, I decided it would be best to keep my sub in her cell for the rest of the day. Seeing how she reacted to Dorin’s girl getting punished, I don’t think she would react well to knowing the blonde is getting sold. 

But once I’m done for the night and go upstairs, I can’t shake the itchy feeling that I made the wrong decision. Restlessness has my legs bouncing as I weigh the pros and cons—wondering if she’ll hate me when she finds out her friend is gone and I didn’t let her say goodbye.

It shouldn’t matter. She submits to me and I decide what happens to her. But no matter how much I try to rationalize, I can’t shake the itching worry that she’ll hate me.

I’m on my way to bed, even knowing I won’t be able to fall asleep, when my phone rings and Mikhail’s name flashes on the screen.

“What?” I snap as I pick up.

“I need you to come down and fulfill an order on a girl.”

“It’s one in the morning; I’m on my way to bed. Tell the buyer I’ll do it in the morning.” 

“He wants it done now.”

“Then tell him to get it done elsewhere. I’m not available.”

“It’s Dorin’s girl. I’d like to get her out of here as soon as possible. I don’t want to find out what he’ll do if he suddenly regrets his choice to sell her while the buyer is here. A disappearing customer is not good for business. It’s just four simple tattoos. You’ll even get extra profit. The buyer is eager to take her and will pay just about anything to get what he wants.”

“I’ll be there,” I say with a grunt and hang up. Then I pull on my jeans and a T-shirt and step into my boots.

On my way down the six flights of stairs to the dungeon, I realize this is my chance to make things right—to make sure my sub won’t hate me. So I decide to let her be at my side while I complete the order.

“What’s going on?” she asks with worry in her voice as I wake her in her cell.

“Dorin’s girl is getting sold. If you want to say goodbye, this is your only chance.”

She hurriedly sits up, blinking her eyes to chase away the drowsiness.

“Can I please talk to her?” she says as I hold the muzzle harness over her head.

“No,” I say and drag it into place.

Being the good little sub I’ve trained her to be, she doesn’t protest. But even obedient as she is, it bugs me that I’m doing this in the first place—that I’m acting out of concern for her feelings. I never do that down here.

Shoving the itchy feeling that has been nagging at me all day aside, I bring her to my office and make her kneel on a pillow by my desk.

“What do you want?” I ask the buyer, not even bothering to try and hide my irritation. He’s already here, and the girl is on my table.

He hands me a paper. “Four tattoos with these words. One on each arm”—he draws a finger along the upper side of her lower arm—“one on her stomach, and one on her back.”

I scoff as I unfold the piece of paper and read the two words. Zoltan’s whore. I’ve had lots of orders like these—men who want their new possession to never forget who they belong to. I get the sentiment, but the method is crude and uninspired. I can come up with ten more aesthetic and more effective methods in the blink of an eye. But it’s not my place to meddle. I’m just here to make them happy so they’ll feed the numbers in my account.

“The ones on her torso, do you want them regular or upside down? And do you want the one on her back mirrored?”

The idiot gives me an uncomprehending shake of his head. He’s so full of himself and his need for control that he hasn’t even thought his order through.

With a sigh, I place the piece of paper on her stomach, the bottom of the letters toward her pussy. “If I do it like this, she won’t be able to read them properly when looking down at herself, but they’ll look right to you.” I flip the paper one hundred and eighty degrees. “Like this, they’ll be upside-down to you, but she’ll be confronted with the words more easily. As for her back—I suppose you want her to read the words in the mirror. That will only work if I mirror the letters.”

His eyes light up with sadistic intent. “That’s brilliant. Mirror them on her back and upside-down on her stomach.”

I turn to prepare my tattoo gear. “You can go now. I have what I need. She’ll be ready for you in an hour or so.”

“I’m staying,” he says in a demanding voice.

“That’s an extra five grand,” I say as I push the needle into the gun. It’s a hell of a nuisance when they sit there, watching me work and shooting ridiculous derisions and words meant to scare at the girl on my table, making her tremble when I need her still. And tonight, I’m particularly annoyed at the idea of an audience. That’s why I ask for double the price I usually demand to allow a buyer to stay and watch. 

“Fine,” the guy says.

I finish preparing the gun, then cast a look at my sub, saying, “Sit still.” 

She nods obediently, but there’s worry in her eyes as she casts a quick glance at the blonde, and I wonder if bringing her here was a stupid decision. Especially with the buyer being here. Something about the whole situation bugs me more than usual. This guy needs to demonstrate power like he needs to breathe, and I can’t shake the feeling that he’s trouble. A grenade without a pin or something like that.

He interrupts my routine again as I lift the first strap to restrain the girl. 

“No, I’ll keep her still,” he says, popping a switchblade open and pressing it to her throat.

“That’s gonna cost you another five grand.”

“Fuck no, I’ve already paid you people more than enough.”

Shrugging, I grab the strap at the mid-section again. I don’t want the hassle of her trembling and jerking if I don’t get paid.

“Fine,” he relents just as I’m about to buckle the strap over her stomach. “Five grand extra.”

I release the strap and turn to the side table to get the gloves and prepare the ink. Glancing at my sub again, I find her peering up at the blonde repeatedly, and the uneasy feeling in my stomach keeps growing. I don’t know what could happen, but too many things are off about this situation—the overly eager buyer and my sub swaying from her usual obedience. And I trust my gut. Chaining her to the floor won’t cut it. I want her out of here.

Putting my tattoo gun down, I go to the door, needing to get someone to escort her back to her cell. I already have my phone to my ear to call for someone when a guard appears at the end of the hall.

“Hey!” I call out, taking a few steps into the hall. “I need a hand down here.”

Stopping, he points the way he was headed. “I need to—”

“Get your fucking ass down here,” I bark, taking a few more steps toward him. “Now!” And that’s when I hear it. A loud, angry growl followed by a chaotic clatter of the metal rolling table falling over. The foreboding sensation in my stomach crashes into full-on churning alarm. I dart back to the room, and just before I get through the door, I hear a muffled female cry that sets ice running through my veins.

The first thing I see is blood. On all three people in there. But I only care about one of them. My little sub, who’s clutching a hand to her stomach, blood seeping out between her fingers.

I don’t know what happens. It’s like I’m back in the army, bullets whizzing through the air, bombs going off with ear-splitting cracks. But all I see is the bleeding person I’m headed for—tunnel vision in a pit of red lights and blaring alarms.

Grabbing my sub, I shield her with my body as I pull her aside, away from the blonde who’s holding the switchblade. 

The guard is here a moment later.

“Get her out of here,” I demand, gesturing at the blonde girl that clearly cut my sub. The moment I see him grabbing her and hear the knife clatter to the ground, I turn to the woman behind me. The small, vulnerable girl with an open gash in her stomach. My girl.

“Keep the pressure,” I tell her, placing her hand flat above the wound.

“Get her back here!” someone demands behind me.

I throw a murderous glance at the rich prick as I get up and yank open the drawer with bandages. “Get the fuck out of here. Now!” I roar.

The fucker tucks his tail between his legs and runs out as I hurry back to my sub and rip a pack of sterile gauze and press it to her wound. 

“Breathe, my sweet sub,” I tell her, pressing my other hand to her cheek as I lean down to look in her terrified eyes. “Just breathe. I’ve got you. Everything will be okay. I’ve got you.”

She makes a small nod like she believes me, but I’m not sure I do myself. Panic is pounding through my veins as I wait to see if the pressure will stop the bleeding.

Someone else comes rushing in. Mikhail, to my great relief.

“What the hell happened?” he demands.

“Shut up and help me get her on the table,” I say, carefully lifting my sub under her shoulders.

“I want Lavinia brought back here immediately.” The idiot buyer is once again here, holding a towel to the cut on his arm. But Mikhail, who is quick to see that there’s something much more pressing than a furious buyer, slams the door in his face and rushes through the room. Lifting her legs, he helps me get her onto the flat exam table against the wall. “What do you need?” he asks, a worried expression furrowing his brows at the sight of the blood trickling out between her slender fingers.

Glancing at the floor, I’m relieved to see the pool of blood where she lay is small. But it’s not enough to calm my racing pulse. I’m stuck in a state of alarm as if I’m facing a man who has had his lower body blown off by a roadside bomb and bullets are still whizzing through the air, men screaming with alarm.

But even that memory doesn’t quite compare to the feeling of terror pulsing in my veins. Nothing does. Because nothing has ever made me more scared than thinking—if only just for a moment—that I’m about to lose my sub.

Forcing my focus in place, I jerk my head toward the storage cabinet at the far wall. “Get me sterile gloves. Third drawer.”

Mikhail is back with the gloves within moments, and I quickly don a pair and carefully lift the gauze on my sub’s stomach. She’s still struggling to breathe as terror tightens her features, and her nostrils flare with the effort above the rim of the mask.

“Take the mask off her. Keys are in my pocket,” I tell Mikhail. Usually, I wouldn’t order him around, but I’ve gone into full medic mode, and being there, there’s no room for that kind of consideration. He knows it too as he quickly grabs the keys in my pocket and removes the mask.

“Breathe,” I tell my sub, glancing up from the wound to grab her attention, but her eyes are glazed and unfocused. She’s not getting enough air. “Get her some oxygen,” I demand.

Mikhail is already on it, setting the oxygen concentrator beside the table.

“Keep breathing,” I tell her as Mikhail pulls the elastic band of the mask over her head. “I’ve got you.” Turning my attention to the gauze, I repeat the words on a whisper, hoping to God I’ll be able to fulfill that promise. “I’ve got you.”

Carefully lifting the gauze, I find that it’s a long but not very deep cut. It hasn’t hit anything vital, and the bleeding has already receded somewhat. But she’ll need quite a few stitches, and I’ll need to monitor her to make sure the wound doesn’t get infected.

“How bad is it?” Mikhail asks.

My shoulders drop with relief as I look up and say, “She’ll be okay.”

Pressing the gauze back to the wound, I get Mikhail to hold it while I go to place a hand on my sub’s forehead. “You’ll be all right,” I tell her, stroking her damp forehead. She has barely uttered a sound since I found her bleeding, but the escalating trembling in her body and her dilated pupils tell me she’s in a lot of pain. 

“I’ll take away the pain,” I promise as I lean down to press a kiss to her forehead. Then I go to retrieve a syringe and a sedative. She barely even flinches as I inject it into the crook of her arm. She just keeps staring at me with those round, vulnerable eyes as if I’m her only anchor at a stormy sea. And I guess I am. And somehow, those eyes are mine. As they go distant and she blinks her heavy lids, my chest tightens and the room seems to grow smaller. Along with it comes the guilt. And murderous fury.

I don’t know what I would have done if something even worse had happened to her. That fear when I didn’t know how bad it was—the idea that I might lose her—made me realize how important this girl is to me. And just how badly I want to hurt anyone who hurts her.

The need for revenge keeps growing with each second I watch the angry wound as I administer local anesthesia and stitch it up.

That blonde girl with the voice is going to pay for what she did.
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EMMA

I wake in my cell feeling unusually drowsy and confused. A sharp ache in my side has me groaning as I try to turn on my side. I carefully press a hand to the place to discover a thick bandage.

The cut, I remember. Lavinia accidentally cut me when she grabbed the knife from her buyer. She tried to cut herself—to take her own life—and when I tried to stop her, her arm flew out and the blade slashed at my stomach.

The next thing I notice are the covers. It’s no longer the usual tattered blankets but a thick, fluffy comforter with soft sheets, and there’s a pillow under my head. Peeling my eyes open, I stare at the pristine white fabric covering the comforter. It looks completely off in the barren cell. Mockingly so. 

A sudden pang I haven’t felt in a long while rises to the surface as I remember the soft sheets of hotel rooms or my own bed at home. Thick, comfy mattresses, the scent of rose shampoo in my hair, and the sun filtering through windows to warm my skin. Small things I once took for granted but haven’t felt for months.

The taste of fresh croissants in the morning, the sound of soft music, and my cozy pink pajamas.

Taste, sound, and color.

A hot shower, the lock on the bathroom door, and soft towels to wrap around my body.

Warmth, safety, and privacy.

Tears spring to my eyes as I turn my back to the room, groaning as the movement stretches my wound. Closing my eyes, I try to recall all those things: how a croissant would flake in my mouth, the notes of my favorite song, and the fluffy feeling of flannel against my skin.

But the sensations are too far gone. All I can imagine is the idea of them. Like seeing something on the television but not ever being able to get close to it.

A TV. Being entertained and having mental stimulation.

Suddenly, the ache in my stomach isn’t the worst. It’s the hollow ache in my chest. It keeps growing and growing as I lie there, overcome by a sudden flood of memories. I think of all the things I had—the things I’ve lost—and where I am now. In a barren gray cell with a wound in my stomach. And soft white sheets as a poor consolation.

Bitterness tightens my throat, and I shove the comforter aside. The pillow too. I can’t stand them. They make the desolation of the place even starker. They’re a cruel reminder of what I once had and how little I now have. I don’t even have the hope Lavinia’s voice brought me anymore—or her friendship. She’s gone now. Or will be soon.

The door opening makes me turn my head and groan again as the movement radiates down my side and into the wound.

“What’s the matter? Has the wound opened up?” Dax rushes to my side, gently turns me to my back, and checks the wound. The relief is palpable in his voice as he says, “No bleeding. That’s a good sign.” He places a hand on my forehead. “How are you feeling? Are you in pain?”

Bitterness churns in my stomach, and I want to pull away from Dax—the man who keeps me trapped in this gray nothingness. The man who keeps me captive in this dark world where you get stabbed by your only friend because desperation is the only thing this place fosters. But I don’t have it in me to pull away. I feel hollow and empty. Meaningless. So I just shrug, staring off at the far wall.

“What’s the matter, my sweet sub?” He pulls the comforter back over me and lifts my head to push the pillow back in place. “Talk to me.”

“Everything,” I say, still staring into the distance.

“Is there anything I can get you? A cup of hot tea? Another pillow? Something to eat?” He brushes his knuckles over my cheek in a comforting stroke. “Something besides porridge and beef stew.”

I close my eyes and swallow against the sour bitterness rising in my throat. A cup of tea or a pillow. It’s all I’ll ever get from him. I keep my eyes closed as my whole world starts to whir. Gray walls, screams of agony, women being violated. Me standing by, just watching. Me silent in a muzzle, on my knees—a person I don’t know. The gut-wrenching fear as I looked down and saw blood spilling from my stomach. I can’t take it anymore—this place, this man. Me. Who I am down here. So I part my lips and say the only words that make sense right now—the only hope I have left. “Get me out of here. Please sell me.” It’s the only way I’ll ever leave this stagnant nothingness.

I finally look again, and the shocked, almost hurt expression on Dax’s face almost makes me want to take the words back. But then his expression turns to stone. “Is that what you want?”

I stare at the man who has become my whole world, and the word ‘no’ hovers right at my lips. But then my eyes flit away, across the barren cell, which has become my whole world too. A cold shudder rolls through me, tightening my muscles and tugging at the wound in my stomach. A whimper rolls past my lips, and I add a “yes” at the end. Because it’s the only answer that makes sense. The only answer that should make sense. So I close my eyes again, knowing seeing him will only make me waver. “You need to sell me. Please. Just do it. Get it over with.” Get me out of here.

I don’t see his response, but I feel the icy chill in the silence. It drags on for what feels like a full minute until he finally answers. “Okay.”
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DAX

Anger, frustration, and a maelstrom of other emotions I can’t name churn inside me as I leave her cell.

I’ve been down here all night—on edge and checking on her every hour—and haven’t slept a single minute. Instead, I’ve been in my office, brooding, or in her cell, watching her sleep, all the while my head has kept up a constant debate on whether to just take her upstairs and wire a generous sum of money as compensation to Mikhail.

During the night, I decided to put the idea to a careful test. So I gave her my comforter and my pillow. To get a sense of how I’d feel about having her in my bed. It felt amazing wrapping her in them. As I watched her sleeping peacefully in my sheets, all I could think was that I wanted to lie down behind her.

But I refrained. I went back to my office to think it over. My mind was too clouded by the residual shock and fear and sleep deprivation to see clearly, but deep down, I knew what the right decision was. It was just a matter of time. I knew right until the moment she asked me to sell her. 

She fucking asked me to sell her.

My hand itches to snap someone’s neck at the thought. Or beat someone to death.

It makes me so fucking mad that all I see is red. Keeping a grip on myself when she said that was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. And now, I need someone to take it out on.

As I’m about to pass the hall with the padded cells, I come to a halt. The blonde who sliced my sub is down there, all alone. Mikhail told me last night that Dorin had up and left when the auction was about to start. He didn’t say why, but we both knew it was because he couldn’t bear to be here when he lost her. Which means the girl is alone and unprotected. Just waiting for me to finish the job I was supposed to do last night and send her off with her buyer.

Opening and closing my fist, I head down the long hallway and stop in front of cell one. I just stand there, fuming for several minutes. And then I hear it. The soft sound of a voice singing. Stepping up to the door, I listen closely, and suddenly, I understand why my sub would run off despite blatantly disregarding my order.

Her voice is angelic. Listening to it is like having a small peek through the gates of heaven. Like a walk in the mountains on a misty morning when the sun is rising, glittering on the dewy leaves. She sings her heart out like it’s the most important thing to her in the world. She almost sounds peaceful even as she’s locked up in a cell, about to be sold to a beast.

The idea that she has found even a tiny sliver of peace grates on my nerves. She shouldn’t know any peace after cutting my sub. 

Clenching and unclenching my fist again, I decide how to get my revenge. She hurt something precious to me, so I’ll hurt something precious to her.

I open the cell door, and the blue-eyed woman immediately goes quiet, surprise widening her eyes as she sees me. She’s sitting on the mattress, and I huff a laugh as I scan my eyes up and down her. She’s in a straitjacket, feet bound together in leather ankle cuffs, ready for me to take. Easy prey. 

“Are you here to take me to him? To Zoltan?” she asks in a fearful voice.

“Not yet,” I say, approaching her with slow steps.

“Then why are you here?” she asks, scooting into the corner as she watches me approach. Her breaths go more staggered with each approaching step I take. The nature of my intentions must be screeching in the very air around me.

“To get my revenge.” Grabbing her by the hair, I yank her up.

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean t—” 

I cut off her words with a hand over her mouth, wrapping the other around her waist to lift her. Small as she is, she puts up a hell of a struggle, making it a bit of a hassle to carry her like that even despite her bound state. But no more than a nuisance. And annoying as it may be, I’m not about to risk her screaming and drawing attention. Mikhail won’t like what I’m about to do. But I don’t care. I’ll gladly pay every cent in my bank account to compensate for his monetary loss if it means I’ll get a release for this lingering fear and anger that has kept me up all night.

So I take her to my office, where I lock the door from the inside and strap her down in my chair.

***

After returning the blonde girl to her cell, I go back upstairs and collapse on my bed. Four hours of sleep is all I get, but it’s the first good sleep I get in days, so I feel almost well-rested as I go back down to the dungeon late in the morning. With the angry haze having settled and the sleep having cleared my mind a bit, I feel more rational. But it’s no relief, really, because with the rationality comes the realization that what I did this morning puts my sub in harm’s way. If Dorin comes back before the girl is out of here and finds out what I did to her, he’ll want to do the same—and much worse—to my sub.

So I start by resetting the lock on her door to only accept my fingerprint. I probably should change the whole locking mechanism, but Dorin is shit with technology, and the master key is safe with Mikhail. Dorin would have to kill him to get it, and even mad as he is, he won’t go that far. He needs this place too much. Just like I do. And Mikhail is the only one who can keep it running. 

Next, I go to my office, retrieve the gun I keep in the safe there, just in case, and call Mikhail.

“You need to get Dorin’s girl out of here now.”

“I’m in the middle of negotiations with the buyer. He wants me to lower the price because of the episode yesterday.”

I scoff. “Are you shitting me? If he didn’t insist on holding a knife to her throat, that mess wouldn’t have happened. That bitch wouldn’t have cut my sub.” 

“How is she?” Mikhail asks.

Ignoring him, I say, “Just get the girl out of here before Dorin returns, or you’ll have a real fucking hell to deal with.”

His voice darkens as he sees straight through me. “What did you do, Dax?”

“Just get rid of her,” I all but bark. Then I hang up and just sit there, staring at the wall as I consider what I agreed to last night. The things my sub said.

Please sell me.

Those three words repeat over and over in my head like a record stuck in a never-ending loop, each cruel repetition scratching at my insides.

I had just decided to keep her, but the idea of taking her upstairs now seems like a disaster waiting to happen. Nothing good will come of it. She’s messing with my head, my ability to work, and even my ability to sleep. I’ve been a mess since I started training her, and it’s only getting worse. What I did this morning, blinded by rage, just might be the stupidest, most reckless thing I’ve ever done. If Dorin finds out, I might have put both my own and my sub’s life at risk. And it pisses me off that I did something so stupid for a fucking girl.

I clench and unclench my fist on the desk as I stare at my closed laptop, which holds a list of potential buyers I have had for weeks. I started looking for a buyer a few days after I started training her, knowing it might not be easy to find someone who’d build on the work I’d done and not just destroy it. It took me some time, searching outside our usual clientele, but I found three potential buyers, who all seem promising. Rich men, who don’t have the patience to train a sub themselves or the time to look for a good one. Men who aren’t beyond making an illicit transaction and paying a fortune to get the real deal. I’ve promised each of them that a real deal is what they’re getting from me. Submission doesn’t come any purer than from my sub.

My sub.

“Fuck!” I slam my fist into the desk, making the laptop and everything else on the table rattle. Clenching my jaw, I grab the laptop and open it. Then I call the first man on my list: a French businessman with more money in his pockets than anyone can count.

This man has been my favorite buyer from the start. I’ve even met with him, and I’m sure he’ll do my training justice and probably even make my sub—his sub to-be—happy. He’s far from our usual buyers, who are sadistic bastards—like myself—who get a kick out of making a girl scream. This guy doesn’t care about pain or even humiliation. He just wants the dominance. Hell, even to an almost legal degree. He might even be satisfied with a sub he found at a regular BDSM club if it wasn’t for all his money and never knowing who wants him for who he is and not just for his bank account. He just wants to know that the submission is real, and I can promise him that it will be when he gets a sub I’ve trained.

Apparently, I’ve sold her so well that he doesn’t care to go through any bargaining or get further reassurances. He’s dropping everything to come here tomorrow afternoon, and if he’s satisfied with what he sees, he’ll pay the full price and take her home to France straight away. 

But neither the easy sale nor the prospect of getting her far away from Dorin grants me any relief. Anger is still ripping through my gut and pounding in my blood as I hang up. Seeing three unanswered calls from Mikhail doesn’t help. It sends a surge of searing fear into the maelstrom, stirring up the already crazed speed that threatens to make me act on ridiculous, stupid impulse again.

The most likely reason for him calling is that he’s pissed, having lost a lot of money over the thing I did this morning, but I can’t shake the feeling that there’s more to it as I bring the phone to my ear. My heart slams against my chest, and it feels like the first beep before he picks up lasts for minutes and not a second. 

“Dorin is back,” Mikhail says as he picks up. And that’s all I hear. The rest of his words fade into the inconsequential distance as the door flies open and I look up to meet Dorin’s murderous gaze. 

“What the fuck did you do?” he demands, his whole stance teeming with a violent energy that has me reaching down to rest a hand on the gun in my waistband.

“What she had coming,” I say calmly even though I’m gnashing my teeth and am preparing to pull my gun out or block an attack. Or maybe initiate an attack myself just to get a release from this constant pounding fury.

“You’ve fucking destroyed her. MY girl!” he growls in a deep voice that reverberates through the room with a force like a small earthquake. 

“She cut what belongs to me, so I cut something of hers. Eye for an eye and all that. You grew up catholic, right? So you’ll understand.”

He slams his fist into the cabinet beside the door, making a huge dent in the metal drawer. “You won’t see it coming, Dax,” he says with a potent threat hanging thickly in his words. “You won’t see it, but I promise you’ll regret it.” Then he leaves, slamming the door so hard the cabinet rattles.

My heart pounds as I sit there, reeling from the altercation. I’m good in a crisis. I’m good face-to-face with danger—even war and death. But what I’ve learned during the last twenty-four hours is that I’m not good with someone threatening my sub. He didn’t do it directly, but I know what he meant. Eye for an eye, just like I said. Only, he doesn’t see what I did this morning as an act that leveled the field. He sees it as the one that instigated the war.

Fear rages inside me as I consider what he might do—or have done. I don’t know if he’s even been back long enough to retaliate, and I have no idea how he would have gotten into my sub’s cell, but no amount of rationalization will chase away the gnawing anxiety that keeps clenching around my chest. I try to quench the fear by breathing deeply, just like I’ve so often told my sub to do. But the fear keeps ramping up until adrenaline is pumping through my veins and I’m thrumming my feet against the floor.

Bursting up from my chair, I dart out of the room. I don’t care how much her plea last night hurt; I need to see her. See that she’s okay.

Relief is like a cork popping free from my tight throat, allowing me a free breath, as I barge into her cell and find her on the mattress, staring into the air and looking despondent, but alive and breathing, nonetheless, all her limbs in place.

“Are you okay? Say something,” I demand, needing to hear her speak.

She casts her eyes up at me, and they’re full of a soul-shattering sorrow that goes straight to my heart and cuts deep into it. I wonder if she has regretted her choice. I need to ask her—find out if she still wants to be mine. I need to know. No matter if I can keep her or not. But first, I need to know that Dorin hasn’t harmed her. 

“Say something. Can you speak? Does your voice work?” There’s no cut in her throat or anything to indicate it wouldn’t, but this fear that keeps slamming my heart against my chest knows no logic.

A frown etches between her brows. “Of course,” she mutters in a low voice. “Why wouldn’t it work?”

I heave a loud sigh and sink to my haunches, burying my head in my hands.

“Is everything okay?” she asks tentatively, pushing up to sit.

Usually, I wouldn’t tell her what’s going on. I wouldn’t show her that I’m afraid. Or relieved. I’d hide all those emotions far behind my well-practiced façade. But as I sit there, reeling from all the anger, hurt, and fear of the last two days—about to lose her—I find that I don’t want to hide from her.

“Dorin might come after you.” I drop my arms to my thighs. “He’s furious with me. And rightly so. But I’ve found a buyer for you. He’ll come get you tomorrow. I just have to keep you away from Dorin for the next twenty-four hours or so and you’ll be safe.” Away from me, but safe.

“Why is he mad?”

I scoff. “Not mad. Murderously livid.”

“Why?”

I move to sit beside her on the mattress and carefully slide my hand onto the bandaged wound on her stomach. “I made that girl pay for cutting you.”

She freezes beside me, and her throat bobs with a gulp as she turns her head to face me with wide eyes. “What did you do to her?”

“You don’t need to worry about that,” I say, lifting my hand to caress her cheek.

She pulls away from my touch, eyes filling with horror. “Did you kill her?” 

“No.” I try to pull her into me, badly needing to feel her, but she pushes out of my grip.

“What did you do to her?”

“Calm down, the girl is alive. I just clipped her vocal cords.” I’ve had quite a few orders for that lately, so it’s a perfectly safe procedure for me to perform—at least, so it has become through trial and error.

She freezes, staring at me like I just killed her puppy. Or more like I sliced it up and gutted it in cold blood right in front of her.

“No, no, no,” she finally says. “Please tell me you didn’t.”

“She hurt what’s most precious to me, so I hurt what’s most precious to her.”

She keeps moving farther away, onto the stone floor, as she shakes her head.

“She... You took her voice.” Accusation fills her voice and morphs into something that looks a great deal like hatred. An emotion that’s entirely misplaced in her vulnerable, innocent face as it twists her features. “She can’t sing anymore?”

“No, she can’t,” I reply with irritation, reaching for her.

She slaps my hand away—she fucking slaps my hand. Rage crackles inside me, but I shove it down, knowing it will only make everything worse. She’s in shock, and my anger will only aggravate it.

I grab her by the waist and haul her into my lap, wrapping my arms tight around her as I trap her arms between us.

“Let me go!” She writhes against me, chafing her heels on the rough ground as she kicks her feet to get free.

“Calm down, you’re in shock. Just let me hold you and help you take a few deep breaths and you’ll feel better.”

“Fuck you and your deep breaths.” She digs her nails into me so hard I think my skin breaks beneath my T-shirt. “I don’t want you to hold me. You’re a monster. I don’t know how I could ever be so weak and let you get under my skin. You fucking disgust me!” She spits the words into my face with a vehemence I haven’t seen for years.

I lean back in shock, staring at the furious beast of a woman who watches me like I’m the devil himself. No, even worse. Like I’m scum. Disgusting and vile. Like she truly means those words. 

“You don’t mean that,” I say, though it’s very fucking hard to believe with the way she’s glaring knives and daggers at me.

“Yes, I do. You’re a worthless human being. The only way you can get someone to care about you is to fuck up their mind and make them dependent on you. But I see it all very clearly now. And I can’t wait until you sell me.”

Her words are like a cut deep in my chest, the pain worse than any bullet or knife I’ve taken. It sets fire to the anger that had drowned in the fear, and it roars back to life with a vengeance.

“You think I’m so fucking disgusting?” I throw her onto her stomach on the mattress and climb on top of her. “All the things that have happened, it was all just one big mind-fuck? Me fucking up your brain and making you into a puppet on a string?” I grab her by the nape and lean down to sneer into her ear. “All the times you knelt at my feet and kissed my boots… you didn’t feel anything at all? Just a fucking mindless robot doing what I wanted you to do?”

She goes still beneath me, and I take the moment to snap the manacles around her wrists.

“And all the times I rocked you in my arms, you just accepted it because you were so broken you couldn’t do anything else?”

She heaves a shuddery breath like she’s about to cry. “Dax, I—”

“No, shut up.” Grabbing her by the hair, I yank her head back and reach for the harness. “You don’t get to say another fucking word.”

“Dax, I didn’t mean—”

I slap the mouthpiece onto her face, muffling her now pleading words. I don’t want any of her fucking begging after the shit she just said—after she begged me to sell her.

“The fuck you did.” I strap her head in tight, forcing her jaw shut. Then I go to the foot of the mattress, where I straighten her folded legs out, snap the manacles onto her ankles, and adjust the chain to stretch her legs out, immobilizing her.

She’s crying by the time I move to sit between her legs and spread her ass cheeks apart with one hand as I retrieve the big butt plug from my pocket—the one I’ve been planning on using on her since I fucked her ass. But then shit happened, and I never got around to it. It was meant as a reward, but now it will be her punishment. And the last fucking thing she ever gets from me. 

I spit onto her asshole, use the tip of the plug to smear it around her opening, then press the plug against her narrow hole. 

“Relax,” I demand with a tone that rumbles through the tiny space as she clenches her muscles, fighting the plug.

A whimper escapes her as she obeys—always fucking instinctively obeying my command. She goes slack on the mattress, and with just a little more pressure, the plug pops into place. I’m about to praise her on instinct, but I shove the words down. She doesn’t deserve them.

I press a button on the small remote, and she jerks as the plug comes alive with buzzing vibrations.

I drag my fingers over her closed-up pussy and find her dripping through her folds. “Fucking whore,” I say, drying my wet finger on her back. “And you say I’m disgusting?”

A sob breaks from her throat, and the mask muffles the pathetic sound. Good. I don’t want to hear it. I don’t want her to rouse my sympathy. Because apparently, I’m as broken as she is. I’ve been conducting as much of a mind-fuck on myself as I have on her.

She cranes her head to catch my attention as I get up, but I don’t grant her the eye contact she searches for, knowing all too well that I’ll waver in every fucking decision I’ve made during the last twenty-four hours if I meet her pleading gaze. 

“Mm, mm,” she begs urgently in between sobs.

I cast a final look her way as I open the door. She’s flailing her right arm against the chains. Or rather, holding up the underside, trying to draw my attention to the tattoo. My mark. 

Anger twists into something like hurt inside me. “Yeah, I’ll have someone remove that so you won’t have to bear my disgusting mark forever.”

A raw wail dies in the leather of the mask, and I ignore the sharp sting in my heart as I leave her cell and slam the door so hard the echoing clank follows me down the hall as I leave.
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Of all the things Dax has done to me, this is the worst. In so many ways.

I lie here for what feels like an eternity, strapped into the stretched-out position, my mouth sealed shut, and the plug vibrating in my ass. A deep ache has settled in my stiff joints, my eyes sting from the constant tears, and my throat is like sandpaper after having sobbed, screamed, and moaned through an onslaught of agonizing need and painful emotions since Dax left.

But what’s worse is the way he left. The anger and the vehemence. His words. And you say I’m disgusting? Those words hurt more than any others he has ever said to me. He made me feel more sick and broken than anyone has ever done at that moment. But as minutes, maybe hours have passed, I see those words for what they are. Him lashing back.

They didn’t ring true.

What did ring true, though, was the hurt in his eyes.

I think I actually hurt him. I didn’t think it was possible. Dax has always seemed invincible. Strong and resilient like nothing in the world could faze him—especially not a lowly slave like me. But I did. My words hit something deep within him, and I only realized it when it was too late.

A sharp ache spears my heart as I remember how he reacted, thinking I actually meant them. Thinking that none of the things that have happened between us meant anything.

But it means everything. He means everything.

What I said was the shock and anger speaking. Not my innermost honest feelings. Because I don’t find Dax disgusting. What Dax did to that woman—what he has done to me—is horrible, and I guess it does make him a monster. But he’s a beautiful, mighty monster. A monster that I crave with all of my heart no matter how wrong it is. And the thought of him never touching me again is like a vise around my chest, squeezing so hard I can barely breathe.

I pant through my nose, my nostrils flaring wildly above the rim of leather, trying to catch enough air. But my nose is stuffed after I’ve been crying for so long, and my oxygen grows scarce for the hundredth time since Dax left. Black spots dance in my vision, and I pull and tug at the chains as I try to drag in air through my mouth only to meet the blockage of unmerciful leather.

Somehow, I manage to calm myself enough to draw slow breaths and stay conscious. But it’s a struggle that’s getting harder with each minute of lonely longing and constantly coiling tension that I can’t find release for no matter how much I try to rub myself against the mattress.

When the door finally opens, I whip my head around, hoping with all my heart to see Dax. 

A rock slams into the empty pit in my stomach as I see Mikhail enter. Grief washes over me anew, hurling me straight for another heaving panic attack that has my vision blurring.

“Fuck. What the hell was he thinking?” he mutters to himself and rushes to me. “Slow breaths,” he urges as he shoves a key into the lock on the harness. 

“Mm, mm,” I whimper against the mask in lieu of I can’t.

The moment the leather releases my mouth, I break into a keening sob, inhaling so deeply I nearly choke on air. Then I cough and repeat. “Wh-where’s Dax,” I croak as soon as I can get my voice to work.

“He’s not here,” is all Mikhail says as he works on the manacles to free me.

My joints are so stiff I can barely move, but with a little help from Mikhail, I manage to turn onto my back.

“Can you make yourself come with those piercings?”

“What?” I ask confused, then follow his gaze to my closed pussy. “Oh. I don’t know.”

“How does Dax make you come?”

Closing my eyes, I breathe through rounded lips as I chase away the stab of pain that shoots through me at the thought of Dax. “He touches my clit.”

“So do that.”

“Now?” I give him a slightly shocked look. Dax has never told me to touch myself, and it feels like a grave transgression.

“You need an orgasm, and I’m offering you one, so get to it already.”

Too desperate for modesty, I close my eyes and slip a finger down to my pussy. It takes some prodding to find out how to touch myself the right way, but once I slip my index finger under the top piercing and press it to my clit, I’m done for. Within seconds, I’m bucking and tensing as I find relief in a quick but intense orgasm.

The vibrations in my ass finally stop, and I go limp on the mattress, able to relax my muscles for the first time since Dax left. 

Mikhail makes quick work of removing the plug before helping me to my feet and leading me out of the cell.

Pain throbs in my stiff legs as we walk down the halls, yet I feel numb. Empty deep inside. It’s almost blissful after the lonely ordeal I went through on the mattress in my cell.

Mikhail takes me to the cozy bathroom where Dax used to bathe me. All the other men always took me to a barren, empty room and hosed me down, and the fact that I’m now here with someone other than Dax seems to scream that he’s gone for good. 

I try not to think about it as I slip into the hot water. But the loneliness gnaws deeper and deeper into me as Mikhail hands me a sponge and a bar of soap to let me wash myself. Dax always washes me.

When I’ve finished washing, I can’t stand not knowing anymore and ask, “Where’s Dax? I need to see him. I-I need to apologize. I didn’t mean any of the things I said.”

Mikhail takes the sponge from my hand and sets it aside. “Dax told me to look after you. I’ll be the one handling the rest of the process until your new master comes to claim you.”

Everything inside me dies. My vision goes blank as I stare into nothingness, and my muscles coil tight in frozen stillness. Time stops, and the world drops away into an insignificant vacuum.

If I can’t be with Dax, I don’t want to be at all. I don’t know how much of it is because he rewired my brain and manipulated me, and I don’t care. This is who I am—who I’ve always been deep down. Submissive to the bone. Dax brought out the real me, nurtured it, and gave me a place to be myself. He is the worst and best thing that has ever happened to me. 

“Dax has found you a good master. Someone who will carry on his training and be good to you.” Mikhail’s words flutter somewhere in the background, and I don’t truly hear them. All I can think about is what might have been my last moments with Dax. The hateful words I sputtered, the hurt in his eyes, and his punishing rage.

I drop my head, staring into the foamy water as the heavy reality settles upon me. The reality I asked for. “Will you please tell him I’m sorry? That I didn’t mean any of the words I said?”

“Sure,” he agrees.

Grabbing his arm, I look at him with urgency. “Please tell him that I don’t care what he did to Lavinia. I just want to be his.”

He pauses, and his features somber with something sincere, almost wistful. “He really did one hell of a job training you.”

I give a slight shake of my head. “He just brought out what was already there.”

“Hmm.” He brushes his knuckles over my cheek. “Let’s hope he realizes that too, before it’s too late.”

“What does that mean?”

Mikhail doesn’t grant me an answer but simply finishes off and brings me back to my cell without saying more.
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“What the hell are you doing, Dax?” Mikhail asks when he comes into my quarters just as I’m about to hit the sack. He’s surprisingly calm, almost disappointed in a father-like manner. I’d expect him to barge in, exploding with rage after I’d cost him a big sale. That blonde girl’s voice was very important to the buyer.

But not even my surprise and relief can override my crankiness and irritation at being disturbed late at night. “What the hell are you doing?” I shoot back. “It’s half past one.”

He slips past me, uninvited, and takes a seat in my recliner, pouring a scotch from the side table.

“Do you want a glass?” I ask sarcastically, pointing to the bottle he has just set down. “Go ahead and help yourself.”

Ignoring my sour mood, he says, “Why are you selling her?”

“Because it’s time. It’s been five goddamn months.” 

“Shit, Dax, you really are a numbskull sometimes.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I cross my arms over my naked chest as I stare him down, hoping he’ll get uncomfortable and leave. But that tactic never did work on the cocky bastard.

He takes his time sipping my expensive scotch before answering. “You’re fucking blind. Too afraid.”

“Of what?”

“I don’t know. Change? Opening up? The idea that you’ll find something that will actually take you out of your numb shell and make you happy?”

“I don’t have time for this shit.” I point toward the door. “Get out of here. I need to sleep.”

Mikhail scoffs. “We both know you’re not gonna sleep until the sun breaks. If you’re even that lucky.”

I clench my jaw. I haven’t told anyone about my insomnia flaring up, but I shouldn’t be surprised. Mikhail sees everything.

“Have you ever considered that you might sleep better with a woman in your arms?”

“Seriously, get the fuck out of here.”

“I know you slept in her cell. And you looked very well-rested the next day. Just saying.” He shrugs and takes a large gulp, emptying the last half of scotch in one go. As he grabs the bottle again, I go to snatch it from him.

“If you’re gonna down it like that, go find some cheap shit.”

Mikhail gives a hearty laugh. “Disrespecting your fine scotch always has been a sure way to piss you off.” He taps his fingers against the armrest as he stares off to the side for a moment. “Anyway, I just wanted to try and stop you from making the stupidest mistake of your life. This girl clearly means a lot to you, and you’ve looked more alive than I’ve ever seen you since you got her.”

“And more tired. And grumpy and unfocused.”

“That too, but you just need to figure out your shit and accept this, and it will all get better.”

“And what if it doesn’t?”

“Then I’ll take her off your hands.”

“And sell her to the first sadistic fucker who offers a filthy amount of money?”

“I’ll take her myself until I find a buyer you can accept.”

I stare at him for a moment. “You’d do that? Why?”

“The same reason you liked Nikolai’s girl, and now this one. She’s submissive.” He shrugs.

Shit. Something dawns on me as I watch him. This cold-ass fucker wants a sub of his own. A smirk forms on my lips, and I open the bottle in my hands and take a generous gulp. Then I hand it back to him, open and ready to drink from. “You want a girl of your own. A sub.”

He takes the bottle and downs a generous swig. “I’m good.”

“Sure you are,” I say with a huff. “Nikolai’s girl fucked you up as much as she did me. You’re going soft, I’m going soft… Hell, even Dorin seems to be going soft. What the hell is this place coming to?”

His features darken as he watches me from beneath lowered brows. “Do you call cutting a girl’s vocal cords going soft?”

I’ve been wondering when he’d bring that up. “I guess not.”

“You know, that fuck-up could have cost me a great deal of money. Luckily, the buyer had already wired the money, and Dorin fixed the problem of him wanting a refund. But you’ll have to fix things with Dorin on your own. I can hold him back for a while, but you know… Dorin is Dorin and always will be.”

“I know.” I rake a hand through my long hair. “That’s just another reason to get her out of here as fast as possible.” 

“Getting rid of her won’t fix the problem. Hell, it might not even keep her safe.”

I drop onto my couch. Shit, he’s right. Dorin is pissed that I damaged his girl—took her precious voice. He might not have tried anything yet, but you never see it coming with Dorin. Not until he strikes. It could happen at any moment, really. And he’s a cunning bastard. He’ll go to France, break into some estate and risk getting caught by a fancy security system just to snap her neck and get his revenge. Keeping her here, where I can keep an eye on her and him, might be the safest option.

But she would hate me even more than she already does if I go back on my promise to sell her. And all that hatred… Just thinking about her spiteful eyes and sputtered words is a cut to my heart that might never heal.

“I’m not sure it’s a good idea,” I say and look away. “She doesn’t want me anymore, and I can’t keep her if—”

Mikhail breaks out in a rumbling laughter that has me snapping my eyes back to him.

“You really are a numbskull,” he says. 

“You didn’t see the way she spoke to me today. So much hatred in those vulnerable eyes. I’m sure. She doesn’t want to be with me.” I lean forward and press my head into my hands.

“I may not have heard what she said to you, but I did see the heartbreak in her eyes when she told me to tell you she was sorry. And not just that…” He pours more scotch into the glass and holds it before his lips while he says, “She even told me she didn’t care what you did to Dorin’s girl, and she meant it.”

I straighten. “She said that?” 

He turns the bottom of the glass up, emptying the whole thing in one blasphemous go. “Sure did. So don’t give me any more excuses. Just make the goddamn decision and do it before it’s too late.”
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Mikhail comes to get me from my cell sometime after dinner the next day. He has been the only one coming in here, bringing me food and checking on me, since the last time I saw Dax.

My hands are trembling as he takes me from my cell. I know I won’t ever see this room that has been my world for several months again. As I cast a look over my shoulder to catch a final glance, I almost feel wistful. Not because I’ll miss the barren walls, the uncomfortable mattress, or the lack of privacy. But because of what I gained here. 

The shaking spreads through my body during the next hour as Mikhail prepares me for my new master. He hoses me down, waxes my pussy and legs, and dresses me in stockings, a garter belt, and a leather corset that leaves my breasts bare, pushing them up in open invitation. I feel like a doll as he prepares me, and I remain as silent as one until he retrieves something that looks like a hood.

Urgency swooshes through me as he lifts it over my head, about to pull it down.

“Will Dax be there?” I blurt. I know Mikhail said he wouldn’t yesterday, but I need to make one last attempt. I need to say goodbye.

“No,” he simply says and draws the hood over my head. It’s a simple structure that covers my head and neck but leaves my face free, so I try again.

“Will you please ask him to come say goodbye?”

“No.”

Everything tightens within me, and I shoot up a hand to dry at my moist eyes before the pooling tears spill over. But I can’t hold back for long. As Mikhail attaches an eyepiece and a mouthpiece to the hood, covering my whole face, except for a small hole at the nose, closing me into lonely darkness, the tears come faster. I’m sniffling, my chest shaking with restrained sobs, as he helps me to my feet and guides me out of the room, through the halls, and into a new room with carpeted floors and warm air that smells like expensive cigars and spicy scotch.

He places me on a chair and presses his hands to my shoulders, leaning down to speak close to my ear so his words will penetrate the leather. “Dax wants you to submit to your new master the same way you submit to him. Can you do that?”

I almost break. The knot in my throat swells, and the tears come faster, wetting the leather and making me sniffle as I nod. This will be my final act of submission to Dax. I have no idea whether he’ll be watching or someone will tell him how I did, but I intend to obey with all my heart.

“Good girl,” he says, giving my shoulder a pat. “Your master will be here in a few minutes.”

Then he’s gone, and my world closes in, becoming a narrow, dark space as the faint sound of his steps fades and everything goes quiet.

It takes all my strength to rein in my tears and get a grip on myself as I sit there. My thoughts constantly want to veer to the man who holds my heart, my desires, and my submission, but I have to force my attention somewhere else. To the strange sensation of the merciful carpet beneath my feet. The novelty of clothing, however scant they may be. To the warm, masculine scent of the room. But every new thing is a reminder of the change I’m facing—the gut-wrenching loss I have brought on myself. So I end up deciding that banishing Dax from my thoughts is not a good idea. It will only spear the grief deeper. If I want to obey his final order, I need to keep him at the forefront of my mind and change the way I think about him. Instead of thinking about the loss, I have to focus on the final order he has given me.

And Dax has trained me well. Sinking into that submissive mindset comes easily, and as I go with the flow, I can almost feel his power hovering in the air even knowing he’s not here—no one is. So when someone new finally enters, I’m calm and pliant, ready to obey and submit—to obey Dax’s final command.

Someone stops in front of me, and my world reels as I try to gauge the presence of this stranger who must be my new master. But the mask prevents me from sensing much. My hearing is muffled, and my senses are swamped in leather. So I just sit there, waiting, breathing hard with a mix of trepidation, expectation, and deep submission.

A finger comes to the edge of the leather and trails down my bare skin, down my chest, between my breasts, and to the top edge of the corset. I gasp at the titillating sensation. It’s so easy to imagine it’s Dax. The light touch is not enough to let me feel the difference in my new master’s fingers, and with my senses dulled, there’s no sight or scent to detract from the illusion. He plays a little at the edge of the corset, drawing his finger back and forth, brushing my skin with a feather-light touch that raises goosebumps and deepens my breaths.

He trails his finger to my right, over my arm and onto my back, as he rounds me. Then his hand is at the back of my neck, curling around my nape with a strength that tells me in no uncertain terms that he owns me. Once again, the hood blocks out the specific sensations of the new hand, leaving only the possessive strength that matches Dax’s.

Submission swooshes through my body, slackening my muscles and pulling me deeper into that fluffy space. A few more tears gather in my eyes against the smooth leather, but they remain calm as I let myself go under, accepting the control this man offers. Because it’s there. Dax held true to his word and found me a real master. Not just a sadist or a man compensating for his insecurities by demonstrating outward forced control. This man is calm, patient, and strong. Just like Dax.

A flicker of hope sparks inside me and mixes with the thick grief. Maybe—just maybe—I’ll find a modicum of fulfillment with this man. Maybe—just maybe—he’s the next best thing. He can never be Dax, and he will never mend the broken pieces of my heart, but he might hold them together and keep me steady. And that’s all I can ask for.

Trailing his fingers to the side of the hood, he removes the mouthpiece.

Part of me wants to speak—ask him who he is, where he’s taking me, if he’ll take care of me. Or even more so, ask him to let me see Dax one final time. But the need to obey Dax’s final order overrides everything, keeping me quiet—like an invisible muzzle stuck over my mouth.

A glass comes to my lips, and the stranger gently tips it to bring me the sweet scent of bubbly champagne. The taste coats my tongue as I open up, the texture filling my senses. New tears well in my eyes. I haven’t tasted anything but porridge and bland beef stew for months, and now I’m drinking champagne. 

Next, something firm and moist presses to my lips. A strawberry. My chest shakes as I take a bite, and overwhelming grief overcomes me as the flavorful sweetness coats my tongue.

He keeps alternating between the champagne and strawberries, and I weep as he steeps my world in sensation and trails that single finger along my skin—down my arms, over my thighs, and around my lips to catch the occasional drop of champagne—awakening my body and my senses. It’s a quiet but potent promise of more to come. A promise of a new world with color, taste, and sensation.

It’s everything I wanted, yet I don’t want it. Because that world won’t hold Dax.

He lets me drink what seems to be a whole flute of champagne, then stands behind me and wraps an arm around my upper chest. It’s a strange but tender gesture, almost like he’s supporting me, but I don’t get why. Not until the drowsiness sneaks up. At first, it’s a dizzy sensation in my mind, and I think I’m getting a little tipsy. But as my mind fogs over and the sensation spreads through my body, weighing down my limbs and loosening my muscles, I realize it’s not the alcohol. It’s what’s in the champagne. 

He has drugged me.

I stir at the realization as it dawns on me that this is it. Once the drug knocks me out, there’s nothing I can do. I’ll be out of here for good, far away from Dax. 

“Please,” I whimper, having to force all my remaining strength to my throat to form that single word. “I need him. Dax.”

He gently covers my lips with the mouthpiece and buckles it with his free hand while he soothes, “Don’t worry. I’ve got you.”

I sag in the cradle of his arm as the drug takes my last strength. My mind hovers in the fog for one more moment. 

“You’re mine now,” he says close to my ear, and those words are the last ones I hear before I drift away.
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I scoop my unconscious sub into my arms and carry her from the auction room. I had planned on testing her submission more to see if she would obey my final order. I needed to know for sure that her submission was real—not just a product of fear of what a new reality outside these walls might hold. Making her submit to another man because I wanted her to seemed like the ultimate way to test just how deep her submission for me runs.

I had this whole scenario planned, where I’d part her legs and make her keep them parted for me as I played with her clit. I’d toy with her pretty nipples and make her take the pain. Then I’d cut open the piercings and fuck her while she thought I was someone else.

But from the first moment I touched her—hell, from the first moment I saw her sitting there, hooded and waiting—I knew she’d obey. I felt it in her tiny gasps and shudders as I trailed a finger along her skin. She readily opened up for me. I’m not sure she noticed herself, but even her thighs parted slightly. The way she melted into my dominance as I grabbed the back of her neck told me all I needed to know, and the idea that she was submitting like that to another man—if only just in her mind, not knowing it was really me—drove me crazy. And I want to be able to see the sweet submission in her eyes when I claim her body.

So I skipped all those steps, teasing her, rousing her desire, and claiming what belonged to her master. To me. I could have skipped the drugged champagne and the strawberries too and carried her straight upstairs—or removed the mask and fucked her right then and there. But the sight of tears spilling from beneath the leather, wetting her cheeks, was painful to watch. I didn’t want her in more pain. So I decided to end it, quickly and calmly, to let us have a fresh start unmarred by sorrow, hurt, and illusions.

And it’s the right decision. I know it as I carry her up four flights of stairs, and I know it the moment I carry her over the threshold to my quarters. The place seems to brighten as I carry her through the living room area and into my bedroom, and placing her on my bed might well be the best feeling in the world. At least, that’s what I think until I remove my clothes and lie behind her.

A peace unlike any I’ve ever felt settles over me as I nestle her into me and pull the comforter over us. It only takes a few minutes before I feel the drifty waves of sleep starting to tug at me, so I make quick work of removing her clothes and the mask and replacing it with the muzzle. I want her deep in submission once she wakes. There’ll be plenty of time for talking later. I don’t want there to be any doubting who she is or where she belongs. The moment she wakes, I’m claiming her, fully and completely.

But first, I need to rest. And with her tucked into my arms, I get the best sleep of my life.
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EMMA

A warm sensation heats my skin as I wake in an unfamiliar bed. At first, it’s unsettling. Like something is burning. But then my heart skips a beat as I remember the sensation. The sun.

Peeling my eyes open, I flit my gaze across the foreign room. Stone walls and stone floors surround me, but these aren’t barren and gray like my cell. The walls are painted white, and the floor tiles are beige, shiny, and polished instead of the raw gray ones of the dungeon. There’s even a carpet. And a few pictures on the walls. And most importantly, there’s a window. A wide, arched window that lets the sun pass through the glass and kiss my skin.

An overwhelming sense of relief washes over me. But along with it comes a well of grief as I remember the price of my gain. As the ache in my chest expands, my breathing comes harder, and that’s when I realize I’m wearing a muzzle. Roaming my fingers over the leather, I find that it’s similar to the one Dax made me. Maybe it even is the same one—a piece of him I get to carry. It hurts as much as it soothes me, and my breathing becomes more ragged, making my nostrils flutter as I struggle to draw in precious oxygen.

I move a hand to press it against my tightening chest, and that’s when I notice the restraints. Black leather cuffs locked to a chain. I wouldn’t leave the bed even if I could, afraid to venture into this new world on my own—afraid of what repercussions my new master might impose. But the restriction is oppressive in this new setting. The walls close in as my eyes flit over the room, finding newness and uncertainty everywhere. So I squeeze my eyes shut and try to imagine that I’m in the cell, where I know the bounds of horrors I might encounter. Where I’m safe under Dax’s protection.

I can almost hear him say, “Breathe.” But it doesn’t help. I know it’s not real.

“Breathe,” he repeats in my mind, and his voice seems a bit louder this time. I try to obey, but how can I when it’s just a conjured sound of my overwrought mind? My breaths become a wheezing sound above the mask, and a dizzying sensation clouds my mind.

“Breathe, my sweet sub.” A hand on my cheek makes me yelp, and I shoot my eyes open. 

And there he is. The man who has consumed my world. Long, damp hair hangs over wide, muscular shoulders, and a black snake of ink winds its way down his left arm.

It can’t be. 

I blink repeatedly, and the image remains. He remains. Big and strong. In all his naked glory. Devastatingly beautiful and mighty.

He jumps onto the bed, straddling me as he takes my head between his hands. “Breathe,” he demands, deepening his voice to a reverberating force that hits straight into my submissive soul.

I draw in a long, staggered breath through my nose, but I flit straight back into a shallow staccato rhythm. 

“Again,” he orders. “I’m your master, and I want you to obey and draw air deep into your lungs.”

My world tilts on its axis. He’s my master. The man who owns me. Body and soul. A warm, hopeful sensation envelops me. It’s his power. His control. It soothes the nervous jitter in my skin and chases away the flaring fear.

I almost can’t believe it, but his eyes say everything. There’s a new purpose to the way he’s watching me. A new depth, full of demand, possession, and care. His bright blue eyes seem to be full of vigor in a way I haven’t seen before, and the strain in his face is gone—a strain I never realized was there.

“I’m your master now,” he repeats, and I think it’s as much to reassure himself as me because his shoulders seem to relax more as he speaks the words. 

There are so many things I want to say to him, but even words of gratitude would ruin the moment, so I’m grateful he keeps the mask in place.

“And now, I’m going to lay claim to what’s mine.” He grabs a pair of pliers from the nightstand, and a rush of anticipation flows through me as he moves to sit between my legs, turning his attention to the rings that have kept me untouched for months.

He strokes the waxed skin of my mound softly as he spears me with an intent gaze. “This hole will be as good as new. Tight as a virgin, all mine to break in, like it’s your very first time.”

A heady sensation swooshes through my blood and into my brain. As he leans down and takes one of the piercings between his fingers and positions the teeth of the pliers around it, it feels like this truly will be my first time, in more than one sense. Because I am a new person. No one has touched me down there since I became this new version of myself—a woman who has wholeheartedly accepted her innermost desires and embraced the deep-seated need to submit and follow a strong man. A need that has raged inside me for years.

A sense of purpose swooshes through me as he clips the first ring. 

“It will hurt,” he says as he pulls the ring out. Placing the pliers around the next piece of metal, he clips again and says, “I won’t go easy on you.” He removes the ring and repositions the pliers on the third ring. “But you’ll take it for me.” He snaps the metal and pulls it out. He readies to clip the fourth ring and pauses to spear me with a fierce gaze that seems to hold all the things I’ve felt in him but never heard him say. “Because you’re mine.”

He clips the last ring, and a gasp stutters in my sealed mouth as he removes it, opening my pussy up for him to claim.

Tossing the rings and pliers aside, he settles on top of me. I rake my eyes down his wide, sculpted torso—a canvas of tattoos rippling over muscles and merging with old scars. Both the images and the marks seem to hold a world of meaning I can’t even begin to comprehend, and as I trail my gaze back up to his face, I find the same depth hidden behind his blue irises. A world I can’t wait to uncover. A world of strength and power, but also care and protection that I’m now at the very center of.

I remember the first time Dax aimed his gaze at me—the bored expression and the way he seemed to look through me. Now, his eyes are alive—fierce with possession and hunger as he positions his massive cock at my pussy. 

He drags his length up and down a few times, smearing my own wetness over my clit and sending little bolts of electricity through the bundle of nerves.

“I haven’t fucked anyone since I got you,” he says, popping the head of his cock into me, making my brows knit in discomfort. “And I’m not going to fuck anyone else as long as I have you.” His eyes darken as he leans down, staying just inside me as he wraps a hand around my throat. “Which will be for a very long time.” He tightens his grip, narrowing my airways, making breathing hard. “Until you draw your last breath.”

Moving his hips, he pushes inside, slowly but steadily. “Can you feel it? That you’re mine?”

I nod even as I whimper. The stretch is painful as he forces my unused pussy open. I twitch and jerk, clenching my jaw and biting my molars. I squeeze my eyes shut repeatedly but open them straight back up. Because as much as I want to draw in on myself and succumb to the pain, I can’t. He knows it too—the submission always wins. His eyes fill with triumph as he watches me succumb to his power, keeping my eyes open to grant him access to the very depth of my soul. 

A floaty sensation draws me deep into my body, and the pain nearly fades as I slip out of my panicked head. For a moment, I feel like I’m drifting outside my body, watching this intense union, not just of bodies, but of souls. I feel the bond to him curling around my heart, my neck, my brain, and my every limb. A string that tethers me to him. I’m his. Once he has claimed me, every fiber and cell of my being will belong to him. For good. There won’t be a thing I won’t do for him. I think I’d even slit my wrists if he asked me to, or hold them out and let him do it if that’s what he wanted.

The thought yanks me back into my body, giving rise to a flare of fear and troubled thoughts. I close my eyes and let out a raw whimper. The pain is suddenly there again, burning and throbbing as he settles deep inside me, stretching my walls in a way that shouldn’t be possible.

A sharp sting to my face snaps me out of it—a hand connecting with my cheek. My eyes dart open, and I stare up at Dax, panting through my nose as I reel from the sudden shift. The pain remains, but the fear fades. Because there’s nothing to fear as long as Dax has me. His power over me may be total and complete, and he may hurt me, but his need to protect me is even more fierce than his hunger for pain. I can tell it in the way he gently cups my cheek—the one he just slapped. I can tell it in the way his eyes soften. The way his voice trails to a whisper as he says, “Breathe through it.”

Tears seep from my eyes. A steady stream down my cheeks. A torrent of emotion I can barely give name to. And I don’t need to. As long as Dax holds me steady, they’re no threat. They get to seep out at a steady pace and set me free from all the strain, fear, and pain I’ve endured over several months. 

Dax starts moving inside me, and I clutch the chains on the cuffs as I whimper into the muzzle. It’s agonizing and painful, but also world-consuming and life-altering.

Leaning down, Dax pries my fingers loose to interlace them with his own. 

“The pain is mine,” he says in a deep growl as he hovers so close his eyes are all I see. “I want you to have it. I want you to feel that I own you.”

My tears come faster, but as I tighten my grip on his fingers and soak up his strength, the grief and fear dissipate. The tears are still running in streams, but the feeling is overwhelming relief. And safety. And suddenly, the pain is no longer pain. It transforms into a deep, heated sensation that expands and convulses within my core.

I’m yours, I want to say, staring deep into his eyes to convey the message and the wholehearted sincerity of it.

“You’re mine,” he says as if understanding just what I’m trying to say. His features tighten with restrained lust as he drags out of me and pushes back in. Then he pauses, leaning his forehead down to mine and closing his eyes. Releasing my right hand, he trails his fingers down my wrist and to the underside of my arm. He pauses right where the tattoo is. I know even though I can’t see. The tattoo seems to be a force all of its own, prickling in my skin and drawing me to it like a magnet. Just like it seems to do for him. 

“You’ve been mine from the moment I branded my name into your skin,” he says with startling vulnerability as he strokes his thumb along the letters, knowing just where they are. “I’m sorry it took me so long to realize it.”

Pressing his thumb into the tattoo, he starts moving again. At first, it’s slow and careful, but when I start moaning and bucking my hips into him, he picks up pace.

An explosive power builds between us, bouncing between our bodies and crackling like an electric field that holds us together. The intimacy is stark as our bated breaths mingle and sync and our bodies move in tandem. But I want more. I want to give him all the emotions that are still tracking down my cheeks, and I want all the power of his possessive eyes as he claims me in this primal mark of ownership.

Dax moves his hand under my head and releases the buckle on the muzzle. I didn’t even realize the padlock wasn’t attached, and the straps spring free in one go, allowing him to pull the mask off with one jerk. As soon as it’s gone, he leans his forehead against mine again and shuts his eyes. “I want to hear your moans,” he says on a deep groan that tells me he’s right on the edge too.

I want to see your eyes, I want to say. But even as my mouth is free, I can’t get the words out. I can’t speak. His dominance is like an invisible spell curling around my tongue until he allows me to speak. A power that shoots through me like a riptide, setting fire to my core as I realize just how deep it runs.

But still, I hold back the orgasm. I want his gaze when I come. So I hold the door closed to my fiery need. It roars behind the enclosure, heating with an agonizing burn that waits to be set free. And just as I think it might start to draw back, Dax lets it loose. Opening his eyes, he stares down at me. The intensity is like a sharp ray of sunlight after having been confined to darkness for years, and his words set my world tilting on its axis, setting the fire free in a blazing inferno that rocks through my body with a staggering force. “Come for me. Come for me, Emma.”


32

DAX

Emma bucks and jerks beneath me as if she’s undergoing an exorcism, and her moans turn into screams that bounce off the walls and fill the air with an intensity that shoves me straight over the edge along with her. I pump hard into her as my balls draw up, and pleasure shoots like bolts of lightning through me. I growl like a beast as I shoot my load into her.

“Mine.” I slam my hand onto her throat, overcome by a rush of possessiveness that makes me see red. “Tell me,” I demand, giving her a shake as I keep pumping into her.

“Yours. All yours,” she says on staggered breaths, moaning as I draw her pleasure out into pain. Her knitted brows above hazy eyes are the sweetest thing I’ve ever seen as she accepts my dominance and says, “Always yours, Dax. Only yours. No matter what happens.”

Her words soothe the irrational possessiveness inside me, and I slacken my hand around her throat as I roll onto my side beside her. “Rest, my sweet sub,” I tell her, ready to let subspace claim her.

And so it does. Emma is far gone for almost an hour. I stay at her side, where I free her hands, caress her, and pepper kisses over her skin. If it wasn’t for the soft hums she lets out every now and then, I’d think she was asleep. I wonder if she’ll even remember that I called her by her name. It wasn’t something I had planned on doing, and I consider whether I should do it again. I don’t think I will. It’s too personal, and she’s still my slave. I don’t want her to ever forget that. But most of all, I want to keep her firmly in that box inside my mind.

As she starts stirring, I hope she won’t remember that I said her name. I’ve already crossed so many of my own boundaries just by taking her up here.

“Good morning,” I say as she slowly comes to, blinking her heavy eyes up at me.

She groans a little. “Where am I?”

I draw a small sigh of relief. She seems confused, so she probably doesn’t remember my slipup. “You’re safe, with me. Upstairs,” I reassure.

“Upstairs?” She flits her eyes to one side and to the other—to the window and through the homey room.

“We’re still in the old castle,” I clarify. “Only four levels above the ground instead of under it.”

“Oh.” She licks her lips and swallows, and I lean over her to grab the soda with a straw. She sucks in a healthy mouthful, and a slow, shy smile spreads across her face. “This is my favorite.” Releasing the straw, she draws back to look at the can, and then uncertainty draws her brows together. “Well, used to be.” She looks away and pulls the comforter a bit tighter as she once again takes in the new space. “Sorry. I don’t know—” she stops herself, clearly not knowing how to react.

“It’s okay. You’re allowed to have a favorite soda.” Turning her head back to me, I pop the straw into her mouth. When she hesitates to drink, I urge, “Go ahead.”

She tentatively sucks, and when I only give a nod for her to continue, she lets her eyes drift shut as she drinks more eagerly. And there’s that smile again. It’s more careful than the first time, and I find that I want to learn every single way to draw it out. I want to know her favorite foods, her favorite books, and her favorite movies, so I can get them all for her. I want to find out if she has humor, if she likes to dance, and if she’ll enjoy a game of chess with me. I want to know all about her. But I don’t ever want her to doubt who owns her and that obedience comes first.

So once I’ve set the empty soda can aside, I take her chin in my hand and say, “You’re mine now. In every sense of the word. Mine to use, mine to control, and mine to keep safe. I promise I will do all of those.” I lean in, connecting our lips in a soft kiss, underlining that promise. I haven’t found out how to keep here safe in the long haul yet—how to fix things with Dorin. But I’m sure I will. And soon. Because I can’t keep her locked in here all day. I want to take her back to the dungeon with me. I want her there at my side as I work, silently locked into submission behind the muzzle. And I want to be able to lock her in a cell once in a while to solidify her enslavement. She needs it too—the reminder of where she belongs.

She sweetly reciprocates as I kiss her, following my lead, moving her lips against mine and parting them as I seek entrance to her mouth. My cock grows hard again as I taste her for the first time—the first woman I have truly kissed in years. As our tongues dance together and I soak up her sweet, feminine taste, I can’t believe I haven’t done this before. 

“Things will change,” I say, breaking the kiss but keeping our lips a breath apart. “But you’re still a slave. Property.” I roam my eyes over her face, taking in her pretty features and branding them to my inner eye as I give her time to sink my words in. “You’re the most precious thing I own. I will do everything in my power to give you what you need and keep you safe.” I trail my fingers over her cheekbones, her forehead, nose, and mouth, taking in her beautiful features, relishing the woman that is now mine. “My slave,” I repeat, needing to establish it firmly. “My slave, my property…” Trailing my hand across her hair, I cup the back of her head and lean in to press my forehead against hers. Shit, I want to say it again. Because I want that side of her too. So I finish in a whisper, “My Emma.”

She doesn’t say a word, but her body speaks volumes—a whole language of its own that I have learned to decode and understand through months of training and careful observation. It’s not just her who has grown attuned to me and learned to read my needs and desires. I’ve done the same with her—gauged her reactions, learned her tiny tells, and discovered how to hear her even when she doesn’t have a voice. 

And right now, I can tell the flood of emotions bursting through her as she trembles against me. I can tell by her soft sniffles how she tries to hold herself together. And I can tell by her twitching hand on my chest that she needs something to hold on to. Because she knows as well as I do that there’s no way for her to hold back the storm—not if I want it to rage.

And I do. I want to feel her sweet tears and take her in my arms as the emotions rack through her. I want to feel the power of being the one she leans on—the one she grants her trust.

So I break her quivery shields. Leaning back, I gain her eye contact, imbuing my expression with all the sincerity of my heart. “My slave, my property, my Emma.”

The last word breaks her into a sob that shakes her whole body. I pull her into me as she cries—for the thing she thought she had forever lost and now has regained. It feels good to be the one to give it back and to allow myself to see her as more than an object to manipulate and bend to my will. 

I feel powerful and strong as I hold her close, comforting her and leading her through the storm. I’m almost surprised by how good it feels to give her something—not just take and strip her bare. But grant her something that means so much to her and feel her deep-seated gratitude as she starts chanting, “Thank you, Master. Thank you so, so much. For everything.”

I know she means it. Everything. The quiet graceful submission I’ve taught her. The humiliations and degradations that solidified her place beneath me. The tattoo that marked her as property—gave her a place where she belonged. And now for giving her back what I ripped away.

“You’re welcome, my sweet little sub. You’ve deserved it,” I say, rewarding her with another kiss on the lips. Because even as I’m returning her name to her, that title is not what counts. She’s still, first and foremost, my precious little submissive. So I say the words that have bound us together in perfect union with a small but paramount change that makes my heart tremble. “You’re a precious little submissive who has made her master so very proud.”
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Excerpt from Delivered to the Devil

He gave me to the devil but wanted me for himself.

Budapest was supposed to be my haven—a refuge from my oppressive past. But the beauty of the city can’t cover up the dirt. Now I’m knee-deep in the muck, at the mercy of one of the city’s most powerful and ruthless men.

The moment I lock eyes with Istvan Gabor, I feel the first trickle of a crushing darkness about to descend upon my life.

But the corrupt politician is not the one who awakens the dirty, depraved desires that put my life at risk. It’s the man who comes at night to prepare me for Gabor’s cruel games—a mighty, beautiful warrior named Janos. He makes my worst nightmares come true even as he breathes life into my soul and awakens the strongest desires I’ve ever known.

Get it here

***

A sound from within the apartment has ice-cold fear slithering down my spine, stiffening my muscles and snuffing out my sobs.

Footsteps approach.

I shoot up from the floor, so fast my vision darkens, but I don’t let it stop me. I shove my hand inside my bag and grab the pepper spray just in time to see a massive, suit-clad man appear at the door.

For a second, I’m paralyzed, just staring at him—his steely gray eyes. They stare back, uncaring and cold. The same eyes that watched me through the darkness as my worst nightmare unfolded. They’re even more striking beneath the light, and the angular lines of his face make his gaze seem even more severe. Sharp like a razor’s blade and just as dangerous.

My heart pounds with a force that makes black spots dance in my vision as I take in his size. There’s nothing nice or civilized about this man. He’s pure, raw male strength. Not even his stately attire can hide it. There are no bulges or bumps like on the steroid-pumped guards manning the doors of clubs and bars at night. His arms are just massive. Everything about him is, yet somehow, his suit easily encompasses it all, making him seem almost elegant. 

I blink to free myself from the trance, and instinct kicks in. Aiming the can at his head, I squeeze. 

But I’m too slow. Or he’s too fast. 

Diving down, he tackles me. A low groan escapes me as he slams me into the drawer, my back connecting with hard wood. Before I can recover, I’m off the floor, the air knocked from my lungs as he throws me over his shoulder. 

I bang my fists against his back, but it’s like hitting a steel wall, hurting me more than him. My throat constricts, and tears glaze my eyes. I can barely see or breathe when he throws me onto the bed. 

In a matter of seconds, he has me on my stomach, pinning me in place as he straddles my ass and gathers my arms behind my back. All I can do is kick my legs behind me as my panting breaths grow more frantic, making me drag in more hair than air as powerlessness becomes a vise around my chest.

Locking my wrists together with one hand, he brushes the hair out of my face with the other. His touch is strangely gentle, but what’s even more shocking is when he places his large palm on my cheek. No force, no pressing. It just lies there, warm and calm, as if he’s trying to soothe me.

I realize my legs have gone still, and my breathing is working in slow, deep drags. It’s wrong. So wrong. I want to soak up the tenderness, use it to level my shaken system, but I know it’s a lie. There’s nothing tender about this man. It’s all a ruse to make me comply. I try to resist for a while, but as time ticks by, loud and long, my struggle fades. I simply can’t hold it up. Finally, I sag beneath him and accept defeat—accept his comfort. Giving in is a relief to my straining muscles, but the consequence is a deep cut to my soul.

Quiet tears spill from my eyes as we once again wait, stuck in a warped kind of intimacy that rattles me as much as it soothes me. Silence descends upon the room, and the ticking of the clock becomes an eerie omen in the dead of night.

I don’t realize another man is here until I hear him clear his throat from across the room. A whimper slips past my lips as I remember the scrawny man who was here the first night, and my muscles coil tight at the thought of his brutality.

The man on top of me swipes his thumb across my cheek. It’s a small movement, but potent, nonetheless. It pulls my focus away from the threat of another man and back to him. Closing my eyes to this nightmare, I inhale deeply and release the built-up strain on an exhale as I let his heat seep into me. 

But peace never lasts in nightmares. The sound of the front door breaks the silence, and firm steps announce that the waiting is over as a third man enters my nightmare.

The hand on my cheek disappears. Panic rises in its wake, and I realize the calm touch was the only thing keeping me steady. Now, cold dread slithers around my lungs, and I yelp as a new hand touches my face. But it’s even more gentle than the first, fingertips caressing with feather-light softness, and my panic recedes like a wave pulling off the shore—not gone, but not quite there. 

There’s no mistaking the touch. It’s the same fingers that explored my body a week ago. They are uncharacteristically soft for a man’s hand. Maybe even manicured, I think as the back of the hand slides down my wet cheek. Their owner must be rich and vain—a control freak of the worst kind. 

My gut twists at the thought, and a nauseous sensation rises at the back of my throat when the new man speaks. I don’t understand his rapid Hungarian, but the voice alone says everything. Like the fingers, it is too refined—too calm for this chilling scenario. It resonates through the room with a steady kind of authority, commanding every particle without the slightest sign of brutality, eliciting a sort of power as rare as a white tiger. Once again, I’m horrified to realize that dread is not my only reaction. Deep within the twisty sensation in my gut hides a slow hum that draws me toward the danger.

The Hungarian words must have been an order because they prompt the man on top of me to push up on his knees and flip me around. I’m irrationally grateful when he takes care to move my arms first, so he won’t twist them in the process. I’m not sure if it’s the gratefulness or if I’m still stuck in a trance, but I don’t fight him. I remain limp, letting him place me in the new position and settle on top of me, carefully adjusting his weight so he won’t crush me.

My hair is back in my face, sticking to my moist cheeks. This time, it’s the new man who swipes a finger across my forehead to push it aside. He strokes several times to get all the hair away, and the slow movements lull me into a fleeting sense of safety, but when I open my eyes and stare into a pair of brown eyes glimmering with deceptive warmth, that feeling crashes.

My breath catches in my throat, and my heart slams into a violent rhythm. 

I shouldn’t be surprised. The first time I saw Istvan Gabor, I knew something was off, and when I found the note on the table, I knew he was the third man. I just couldn’t come to terms with it.

Pressing his index finger to my lower lip, he coaxes me to release the air I’m holding in, and I let out a long, ragged exhale as I stare helplessly up at him.

He traces the same finger across my face, admiring the forms and contours.

“I’ve been looking forward to seeing you again,” he says in a whisper, as if the words are meant for my ears alone. Without taking his eyes off me, he waves off the man on top of me. 

Not daring to move a finger, I lie completely still while Gabor roams his gaze up and down my body. His eyes are so sharp they seem to penetrate the layers of my clothes to caress my every curve and contour.

He issues another command, and the scrawny man approaches while the massive one moves to grab me under the arms and pull me into a sitting position between his legs.

Gabor takes a step back to enjoy the show as large hands grab my jacket. I let the massive man take it off as I stare into the dangerous depths of Gabor’s eyes. A predatory glimmer flickers in the strange blend of warmth and cold, and the conflicting nuances seem to coexist quite naturally. 

I swat at the arms a few times when they unbutton the collar on my waitress shirt, but it’s not until the buttons over my breast pop open that I snap out of the trance. Suddenly, my eyes are no longer on Gabor. They’re everywhere as I push and shove at the massive arms. But it’s useless. With a thick arm around my waist, the man yanks me back into a rigid wall of muscle, pinning my arms at my sides.

Something rips, and I see buttons flying over my bed. I lock my arms around my waist to keep the shirt in place, but he simply pulls them away, and the fabric is gone within seconds. When the scrawny man grabs my shoes, I flail my legs so hard I pant with the effort. Again, it’s pointless. I barely get a good kick in before I’ve lost both my shoes and pants.

Then goes my T-shirt. My panties. My bra.

I stare down, tears pooling in my eyes as I watch my naked body. The man behind me releases me, rustling with his own clothes, and I just sit there, staring at my nakedness in shock as I hug myself. When he grabs me again, his jacket is gone, sleeves rolled up to reveal olive-toned skin covered in black tattoos. I only catch a glimpse of the ink before I slap my hands to my face. For some reason, it’s more important to hide my distraught expression.

The lanky man steps away as Gabor climbs up between my legs. Everything inside me coils tight as two fingers slide in between my folds. His touch seems to crackle with brutality, and I know he’s not going to be gentle tonight even before he shoves straight in. A shriek tears through my throat and dies in a massive hand as the man behind me predicts my reaction. My head falls back onto his shoulder as he slams his hand onto my mouth, and I go absolutely frantic. I push and pull at his arms, and when nothing happens, I dig my nails in until I can’t stand the feeling of breaking skin anymore.

Gabor drags his fingers in and out, slowly but forcefully, scratching at my dry walls. When a bit of moisture gathers down there, he adds a third digit and picks up speed. I buck my hips against the painful intrusion, but he pins me with a hand on my mound.

I scream, over and over into the massive palm. Slapping at the hands violating my body, I pull at the hand over my mouth, then shove at the one around my waist, but nothing works. My arms may be free, but they’re useless. The realization is as devastating as the initial assault, and I wish they would have tied my arms. At least then I could cling to the illusion that I’m strong enough to put up a meaningful fight if I just got the chance. 

Gabor is merciless. He keeps ramming his fingers in and out, and when one hand tires, he just uses the other. My only consolation is that my inner walls grow more wet as he goes. I try to convince myself that the moisture is a defense mechanism, but when Gabor rubs his thumb around my clit, my nether region sparks to life. I squeeze my eyes shut and try to force my focus away from my pussy, but sensations keep exploding in my nerve endings, and I become so wet there’s a constant slippery sound coming from between my legs. 

“You like this, huh?” Gabor mocks.

My eyes land on his, and the triumph I find there extinguishes the last remnants of my fight. I slump in the arms holding me, becoming as useless and weak as I feel. 

My screams morph into quiet sobs, and the man behind me releases my mouth to curve his hand around my cheek. He touches me with the gentleness of a man comforting his lover. But that’s not what’s happening here. I know it, yet I can’t resist the illusion. I desperately need it. So I turn to my side and bury my face against the warm shoulder, not caring who it belongs to. 

My inner muscles start to contract, and a sob wrenches from my throat as I realize my body is about to betray me. I’m so exhausted I can’t control it, and with a couple of sharp spasms, the orgasm rolls through me, turning my whimpers into a sick mix of despair and lust.

I can’t take it—the violation, the betrayal, the shame. It all swirls in a nauseating whirlwind in my mind. I don’t want my body anymore. It’s vile and wrong—no longer mine—yet all I want to do is disappear into it. It’s the only way to escape the scornful taunt of my mind. So that’s exactly what I do. For a while, I let the feelings in my body consume me and allow myself to feel utterly shattered. I’m so broken I cling to the man behind me as I weep into his shoulder.

I vaguely notice Gabor pull his fingers out and get off the mattress. “Clean her up and get her to bed,” he orders as the clicking of his shoes announces his departure. The slam of the door becomes the last sound I hear before my world sinks into numb stillness.
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