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	Sneak Preview

	 

	He sat because the alternative was to stand there and learn how much colder her voice could get. The locked device pulled his attention downward every time he moved, a humiliating reminder that his body had already been made part of the debt. He tried not to look at it. Carla noticed, of course.

	 

	"Don't worry," she said. "By the time I'm finished, that won't be the only thing you're embarrassed about."

	 

	She started with his legs.

	 

	The trimmer buzzed to life in the small bathroom, loud enough to make him flinch. Carla worked with efficient concentration, clearing a path down one shin, then another, reducing ordinary male hair to ugly little clippings on the towel beneath his feet. Damon stared at the shower curtain and tried to pretend this was medical, practical, anything but what it was.

	 

	Then she reached for the shaving cream.

	 

	"This is unnecessary," he said.

	 

	"It is very necessary."

	 

	"I'm not going anywhere dressed like that."

	 

	"You're going wherever I tell you to go," Carla said. "Tonight that means my kitchen. Tomorrow, we'll see how brave you are.”

	 

	The cream was cold against his skin. The razor followed slowly, leaving pale, bare stripes that looked obscene to him precisely because they were so clean. Carla did not rush. She checked each pass, turned his ankle when she needed a better angle, and clicked her tongue whenever he twitched.

	 

	"Hold still."

	 

	"I'm trying."

	 

	"You tried investing too," she said. "This requires better results."

	 

	He shut his mouth.

	 

	The first leg was bad. The second was worse because now he knew what to expect. When she finished, she wiped the last of the shaving cream away and rubbed lotion into his skin with a calm, thorough patience that made him grip the edge of the tub.

	 

	The scent hit him immediately. It was her lotion, the familiar fragrance he had smelled on her skin for years. Now it was being rubbed into him, turning something intimate into a label.

	 

	"Don't touch me like that," he whispered.

	 

	Carla paused with one hand wrapped around his calf.

	 

	"Like what, Damon?"

	 

	 

	 

	The Audit

	 

	The laptop was open when Damon came home. That was how he knew Carla knew.

	 

	It sat in the middle of the kitchen table, angled toward the door, the glow of the screen bright against the dim yellow light above the sink. The table itself looked wrong somehow, turned just enough toward the entryway that it felt less like furniture and more like an exhibit. Beside the laptop sat a yellow legal pad covered in numbers, underlines, and hard black columns of ink.

	 

	The house was too quiet, the kind of quiet that made his hand linger on the doorknob behind him before his brain had even caught up. For one wild second, Damon thought about stepping backward onto the porch, pulling the door shut, and pretending he had forgotten something in the car. A charger. A grocery bag. Anything. 

	 

	Then Carla looked up from the table, and the idea vanished.

	 

	She had not been crying. That was the first thing that scared him. Carla cried at dog food commercials, at videos of old men getting birthday surprises, at the last ten minutes of movies she had already seen three times. If she had found out about the money and cried, he might have known how to handle it. He could have hugged her, apologized, talked about stress, talked about pressure, talked about how much he wanted a better life for both of them.

	 

	But she was not crying. She was sitting perfectly still in her work blouse and black slacks, her hair clipped back neatly, her glasses low on her nose. On the table were two mugs of coffee, but only one had been touched.

	 

	"Wallet on the table," she said. "Phone too."

	 

	Damon stopped with one arm still in his coat sleeve.

	 

	"Carla, before you get ahead of yourself, I need you to understand the market environment right now."

	 

	"I understand seventy-two thousand dollars," she said.

	 

	The number stopped him colder than shouting would have.

	 

	"I understand eleven hundred and forty-six dollars and seventeen cents left in an account that was supposed to clear our escrow paperwork next week," she continued. "Wallet. Phone."

	 

	He swallowed and glanced at the laptop, even though he already knew what was on the screen. The savings account. The brokerage account. The transaction history he had hidden behind passwords and the assumption that Carla trusted him too much to check.

	 

	It had been their down payment, their escape hatch, their proof that all the skipped vacations and old furniture and cheap date nights had been leading somewhere. Now the pale numbers on the screen looked less like a balance and more like an autopsy.

	 

	"I can fix it."

	 

	"You can't fix dinner without burning garlic bread."

	 

	"That's not fair."

	 

	"No," she said. "What's not fair is that I spent five years saving for a house with a man who thought he was too clever to lose our future on internet slot machines."

	 

	"It wasn't gambling.”

	 

	Carla stared at him.

	 

	"It was an investment," he said, and even as he said it, he could hear how weak it sounded. “It was volatile, sure, but everything is volatile at first. I had a plan. There was a dip, and I thought if I bought more during the dip, then when it corrected, we'd be in a much better position." 

	 

	"We?"

	 

	"I was doing it for us.”

	 

	"No," she said. “You were doing it so you could be right.”

	 

	Damon had imagined this conversation a hundred times, but only the good version. In that version, the account had doubled, maybe tripled, and Carla eventually admitted he had been brave. This was not that version.

	 

	"This is temporary," he said. "If we wait, some of it could come back."

	 

	"Some of it."

	 

	"Maybe more than some."

	 

	"Maybe."

	 

	"That's how markets work."

	 

	"No," Carla said. “That is how excuses work."

	 

	He pulled his other arm out of the coat and let it hang open. He wanted to sit, but she had not told him he could.

	 

	"Carla, I know you're angry."

	 

	"You don't know what I am."

	 

	"I screwed up."

	 

	"You betrayed me."

	 

	"I made a mistake."

	 

	"You made a thousand decisions," she said. "You opened accounts. You moved money. You lied when I asked why the bank app looked different. You told me the transfer was for the escrow paperwork. You smiled at me while I looked at paint colors for a house you had already gambled away."

	 

	His mouth opened, but nothing came out. The paint colors hit harder than he expected. She had taped little sample cards to the fridge, soft greens and blues and one yellow he had made fun of because it looked like melted butter. She had asked him which one felt like a kitchen where people were happy.

	 

	"I thought I could make it bigger," he said.

	 

	"I know you did."

	 

	"I wanted to give you more."

	 

	"You wanted to feel like a genius."

	 

	He looked away.

	 

	"Wallet," she said. “Phone. Right now."

	 

	This time, he obeyed. He took his wallet from his back pocket and set it on the table, then placed his phone beside it. The lock screen flashed cheerfully, showing a photo of the two of them from a brewery tour last summer, Carla's head resting against his shoulder.

	 

	She did not look at the photo.

	 

	"Unlock it."

	 

	"Carla."

	 

	"Unlock it."

	 

	"You don't need my phone."

	 

	"I don't need a husband who bankrupts me either, but here we are."

	 

	"That's private."

	 

	"Privacy is for adults who can be trusted."

	 

	Heat crawled up his neck. He picked up the phone, pressed his thumb to the sensor, and handed it to her.

	 

	"What are you doing?"

	 

	"Finding out how much more you lied about."

	 

	"There's nothing else."

	 

	“That sentence is worth nothing now."

	 

	Carla did not rush. She opened his banking app first, then his email, then his messages, searching words like crypto, wallet, exchange, loan, borrow, margin, and password. She read, made notes, checked amounts, and compared dates against the legal pad. Every search felt like a hand going through his pockets in public.

	 

	“You borrowed against the card.”

	 

	"I was going to pay it back."

	 

	"You opened a new card."

	 

	"It was zero interest."

	 

	"You moved two thousand from the emergency fund."

	 

	"I was defending the position." 

	 

	"You were chasing a fantasy."

	 

	He pressed his lips together.

	 

	"Say something," she said.

	 

	"I don't know what you want me to say."

	 

	"I want you to say the truth once. Just once, Damon. No market terms. No strategy. No dip. No correction. No one more week."

	 

	He stared at the table.

	 

	"I lost the money."

	 

	"Not enough."

	 

	"I lost our down payment."

	 

	"Closer."

	 

	"I lied to you."

	 

	For the first time since he had come home, some emotion moved across Carla's face. It was not sadness, and it was not love. It was disgust made calm enough to use.

	 

	"You lied to me," she said. "You treated me like the boring little wife who wouldn't understand your big plan. You let me pack lunches, skip hair appointments, drive that dented little car another year, and feel proud of us because I thought we were building something together."

	 

	"I'm sorry."

	 

	"No. You're scared."

	 

	"I am sorry."

	 

	“You are scared because I know, because I have the numbers, and because for once in your life, charm won't buy you another chance."

	 

	He looked at the phone in her hand, then the wallet on the table. His credit cards were visible through the leather fold. Carla followed his gaze and smiled faintly.

	 

	"Good," she said. “You're starting to understand." 

	 

	"Understand what?"

	 

	"That things have changed."

	 

	She opened the wallet and removed every card. His debit card, the two credit cards, the store card he barely used, even the old gas card he kept for emergencies. She stacked them neatly in front of her, then took a pair of kitchen scissors from beside the legal pad. Damon had not even noticed them there.

	 

	"Wait," he said.

	 

	"No."

	 

	"You can't just cut up my cards."

	 

	"I can."

	 

	"Carla, come on."

	 

	"No."

	 

	The first card snapped under the scissors with a clean plastic crack. Damon flinched. The second card went next, then the third, then the fourth. She did not do it dramatically. She did it like she was trimming coupons.

	 

	"That's insane," he said. “I need money. I have to commute. I have a job."

	 

	"You have direct deposit," Carla said. "And by the time I'm finished tonight, it's going into an account you don't see, don't touch, and don't control."

	 

	"You can't do that."

	 

	"Watch me."

	 

	"You can't control every dollar I make."

	 

	"I can if you want to stay married."

	 

	The words settled between them. Stay married. Divorce had been in the room since he saw the laptop, but she had finally given it a voice.

	 

	"You'd leave me over this?"

	 

	"I should leave you over this," she said. "I should pack a bag tonight. I should call a lawyer tomorrow. I should let you explain to a judge why I need to be protected from your genius."

	 

	"Please don't."

	 

	The words came out too quickly, too softly, but he meant them.

	 

	Carla studied him for a long moment.

	 

	"I haven't decided," she said. “But if I stay, it will not be because you apologized. It will not be because you promised to do better. I am finished buying promises from a man who paid for lies with my money."

	 

	"I'll do whatever it takes."

	 

	"That's good," she said. “Because that's the first intelligent thing you've said tonight."

	 

	He nodded too many times, grateful for even the faintest opening.

	 

	"I'll get a second job," he said. "I'll sell the car. I'll cancel everything. I'll give you every paycheck until it's paid back."

	 

	"You will do all of that."

	 

	"Okay."

	 

	"And more."

	 

	He looked at her carefully.

	 

	"What does that mean?"

	 

	Carla slid the legal pad across the table and set the pen beside it.

	 

	"Passwords."

	 

	"What?"

	 

	"Every single one. Banking, email, work portal, card accounts, social media, crypto exchanges, whatever pathetic little forums told you that you were about to become a genius."

	 

	"You don't need my social media.”

	 

	"I need everything."

	 

	"No."

	 

	She smiled then. It was not a big smile. It was worse than that.

	 

	"You're saying no?"

	 

	"I'm saying there has to be a line."

	 

	"There was a line," she said. "It was called our savings account."

	 

	He looked at the legal pad, the ruined cards, and the phone in her hand. The kitchen blinds were open just enough for the neighbor's porch light to show through, making him feel watched even though no one was there.

	 

	"What happens if I don't?" he asked.

	 

	"Then tomorrow morning, I call my father and tell him why the house is gone. Then I call your brother. Then I call the real estate agent and explain exactly why our contract is falling through. After that, I start calling everyone who congratulated us on the offer."

	 

	"You wouldn't."

	 

	"Do you want to test how embarrassed I'm willing to let you become?"

	 

	His throat went dry.

	 

	"That's cruel."

	 

	"So was letting me dream about a house you knew we couldn't afford."

	 

	That took the fight out of him. They had not been trying yet, not officially, but the house was part of that conversation. A spare room, a yard, a school district Carla had researched more carefully than he had researched the investments that destroyed everything.

	 

	"I didn't mean to hurt you like that," he said.

	 

	"I know."

	 

	"You do?"

	 

	"Yes," she said. "You didn't think about me enough to mean anything."

	 

	He sat down without asking, and this time she did not stop him. The chair scraped loudly against the tile. He reached for the pen, then stopped when she lifted one eyebrow. "Ask."

	 

	His face burned.

	 

	"Can I have the pen?"

	 

	"See?" she said. "You can learn."

	 

	He closed his eyes for a second.

	 

	“Can I have the pen, please?"

	 

	Carla handed it to him.

	 

	The first password was the hardest. After that, the rest came easier in the worst possible way, each account another door opening under her hand. He wrote down the crypto exchange he had not used in months, then the burner email, then the trading app he had deleted from his home screen but not from the phone.

	 

	"All of them," she said.

	 

	"That is all of them."

	 

	"Damon."

	 

	He added the last hidden account. Carla tapped the table once, like a teacher waiting for a student to admit there was more homework in his backpack.

	 

	When he was done, she took the legal pad and read the list.

	 

	"You understand that lying now would be very stupid."

	 

	"I'm not lying."

	 

	"You understand that I will check."

	 

	"Yes."

	 

	"You understand that if I find one account, one card, one hidden wallet, one friend holding money for you, one little escape hatch you forgot to mention, this gets much worse."

	 

	He swallowed.

	 

	"Yes."

	 

	"Say it properly."

	 

	He looked up.

	 

	"I understand."

	 

	"Say you understand that I own the money now." His eyes widened.

	 

	"Carla."

	 

	"Say it."

	 

	"That's not how marriage works."

	 

	"It's how this marriage works now."

	 

	His fingers tightened around the edge of the table.

	 

	"I understand that you own the money now."

	 

	Carla took the legal pad back and closed the laptop. Somehow that felt worse than leaving it open. The numbers were gone, but the verdict remained.

	 

	"It means you owe me seventy-thousand-eight-hundred and fifty-three dollars and eighty-three cents," she said. "That does not count the credit card debt, the interest, the lost house, the inspection fee, or the fact that I now have to look at you and wonder whether I married an idiot or a child."

	 

	"I know."

	 

	"No," she said. "You don't know. Not yet."

	 

	Damon rubbed both hands over his face. He wanted the account restored, the cards uncut, the night reversed. He wanted to be the man he had pretended to be.

	 

	"What do you want from me?” he asked.

	 

	"Everything."

	 

	Carla walked around the table and stood beside him. He stayed seated, and the angle felt deliberate.

	 

	"You are going to work off your debt," she said.

	 

	"I said I would."

	 

	"No. You said words. I'm telling you the terms." He looked at her hands. Her nails were painted a dark red, neat and glossy.

	 

	"Every dollar you earn comes to me. Every purchase goes through me. Every subscription, every lunch, every tank of gas, every stupid little protein bar from the office vending machine. You will ask first."

	 

	"Okay."

	 

	"You will not have credit cards. You will not have private accounts. You will not have passwords I don't know."

	 

	"Okay."

	 

	"You will come straight home from work unless I say otherwise. You will show me receipts. You will answer when I call. You will keep your location on."

	 

	"That's a lot."

	 

	"That is less than a divorce."

	 

	He shut up.

	 

	Carla gathered the ruined cards and dropped them into the trash beneath the sink. The small plastic pieces rattled against the bottom like loose teeth. When she turned back, her hands were empty.

	 

	"And money," she said, “is only the beginning."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Locked in Place

	 

	He stared at her hands. The dark red polish on Carla's nails looked sharper now, or maybe he was only noticing it because those hands had taken apart his life with such calm, efficient movements. His cards were in pieces, his phone was no longer his, and his passwords sat in a clean column on the legal pad.

	 

	The kitchen had gone quiet enough that the refrigerator sounded loud. Damon stayed in the chair with his hands flat on the table while Carla studied him in silence. Then she turned and walked out of the kitchen.

	 

	"Where are you going?" Damon asked.

	 

	She did not answer. Her heels clicked down the hall, unhurried and certain. She left him sitting there because she knew he would still be sitting there when she came back.

	 

	He listened to her open a door. A drawer slid out. A moment later, she returned carrying a small, plain cardboard box. She set it on the table between them.

	 

	"Open it," she said.

	 

	He looked at the box, then at her.

	 

	"Carla, what is this?"

	 

	"Open it."

	 

	He lifted the cardboard flap. Inside, wrapped in clear plastic, was a pale pink chastity device. Beside it lay a small lock and a tiny silver key. The shape of the plastic was unmistakable.

	 

	He pulled his hand back quickly.

	 

	"No."

	 

	"Yes."

	 

	"Absolutely not."

	 

	"That wasn't one of the choices."

	 

	"You can have the paycheck," he said, his voice rising. "You can control the accounts, check my receipts, monitor my phone, whatever you want. But not that. That's humiliating.”

	 

	Carla smiled faintly.

	 

	"Yes, Damon. It is humiliating. That is the most honest answer you are getting tonight."

	 

	He pushed back from the table. The chair legs scraped the floor.

	 

	"I am not wearing that."

	 

	"Then go."

	 

	The word landed flat and final. Damon stared at her, but she did not blink. The box sat between them on the table like a verdict.

	 

	"You can't keep threatening divorce every time I don't obey," he said.

	 

	“I am not threatening divorce," Carla replied. “I am reminding you that I have already earned one. You blew our future because you wanted a secret thrill. You wanted the private gamble of knowing something I didn't. That man is finished."

	 

	"I can change," he said. “I mean, without that device."

	 

	"No," she said. "You mean without consequences. You want to pretend this is temporary because your pride needs a bedtime story. I am going to make sure you feel the cost of what you did."

	 

	She picked up the tiny silver key, holding it between two fingers so it caught the light.

	 

	"This stays with me. Until I decide otherwise."

	 

	"That could mean anything."

	 

	"Yes."

	 

	"You can't expect me to agree to something that open-ended."

	 

	"I expect you to understand that your judgment is no longer the standard." She set the key down beside the device. "Now make your choice. Do you accept the first term of repayment, or do you walk out the front door?"

	 

	"I never cheated on you," he protested.

	 

	"You might not have done it sexually, but this was most certainly cheating."

	 

	Damon looked at the pink plastic, then at the doorway behind her. For one bright, useless second, he thought about leaving, calling a friend, sleeping on a couch, and telling everyone Carla had gone insane. Then he pictured her calling his friends and family, and explaining exactly why the house was gone.

	 

	Out there, he was the man who had destroyed his marriage and his future. In here, he was cornered, humiliated, but still included in her life. The realization that the device was the safer option made him feel sick with shame.

	 

	"I need a minute," he said.

	 

	"No," Carla said. "You took weeks. I am taking tonight. Ask me properly if you want to stay."

	 

	His face burned.

	 

	"No, I can't."

	 

	She reached down to pick up the box.

	 

	"Wait!"

	 

	Carla paused.

	 

	"Please," he said quietly, his eyes fixed on the table. "Please let me stay."

	 

	"Please what?"

	 

	He closed his eyes.

	 

	“Please let me stay, Ms. Vale.”

	 

	The silence stretched until his ears rang. When he opened his eyes, Carla was watching him with absolute authority.

	 

	"You may stay," she said. "For now. Go to the bathroom. Undress, clean yourself, and fold your clothes on the edge of the sink. Do not make this messy."

	 

	He stood up. His knees felt slightly weak as he walked down the narrow hallway. The bright vanity lights of the bathroom cast a harsh glare over the white subway tile. He stood in front of the mirror for a long moment, staring at the man who had come home from work.

	 

	Then he remembered the account balance. He removed his tie first, then his shirt, then his belt. He folded each piece on the sink because she had told him to, and because disobeying something that small felt dangerous now.

	 

	There was a knock at the door.

	 

	"Open it."

	 

	He opened it. Carla stood there with the box in one hand and his phone in the other. Her eyes moved to the folded clothes.

	 

	"Good," she said. "You can follow basic instructions when properly motivated.”

	 

	He said nothing.

	 

	"I'm going to explain this once," she said. “You will not touch yourself without permission. You will not touch the lock. You will not ask for the key. You will not try to outsmart me with loopholes, because we both know how expensive your cleverness gets."

	 

	His face burned.

	 

	"Do you understand?"

	 

	"Yes."

	 

	“Properly.”

	 

	"Yes, Ms. Vale."

	 

	"Better."

	 

	The next few minutes blurred into obedience. She did not coo over him, touch him more than necessary, or let the scene become warm or playful. She gave instructions, and he followed them.

	 

	The lock closed with a small, hard click.

	 

	Damon flinched.

	 

	Carla slipped the tiny silver key into her blouse pocket.

	 

	"There," she said. "Now your impulses have a supervisor."

	 

	He looked away from the mirror. He wanted to cover himself, but covering himself would only prove how much it mattered. He stood still instead, fists clenched at his sides.

	 

	"Don't."

	 

	"Don't what?"

	 

	"Don't say it like that."

	 

	"I'll say it however I like."

	 

	Carla gave him one long evaluating look.

	 

	"You should see your face."

	 

	"I don't want to."

	 

	"You never want to look at consequences."

	 

	He swallowed.

	 

	"What now?"

	 

	"Now you pick up your clothes."

	 

	Relief moved through him so fast it almost made him dizzy. He reached for his folded pants and underwear, desperate for even that much privacy, but Carla held up one hand.

	 

	"I said pick them up.”

	 

	He froze.

	 

	"I didn't say put them on."

	 

	"Carla."

	 

	The relief vanished.

	 

	Her eyebrows lifted.

	 

	He corrected himself with visible effort.

	 

	"Ms. Vale."

	 

	"Yes?"

	 

	"I can't just walk around like this."

	 

	"You can."

	 

	"What if someone sees?"

	 

	"Who is going to see you?"

	 

	"I don't know."

	 

	"Then we'll both enjoy finding out how active your imagination is."

	 

	His mouth tightened.

	 

	"At least let me put my underwear on."

	 

	"No."

	 

	"Why?"

	 

	"Because those are Damon's clothes."

	 

	He stared at her. Carla stepped closer and plucked the folded slacks from his hands, then the underwear, then the shirt and tie from the sink. She carried the bundle against one hip as if collecting laundry from a child who had made a mess.

	 

	"Damon was a man with a savings account and a future," she said. “Damon had credit cards, passwords, privacy, and the right to dress himself without supervision."

	 

	She looked him over once more.

	 

	"Damon is gone."

	 

	He said nothing.

	 

	"You are my debtor now," Carla said. “And your pants now belong to me like most everything in this place."

	 

	She left with his clothes and the key. Damon stood in the bathroom, locked, exposed, and listening to her heels move back down the hallway. A few minutes ago, he had thought losing the cards and passwords was the surrender.

	 

	Now he understood that Carla had only been clearing the table. When she returned to the doorway, her hands were empty, but that somehow made her look more dangerous.

	 

	"You will stay exactly where I put you tonight," she said. "You will not pretend this is temporary because of your pride."

	 

	He forced himself to look at her.

	 

	"Yes, Ms. Vale."

	 

	"And tomorrow," Carla said, "we start finding out what else you owe me."

	 

	Damon looked down at the bright bathroom lights and the empty place where his clothes had been. The device felt impossible to ignore, not because of pain, but because it had turned his own body into a reminder he could not set down. He had lost the money once, and now he would lose it every minute.

	 

	Carla smiled faintly.

	 

	"Good," she said. "You're finally starting to understand repayment. Maybe you have earned some clothing."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	A Maid is Made

	 

	Damon was still standing in the bathroom when Carla returned nearly fifteen minutes later.

	 

	She had taken his clothes, his phone, his cards, his passwords, and now his manhood. He had thought there might be a pause after that, some small mercy where the night finally stopped changing shape around him. Instead, he heard her heels cross the hall again, slower this time, and he knew from the sound that she was carrying something.

	 

	She appeared in the doorway with something black and white folded over one arm.

	 

	Damon knew what it was before she said a word. The white lace gave it away first, then the little apron, then the flash of a short black skirt that looked far too small to belong in the same house as his work shoes and folded tie. It was the sexy French maid uniform she had worn a few years ago for Halloween. It was revealing enough to be sexy and feminine enough to make his throat go dry.

	 

	"No," he said.

	 

	Carla walked in and laid it across the closed toilet lid, smoothing the skirt with one hand as if she were setting out a dress for a very important occasion. Then she looked him over from his bare feet to his flushed face, and her mouth tightened. "You're right," she said.

	 

	He blinked.

	 

	"I am?"

	 

	"Well, maybe not now, not yet."

	 

	For half a second, relief started in him. It died when she opened the vanity drawer and began setting things on the counter. A razor. Shaving cream. Tweezers. A nail kit. Lotion. A makeup bag. A hair dryer. A round brush he had seen in her hand a thousand times and never once imagined as a threat.

	 

	"You are not wearing my uniform looking like a man who lost a bet at a bachelor party," she said. 

	 

	"Your uniform?"

	 

	"My house," Carla said. "My money now. My rules. My uniform."

	 

	Damon looked at the maid dress again. It seemed worse now that it was waiting for him. Not avoided, just delayed. Carla had not changed her mind. She had only decided that humiliation deserved preparation.

	 

	"Ms. Vale," he said, the title catching in his throat, "please don't do this."

	 

	Carla looked at him through the mirror.

	 

	"That title sounds better when you remember who earned it."

	 

	His face burned.

	 

	"Please."

	 

	"You keep using that word as if it cancels consequences," she said. “It doesn't. Sit on the edge of the tub."

	 

	He sat because the alternative was to stand there and learn how much colder her voice could get. The locked device pulled his attention downward every time he moved, a humiliating reminder that his body had already been made part of the debt. He tried not to look at it. Carla noticed, of course.

	 

	"Don't worry," she said. "By the time I'm finished, that won't be the only thing you're embarrassed about."

	 

	She started with his legs.

	 

	The trimmer buzzed to life in the small bathroom, loud enough to make him flinch. Carla worked with efficient concentration, clearing a path down one shin, then another, reducing ordinary male hair to ugly little clippings on the towel beneath his feet. Damon stared at the shower curtain and tried to pretend this was medical, practical, anything but what it was.

	 

	Then she reached for the shaving cream.

	 

	"This is unnecessary," he said.

	 

	"It is very necessary."

	 

	"I'm not going anywhere dressed like that."

	 

	"You're going wherever I tell you to go,” Carla said. "Tonight that means my kitchen. Tomorrow, we'll see how brave you are.”

	 

	The cream was cold against his skin. The razor followed slowly, leaving pale, bare stripes that looked obscene to him precisely because they were so clean. Carla did not rush. She checked each pass, turned his ankle when she needed a better angle, and clicked her tongue whenever he twitched.

	 

	"Hold still."

	 

	"I'm trying."

	 

	“You tried investing too," she said. “This requires better results."

	 

	He shut his mouth.

	 

	The first leg was bad. The second was worse because now he knew what to expect. When she finished, she wiped the last of the shaving cream away and rubbed lotion into his skin with a calm, thorough patience that made him grip the edge of the tub.

	 

	The scent hit him immediately. It was her lotion, the familiar fragrance he had smelled on her skin for years. Now it was being rubbed into him, turning something intimate into a label.

	 

	“Don't touch me like that,” he whispered.

	 

	Carla paused with one hand wrapped around his calf.

	 

	"Like what, Damon?"

	 

	He had no answer that would not give her more to use.

	 

	She smiled faintly and continued.

	 

	"Look," she said when she finished.

	 

	He did not want to, but he looked. His legs were smooth. Not delicate, not perfect, but changed enough that he felt as if something private had been removed from him. The bare skin caught the bathroom light, and he understood immediately why the maid uniform had not gone on first.

	 

	Carla understood it too.

	 

	"Better," she said. "Not finished."

	 

	His underarms came next, then the rougher hair on his chest. She kept the work brisk there, less ceremonial, but no less humiliating. Every scrape of the razor made him feel less defended. By the time she finished, his body looked too bare to belong to him.

	 

	"You're taking everything," he said.

	 

	"No," Carla said. "I'm taking what you used badly and making it useful."

	 

	"That doesn't even make sense."

	 

	"It will."

	 

	She turned to his face. He had shaved that morning, but not well enough for Carla's new standards. She cleaned his jaw, his neck, and the edges of his cheeks with small, precise strokes, leaning close enough that he could smell coffee on her breath and the faint trace of her perfume.

	 

	Then she reached for the tweezers.

	 

	"No."

	 

	"Yes."

	 

	"My eyebrows are fine."

	 

	"Your judgment has been reviewed and rejected."

	 

	She did not make them thin or dramatic. That almost made it worse. She only cleaned the stray hairs, shaping just enough to open his eyes and soften the heavier line of his brow. Each little pluck made him blink. Each blink made Carla look more satisfied.

	 

	When she finished, she turned his face toward the mirror.

	 

	"There," she said. “Not pretty, yet. Just less careless."

	 

	"Yet?"

	 

	Carla smiled.

	 

	"Good. You heard that."

	 

	The nail kit came next.

	 

	He objected less because he was tired, and because the rhythm of the night had trained him faster than he wanted to admit. Carla trimmed his nails, filed the rough edges, pushed back his cuticles, and painted his fingers with clear polish. It was subtle, but every time he moved his hand, the bathroom light caught a tiny shine that made his fingers look wrong.

	 

	"Feet," she said.

	 

	"Ms. Vale, no."

	 

	"Why not?"

	 

	"No one will see them."

	 

	"I will."

	 

	She chose pale pink for his toes. Not red, not theatrical, not a color he could dismiss as part of a costume. Pink. Glossy. Intimate. Hidden.

	 

	He watched each nail become softer and more feminine under the tiny brush. The humiliation was sharper because it would be invisible to almost everyone else. No one else would know it was there, but he would feel it with every step. Carla would know it was there. That was the extent of his world now.

	 

	"Cute," she said.

	 

	"Don't call them that."

	 

	"They are," she replied, capping the bottle. “And you will remember that every time you take a step or look at your fingers for that matter. Give me your hands."

	 

	Reluctantly, he spread his fingers out for her. Soon, they were pink and glossy. Unlike his toes, these would be impossible to hide.

	 

	The cosmetic bags came out next.

	 

	Damon had watched Carla apply makeup a thousand times before dinners, weddings, and nights when he complained they were running late. He had never understood how deliberate and reconstructive it was. He had thought of it as color and vanity, not discipline.

	 

	Now every step belonged to him.

	 

	Primer first. Then foundation, blended carefully along his jaw and down his neck. Concealer under his eyes. Powder to set it. Carla worked in silence for a while, and the quiet was worse than teasing. It made the whole thing feel professional.

	 

	"Look," she said.

	 

	He looked.

	 

	His face was still his, but smoother. Cleaner. Less tired. The redness was gone, the shadows softened, the roughness quieted down. He had expected something ridiculous. This was worse because it was competent.

	 

	"That's not me," he said.

	 

	"It is you," Carla said. “That's why it bothers you." She opened a small palette and chose soft browns and warm rose tones. Nothing bright. Nothing clownish. She brushed color over his eyelids, deepened the crease, and held his chin when he tried to pull away from the eyeliner.

	 

	"I don't like things near my eyes."

	 

	"You also don't like accountability,” she said. "Hold still."

	 

	The eyeliner made his lashes look thicker. Mascara made his eyes look larger. He hated that he could see the difference right away. The face in the mirror was not simply a man in makeup. It was a man being steered, corrected, and pulled across a line one careful detail at a time.

	 

	Blush warmed his cheeks. Lip liner shaped his mouth. Carla chose a red lipstick, not the dark red on her own lips, but a bright, confident red that immediately became the loudest thing on his face.

	 

	"No," he said.

	 

	"Yes."

	 

	"That's too much."

	 

	"It's the first thing about you tonight that looks expensive."

	 

	She applied it with maddening care. The lipstick dragged softly across his mouth, and he felt every movement as if the rest of his face had disappeared. When she was done, she blotted once with a tissue.

	 

	"Press your lips together."

	 

	He did, stiff and miserable.

	 

	"Not like that. Softer. Cooperate, Damon."

	 

	He complied, and the shift in her expression was immediate. Her smile sharpened, not into laughter, but into something quieter and more dangerous. The red mouth made the shaped brows and softened skin look undeniably more feminine. The transformation was working exactly as she intended, and Carla was starting to enjoy the proof.

	 

	"There," she said. “That woke up your face."

	 

	Damon stared at himself. The red mouth made everything else look more deliberate. The shaped brows, the smoother skin, the larger eyes. He looked unfinished, but no longer in the way he wanted. He looked like the next step was obvious.

	 

	Carla reached for the hair dryer.

	 

	His eyes widened.

	 

	"No."

	 

	"Your hair is longer than I thought."

	 

	"It's not long."

	 

	"No," she said. “It's long enough.”

	 

	She dampened it first, then worked product through it with her fingers. Damon had always thought of his hair as ordinary, maybe a little overdue for a cut, but safely male. Carla proved him wrong in ten minutes.

	 

	The dryer came on, warm air filling the bathroom as she lifted sections with the round brush. She gave it volume, shaped the front into a soft sweep, and coaxed the sides into a loose, stylish curve that framed his face instead of simply sitting on his head. His hair did not become long, but it became intentional. Feminine in a way that felt more dangerous because it came from what he already had.

	 

	Carla stepped back, studying him in the mirror. "That's better."

	 

	He barely recognized himself now. The styled hair changed everything. It softened his face, made the red lipstick look less like a prank, and turned the makeup into part of a complete look instead of separate humiliations piled on top of him.

	 

	"You did that on purpose," he said. 

	 

	"Yes."

	 

	"I mean, you knew it would work."

	 

	Carla's eyes met his in the mirror.

	 

	"I hoped it would."

	 

	The pleasure in her voice was not pretend. She was enjoying this. Not laughing, not losing control, but growing into the power she had taken. The more the transformation worked, the more certain she became.

	 

	"Stand," she said.

	 

	The fishnet pantyhose came first.

	 

	He stepped into them awkwardly, and Carla guided the sheer material up his smooth legs with brisk little corrections. The nylon changed the look immediately, making his bare legs seem sleeker and more visible at the same time. His pink toenails peeked up from between the gaps in the fishnet pattern.

	 

	Then came the bra.

	 

	"That is not necessary."

	 

	"The dress disagrees."

	 

	The band tightened around his chest, and the straps settled over his shoulders. Carla added soft foam inserts, adjusting them until they filled out the cups beneath his chest. Finally, she lifted the black and white French maid uniform.

	 

	Damon stared at it for one last second, as if refusing to move might make time stop.

	 

	"Damon," she said.

	 

	He stepped into the skirt.

	 

	The fabric slid up his thighs, settling high above his knees. The bodice closed around the bra inserts, and when Carla pulled the zipper up his back, the transformation snapped into place. The uniform fit well enough to shame him. She tightened the laces at the front, then smoothed the white apron down with her palm.

	 

	"Look in the mirror, Damon."

	 

	"No."

	 

	"Look at it."

	 

	He raised his eyes.

	 

	The reflection gave him the full sentence. Smooth legs in black hose. Short black skirt. White apron. Soft curves under the bodice. Styled hair framing his painted face. Bright red mouth. Wide eyes. There were no silly props to hide behind. No headband, no joke, no way to blame the effect on one ridiculous piece. It was just him, altered until the uniform made sense.

	 

	Carla saw the moment he understood.

	 

	"That's the part that hurts, isn't it?" she asked, standing beside him in her neat blouse and slacks. "You wanted it to look ridiculous so you could tell yourself I was just being mean. But it works."

	 

	"I look ridiculous,” he whispered.

	 

	"You look like the perfect lady's maid and it's a look you had better get used to."

	 

	She clipped a simple black choker around his neck, the small silver heart resting against his throat and catching the light whenever he swallowed. Then she knelt, sliding his feet into a pair of black patent-leather heels. They were not impossibly high, but they made standing feel uncertain and every movement feel newly visible.

	 

	"I can't walk in these,” he said, holding onto the sink for balance.

	 

	"You can learn. Especially tonight."

	 

	Carla stepped back, pulling his smartphone from her pocket.

	 

	"Please don't," he said, the red lipstick making his mouth look too visible as he pleaded. “Don't take a picture.”

	 

	"Every repayment plan requires proper documentation," she said, aiming the lens at him. She handed him the feather duster from the costume package. "Hold this."

	 

	"No."

	 

	"Hold the duster, or I hold up a sign explaining exactly what happened to our escrow money."

	 

	Damon took the duster, his polished fingers gripping the plastic handle.

	 

	"Smile."

	 

	"I can't."

	 

	"You can."

	 

	"I won't."

	 

	Carla lowered the phone slightly. Her eyes narrowed behind her glasses, and the look reminded him exactly who owned his future now.

	 

	"Damon."

	 

	The warning was quiet. That was enough.

	 

	He forced a smile. It looked weak, shaky, and miserable. The red lipstick made it look worse, too visible and too cooperative.

	 

	"Prettier," she said.

	 

	The word burned through him, and that was why it worked. He tried again.

	 

	The flash went off.

	 

	Carla checked the photo, then adjusted her angle and took a second one. She did not fuss over him or turn it into a posing lesson. She only smoothed the apron, adjusted the fall of the skirt, and touched one loose piece of hair back into place.

	 

	"There," she said, checking the screen before sliding the phone into her slacks. "That one is perfect."

	 

	"Delete it, Ms. Vale. Please."

	 

	Her smile sharpened at the title.

	 

	"Better. But no."

	 

	She opened the bathroom door and pointed down the hallway.

	 

	"Kitchen."

	 

	Damon took an uncertain step forward, the heels clicking loudly against the hardwood. The house felt entirely different beneath his feet now, as if the familiar hallway had been converted into a stage for his humiliation. Behind him, Carla watched his slow progress with quiet, unhurried pleasure.

	 

	When they reached the kitchen, the yellow legal pad was still waiting on the table. The cut pieces of his credit cards rested in the trash. The empty space where the laptop had been now felt like the place where sentencing had begun.

	 

	Carla handed him the feather duster again.

	 

	"Start with the shelves," she said.

	 

	Damon looked at the shelves, then down at his short black skirt, and finally at her dark red nails. "Yes, Ms. Vale," he whispered.

	 

	Her smile was small, cold, and entirely satisfied. "Good," she said. "Now you look useful."

	 

	TO BE CONTINUED
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