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Chapter 1: The threshold

⚜

Iwoke into soreness.

Not the bright complaint of muscle pulled past its limit - something quieter, deeper, threaded through every place I'd been used the day before. My inner thighs hummed. The small of my back felt warm. Between my legs there was a tenderness that had outlived sleep, a swollen heaviness that announced itself the moment I shifted under the sheet.

And alive. That was the strange part. The ache wasn't an ending. It was a continuity, a low note my body had decided to keep singing through the night.

The ceiling fan turned. The white linen above me caught a paler version of yesterday's sun. Through the open French doors I could hear the resort beginning its Monday - Mateo opening up the swim-up bar, glassware, the staff hose against the deck, a low murmur from somewhere down by the beach that was either greeting or moan and could just as easily have been both.

Week Two.

I lay still and let the thought settle on my ribs.

Seven days ago I'd walked off a seaplane with thirty-seven thousand dollars of student debt and a sundress that wouldn't stop riding up my thighs. Tessa had whispered holy shit, this is real at the Pavilion and I'd walked past it on legs that wouldn't stop shaking and put a green band on my wrist like it was a piece of jewelry. Six nights ago I'd let a stranger in a wet bar uniform hold the back of my head and slide into my throat. Four nights ago Marcus had qualified me for Blue in a private suite and I'd watched the Green band come off and the Blue go on like I was being knighted. Three nights ago a man at the Wall, anonymous behind a sheet of frosted glass, had fucked my cunt with more cock than should have fit and made me scream. Two nights ago there'd been three of them at the Stalls in the open air, and the third one had strapped me to a bench, pressed a vibrator against me, and rebuilt me on the spot.

Yesterday - yesterday I'd let myself rest.

Today the band on my wrist was still Blue, and tomorrow morning at ten I had a name - Dominic - and a place - the Prep Suite - and a number - four days - and at the end of those four days, if my body kept saying yes the way it had been saying yes since the seaplane, the Blue would come off too.

I rolled onto my back. The shift sent a small shock through my hips - yesterday's lazy afternoon with Tessa, gentle as it had been, was still in my muscles. I let myself feel it. Pressed my palm flat against my lower belly the way I'd done in the dark last night and breathed against my own hand.

Phone. I reached for it on the nightstand. Nothing from my brother Danny.

London thought I was at a yoga retreat. London thought I was waking up in a wellness cabin in Tulum with a smoothie and a guided meditation app, not in a villa whose sheets still smelled faintly of yesterday's sunscreen. I scrolled up the conversation and looked at my own last text from Sunday morning: Day seven, lots of breathwork, feeling super grounded. Three exclamation points. A green sprout emoji. I'd written it from the terrace with three men's names floating in the back of my head.

I locked the screen and put the phone back face-down.

"You're awake."

Tessa, from the doorway. She had a mug of coffee in each hand and one of the resort's loose linen robes belted loosely at the waist, the V at her chest sun-flushed, her dark hair pushed messily behind one ear. She looked rested in a way she hadn't on any morning of Week One. Blue on Blue, all week - the wall, then a few quiet pool-deck encounters, then yesterday's long, slow afternoon in this bed. Her body looked like a body that was happy where it was.

"Barely," I said.

"You slept hard." She crossed to the bed, set my coffee on the nightstand, and dropped onto the foot of the mattress with her own. She tucked her legs up. "And you smiled in your sleep."

"Did I."

"Mm. About four-thirty in the morning. I was up to pee. You were doing this little -" she lifted one corner of her mouth, slowly - "thing. Like you'd just thought of something good."

"Probably the croissants from yesterday."

"Sure." She blew on her coffee. "That, or you were dreaming about whatever's behind that door tomorrow."

I reached for my mug instead of answering. The coffee was strong and very hot and I let it burn the truth back down my throat for a second before I admitted it.

"Maybe," I said.

She watched me over the rim of her mug. "Maybe."

"Both."

Tessa snorted. "Both."

I sipped. The fan turned. Through the French doors a woman laughed somewhere down the path, sharp and bright, the sound of someone whose Monday had already started.

"How are you feeling about it?" Tessa said. Quieter now.

I thought about lying - that easy, casual fine I'd been handing out for years to nurses and dental hygienists and Danny on the phone. Then I let it go. Tessa had washed my hair last night. Tessa knew exactly which two bruises I had on my hip and which fingertip belonged to whom. The lying-to-friends muscle wasn't going to work in this room.

"My body's already there," I said. "I keep waiting for the rest of me to catch up. It's not catching up. It's - it's just been getting out of the way."

She nodded once, slowly, like that confirmed something she'd already guessed.

"I dreamed about the staircase," I said. "Not even about anything down there. Just about going down it."

"That's the dream."

"That's the dream."

She reached over and squeezed my ankle through the sheet. "Eat something. Then go let Jade tell you whatever she's going to tell you. I'll be here when you get back."

Jade met me at the pool bar at eleven.

She was already on a stool in cropped white linen and a grey tank, braids pulled into a loose knot at the back of her head, the Red band bright against her dark wrist. Mateo had a glass of something pale and citrus already waiting at her elbow. She didn't stand when I came up. She did look me over - not lecherously, not even appraisingly, but with the kind of practical scan a fight coach gives a fighter the morning of weigh-in.

"Sit," she said.

I sat.

"Sleep?"

"Some."

"Eat?"

"Half a mango."

"Eat the other half later." Mateo, without being asked, had put a glass of cold pressed orange juice in front of me and disappeared again. "How's the body?"

"Sore. Good sore."

"Stairs hurt?"

"No."

"Sitting?"

"Fine."

She nodded. "Tomorrow at ten. Prep Suite. Dominic'll handle you the whole way through. He's the senior trainer - does most of the women going up the program. He's good at this. He's patient." She let that word sit."

"Patient." I said it like I was tasting the word.

"He'll spend more time getting you ready than the actual program technically requires, and he won't apologise for it. Day one is fingers and a starter plug. No cock. That's the whole day. You're going to walk out of that suite still wondering when the prep starts."

"Day two?"

"Bigger plug. Toy. Still no cock."

"Day three?"

"Cock. His. He's exactly the size he needs to be for that day. He'll have you opened well before."

"Day four?"

She set the glass down. "Qualification. Bigger partner first. Then DP. Both with staff."

The word DP landed low in my stomach. Not unwelcome. Just real. I took a breath and let it sit.

"Okay," I said.

Jade watched me. "You're not flinching."

"I noticed."

"That's good. Most women would be." She tilted her head. "Some take three weeks for that program. Some never finish day three. I've watched a perfectly good Blue band sit on her hands at the Suite door for two weeks because her brain kept catching up and saying no thank you. So when I tell you not to race - I mean it. Don't race. Breathe. If you tense, you fight yourself. The whole thing is your body learning to not lock up at the wrong moment."

"Got it."

"You sure you don't want to do the Stalls today?"

I hesitated. The pool deck was already filling - two Greens at the bar, a Blue stretched out on a lounger with one knee bent and her band turned outward. Familiar pull. I felt the answer in the same place I always felt it, that low confirmation behind the navel, and then I felt something else underneath it - Jade's voice from a minute ago.

"No," I said. "I want to be hungry tomorrow."

"Smart girl." She actually grinned. "Half the women I've coached come into day one already worn out. You stay quiet today, you're going to walk into that suite and your body is going to be - " she raised her eyebrows, "-loud."

I drank my orange juice down to ice.

"Questions," she said. "You've got them. Ask."

"Anal orgasms."

"Mm."

"Are they - guaranteed."

"Nothing's guaranteed." She paused. "But your body has a track record. Whatever you are, you are receptive. So I'd say - likely. The first time it might happen on your own with a plug just from walking around. It's just there one afternoon, you're getting up off a chair, and the whole world tilts."

"From walking."

"From walking." Her eyes were steady. "I'd put money on you finding out tomorrow."

I felt my face heat. The flush moved fast - pool-deck fast, Stalls fast, the same warning bloom that had been my body's tell all week. Jade caught it and didn't look away.

"That answer your question?" she said.

"Yeah."

"Anything else?"

"Plugs all day."

"After day one Dominic'll send you out with one in. He'll tell you to wear it normally. Eat lunch in it. Walk around in it. It's part of the program. Some women love it. Some last about an hour and have to come back early."

"Which one am I."

She just looked at me. "I think you know."

"One more thing," Jade said, and her voice changed - dropped a quarter step into something more careful. "Come with me. There's something I want you to see."

She took me to the lobby.

Not the busy front lobby with the welcome desk and the porters; the quieter back lobby of the main building, where two paths met under a high cane ceiling and a discreet wooden door in the wall opened onto the staircase that led down to the Red Room. The door wasn't marked. If you didn't know it was there, you wouldn't see it.

Jade leaned a shoulder against the cool stone of an archway and gestured me to a low rattan bench against the opposite wall.

"Sit. Watch."

"Watch what?"

"What comes up the stairs."

I sat. Jade didn't. She stayed on the archway, arms loose, one ankle crossed over the other, the casual stance of a woman who had spent a lot of hours waiting for things to happen at this exact spot.

We didn't have to wait long.

The wooden door opened from inside and two women came up the stairs together.

The first one was put back together. Late twenties, dark hair pinned at the nape of her neck, a pale linen wrap dress, sandals. She was composed in the specific way I'd seen Jade be composed yesterday morning - that careful, contained quietness of a body that had been worked over and then washed and dressed in clean fabric and reset. The Red band on her wrist was the only loud thing about her. She nodded at Jade as she passed. Jade nodded back. The woman walked through the lobby and out into the morning light without looking at me at all.

The second woman was not put back together.

She came up the stairs more slowly. A man's arm was looped around her waist - not lover-arm, supporter-arm, the firm careful grip of someone making sure she didn't wobble. Her hair was damp at the temples like she'd splashed water on her face. She'd pulled on a silk slip dress that I could see clinging in places it wouldn't have clung if she'd been dry underneath. Her thighs, when she took the next step, were pink - that flushed pink I knew from yesterday's mirror, the colour skin goes when it's been stretched and gripped and pressed against something hot for a long time. There was a smudge on her inner thigh, mid-way down, a glistening trail that hadn't quite finished sliding. Her band was Red. Her wrist hung limp at her side. Her partner kissed the top of her head as they reached the lobby floor and murmured something that made her breathe out a tiny exhausted laugh.

She was trembling.

Not with cold. Not with fear. The deep, fine tremor of someone whose body had been emptied and was still finishing the conversation with itself. Her ribs moved visibly against the silk. Every few steps the muscles in her thigh fluttered, an involuntary aftershock that travelled through the dress like wind through a curtain.

She passed three feet from me. I could smell the soap she'd used - something fresh and sharp - and underneath it the warmer, fucked-through scent of her own skin. She didn't see me. Her eyes were focused on something about a foot in front of her face.

I forgot to breathe.

It wasn't shock. I'd seen women in that state all week. This was different. The pink was a different pink. The exhaustion was deeper, organised around a different centre. Whatever had been done to her downstairs had gone through her.

My body, sitting very still on the bench, felt every inch of her walk past it. The tremor in her thigh. The careful shuffle of her hips. My pulse picked up in my wrists. My nipples tightened against the bandeau under my dress.

The man and the trembling woman crossed the lobby and disappeared down the path toward the villas. Jade watched them go.

Then she turned her head and looked at me.

"That's Friday's version of you," she said. "Maybe Saturday's."

I couldn't answer. My mouth was dry. My thighs were pressed together so hard the muscle along the inside of my knee was starting to ache.

Jade pushed off the archway. "Come on. Get yourself some lunch. Watch the pool for an hour. I'll see you in the morning."

She walked away toward the staff corridor without looking back. I sat on the rattan bench for another full minute before my legs would let me stand.

I didn't make it back to the villa for lunch.

I made it as far as the upper restaurant terrace, the high one above the pool deck. Mateo had anticipated me again - a table in the shade, sparkling water, a plate of fruit and grilled fish. I picked at the fish. I drank the water in three pulls and sat with my hands wrapped around the empty glass.

The pool deck was active below me. A Green at the swim-up bar working someone with the slow patient rhythm I now recognised from inside my own jaw. A Blue on a lounger near the deep end, one knee tipped lazily out to the side, a man between her thighs in a rhythm that wasn't urgent.

Then I looked left, and Nate was at the swim-up bar.

He had his back half-turned to the pool, one elbow on the teak counter, a tumbler of something dark in his hand. A guest in board shorts and a crisp white shirt was across from him, talking - gesturing with both hands, animated, that particular eager-to-bond energy of a man trying to charm the resort owner.

Nate wasn't listening.

He was looking at me.

His eyes had found me before I'd found him. I could tell because there was no adjustment, no flicker - when my gaze landed on him his green eyes were already on my face, level and steady, and they stayed there.

The guest kept talking.

Heat climbed my throat. A specific, bright, full-body flush, the kind that started at the hollow above my collarbone and finished at my hairline. I felt it move. I felt my pulse speed up, and I felt the answering tightness in my chest, and I felt, very distinctly, the same low pull behind my navel that had been my body's signature line all week.

He didn't smile.

I'd seen Nate smile dozens of times now, in a dozen registers - easy, charming, smirking, dismissive, that one cracked half-smile he'd given me on the garden path two nights ago when his fingers had come up and brushed my jaw. None of those were on his face. The face he was wearing instead was - I didn't have a word for it. Careful. Not careful in the measured sense. Careful in the way a man is careful with a glass he doesn't trust himself to hold at the moment.

The guest said something that needed an answer. Nate gave a small noise at the back of his throat that probably passed for a yes. His eyes did not leave my face.

I should have looked away.

I didn't look away.

I sat there with my fingers wrapped around an empty water glass and I held his gaze across fifty feet of resort, and I felt every place on my body that he had not touched announce itself. The hollow at the base of my throat. The pulse in the inside of my wrist. The crease in my hip where the seam of my bikini bottom was sitting under my dress. My nipples. The skin on the inside of my thigh, four inches above the knee.

The flush climbed past my ears and crested at my hairline.

He moved his thumb along the rim of his glass once, slowly, and even that small gesture I felt - a phantom pressure, like he'd dragged his thumb up my throat instead of the tumbler.

The guest finally registered that he was alone in the conversation. I saw the moment land - a small confused tilt of the head, a glance over his shoulder to follow Nate's line of sight. By the time the guest's eyes started to swing toward the upper terrace, Nate's had finally let mine go. He turned the half-degree back toward the bar, said something, lifted his tumbler. The guest laughed, relieved. Nate did not laugh. He took a swallow of his drink and did not look up at the terrace again, but the back of his neck was a different colour than it had been a minute ago.

I exhaled.

Not breath. Something larger. The air I'd been holding in the top half of my lungs for the entire stretch of that look. My knees had locked together hard enough that the seam of my bikini bottom was imprinting itself into my skin.

I looked down at the fish on my plate. I had not, in any meaningful way, eaten lunch.

I set the napkin on the table and got up.

I walked the resort all afternoon and didn't participate in any of it.

This was deliberate. I told myself it was Jade's instruction - stay quiet today, stay receptive - and that was true, but it wasn't the whole truth. The whole truth was that I wanted to walk past everything and feel my own pull toward it and not give in. I wanted to take inventory. I wanted to know, when I lay down in bed tonight, exactly how much of me was already moving toward tomorrow.

I started at the pool deck and worked my way out.

The pool first, in slow laps along its edge, the Blue band on my wrist visibly turned outward. Two men noted it and one made eye contact in invitation; I gave him the smallest possible smile and kept walking. The fact of being noticed registered in my chest as a small bright pulse, the same pulse that had become the soundtrack of Week One - I am being looked at, I am available, this is allowed. I let the pulse happen. I didn't act on it.

Past the pool, the path forked. Right toward the villas. Left along the spine of the resort to the Pavilion.

I went left.

The Pavilion - the open-air stalls, everyone called them - was busy, three of the six benches occupied. A Blue I half-recognised from the bar last night, bent forward, a man taking her with the lazy pace of someone for whom the heat of the day was the bigger event. A second bench held another Blue, waiting, her bikini bottoms folded on the corner the way I'd folded mine on Day Six. The third bench was a Red, and I did not let myself stop to watch.

What I did instead was walk past the row at a normal pace and feel, in a precise sequence, every place yesterday had imprinted itself on my body.

The grip of the third man's hand pinning me flat to the bench was still in the muscle of my upper back.

The width of the leather handles was still in my palms.

The warm weight of cum trailing down my thigh was a memory my skin had not yet released.

I made it around the corner before my breath caught up with me. I didn't stop walking. I did press the heel of my hand into the place under my breastbone where the air was getting stuck.

Past the Pavilion the path curved up toward the cabanas and the Glory Hole Lounge. The frosted door was half-open in the bright afternoon - a guest in a polo shirt was just leaving, fastening the top button of his shorts with the casual efficiency of a man checking his email. He passed me without looking. Inside, music throbbed low. A woman laughed.

I felt the answering throb in my own ribs and kept walking.

Past the Lounge the path forked again. Down toward the beach, or up along the curve of the main building toward the lobby and - beyond it, behind the unmarked door - the staircase.

I went up.

I told myself I was going to the lobby for water. I let myself half-believe it for the first thirty steps. Then the door I was actually walking toward came into view - the small, quiet wooden door I had sat across from this morning - and I stopped pretending.

I stopped at the top of the staircase.

The door was closed. Red light bled around its bottom edge - a thin warm line on the polished concrete. I could feel the sound through the floor before I could hear it: a low rhythmic creak, the particular language of furniture being used at a sustained pace. Then, layered over it, a woman's voice. Not moaning. Climbing. Cracking somewhere over a syllable and breaking down into a rougher register.

Heat hit me before I could think about it.

Not arousal exactly - arousal had been ambient all morning. Something more specific. A low, hot, interior pulse in a place I had never deliberately catalogued before, an answering throb in the exact spot on my body that tomorrow morning was going to start learning new things. My hand drifted up without permission and pressed flat against my own stomach, just below my navel, like I needed to hold myself together against the wall of sound that was rising through the door.

I had not earned this room yet.

But my body was already standing at it. My body had been standing at it for two days, possibly three. Possibly since the moment Jade had told me about the staircase on Day Six. Possibly since the moment Nate had said there's still Red to earn on the garden path with his thumb at my jaw.

A staff monitor came up the path toward the door - a calm man in a black polo with a clipboard tucked under his arm. He gave me a polite nod that was practiced and not at all surprised; he'd clearly seen women stand at this door before they were allowed through it. He passed me, opened the wooden door with a key card, and slipped inside. For one second the red light was a thick warm wedge across the corridor floor and the woman's voice was suddenly much louder - closer, rougher, the kind of cracked open sound my own throat had made at the third stall yesterday - and then the door eased shut and the wedge vanished and the sound dimmed back down to its low throb again.

My hand was still on my stomach.

I made myself turn around.

I made myself walk away.

I made it all the way back to the villa before my legs registered that they had been shaking the whole time.

Tessa was on the terrace with a gin and tonic and a paperback open face-down on her thigh. She took one look at me and lifted her glass.

"That bad?" she said.

"That much."

"Sit. Drink mine."

I sat. I drank hers.

"Walked past everything?"

"Yes."

"Didn't stop."

"No."

"Stood at the staircase for a minute."

I looked at her. She shrugged. "Educated guess."

"Long enough."

She set the glass on the table. "Eat real food. Then bath. Then early bed. I'm under strict instructions from your Red band mentor."

"You spoke to Jade."

"She came by." Tessa's mouth twitched. "She likes me. I think she thinks I'm a good influence."

"You're not."

"I'm great influence." She tipped her chin at the ocean. The sky had that particular late-afternoon clarity that means the breeze has dropped. "Mateo says the heat's going to break end of the week. Until then it's like this."

We ate something simple on the terrace as the sun went down - grilled fish, mango salad, a basket of warm bread. Tessa made me eat all of it. Then she filled the deep tub in the bathroom and put me in it and washed my hair for me, the same way she had last night, her fingers slow and patient through the lather, and I lay back with my eyes closed and let her.

When I climbed out of the bath the villa had cooled into its evening blue. Tessa wrapped a towel around me, pressed a kiss to my temple, and went back out to the terrace with her paperback. I padded into the bedroom on bare feet and stopped in front of the full-length mirror.

I dropped the towel.

For a long moment I just looked.

Honey-blonde hair down past my shoulders, darker from the salt water. Sun-deepened skin - the tan of seven days, gold at my shoulders and collarbone, paler at the strip the bikini top had shielded. C-cup breasts, nipples tight in the cooled air. Full hips. Round thighs.

I turned. The mirror caught me in profile.

My ass was - different. Not in shape. In content. The fingerprint bruises on my left hip had darkened from purple into a faded green at the edges. The faint handprint on the same cheek was still legible. Four small thumbprint shadows low on the back of my right thigh, from someone - I couldn't even remember which day.

I looked at all of it for a long, quiet minute.

Then I tried to imagine what this body was about to learn.

I tried to picture it. Dim lighting. Dark navy linens. Plugs arranged by size - smallest the width of a finger, largest - Jade had not shown me. Dominic's hands. The cold of lube. The slow pressure against an opening that had never been opened. My body in the act of stretching to accept something it had not been built to accept, and finding out it had been built to accept it after all.

The flush moved up my throat. My nipples stayed hard.

I tried to picture myself afterward.

The trembling woman from the lobby this morning. The pink of her thighs. The shuffle of her hips. The way her ribs had moved under the silk of her dress.

I tried to put my own face on her body.

It fit.

That was the part that stopped me.

It fit - easily, the way a well-cut dress fits, the way the green band had fit at the welcome desk a week ago. My body in the mirror and the trembling woman in the lobby were the same body separated only by one staircase and four days of work. Not strangers. Not even rivals. Versions.

Tessa appeared behind me in the mirror.

She was in a loose linen robe again, her dark hair towel-wrapped, a tube of something in one hand. She set the tube on the dresser and stepped up close behind me. Her left palm settled, light and warm, on the small of my back. The other hand picked up the tube - arnica gel, her practical solution to my hip bruises, a ritual she'd started yesterday afternoon - and she began to work a small amount of it into my skin with the back of two fingers.

"You're nervous," she said. Quietly. Not a question.

"I'm ready."

"Both can be true."

The fingers worked the gel in along the worst of the bruise. I watched her hand in the mirror - short nails, the small silver ring on her thumb, the steady careful pressure of someone who had been touching me casually for four years and intimately for a week and had learned both rhythms. She was looking at the bruise. Not at my face. Giving me the privacy of being looked at and not looked at simultaneously.

"You know what I think it is," I said.

"Tell me."

"It's not going to hurt the way I'm scared of."

"No."

"It's going to feel exactly the way I'm scared of."

She paused with the gel, then resumed. Her eyes lifted to find mine in the mirror. Brown, warm, steady.

"Sienna," she said, "you have come on every single thing this resort has put inside you."

"That's what scares me."

"Every. Single. Thing."

"My body believes you before my brain does."

"Tomorrow's going to be no different. Maybe day three. Day three is still three days from now. You have time. And whatever it does to you - your body's already got a track record." She capped the tube. Her hand stayed on my hip, warm. "You'll be okay."

"I know," I said. Quieter. "I do know."

"Then what."

I looked at the Blue band on my wrist in the mirror.

"It's going to be the last stretch I wear this," I said.

She looked at the band too. She didn't pretend it wasn't. She let the moment have its weight.

"Yeah," she said.

She wrapped both arms around me from behind, her wet hair against my shoulder blade, and held me there in the mirror for a long moment - her olive skin against my tan, the Blue band visible on my wrist between her fingers.

"I'm proud of you," she said. "Whatever happens tomorrow."

"I haven't done anything yet."

"You walked past everything today and didn't stop. That's something."

She kissed the side of my neck and let me go.

We went to bed early.

Tessa was asleep within ten minutes. I knew because her breathing changed in the way it always did - one long exhale, a shallow inhale, then the slow even cadence she dropped into the second her head was on the pillow. She slept like a woman with no debts.

I lay on my back. The fan turned. The mosquito netting was up because the air conditioning was high. My hands were folded on my stomach and I was tracking my own breathing the way I'd been tracking it on and off all day.

The Blue band on my wrist had never felt more temporary.

I held it up in the moonlight. The silicone was scuffed in places - scratched by the corner of a table at lunch on Day Six, marked by something that had brushed it at the Wall on Day Five. A whole week worn on my body. By Friday night, possibly Saturday morning, possibly Sunday afternoon, the woman whose job it was to fasten bands on wrists was going to lift this one off me and put another one on, and the colour she'd put on me would mean that there was nothing left of me that the resort was not, by my own choice, allowed to use.

I let the wrist drop.

This morning's woman came back behind my eyes. Not the wet trail on her thigh. The fine continuous tremor through her hips. The exhausted private laugh that had escaped her at the bottom of the stairs. The way her body had been somewhere else - past pleasure, past performance, past anything I had a frame of reference for - settled into itself in a register I had not yet learned how to play.

I felt my own body answer.

Just a small low pulse. Not the bright urgent pull of the pool deck. The deeper, interior hum I had felt at the staircase this afternoon. A sound my body was making to itself in a language I was about to have to learn.

I put one hand on my stomach. I did not let it move lower.

Last night I had touched myself. Last night, after the bath and the dinner and the long quiet afternoon with Tessa, I'd let my hand drift between my thighs in the dark and I'd let myself come quietly under the sheet, hard and fast and complete. That had been right for last night. That had been the period at the end of Week One.

Tonight wasn't that.

Tonight I wanted to lie here with my whole body listening to itself, with everything I'd seen today still running under my skin - the Red holder's pink thighs, Nate's eyes across the pool deck, the rough cracked sound through the staircase door - and I wanted my body to wake up tomorrow morning still wanting. I wanted to walk into the Prep Suite hungry. I wanted Dominic's first careful touch to find me already half-undone from a night of not being touched.

I let my hand stay on my stomach.

I closed my eyes.

The fan turned. Tessa breathed evenly in the other bed across the nightstand. Through the open window, somewhere down the path, a man laughed - short, surprised, satisfied - and a woman's voice underneath it murmured something that was lost to the breeze. Then silence again. Then the soft constant rustle of palms outside the screen.

Twelve hours.

Twelve hours until Dominic's hands.

I lay in the dark and felt my own body wait.
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Chapter 2: Opening

⚜

Ididn't sleep the way I'd planned to.

I'd meant to arrive at the Prep Suite rested. Instead I woke at five with a pull behind my navel that I recognised from every morning of Week One, and I lay in the dark for two hours with the fan turning above me and my wrists tucked beneath the small of my back and my whole body listening for its own alarm.

By eight I was in the shower. By nine I was drinking coffee I couldn't taste. By nine-forty I was walking up the stone path to the upper corridor of the main building with Jade a half-step behind me and the skin on my scalp tight with anticipation.

The door to the Prep Suite was pale teak, set into a cool stucco wall, unmarked except for a small brass handle. It looked like the door to any other room in the resort. I knew it was not.

Jade stopped me a few feet short of it and turned me gently by the shoulders so I was facing her.

"Okay. Four days. Here's the shape of it." She held up a finger for each. "Day one - fingers and a starter plug. Learning to open. No cock. Day two - toys, a bigger plug, getting you used to carrying something all day. Still no cock. Day three - Dominic. First anal sex. He'll be exactly the size you need him to be. Day four - qualification. Larger partner first. Then DP, both staff, coordinated. Clear all four and they put the Red on you before you leave the room."

"Four days."

"Four days, if your body says yes at every gate." She held my eye. "Some women take three weeks to get through this. Some never finish Day Three. So I don't want a hero. I want a woman who breathes when she's told to and lets the trainer do his job. You race, you fight yourself. You fight yourself, we lose a day."

"Breathe. Don't race."

"Breathe. Don't race." She put her palm flat against the middle of my chest, a coach's steadying. "He's going to send you home tonight with something inside you. If you want to walk it around the resort - you walk it around. Your Blue band still works. What you do out there today is a bonus. This -" she nodded at the door - "is the only thing I need you to do well."

"Okay."

"You nervous?"

"Yes."

"Good." She dropped her hand. "Come find me after. I'll be at the pool bar pretending to do paperwork."

She turned and walked back down the corridor, her braids swinging against the nape of her neck. I watched her go for longer than I needed to. Then I faced the door.

Four days.

I raised my hand and knocked.

"Come in."

The voice was low, warm, unhurried.

I opened the door.

The Prep Suite smelled faintly of sandalwood and something antiseptic underneath it - the way a very expensive spa smells when it also means business. Warm dim lighting. Heavy linen curtains half-drawn. Dark navy bedding on an oversized bed. A padded leather bench along one wall, and on the opposite wall, discreet wooden shelving with a row of plugs in silicone and glass arranged by size - smallest the width of my little finger, largest wider than a man's wrist. I looked away on reflex, then looked back, because looking away wasn't going to help me.

A full-length mirror stood angled toward the bed on a brass stand - not square-on, set at a careful three-quarter turn so that a woman lying on the mattress would have to actively tip her head to see herself. Whoever had positioned it knew what they were doing.

"Sienna. Come in. Close the door behind you."

Dominic was at a side table, drying his hands on a fresh white cloth.

He looked exactly like what Jade had described. Mid-thirties. Tall, a solid build under his pale linen shirt. Shaved head, dark trimmed beard, warm brown eyes behind an expression I didn't have any reason not to trust. He didn't look me over when I came in. He looked at me - face first, wrist next to check the band, then back to my face.

"Thanks for being on time," he said. "Come sit."

He folded the cloth and gestured at the edge of the bed. I crossed the room on legs that I was surprised to find were steady. Sat. The mattress barely gave - firm, supportive, the kind of bed designed to hold a woman who was about to need holding.

Dominic sat next to me. Not close. A comfortable professional distance, one knee turned toward mine.

"Jade tell you what today is?"

"Fingers. A starter plug. No cock."

"Correct." He nodded once. "I'm going to spend more time on prep than you'll think we need. That's on purpose. Most of the work of this program is patience. The body knows how to open if you give it time. You rush it, it closes back up on you. Understand?"

"Yes."

"If anything I do stops feeling good - not painful, not good - you tell me. Words first. If you can't find words, you put your hand flat on the mattress and hold it there." He glanced at my hand in my lap. "Let's try it. Flat. Fingers spread. Hold it until I see it."

I put my hand on the navy sheet, flat, fingers splayed. He watched until he was sure. Something in the procedural calm of it - the way he wasn't hurrying, wasn't layering a second concern on top of the first - moved through me as its own kind of permission. A man this patient, I thought, was someone I could afford to be loud with.

"Good. That stops everything, every time. Ask me to continue when you're ready, or don't. It's your call."

"Yes."

"One more thing. Today there's no point where a cock is inside you. There is a point where my fingers will be. There is a point where a plug will be. There is not a point where I'm going to surprise you. I'll narrate what's coming before it comes. Yes?"

"Yes."

"Any questions before we start?"

I thought about it. I had half a dozen. None of them were things I actually wanted to ask out loud.

"No."

"Then get undressed. Everything. Lie face-down on the bed. Head to the right, feet to the left. I'll be back in two minutes."

He stood and crossed to a small inner door I hadn't clocked - a bathroom, it turned out, from the brief flash of tile - and closed it behind him.

I stood up.

My dress came off over my head. Bikini top - untied, folded. Bottoms - folded on top. I set the small pile on the padded bench by the door and turned back to the bed. Navy linen. Cool against my thighs as I climbed onto the mattress. I lay face-down, arms folded under my cheek, and let my breath slow into the sheets.

The ceiling fan turned.

Down the corridor someone laughed, quick and far away.

I heard the bathroom door open.

"I'm going to start with a massage," Dominic said. "Shoulders down. Nothing below the hips for a while. Just let your muscles loosen. If you fall asleep, that's fine."

"Not sure I can."

"Some women do."

Warm oil poured into his palms. I could hear him rubbing them together. Then both hands settled on my shoulders, heavy and steady, and started to work.

He wasn't lying about the massage.

It was a real one - long slow strokes along my shoulder blades, thumbs working up either side of my spine, palms pressing heat into the muscles of my back. The craft of it told me everything Jade's briefing hadn't. Within a minute my ribs had softened, my jaw had unclenched, the tension I'd been carrying under my collarbones had melted down into the mattress.

For fifteen quiet methodical minutes he worked down to the low hollow above my ass and then skipped over my ass entirely. Backs of my thighs. The tight place behind my right knee - the one I'd clenched so hard at the staircase yesterday I'd forgotten about it - until it unspooled. The other. The calves.

Then he came back up.

His palms settled on either side of my ass. He paused.

"I'm going to part your cheeks and lube you," he said. "That's all. Breathing okay?"

"Yes."

The oil cooled as it touched me. He parted me gently, a broad careful stretch that opened me to the air for the first time, and my breath caught before I could stop it - not because it hurt, because it didn't, but because the cool draft against a place that had never been anything but private in my life registered as a specific kind of shock.

Then the lube.

Cold. A thick drizzle, working down from just below my tailbone, and his thumb followed to spread it - slow and unhurried, circling the tight rim of muscle, not pressing yet, just painting me. My hips lifted an inch without my permission. He didn't comment.

"Good. Breathe out for me."

I breathed out.

His fingertip circled, pressed lightly, circled again. Still no penetration. Just acclimation - the specific pressure of a fingertip against a part of me that had never been touched, the patient repetition of that pressure until my body stopped reading it as alarm and started reading it as sensation.

Then he pushed.

Just the tip. The smallest fraction of a finger, sliding past the first ring of resistance, and my whole pelvis went tight and hot at once. A sound came out of me that I hadn't rehearsed. Not pain. Something I didn't have a category for - pressure, heat, a fullness I hadn't earned yet.

He stopped.

He waited.

"Breathe, Sienna."

I breathed.

His fingertip eased in further. A knuckle, maybe. Another pause. Another breath. Another half-inch. He was narrating with his hand - every increment was a small question, and he was waiting for my body to answer before he asked the next one.

By the time his full finger was inside me, my face was pressed into the pillow and I was panting.

"How is that?"

"Big."

He laughed, quietly. "That's one finger."

"I know."

"Going to move now. Tell me if anything changes."

He moved.

Not thrust. A slow, exploratory curl of his finger, testing the give of my inner walls, finding the pad of muscle along the front, pressing lightly against places I didn't know had nerve endings. Each small motion sent a signal through me I couldn't categorise. Vaginal was one language. This was another. The pressure was deeper, more internal, weirdly structural - less like sex and more like my body being opened from the inside.

Then his other hand moved.

It slid under my hip and between my thighs, which parted for him easily, and his fingers found my clit.

I cried out into the pillow.

The two sensations at once short-circuited my brain. The slow deep exploration in my ass. The familiar circling on my clit. Separately each one was a thing I understood. Together they rewired me. Every time his finger curled inside me, the pressure translated forward and made his fingers on my clit feel sharper; every time his fingers circled my clit, my inner walls clenched around the finger in my ass and tightened the whole system.

I moaned continuously. I didn't know I was doing it until I ran out of breath and had to inhale.

"That's it. Let your body figure it out."

My hips started to move. Small, involuntary - pressing down onto his hand on my clit, then back against the finger in my ass. Riding both at once. And somewhere in the middle of it I turned my cheek against the pillow and caught sight of myself in the angled mirror.

I hadn't meant to look.

A flushed cheek. An open mouth. Hair stuck to the temple. My hips lifted into a small pale arch that met the steady rhythm of his hand. I looked like a woman I had only ever read about. My eyes drifted shut because the sight was too much on top of the feeling, and then opened again because it wasn't enough.

"Going to add a second finger. Breathe out."

I breathed. The stretch doubled. I whimpered. My toes curled into the sheet. He was patient - held still until I'd adjusted, then moved again - and after a long moment the doubled stretch stopped being stretch and started being full, and the full was feeding directly into everything his other hand was doing to my clit, and my orgasm started to build from a place I had not known orgasms came from.

It started deep.

Not the bright localised pull of a clitoral orgasm. Not the surface wave of a g-spot orgasm. Deeper. Behind my navel, behind my pelvis, somewhere between my stomach and my spine, a slow heavy gathering that grew the way a tide comes in - not by a wave, by the quiet fact of volume rising.

"There it is."

I couldn't answer. My face was wet. I hadn't noticed.

He kept his rhythm steady. Two fingers curling, thumb circling my clit, patient as a metronome, and the tide kept rising until it had nowhere left to go and I came.

It broke slowly.

That was the part that undid me. I'd had fast orgasms all week - the kind that snap through you and leave. This one unrolled. It started at the base of my spine, moved up through my hips, washed through my pelvis in a long rolling clench that went on and on, and my whole lower body seized around his fingers so hard he had to still his hand and hold me while I worked through it. I sobbed once into the pillow. My inner walls throbbed in slow deep pulses around the fingers inside me, the rhythm of it nothing like any orgasm I'd had before. It kept going. My hips jerked once. Twice. Then finally the tide receded and I lay shaking against the mattress, breath coming in broken drags, the pillow wet under my cheek.

Dominic stayed still. His fingers stayed in me. He let me come all the way down before he moved.

"That was a clean one," he said. His voice was the same warm even register it had been when I walked in. "First anal orgasm. Without a cock, even. Your body already knows what it wants."

He eased his fingers out of me. I felt the loss like an ache. He wiped his hand on a fresh white towel and set it aside.

"Roll onto your back. Slow."

I rolled. My body felt unfamiliar - loose, humming, re-set. The mattress was cool under my shoulder blades. He handed me a small glass of water. I drank it in two pulls.

"Still with me?"

"Yes."

"Good. That's the hard part of today. What's left is getting your body used to holding something there."

He brought the plug over.

He held it up so I could see. A squat tapered shape in warm silicone, narrow at the tip and bulbing out a third of the way down before narrowing again into a slim neck, capped by a flat flared base that sat in his palm like a coin on its edge.

"Starter," he said. "This is what you're going home in."

He lubed it. He lubed me again, with more care than seemed necessary - spreading more onto his fingertips and pressing it into me, working me open with two fingers for a minute while the silicone warmed in his other hand. By the time he set the tip of the plug against me I was half-hard-breathing again.

"Watch, if you want."

I tipped my head toward the mirror.

It was a shock. The angle put my spread thighs, his shoulder, his capable dark forearm, and the small silicone shape pressed to my body all inside one frame. I watched his hand move. I watched the tip part me. I watched my own jaw drop open a half-inch before the rest of my face caught up.

"Exhale."

I exhaled.

He pushed.

The tip slipped in easily. The bulb stretched me a moment - a stretch I recognised from his fingers, but firmer, the material unyielding where fingers gave - and then the widest part passed my rim and the neck of the plug settled through the ring of muscle with a small wet sound. The flared base came to rest flush against my skin, cool, flat, entirely outside me. A T of warm silicone seating my body shut around what it now carried.

In the mirror I watched my own stomach rise and fall twice before I remembered to do it on purpose.

"It stays where it is," Dominic said. "The bulb is inside you. The base stays out - that's what it's for. It can't travel. Your body can't lose it. You only take it out when someone's pulling it out for you or you're ready to sleep without it."

He rested two fingers lightly on the flat of the base and rocked it, just once, a small side-to-side pressure that made the bulb shift inside me. I gasped.

"See? The base does the work for the person moving it. You walk around, the weight inside settles itself. Someone decides to play with it, they have the disc to grip." He lifted his hand. "Stand up."

I sat up slowly. Swung my legs off the bed. Put my feet on the floor. Stood.

The shape settled.

Gravity, I realised - when I stood it dropped a fraction, pressed in a different direction. A pulse of sensation radiated through my pelvis. I caught the dresser with one hand.

Dominic watched, calm, attentive. Not smug. Not performatively kind. Just noting.

"Walk to the window."

I walked.

Three steps in I had to pause because my clit throbbed hard enough to make me dizzy. Four steps in I felt the slick spread on the inside of my thigh. Five steps and I'd reached the window and I turned to face him with my whole lower body in a quiet continuous state of low-grade orgasmic static.

"How does it feel?"

"Like I'm never going to make it home."

He smiled for the first time. A small professional smile, not flirtatious, more like a coach acknowledging a correct answer.

"Most women say that. You'll be surprised." He nodded at my pile of clothes. "Get dressed. Keep it in. Wear it the rest of the day. Sleep in it tonight. Normal activity. Eat, swim, drink, walk, whatever. The point is to get your body used to carrying it. Tomorrow at ten we step up."

"Normal activity."

"Normal."

I reached for the bikini bottoms, then stopped, because bending over to put them on was a physics problem I hadn't solved yet. Dominic, diplomatic, turned his back and started tidying the towels.

I dressed carefully. The bikini bottoms settled snug over the flat disc at my skin, hiding it under a layer of cotton. The sundress went on over my head. Every motion - pulling the strap over my shoulder, smoothing the skirt - sent a small tug from the bulb against something internal. My nipples were visibly tight under the thin cotton. I didn't care.

Dominic walked me to the door.

"One last thing." His voice dropped half a register - not intimate, professional, but quieter. "If you decide to do a Stalls shift with that in, your Blue band permissions still cover everything. Most guests leave the plug alone. Some will notice the base and be very interested. It's your call whether you go. But your body can handle it either way. You're not fragile."

My throat went dry.

"Got it."

"See you tomorrow at ten."

He opened the door. I stepped through.

The corridor was bright after the warm dim of the suite. I walked to the end of it on legs that felt borrowed, a steady tug low in my pelvis with every step, and when I reached the sunlight at the top of the stone stairs I had to stop and catch the handrail.

I was not going home.

I told myself I was. I made it to the fork at the upper garden with the argument still going - villa this way, pool that way, Pavilion further down still. I made it past the fork. I made it almost to the low stone wall where the villa path split off from the main resort spine. I could see our roof through the palms.

Then my hips shifted with a step, the silicone pulled at something deep, and the argument stopped.

I turned, away from the villa, and started along the path toward the Pavilion.

The Pavilion was in its afternoon rhythm.

Two of the six benches were in use when I came around the corner. A Blue girl bent over one of them, a man working her at an unhurried pace, his hands on her hips, the slow flap of flesh audible over the cicadas. A second bench further down was quieter - a Red holder I didn't recognise taking someone, her wrist pinked from her own bruises. Three benches sat empty in the middle, their leather warm and bright in the filtered sun, the handles oiled and ready.

I hadn't walked the Pavilion path with a plug in me before.

Every step was a negotiation.

The warm flagstones under my feet, the breeze on my bare thighs, the small adjustment of my hips that was now required to walk without making a sound out loud - each fed a steady tug low in my pelvis that was only building. My bikini bottoms were damp against my inner thighs by the time I reached the benches. My own heartbeat was loud in my clit.

I chose the empty bench in the middle.

I bent at the waist. My hands found the leather handles - broad, sun-warmed, worn smooth from a season's use. The muscle memory of Day Six was in my palms before I'd finished placing them. I hooked my bikini bottoms down with one thumb, stepped out of them, and dropped them folded on the corner of the bench.

Then I waited.

I didn't wait long.

Footsteps - unhurried, the soft slap of resort sandals, coming up behind me. Close enough that I caught it before I heard him: the bright sharp smell of coconut sunscreen, layered over warm male skin. He stopped three paces off. Then closed. Then stopped again, very close.

"Oh," he said quietly. To himself.

A low voice. Deep, a little raspy. He'd seen what was between my cheeks.

His hand settled on my hip. Warm, dry, the callused pad of a thumb. A ring - a plain gold band, I guessed, from the small cold circle of it - pressed into the curve of my hipbone as he took hold. The other hand slid down between my cheeks and his fingertip found the flat disc of silicone seated against my skin.

He didn't remove it.

He didn't press it inward either - he rocked it, a slow sideways motion with the pad of his thumb against the T of the base, and the bulb shifted inside me on a new axis, pushing into a place his cock was not yet.

I made a noise I hadn't made before.

My inner walls clamped down on the plug; the shift translated straight through the thin tissue between one channel and the other; and while my body was still adjusting to its own new internal geometry, he lined the head of his cock up against my pussy and pushed in.

The double fullness stopped my breathing entirely.

He was inside me vaginally - thick, average length, stretch I could have handled without thinking on any other day - and the plug was inside me, seated flat, and the pressure of his cock in one channel pressed directly against the silicone bulb in the other through a wall of tissue so thin I could feel every ridge of him against the hard curve.

I sobbed.

He froze. His hand tightened on my hip. "You good?"

"Yes. Yes. Keep going - keep going - "

He kept going.

The first stroke out was a revelation. He dragged the length of his cock back, and the silicone pressed against him, and I felt both surfaces moving against each other through my own body, and my clit - already on the edge from the walk - spasmed without being touched.

He slid back in.

I cried out hard enough that the man at the bench two down paused and looked. He watched for a second. Then he kept going with his own partner. The Red holder's eyes lifted briefly to mine, registered what was happening, and went back to her own rhythm with something that might have been recognition.

The man behind me settled into a steady pace. Sunscreen and warm forearm hair against the small of my back every time he sank in. Ring cool on my hipbone. His breathing picking up in that deep raspy register, quieter than the men I remembered from Day Six, a man who fucked like he'd had a long lunch and was in no hurry to get back. Each stroke pushed against the silicone which pushed further into me which tightened me around him, and the low groan he let out above me said he felt all of it.

I came within a minute.

The orgasm broke without warning - not the slow rolling wave Dominic had taught my body an hour ago; this one was sharp and wall-hitting, a full-body clench that slammed my pussy down around his cock and through him against the plug and crumpled my forehead onto the leather. I screamed, short and raw and broken, a sound I felt leaving me more than I heard.

He bottomed out and came.

His cock pulsed deep inside me while I was still convulsing, and the added wet made his next reflexive thrust slick against the bulb and triggered a second clenching aftershock that pulled another cry out of me.

He stood there for a long moment. Breathing. His ring left my hipbone and his thumb dragged once across the curve of my lower back, slow, almost fond, like I was a car he was reluctant to get out of. Then he pulled free. His cock came away with a soft wet sound. The plug stayed.

His cum followed a second later - a warm slow leak from my pussy that I felt begin to slide down and then pool against the silicone at my skin.

"Thank you," he said, voice rough.

He stepped back. I heard him gathering himself - the rustle of board shorts, the click of a towel - and the retreating slap of sandals. The coconut smell thinned on the breeze and was gone.

I straightened halfway, bracing on shaking elbows. Then a second set of footsteps came up the path - faster, heavier, impatient - and I let myself drop back down before my arms gave out.

The second man was already there by the time I was settled again.

He didn't pause. I heard him behind me - a harder breath, a thicker build casting a broader shadow across the boards of the bench - and then a big warm hand slid up the whole length of my spine, palm flat, a claim rather than a greeting. His chest bumped against the small of my back as he leaned in.

"Jesus fuck," he said. Low. Close to my ear. The voice of a man who'd come around the corner expecting one thing and found another. "Somebody already filled you up."

He didn't touch the base. He didn't check it with his thumb. He just reached under me, took one of my breasts through the dress in his free hand, squeezed once, hard, and pushed the head of his cock straight into my pussy.

Shorter. Thicker. Rougher.

Where the first man's sunscreen had carried over him, this one's skin was pure sun-heat and salt - he'd come straight off the beach, maybe straight out of the water, because there was still sand gritting under his palm where it pressed against my hip. His forearm where it framed my ribs had the pale strip of a watch tan at the wrist.

He gripped both of my hips and set a pace that was closer to brutal than brisk, fucking me the way a man fucks a woman whose sounds he has already decided to chase. Every stroke shoved me forward against the bench. Every retreat dragged the full length of his cock against the silicone bulb. The plug being slammed around with each of his thrusts was a sensation I had no prior category for. My inner walls were still sensitised from my first orgasm. My clit was still throbbing against the leather of the bench where it rubbed on every forward push. I was coming back up before he'd been inside me a minute.

One of his hands left my hip.

It found my hair. Gathered it into a loose fist at the nape of my neck.

He pulled.

My back arched. My chest came up off the bench. My head tipped back and he kept pulling - gently, steadily, the same pressure Day Six's second man had used - and the angle shift changed everything. His cock hit a new spot. The plug pressed harder against something internal on every forward push. I cried out - louder this time, past the point where I was tracking my own volume.

"That's it," he said. "That's it, sweetheart."

I came again.

This one slammed through me like a second wall. My whole lower body clenched - pussy on his cock, inner walls against the plug, thighs rigid against the bench. My vision whited out for a second. I screamed into the leather, my voice cracking halfway through. He grunted hard and pulled almost all the way out, and the last thing I felt was the hot stripe of his cum landing across my lower back and the upper curve of my ass and the flat disc at my skin.

He held himself there for a long exhale.

Then he let my hair down slowly. His palm smoothed it once, down the back of my skull - an almost apologetic gesture - and he stepped back, rearranged himself, and walked away without another word. A big hand-print of sandy damp warmth stayed for a moment across my hip where his palm had been.

I couldn't straighten right away. My hands stayed locked on the leather until my knees remembered themselves.

When I finally got upright, my legs didn't work the way I remembered legs working. Cum was sliding down one thigh from my pussy, slow and warm. The second man's finish was streaked in a cooling line up my back and across the silicone disc and the curve above it. The plug itself was still seated exactly where Dominic had set it, a steady weight low in my body, the pulse of it overlaid now with the aftershock of two orgasms.

I picked up my bikini bottoms. Didn't put them back on - pointless. Rolled them into my palm. Walked out of the Pavilion.

Jade found me at the top of the garden path.

She took one look at my face, then at my thighs, then at the rolled-up bikini bottoms in my hand, and started to laugh.

"He told you to wear it normally, didn't he."

"He did."

"Every trainer does." She shook her head, smiling. "Some women make it to the villa. Some don't make it past the pool bar. You?"

"I made it to the Pavilion."

"You made it to the Pavilion." She was still smiling. "Walk with me. Not to the villa. Let's give you a minute."

We walked the slow path.

Jade didn't ask me questions. She let me put one foot in front of the other on the warm stone and let the plug do its work inside me and let the aftermath settle. My breathing slowed. My legs remembered how to be legs. The cum on my back dried to a faint stickiness in the sun. By the time we reached the fork near the upper garden the loudest thing in my body had migrated from my clit up into my fingertips.

Jade stopped at the fork.

"I'm going that way," she said, nodding toward the staff path. "You're going that way." She nodded toward the villa path. "Wear it through dinner. Sleep in it. Tomorrow's a step up. You did well today." She paused. "Very well."

"Thanks."

"Go."

I went.

The villa path was quieter than the pool deck - a gentler curve through low hedges and flowering trees, a single gardener watering a bed of hibiscus who did not lift his head as I passed. The sun was past its peak. Shadows were stretching. My thighs still hadn't fully dried. The silicone nudged deeper on every step, a low internal tug that kept the hour I'd just spent humming through me.

I came around the last bend before the villa steps.

Nate was on the path.

He was coming the other way. Pale shirt, rolled sleeves, the resort's small black radio clipped at his hip. One of the staff - a young woman with a clipboard - was walking three steps behind him, listening. She was mid-sentence when he stopped.

He stopped because of me.

Not abruptly. Not dramatically. He was walking toward me and then he wasn't, and the woman with the clipboard took two more steps before she registered that he'd halted, and then she turned and looked at him for direction.

"Give me a minute," he said to her, without looking at her.

The woman glanced at me - at the rolled bikini bottoms, at the slight uneven way I was standing - and to her credit she simply nodded, stepped off the path into the shade of a palm, and found something on her tablet to be absorbed by.

Nate and I faced each other on the stone.

His eyes went to my wrist first. Blue. Then down - and he did look, deliberately, a full slow survey of my body that I felt on my skin like a physical pressure. The dress. The thin damp line at the hem. The inch of inner thigh above the knee where the cum had finished drying. Back up to my face.

His jaw tightened.

His mouth flattened into a line and stayed there. Not the cold charm of Day One. Not the easy half-smile of the garden path two nights ago. Something tighter, stripped - a man working a muscle in his cheek because it was the only part of him he was still allowed to move.

He knew.

"Blue band's still working, I see," he said. Low. Even. Not teasing.

"Seems to be."

"On your way home?"

"Yes."

He took a step to the side to let me past.

I stepped past him.

His fingertips - just the tips, just a graze - brushed the back of my wrist where the Blue band sat. Not accident. Not apology. A deliberate controlled touch that lasted half a second and ended before I could acknowledge it.

My whole forearm lit up like skin that had been held over a candle. The two men at the Pavilion had fucked me, and my body had responded, and this - a half-second of his fingertips on the band - was the only touch all afternoon that had travelled up my arm and into my chest and made my knees actually shake.

I kept walking.

I made it five steps.

"Sienna."

I stopped. Didn't turn.

"Yes."

A beat. Behind me, on the stone.

"Sleep well."

That wasn't what he'd meant to say. I heard the catch before he filed it down - the pause before the words, the way they came out in the register of a man who'd chosen them off a lower shelf than he'd reached for.

"You too."

I started walking again.

I didn't look back. I could feel his stare on the nape of my neck for the full length of the path. At the bottom of the steps I paused to lean against the railing, because my legs had gone unsteady again, and I heard - distantly, at the top of the rise - the low resumption of his conversation with the woman from the clipboard. His voice was different than it had been a minute before. Rougher at the edges. The sound of a man who had just had to shove something back down his throat.

I climbed the villa steps.

Tessa was on the terrace with a paperback and a tall glass of iced something. She looked up when I came through the French doors, then sat up straighter.

"Oh my god."

"Don't start."

"Your bikini bottoms are in your hand."

"I know."

"Are you wearing a plug?"

"I am."

She burst out laughing.

"I'm sorry," she said, not sounding sorry. "I love it. I love it for you."

She patted the cushion. I sat down carefully. The flat disc met the wicker and I made a small sound I couldn't prevent, which set her off again.

"Okay," she said, quieter. She took the rolled bikini bottoms out of my hand and set them aside. "Water. Mango. Look at me like a sister for five minutes."

"Thank you."

"How was he? Dominic."

"Calm. Patient. No cock today. Fingers and that -" I gestured vaguely, "- and his other hand on my clit at the same time. I came for about a minute."

"Fucking hell."

"Yeah. And then I went to the Pavilion."

"With the plug in."

"Correct."

"And somebody found it."

"Two somebodies."

Tessa fell sideways into the cushion. I started laughing too - a wrecked aftermath laugh that came up out of my chest in waves - and we laughed until I had to press my palm flat to my lower belly, because the motion was shifting the weight low in me and making me light-headed.

"Mangoes," Tessa said, wiping her eyes.

She got up to get them.

I wore the plug through dinner.

I wore it through the bath afterward - which Tessa ran for me, shallow, the water barely above my thighs when I sat in it with my hips tipped forward to keep the base dry - and I wore it into the soft cotton of my sleep shorts and the loose T-shirt I went to bed in. Tessa walked past my bed, pressed a kiss to my temple, and climbed into hers on the other side of the nightstand.

The villa cooled. The fan turned. The mosquito nets were up.

I lay on my side - the only position that didn't drive the plug into a new angle - and felt the weight of it inside me as a steady quiet pressure, a slow interior pulse at the base of my pelvis, a thing my body was still negotiating with.

I thought about Dominic's voice in the mirror. Dominic's patience, the slow unrolling first orgasm.

I thought about the coconut sunscreen and the gold ring on my hipbone.

I thought about the salt and sand and the hand-print of damp warmth across my hip.

I thought about Nate's fingertips on the Blue band. The half-second. The two civil words he'd chosen instead of the rough one he'd wanted.

I thought about tomorrow.

A bigger plug. A toy. Still no cock. Jade had said some women loved the second day best - I'd believed her before I had any reason to, and now, with the flat disc warm against my skin and my body having spent an afternoon teaching itself it could be filled in two directions at once, I could feel the reason coming.

I did not touch myself.

I did not need to.

I fell asleep with the plug still inside me, and the low steady pulse of it became the last thing I was aware of - a quiet beat low in my body, steady enough to follow down into sleep.

Tomorrow.

Bigger. A toy. A body that would already know what to do with them.

I smiled into the pillow.


⚜




Chapter 3: First

⚜

Iwoke with the plug still inside me.

I had slept through the whole night in it the way Dominic said women did - not comfortably, exactly, but the way you sleep with a hand on someone else's chest, aware of it, tuned to it, a weight that had learned the shape of you by morning. The slow interior hum low in my pelvis was so constant by now that it was less sensation than weather. I rolled carefully onto my back and the shift sent a bright fluttering pulse up into my clit and out through my throat in a small involuntary sound that woke Tessa all the way up.

"Jesus," she said into her pillow. "Are you still wearing that?"

"He told me to sleep in it."

"He's a sadist."

"He's a professional."

"Same thing."

Dominic was in the same pale linen shirt when I walked in at ten. He looked at me once - head to foot, with the practical scan of a trainer checking progress - and a small line at the corner of his mouth that was not quite a smile let me know he had already guessed how I'd spent the night.

"Hips?"

"Alive."

"Sleep?"

"Some."

"Good. Strip. Face down."

The dress came off over my head and I climbed onto the navy linen without waiting for anything else. He crossed behind me, parted my cheeks with the same broad patient care he'd used yesterday, and eased the starter plug out in a single slow draw. The loss of it registered as a hollow - a small private absence at the exact spot that had carried weight all night - and my breath stuttered before I could hold it.

"That's how it feels when it comes out," he said. "Your body's going to miss it. Don't worry. We fill you back up."

The next plug was wider. Warm silicone, a larger bulb than the first, the flared base like a small coin against his palm. He worked me open with two fingers for a long steady minute - I took them like they belonged to me - and then fed the new plug in with the same unhurried narration. The stretch this time was real. A ring of pressure that held, and held, and then gave, and I groaned into the sheet while the widest part of the bulb seated past my opening and the neck settled inside.

"Still with me?"

"God."

"I'll take that as yes."

Then the toy.

He held it up over the mattress so I could see. A tapered silicone shape, longer than either plug, gentle curve along one face, the surface slick and dark. "This one moves. The plug doesn't. The plug gets you used to carrying something. This one teaches your body what a rhythm feels like."

He eased the plug back out, lubed me and the toy both, and brought the tip to me.

I caught my breath.

"Breathe out all the way, then push back a little."

I did. The toy slid in. Deeper than the plug had gone - narrower, then fatter, then narrower again, a slow filling negotiation that my body conducted with itself while my forehead pressed into the sheets. He began to move it. Long measured strokes, drawing it almost out, then back in. The drag of it against my inner walls sent a clean bright signal up my spine that was not quite like anything I'd felt - not the dual short-circuit of yesterday's fingers, not the static hum of the plug. Just a rhythm, in a place a rhythm had never been.

I came on it without warning. No thumb on my clit, no second hand anywhere on me, just the steady drag and the widening and narrowing and my own body finally letting go. The orgasm climbed up through my pelvis slowly and then spilled, and I shuddered against the sheets and made a sound that was half a laugh.

Dominic didn't say anything. He waited me out. Then, once my breathing had flattened, he slid his other hand under my hip, found my clit with his thumb, and started again.

The second orgasm took about two minutes to arrive and about two minutes to leave. I came rolling, crying into the pillow, my thighs slick to the knee.

When it was done he withdrew the toy and replaced it, immediately, with the largest plug I'd seen on the shelf so far.

"Walk with this one," he said, steadying me as I stood up. "I want you to feel it every step. Out on the resort. No Stalls today - no sex. Keep your Blue band turned in. Today is about carrying, not being used."

I nodded, very carefully. The weight of the plug sat differently from yesterday's starter. Deeper, heavier, the bulb pressing at a spot internal enough that I couldn't tell whether it was a pleasure or a promise.

"Tomorrow," he said, once I'd dressed and was at the door. "Tomorrow you take a cock."

I turned around.

"Mine. Just mine. Your body's already been preparing for it."

I opened my mouth to say something. Nothing came out. I nodded instead and stepped through the door.

I wore the bigger plug through the afternoon.

The resort in the deep heat of a Wednesday afternoon had thinned out - guests retreating to villas for siestas, the pool half-empty, the Pavilion sleepy in the shade. I walked past all of it with my band deliberately turned in, the silicone shifting low in me on every step, a steady interior metronome that would not let my mind settle on anything for longer than thirty seconds. The insides of my thighs were damp by the time I reached the villa. I showered without taking the plug out - Dominic hadn't forbidden it; the base was waterproof; I just learned, experimentally, that standing under warm water with a filled ass and a wet dress of my own arousal was the kind of thing that reset the rest of your day.

Tessa took one look at me when I came out onto the terrace in a loose sundress and started laughing.

"What."

"You are walking like a woman who has been sent out with something to think about."

"Uncharitable."

"Accurate."

She put a plate in front of me, refused to let me clear my own dishes afterward, and made me sit on the cushioned lounger for two hours with a book I didn't read while the sun went down. Every so often she'd glance up from her own book, catch me shifting, and smirk. I gave up pretending to read at one point and just lay there with my arm across my eyes, letting the plug speak for itself.

By bedtime I was strung so tight my hands were shaking. I climbed into bed on my side, because anything else was too much, and I wedged a spare pillow between my thighs to take the pressure off and ended up pressing harder on it instead. I fell asleep with my face in the crook of my own elbow and my hips clenched against soft cotton.

Less than twelve hours until ten.

I had not touched myself, but the pillow between my thighs had been doing its own work, and when I finally slept I slept like a woman whose body was stretched across a very fine wire.

On Thursday, Jade was waiting for me by the upper corridor entrance at quarter to ten.

She was in the same cropped white linen as Monday, the same loose knot of braids at the nape of her neck, but she'd left her coffee back at the pool bar this time. She walked me the last fifty feet to the Prep Suite door at an unhurried pace, her hand light between my shoulder blades, like an older sister walking a younger one to a first day at a school that would teach her things.

At the door she turned me by the shoulders.

"He's been doing this for years," she said. "Trust him. Trust your body. If it hurts, tell him. If it feels like too much - that's not the same as it hurting. Let him work you open before he does anything else. You've been in that plug all night and all morning. Your body's ready. Go."

"Jade."

"What."

"Thank you."

Her eyes softened a fraction. "Tell me after."

She kissed my temple - warm, fast, done before I could be self-conscious about it - and stepped back. I faced the door.

I knocked.

"Come in."

The suite was not new to me anymore.

That was the difference. Two days ago I had stepped in and taken inventory - the linen curtains, the shelving, the angled mirror - and the room had felt like a set dressed for something I hadn't done yet. Now it was only the room. A place my body recognised. The same warm sandalwood, only it landed on me as a familiar threshold rather than as novelty; the same navy linen already turned back for me; a folded pale cloth at the foot of the bed that someone had put there to be used.

Dominic was at the side table, finishing the ritual of drying his hands.

"Sienna."

"Hi."

He folded the cloth away and came to me. He didn't sit me on the bed first today. He stood close - closer than any other day - and put his hand under my chin, tipped my face up to his, and looked at me with the level brown eyes of a man who had watched hundreds of women walk through this door.

"How do you feel."

"Ready."

"Specifically."

I thought about it. I owed him a real answer.

"My body has been waiting for this since lunchtime yesterday. I can barely stand still."

"And your head?"

"My head knows what my body is going to do. It's fine."

He studied me for another second, searching for anything else he needed to pull out of me. Whatever he was looking for, he didn't find - or found the right absence of it. His hand dropped from my chin to my hip, squeezed once, and then pointed at the bed.

"Face down. We start with the massage."

I lay down.

He took his time.

The massage today wasn't the short decompression of yesterday. It was a real one - shoulders, spine, hips, backs of the thighs, calves - and he drew it out. He was warming me, not loosening me. The difference was on purpose. Within fifteen minutes my hands had gone loose at the sides of my head, my jaw had unclenched into the navy linen, my breath was deep and slow and unfettered. Warm oil pressed into every muscle. The fan turned. A man somewhere on the pool deck laughed, far enough away that it was almost weather.

Then his palms slid down over the backs of my thighs and up to pause at my hips.

"Going to take the plug out. Breathe out."

I breathed out. The flared base lifted, the bulb drew back out, the neck cleared my opening with the same small wet sound it had made going in yesterday morning, and then the weight that had been inside me for nineteen hours was gone. The hollow was immediate and specific. I whimpered, which was not something I had rehearsed.

"I know."

He lubed me. Slowly. Worked his fingertip in circles around my opening the way he had on Day One, and I remembered exactly what came next, and my breathing was faster than it should have been.

"Relax, Sienna. You know what these do."

Two fingers, straight in.

I took them easily. The long shallow pump of his hand moved them together, then scissored them lightly, then pressed up and forward - and there, on the front wall, he found the pad of muscle he'd been patient with yesterday and made it sing.

I moaned into the pillow.

"Good. You're already open. We're just warming."

Three fingers.

Now it was a stretch.

Not a hard one - something my body recognised from yesterday's largest plug, a width it had slept through - but real enough that I gripped the sheet in both fists and let out a long deliberate exhale. He held still until my breathing flattened. Then he curled his fingers upward again, slowly, and pressed that same spot inside me, and the shape of the orgasm from Day One began to rebuild itself from somewhere I could not name.

"Not yet," he said, reading me. "Save it."

He drew his fingers out.

I heard the mattress shift. Then I felt him - the heat of a body settling behind me, one hand flat on the small of my back, the other lifting my hips off the sheet just a fraction. He straddled my thighs with both knees outside mine, and for the first time the warmth of a body was over me in this room - thighs firm against the backs of mine, heat radiating down my spine. I had not felt a man's weight over me here before.

Something soft and blunt and hot, slick with lube, thicker than any of his fingers, pressed against my opening.

I inhaled and held it.

"Don't hold. Breathe out."

"I - "

"Breathe. All the way out. Push back like you want to swallow me."

I breathed out, a long controlled sob of air I hadn't realised I was stockpiling. He pressed.

My body resisted.

It was only reflex, the old involuntary shut of a place that had, until three days ago, never opened in its life, and he felt it and stopped. He did not push harder. He did not murmur anything. He simply stayed where he was, the blunt heat of him seated against me, while I got through the panic of my own body being about to do something for the first time.

"Breathe. Again."

I breathed.

He pressed.

I felt the ring of muscle hold, and hold - and then on the third breath something in me chose, and the broad blunt heat of him slid past the resistance and into me, and the stretch was on a scale I had no unit for.

I cried out into the pillow.

It wasn't pain. It was something worse - a pressure so entirely new my brain couldn't sort it into pleasure or pain, could only register the fact of him going in. My toes curled. My inner walls throbbed around him in a pulse I could not control.

He held still.

"Breathe."

I breathed. His hand pressed flat between my shoulder blades, warm and steady, the heat of a palm doing the work of an anchor. I could feel my own heartbeat in places it had never reached before.

"Good. Going deeper."

He fed himself into me a little at a time, waiting out every instinctive tightening of mine, taking the next fraction only when my body gave it to him. A long ladder of sensations, each rung another degree of fullness. My lungs kept emptying on me. My hands twisted into the navy linen. I sobbed quietly into the pillow, not from pain but from the overwhelming strangeness of being opened in a direction my body had never been opened.

When his hips finally met the curve of my ass and he was fully seated inside me, the fullness was holy.

I had no other word for it.

A depth I had not known my body contained. A pressure low and deep that nothing in me had a history with. A heat that was not warmth but presence, the mass of him settled inside a part of me I had never been able to deliberately find with my own hand. I was shaking - not with strain but with the bare scale of what my body was doing.

Dominic held still.

The mattress dipped under his weight. His breath, above me, was slow and careful.

"Where are you?"

"I don't - " My voice wasn't mine. "I don't know."

"Can you feel all of me?"

"Yes."

"Any pain?"

I took an honest inventory. There was pressure. There was stretch. There was something too large to be called either. None of it was pain.

"No."

"Okay. Going to move. Slow."

He moved.

He drew back first.

The withdrawal was a drag of sensation I had not imagined. The whole length of him, sliding back out of me - not all the way, never all the way - and every inch of the retreat was an unfilling, an un-pressure, a slow loss my body registered as a whine in the back of my throat. I made a sound I had never made before. He paused at the top of the stroke, held there, then slid back in, and the refilling was a revelation on a new scale. I had been empty for a second. Now I was full again. My body did not know what to do with the contrast. It wrote the information into every nerve it had.

He set a slow rhythm.

Long strokes. Patient ones. The pull-out almost all the way, the press back in with a pause at the bottom, the low constant drag of his length through my inner walls. He was fucking me with such deliberate control it felt like he was teaching my body to crave every inch. Somewhere around the third stroke I understood why women trusted him to open them - because he knew exactly how to ride the edge between escalation and patience so that a woman's body never caught up to panic.

My moans came with the rhythm. Low, unbroken, a sound I wasn't choosing so much as losing.

His free hand slid under my hip.

His palm cupped the curve of my belly and his thumb - wet from the lube still on his fingers - found my clit.

I broke open.

Not an orgasm. Not yet. The opening of a door. The clit was a familiar instrument, and the cock was an unfamiliar one, and his hand had just connected them into a single circuit. Every stroke of his length dragged against my inner walls and translated through my body into a pulse his thumb met at the front. The two sensations stopped being two. Every withdrawal emptied the inside of me and made his thumb feel sharper. Every press refilled me and made his thumb feel softer. A single wave, two surfaces, a rhythm my body could not separate.

I started to come.

It didn't arrive. It built. Deeper than a g-spot orgasm, deeper than anything a clitoral finish had ever set off - a heavy hot gathering low in my pelvis, a place my body had been reaching for all week without knowing it.

"There it is."

He knew before I did. His voice was low and steady above me. He did not speed up. He did not grind harder. He kept the exact same rhythm, and the exact same pressure on my clit, and let my body do the climbing.

The tide rose.

I dropped my forehead to the mattress. I could hear my own breath pulling in and out in ragged drags. My whole lower body was a single slow contraction waiting to break. My fingers twisted in the sheets. My toes curled hard. The mirror, at its careful three-quarter turn, caught me for one second - a pale arch, a flushed cheek, a man over me, his broad shoulder flexing on the next withdrawal - and the sight of it layered on top of the feeling and tipped me.

I came.

The orgasm came apart around him. That was the difference. Yesterday's had rolled in from somewhere impersonal, a weather system my body had produced on its own. This one was built against the presence of him inside me - every throb was a throb around a man, every pulse was a pulse that registered his shape. I felt myself clench down on his length in waves I couldn't control, and he did not pull out through any of them; he held himself deep and let me finish around him while his thumb stayed patient on my clit. I sobbed once. My whole lower body was a slow rhythmic squeeze that measured him. I came in a way I had never come before - not at a peak, but at him, my body recognising what it had taken and answering with a long involuntary yes that went on past any reasonable duration, a second and third crest riding the back of the first, until at last I lay shaking on the mattress with my cheek wet against the linen.

He stayed inside me. He had not finished. He had simply held through mine.

When the last aftershock loosened, he bent forward over me, slow and careful, and his chest settled against my back for the first time. His lips brushed the curve of my shoulder. Not a kiss - a weight, a small confirmation of contact.

"My turn," he murmured. "You still with me."

"Yes."

"Going to finish. Inside. If that's all right."

"Please."

He straightened. His hands gripped the crest of my hips. He moved in me again - slower, shorter strokes, the pace of a man no longer coaching - and I felt the shift in him as the rhythm tightened. Two dozen strokes. Maybe less. Then he pressed in fully, and held there, and I felt the first pulse of him inside me.

I felt every one.

Hot, thick, deep - each pulse distinct, a steady rhythmic warmth filling a space I could not have named a week ago. He groaned once, low, his forehead briefly against my hair, and the sound of a man losing composure in a room where nothing was ever supposed to be rushed was its own small private trophy. He held himself inside me for a long slow exhale after the last pulse. Then he began, carefully, to pull out.

The withdrawal undid me all over again.

Inch by inch, the same ladder in reverse, an unfilling I could not brace for. The emptiness at the end of it was worse than I had imagined - not just a hollow but a sudden absence, a place that had been occupied turned vacant in the space of two seconds. I made a small wrecked sound into the pillow that wasn't a word.

His palm settled between my shoulder blades.

"I know. Shh. I know."

He stayed there for a minute, one hand on my spine, his other reaching for the warm cloth he always kept within reach. I felt the soft damp cotton press between my cheeks and start to wipe - slow, careful, a cleaning that was almost as tender as the fucking had been. His cum was already beginning to slide out of me, slow and warm; he caught the worst of it and blotted the rest against the flared fabric he always had waiting.

He did not rush this part.

When he was done, he set the cloth aside and lay down beside me, full-length on his back, one hand settling against my shoulder blade and his face tilted toward mine on the mattress - an aftercare posture, nothing more. I was still face-down. I turned my cheek toward him, because that was all I could manage.

"Sienna."

"Yes."

"You did beautifully."

"Oh."

"Your body knew exactly what to do. I just kept it company."

"I came."

"Yes."

"Like that. With nothing in me but - "

"I know. That's the one that tells me you're ready."

"Ready for what."

"Day 4."

I closed my eyes.

He stayed there, his hand warm against the skin of my shoulder blade, and didn't make me say anything else. The fan turned. The sandalwood had deepened, or the antiseptic had faded, or my senses were simply too blown to sort between them. Somewhere under the suite a door closed, far away. Dominic's thumb stroked once, lightly, along the ridge of bone under my skin, an absent-minded small gesture that was somehow the most personal thing that had happened all morning.

After a long quiet minute he got up.

He crossed to the side table and came back with a glass of water. He held it for me while I propped onto one elbow and drank it in three pulls. He took the empty glass away. Then he folded a clean dry cloth against the bed beside me and pressed it into my lower back.

"Lie face-down. Five more minutes. Let your body come all the way back before you stand."

I lay back down.

I stayed.

He was gone when I finally pushed myself upright.

I didn't know when he'd left. The door to the inner bathroom was closed, maybe. Or open. I hadn't tracked it. I pushed up to sit with my feet over the side of the mattress and took stock. My legs were shaking in a slow fine way, more tremor than tremble. The small of my back was damp. Between my thighs there was a steady warm trickle - not just his cum now but the long slow aftermath of the lube and my own finish - and the emptiness inside me was a new specific kind of ache, the sort you get when you've been carrying something heavy and finally put it down.

I had been anally fucked.

That was the sentence I tried out, once, quietly, inside my own head. Subject, verb, completion. It made me sit very still for a second. Then I said it again and it fit.

I had come on his cock.

I had come around him with nothing on me but his thumb at my clit, and my body had done it in a register I did not know my body had. My inner walls throbbed lightly at the memory and I closed my eyes and let the throb finish before I stood up.

A small folded note was at the edge of the dresser. My handwriting was not on it.

Take your time. Water on the nightstand. No plug tonight. Sleep empty. Tomorrow we qualify.

I picked up the note and read it twice and folded it again and set it back down. Then I dressed in slow careful stages - underwear, dress over my head, a hand braced on the dresser while I put my sandals back on - and crossed the warm afternoon of the upper corridor on legs that were not exactly legs.

I made it out into the sunlight.

I made it to the top of the stone stairs.

I stood there for a second, one hand on the rail, the Blue band bright on my wrist against the teak.

Tomorrow: the Red.

The villa path had never been longer.

I walked it in small slow increments, the ache of having been so recently full now settling into the ache of having been so recently emptied, a warm low throb deep inside that was neither pleasure nor pain but memory with weight. The sun was past the peak. Shadows lay long on the stone. My body did not entirely belong to me; my mind walked a half step behind it, trying to catch up.

I didn't meet Nate on the path.

I don't know whether I was relieved or not.

The gardener was watering the hibiscus again. He did not lift his head. The iguana at the bend, the one Tessa had named on Day Three, regarded me with the same flat reptile interest he had on every other afternoon. A gecko moved on the wall. The path opened into the villa's small courtyard and I climbed the three steps to the French doors like a person scaling something much steeper.

Tessa was on the terrace with her paperback.

She looked up.

She didn't even speak. She set the book down, stood up, and crossed to me. She took one look - my face, my stance, the not-quite-dried dampness at the hem of my dress - and put her hands under my elbows.

"Bed."

"I can - "

"Bed."

She steered me. Sandals off at the French doors. Dress over my head in the dim cool of the bedroom. Bikini-less underwear down my thighs and into the hamper. A loose cotton T-shirt of hers over my head, soft from laundering, smelling faintly of her. She folded back the sheet and I climbed in. She set a glass of water within reach. She pulled the shutter half-closed so the afternoon sun came into the room in long warm bars on the floor.

She sat on the edge of the bed.

"How are you."

"I don't know."

"Hurts?"

"No."

"Good?"

"Tessa."

"Okay." Her palm came to my cheek. Cool, familiar, a small steady pressure. "Sleep."

"He - "

"Tell me later."

"I came like - "

She pressed her thumb gently over my mouth. Her eyes were warm and crinkled at the corners.

"I know, baby," she said, very softly. "I know. Tell me when you wake up."

She bent, kissed my forehead, and left the shutter half-drawn and the room at its warm sleepy dim and the glass of water within reach. Her bare feet padded out to the terrace. The paperback turned its pages.

I closed my eyes.

I slept through the afternoon.

It was a deeper sleep than I'd fallen into in months - the sleep of a body that had been opened and emptied and allowed to reset, not the restless listening sleep of the last week. I did not dream, or did not remember dreaming. The sheet under my cheek warmed and then cooled. The bars of sunlight crawled the width of the floor and shortened and reddened. Somewhere in the late afternoon, out on the terrace, Tessa was turning pages and drinking something with ice, and the small steady sound of her being there held the room together while I slept.

I woke at sunset.

Not the bright pale sunrise kind of waking. The slow deep climb out of a well. I opened my eyes in a room gone gold with late light and stayed on my side for a long minute before I tried to move.

The ache was still there.

Not soreness exactly - something quieter, more interior, more located - a warm low hum deep inside me, a sense of having been altered, the specific kind of altered my body would carry into tomorrow morning and into whatever waited below the main building and into the rest of this story. I pressed my palm flat against the T-shirt at my stomach and breathed against it the way I had on Monday morning and felt the echo of the day inside me.

Tessa came in.

She was in one of the loose linen robes, her hair up now, a small plate of sliced mango balanced in one hand and a fresh glass of water in the other. She set both down on the nightstand and perched beside my hip and watched me surface.

"Hey."

"Hi."

"How was it."

I thought about it for a long moment. The slow building orgasm. The steadiness of his palm between my shoulder blades. The quiet fact of coming on a cock inside a channel that had been sealed to the world a week ago. The smile that had moved across Dominic's face when he said ready. The small folded note on the dresser.

"I'm going to earn it," I said.

Tessa blinked.

"Tomorrow," I said. "Qualification. That's the last gate. I'm going to walk in there and I'm going to come out wearing Red."

She was quiet for a second. Then she reached over and pressed her palm flat against my stomach over the T-shirt - where my own had been - and let the warmth of her hand settle there next to mine.

"Then you're going to earn it."

She took her hand away. She passed me the glass of water. She fed me a piece of mango with her fingertips, because I was still not moving quickly, and the sugar of it hit my tongue like a very small victory.

Outside, the sun slid the last of the way into the water.

The Blue band on my wrist, caught briefly in the last horizontal gold, looked like the last thing of its colour I was ever going to wear.

One day.

One day to qualification.

One day to the stairs.

I closed my fingers around Tessa's wrist once, squeezed, and then let her go. She left me the water and the mango and went back out to the terrace. The room went blue. My body, under the sheet, hummed at a steady private frequency that I was beginning to learn the shape of.

I lay there in the gathering dark and listened to it sing.


⚜




Chapter 4: Red

⚜

On Friday I woke empty.

That was the first thing - the absence of the plug. Two nights of sleeping with silicone seated inside me, and then last night, on Dominic's folded instruction, nothing. My body had spent the dark hours asking after it. I rolled onto my back in the early grey light and felt the place where it had been and noted, with something close to amusement, that the space still held its own shape. A body-memory hollow in a part of me that had been closed to the world at the start of the week.

Qualification day.

I lay still and let the words settle. The fan turned above me. Tessa was already up - I could hear her in the kitchen, the small domestic percussion of the coffee grinder, water boiling, a drawer easing shut. Outside the louvered shutters, the island was in the slow pearl-coloured half-hour before full light.

Today at eleven - Jade had pushed it an hour later than prep had been all week, because phase two needed the Red Room cleared - I would walk back into the Prep Suite for the last time as a Blue band. The first partner would be bigger than Dominic - significantly. Then the Red Room, which I had not yet been allowed to enter. Two men at once. A coordinated rhythm. Jade said the orgasm would be longer than any I'd had. Jade had not been wrong about anything so far.

I pressed my palm to my lower belly and breathed against it the way I had every morning since Monday. My body answered - that same low readiness, the same receptivity I had not been able to turn off since the seaplane. It didn't feel like nerves. It felt like appetite.

I got up.

I ate half a papaya that Tessa cut into neat little half-moons and made me chew. I drank a full glass of water, then another. I showered in lukewarm water and did not wash my hair because Jade had told me on Thursday that some women liked the mental cleanness of showering after, not before, and I had decided to be one of them.

At ten-forty-five I put on a loose cotton sundress and a soft white bralette underneath and left my feet bare in sandals. Tessa walked me to the French doors. She did not try to talk me out of anything; that wasn't Tessa. She just pulled me into a hug, her chin against my hair, and breathed once.

"I'll be here when you come back wearing it."

"Red."

"Red."

She kissed my temple and let me go.

Jade was waiting at the top of the stone path.

She was in a deeper colour than usual today - a sleek black tank with narrow straps, a wrap of charcoal linen at her hips, her braids oiled and pulled up into a high loose knot. A competition-day outfit, I thought, and a second later I thought - she's wearing black because I'm wearing Red by sunset, and she knows it.

She looked me over once, briskly, from sandals to crown.

"Hungry?"

"Eaten."

"Hydrated?"

"Yes."

"How's your head?"

"Quiet."

"Good." She turned and started walking. "Come on. Dominic and I both brief you today. Then I'll come and get you after phase one and walk you downstairs."

"You'll be there."

"The whole time."

We walked the upper corridor at her pace. Two uniformed staff passed us going the other way, nodded at Jade, flicked their eyes politely off my face. At the pale teak door Jade stopped and turned me by the shoulders the same way she had on Tuesday, and for a second I felt the four days folded into the gesture - the same handling, applied to a different woman than had stood here Tuesday morning.

"Listen to me," she said. "I know you want to race. Don't. Each partner is going to give you time. The first one is going to be more than Dominic. A lot more. If you tense, you fight yourself, and we lose it. Breathe. Push back. Let them work. By the time you walk into the Red Room you'll be open and wet and ready to be two men deep inside the best hour of your life. Yes?"

"Yes."

"Good girl." Her hand squeezed my shoulder and dropped. "Go."

Dominic was not alone in the suite.

The man with him was already standing, which was my first clue. He turned when I came in - taller than Dominic by a clear three or four inches, leaner, built the way a long-distance swimmer is built: broad shoulders tapering fast to a narrow waist, dark hair cut short, a steady calm face with the kind of attention that let you know he was counting your breathing before you'd finished the first one. Late thirties. He wore loose dark linen trousers, nothing on top, and every line of him said he had been doing this for years. Forearms harder than Dominic's. A chest ridged enough to shadow under the suite's warm lamps. The kind of man who looked built to pin a woman open without ever looking like he was working.

"Sienna. This is your first partner today." Dominic did not give the man a name. I registered that and did not ask. "He's been working with me on this program for three years. He'll take you through the first phase here. Then Jade walks you down to the Red Room for the second."

The man inclined his head, a small greeting.

"Short brief." Dominic came to stand close, his voice the same calm register it had been all week. "First phase: anal only, no vaginal, here in the suite. He is bigger than I am. Significantly. Your body has been prepping for exactly this. You breathe through the first entry the way you did yesterday - same technique - and after that you are going to be fine. Clear?"

"Clear."

"Second phase: Red Room. Two staff. Vaginal and anal, simultaneous. They will coordinate the rhythm. Jade will be in eye-contact range the entire time. If anything flags, you hand-flat or verbal the same as every other station. Yes?"

"Yes."

"One more thing." His voice dropped a half degree into something steadier. "You're going to come in both phases. You don't have to try. Your body's going to do it on its own. Stop thinking about it. Trust what we're doing, and let the orgasms take you."

I nodded. My mouth was dry.

Dominic looked at me for another second - a last measured check - and then stepped back toward the inner door.

"Go earn it."

He slipped through the door to the bathroom. The latch clicked.

The tall man and I were alone.

He did not rush me.

"I'm going to undress you," he said. Low voice, warm, the voice of a man who did not often need to raise it. "If that's alright."

"Yes."

He crossed the room. Up close the size difference was something I felt at the collarbone - he was a head taller than me, solid, warm, his bare skin giving off a clean dry heat as he moved. He hooked the hem of my sundress with both hands and lifted, slow, over my hips, over my ribs, over my head. The air conditioning met my skin. He folded the dress once and set it neatly on the padded bench. Then the bralette - a single practiced motion, one finger under each strap, the band peeled down over my breasts. My nipples tightened in the cool air. He looked at them openly, the way a man looks at something he has been granted permission to use. He set the bralette with the dress. No underwear underneath - I had not put any on. He noted the fact with a low half-sound in his throat and did not comment.

"On the bed. Hands and knees. Head on the pillow if you want."

I climbed onto the navy linen. Hands splayed. Knees wide enough to be stable. I put my forehead against the pillow and turned my cheek to the mirror out of something that was already reflex.

The mattress dipped behind me as he settled.

"I'm going to open you with my fingers. Two, three, four, and then a thumb. After that, me. You've done the first part before. The only new thing is how much of me there is."

"Yes."

"Breathe."

I breathed.

Lube - cold, generous. His fingers were larger than Dominic's. Longer, thicker, palms warm. He worked two of them into me in a long patient slide and I took them without resistance. Three days of plugs. A day of Dominic. A body that had learned what this was. He curled his fingers up and forward and found the pad of muscle Dominic had taught him to look for, and pressed, slow and firm, and my breath hitched into the pillow before I could hold it.

"Good."

He added a third. That was a stretch. My inner walls pulled around three fingers and held; he waited, didn't push; when I exhaled the stretch gave, and he was in further, and my hips lifted of their own accord to meet the pressure. I moaned into the pillow.

"Quick learner."

He worked the three fingers in a slow, patient rhythm until I was loose around them. I could feel lube running warm down the inside of my thigh onto the linen. My breath was already running ahead of me - shallow, eager - and he had not even given me the fourth yet.

"Thumb coming. Breathe for me."

I breathed. He drew his hand back a fraction, tucked his thumb in against his palm, and pressed back in with everything folded close together. The widest part of his hand met my rim.

I cried out into the pillow.

"Breathe, Sienna."

I breathed. He held. My body clenched once, hard, around the bulk of his knuckles, and then the clench released on a long exhale and he was past - four fingers and a thumb deep, close to a fist, my rim stretched around the broadest part of his hand. The fullness was a different order entirely from anything Dominic had done. I sobbed once into the pillow, not from pain - from the sheer new dimension of being that open.

"That's it. That's you ready."

He worked his hand slowly. Not fast. A small rock, not a thrust. Every curl of his fingers lit up a nerve I had not known I owned. My thighs shook. I could feel the wet sound of my own body taking him, and it made my face burn against the pillow, and the burn only made me wetter.

Then he drew his hand out.

The hollow he left behind was shocking - cavernous in a way my body had not felt before, every inch of my lining still remembering the bulk of him, the rim of me soft and open and unsure what shape to return to.

I did not have long to miss it.

He moved behind me. Close this time. Warm. I felt the weight of him kneeling between my thighs, and then his cock pressed against me for the first time, and the first thing I registered was that it was long. Long enough that when the broad slick head came to rest at my opening, I felt him where my pelvis began - not just at my rim, but already pressing high up my cleft, the shaft laid warm against the whole length of my seam.

He was bigger than Dominic. Obviously. By enough that I couldn't have guessed the number if I tried - all I knew was more, and then more again.

I inhaled.

"Breathe out," he said. Very quiet, very close. "All the way. Push back when you're empty."

On the exhale I pressed back into him and the broad head of him met me and stayed.

My body held - that old reflex, the involuntary shut. He did not push through. He waited. I could hear my own heart in my ears. I felt the head of him there, blunt and heavy, radiating heat, and my body choosing across the span of one long breath between yes and no.

It chose yes.

"Good. Breathe again."

I let the breath go. He leaned his weight in. The rim held - held - and on the third breath something in me gave, and the broad head of him slid past and slid in, and the stretch hit me on a different axis entirely. My whole pelvis went rigid and bright. I cried out loud into the pillow - not pain, the word for it wasn't pain, but the sheer size of being opened that much at once, the sudden occupation of a space that had no reference for it.

He stopped.

"Breathe, Sienna. You're doing it."

He did not move. One palm settled flat between my shoulder blades, warm, heavy, the steadying pressure I remembered from Thursday. The other rested at my hip, thumb against the curve of bone. He waited me out. I felt myself flutter around him in a rhythm I had no say in - not a clench, not a spasm, a whole-body tic where my body was trying to learn him and could not quite. My toes curled hard into the sheet.

When I breathed again, he slid deeper.

Just an inch.

Then he paused. Then another inch on the next exhale. A ladder I had not yet climbed. Every rung was a new degree of pressure, a new set of nerve endings meeting for the first time. Halfway in he found a place that made me see light at the edges of my vision and I made a noise that had no language in it. He kept going.

By the time his hips settled into the curve of my ass and the whole length of him was seated, I was shaking.

Not from pain. Not even from overwhelm in the way Thursday had been overwhelmed. From the sheer magnitude. The specific animal fact of my body having taken something that size into a place that had only yesterday taken its first cock. I could feel him all the way up to the base of my sternum.

He held still.

"There's the whole of me," he murmured. "You can handle this. Your body already is."

I made a noise that was half a laugh and half a sob. My cheek was wet against the pillow. He reached under me with the hand that had been on my hip and gathered my hair off the back of my neck, pushed it to one side, and set a warm palm between my shoulder blades again.

"Tell me when."

I breathed. Once. Twice. The stretch gave a fraction around him. Something in my pelvis shifted, recalibrated - and then the fullness was no longer a threat but a fact, a thing I was being, and the panic receded and left only the heavy strange new deep of it.

"Now."

He moved.

The first withdrawal was catastrophic. I had been full, and then the length of him began to pull back out of me, and every inch of the drag was a new nerve being scraped on its way free, and my body protested - not with pain, with a high, keening want, as if it had not finished meeting him yet and was being unfairly unmade. I whimpered into the pillow.

He did not pull all the way out. He stopped near the top. Then he slid back in.

And the refilling - god - the refilling was a sensation I had no frame of reference for yesterday. The entire length of him sliding back into me, reclaiming every inch of the retreat, ending with the blunt press of his hips against my ass. My inner walls squeezed him without my permission. He made a low sound above me, the first sound he had made for himself, and it was the sound of a large controlled man feeling a woman respond.

"That's it. Open for me."

He started a rhythm.

Long. Slow. Deliberate. Longer than Dominic's had been, because he had more to use. He drew almost all the way back each time - leaving only the head of him inside me - and then pressed the whole weight of his length forward, and each return was a complete re-filling, a fresh confrontation with how full I could actually be. I moaned unbroken into the pillow. I wasn't choosing the sound. It was just what came out now.

Both his hands stayed where they were. One between my shoulder blades. One at my hip. He was not touching my clit. He was not reaching under me to help. He had decided, or had been told, that this orgasm had to be earned somewhere deeper than that - and he was going to use his body to do it.

The build started somewhere I did not have words for. Not at my clit. Not at my g-spot. Lower and further back, in a ring of nerves behind my pelvis that had spent this week learning what they were. Every long drag of him out of me struck along that ring. Every long press back in re-lit it. The sensation was not sharp; it was deep, heavy, accumulating, the kind of heat that gathers in a room with the windows shut.

"Three minutes in," he said, quiet and amused, reading me. "Come whenever you want. You've earned it."

I couldn't have answered him. My voice wasn't mine. Every exhale came out as a sound. My body was being driven toward a thing that had no approach I knew the shape of - no clit-sharpness, no g-spot flare - just the long slow pressure of him filling and refilling a part of me that had spent four days being built specifically to be filled and refilled.

The orgasm was already coming.

I didn't build it. It was built. The four days of prep and the long slow press of a man this size had already built it for me; my body only had to give permission, and the permission was a matter of time. I could feel it at the base of my spine, at the small of my back, a thick hot gathering that was going to break and break hard.

I came.

It broke in a single heavy clench - not the slow tide of Day One, not the rolling long one of Thursday, but a slam, a full-body seize that pulled every muscle from my thighs to my jaw into a single contraction. I screamed into the pillow. My inner walls crushed down on him in waves and he did not stop moving, did not slow his rhythm, fucked me through it with the steady control of a man who had done this hundreds of times. My orgasm did not peak and let go - it hit, and then hit again, a second clench right behind the first, and then a third, each one slamming my body tighter around him until I was sobbing into the pillow from the sheer volume of it.

The unfamiliar part was where it was coming from. Not from the front of me at all. From the depth. From the drag. From the occupation. From the fact that a man my body had met ten minutes ago was seated to the hilt in a part of me that hadn't been open to anyone three days before, and my nerves had decided that was reason enough to come apart.

His rhythm tightened.

I felt the shift - the slight increase in speed, the lift in his breath above me. Two dozen strokes faster. Then his free hand gripped my hip, held, and he buried himself to the hilt on the next thrust and held there, and I felt the first hot pulse of him come deep inside me.

Every one of the pulses after that was distinct.

He was long enough that the jets landed well beyond where Dominic's had. I felt them in places I had not named yet - a deep hot wet that went past fullness into presence, a man spilling himself into a place my body had only just learned how to open for him. He groaned low - a single controlled sound that told me he had been holding back - and bent forward over me, broad chest settling against my spine, and stayed there while his cock finished throbbing.

When the last pulse eased, he did not rush to move.

He breathed against the back of my neck. His palm was still between my shoulder blades. His cock was still deep in my ass. For the span of a dozen slow breaths he simply weighted me with his own body, a steady warm presence over mine, while I came apart in smaller and smaller aftershocks beneath him.

"You're going to be fine in the Red Room," he murmured. Eventually. Against my hair. "The size test was the harder stretch. What's left is coordination. You already did the work."

He straightened slowly and began to withdraw.

The retreat was worse than the first one had been, because now I knew the shape of him. Inch by inch. I whined quietly into the pillow, my body trying to keep him and failing. When the broad head finally cleared my rim and he was gone, the first thick warm spill of his finish pushed out of me a second behind his cock - hot enough to make me gasp, heavier than I had imagined, a rolling slow leak that ran down between my cheeks and onto the linen below.

He did not apologise for it. He reached for a warm cloth at his hip, folded it once, and pressed it between my cheeks gently, catching the worst of it before it reached the sheet. He blotted with the same steady patience Dominic would have used, then set the cloth aside.

His hand moved to my hair. Smoothed it. Pushed the damp strands off my temple.

"You did very well. Rest there. Jade's about to come get you."

I could not have answered him if I wanted to. He leaned down, pressed a single brief kiss to the top of my shoulder - the first kiss of the morning, a small polite mark - and stood up. The mattress released. I heard him cross to the side of the room. Water. A towel. Then the quiet of a man dressing unhurriedly.

He slipped out through the staff exit behind the bathroom, the same route Dominic had taken.

I lay face-down on the navy linen, thighs shaking, his finish still trailing slow and hot out of me, and I tried to count my own breathing and could not.

The door to the corridor opened a minute later.

"There you are." Jade's voice, low and warm. "Oh, baby."

She crossed to the bed. She sat on the edge, laid her palm flat against my spine, and let me lie under it for a minute while my lungs remembered their job. Then she dipped a cloth in the warm basin of water the man had left, and wiped me down - the inside of my thighs, the curve of my ass, the place his finish had trailed - with the efficient tenderness of a woman who had done this for other women more times than I could have counted.

"Can you stand."

"I think."

"Try. Slow."

She gave me her forearm to lean on. I swung my legs over the edge of the mattress. My feet found the floor. My knees held. I stood.

The emptiness was a fact, not an ache - a place newly unoccupied, humming, and then receding into readiness.

"Good." She handed me a fresh silk robe in a deep wine colour I had not seen before. Soft, heavy, the weight of it a small physical comfort across my shoulders. "Put that on. Nothing under. You're not going to need it for long."

I slipped into the robe. She tied the belt for me - loose, a simple knot at my hip.

"Ready?"

I looked at her. "Ready."

"Then let's go put Red on you."

The staircase to the Red Room began behind an unmarked wooden door in the quiet back lobby. I had stood across from that door on Monday morning and watched the trembling woman come up these stairs; four mornings later I was walking down them, in silk, on Jade's arm, with the last trace of his finish still warm at my inner thigh.

The stairs were stone. Cool underfoot. Warmly lit from below by lamps recessed at ankle height. The deep crimson of the room leaked up around the curve of the staircase and painted the walls ahead of us red before we reached the bottom. The air changed as we descended - cooler, still, scented with leather and sandalwood and, faintly underneath, the musk of bodies at work. The sounds climbed to meet us: a low male grunt, the muffled high break of a woman's voice, the steady rhythmic creak of furniture built to hold up under sustained use.

I realised at the second-to-last step that my heart was not pounding. It was simply up.

At the bottom of the stairs Jade paused me.

"Eyes around first. Take it in. Then we walk to the platform."

I looked.

The Red Room was larger than I had pictured. A low padded ceiling, stone floors worn smooth, leather benches and padded platforms arranged around the space the way seating is arranged in a restaurant - some for being bent over, some for spitroasts, some for things I was going to learn the names of later. Deep crimson light from fixtures set high in the walls. A small bar at the back with a single bartender, white shirt, discreet. Staff monitors at three stations, polite and attentive.

Not empty. Not nearly empty. Maybe a dozen people, spread out - Red holders on platforms, guests with them, a handful of onlookers along one wall. I saw Jade's cool assessment sweep the room once; her eyes stopped at two points.

One was a low leather bench near the back wall where a small porcelain-skinned woman was being casually attended to by a man between her knees - a dark bob, small breasts visible through a sheer black slip, arms folded across her ribs in the steady detached way of a woman letting herself be used. She was not looking at her guest. She was looking at me. The kind of looking that was an appraisal, not a welcome.

The other was the bar, where a nude blonde stood with a bottle of water halfway to her lips. Tanned, toned, broad shoulders, heavy breasts, a band on her wrist that matched the lighting. She had the easy planted stance of a woman comfortable being unclothed in any room she walked into.

"Camille," Jade said under her breath, nodding toward the bench. "Morgan at the bar. Two of the other Reds. Don't worry about them right now. Just know they're in the room."

I nodded.

The platform Jade walked me to was in the center of the room but low and broad, padded in dark leather, softly lit. Two men stood beside it, both in loose black shorts and nothing else. One was my height - thick chest, rounded shoulders, dark blond hair, capable hands clasped in front of him. The other was taller by a head - lean, hard body, a buzz cut, a calm face that reminded me slightly of Marcus from Day Four but with a quieter energy. Both were clearly ready; I did not need to look lower to confirm it.

"Sienna." The taller one - quiet voice, trained. "I'm going behind. He's underneath. Jade's briefed you on the shape."

"She has."

"Vaginal first, then me. We'll find a rhythm. When we find it, we stay in it. If anything needs to change, Jade's right there."

Jade lifted her hand from my elbow and took two steps back toward the edge of the platform. Her eyes did not leave mine.

The shorter man sat on the platform. Lay back. Settled on his elbows, patient, waiting. His cock lay heavy against his stomach - thick, solid, average length - a working shape, a shape I could take.

I untied the robe.

I slid it off my shoulders and Jade, stepping forward silently, caught it and laid it over her arm.

I stepped onto the platform.

I climbed onto him slowly. Straddled his hips. My thighs settled against the leather on either side of his body. His hands came up - warm, steady - and found my hips, holding me, not guiding, letting me set the pace.

I lowered myself onto his cock.

I was slick enough that he went in easily. Full vaginal stretch, immediate, a wet hot slide of him settling inside me. He filled me the way a well-matched cock fills - comfortable, familiar. I let my breath out in a long soft sound. My breasts shifted heavy against my ribs as I settled into him, nipples already tight in the crimson air; his gaze went to them once and stayed a moment before he remembered his hands. My clit was already swollen and wet against the base of his belly. The familiar rhythm of a man inside my pussy was a language I spoke fluently now.

Then I felt the mattress shift behind me.

The taller man stepped onto the platform. I felt the air move. His knees settled against my calves. His hands came to my hips, warm, next to the shorter man's, a second set of palms gently anchoring me. Lube, cool, poured along my cleft and between my cheeks. His fingers worked it into me - two, a quick check, my body took them easily, I was already more open than I had been for the first partner this morning - and then I felt the blunt heavy heat of him settle against my rim.

"Let the breath out, Sienna. All the way."

I let it go.

He pressed.

My body caught for a second - the old reflex, less of a fight than before - and then yielded. The broad slick head of him slid in and the dual stretch was a new sensation entirely, because I could feel both cocks in me at once, one filling my pussy and one pushing into my ass, the thin wall between them pressed from both sides. They could feel each other through me. So could I.

I inhaled sharply. The cock in my pussy twitched as its owner felt the second presence. The cock sliding into my ass paused at the first resistance while he let me catch up.

"Again. Slow one."

I breathed.

He slid in further. Inch by inch. The same patient ladder as the morning, but doubled now - every descent of him into my ass pressed against the cock in my pussy through the thin wall of tissue between them, and the man underneath me groaned and gripped my hips and held still, let his partner seat himself fully.

By the time the man behind me was fully inside me, both of them buried deep at once, I could not breathe.

I was the most full I had ever been in my life.

I dropped my forehead to the shorter man's collarbone. My palms braced flat on his chest. The leather platform was cool under my knees. The taller man's hands rested steady on my hips; the shorter man's hands had moved up my sides. Both of them were waiting. I was shaking.

"You okay?" The shorter man, from underneath me. Rough, patient.

"Yes."

"Tell us when."

I breathed. One long one. Another. My body argued and then decided. Every throb of my pulse was a throb around two cocks at once.

"Now."

They started.

It was an alternation - they didn't thrust at the same time. As the man beneath me pulled back, the one behind me pressed in; as the one behind me retreated, the one underneath drove up. A counter-beat that meant one of them was always fully deep inside me while the other was sliding. The wall between them rolled. The pressure from one side was always meeting the press from the other. My inner walls never got a break; every second was a squeeze, a slide, a filling, a new instance of being stretched in two directions at the same time.

I made a noise I did not know I could make.

"Breathe, baby." Jade. From two feet away. Her voice low and steady.

I breathed.

The orgasm began inside the first ten seconds.

Not as a peak. As a condition. A heavy hot gathering low in my pelvis that the alternating rhythm did not allow to build and then release; it just kept rising. Every stroke fed it. Every alternation fed it. My clit was pressed against the belly of the man underneath me and every bounce of his hip rubbed it; the man behind me dragged the length of his cock along my ass every time he withdrew and the entire back half of me lit up with it.

I started to come.

It climbed. It did not peak. That was the unfamiliar part. Every other orgasm I'd had, even Thursday's slow rolling one, had had a shape - a build, a crest, a release. This one was a plateau. My body squeezed down on both of them in a single long continuous pulse and then, because one was always deep, it couldn't release. Every time it tried to let go, another stroke reignited it. Every attempt at a crest got swallowed into the next one.

I was coming. I was still coming. I could not stop.

I heard myself - a high continuous broken sound, not words, the kind of noise a woman makes when the rhythm of her pleasure is no longer in her control. My hands clawed at the chest under me. My forehead pressed into his collarbone. My thighs were rigid against his ribs. The man behind me had hold of my hips and was riding the alternation with the control of someone who had done this for a living for a long time.

Somewhere off to my left, a glass set down on polished wood. A small deliberate sound. Someone at the bar had stopped drinking to watch. I felt it more than saw it - the weight of a room's worth of attention tightening around me - and my body answered with another squeeze, harder than the last.

"There you are," the man above murmured. "There you are. Stay with it."

"Fuck," the man under me said, grip tightening on my thigh. "That's it."

"Don't fight it," the one behind me said. "Ride it."

They did not rush it.

They held the rhythm. It refused to crest and break. I lost track of time. I lost track of my own voice. My body was a single continuous seize and my brain had gone quiet under it and the only thing I was aware of was the specific oscillating full-depth fullness of two men moving through me in alternation. Somewhere at the edge of my vision I caught Camille on her bench - she had turned her head toward the platform, her detached gaze gone sharp and interested, pupil-wide under the crimson. I registered it and then I couldn't hold onto anything at all.

Jade's hand appeared briefly in my field of vision - she had stepped closer, settled into a crouch beside the platform - and her palm came to my forehead and brushed the damp hair back off my temple.

"Breathe, baby. Ride it."

I breathed.

The orgasm refused to let go.

Somewhere - later, I could not have said how much later - the man underneath me lost his own rhythm. His hips jerked up, stuttered. His hand gripped my thigh hard. "I'm - I'm coming - "

"Come," the one behind me said, very calm.

He came. Deep in my pussy, a steady pulse I felt layered on top of the next stroke into my ass. The added hot wet of his finish pushed me through another wall of my own - a sharper, higher crest that finally broke through the plateau and ripped a real scream out of me. My inner walls squeezed his cock with every pulse of his release, and the squeezing through the wall tightened me around the man behind me, which tightened him to his own edge.

Two or three more strokes.

"Sienna - "

"Inside," I managed.

He held himself deep and came. The pulses were slower than the first one's, heavier, thicker - a long slow emptying - and I felt each one of them in a place my body had only met for the first time this morning. I was sobbing by the time he finished. Not from pain. From the way my body had come for so long without the release it wanted, and then been filled with two loads in sequence at the peak of it.

They stayed inside me on a long held breath.

Jade's hand stayed on my forehead.

Then, carefully, in the same alternation they had used going in, they withdrew. The one behind me first - a long slow drag - and the second his cock cleared my rim the first hot thick spill of his finish followed out of me, running warm down the back of my thigh onto the leather. Then the man beneath me slid his softening cock out of my pussy with a wet slow motion, and his finish trailed out too, joining the other one in a slow mixed heat down my inner thighs.

I collapsed onto the chest under me.

He held me. Both of them, actually - the one who had been behind me had moved up and was smoothing his palm along my spine, and the one beneath me had his arms wrapped loose and warm around my ribs, and the three of us stayed there in a quiet breathing heap for a long moment before anyone moved.

"You did it," the one at my shoulder said. Very quiet. Into my hair.

Jade touched my hip.

"Sienna. Sit up. It's time."

I sat up. Unsteady. Slow. Jade helped me off him and down off the platform and onto my feet on the stone floor. My knees held by a force I did not quite understand. Both men sat up and watched with a quiet respect that I had not had the vocabulary for before this week. Cum ran warm and thick down the insides of both my thighs, past my knees, catching on my calves. Nobody moved to wipe it away. It was the point.

A woman in a discreet black uniform came from the direction of the bar. She held a small black tray. On the tray was a silicone wristband in a deep pure red.

Jade lifted my wrist.

The woman unfastened the Blue band - the scuffed, Week-One-marked Blue band - and slipped it off. The absence of it on my wrist was its own small shock. Then the Red band clicked onto my wrist in a single smooth motion and sealed.

"Welcome, Sienna."

The woman stepped back. Jade turned my wrist in the red light and then let me look at it on my own.

Red.

It was brighter than I had expected. A deeper saturated red than the light of the room, somehow, a colour you could see from across the space. It was on my wrist. It was mine. Twelve days. Green to Blue to Red. A record pace, if Jade was telling the truth - and Jade did not lie to the women she walked down these stairs.

I held my wrist up in the red light, naked and wet and streaked from my thighs down, two men's finish still warm on my skin.

I laughed.

Not loud. A small surprised wet laugh out of a throat that was still mostly worn through. Jade grinned at me and wrapped her arm around my waist.

"Robe."

She held the wine-coloured silk up and I slid into it. She tied the belt.

"Water."

Someone handed me water. I drank the entire glass.

"Up the stairs. Slow. I've got you."

I went up the stairs on her arm. My legs worked better than they had any right to. I could feel the slow warm slide of both loads still leaking out of me, caught by the silk of the robe against my thighs. The crimson light faded into the warm amber of the lobby's ceiling lamps as we climbed. At the top step Jade paused me, let me breathe, and pushed the wooden door open.

Nate was in the lobby.

He was standing a few paces from the door, his back not quite turned, a tablet in his hand that he was not looking at. He had clearly arranged to be there; the choreography was visible. A member of staff I half-recognised stood at a side console in the corner with her eyes down. The air in the lobby was still with the specific stillness of two or three people all pretending not to be present.

His head came up as the staircase door opened.

His eyes went to my wrist first.

He saw the Red.

Whatever he had been holding in his face the last two weeks finally split. Not all the way - he was still Nate, still the man who ran this island, still composed - but his jaw moved once and his shoulders went down a quarter-inch and the hand with the tablet lowered to his side without his looking away from me. His gaze dropped briefly, once - to the silk tie at my hip, to the bare shine of my calves where I had not been wiped clean - and came back to my face on a visible effort.

Jade's arm slipped from my waist without a word. She stepped to the far side of the lobby, leaned against the cane pillar there, and gave us the space.

Nate crossed to me.

He stopped a foot away.

Up close the change in him was undeniable. The charming owner of Day One was not in this version of his face. Not the flirtatious half-smile of Day Six. Not the tight cheek-muscle of Wednesday's path. This was something rawer - a man who had spent nearly two weeks watching a body he was not allowed to touch learn everything it was possible to learn without him, and who now had to greet her on the other side of the thing he had not permitted himself to intervene in.

"Twelve days," he said. Quiet. His voice was rougher than it usually was.

"Is that the record?"

"The last one was twenty-seven. Before that, forty-one." A short breath. "You broke it by two weeks."

"I'm a fast learner."

His eyes dropped to my mouth. Stayed there a second longer than was polite. Then back to my face. I saw his hand begin to lift - the tablet hand, opened flat now, rising between us as if to brush my cheek - and I watched it stop. An inch from my jaw. Closer than he had ever allowed himself. I felt the heat of his palm across the space he hadn't closed. Then his fingers folded inward, slow, and the hand dropped back to his side without meeting me.

He saw me watch it happen.

A muscle moved in his jaw.

"I wasn't supposed to be here," he said.

"But you are."

"I was going to do it from the office. Watch the band get logged. Send you a note tomorrow." He shook his head once. "I'm standing here instead."

"Yes."

He took one slow inhale and let it out through his nose.

"There's still Black, Si."

The way he said it was different than the first time he had said there's still Red to earn six nights ago on the garden path. That had been a challenge. This was not. This was a man putting the last fence he had between us into words, because the fence itself was no longer enough.

I let the silence hold for a breath. Two.

"I know."

He looked at me a long moment. The silk of the robe. The Red on my wrist, glowing in the ambient light bleeding up under the door behind me. The wet flush across my cheeks and throat. Whatever he was thinking, he didn't say it.

"Congratulations, Sienna."

He stepped past me. Close enough that I felt the warmth of him move through the air along my shoulder and then leave it. He did not touch.

I did not turn. I heard him cross the lobby. I heard the front door open. I heard it close. The staff member at the side console did not look up.

Jade came back to my side and put her arm around my waist.

"Well," she said. Quietly, in my ear.

"Yes."

"He's not going to sleep tonight."

"No."

"Come on. Home. Bath. Bed. You've done the hardest day of your week."

She walked me out of the main building and into the late afternoon light. The sun had dropped behind the highest palms. The resort path was warm and gold. My wrist, on the outside of Jade's arm, caught the low sun and glowed red.

I looked at it once as we crossed the lawn toward the villa.

Red.

Twelve days.

And Nate's hand had risen and stopped an inch from my face, and he had said my name instead of sleep well.

I thought, walking on Jade's arm down stones I had walked alone three days ago, that I was not going to sleep much tonight either.

Tessa was on the terrace. She saw us coming up the path - me on Jade's arm, the silk robe, the Red - and she was already on her feet. She met us at the steps with her hand outstretched for mine.

"Oh."

"Yeah."

"Red."

"Red."

Jade handed me off. "She's yours. Bath, bed, food in that order." She kissed my temple - a fast warm press - and was gone down the path again before I could thank her.

Tessa pulled me into her chest and held me for a long minute.

"I'll run the water," she said, into my hair. "You are not walking anywhere else today."

"I don't think I could."

"That's allowed."

She steered me inside. The French doors closed behind us. The Red on my wrist caught the late light one more time as I crossed into the cool dim of the villa, and all I could think, following her toward the bath on legs that were not quite mine, was that there was still Black left to earn and Nate had almost touched my jaw and said my name in the same breath.


⚜




Chapter 5: The red room

⚜

By Saturday I woke aching.

Deep-set, bone-deep, a tenderness that had moved past the muscle and into the scaffolding - low in my pelvis, along the insides of my thighs, a dull heat still blooming from the place the second qualifier had finished. When I rolled onto my back my ass clenched on the memory of him and a hot private pulse rolled out from it that pulled a small involuntary noise from me. Tessa turned on the pillow beside mine and half-opened one brown eye.

"Alive?"

"Mostly."

"Too early to tell you you're ridiculous?"

"Much too early."

She had slept in my bed last night. Not for sex - we hadn't touched each other that way. After I'd come back up the lobby stairs on Jade's arm she'd taken one look at me, climbed in, pulled my back against her chest, and stroked my hair for an hour in the dark while both of us stared at the Red band on my wrist. Neither of us had said very much. Every few minutes Tessa had lifted my hand up into the spill of moon from the terrace doors and turned it slowly so the silicone caught the light. You actually did it. Then she'd tucked it back against her collarbone. Somewhere around one in the morning I'd fallen asleep like that, with my own Red wrist pressed to her pulse.

Now I held my hand up in the grey pre-dawn and turned it again. Still red. Still mine. The last band on the ladder - the last one you earned by qualifying instead of competing.

Today: the Red Room. Not as a qualifier. As a participant.

I let my hand settle low on my stomach and closed my eyes against the word.

Tessa got out of bed first. She came back with coffee and half a papaya and a glass of ice water, and she perched at the edge of my mattress while I worked through the inventory of my body for her - hip bones, the back of my thigh, the low deep ache still walking its fingers along the insides of my pelvis like a guest who had not finished checking out. She listened, nodded, handed me the water, and sent me to the bath she'd already run at five.

The bath took the edge off. She knelt on the tile ledge and did my hair for me with her fingers, and by the time she'd painted fresh arnica into the bruise on my hip and wrapped me into a soft navy silk robe of her own, the ache had softened from a shout to a hum. We didn't talk much. She did ask once, quietly, what the afternoon was going to look like, and I told her a platform and two men, and she let out a slow breath and said okay and kept working arnica into the bruise.

I bent forward and kissed the crown of her head before she sent me out the door.

Jade was at the top of the staircase at five minutes to two.

She was in black again - a soft matte silk tank, slim trousers, sandals with a fine gold band at the ankle - her braids pulled to one side across her collarbone. She looked less like a trainer today and more like a friend accompanying me to something important. The Red on her wrist matched the Red on mine under the lobby lamps.

She crossed to me and took my face in both hands.

"Sleep?"

"Some."

"Bath?"

"Long one."

"Fed?"

"Papaya and eggs."

"Water?"

"Enough."

Her thumbs brushed the pads of my cheekbones once each. "Nervous?"

I checked honestly. The body said no, just awake. The head was a half-step slower, but the head had been a half-step slower for a fortnight.

"Awake," I said.

"That's what we want." Her hands dropped. "Shape of the afternoon. Central platform first. Two men - both Red-cleared guests, not staff; this isn't qualification anymore. Spitroast, one front, one back. It's the opener the room likes to see for a new Red. After that, if you're still upright, exhibition bench at the back wall. More public. Loose cuffs - palm flat and they release. Two guests signed up for the bench."

"Two guests signed up."

The words went through me like a warm twist low in my stomach. Men had put their names down to use me. Men had looked at my new Red wrist on a ledger and written themselves against it. My thighs pressed together inside the silk of the robe and I felt the slick answer on the inside of both.

"Don't go into your head about it," Jade said, watching my face. "It's etiquette, not obligation. You don't have to take every name on the list."

"Got it."

She touched my wrist. "Camille and Morgan are both already down there. Don't look for them. Use the men in front of you."

"Nate?"

Her face did something careful. "I don't know where Nate will be. Don't manage him. Manage yourself. I'll manage him."

"Okay."

"Robe off at the platform. No modesty clause in the Red Room." She squeezed my shoulder. "Let's go."

The staircase was different with a Red band on my wrist.

Yesterday it had been a descent. Today it was a corridor. I walked down it with Jade at my elbow and the crimson light rising to meet me and the low pulse of the room climbing up - the same leather-and-sandalwood scent, the same sustained creak of furniture built for it, a male voice somewhere below giving a long steady groan that finished on a vowel - and my own pulse did not climb. It levelled.

Nine days ago a stranger at the Wall had made me scream. Yesterday I'd taken two cocks at once and sobbed on a strange man's chest. Today, entering the room that had been a locked door all week, I was steadier than I'd been at the stairhead.

The room in the afternoon was more crowded than yesterday. A dozen people easy - three platforms in active use, a long leather couch along one wall, a discreet bar at the back, a pair of staff monitors in black keeping courteous distance. Camille first, because I was meant to. She sat at one end of the couch, cross-legged, a glass of white wine balanced on her knee, her dark bob tucked behind one ear. Her eyes lifted from the glass to my wrist and stayed there for a full beat before sliding back down. Morgan at the bar, nude the way Jade had said - tanned, heavy-breasted, blonde hair loose at her shoulders, a bottle of sparkling water in her hand. She turned at the waist as we passed and gave me a slow half-smile I couldn't read.

The central platform was broad and low, a dark leather pad over a steel-bolted frame. Two men waited beside it already. Both in loose black shorts. One shorter, thicker, heavy dark stubble along a wide clean jaw, forearms ropy with vein and weight - the kind of jaw and hands that would hold a woman's head steady while she worked him. The other leaner and taller, cropped ash-blond, a calm steady face, a runner's hips. Jade didn't give me their names. The rules of this particular service were that the front and back were furniture, not biography.

"Hands and knees," Jade murmured. "Short one in front - he goes in your mouth. Tall one behind. He's Red Room; he's not going to build. Your body's been prepared all week. You'll take him. Yes?"

"Yes."

"Robe."

I untied the belt. I let the silk slide down my shoulders and caught it in one hand. Jade took it from me and folded it over her arm the way a hostess takes a coat. The air of the Red Room met my bare skin in a crimson wash. My nipples tightened. The wet warmth I hadn't been able to turn off on the way down finally registered on the inside of one thigh as a small slick trail.

A low murmur moved through the room. Not loud. The sound a room makes when its attention has all tipped quietly in the same direction. My face went hot. I climbed onto the platform.

The leather was cooler and softer than the Prep Suite linen, padded deep for knees that would live on it for a while. I set my palms wide. Shoulders down. The broad man knelt in front of me and took my chin in one warm palm and checked my face for home and fed the slick broad head of his cock between my lips without a word.

I opened.

He was thick - thicker than most - and long enough that he'd be a throat or he'd be nothing at all, and I had been working throat on command for a week. I relaxed my jaw. He slid onto my tongue, slow, and the warm clean salt of him hit the back of my mouth and woke the reflex up. On the second pass he bumped deeper. I breathed once through my nose and let him slide past the gag with a practised tilt of my neck. My eyes welled instantly - that specific wet ache - and he saw it and murmured good, low, the first sound anyone had made on the platform.

Behind me the mattress dipped.

The tall man settled in, breadth of his thighs brushing the backs of mine. Cool lube. A fast professional working-in with two fingers my body took without resistance. He found the pad inside me, pressed once as a pulse-check, and pulled out. His cockhead took the place his fingers had been, broad and hot and slick.

Jade had said he won't build.

He didn't.

One long steady stroke - not violent, not a ladder, a single smooth press that seated him most of the way into me in a single breath. The ring of muscle at my rim stretched and gave and closed around his shaft in one continuous motion. My eyes rolled. I moaned around the cock in my mouth and the vibration ran through the man in front of me and broke the first real sound out of his throat. His palm came to the crown of my head and held me there, not pushing, just present, a grounding weight while his partner finished seating at my back.

The man at my back bottomed out with a quiet grunt.

Two directions at once again. The difference from yesterday was that nobody was asking if I was ready.

They started.

It wasn't alternation - it was a chain. The one at my back drove forward; his push shoved my whole upper body up the platform; my mouth slid further down the man in front; his cock nudged deeper into my throat on the forward shove; then the back man withdrew and my mouth slid back. Again. Again. The front man barely had to move. The one using my ass was doing the work for both of them, and my body was the instrument running between them. Within five strokes I had stopped being two separate people at two separate stations and become a single stretched line.

Saliva slid down my chin and onto the leather. The drag of the front man against my tongue was a warmth I knew from every Wall encounter of the last week - except now I was grateful for the weight of him, because it was the only thing anchoring me while the one using my ass tried to empty me out from the inside.

Above me the front man's breathing climbed. His shaft thickened on my tongue. His palm tightened at my crown. His hips started to flex forward on their own, small involuntary meetings with my face on the shove, and the man behind me felt the change and timed his next drive so that both of them were buried in me on the same breath.

I came.

It hit from the back first - the thick drag through a spot his length had already claimed, the stretch of my rim, the rhythm not slowing - and the clench ran forward through my clit and my core and up into my throat. The front man felt the squeeze on his cock before I did and gasped.

"Fuck - "

He came in my mouth.

Hot, heavy, the thick pulse I'd taken down only a dozen times but knew now by heart. He held himself deep and I swallowed around the head of him, once, twice, reflex pulling another harsh pulse out of him. Saliva and his finish trailed warm down my chin. He groaned a slow shaking exhale through his teeth and held still while I took every beat he had.

My own climax hadn't peaked. That was the thing. The front man's finish had been a small side-effect of my climb; the one in my ass was still riding me, my body was still squeezing him, and the orgasm kept building. It stacked on itself. He shoved in deep on the next stroke and held, and the second wave rolled into the first and my whole lower body went rigid on his cock and I made a sound around the softening shaft in my mouth that was not a word.

"There she is," he said.

The platform was wet under my palms. My cheek was wet. My thighs were trembling.

The one using my ass was close. He'd moved both hands to my hips, thumbs pressing into the hollow above my hip crests, and he drove in twice more and then sank deep to the root and came on a low steady groan. Thick hot pulses. I felt every beat against my rim where he was seated, and the slick heat of it pulled one last clench out of me - a wet sob I heard leave my own throat.

The front man slipped out of my mouth carefully. He didn't touch me afterward. He just breathed once, low - "Jesus, Red" - and let me ride out the last of it without him in my throat. Then he stepped away.

The one who'd been fucking me pulled out in a single steady draw, and his finish followed almost immediately, warmth sliding down toward the crease of my thigh. He cupped his palm low on my back for a half-second - a grounding touch, not a goodbye - and stepped off the platform.

I let my weight come down to my elbows slowly, cheek against the pad.

Jade was at the edge of the platform, crouched.

"Breathe a full one."

I breathed.

"Another."

Another.

"You're okay."

"Yes."

"You did beautifully."

I nodded against the leather. The word I reached for almost by reflex got stuck - too small, too thin. I let the nod be enough.

She laughed, surprised, small and warm. "Look at you."

She helped me up onto my knees and then down onto my feet. The knees held. The back man's finish had started sliding, cooling at the crease of my knee. She didn't wipe it. She ran one hand once along my spine, a grounding, and nodded toward the back wall.

"Bench. You ready to be looked at?"

"Yes."

"Good girl. Come."

The cross was slow. My legs moved. The wet track kept moving with me. The crimson light on the far wall resolved as I got closer into a piece of furniture I had clocked yesterday and not understood - a padded leather exhibition bench set into the back wall, its geometry built to tip a woman's hips at the right angle for use. Side rails with loose leather cuffs bolted into them.

A small knot of people had drifted toward it. Not crowding - Red Room etiquette apparently as careful as the rest of the island. Four or five guests I didn't know. Two staff monitors. Camille had risen from her couch and moved to a chair along the wall a few paces off, still in the slip and wine of the couch, legs crossed the other way this time. Morgan had left the bar entirely and come to stand at a polite angle from the bench, still nude, her bottle against her bare hip, eyes frank on me.

At the back bar, a figure I had not seen when I came in was on one of the stools now.

Nate.

One elbow on the teak, one foot on the brass rail. The same pale shirt from yesterday, sleeves still rolled. A heavy tumbler of something dark in his hand. He wasn't looking at it. He was looking at me crossing the room with my bare thighs marked from the platform. His knuckles were white around the glass.

I did not slow. I did not speed up. My eyes held his for one long beat across the length of the room, and I made myself turn to Jade and the bench.

"Face down, hips to the pad. I'll do the cuffs."

I bent forward.

The padded ledge met my hips at the right height. My feet stayed flat on the stone. My upper body folded along a second shelf that caught my shoulders. Jade settled the cuffs at my wrists one at a time.

"Palm flat stops them."

"Palm flat stops them."

"Good."

She stepped out of my line of sight and let me face the room.

I was on display. There was no other word for it. From my position I could see the whole Red Room from waist level - the couch, the nearer platform, the bar. Camille was watching with her glass still on her knee. Morgan had lifted her water. Nate had not moved.

A man walked up behind me.

I caught the shadow of him on the stone - thin, slightly stooped, middle-aged. Older than most of the men I'd been with this week. His hand settled at the hollow of my lower back with a deft professional warmth that said he had done this many times in his life, maybe at many resorts, and had developed the steady efficient touch of a man with ordinary tastes and unhurried hands. He smelled faintly of sandalwood soap. A wedding band caught the crimson on his left hand.

He didn't speak. A quick drizzle of lube, a two-finger check that I took easily, and the broad slick heat of him was at my rim before I'd finished exhaling. One unhurried push and he was seated in my ass on a single breath.

I made a low sound.

His rhythm was a metronome - not fast, not slow, a practiced tempo that said he was not performing for anyone in the room. His hand stayed warm and dry just above the curve of my ass. He didn't grip or chase or reach under me. He fucked me with the calm certainty of a man settling into something familiar - no flourish, no rush, just the steady pleasure of getting exactly what he'd come for.

That was the thing, and it hit me around the thirtieth steady stroke: my body did not need spectacle to work. It did not need Day Six's monster at the Wall or yesterday's qualifier's terrifying size. A methodical stranger with a wedding band on his finger could build me to a crest with nothing but a clean rhythm and the fact that he was inside me at all. My clit, unattended, was throbbing against the leather where my hips rode. My inner walls were squeezing him on every upstroke whether I meant them to or not. The exhibition was doing the work his thrust wasn't - the faces at the edge of my field of vision, Morgan's bottle lowered against her hip, Camille's unmoved stare - the knowledge that a room full of people was watching this ordinary middle-aged stranger take my ass on a bench with my name on a ledger. I was climbing on the audience as much as the cock.

The crest hit me fast and clean. A sharp bright mid-range orgasm that pulled a cry out of my throat and clenched me around him hard enough that his hand flexed once at my spine. My stomach trembled against the leather. My wrists flexed inside the cuffs.

I lifted my eyes.

Nate was still at the bar.

His hand hadn't moved; his whole posture hadn't. But this time his jaw flexed once - a small involuntary swallow - and the locked steadiness of his face broke into something open. Wrecked. Not the easy owner of Monday's pool deck. Not the careful almost-touch of the lobby yesterday. A look that said he had spent a week negotiating with himself about a specific line and the line had just been crossed and he did not know where the new one was going to be.

My body answered.

A second wave rolled up on the first - sharper, narrower, not from his cock at all; from his stare. My ass clenched around the steady stranger inside me so hard that he stuttered for one stroke before resuming, and the fresh spasm shot through my clit and my throat and broke a second cry - higher, rawer - that echoed off the low ceiling. Nate's jaw moved again, like he'd swallowed something he hadn't wanted to swallow. He did not look away.

The polite man behind me did not notice. He was already close; the squeeze had pushed him there. He finished about a dozen strokes later with a low exhale through his teeth, hips pressed flush against my ass, letting me feel every beat of his release. Then he pulled out with the same efficient motion he'd come in on, adjusted his shorts, and walked away without a word. No touch at parting. It suited him.

A thin cooling slick of him followed out of me and ran down past my knee.

I was not given a minute.

The second set of footsteps was already there.

This one was younger. He stopped behind me with the slightly impatient settle of a man who'd been in the queue too long. Broader, taller - a college body, thick through the upper arms, a light smattering of dark hair along his chest that I caught in peripheral. He bent low over me first. I felt his breath at the back of my neck, warm. A voice at my ear, rough, near a whisper.

"You sounded so pretty on the first one. Let's see if I can do better."

A hot twist went through my stomach. I heard myself make a small sound that wasn't a word.

He didn't bother with the courtesy drizzle. His hands found my hips first - both of them, palms hot, grip firm enough to press into yesterday's bruise - and he dug his thumbs into the crests of my hip bones and made an approving mmm at the back of his throat. Then he was lined up and pushing in. The first man's finish was still warm inside me; he slid into the leftover of it and used it as the lubrication the Red Room apparently expected its participants to share. My back arched around the blunter heavier head of him. Shorter than the qualifier yesterday. Thicker. A different geometry - broad at the base, stretching my rim on a new axis. I heard myself make another noise that had no category.

He gripped. He pounded.

The pace was a different world from the methodical polite one. Hard fast rhythm from the first stroke - short, deep, brutal thrusts that shoved the bench forward under my hips half an inch each time. One hand left my hip, slid under my belly, found my clit.

I screamed.

A raw open sound out of my throat, and somewhere off to my right Morgan's low oh answered, the interested murmur of a competitor watching a fast split time.

I locked my eyes on Nate's.

He was still at the bar. The pulse was visible at the side of his throat now, fast, too fast for a man standing still, and his lips had parted just enough that I could see the breath moving between them. The whiskey caught the red light untouched.

The younger man's fingers worked my clit in a rough urgent circle. His cock drove my ass on the same rhythm. The dual sensation stacked into a second climb on top of the first, on top of the stare-lock wave from a minute ago - a sharper, narrower, higher-pitched climb, a body asked to produce a third time with nothing left in the tank. My clit was hypersensitive from the platform and the first bench man and twelve days of escalation and every circle he drew on it collided with the depth behind.

I held Nate's eyes.

The young one drove into me three more times, then twice more, then sheathed himself to the hilt and broke on a hoarse guttural shout.

The first pulse of him against my rim was the thing that tipped me over.

His release - hot, deep, a low controlled groan the college-sized body beside me had to work for - pushed me off the edge of a ledge I had been standing on for a minute. I came on the feel of him emptying into me, eyes still on Nate, and the clench of my body around the new cock pulled a shudder out of him that he turned into another groan, and the spasm of that ran back through me and rolled the orgasm through a second sharper crest that broke a sob out of my throat.

I was still looking at Nate.

His jaw moved. His shoulders dropped half an inch - the only tell of a man letting a breath out. He set the tumbler down on the teak bar very carefully, as if he didn't trust his hand to hold it any longer, and still he did not break our eye contact.

Then he turned, deliberate, every motion tightly controlled, and walked out of the Red Room.

I heard the staircase door open at the back of the space. I heard it close.

He was gone.

The young man behind me had not noticed any of it. He was still seated, breathing heavy, his forehead briefly against the low curve of my back in the wrung-out way a man leans for a second before he pulls out. His fingers eased off my clit. He smoothed his palm once, slow, up the line of my spine - a thank-you - and drew out carefully. His finish followed him in a second thicker warm rush that crossed the first man's and ran down onto the stone between my feet.

Jade stepped forward.

Her palm settled at my wrist, loose inside the cuff, and unbuckled it. Then the other. Her hand went to the base of my neck. I felt her knees against the side of the bench as she lowered herself beside me.

"Down."

I let her catch me.

I slid out from the bench and down its side and onto the stone floor. Jade was already there - she'd gotten down before I had - and she let my weight settle against her shoulder. Her bare arm against my bare arm. My cheek against the soft matte silk at her collarbone. I was trembling. Not cold. The deep full-body tremor of a body that had been worked and then worked again.

"Breathe."

I breathed.

"There you go. Better." She tucked her arm around my shoulders and pulled me in. She didn't wipe me - she let me sit in the evidence of the last hour, drying on my chin and my thighs and the inside of one knee.

After a moment she turned her head slightly toward me.

"How are you?"

I laughed. A wet, small, incredulous laugh.

"I understand why you stay."

She smiled - real, the friend-smile, not the coach-smile.

"Yeah. You do."

Camille was the first to cross toward us.

She still wore the black slip, the wine glass now empty in her fingers. She stopped a polite middle distance away and looked down at me with her cool dark eyes.

"Nouveau Rouge." French-accented, low. "You're fast."

"Thanks."

"I watched you come on the bench."

"I noticed."

A small twitch at one corner of her mouth. Not a smile. "The second one was sloppy. He does not deserve how you sounded."

"Probably not."

Her gaze dropped, unhurried, to the Red at my wrist.

"See you next Sunday," she said. "Black Band Day. Rest well between now and then."

She stepped past.

Morgan came next. She had thrown on a short open robe, her heavy breasts swinging easily. Her grin this time was unambiguous - teeth and all, the look of a woman deciding a new opponent is going to be fun.

"She's right about resting." Morgan tipped her water bottle in a small salute. "Eight days. It's a long one."

"Eight days."

"Do you know what that means? I took seventeen on my first Black Band Day. Didn't win. Don't peak early, new girl."

"Noted."

"Welcome to the Red Room, by the way. Pretty debut."

She walked off.

Jade's shoulder under my cheek had tightened during Morgan's little speech. I could feel the shift in her muscle.

"Jade."

"Mm."

"She's not kidding."

"She's not kidding." Her voice was low. "Fifty grand and a night in Nate's penthouse. Morgan's wanted it for two cycles. But don't do the maths yet. Your body needs forty-eight hours clean before it trains again. That's non-negotiable. Today is zero. Nothing tomorrow, nothing Monday. Tuesday we ramp. I'll build it for you. You don't freelance. Are we clear?"

"Clear."

"Good girl." She pressed her forehead to my temple. "Come on. Let's get you upstairs. I'm done sharing you with this room."

She helped me up. One knee buckled on the first try and she caught me at the elbow; the second try held. A glass of cold water had been set on the padded ledge of the bench - I hadn't seen anyone set it - and Jade handed it to me. I drank the whole glass. She held the silk robe up for me, I stepped into it, and she tied the belt for me at my hip like a sash.

As she led me toward the stairs I looked once, a half-second, at the door Nate had walked through fifteen minutes ago.

It was closed.

The air in front of it was still moving.

The climb back up the staircase was harder than it had any business being. Jade's arm stayed around my waist the whole way. At the halfway landing she stopped me for a breath. At the top she paused me again before pushing the wooden door open.

The lobby was quiet. The amber lamps were warm after the Red Room's crimson. A single staff member at the side console gave us a discreet nod.

Nate was not in the lobby. I noticed it in the same breath I noticed I had expected him to be.

Jade walked me out through the main doors into late sunset. The path back to the villa was warm and gold under my bare feet. My wrist, outside Jade's arm, caught the last horizontal sun, and the Red on it burned the same colour as the light coming off the water.

Tessa was on the terrace when we came up the path. She had moved from reading into waiting a while ago - the paperback was face-down and closed on the table, the condensation on the iced tea long since beaded into a small pool. She was on her feet before we'd reached the step.

"Oh, Sienna."

"Yeah."

"Look at you."

I let that sit. I met her eyes and held them and let the look on my face do what it was going to do.

"Jade," she said, quieter.

"She's yours." Jade let me go gently into Tessa's hands. "Bath. Food. Sleep. No stations tomorrow or Monday - whatever the two of you get up to at the villa is your own business. I'll check on her Monday, and we start Tuesday."

"Yes ma'am."

"Tessa."

"Yes ma'am."

Jade smiled, brief and tired, squeezed my shoulder once, and stepped back down the path without looking back.

Tessa got my weight under her arm and steered me through the French doors. She didn't make me walk on my own. She ran the tub twice as deep as this morning and added something from the small amber bottle she'd been hoarding, and she peeled the silk robe off me with the practical air of a woman who had already rehearsed this.

The water was hotter than I had asked for. I slid into it anyway. She sat on the tile ledge in her linen shorts and soaked a cloth and started at my shoulders.

"How bad is the bruise."

"Mild. Nothing."

"Good."

"Tessa."

"Mm."

"I want the penthouse."

She paused with the cloth halfway to my collarbone. Her brown eyes came up to mine and searched my face for the thing I wasn't saying and found it and nodded once.

"Okay."

"Not just the money."

"No." She set the cloth down against the tile. "You want what comes with winning."

"Not just him."

"No. But him too."

"Both of it."

"Yeah." She tucked a piece of wet hair behind my ear. "You've stopped separating them. I saw that the night you came back from the Stalls."

I let my head tip back against the tub. She reached into the amber bottle for a dose and rubbed it between her palms until it went from oil to soft foam, and then she bent over the edge and started to wash my hair.

"Eight days," she said, thumbs working along my scalp.

"Eight days."

"You'll have to train for it."

"Jade said Tuesday."

"Jade's right."

Somewhere through the open terrace doors a soft evening wind had started; the palms out there were whispering at each other the way they had been whispering since the seaplane.

"Sienna."

"Mm."

"He was there, wasn't he."

"Yes."

"All the way through?"

"Not the opener. He came in for the bench. He walked out when the second one finished."

She didn't speak for a long moment. Her thumbs kept working my scalp.

"Did he look at you?"

"Yes."

"The whole time?"

"Yes."

"And you looked at him."

"Yes."

She was quiet for a long second. Then she laid her forearm along the rim of the tub, chin on her wrist, and looked at me with the brown steady eyes I'd known since college.

"Eight days."

I turned my wrist up in the water. The Red on the band caught the overhead light through the surface and held.

"Eight days," I said, "to the penthouse."


⚜




Chapter 6: The stakes

⚜

On Sunday, I woke into weather.

The light through the shutters had gone the pearl-grey of the kind of morning the tropics produce once a week - low cloud, high humidity, the faint copper smell of a storm that hadn't arrived yet. The palms outside were moving the way they moved before something serious. I shifted once under the sheet and took inventory.

The ache from yesterday had settled into bruise-country. The right hip where the younger man at the bench had driven his thumbs was tender the first time I rolled onto it; the skin of my back carried a dull warmth in a line along the spine where the ledge had pressed; low down, inside me, a private deep soreness that was not pain so much as presence.

I held my wrist up.

Red still. I'd half-expected to wake and find it had been a dream. It caught the grey light and flashed dark against my skin. Two weeks on the island. Green to Blue to Red in twelve days.

Sunday. End of Week Two.

I got up slowly. My knees held. In the bathroom mirror I took stock of a woman who had been to the Red Room - the old yellowing fingerprints on my left hip from Day Six fading green at the edges now, the fresh thumb-shaped tenderness on my right hip from yesterday's bench, faint bruising low on the inside of one thigh, the redness around my wrist where the bench cuff had sat, my lower lip looking a little swollen. I pulled on one of Tessa's oversized cotton shirts and went out to the terrace barefoot.

"Morning."

"Morning."

She'd put coffee on the low table, half a pineapple sliced thin, a plate of warm flatbread. A thin warm wind was moving off the water and bringing with it the first hint of rain. Out past the lawn the horizon was the pale iron grey of storm weather - a promise rather than a threat.

She looked me over in her brief way. "You made it out here."

"I made it out here."

"That's better than I had you for."

I sat down slowly. The cushion met my lower back and a small quiet ache rolled through me; I breathed around it and reached for the coffee.

"Storm's coming," she said.

"Mm."

"Mateo said end of the week. Turns out end of the week is today."

The speakers along the path made their discreet ping. A recorded voice told guests that all outdoor stations were closed through the afternoon for weather, that the interior lounges and the Red Room were fully staffed, and thanked us for understanding.

"Fully staffed," Tessa said.

"Mm."

"If you were going downstairs today I was going to tie you to this chair."

"I am not going downstairs today."

"Good."

The first fat raindrop landed on the flagstone - a single sharp sound, a perfect dark coin of water - and then a second, and a third, and by the time Tessa had leaned forward and gathered the plates onto the tray the sky had opened. Rain on the tropics doesn't fall; it arrives. The sound under the terrace roof went from soft to dense in the span of ten seconds, the palms out past the railing thrashing silver and dark in a wind that had suddenly become weather.

Tessa stood. "Inside. Come on."

She held her hand out. I took it.

The villa in rain was a different room than the villa in sun - cooler, darker, the teak gone the colour of wet sand. Tessa led me back to the bedroom.

"Bath. Long one. Then bed. Then we see how you feel."

She ran it deep, added a dose from her amber bottle, and when she had me in the water she perched on the tile edge with her linen shorts rolled up and did my hair for me - shampoo, conditioner soaked through and combed out with her hands, the rain a steady heavy roar outside. She moved to my shoulders with a warm cloth. Afterward she knelt on the bath mat and worked arnica into the bruises one by one in careful small circles - hip, the two shadows on my inner thigh, the faint one on my shoulder I hadn't even noticed. She wound my hair into a towel turban and tied it off.

"Bed."

"Bed."

The bedroom was cooled by the storm, the shutters turning it into a warm blue box. The fan was off. The towel turban came off and the damp rope of my hair fell onto the pillow; I pulled a loose sheet up to my hip. Tessa dropped the linen robe at the doorway, crossed in her shorts and nothing else, and slid in beside me.

She did not reach for me at first. She lay on her side, propped on one elbow, and looked at me with her steady brown eyes.

"You carry yourself differently."

"Yeah."

"Not bad. Just - different."

"I've felt it too."

"Does it feel right?"

"More than it used to."

"More."

"Yeah."

Her hand came to my cheek. She traced the line of my jaw with her thumb, unhurried, the way she'd been touching me at the edges for a week and a half now.

"I'm not going to do anything you don't want today," she said quietly.

"I know."

"I just want to be careful with you."

"Be careful with me."

Her thumb brushed the corner of my mouth. Her hand slid down the side of my neck, a slow warm drag, and came to rest flat against my collarbone. Her fingertips were cool from the bath. My skin was warm under them.

She leaned in.

She kissed me the way she had the first time, on the villa deck our first week - slow, closed-mouth, a question rather than a demand. Her mouth was soft; she tasted of mint. The kiss lingered. When she drew back a fraction to check my face I lifted my hand to the nape of her neck and held her there and kissed her again.

This time I opened. Her lower lip caught between both of mine; my tongue grazed hers in a slow slide that was more greeting than invitation. She made a low warm sound and pressed closer. Her knee slid up the sheet between mine. Her bare stomach met the edge of the sheet at my hip.

We kissed for a long time. The rain kept going. We were not racing. We were not building. She kissed me like she knew exactly what my body needed after yesterday.

Her hand slid from my collarbone down over one breast. She cupped it, palm flat, nipple stiffening under the centre. She did not pinch or pull. She just held - the pad of her thumb running a single circle around me before she moved on. Down over my ribs, careful at the bruise, along the curve of my waist, and settled at my hip.

She paused there.

"Is this okay."

"Yes."

"Tell me if anything hurts."

"I will."

Her fingers moved the last inch.

Two fingers rested lightly along the outer line of my cleft - a steady warm presence, while she kept kissing me. Then the flat of her fingers slid up the length of me in a single lingering drag that parted me gently and caught the wet that had risen without my noticing and set her thumb, softly, against my clit.

I made a small sound into her mouth.

She smiled against my lips. She did not move her thumb yet. She just let it sit - a small constant weight at the place where every nerve I owned reported to - while her other hand drew unhurried passes at the small of my back, anchoring.

Then she moved.

One measured circle at my clit, the lightest pressure - not a stroke, a gathering of attention at a single point. On the third turn she dipped her middle finger lower and slid it up into me, shallow, just to the second knuckle - I was wet enough that she slid in without friction - and she held there for a moment and let me feel her inside me while her thumb kept its patient round at the top.

I moaned quietly into her collarbone.

The build deepened rather than climbed. Every circle of her thumb added a layer of warmth; every curl of her finger inside me set off a quiet pulse. I pressed my forehead into the hollow of her shoulder. My thighs fell open a little more. Her palm between my shoulder blades kept its steady anchoring rhythm.

"That's it," she murmured. "Shh. Just let it come."

It came.

Not a break. Not a peak. Heat spread through my hips in quiet waves and crested in a rolling clench and then washed back out - the kind of orgasm I'd only ever given myself, private, bone-deep, less like a sharp climax and more like water filling me from the floor up. My inner walls pulsed lightly around her finger in rhythms I could measure. My clit throbbed against her thumb in a dozen soft beats that didn't sharpen, only softened.

She let me finish on her own timing. She held her finger inside me through the last of the pulses; she kept her thumb until the throb had slowed to nothing; she kissed the crown of my head twice, the way a mother kisses a child asleep, and only then did her hand slide away.

I sat up on one elbow. I kissed the top of her head. Then I turned her onto her back, slowly, and kissed her mouth again - the same slow closed-lipped kiss she had started this with. Her hands went to my hair. She let me.

I had spent two weeks learning her body. I knew the ridge at the inside of her hipbone she never touched herself because she said it tickled when she did. I knew that her small B-cup breasts preferred warmth over pressure, that the sides of her ribs were responsive in a way she hadn't clocked until I'd learned it first, that her mouth liked to be bitten at the corner before the rest of her would let itself open.

I took my time.

I worked down from her jaw with my lips - no teeth yet, just warmth - to the hollow at the base of her throat, to the small gold chain I hadn't noticed before this morning, to the soft crease above each breast. I kissed each of her nipples once, slow, with the flat of my tongue. She sighed. I moved lower. Ribs. The small scar under her bottom rib I'd memorised a week ago. The soft give of her stomach. The place at her hipbone.

I bit her, there.

She gasped, short and bright, and her hand tightened in my hair. "Oh. Oh, Sienna."

"I know."

"I know you know."

I smiled against her skin.

Linen shorts came off in one easy pull - she had not, I noted, bothered with anything under them - and I settled between her thighs, resting my cheek against her inner thigh for a second before I did anything else. A kiss to the soft skin there. Another, higher. A third.

Then I brought my mouth to her.

She was already wet. The first slow pass of my tongue up the length of her came away warm and slick and pulled a sharp involuntary inhale out of her. I worked her slowly. Long soft flat strokes; then, when her hips began to lift, a focused slow circle at her clit; then two fingers sliding easily into her and curling, because I knew the spot.

She came quieter than she usually did.

Maybe it was the storm. Maybe it was that I had come first and she had decided to meet me at the same register. Her orgasm arrived in a small deep quiet clench - her inner walls squeezing down around my fingers, her stomach trembling under my free palm, her mouth pressed hard against the flesh of my shoulder where she had reached down to bring me back up the bed to kiss me at the last second. She came with her mouth against me. A small warm pressure of teeth and tongue at my collarbone, not biting, just anchored there, and the long slow pulse of her finishing around my hand while she breathed in a single ragged wave into my skin.

I stayed inside her through the end of it.

She pressed her forehead to my chest and laughed once, wet and small. "God."

"Yeah."

"Thank you."

"Don't."

"No."

I slid my hand out of her slowly and rolled onto my back and let her settle against my side with her damp hair under my chin.

The downpour stitched the whole room shut. It was the only sound in the villa.

"Hey."

"Mm."

"I'm happy at Blue."

"I know."

"I just wanted to say it."

"You don't have to explain."

Her fingertip rose and traced the band on my wrist where it lay on her shoulder.

"Red looks good on you."

"It looks right on me."

"Yeah."

I fell asleep with her there, the rain in my ears, my wrist on her shoulder, the ache from yesterday rearranging itself into something softer under her weight.

When I woke the rain had stopped.

The villa was quieter than quiet - that after-storm stillness that falls on the tropics when the wind has spent itself. Tessa was no longer beside me. The spot she had left was warm. The light in the room had gone gold - low slanted gold of a late afternoon handed back by the clouds.

I found her on the terrace at the railing in cotton shorts and a fresh tank, hair damp, elbows on the wet wood.

"You slept."

"I slept."

"Good." She turned. "Dinner at the main restaurant tonight. Full resort. Announcement."

I turned my head. "Announcement."

"Black Band Day."

The word landed cleanly. My pulse picked up in a narrower place than it had a week ago - the same place I'd felt it when the woman had clicked the Red onto my wrist. Business.

"When."

"Seven. Nate's hosting. I got word through Jade - Red band holders dress up. You're expected."

"Silk slip."

"I already picked one out for you."

"Of course you did."

She turned and cupped my face, palms warm, a brief steady squeeze. "Eat. Hydrate. Put that dress on. Let's go see what he's going to say about it."

By the time we walked up from the villa at a quarter to seven the stone was warm again under my feet, the overhead lamps were lit a soft amber, the long low dining tables had been set the length of the open-air deck. Every guest at the resort appeared to be in attendance. Every active band-holder was there too - the Greens at one informal end, the Blues scattered through, the Reds pulled toward the front of the room without any fuss, the way water finds a bowl.

I was in a cream silk slip that reached the middle of my thigh, the fabric pale enough that the Red on my wrist stood out from across the room. Thin straps. No bra. Nothing under. Tessa had coordinated in a deeper navy that picked up her tan.

I did not have to look for the others.

Camille was at the head of the front tables in black - a slim black silk dress, her porcelain collarbones catching the amber light, wine already in hand. Her cool dark eyes swept up when I walked in and landed on me briefly and returned to her glass. Morgan was closer, in gold - a short halter that barely contained her, hair loose over tanned shoulders. She grinned and lifted her glass an inch in a silent toast.

Two other Reds I knew by sight but not by name were at the same table. One sandy-haired and tall, around thirty, in a slip the same cream as mine; she gave me a small quick smile and a nod. The other shorter and curvier, in a wine-coloured wrap dress, her red hair up in a chignon, a gold cross at her neck; she looked me over once with the detached assessment of someone used to seeing new names on leaderboards and gave me the tiniest inclination of her chin.

The sixth I hadn't met - the only one older than Jade, someone Jade had mentioned as Priya, black hair pinned low, in green sari-silk, already with a husband-looking companion at her elbow. The calm settled presence of a woman on her third Black Band Day. She nodded at me without expression.

Six of us.

I counted twice. Me. Camille. Morgan. Sandy. Wine-red. Priya. Jade was at the back with the staff - not competing this month, she'd told me at some point during the week, a cycle off - but her eyes kept finding me.

The room settled into its low pre-announcement hum. Waiters moved along the tables with champagne flutes. The amber lamps caught every Red band and every white shirt and the smooth backs of the bare-shouldered dresses at my end of the terrace.

Then Nate stepped up onto the top step.

And the hum stopped.

He was in dark linen trousers and a white linen shirt, sleeves rolled, top button undone, no jacket. Clean-shaven. Hair damp-combed back. He looked exactly like the man who had walked into this resort's foyer a thousand times to run a thousand dinners, and he looked, if you were close enough, like a man carrying something heavier than his usual weight.

He did not start with a joke.

"Thank you for coming. I appreciate you gathering at short notice. I know the storm put a dent in the afternoon. I promise you the kitchen hasn't missed a beat, and we'll be eating inside of fifteen minutes."

A small polite laugh rolled through.

"Tonight marks the end of Week Two of the cycle. Some of you have been here since the start. Some of you arrived this week. All of you by now have chosen your own version of the island's rhythm. Tonight is the only official announcement of Week Two, and the one our veterans know is coming. Once each cycle, we run what we call Black Band Day."

A low murmur - veterans nodding, newer guests leaning forward.

"For our first-timers: Black Band Day is a one-day event. Sunrise to midnight. All active guest Red band holders on the island at dawn are eligible - staff mentors on the Red sit out. Monitors log every encounter. Scoring is standard - oral at a half, vaginal at one, anal at one and a half, DP or group scenes at two points per partner." A brief pause. "The winner receives the Black band for the remainder of the month. A prize of fifty thousand US dollars. A night in the owner's residence. And a complimentary stay through the rest of the current season."

Under the silk of my slip my thighs pressed together at the word monitors. Logged. My body registered the announcement the way it had registered every new station it had learned to enter - as a measurement it was going to submit to and then exceed. A small warm pulse rolled through me in the second before the applause started, and my own palm at the stem of my flute registered the tight humming alive feel of my own pulse in my fingertips.

"Black Band Day will be held next Sunday. Seven days from tonight."

Polite applause.

"Our current Black Band field is six. I'll name them. Lift your glasses when I do."

He lifted a small index card.

"Camille Duval."

She raised her wine with the measured calm with which she did everything. Applause.

"Morgan Hale."

Morgan raised hers high and grinned wide enough that two men at a near table laughed out loud.

"Priya Iyer."

Priya raised hers with the small practised economy of a veteran on her third go. Her companion smiled at her with visible pride.

"Isabel Ortiz."

Sandy-haired. A clean professional smile.

"Kate Tannenbaum."

Wine-red. A quick cool acknowledgment, glass up an inch, down again.

"And Sienna Cole."

His eyes found mine.

He held them for a breath longer than he had held anyone else's. The note in his voice was not quite steady - not a break, just the small hair-line crack of a man adjusting around a particular name. I lifted my flute. My wrist took the amber light and threw the colour of my band back at the room.

The applause for my name went a quarter-beat longer than the others'. I felt it - a small tightening of attention - and I held my face steady and lowered the glass without drinking.

Nate let the moment breathe.

"To the six of you," he said, quieter. "To your week ahead. May it be everything you want it to be."

He tipped his glass.

The room tipped theirs.

He stepped down and did not look at me again as he moved along the tables, greeting, thanking, the owner-of-the-island reassembling around him with each guest he passed. Camille raised her glass a small half-inch in my direction across the terrace. Morgan gave me a two-fingered gun gesture over her shoulder, grinning. Priya nodded a single time, slow, a veteran's polite salute. Isabel smiled quickly and looked away. Kate tipped hers briefly and did not smile.

I raised mine back, generally, at the room.

Seven days.

Dinner was long. I ate what Tessa put on my plate. I drank what she kept refilling. Morgan drifted over at one point, leaned one hand on the back of my chair, bent to say low and warm, "You looked good on the bench yesterday."

"Thanks."

"Don't get too confident about it."

"Noted."

She laughed. She moved on.

Camille did not approach.

Halfway through the main course I looked up and Nate was at the far table, bent slightly to listen to something Priya was saying. The angle of his cheek was toward me. I saw him register that I was looking a half-second before he turned back to her. He did not look over. He gave me nothing.

I got up, eventually.

I did not go to the restroom. I slipped along the quieter side of the terrace, out past the row of pillar-planters, to the small angled section of the railing at the eastern end - the unlit one, the one that overlooked the dark slow slap of the sea against the lower rocks. The noise of dinner softened behind me. The breeze was cool and salt-heavy. A flicker of lightning at the far horizon lit the cloud-wall for a second.

I put both hands on the wood of the railing and exhaled.

Behind me, on the stone, a footstep.

I didn't turn. I already knew.

Nate stopped beside me.

He stopped just short of the railing, leaving a deliberate strip of space between us, close enough that I could feel the heat of him along my bare arm without needing to look. He just stood - hands loose at his sides, the shirt white against the indigo beyond us.

Neither of us spoke for a long moment.

The ocean slapped the rocks below. Behind us dinner rolled on at a lower register. The breeze lifted the hem of my slip against the backs of my thighs and I felt the cool of it and did not reach to hold it down.

"You'll win it," he said. Quiet. Conversational.

I turned my head toward him. His profile was dark against the lamps - jaw, mouth, the straight line of his nose, one loose lock of hair fallen forward at his temple. He was not looking at me. He was looking at the water.

"Are you hoping I will?"

He did not answer immediately.

Another wave below. The far lightning came again - a pale silent white-out that lit the underside of the distant cloud-bank for a second and was gone.

Then his hand came up.

Not hesitating this time. Not reaching and stopping an inch short the way it had in the lobby on Friday. His hand crossed the space between us in a slow deliberate arc and settled, not around my throat but at the base of it - the side of his thumb coming to rest along the hollow above my collarbone, the pads of his other fingers finding the thin strap of my slip, the whole of his palm radiating its warm slow heat across the underside of my jaw.

I inhaled sharply. He felt my pulse jump under his thumb. His own breathing audibly changed.

He did not move his hand.

"You asked me a question," he said. His voice had gone rougher, quieter. "Let me try again."

"Try."

"Do I want you to win the Black band." A small hard breath. "I am not supposed to answer that."

"Then don't."

"I'm going to."

His hand shifted, the touch turning from restraint into claim - a half-inch up my throat and back, the lightest grain of his skin against the skin over my pulse. My whole body went still.

"I'm not supposed to do this either," he said.

"You can still stop."

"I know."

His hand did not leave.

He let out a long quiet exhale.

"I spent two weeks watching this place have you," he said. "I did not stop any of it. I could have. It would have taken one word - for you, it would have taken one word - and I didn't. I told myself it was because the rules mattered. I told myself it was because your brother matters. I told myself a lot of things."

"What changed."

"Nothing changed. I just stopped lying about it."

His hand rose along the line of my jaw, deliberate this time, and the rough pad of his finger paused at the soft corner of my mouth. I parted my lips a fraction without meaning to. His breath was close enough that I could feel it on my forehead.

"You want me to win," I said.

It was not a question.

He looked at me for a long moment. His green eyes in the indigo light had gone black at the centre. A muscle moved in his cheek once - not the tight controlled tell of Wednesday, not the wrecked jaw of Saturday at the bar, but something that looked almost like a swallow. His thumb pressed once, firm, against my lower lip, and I felt every ridge of his skin and every fraction of his heat.

"Yes."

The word was rough enough that I felt it in my hips before I heard it. A wet pulse answered at the top of my thighs. My breath went out audibly and did not come back in for two beats.

I held his gaze and did not move.

"I want you," he said, quieter, "to walk into this restaurant next Sunday wearing black. I want you to have worked for it. I want the numbers on the ledger to say it so clearly no one can argue - not Camille, not Morgan, not you, not me. I want it to be incontestable."

"Why."

"Because the rules matter."

"And after that?"

The contact sharpened for one last beat against my lip and then he breathed out and took his hand away.

He stepped back a half-pace. The warmth of him moved with him and my throat was suddenly cold under the spot his palm had been, the loss of his heat a small clean ache. He ran the same hand through his hair and exhaled at the ceiling of indigo sky like a man putting something back in a box.

"And after that," he said, very quietly, "a night upstairs. And then whatever we decide."

My throat was still warm where he had been.

"Just the one."

A small crack at the corner of his mouth - a ghost of the old smile, too fragile to call anything more. "That's what the prize says."

"And then."

"And after that, we decide what happens next."

I looked at him. His eyes did not leave mine.

"You should get some rest," he said.

The line was almost the same one he had used in the lobby on Thursday. Almost. The tone was different. This one wasn't an exit. This one was a man handing me a week.

"Next Sunday," I said.

"Next Sunday."

He straightened his cuffs - the small unconscious gesture of a man resetting his uniform over the body underneath it - and turned and walked back toward the lights of the terrace without looking over his shoulder.

I stayed at the railing.

I lifted my own hand to the place his had been.

My skin was warm where his hand had been. My lower lip tingled where his touch had rested. My pulse was audible under my fingertips.

I breathed out. A long one. The kind of breath that lets something settle inside you after it has refused to settle for a while.

Then I turned and went back to the table.

Tessa looked up. She did not ask anything. She did not search my face. She took one look, slid my chair out without being asked, and handed me the full glass of water she had been holding for me since I'd left.

I drank it down. She refilled it. I drank that down too.

"Home?"

"Home."

She took my hand. We walked off the terrace without saying goodbye - Isabel gave a quick wave, Priya a small nod, Camille lifted her glass a final half-inch, Morgan laughed at something a man was saying and did not see us leave - and out into the dark path back to the villa. The torches lit our way. The storm-washed gardens smelled like wet stone and night-blooming jasmine. At the turn in the path I looked up over my shoulder once and could see Nate at the far end of the terrace shaking a guest's hand, in the light, the angle of his cheek toward a thousand other things. He did not look back.

Tessa put me to bed.

She didn't ask. She didn't really speak - she took me in, peeled the silk off over my head, eased a loose T-shirt down in its place. She pulled the sheet back and I climbed in. She kissed my temple. She crossed to her own bed and was inside of two minutes on the slow even cadence of her usual sleep.

The fan turned. The villa was cool and still.

I lay on my back and watched the ceiling. I could not sleep.

After a while I got up.

I padded through the French doors and out onto the terrace. The stone was cool. The storm had left a skim of water in the corners. The palms were still. The sea past them lay flat and indigo and soft, and the moon - I hadn't noticed it at dinner through the amber lights - was up and full, a clean cold disc at the eastern edge of the sky.

I sat on the lounger Tessa had favoured this morning. The bare frame was cool against the backs of my thighs through the T-shirt. I drew my knees up and watched the water for a while.

In the moonlight the band looked darker, steadier. Mine.

I thought about Camille's measured wine-sip. About Morgan's warning to my face instead of behind my back, which was at least an honesty I respected. About Priya's quiet veteran's salute and Isabel's shy smile and Kate's careful distance and the knowledge that any of them, or all of them, or none of them, might beat me.

Then I thought about a glass-walled penthouse I had never been inside.

I had never been in it. I had never, in eleven years of knowing what Nate Calloway looked like, been inside any room of his. At sixteen I'd run from the pool at Danny's birthday party after one glance at what he had. Two weeks ago, on arrival at this island, he'd given me the real rule at the dock with his green eyes flat and amused: come back when you're worth a second look. The rule had held for two weeks into my return as an adult with a debt to pay and a body that had turned out to be very good at paying it.

The rule had been two things: a fence between us, and a promise.

Tonight on the east end of the dinner terrace, the fence had cracked in two places. His palm on my throat was one. The word yes was the other.

I rested my forehead on my knees for a moment.

My body was waking up. Not the bright crude way it had on the pool deck in Week One. The slower deeper way it had learned to wake this week - behind the navel first, then low in the pelvis, then outward. I had come once today, with Tessa, slow and quiet beneath a storm. I was not looking for a crest. I was looking for the confirmation of the thing he had said.

I slid my hand under the hem of the T-shirt and let it rest flat against my own stomach.

I was warm there. I was warm everywhere. I moved my hand lower.

I was slick. I had been slick since the word yes, I realised, and had only pretended otherwise for the duration of dinner. My fingers found the wet easily. My thumb came to my clit and I pressed, once, firm - the heavier unrefined pressure I used on myself, nothing like Tessa's careful afternoon circle.

I thought of him.

Not in the abstract. I thought of his palm at the hollow of my throat. The warm dry weight of his skin. The pulse in the side of his own neck I had not seen but had felt standing there. The rough register of the single word. The way his thumb had moved along my jaw and not onto my mouth until the last second.

The climb was fast. It took less than a minute. The soft afternoon orgasm had unlocked something in my body that refused to resist; the word yes had opened another gate behind it; a day's worth of anticipation condensed into a straight sharp pull at the heart of me the second I let myself go there. My hand moved more firmly. My other palm pressed flat against my ribs. I came quietly - bit the inside of my lip so the sound wouldn't carry - and the clench of it rolled up through my pelvis in a single clean tight pulse that broke and broke again, aftershock into aftershock, the heat of his palm at my throat the only thing I could see behind my closed eyes.

I sat shaking for a minute.

I let my hand come away and rest against the inside of my knee.

I lifted my wrist.

"Seven days to the Black Band," I said, quietly, to the sea.

My voice was the only sound besides the water.

"Seven days to the penthouse."

I exhaled. My pulse settled. The salt of the air was clean in my lungs. The Red on my wrist was steady and dark and mine.

"Seven days to him."


⚜

Thank You for Reading!

⚜
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