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        I’ll stop at nothing to own her.

        

        I’m a collector of dolls. 

        

        All kinds of dolls.

        

        So beautiful and sexy, they become my art.

        So perfect and flawless, my art galleries are flooded by the wealthy to gaze upon my possessions with envy.

        So fragile and delicate, I keep them tucked away for safety.

        The dark and torrid tales of Drayton’s Dolls run rampant through the rich and famous, and all but a few are true.  

        Normally I share my dolls for others to play with or watch on display.

         

        But not my special doll.

        No, not her.

        Ivy is the most precious doll of all.

        She’s mine. All mine.

         

        *Scoundrels & Scotch is a dark billionaire romance. If you don’t like a splash of shock, a dash of taboo, and a heavy dose of sex, then don’t take a sip of this TOP SHELF cocktail.
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      Dark perfection.

      Cloaked secrets.

      Tainted innocence.

      Nightmares disguised in fairy tales.

      Those were the themes of my latest art exhibit.

      Drayton’s Dolls.

      

      Tonight’s opening was held at the famous White Gallery in Paris. It was known for hosting artists who exuded a darker side.

      I was that artist.

      One who pushed the boundaries of taboo, sexual deviance, and hidden desires. Twisted, wrong, but delightfully right.

      The lights dimmed and a deep male voice announced over the speakers, “Ladies and gentlemen—or shall I say instead—harlots and scoundrels. Tonight we have a special treat to tantalize your wicked side. To fuel the darkness that lurks in you all, but which you try to conceal. Grotesque fascination will consume you like never before. Let me present to you… Victor Drayton and The Drayton Dolls.”

      The double doors opened, and I walked out to a room of curious spectators. A waiter stood at attention holding a tray with flutes of champagne. I took a glass and sipped as I entered the room fully. With a raise of my right hand, a militant beat began.

      One, two, three, four—a deep and rhythmic cadence.

      Just the sound of a drum at first, followed by the clap of dainty patent leather shoes connecting with marble flooring to the same beat of the music. Necks twisted, bodies turned, and all the guests who were once staring at me looked on as my precious dolls marched into the room single file. Arms stiff at their sides, eyes framed by extremely large eyelashes, red pouty lips, hair in pigtails with ribbons cascading down, perfect dresses with petticoats and bloomers underneath—the dolls continued to parade in. Emotionless. Lacking any real sense of life.

      Taking a large swig of my drink, I placed it on the waiter’s tray who had not left my side. Very loudly, I was the first to begin clapping my hands to the beat of the music.

      One, two, three, four.

      Others joined in as if I had hypnotized their bodies with their need to add to the energy of the room.

      One, two, three, four.

      Then complete darkness. All lights went out, and I could hear gasps all around the room. I had their hearts in my grasp, and now it was my turn to squeeze.

      One, two, three, four.

      The same voice as before came over the speaker:

      

      “Rock-a-bye dolly, in the dollhouse.

      When the wind blows, the dollhouse will rock.

      When the doors open, the dolls will all fall.

      And down will come dolly, dollhouse and all.

      Let the show begin…”
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          Ivy

        

      

    

    
      “Girl, you just laid the biggest shit, stepped in it, and then spread it all around with those stilettos of yours,” Tennessee Charles said as he walked into the staff room of Spiked Roses as I applied the finishing touches to my lipstick before my waitressing shift began.

      I turned away from my reflection in the mirror to look at him. “Me? What did I do?”

      Tennessee was a strict boss, but a fair one. He rarely got on my ass for much, so I was surprised by his firm voice directed toward me.

      “Did you really think you could piss in a cup and have all those pretty little opiates just disappear like magic?” He put his hands on his hips and glared. “The drug fairy would come and take them all away? Is that it?”

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      “Fairies don’t exist, sweetheart, unless you’re looking inside my little black book or attending one of my favorite New Orleans nightclubs with me.”

      Fuck! I had drunk practically a gallon of that damn tea I had bought at the head shop. I’d been assured the tea would strip my urine completely and not a trace of drugs would be found in any test given. The patchouli-smelling hippie man behind the counter had told me that it was foolproof. Clearly, the only fool in the equation was me.

      “I uh…” Coming up with the right words was impossible. I didn’t want to lie. Not to Tennessee—he deserved my complete honesty. What could I say? “I never took drugs on shift. I promise.”

      “Sugar, I don’t give a flying fuck what you swallow, snort, eat, or shoot up. But the managing members of Spiked Roses do. You know the rules they set for the club. No drugs. You just cost yourself a cush job.” Tennessee looked into the mirror I still stood beside and adjusted his black and white checkered cravat that accentuated his blood red smoking jacket. The man sure did have the most eccentric, yet classy, taste of any person I knew.

      “Are you firing me?”

      He shook his head as he ran a fingertip over his eyebrow, taming the wayward hairs. “Not me. But I’m here to take you to meet with the bossmen. They’re waiting for you.”

      “Please, Tennessee. Can’t you tell them that you chewed my ass out, even wrote me up or something? That I won’t do it again? I’ll owe you. I’ll work any shift with no notice at all. I’ll be your bitch if you save my ass on this one. Please. I really need this job.”

      “Do I look like Judge Judy?” He spun on his loafer-clad feet and started walking toward the door. “This is out of my hands, sweet cheeks. Come on. Time to face the music.”

      Following Tennessee to the upstairs office felt as if I was walking underwater. I hadn’t been in the conference room before and had only seen the seven managing members of the exclusive gentlemen’s club individually when I served them their favorite drinks. The thought of seeing them all together in one room was equivalent to walking toward a firing squad. My only hope was that I could somehow convince the men not to terminate my employment over a dirty pee test.

      When I walked into the room, the emotionless expression on each man’s face was enough to tell me that my fate was most likely doomed.

      “Ivy Adams, please have a seat,” Kenneth Saxon said. He was by far the most hard-ass out of all the members, and I could see in his eyes that he was not happy that he had to waste his time in talking with me. Plus, he had called me by my full name. That couldn’t be a good sign.

      I took a seat at the end of the table aware that all the men were watching my every move.

      “We got your test results back, and you tested positive for several drugs. But I’m sure you already know that,” Matthew Price said. He too was a hard-ass… actually, they all were. Who was I kidding? I was fucking screwed. There wasn’t a man sitting at this table who was going to stand up for me or show an inch of leniency.

      “It’s not what you think,” I began. I had to do something, or say something to fight for my life. I couldn’t lose this job. I needed it. We all needed it. “I never once came to work high.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Kenneth said calmly. “Spiked Roses has a zero tolerance for drugs, and testing positive is grounds for termination.”

      “Yes, I understand that,” I countered. “But like I said, I’ve never once taken drugs on the job.”

      “But you admit to taking them,” Matthew chimed in.

      I nodded. “Yes, but not for the reasons you think. I wasn’t out partying on the streets of New Orleans or anything like that. I wasn’t doing drugs for a good time.”

      “Medical reasons?” Kenneth asked.

      I shrugged. “Sort of.”

      “Do you have a prescription?” Matthew asked.

      “No. I don’t have insurance, and well…”

      “No prescription means they’re illegal,” Matthew said, glancing at the rest of the men to assure that they understood what was going on. Each man remained silent, but I could tell they were all annoyed for even having to spend a minute of their time dealing with a junkie situation.

      “Well, I’m sorry to inform you that you have been terminated. As of right now, you are no longer employed by Spiked Roses,” Kenneth said with zero emotion in his voice—almost robotically.

      “Your final check is in this envelope. It includes unpaid sick time and vacation as well,” Matthew added as he passed the envelope down the row of other men leading to where I sat.

      It was the managing member, Victor Drayton, who held the envelope last, and as he handed it to me, he paused before releasing his hold, glaring into my eyes. I wanted to puke, and the intensity and level of disappointment I saw in Victor’s dark brown eyes forced me to hang my head in shame.

      What was I going to do? What were we going to do? I didn’t even have enough money to pay this month’s rent, which had been due two days ago. And even with this final check, I knew it wouldn’t last me long enough to find another job and survive while waiting for the new job’s pay period to complete to get my first check. Marie St. Claire, owner of the boarding house I rented a room in, had already warned me last month that if I paid late one more time, she was going to be forced to evict me. I still had three days before I was technically considered late, but now with the loss of my job…

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      “Is there anything I can do to change all of your minds?” I pleaded, fighting back the tears that wanted to fall, looking around the table in hopes that I could convince one of the men to show some pity. My eyes connected with Victor who still hadn’t changed his expression since handing me the envelope. Not being able to handle the severity of his stare, I turned my pleading eyes to Tennessee who stood by the door in hope he would chime in and plead my case for me. “I’ll take a drug test every single day if that is what it will take to prove to all of you that this won’t happen again. I swear to you I’m not a junkie. I’m not some party girl you can’t trust.”

      “Rules are rules,” Kenneth said with no wavering expression.

      “I love this job. I love Spiked Roses. Please allow me to prove to you that I can be trusted and be an employee you can count on. I don’t want to lose my job.”

      “Then you should have thought of that before breaking our rules and policies to begin with,” Matthew said, backing Kenneth and his lack of caring for my desperate pleas. “If we don’t hold people accountable for not following our rules which we make very clear upon hiring, then we’ll lose all respect with the staff. We can’t bend the rules for you and not the others. It’s black and white. No area for negotiation.”

      I glanced around, desperate for any sign of hope. When all I saw were either unsympathetic or impatient looks from all the others, I knew that any further pleading for my job was just going to be a pathetic waste of time.

      “Turn in your timecard and your uniform to Tennessee before leaving,” Kenneth said as he stood. Other members took his words and actions as their cue that they could also do the same, leaving me as the only one still sitting in stunned silence.

      How could I have been so stupid? I had just lost the best job I had ever landed, and most likely could ever get again. The amount of money I made in tips alone made it awesome. But when you figured in the money that I made from the special Tastings that the members-only club hosted at least once a month if not more often, a girl could make a very good living working at Spiked Roses. And I needed the money bad… or more like my family needed the money. I sent home almost every cent I made to support them, and without me, they would have no source of income at all. Not only did I just screw myself, but I also completely fucked the people who were counting on me to keep a roof over their heads and food on their table. How could I have been so fucking stupid?

      “I’ll see you gentlemen at the next meeting,” Kenneth said, gathering up his stack of papers and file folders. “Ivy, please stay seated. Mr. Drayton would like to speak with you in private once we all leave. Tennessee, will you please remain as well?”

      I looked up at Tennessee who seemed as confused by Kenneth’s request as I was. But instead of saying anything, Tennessee took a vacated seat next to me, reached out, and patted the top of my sweaty palm to show the first sign of comforting support. God, I fucking needed it right then. I didn’t think I could have stood and left even if I wanted to. I had never been fired from a job before, and the fact that I was watching my entire life, and the lives of others I cared for, crumble right before me, was about to cause me to hyperventilate and curl up in a tiny ball on the ground and shake like a true junkie.

      Victor walked up to the head of the table where Kenneth was preparing to leave. He wore an impeccable gray three-piece suit with a darker gray vest underneath. Each managing member dressed to the tee at all times, but Victor always had a classic charm about his style. Three-piece suits and a slender tie were always his dress of choice. I had never seen him even loosen the tie and collar in the slightest. Not even when he casually sat near the bar sipping his scotch in the midnight hours. The only thing that contrasted his classic charm was the visible marks of a tattoo peeking from the collar of his shirt. Black twisted lines emerged as if his suit was hiding a dark tree or some sinister design that was on his chest and shoulders with the edges showing through. Dark hair with a tinge of gray around the temples. Dark brown eyes. An extremely firm and straight jawline. Broad shoulders offsetting a lean body. These were the descriptions of a man who exuded a no-nonsense elegance about him. I didn’t know very much about the man other than he was a world-famous and highly renowned artist and gallery owner. What he was the most famous for was his use of human dolls in all his art pieces. People would travel all around the world to attend one of his performance art doll exhibits that spotlighted the taboo and the kinky.

      Victor Drayton wasn’t as scary as some of the other managing members like the assassin Harley Crow who also owned part of the club, but Victor had a mystery about him. The tales that surrounded his dolls frightened me almost as much as a man who killed. Chilling and creepy rumors swirled around his Drayton’s Dolls and The Dollhouse they lived in. I both wanted to know all about them, but at the same time, keep as far away from what could very well be a nightmare if I learned too much.

      “Miss Adams,” Victor began when everyone left the room other than Tennessee and me. “I have a proposal for you.”

      “A proposal?”

      Victor didn’t sit down, but instead crossed his arms against his chest and appeared as if he were studying my every move. “I’m here to offer you a job.”

      “A job?”

      “To become a Drayton Doll.”

      “A doll? For your art exhibits?”

      “Stop replying with a question that doesn’t really require an answer,” Victor snapped. “It’s a sign of weakness. I abhor weakness in women. Instead, what you should do is sit there, listen, and process the proposal I am about to set forth.”

      His biting words sent my head spinning. The man had never spoken to me other than a quick order of a scotch, so I had no idea he could be so direct and formal in his manner. It certainly matched his perfectly pressed suit and perfect at all times appearance. I was about to open my mouth and apologize, but decided it best to do exactly as he’d just directed: sit, listen, and process.

      Victor’s jaw flexed and his eyes narrowed. But in a calm voice, he continued. “As I was saying. Though you clearly broke one of the main rules at Spiked Roses, your work history here has been exceptional. You haven’t missed a day of work, nor shown up late. I value punctuality and hard work in my employees. Your drug use is something we can, and will, address at another time, but I believe you could be a valuable asset to The Dollhouse.”

      He paused long enough that I almost responded with “The Dollhouse?” but swallowed back the words instead, realizing that I’d be responding with a question that didn’t require an answer. Did I always do that? No one had ever brought it to my attention before, but then I had never been sitting across from a man like Victor Drayton before either.

      I glanced at Tennessee who was watching Victor with some skepticism on his face. I wished he’d be the one to speak up and do the talking for me, but I also knew it wasn’t his responsibility, nor did it really concern him at all. Tennessee was no longer my direct supervisor, now that I’d fucked up and had been fired. I hadn’t even had a chance to come to the reality that a man I had actually grown to like wasn’t going to be in my life any longer. I truly was going to miss Tennessee. He was one of a kind.

      Victor continued. “If you accept my offer, you’ll be expected to move into The Dollhouse and begin training immediately. I have exhibits lined up for the next several months in Milan, Berlin, Dubai and a very large one scheduled in Japan in two months that I’ll need every one of my dolls ready for. I have some of the best choreographers starting now with the other dolls, but you won’t be too far behind if we get you there immediately. While you are a doll in training, you’ll get a small but fair salary as well as all cost of living expenses paid. Where the real money comes in is in the actual exhibits. Bonuses are issued for the more intense pieces, but they are also harder to be cast in. The real bonus, however, is paid once your employment has concluded. Once a doll has vested three years with me, I will fund the future of their choice. What that means is that once you have successfully worked as a Drayton Doll, I will pay for your college education, or invest in a startup business, or whatever your future dream is. Just recently, I invested in a clothing line for a doll who had the dream of someday becoming a fashion designer, so it doesn’t necessarily have to revolve around education if that isn’t truly your dream.”

      Was the man serious?

      Did he really just offer me a job that not only paid me, housed me, but also would pay for me to do whatever I wanted in the future once I’d three years vested with him? Could this all really be true? I had just seen the dolls here at Spiked Roses for a recent Tasting they’d participated in, and all I’d seen were women dressed up in ruffled dresses, shiny shoes, hair in bows, and such extremely large eyelashes that I’d wondered how they were able to even keep their eyes open while wearing them. I’d had no idea that these same dolls were all doing the job for a bigger reason. College, career, and a chance at a real future is what they all had to look forward to. Mr. Drayton was offering them their dreams, when I’d thought they were living a nightmare.

      “So, what I am offering you is a chance to become a Drayton Doll. You’ll be expected to make arrangements and arrive at The Dollhouse by this time tomorrow. In fact, I’ll personally escort you myself.” He paused and studied me for several moments as if he could actually read my thoughts. “This deal is on the table right now and only right now. You will make a decision here and now, and this is the only time I’ll be offering it. Do you have any questions first?”

      “You mentioned choreographers. Will I be expected to dance?” I couldn’t dance at all. Not even if the choreographer was a magician would I be able to. I was embarrassingly uncoordinated, and the fact that I could even carry a tray of drinks while balancing on five-inch heels, was a feat within itself. But I definitely wasn’t going to admit that fact to him and risk losing a second job in one evening.

      “Yes, for the Japan exhibit there will be considerable dancing required. For the others, they are more about how to move your body to the synchronized positions needed for the theme of each of my art shows.” Victor walked over to the door and opened it. “Can you bring in my hiring packet?” he said to whom I assumed was the secretary waiting outside the door. He walked back to where he’d been standing as the secretary placed a manila folder in front of me. “Go ahead and look over the compensation, the bonus structure, the rules, etc. Also, complete the W2 and all the necessary hiring paperwork and bring it back here with you tomorrow. Be at Spiked Roses at 8:00 pm ready to go to The Dollhouse.”

      “So I will be living there? For the three years to vest?”

      He nodded. “As long as you are a Drayton Doll, then, yes. You’ll be living there.”

      I opened the file and flipped through all the papers, recognizing they appeared as any other paperwork for a regular job on the surface, but I also knew that there were many shadows lurking beneath the business facade. As tempting as the job sounded, I wasn’t so naïve not to know there were some downsides as well. The rumors of The Dollhouse didn’t come out of nowhere. I was positive there was at least some merit to what was being said.

      “Do you accept the offer to become a Drayton Doll?” Victor asked.

      Ignoring all warnings going off in my psyche, I nodded. “Yes, thank you. I do.” I didn’t really have much to lose at this point, and I didn’t exactly have a lot of options either.

      “Well then, you have less than 24 hours to get your affairs in order. Once you move into The Dollhouse, you will not be permitted to leave until off-property privileges are earned. That will take time and hard work. So make sure you get everything taken care of now. Let your friends and family know you will not be reachable for awhile unless there is an emergency.”

      I nodded as he walked toward the door to leave.

      “Mr. Drayton,” I said before he exited fully.

      He paused in the doorway with his back to me.

      “Thank you. I promise that I won’t let you down. I won’t fail,” I said.

      “You will soon learn that for Drayton’s Dolls, failure is no longer an option.” He walked out the door without looking at me or saying another word.
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      I remembered when I was first hired at Spiked Roses, that the story behind the club was what had fascinated me the most. The fact that a serial killer back in 1892 had killed twenty-two women by stabbing them with a stake and buried their bodies beneath the building that now housed the club, intrigued me. But the fact that the killer had buried the women in black plastic bags with roses to help conceal the smell of their rotting flesh is what really stayed with me. So morbid and monstrous. So sad that those poor souls didn’t receive aboveground tombs like most every other person did in New Orleans due to the water table. Those poor women were left to decompose and become something putrid and disgusting. Their beauty wiped out by one man.

      I had appreciated that the owners of the club had embraced this part of the history rather than trying to hide it. So much so, that they named the club after the terrifying tale. I liked how there never seemed to be secrets at the club. The men were who they were. They didn’t hide the fact that they were rich, ruthless, dark, twisted, and had the power and resources to do whatever they chose.

      Unlike how I was brought up, there was no shame in being sexual and open with your true desires. The Tasting Room in the club and the Tastings were proof of that. Sexual play and kinks were welcomed with open arms and even encouraged. Shame was not something anyone who worked in this place ever felt.

      Until tonight.

      I felt so much shame as I walked into the staff room with Tennessee to dress back in my regular clothing, collect my belongings, and never come back again. All because of those damn pills.

      “Are you sure about this?” Tennessee asked. “You really want to be a Drayton Doll?”

      “I don’t really have much of a choice.”

      “You always have a choice. There are waitress gigs all up and down Bourbon Street. I’ll give you a good reference.”

      “But they don’t pay like the money I’m used to. Spiked Roses has spoiled me. I have a lot of expenses,” I said as I began changing back into my regular clothes so I could give my uniform back to Tennessee.

      “Well, if you stop doing drugs, you might find you have more money. Snorting all your money isn’t wise financial planning, sugar.”

      “I don’t! I know it looks bad. But I don’t spend my money on drugs. Or at least not the way you think.” I knew I didn’t have to explain my situation to Tennessee because he was one of the few people in this world who truly wouldn’t judge me, but I still wanted to leave with my head as high as I could have it. “I send almost all my earnings back home to my sister. She’s in Mississippi taking care of my father. He has alcohol-induced dementia and can’t be left home alone. His health is in awful condition, he had no savings before he got really sick, no insurance, no anything. My sister is just as bad on the money side, but at least she’s able to stay with him full-time. So, I pay for everything. Their housing, their food, their medical bills… everything.” I released a big sigh as I pulled on my jeans.

      “That’s a big burden for you to carry. For anyone to carry.”

      Shrugging my shoulders, I took a make-up remover wipe and began washing off the thick dark eye shadow I had applied when I thought I would be serving drinks in my tight little leather leotard and black fishnet stockings. “Just the way things worked out. Someone has to. And honestly, I would rather provide the money than provide the care like my sister. At least this way, I don’t have to live in a double-wide taking my dad’s physical and verbal abuse like my sister feels she has to. I have the better end of the deal if you ask me.”

      “Those are some shitty cards you have, girlfriend.”

      “And as for the drugs, I take downers to quiet my mind sometimes. Not for pleasure or anything like that. My senses get out of whack sometimes.”

      “Senses?” Tennessee seemed genuinely curious.

      “I’ve always been this way. I smell things more intensely than others. I hear things you might not, like the dull buzz in a fluorescent light. My skin sometimes hurts. Like everything that touches me is too much. Almost like tiny little pins stabbing me. My heart beats really hard, and my ears ring.”

      Tennessee rolled his eyes. “Girl, are you telling me you have superhuman powers? You one of those X-Men people? Come on. You have some anxiety just like a bunch of others. But you got caught popping pills, and whatever reason you chose to take them, is your story. You don’t have to explain to me. I get it. Sometimes it’s easier to numb the pain with a little help. You aren’t the first one to do drugs, nor the last.”

      “I’m not saying I have superpowers. Just that all my senses sometimes go on overdrive. I guess you could call it anxiety, but it doesn’t really feel like that. It just feels like everything is coming at me really fast and my senses are overcompensating. And when that happens, I choose the easy way out, I guess, and numb it as you said.”

      “I get it.”

      “But it fucking sucks!” I said as I packed my bag by grabbing my deodorant, makeup, and little odds and ends that I kept in the staff room. “I lost the best damn job I ever had.”

      “Are you sure you really want to take the job you just took?” Tennessee asked. “You know the stories of those dolls. There is some kinky shit that goes down in that house of Victor’s. I heard he keeps the dolls dressed in dresses, ruffles, lace, those big ass eyelashes, and ribbons twenty-four-seven. You have to act like a doll all the time.”

      “Yeah, I also heard they all have to wear dildos up their asses while doing the shows,” I said as I shook my head in disbelief.

      Tennessee chuckled. “And you just agreed to that!” He laughed even louder. “I mean, talk about taking one for the team. Are you really sure the pay is worth it?”

      “Did you hear the man back there?” I asked. “After three years, he makes whatever dreams you have come true. Your future is set. How could I say no to that? Even if I have to have a big dildo up my bum for three years straight, I really do think it would be worth it.”

      “And what’s your dream?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I never thought I had the luxury of having one before tonight. I was just a trailer park kid raised by a drunk single father.” I picked up my duffle bag and slung it over my shoulder. “But I have three years to come up with a good one.”

      “You better. Don’t waste this opportunity.”

      I handed my uniform to Tennessee as well as my time card. “I’m going to miss you.”

      “Don’t get all mushy on me. Our paths will cross again.” Tennessee took everything that belonged to Spiked Roses and pulled me into a hug. “Now don’t you do anything you are uncomfortable with. Victor is a good man, and won’t hurt you, but some of that shit over there is going to be weird as fuck. So you stand up for yourself if it becomes too much.”

      I nodded as I walked toward the door. “I will.” I smiled. “And the good news is that I’ll get to travel around the world. All his showings are in galleries in parts of the world I’ve never been. So, if I have to be the token white trash broken doll someone bought on clearance at the discount store to travel to exotic places, so be it.”

      As I walked out the door, Tennessee called out, “Ivy!”

      I stopped and looked over my shoulder, expecting a deep and meaningful farewell that would have me bursting into tears.

      “Be sure to use lots of lube!” he called out as his loud bellowing laugh followed.

      Fucker. Classic Tennessee Charles. God, I was going to miss the asshole.
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      Glancing down at my watch, I clenched my teeth in annoyance. Ivy had exactly five minutes until 8:00 pm, and then she would be late. I detested late people. My father—a general in the U.S. Army—used to say that being late meant that you considered your time was more valuable than someone else’s. And though I didn’t agree with many of my father’s beliefs, that was definitely one I did. In fact, I took it one step further. I believed that if you weren’t ten minutes early—especially to an interview—then you might as well be late. Punctuality was crucial to order. Order was crucial to success. Success was crucial to my way of life.

      I took the last sip of my scotch, and got up, ready to leave. I wouldn’t be taking Ivy Adams to The Dollhouse after all. But right as the clock struck 8:00, Ivy came running up to me, breathless and frazzled. Her chestnut hair appeared as if she had journeyed through a tropical storm, and her plump lips were in desperate need of a moisturizing lip-gloss. My hair and makeup people at The Dollhouse were going to have a field day with her. There was nothing uniformed and structured about the wild woman breathing heavily before me.

      “Sorry,” she said on exhale. “It took me longer than I thought to get everything packed up and cleaned. I didn’t want to leave Marie St. Claire with a mess. It was important to me that she could rent my room without requiring effort on her part.” She glanced at her phone and smiled. “But I made it.”

      I wasn’t amused.

      Not in the slightest.

      I wasn’t sure if it was because I was so used to the dolls always being immaculately put together, or if it was my militant father and my upbringing as a general’s son, but the woman standing in front of me worked my last nerve. She was wild, unstable, scattered, and just plain sloppy. Her jeans weren’t pressed, and in my opinion, were too large on her. The white tank top she wore revealed a hot pink bra underneath. I could see the faint pink tone beneath the ribbed fabric of her shirt. Plus, the bra straps were hanging on the edges of her shoulders, and from what I could see from the ragged edges, the bra had seen better days. This woman before me was about as far from one of my dolls in appearance as one could be.

      “First rule with me,” I began as I stood and adjusted my suit jacket, “if you are not ten minutes early, then I consider you late.”

      Her green eyes widened. “You said eight. I got here right on time.”

      “Second rule. Listen, pause, and then react. You didn’t listen to me and pause, but instead you simply reacted.” I took the napkin my glass was on and wiped down the small table I sat at. “I said that if you are not ten minutes early, you are late. Therefore, eight was late.” I pulled out my wallet and placed a twenty-dollar bill on the table as a tip for my drink. “Had you been here one minute later, I would have left without you, and you would have just cost yourself two jobs in two days.” I glanced down at her feet and noticed she didn’t have any bags or luggage. “Where are your belongings?”

      “I didn’t want to bring them through the club. So, I left them in the staff room.” Her voice cracked. I could see that I made her nervous.

      Good. Very good. This was a crucial step in the forming of a doll. I needed to break the Ivy Adams who once was, and create the new Ivy Adams… the doll.

      I extended the crook of my arm as a gentleman would and waited until Ivy looped her thin arm through it. Her skin was pale. Maybe too pale. Though the coloring of her flesh could be perfect for a porcelain exhibit. With a bright red lipstick and cherry red-circled cheeks, and maybe a yellow dress—no—a perfectly starched white dress with lace lining and an extra large petticoat underneath. Maybe bloomers…

      “Mr. Drayton?” Ivy asked, snapping me out of my thoughts on how I could transform her into the perfect doll. “The staff room”—she pointed toward the right—“my stuff is in there.” I had been so lost in thought that I was leading us arm in arm straight toward the exit.

      “I’ll go get my driver to help you with your things.”

      She shook her head. “No need. I only have two large bags. I didn’t really have a lot. Since I wore a uniform for work, I didn’t really need a lot of clothing.” She released her hold of my arm. “I got it. I’ll be right back.”

      Before I could say another word, she scurried off to the back room. I watched after her as she walked away. Her hips swayed when she walked, her arms swung too much, and her posture would need a large degree of focused attention to correct. Her long brown hair hung down her back, and even from a distance, I could see that it was in need of a good trim. Spit ends were never acceptable for a Drayton Doll. Luckily, she walked fast because she returned with two large duffle bags, one over each of her shoulders before I had a chance to grow impatient. And since patience was definitely not one of my virtues, that really was saying something.

      I took both bags from her and wondered how old they were. They reminded me of bags used by wrinkly old men with saggy balls in the gym I had attended in the late 90s.

      “You won’t be needing any of your clothes once we arrive at The Dollhouse. We provide all of your clothing while living there. But we’ll keep these in storage for when you are allowed to leave the grounds.”

      “Can I ask what type of clothes I’ll be expected to wear?” she asked as we walked out the door.

      “We start doll training right away. I believe that you have to live and breathe your art. Total immersion. The only way to get you, and the rest of the women, the tools to truly pull off that you are a human doll is by making you become one all the time.”

      “So, we wear doll dresses every day?”

      “Yes.”

      “And those large eyelashes?”

      “Yes.”

      I motioned for the driver, who got out of the town car to greet us, to go ahead and get back inside as we exited Spiked Roses. Opening the door for Ivy myself, I allowed her to crawl in and position herself comfortably before I closed the door behind her. I then opened the front door, made eye contact with the driver, and tossed her duffle bags onto the front seat.

      Climbing in next to her on the other side of the car, I said, “Seatbelt.”

      She seemed surprised by my command, but I didn’t care.

      As the car started, and we began our two-hour journey to The Dollhouse, I said, “Our next show is in Milan. You’ve come at a good time as we have just started the choreography. You should be able to pick up what’s needed for that show fairly easily. I’m pretty sure I’ll be able to cast you. As for the Japan show, I’m not sure yet. That one will require an extensive level of dance experience and training. But we’ll see.”

      “I don’t really know how to dance,” she said timidly.

      “You’ll learn.” I looked directly at her. “I don’t accept excuses. It’s best you understand that now.”

      “Can I ask a question that might upset you?”

      I kept my stare focused on her eyes that kept averting toward the floor. “Go ahead.”

      “There are a bunch of rumors about The Dollhouse and what’s expected of the dolls.”

      “I’m aware of that.”

      “Are they true?” She looked up and her green eyes locked with mine as she nibbled on her bottom lip.

      “I’m sure most are. But with all rumors, some may be exaggerated.”

      “So the rumor about the anal dildos… Is that rumor exaggerated?”

      I smirked. I couldn’t help but find Ivy’s honesty refreshing. She didn’t care what I thought about her or was trying to impress me by being someone she wasn’t. I was always pretty good at reading people, though some were harder than others. Ivy, on the other hand, seemed very simple. You got what you saw. She needed polish, to learn grace, and tutelage on proper form and behavior, though I believed there truly was a gem beneath all the grime. I could see it. I could feel it. With a little attention, I could already see she would fit my artistic vision of the perfect doll.

      “The rumor about the dildos is not exaggerated at all. We require them as part of the art show.”

      I could hear her breath hitch. “Why?”

      “For many reasons. One being, it helps keep focus. Helps you stay stiff, keep your posture, and helps you concentrate while you remain in your pose. The other reason is it’s part of the art. The dolls are so perfect, so innocent, so childlike. Yet the invasive, taboo, sexual toy inserted into such an intimate place adds to the dynamic. The dark perfection. The cloaked secrets. You’ll see in the many different exhibits I set up for each gallery, that I play off the nightmares disguised as fairy tales. I’ll have delicate little dolls with ribboned braids, surrounded by black demons with flames flickering around the dolls dressed in white. Or in another exhibit, I will have dolls bent over, showing the way the dildo stretches their anus to an almost grotesque level, only to have the rest of the exhibit be lollipops and rainbows. It’s about the contrast. The art is about the light and dark, the good and bad, and the innocence and tainted.”

      “And people come to see all this?”

      I smiled again. It was easy to see Ivy didn’t mean for her words to come off as an insult; she was simply being open and raw. Exposed. Again, I was growing to like this woman very much for those qualities.

      “Yes,” I said as I nodded. “People come from all around the world and pay a great deal of money for a coveted ticket to one of my art exhibits. Drayton’s Dolls are in demand by every gallery in the world.”

      I didn’t like to brag, and even saying the words made me feel uncomfortable, but since Ivy was being candid in her questions, I felt I owed her the same level of respect.

      Ivy looked out the window for several moments, watching the Louisiana night landscape pass us by at a rapid speed. Not looking away, she asked, “Where are we going?”

      “The Dollhouse is about two hours from Spiked Roses. It’s remote, which I like. An old Southern plantation house once owned by an old sea captain who built his fortune smuggling jewels and artifacts from Europe. There’s a lot of history in the large house. It nearly burnt down in 1943, but I’ve since rebuilt it to its former glory. A perfect dollhouse in my opinion.”

      “How many dolls do you have?”

      “Twenty right now. Including you.”

      “I signed all the paperwork you gave me, and read through the packet.”

      “Good. Did you have any questions?”

      She turned to look at me. I noticed she fidgeted her fingers and picked at her cuticle. A habit we would for sure have to break. “You mentioned that after three years, you help start the dolls on a path for their future. The papers didn’t specify what that means really.”

      “That’s because it’s different for every doll. Many choose college, which is easy for me. Others don’t want school but have a dream of owning a business or following their dream of being an artist or dancer. Whatever they want, I will help them get there. I don’t give it to them. I help. They have to still fight for what they want.” She continued to pick at that damn cuticle until I saw specks of blood form on her thumb. I reached over and placed my hand on hers to calm her nerves. She flinched, but didn’t pull away. “What’s your dream, Ivy?”

      It was almost as if she stopped breathing. She looked away and shrugged her shoulders. “I’m not sure, to be honest. I don’t really consider myself a college girl. I barely got my GED, and I hated every moment of it.”

      “What’s your passion?” I still kept my palm on hers, finding that I enjoyed the warmth. It wasn’t appropriate and not proper in the slightest, at least not until we reached The Dollhouse where all bets were off, and the dolls were at my complete mercy, but I didn’t really care.

      “That’s a good question. I don’t know.”

      “You have no aspirations?”

      She shook her head. “No. None. I have no skills or hobbies. I’m just a trailer girl from Mississippi who knows how to waitress.”

      “Mississippi? How did you end up in New Orleans?”

      She looked at me with raised eyebrows and a wicked smirk. “Have you been to Traverse, Mississippi? I bet you haven’t even heard of it because no one even feels it’s worth mentioning.”

      I couldn’t hold back the laugh that came out in the most undignified way. The tone in her voice, the expression on her face… I was soon realizing that Ivy had some hidden charm underneath her raw exterior.

      “All right then. Fair enough. But I have a feeling that after three years under my employment, traveling all over the world, participating in elaborate art exhibits, and meeting fascinating people, you are bound to develop a dream for something better than waitressing. I’m sure we can find that passion that’s locked inside of you.”

      She nodded but appeared sad as she looked back out the window. I felt as if my hand on hers had overstayed its welcome, so I pulled it away and placed it back on my lap.

      Pulling out my phone, I said, “I have some emails to return. I hope you won’t find it rude for me to finish up some work for the remainder of the trip.”

      I didn’t wait for an answer, but did as I pleased. I was used to doing what I wanted anyway. Bringing another doll into the mix wasn’t going to change who I was or how I acted. Glancing at Ivy staring out the window appearing lost in her own mind, I did wonder what was beneath that outer shell. I could see there was something… but I couldn’t quite figure it out. I would, however. I would study, learn, and eventually cast Ivy Adams in the perfect role as a Drayton Doll. What type of doll she was, was still a mystery. But I would figure it out. I had no doubt of that fact.
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      The sound of shoes striking against the marble slab of the room woke me from my sleep. I wasn’t sure if I had dreamt it, or if I truly was inside The Dollhouse. A quick glance around at the elegant room with the four-poster bed, antique furniture appearing to cost more than most people’s first homes, proved my dream was, in fact, a reality. We had arrived at the charming house in the cloak of pitch darkness. The moon was concealed by a thick layer of clouds, and with the house being so remote, there were no nearby lights anywhere in sight. I knew as I had walked up the stairs to the front porch that, indeed, the house was an old Southern plantation mansion like Victor had told me it would be, but I couldn’t quite make out all the details. Even inside, I hadn’t had a chance to check out the entire house. Victor had led me directly to my room at a rapid speed and told me that I would see the house and be introduced to the dolls in the morning. I was all but ordered to go to bed as a father would command a child. I had started to come to the realization that Victor Drayton was a very militant, and direct man. I already knew he was highly dominant, no nonsense, and composed at all times from just serving him drinks at Spiked Roses and hearing the other staff talk, but now, having an up close and personal connection, I could see he was far more of a powerful presence than I had expected. He damn near terrified me.

      As Victor entered the room without even knocking, I watched him walk over to a round table with two chairs in the corner. He sat down without saying a word. A woman dressed like a doll with two braids tied in ribbons, a short pink dress with polka-dot bloomers, those ridiculously large eyelashes, and shiny shoes followed with a tray of tea and pastries. She quickly left as soon as she placed the tray on the table without even looking at me once.

      “Good morning. I hope you slept well. Please come and join me.” Victor motioned to the seat across from him.

      I stood up, slightly self-conscious of my appearance. I wore a white silk nightgown that had been left on the edge of my bed last night for me to wear. It covered the majority of my body, but I still felt like I shouldn’t be in my nightclothes as I met with my new employer. Victor had taken my duffle bags and told me they would go to storage until I needed them, so I really didn’t have a choice considering my new situation. I also had no doubt my hair was a complete mess, but there was nothing I could do about it at this point either. Not wanting to keep Victor waiting, I padded in my bare feet across the floor to do as he asked. As I approached the chair, he stood and pulled it out for me. No one had ever done such a thing for me before. As crazy as that sounded, I’d never had a true gentleman in my life with anyone I dated or even hung out with. White trash attracted white trash, I guess you could say.

      I stared at the austere man, intrigued that it seemed so second nature to him to be so classy and proper. “Thank you.”

      He placed a pastry on a plate, poured some tea into a delicate teacup, and sat it in front of me. “Please, help yourself to the sugar for the tea, if you like. There’s cream here too.”

      I gratefully accepted his generosity as my mouth felt as if I had swallowed sand and daggers at the same time. My hand shook as I brought the fine china cup to my lips. This wasn’t the typical breakfast spread I was used to, and I worried I would drop the china and make a complete fool of myself. Although attempting to be graceful, I knew I appeared out of my element as he watched my shaky and awkward movements. I had worked so hard when serving at Spiked Roses to not come across as a hillbilly girl from the backwoods of Mississippi, but sitting here having a perfect little tea party with a man in a three-piece suit was a sure way to make me feel like my worth was less than a penny.

      “If you want to be part of The Dollhouse, there are expectations as I’m sure you can understand,” Victor stated in a businesslike tone. “You’ll have to pass a medical inspection since we only accept dolls free of STDs and who are not pregnant. After that, you’ll have to go through extensive training.”

      He leaned back in his lavishly carved chair. The dark wood table and chairs had Japanese warriors engaged in battle carved into the arms and legs. I couldn’t keep my eyes from the delicate and intricate design. He noted my fascination.

      “The furniture was imported from Japan—a place I visit often. It’s very rare, but endures well, and the artisan who created the furniture did an excellent job capturing the history of some of Japan’s darkest times in history.” He smoothed his palm over the armrest with a look of admiration and pride etched on his face. “I love when time is taken to make something perfect. Mediocrity should never be accepted.” His stormy dark eyes met mine. “My expectations are high. In all regards. I’m not an easy boss, and I’m a perfectionist when it comes to my art.”

      I swallowed a bite of pastry before speaking. “Yes, Mr. Drayton. I understand.” Even though I said the words, I wasn’t really sure I did. “I want to assure you that I am willing to go through whatever training you have in mind. I’m aware of what’s expected, and I’m committed to work really hard.”

      His brow rose with interest. “First, you can call me Victor for the most part. Unless we are in front of formal clients, or art patrons, I don’t require you to be formal at all times.” He cleared his throat. “So, do you feel as if you truly understand what a Drayton Doll does and what it is that I expect from you to live and work here?”

      “I believe so. Now that I am part of The Dollhouse, my job is to learn how to be one of your dolls and be part of your exhibits. Though I have no experience in art or performing, I’m willing to learn.”

      He smiled, continuing to rub his palm over the wood. I noted his hands—big, capable, firm. I needed to sip my tea to calm my growing nerves.

      “We have strict rules,” he added, with a slight lift to his mouth. “You’ll be expected to do as you’re asked by me, my house staff, my security, and my choreographers. In return, you’ll get cast in better exhibits and attend all the shows. If you disobey or act out, you’ll be punished accordingly.”

      My heart skipped. “Punished? Like prison?”

      Victor gave a slight smile. “No, not prison. The girls of The Dollhouse are no strangers to discipline when deserved.” He paused, examining my face. I did everything I could to not appear shocked by his statement. I wanted to appear sexually sophisticated and open to all kinks, even though I had no idea how to achieve it. Did he mean discipline as in BDSM-type discipline? I had played with some of that as part of Spiked Roses and the Tastings, but this seemed different. It seemed… real.

      “When you say discipline, do you mean…” I swallowed and then barely whispered, “like a spanking, flogging or something?”

      He nodded simply as if the conversation and question weren’t out of the ordinary. Victor continued on. “There are other versions of punishments, but all with the purpose to keep my dolls submissive. Being part of The Dollhouse demands submission.”

      “Submission?” The image of being disciplined by Victor sent a shiver down my spine. Was it the idea of the punishment? Or was it the fact that my experience with discipline usually involved sexual activity as well?

      “Yes. This will be part of the training. To truly achieve the element of being a doll, it’s important to get in the right mindset. You have to not only become a natural with submission, but also comfortable with your body, your sexual energy, and your comfort with the true surrender to convention required to be a doll. I have no doubt you’ll truly understand the meaning of what a Drayton Doll is soon enough.”

      “I see.” I took another bite of the pastry and struggled to swallow against the formed lump in the back of my throat. Victor’s eyes watched intently as I chewed. “I’m a quick learner, and I promise you I won’t let you down.” I had to say something, and that was all I could come up with. I wanted him to know how serious I was even though I was terrified as well.

      Victor crossed his arms against his broad chest. “What other jobs have you had besides working at Spiked Roses?” His dark eyes glinted with interest.

      “Waitressing in other bars or restaurants. Some I left by choice, and others by life circumstances.” I glanced at my armrest at a carved warrior engaged in a brutal death scene. I couldn’t help but wonder if I would someday regret being part of Drayton’s Dolls and his galleries. My gaze snapped back to Victor.

      Victor nodded. “Do you have any family?” His ability to jump from one topic to the next overwhelmed me. It was hard to keep my composure. Maybe that was his intent.

      “Yes. A sister and a father.” I looked down at the ground, praying he wouldn’t press any further, or want more of an answer.

      “Are you close with them?”

      “I guess so. I don’t see them often though.”

      Victor studied my every move. His glare pierced through me. “Tell me why you worked at Spiked Roses.”

      “The money. Why does anyone?” My gaze went to another brutal carving in the wood.

      “Money for what? You lived in a boarding house. Where was all your money going?”

      A prickle of annoyance sizzled through me. Did I have to answer such a personal question? How did my family life have anything to do with whether I could be a doll or not? Though I also could see that Victor wasn’t a man who had his questions ignored or fought with. Getting defensive right now could just land me straight back to where I came from.

      “For my family. My father is a very sick man who requires around the clock care. My sister provides the care, but neither one of them have any source of income. So, my part of the caretaking for my father is via monthly checks. To say my father didn’t plan for his future would be an understatement. No insurance or savings means it all lands on me.”

      “Why don’t you use the State? Won’t they pay for him?”

      I swallowed back my fury. I hated that question and assumption more than anything. “Would you?” I snapped, not meaning to sound as harsh as I did. “Allow the State to take care of someone in your family?”

      He didn’t respond, but tilted his head, appearing as if he was processing what I just said.

      “My father was a proud man and never asked for a handout.” I felt as if I needed to clarify and not sound so harsh in talking about my situation. “Even when we could have really used one when I was young. So, I feel like the least I can do is try to honor my dad’s dignity at the end. He would have hated knowing I took a handout from the State. I worked at Spiked Roses so that I could afford everything he needed.”

      “Why did you risk losing it by doing drugs then?” His stare burned, but his words were even worse.

      “I’m a masochist and clearly like putting myself through pain and misery.” I hadn’t intended on sounding sarcastic, but couldn’t resist.

      Victor chuckled. “Fair enough.” He paused, and the short-lived smile melted away, leaving his serious, unyielding expression in its place. “But sarcasm is not the way to answer my questions. So, let’s try again. Why did you risk your job at Spiked Roses for drugs? Did you think you wouldn’t get caught?”

      “I had hoped I wouldn’t get caught. I thought if I drank the tea I bought at a head shop, that I would get away with it.”

      “Why take the drugs to begin with? Do you consider yourself addicted?”

      I swallowed hard. I knew Victor was the kind of man who demanded full disclosure. I also had already seen he was good at seeing right through me. “I’m not addicted. Not at all. It’s just that…” I took a deep breath. “Sometimes I feel like everything inside my body is loud. Really loud. Ear piercing loud. So, though it isn’t right, the pills help silence the noise.”

      Victor nodded slowly, his eyes narrowing. “Well, then,” he said slowly. “That is one of the things we’ll work on with your doll training. I think you’ll find that developing the skills to become a doll is going to help you calm that inner beast screaming at you—without the help of medication or substances. Demons are inside of us all. No changing that. But there are ways to keep them at bay.”

      For some reason, his words made me want to cry. Not out of sadness, but because it seemed as if he truly understood what I meant when I spoke of the chaos that happened inside of me. He didn’t judge me. He didn’t even want to fix me by giving advice that I had heard a million times before. He simply understood.

      “So, I’m going to ask you straight out,” he said. “Do you feel you’re going to go through withdrawal or have cravings now that you’re here and can’t have any?”

      I shook my head—maybe more forcefully than I had intended. “No, not at all. I really didn’t take them often. I’m not saying I’m a saint in regards to my usage, but I am about as far from a junkie as you could get. To be honest, I never really had the money or even the means to get hold of pills or other drugs easily. I didn’t exactly have a hook up or anything.”

      “Good to hear. No more talk of that then.” He slapped the table top softly. “After you’re done eating, we’ll get you inspected. Training starts right after that. Do you have any questions?”

      I shook my head.

      Victor sat in silence while I finished my tea. He never took his eyes off of me. His face was stern as he studied my every move. “When you’re through, please stand in front of me.”

      I wiped my mouth with the cloth napkin and did as he asked. I padded my way until I stood only inches from him.

      “Do you think you are going to be comfortable being naked in front of others?” he asked.

      “I think so.” I swallowed, looking down at my fingers in front of me. “I mean, I have before. For Tastings. Working at Spiked Roses got me to be a lot more comfortable with my body and sexuality than I ever used to be.”

      “You won’t always be expected to be naked as a doll. In fact, rarely. But you will be expected to engage in sexual acts as part of the live performance, and you may have to be naked. You’ll also be touched, and often without permission or warning. I don’t want you to see it as a sign of disrespect but more a matter of possession. To get you in the mindset that you are a Drayton Doll. You now belong to me.”

      “I understand that.” I offered a weak smile. “I knew when I accepted this job that it wouldn’t be conventional. Much like working at Spiked Roses.”

      “Take off your nightgown.”

      The sharp command startled me, but I quickly did as he asked, trying to prove that I was completely on board and understanding of the intricacies of becoming a doll. I unbuttoned the top buttons, lifted the soft fabric above my head, and let the garment drop to the floor. I stood before him in nothing but white cotton panties. He rewarded me with a small smile. “I like that you didn’t pause or question. Very good.”

      I smiled in return. I had too much counting on my new job here not to please him now. My future rested in the hands of this man.

      He stood and took hold of the elastic on the panties and lowered them down to my knees. He ran his fingers through the small patch of hair on my mound. “After the medical inspection, we’ll send you to grooming. Body hair is not acceptable to becoming a doll.” He ran his index finger all the way down to my clit and pressed firmly. “I’m proud of you, Ivy. You haven’t flinched or pulled away from my touch. Most do until they are trained.”

      I swallowed the gasp threatening to escape, watching below hooded lids as he fondled my sex. His touch burned, tempting me to moan in desire. But I stood silent, obediently allowing him to touch as he saw fit. I knew this was a test. My first of many. I knew he was seeing how controlled I could be, and how far I would go.

      He removed his hand and stared directly into my eyes. “I can tell you’re going to be a very good doll.” He walked toward the door and turned around. “Remove your panties completely and follow me. It’s time we make you part of The Dollhouse.”
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      I followed Victor down the hallway completely naked. I tried to keep pace with his long strides. The pattering of my bare feet against the marble floor reminded me of my full exposure with every step. Would anyone see me like this? Did it really matter? Did other dolls walk around naked?

      Victor looked over his shoulder and slowed his walk. His eyes scanned my unclothed body. “You’ll learn to be comfortable eventually. As part of your training, you’ll discover the beauty of your bare skin. It truly is art.” His firm, rumbling, baritone voice fired sparks in my core. A drop of arousal trickled down the inside of my leg. I pressed my thighs together to try to conceal what his voice alone had the power to do.

      I knew what Victor was doing by making me walk naked. It was all about the control.

      Yes, he had the control.

      And it was working.

      Now that we slowly walked down the hallway, I could fully take in my surroundings. I noticed that every piece of art and statue featured portrayals of people engaged in various forms of sex. Tapestries hung from ceiling to floor, all with people in the most intimate positions.

      He followed my gaze to a painting on the wall. “Sex is beauty. Sex is art. You’ll be trained on how sex can also be twisted, dark, and taboo. You’ll soon be taught there is no shame in desire, but there is shame in denial of pure and animalistic thoughts and actions.” The way he spoke mesmerized me, like a siren’s song. “You’ll learn to not only expose your body freely, but your soul when you are performing my art. You’ll be trained in how to make your body look stiff like a doll, controlled by a make-believe puppet master, delicate and dainty, but also extremely haunting and eerie.”

      “Will you be doing the training?” I realized the hopeful undertones in my question. The thought of his tutoring caused tingling in my breasts. I glanced down at my nipples, hoping my thoughts weren’t evident.

      It was the damn control he had over me. Everything changed the minute he made me walk naked beside him. My senses were heightened once again, but this time, they gave me pleasure rather than the need to push them all away.

      “Sometimes. I’ll oversee it, but we also have the best choreographers highly skilled in the art of seduction and submission to provide the lessons.”

      “I see.” My cheeks grew warm.

      He chuckled quietly. The quick act surprised me. I had only seen this side of him briefly and found it odd how much it contrasted with the authoritative demeanor he possessed.

      The house was so much larger than I had anticipated. The Dollhouse was practically a palace in its size and grandeur. After walking down several more hallways, he held out his hand, ushering me through another corridor. I walked past him, still embarrassed that I was fully nude, yet my body hummed with every step I took. I caught an alluring trace of his spicy scent—dangerous, and so very masculine. Another bead of arousal formed between my legs. I hoped I wouldn’t be this wet during the inspection. The lack of control of my body’s reactions confused me. Was it Victor? Was it the nudity? Was it the graphic décor cascading down every tapestry covering every inch of wall space? Was it the fact I knew this was one of many things that would push my boundaries while becoming a doll?

      We walked until we reached a large double door. Intricate designs of samurai warriors were sculpted into the wood just like the furniture that had been in my room. The majestic door handle appeared to be etched from elephant tusk with tiny emeralds around the keyhole.

      “Was the door imported from Japan too?”

      He nodded. “I lived there for many years on a base as a child. Out of all the many places I lived as a child due to my father being in the military, Japan was always one of my favorites.”

      I swallowed back my anxiety as I stared at the door.

      As if reading my mind, Victor added, “No need to be afraid.”

      I stared at him for a moment, taking in his assertive expression. I stood with anticipation of what came next.

      “Ivy?”

      His deep voice jarred me from my paralyzing thoughts.

      “Shall we?”

      My body trembled as I walked ahead of him when he opened the door. I held my hands together in front of me and entered the room. The scent of flowers drifted through the air. One of the windows was open to allow for the breeze. White curtains framed the scenery outside of a large cherry blossom tree swaying in the wind. The tree wasn’t something you would normally see in New Orleans, so I knew that Victor must have also imported it.

      I could feel Victor’s breath against my neck as he approached. “You look scared. You don’t need to be,” he whispered.

      I noticed a petite woman dressed in a white dress with ruffles. Her eyelashes were massive like the women I had seen before at the Tasting and the one who came into my room this morning. Although small, she exuded a superiority and confidence that I had only seen in men. “You must be Ivy.” She motioned to a table I had seen once in a doctor’s office.

      I stood in place, embarrassed that I was naked in front of another person beside Victor. For some reason, nudity with Victor heightened my sexual senses, but being completely naked in front of the doll made me want to conceal every part of myself. Female or not.

      Victor placed his hand on my lower back and guided my to the exam table. “This is Lin. She’ll be assisting me as we perform your examination.”

      My heart raced as I was led to the table. I had expected a doctor in a doctor’s office or clinic. Though the room had an examination table and many other medical-looking devices, it was as far from a clinic as one could get.

      Victor gently assisted me up, until I sat on the edge with my bare feet dangling free. On both sides of the table were metal foot holders. I almost gasped out loud when I realized I would be expected to put my feet in them. My legs would be spread so wide. There was a small, metal tray, but I couldn’t see what was on it. A white cloth covered the entire tray and its contents.

      Lin approached the table and smiled. “Please put your feet in the stirrups, push your bottom to the edge of the table, and lie back.” The gentle tone of her voice soothed my bundle of nerves. She had a thick accent of some sort. I hadn’t traveled enough of the world to know where hers originated from.

      I quickly did as I was told, noticing that Victor stood behind the doll so he could observe all that was being done. This was clearly another test. If he did this to all of his dolls, I’m sure I wasn’t the first woman who fought the urge to demand privacy or to even ask for a real doctor. But again…

      I would pass his test no matter what.

      Everything depended on it.

      I tried to control the flush of heat spreading across my face as I spread my legs wide and stared at the ceiling. The sound of latex gloves being donned by both Victor and the doll sent a shiver through my core. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.

      I could do this.

      I could do this.

      “You are going to feel something cold and then some pressure. Be a good girl and relax your legs. If you do as you’re told, this inspection will be over in no time.” The doll’s gentle voice took on a bit more firmness this time around.

      Before I could take my next breath, something cold and metal entered my pussy.

      “Just relax. The pressure will let up in a second,” Lin soothed. “Lift your bottom up a little bit.”

      I did as she asked, trying my best not to picture Victor watching me do all of this. My legs were completely spread, and now my pussy was just as open. I wasn’t sure what Lin was exactly doing between my legs, but it seemed similar in actions to what any normal gynecologist—not dressed like a doll—would do.

      “Her cunt is tight and shaped perfectly,” Victor said as he ran his gloved hand over the surface of my pussy lips in approval.

      Lin nodded her agreement as she pulled out the metal device as Victor made the declaration. “I’m going to take your temperature now. Keep your legs wide.”

      I gasped when I felt the tip of the thermometer against my anus. I jumped at the intrusion.

      Victor gave a small swat to my pussy. “Stay still.” The swat and the command sent a jolt of electricity through my entire sex. I didn’t think his intent was to turn me on, but that is exactly what it did… what all of this was oddly doing to me.

      The thermometer pressed against my hole again, but this time was inserted all the way in my bottom. Lin left it firmly in place and walked around the table to examine my breasts. Her hands grabbed each one and massaged. She then pinched each nipple causing me to stifle a moan. She nodded in approval and walked back so she stood between my legs once again.

      The thermometer was pulled out slowly. “No temperature. She also has plenty of sensation in her breasts and nipples. From just the inspection, she appears completely healthy. I’ll send everything to the lab to be tested just in case.” The doll grabbed a damp rag and wiped the lubrication off of my pussy and anus. “You can sit up now, Ivy. When you go back to your room, there will be a cup waiting for you in the bathroom. Please collect your urine so we can test you for pregnancy.”

      I quickly did as ordered and instantly met Victor’s approving gaze.

      “Good girl. I’m pleased,” he stated simply. For some unexplained reason, his praise really meant something to me. I felt as if I was passing his tests with flying colors. I couldn’t imagine that every new doll was as willing to go through what I just did without some protest.

      “Almost done, Ivy. Please roll over onto your stomach and spread your legs,” she directed.

      I did as asked without delay.

      “Lift your bottom up, and spread your legs wider.”

      I spread my legs as wide as I could and pressed my bottom up toward the ceiling. I had a pretty good guess as to what would be examined next and tried to calm my swelling nerves. The intimate invasion wouldn’t end with just a thermometer.

      “This part of the examination is going to hurt a little. I need to see how much your little bottom hole can take. We need to see how much anal training is required for you before you are ready to do some of Mr. Drayton’s exhibits.”

      The doll approached me and pressed her lubricated finger to my exposed hole. She dipped her finger beyond the tight entrance and did the motion over and over spreading the lubrication all around. Just the finger almost seemed too much to bear in this unaroused state.

      “It’s important that you are honest with me, Ivy. Do you understand?”

      I nodded.

      “Even if it stings, you must accept what I put inside you until the sting turns to pain. Are we clear?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do not cry out or ask me to stop until you absolutely cannot accept anymore. Are we clear?”

      I nodded.

      “I am going to start by putting one of my fingers inside and then adding a second.”

      She did so, and I tried my best to relax and breathe deeply. I knew if I cried out now, I would risk being told I wasn’t ready to be part of The Dollhouse. The woman’s fingers went in and out in small, slow thrusts. My pussy pulsated along with every push and pull, and I resisted the urge to close my legs so that I could hide any signs of arousal. I knew Victor was watching closely, and the last thing I wanted him to see was what was involuntarily happening to my body.

      “I am now going to put a small, slender dildo in. This may hurt, so you’ll need to calm down and allow the submissive sensations to take over.”

      I wasn’t exactly sure what a dildo would feel like since I had never had that done to me before, but quickly felt it invade my backside. I squealed as it pressed past my puckered entrance. The doll paused for a moment, but then continued to press the dildo deeper within. I wanted to cry out and beg for just her fingers again, but I also didn’t want to fail what I was certain was another one of Victor’s tests. I took deep breaths as instructed, but the sting became almost unbearable. My bottom stretched to what I felt was impossible limits as the woman pushed it all the way in. I bit my lip and clenched at the edge of the table to quiet my building need to beg for mercy.

      Lin reached between my legs and found my clit. She pressed firmly and rolled the tip of her finger in small circular motions. I couldn’t help but moan in pleasure and relax a bit.

      “Allow the submission to set in. Relax and focus on submitting to the anal training. Know that with every stretch, you are getting closer and closer to where you can accept a dildo in your ass for the art exhibits.”

      I did as commanded and allowed myself to feel something different. I couldn’t explain the sensation, but it was as if all the fight had left my body. The dildo no longer seemed as foreign. It actually started to feel pleasurable. I rocked my hips back and forth to match the circling of my clit. Heat radiated from my ass to my dripping wet pussy. I wanted to explode. Lights sparked behind my closed eyes, and my body tingled everywhere. The pleasure grew with every thrust in my ass and every movement of Lin’s finger. I couldn’t fight the urge to moan between my pants any longer. The sensation grew more and more until I cried out. Lin sped up the thrusting, and applied more pressure to my clit, until my body tensed uncontrollably and fire shot through me. I let out a small scream as the foreign sensation racked my body over and over again. The pulsating in my pussy took my breath away.

      Lin stopped what she was doing and removed the dildo. I collapsed on the table struggling to regain my composure.

      “Ivy is able to orgasm easily, although her bottom hole will need daily stretching.” She patted my behind. “Go ahead and sit up. The inspection is complete.”

      I did as instructed, although my muscles felt like jelly. I looked into Victor’s eyes and saw satisfaction and… arousal? That was my first orgasm that didn’t involve sex or really anything sexual at all on Lin’s part, and I didn’t know exactly what to think about it. My mind swam, my heart pounded, and all I really wanted was to be comforted and held.

      As if I had voiced my wants, Victor sat down on a large chair and patted his lap. “Come here, Ivy. You pleased me with how well you took all that. Very few dolls are as willing at first. It usually takes a lot more acts in submission before a doll would be as compliant as you just were.”

      I rushed over to him and sat on his lap. I didn’t care that I was completely nude, or barely knew the man on whose lap I sat. The inspection and the dildo inside of me made me desperately want to be held. He wrapped his arms around me and rubbed my back as I nestled my head into his shoulder. His warmth, his whispered praise, his soft touch, made the odd beginnings of training at The Dollhouse worth it. The Dollhouse would be my home, and for some reason, at that very moment, I felt it. I nuzzled my face deeper into his neck and released a small whimper.

      “Shhh… I couldn’t ask for more, my new doll. I think we discovered a special find in you. You are going to be absolutely perfect as a Drayton Doll.”
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      “It’s time we take you to get groomed and transformed into a doll.” Victor lifted me off his lap, the heat of his body instantly missed.

      I hesitated, wanting to close my heavy eyes and just feel safe in his arms. Safety in a man’s arms was something I had never experienced… until now.

      “Go on, Ivy.” He guided me through the same door we had entered. “The Dollhouse consists of two levels and ten bedrooms. The grounds are extensive, but you are forbidden to walk them unless permitted to do so by me or one of my staff, and only if escorted by another doll. There are two pools and a hot tub. You’ll be spending most of your time in the central room with the other women of The Dollhouse,” Victor explained as we walked down the hallway. “I have my own wing, and you are only allowed to go there by invitation.” He guided me to the right with his hand on my lower back. His fingers were only mere inches from my naked bottom.

      As I walked down the corridor, my thoughts were overpowered by the opulence of the ornately decorated hallway full of Asian décor. The tiled floor, colored in white stone gave it a regal look. Elegant Tiffany lamps provided light intermittently along either side of the narrow hallway. At either end were two tall windows that reached from floor to ceiling. Tables flanked the walls of the hallway with statues of naked women and men placed on top.

      We continued down the hall. “Here we are.” He opened the large double doors revealing a large bath the size of a pool. It reminded me of something you would see in the Roman days. Easily twenty people could bathe at the same time. Three crystal chandeliers hung above, catching the rays of the sun and painting shimmering rainbows along the walls. I scanned the room and noticed several dolls standing off to the side, appearing to be awaiting their orders.

      Victor led me over to the pool and helped me ease into the warm water. “Sit down.” He motioned for one of the dolls to approach. “We’ll start by washing your hair.”

      Engulfed in the magnificent waters, I closed my eyes and released a soft moan. Heavenly. The smell of jasmine filled my nose from the steaming water and a rich oil seeped into my skin as I sank as low as I could go, allowing the water to cover my shoulders.

      “I feel like I’m in a dream.” I never opened my eyes in fear of waking up. The doll washed my hair, scrubbing an eternity’s worth of stress and anxiety from my skull.

      I could have stayed in the bath for hours if it weren’t for Victor’s sharp militant command. “Stand and allow them to remove your body hair.”

      I blushed as I quickly followed his command. For some reason the act seemed more invasive than the inspection by the first doll Lin. Maybe it was that my pussy hair displeased Victor, but I couldn’t help but feel some shame.

      A dizzying sense of embarrassment assaulted me as another doll spread my legs and began to shave the curly hairs off my mound. The doll took special care when she spread my pussy to remove the hair hidden by my silky folds. I felt the need to snap my legs shut, but changed my mind the instant I glanced at Victor. He observed every move the young woman made, guaranteeing the job was performed to his level of satisfaction. One stroke at a time, the doll’s delicate fingers fondled my sex. Once again, arousal rose from within. I struggled to fight the sensation, self-conscious that an act of hygiene could stimulate such a reaction from me.

      While one doll worked on ridding me of unwanted body hair, another doll applied my oversized eyelashes. I had worn fake eyelashes before, but never ones as large as the ones being glued on to me now. The weight of them alone felt as if I wouldn’t be able to keep my eyes open for long.

      Painstaking moments passed by until I stood completely bare, with large doll lashes, in front of Victor for inspection. My body was clean and my long brown hair had been combed and hung straight down my back.

      “Perfectly smooth,” he said as he rubbed his fingertip over my hairless pussy. “This is what’s required to be part of The Dollhouse. The people attending my galleries will want to be able to observe your purest and rawest form. And if the exhibit is meant to arouse, they’ll want to see your juices and your engorged clit.”

      I nodded, making direct eye contact. Though I tried, I couldn’t keep the connection long and looked down at my feet.

      He lifted my chin with a gentle nudge of his finger. “There is something different about you, Ivy. I’ve trained many dolls in this dollhouse, but there is something that stands out with you. You’re no ordinary woman.”

      I held his gaze, almost forgetting I stood before him nude until the breeze from the open window brushed across my moist skin.

      “I think you’ll fit into The Dollhouse seamlessly. But are you positive this is something you truly wish for? You’ve had a small taste of how very different your life will be. Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” I replied, captured by his sensual eyes. They were like a drug to me… the only drug I seemed to crave at the moment.

      He nodded as he pulled my hair forward with both of his hands, allowing it to tumble over my shoulders. The hair barely touched my nipples. Such a simple act, yet it sent an intense rush of emotion through my body. Nerves swept over me as I wondered what was next. Would the training begin with something new?

      His hand slid over my hardened nipple, resting just beneath the curve of my breast. His movements were so controlled, so entitled, so powerful. “You don’t flinch at my touch. You don’t struggle with my command. All I see is arousal. What’s going on in that mind of yours?”

      “I don’t kn… know,” I stammered. Filled with desire I couldn’t explain, I struggled for air. If he could read my true thoughts, I wondered if his hands would work their way down to my hungry sex like I craved. What I really wanted was to be touched, but not by a doll—just by the master of them.

      “I see that today has awakened your sexual appetite,” he said, reading my thoughts as his hand cupped the searing flesh between my legs. I remained still, even though I wanted to rub against his hand, fueling another orgasm from my ravenous body.

      “I think I’ve always had the appetite,” I whispered, hoarse.

      I sighed as his thumbs brushed across my clit and then pulled away completely. He teased me to the point of begging. What would he think if I did?

      “You truly are a gem, my dear. My patrons will be pleased. I can do a lot of things with this level of passion in my art.” He moved a wayward hair from my forehead and examined my eyes. “You look tired.”

      I nodded. Exhaustion caused my legs to feel like jelly, not to mention the sexual heat pulsating through my veins.

      “I can see you’re not fully recovered from your extra curricular activities before arriving here. Also, I know you worked late and long hours at Spiked Roses, and I’m sure today has been overwhelming to you, no matter how well you did and accepted it all.”

      I nodded. I didn’t want to appear weak, but lying would be futile.

      “I’m going to take you back to a private room for a nap. Later, you can meet the remainder of the dolls, and then you’ll room with them. But first, you need your rest.”

      I wasn’t going to argue. Sleeping sounded almost as heavenly as the bath I’d just had.

      I walked with Victor down another hallway in a lust–filled fog, the need for sexual fulfillment titillated my very core, yet I wanted nothing more than to lie on the luxurious bed and dream of my future.

      Victor opened the bedroom door and waited for me to walk past him. “Rest now. Be sure to eat all your food. You’ll need your strength for all the dancing required. I’ll be back later today for you after I meet with my production staff.”

      I barely had enough strength to nod. “Yes, Mr. Drayton.”

      “You did well today. I am glad you chose to join my dollhouse.” He closed the door behind him quietly.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Victor

      

      “Sorry to keep you waiting, gentlemen,” I said as I walked into the large room that once served as the formal ballroom of the mansion. Today we used it for choreography and staging the art exhibits for the dolls. “I brought in a new doll, and I’ve been busy getting her situated.”

      “Good,” Allen Blake, one of my choreographers, said. “We were short one once Livia vested out last week. I was thinking that we were going to have to regroup for Milan.”

      “When can we start working with her?” Joseph Crane, the second choreographer, asked.

      “Later today. I don’t want to overwhelm her too much at first. She just got inspected and groomed.” I smirked. “I don’t want her running out of here screaming in shock on day one.”

      The men laughed. “The training for Milan is easy. It’s the Japan show that we have to worry about,” Allen said.

      “Yeah, are you sure about this, Victor?” Joseph added. “The staging and vision for Japan is intense. Not all the girls can dance. And to hip-hop music? That is going to require each one of them to have rhythm and be able to find a beat. We have a bunch of white girls on our hands if you haven’t noticed.”

      “I’m aware of that,” I said, not prepared to bend on my artistic vision in the slightest. “They can do it. I know it will take work, but it’s how I see this one for the Japan showing. I want loud, booming music that each guest can feel inside their bones. It will be a completely dark room at first. The only sensation will be the music pulsating. Thick, deep, African beats booming all around. Then on a powerful crescendo, I want the lights to start flickering at the same cadence as the beat. With each flash of light, the dolls will be in a different pose.” I began to clap my hands to a rhythmic beat. “Black, light, black, light, black, light.” I stopped clapping and paused as Allen reached for a pad of paper and began taking notes. “Then when the song begins with the rap lyrics, I want the lights to be turned on completely as the dolls break into a choreographed dance all around the room. I want a total of eight different exhibits. But all the exhibits will be doing the exact same dance for the first song of the night. This will give the guests the opportunity to look around the room and see all the dolls in synchronized fashion.”

      “What exhibits are you thinking for this one?” Joseph asked.

      “I want one to be china dolls with a geisha vibe.” I began pacing with my hands behind my back as I listed the others I had pictured. “For Japan, I would like: broken dolls, vintage dolls, rag dolls, the perfect porcelain dolls, Victorian dolls, paper dolls I think, but not sure on this one, and then I want the exhibit with the two dolls performing the sexual acts on each other. But at the beginning of the exhibit, they must all be in absolute step to the choreography. It will be crucial.”

      “So hip-hop music throughout?” Allen asked, looking up from his notepad.

      I nodded. “I’m still working on the playlist now, but yes.” I continued to pace. “I’ll allow the choreography for Japan to be staged by the both of you, but I want you to imagine that a large puppet master is above each doll, contorting their bodies to the beat of the music.”

      “What about the dildos? Do you want them in the dolls during the dancing?” Allen asked.

      I stopped walking and looked at Allen. “Yes, of course. In fact…” I said with a wicked smile and thought, “I would like the dolls to have to do a lot of movement with their asses. Isolated moves with only their ass, highlighting to the guests that the plugs are inside of them. No panties. No bloomers. Bottom halves completely exposed.” I stared off as I pictured the scene in my head. “Yes. I want it dirty, gritty, dark and twisted. Make Japan gasp in shock.” I nodded as my smile grew. “Yes. That is exactly what I want.” I began to clap my hands again to a beat picturing all the dolls doing the dance with only their asses. “I want each anal dildo to be accentuated with a flower. Hand blown glass dildos with a different flower on the end of each one. So, when the dolls bend over, you’ll see a handcrafted rose, daisy, violet, or something of the sort protruding from their anuses. Various colors as well. Beauty yet perverse. Perfect.”

      Allen snickered. “Where does your mind come up with these things?”

      “You are going to get us kicked out of Japan, you know that?” Joseph said with a chuckle. “I swear to God, I thought Milan’s choreography was kinky, but you keep upping your game, Victor.”

      “Milan will push the boundaries for sure,” I said. “But Japan is going to be different from all the rest. I want it to be talked about so much that it ripples throughout the entire art scene.”

      “Drayton’s Dolls don’t just ripple through the art society, it is a damn tidal wave,” Allen said. “We sell out within the hour. Auctions are starting to be held for a ticket at one of your gallery showings, and the starting bid is higher than the amount I spent on my last car.”

      “Lighting?” Joseph asked, pulling our attention back to the vision.

      “Other than the flickering in the beginning, I’m not sure yet. I still have to work on that a bit,” I said as I considered the different options. “But you need to start working with the dolls right away. I know you are still working on Milan, but Japan needs to begin as well. It’s going to be a lot of hard work. That, and we have to get the new doll up to speed.”
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      I stood staring out the window, the sheer-white curtain dancing around my body in the breeze. I had been up for over an hour waiting for Victor’s return. Lunch had already been brought to me, and now I had nothing to do but anxiously await Victor’s return. I decided to remain nude since that was how he’d wanted me earlier and hadn’t given me permission to get dressed. Plus, looking around, all I saw was the nightgown I had worn the night before.

      Looking through the window, it amazed me how it was impossible to see any signs that I was in Louisiana from where I stood. The groundskeepers did an impeccable job of creating a lush and green landscape, but it could be anywhere in the world had I not known where I was. An array of birds chirping fascinated me. Some were low in pitch, others called out in a rapid staccato—songs of love, whistles that beckoned one mate to the other. How many varieties existed here? From just listening, it sounded like hundreds.

      A firm knock, followed by Victor entering the room, snapped me out of my thoughts. I turned, greeting him with a welcoming smile.

      “Hello again. I hope you slept well,” he said as he walked to where I stood.

      “I did. I don’t usually nap, so it was nice.” Surprised that I had no embarrassment standing nude before him, I stiffened my spine a little more in pride.

      “I apologize for being late. I had some issues with my gallery in London I had to address.” He stood beside me and looked out the window. He remained there a moment, silent, as he stared out. “Do you have any questions now that you have had time to think?”

      “When will I be in one of your art exhibits?”

      Victor merely glanced over his shoulder. “When you are ready. There are some dolls in The Dollhouse who have yet to perform in one. In the meantime, you’ll be trained and prepared, so if you are cast in one, you’ll be ready.”

      Victor seemed different than before. His thoughts seemed far off. As he stared out the window, it appeared as if deep contemplation washed over his face.

      After a long moment of silence, I whispered, “Mr. Drayton? Is everything all right?”

      He snapped out of his lost thoughts instantly. “Yes.” He blinked clarity back into his eyes and said, “Just visualizing my next show is all. Did you eat all of your lunch?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      Victor glanced over my shoulder to the unfinished plate of food. “How is that? I still see half of your meal on the plate.” His distant glare was soon replaced with authority.

      I followed his gaze to the lunch dish and knew I needed to clarify. “I meant that I was finished eating lunch. I guess I’m not used to the large amount of food.”

      Victor gave a quick nod. “I understand that. But when I told you to eat all of your meal, I was not asking. I was telling.” He walked over to the table, pulled out the chair, and sat.

      I wrung my hands in front of my nude body. “I’m sorry. I’ll make sure not to waste again.”

      Victor gave another quick nod. “Yes, you will. But this is as good an opportunity as any to introduce you to a large aspect of being a doll. Discipline.” He patted his lap. “Come over here and lay across my knee.”

      I almost gasped. My heart beat so hard it actually hurt. I didn’t hesitate, but every step seemed as if I were walking through quicksand. I had a pretty good idea what he intended to do. A spanking? Was he actually going to spank me?

      I stood before him and did as he asked without being told again. I would never question Victor, for he held my future in his hands. The cotton of his pants, the firmness of his thighs, the short distance from my nose to the ground, all reminded me of the precarious position I was in.

      “Once again, you surprise me, Ivy. You didn’t resist my order. Because of that, I won’t spank you for as long, or as hard as I was intending. But I do want you to get a taste of what discipline is like.”

      Before I could reply, a stinging swat to my behind took me by surprise. I couldn’t help but gasp. Another swat, then another, and another.

      “We are strict with The Dollhouse, or the dolls will come off as women rather than inanimate objects. It’s all about the mindset when you are performing. Everything about The Dollhouse is about stepping out from normal society and the life you once knew. It’s about structure, discipline, accepting a level of twisted reality, and releasing the woman so you can become the doll. When I tell you to do something, whether it is a command or a request, you are to do exactly as I say. I expect an almost robotic nature in response to everything.”

      My whole body jumped when his palm cracked across my bottom. I could feel the breadth of his palm, the stretch of his fingers—his hand was so large it nearly covered both my cheeks entirely and imparted such a sting that try though I did to hold myself obedient and still, there was just no way I could.

      “You left everything to become a world famous Drayton Doll.”

      His spanking as ruthless as his scolding, he slapped my bottom again and my legs kicked, an involuntary jerk that snapped my feet up off the floor and sent shockwaves radiating through my flanks.

      “You tried to destroy your life and your body with drugs.”

      As the spanking continued, heat bloomed under my skin, inflaming everywhere his hard and capable hand met my flesh. “I do not want you spending your first few days in bed and exhausted. It is important that you take your health seriously. Especially as we work to get that garbage out of your system.”

      He continued to pepper my backside rapidly. I did my best to squeeze my eyes shut, clench my teeth, and take the punishment like a good doll would do—or I assumed would do. But after the twentieth or so spank, I couldn’t help but yelp and wiggle with each continued slap. My backside reminded me of the hot sands of the desert.

      Just as I thought I couldn’t take it any longer, and was about to scream for mercy, he stopped the spanking.

      “Stand up. The discipline is done.”

      I quickly stood, feeling a little dizzy at first. I wanted to rub my bottom, but thought better of it. Victor’s expression made it clear he meant business.

      He stood up and gently placed a fingertip between the folds of my pussy. Removing his moist finger, he smiled in satisfaction. “Your arousal pleases me.”

      The heat burning my face almost matched the heat on my ass. I couldn’t resist looking down at my feet. I could hear him walk over to one of the ornately carved dressers. I glanced up in curiosity. He pulled out a doll dress the color of the sky, followed by some white bloomers with lace ruffles at the hem. He then walked over to a closet and pulled out a pair of black shiny shoes that looked like a pair I had worn once when I was a little girl.

      “Go ahead and put this pretty dress on. At times, you’ll be expected to be nude, and at times you will not. For now, you may get dressed and become a doll.”
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      Dressed in lovely shades of silks and satins, the women of The Dollhouse stood as Victor and I walked into the room. Intricate hanging chandeliers casting prisms of light in all directions were scattered along the twelve-foot-arched ceilings. Crystals hung between each, creating an illusion of enchantment and mysticism. Colors, beauty, grandeur, and luxury were only a few ways I could think to describe this room. Lush, floral pillows were scattered about on oversized chairs and couches. Tapestries meshed with the woven rugs that blanketed the white marble flooring. A metal chime near the open window tinkled a captivating melody.

      “Dolls, I would like to introduce our newest addition to The Dollhouse, Ivy Adams. I have no doubt that you’ll welcome her and make her feel at home.” The end of Victor’s statement came out as a warning rather than a statement.

      I wanted to hide behind Victor. I didn’t want to be stared at by everyone. What would they think? Would they welcome me? I knew how bitchy women could be, and entering a room full of women could be considered the same as entering a room full of hungry lions. I just prayed the dolls would be understanding of how terrified I was to be doing this.

      I scanned the beautiful women and noticed that all seemed interested. A young woman, with beautiful blonde hair, stared at me with huge blue eyes. The massive black eyelashes only intensified the color in them. She smiled and nodded the minute I made eye contact with her. The reassurance wasn’t something I thought I needed until now, but the tiny sign of acceptance did wonders for my confidence.

      “Perfect timing, we were just about to begin today’s choreography for the Milan show. We have a lot to cover today,” a tall slender man in black pants and a black tank top stated flatly. He was lean, and by my guess of his body type, a dancer as well as one of the choreographers Victor had mentioned.

      I watched the pretty blonde wince at the statement, and wondered if I myself should be concerned. All I could think about was how I was awful at dancing and hoped I wouldn’t make a complete fool of myself on my first day.

      “That’s Mr. Allen Blake. He’s one of the choreographers you’ll be working with,” Victor said to me. I glanced over my shoulder and met Victor’s steely gaze. “It’s expected that you follow everything the choreographers say. They are your direct supervisors and have the power to end your run as a Drayton Doll if they deem fit. So, I advise you to work your ass off for them. They aren’t easy to please. Allen can be a real asshole.”

      “That’s what you pay me to be,” Allen said with a proud smile.

      Victor walked closer to Allen, leaving me standing alone and feeling vulnerable in my costume. Every other woman in the room was dressed as a doll, and I knew I shouldn’t feel like I stood out from the rest of them, but I truly felt like a circus clown in my getup. Dolls and clowns were just about the same level of freaky in my book.

      I went and stood beside the pretty blonde when Victor motioned for me to do so.

      “Did you get my notes about the changes I want in the show?” Victor asked Allen.

      “Yes, and I already incorporated them into the routine. We’ve got it handled,” Allen answered.

      “You’re really pretty. Blue is a good color on you,” the blonde girl whispered. “My name’s Janie.”

      From behind, Allen issued a warning with a steady, quiet tone. “Quiet, Janie.”

      “Sorry, Mr. Blake,” the girl stammered as she shuffled her pink ballet-shoed feet.

      “I’m going to let you get started,” Victor said as he walked over to me. “Ivy, being a doll requires a lot of hard work. No one truly understands the discipline, dedication and the mental and physical conditioning it takes.” Victor’s hand touched my lower back with a firm warning. “I have extremely high standards.” He pressed my lower back a little firmer and turned to walk out of the room. He paused and looked over his shoulder. “Ivy isn’t familiar with the rules of The Dollhouse. I expect you seasoned dolls to offer your advice and guidance. For the first week Ivy’s here, if she gets in trouble, you all get in trouble.” Closing the door behind him, I felt the weight of the world on my shoulders.

      “Janie,” Allen began, “I think we can start the first position training off with you. The rest of you dolls can introduce yourselves to Ivy.”

      Visibly bashful, Janie’s round cheeks blushed even more than the circle pink make-up that had already been applied. She followed Allen to a raised cherry-wood platform. It reminded me of what someone would stand on if they were doing a fitting for a dress or a suit. Without being asked, she lifted her pink polka-dotted dress in a curtsey, and froze in position—her eyes wide, mouth slightly parted, her neck angled to the side, her toes pointed inward. She was so still that it didn’t even appear as if she were breathing. Right before my eyes, Janie the woman, became Janie the doll.

      “I’m Amber,” another pretty doll dressed in yellow said, snapping my attention away from watching Janie pose for Allen who was adjusting the lighting above where she stood to cast shadows down on her face, giving an eerie and haunting look to the woman’s features. Amber smiled warmly. “Don’t worry. By the end of the week you’ll feel right at home. It takes a few days, but you’ll love it. It’s an odd job, but honestly, I wouldn’t trade it for the world. Not with all the perks you get.”

      Still staring at Janie, I asked, “You don’t think this whole doll thing is weird?”

      “No,” she answered quickly. “I mean, maybe at first. But not when you start to see the art in it. When you get to be part of the actual art exhibit, you can feel the energy in the room. Mr. Drayton is truly gifted in his vision. You’ll see eventually.”

      Watching Janie get manipulated by having Allen raise an arm, and tilt her head more, then taking photos of her creepy position, I couldn’t fathom how posed dolls could ever be considered art, but I wasn’t going to argue with Amber either. That definitely wouldn’t be the best way to kick start my stay in The Dollhouse.

      The next few moments were a blur of introductions from the other dolls. I did my best to memorize all the names, but the flurry of female attention overwhelmed me. The hushed chatter of women buzzed in my ears, and my damn eyelashes were fluttering non-stop with all the people vying for my attention. I had never wanted to just close my eyes to simply rest my eyelids before.

      “Quiet down over there, dolls,” Allen said. “Or you may put me in the mood to use the size up for anal training.”

      The groans in the room replaced all the idle chatter.

      I leaned in and whispered to Amber, “What’s anal training?”

      She shrugged. “It’s different for each person. But basically, it’s getting your anus ready for the glass dildos used for the exhibits. All of us have them inside of us during the shows. It’s part of the act. To help keep us stiff and in position at all times. Hours with the dildos in us, and sometimes they are uncomfortably large.”

      My mouth dropped in shock. Glass dildos the entire time? Uncomfortably large?

      “Don’t look so shocked.” Amber giggled. “You better get over being inhibited real quick here. There’s no privacy and no secrets in this dollhouse. Even if you tried. And if you’re worried about having something stuck up your butt,” Amber’s giggle turned into a full laugh followed by a snort, “you better get over that real quick too.”

      I looked around embarrassed to see if anyone heard what Amber and I were talking about. The rest of the women, however, had gone back to their business and hushed conversations as if I was already ancient news. Amber remained standing beside me, trying her best to control her laughter.

      A loud slap, followed by a squeal, pulled my attention back to Janie bent over, still holding her doll pose. Allen was spanking her with a wooden paddle like one you would see used in a fraternity or something of that sort.

      “Is that part of the training? Being hit with a paddle while standing in position?” I asked, trepidation causing my voice to crack.

      Amber glanced over my shoulder with little concern. Apparently seeing another woman get paddled was of no surprise to her. “Oh, Janie’s moving. As a doll, you are expected to remain motionless unless it’s choreographed for you to move. You sometimes have to hold the same position for hours. So, part of training is discipline if you move.”

      “Discipline?” I had no idea how Amber could say the words she did as if they were absolutely normal.

      “Janie is being trained right now and watched closely by Mr. Blake. He has certain expectations, and you better comply or your ass will be on fire by the time your turn is over.”

      I watched as the paddle cracked against Janie’s behind over and over. The pretty woman cried out as she struggled to stay in position. I didn’t want to watch any longer—feeling as if I were invading Janie’s privacy somehow—but like a gruesome accident on the side of the road, I couldn’t resist.

      I took a deep breath, attempting to extinguish the electricity buzzing in my veins. “Does Mr. Blake do all the training and discipline?” I glanced over my shoulder and watched as Allen continued to spank Jane without mercy. Watching the act made my stomach flip and, surprisingly, my sex pulse.

      “I wish. Mr. Blake is the easiest. There is one more, Mr. Joseph Crane,” Amber replied.

      “What about Victor?” Just saying his name caused me to miss his presence. For some reason, him leaving the room gave me a void that I felt his absence caused.

      Amber shook her head. “You do not want Victor to train you at all. Trust me. The worst thing is when he’s the one putting us in the position and watching how long we can or can’t hold it.”

      “Why?”

      Amber gave a wicked smiled. “You’ll see for yourself. But I’d much rather have anyone but Victor.”

      Allen requested another doll to come join him at the podium as Janie made her way back to where I stood with Amber.

      Amber shook her head. “You did this to yourself. You should have been able to remain still a hell of a lot longer than that. If Victor starts seeing you can’t hold the basic position, he’s going to pull you off Milan.”

      “I wasn’t asking for your opinion,” Janie said as she gave a dirty look.

      Amber chuckled with another shake of her head.

      “So not fair!” Janie whispered. “The plug is two sizes larger than the one I wore yesterday. How the fuck am I supposed to stay still in that position with something so heavy and wide inside of me?”

      I looked at Amber for explanation. Plug? “As in butt plug? Different sizes?”

      Amber smiled. “You’ll see what size plug you get in a few moments.” She looked at Janie. “Well, try to ignore it. You make it harder on yourself. Milan pays really good, and you are about to wiggle yourself right out of a spot in the show.”

      “I don’t know why they don’t realize that we would stay still much easier and longer without something shoved up our assholes,” Janie said with a pout. “And to expect us to stay in position while he spanks us with that damn paddle is just barbaric.”

      I found Janie’s honesty refreshing, if not terrifying too. If she felt this way, then certainly I would too. I couldn’t imagine having a butt plug put in me and then expected to wear it for long periods of time. “Do we have to wear a plug every day?” I asked.

      “No,” Amber said. “There isn’t a strong routine here. We just do as we’re told. Some days there is training. Some days there are just long hours of grueling dancing and rehearsal. Sometimes there are days where we get to just read and relax—though those are rare. Occasionally we are rewarded for a good show or if they feel we have worked really hard in preparing. When that happens, we can leave The Dollhouse and go shopping or to the movies. Maybe see friends and family if you still have any who care about you after the long time you’ll spend away from them all.”

      Janie crossed her arms against her chest, continuing her pout. “I want a reward.” She adjusted her body again by shifting her feet, grimacing as she did so. “This plug is too big. I hate it,” she whined. “I seriously doubt anyone else is wearing one this big. Allen can be a fucking sadist sometimes.”

      As if Allen’s ears were burning, he called out another doll’s name, and then another. Each lady of The Dollhouse rose with poise, rigid posture, refinement, and fingers pressed tightly together as if they were made of plastic, and made her way to the podium. I sat anxiously waiting for my name to be called. When it finally was, my heart stopped.

      I took slow steps toward Allen Blake, each one being used to build my courage. Fear mixed with curiosity almost numbed my senses. I lifted the smooth material of my dress, and at the same time, bent at my hips to touch my toes as I had watched all the dolls before me do. I then reached behind me, and lowered my bloomers to my upper thighs. Feeling the cool air against my upturned bottom sent shivers across my skin.

      “Spread your legs.” The command wasn’t harsh, just simply stated.

      I did as ordered.

      “Since you’re new, we’ll start with a small one.” Allen reached around with the plug in his hand so I could see what it looked like. It was metal, and a small purple stone sat at the base. I found it odd that something so beautiful would be planted in my backside and I’d be expected to wear it for an unknown amount of time. This was not sexual play. There wasn’t anything sexual about it. It was simply a step in preparing to become a doll.

      I could hear Allen put on a pair of latex gloves. Mere seconds later, a moist finger inserted its way past my tight opening. No warning was given, just a finger smearing lubrication all around. Before I could come to terms with the finger in my hole, it was followed by the tip of the metal plug.

      “Relax,” was all I heard as the plug pushed past my rosebud.

      A gasp, a clench of my fists, were the only things I could focus on. A biting pain, mixed with erotic fascination had my pussy beckoning for more. It hurt at first. Hurt more than I had expected, but with every breath I took, the pain turned to a heated pulse in my core. The throbbing teased my need for more. The sting strummed at my lust.

      What the fuck was wrong with me?

      Why was I enjoying it? Hating it… but enjoying it so much more.

      With a slight pat on my bottom, Allen broke the sexual spell. “You’re finished. Go ahead and join the other dolls. I’m not going to work on your pose yet. Not until I figure out how to work you into the exhibit.”

      I stood up and lowered my dress, and pulled up my bloomers to cover my invaded bottom. With every step toward Amber and Janie, I could feel the weight of the plug rooted in my ass. My sexual desire growing with every move I made, I wondered if the women could read my ravenous thoughts.

      They hated the plug they said. I did not. I liked it. A lot. Maybe too much.

      When I sat down next to Amber, I understood why it took Janie a few moments to get comfortable when she had approached us. There really was no way to forget that something was planted inside of you. Applying pressure to the base of the plug only made the intrusion more obvious. I actually considered standing, but didn’t want to single myself out as different, or have the other dolls snicker at me for having the virgin ass.

      “Wait until you get to the size they put in me,” Janie whispered. “You’ll be wishing for that small beginner one again.”

      Training had begun. I was now officially a Drayton Doll.
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      I didn’t like leaving The Dollhouse when I was in the middle of rehearsals for a show, and since we were now training for two shows, I really didn’t have the luxury to leave. But I had made a commitment to Spiked Roses the minute I’d decided to become a managing member and owner of the club. Since I would be leaving the country for Milan in the next two days, I needed to make sure that I attended the managing members’ meeting and see if the men needed anything from me before I left.

      I knew they had several Tastings scheduled that I, unfortunately, would not be able to attend, and hopefully they wouldn’t be counting on having any of my dolls attend them as they had just recently done. I had actually enjoyed sharing my dolls with the club, which I hadn’t realized I would. I had always been a loner growing up with very few friends. Being a military brat and forced to pick up and leave so often during my childhood, friendships weren’t something I experienced often. Spiked Roses and the men who sat around the table had been my first taste of it, and I actually liked having them in my life. They weren’t exactly the type of friends one would normally choose. They were ruthless assholes if you really had to put a label on them. Killers, thieves, powerful pricks, and men who really didn’t fit within my artistic circle. But I trusted them. I counted on them. I could relate with every single one of them.

      “Let’s get this meeting started,” Matthew Price began. “Kenneth is still on vacation with Anita, so while those fuckers get suntanned on the coast of Spain or somewhere similar in Europe, we’ll just pick up the slack.” He smiled and looked around the table. “Who wants to start?”

      “I’ll start,” I said. “I’m leaving for Milan in two days to set up my next exhibit. I should be back in a couple of days after the showing, and, of course, you can always reach me if needed.”

      “How is Ivy Adams doing? Is she going to work out for you?” Matthew asked.

      I shrugged. “Too soon to tell, but I think so. I can tell she really wants the job. She’s rough around the edges, but I think with a little fine tuning, we can smooth her out.”

      “Which reminds me,” Matthew said. “Since we fired Ivy, we are in need of hiring a new waitress. I started going through the applications earlier today. One stood out to me because the candidate says she is related to you, Alec.”

      Alec Sheldon looked up from his glass of whiskey surprised. “Related? What are you talking about? Who?”

      Matthew looked down at his pile of papers and sifted through them until he pulled out an application. “Her name is Makayla Knox. She wrote down that Alec Sheldon is her uncle.” He looked up at Alec who seemed stunned by the news. “Is she lying?”

      Alec shook his head slowly, his mouth open, and his eyes narrowed. “No, she’s not lying. Not exactly.”

      “How the hell are you old enough to be an uncle to a grown woman?” Harley asked.

      “I’m not her uncle. Well, not really.” Alec shook his head, and took a sip of his whiskey. “Long story.” He nodded toward Matthew. “Go ahead and hire her if she’s qualified. It’s been years since I’ve seen her, but I’ll vouch for her. Her father and I used to be business partners and best friends. Last time I saw her, she was just a little girl.”

      Matthew nodded. “All right. I’ll go ahead and bring her in.”

      “I have something to bring up,” Harley Crow said, which was odd. The man wasn’t one for speaking up in a meeting often. He mostly listened and sat quietly. “It actually involves you, Victor.”

      “Me?” I asked, surprised how anything involving Harley—the assassin and true bad boy of the group—had anything to do with me.

      Harley nodded. “I’m hearing some talk that concerns me in my circle of acquaintances. It could be nothing, but Drayton’s Dolls are being discussed a lot.”

      “Discussed? How so?”

      “I’m not sure,” Harley said. “I’ll dig some more, but the fact that your name is being brought up at all with these types of people has me a bit worried.”

      “Well, I do have a lot of shows coming up. Milan, Berlin, Japan, Dubai are all within the next couple of months. I’m sold out for all already, so maybe it’s all the hype around them.”

      Harley shook his head. “I don’t think so. The murmurs that are floating around involving your dolls are with the kind of men who don’t appreciate art unless it’s something they can steal or kill someone over.”

      “I’ll put out my feelers too,” Lennon Wolf, the art dealer and thief, said. “I haven’t heard anything other than Victor’s art shows are the highly sought out events in the art world.”

      “It could be just that,” Harley said. “But just to be sure, I really think you should up security. Just to be safe.”

      I didn’t like hearing that Harley was concerned. He wasn’t one to be dramatic or overly cautious. “All right. I’ll get some more security put in place, and have them travel with us as well.”

      Harley seemed satisfied with my answer. “I’ll dig deeper.”

      “I appreciate it,” I said, feeling uneasy with the information. Harley ran with the worst of the worst. I didn’t like my name being on the lips of any of them.

      The meeting continued for another hour or so, but my mind kept drifting off on all that was still needed in getting ready for Milan. Before leaving this morning, Allen had assured me that the new doll Ivy had picked up enough on what was needed for Milan, though needed a reminder on discipline due to some recent behavior. He said she was a quick study, however, and did cast her in the show regardless. I didn’t have time to hear about what role she was cast in, or her behavior, but I would try to make time when I returned this evening. I didn’t like throwing someone new into the mix, but Milan really was an easy art exhibit to start with. It required holding the positions rather than choreography she would have to remember. Milan was more about discipline and focus rather than skill and precision. But I made a mental note to make sure that Ivy Adams did indeed have the discipline required. If not, I would not hesitate in the slightest to show her exactly the level of discipline I required to be a Drayton Doll.
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      Victor had summoned me to his study, and I arrived in the ridiculous doll dress with ruffles and all as he’d instructed I always wear while living in The Dollhouse. His back was to me, and I could see he was dressed down as much as I imagined he could be; white shirt with the sleeves rolled up, loafers with no socks, and trousers in the palest gray. As soon as I arrived, he gestured over his shoulder for me to close the door, but he didn’t turn to face me. I stopped a few feet away after doing as I was bid. Hesitation tangled at my feet before I finally had the courage to speak.

      “Allen said you wanted to see me?”

      “I spoke with Mr. Blake today to see how you have been progressing in your training and if you were ready for Milan,” Victor said. “Do you feel you are?”

      “Yes.”

      I saw his fists clench behind his back as tension took over his body as he stiffened. “Yes, what? Have you not worked on training in submission in addition to the choreography? It’s been a couple of days since I saw you last. When I left you, I felt submission for you would have been the easiest part of your training.”

      “I mean, yes, sir. I’ve been learning as fast as I can… sir.”

      “It sounds like it’s getting easier for you to say the word now.” He finally turned to face me, but his expression was somber, verging on grim. “But you took too long to say it. Showing respect shouldn’t be a struggle.”

      “I’m sorry, sir. I’m trying.” I ducked my head repentantly and stared at my hands folded in front of me. I needed this fucking job, and if using the word ‘sir’ was the way to keep it, I damn well would make a habit of saying it all the time.

      Sir.

      Sir.

      Sir.

      “I know it’s not easy to do if you aren’t used to it. But for the full effect of my dolls to come off correctly, I have to have complete submission. You have to let go of that outer shell you once had. There is a big difference in acting like a Drayton Doll and being one. The people who attend my exhibits can tell the difference. I can tell the difference.”

      “Yes, sir. I understand.”

      The silence that hung after my words was painful, and I fought the urge to lift my head and look at his face. It was only when he closed the distance between us and touched my chin with his fingers that I felt I was permitted to look.

      “It’s been brought to my attention that you’re removing your anal plug during your training.”

      Fuck.

      How the hell did he know that? Were there cameras in the bathroom?

      I tried to look down at the ground so I wouldn’t have to see the judgment in his eyes or give away the fact that I was fighting back the need to curse the motherfucker out for invading my privacy in the bathroom, but he held my chin in place, glaring into my eyes.

      “I thought I made the rules and expectations clear.”

      “You did,” I said softly. “It’s just that—”

      “You’ll be expected to wear the plug for as long as we say,” he interrupted. “And now you’ll be expected to wear an even larger one. Do you understand?”

      Larger? What the fuck? How was that even possible?

      “Of course, sir. I understand.”

      It wasn’t that I truly hated wearing a plug, or that it hurt. It was that I hated how aroused my body became, and that there was never a release. My pussy always dripped in need, and the hunger for touch—any touch—was almost too much to endure.

      Victor didn’t so much as smile. His fingers dropped from my chin and, without the support, my head simply dropped forward again. My breath caught in my chest and everything went dim around me. I felt faint, and my fingers tightened in the folds of my striped and fluffy dress, desperate to clutch something, anything at all, for support.

      “You need to be punished for your disobedience, Ivy. It’s the rules of the dolls. I explained this as well, didn’t I?”

      “Yes.” The word barely squeaked out, breathless and aching. I looked up into his stern face, and the tears that had built in my eyes finally dared to stream forth. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

      “So you have a choice,” he continued. “Punishment or leave The Dollhouse, but this isn’t going to be as simple as the small spanking I gave you before. Your choice. It’s always your choice.”

      I swallowed hard. I didn’t want to leave. I couldn’t. And do what? How would I survive? How would they survive? And even though there was a lot I didn’t like about becoming a doll, I really had liked so much more that it made the job a good one in my book. “I choose punishment,” I said, not believing the words as they fell from my lips.

      Fuck! Was this really happening? Was I really going to allow this to happen? Plus, I didn’t exactly consider the last spanking small. To me, that had definitely been a punishment.

      “Go stand on the doll stand.” The command shook my nerves, and I uttered a small moan of fear, mixed with aroused anticipation. The doll stand. I had heard stories from the others about the stand in Victor Drayton’s study that had me shaking in my patent leather shoes.

      “Now,” he repeated with a bite to his voice.

      I shuddered and rushed to the stand on the right side of the room as he demanded. It was surrounded by full-length mirrors, so there was no way I could miss my reflection. I wanted to close my eyes but resisted, keeping them open. I didn’t want to face the scared waifish doll in front of me, but knew I had no choice. Taking a deep breath to try to prevent myself from crumpling into a pile of cowardly bones at my feet, I could both see and taste the salt of my tears as they slid down my face. I could smell the scent of recently used glass cleaner and feel my breath struggle its way from my tightened throat, hearing the quivering of it all the more keenly. My senses were alive. Senses that I used to constrict with drugs, but now welcomed as I learned some control and focus through doll training. Except for now. Right now, my heightened senses were only making my nerves worse.

      It felt like an eternity before his hand came to rest on the back of my head. He stroked his fingers through my hair and whispered in my ear, “You have the makings of a good doll, Ivy. I’ll be easier on you this time because of your obvious attempt at submission. But from this moment on, I expect you to obey the rules of The Dollhouse. The only way this project will work is by following the strict protocol set in place.”

      “I understand.”

      Did I? Maybe. It appeared to be working. Drayton’s Dolls were world-renowned and people traveled around the world to see them in the little hidden gems of galleries set up specially for the eccentric, rich, and famous.

      “Pose,” he said calmly. “Look into the mirrors and pose.”

      I considered asking what type of pose, but decided it best not to. Turning my toes inward so they nearly touched, and cocking my head to the right, I lifted my shoulders and arms like they were connected to the imaginary strings controlled by a twisted and demented puppet master above me. And with the slightest movements and angles of my body, I truly became the creepy doll that had scared the shit out of me as a child in my room.

      Without warning, Victor swatted my ruffled-panty-clad ass as I remained motionless as I knew dolls were to never move once in position. The first searing spank shocked me. The second and third weakened my legs, yet I held my morbid position in fear of what would happen if I didn’t. He continued to spank as my face remained emotionless—wide-eyed with my large lashes fluttering as my only sign of discomfort.

      “This time, I’ll only use my hand against your dress. But if you remove a plug again, you’ll feel the sting of leather against your bare ass.” He spanked with each syllable of his spoken words. “Have you ever been spanked with a belt?”

      “No, sir.”

      I cried. Not because of the hurt, but because of the humiliation. Standing there staring at myself as Victor disciplined me was far worse than anything I could have imagined. The spanking didn’t hurt. Not with the ruffles. But the act in itself overwhelmed me with shame. I wanted to be a doll. That was the truth of the matter. I don’t think it was until that very moment standing there—holding my position—that I realized just how badly I did.

      The spanking continued, swat after swat, each one growing harder than the one before. “Please… please, sir.” The sniveling wasn’t comely and I knew it. But the position was becoming difficult to hold. My shoulders ached and my lower back spasmed.

      And just when I thought I would break my stance, Victor’s stopped the swats and walked away. I could hear him move across the room as he no longer was in the reflection of the mirrors. I started to cry even harder for some bizarre reason, and the weight of his silence only made it worse.

      After what felt like an infinity of agonizing time, he finally returned and stood behind me. His body was so close that I could almost feel his heat. I gasped when he took hold of the elastic of my ruffled panties and lowered them over my ass and to my upper thighs. Because of the way I had my feet pointed inward, it forced the cotton fabric to stretch and pull against my legs, making it even harder to stay in my doll pose. He then grabbed my butt and spread my cheeks. He placed a moist finger at my anus and pressed firmly but without entering.

      “If I wanted to claim your ass right now, could I?” He pressed his finger past my tight entrance.

      I tensed and bit my lip to keep from crying out. The answer was yes. He knew that. I’d signed the contract in the hiring paperwork that gave him the right. I’d waived all hard limits. Victor Drayton had full access to do as he chose.

      He thrust his finger deeper. “The purpose of the anal training is to prepare you so you can manipulate your body in any way and with whatever anal device we choose for an exhibit without unnecessary discomfort. We want you to be able to pose for long periods of time without grimacing and breaking the spell of the inanimate doll.”

      I nodded, because finding words was impossible in my heated and embarrassed state.

      Victor pumped his finger in and out a few more times and then withdrew it completely, replacing it with the cool glass of a butt plug. He inserted it without pause. The stretch to my anus caused me to clench, which only elevated the biting sting. It was much larger than anything I had ever had put inside of me. It hurt. It hurt badly, and no matter how much I tried to relax and adjust to the size, I just couldn’t.

      “You are dismissed, Ivy. You need to continue with your training to fully be a Drayton Doll. The ability to submit to the reality of a doll is truly an art. Remember that. Go ahead and return to The Dollhouse.”

      His dismissive command stabbed at my heart. Would I get no praise for not breaking my pose once? For not arguing? For not resisting? I’d stood still the entire time, and I didn’t get a single word from him that he was satisfied with my performance.

      Lowering my arms and pulling up my panties, I took a cautious step off the doll stand. I wasn’t sure how I was going to walk out of the room with such a large plug inside of me, but I managed to. Just barely. I staggered out and went for the door at a near run, all the while pawing at the loose wisps of my hair and the tears that streaked my face. I didn’t look to see him—but I didn’t want to. It would have hurt entirely too much. His lack of comfort, or a soothing word, was by far the worst punishment I had yet received. I didn’t like disappointing Victor Drayton in the slightest.
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      Days had passed filled with hard work, structure, and discipline unfamiliar to me before arriving at The Dollhouse. Hours upon straight hours of the day were occupied with training, exercise, but also a sense of sisterhood I hadn’t expected when first arriving or accepting the position. When my fellow dolls of The Dollhouse were not engaged in preparing for the upcoming shows, we got some down time, but not much. Though our schedule was damn near back-breaking, I really was enjoying my time preparing for the shows.

      The choreographers spent several hours a day teaching us the dance steps for the Japan showing on top of preparing for the other shows that were more about the poses rather than actual dancing. But not Japan. The entire concept around the Japan exhibit was the dolls moving and dancing to the beats of dark, deep, and booming hip-hop music. The music was absolutely gritty, raw and hypnotic. But I sucked at dancing. This was not an exaggeration, but a fact. I could not dance no matter how hard I tried. I was the cliché of a white girl failing miserably at trying to keep a hip-hop beat. If there was a beat, I was always a second or two behind it. I sometimes felt as if I looked like I was having a seizure. Every other doll seemed to be able to find the beat and remember the moves. I, on the other hand, really, really sucked. I dreaded the choreography sessions, awaiting the wrath of Allen Blake or Joseph Crane as their frustration grew with my lack of coordination.

      “No, that is not how that dance step goes!” Allen hollered as the private lesson began. He had already excused the rest of the dolls, forcing me to remain and continue on until I got the moves right. “Come on! How many times do we have to practice this before you get it right? Count in your head. Five, six, seven, eight. Count.”

      I cringed as he picked up his foot and slammed it down on the marble floor over and over with the cadence of the beats I was supposed to be following, making a slapping sound that echoed in the huge room being used as the practice space. I stiffened my spine and wiped the sweat off my forehead. I wanted to ask what the fuck he meant with counting, but I didn’t want him to grow any angrier or more frustrated than he already was.

      I knew that Allen and Joseph were supposed to be some of the best choreographers in the world, and they took Victor Drayton’s art exhibits extremely seriously, but at this point, they seemed to only be bullying me around instead of actually teaching my uncoordinated ass.

      I fucking tried. I just had the classic two left feet. All this dancing made balancing a tray full of hundred dollar drinks to impatient wealthy men while wearing stilettos up a staircase seem like child’s play in comparison. How I missed the simplicity of Spiked Roses.

      Allen paced back and forth in front of me, muttering something under his breath. He wasn’t much older than I was, and his young, smooth skin crinkled as he furrowed his brow with frustration. My dark hair was pulled in a loose braid, some of it falling into my eyes. I knew I looked like anything but a proper and pristine doll. I was like one of those dolls tossed in a toy box and forgotten with matted hair and one eye that won’t open any longer. Nothing but a broken doll—who couldn’t fucking dance!

      “I’m sorry,” I said in a quiet voice. I hated knowing Allen was disappointed or angry with me. It was the same with any of the training performed at The Dollhouse. In my mind, The Dollhouse was giving me the opportunity for a real future, and when I didn’t excel at something, I felt ashamed. A complete failure.

      Allen whipped around to face me. “You’re sorry? Again, that is not how this works. You don’t apologize in dance. You work your ass off with practice and focus. Dance is a skill that anyone can learn if you try. So, stop with your damn excuses. None of my choreography is so hard that you shouldn’t be able to do it. All the other dolls seem to do just fine. So, stop your useless apologies and take it from the top.”

      I broke eye contact with him, feeling the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. I raised my hands, pointed my toes inward, tilted my head, and posed as a doll as we were expected to begin the dance in. I then waited for Allen to start the music again and launched into the dance, my body moving in time with the beat the best that I could.

      And so my seizure to hip-hop music began.

      I loved the sound of the music, but my body seemed to disagree. Allen was ruthless, stopping the music and making me begin from the beginning again. Sometimes, he wouldn’t let the music play until I achieved the perfect posture, and because Allen wasn’t satisfied easily, that took attempt after attempt. My body ached, and I wondered if I would die from an actual seizure before I miraculously got this dance down.

      “Stop, stop, stop,” Allen shouted, waving his hands.

      “What did I do wrong this time?” I asked, surprised at how bold my voice sounded. I’d been doing everything I could since arriving to behave and not push the choreographers, but I was about to tell the asshole off. I was sticky, sweaty, annoyed, and over this damn hip-hop shit.

      Allen stared at me with a cold gaze. “First of all, a six-year-old’s posture is better than yours right now. You have got to remain stiff and doll-like even in the dance. It’s key for this art piece. You must remain completely rigid with just moving your shoulders up and down in an isolated move. Think robot if it helps. But you can’t bend. You can’t look like the loose noodle that you do now. Don’t think of this as a dance. Think of it as art. Respect the fucking art!”

      I gritted my teeth together to keep from snapping back at him. I felt I was as stiff as I could possibly be and still move. My frustration grew as I struggled to not scream and throw a tantrum right then and there. I expected the world to end before Allen ever gave me somewhat of a compliment, and I almost wanted to storm out of the room and give up.

      “Second of all, you missed several steps,” he went on as he began pacing again. His favorite thing to do during the lesson was pace. He hardly, if ever, took a moment to sit down in a chair.

      I let my shoulders slump as I listened to Allen list my flaws and mistakes. I needed a quick moment of reprieve from all the stiffness that he didn’t feel I possessed yet my sore and achy body definitely disagreed.

      “Now, are you ready to start again?” he asked. “Fingers together, body firm, and stare straight ahead. You are a doll. A porcelain and perfect doll. Not a rag doll.”

      I nodded mutely.

      “Five, six, seven, eight…” Allen shouted above the music. “Dance like a doll! Stiff. Stiff!”

      I brought my shaking hands up to begin the dance as if a puppet master was up above me controlling my body, fumbling through a few steps that I just couldn’t get down. With each beat I missed or step I messed up, I cringed and knew the anger was probably bubbling up under Allen’s skin. How I wished that there really was a puppet master in control of my every move. At least then, he could be the one to blame for my awful dancing.

      “Stop,” Allen moaned, grabbing my head with his hands. “What are you doing? Why is your head moving around like a damn bobble doll? Are you even trying at all? I don’t think I have ever seen someone dance as shitty as this before. Are you just fucking with me? Is this a prank?”

      I stood there with beads of sweat on my upper lip, a lump lodged in my throat. All I did was look forward. If I looked at him directly, I knew I would end up bursting into tears. I couldn’t help this at all. Maybe it was because I never got to take ballet classes as a little girl. We were too poor and there wasn’t anyone who had the time or energy to invest in a white trash little girl’s extracurricular activities. I don’t know. But I couldn’t fucking dance no matter how hard I tried. This was painfully obvious.

      Allen once again demanded that I start dancing, clapping his hands to try to help me get the rhythm right. Doing my best, I jumped back into the music. For the next hour, it was repeat, repeat, repeat. Every time I missed a beat or appeared too sloppy in presentation, Allen snapped at me or forced me to repeat the dance again from the beginning. With each insult he threw at me, I became more and more unstable, the urge to quit dancing and storm out of The Dollhouse forever growing stronger with each one of those damn beats.

      “Are you ready to start dancing for real now?” he demanded.

      “Are you ready to stop being a short and balding prick?” I stopped the moment the words came from my lips. They had been bubbling on the tip of my tongue and had just come out without me having control over it. My heart stopped… I knew I was in trouble. No way was Allen going to excuse me calling him a name or insulting his appearance.

      Even without looking at Allen, I knew that he had stopped pacing and was glaring at me with his hands folded behind his back.

      “What did you say?” he asked slowly, making the hairs on the back of my neck rise.

      Finally finding the courage, I looked at him and made eye contact, even though I wanted to run straight out of the large room.

      “I’m doing the best I can,” I said slowly, my voice shaking a little. “Battering me with all the insults I’ve already heard before won’t make me any better.”

      “Allen,” Victor’s voice sliced through the silent air. “What’s going on in here?”

      “She’s a hopeless cause. I have tried, but nothing I do is getting through to her. There is no way she can be in the Japan show. I just can’t spend anymore time on just one doll,” Allen said to Victor, acting as if I weren’t even standing there in the room.

      Victor looked at me, which I’m sure was an awful sight. I could feel sweat dripping down my spine, which only added to the already sweat-drenched doll dress I wore. “Are you having a hard time learning Japan’s routine?”

      “Yes, sir.” I closed my eyes and tried to steady my breathing. I didn’t want him to think I was out of shape.

      “Have you been practicing it?”

      “Yes, sir.” God, if he only knew how much. Maybe if I removed my shoes and showed Victor my blistered feet hidden inside these damn doll shoes, he would truly understand just how much I had been practicing it.

      “Allen,” he said, “please leave me alone with Ivy.”

      Allen nodded and walked out of the room without saying a word. I’m sure he was relieved to get the hell out of there and away from my clumsy self.

      When the door clicked behind him, Victor walked over to a loveseat and sat down. He patted the seat next to him. “Come here.”

      I had to will my body to move toward my impending doom. I had a bad feeling about this. Was this where he would fire me? Step after step, I inched my way toward him. I stood before him and made eye contact.

      He patted the couch again. “Sit down.”

      I paused for a moment but then did as he commanded, unsure of what was going to happen next.

      “Why are you struggling so much to learn the dance? I want the truth.”

      I took a deep breath. “I can’t dance. I never have been able to.”

      “I purposely worked with the choreographers so that high dance skill wouldn’t be required to get the energy and look we want. The others don’t seem to have an issue with learning it.”

      “I know. I just can’t seem to make my body do what I want it to do. I really am trying though.”

      “Trying hard enough?”

      “Yes, but Allen never thinks so,” I muttered. “He makes it even harder with his judgy eyes and shitty remarks.”

      Victor nodded. “Allen can be firm. He demands perfection, but that is what I pay him for.”

      “That’s just it. I can’t be perfect at this. There’s no way. I’m doing good with the poses for the other shows, but the dance routine is just impossible. Maybe Japan isn’t for me.” My lip began to quiver.

      “I want you to dance for me. Do it just like you’ve learned.”

      I stood from the couch and made my way to the center of the room. Nodding at Victor to start the music, I got into my doll position and tried to block out the thoughts of failure flooding in.

      I could do this. I had to do this. Being a doll was too important for my future. I couldn’t allow one dance to ruin everything.

      Without another word, I launched into the dance, my body and mind struggling to remember every step while staying on beat. I continued to dance, never looking at Victor. I just danced, and danced, and danced, letting the music fill my body and tingle the tips of all my senses that I had been focusing so hard on containing.

      I danced until I reached the end of the song. I stopped as the sound of the final beat echoed against the walls and high ceiling.

      When the music faded completely, all I could hear was the sound of my pulse rushing in my ears. I knew that Victor had watched my every move, but I didn’t pay attention to that fact. Nor the fact that I actually danced the song all the way through which Allen had yet to allow me to do without his constant criticism.

      “That was beautiful,” he said quietly. “You captured my vision completely.”

      I snapped my head up to look at him and found his eyes and expression soft. “Really?”

      “Yes. That is exactly what I wanted. The purpose of my dolls is show that on the surface of so many things everything appears so perfect, but hidden beneath—if you really look—there are so many flaws. I like my dolls stiff, hollow, hard. Just like a shield. But if you break that shield. Crack the plastic. You’ll see what really is lurking underneath. Your dance provided the few peeks needed to see the flaws underneath the flawless outer protection. Bravo,” he added, making me blush at the compliment.

      “I want to see you dance to another song I was considering adding to the lineup. I want you to approach this piece with fire in your heart and ice on your mind. You need to have passion, but you also need to focus and concentrate. I can see you get lost in the music, but then you lose focus on the skill. No doubt Allen’s frustration.”

      “You want me to just dance? With no choreography?”

      Victor nodded. “As a doll. You know the poses. You know what is in the other pieces and how I have positioned them all to fit my vision. Combine all of those positions. Feel the music. Use those overpowering senses you spoke of and allow them to take over. I want to see what happens when you do.”

      I nodded as I watched Victor change the music and start a song I hadn’t heard yet. It was still hip-hop in nature but also had eerie and haunting voices singing in the background—almost operatic. The song alone had the power to give me chills, but I couldn’t help but feel Victor’s burning gaze sear my skin and my hands grew a little shaky as I tried to find the right doll moves for the song. I wanted so badly to give the song and Victor’s vision justice.

      Victor walked over to where I stood as I awkwardly tried to position my body to the beat of the music. He gently placed his hands over mine from behind me, and I wanted to jump back. His hands felt like fire burning the backs of my hands, and his chest against my back scorched my flesh. He leaned forward, our faces inches apart, and I did everything to keep from turning my head to look at him.

      Carefully, Victor guided my hands up and down to the beat, manipulating his perfect little doll in the positions he desired. His breath thick against my ear, he swayed his body, pulling mine along with his.

      “Blank emotion. Blank thoughts. Again, picture yourself a cover up. Perfect exterior but nothing but darkness inside. Get in the right head space, Ivy, and the rest will come naturally. Being a doll is about showing off the pretty face only to cover up the hidden secrets inside.”

      When we reached the end of the song, he stood back and returned to the loveseat he’d been sitting on, leaving me in a daze. All I could focus on was the heavy aroma of his essence.

      “Now you try,” he prompted, nodding at me.

      I chewed on my lower lip, but launched into the dance slowly once the music that was on repeat started again, pulsing at the beats and fumbling in a few places. As I progressed through the song, making mistake after mistake, I wondered if he would yell at me like Allen would.

      Finally, I reached the end of the chilling song and took a step back, the tears already burning the backs of my eyes. I awaited his outburst. I really had felt the music. My senses hummed and zinged through every nerve ending, but I actually welcomed the sensation.

      But nothing harsh came from Victor’s mouth. All he did was lean forward to rest his elbows on his knees and say, “Very nice. It is rough around the edges, but with polish, you’ll have a jewel. That needs to be your solo piece for Japan.”

      I blinked, hoping he wouldn’t notice the tears in my eyes, and I let out a long breath. “You think so? Wouldn’t another doll be able to do this better?”

      “I see exactly what I want to see,” he said with a warm smile. “I can see how the music enters your body and gives you a light in your shadowed eyes. Big doll eyes with so much depth behind them. The music and morbid movements of your innocent form lights you, but I can still see the hidden secrets present. It’s perfection. Purity yet tainted. Art. Very few can capture an artist’s vision, but you just did.”

      I stared at the ground. The intimate softness of his voice unnerved me.

      “I don’t want you in the other performance,” he declared. “For that one to work, all the dolls must be completely in sync. But not this one. This one is about you allowing your senses to control you. Finally give them the power rather than squashing them with drugs.”

      I sighed in relief. “So do I show Allen this dance? Or will you?”

      “I’ll let Allen know what’s going to happen.” He stood up and made his way toward where I stood. “From now on, you’ll have your dance training with me. I would hate for Allen’s method of choreography to extinguish that special something I see in how you perform the song.” He moved a piece of my hair off my shoulder. “That’s enough for today.”

      I nodded and walked over to my water bottle to take a long and needed drink. Awkwardly, I wiped at my mouth and smiled. “Thank you, sir. I would enjoy that.”

      Victor barely smiled, but it was enough to send the heat rushing to my face. “I’ll see you tomorrow when we leave in my jet for Milan. When we return, you and I will get together to work on it further and to get the lighting and costume right.” He nodded toward the door. “Go shower and get some rest. You did good today. Really good. But tomorrow will be busy as we leave for Milan. The next couple of days are going to fly by really fast and can be exhausting.” He nodded toward the door again. “So go rest up. You’ll need it.”

      With that, I practically ran out of the large room. As soon as the door shut behind me, I allowed myself to take a few gasping breaths. I held my hands up in front of me to see them shaking a bit, and I grasped them firmly to ease the tremble. Finally, I leaned against the wall, grinning in pure happiness.

      Victor captured my breath, my heart, my soul. There was something about his dark eyes that sent me swooning, and his voice was deep and methodical.

      “Ivy…”

      I whipped around to see Victor standing in the doorway with his hand out. “You forgot your bag.”

      My eyes widened, embarrassed. I rushed to meet him and took my bag from his hand. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll see you soon,” he said as he retreated back into the dance room.

      All I could do was nod.

      A small smile pulled at the corner of his lips, and he shut the door.

      I took a calming breath to steady my nerves, and I stumbled down the hallway to join The Dollhouse with my senses alive.

      Finally, I felt alive.
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      Nervous wouldn’t be the right word to describe how I felt as we were about to open the doors to the Villa di Brera Gallery in Milan. Many would be, and definitely should be considering the price people paid to see the dolls, but I never was. Nervous was just not an emotion I was capable of having. Edgy and excited would be more fitting to describe the sensations coursing through me as I stood ready to make my grand entrance as I introduced the dolls. Like all the galleries I chose to exhibit in, Villa di Brera was known for allowing artists who had sexual elements in their art to show there with zero limitations. But I had no doubt in my mind, the patrons of this gallery had never seen anything like what I would be presenting with the showing of my dolls this evening.

      Tonight wouldn’t be at the same level of taboo as I had planned for Japan, but I was most certain that, by the end of the exhibit, many would be leaving and talking about Victor Drayton and his dolls for weeks, if not months, from now.

      “Ready?” Allen asked, as he walked up to my side. “The doors have been opened, and they’re filling the room now.”

      The hum of energy from the other side of the door that opened to the gallery told me that we had a full house already. I didn’t want them milling around for long, but decided to allow the anticipation to build for a few more moments. Right now, the guests were staring at nothing but red curtains surrounding the room. White walls, red curtains, dim lights, and nothing else. I was sure they were all anxious to see what was on the other side of the blood-red fabric.

      Taking a few moments, I straightened my tie, pulled down my vest, ran my fingers down the buttons, and nodded. “Let’s do it.”

      I motioned toward the audio visual man we hired for the event to let him know it was time to begin the show by shutting the lights off completely. Nothing but complete darkness.

      A canvas of black waiting for me to create my art.

      A tiny voice over the surround sound speakers broke through the hum of whispering guests. So soft was the voice. So delicate. So sweet.

      The voice of a doll.

      “Fuck and drink. Fuck and drink. Only fuck and drink,” the doll chanted throughout the room.

      Silence.

      Darkness.

      “Fuck and drink. Fuck and drink. Only fuck and drink.”

      Silence.

      Darkness.

      Then massive bass boomed from the speakers all around. So loud and so powerful that I knew the guests of the gallery could feel the vibration rattle their teeth.

      Silence.

      Darkness.

      “Fuck and drink. Fuck and drink. Only fuck and drink.”

      A burst of bright light hit as I entered the room. The spotlight centered on me with nothing but flashing lights and shadows all around.

      A deep twisted version—laced with venom and crazy undertones—of the delicate voice of before called out from the speakers, “Fuck and drink, motherfuckers. Fuck and drink. Only fuck and drink, or fucking die!”

      Silence.

      Darkness.

      Another burst of light and the red curtains dropped. Dolls were posed to perfection as all the spectators stared on in disbelief.

      The twisted and insane voice of before called out in a hypnotic tone, “Drayton’s Dolls. Drayton’s Dolls. Drayton’s Dolls.”

      Finally, the music started and the dolls began the show as they manipulated their bodies into haunting and creepy figurines.

      I entered the room, raised my glass of scotch I was holding in my hand to everyone, and nodded as my silent way of saying that the exhibit was now theirs to explore. “Fuck and drink,” I said loudly. “Fuck and drink, and enjoy.”

      The guests applauded, and I could see that the intro had completely captivated all. The evening was just beginning, but I had already won over the room. Now it was the dolls’ turn to do their part.

      Like all my exhibits, I spent the first hour doing nothing more than greeting the patrons and answering questions. In the beginning, the onslaught of complete strangers approaching me used to be overwhelming, but I had grown to accept it was all part of being Victor Drayton the artist. Eventually, the crowd of people all wanting to meet me would dissipate enough so that I would be able to step away long enough to go and observe my dolls in action. I always wanted to see that everything was going off as I had envisioned, and tonight was no different.

      Breaking away, I grabbed another scotch from the bar, and found Allen across the room.

      He was the first to speak as I approached him. “The show is running perfectly. Every single doll is doing the exact same choreography. I couldn’t ask for more.”

      Nodding, I glanced around the room. All the dolls were in their individual pieces acting out the art that was assigned. Tonight’s showing was by far my most sexual exhibit of all. Most pieces were borderline pornographic, but that was exactly what I wanted.

      “How is the new doll doing?” I asked, scanning the room for her exhibit.

      “Last I checked, nervous, a bit tense, but that adds to the look, so we are good.”

      I took a sip of my scotch, inhaling as I did so. “Excuse me for a moment. I’m going to go see for myself.”

      I walked past all the different dolls posed in extreme sexual poses. Some were half dressed. Some were even nude. I could see that the guests of the evening were fascinated with what they saw and the subtle moves of the dolls throughout the night. But I was only interested in seeing how my new doll was performing in her first show.

      I walked up to the exhibit that Ivy was cast in and could see that the exhibit was a hit. It, by far, had the most spectators over all the others. Ivy had her hands placed on a toy box, bent over with two other dolls doing the same. Their eyes were wide open, and each of their pouty lips were stuffed with pink pacifiers. Each doll wore no bottom half. They had matching pink dresses, with curly pink ribbons hanging from their pigtails. Their butts were on full display with pink dildos pressed inside their anuses that matched the pacifier in their mouths. The three dolls were plugged in both ends. Pink Glitter fell from the sky above, raining magical sparkles on their ivory colored skin.

      I watched her with the same fascination as everyone else. She remained completely still, inanimate in the best of ways. I couldn’t have asked for a better performing doll. But there was so much more as I watched her. She was beautiful, but she also was captivating. But as I glanced around at everyone as they watched her hold her pose on the toy box, a surge of jealousy washed over me.

      I didn’t like that others could see her naked behind. I didn’t like knowing that others stared at the pink plug spreading her tight little hole. And I also didn’t like that on certain beats of the music that played, the dolls moved to another position, revealing her shaved pussy as she did so. Her bottom half was exposed to all, and I hated every second of it.

      The other dolls being exposed didn’t bother me. Just Ivy. For some reason, I didn’t like sharing this doll.

      “Victor?” Allen said, snapping me out of my growing jealousy that would have quickly grown to rage had I not been distracted. “Victor, I would like to introduce you to Mr. Renshaw. He is a gallery owner in Thailand and would like to discuss booking you. Do you have a minute to talk with him?”

      I glanced one last time at Ivy, knowing I needed to walk away and focus on something else or risk the possibility of making a scene as I stormed up onto the platform and covered her nudity with my jacket.

      “Yes, of course.” I walked away with my potential new client in tow, determined to not look at Ivy—my doll—for the remainder of the night.
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      The culture, the friendship, and the bonds with the dolls had become my new way of life. As much as my life had become a dream in many ways, I still longed for more attention from Victor. I hadn’t seen him other than a quick passing since Milan. My curiosity to really get to know this mysterious man consumed my thoughts. I couldn’t help but wish to please, to submit, to succumb to his sexual desires in every way he wanted. I damn well lusted for the man after the small sampling of his dominance. I wanted to do anything… anything to be near him. It didn’t help that my body remained in a constant sexual haze from all the training. Anal plugs became a way of life. Masturbation wasn’t allowed—so the rules stated—but many snuck the release regardless. I still feared the consequences if I did. I knew there were cameras all around the house, and my luck would be me fingering myself right in front of a camera and getting fired from a job that I really enjoyed.

      I had been on my best behavior until Janie came up with an idea after the day of grueling dance rehearsals was over. Janie, and a few other dolls, had decided to sneak out to the pool and wanted me to come. I hadn’t been to the pool since I had arrived, and the idea of the cool water soothing my aching muscles tempted me. I knew we weren’t allowed to go outside without permission, but the lure overtook any reason I should have had. And besides, Victor wouldn’t fire all of us, but I still was nervous on what he would do if we purposely broke one of the rules.

      “What if we get caught?” I asked in a whisper. Many of the other dolls were already turning in for a night of sleep, and I wondered if I should be smart like them and do the same.

      “Then we get caught. It won’t be the first time you’ll get in some trouble while living here.” Janie giggled. “Who knows? Maybe you’ll like whatever discipline Victor comes up with. He likes to spank his naughty dolls.” Her giggle turned into a full-fledged laugh.

      “I don’t want to be spanked by Victor or anyone as a form of punishment. The idea terrifies me, and does not turn me on.”

      Janie shrugged. “It’s not so bad. I’ve had it done to me by Joseph, and well… I wouldn’t mind it again.” She reached for my hand. “Come on, we won’t get caught if we’re quiet. The other girls are waiting.”

      I almost said no. The words were right at the tip of my tongue. My mind screamed for me to remain in the main room, but my heart and sore body really wanted to sneak off to the pool. What was the worst thing that could happen? The pool was still on the property, so it wasn’t like I was leaving the house really… not technically. I had to just ignore the order from Victor that we weren’t allowed outside and especially after dark. The pool had lights so it wasn’t really dark, I tried to reason.

      I nodded and stood with Janie’s hand entwined with mine as I finally said, “Let’s go.” We joined the others waiting and snuck our way outside.

      Hours were spent skinny dipping and laughing. The water, the warm air, and the starry sky made the risk worth whatever punishment lay in store—if we got caught.

      Janie swam up and playfully splashed me. “Aren’t you glad you came?” she asked.

      I smiled and nodded. “Yes, I’m glad you invited me.” As I watched the naked beauty float in the water before me, I decided to ask a question that had been on my mind for a while. “Janie, have you ever performed in one of the art exhibits that require more sexual elements? I heard Japan is going to be super kinky, and from what I’ve seen…”

      Janie smiled, and her eyes twinkled in the moonlight. “Yes, a few of them. They’re a lot of fun.”

      “What are they like? Are they hard? All these posing exercises have me worried. It seems like it would be difficult to hold for so long while complete strangers are staring at us. Milan was really intense, and I just can’t imagine going kinkier than that.”

      “It’s odd at first. But you get to the point where you don’t even notice the people.”

      “Do they really make someone else insert the dildo like I’m hearing will happen for some of the Japan pieces?”

      “Yes, unless the art you are cast in doesn’t require it for some reason. In one exhibit they did in Paris, two dolls were cast in a piece that had them using the dildos on each other. They each had to thrust the dildo into each other’s ass to the time of the beat. I think they are doing that one again for Japan too. It drew a lot of attention.” Janie must have seen the shock on my face. “It all sounds scary just hearing about it, but once you are in the room, feel the energy, and get in the right mind space, the performance aspect kicks in. You’re no longer Ivy. You truly become the doll you’ve been trained to be. The costume, the eyelashes, the makeup, and the music help make that all happen.” She playfully splashed me. “Don’t worry. It all happens naturally. Trust me. You’ll do great in Japan just as you did in Milan.”

      I watched Janie drift off, taking in her perky breasts as they bobbed above the surface of the water. I tried to allow her reassuring words to put my mind at ease, but I couldn’t help but wonder if I would really be able to pull off the whole sex doll act in front of complete strangers if I was cast in something that required audience participation by violating my anus.

      Floating on my back, with my eyes closed, I heard the boots thumping against the stamped concrete of the patio as someone approached. The sound of more boots followed.

      The shadowed figures on the edge of the pool signaled one thing—we had been caught. Victor and his hired night guards stood in a row on the edge of the pool staring down at us.

      Victor’s dark gaze darted to mine and I swam back a tad at the intensity on his face. It quickly softened as he scanned my nude body somewhat concealed by the water of the pool

      “Everyone out of the water.” He pointed at the ground in front of him and the night security guards. “I want complete silence.” He scanned the worried faces of each woman scurrying out of the water, as he waited with his arms crossed against his chest. When some of them attempted to reach for their dresses that had been cast off, Victor stated firmly, “Leave the clothes where they are. You didn’t mind your nudity swimming. Why care now? I see you all have decided to break the rules tonight. Apparently, we’ve been too easy on all of you if you so quickly forget the rules and consequences.”

      I exited the pool as quickly as everyone else and stood before him. My eyes cast down to the puddle of water caused by my dripping body. As afraid as I was, I couldn’t help but feel excitement in the fact I got to see Victor again. It embarrassed me to admit how much I’d missed him in such a short time.

      When everyone stood before him, he paced back and forth. His expression didn’t change. “There are rules for safety. There are rules for submission. There are rules for order. These rules are to be obeyed. You all know The Dollhouse has strict rules for a reason. You can’t be expected to be uniform and proper dolls in the next exhibit if the people who pay thousands of dollars to attend one showing can see a spark of rebellion and wild in any of you. That is not my vision for the dolls. It’s expected for you all to live and breathe complete surrender rather than behave conventionally. You have to be submissive in every inch of your being or the complete effect will be lost. You all know this. Sneaking out of the house, and swimming around as if there isn’t a care in the world, sets back all the work we have been doing by days. We want your bodies stiff, rigid, and not loose and limber like they were swimming around in the pool.”

      I swallowed against the dryness in my throat, confused by my growing desire. His voice, his dominance, his stare. I stood before Victor completely nude and at his mercy. The need for his discipline overwhelmed me. Janie was right. I actually was getting turned on by his lecture and could only imagine what a spanking by him while I was wet from both being in the pool and my desire would feel like.

      I wasn’t really into BDSM other than to make some money doing a Tasting at Spiked Roses. I was pretty good at faking that I liked it for a wealthy man who paid me do so, and I also was good at being submissive when need be. But never before had I actually truly been turned on. And Victor Drayton was definitely turning me on.

      I looked up from the ground and made eye contact with him. His eyes darkened before he averted them from mine. He remained still for a moment, silent, as he scanned the beautiful bodies before him.

      “You’ll all be punished for your disobedience.” I looked down at the ground again, trying my best to not smile or giggle. “Follow the guards to the main room. They’ll deliver your punishment.”

      I couldn’t help but feel disappointment. I didn’t want discipline—whatever that was going to be—by the hand of a night guard. I wanted Victor.

      Fuck.

      “Except for Ivy. Since this is your first true punishment, I’ll handle it myself,” he added. I didn’t have to look up to know he was staring at me. I could feel the heat of his gaze.

      I stood in the darkness of the night as the dolls followed the security guards back to the house. I saw pity in Janie’s eyes as she mouthed the words, “I’m sorry.”

      Victor placed his hand on my lower back, reminding me of when we’d first met, and led me through the house as well.

      “We’ll go to my room to deal with your little stunt alone.”

      Shame restricted me to answer with a simple, “Yes, sir.”

      “You knew you were breaking the rules. You give me no choice but to punish you. I have to keep the structure present at all times. If I go soft, then you all will continue to push and push. You understand that, right?” he asked as his eyes traveled to my exposed breasts, only inches from his body. “My word is my word. The dolls know that, and I need to make sure you do as well.”

      “I understand.” My voice cracked as we headed up the steps to the house.

      He led the way into his private quarters, locking the door behind us. I eyed the room, my gaze settling on Victor as he approached a fireplace. He knelt down and lit the fire—a welcomed heat to my chilled skin from being wet and naked for so long.

      “Come stand by the fire and warm up,” he ordered softly.

      I slowly walked to where he stood, offering a hooded glance and a smile.

      “Once you’re warm, I want you to walk over to that doll stand in the corner and pose for me.” He walked toward a reading chair and a table that had several glass decanters on it. He picked up the one filled with a caramel-colored liquid, and poured himself a drink.

      My heart twisted in embarrassment that I still had no clothing on, and he wanted me to pose naked. I made my way over to the doll stand with as much poise as I could. My wet hair still dripped down my back, making me even more aware of my nudity. I took a step on the wooden podium, clenching my trembling hands in front of my stomach, pointed my toes inward, and angled my torso to the right while I tilted my head to the left. I stood there in my perfect doll pose and waited. The dripping water from my hair trickling over my breasts, combined with the night wind blowing through the open window, acted as soft kisses to my nipples.

      “You’re truly a piece of art standing there like that. Raw, pure…” His deep voice surprised me. The compliment so straightforward, yet so complex. “I want to know your thoughts right now. Don’t hold back. Tell me exactly what you’re thinking.”

      “I’m afraid.” My voice seemed to bounce off the walls around me.

      “Of me or the impending punishment?”

      “Both.”

      In the silence of the room, I could hear him take a sip of his drink. The crackling of the fire enhanced the masculine energy around me.

      “I want you to lower your hand and touch yourself. But except for one hand, remain in your doll position.”

      I did as he asked, parting my honeyed folds with my fingers.

      “Are you wet? Does your pussy scream to be entered?”

      I almost choked on a moan. “Yes. So much so.”

      “Rub yourself. Collect your juices.”

      I did as he commanded, trying not to moan at my own touch.

      “Why are you wet, Ivy? Is it the knowledge that you’ll be disciplined?” He paused, and I could hear him take a swallow of his drink. “Is it not knowing what exactly I plan to do?”

      I remained silent. I didn’t know the answer to that.

      “Touch your clit with your fingertip and roll it gently.”

      I did as he asked, grateful for his command. A soft sigh escaped my lips.

      “Who are you thinking of as you touch yourself?”

      I paused. Did I have the guts to tell the truth?

      “Place your finger at the entrance of your cunt. Leave it there.” He paused. “Tell me who you’re thinking of right now.”

      “You,” I answered, barely above a whisper.

      The heat on my face matched the heat between my legs. I held my position and stared at the ground, not being able to process all the emotions flooding through me.

      “Look at me,” Victor commanded as he approached and stood before me.

      I looked up and held his gaze as he spread my legs with a gentle push of each thigh with his cold fingertips. He cupped his palm against my pussy. “There’s something about you,” he whispered. “I feel your submission by just looking at you. Such control and refinement when you try. Power and strength exudes from you, yet you’re so out of control at the same time. It’s almost like I can see the struggle going on inside. Almost as if loud drums attack your mind while you concentrate on silencing your body while in doll pose. Your body is still, but your eyes are not. That is what I so desperately try to capture with my art. You have mastered it.”

      Silence filled the room as he studied me. His eyes searched for some sort of explanation.

      “You know I must punish you, right?”

      I nodded.

      He sat down on a high-back wooden chair and patted his thigh. No words needed to be said for me to know that he expected me to lay over his lap. I did without a moment’s hesitation. I had been spanked before on a spanking bench, and a St. Andrew Cross as part of Tastings, but never just over a man’s lap in an old fashioned and traditional way before I had met Victor. Now, I almost welcomed the connection.

      His hands lifted my hair off my back and gently placed the tresses over my shoulder. His fingertips caressed my spine, moving down lower until he made small circles on the cheeks of my ass—each caress languid and easy. He had a masterful touch, demanding compliance before the first sting of correction. I stared at the dark cherry wood floor, readying myself for the punishment in store.

      I took a deep breath and closed my eyes as the first slap made contact with my bottom. A fire broke out over my flesh as his hand showered a spanking very different than anything I had experienced in role-play or as part of a Tasting. This one hurt. This one hurt in the most shocking of ways as Victor swatted me relentlessly, one slap after another, growing in force and tempo. All control I thought I possessed escaped me as I struggled to not beg for mercy. My groans, mixed with spank after spank, rang off the walls. His firm, muscled thighs brushing against my body gave me a sense of security through the pain as the spanking continued. His heavy breath mixed with my gasps and whimpers as his hand landed over and over against the inferno of my exposed ass.

      “Please!” I called out. “Mr. Drayton, please. It hurts.”

      “Yes, Ivy. A punishment does.”

      Spank after spank flooded upon me, each one building in intensity as my body writhed in discomfort. The power of his hand rivaled any wooden paddle or leather strap that could have been used.

      All poise I had tried to maintain going into the punishment, vanished. I wanted off his lap and out of his room as quickly as I could. I tried to wiggle myself free which only had his grip on me tighten and his slaps upon my ass come down even harder.

      This hurt! This fucking hurt! Who in their right mind would actually want to be spanked? I sure as fuck didn’t! I’d thought I did… and maybe I would think it again out of plain stupidity and forgetfulness. But right now… right now, I wanted it to stop!

      Just as my body reached its maximum ability to accept the discipline, the thunderous waves of punishment ceased. I stared at the ground, watching my own tears drip to the floor. I didn’t want to move. I was too scared that Victor was only pausing to catch his own breath, but he would eventually start up again.

      Luckily, Victor pulled me up and wrapped his arms around me. I sat on his lap and whimpered against the lee of his neck like I had after the medical examination.

      He kissed my head and whispered, “The punishment is over.”

      He had kissed me.

      I felt it.

      It was a kiss. So tender. So affectionate.

      So unlike Victor Drayton.

      As the sting in my ass subsided, my submission grew. A need to please Victor took over every one of my loud and demanding senses. I reached for his hand and placed it over my breast.

      “I want to please you.” I released a soft gasp when he allowed me to stand up and lower his pants. I licked my lips. “I want to feel the weight of your cock against my tongue.”

      For a moment, I wondered if Victor hated dirty talk from a woman, but I couldn’t help it. His dominance, the pain that throbbed on my ass only matched the throbbing in my pussy. I wanted to taste him. I needed to taste him.

      Victor nodded his approval as I continued to remove his shoes and all his clothing completely. The power it gave me fueled a craving I didn’t know existed. The discarded material spilled effortlessly to the floor.

      I kneeled before him, parting his knees as I explored his hardened cock.

      I placed my finger gently on the tip.

      I took a moment to look into his eyes as I placed the tip of my tongue against his dick to sample. Continuing to keep my eyes locked with his, I eased my mouth over the velvet head of his cock, tasting the smooth skin, caressing his shaft with every hungry pass of my tongue.

      His low moan delighted me as I raised my mouth up and down his entire shaft. The salty taste, the musky scent, caused a heat to surface between my legs that begged for satisfaction. I sucked, I licked, I did everything I could think of to please Victor.

      As his cock pressed against the back of my throat, I looked up and made eye contact with him again. His dark eyes blended with his dark features. The intensity in his stare sent a shock wave of lust through my body.

      He began to thrust his hips and drove his dick deeper, demanding I open wider for him. His breathing labored, his eyes closed, and he released a deep moan as his seed shot to the back of my throat. I swallowed as quickly as I could, surprised by the liquid that surged into my mouth. Seeing his pleasure gave me a sense of power I never had before. This is what I wanted. I wanted to please. This was not out of duty or because some man had paid me via a Tasting to do so. No, with Victor, I had wanted to please this man from deep inside of me.

      His body quivered for a moment, and then he commanded, “Go lie on your back on my bed and spread your legs.”

      I rose from my kneeling position as quickly as I could. I wiped at my mouth, ridding my lips of the small drops of come that had escaped. When I reached his bed, I took in the elegance of the fabrics and pillows. Dark hues of blues cascaded over a bed so much larger than the twin bed I had been sleeping on. A canopy of thick velvet fabric connected the four posts made of carved wood. Decadence engulfed this bed.

      I crawled onto it and did as he asked. I spread my legs as wide as I could, allowing the air to waft across the moist skin of my bare pussy. Before I could lie there long, Victor crawled between my legs, the bed dipping beneath his weight, and placed his lips to my clit and kissed.

      He paused after the simple, but delicious touch, and whispered, “Is this what you want? This isn’t expected as part of the punishment.”

      I nodded my head. My voice had been stolen by lust.

      He kissed again, but this time followed the kiss with a lick. His tongue circled my clit over and over. The mesmerizing act captured every breath I released. I moaned with every flick, I gasped with every sensual suck and nibble, and I mewled when his finger pressed past the entrance of my pussy. He licked, he kissed, he sucked, and he thrust his finger repeatedly until I could feel the building heat take over.

      “Victor,” I murmured. I wanted to say more but could only manage to say his name.

      “Come for me, Ivy. I want to watch you come against my hand.”

      His words were all it took to push me over the ledge. An orgasm shook my body to the point that colors blurred around me. A surge of passion took over my entire being.

      Victor’s mouth descended. His kiss conquered my lips as I’d so desperately been hoping he would someday do.

      Passion erupted, a fervor stronger than any power known to man. His kiss dominated every sense in my body. It demanded every emotion, every feeling. Everything in me became his with one demanding kiss. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t reason, couldn’t put up any resistance at all even if I’d wanted to. My body sizzled beneath his hungry stare. Lust melted my core. My pussy throbbed in anticipation.

      I licked my lips in anticipation.

      The candlelight fired his dark hair, his face glowed in the warm light. His hard edges softened as he pressed the palm of my hand against his chest. I could feel his heart beat against my touch. He never released me of his stare as the rhythm of his life pounded against my hand. One beat at a time, the connection between us formed.

      He kissed me again, possessing my mouth with slow thoroughness. His lips pressed firmly to mine as his tongue plunged deep within my mouth. Pulling away, he placed soft kisses along my neck, along my collarbone, slowly lowering until his tongue teased my erect nipple.

      My body jerked in response to the touch. A gasp escaped my lips as his mouth sucked my nipple completely. Lost in sensation, my mind swirled beneath my closed eyes. He moved to the other hardened nipple, edging me closer and closer to a cliff of abandoned passion.

      With a trail of kisses down my stomach, Victor placed his body between my spread legs. Caressing my moistened folds, he expertly plunged his finger into my pussy. I tensed at the surprise invasion, but relaxed as he massaged his way in. He began a seductive dance with his finger, in and out of my wet entrance. Looking into my eyes, he lowered his mouth to my clit and circled his tongue along the bud. Gentle licks with gentle thrusts of his finger pulled a moan from the depths of my core.

      “Open your legs wider,” he commanded.

      I did as he asked, feeling the cool air against the wetness of my sex. Continuing to move his finger in and out of my pussy, Victor licked down the length of my folds until he stopped at my puckered hole. He circled his tongue along the sensitive entrance, the tip threatening to push past.

      I instantly tensed, closing my legs around his head. The wet kiss in such an intimate spot, shot an electric bolt to my center.

      He sat up and stared at me for a moment. The brown in his eyes clouded with desire. He grabbed my ankles with one hand and raised my legs up, as if changing a baby. My legs bent so my knees were nearly resting on my stomach.

      “I told you to open your legs.” He swatted my exposed bottom twice. “I expect you to submit completely. Allow yourself to trust in my touch. Trust that I know exactly what your body needs.” He began to spank my bottom as I did everything I could not to wiggle from his hold.

      Spank after spank, Victor delivered the discipline. The sting, the submissive position, the complete act, consumed my senses. Wave after wave of fire spread from my punished behind, right to my heated pussy. An orgasm built with every swat as Victor stared into my eyes. As if reading my body perfectly, he lowered his lips, placed a gentle kiss on my clit, and thrust his finger back into the wetness where it once was.

      That was all it took for me to convulse. Pleasure racked my body, forcing a scream to release. My back arched as my pussy pulsated around his hand.

      “Roll over.”

      I did as he asked without a single pause. My body still hungered for more. A taste of what Victor could do to me only made me desperate for him to take me fully.

      He dipped his finger into my pussy from behind, collecting my wetness and then ran it along my anus. “Are you trained well? Can your ass take my cock?”

      Not waiting for an answer, Victor pressed his juice-covered finger into my tight hole to find out for himself. Moving one finger in, he soon followed with a second. Although the seductive intrusion had a small bite, it didn’t hurt. I desperately hoped he’d find I was ready. I wanted him to take my ass as much as my pussy. I wanted to belong to him. Giving my ass to him would make me his… at least that was what my body was telling me. Screaming at me.

      “Have you had a dildo in you as large as me?” he asked as he pumped his finger into my dark channel.

      I shook my head. My face buried into the feather pillow. “No, sir,” I nearly cried out.

      “Do you feel ready to take a cock?”

      I nodded. “Yes, please.” I turned my head so my voice wouldn’t be muffled. “Please take me.”

      He removed his fingers from my behind and left the bed for a moment. I saw him go to a table and pull out lubrication. My heart skipped. I wanted this, but the fear of being taken both tantalized me and terrified me.

      He lowered his weight to the bed. My body trembled as he spread the slickness all over my hole.

      “You’re shaking. Are you afraid?” He paused.

      I nodded. “Yes, a little. But I want this. I’ve fantasized about you taking me there every time I had a plug enter me. I’ve wanted this. I’ve wanted you.”

      His weight against my back sent a delightful shiver through me. I knew what was going to happen next. The tip of his cock pressed against my opening but didn’t push past. He rested it there as he reached around and put pressure on my clit. Rolling his finger firmly in a circle, he whispered, “I am going to go slow. I want you to relax and allow yourself to accept me.”

      I nodded, breathless and needy.

      He pressed, his tip breaking the seal. I tensed. “Shh, relax. Take a deep breath.”

      I inhaled deeply and allowed the mass of his cock to slowly enter me. It stretched me further than I had ever been. The stinging pleasure suffocated any doubt and tension in my body. I melted, accepting his entrance as his cock claimed my ass.

      “That’s my perfect little doll,” he praised. “Take me. Take all of me.”

      When his cock entered me balls-deep, he paused to allow me to adjust to the size. The fullness pounded at every heightened nerve in my body. The taboo thrill of his possession and the ministrations of his finger on my clit brought another orgasm to the surface. I would come with his dick in my ass.

      My moans grew louder, giving the verbal cue for him to continue on. He pulled out slowly and thrust his cock back in fully. The act was all it took to send me spiraling into a body-shattering release. My moan became a small scream as he thrust in and out of my tight hole. Each pull, each push, brought me higher and higher in my pleasured delight.

      My ass constricted around the hardness of his cock. Victor’s breathing sped, his hands dug into my hips as he moaned with one final forceful lunge.

      Illicit gratification blanketed the two of us as we collapsed into each other’s heat.

      Victor positioned my body so I was lying on my side. He crawled up beside me so his nude body pressed against mine. He pressed the palm of his hand against my sensitive behind and whispered, “Sleep with me now. Just sleep and not leave my side.” When I didn’t resist, but snuggled up against his body as my silent answer that I couldn’t imagine leaving him again, he said, “I don’t do this with all my dolls.”

      I hadn’t realized it, but I needed to hear those words. I don’t think I would have stopped him had he done these types of acts with all, but knowing I was special…

      I needed to hear those words.

      I was Victor Drayton’s special doll.
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      I stared at the contours of my nude body in Victor’s full-length mirror in his bathroom. I couldn’t sleep—not after how intimate we had just been. So many questions were flooding my mind. He’d said he didn’t do what we did with all his dolls, and I believed him. So I was special. I had never been made to feel special before. But that also opened up my mind to a flood of insecurities and unanswered questions.

      Staring at myself, I tried to silence my mind as best as I could as Victor slept in the other room. In the past, some would have called me waifish, fragile, and slight. But now I looked on with pride. After weeks of daily dancing and exercise, my body had become muscular, lean, and even better… strong. And along with my growing physique came skill. I truly was becoming the doll Victor wanted me to be. I had learned to keep a beat—not the best beat—but I had gotten much better. Even the choreographers said they had seen a huge improvement. My days were filled with pride in my accomplishments.

      Each day, more and more dolls were assigned their art pieces for Japan. With props, we were quickly outgrowing our rehearsal space. I had heard murmurings between Victor, the choreographers, and his business manager about leaving for Japan and planning the exhibit soon. There had been a time that I would have been terrified to hear about an upcoming show and having to be on display in front of complete strangers, but I was actually getting excited now that I was becoming a true doll.

      What did that mean for me and Victor? Would we acknowledge what happened tonight? Was it just a one-time occurrence? Did he want me more than me just being an art piece in his gallery? So many questions and no answers. Not even a hint from Victor as to what he was thinking or wanting, and I didn’t think I would ever get more from him.

      I had noticed that as the weeks went by, I had seen less of Victor. We were both preparing for the show in our own way all day, and when the dolls weren’t rehearsing, we were exhausted from the day’s events and sleep was all any of us craved. It had seemed that whenever I had looked, Victor was always long gone. We each had our responsibilities—his obviously more crucial than mine—but for the first time in my life, I felt alive and important. Part of something bigger than just myself. I had been given a gift, the gift of feeling like I belonged. That I was needed.

      The sound of footsteps entering the bathroom snapped me from my thoughts. “It’s a beautiful sight,” Victor said as he walked up behind me, staring into the mirror over my shoulder. “Your body represents hard work, dedication, and focus.” He placed a kiss on my shoulder, then continued to kiss up my neck and nibbled on my ear.

      The Ivy of the past would have been embarrassed at being caught staring at her naked body. But the woman of today felt pride. I had grown stronger every day through blood, sweat and, most certainly, tears.

      I turned around, wrapped my arms around his neck and placed a soft kiss to his lips. It was a bold move, but I had to do it. I had to actually kiss the man I lusted after. He kissed me back as if we had kissed like that for centuries. There were no awkward movements. No exploring. Our kiss seemed so natural and practiced. So right and meant to be.

      “I even have muscles on my inner thighs. I didn’t even know that was possible.” I giggled and kissed him again.

      Victor smiled against another kiss. “I plan to maintain those muscles long after the show in Japan.” He tightened his grip on my hips and kneeled before me. “I enjoy the muscles very much.”

      He began to place soft kisses along my inner thigh, slowly working his way up to my bare sex. Kiss by kiss, breath by breath, he snaked his way to his final destination. Licking up one pussy lip and back down the other, he moaned against my wet flesh.

      I gasped, reached down, and curled my fingers in his untamed hair. “Victor,” I panted. I flung my head back and closed my eyes as he continued to lick, thrusting his tongue deeper into my pussy.

      “Mmm, so wet for your daddy.”

      My heart skipped. I hadn’t been a ‘little girl’ for quite some time. I had done quite a few Daddy Tastings at Spiked Roses because those had always been lucrative. Hearing the familiar words of others escape his lips filled me with a sense of wicked energy. It had been so long since I could just feel kinky and dirty with no worry of how a proper doll should act. So long since I could just pretend to be little Ivy needing comfort from her daddy and his thick cock. So long… and so very needed. I was definitely up for some taboo fun. “Yes… so wet. I need my daddy’s dick—”

      “Where the fuck have you been all my life?” he asked, looking up at me as he slowly stood before me. “Most women either hide their true desires, or aren’t open to them. I’ve never met someone who would have ever responded like you just did. They would have shielded their dirty thoughts even if they truly wanted to explore them. You, on the other hand, completely are open and revealing of your true emotions. It’s so refreshing, and it’s also so surprising. You fascinate me with your candor.”

      “I’m not so sure it’s candor. It’s more of a lack of control. Control that, since being at The Dollhouse, I am trying really hard to get a handle on.”

      I looked up into his severe stare. Our lips were so close, and I could almost feel a hum of electricity between us. I had been schooled in submission lately, though at times I’d not always been the best student. I had learned obedience, and had come close to mastering the art of femininity with all the dainty doll moves I had learned. But what I still lacked was knowledge on how to contain my emotion, how to hide my desire, and how to process this ever-growing love for the man who stood beside me. I had been taught the art of surrender, but not the art of love.

      I closed my eyes and released a heavy sigh. When I opened them again, Victor leaned down and placed a soft kiss on my lips. He pulled away just enough to stare into my eyes and then kissed me again, this time with more force, with more passion, and with hunger. Nothing was as sweet as the kiss he gave, nothing so intoxicating. I had never felt so drunk in love. This man who was capturing my mouth had also captured my heart. What I’d once defined as the feeling of safety, was actually the feeling of falling madly in love with my savior.

      “Victor,” I whispered. “Please, take me.”

      He shook his head. “No. I want you to take it yourself. I want you to learn how to take what you want.”

      I looked up at him again, confused. “But I want to be submissive to you. I want to surrender my body and soul to you.”

      “Submission is more than allowing me to fuck you. Submission is about desire, wants, and cravings. It is also about understanding what you need and knowing how to demand it. I want you to take what you need. I want you to find your strength, find what gives you pleasure and take it.” He nibbled at my lower lip and growled, “And take me.”

      His words were all I needed for courage. I would do as he asked and take the power of my pleasure into my own hands. Feeling a confidence like never before, I stepped back and took the time to stare at the contours of his body. My eyes scanned the ripples in his stomach and how they met the black patch of hair that encompassed his hard cock which beckoned my touch.

      I kneeled down before him, not because I was commanded to do so, but because I craved the taste of his flesh again. I couldn’t get enough of the taste of his cock against my tongue. I wanted the power to make him moan. I wanted the control of his desire. Without seeking permission, I licked his dick, from the tip all the way down to his balls, and then back up again. When I reached the head of his cock once more, I engulfed his thick hardness with my mouth and began to suck up and down, tightening my lips firmly. Up and down I moved, reveling in the sounds of his gasps and moans. When his hands reached my hair and pulled softly, my heart soared knowing that I could give the man I lusted after such satisfaction.

      I stood up and kept my stare locked with his. I liked the way he watched me, the way he licked his lips in anticipation. An animalistic desire blanketed his features. He wanted me, but remained in place, allowing me to take control.

      I sat back on the edge of the bathtub and spread my legs wide. “Lick me,” I commanded. The sound of my voice seemed foreign to my ears.

      He did as I ordered without hesitation. He bent down between my legs and licked the entire length of my pussy, stopping to await my next command.

      “Lick me again,” I ordered more firmly. “And fuck me with your fingers.”

      He gave a roguish smile and did just as I asked. His tongue licked along my folds and his finger entered my pussy, quickly joined by a second. He fucked me with his fingers over and over as he lapped up my juices. I arched my back and closed my eyes. I didn’t worry about pleasing Victor, but simply allowed the pleasure of what was happening to me to take hold. I wrapped my legs around his head, capturing, demanding more. He was there to give me pleasure… and I would most definitely take it.

      But this time we wouldn’t stop.

      I wouldn’t allow Victor to slow anything down.

      I wanted fast.

      I wanted Victor.

      “Put your cock in me,” I ordered again, my voice harsh in its directive. “Put your cock in me now, and fuck me hard.”

      Victor complied by opening the bathroom counter drawer, donning a condom in a fluid motion, and thrust his cock hard into my pussy. I wrapped my legs around him, pulling him as close as possible as he lowered me to the plush bath rug.

      “Fuck me hard.”

      He plummeted even deeper, groaning as he did so over and over again.

      “Fuck me harder!”

      He thrust in and out at a relentless pace. His moans blended with mine; the only other sound being the slapping of our bodies.

      “Harder, harder, harder!” I screamed, grabbing his hair and pulling him into a kiss. “Fuck me until you come. I want to feel you come deep inside of me!” I said against the kiss.

      Again and again, his cock pushed inside me, spreading my tight pussy. My fingers found his back, and I clawed my way down as he mastered my body. I thrust my hips to meet each thrust of his, each connection getting deeper and deeper.

      “Rub my clit while I come,” I demanded again, loving the power I had.

      He quickly obliged and circled his finger along my engorged clit as he continued to ram into me at a frenzied pace. His touch was all I needed to explode over the edge. I screamed out my pleasure as it sizzled over me. Victor’s eyes locked on mine, and he too allowed the orgasm to conquer him. Soon his moans blended with my mewls of completion until we both lay limp in each other’s arms.
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      “I don’t want you going to Berlin,” I stated, knowing Ivy wasn’t going to like what I had to say in the slightest.

      She looked up at me, surprised. “What? Why? Did I do something wrong?”

      I shook my head. “No, you didn’t do anything wrong.” I walked up to where she sat curled up with a book. She looked so relaxed and calm that I hated to upset her, but I had been giving a lot of thought to the show and how I would cast her. Berlin was supposed to be very similar to Milan in casting and what the exhibits would be, but the thought of having my special doll in any of the exhibits was too much. She was mine. I didn’t want to share her. I didn’t want another person to look upon her body, not now after I had claimed her as mine.

      “Then why? Why can’t I go to Berlin?” Her lip quivered, and I could tell that I was upsetting her which wasn’t my intent, but regardless, I had made up my mind.

      “I had to do some shifting around with the casting.” I looked over at where Janie sat with her sprained ankle propped up on the ottoman. “With Janie’s injury that happened today, I pulled her from Berlin. We also have two new dolls who just arrived, and I don’t feel they’re ready yet in their posture to perform. Plus, I want everyone at their best for Japan. It’s a large show that I don’t want messed up. Berlin is much smaller and can be handled with a smaller cast of dolls.”

      Ivy swung her legs over the edge of the chair and stood. “Okay, but what does any of that have to do with me? I’m not hurt, and I thought you were happy with my performance in Milan.”

      I glanced around the room and noticed that all the dolls were watching, some more obviously than others. “We can discuss this in private if you want.”

      Ivy followed me out of the main room and walked down the hallway, following me down to my study. When we entered, she closed the door behind her and stood with her hands on her hips. It was an odd sight to see her dressed like a cute little doll in a yellow dress and white tights, her hair in a long braid, and bright pink lip gloss staring at me with anger in her eyes. The contrast almost made me laugh, but I needed to remain firm so that Ivy knew I was serious.

      “Did I not do a good job in Milan?” she asked, remaining by the doorway. “You didn’t say anything, and I assumed I had.”

      “You did a good job.”

      “So this isn’t about Milan?”

      “It is in a way. But not in the way you think.”

      She crossed her arms against her chest. “Well, then explain it to me. I deserve to know.”

      Taking a seat at my desk, I hoped the space between us would keep me from walking up to her and taking her into my arms. I found her spark of fury sexy, but wasn’t going to show my cards if I could help it. If she really pushed, I knew I would fold in an instant.

      “Watching you in Milan was hard,” I began. “I’m not going to sugar coat this, so I’ll just say it. It was hard watching you even then. Things have changed for us since Milan, so I can only imagine how I will feel now seeing others stare on with lustful eyes. I don’t want to share what is mine.”

      “Excuse me?” She took a few steps toward the desk.

      “Yes. As long as we are having sex, I’d prefer no one else admiring what is mine.”

      “Yours? Because we have had sex?”

      I looked up at her from the stack of papers I was pretending to sort. “Is that so hard to understand? Why maybe having you there could be a distraction? That maybe any man wouldn’t want his woman to be on display for others?”

      The anger in her face dissolved and she nibbled her lower lip as I noticed she seemed to do when in thought. “What does that mean then? For me as a doll? Does it mean I’m fired?”

      “No. Of course not. And this won’t change Japan. It just changes Berlin because the choreography is almost identical to Milan and we both know what that means. Japan isn’t as sexual, and the role I have decided to cast you in for Japan isn’t revealing at all. But Berlin is. I can’t have Allen and Joseph change the choreography for the entire exhibit because of what’s going on between us.”

      “What’s going on between us?” She took a few more steps toward me as the safe distance I had set was shrinking by the minute.

      I sighed and looked down back at my stack of papers. “We leave tomorrow for Berlin, and I have a lot of work to do before we do.” I glanced up at Ivy who I could see I just hurt with my diversion. “This is a conversation for another time.”

      Ivy glanced down, her thick eyelashes hiding the pain in her eyes. “Fine. I’ll stay with Janie and the other girls I don’t know.”

      Feeling guilty for being so short and so cold, I offered, “We’ll talk when I return, all right? I don’t want you to think I’m shutting you out. That isn’t the case at all. If you want the real truth, the thought of others looking at you engaged in those acts makes me jealous as fuck.” I offered a smile when she looked up at me in surprise. “So there you have it. I’m just a jealous man who doesn’t want to share his toys. Can you understand that?”

      She nodded as a smile replaced the pain that was once there.

      “I understand.” She turned to leave without saying another word, but I could tell she was leaving happy with the news I’d revealed.

      Yes, I had no intention of sharing my doll. She was my toy. And I’d never learned how to share well with others.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ivy

      

      Pure exhaustion took over as the dolls entered the living room and settled in for the night of light chatter or reading. I had grown accustomed to the calm and quiet evenings. The new choreography today, before everyone got ready to leave for Berlin, had been by far the hardest most of us had ever done as of yet, and I had somehow held my own to some degree. I honestly believed a lot of my dance improvement was due to Victor and the way he had given me the boost in confidence I guess I’d needed.

      Janie came and sat down next to me on the couch. “What are you doing tonight?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe read and enjoy the silence.”

      “I thought you weren’t good at quieting your mind?” She winked at me with a warm smile.

      I shrugged again. “It’s amazing how much has changed about me since being here. I’m doing a lot of things I never pictured myself doing.”

      I watched as Janie took off her shoes, the soles of her feet a mass of bloody blisters. I was pretty sure my feet, as well as the rest of the women’s feet, all looked the same.

      Janie grimaced as she said, “Since I couldn’t dance today, I was able to watch you. You did really good today in dance, Ivy. I’m proud of—”

      I cut Janie off by raising my hand and motioned for silence. I thought I heard a loud bang come from the foyer. Almost as if someone had kicked the door open. No one should have been in the house other than the few dolls who were in the room. We had all waved to the rest as they’d left for Berlin.

      We both fell silent, listening to the sounds around us. We motioned for the other girls to do the same. I feared the silence, feared the hushed stillness more than anything else. I hated it.

      “Why are you so quiet?” Janie asked. Her breath whispered against my neck as she sat closer to me.

      I was afraid of what I thought I heard, afraid of the darkness that loomed around us, unsure of what my gut wanted me to believe. I disliked the night. Even in the calm, darkness held evil which crept down my neck and gave me the chills. I felt the exact same way this very moment. Something was wrong. I could feel it in the depths of my bones.

      Were we in danger?

      I shrugged my shoulders.

      Janie sat back and left the subject alone. There was another crash in the distance, a fear-provoking sound that made my heart skip and my body quiver. “Somebody is in the house. I think someone just broke in.” I glanced at the other dolls who were watching me closely. “Get your shoes back on,” I whispered. “We need to get out of here.” I paused, listening for the sound again or any other sound that revealed what I was panicked to believe. Someone had broken in… I feared I was right, so I listened closely. Silence.

      I listened hard, only hearing my breath and the heavy breathing of the other women looking at me with frightened eyes.

      Silence.

      And then the words…

      “There are the precious Drayton Dolls.” A man walked into the room with a knife in his hand. Two more men followed close behind with guns. “I knew we would find the treasure if we looked hard enough.”

      I turned to Janie. “Run! Try to get out of here and get some help. Run!”

      Janie hesitated.

      “Go! Everyone run!” I screamed.

      The three women scattered and left the room through the other exits as soon as I screamed for them to run again.

      “Get them,” the man ordered as he turned to look at me where I stood my ground. “Don’t let them get away!”

      As the other men chased after the women fleeing for their lives, the man with the knife charged, but I met his attack head on, hoping I would be able to distract him enough so at least one of the dolls could run for help. I plowed into his body with all my weight, knocking us both to the ground—his knife sliding across the room.

      I could see that Janie had escaped from the corner of my eye. Before I could register relief, the man’s fist hit my face with a blinding force.

      Sparks blurred my vision from the force of the blow. Blood poured from my nose as my attacker punched me again and again. The evil in his eyes shone in the soft light of the room. The yellow of his teeth and the stench of his alcohol and tobacco-laced breath only enhanced the nightmare I couldn’t wake from.

      He’s going to kill you! Fight for your life. Fight long enough for everyone to get away.

      Watching the blood drip from my bloody nose to the ground, I tried to struggle to my feet, but he was suddenly on top of me, restraining me on the marble floor, his jean-clad thighs prying my legs apart. I tried not to focus on the crazed face looming over me. His hungry sneer made it clear he wanted more than just to hurt me.

      He’s going to rape you! Fight now!

      His mouth came down toward my face, dried spit at the corners. I blocked the forced kiss with both hands, feeling his skin beneath my nails as I attempted to claw out his eyes. I fought the urge to let out a scream, I feared Janie or the others would come back to try to save me if they heard me screaming for help. I wouldn’t allow that. I wouldn’t allow them all to die. I had no choice but to save myself. Even if I died, this man wouldn’t walk away unscathed. His fucking DNA would be under my nails and all over my entire body when the police found me. Even if I didn’t beat this fucker in life, I would still get my vengeance in death when the investigation would ultimately find him guilty of murder.

      He hissed between his filthy unbrushed teeth, beads of foul sweat dripped off the tip of his pointy nose. Sweat oozed from every pore of his body. Clearly, fatigue had set in. I could feel his strength weakening with every defensive move I made. His sexual need clouded his mind. Hope washed over me. I could still fight him off. I just needed to outlast his vigor. Resilience and wits could switch this situation around. I wouldn’t stop fighting until he killed me. I would not hand over my body without a damn fight.

      “You are nothing but a kinky whore! You know you want it just as bad as me. You’re one of The Dollhouse girls. We’ve heard all about The Dollhouse and all you sick fucks. You want it! Stop fighting! I hear you are trained in this. Show me what a good doll can do.”

      Breathing hard, his body wheezed with every struggle. He had me imprisoned on the hard floor, but I knew I had a chance to break free as his sexual need overpowered everything else. Daily dance, hours of posing, and exercise at The Dollhouse had made me strong and more physically fit than I had ever been in my entire life.

      I thrashed my body more, refusing to look at his lust-filled face only inches from my own. Strength alone couldn’t fight him off. I feared he would eventually win. I needed something—

      His knife. I needed to reach his knife.

      I had sent it flying across the room when I met his attack head on. If only I could stretch out my arm just a little further, the weapon would be within reach. I needed to struggle more. Just a little bit more.

      “Stop fighting! I’ll kill you if I have to!” Spittle blanketed my face. Nausea racked through me. “Be a good doll. Be a fucking doll and give me what I want. I’ll get it one way or the other, you might as well make this easy on you.”

      His hands grabbed my breasts. His sexual need distracted him as I had hoped, slowly letting his guard down. “You know you want this. This is what you women are trained for. I’ve heard about what you do in those art galleries,” he murmured, despicable vileness clinging to his voice. “Let me taste some of that special sauce that makes you dolls famous.”

      I opened my mouth to scream, but stifled my voice. My only chance of getting out of this alive was to outsmart him. Catch him off guard.

      Reach for the knife.

      “I may not be a rich man,” he continued, moving a hand to unbutton his pants. “But where I lack in money, I make up with the size of my dick. I promise you, I’ll make you feel good. Real good. I know you’re experienced, but I’m sure I can teach you a thing or two.”

      Pausing in my struggle, acting as if him boasting about the size of his penis had worked in convincing me, I managed to fake a smile and nod.

      “That’s a good doll. Just stop fighting me,” he spat. “Spread your legs nice and wide. You want me, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” I whispered, the word almost burning my tongue.

      His severe stare searched my face. “You’re not going to fight, right? You’re going to stay right here where you belong? Pose for me like a doll. I want a sex doll.” He released a wicked laugh. “Yes, pose like a sex doll.”

      I managed another weak nod and an even bigger smile.

      He returned the smile, a sneer that revealed gaps and crooked teeth. His thighs relaxed, loosening their hold on my lower body.

      I forced myself to be patient. I had to wait for just the right opportunity to strike. I knew I would have only one chance. I would die before I’d let the monster take me.

      The man slowly shifted so he could lower his pants.

      Reach for the knife now!

      The man must have been reading my mind, because he flipped me over onto my stomach as if I truly were a rag doll, reached for the knife, sliced off my panties like they were thin paper, and exposed my ass completely.

      “That’s right, doll,” he hissed. “I know all about what gets shoved up this ass of yours.”

      Without giving me time to process what was happening, the man took the handle of the knife and pushed it against my anus.

      “No!” I screamed, but to no avail.

      The edge of the handle breached my anus and started to enter me even though I tried with all my might to stop the invasion.

      “I’m going to fuck this ass of yours with the knife first, and then my cock.”

      Finding the last ounce of strength I had left, I shoved him away as hard as I could, knocking the knife out of his hand and out of my ass. With the same strength, I rolled toward the knife, and stabbed toward his charging body. It happened so quick, I didn’t have time to think. I let out an animalistic growl as I stabbed the knife into his chest again… and again… and again.

      Blood sputtered from his mouth as he glanced down at his chest in horror. Blood poured from the wound, but it clearly wasn’t enough to kill him. His blood-shot eyes flashed with rage as he knocked the knife out of my hand, sending it flying across the room once again.
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      “Leave her the fuck alone!”

      The sound of another man’s voice brought tears to my eyes. Someone else was here! Help… a miracle… someone.

      I shifted my head to see a man looming in the shadows of the room. His silhouette exuded power. His deep voice possessed strength. This man could be my savior.

      Harley Crow?

      Was the man charging into the room Harley Crow from Spiked Roses?

      My attacker spun around at the sound of the voice. He quickly stood, and without any warning, he attacked Harley.

      I managed to pull myself into a sitting position as I watched the two men struggling. They were on the floor now, throwing fists at each other, both attempting to knock the other one out.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw the bloody knife I had just used lying across the room. Cringing, I managed to get into a standing position, head still spinning from the battering to my face. I drew in a deep breath, quickly making my way across the room.

      I stood inches from the knife when my attacker shot up from the floor, evidently thinking the same as me. Not giving him the chance, I launched myself the remaining distance and grabbed the knife before the vile asshole could react.

      Foolishly, the man lunged at me—no doubt hoping he could wrestle the weapon from my grasp. Without hesitation, I stabbed the knife at him again. Seeing his crazed eyes, I pulled the knife back, and then slashed at his neck.

      Bile rose in my throat as my attacker crumpled to the floor. I began to shake. Tears blurred my vision. He was dead! I’d killed a man!

      “Give me the knife. Everything’s going to be okay.” Harley touched my forearm tentatively.

      My head swirled in confusion. I looked down and saw that my bloodied hand still gripped the knife, scarlet now from blood I had spilled.

      “He’s dead. I’m not going to hurt you. Just give me the knife.” The gentleness of Harley’s voice somehow soothed me in this awful storm of darkness. Trusting him because of Spiked Roses, I handed it to him, looking him straight in the eyes. I knew at that very moment, I was in safe hands.

      “How badly are you hurt?” he asked as he scanned for injuries.

      I stared at my hands. Parts of me felt numb, while other parts radiated in pain. I looked into his eyes and began to cry. He hesitated for a moment, but wrapped his arms around my beaten body. I clung to him as I sobbed, shaking violently. No longer able to stand, my knees buckled. Harley Crow gently lowered us both to the ground as he pulled away enough so he could look into my face.

      “Where’s Victor?” he hissed. “Where is everyone?”

      The harshness of the question confused me. I sucked back the last sob, and quickly tried to regain my composure. “There is a show in Berlin. Most of the dolls are flying there with him. A few of us not cast stayed behind.”

      My heart stopped as fresh panic set in. “Oh God! The other women! There were two other men! They were chasing the dolls! We have to help them.”

      “Fuck!” he said. “I heard rumors that a kidnapping attempt was in the works for The Dollhouse. I came here to give Victor a heads up, but clearly I’m too late.” He ran his hand through his hair and stared at the knife in his hand. “I fucking didn’t bring a gun. Fuck.” He grabbed his cell from his pocket, dialed a number and said into the phone, “Get here now. The Dollhouse. We’ve got trouble.”

      When he put the phone back in his pocket, I asked, “What are we going to do? Should we leave for help?”

      “Shhh…” Harley said softly. “You wait here. I’ll go find them.”

      I shot up, not listening to him at all. “There are three others. We have to go now!”

      “Stay here, and don’t move a muscle until I come back. Do you understand?”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      “No,” he snapped in a whisper. “You’ll stay here like I said!”

      “I’m going with you,” I insisted. “You aren’t leaving me here.”

      His expression and tone told me he was furious, but he didn’t have time to argue. He reached for my hand harshly and led me through the door, down the long hallway, and toward the bedrooms where we heard screaming. Running closer and closer to the bellowing howls, we slowed our pace and kept our attention on our surroundings, searching for any sign of movement. Harley stopped, pulled me next to him, and knelt beside a large column and a six-foot oriental vase to use to shield us from sight as the screams came closer to us. I knelt beside him and squinted in the darkness. Suddenly, a woman ran past us, several feet from where we hid.

      It was Janie!

      She screamed as two men chased her down the hall. They were laughing and clearly enjoying the hunt. I could see that Janie was covered in blood, and she had a large wound in her stomach that was gushing out blood with every beat of her heart. The fear in Janie’s voice made the hair on my neck stand up and impending doom run down my spine. Within seconds, Janie screamed again as the two men—with guns in their hands—grabbed a hold of her ripped doll dress and drove her into the ground. I lunged forward to help her, but Harley grabbed me and pinned me to the ground next to the large vase. We were far enough away to be safe from being seen, but close enough that I could see it all. I could see every inch of horrific terror before me.

      “Don’t move,” Harley whispered.

      “Let me—”

      “You’ll get yourself killed. I don’t have a goddamn gun! We have to attack from behind if we have any chance of surviving. Don’t fucking move,” he commanded in the harshest of whispers. “They have guns. I know these fuckers, and they are ruthless and deadly.”

      I struggled with him as he covered my mouth with his hand. Another scream from Janie evoking horrifying, unimaginable fear filled the hallway. It appeared as if The Dollhouse was under siege by ruthless men set on killing and raping the dolls. I trembled under Harley’s weight. He laid on top of me, his arms wrapped around me, his face closer than ever before.

      “I won’t let anything happen to you,” he whispered. “I may not be able to save her, but I sure as fuck can save you. Remain silent, or we’re all dead. That girl is already dead.”

      “No, she’s not! Help her. Help her,” I pleaded quietly against his hand as I watched one of the men stab Janie in the stomach again, pull the knife out and stood with a menacing grin as he towered over her dying body.

      “It’s too late,” Harley said against my ear. “Those stab wounds are deadly. She’ll be gone in minutes. There’s nothing we can do. That girl was dead before we even saw her.”

      I closed my eyes and squeezed them tight. I prayed for this nightmare to end. They were going to kill her… slowly in the most tortuous of ways. Janie was going to die, and I couldn’t do anything but remain protected by Harley Crow when he couldn’t offer the same protection for her.

      “Please leave me alone,” Janie begged in terror as she struggled for breath. I could hear the gurgle of blood laced in her words as it seeped out the corners of her mouth.

      “We gave you a chance to put your dollhouse charms to good use. We gave the other dolls their chance as well. They chose death,” the man said with pure evil in his tone, as he studied the bloody knife. “You foolishly refused too.”

      I couldn’t keep my eyes closed. Even though I knew. I knew what I would see. I tensed and dug my nails into Harley’s skin. He pressed his body into mine, shoving us closer to the hidden shadows of the vase and column.

      With one quick motion, the man slit Janie’s throat. “Die, bitch.”

      I heard Janie gasping. He hadn’t killed her. Down the hallway, out of my reach, lay my friend writhing in pain and facing death with monsters all around her.

      “Don’t move an inch,” Harley whispered. Harley reached up and clutched the back of my head. How he maintained a steady breath, I didn’t know. My heart raced, and I couldn’t stop shaking no matter how hard I tried to make myself. Harley placed a soft, reassuring kiss on my cheek, and moments later, heavy boot steps ran past us, disappearing in the distance. I struggled to move, but Harley still wouldn’t let me go.

      “Come on! Let’s get the fuck out of here. The dolls aren’t here. We have our fucking timing off! We killed three of them.”

      “Marty’s dead!” one of the men screamed. “I think one of the dolls got away! Fuck! Let’s get out of here! She may have gone for help.”

      “Fuck that! We can’t leave empty handed. Find anything worth value at least.”

      I glanced at Janie lying in her own pool of blood and knew I needed to get to her.

      “Wait,” Harley whispered when I tried to move. “They aren’t out of my line of sight yet.”

      Seconds seemed like hours as I lay underneath him. Janie gurgled in her own blood down the massive hallway. Each painful breath stabbed at my ears.

      As the men disappeared into the belly of the house, Harley finally rose and released me as I ran to the dying woman’s side. Still alive, but with only minutes left, she gasped for oxygen. Harley removed his shirt and balled it at her neck and the wound gushing blood, but I knew there was no point.

      “I’m going to go kill the motherfuckers,” Harley said in low and hushed voice, and for a moment I wondered if I was staring at the devil himself as darkness cloaked every expression on his face. “Help should be here soon.” He didn’t wait for a response, but ran down the hall after the men responsible for the terror.

      “Everything’s going to be all right,” I lied, kneeling down beside Janie. “I won’t let anyone hurt you again, I promise.”

      Janie clawed at me, crying and gasping. The only comfort I could give her was to cradle her head and stroke her forehead. Her body jerked, blood gushed out her neck, and the blood stains on my clothing grew with every second. Death blanketed us.

      “You’re going to be okay,” I lied again, loathing my own words. Janie was moments from death, and this was all I could offer. “You held your dignity. You didn’t let them steal that from you. You should be proud that you stayed strong and you fought hard. You weren’t weak, Janie. You’re the strongest person I know.”

      Janie’s eyes widened, and she gasped through failed breaths. She tried to speak, but her own blood drowned the words from surfacing. She only had minutes left, if not seconds.

      “Relax. Just relax. It won’t be long until this awful nightmare goes away. Just close your eyes and stop the fight. You don’t have to fight anymore. You did good. So good. Just close your eyes and relax.”

      Gunshots fired in the distance, and for a moment I considered running for safety. What if Harley was dead and those men were coming back for me? But I stayed. I wasn’t sure how much of my words Janie heard. No one should have to die alone. I would not allow her to die alone.

      Janie opened her mouth to try to speak again and blood poured out as she grabbed my hands, shaking with a grip of pure panic. She faced the fear of death.

      “You’re safe now. You’re safe now,” I repeated my words.

      I rocked on my knees with my dying friend’s head in my lap until she took her final rippled breath.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” I said. But no matter how many times I said the words, nothing would bring Janie back.

      I set down her head, rose, and stumbled to the wall, mourning the loss of a woman I couldn’t save. Grieving someone I had grown to love. My lungs heaved, unable to breathe through my sobs.

      “We couldn’t have saved her,” Harley said loudly as he approached me, covered in blood that I assumed wasn’t his own since he wasn’t trying to be quiet like before. “You have to know that. Even if we fought those men off, help wouldn’t have gotten here fast enough to save her. Her wounds were fatal.”

      I leaned against the cool wall for support, covered in blood and lacking any energy to talk. I bit my lip, shook my head, and turned away from him, burying my face in my bloody hands. I had nothing to say to him, nothing at all.

      “I know that wasn’t easy to see.” Harley paused for a moment. “Look at me when I’m speaking to you, please.” I removed my hands and faced him, but couldn’t look into his eyes.

      Harley continued, his tone fiercely disapproving. “Stop blaming yourself. You didn’t do this. Don’t you dare blame us. Trust me. I’ve seen a lot of people die, but I wasn’t going to see you die too if I could help it.”

      “She was my friend! She was a human being who didn’t deserve to die like that!”

      “No, she didn’t deserve it. And you were seconds from suffering the same fate if I hadn’t stopped you. Bravery can be the same thing as foolishness. You have to be smart to be strong.”

      “We should have done something.”

      “I did. They are dead now.

      “We should have done something then! When Janie needed us!”

      “Do you know what they would have done to you if they found us? They would have just killed me. But do you know what they would have done to you before killing you?”

      “Yes, Harley, I know exactly what they would have done, and death would be a blessing in comparison. I know what those fuckers wanted! I get it.”

      “Do you know I would have saved her if I thought we weren’t too late? I would also have slaughtered each and every one of them—or at least die trying—if it were just me. But I had a chance of at least saving you, and I was going to do so. I knew they would die by my hand, but I had to time it right. Do you believe that?”

      “Yes.”

      “But I’m sorry about your friends.” He looked up as if he could see the other dolls lying in their own blood. “I should go check on the others just in case…”

      “I just can’t believe…” I hiccupped on a sob. “How did this happen? Why would anyone do this?”

      Harley opened his mouth to speak, but paused for a few seconds. “Money. The Drayton Dolls have a very high price tag right now on the black market. Victor has built quite the reputation, and the tales of the dolls have the worst monsters wanting a piece of it. Like priceless art or rare gems, the dolls have become just as coveted.”

      “They came to kidnap us and sell us on the black market?” I asked, wiping at my eyes and nose with the back of my hand.

      He nodded. “I got wind of this. It’s why I came to tell Victor to up security. I didn’t think anyone would act so soon. I sure as hell would have come here more prepared if I had.” He looked around. “Are you sure there were only four of you total?”

      I simply nodded.

      “Let’s go see if we can find the others. The men said they were dead, but…” Harley paused, clearly trying to be sensitive of my feelings. “Are you going to be okay?”

      “No.”

      “I’m sorry you had to see that.” Harley reached for my hand and pulled me into an embrace. “We’ll get you out of here, call Victor and the others, and make sure this never happens again. I promise.”

      He held me as I cried, stroking my hair softly. He stepped backwards away from me, swiping at the tears streaming down my face. Unable to stand any longer, I dropped to my knees and sobbed out his name. “Victor. We need to call Victor right now.”

      Harley held me tight and stroked my hair. “I know. We will. And trust me, I know Victor. He will make whoever is behind this attack pay for what they did. He won’t let anyone get away with messing with his dolls. Someone will pay for what happened here. At least know that. Your friends’ death will not be forgotten or forgiven.”
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          Victor

        

      

    

    
      “Where is she?” I demanded as I stormed into the house and saw Harley waiting for me, covered in blood, using a towel to try to wipe his hands and arms clean. Whose blood it was, I had no idea. But it was enough to make me sick with fear. “Where’s Ivy?”

      Harley raised his hands to try to calm me. “Ivy’s fine. She’s shaken up pretty badly, but she’s okay. Minus a few bruises and scrapes, she’s fucking lucky to be alive. She’s a fighter, but I’m not sure she would have survived had I not arrived.” His face darkened. “The others weren’t so lucky. The other three are dead.”

      I nodded as I was already aware. I had been briefed on the situation quickly as I was on the jet on our way to Berlin. I had immediately turned the jet around in a panic. Armed men were waiting for us at the airport to make sure the dolls were escorted back to The Dollhouse safely. The plan was to gather our belongings and leave The Dollhouse immediately. But all I could focus on as we rushed home was Ivy. I had to make sure she was all right, and that nothing would happen to her, and I needed to handle it myself. I didn’t trust anyone but me to be with her.

      The dolls came into the foyer, all looking terrified at the bloody mess before them. Some gasped, others cried, and I knew they were all terrified. “Pack up your belongings. We’ll be leaving here within the hour,” I instructed.

      “Oh my God,” Amber said. “Are they really dead? Janie and the new girls? I can’t believe this happened.”

      “Like I told you all on the plane,” I said, trying to be sensitive to the terror I knew they all must have been feeling seeing the blood of people they once cared for all over the house. “The only survivor was Ivy. I’m going to go check on her now. But it’s important we leave this house as soon as possible and get to a safe location. So please act fast. We’ll discuss this further once we leave. I promise you. Just go now.”

      I wasn’t sure if it was that the dolls were just trained to take my commands and follow them, or if they were all too stunned to object, but they all scurried off to do as I asked.

      “Where is she,” I asked Harley again.

      “She’s in the bathroom trying to get cleaned up.”

      I glanced around and noticed that though I saw a lot of blood, I didn’t see any bodies. “Where are all the dead? You said you killed three men? Where are they? Where are the women?”

      “I have people taking care of the bodies for now. We’ll deal with all of that later, but I think we should leave the authorities out of this. It’s messy, and it’s best to let my cleaner take it from here. Trust me to handle all this, Victor. Though I’m trying to step away from that dark world because of Marlowe, I’m still the one to fix this for you. Let me take care of everything.”

      “That’s asking a lot,” I said. “I know that since Marlowe moved in with you, you’re trying to turn over a new leaf. I can’t expect you to fuck up your life because of me.”

      “Marlowe understands,” Harley said. “I didn’t exactly have a choice when I killed those fuckers. But I sure as shit picked a shitty time to stop carrying a gun with me full-time. Marlowe isn’t exactly happy I had to still kill, but I’ve spoken to her and informed her of what’s going on. She was the one to suggest what I’m about to also offer you.” Harley looked down at his bloody hands and began cleaning them again. “Take everyone to my house in the bayou. The only way to get there is by boat. It’s safe in the sense that there is only one way to get to the house. We can guard the entry point easier, and hear if anyone is attacking. The people who are responsible may not think to find you at my place. They most likely will come back here first, then your other properties, and maybe even Spiked Roses. I don’t think any of those fucks would have the balls to fuck with me even if they do eventually figure your location out.”

      “I couldn’t put you and Marlowe out like that. There are a lot of dolls and—”

      “I don’t offer things I don’t want to do. And Marlowe insisted. She’s already setting up the rooms and making all the necessary arrangements,” Harley interrupted. “And I need time to figure out exactly who was behind this. So at least until I get all the facts, I really think it’s what we should do. I don’t want to see any more of your dolls get killed or kidnapped.”

      “Nor do I,” I said through clenched teeth. I took a deep breath as I processed Harley’s words. “Fine, but only if you promise me that we’ll find the asshole behind all of this, and I get to kill him. Not you. Me.”

      “You have my word.” Harley lifted up his bloody hands. “I’m trying to give up killing anyway. But as you can see, it’s not so easy for me to do.”

      I started to walk toward the bathroom to check on Ivy. I stopped and placed my hand on Harley’s shoulder. “Thank you, man. I don’t know what I would have done had you not been here to help. I owe you.”

      Not waiting for a response, I turned to find the one person I didn’t ever want to leave again. Never again would I leave her side. Never again would her life be at risk. Never fucking again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ivy

      

      Staring in the mirror of the small bathroom, my body tensed, then froze solid. My eyes widened at the woman looking back at me. My hair clung in snarled knots around my head. Bloody smudges covered my face, hiding my perfect doll makeup from earlier, and my eyes were so dark with sadness. I looked beaten, broken, yet at the same time I stared at a woman who had survived. Spirit held my shoulders up, even as the blood-drenched dress I wore cast the presence of death from before. Tears pouring from my eyes, I took a deep breath, summoning whatever strength I had left to continue on. In the reflection of the mirror, I saw the door open. As if I were lost in a dream, I saw Victor on the other side.

      He took a few steps toward me. “Ivy? Are you all right?”

      One step at a time, he made his way to my motionless body. He approached me cautiously as if I were a caged animal that could attack at any moment. I saw the fear and sadness in his eyes. Harley must have filled him in on what had happened.

      Turning sideways, I stared over my shoulder at the man I’d feared at one point I’d never see again. Did he know I failed him? Did he know I allowed Janie to be killed?

      Despite his cautious tone, his familiar voice eased some of the panic tormenting my soul. I reached for his extended hand.

      “What happened? Can you tell me what happened to you?”

      Tears exploded from my eyes, streaking the dried blood on my cheeks. “Janie is dead, and so are Lisa and Trudy. I held Janie in my arms as she struggled in pain for her last breath.” A tortured sob escaped my quivering lips, forcing me to collapse to my knees as I felt like my body didn’t have enough air to survive on.

      Like a wary wolf, he slowly placed a hand on my shoulder. Was he expecting me to bolt at any moment? I continued to sob into my dirty hands.

      “What happened? Who did this?” I asked between gasping breaths.

      Victor knelt down and wiped my hair away from my eyes, appearing careful not to come on too strong. “Harley told me that the price on a Drayton Doll has made you all a commodity. Therefore, in a lot of danger. I had no idea.”

      “Who wanted us? What were they going to do? Sell us?”

      Unable to keep from comforting me any longer, Victor lifted my shivering body into his embrace. The scent of Janie’s blood seared into my nostrils. Now I was spreading the proof of her death on his perfectly pressed pinstriped suit.

      “I don’t know who ordered this, but when I find out…” His body tensed. “Harley is finding out. But I promise you, the men whom Harley didn’t kill, and whomever is behind this will fucking pay. I swear to you. I will kill each one and make it known to all to never come near one of you women again.”

      I tensed, but didn’t pull away. I expected Harley to be violent, but hearing those words come from Victor’s lips surprised me and sent a shiver down my spine. I had no doubt he meant every single word.

      “Can you tell me what happened? I heard from Harley, but not what happened before he arrived,” he asked.

      Taking a deep breath to attempt control over my crying, I answered, “A bunch of men. They came in with knives and guns. They broke their way in. I tried to fight them off so one of the girls could run for help. But it didn’t work. They killed Janie, and I had to watch her die in my lap. I didn’t see the others, but Harley told me they didn’t survive.” I began to cry again, pressing my tear-soaked face into his shoulder. “I watched Janie take her last breath, and I don’t see how I am ever going to get the vision of her misery out of my head. She was in so much pain, and so scared. Those men were monsters.”

      My misery mixed with fury. I couldn’t stop the rage. I wanted revenge just like Victor did. I wanted to take them all on. I wanted to scream! But right now, my weakened body could only cry.

      Cupping my jaw, Victor lifted my face and kissed me lightly. His lips were cold and dry, but his attempt to comfort me at least eased my sobs. My shaking body warned of shock, and I was wise enough to see the signs of an upcoming breakdown. How much could I be expected to endure before the darkness claimed me? How much could someone take and see, and be able to handle it? Could I ever be all right after what happened?

      Victor tightened his grip around me and whispered, “It’s going to be okay. You are going to be just fine.”

      “How can you say that? Women are dead! How dare you coddle me, and act like I just had a bad dream!” I pushed abruptly away from him, my breath coming in serrated gasps. “Look around you, Victor! Your dollhouse is covered in blood. Those men killed for no reason. Janie is dead! The others are dead. And I can’t help but feel like they died because of me. So, no, it is not going to be okay! And how do we know they won’t come back and kill the rest of the dolls? Or others? If people want to kidnap us for money, more will come, right?”

      Not bothered by my rage, he said, “Listen to me.” He stroked the blood soaked hair on my head. “I’m making sure that the dolls are all safe by upping security and utilizing Harley and his men, but right now I need to focus on you. You’re hurt.”

      I shook my head. “I’m fine.”

      Victor tilted my head so I had no choice but to look into his eyes. “Are you? Are you really fine?”

      Tears continued to spill. I shook my head and whispered, “No.”

      “I’m so sorry you had to go through that.” He kissed my forehead. “But I’m here now, and I’m not going to let anything happen to you ever again.” He kissed my lips again, tenderly, tightening his grip around my body. “I am so proud of the fighter you are. I was told you killed your attacker. I know that couldn’t have been easy, but I’m really proud of you.” He tightened his grip even more, giving me comfort that I desperately needed. “But you don’t have to be strong any longer. Let me be strong for you.”

      I sobbed even louder, as if his words gave me the permission to not hold back. I couldn’t do much else even if I wanted to. I felt completely broken—shattered into a million pieces. I cried in his arms until I couldn’t cry any longer. I mourned my friend. I mourned the life of a woman I’d grown to care about. And though I hadn’t known the other girls for long, I mourned them as well and their senseless deaths.

      But if I didn’t stop crying—or at least try to stop—I feared I wouldn’t ever be able to again.

      I wiped at my nose and took a deep breath. I needed to regain myself. I had no choice but to do so.

      “When I got the call telling me what had happened, I have never been so scared in my life,” Victor whispered into my ear as his arms wrapped around me tighter. His lips traced the curves of my neck and shoulders. Hearing his declaration of emotion surprised me. Victor’s heart revealed itself. “I was told three out of the four women were dead. And as awful as it sounds, I pleaded to whatever fucking God was listening for that surviving woman to be you.”

      “I feel so guilty that I lived and they didn’t,” I said.

      “Don’t,” he said. “Never feel guilty. You had no control over what happened. I’m not telling you to just forget and move on, but you can’t blame yourself for living. Janie and the others wouldn’t have wanted that for you. You know that.”

      Safe in his arms and snuggled up against his chest, Victor’s touch helped extinguish all the misery that had tortured me while I’d waited for his return. I was worried to ask my next question, but knew I had to. “So what do we do now? The dolls? The galleries? Are we safe to perform?”

      He inhaled deeply. “Until we know who and what is behind the attack, Harley is moving all the dolls to his house in the bayou. He thinks it’s the safest place, and I agree. The Dollhouse isn’t safe no matter how many hired guns I place here. The location has been compromised, and if those assholes found the house, then others know where it is as well.”

      “What about Berlin? You were headed there.”

      “I canceled and turned the jet around the minute I got the call of what happened. I also postponed Japan since it’s coming soon as well. I’m not doing a thing further until I know fully what is going on in the murky depths of the seedy underworld.”

      “Do the other dolls know what happened?”

      He nodded. “They’re devastated, but also happy you at least survived. They can’t wait to see you, but I have them all packing right now.”

      “We’re leaving now?”

      “We’re relocating to Harley and Marlowe’s tonight. Marlowe is already preparing the rooms. It’s going to be a tight squeeze with everyone, but at least it will be safe for now.”

      Safe.

      Safe for now.

      That was all I really needed to hear to regain normal breathing and dry up my tears.

      Clinging to his warm chest, the world seemed right again, or as close to right as my world would ever truly be again. Victor pulled my hair away from my face. His smile disappeared, the light in his eyes shadowed, and any sign of warmth faded. His fingers grazed over the dark marks along my neck, face and chest.

      “Ivy, I need to look at these bruises.”

      I stared in silence as he examined my condition, clearly seeing my battle wounds for the first time. “Are you in a lot of pain?”

      I shook my head.

      His nose flared with his deep breaths. “Did they rape you?” he asked calmly, but his expression revealed a hint of anger… fury… rage.

      I shook my head. Physically I really wasn’t.

      I hadn’t been raped… not in the way he was asking. But something deep inside of me told me not to reveal the entire truth. I didn’t think he could handle the truth of what did occur. But I also knew he expected the full truth from me.

      My heart pounded in my chest, lacking the strength and courage to relive the awful attack. He wasn’t listening anyway, was my excuse for not revealing the entire truth. His head needed to be calm, not hot with anger.

      “Victor, please, forget about the bruises.”

      “Tell me what happened, now.” The order was firm and unwavering.

      “One of the men lunged at me, grabbed me by my neck, and threw me to the ground. I tried to get away from him, but he caught me and hit me repeatedly. I struggled to fight the sick fuck. He choked me, punched me several times, and then things got blurry. I tried to fight as hard as I could, but things went black and…” Tears burned my eyes. “Then he took the handle of the knife and…”

      “What?”

      I took a deep breath. “He shoved it inside my ass. Wanted me to have it inside of me like all the Drayton Dolls are known for doing.”

      “We need to get you to the hospital now!”

      I shook my head. “No, please. I already told Harley no. I’m fine. I don’t need a doctor examining there and asking questions that I don’t want to answer over and over again. Please. It could have been a lot worse, but I was able to stop it before he could fully… fuck me there.”

      Victor lifted the shirt from the rest of my body, his fingers tracing along the bruises across my neck, chest, and ribcage. The pain in his eyes broke my heart.

      “I should have been there.”

      “Victor, you had no way of knowing.”

      “I you and Harley hadn’t killed them, I’d kill them for what they did to you.”

      “I just want to get out of here. I don’t want to have to relive this nightmare over and over again.” I wanted out of this house, but I also hoped that Victor would stay with me. The thought of not having him by my side filled me with a new sense of panic. “I’m so scared. I’m terrified of what might still happen. And I’m scared of being alone. Will you stay with me?”

      “I’ll stay with you,” Victor whispered. “I’m just so sorry, Ivy. I had no idea this would happen. I would have never even created The Dolls and my art showings if I had felt any of your lives would ever be in danger. I didn’t realize I was opening the gates to hell so every fucking sick soul could enter.”

      “You had no way of knowing,” I mumbled against his chest. “Just like I have to forgive myself for Janie’s death.”

      “I should have been here to protect you.” Guilt flooded his expression. “To fight alongside Harley. It should have been me killing those men. Not him.” He looked at me with such sadness in his eyes. “To know what they did to you, and the fact that you had to see such an awful act. I just want to take all the pain away from you.”

      I pulled away and stood up, wrapping my arms around my still shaking torso. “You’re here now. And right now I need you.” I made my way to the bathroom door, feeling a renewed sense of strength. “I want to help pack and see the other dolls. I’m sure they are terrified too.”

      Victor opened his mouth to speak when I cut him off.

      “I’m bruised, I hurt, but I’m alive.” I gave a warm smile for the first time and added, “Please let me join the others. At least for now. You can have someone look at me, or you can examine me closer once we are at Harley’s. Right now, I just need to go grieve with my friends whom I’m sure want to know I’m okay.”

      Walking so he stood in front of me, he brushed a strand of hair from my face and sighed. “Fine. But no lifting or doing any of the work. Your body has been through a lot.”

      I nodded in compliance. I wasn’t tired and didn’t want to rest, but the look on Victor’s face made it clear what would happen.

      “I won’t lift a finger,” I insisted. “I just want to see the others and clean up some more.”

      “Fine. But quickly. I’m going to go talk to Harley about the plans, but after that, I don’t plan to leave your side again. Are we clear on that?”

      “Yes. We’re clear.”

      And I wouldn’t have wanted it any other way.

      The thought of Victor never leaving my side again is what gave me the courage to leave that bathroom and face reality. My new reality.

      Victor helped me walk out to the living room where Harley and other gun-toting men stood. I had Victor to lean on. Victor was here. Victor would protect me. The thought of safety when others lost their lives brought fresh tears to my eyes. But it was nice knowing I wasn’t alone. I wasn’t dead. I stood with Victor’s arms around my broken body, and something deep inside of me told me that with Victor’s help, I would be all right.
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          Victor

        

      

    

    
      “I know you’re all scared and wanting to know what’s going to happen,” I began as all the women filled Harley and Marlowe’s living room. “As you can see, Ivy is all right and we’re thankful for that.” I paused to smile at Ivy who stood next to Amber who had her arm around her bruised body. “But we lost Janie, Trudy, and Lisa in the most awful of ways. Harley and I are using all our resources to find out who did this. They will not get away with this. Someone will pay for our friends’ deaths. I will make damn sure of it.”

      Marlowe walked up to where I stood and handed me a crystal glass full of scotch. I fucking needed it.

      “Thank you,” I said to her as she went about offering drinks to the dolls who also clearly needed one. “For now, my number one concern is that everyone is safe. Harley and Marlowe have offered their house for now. We have security positioned outside, on the pier, guarding every door, and even in boats watching the waterway. There is no way that anyone is entering this house.”

      “What about the police? Can’t they help us?” a doll asked from the group of scared women who stared at me with wide eyes.

      “No police right now,” Harley interjected. “Certain crimes need to be handled differently. You all need to trust that we have this handled. We ask for twenty-four hours. If any one of you aren’t satisfied with the results and what we have to say, then we’ll get the police involved. You have my word.”

      Glancing around, I could see that all the women seemed content with what Harley had offered.

      Marlowe chimed in. “The rooms upstairs have had extra cots brought in that should accommodate everyone. It will be tight, but there are plenty of blankets and pillows. I stocked the bathrooms with extra towels as well. We have plenty of food and booze that I expect you all to help yourselves to all of it. My house is your house while you are here. Please don’t be shy or hesitate to ask for a thing.”

      “Who could do something like this?” Allen asked.

      “All we know,” I began, “is that Harley had heard rumors that Drayton’s Dolls were being discussed, and that there was a possibility there was a price on the black market for them. He didn’t have any confirmation of that fact, but came by to warn us. And when he did, he walked in on Ivy and the others already being attacked.”

      “So the fame of the art exhibits attracted the wrong people,” Joseph said, shaking his head. “Sick people.”

      “But didn’t the attackers get killed?” Amber asked.

      “I killed the men,” Harley said, glancing at Marlowe who scowled as he said the words. “But they weren’t the one calling the shots. The person who does that never does his own dirty work. There is someone behind all of this, which means he’ll regroup and try again. Our job now is to find out who that person is so we can take care of him to ensure all of your safety forever. But we will. Trust me.”

      “So, it’s been a long night, and I think we could all use some sleep. Tomorrow, we’ll have answers. I promise,” I said. “I promise you all something else. I won’t hide anything from you. When I know more, so will all of you.”

      “There’s food in the kitchen if any of you want something before bed,” Marlowe said.

      I turned to Harley. “Thank you, Harley. I mean it. I won’t forget this.”

      Harley nodded to the large window that overlooked the pool. “My house guest who lives in the pool house is in Europe at the moment, so the pool house is free. Why don’t you take it? I have another room for Joseph and Allen to share on the main floor. The dolls can have the entire upstairs.”

      I looked outside at the small house with the lights of the pool shining upon it. I then looked at Ivy and nodded. “Thank you. I’m going to take Ivy with me. She could use a good night’s sleep, and I don’t plan to leave her side again.”

      “Do what you want, but it’s yours for as long as you like,” Harley said.

      I walked over to Ivy. “You and I are going to be staying in the pool house.” I wasn’t asking, but I didn’t expect Ivy to argue with me either.

      “Okay,” she said softly.

      “Are you hungry? Do you want anything to eat? Drink?”

      She shook her head. “No. I’m just tired.”

      I took hold of her hand, thankful to feel the warmth of her palm in mine. Such a simple touch, but so powerful in the sense of relief I felt at that very moment. I had her. She was safe. I would make sure that fact would never change again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ivy

      

      I entered the pool house and sat down on the end of the bed, my fingers trembling with all the built up terror of the day.

      I buried my face into my hands, doing my best to quiet my tears, to stop their flow. My shoulders shook gently, all the shame and humiliation from the day rushing at me all at once now that it was quiet and I was away from all the dolls I felt I had to stay strong in front of. The next thing I knew, Victor’s arms were wrapped around me, pulling me against his body, stroking my hair, soothing me. My hands pressed to his chest, my cheek against his shoulder, I continued to cry, unable to stop.

      “Seeing you crying like this breaks my heart to know I caused it. I never meant for anything like this to happen. It was the last thing I wanted. I left you all unprotected, and I am sorry for that.”

      “I don’t blame you.” I sniffled, trying my best to not appear so broken and weak.

      “No, it is not all right. It’s not, and I’m going to make damn sure the people who are responsible pay for this. You’re mine, and no one fucking touches what is mine.”

      I looked up at him, my face streaked with tears, my eyes still holding back the tears I no longer wanted to shed. “I’m yours?”

      Victor nodded. “As long as you’re one of my dolls, yes.” He reached down and rubbed his thumb over my cheeks, wiping away the stray tears that threatened to fall from them.

      I sighed gently when he touched my face, looking at him with desire for so much more, taking his hand in mine and lacing our fingers. I bit my lower lip, my eyes drifting to the floor. “Those men violated me. Humiliated me and then did so much worse to the others. But I just want to forget. I want to act like nothing happened so I can move on. I know that is awful, but I just want to close my eyes, go to sleep, and then wake up and pretend that this was all just a really bad dream.”

      My gaze met his just moments before I found my lips captured in a passionate kiss. I had never been kissed like this man was able to do before. Not this intense and powerful, at least. His mouth pressed firmly, dominating mine as only Victor could do, but his tongue pushed past my lips with the gentlest insistence, softly dancing against mine. I returned the kiss with the same level of passion. Not because I was a Drayton Doll and felt as if I were supposed to be submissive and do as he asked. Not because I was a doll trained to simply act and not think, but because I had never wanted something like this before. Something so simple and yet so powerful at the same time.

      He pulled away slowly, leaving me panting for more. I closed my eyes again and leaned forward, expecting him to kiss me again. When he didn’t, I opened my eyes, confused. Victor had worry washed over his face.

      “I need to know if you’re all right. That those men didn’t cause actual bodily harm when that man used the knife handle on you.”

      I nodded. “I’m fine. My body is fine.” My face grew hot and perspiration beaded on the top of my lip. “I just want to feel normal again. Not a victim. I want you to look at me with desire rather than pity.”

      Victor grabbed my shoulders gently. “Don’t misread my concern as pity. And trust me… there is definitely desire when I look at you. But… Will you allow me to look for myself? I know you said earlier that you didn’t want a doctor, and I understand that. But will you at least let me see that you really don’t require medical attention?”

      I almost choked on the air I had rapidly inhaled. “What?” Even though I’d offered him the opportunity earlier, that had been meant to keep him from taking me to a hospital. I hadn’t been serious, and yet it appeared he’d was quite serious indeed. My face grew even hotter as I cleared my throat. “You want to examine me? My anus?”

      Victor nodded as he said, “To make sure there isn’t any tearing.”

      If there had been a deep and dank hole to climb into, I would have happily gone, but I still silently agreed with a slight nod of my head.

      “Go and lie on your stomach on the bed. You should be more comfortable there.”

      I did as he asked, just wanting to get this over with. I knew arguing would get me nowhere, and the only thing it would do was prolong this embarrassment. I quickly walked to the end of the bed. I wondered whether I should remove my torn dress or not. No doubt he would have to move the ruffles out of the way anyway, so I decided to disrobe completely and crawl up onto the bed. It felt good to be rid of any lasting signs of the awful experience anyway. When I heard his footsteps, I spread my legs a little wider, trying my best to be a good, submissive girl. Though the night had been a horrendous experience, I still craved that side of me to not be lost. I wanted to still submit no matter what, and I wanted Victor to know this fact. I also wanted to feel the feelings I once did for this man without allowing those attackers to get into my head. I wouldn’t allow them to steal my sexual need and passion.

      He moved to the edge of the bed and reached for a pillow. “Lift up, and allow me to place this under your hips. It will make you more comfortable and assist me in seeing more clearly.”

      I did as he asked, as a throng of butterflies fluttered their wings against my insides. Even though I wanted to bury my face into the mattress until this ordeal was over, my curiosity kept my eyes on Victor as he went to the bedside table and dug around, eventually pulling out a bottle of lubrication with a wicked smile on his face as he looked at me.

      “Lucky us,” he said. “We’ll just borrow a little of this.”

      He positioned his body behind my upturned bottom, opening my legs even further apart. Without pause, he spread my cheeks and began the examination.

      “If at any time this hurts, please let me know,” he said, barely above a whisper.

      I just nodded as I felt his finger circle my anus.

      “Does that hurt at all?”

      “No.” In truth, it actually felt good. My pussy throbbed with every gentle caress of his fingertip. Maybe that was awful considering everything that was going on. Maybe I should be sad and in mourning, so, therefore, shouldn’t allow any pleasure to come. But I didn’t care. I wanted to feel good. I wanted to allow the sensations of pleasure to come.

      “That’s good. I don’t see any tearing on the outside. I’m going to press my finger in now. If it hurts, please tell me.” I heard him open the lube, and moments later, I felt the moist coolness of his slick finger touch my anus once again. “Ready?”

      I nodded. With my silent permission, Victor pressed just barely past the opening. Only the tip of his finger breached my tender hole. He didn’t move, allowing me to both physically and mentally adjust to the invasion.

      “Do you feel any discomfort?”

      I wondered if the juices leaking from my pussy would give away that his finger in my ass was giving me erotic pleasure rather than pain. “No, sir,” I squeaked, as submission flooded over me.

      The feeling was so welcomed.

      So needed.

      Victor began to circle his finger in my inner channel in a spiraling motion, slowly easing deeper as he moved his finger. “Do you feel any stinging as I do this?” He rubbed his finger along the ridged walls inside me, shooting jolts of electricity through every sense in my body.

      I shook my head, breathless.

      “I’m going to go even deeper. I’m going to press past the ring. If it hurts, please let me know.” Without waiting for an answer, he pressed deeper, going beyond the second barrier.

      Signs of arousal trickled over my clit and mound. I couldn’t help but spread my legs even wider and press my butt up against his hand. The action drove his finger in deeper, causing me to moan loudly against the most delicious invasion.

      “Pleasure or pain?” he asked, as he thrust his finger all the way in.

      I moaned louder and grabbed the sheets of the bed into my fists. “Pleasure. Complete pleasure.”

      Victor removed his finger and quickly got off the bed. When I turned to see why he had stopped, I found him undressing. Once naked, Victor resumed his position, but this time he flipped me onto my back, thrusting a finger into my pussy.

      “How does this feel?” he asked huskily.

      A moan was my only answer.

      He added a second finger and pressed even deeper into my hungry cunt. “And how does this feel?”

      I arched my back and moaned even louder.

      Keeping his fingers planted in my pussy, Victor leaned forward and took my breast into his mouth. He sucked and nibbled as my pleasure grew. He pulled away from my pebbled nipple just enough to ask, “How does this feel?”

      I moaned even more, being rewarded by Victor thrusting his fingers in and out of my pussy over and over again.

      “I want to fuck you,” he growled as he took my other breast into his mouth with a little more force than the last time.

      “Yes. Please,” I begged.

      In one fluid motion, he pulled his fingers out of my wet pussy and placed his cock at the entrance, applying pressure but not breaking past. He paused and looked into my eyes. “Are you all right with this?”

      I nodded, suddenly scared that he would stop. That he would think I was far too traumatized to even consider having sex. When in all actuality, it was exactly what I needed to feel whole and human again.

      For the first time since our first kiss, Victor placed his lips gently to mine. A slight buzz rang in my ears, and all I could do was open my mouth slightly, allowing him access with his tongue. Victor wasted no time and delved his tongue in, deepening the kiss. He applied a little more pressure with his cock at my pussy as he continued to kiss.

      After what felt like an everlasting embrace, he pulled away and whispered, “If this ever becomes too much—if you aren’t ready for this—you be strong enough to say stop. Submission does not mean sacrifice. You come first. What is going on in your mind is just as important to me as what is going on with your body.”

      With that command, his lips once again crushing mine, Victor pressed his cock all the way into my body in one quick motion. I cried out against his kiss, allowing him to swallow up the initial biting pain as my pussy adjusted to his large size. He remained still once he was fully planted inside me.

      I was the one to begin moving my hips in hopes of more. Victor didn’t need any further coaxing. He began to thrust his cock in and out of me with a rhythm that almost hypnotized. He lowered his finger to my clit and applied pressure as he circled around my nub. My juices of arousal coated his dick, making each thrust of his cock wetter and slicker than the last.

      He nibbled on my neck and whispered, “Allow the sensations. Feel the pain, feel the pleasure, feel me as I claim what is, and always will be, mine. No one will ever fucking touch you again.”

      Over and over his cock pumped into me. The steady passion reminded me of a drum, beating its way to orgasm. I had imagined what this day would be like—the day I finally got to be intimate with a man I truly had feelings for—but hadn’t even come close to the pure ecstasy that coursed through my core. Pump after pump of his hard cock brought me closer and closer to a peak I knew I wanted to reach. And once I reached it… I jumped off into an explosion of pleasure that shook my body. A scream escaped my lips as it was met with a guttural moan from Victor as he too jumped off that peak.

      As his seed spilled inside my body, I lay limp beneath his weight. Chills of pleasure danced along my skin, followed by the soft kisses of Victor. Being with this man, I felt alive, free, and for a brief moment… everything in my life seemed quiet. Calm.
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      Early the next morning, the sun shone brightly through the glass windows of the pool house on Harley’s property. I let out a slight groan and shielded my eyes from the intense rays. My head still pounded from the attack the evening before. I squirmed from underneath Victor’s protective embrace, something he must have done in his sleep.

      I reached over and brushed away the few strands of his dark hair that fell over his eyes, allowing my fingertips to trace the black twisted root tattoos that weaved around his collarbone and ran along the skin of his neck. As I caressed, I thought of all that happened yesterday, and knew that I was truly lucky Harley had walked in when he had. I barely knew the man, yet for some reason I knew I could trust him, and I was happy that my friend Marlowe had fallen in love with a man like him. They were living together now, and I had never seen Marlowe so happy before in my life.

      Tears welled up at the corners of my eyes while I watched Victor sleep as the sunrays entered the room and landed on his body. He moved his head, moaning as he awoke. As he opened his eyes and looked directly into mine, I gave a weak smile. The corner of his lips curved into a soft smile to match mine.

      “Hey,” he breathed. “Morning.”

      “Good morning.”

      He pushed himself into a more upright position and ran his fingers through his tousled hair while he let out a tired yawn and stretched out his muscles.

      “How long have you been awake?” he asked.

      “Not long. The sun and my headache are not a good combination,” I managed to say.

      He scanned my face and head, no doubt taking stock of all my cuts and bruises from the attack. Concerned, he pulled me close to him. “Come on,” he said as he helped me up and wrapped the blanket at the end of the bed around my shoulders. “We need to get some food in you. I’m going to run into the main house and get us something.”

      “Coffee too, please,” I added as I watched Victor pull on his clothing and slip on his shoes.

      Without saying another word, Victor was out the door and I was alone. Even though I knew it was for a short minute, I hated the feeling. I’d promised myself last night to try not to keep reliving the nightmare, but I couldn’t help it. The awful visions kept knocking on my memory, demanding to be let in. Poor Janie and the others. It almost seemed like a dream and that it hadn’t really happened, but I knew that if I were to walk into Harley and Marlowe’s house right now and saw all the dolls, Janie would not be one of them. Her sweet smile would not be greeting me.

      The doorknob rattled and then the door opened, snapping me from my morbid thoughts. Victor juggled a tray in one hand while he pulled the door closed with his other hand. “Pastries and coffee,” he said. “Marlowe has quite the set up in there for all the dolls, and she had this tray ready and was about to deliver it to us.”

      My stomach growled, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten much lately. No doubt adding to my weakened condition. I felt a little dizzy when I tried to walk over to Victor, so decided it best to sit back down where I was.

      Victor set the tray on the bed next to me. Along with plates, there were also two glasses of orange juice. My mouth suddenly dry, I picked up one of the glasses and sipped the delicious liquid.

      “I’m not a huge breakfast person,” he said with a grin. “But with this spread, it’s hard to not become one.”

      “I’m hungry. We didn’t eat dinner.” I reached now for the pastry, shoving it into my mouth in a not so lady-like way, the flavor dancing across my tongue.

      After about ten minutes of eating our breakfast in silence, I couldn’t keep quiet any longer. “Victor?”

      Victor picked up the tray and moved it to a nearby table. “Yes?”

      “Thank you.”

      Coming back to where I sat on the bed, he lifted his fingers to my right temple and pushed back a lock of my hair. Lightly, he ran his fingertip along a cut on my head. “We just need to get you back on your feet. That bastard could have killed you.”

      “I know,” I breathed, as the realization almost made me ill. “If Harley hadn’t walked in…”

      He leaned over and cupped my chin. “You shouldn’t have been put in that danger to begin with. I had no idea the level Drayton’s Dolls had grown to. The popularity and the morbid fascination of some ruthless men put you all at risk, and I can’t stop thinking about it. It should never have gotten to this level. Especially without me knowing.”

      “You’re a famous artist. I only was at the one gallery, but I can see why The Dolls became so famous so fast.”

      “Well the type of fame I got is clearly not what I wanted. I don’t want The Dolls to be exposed to sexual predators. Things have to change.” He took sips of his coffee as he looked out the large windows at the pool outside.

      My temple pounded now, but I was trying my best to hide it from him. He had worried enough. “What’s going to happen now? Are we going back to The Dollhouse?”

      He patted my leg. “We’ll discuss all the logistics later. You need to finish eating so you can get some rest. I still plan on making you do as little as possible until I know you are completely okay.”

      “What about the other dolls? Are they going to stay here? There isn’t enough room for everyone for long. I’m sure Harley and Marlowe will want their house back.”

      “Finish eating,” he pressed.

      “I want to help you. You shouldn’t have to deal with this all yourself.” My eyes were growing heavy. Exhaustion and a full belly were a deadly combination.

      “Don’t worry. I hired the best team for all of this. We are putting together a plan now,” Victor said, smiling.

      “I need to join the other dolls,” I slurred. “I don’t want them to think I’m getting special privileges or being treated differently.”

      “You are being treated differently, but that’s because you’re mine. My doll.” Victor lowered his mouth and gave me a soft kiss. Pulling away far too quickly for my taste, he said, “It’s time you get some sleep. We only slept a few hours last night, and you need a lot more after what you went through.” He placed his palm on my chest and pushed me back onto the bed.

      I closed my eyes and sighed. “I don’t want to be left alone.”

      Plucking the last of the pastry from my slack fingers, he placed it on the tray. “I’ll be here when you wake up. I promise.”

      I nodded, happy with his answer.

      He pulled the blanket up to my chin and tucked me in. “Sweet dreams, Ivy. No more nightmares. I won’t allow them to happen ever again.”
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      I sat and stared out the window as the sun set against the landscape of the bayou. Ivy had slept for most of the day, tossing and turning ever so often as no doubt nightmares haunted her sleep. Nightmares that I had caused. I wasn’t sure if I could ever forgive myself for what I put her through, and for what had happened to those three innocent women. But after the decisions I made today while Ivy slept, I hoped that I could, at the very least, make sure it never happened again.

      Allen and Joseph had thought I was insane when I told them, and even Harley had thought I was overreacting, but I didn’t care. I knew I was making the right decision. It was the best for me, and most definitely the best for Ivy. Even if it meant losing her forever, at least I would know she was safe.

      As Ivy stirred awake, I turned to see she was opening her eyes and stretching her body, greeting me with a smile.

      “Well, hello, sleepyhead,” I said, taking in her disheveled look and loving every inch of it.

      She looked around and outside at the setting sun. “What time is it? Did I sleep all day?” She sat up quickly as if panicked that she had missed something.

      “You clearly needed your rest.”

      Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she asked, “Were you in here all day? Just watching me sleep?”

      “No. Marlowe was in here with you while I took care of some business. Just in case you woke up, I didn’t want you to be alone.”

      “Business?” Worry washed over her face. “What’s going to happen now?”

      A heavy, thick lump of despair formed in my stomach as I knew what I needed to tell her. I didn’t want to say the words that would force me to lose Ivy—my special doll—forever, but I knew there was no other way.

      “I’ve shut production down of Drayton’s Dolls permanently.”

      Her head tilted, and her eyes narrowed. I could see she wasn’t processing my words fully. “I don’t understand. What do you mean shutting down production? Until whoever is behind the attacks is caught? Is that what you mean?”

      I took a deep breath and stood, struggling to not go and sit by her because I feared I would just kiss her and forget what I was supposed to do. “No. I’ll find out who is responsible with Harley’s help, but it won’t stop there even if we kill the bastards. Harley has confirmed that there is a large bounty on each doll’s head on the black market. If someone got a hold of one of you, there would be a bidding war in the sex slave trade. I can’t live with myself if one of you were kidnapped and sold at some sick fucker’s auction.” I turned to look out the window again, not wanting to look into Ivy’s beautiful green eyes. “It’s not safe to be a Drayton Doll any longer. Therefore, I am eliminating The Dolls and The Dollhouse immediately. I won’t be holding any more art exhibits that involve the dolls ever again.”

      “You’re going to just give everything up?” The raised pitch in her tone, told me enough without me even having to turn to look at her. She was reacting like all the other dolls did when I told them that they were no longer going to be a Drayton Doll.

      “I don’t want you to worry,” I began. “Every doll will be compensated. I’m going to go ahead and vest everyone as if they had served their full three years.”

      “You can’t do this,” she said. “You can’t just shut down The Dolls. It’s your art! It means so much to all of us. What about all the other women? They can’t possibly want you to shut down production.”

      I turned to face her and offered the best fake smile that I could. “Today’s the day that everyone’s dream gets to come true. Every doll inside that house today left with the funds to begin their new life. To live their dreams they always had.”

      “They all left? Just like that? Without saying goodbye?”

      “Yes. Everyone exchanged their contact info, and they left theirs for you inside. I didn’t want a big production over everyone leaving. Everyone’s been through enough heartache and shed enough tears for a lifetime. And we didn’t have a lot of time. You all can connect with each other after this awful ordeal is over and each of you are safe and no longer a doll. Harley wasn’t sure how long his house would truly be safe. If word got out that the dolls were located in his house, more people could come with the same intention of what happened at The Dollhouse. The only option was to split everyone up now, and quickly.” The look on Ivy’s face stabbed at my gut. She appeared heartbroken with the news. “This isn’t a bad thing. It’s good. Everyone gets to start their dream early. Put all this death and misery behind us.”

      “But what about your dream? Drayton’s Dolls was everything to you. You had worked so hard to build it to the reputation it had. What about Japan? We worked so hard.”

      “My dream got three women killed. And I almost lost the woman I loved all because of a kinky fetish art piece. My dream became a nightmare right before me, and I was completely blind and helpless to stop it. I won’t make that same mistake again.”

      Ivy’s eyes grew wide and her body froze. In the softest of voices, she asked, “The woman you love? Is that what you just said?”

      I hadn’t realized I had said the words. They were the truth, but I hadn’t meant to just blurt them out like that. I did love Ivy. I knew this. I’d known this a long time ago, but facing the reality that I almost lost Ivy made the fact of how much I truly loved her all the more powerful.

      “That’s what I said.”

      Her eyes welled up with tears. “You love me?”

      I nodded and slowly made my way to her, lifting her out of the bed to pull her into an embrace. The soft cotton of the nightgown she still wore from the night before allowed me to feel every curve of her body as I held her firmly to my chest. If we could only have stayed like that forever, not having to face the future, not having to get ready to say our goodbyes.

      Not ready to let her go, I still held tightly as I asked, “So, I’ll ask you the same thing I asked all the dolls earlier. What is your future dream? College? Start a business? Do you plan to go back to your home town in Mississippi?” I didn’t want to hear the answer, but I also knew there was no denying my time with my doll had come to an end.

      She shook her head, her face pressed against my chest. Her arms held onto my back as if she never wanted to let me go. “No. I don’t want college. I don’t want to start a business. I definitely don’t want to go back to Mississippi, though I’ll always help my family financially from afar. I’ll find a way for that no matter what.”

      “Then what dream do you want? I don’t want you to hold back. I know you haven’t worked for me for long, but you deserve the same thing as every other one of those dolls if not more. So tell me. I’ll help you make that dream happen.”

      She pulled away enough so she could look up into my eyes. “Anything?”

      Her delicate features staring up at me made me want to swoop her up into my arms, lower her down onto that bed, and make mad passionate love to her. But I had to stay focused. I had to do what was right for everyone before another incident occurred.

      “Anything,” I said.

      “My dream is you,” she whispered.

      My heart skipped a beat. I wasn’t sure if I heard her correctly. “What was that?”

      “You said you would help me achieve my dream. Well… my dream is to be with you. Not as your doll, but to be that woman you just admitted to loving.” A single tear fell from her eye. “Because before you, I didn’t have any dreams. I had nothing but loud chaos knocking against every nerve in my body. But not now. You have silenced my storm.”

      “But you deserve so much better. You deserve a future that you can shape however you please. I’m now offering you the resources so you can do that.”

      “I don’t want your money. I want you. Because you, Victor Drayton, are the man that I have fallen in love with as well.”

      Her words were like an explosion detonating inside my gut, my heart, my soul. She said the words that I should have been thrilled to hear, and yet I hated them as well. She wasn’t supposed to want to stay. She was supposed to want to leave like all the other dolls had done. She was supposed to take my financial support and run off to follow her forever dream. It was the only way to keep her safe. To prevent her from being attacked again because of my name. I couldn’t risk her safety for the sake of love. I just couldn’t.

      “No,” I said firmly.

      “But you said you would make my dream come true.”

      “No.”

      “But you said you loved me.”

      I broke our embrace and walked a few feet away, keeping my back to her. “No matter what my feelings are for you, I can’t make that dream of yours come true,” I said, though the words killed me to say. “There are too many sick bastards out there who want to hurt The Dolls. You staying with me will only put your life at risk. What if you’re kidnapped and sold to the highest bidder?” I turned to face her, noticing that tears ran down her pale cheeks. “I couldn’t live with myself. I’m staring at bruises on your face because of me and my fucked up vision of The Dolls. I allowed Drayton’s Dolls to become a kinky, sexually depraved peep show for the sickest people in the world to lust after.”

      “But that wasn’t your intention, or your fault,” Ivy said as she walked toward me and extended her hands, which I refused to take.

      “Ill intentions or not, it’s what happened.”

      “So what now for you?” she asked. “What do you plan to do?”

      That was a good question that I really didn’t have the answer to. “I still own several galleries. I’ll focus on running those with the help of Allen and Joseph. I’ll eventually work on my art again… maybe.”

      The sadness in Ivy’s eyes quickly changed to fury. “I can’t believe I’m hearing this. So, you’re just going to send me off with a large check. Is that it? Like you did with all the other dolls?” Her fists balled up, and her back stiffened. “I thought I was different. You said I was. I believed you. I was your special doll, or was that just kinky, sexual and depraved as well?”

      Fuck. The last thing I wanted was to piss her off.

      “No, not at all. Ivy, we had something different. I couldn’t describe it then, and I sure as hell can’t describe it now. I mean it when I say I love you. I fell in love with that firecracker inside of you that you somehow learned how to contain. I watched you dance with the fire and became mesmerized by your beauty as you did so.”

      “Well then, don’t extinguish my flame. Don’t cast me off like you did the others. If I’m special like you say, and if you do truly love me, then allow me to stay. I want to remain with you. I want to help you run your galleries. I want you to teach me how. Give me that career. Teach me how to be a gallery owner with you. You asked what I wanted as my dream, and I’m telling you. Give me the dream that I’m asking for.”

      “Your safety—”

      “Is not at risk if I’m no longer a doll. Those people involved in the black market only want a doll, right? Well, you just disbanded the dolls. I’m just Ivy Adams. Just a white trash girl from Mississippi who is in love with a wealthy as fuck artist. Looks like I’m getting my own personal Cinderella story right here. I would consider that the best dream anyone could ask for.”

      I walked up to her and cupped each side of her face with my hands. “Is this really what you want? Really?”

      She nodded and gave the softest smile.

      “You want to help me run my galleries?”

      “And help you with your art.” She nodded again. “It sounds fun. And I want to be by your side always. Is that so bad of a dream?”

      I shook my head. “No, that isn’t bad at all. It sounds like a dream to me as well.”

      “Then grant me it. Give me my dream today like you gave all the other dolls theirs.” She smiled warmly. “And one more thing. Japan. Can we still go to Japan? I was really looking forward to it. I wasn’t looking forward to the dancing.” She giggled. “Not at all. But I really wanted to see the country.”

      “Of course. I can make that happen.” I loved the idea of bringing Ivy with me to Japan—a place that forever would hold a special place in my heart.

      “Then my dream is now complete.”

      I couldn’t control my actions even if I tried. Pulling her into my arms, I held and squeezed her with all the built up passion I had been struggling to hold back. I wasn’t holding my special doll. No, not anymore. I was holding in my arms the woman I loved. I was holding the woman who had become my dream, my passion, my future muse. As I felt her heart beat against my chest, I knew that everything was changing between us. Ivy was no longer a Drayton Doll, and never again would I be expected to share what was mine. What would always be mine.
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      The blush took over my entire body without warning. I inhaled against the kiss and tried to regain my composure. The notorious Victor Drayton had a way of making me feel like a giddy little schoolgirl, even now when I was no longer one of his dolls.

      Victor smirked. “Are you sure you know what you are getting yourself into? There’s no three year vesting period if you choose this dream.”

      I tilted my head to look into Victor’s smiling eyes. The soft wrinkles at the edges gave his classic charm a sense of maturity that I found intoxicating. He kept my stare locked within his for what seemed like an eternity. His gaze single-handedly melted my heart. I oozed from the inside out. He had a power over my emotions that I was not used to allowing, and for that one reason, I knew I could never leave his side. His strength, his intoxicating dark demeanor, his aura just screamed out, Man.

      Without looking away, Victor slowly leaned in toward me, with his mouth only inches from mine. “I want to feel your lips on me.”

      He wasn’t asking permission, yet announcing his intent. So Victor Drayton. So fucking Victor Drayton.

      I looked down at his mouth and then back into his eyes and softly whispered, “I’d like that.”

      He placed a hand on each side of my head, and softly pressed his lips to mine. The touch sent tingles through my entire body. Never had a simple kiss given me such a powerful, intense reaction with anyone else—or even with Victor before now. It was just a kiss, and yet so much more. This wasn’t about passion like before. This wasn’t tied to sexual need or lust. This kiss now was about two people who finally confessed their feelings. This was a kiss of love.

      The power this man had over me…

      His mouth moved slowly along mine until his tongue lightly pressed past my lips. The warmth, and the wetness, increased the desire building inside my core. His fingers caressed my hair softly as his tongue continued to explore. A kiss, a high-inducing kiss, was more than I could imagine. I could smell Victor, taste Victor, and feel Victor. I wanted more. I wanted the kiss to last forever—never wanting his lips to leave mine.

      “You feel so right,” Victor murmured between our entwined breaths.

      The sound of his voice, muffled by the kiss, provoked an involuntary gasp, revealing how locked in his hold I had become. Never would I have thought I would feel so much power from a simple kiss of love. At that moment, the only thing I wanted was for him to never stop.

      His hands moved down my back, and he pulled me closer. My breasts pressed firmly to his rock hard chest with only thin layers of cotton between us. As our bodies merged, our kiss became more frenzied. Victor pressed his tongue deeper within my mouth. I responded by parting my lips wider and dancing my tongue with his. My breath mixed with his, my gasps swallowed by the kiss.

      The all consuming, most mind-blowing kiss.

      A kiss that I’d never known could exist before this day. With one single kiss, Victor Drayton—a man I’d never pictured spending my life with—had captured my heart even more than it had already been possessed.

      Slowly pulling away, he looked deep into my eyes. His own glazed over as desire coursed across his face. He ran a single finger along my jawline and traced it along the edge of my needy lips. A small seductive smile formed as he leaned forward and kissed the tip of my nose.

      We both stared at each other for a few moments, scanning each other’s face, searching for a peek into our souls.

      I took a deep breath before speaking. “What is your dream now? What is your new dream and vision now that the dolls are no more?”

      Victor lowered his mouth to mine again. He kissed with more passion this time, and with more excitement than before. His mouth continued to claim mine as I could feel his desire building—my desire building. I inhaled at the sudden change but pulled him closer with my hands clinging desperately to his back.

      “You, Ivy. You are my new vision. My new dream. My new muse. Tell me to stop and I will. Tell me no, and I will back away this second.” Victor paused from his onslaught of kisses to examine my face. “But I have to warn you. My art becomes my life, my addiction, my everything. My art consumes every aspect of my life. It’s how many artists are. But I want you to be that art. I want you to fuel the hole that will be left with the end of the dolls. I want you, Ivy. Just you. But can you handle the artist?”

      I smiled at the look of concern mixed with passion on his face. “I want that, too. I want to be your muse every single day from this point on. But right now. Right this moment. All I want is to feel you inside of me.”

      “Ivy,” Victor moaned.

      He moved his mouth to my neck and started to place soft kisses, while his hand slowly worked its way under my nightgown. His palm cupped my breast, and I arched my back to meet his touch. His lips moved to my ear, and he lightly nipped. I could hear his ragged breathing and feel his body tense with pent up passion.

      I lowered my hand to his bulging erection pressed against his slacks. When my fingers made contact, Victor groaned in desire.

      “Fuck! I want to be soft. I want to be gentle… but you’re driving me crazy.”

      I undid his belt buckle, unbuttoned, and unzipped his pants in one fluid motion. “I don’t want soft. I don’t want gentle. I want you to take me, Mr. Drayton. Take me hard,” I demanded as I wrapped my hand around his throbbing cock.

      He grabbed and pushed me hard up against the wall. Reaching for my hands, guiding them above my head, holding them firm with one hand, his other ripped off my clothing. He yanked, he tugged, and he had me naked before I could even take my next breath. His lips pressed against mine with such force, such fierce command.

      I had never felt such strength, such domination with all the times we had been together. This time was fueled with a different type of passion and energy. Victor moved his lips to my neck and began to kiss, suck and bite. With my arms still pinned above my head by his massive hand, I had no choice but to allow Victor to do as he wished.

      I felt the sting of his teeth on my neck and mewled, trying to not focus on the fact that I stood completely naked before him.

      He picked me up and carried me to the bed before I could fully comprehend what was happening. I was in his arms, I could feel his muscled chest flex beneath me. I could hear his heavy breathing thick with desire. I could smell his intoxicating scent. My head spun; I was consumed with lust, drunk with passion.

      Before I could regain composure, he threw me down onto the bed. I saw him grab a pink satin ribbon from the waist of the doll dress I had worn the night before. Tearing it in half with his teeth, and then ripped it in half again, he took a piece and watched me with hungry eyes. He grabbed one of my hands and tied it to the bedpost, and then he did the same with the other. I had never been tied, never been defenseless. I tugged to see if I could escape, pulled to see if this was for real. With a mixture of fear and desire, I allowed myself to trust Victor, but at the same time, take delight in the sizzle of fear that coursed through my veins. I was helpless. There was nothing I could do to fight him off. I couldn’t stop what would happen next. And yet, even as my heart skipped, I loved the feeling. The complete abandon. Knowing he was now fully in control, but that I had absolutely nothing to fear. I didn’t have to fight anymore. I didn’t have to struggle. I didn’t have to count on only myself. I had Victor Drayton. I was in his hands, in his life, and under his protection always. I knew this. I felt this.

      He stood before me and took off all of his clothes in the same rush and fury that had landed me naked and tied to the bed. His ripped, tight body stood before me in all its glory. With hungry eyes, he stared down at my body stretched out on the bed and seductively smiled.

      “I’m saying goodbye to my doll, and saying hello to my muse. But I have to warn you again,” Victor practically growled. “My art will always be dark, kinky, and twisted in the best of ways.”

      He reached for the rest of the ribbon, tore it in half with his teeth again, grabbed one of my legs, and tied one ankle to the bedpost and then secured the other, spreading me wide open. In mere moments, I found myself sprawled out on the bed, under Victor’s control. I tried to move, tried to test the strength of the bonds. A shiver ran down my spine when I couldn’t move. I was his. Yes, I was his.

      “Victor…” I moaned.

      He kissed one breast and then the other. He sucked each nipple, slightly nipping with his teeth. I gasped; I moaned. I had never been restricted before and not able to hold onto someone. The feeling of being defenseless was terrifying but electrifying at the same time.

      “Please. I want to hold you,” I begged. The need to touch his skin consumed me.

      Ignoring my plea, he continued his descent down my abdomen with kisses. He reached his final destination, his lips caressing every ounce of flesh, licking my entire mound until I was desperate for more. I was dying to feel his tongue delve into me. I wanted to feel the invasion, the penetration. The man had a way to intensify every emotion and sensation in my body. I needed him. I hungered for him. I craved everything about him. Yet, I knew the ultimate power was his, and he would lead this delicious dance as he saw fit.

      “Victor!” I screamed when his tongue connected with my clit. A surge of sensation stole my breath. “I want you,” I pleaded as I tested the ties again. I was aching to touch, desperate to have some control back.

      My body frantically searched for release any way that it could as I shamelessly ground my pussy against his face and mouth. I needed to come. God, I hoped he’d make me come. But I needed more than his mouth. I needed his cock in me, and just as I was about to demand he fuck me, he moved away from my needy cunt and lowered his body on top of mine. I tried to reach for him. I tried to embrace his body. But the constraints of the ties held me in place.

      “Untie me,” I begged.

      He simply shook his head and slowly eased his way in between my legs. He captured my gaze and never released it as his cock spread me wide. He stared deep into my eyes, linking our souls, connecting our energy.

      He pressed deeper with every gasp from me as if my sounds of pleasure fueled the energy and desire inside of him.

      I moaned.

      He pressed on.

      I cried out.

      He fucked me harder.

      His own moans became the soundtrack to the most amazing sex of my life. Just when I thought it couldn’t be better with this man, he proved me wrong.

      Victor pressed deep within me and suddenly stopped. Without either of our bodies moving, I could feel nothing more than his dick deep within me. Taking that moment of stillness did something to me. I felt a connection and closeness I hadn’t known possible. I looked into his eyes and just smiled. It began with just my lips, but staring into Victor’s face, I knew my pleasure was reflected in his eyes.

      “I’m yours,” I admitted freely. “Not as your doll, but as yours.”

      “I wanted nothing more than to hear those words.”

      “Untie me. Let me show you how much I’m yours. Let me prove how much I want to belong to you,” I whispered.

      Victor lightly touched his lips to mine, pulled his cock out of me, and then slowly untied one hand and then the other. He took his time to untie and after each bond was removed, he kissed and licked the reddened area to soothe the sting. I hadn’t realized how much I’d fought against the restraints until he did so.

      Once all the ties were removed, I crawled into Victor’s lap, pressed my lips to his neck, and took the moment to just be held and feel protected. I enjoyed the soft, the calm… the love. I moved my lips to his and kissed him until I felt that our lips had melted together. His breath was mine, my breath was his. I felt his tongue lightly move along mine, his hands caressed, we embraced.

      Victor eased me onto my back and slowly rubbed his cock along my throbbing clit. The sensation sent an emotion through me that nearly brought tears to my eyes. I became whole, so complete. Having Victor so close to me felt… right.

      He moved the tip of his dick at a slow and sensual pace. He caressed my hair and smiled softly while looking into my eyes. “I can’t do soft any longer. I need to fuck you hard before I explode,” he confessed.

      A growl worked its way past his lips as he grabbed me by the hips and in one hard thrust, drove himself deep within the warmth of my body. I wrapped my legs tighter around his back and thrust my hips to drive him even deeper. I moaned at the feeling of him spreading me. I craved more. I wanted him to drive in and out at a rapid speed.

      I felt like a sex-crazed vixen beneath Victor as he pumped in and out with a force and speed that brought an impending orgasm near. He grabbed me by the hair and pulled my lips to his again. He drove his tongue deep within my mouth, never letting go of his grip. He dominated me with the pull, with the thrust of his hips, and with the power he had over the building explosion of pleasure begging for release.

      “Let go for me. Let go, baby,” he demanded with a deep sensual voice.

      Knowing—through all my time of being trained as one of his precious dolls—that I should never go against one of Victor’s commands, I let the climax take over. The fire worked its way from my toes all the way to my head. My moan became louder, louder until it became a scream.

      With the sound of my release ringing throughout the room, Victor pumped hard one last time, filling me with his seed. Claiming me. Marking me. Forever his.

      No longer his special doll.

      I was simply… his.

      
        The End

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Devils & Rye

          

          Release Date: March 27, 2018

        

      

    

    
      
        Forbidden fruit tastes the sweetest. 

        

        It had been years since I had seen her.

        Years since I last saw those eyes with pure, raw innocence.

        So much time had passed since I lusted after what I knew I should resist.

        

        But she was so right.

        And I was so wrong.

        

        To claim her as mine was breaking the rules. Boundaries should not be broken. But temptation weakens my resolve.

        With the pull of my dark desires…

        I know that I can’t hide from my sinful thoughts—and actions—forever.

        

        *Devils & Rye is a dark billionaire romance. If you don’t like a splash of shock, a dash of taboo, and a heavy dose of sex, then don’t take a sip of this TOP SHELF cocktail.
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        ALTA HENSLEY’S HOT, DARK & DIRTY NEWS
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      Villains & Vodka

      
        My life is one long fevered dream, balancing between being killed or killing.

        The name Harley Crow is one to be feared.

        I am an assassin.

        A killer.

        The villain.

        

        I own it. I choose this life. Hell, I crave it. I hunger for it. The smell of fear makes me hard and is the very reason the blood runs through my veins.

        Until I meet her…

        Marlowe Masters.

        Her darkness matches my own.

        In my twisted world of dancing along the jagged edge of the blade…

        She changes everything.

        No weapon can protect me from the kind of death she will ultimately deliver.

         

        *Villains & Vodka is a dark billionaire romance. If you don’t like a splash of shock, a dash of taboo, and a heavy dose of sex, then don’t take a sip of this TOP SHELF cocktail.
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* * *

      Bastards & Whiskey

      
        I sit amongst the Presidents, Royalty, the Captains of Industry, and the wealthiest fucks in the world.

        

        We own Spiked Roses—an exclusive, membership only establishment in New Orleans where money or lineage is the only way in. It is for the gentlemen who own everything and never hear the word no.

        

        Sipping on whiskey, smoking cigars, and conducting multi-million dollar deals in our own personal playground of indulgence, there isn’t anything I can’t have… and that includes HER. I can also have HER if I want.

        

        And I want.

        

        *BASTARDS & WHISKEY is a dark billionaire romance. If you don’t like a sprinkle of shock, a dash of taboo, and a heavy dose of sex, then don’t take a sip of this TOP SHELF cocktail.
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* * *

      Captive Vow

      
        I take you.

        To honor and obey.

        Till death do us part.

        This is my solemn vow.

        

        I am caught in the madness of a deep obsession. Stolen away to become his perfect and dutiful wife.

        Trapped in a twisted and dark courtship. Forced and trained in the wifely duties of an obedient bride.

        I am his.

        Captive ever after…

        

        ***Captive Vow is a dark romantic thriller. If you don’t like a sprinkle of shock, a dash of taboo, and a heavy dose of sex, then don’t take a sip of my cocktail.
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* * *

      His Caged Kitty

      
        Here kitty, kitty…

        His voice.

        His command.

        I became weak.

        

        He became my Master the day he saved me and stole me away. I was his pet. His property.

        A caged kitty so I would not run away.

        

        In a dark and futuristic world, where civilization has to start over, I have no other options. I must submit to a new way of life.

        

        But if the cage unlocks, will I truly be free of my captor? Or will something far greater keep me contained?

        

        ** His Caged Kitty is a novella that is very dark, very taboo, and very dirty. There is graphic sex, and strong BDSM elements. This is not for the faint of heart reader wanting champagne and roses. The only roses in this book are covered in thorns. But with dark comes light, and there will be a happily ever after.
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* * *

      Bad, Bad, Girl

      
        How can it be wrong when it feels so, so right?

        What happens when you are a very bad, bad girl?

        What happens when he is so alpha that he demands complete surrender?

        What happens when your body, mind, and soul betray you?

        

        You submit.

        You utter the words you never thought you would say.

        “Yes, sir.”

        

        They should resist. They should say no. They should walk away and never look back.

        But they won't.

        Three women. Three men. Three tales of carnal delight that push the comfort zone.

        

        Includes: Traditional Love, Traditional Terms, and Traditional Change.

        

        **bad, bad, Girl is an erotic romance that pushes the boundaries of taboo. It is far from a Traditional Love romance. There is graphic sex, there is content that will certainly make you blush, and there are scenes that could cause grandma to have a stroke. If this is not your cup of tea, then please do not take a sip.
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* * *

      Delicate Scars

      
        Is it possible to pick that one defining moment in life that fucked you up? Can anyone look back on their life and pinpoint the exact minute it happened? I used to believe that I wasn’t fucked up. I had absolutely no reason to be.

        

        Until I met him.

        Axel Rye.

        Yes.

        He fucked me up.

        He really fucked me up.

        

        It all started so simply. I only wanted to write a book about the dark, gritty world of nightclubs, booze, drugs, and sex. I didn’t expect to be sucked in to the point where I could no longer see the light. But I became weak. Axel Rye made me weak.

        

        He was wrong in every way. He was a drug dealer, a criminal, and the kind of man your parents told you to stay away from. Yet, he became my drug, and I shook in need until my next fix.

        

        I was delicate.

        He was scarred.

        

        But together…together we became delicate scars.
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* * *

      
        Maddox, The Black Stallion Trilogy #1 (with Maggie Ryan)

      

      Stryder, The Black Stallion Trilogy #2 (with Maggie Ryan)

      Anson, The Black Stallion Trilogy #3 (with Maggie Ryan)

      No White Knight

      Dark Feather

      Caring For Citrine

      In the Palace of Lazar - Harem (Book One)

      Conquering Lazar - Harem (Book Two)

      Traditional Love

      Traditional Terms

      Traditional Change

      Poppa's Progeny

      Little Victorian Ladies

      Captured by Time (with Carolyn Faulkner)

      A New Forever (with Carolyn Faulkner)

      Enrolling Little Etta (with Allison West)

      The Nanny (with Allison West)

      Little Secrets (with Allison West)
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* * *

      Do you take this man? To honor and obey from this day forth…

      

      With one proposition, from a man she just met, Monet McKnight says I do—to a marriage of convenience from days long gone. 

       

      Becoming a modern day mail order bride surrounded by traditional values, old-fashioned beliefs, and a husband who dominates both body and mind wasn't her first choice, but it's her only one.

       

      With this ring...she becomes his bride to keep.
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* * *

      
        Ashes to ashes, dust to motherfucking dust.

        Standing in the shadows, I watched as the flames leapt from the building to lick at the night sky. I couldn’t help but think that fire was the ultimate cleanser. Tremendous heat consumed all in its path, nature’s way of wiping the slate clean. Too bad it was constrained to only this one building. If I had my way, every crack house in the city would be turned to ash.

        When the roof caved in, the crash muffled by the roar of the fire, I pulled out a cell phone. When the ring was answered, I said, “There’s a fire at 1242 Rockland and the place is an inferno.” I listened to the dispatcher and then replied, “No, I’m pretty sure it’s empty, but I guess you never know with these fucking dope heads.”

        “Your name, sir?”

        The dispatcher on the other end didn’t need my name. It was far easier to shut the phone off than it was to shut out the anger I’d felt since the moment I’d learned of the existence of the house… or more importantly, the address the young girl I’d thought I’d managed to turn away from this shitty life she had called home. She had tried to pass herself off as twenty-two, but I’d known that was bullshit from the moment the lie had passed her lips. It wasn’t a good idea to lie, especially not to me. It hadn’t taken me ten minutes to discover she was a sixteen-year-old runaway. 

        And now a prostitute.

        She’d been picked up on a sweep one night. Just one whore among many trying to survive by selling the only thing they had… their bodies. I’d seen hundreds of prostitutes during my time on the force. Hell, for some, the station was considered their all-inclusive resort. Three squares a day, a place to sleep without some John grunting on top of them, a cell was their vacation spot.

        But not this one.

        I knew I couldn’t save them all, but there had just been something about this one. She’d looked so scared… so lost. She reminded me of my younger sister, Chloe.

        How in the hell were her parents going to live with themselves knowing that their little girl had run from what she’d considered a life restricted by stupid rules and expectations only to find a new family? A family who didn’t give a shit about her, and only cared about how much money she could earn on her back. Would they find solace in the fact that she’d tried to get out?

        The sounds of sirens in the distance had me looking at the burning house again. She’d not gotten out though. She wouldn’t be moving to a rehab center to get clean. When her pimp discovered she’d offered up information as to the drug dealers working the area, he’d used her as an object lesson for the other girls. I’d been called to the scene, stepped into that dark, filthy alley to discover the only escape she’d found was in death.

        A bloody, gruesome death.

        She’d been beaten, a syringe hung from her cold skin, the needle that had provided the path for the heroin still embedded in her arm. I’d stood there, looking down on her and had seen nothing but the fucking futility of it all.

        An hour later, the fire was out and the firemen were hosing down the few remaining hot spots. 

        “Guess the caller was wrong. We’ve got a body here,” a man called out.

        “Shit,” another man said. “I’ll call it in.”

        From my concealment, I swiveled my head, taking in the area as I tucked the burner phone I’d used back into my pocket. The arson investigator would determine the cause of the fire, and I knew any trace of my being at the scene would have been eliminated by the flames. I also knew the case wouldn’t receive high priority. This wasn’t exactly some uptown gated community. It was just another fucking crack house.

        Stepping away, I moved through the dark streets to where I’d left my car. As far as I was concerned, there was no victim here tonight. The only person I considered a victim was already in the morgue, and it was far too late to save her. I’d have to be content with knowing that the shithead who’d filled her head with promises and lies, would never again fill another lost soul’s veins with heroin. 

        As my headlights occasionally illuminated the people who lived in the shadows, sold their bodies, dealt in the drugs that poisoned so many, I knew it would be the last time I drove these streets. I’d fought this war for a decade and for what? To become so jaded that my jaw continually throbbed due to clenching my teeth? It was a war I’d never win, bureaucracy and endless red tape assured that any vermin pulled off the streets simply wound up on them again… only a little wiser as to how to manipulate a system that had been failing for years.

        I was exhausted.

        I was tired to the very marrow of my bones.

        I was fucking done.

        It was time to get the fuck out before I stepped any further over the line.

        Had I gone to the address to seek justice… sure. Had I found the asshole who’d left that girl in an alley to die… yes. Had I given him a beating of his own… definitely. But, I’d not killed him. Not my fucking problem he was too wasted to get out in time. His life was in his own hands, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to save him.

        I had no shame in setting that place ablaze. A good cop would have, but I no longer could claim that I was. I was so over this fucking job and this shitty life. It was definitely time to get out of this hellhole. It was time to start over in a place where I made the goddamn rules. So as I watched the house burn to the ground, I also watched my past burn with it.
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* * *

      This is no fairytale…

      They’ve been sent to break me.

      Not one, but seven.

      They plan to steal my beauty, my innocence.

      Seven Hunters to track me down and claim me as theirs.

      I try to run, but it is hopeless.

      They have caught me.

      I am their prey, their prize, to do with as they please.

      But I will capture something far more precious… the Huntsmen’s hearts.
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* * *

      Chapter One

      

      
        It was barely a sound.

        The soft scrape of a boot on the floor. The rub of a shoulder against the stone wall. A muffled cough.

        I was awake in an instant. Something was different. There was tension in the air.

        Throwing my covers aside, I shivered when my feet touched the icy flagstone floor. Creeping over to the high-arched windows, I pushed the brocade curtains aside and peeked out. All was quiet and still. The newly fallen snow lay undisturbed, glistening and sparkling in the moonlight.

        Perhaps I had imagined it?

        Another sound.

        This one just beyond my bedroom door.

        A horrible calm settled over me, as if a long anticipated storm had finally broke. I had been waiting for this day. Dreading it.

        My step-mother had finally sent someone to kill me.

        With my only escape route now blocked, I had to think fast. Using both hands, I pushed open the heavy curtains. Placing my hand on the black ebony frame, I once again looked over the snow-covered scene below. The peace of a winter’s eve now shattered. My bedroom was far too high to risk a jump, but perhaps I could climb out onto the sill and make my way to the stone balustrade of the room next door.

        There was the screech of metal against metal. The scrape of a key. They were unlocking my door.

        Running across the room, I picked up the small wooden spindle chair by the perpetually cold fireplace. It was one of the few pieces of furniture I was allowed in my sparse, would-be prison. Hefting it high, I raced back to the window.

        I hesitated.

        The moment I broke this window, there would be no turning back. I would have to run and keep running. I squeezed my eyes shut and smashed the chair against the glass with all my might. It shattered, sending sharp shards scattering across the floor. Grabbing the blanket off my bed, I placed it over the jagged pieces. Stepping up to the window, I tossed the remnants of the bedcovers over the sill, cutting my finger in the process. I watched in horrid fascination as three warm crimson spots of blood fell upon the snow, melting it.

        As I gingerly stepped onto the sill, the bedroom door opened. Looking over my shoulder, I saw three men enter. The brawn and bulk of their size belied their almost silent entry.

        With a cry, I stepped onto the ledge, quickly turning to grasp the chilled stone. A bitter wind cut through the threadbare fabric of my nightgown as remnants of the broken window cut into my bare feet.

        Morbid curiosity getting the better of me, I peered back into the pitch-black interior of my room. The three men approached. So similar they could be brothers, each were tall with broad shoulders and harsh angular faces. They wore animal skins and furs. Trophies of their past kills.

        Huntsmen.

        Spurred on by their fearsome look, I dug my fingernails into the stone facade and tried to slide my foot to the right. It slipped on the ice-covered ledge. My cry of alarm echoed across the still forest sending sleeping birds into flight.

        “Well, the lass has spirit. I will give her that,” said one of the men happily, a note of appreciation in his dark voice.

        “Good, this would be no fun if she didn’t have some fight to her,” said another while clapping the first man on the shoulder.

        “There is no point in running. We will only hunt you down,” said the third to her.

        “Why have you come?” I asked.

        “You know why.”

        I could feel all three men assessing me. No doubt the bright moonlight was shining through my gown, leaving little to their avarice imaginations. Was I to be used for their pleasure before they killed me? I cast a look over my shoulder to the drifts below. I could hear new voices outside, their conversation carrying across the hushed midnight landscape.

        More men.

        “Are you going to be a good girl and come along quietly?” asked the first. With his feet planted and his arms crossed over his massive chest, he made for a foreboding sight.

        “I could scream,” I warned, the words coming out weak and trembling as my teeth had begun to chatter from the cold.

        “And no one would come to your aid.”

        The truth of their words sent the air rushing from my lungs. I was completely alone. The wretched irony was this conversation with my killers was the first a human being had spoken to me in years. My step-mother having ordered the servants and villagers to ignore my presence and never to speak to me almost from the moment my father and drawn his last breath. I had been wrapped in a blanket of silence and solitude for as long as I could remember.

        I could feel the tears pool in my eyes. As they dropped, they froze on my chilled cheek. “You could let me go,” I whispered.

        “No. We can’t. You are a prize we have fought long and hard to claim. You belong to us now,” explained the third man.

        My brow wrinkled at his words. “You’re not here to kill me?”

        A bark of laughter came from all three men.

        The first one answered for the group. “You may trust us in this, lass. The very last thing we plan to do is kill you.”

        “Enough talk,” ground out the second grumpily. “The others are waiting below.”

        He stepped before me. Laying a hand on my chest, he pushed.

        Flailing, my outstretched hands scrambled for some kind of purchase but only met with air. The sound of rushing wind tormented me as I fell backwards into nothingness. My scream lost. What was only an instant, felt like an eternity.

        Then…instead of the cold embrace of death, I felt warmth.

        I was held in a pair of strong arms. The feel of soft fur caressed my cheek. He smelled of pine and whiskey. I looked up into his bearded face, surprised when he gave me a wink.

        “Well men. It looks like I have caught some falling Snow.”

        I was surrounded by hearty laughter.

        With a start, I craned my neck around. Three large burly men stared back at me with interest. Another four men.

        Seven in total.

        Seven huntsmen.

        With a screech, I twisted and turned my body, trying to break free. The man who held me easily tossed me over his shoulder. I felt the heat of his large hand on the underside curve of my ass.

        “You bastard!” I yelled. “Get your hands off me!”

        I had a brief moment of satisfaction when I felt his hand move away. Then there was a burst of raw pain. His open palm had struck my right buttock as prickling hot needles raced over my chilled skin.

        Shock kept me immobile.

        One of the other men circled round my captor’s back. Grabbing my dark, ebony hair, he forced my head up. I winced at the twinge of pain.

        Addressing the assembled men, he said, “Oh, she’s a feisty one, I see. Let’s get our new prize home so we can really begin her punishment.”

        I opened my mouth to scream, but he shoved a gag between my red lips, tying it tightly behind my head.

        

        Once upon a time, I was a princess named Snow White…now I am the captive prize of seven huntsmen.
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