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Chapter 1 

Check-In

The front door shut behind me, cutting off the cold air and the crunch of tires retreating down the gravel drive.

“Your phone and watch, Ms. Shaw.”

The woman waiting in the vestibule held out an open lockbox lined with gray velvet. No welcome drink. No practiced smile. No discreet assurance that the Correction House valued my privacy, though at the price I had paid, it had better value my organs too.

I kept one hand on the handle of my suitcase. “I need the phone for work.”

“Your emergency access window is Sunday at ten.”

So Camille Reyes had read my file. All of it, apparently, including the concession I had negotiated after three emails and one call with an administrator who possessed the patience of reinforced concrete.

“Crises rarely observe appointment times.”

Camille continued holding the box.

Behind me, the door had no visible lock. I could turn around, call the car before it reached the main road, and spend the weekend in a hotel answering emails in a robe I had chosen myself.

I set my phone in the velvet.

The watch took longer. Its clasp caught at my wrist, leaving a pale band against my skin when I finally removed it. Camille placed it beside the phone, closed the lid, and fixed a small numbered tag through the latch.

“Where will that be kept?” I asked.

She lifted my suitcase before I could stop her. “Securely.”

“I assumed that. I meant—”

Camille walked through the open archway.

There was a particular kind of silence people used when they wanted you to feel foolish for filling it. I had broken that tactic in boardrooms, press conferences, and one memorable conference call involving a senator’s son and a hotel balcony. I followed her anyway.

The receiving room was smaller than I expected. A fire burned low behind a brass screen. There were no chains on the walls, no glossy brochures, no desk separating staff from client. Only a deep green chair beside the hearth, a cream cushion on the floor several feet in front of it, and the woman seated as if the entire house had been arranged around her comfort.

Lenora Thorne wore a dark green dress and no shoes I could see beneath the hem. Black curls threaded with silver brushed her shoulders. She was broader and softer than the severe figure I had constructed from her spare correspondence, with heavy breasts and generous hips the dress made no attempt to disguise. That should have made her less intimidating.

It did not.

“Avery,” she said.

Her voice was low, warm, and entirely free of surprise. I had the absurd impression that I was late despite arriving six minutes early.

Camille carried my suitcase toward a side door. Lenora remained silent. The quiet opened between us, patient enough to wait until I did something with it.

“Director Thorne.” I smiled. “Your intake process undersells the place.”

“Does it?”

“It reads like a cross between a private club and a tax audit.”

The corner of her mouth moved. “You completed it four times.”

My smile held. “I revised my answers.”

“You abandoned the application twice, returned to it three months later, and revised your answers until they sounded as though your attorney had written them.”

Camille disappeared with my suitcase. I resisted the urge to look after it.

“I prefer precision.”

“You prefer deniability.”

The words were delivered without malice. That made them harder to swat away.

I stepped farther into the room, avoiding the cream cushion without appearing to avoid it. “I prefer to understand what I’m purchasing.”

“You purchased three nights of my time and the right to enter my house.” Lenora rested one hand along the arm of her chair. A gold ring circled her middle finger. “You did not purchase the authority to direct either.”

My skin tightened beneath my blouse. Months of forms, interviews, and carefully neutral answers had led to that sentence, and I refused to reward it.

“That sounds polished.”

“It has needed saying before.”

“To women like me?”

“There are no women like you in this room.” Her gaze traveled over my charcoal suit, black heels, and the hand still curled around a suitcase handle that was no longer there. “There is you. There is me. Decide accordingly.”

I glanced toward the archway. “And if I refuse?”

“Refuse. Use red. Walk out.” She nodded toward the entrance behind me. “If you stay, stop confusing your ability to leave with the right to take charge.”

The fire shifted with a soft collapse of wood.

Every line in the documents had promised the same thing. I could leave whenever I chose. I had paid a humiliating amount of money to encounter a woman who would make leaving feel like failure.

“I’m still here,” I said.

“Yes.” Lenora’s eyes returned to mine. “You’ve been waiting a long time to be.”

Heat crept beneath my collar. I started to answer, but Camille returned carrying a cream silk robe folded over her forearm.

Lenora gestured toward a heavy curtain at the far side of the room. “Remove everything. Put on the robe against your bare skin and return barefoot.”

My stomach tightened. My blouse seemed too close at the throat, and the seams of my trousers pressed against a cunt I had managed not to think about for the entire drive.

I reached for the robe. Camille did not release it until I met her eyes.

“Did you select this personally?” I asked Lenora.

“You have an instruction, Avery.”

No justification. No flirtation to let me pretend we were two women trading suggestive lines on equal ground.

I took the robe and went behind the curtain.

The dressing alcove held a narrow bench, a wooden hanger, and no mirror. I set the robe down and unbuttoned my jacket. The familiar weight slid from my shoulders. My blouse followed, then my trousers, each folded with more care than the room deserved. I placed my heels beneath the bench and unclasped my bra.

The woman who remained wore black panties and a bad attitude.

Nothing beneath the robe. Lenora had made the instruction explicit enough to survive hostile review.

I kept the panties on.

It was a small refusal. Private, technically temporary, and mine. I slipped my arms into the robe and tied the sash. The silk settled against my breasts and thighs with a softness that made me conscious of every inch it covered. I gathered my folded clothes, stepped out barefoot, and held them toward Camille.

The wood was cool beneath my feet. Lenora looked at me from the chair.

Her attention moved from my face to the robe’s neckline, down the knot at my waist, and back up again. She did not stare. She took inventory.

Camille accepted the stack of clothing.

“Well?” I asked.

Lenora’s gaze remained on mine. “What were you told to wear beneath the robe?”

My confidence survived half a second longer than it deserved.

“You can tell from there?”

“That was not my question.”

“The fabric falls differently depending on posture.” I shifted one hip, proving only that I could. “I’m sure you account for—”

“Return behind the curtain. Remove your panties. Bring them to me.”

Camille’s expression did not change. Mine nearly did.

I could have laughed. I could have turned the whole thing into a story about an expensive woman with a talent for stating the obvious. Instead, I went back behind the curtain.

The silk whispered over my hips as I loosened the sash. I hooked my thumbs beneath the waistband and pushed the panties down. Without them, the robe felt indecently thin. Air touched the backs of my thighs when I bent to pick them up.

I tied the sash tighter. It did not help.

Lenora had not moved when I returned. She extended one hand.

I crossed the room. Each bare step made me more aware of what shifted beneath the robe. I placed the black fabric across her palm.

Her fingers closed around it.

No joke. No approving murmur. She handed the panties to Camille without taking her eyes from me.

“Take the rest of Ms. Shaw’s things to her room,” Lenora said.

Camille added the panties to the folded clothes. “Of course.”

She left and pulled the door closed behind her.

The room changed with her absence. The fire seemed louder. So did the faint drag of silk when I shifted my weight.

Lenora rose.

At five foot nine, I was accustomed to meeting women levelly. Lenora had several inches on me, and the softness I had noticed from across the room did nothing to diminish the scale of her. The dress followed the generous line of her body. She moved without hurry, stopping close enough that I caught the restrained scent of amber and vetiver.

She pointed to the cream cushion.

“Kneel.”

My mouth dried.

There it was. The image I had refused to examine when I entered. The position I had described in my application with such bloodless care that it might have been a seating preference.

I looked from the cushion to her. “Is that a request?”

“No.”

One word. No anger to push against. No impatience I could exploit.

I stepped onto the cushion and lowered myself slowly, arranging the movement as though I had designed it. The robe tightened across my thighs. When my knees touched, a quiet pressure released behind my ribs.

Lenora watched the relief reach me.

I hated her for that almost as much as I hated how good the floor felt beneath me.

“Knees wider,” she said. “Ankles together. Hands flat on your thighs.”

I adjusted each part in turn. The robe parted at my knees, exposing a long triangle of bare thigh. Cool air slipped beneath the hem.

“Straighten your back.”

I did.

“Chin up.”

I lifted it before she could repeat herself.

Lenora stepped between the edge of the cushion and her chair. Two fingers settled beneath my chin, warm and steady. Barely a touch. My body treated it like a verdict.

“You knowingly disobeyed the clothing instruction,” she said. “Then you delayed when I told you to kneel.”

“I’m kneeling now.”

Her thumb rested near the corner of my mouth. “And still bargaining.”

I held her gaze. The position made defiance ache through my thighs and anticipation gather lower, sharp enough that the robe suddenly seemed cruel.

Lenora’s expression warmed by one dangerous degree.

“Before I put you to bed tonight, Avery, you will ask me to correct you properly.”


Chapter 2

 Inspection

Lenora let the promise settle before she removed her fingers from beneath my chin.

“Stand. Don’t use your hands.”

My thighs had stiffened on the cushion. I brought one foot beneath me, then the other, and rose without bracing against the floor. The robe slid across my bare hips. Lenora watched the effort without offering help or approval.

She opened a dark-wood door beside the hearth.

“Follow.”

I did. Promptly this time.

The next room held a tall bronze-framed mirror, a low upholstered stool, and an armless chair placed behind it. Amber lamps warmed the cream walls. A narrow table supported a glass of water, a folded green slip, and a clean white cloth. The arrangement was too intimate to be clinical and too spare to give me anything harmless to study.

Lenora positioned me three feet from the mirror.

“Untie the robe. Remove it. Hang it there, then return to this spot.”

A brass hook waited near the door.

I met her eyes in the mirror and drew the sash loose. The robe opened. I eased it from one shoulder, then the other, turning enough to show her the line of my breast before letting the silk slide down my arms.

Lenora looked away.

She lifted the folded slip from the table and inspected its hem as if I had ceased to exist.

The loss of her attention stung more sharply than staring would have.

“Put it back on,” she said.

“You asked me to remove it.”

“I asked you to follow an instruction. You chose to perform.”

I pulled the robe up and tied it again, harder than necessary.

Lenora returned the slip to the table. “Again. Robe off. On the hook. Return.”

I untied it, shrugged it from my shoulders, and hung it without flourish. The air touched my breasts, stomach, cunt, and bare ass as I crossed back to the center of the floor. There was no coy angle left to choose. The mirror held all of me.

“Feet apart,” Lenora said. “Hands behind your neck. Interlace your fingers. Elbows open.”

I placed my feet shoulder-width apart and lifted my arms. My breasts rose with the position. The nipples had tightened into dark points. Below the flat line of my stomach, trimmed black hair made a narrow triangle over my cunt. I could see the tension in my thighs, the faint flush spreading down my chest, every treacherous detail I would have cropped from a photograph.

“Eyes forward.”

I stopped watching Lenora and looked at myself.

She stepped behind me. Her fingertips passed along my jaw, turning my face a fraction to the left, then the right. They traveled down my neck and across my shoulders, testing the set of them. One hand followed my spine while the other rested briefly at my waist.

I drew my stomach in.

Her hands disappeared.

Silence filled the space behind me.

I released the breath I had been holding and let my stomach soften.

Lenora returned. She moved around my left side, fingers tracing my upper arm to the elbow, then down to my wrist. She did not touch my breasts. Her attention circled them so precisely that I became aware of their weight, the small movement of them each time I breathed.

I shifted one hip and let my mouth part.

Lenora stepped away again.

“That was hardly a performance,” I said.

“No?”

“Standing naked in front of a mirror with a woman circling me changes the conditions. Observation affects the subject.”

“Feet even, Avery.”

I looked down. My left foot had moved half an inch forward.

“Eyes forward.”

I corrected both.

Her palm settled between my shoulder blades. She guided my chest higher, then slid down the groove of my spine to my lower back. Her hands framed my hips. For one dangerous second, her thumbs rested above the curve of my ass.

I arched.

She released me.

“You keep presenting the woman you think I’ll admire,” she said. “I’m inspecting the one who came here.”

“They have the same ass.”

Her expression remained composed in the mirror. “Hands behind your neck.”

I had lowered them without noticing. I put them back.

Lenora walked around me once more. This time I held the position. Her fingers pressed into the muscles of my thighs, then ran up the outer lines of them to my hips. She cupped one cheek of my ass, weighed it in her palm, and released it. My nipples tightened further though she had yet to touch them.

“Why did you come here?” she asked.

“You read my application.”

“Answer me.”

“I wanted structure.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Provide it.”

Lenora moved out of the mirror.

I waited for her hand to return to my waist. It did not. I could hear the faint shift of fabric somewhere behind me, then silence.

“This is an expensive way to conduct an interview,” I said.

No response.

My shoulders began to ache. The empty space behind me grew heavier with every second she refused to fill it.

“Discipline me,” I said.

“That is another abstraction.”

Her voice came from my right, but she remained outside the mirror.

“What do you want me to do?”

I stared at my reflection. Naked, arms raised, feet apart. There was nowhere for polished language to hang without looking ridiculous.

“When I ask a direct question, answer it plainly,” Lenora said.

“Tell me what to do.”

Lenora said nothing.

“Give me consequences when I know the rule and refuse anyway.”

Still nothing.

The last admission sat behind my teeth, meaner than the others because it named the trick I had already used twice.

“Make me ask,” I said. “Don’t let me provoke you until you give me what I was too proud to request.”

Lenora reappeared in the mirror.

She came to stand behind my right shoulder. Her gaze met mine in the glass. She did not praise me.

I told myself I had not expected a reward for answering three questions. Even so, my shoulders loosened when she looked at me again. The response was small enough that no one across a conference table would have noticed it. Lenora noticed. Her eyes moved to the release in my neck, then back to my face, and the faint curve of her mouth made clear that silence had taught her exactly how much her attention already mattered.

My right hand slipped from the back of my neck. I caught the movement only after my fingertips brushed my collarbone and began to drift toward my breast.

Lenora closed her hand around my wrist before I touched my nipple.

“During your residency, you do not touch your cunt without my permission.”

The blunt word made my cunt tighten.

“You won’t be in my room every minute.”

“A rule that exists only while I watch you is worthless.” She returned my hand to the back of my neck. “You will follow it when you are alone.”

“You sound confident.”

“You came here because I am.”

I held the posture. “I’ve stood naked, answered your questions, and followed almost every instruction. Most people would consider that progress.”

“Do you want praise?”

My prepared answer died before it reached my mouth.

“I was making an observation.”

“If you want praise, ask for it. Fishing earns silence.”

“You think you can make me ask for anything.”

“I don’t need to make you.” Lenora stepped closer. The dark green of her dress filled the reflection behind my naked body. “You’ll choose to when wanting it hurts more than your pride.”

Her hands closed over my breasts.

I went rigid.

She tested their weight in her palms, lifting them slightly. Her thumbs passed over my nipples once. The pressure was slow and exact, enough to send a visible shudder through my chest.

I pushed back toward her.

Her hands left me.

“Fuck,” I muttered.

“Return to position.”

My fingers had loosened behind my neck. I interlaced them again and opened my elbows. I fixed my feet. I forced my hips to settle where she had placed them.

Lenora waited until every part of me was motionless.

Then she touched me again.

One hand cupped my left breast while the other flattened against my stomach. Her thumb rolled over my nipple, pressing until the ache sharpened, then easing before I could predict the pattern. The hand on my stomach moved lower. Her fingertips crossed the coarse edge of my pubic hair and rested on the mound above my cunt.

My thighs tried to close.

“Keep them apart.”

I obeyed.

Her fingers slipped lower. She traced the outside of my folds, gathering the wetness already there without entering me. The contact was brief, almost economical, and enough to make my knees soften.

I watched her touch me in the mirror. Watched my nipples pull tight beneath her hand, my stomach tense, my cunt glisten when she drew her fingers upward.

I tilted my hips after her.

Lenora stepped away.

My cunt clenched at the loss, and irritation surged in fast enough to expose how badly I had wanted more.

“You stopped.”

“Yes.”

She took the deep-green slip from the table and held it out.

I wanted to demand that she finish. I wanted to reach between my legs while she watched, rub my aching clit, and prove the new rule had no teeth. Instead, I lowered my arms and accepted the slip.

“Put it on.”

The silk skimmed down my body, loose over my breasts and narrow at the hips. Its hem ended high on my thighs; beneath it, I was bare and aching from Lenora’s touch.

She pointed to the stool.

I sat facing the mirror.

“Knees apart. Feet planted. Hands behind your neck.”

I arranged myself. Lenora took the armless chair behind me. In the reflection, her green dress framed my nearly bare body like a scene I had rehearsed privately and never expected to inhabit.

She waited.

My shoulders burned first. Then my thighs began to shake from holding my knees open. The slip clung damply where it touched me. Lenora did not speak or look away.

I lasted until my right elbow dipped and one knee drifted inward.

“What do you want, Avery?”

“The correction.”

“That is a thing. Ask me for an action.”

I met her eyes in the mirror. Pride had brought me through the front door, out of my clothes, and onto my knees. It had become dead weight.

“Please correct me, Lenora.”

She leaned forward, forearms resting on her thighs.

“Come here. Across my lap.”

I stood immediately.

Lenora spread her knees enough to make room. I bent over her, hands finding the floor as my stomach settled across her thighs. The slip rode to my waist. Cool air touched my bare ass. One of Lenora’s hands came to rest at the small of my back while the other remained free.

Relief moved through me so cleanly it was almost humiliating.


Chapter 3 

Ask Properly

Lenora’s palm stayed at the small of my back.

“Tell me what this correction addresses.”

My cheek hovered inches above the floor. A lock of hair had fallen across my mouth, and I blew it away with as much dignity as a half-naked woman could summon while folded over another woman’s thighs.

“A breakdown in hospitality?”

Her hand did not move. “Try again.”

The silence after that was not stern. It was simply patient enough to outlast me.

“I knowingly kept my panties on after you told me the robe was to be worn against bare skin.”

“And?”

“I delayed when you told me to kneel.”

“Did you misunderstand either instruction?”

“No.”

“Were either of those choices accidental?”

“No.”

“Then you’ll take six for the clothing violation and six for delaying a direct position command. You will count each one aloud. After each set, you will state the rule you broke.”

I turned my face enough to see the black heel of her shoe. “It’s reassuring to know the House teaches arithmetic.”

Her fingers spread over my lower back. “Repeat what will happen, plainly.”

I swallowed. “Six for keeping my panties on. Six for delaying when you told me to kneel. I count. Then I state each rule.”

“Keep your hands on the floor.”

The order settled over me. I heard the faint shift of silk as she raised her right arm.

Her palm cracked across my right ass cheek.

The sound was sharper than the pain. The pain arrived half a second later, bright and flat, spreading outward from the center of the blow.

“One.”

Lenora waited until my breath had steadied. The second landed on the left, lower and harder.

“Two.”

The third came almost on top of my answer, high on the right. I jerked across her lap.

“Three.”

No blow followed. I held myself tight, waiting. My skin prickled beneath the open air. Lenora’s left hand remained warm and heavy against my back, pinning only the promise that she could.

The fourth landed across the fullest part of my left cheek.

“Four.” My voice broke around the number.

The silk bunched at my waist. My nipples dragged against Lenora’s dress every time I breathed. Between my spread legs, wetness had slipped low enough that I could feel it when I clenched.

Her palm struck the right again.

“Five.”

I reached back before the sting had finished spreading. It was reflex, not strategy. Lenora caught my wrist in midair.

“I told you where to keep your hands.”

“I remember.”

“Apparently not with your body.”

She folded my arm behind me and held it there with one hand. A drawer opened beside us. Leather whispered against wood. Lenora took my other wrist from the floor, brought it behind my back, and closed a short, soft black connector cuff around both wrists. The leather held them close without biting.

“The restraint does not add to your count,” she said. “You have one remaining in this set.”

The practical clarification was indecently reassuring.

“Understood.”

She made me wait for the last one. I felt the weight of my bound hands at my back, the pressure of her thighs beneath my stomach, the humiliating wet slide between my legs when I shifted. Then her palm came down hard in the center of my ass.

“Six.”

She rested her hand where she had struck. “State the rule.”

I could have dressed the answer in legal language. I had made a career of dressing simple things until they looked negotiable.

“House clothing is worn exactly as instructed.”

“Again.”

I frowned at the floor. “That was exact.”

“It was. I want to hear you say it without sounding as if you’re reading the terms of service.”

My face warmed. “House clothing is worn exactly as instructed.”

“Now the second set. These will be firmer.”

I had time to draw one breath.

The first strike drove my hips into her lap.

“One.”

The next snapped across the opposite cheek before I had recovered.

“Two. Fuck.”

“The number is sufficient.”

“That was commentary, not a failure to count.”

Her hand landed high and hard.

“Three.”

The bite of it pushed a raw sound out of me. My wrists pulled uselessly against the connector cuff. I could no longer protect myself, rub the sting, or pretend I was participating only as an observer with unusually bad judgment.

Lenora let the pause stretch. My ass throbbed against her palm when she laid it over the last mark.

“You’re pushing back toward my hand,” she said.

I went still.

“No, I’m not.”

“You are.”

“Then it’s involuntary.”

“Is it?”

The truth rule had seemed almost elegant when she explained it downstairs. Bent over her lap, wrists fastened behind me and cunt wet enough to embarrass me, I found it less charming.

“No,” I said.

The fourth strike caught both cheeks at once. My count came out as a gasp.

“Four.”

Lenora’s hand settled at my hip. “You provoked a consequence because it let you ask for attention without admitting that was what you wanted.”

“That isn’t what I did.”

Her hand lifted.

I clenched, waiting for the next blow. It did not come.

“Truth,” she said.

I closed my eyes.

The admission was worse than the position, worse than the cuff, worse than the deliberate patience with which she had made me feel every inch of my own skin.

“I wanted your attention.”

“So you disobeyed.”

“Yes.”

“Instead of asking.”

“Yes.”

Her palm struck my left cheek. The fifth was brutally clean, all the more painful because I had given her the truth and knew she would not soften the consequence for it.

“Five.”

My hips pushed back again. This time I could not call it an accident.

“What did you want from me, Avery?”

I stared at the polished floor between Lenora’s shoes.

“I wanted you to make me stop performing.”

“And?”

“I wanted you to put your hands on me.”

The sixth strike landed across my right cheek, hard enough to empty my lungs.

“Six.”

For several seconds, the only sound in the room was my breathing.

“State the rule.”

“Direct position commands are followed immediately.”

“Do you understand the difference between provoking a consequence and asking me for what you want?”

“Yes.”

No joke came to rescue me. I did not go looking for one.

Lenora laid her palm over my burning ass. The heat of her hand blended with the sting until I could no longer separate them. She kept it there while my breathing slowed, not rubbing, not soothing, simply holding the fact of what she had done.

Then she opened the cuff.

My arms fell awkwardly to either side. She caught me beneath the shoulders before I could slide to the floor and brought me upright. My ass protested when it touched her dress. Lenora turned me in her lap until I faced the mirror, then drew my legs over hers and opened her thighs beneath them.

I was astride her lap with my back against her chest. The green slip remained bunched at my waist. In the mirror, my breasts were bare, my cunt open, my ass red where it pressed against dark fabric. Lenora sat behind me, immaculate except for the hair I had mussed against her shoulder.

Her left arm closed around my waist.

“What do you want?”

The answer pulsed between my legs. “Relief.”

“That tells me how you want to feel, not what you want me to do.”

“You know.”

“I do. You will still ask.”

Her right hand rested on my inner thigh, close enough that I could feel its warmth. I watched myself stare at it.

“Touch me.”

“Where?”

“My cunt.” The word sounded different with her eyes on mine. “Please touch my cunt.”

Her fingertips moved inward and stopped beside my wet folds.

“What do you want that touch to do?”

I wanted to hate the question. Instead, I opened my legs wider over hers.

“I want you to make me come.”

Lenora slid two fingers through my wetness and circled my clit.

My head fell back against her shoulder. Her left arm tightened across my waist, anchoring me. With her right hand, she worked my clit in slow, firm circles, using the slick my body had already given her. Each pass pulled at the soreness in my ass where I moved against her lap.

“Look,” she said.

I lifted my head.

The woman in the mirror had none of my usual protections. Her face was flushed. Her nipples were hard. Her thighs were spread over Lenora’s, and Lenora’s fingers moved openly between them.

I tried to press down for more.

“Stay still.”

I froze. Lenora changed the pressure, flattening two fingertips over my clit and dragging down on either side of it. My cunt clenched on emptiness.

“Please.”

She slipped one finger inside me, then a second. I opened easily around both. The stretch was not large, but the first curl of her fingers found the place that made my stomach contract against her arm.

“Oh, fuck.”

Her thumb returned to my clit while her fingers pressed inside me. She kept the pace slow until I was panting. Then she drove deeper, curling and withdrawing with a rhythm that made the wet sound between my legs impossible to ignore.

My hips twitched.

“Ride my fingers.”

I obeyed before the final consonant left her mouth.

I rolled my hips into her hand. The movement ground my sore ass against her thighs, sting feeding urgency until I could not decide whether I was moving toward her fingers or away from the ache behind me. Lenora’s left arm held my waist steady while her right hand gave me exactly enough: two fingers deep, thumb firm on my clit, then shallower, then deep again.

“Watch yourself ask for it with your body,” she said.

I watched.

There was no graceful version of what she had made visible. My thighs shook. My cunt shone around her moving fingers. Every thrust lifted my breasts and dragged my red ass over her lap. Lenora’s gaze remained on my face in the mirror.

My cunt tightened around her fingers and my clit pulsed beneath her thumb. I moved faster.

“I’m close.”

Lenora slowed.

I made a furious sound and chased her hand. Her left arm locked me back against her chest.

“You asked me to make you come,” she said. “You did not ask permission to do it.”

The distinction should have annoyed me. With her fingers held motionless inside my cunt and her thumb resting on my clit, it became the only distinction in the world.

“Please let me come.”

“Ask properly.”

I looked into her eyes in the mirror. “Lenora, may I come on your fingers?”

She held me there for one breath.

“Come for me.”

Her fingers curled. Her thumb pressed down and moved in a tight circle.

My orgasm seized every muscle I had been trying to control. My thighs clamped around Lenora’s hand but could not close over her legs. My hips bucked once, twice, driving her fingers deeper while my cunt contracted around them. I heard myself cry out and watched my mouth open around the sound. Lenora kept the same pressure on my clit until my back arched and my vision blurred with tears I had not felt begin.

She stopped moving before the contact turned painful. Her fingers remained inside me while the last hard contractions passed. Her left arm stayed across my waist, taking my weight when I sagged.

I watched us breathe in the mirror.

Lenora withdrew her fingers slowly. She reached to the side table for a folded cloth and cleaned her hand, then wiped the wetness from my thighs without ceremony. When she shifted me sideways across her lap, my ass gave a deep, sore throb that made me hiss.

She handed me a glass of water.

“Drink.”

I drank all of it. She took the empty glass and opened the table drawer. The black cuff went inside. She brought out a small jar of warming salve, unscrewed the lid, and rubbed a little between her fingers.

“Lean forward.”

I braced an arm on her shoulder. She spread the salve over my ass in cool, careful strokes. The pace was practical, but I shivered beneath her hands. I let my forehead rest against the side of her neck.

When she finished, she closed the jar and set it aside. Her palm covered the small of my back in the same place it had rested before the first strike.

“Good girl,” she said quietly.

My throat closed. The praise reached someplace her fingers had only made raw enough to expose.

I stopped breathing. My face was hidden against her neck, which was fortunate, because the response was indecent. My throat tightened. My eyes burned. Some private, starved part of me turned toward those two words with its mouth open.

I wanted them again.

Lenora’s hand moved once down my spine. She had felt my reaction; there was no way she had missed it. She did not repeat herself or ask me to explain.

Her cheek rested against my hair for a single breath—too brief to claim, too unnecessary to mistake for procedure.

After a minute, she helped me stand. My knees held, though not convincingly. Lenora drew the green slip over my head, folded it over one arm, and wrapped me in the cream robe. The soft fabric settled against my bare skin.

She walked me upstairs with one hand at my elbow. Neither of us spoke. In my assigned bedroom, she laid the folded slip on the chair beside the wardrobe and turned down the bed.

I crawled under the sheets. Lenora drew the blanket over me, set fresh water on the nightstand, and switched off the lamp. The door closed with a quiet click behind her.

◆◆◆

I woke sometime after midnight with the cream robe pooled beside me.

My ass ached when I rolled onto my back. My cunt felt used and satisfied. I could call both things services, if I chose. I had paid for skilled hands, a controlled scene, a clean bed in a discreet house.

But I was not awake because I wanted her fingers again.

I wanted the words.

Lenora’s approval had found the one appetite I could not dismiss as physical, purchasable, or beneath me. Lying alone in the dark, I understood that wanting it again was far more dangerous than wanting to come.


Chapter 4 

The Uniform

Morning reduced the previous night to practical facts: pale light, a dry mouth, and an ass that stopped me halfway upright.

The soreness was deep and even, more reminder than injury. The cream robe lay tangled beside my legs. Lenora had folded the green slip over the chair near the wardrobe, and a fresh glass of water waited on the nightstand.

No phone. No watch. No red notification badges volunteering crises I could solve before breakfast.

I drank the water and refused to think about the two quiet words that had kept me awake after midnight.

A knock came at the door.

“Come in.”

Lenora entered with a dress on a padded hanger, rested and offensively free of evidence that she had put two fingers inside me and changed my relationship with praise.

I drew the sheet over my bare lap.

“Good morning,” she said.

“The accommodations are excellent.” I gave her the polished smile I reserved for vendors whose contracts I intended to renew. “The service exceeded expectations.”

She hung the dress on the wardrobe door.

The deep-green dress had a high collar, gold buttons, a narrow belt, and approximately half a respectable hem.

Lenora looked at me. “Shower. Dress. The east breakfast room at eight.”

“Is the rest of it arriving separately?”

“That is the uniform.”

“I see the uniform. I’m asking about the missing half.”

“The hem reaches your thighs.”

“Some of them.”

The corner of her mouth moved. “Bare beneath it.”

“Of course.”

“If you require a reason, you may recall the rule you stated last night.”

My ass recalled it perfectly.

“I remember.”

“Eight o’clock.”

She left before I could offer another review of her performance.

I showered quickly. Soap passing over my ass sharpened the soreness. Passing between my legs sharpened the ache in my cunt, but I kept the contact brisk and functional. The rule against touching myself had survived the night along with my pride, though neither looked especially healthy.

The dress fit as if someone had taken measurements I did not remember giving. It hugged my waist and hips, the fabric soft enough to move but too exact to disguise my body. The high collar covered my throat. The low armholes and bare skin beneath made my nipples visible when I turned toward the light.

The hem ended at mid-thigh.

Standing still, I looked elegant.

Moving, I looked obedient.

The east breakfast room was bright with morning sun. A walnut table had been set for three beneath tall windows. Lenora sat at its head. Camille occupied the chair to her right in a navy suit, reading a single sheet of paper beside her plate.

A low backless chair waited at Lenora’s left.

I entered exactly on time and looked at the tea service on the sideboard.

“Good morning, Ms. Shaw,” Camille said.

“Camille.”

Lenora closed the small watch on the table before I could read its face. “Bring the tray.”

I crossed to the sideboard. The short hem moved against my bare thighs. The fabric kept me covered, but the absence of underwear made each step feel witnessed.

I carried the tray without rattling a cup. Lenora directed me with brief gestures: her tea with cream first, then Camille’s with lemon.

Camille accepted hers. “Thank you, Ms. Shaw.”

Lenora remained silent.

I placed the pot between them and waited.

“Serve the plates.”

Eggs, toast, berries. Lenora first. Camille second. I served them with the same economy I used on cabinet ministers and difficult board members.

When I placed Lenora’s plate before her, I watched the edge of her mouth.

No reaction.

“Sit.”

I lowered myself onto the chair at her left, several inches below theirs. My sore ass met the upholstery, and the hem slid high enough that I had to keep my knees together.

“Hands flat on your thighs,” Lenora said.

I obeyed.

Camille consulted her paper. “The training room is reserved from two until four. No outside calls are scheduled. I’ll be with the grounds contractor after breakfast and unavailable unless the matter is urgent.”

“Thank you,” Lenora said.

They ate while my empty place setting waited beyond reach. Every breath pressed my nipples against the dress; every adjustment dragged the fabric over my bare cunt and my sore ass against the low chair.

I remained motionless.

Lenora finished several bites before she said, “You may eat.”

I reached for my plate and found that hunger had become another bodily fact she could schedule.

Camille reviewed a delivery time. Lenora changed it by thirty minutes. I ate in the dress selected to remind me who controlled the morning.

“How did you sleep?” Lenora asked.

I kept my attention on my tea. “Very well. The accommodations and service both exceeded expectations.”

Camille folded her schedule sheet once and placed it beside her plate.

Lenora took a measured sip. “Noted.”

That was all.

I refilled their tea, cleared Camille’s fruit dish, and replaced Lenora’s fallen napkin. Lenora’s eyes followed my hands without offering acknowledgment.

Camille finished, set her napkin beside her plate, and stood. “Two o’clock is confirmed.”

“It is,” Lenora said.

Camille gave me the same courteous nod she might have given any woman seated at the table. “Enjoy your morning, Ms. Shaw.”

“I’m having an educational one.”

Her expression remained dry. “Then the schedule is functioning.”

She left and closed the door.

“Remain seated,” Lenora said.

I remained until the latch settled.

“Stand in front of me.”

I was on my feet before I had time to make the obedience look reluctant. I crossed the small distance and stopped between Lenora’s chair and the windows.

“Look at me.”

My eyes met hers.

Her hands remained at her sides. The denied contact had become so distinct I could have outlined it.

“You have avoided my eyes since you entered this room,” she said.

“I was concentrating on the service.”

“You were concentrating on whether I noticed it.”

“Those are functionally identical.”

“No. One serves me. The other performs at me.”

My stomach tightened. She had named the difference I kept pretending did not exist.

“I brought the tray, poured the tea correctly, waited, and followed every instruction.”

“You did.”

I waited.

Lenora watched me discover what I had just done.

“Do you want my praise,” she asked, “or do you want to force it out of me by making your performance impossible to ignore?”

“Neither.”

“Truth, Avery.”

I held her gaze, caught between asking for praise and forcing her attention through performance. “I don’t know.”

“Then you receive neither praise nor touch until you do.”

My sore ass had throbbed through half of breakfast. That sentence hurt worse.

Lenora rose. She came close enough that I could smell her tea and the faint spice of her perfume. Her right hand lifted an inch toward my face before she closed it and returned it to her side.

“At eleven, wait for me in the receiving room.”

“In what position?”

“I told you to wait.”

She walked out.

◆◆◆

The receiving room looked harmless in daylight.

I arrived before eleven. Cream walls, dark wood, expensive-hotel quiet—and the kneeling cushion where I had delayed her the night before.

Standing qualified. So did sitting, until the sofa pressed my sore ass and pulled the dress tight over my thighs. I stood again. The cushion remained.

Anticipating an obvious order was efficiency, not submission.

I lowered myself onto my knees.

The hem climbed as I tucked my bare feet behind me, set my hands on my thighs, and straightened my back. No one was there to see me do it correctly.

The door opened.

I started rising before Lenora crossed the threshold. She stopped just inside the room and watched me come to my feet.

“You were kneeling.”

“Temporarily.”

“Did I give you that position?”

The truthful answer waited between us.

“No.”

Lenora let the silence hold it.

Then she said, “At two, I’ll teach you whether you can obey when obedience earns you nothing.”


Chapter 5 

No Reward

At one fifty-eight, I walked into the training room prepared to win a contest Lenora had not agreed we were having.

A light lunch and three hours spent recasting denial as a service category had failed to improve my judgment.

The dark-green room held a black padded bench, four leather cuffs, water, towels, a digital timer, and a black silicone wand.

My cunt tightened at the sight of the vibrator.

Lenora stood on the opposite side of the bench in the cream blouse and dark trousers she had worn at breakfast. “You’re early.”

“I wanted time to review the unusually hostile customer-retention strategy.”

“Tell me what you believe the lesson is.”

“You’ll make an impressive effort to frustrate me. I’ll remain composed. You’ll realize you have overestimated your own importance.”

“No.” She rested one hand on the bench. “I will bring you close three times. You will not come during the lesson or afterward. You will follow every instruction while knowing perfect obedience will not change that outcome.”

My clit pulsed once beneath the thin dress. She had removed every fantasy that obedience might bargain down the ending.

“Twenty minutes?” I asked.

“Twenty.”

“I can go twenty minutes without begging.”

“Silence is not the objective.”

“Convenient.”

“Remove the dress. Fold it and place it on the chair.”

I unfastened the belt and buttons, slid the dress from my shoulders, folded it with unnecessary precision, and set it on the chair.

My nipples tightened in the cooler air. The vibrator remained on the table where I could see it.

“On your back,” Lenora said. “Head at this end.”

I lay on the firm padding. Lenora placed a bolster under my knees and cuffed each wrist to an upper corner.

I pulled once. The leather held without cutting.

“Four restraints for one cooperative client seems excessive.”

Lenora buckled the right ankle cuff. “They aren’t here because I need help overpowering you.”

She cuffed each ankle to a lower corner, leaving me open over the bolster.

“Then they’re decorative.”

“They prevent you from calling stillness control when it was only your idea first.”

I could pull against the cuffs. I could not cover my breasts, close my thighs, or reach the wetness gathering between them.

Lenora set the timer beside my left shoulder and angled the red numerals toward me.

20:00.

She sat on the low stool at my right hip and picked up the wand with her right hand.

“You may strain against the cuffs. You may not thrust toward the vibrator or try to close your legs. You will look at me when I ask you a question. You answer directly and truthfully. Unless I ask you something, you request permission before speaking.”

“And if I break stillness?”

“I remove the wand until you settle. The timer continues.”

“What does flawless obedience earn?”

“Completion of the lesson.”

“That is an evasive definition of nothing.”

Lenora pressed the timer.

19:59.

The wand began to hum.

She touched its rounded head to my outer folds.

The vibration spread through the wet skin without settling anywhere useful. Lenora moved it slowly up one side of my cunt and down the other, never crossing my clit. Her left palm rested flat on my lower stomach.

I watched the timer.

19:21.

Finite task. Stated conditions. Measurable endpoint. I handled worse every quarter.

Lenora centered the wand over my clit.

My hands closed around air.

The low vibration was steady and exact. It sank into the swollen point beneath the silicone head and spread lower until my cunt clenched. Lenora felt the contraction beneath her left palm. She applied a little more pressure.

I closed my eyes.

“Open them.”

I did.

“Look at me, Avery.”

Her face was level with mine, close enough that I could see the silver threaded through the curls at her temple. I fixed my eyes there instead of on the red digits.

Wetness slid toward my ass. My thighs tightened against the cuffs as the first approach built: tension low in my stomach, my cunt clenching faster, the pressure becoming too good to observe from a distance.

I pulled at the wrist cuffs.

Lenora did not move the wand.

My hips lifted once toward it.

She removed it immediately.

The vibration vanished from my clit and continued uselessly in the air.

“Fuck.”

Lenora switched the wand off. “You chased it.”

“My body moved.”

“Truth.”

I looked toward the timer.

15:46.

It kept counting while my almost-orgasm loosened and drained away.

She had not moved the deadline. Every denied second was one I had wasted myself. The red numbers fell like a contract clause I had read, understood, and signed anyway.

“I pushed toward it,” I said.

“Settle.”

I forced my hips flat. The tendons in my arms eased. My cunt kept contracting around the penetration it had not received.

Lenora waited until the last urgent pulse had faded. Then the wand returned to my folds.

This time the vibration was stronger.

Her left hand moved from my stomach to my right breast. She cupped its weight, rolled the nipple between her fingers, and pinched until the sharp ache joined the heavy buzz against my clit.

“May I speak?”

“Yes.”

“If I follow every instruction for the rest of the timer, you let me come.”

“No.”

“I’ll accept an additional rule for the remainder of the residency.”

“No.”

The wand pressed harder. I pulled against the upper cuffs, shoulders lifting from the bench.

“I’ll serve you for the rest of the day without argument.”

“You have already been ordered to serve me.”

“Then charge me for an extension.”

Lenora’s thumb passed over my nipple. “You cannot purchase a different ending.”

“This is a terrible business model.”

“You keep invoking business as if the customer in this room is in charge.”

The second approach came faster. The stronger vibration struck my clit without giving me space to analyze it. My cunt was soaked now, the wetness spreading beneath me. I tried to keep my hips flat and ended up pulling so hard against the wrist cuffs that the leather creaked.

Lenora watched my stomach tighten, my nipples harden between her fingers, and slick run from my cunt toward the bench. Only my thoughts remained hidden, and she kept demanding those aloud.

“May I speak?”

“Yes.”

“You’re a self-satisfied tyrant.”

“Accurate enough.”

“And a sadist.”

Lenora smiled. “I do enjoy this.”

Her right hand tilted the wand, concentrating the vibration on one side of my clit. Her left fingers pinched my nipple again. The two points of pressure caught me between them. My legs strained outward. My cunt began to contract in quick, empty pulls.

“Lenora—”

She lifted the wand before the contractions could lock into release.

The vibrating head traveled down my inner thigh instead, close enough to make my clit twitch after it.

I made a sound that would have embarrassed me if I had possessed any blood above my waist.

“How much time remains?” I demanded.

“You can see it.”

I turned my eyes left.

“Eight minutes, twelve seconds.”

“Read it properly.”

“Eight minutes and ten seconds,” I said through my teeth.

The wand grazed my thigh while the second edge receded. Anger failed to reduce the ache. If anything, it stripped away the distance I had maintained around it.

Lenora watched my face. “Would this feel the same with any competent domme holding the wand?”

“Yes.”

The answer came too quickly.

Lenora switched the vibrator off.

The room went quiet except for the timer.

07:43.

07:42.

“Truth, Avery.”

I stared at the dark wand in her right hand.

“You asked what I wanted at breakfast,” she said. “Answer now.”

“Acknowledgment.”

“From whom?”

“You know from whom.”

“Directly.”

My wrists were fastened above my head. My ankles were held apart. My cunt lay open and wet between Lenora’s knees, and the thing I found most difficult to expose remained lodged behind my teeth.

“I wanted your praise.”

“Did you want it from the House?”

“No.”

“From a skilled employee providing an expensive service?”

“No.”

“From whom?”

“From you.”

Lenora waited.

The timer continued its indifferent descent.

“Ask,” she said.

The direct-praise rule had seemed designed to prevent manipulation. I understood now that it was also designed to make hiding impossible.

“Tell me when I’m doing well for you.”

Lenora did not answer.

She turned the wand on at its lowest setting and set it back against my clit.

I gasped. My thighs jerked against the cuffs as my cunt clenched, trying to recover the edge it had lost.

“Whose attention do you want?” Lenora asked.

“Yours.”

“Use my name.”

“Yours, Lenora.”

The wand moved in a small circle. Her left hand returned to my lower stomach, holding me to the bench without force.

“Whose hands?”

“Your hands.”

“Who do you want deciding whether you come?”

“You.”

“If the House replaced me with a woman equally skilled, would you accept her?”

The professional answer stood ready and was no longer true. “No.”

Money could be replaced. Rules expired at checkout. Naming one woman as necessary gave her leverage I had denied everyone else.

Lenora’s hand stopped against my stomach.

“Say what you mean.”

I looked into her eyes.

“I want you, Lenora. Not another woman. Not the House.”

Her lips parted. The thumb on my stomach moved once in an unplanned stroke before her professional calm closed over both reactions.

She did not give me the praise I had requested.

03:02.

Lenora increased the wand to its strongest setting.

The vibration slammed into my clit. My back tightened against the bench, and the cuffs snapped taut at my wrists.

“Eyes on me,” she said. “Hips down. Ask before you come.”

I obeyed.

There was no polished way to endure the final edge. My thighs shook hard enough to pull at the ankle cuffs. Wetness coated my ass and the pad beneath me. Each vibration made my cunt close on empty air, demanding fingers, a tongue, anything to fill it while Lenora held the wand exactly where it could ruin me.

I kept my hips down.

I kept my eyes on her.

“May I speak?”

“Yes.”

“Please let me come.”

“No.”

My clit throbbed against the merciless vibration. Her refusal left no loophole for my body to exploit.

My body tried to follow the orgasm anyway. I stopped it the only way available: legs straining outward instead of closing, hips pinned to the bench by my own choice, hands pulling against leather while I held myself below the point Lenora would not permit me to cross.

The timer reached one minute.

Lenora kept the wand firm on my clit. Her left hand felt every contraction beneath my stomach.

“Please,” I said, because she had already allowed me to speak and pride had ceased to be useful.

“Hold.”

I held.

The red numerals blurred, sharpened, blurred again.

00:12.

My cunt clenched so hard it hurt. A broken cry came out of me. Lenora did not ease the pressure or increase it. She kept me suspended on the exact line I had asked her to control.

00:05.

00:04.

00:03.

00:02.

00:01.

00:00.

Lenora switched off the wand and lifted it away.

The sudden absence left my clit throbbing in the open air. My cunt contracted three more times, hard and empty, but release did not come. I lay restrained, soaked, and furious while the dead timer displayed the proof.

“That,” I said hoarsely, “was sadistic accounting.”

“It was the lesson I promised.”

“I hate your commitment to scope.”

Lenora waited until the worst of my straining stopped. Then she unclipped my right ankle, opened the cuff, and released the left. My legs fell inward over the bolster. She freed my right wrist and then my left. Faint red impressions circled the skin, already fading.

She helped me sit. My balance swayed. Lenora placed the water glass in my hands and wrapped a large warm towel around my shoulders and lap.

I drank until my mouth stopped feeling scraped hollow.

“That’s it?”

“Yes.”

“You restrain me, spend twenty minutes making my cunt beg for mercy, extract a humiliatingly specific confession, and your conclusion is yes?”

Lenora wiped the wand with the separate cloth and set it beside the stopped timer.

“You completed the lesson.”

“I noticed.”

She faced me. “You obeyed very well.”

My spine straightened beneath the towel before pride could stop it. I remained furious and painfully aroused, but the praise satisfied the need I had finally named.

Lenora noticed that too.

“The rule against touching yourself remains in force,” she said.

“Naturally.”

“Dress.”

I dropped the towel onto the bench and stood. The green dress slid over my damp skin. I buttoned it with clumsy fingers and tightened the belt. The fabric pressed against my swollen clit when I moved, turning every step into a reminder of what Lenora had withheld.

She watched until I finished.

“At six, report to my rooms. You will serve me, and you will not come tonight.”

The worst part was that neither of us needed to ask whether I would be there.


Chapter 6 

Useful

By five forty-five, I had learned exactly how long an afternoon could be.

I had been alone for most of it. Alone with a bed, a shower, and enough privacy to break Lenora’s rule a dozen different ways. I could have used my hand. The mattress. The hard stream of water between my legs. I could have pretended any release was an accident and composed the lie before anyone came to ask.

I had done none of it.

I took off the green dress only to shower, washed quickly, and put it back on while my skin was warm. No underwear. No bra. Only fabric against the ache that had settled into me like a second pulse. It was not another edge. An edge had shape and urgency. This was lower and steadier, a need denied so long it had become part of the way I moved.

The cream robe remained untouched on its hook. The deep-green slip remained folded over the wardrobe chair. The impressions from the cuffs had faded from my wrists, and the soreness in my ass was almost gone.

At five fifty-eight, I stood barefoot outside Lenora’s rooms.

I waited until exactly six before I knocked.

“Come in.”

Lenora sat in one of two deep chairs beside a low tea table, a book open across one thigh. Warm lamps softened the dark shelves and the writing desk beyond them. A cream sofa faced the empty hearth. Reading glasses lay beside a porcelain pot, two cups, a pitcher of cream, and a plate of biscuits. The room did not look staged for correction. It looked inhabited.

She wore the cream blouse and tailored dark-green trousers from earlier, black heels, and her hair pinned loosely at the back of her head.

Her gaze traveled over me. “Did you touch yourself?”

“No.”

I did not add anything. Did not smile, tease, or wait for a reward.

I caught the page number—214—before Lenora closed the book without marking it. “Undress me.”

I crossed the rug and knelt in front of her.

Her shoes came first. I eased one from her foot, then the other, and placed them evenly beside the chair. At her nod I rose, opened her trousers, and drew them down with deliberate care. She lifted her hips just enough to help me, then stood while I slipped them free and folded them over my arm.

“Stockings.”

I knelt again. The sheer black bands circled her thighs. I rolled each stocking down slowly, my knuckles brushing warm bronze skin without lingering. Her hand rested on the chair arm. Mine were steady, though the sight of her bare legs made the persistent ache between mine tighten.

“Stand.”

I obeyed. Button by button, I opened her blouse. I slid it from her shoulders and folded it with the trousers on the valet chair in the adjoining alcove.

“My bra.”

The black silk loosened beneath my fingers. I lowered the straps and removed it without touching the heavy breasts it had held.

“Briefs.”

Only then did I hook my fingers into the narrow waistband and ease the silk down. She stepped free. I put the bra and briefs in the laundry basket with the stockings.

“Hair.”

I removed the pins one at a time and placed them in the small dish beside the wardrobe. Her hair fell in thick, dark waves touched with silver.

When I turned back, Lenora stood fully naked before me for the first time.

She was full and mature, with a soft stomach, generous hips, heavy breasts, and silver threaded through the curls below her belly. No part of her asked to be excused, hidden, or improved. She occupied her body with the same certainty with which she occupied every room.

“The bath,” she said.

The adjoining room held a deep oval tub cut from pale stone. I turned the brass taps, added a measured amount of oil, and tested the water with the inside of my wrist.

Lenora dipped two fingers into it. “Hotter. Less oil next time.”

“Yes.”

I adjusted the water, tested it again, and offered my hand. She accepted it as she stepped into the tub. I helped her settle, then took the narrow stool beside it. My dress brushed the stone floor. Steam dampened the fabric almost at once.

I soaped the washcloth.

“Shoulders,” she directed.

I washed them, then her arms. She leaned forward without being asked, giving me her back. Water gleamed over the strong line of her spine. I passed the cloth down each side, careful and thorough, feeling the warmth of her through it.

There was no performance in the silence. No test I could identify and beat. She simply expected me to pay attention.

When she reclined again, she lifted one leg. Water slipped over her soft stomach and lapped against the silver-dark curls between her thighs. I kept the cloth exactly where she had directed and washed from knee to ankle, supporting her heel in my palm. The intimacy of it struck harder than nakedness had. Lenora trusted me with the ordinary weight of her body. She did not watch every movement. She closed her eyes while I rinsed soap from her calf.

My dress clung damply to my knees. Each time I shifted on the stool, the wet fabric dragged over bare skin and reminded me of the rule still governing my body. I did not chase the sensation. I did not turn service into an excuse.

“The other.”

I took her second leg.

My attention drifted upward once—not my hands, only my eyes.

Lenora’s fingers entered my hair and closed gently at my nape. “Where are you working?”

“Your calf.”

“Then work there.”

I lowered my gaze. “Yes, Lenora.”

She released me.

For the intimate parts of her bath, she took the cloth herself. I looked away, refreshed the water in the pitcher, and held a towel ready. There was no coyness in it. Only a boundary, cleanly kept.

When she finished, I opened one of the large cream towels. Lenora stood, water streaming from her, and stepped carefully onto the mat. I wrapped the towel around her shoulders, then used the second to dry her arms, her back, the curve of her hips, and the long lines of her legs.

I knelt for her ankles.

My hands slowed over one calf. Not enough to disobey. Enough for her to notice.

“What do you want?” she asked.

I looked up. “I want to kiss you.”

“Where?”

“Here.” My thumb rested beside her ankle. “And higher, if you allow it.”

Lenora considered me. “To my knee. No higher.”

I bent and pressed my mouth to the inside of her ankle.

The kiss was soft. The next, halfway up her calf, was not. I let my lips linger against warm skin, tasting clean water and the faint trace of oil. Her hand returned to my hair—not forcing, but controlling the pace as I moved upward.

I kissed the inside of her knee.

Her fingers tightened once. “Stop.”

I stopped with my mouth still close to her skin.

“What do you want now?”

Not more access. Not permission to turn hunger into taking.

“May I continue serving you?”

Her hand eased. “Yes.”

I stood and dried her hair until it no longer dripped. In the alcove I took down the cream silk robe and held it open. She slipped her arms into it. Before she asked, I set the black slippers at her feet.

Lenora looked at them, then at me, and kept her reaction private.

Back in the sitting room, she resumed her chair. The tea had gone cold.

I emptied the cold tea, warmed her cup, and made a fresh pot with the cream I remembered from breakfast. I placed it beside her dominant hand, opened the book to page 214, and set her glasses within reach.

I did it because cold tea would displease her. Because she wanted to read. Because I knew how to make the next half hour easier for her.

Lenora glanced at the page. “I did not tell you where I stopped.”

“You showed me.”

An unguarded smile warmed her face before she lowered it to the cup. “So I did.”

The expression altered her whole face. It was the first thing she had given me that felt neither measured nor useful. I wanted to make it happen again and knew better than to try.

I had won something without taking it from her.

Lenora drank.

“Good girl.”

My chest opened around the praise. Heat sank through me and brightened the ache between my legs without sharpening it into crisis.

I did not make a joke. I did not ask her to say it again. I let the approval stand on its own.

“May I continue?”

“You may sit here.” She indicated the rug beside her chair.

I settled at her feet. Lenora opened her book and put on her glasses. For a time, the only sounds were the quiet turn of pages and the faint draining of the tub in the next room. I rested my hands in my lap and watched the lamplight shift over the silk at her knees.

It should have felt like waiting. It did not.

I was useful to her. The realization held a strange, fierce pleasure of its own.

When she closed the book again, I looked up. “How many full residencies do you conduct personally?”

“Very few. I rarely conduct complete residencies myself anymore.”

My pulse changed. “Why mine?”

Her expression gave me nothing. “That is the answer I chose to give tonight.”

Then she dismissed me to my room and reminded me that the no-touch rule remained in force.

I had barely stepped into the private corridor when I heard Camille approaching, the soft tap of her shoes accompanied by the crisp shift of papers in a folder.

“Monday’s checkout must remain clean, Lenora.”

Behind me, Lenora answered, “I know.”

I kept walking in my green dress, barefoot and denied.

She had chosen me.

It did not change the deadline.


Chapter 7 

The Transaction

My suit was waiting for me in the wardrobe. Beside it hung the sleeveless black knit dress chosen for Sunday.

Charcoal wool. White blouse. Black pumps aligned beneath the hanger. My bra and underwear had been folded on the shelf, and my overnight case sat closed below them, packed for departure with the efficiency of a hotel that had already decided I was gone.

I ran two fingers along the suit sleeve.

Armor, returned in advance.

On Friday, I had fought to keep the suit. Now, dressed in the black knit bare underneath, I studied the familiar sharp shoulders and wondered how I had ever mistaken structure for strength.

I had slept badly. I had not touched myself. The rule remained intact, though my body no longer hurt anywhere and the need between my legs had settled into a resentful, constant warmth.

My watch was not with the clothes. Of course it was not. Camille would return it at checkout, when every minute belonged to me again.

A knock sounded.

“Your emergency window is ready,” Camille said through the door.

I was already opening it.

Her eyes passed once over my face. If she noticed how eagerly I followed her, she kept the observation to herself.

The administrative office was compact and aggressively ordinary: desk, ergonomic chair, legal pad, charging cable, water. At exactly ten, according to the clock on the wall, Camille placed my phone in my hand.

It came alive with stacked notifications.

Eight missed calls. Seventeen messages. Three from Owen, my project lead, all marked urgent. Two from the client’s chief strategy officer. The Monday board presentation for the Halston acquisition—the largest deal I had ever led—had failed its overnight review because numbers in the executive summary did not match the approved restructuring model.

I called Owen.

He answered before the first ring finished. “Avery, thank God. Priya’s model is throwing a different savings figure and Graham wants to delay the board presentation. He thinks she linked the wrong—”

“Stop.”

Silence.

My voice had changed before I noticed it. Flat. Fast. Made for rooms where panic was expensive.

“Is the variance in the model or the summary?”

“The summary, but—”

“Then the model is not throwing anything. Send me the approved source version and the final deck.”

“I have Graham on another call. He wants—”

“Graham wants not to explain a bad number to twelve people tomorrow. Put him on hold and send the files.”

The office door remained open. Lenora appeared at the threshold in a dark plum wrap dress, her hair pinned in a loose twist. She did not speak. She took the chair against the wall and watched.

I turned toward the desk and opened the attachments as they arrived.

The underlying model was sound. Priya had updated the source data Friday evening. The summary slide retained an older assumption about vendor consolidation, which overstated first-year savings and understated the transition cost.

“Found it,” I said. “Slide six is stale. Priya did not break the model.”

Owen exhaled. “Graham already told the client she might have corrupted the links.”

“Then Graham gets to correct himself.”

“He won’t love that.”

“His feelings are not a project dependency. Have Priya replace the summary assumption and rerun the linked slides. You verify every number against the approved source. Graham calls Elena directly, explains that the analysis remains valid, and owns the premature escalation.”

“What do you want me to tell the board team?”

“Nothing until the deck is clean. I want a corrected copy and written verification from you in fifteen minutes. No meeting. No blame call. Fix it.”

“Understood.”

I ended the call.

Lenora had not moved. Her gaze rested on me with the same steady attention she gave my body when she expected the truth from it.

“Don’t,” I said.

One eyebrow lifted. “I have said nothing.”

“You were about to.”

“Was I?”

I looked back at the screen.

The corrected deck arrived eleven minutes later. Priya’s note was concise and Owen’s verification complete. Graham had copied me on his apology to the client. I checked the source number, inspected the dependent slides, and sent one sentence: Approved. Proceed with the presentation.

Owen called again.

“It’s clean,” he said. “I knew you’d see it.”

The gratitude should have pleased me. Instead it settled across my shoulders like another piece of luggage someone expected me to carry because I always had.

“Next time,” I said, “ask whether the model is wrong before deciding who broke it.”

“I will.”

I ended the call and looked at the remaining notifications.

None required me. That had never stopped me before. I could have spent the rest of the hour answering routine questions, revising work other people were capable of completing, and making myself indispensable one unnecessary decision at a time.

I locked the phone.

Camille was waiting outside her office. I held it out to her.

She glanced at the wall clock. “Finished?”

“Yes.”

She placed the phone back into its security pouch and sealed it. No approval. No lecture. Just the quiet removal of an exit I had surrendered twenty-three minutes early.

Lenora had followed us into the corridor.

Of all the things she had seen me do naked, handing back that phone felt the most exposing.

“Join me in the morning room,” she said.

The room was pale with Sunday light. Coffee waited on a low table beside an untouched plate of toast and fruit. Lenora sat in one of the upholstered chairs and indicated the other.

“Sit.”

I sat. Not because I wanted to. Because my body had begun treating her commands as decisions already made.

“Coffee?” she asked.

“No.”

She poured a cup for herself.

I watched cream disappear into the dark surface. “What happens to residents after checkout?”

Lenora set down the pitcher. “Their property is returned. The residency rules are released. They leave without further obligation to the House or to me.”

“That is the brochure answer.”

“It is also the true one.”

“Do you contact them?”

“No.”

The word tightened beneath my ribs with obscene precision.

“Never?”

“When the reservation ends, so does my authority. I do not follow residents through the gate.”

“Do they contact you?”

“I do not discuss former residents with current ones.”

I gave a humorless laugh. “Convenient.”

“Necessary.”

“For whom?”

Lenora lifted her coffee but did not drink. “For any woman who might otherwise confuse what she chose here with an obligation she must carry home.”

“You mean any woman foolish enough to think it was real.”

Her cup returned to its saucer. “I did not say that.”

“You didn’t have to.” I leaned forward. “You learn exactly what a woman needs. You take her clothes, her phone, her privacy. You decide when she hurts, when she comes, when she gets praised. You make her serve you. You show her just enough of yourself to make it feel singular.”

Lenora’s expression did not change, but her hand tightened once around the chair arm.

“Then Monday arrives,” I continued, “and you call the ending professional ethics.”

“That is an honest accusation.”

I had expected denial. The lack of it made me crueler. “Is that what I purchased? The illusion that you saw something no one else could?”

“You purchased my authority within this House for a defined period.” Her voice remained level. “You did not purchase a lie, Avery. And you did not purchase what happens after it ends.”

“So the attention was real but conveniently expires with the invoice.”

“My authority expires. Those are not the same thing.”

“Then tell me what being selected meant.”

Silence opened between us.

Lenora looked at me as if the answer were near enough to touch and precisely for that reason forbidden.

“No,” she said.

“Because it meant nothing?”

“Because I will not use a personal promise to secure your obedience while you are still a resident.”

“How principled.”

“You may dislike the boundary. You may accuse me of hiding behind it. I will not soothe you with a promise designed to keep you compliant.”

I stood.

“Sit down, Avery. Remain there.”

The command caught me before I had taken a step. I sat again, fury burning through the automatic obedience.

Lenora waited.

She would not deny the weekend. She would not claim it. She would not give me one sentence I could carry through the gate.

So I stood again.

This time I crossed the space between us and stopped close enough that the toes of my bare feet nearly touched her shoes.

“There,” I said. “Now you have something simple to correct.”

I expected her hand on my wrist. My nape. My face. I expected to be bent over the writing desk, ordered down, reduced to a problem with a clean solution.

Lenora did not touch me.

She rose slowly. The refusal in the inch of air between our bodies was more absolute than restraint.

“You are frightened that I will let you leave,” she said. “So you manufactured an offense because punishment feels safer than asking what you want.”

“You told me to remain seated. I disobeyed.”

“Yes.”

“Then do something about it.”

“No.”

The word emptied the room.

“You do not get to steal closeness by manufacturing a punishment.” Lenora held my gaze. “Step back.”

I obeyed.

“If you want correction,” she said, “ask me for it honestly.”

“And Monday?”

“It changes nothing about Monday.”


Chapter 8 

Because I Asked

By three forty, I had discovered that silence could be a form of restraint.

No summons came. No instruction slid beneath my door. Lunch had arrived and departed with half the plate untouched. Sunlight crossed the wardrobe, climbed the charcoal sleeve of my suit, and turned the clothes waiting for Monday into a sundial counting down my last afternoon.

I tried to work in my head. I drafted emails I could not send and reorganized a project that no longer had a crisis. I decided Lenora was making me wait as punishment, then remembered she had refused to punish me at all.

She had told me what to do.

Ask honestly.

Waiting for her to come find me was another provocation polished until it looked passive. If she summoned me, she would still be responsible for what I wanted. She would still have to cross the distance first.

I stood.

The black dress followed the shape of my body like severe packaging. I was bare beneath it, barefoot, obeying the rule that had governed my hands since Friday. I had not touched myself. I had not committed some new offense to make the old one easier to discuss.

I left my room and went to find Lenora.

The correction room door was closed. I paused with my knuckles an inch from the wood, furious at how much courage a simple knock required.

Then I knocked.

“Come in.”

The room beyond was unfamiliar. Matte charcoal walls held warm amber light. An oak restraint frame stood against the far wall, its padded crossbar and two overhead cuffs arranged with quiet purpose. A wide black bench waited several feet away. Water, folded cloths, a towel, and a black leather strap occupied a small side table.

Lenora stood beside it in a black silk blouse and tailored trousers. Her sleeves were rolled below her elbows. Her hair had been pinned securely away from her face.

She looked at me without surprise.

I closed the door. “I came for my correction.”

“No.”

Heat flashed across my face before I had even settled into defiance. “You told me to ask.”

“You have not asked. You have announced why you entered a room.”

“Does everything with you require exact wording?”

“Only the things you use imprecise wording to avoid.”

I looked at the strap. It was supple, perhaps eighteen inches long, with rounded edges and a smooth black surface. My stomach tightened.

Lenora waited.

“I disobeyed you,” I said.

“How?”

“You told me to sit and remain seated. I stood and crossed the room.”

“Why?”

“Because I wanted you to punish me.”

“That is what you wanted me to do. Why did you want it?”

I hated that she had left me hours to find the answer. I hated more that I had.

“I wanted you to touch me.”

“You could have asked to be touched.”

“You might have said no.”

“Yes.”

The simple agreement cut deeper than comfort would have.

I forced myself to continue. “If I broke a rule, you would have to focus on me. You would have to put your hands on me and prove I was worth correcting.”

“Worth correcting,” Lenora repeated. “Is that all?”

“No.”

“Then do not offer it as the whole truth.”

My palms were damp. I kept them at my sides.

“I wanted proof that I mattered to you,” I said. “I tried to use disobedience to force it out of you because asking would mean you could refuse.”

Lenora’s gaze held mine. “What will correction change about Monday?”

“Nothing.”

“Will it require me to contact you?”

“No.”

“Will pain purchase an answer about what happens after checkout?”

“No.”

“Do you still want correction?”

Every escape remained available. I could insult her. Leave. Put on the suit waiting upstairs and spend Sunday night rebuilding the woman who never asked anyone for anything she could not compel.

Instead, I lowered myself to my knees.

“Please correct me, Lenora.”

Lenora’s attention sharpened. This time I had given her a request instead of bait.

“Stand,” she said.

I rose.

“Remove your dress. Fold it on the chair.”

I pulled the black knit over my head, folded it carefully, and placed it where she indicated. The room was warm, but nakedness raised a ripple over my skin. Lenora remained fully dressed, black silk shifting softly as she moved behind me.

“Face the frame.”

I crossed to it. The floor guides placed my feet slightly wider than my hips. At her direction, I rested my upper chest against the padded crossbar and raised my arms. Lenora secured my right wrist, then my left, each in a wide lined cuff attached overhead. My heels remained flat. My knees could bend. The frame held my arms up and my body open without taking my weight.

Her fingers passed beneath each cuff. She pressed two fingertips into my palm and watched me close my hand around them.

“You will remain in position,” she said. “You will answer me without polishing the answer into something easier to bear. The strap will not correct your anger. It will not correct what you said to me this morning. It is for the offense you created to manipulate me.”

“Understood.”

“Are you still requesting correction?”

I looked at the charcoal wall inches beyond the frame. “Yes.”

Leather whispered as she lifted the strap.

Its smooth surface touched the center of my ass once, almost gently.

Then the first stroke landed.

The crack filled the room. A bright line of pain flashed across both cheeks so quickly that my breath came late. I jerked against the cuffs, fingers closing around air.

“Fuck.”

“You may swear.”

“How gracious.”

The second stroke cut diagonally across my right cheek. The third answered it on the left. Lenora allowed each impact to bloom before giving me the next. Her hand had delivered deep, spreading heat on Friday. The strap was sharper, a blade made of fire that left every inch of skin awake behind it.

I pushed my feet into the floor. My chest pressed harder against the padded bar.

Another stroke cracked across the fleshy center of my ass.

I shouted and pulled hard enough to make the cuffs creak.

“What command did you disobey?” Lenora asked.

“Remain seated.”

The strap struck the outer curve of my left cheek.

“What did you do?”

“I stood.”

A stroke landed high on the back of my right thigh. Pain snapped through me, clean and vicious.

“That is incomplete.”

“I stood and crossed the room.”

The strap landed across my ass again.

“Still incomplete.”

“I did it deliberately.”

Lenora paused.

My skin throbbed in separate bands. Heat pooled between my legs with humiliating insistence. I was wet. Restrained, strapped, and wet enough to feel it when I shifted my feet.

Lenora’s palm settled on one burning cheek. Not soothing. Inspecting. Her thumb traced the edge of a forming line before she spread my ass enough to look at what she had done.

“Your body is telling the truth faster than you are,” she said.

“My body has questionable judgment.”

“Your body asked before you did.”

The next stroke tore a cry from me.

“Why did you make the offense?”

“I told you.”

The strap struck my other thigh.

“You told me the mechanism.”

Another sharp line crossed my ass. Tears burned behind my eyes, infuriating and inevitable.

“Because punishment meant you couldn’t ignore me.”

Crack.

“Because if you were hurting me, you were choosing to spend the time before Monday on me.”

Crack.

My voice broke. I hated the sound of it. Lenora did not soften the correction to protect my pride.

“And?”

“Because I wanted to make you prove I mattered.”

The strap landed once more across the center of my ass, harder than the stroke before it. I cried out and sagged into the support, knees bending before I forced them straight.

Then silence.

My breathing sounded ragged in the amber room. Tears slid hot over my face. Behind me, Lenora set the strap on the side table.

The silence made every mark distinct. My ass felt striped with fire, the higher lines sharp whenever I tightened, the strokes on my thighs pulsing each time my knees trembled. No part of me was numb. I could not retreat from what I had requested.

She did not release me.

“What did you believe punishment would prove?” she asked.

“That you noticed me.”

“I noticed you before you broke the rule.”

“That you cared whether I obeyed.”

“You already knew that.”

I closed my hands into fists above my head.

Lenora came close enough that her blouse brushed my bare back. Her voice was low beside my ear.

“What were you trying to steal, Avery?”

The word steal found the ugliest part of it. I could purchase authority. I could manufacture an offense. I could make Lenora punish me. None of those gave me the right to the answer I wanted.

“Proof that you wanted me personally.”

“More.”

“Proof that Monday wouldn’t erase me.”

“Say what you are afraid I will do.”

I stared at the wall. My ass burned. My thighs trembled. There was nowhere left to hide that did not look pathetic from inside it.

“I’m afraid you’ll let me leave,” I whispered. “And never come after me.”

Lenora’s hand closed at my nape.

“Can this correction prevent that?”

“No.”

“Why did you ask for it?”

“Because I did manipulate you. Because I wanted to turn a rule into a trap.” I swallowed. “Because I want you to hold me to the truth even when it earns me nothing.”

Lenora released my left wrist, then my right. My arms dropped heavily. She caught me at the waist when my knees softened, holding me upright without pretending I had not nearly folded.

“The correction is complete,” she said.

My knees nearly gave. For once, completion meant the debt was gone rather than the closeness.

She gave me water. I drank half the glass before my hands stopped shaking enough to return it.

Then Lenora looked at the wetness shining between my thighs.

“What do you want now?”

“You.”

“That is emotionally clear and physically useless.”

A laugh escaped me, fractured by the ache in my ass. “I want your hand on my cunt. I want your fingers inside me. I want you to make me come.”

“Better.”

She guided me to the wide padded bench. I lay face-down with my chest supported and my hips near the edge, feet planted apart on the floor. The padding pressed against my strap marks. Every shift dragged fire over them.

Lenora stood behind me.

Her palm traveled down my back, over my waist, and stopped at my hip. Her other hand slid between my legs.

The first touch over my wet folds made me gasp.

She spread me with two fingers, exposing my clit to the cool air before circling it slowly. My hips moved back without permission. The bench punished the motion, pressing hard into my marked skin.

“Stay where I placed you.”

I gripped the edge. “Yes.”

Her fingers returned to my clit. She worked it with steady, ruthless precision, giving me no timer to watch and no pattern to calculate. Pleasure climbed through the pain until I could not tell where one ended.

“Inside,” I said.

Her hand stopped.

I corrected myself through clenched teeth. “Please put your fingers inside me.”

Two fingers pressed into my cunt.

I groaned into the bench. She pushed deep, withdrew almost to the tips, then filled me again. Wet sounds broke the silence. Her other hand settled at my nape, holding me down while she fucked me with her fingers.

She fucked me hard without losing precision. Each thrust made my ass tense against the marks. Each stroke of her thumb over my clit drove me higher without the maddening retreats of Saturday.

“Lenora.”

“What?”

“Please.”

“Use the word you mean.”

“I’m going to come.”

“Then ask.”

“Please let me come.”

Her fingers slowed but did not leave me.

“What do you want that correction cannot purchase?”

Fear and pleasure had stripped the answer raw enough to say.

“I want you after Monday.”

Her fingers curled inside me.

I cried out.

“Say all of it.”

“I want you when I’m not paying you to control me. I want you when you can tell me no and I can leave.” My voice broke against the bench. “I still want you.”

Lenora’s thumb pressed firmly to my clit.

“Come.”

The orgasm hit hard enough to empty my lungs. My cunt clenched around her fingers as she drove them into me and held them there. Heat burst through my body, caught against every strap line, and turned pain into bright, shuddering pleasure. I cried her name into the padding and came until my legs shook beneath me.

Lenora did not push me into another peak. She eased her fingers out, kept one hand at my waist, and waited until I could stand without collapsing.

In the recovery alcove, she cleaned me with a warm cloth and made me drink the rest of the water. I lay on my stomach on the low daybed while she spread a little lotion around the hottest marks, careful not to grind it into them. Then she covered me with a cream blanket and sat beside me.

For a while, neither of us spoke.

I turned my face toward her. “Did you hear what I said?”

“Every word.”

“And are you going to pretend you didn’t?”

Lenora’s hand rested on the blanket over my hip. “No.”

“Then give me something true.”

Her pause was not hesitation. It was the visible cost of choosing which truth she could give without using it against me.

“I want you too,” she said. “I will still release you tomorrow.”

The admission hurt more beautifully than the strap.

I pushed myself up on one elbow. “You make everything difficult.”

“You would despise me if I made this easy.”

“Probably.”

Lenora bent and kissed me.

It was our first kiss on the mouth. No command shaped it. No correction hid inside it. Her lips were warm and deliberate, and when I opened for her, she kissed me deeper once—only once—before drawing away.

The kiss did not start another scene. It left me beneath the blanket with my marked ass throbbing and the knowledge that she wanted me lodged somewhere no orgasm could soften.

Lenora rose to retrieve my dress.

The movement opened my view into the narrow cabinet beside the correction room. A plain black collar hung from a hook inside.

“Is that for me?” I asked.

Lenora followed my gaze.

“No. It belongs to the House.”

She closed the cabinet door.

“It is not yours.”


Chapter 9

Checkout

The first thing I felt Monday morning was the strap.

Not Lenora’s fingers inside me. Not her mouth on mine. The marks across my ass announced themselves when I sat up, several hot lines pulling tight beneath my skin. Lighter strokes burned high on my thighs. My wrists were clear, my legs worked, and no pain required concern.

Concern would have been easier than memory.

Sometime after Lenora closed the collar cabinet, she had helped me into the black dress and walked me back to my assigned bedroom. She carried the cream blanket from the recovery alcove over one arm, laid it across my bed, and left me there without trying to turn her admission into a promise. I had fallen asleep alone beneath it.

I had not touched myself. Even after Lenora’s admission, even after she had made me come and left my body loose with satisfaction, the rule had remained in force.

My charcoal suit waited in the wardrobe. So did my underwear, shoes, and every familiar piece of the woman who had arrived Friday convinced that surrender was a service she could purchase without being changed by it.

A formal black dress lay across the wardrobe chair.

Camille stood beside it in a navy suit, as if appearing in bedrooms at seven fifteen on Monday mornings to dismantle people’s lives were a standard administrative duty.

“Lenora expects you in the receiving room at eight,” she said.

I touched the black crepe. Long sleeves. Boat neckline. A hem below the knee. Severe enough for a funeral.

“This is for checkout?”

“Yes.”

Her answer ended there.

I dressed after she left. The crepe dragged over the marks and made me clench my teeth. I glanced once toward my folded underwear, close enough to take.

I left it where it was.

At eight, barefoot and bare beneath the final House dress, I opened the receiving-room door.

Lenora sat in a dark chair against the cream wall, ivory silk and black trousers replacing Sunday’s severity. The cream cushion from my first night had been centered before her. On the side table, an open black velvet-lined box waited.

Empty.

The hollow inside it was unmistakably shaped for a collar.

“Close the door,” Lenora said.

I did.

“Stand before me.”

I crossed the room and stopped at the center of the rug, arms at my sides, eyes on hers.

“Turn.”

I turned once. The dress shifted over the strap lines, transforming each measured step into a private reminder of the woman watching me.

“Kneel.”

I lowered myself onto the cushion. My knees remained close beneath the formal skirt, my back straight, my hands open on my thighs. The marks pulled. I did not adjust my weight away from them.

Lenora studied me in silence.

On Friday, I would have filled that silence with an invoice joke, a complaint, or some sharp little weapon intended to prove I controlled the exchange. Monday morning, I let it belong to her.

“Did you obey the no-touch rule last night?”

“Yes.”

“Why are you kneeling now?”

“Because you commanded it.” I held her gaze. “And because I chose to finish what I began.”

“Do you regret coming here?”

My ass burned. The empty collar box waited at the edge of my vision. In less than an hour, my phone would be returned and Lenora would owe me no further duty.

“No.”

Her expression softened by a degree so small I might once have dismissed it as imagination.

“You did not become easier, Avery. You did not become quiet, agreeable, or less yourself.” Her voice remained composed, but the words carried none of the distance she had used at check-in. “You learned to ask without hiding behind provocation. You obeyed when no reward was promised. You became honest. That is what you did well.”

The tightness beneath my sternum loosened. I accepted the praise without deflection and did not ask whether honesty had earned the missing collar.

Lenora looked at me for another long moment.

“Stand, Avery.”

I rose.

“Every rule I gave you is ended. You no longer require my permission to speak, move, touch, work, dress, seek pleasure, or refuse me. My authority to command and correct you is over. Your body, your time, your voice, and every choice beyond this room are yours.”

The pause before the final words was quiet and merciless.

“I release you.”

Freedom should have felt like a door opening.

It felt like Lenora removing her hands.

The no-touch rule was gone. I could have slipped my hand beneath the black crepe in front of her, touched the body she had governed all weekend, and proved that my choices belonged to me again. I could have walked out without waiting for Camille. I could have told Lenora that her release meant nothing because I had never surrendered anything she could not return.

Instead, I stood motionless because no position had been chosen for me.

That was the cruelty of it. Obedience had given every movement an answer. Freedom required me to supply one.

Camille entered after a knock. The morning changed around her, ritual giving way to folders and schedules.

“You may change into your clothing,” she told me.

I walked back to the bedroom without waiting for Lenora to decide the direction of my steps.

I chose every layer myself. Black underwear over marked skin. Bra. White blouse. Charcoal trousers that pressed against the hottest lines. Jacket. Pumps. I buttoned, fastened, and arranged the familiar pieces without using them to disappear.

The suit was not armor. It was mine.

I folded the formal dress and left it with Sunday’s black dress, the cream blanket, robe, and green slip. Then I carried my overnight case to the checkout office.

Camille placed my watch and phone on the desk beside a heavy cream envelope.

I fastened the watch around my own wrist. Eight forty-three. An ordinary time on an ordinary Monday, offensive in its refusal to recognize that my life had split open over the weekend.

For three days, I had measured time by Lenora’s arrival, her permission, the duration of pain, the withholding of pleasure. Now the second hand moved without reference to her. It did not feel like getting my life back. It felt like discovering my old life had continued without noticing I had become unable to fit inside it the same way.

The phone lit when Camille returned it, but I left the screen locked.

She reviewed the property list with brisk precision. Everything I had surrendered was accounted for. The receipt showed a zero balance. No extension. No hidden obligation. No reason to remain.

Camille closed the folder. “Your checkout is complete.”

The transaction closed with more finality than any signature could have given it.

Lenora waited in the front hall.

There was no cushion between us. No assigned posture. No rule requiring me to meet her eyes. I stood in my suit because I chose to stand there, and she watched me without reaching for the authority she had surrendered.

I could have said goodbye.

Instead, I asked, “If I came back now, without a reservation, would you let me in?”

“You are already no longer a resident,” she said.

“I know.”

The smallest change touched her mouth. Not a smile. Something more careful.

“Yes,” Lenora said. “I would receive you as myself, not as the director you hired. But I will not order you to return.”

“Of course you won’t.”

She had given me the answer I wanted and left every dangerous part of it in my hands.

“You could make one thing easy,” I said.

“You would know it was not a free choice.”

I hated her for being right. I hated the open front door behind me. I hated that she did not block it, touch me, kiss me, or give my anger the shape of a command.

So I left.

I put my overnight case in the passenger seat and drove down the long estate road. The gate opened. I passed through, watching the House shrink in the rearview mirror until iron bars slid closed behind me.

Only then did I unlock my phone.

Owen had confirmed that the board materials were ready. My inbox was crowded but not burning. I could call him. I could spend the drive making decisions no one had asked me to make and rebuild the comforting illusion that being needed was the same as being wanted.

My hand hovered over his name.

Then I set the phone down and opened the cream envelope.

The zero-balance receipt came first. Beneath it sat the property confirmation and a plain cream card without the House seal.

One phone number had been written across it in Lenora’s hand.

No message. No invitation. No command.

The road carried me toward the highway. Ahead, a marked turnout opened in the median.

I signaled.

And turned the car around.


Chapter 10 

Mine

Ten minutes later, the estate gate filled my windshield again.

It remained closed.

I stopped at the intercom with my phone in my pocket, my watch on my wrist, and every legal right to turn around a second time. My overnight case sat on the passenger seat. I left it there and pressed the button.

Camille’s voice came through the speaker. “Ms. Shaw.”

“You sound surprised.”

“Your checkout is complete.”

“I know.”

“Then you are not here for the House.”

The closed gate made the distinction impossible to evade.

“No,” I said. “I’m here for Lenora.”

The gate opened.

Camille met me at the front door. Her gaze took in my suit, my phone, the absence of luggage in my hand, and whatever expression I had failed to control.

She did not ask for identification, payment, or property.

“Lenora is in her sitting room,” she said. “You are entering as her personal guest.”

“I understood the first three versions of this boundary.”

“Then a fourth should present no difficulty.”

I almost smiled. “You really do love your job.”

Camille stepped aside.

Lenora stood beside the writing desk when I entered her sitting room. Morning light lay across the cream sofa and dark shelves. She still wore the ivory blouse and black trousers from checkout. Her hair remained pinned in that severe twist, but there were no folders near her, no House props, no cream cushion waiting to tell me where I belonged.

A small walnut box sat closed on the desk.

I closed the door because I wanted it closed.

Lenora looked at me for a long time. She did not tell me to approach.

“Why did you come back?” she asked.

I had rehearsed three answers in the car. Each sounded polished enough to survive a boardroom and useless enough to send me through the gate again.

“Because I want you.”

Her expression did not change. I knew better than to mistake composure for indifference now.

“You already knew that,” I said. “What you don’t know is what I’m asking for.”

“Then ask.”

It was not a command. That made it harder.

I stayed standing. “I want the woman, not the director I hired. I want a relationship that doesn’t end because a reservation does. I want your rules. I want to serve you. I want you to take sexual control of me and correct me when we agree I’ve earned it.”

My pulse beat against the collar I was not yet wearing.

“I want to belong to you,” I continued, “without disappearing into you. I’m not giving up my work, my judgment, or my right to argue when you’re wrong.”

“When I am wrong?”

“I’m trying to be realistic about the burden you’re accepting.”

Something warm moved through her eyes.

“And what are you offering me?” she asked.

“The whole difficult package. Honesty when it costs me. Obedience when you take control. Direct requests instead of elaborate criminal conspiracies involving upholstered chairs.”

“A promising beginning.”

“That was nearly praise.”

“Do not become greedy this early.”

The familiar authority in her voice tightened my cunt, but I did not kneel. We had not decided that she could ask it of me yet.

Lenora crossed the room until we stood close enough to touch. She kept her hands at her sides.

“I do not want a quieter Avery,” she said. “I do not want you agreeable at work, dependent on me for ordinary decisions, or performing obedience every hour of your life. I want the woman who argues brilliantly and then kneels because she has chosen whose authority she is under.”

“That sounds suspiciously tailored.”

“It is.”

The answer drew my attention back to the question she had refused Saturday night.

“Why did you choose my residency?”

“Your intake was exhaustive. Every answer told me what you could manage, withstand, negotiate, or purchase.” Her gaze held mine. “Not one told me what you wanted.”

I remembered the elegant forms and the careful language I had used to make hunger sound like research.

“That was enough?”

“It made me want to meet the woman who could control every answer except her own desire.”

“You selected me because I left something blank.”

“I selected you because I wanted to hear you say it.”

The truth was smaller than fate and more dangerous. She had been interested. She had not known I would return. None of it had been inevitable.

Lenora finally touched me, one hand resting lightly against my jaw. “Are you asking me to take authority within this relationship?”

“Yes.”

“Then there will be rules.”

“I would be disappointed if you had misplaced the talent.”

Her thumb pressed once beneath my chin. “First: ask directly. You will not manufacture an offense, crisis, or insult to force reassurance, punishment, sex, or attention.”

“Agreed.”

“Second: when I ask what you need, tell me the truth before you give me an argument.”

“Can the argument follow?”

“I expect it will.”

“Agreed.”

“Third: when we declare that I am taking control, you obey until you stop the dynamic or I release you. Outside it, your decisions remain your own.”

“Agreed.”

“Fourth: on nights we are together, when I say work is finished, you put the phone away unless there is a genuine emergency.”

“Who decides what qualifies?”

“You make the first judgment. Then you tell me the truth about whether someone needs you or you need to feel indispensable.”

I narrowed my eyes. “That rule is invasive.”

“That rule is why your hand is not currently hovering over Owen’s name.”

“Agreed,” I said through my teeth.

“Honest disagreement is not an offense. Your career is not an offense. If you cannot enter the dynamic, you tell me.”

“And if I can?”

Lenora’s fingers closed gently at my nape. “Then you obey.”

Heat moved through me.

“I can,” I said.

“I am taking control now.”

“Yes, Lenora.”

She opened the walnut box.

The collar inside was oxblood leather, narrow and darkly warm, lined in suede. An antique-silver buckle gleamed at the back, with a small unmarked ring at the throat. It bore no House seal. No number. No institutional marker.

Lenora placed it across my palms.

“This belongs to me,” she said. “It has never belonged to the House.”

The leather was soft and heavier than it looked.

“What do you want me to do with it?”

Every page of intake language, every joke, every provocation had led to the brutal simplicity of the answer.

“Collar me, Lenora.”

“What will it mean?”

“That I’m choosing to belong to you inside what we just agreed. Not that I’ve stopped belonging to myself.”

“Kneel.”

I lowered myself before her. The charcoal trousers tightened over my fading marks. I lifted my hair and held her gaze while she circled the leather around my throat.

The buckle closed at my nape.

Lenora slipped two fingers beneath the collar, testing the fit. The silver ring rested cool against my pulse.

“Mine.”

The word no longer belonged to a fantasy I had bought. It belonged to the choice I had driven away and returned to make.

I did not joke.

“Stand. Remove your clothes. Leave the collar.”

I rose and placed my phone faceup on the desk rather than surrendering it. My pumps came off first, then my jacket, watch, blouse, trousers, underwear, and bra. I folded the suit across the bedroom chair after Lenora led me through the private door beyond her sitting room.

Her bedroom held a low dark bed, cream sheets, a plum coverlet, and the ordinary disorder of a book facedown beside a water glass. The room had not been arranged for a resident.

Lenora sat at the edge of the bed. “Undress me from the waist down.”

I knelt between her knees, removed her shoes, and opened her trousers. She lifted her hips while I drew the fabric and underwear down together. Bronze thighs parted in front of me. Her cunt was already wet.

“May I taste you?”

Her hand entered my hair. “Yes.”

I kissed the inside of one thigh, then the other. On Saturday she had stopped me at her knee. Now I pressed my mouth to her folds and tasted her without a boundary waiting an inch higher.

Lenora’s fingers tightened in my hair as I opened her with my tongue, pushed into the slick heat at her entrance, then dragged slowly back and circled her swollen clit until her hips shifted toward me. She guided my head with pressure in my hair and one finger hooked through the silver ring—not pulling hard, only making the collar impossible to forget.

“More pressure,” she said.

I obeyed, sealing my lips around her clit and sucking while my tongue worked beneath it.

Her thighs tightened around my shoulders. Her hips lifted against my mouth, and the hand in my hair stopped directing and held on. Her breath broke into a rough sound when I sucked harder.

I stayed with the rhythm that pulled rough sounds from her. I wanted every one of them. I wanted the weight of her pleasure against my mouth and the knowledge that I was useful to her in a way no paid ritual could imitate.

“Do not stop.”

I did not.

Lenora came with a low, broken sound, her cunt pulsing beneath my tongue while her knees closed around me. I kept licking until her hand eased me back.

For several seconds she sat breathing above me, ivory blouse open at the throat, silver threaded through the hair beginning to escape its pins.

Then her eyes sharpened.

“On the bed. Hands and knees.”

I climbed onto the cream sheets. My knees spread, my marked ass lifted toward her, and the collar shifted snugly around my throat.

Behind me, Lenora removed the rest of her clothing. A drawer opened. Leather straps whispered. When I looked back, a black harness framed her hips, holding a dark silicone cock that made my cunt tighten before she touched me.

She poured lubricant over it and stroked the length once.

Her palm passed over the darker lines on my ass.

“Who asked for these?”

“I did.”

“Who drove away free?”

“I did.”

Her hand closed around my hip. “Who returned?”

I looked back at her. “I did.”

The head of the cock pressed against my wet entrance.

“Ask.”

“Fuck me, Lenora.”

She pushed inside.

The first stretch forced the air from my lungs. She entered slowly until my cunt had taken the full, firm length, then held there while I opened around her.

“Move,” I begged.

Lenora withdrew and drove back in.

The bed shifted beneath us. Her hips struck my marked ass, pain flashing through the old strap lines and merging with the deep drag of the cock. She gripped my waist and established a hard, steady rhythm—no timer, no paid lesson, no promised ending. Just the woman I had chosen fucking me because we both wanted the authority in every thrust.

I pushed back to meet her.

One hand left my waist and reached around my hip. Her fingers found my clit.

“Oh, fuck.”

“Keep your knees apart.”

I obeyed. She fucked deeper, grinding into me at the end of each stroke while her fingers worked fast circles over my clit. The silver ring tapped softly against my throat as my body rocked.

“Lenora, please.”

“What are you asking for?”

“Permission to come.”

She caught the collar ring and drew me upright enough to feel the leather hold me without choking me. Her mouth touched the back of my shoulder.

“Come.”

My orgasm tore through me around the cock. I cried out, cunt clenching hard as she thrust through every contraction, her fingers relentless on my clit until my arms shook beneath me.

Then she stopped.

Lenora remained inside me, one palm spread over my back and two fingers resting against the ring at my throat. The stillness felt like possession without confinement.

When she withdrew, she cleaned the harness and returned it to the drawer. She wiped the wetness from my thighs with a warm cloth, gave me water, and checked the old marks with one careful pass of her hand. None had reopened.

I dressed in my own underwear, trousers, and blouse. The collar remained visible above the white fabric.

My phone displayed six new messages when we returned to the sitting room. None were marked urgent.

Lenora glanced at the screen. “Work is finished until noon.”

The fourth rule had survived less than an hour before becoming inconvenient.

I typed Owen a short message: Unavailable until noon. You have authority to proceed.

Then I placed the phone face down on the desk. It remained within my reach.

In the corridor, Camille passed us carrying a new intake file. A small tab at the top read FRIDAY. She continued toward her office without slowing, already preparing the House for a woman whose carefully managed answers had not yet met Lenora’s scrutiny.

Lenora offered me her hand.

“Come eat breakfast, my girl.”

I took it and followed her.





Epilogue

Chosen

Five weeks later, I closed the largest deal of my career at four seventeen on a Friday afternoon.

At four eighteen, Owen leaned into my office and said, “You look furious.”

“I’m experiencing satisfaction.”

“You should warn your face.”

I threw a pen at him. He caught it, grinned, and disappeared before I could assign him something unpleasant.

The signed contract remained open on my screen. Six months earlier I would have stayed until midnight rereading every clause, inventing disasters no one else had noticed, and ensuring the company understood that success had occurred because I refused to sleep.

Instead, I sent the final confirmation, assigned Monday’s implementation meeting to Owen, and shut down my computer.

My phone buzzed as I stepped into the elevator.

Lenora: Dinner at seven. The east gate will close at eight forty-five.

No congratulations. No heart. No question about whether I intended to work late.

I smiled at the doors.

Me: I’ll be there at six.

Her answer arrived before the elevator reached the lobby.

Lenora: That was not the time I gave you.

Me: I know.

I reached the estate at five fifty-eight with an overnight bag in my trunk and the oxblood collar in my handbag. Camille opened the east gate without an intercom interrogation. The first time she had done that, I had accused her of becoming sentimental.

She had stared at me until I apologized.

Lenora was in her private sitting room, reading beside the cold fireplace. She wore a dark green blouse, black trousers, and the expression of a woman who had already discovered every decision I was pretending not to make.

“You are early,” she said.

“Your powers of observation remain formidable.”

“And you are carrying work in your head.”

I set my handbag on the desk. “We closed the Halston acquisition.”

Lenora placed a ribbon between the pages of her book. “The one you have been pursuing for eleven months.”

“Ten and a half.”

“Congratulations, Avery.”

The simple warmth in her voice struck deeper than applause from the board had. I looked away and took the collar from my bag.

Lenora did not reach for it.

“What do you need?” she asked.

There it was. The question I had once answered with jokes, insults, and expensive acts of sabotage.

My mind offered several elegant evasions. I discarded them one by one.

“I need you to hurt me,” I said. “Not because I did anything wrong. I’m proud of what I did. But my head is running at full speed, and I want you to stop it.”

Lenora’s gaze settled on me with quiet approval.

“Anything else?”

“I want to come afterward.”

“Greedy.”

“Direct.”

The corner of her mouth lifted. “Come here.”

I crossed the room and handed her the collar. She fastened it around my throat, checked the fit, then pressed two fingers against the silver ring.

My shoulders loosened before she gave the first order.

“Strip from the waist down.”

I removed my shoes, trousers, and underwear. She sat on the sofa and turned me across her lap, leaving my blouse gathered beneath my ribs and my bare ass raised beneath her hand.

“How much?”

“Enough that I can’t think about quarterly projections.”

Her palm cracked across my right cheek.

I gasped.

The second blow landed on the left. The third caught the tender underside and made my toes lift from the carpet.

Lenora did not count. She watched color bloom across my ass and struck with measured force, alternating sides until both cheeks burned. Each slap emptied something from me: the boardroom, the contract, the next quarter, the reflex to seize every loose thread before someone else could touch it.

By the tenth or twelfth—I had stopped tracking—my hands were clenched in the sofa cushion and my cunt was wet against her thigh.

“Where is your mind?” she asked.

Her palm landed again.

“Here.”

“Where is your work?”

Another hard crack.

“At the office.”

“Where will it remain?”

I moaned as she struck the center of my ass. “At the fucking office.”

Her hand stopped.

Silence filled the room. My skin throbbed. Her fingers traced the hot curve she had made, and I pushed shamelessly into her touch.

“Up,” she said.

I stood between her knees. Lenora opened my blouse, unfastened my bra, and drew both away. I was naked except for the collar when she pulled me down to straddle her lap.

“You did well today,” she said.

The praise nearly undid me before her hand reached between my thighs.

Two fingers slid through my wet folds, gathered what I had leaked, and pushed inside me. I gripped her shoulders. She curled them against the spot that made my hips jerk, then rubbed my clit with her thumb while holding my gaze.

“You built something without destroying yourself to prove you deserved it.”

Her fingers drove deeper.

“Lenora—”

“You trusted Owen. You left the office. You asked me for exactly what you wanted.”

Every sentence landed like another blow, except there was nowhere inside me left to defend.

“Please.”

“Come for me.”

I came around her fingers with my forehead pressed to hers, shaking hard enough to rattle the silver ring at my throat. Lenora held me through it, one arm secure around my waist while the other hand remained buried inside me until the contractions eased.

When I could breathe, I kissed her.

It was not the careful kiss of a new agreement. I knew how she tasted after coffee now, how her mouth softened when I stopped trying to win, how her hand would settle at the back of my neck when she wanted me closer. She knew I stole the blankets and despised pears and needed ten silent minutes after a difficult call before I could admit it had hurt.

We had not become easy women.

We had become specific to each other.

Lenora withdrew her fingers and picked up the warm cloth she had placed on the table before I arrived. Of course she had known what I would ask for. She cleaned me, inspected the color across my ass, and helped me stand.

At seven, we ate roast chicken, rosemary potatoes, and green beans at the little table beside Lenora’s windows. I wore the collar, bare beneath her cream robe. My ass burned against the chair whenever I shifted.

Lenora made me tell her about the acquisition without pretending I had won it alone. I named Owen, Priya, and every person whose work I would once have absorbed into my own account of the victory. She listened, asked difficult questions, and gave me the last crisp potato from her plate when I answered without minimizing myself.

After dinner, I cleared the dishes while she made coffee. We argued about whether pears deserved to exist. I lost because she controlled the dessert and had purchased a chocolate tart instead.

At eight thirty-eight, a discreet knock sounded from the corridor.

“Your Friday resident is twelve minutes away,” Camille called through the closed door.

“Thank you,” Lenora answered.

The House did not bend around our relationship. It had its own purpose, its own boundaries, and another woman approaching its closed gates with a private hunger disguised as a problem to be solved.

I dressed. Lenora removed the collar and returned it to my hands. I placed it in my handbag beside my phone, where it belonged to neither a client record nor a locked cabinet.

“Sunday,” she said.

“Breakfast at nine.”

“Eight fifty-five. You require supervision around punctuality.”

“I was two minutes early today.”

“You arrived an hour before dinner in order to demand a spanking.”

“And displayed admirable honesty about it.”

Lenora kissed me once, slow and certain. “Go.”

I walked out wearing my own clothes, carrying my own phone, with a successful contract waiting at an office that would survive until Monday without me.

At the end of the drive, Camille opened the gate. A silver sedan waited on the road beyond it. I could not see the woman behind the windshield, only both hands fixed on the steering wheel while she gathered the nerve to enter.

I remembered that grip.

I drove past her into the night. In my mirror, the gates opened again.

This time I did not turn around.

I knew exactly when I was coming back.
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