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Chapter 1: Midnight Balance

The office had six hours of life left in it, and I was spending one of them counting the things I could no longer sell.

There was a desk, a chair, a monitor with a diagonal scratch, and a locked steel cabinet that held four years of client files. Everything else had gone in the March liquidation. I sat in the dark with my coat still on because I had turned the heat off in January to save fifty euros a month, and fifty euros a month had been the sort of arithmetic that still felt like control back then. Now the number that mattered was eighteen thousand, and I had until midnight to produce it or watch a bonded creditor put a seal on the cabinet and everything inside it.

I had memorized the contents of that cabinet. Retained archives, the confidentiality bonds that let me practice, the paper trail that separated a consultant from a man who had simply lost. Take the cabinet, and the professional disappeared. Only the robbed man remained.

I checked the time on the phone. 18:04. I checked the balance again, which was a stupid thing to do, because staring improved a balance no more than standing over a pot hurried the boil. Eight hundred and change. I had spent the day making calls to people who liked me, listening to each voice tighten before the apology came. I wrote their names in the dead-options column of my pad. The board had narrowed to one available move I refused to make and a blank space where another move needed to appear.

The phone lit. Graham.

I let it ring twice while I decided what I wanted from the call, then answered on speaker and set it face-up on the desk, because I had learned that trick from him. Keep both hands free. Watch the room while the other man talks.

“Caleb.” His voice arrived smooth and unhurried, the voice he used on frightened boards, the one that made catastrophe sound like a manageable line item. “I’ve been thinking about your Thursday.”

“Have you.”

“Eighteen, right? By tonight.” A pause engineered to sound like sympathy. “I can wire it in the next twenty minutes. Clean, no note, no interest. You’d sleep tonight.”

I did not say anything. Silence is cheaper than words and it makes the other person spend theirs.

“There’s a timeline in the Merrow file,” he went on. “The reconciliation memo. The dates are, let’s say, unhelpful. If those dates moved by about six weeks, and if a certain mirrored copy on your backup drive stopped existing, then a lot of noise goes away for both of us. I do the wire, you do the housekeeping. Two consultants solving a problem.”

There it was, laid on the desk between us as neatly as he laid everything. He had diverted the client money eighteen months ago and structured it so the liability landed on me, and now the only document that proved the sequence was a memo I had timestamped and mirrored out of pure professional habit, back when habit was all I had left. He wanted me to break my own alibi. He wanted to pay me to help him bury the thing that could still bury him.

“Say the amount again,” I said.

“Eighteen thousand.”

“And the timeline moves how many weeks.”

“Six. Caleb, this isn’t a negotiation, it’s a favor with a check attached.”

“I’m recording this,” I said. “Just so we’re both clear about what the favor is.”

A chair leg scraped at Graham’s end. He drew a clipped breath, held it, and when he answered the smooth consultant cadence had gained half a beat between words. “You always did document things you didn’t need to.”

“It’s the one thing you taught me that stuck.” I picked up the phone and took it off speaker, because the next part I wanted to say into his ear. “No. I’m not moving the dates. I’m not deleting the mirror. If you want to expose me, expose me. But you’ll be exposing the person who kept the receipts.”

“You’re going to lose the office tonight,” he said. “Over pride.”

“Probably.” I ended the call.

My hand, I noticed, was steady. That surprised me a little. I had expected the refusal to cost more than it did. But refusing Graham did not produce eighteen thousand euros, and the clock did not care about the quality of my character. I had drawn a line and put myself on the wrong side of solvency to do it, and now I needed the move I had not yet been offered.

I stood, walked the length of the office once, and made myself look at it properly, because a man about to lose a thing should at least have the discipline to see it. Eighteen months ago there had been two desks in here and a whiteboard covered in the diagram of a client’s insolvency, and I had stood at that board and felt the particular clean pleasure of a problem I could solve. People had paid me to walk into their worst week and make it survivable. I had been good at it. I had been good at it right up until the week the worst thing happened to me and I discovered I had built my entire competence out of managing other people’s disasters and none of it out of noticing my own partner emptying accounts under my signature.

I stopped at the cabinet. Behind that lock was the memo, the mirror’s source, the bonds, the four years of proof that I was a professional and not a mark. I put my palm flat against the cold steel in an instinctive farewell, then took my hand back, because I do not say goodbye to things I can still fight for, and there was one fight left.

It arrived at 18:40, in the form of a woman crossing the café three blocks from my office. I assessed her before she reached my table and found no obvious weakness in the offer or the woman carrying it.

I had chosen the café because it was public, well lit, and had two exits, which is how you choose a place to meet someone you have vetted for exactly one afternoon. The message had come that morning through a professional network I still technically belonged to. An academy. A residential program. An enrollment advance paid same-day, a completion payment at twelve weeks, and a phrase I had read four times: full lifestyle transformation. I had assumed a scam. Then I had run the entity through three registries, found a real corporation, real filings, a real bonded escrow account, and a real phone number that a real human answered. I had assumed, then, expensive theater. Rich people paying to watch men be humiliated. I could survive theater. Theater does not change you if you decide in advance that it will not.

The woman who sat down across from me made my idea of cheap theater look embarrassingly naïve.

She was perhaps thirty, her curves deliberately framed by a fitted emerald dress, copper hair pinned in rolls that belonged to an older, glossier decade. Freckles across her nose and the tops of her shoulders. Green eyes moved over me once, top to bottom, with a shopper’s unhurried appraisal of a garment still on the rack. I felt the assessment land somewhere below my professional composure and I chose not to examine where.

“Caleb Rusk,” she said with the certainty of someone checking a matched photograph. She set a slim leather folio on the table and placed her phone beside it, screen up, mirroring my own arrangement. “Dahlia Price. I recruit for Belladonna.”

“You verify for Belladonna,” I said. “Recruiting is what you do after I stop verifying.”

Her mouth curved. “Good. I like the ones who read the contract before they read the mood.” She slid the folio across. “Full sample terms. Not the version you sign, the version you keep, so your lawyer can shout at it tonight before you decide.”

I opened it. It was thorough in a way that scams are never thorough, because scams need you confused and this document wanted me informed. Enrollment advance: eighteen thousand euros, disbursed on signature, mine to clear whatever I needed to clear. Twelve-week residential term. Completion payment on satisfaction of contracted standards, a figure large enough that I read it twice and felt the room tilt. And then the clause I went looking for, because there is always a clause, and a document is only as honest as the exit it gives you.

“Talk to me about withdrawal,” I said.

“You can leave any day,” Dahlia said. “No one holds you. No locked doors, no confiscated passport, none of the things you’re picturing. But the advance was disbursed against completion. Leave before the term, and the advance becomes due immediately.” She let that sit. “That’s the whole trap, and I’m telling you it’s a trap so you can’t say later that no one did. We don’t need to lie to you. Lying would ruin the thing we actually sell.”

“Which is.”

“Transformation you can measure,” she said. “With receipts.”

I studied her while she said it. Recruiters lie with their faces more than their words, and I had spent a career reading the mismatch, the smile that arrives a half-second before the emotion that is supposed to cause it. Hers did not do that. When she said transformation her expression did not brighten to sell it or flatten to warn me off it. She named it with a surgeon’s plain certainty. The procedure existed; my only task was to decide with the facts in front of me. Her plain certainty kept me in the chair more effectively than the folio.

“You’ve done this,” I said. Her command of the room prompted the guess, but the flicker in her eyes confirmed it.

“Twelve weeks, once,” she said. “Years ago. Then I stayed.” She did not elaborate and I did not push, because a person who tells you a thing that costs them is telling you the document is not the only true part of the offer.

I turned pages. Score categories. Tier structure. A limits protocol, green and yellow and red, with a safeword described in plain language and a sentence that stopped me: A safeword halts any activity immediately and carries no advancement penalty. I read it twice. In four years of crisis work I had learned to find the place where a document said one thing and meant another, and I could not find it here. The document appeared to mean every word, which alarmed me more than a lie would have.

“Transformation into what,” I said, because I wanted to hear her say it in the open café, over the hiss of the espresso machine, with strangers three feet away.

She held my eyes. “Sissy Reform Academy,” she said, unbothered, the words landing on the table like ordinary cutlery. “Belladonna takes proud men and teaches them to be feminine on an observable ladder. Uniforms. Grooming. Voice. Presentation. Chastity. Service. Public assessment. You’ll wear what we give you, learn what we teach, and be scored by women who are very good at their work. In twelve weeks you complete, you’re paid, your debt is gone. Or you leave and owe us eighteen.” She tilted her head. “You’re doing the thing with your jaw where you’ve already decided it can’t touch you.”

“It can’t,” I said, and heard how automatic it was.

“That’s what the contract is for,” she said, gently. “So that when it does, you’ll know you agreed.”

I should have felt insulted. I assessed my body’s response with the discipline I applied to any room I could not yet control. What I found was specific and unwelcome. After a bad year of being acted upon, I was listening to someone describe a machine that would do it according to rules I could read.

I did the sensible thing. I called Priya.

She picked up on the second ring, because Priya always picks up on the second ring, and I read her the entity name, the escrow arrangement, and the withdrawal clause while Dahlia sipped her coffee and pretended not to listen, which is to say listened completely.

“It’s real,” Priya said, after ninety seconds of keyboard sounds. “The corporation is real, the escrow is bonded, the account has moved actual money for actual people. It is also insane, and you would be enrolling in twelve weeks of something I am legally required to call unusual.” A pause. “Is this about Graham.”

“He offered me the eighteen tonight. For the timeline and the mirror.”

The keyboard stopped. “And you said no.”

“I said no.”

“Then you need eighteen thousand euros from somewhere that isn’t him by midnight,” Priya said, “or you lose the cabinet, which loses the evidence, which loses the case, which is exactly what he wants.” A breath. “Send me the mirror before you do anything. Encrypted, tonight. If you’re going somewhere with no signal for twelve weeks, I want the proof in my custody where he can’t reach it and you can’t lose it.”

“I’ll send it in an hour.”

“Caleb.” Her voice dropped into the register she used only when the danger was contained enough to be honest about. “This place. It doesn’t matter to me what they turn you into. You understand that. Whatever name you come out with, I’ll still take your call on the second ring.”

I did not have a response ready for that, so I said, “I’ll send the mirror,” and hung up, and looked at the woman across the table who had heard exactly half of it and understood all of it.

“Your lawyer’s good,” Dahlia said.

“She’s the best thing I have left.”

“Then keep her.” She squared the folio and pushed a single-page conditional enrollment authorization toward me, then set a pen beside it. The page released the advance and reserved my place, subject to Corinne Vale’s clause-by-clause residential review at intake. It did not replace the full agreement. Her nails were painted a red that matched nothing else she wore, and they held my attention more completely than anything else had all day. “The choice is yours. Say no and I call you a car; it takes you home, and you handle midnight however you handle it. The coffee and conversation cost you nothing. That’s real too.”

I read the page. All of it, every line, while she waited with a patience that had no performance in it. I was not tricked. I read the exit, the cost, the advance conditions, and the safeword clause a third time. Cold clarity remained after every other move ran out: I was choosing this. The choice did not make me a victim. Refusing it would make me Graham’s.

“The advance clears tonight,” I said. “Confirmed, not promised.”

“On signature. You’ll see it before we leave the café.”

I signed. Caleb Rusk, the same signature I had put on four years of engagement letters, unchanged, because I was still the person who wrote it. Dahlia turned her phone, tapped twice, and eighty seconds later my banking app pushed a notification I felt in my teeth: incoming, eighteen thousand, reference BELLADONNA INTAKE. I scheduled the creditor payment while she watched. The cabinet was safe. The office would open Monday to no one, because I would not be there, but it would open.

“There,” Dahlia said. She tapped one red nail beside the confirmed transfer and tucked the pen back into her folio. “First choice made. The others will demand more from you, and I’m telling you now so you remember who warned you.”

“You say that a lot.”

“It’s the whole job.” She stood, gathered the folio, and gave me the frank appraisal I would come to know as the opening move of nearly everyone at Belladonna. “The car’s outside. You’ll want to send your lawyer that file on the way. After tonight the signal gets thin.”

The car was a black sedan with a driver who did not speak and a back seat that smelled of clean leather and something floral underneath it. On the seat, side by side, lay two garment bags. I read the tags in the cabin light and felt the abstraction of the last four hours become suddenly, specifically physical.

One tag said CALEB. The other said CANDIDATE TWELVE.

I sent Priya the mirror while the city thinned into motorway, the encryption confirming in a green line I watched until it finished. Then I looked at the two bags for a long time, the one with my name and the one with a number, and I did the thing I had promised myself I would keep doing no matter what happened inside the walls two hours ahead. I catalogued the room. Doors, locks, the driver’s eyes in the mirror, the second bag’s weight when I lifted its corner, the whisper of something with a sheen to it inside.

Pink. Just an edge of it, satin, catching the passing lights.

I set the corner down. I did not open the bag.

The motorway ran out. A gate appeared in the headlights, tall and pale and lit from below, with two letters worked into the iron. The driver slowed enough for me to tell him to stop.

I kept silent. The gates opened, and the sedan carried me across the threshold.


Chapter 2: White Ribbon

The first thing Corinne Vale told me was how to leave.

She did it before she told me her name. I had been standing in the intake suite for less than a minute, still in my charcoal coat with the two garment bags over my arm, when a door opened without sound and a woman came through it who made the room reorganize itself around her without touching anything in it. White hair in a chin-length bob, the ends sculpted inward. Black tailoring seemed to have entered into an agreement with her body. A chain of keys resting against her hip, visible, deliberate. She did not hurry. She crossed to the table, set a single folder on it, and looked at me with dark hazel eyes that gave away nothing at all.

“You may withdraw at any time,” she said. Her voice was low enough that I leaned a fraction toward it before I caught myself. “No door in this building locks against you. If you leave before the term ends, the advance you cleared tonight becomes due, and that will be painful, and it will be the only consequence. I tell you this first because everything that follows will be easier to bear if you remember that you can end it.” A pause the length of a held breath. “I am Corinne Vale. Sit. Read.”

I sat. I read.

She made me read all of it. Not the sample folio Dahlia had let me keep or the conditional authorization that had released the advance, but the full residential agreement, clause by clause. When I reached the bottom of the first page and moved to sign she said, “No,” in the same flat register, and I stopped with the pen an inch above the paper. “You skimmed clause nine. Read it aloud.”

I read clause nine aloud. It concerned the difference between declining an assessment, which cost points or money in disclosed amounts, and invoking a safeword, which cost nothing and stopped everything. She followed every word with a piano teacher’s attention to a student finding the correct note.

“Again,” she said. “The last sentence.”

“A safeword carries no advancement penalty and cannot be waived by any instructor, any contract, or any subsequent agreement.” I looked up. “You want me to memorize it.”

“I want you to remember it too clearly to claim ignorance later.” She took the folder back before I could sign, turned three pages, and set it down open to a different clause. “Now this one.”

It took forty minutes. By the end I understood the document better than I had understood any document I had ever signed. That comprehension formed a trap more elegant than any lie. Graham had tried to buy me with a favor dressed as generosity. Corinne was doing something harder to resist. She was refusing to let me be deceived, so that every step I took from here would be mine, and I would never be able to lay it at anyone’s feet.

I signed the full agreement. Caleb Rusk. Corinne countersigned beneath the conditional authorization number from the café, joining the advance I had already received to the terms she had made me read. She capped her pen, made a note I could not read, and inclined her head a precise fraction toward the door Dahlia had just come through.

“Your limits card,” Corinne said. “Dahlia will build it with you. Be specific. Vagueness is the only thing here that can genuinely hurt you.”

Dahlia had changed out of the emerald dress into something more structured, a fitted black thing with a corseted waist, seamed stockings, heels that put her mouth level with my collarbone. She had a laminated card and a fine-tipped marker and an ease that made the next half hour feel less like a deposition than it should have.

“Green is yes, and you might even ask for it,” she said, uncapping the marker. “Yellow is slow down, negotiate, or not yet. Red is a wall, and a wall doesn’t move because someone had a clever idea at two in the morning. We do this now while your head is clear and no one’s touching you. Later, when contact complicates your thinking, the card is already true.” She looked up. “Talk to me. What’s red.”

I gave her red first because red was easy and because I wanted to feel the ground before I stood on it. Intoxication of any kind. Anything that overrode a safeword. Permanent injury. Anything to do with family, real or roleplayed. Anything that touched the actual danger I had come in with, meaning Graham, meaning the case, meaning my old life used against me. She wrote each one in a small, quick hand and read them back to me and I confirmed each one aloud.

“Yellow,” she said.

Yellow was harder, because yellow was where I had to admit I did not know myself as well as I liked to pretend. Chastity, I said, expecting to want it red and finding, when I looked at it directly, that I wanted to see the device first. Yellow, then, pending inspection. Anal, I said, and heard my own voice go careful. Yellow, pending anatomy, preparation, and the right to stop and mean it. She wrote pegging on the card and drew a small yellow bracket around it and did not comment on the fact that I had gone still.

“Green,” she said, gently.

I gave her almost nothing for green. She wrote down the few answers, left the rest of the column visibly empty, and capped the marker without trying to fill it for me. Her respect for that blank space made honesty easier. “It fills up,” she said, capping the marker. “Or it doesn’t. Both are allowed. The card is yours. You can move a line any direction at any time, and moving a line yellow to red never costs you a point. Moving it green to yellow never costs you a point. The only thing that costs is lying to me about where it is.”

Before the receipts came the inventory.

Dahlia wheeled in a cedar-lined storage trunk and placed my garment bags beside it. “Everything you arrived with remains intact, retrievable, and visible to you,” she said. “We inventory it together. You keep a copy. If you leave, you can retrieve every item before the car reaches the gate.”

My charcoal coat went first. Then two suits, four shirts, three ties, dress shoes, running shoes, underwear, toiletries, laptop, chargers, wallet, keys, and the steel-cased backup drive Priya had told me not to lose. Dahlia named each item while I checked it against the tablet. She opened every pocket in front of me and found a café receipt, two business cards, and the emergency twenty-euro note I had forgotten was sewn into the coat lining.

“Cash remains in the wallet,” she said. “Electronics go in the shielded drawer unless you request scheduled access. Your phone remains available during signal windows. Your clothes remain here, fitted to the same hangers, with the trunk sealed under your candidate number. Do you want anything kept in your suite?”

I chose the wallet, phone, backup drive, and one white shirt. The shirt was an irrational choice. I had six academy blouses waiting and nowhere to wear menswear, but keeping one familiar garment felt like preserving an exit I had already been told was real.

Dahlia sealed the trunk only after I pressed my thumb to the inventory confirmation. A second copy appeared on Iris, complete with photographs of the folded contents and a retrieval instruction that required no faculty approval.

“You can ask to see it whenever you like,” she said.

“You expect me to test that.”

“I expect you to test everything.”

I did. I asked her to reopen the trunk. She did so without sighing or asking why, broke the seal, showed me the white shirt exactly where I had watched her place it, and issued a new seal in my presence. The demonstration cost three minutes and removed one more excuse for believing the academy needed deception.

Then came the underwear selection. Three black options waited in separate drawers: a plain full brief, a lower-cut satin brief, and a lace-edged pair designed to lie flat beneath fitted skirts. Dahlia described the cut, fabric, and practical purpose of each without turning the choice into a joke.

“The full brief is easiest for the first night,” she said. “The satin is cooler under corsetry. The lace edge gives the cleanest line under the presentation uniform. You may handle them before choosing.”

I tested the fabrics between my fingers. The plain pair was defensible. The satin pair felt cool and expensive. The lace-edged pair looked like the largest concession, which made my hand hover over it longer than the others.

“Satin,” I said.

“Your choice?”

“My choice.”

She placed the pair in my hands and directed me to a private changing room whose door locked from the inside. When I came out, the satin sat lower on my hips than my own underwear and framed my legs and exposed their line. The unfamiliar cut made every step register against skin I normally ignored. Dahlia checked only the outer line and asked whether the waistband pinched.

“No.”

“Do you consent to wearing this cut for the baseline portrait?”

The question should have felt excessive. Instead it made the exposure precise. “Yes.”

Then came the receipts, and this was where Belladonna stopped being a conversation and became a system.

They took me to a portrait room lit like a surgery, white and even, no shadows to hide in. The photographer showed me the three framing marks before I stepped onto them and asked permission for each view. Front. Side. Back. I held my arms away from my body while the satin brief exposed more hip than any professional portrait had a right to record. The shutter sounded once for each angle, sparse and final.

The measurement station came next. A soft tape circled my waist, hips, and flat chest. Each number was spoken, displayed, and confirmed before it entered the fitting card. I corrected a transposed waist digit and watched the technician delete it without argument. The posture camera recorded my natural stance, then replayed it with lines tracing the tension in my raised shoulders and the forward angle of my head. I looked like a man braced for impact in a room where nothing had touched him.

The voice booth held a microphone, a stool, and two prompts. The first was the neutral hotel paragraph used to capture resonance and cadence. The second asked for a statement in my own words about what I expected from Belladonna. I could decline the second and keep the same baseline score.

I should have declined it. Instead I looked through the glass at Dahlia and said, in the controlled register I used on crisis calls, “My name is Caleb Rusk. I’m here because I owe money I can’t pay. This doesn’t define me. Nothing you do here will change who I am.”

Dahlia’s expression stayed serious. She marked the file as candidate-authored, private baseline audio and asked if I approved storage for later comparison.

“Approved,” I said.

The waveform remained on the monitor, tight and regular, a voice built to close arguments. Then I walked the marked line across the room and back while a camera tracked my posture and stored the uncorrected version.

Together, the files built a before that any later version of me would have to confront.

The technician offered a complete review before approval. Declining would not alter my score. I approved it.

Without the charcoal suit, the front portrait showed guarded shoulders above black satin and hips the low-cut fabric made unexpectedly deliberate. The side view was worse. My head thrust forward by several degrees, chin prepared for an argument my mouth had not begun. Four clean posture lines traced the tension in my neck and high rib cage. I could dispute an adjective; the angles gave me nowhere to hide.

“Store all three,” I said.

“Private faculty access only?” the technician asked.

I looked through the glass at Dahlia. She had not moved closer to inspect the photographs. She waited beside the door, leaving the permission entirely mine.

“Private faculty access,” I confirmed. “No cohort display. No external use.”

The screen accepted each restriction separately. A small receipt appeared on Iris: BASELINE PORTRAIT, POSTURE VIDEO, AND VOICEPRINT STORED. VISIBILITY: FACULTY ONLY. CANDIDATE MAY REVOKE.

The bracelet’s pale enamel edge lit as the files linked to my candidate number. I opened the permission panel long enough to verify the revoke control beside each image. Whatever Belladonna later showed me, I owned the permission that let them show it.

When I stepped back into the corridor, the satin shifted at my hips and the recorded sentence remained in my head. This doesn’t define me. It sounded less like certainty now and more like a claim someone had preserved for later cross-examination.

Nico found me in the corridor between the portrait room and the dorm.

He was slim and dark-haired and beautiful in a way that had clearly cost him effort, jaw-length hair tucked precisely under, cheekbones you could have set a level against, amber eyes that took me in with a welcome I trusted only until he spoke.

“Candidate Twelve,” he said, reading it off the tag still clipped to the garment bag over my arm. His smile was lovely and arrived on schedule. “First night’s the worst. It gets easier once you stop fighting the machine.” He tilted his head, sympathetic, a man offering a hand. “I’m Nico. Ninety-one on intake composite. What did you pull?”

And there it was, the whole of him, in one sentence. The sympathy was real furniture arranged around a single functional object, which was the score, which was the question underneath the question: are you above me or below me. I had spent years in rooms full of men who asked that question with their whole bodies while their mouths said something kind. I recognized its shape with the immediacy of a childhood smell.

“I haven’t looked,” I said, which was true.

“You’ll look,” Nico said. His smile held while his fingers pinched the side seam of his skirt flat; he had failed to place me above or below him. “Everyone looks.”

“I’m sure I will.” I counted three beats without helping him. His fingers returned to the seam. On four, he gave a small laugh and began explaining the dorm’s water pressure. Then he went down the corridor with a rehearsed walk whose polish advertised how much work it concealed. I had learned more about him than he had learned about me, the only currency I had left and one I intended to keep spending.

Corinne was waiting at the dorm-corridor threshold with a small metal object in her palm.

“White Ribbon,” she said. “Intake tier. It marks that you are here, nothing more.” She held it up between two red-nailed fingers, a clasp of pale enamel and cold metal, and I understood I was meant to bow my head, and I found, to my irritation, that I did. She fitted it at my throat with a click I felt more than heard. Her cool fingers fastened the clasp and withdrew at once. “And one more thing before you sleep.”

She turned a small tablet toward me. On it was a form, mostly blank, with a single labeled field near the top.

“Belladonna offers you an academy name,” she said. “Ours is a suggestion, arrived at from your file, and it is nothing more than a suggestion. You may take it, choose another, or leave the field empty and remain Caleb in every room here. It is imposed by no one.” Her eyes did not leave mine. “The name we propose is Callie.”

I looked at the field. Callie. Six letters curved around the opening sound of Caleb and waiting for me to finish the resemblance myself. My thumb stayed on the tablet’s metal edge. Day one called for observation, and I had already yielded enough information.

“Leave it blank,” I said.

Corinne inclined her head with her usual measured approval. I could not tell whether she approved of the refusal or had hoped for acceptance, and the ambiguity unsettled me.

“As you wish,” she said, and tapped the field, and it stayed empty.

They gave me a suite, more comfortable than any room I had slept in that year, and a bracelet of black glass they called Iris, and on its screen, before I slept, my first private scores resolved out of the day’s assessments. Five categories. PRESENTATION: 28. OBEDIENCE: 41. ENDURANCE: 63, near the top of the cohort, which pleased the part of me I was least proud of. SERVICE: UNMEASURED. SURRENDER: 12, last in the cohort. Beneath them, the financial receipt admitted no ambiguity: ENROLLMENT BALANCE: €18,000.

I turned off the bracelet. On the way back from checking the corridor lock, I passed eleven doors with names and stopped at the blank rectangle of brushed steel beside mine.


Chapter 3: Silk Under Armor

I woke to the sound of fabric.

Specifically, the sound of someone pulling satin across satin in the corridor outside my suite, a whisper absurdly crisp at six in the morning. I lay in the good sheets for three seconds, cataloguing: ceiling I did not recognize, clasp I could feel against the hollow of my throat without touching it, underwear that fit differently from anything I owned because its cut framed what my own underwear usually contained. Then the bracelet on the nightstand lit with a pale enamel-white edge, and a single line of white text resolved.

PRESENTATION PROTOCOL BEGINS AT 07:00. WARDROBE VAULT. ATTENDANCE MANDATORY.

I showered. The academy soap smelled expensive but left the dark hair on my calves, thighs, arms, and chest exactly where it had been when I arrived. The Red Salon appointment on my bracelet promised a decision about that hair on Day Five. Until then it caught against the towel and showed beneath the sheer training stockings with an honesty no uniform could soften. I dried off, put on the black underwear because it was all they had left me, and opened the door in a robe I found hanging inside the wardrobe, and nearly walked into Omar.

He was a broad man with a soft middle and careful green-brown eyes and hands that looked too large for the cream-colored garment bag he was holding against his chest like a shield. “Morning,” he said, with the forced cheer of someone who has decided friendliness is the only tool he has. “Do you know where the vault is, or are we both guessing?”

“South corridor, past the salon,” I said, because I had mapped the building during last night’s walk, as I did every building I entered, and because giving directions cost me nothing and made him useful later.

“Right. South. Past the pink one.” He fell into step beside me with movements that were cautious and a little too wide for the corridor. “I’m Omar. Candidate Six. I was an electrician until about forty hours ago. I have no idea what I’m doing here except that the money’s real and my daughter’s orthodontist isn’t going to wait until I figure it out.”

“Caleb. Candidate Twelve. I was a consultant until about six hours ago.”

“Were you a good one?”

“I was a good one who picked the wrong partner.” I held the corridor door for him and scanned the hallway beyond it out of habit. “The vault is through there.”

The wardrobe vault looked like the love child of a luxury boutique and a military quartermaster’s office. Floor-to-ceiling racks of garment bags, each tagged with a candidate number, a tier color, and a size range. Fitting mirrors on three walls, the fourth wall lined with drawers labeled HOSIERY, FOUNDATION, CORSETRY, ACCESSORIES. The organization made my consultancy files look like a box of receipts thrown down a stairwell. There were eight candidates in the room already, in various stages of dressed and undressed, and the air smelled of talcum, new fabric, and the faint chemical sweetness of fresh stockings out of the packet.

Dahlia was waiting at the center of the room like a conductor before an orchestra that had not yet found the key. She had changed again, this time into a cherry-red wrap dress that cinched her already small waist and framed her heavy hips with the deliberate placement of expensive art in a gallery. Copper waves pinned in a side roll. Heels that put her barely to my collarbone. She held a stocking in one hand and a garment list in the other, and when she saw me she gave me her customary frank once-over, letting it land somewhere below my composure before it settled into warmth.

“Candidate Twelve,” she said. “You’re early. Good habit. Bad robe.” She tapped the garment bag on the rack behind her. “Your uniform components for the day. We’re going to learn three things this morning: how to fasten, how to fit, and how to stop treating fabric like something that is happening to you instead of something you are wearing.” She turned to the room. “Everyone. Eyes front. Robes off when you’re ready, not before. No one undresses on anyone’s schedule but their own.”

I waited for the instruction to feel like exposure. What it felt like, instead, was a briefing. Dahlia moved through the components with the practiced ease of someone who had done this a hundred times and remembered what it was like to do it once: bra first, a simple satin thing with no padding, selected from three cuts I was shown and asked to choose between. Then the stockings, and this was where I learned that there is nothing simple about stockings.

“The seam goes at the back,” she said, using a form for the demonstration, her freckled fingers drawing the sheer fabric up with the care of someone handling a material that punished haste. “Start from the toe. Roll, don’t pull. If you pull, you run them, and if you run them before breakfast I will not be angry but I will be disappointed, and I promise you that my disappointment is more motivating than my anger.” Her green eyes fixed on my hands. “Your turn.”

I sat on the fitting bench, unrolled the stocking, and placed my toes into it as carefully as a signature line. It slid up my calf smoothly enough. Then it caught at my knee, bunched, and when I pulled to smooth it, a small run appeared at the ankle, a ladder of tiny broken threads that unraveled my composure along with the nylon.

“That’s normal,” Dahlia said, without looking up from Omar’s station, where she was patiently explaining garter clips to hands that were the size of dinner plates. “Drawer seven, same size. This time, roll from the ankle. Pretend you’re rolling pastry. No force, no speed.”

Second attempt. I rolled. The fabric obeyed. I brought it up past my knee, smoothed the thigh panel, and clipped the garter to the stocking top with a fumble that took three tries before the clasp caught. But it caught, and when I looked down at my own leg, sheathed and smooth and neatly seamed, satisfaction clicked into place like a line of code compiling on the first try.

I did not examine it. I moved to the other leg.

Across the room, Nico was already dressed. Fully, flawlessly, as though he had woken up inside the uniform. His stockings were seamless, his bra sat correctly on his slim chest, and his garter fastenings were each matching the angle Dahlia had demonstrated. He caught my eye and held it for one amber second. Every seamless line carried hours of rehearsal. He had come in knowing how to do this, and he displayed effortlessness with the same anticipatory care I once put into client dossiers.

When Dahlia turned to help Omar, Nico leaned across the aisle. “She left out a step for the beginners,” he murmured. “Cross the laces at the waist before you pull. Otherwise the busk twists.”

The instruction sounded plausible. It also contradicted the sequence Dahlia had demonstrated and would have driven all the tension into two eyelets. I held his gaze while I laced in the original pattern. His helpful expression survived until Dahlia glanced our way.

“Correct distribution,” she said after testing my work. “Keep that pattern.”

Nico smoothed his own corset and faced the mirror. I filed away the attempt rather than accuse him on my second morning. Advice left no fingerprints, but his timing had supplied motive.

The corset was a revelation in discomfort. It was a proper underbust design, black satin with steel boning, and Dahlia laced it to what she called a working baseline, which meant tight enough to change my posture but not tight enough to restrict my breathing. The effect was immediate. My waist compressed, my spine straightened, my shoulders dropped, and the silhouette in the fitting mirror, when I allowed myself a glance, was no longer the blade-in-a-suit I had seen for twenty-seven years. The corset narrowed the silhouette and hinted at curves without fully creating them.

“Breathe into your ribs, not your belly,” Dahlia said, adjusting the laces a quarter-inch. “The corset isn’t fighting you. It’s teaching your body where it lives now. You’ll hate it for about three days and then you’ll miss it when it’s off. Ask me how I know.”

“How do you know.”

“Because I wore one for twelve weeks, and the day they took it off for good, I put it back on by choice.” She patted the lacing smooth and stepped back. “There. Now walk to the door and back. One foot directly in front of the other. Imagine there’s a line on the floor and you’re being paid to stay on it.”

I walked. The corset changed everything: my center of gravity, the length of my stride, the altered resting position of my arms, the relationship between my hips and my spine. I felt ridiculous. I also resented how clearly my body was learning a new discipline with rules, margins, and measurable outcomes, and the crisis-trained part of my brain that had spent four years converting panic into procedure found the whole thing uncomfortably interesting.

The fitting card appeared on Iris before breakfast, a digital update that noted my baseline waist measurement and the corset reduction, the improvement in spinal alignment from the posture camera, and a small notation I read twice: POSTURE SCORE ADJUSTED +4. It was a receipt. Belladonna was measuring, and I was starting to care about the measurements.

Breakfast was in the ceremonial dining hall, which was a room designed to make eating feel like an examination. Long table, white linen, silver, candles, and eight candidates in varying states of uniformed anxiety seated according to a placement system I had not yet decoded. Faculty occupied the far end: Corinne at center in unbroken black, Mireille to her left in a cream dress beneath a white coat, Helena at the far end in a dark wrap top, her chestnut bob tucked behind one ear. They did not eat. They watched.

The protocol was simple and merciless: request every item using formal service language. Water was not “can I have water.” Water was “May I request water, please, Headmistress,” or “May I request water, please, Dr. Kade,” depending on who sat nearest the pitcher. Toast was addressed. Butter was addressed. Coffee required a full sentence. Faculty corrected nothing. A request that fell below the standard met an averted gaze and an untouched pitcher. You sat with your hand half-raised, revised the sentence under scrutiny, and tried again. Being calmly passed over stung worse than correction.

I managed water, toast, and jam without incident. Then the coffee arrived. I reached for the cup as the stocking on my left leg pulled hard beneath the table, the loose garter clip dragging the sheer fabric down my thigh. My knee jerked toward the pressure. The back of my hand struck the cup.

Coffee spilled across the white linen in a dark fan and ran toward Mireille’s place setting. Every face at the table turned. Heat climbed my neck faster than the liquid crossed the cloth.

I caught the saucer before it tipped, lifted Mireille’s folded menu clear, and set the cup upright. Retreat would have turned a spill into a failure. I kept my shoulders down and addressed Dahlia in the formal register the room required.

“May I request a clean service cloth, fresh linen, and permission to reset this place, please?”

Dahlia handed me the cloth without rescuing me. “Proceed.”

I blotted from the outside edge inward so the stain did not spread. I moved the wet silver to the service tray, replaced the runner with a fresh folded length from the sideboard, and asked Mireille whether any coffee had reached her dress.

“None,” she said, watching attentively. “Continue.”

The garter still tugged beneath my skirt. I finished the visible recovery before I addressed it. Then I stepped back, requested permission to correct a garment failure, and refastened the clip by touch with the fabric shielding my hand. I returned, poured a fresh cup, and placed it without a tremor.

Dahlia slid the fresh coffee half an inch toward Mireille, inspected the dry edge of the runner, and tapped one nail against the tray. “Visible error, controlled service recovery, no abandoned guest. Nicely handled, Twelve.”

The approval mattered. My shoulders lowered another degree, and when I resumed service, every movement sharpened in pursuit of hearing it again.

Across the table, Nico’s posture and service language were impeccable. Only his jaw betrayed him, set a half-degree too tight while Dahlia’s attention remained on me. Our eyes met. His amber gaze held mine for a beat too long, then dropped to his plate with polish almost indistinguishable from genuine composure.

Almost.

Breakfast ended with Dahlia setting a twelve-minute timer and assigning the table reset to the candidates. Faculty left their places exactly as they had used them: coffee spoons at different angles, one napkin on the floor, toast crumbs across Corinne’s black charger, and my stained runner folded beside the service cart. Cleaning the room together was the next lesson, and no one had enough breath left for elegance.

Omar stacked three plates on one palm, discovered his new center of gravity disagreed with the load, and caught the top plate against his chest before it slid. His other hand trapped it there while his bra strap slipped off one shoulder beneath the blouse.

“I have too many systems failing at once,” he said.

“Set the plates down before you troubleshoot underwear.”

“An excellent sentence I never expected from a consultant.”

Felix took two plates from him. Remy, the compact candidate who had spent breakfast making each formal request with the grave manner of a diplomat negotiating a ceasefire, collected the silverware into a lined tray.

“Candidate Six is experiencing a cascading infrastructure event,” Remy said. “Candidate Twelve has assumed command. I am recording no lessons from this.”

“You are carrying the forks backward,” I said.

He looked down. Every handle pointed away from his hand, ready to slide through the open end of the tray. He reversed them without changing expression. “The record has been amended.”

I carried the stained runner to the side station. The coffee had reached the fabric backing, and rubbing would have set the edges. I rinsed it under cold water while Felix read the care card aloud. Omar stood behind the pantry screen trying to hook the escaped strap without twisting his corset.

“Caleb,” he called. “I require technical support and a complete absence of commentary.”

I dried my hands and went behind the screen. The strap had rolled on itself between his shoulder blade and the blouse lining. Reaching it required me to stand close enough that my satin bra brushed his sleeve while he held the neckline away from his skin. I flattened the strap, shortened it one setting, and guided it back into place.

“Move your arm,” I said.

He lifted and lowered it. The strap stayed.

“Comfortable?”

“Yes. Thank you.” He glanced at my left thigh. “Your garter is loose again. Turn around.”

My first response rose automatically: I could handle it. The timer showed seven minutes, my fingers were damp, and accepting thirty seconds of help was the efficient choice. I turned. Omar crouched with the caution his heels demanded, found the loose clip beneath my skirt without exposing more than necessary, and fastened it at the outward angle I had shown him earlier.

“Move your leg,” he said.

I tested the fastening. It held.

“Comfortable?” he asked, returning my own question.

“Yes. Thank you.”

The exchange unsettled me more than helping him had. Competence had always meant being the useful person in the room. Belladonna had put me in stockings, given me an unfamiliar fastening at the back of my own thigh, and made another candidate’s oversized hands useful to me without turning either of us helpless.

At the table, Nico worked alone. He polished Corinne’s charger until the black surface reflected his face, declined Felix’s offer to carry the remaining glassware, and completed his section several minutes early. His speed was flawless. His place at the reset cart stayed empty after he finished.

When the timer sounded, the room was orderly except for one damp runner spread across a drying rack. Dahlia inspected the stacked dishes, checked the runner’s care label, and asked who had supervised.

“No one,” I said. “We divided it.”

Her red nail tapped the timer off. “Good. A table serves badly when one person insists on becoming indispensable.”

Remy raised a hand. “For accuracy, Candidate Twelve remained emotionally indispensable during the bra-strap incident.”

Omar threw a folded service cloth at him. Remy caught it against his satin chest and gave a solemn bow.

After breakfast, in the corridor, candidates dispersed to morning assignments, and I caught Omar at the stairwell entrance studying his reflection in the glass of a fire door. He turned one broad calf until the stocking seam ran straight, then lifted the robe hem another inch and stared at how the sheer fabric refined the dark hair beneath it. His mouth opened, closed, and finally twisted sideways.

“The stockings,” he said, to no one, or perhaps to me. “I can’t feel my feet and I can feel everything else.”

“The garter clips are easier if you angle them outward first,” I said. “The spring catches faster.”

His eyebrows lifted. “You worked that out already.”

“I’m a fast learner when the alternative is public failure.” I reached to straighten a familiar shirt cuff and found a satin edge instead. My fingers paused on the soft trim before I made myself release it.

“Thanks, Twelve.”

“Caleb.”

“Thanks, Caleb.”

I went to the Glass Studio, which was the mirrored movement room where Helena Quill held court, because I had looked at my Presentation score and decided it was not going to stay where it was. Helena was already there, tall and long-limbed in a fitted movement dress, her dancer’s spine a vertical line against the mirrors and her dark eyes tracking me from the moment I entered. She did not greet me. She did not need to. Her presence was a correction.

“You’re here voluntarily,” she said, her tone already expecting the reason.

“I’d like to use the evening posture lab,” I said. “If it’s available.”

Her gaze settled on my stance until I became aware of my heartbeat, the corset’s pressure, the satin brief against my hips, and the faint ache of my feet in the low academy heels. “It is available,” she said. “Seven to nine. You will bring your highest heels and your patience, and you will leave your sarcasm at the door, because sarcasm is how you avoid feeling clumsy, and if you cannot feel clumsy in this room, you cannot learn.” She held my eyes. “Adequate candidates come when they’re told. Good candidates ask for the room. I’ll see you at seven.”

I turned to leave. At the door, a glint in the glass made me look back. Helena stood exactly where I had left her, but her reflection held my retreat for an extra beat. The severe line of her mouth had softened, and she gave one minute nod before turning away.

I spent the afternoon in the dorm common room, where candidates mended blisters, compared clasp reflections in the bathroom mirror, and argued about whose corset busk had acquired a mysterious bend. Felix, the slight blond candidate from two doors down, had bent his busk so badly that it pointed sideways like a broken compass, and Omar was trying to straighten it with a garment tool and the focus of a man defusing a bomb. I took over the shoe-care bench and learned that black polish migrated onto stockings with the strategic persistence of blackmail.

“It’s supposed to go straight,” Omar said, bending it a careful degree.

“It was straight until I sneezed during fitting,” Felix said. His blue-gray eyes were apologetic and slightly panicked. “Can we not tell Dahlia? She said disappointment was more motivating than anger and I’m not ready for either.”

“She’ll know,” I said. “She has a sixth sense for damaged hardware. I’ve been here thirty hours and I already know that.”

The busk, eventually, submitted to engineering. Felix’s corset, eventually, closed. We worked in ordinary academy underwear, satin bras, and White-tier training garters issued for the wardrobe lesson. Someone whose name I had not learned did a voice exercise while buffing a shoe and found the resonance improved when his hands were occupied.

A laminated vanity schedule hung beside the common-room mirror, already crowded with candidate numbers in fifteen-minute blocks. Omar had booked 06:15 and 06:30 on consecutive days because, he said, one slot covered foundation and the other covered recovering emotionally from foundation. Felix objected that no one should be allowed two prime morning slots until everyone had demonstrated the ability to locate concealer before coffee. We negotiated a rotating schedule with the gravity of people dividing emergency generators after a storm.

I tapped SALON on Iris to see whether the bracelet would let me reserve an evening station. The screen answered ACCESS LOCKED: PINK RIBBON REQUIRED.

“Rejected by a bracelet,” I said. “A reassuringly modern humiliation.”

“You haven’t earned professional rescue yet,” Omar said. “You have to keep doing your own face badly with the rest of us.”

For one absurd and disarming moment, the room felt inhabitable.

I went back to my suite at ten and found the fitting card updated on Iris. Baseline waist measurement logged, corset reduction noted, posture score adjusted, and a single new line at the bottom of the file that I read with a stillness I did not expect.

PRESENTATION: +4. OPTIONAL POSTURE LAB REQUESTED. APPROVED.

I smoothed the edge of my stocking while the approved lab time glowed on the screen, noticed I was doing it, and did not stop.


Chapter 4: Two Trays

The chastity studio was the most civilized room I had ever been afraid of.

It occupied a corner suite on the second floor, windowless by design but lit in amber that flattered skin and gave hard decisions the atmosphere of intimacy, with every institutional edge softened. There was a padded examination bench in pale leather, two chairs, a side table set with water and wrapped devices on sterile trays, and a standing mirror that could be curtained or left bare. Radiant heat rose through the slate beneath my feet. In the far corner, a recovery alcove held a daybed, blankets, and a call button marked MEDICAL.

I had been in the academy for three days, and in those three days I had learned to fasten garter clips by touch, walk in moderate heels without touching the wall, request coffee using complete sentences, and sleep in black satin underwear without dreaming about it. I had also learned that my cage, the one I was not yet wearing, was a yellow-line item on my limit card, pending inspection, and that this morning was the inspection.

Corinne was already in the room. She stood beside the examination bench with her hands clasped behind her back, red nails just visible at her wrists, keys resting against her hip in the black fabric. Behind her, Dahlia sat on the second chair with a clipboard and an attentive, professional posture, knees crossed, copper hair catching the amber light.

“Good morning, Candidate Twelve,” Corinne said. “Sit.”

I sat in the chair she indicated, back straight from three days of corsetry, and waited.

“Today you choose,” she said. “Or you choose not to choose, and that is also acceptable and costs you nothing except the score advantage.” She gestured to the side table, where two devices rested on separate trays. “Both are medical-grade stainless steel, fitted to the measurements taken at intake. Both include hygiene access, emergency release accessible by you at any time, and a protocol for discomfort reporting that I will explain before you touch either one.”

She picked up the first device and held it at eye level so I could see it without leaning forward. It was smaller than I had expected, a curved tube of polished steel with a hinged ring and a lock the size of a watch face. Compact. Engineered. Its clinical design made it more threatening than any deliberate cruelty would have.

“Option one,” Corinne said. “Twenty-four hours. Locked and worn, with hygiene breaks, medical access, and full emergency release. Score benefit: minor. Balance reduction: standard. This is the shorter term, and most first-time candidates select it.”

She set it down and picked up the second device. Identical in design, identical in size, but the lock on this one had a faintly different finish, darker, and there was a chain loop where a key could be worn as a pendant.

“Option two,” she said. “Seventy-two hours. Locked and worn continuously, with the same hygiene, medical, and emergency provisions. Score benefit: substantial, particularly in Obedience and Endurance. Balance reduction: enhanced. This is the longer term, and fewer first-time candidates select it. Neither option affects your right to withdraw from the academy or your access to any safety protocol.” She paused. “You will notice I have told you which option is chosen less often. Treat that as information, not a dare. Do with it what your judgment tells you.”

I looked at the devices. I looked at Corinne’s face, which gave away nothing, as it always gave away nothing. I looked at Dahlia. Her expression showed professional interest without a trace of entertainment.

The strategist in me did the math immediately. Seventy-two hours was three times the commitment and would push my Obedience score by a margin I could calculate from the disclosed tier structure. It would also reduce my outstanding balance by enough to matter when compounded across twelve weeks. The arithmetic favored seventy-two. Satin had spent three days sliding over my thighs with impossible softness; my growing awareness of every pass favored twenty-four, a containable endurance exercise I could complete and dismiss.

The studio door opened before I answered. Nico stepped out from the recovery alcove in full uniform, his posture loose with performed ease. A short-term clasp hung from his bracelet beside the entry 24:00 AUTHORIZED.

“Still comparing the trays?” he asked. His amber gaze dropped to the longer-term device, then returned to my face. “Caution is sensible. Some candidates need three days to prove what the rest of us can establish in one.”

“And some announce a safe choice because they need an audience for it,” I said.

His smile held. “Then choose. Unless arithmetic frightens you when it’s attached to your body.”

Corinne kept her attention on me. “Candidate Three, your selection is complete. Leave Candidate Twelve to make his.”

Nico inclined his head and left. The door closed on the last trace of his perfume.

Choosing the easy option would only prove I feared the hard one.

“Seventy-two,” I said.

Corinne’s expression remained still. “Repeat the term.”

“Seventy-two hours. Continuous wear with hygiene access and emergency release.” I heard myself and knew I sounded like a man reading a contract clause, which was exactly what I was doing, and exactly what I was hiding behind.

“Safeword,” she said.

“Vermillion.”

“And what does it do.”

“Stops everything. No penalty. No negotiation.”

“Good.” She set the seventy-two-hour device on the padded bench and gestured for me to stand. “Undress below the waist. Academy underwear off. Take as long as you need.”

I stood. The room was warm. The mirror to my left was uncurtained. It reflected the satin bra, the corset cinching my waist, stockings, garter belt, and the academy underwear that had become normal against my skin in three days. I hooked my thumbs into the waistband and pushed them down, and the moment of exposure confounded everything I had braced for. It was quiet. No flourish, no cruelty, no audience. Just my body, bare from the corset’s lower edge to the stocking tops, and two women looking at it with the professional attention they brought to everything, and the mirror showing me a composition I had never seen: feminine above, male below, the divide running across my hips like a border between two countries I was being asked to choose between.

Corinne approached with the device in both hands. She did not touch me yet. “Before fitting, the calibration includes disclosed manual stimulation while you are free, followed by two denied arousal stages after locking. The pre-lock contact establishes your unrestricted response. Do you consent to my hand on your cock before the ring is fitted?”

The directness left nowhere for embarrassment to hide. “Yes.”

“Safeword?”

“Vermillion.”

She set the device down, warmed lubricant between her red-nailed fingers, and wrapped her hand around my cock.

The contrast struck harder than the touch itself: Corinne fully dressed in immaculate black tailoring, silk blouse buttoned to the throat, stockinged legs planted apart in her red-soled heels, while I stood bare below the corset with her slick hand closing around my shaft. Her grip was firm and unhurried, the practiced confidence of a woman who had held men in her palm before and understood precisely what the pressure did.

She stroked from base to tip with slow, measured deliberation, her red nails framing the shaft, watching my face while the erection thickened in her grip. The lubricant was warm, slick, and her palm slid over the head with a twist that made my stomach clench.

“Pain?”

“None.”

“Arousal?”

“Strong.” The word was inadequate. Her hand was the first sexual contact I had received since signing the enrollment contract, and my cock responded with an urgency that embarrassed me, swelling rapidly in her grip, the head flushing dark and the veins rising against her fingers.

Her thumb crossed the head in a slow, deliberate circle, gathering the first bead of pre-cum that welled from the slit and spreading it down the shaft. The slickness doubled the sensation. She stroked again, root to tip, her wrist rotating at the apex, and my hips jerked forward before I could control them.

“Hold still,” she said, without raising her voice.

I held still. She gave me four more strokes, each one slow and complete, each one measured against my breathing and the visible pulse in my shaft, and by the third my cock was fully hard, rigid and leaking into her palm, the pre-cum running between her red-nailed fingers in a thin, warm thread. She held me at full erection for one long moment, her grip at the base, her thumb pressing the vein that ran along the underside, assessing size and engorgement with the same clinical precision she brought to every evaluation.

Then she released me. My cock bobbed free, slick and straining, and the cool air on wet skin after her warm palm was a small cruelty.

“Baseline established. I will wait until the erection softens enough for safe fitting. Nothing closes around engorged tissue.”

She handed me a cool cloth and waited. Only when the pressure subsided did she lift the device again. “I will show you how the fitting works, explain every component, and demonstrate the lock and the emergency release before anything contacts your skin. Watch.”

She walked me through it piece by piece. Ring, tube, alignment, lock mechanism, the small pin that could be pulled without a key in a genuine emergency, the hygiene port. Her clinical manner combined a surgeon’s humanity with unhurried exactness, her low voice naming each part without dramatizing it. Dahlia made notes. I watched Corinne’s red nails against the polished steel and felt the room get warmer by a degree, which was my body’s opinion about the proceedings, offered without my permission.

“Now,” Corinne said. “I will fit the ring. If at any point you want to stop, say so. The ring comes off in two seconds. Do you understand?”

“I understand.”

She fitted the ring first. The steel was warmer than I expected, body temperature from her hands, and the hinge closed around the base of me with calibrated pressure at every point. Then the tube, guided into place, and I felt my cock settle into the curved space with pressure that defined the room available and the point where it ended. Her fingers checked the fit at two points, lifted the device gently to verify circulation, and looked up at me with a direct, unreadable stare.

“Comfortable,” she said, recording her assessment aloud.

“Tolerable,” I said, because comfortable was a concession I was not ready to make.

“Tolerable is adequate for now.” She picked up the lock. “The lock closes and the key transfers. I am going to close the lock now. You will hear it. Then I will hold the key where you can see it, and you will tell me what you want me to do with it. If you want it back, I give it back. If you want me to hold it, I hold it. The choice is real. Do you understand?”

“I understand.”

The lock closed.

The click was no louder than the clasp at my throat. Steel altered my balance as it settled between my thighs, mine to carry but no longer mine to open. My body heat collected inside the device, making the next seventy-two hours feel physically present. The clock had started.

Corinne held the key between her forefinger and thumb, red nails framing it like a piece of evidence. “Where does this go, Candidate Twelve?”

I looked at the small polished key. It fit the lock that held me. I could take it back, turn the fitting into an exercise sampled and declined, and let the score record that decision before the assessment moved on.

“You hold it,” I said.

She closed her hand around it. The key disappeared into her palm, and then she threaded it onto the chain at her hip, an intimacy I had not anticipated, next to the academy keys, and I watched it settle against her black fabric, small and silver among the others, and I understood that my lock was now part of her inventory, carried on the same body that carried authority. I lost the next counted inhale and had to start again through my ribs.

“Good,” she said. One word. The single syllable she used when something had met her standard.

Then she turned to Dahlia and said, “Arousal calibration.”

Dahlia stood, set the clipboard on the chair, and walked around to my right side. She did not hurry. Her heels brought her to my jaw. At this distance I could see freckles crossing her collarbone and disappearing beneath the cherry neckline, sheer seamed stockings, and skirt fabric swaying around her hips. She was showing me something beautiful on purpose while locked, so that my response could be observed and documented.

“We need to verify fit under arousal,” Dahlia said, her voice reassuring and entirely professional. “This uses visual cues, my voice, and light touch above the waist. I will leave the device and everything below it untouched. Say so if discomfort begins; use vermillion if you need the whole test stopped. I’ll stand close, let you look, and watch how the cage behaves. All right?”

“All right.”

She stopped a breath away, near enough for her faintly sweet perfume to rise above the cleaner scent and for her body heat to reach me through the corset. She tilted her head, held my gaze, and dropped her voice a register.

“You’re doing well,” she said. “The lock suits you.” She shifted her weight, bringing one hip forward until the fitted skirt drew tight across her thigh. “The score gave you a reason. Nico gave you a dare. If I removed both motives, what would remain?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then don’t invent an answer for me. Let the calibration show us what your body does, and afterward you can decide what any of it means.”

Blood moved into a space that no longer permitted expansion. The tube pressed. The ring held. My cock swelled into steel, met the curved limit, and pushed until my thighs locked. A warm thread slicked the inside of the tube. Gravity drew it toward the hygiene port while I tried and failed to hold perfectly still.

Dahlia tracked the clear bead as it appeared, then lifted her clipboard and marked the response time. “There,” she said. “That’s what we needed to see.”

Corinne had been standing to my left, still and watchful. Now she spoke. “Edge response test. Dahlia.”

Dahlia placed her hand on my hip. Just her hand, warm through the garter belt, her thumb resting against the corset’s lower edge. She leaned closer. Her lips were near my ear.

“I’ll bring you close,” she said quietly. “You’ll still have room before the line. When I step away, tell me where pain ends and want begins. Use the safeword if the difference blurs. Ready?”

“Ready,” I said, and my voice had changed and I had not told it to.

She did it with her voice and her body and her proximity, standing close enough that I could feel the rise and fall of her full breasts against my arm through the corset, their body heat and soft pressure registering each time she inhaled. Her perfume reached me in layers, warm and faintly sweet. Her low, steady words found the pressure points my reasoning could name but could not relieve.

“The cage is holding you perfectly,” she said, her breath feathering hot against my ear. “I can see the pressure against the bars. Your cock is trying to get hard for me, and the steel won’t let it, and that frustration is making you leak.” Her hand rested on my hip, thumb stroking the garter strap. “Look down. See it? That thin thread of pre-cum dripping from the tip? That’s your body telling me what you won’t say yet.”

I looked. She was right. A clear strand hung from the mesh opening and caught the amber light. Swollen flesh occupied every available space; the darkened tip strained beneath the curved steel while a dull ache rose and fell with my pulse.

Corinne watched from the other side, silent, her key swaying against her black-clad hip with each subtle shift of her posture. The visible key supplied all the pressure she needed.

Dahlia kept her voice low. “Look at Corinne’s key. Then look at yourself.”

The key rested against black cloth while the mirror held the rest of the composition: my corseted torso, bare hips, stocking tops, and polished device. Arousal climbed until the ring tightened and my thighs began to shake. I wanted to close my eyes. Doing so would have hidden nothing from either woman, only from me.

“Tell me when wanting becomes pain,” Dahlia said.

“It hasn’t.”

“Then hold your posture. Shoulders down. Let Corinne see what her key controls.”

I obeyed. The effort of standing beautifully while my cock fought a boundary I had selected carried me to the first edge. Pleasure gathered low in my pelvis and stalled there, unresolved. A clear drop fell from the mesh to the slate between my heels.

Dahlia stepped away. Cool air replaced her nearness. “Color?”

“Green.” My voice came out rough.

“Again?” Corinne asked.

I had expected the second pass to repeat the first. Instead Dahlia crossed behind me and drew the curtain over half the mirror, leaving only a narrow vertical reflection. “This time you choose what to watch. Corinne’s key, your face, or the device. Pick one and keep your eyes there.”

“My face.”

Her hand settled between my shoulder blades rather than at my hip. She spoke about posture, the lowered shoulders, the controlled jaw, the absurd discipline of maintaining presentation while denied. Each correction made me participate. I became an active participant through each adjustment, and the second edge built around that decision. My reflection flushed; its mouth parted; its gaze stayed fixed even when my hips twitched once beneath the corset.

“Pain or want?” Dahlia asked.

“Want,” I said before I could polish the answer. “It’s want.”

She removed her hand at once. My reflection remained upright without her support.

“Calibration complete,” Corinne said.

Corinne approached. She pressed a cooling cloth against my face and neck, then folded it into my hand. “Water is on the table. Sit when you need to.”

I sat. I drank the water. My hands were not steady and I did not pretend they were. The cage pulsed. The key swayed at Corinne’s hip.

Corinne crouched, red nails braced against the steel, and checked the fit under full arousal. One fingertip passed beneath the base ring at four points. She inspected the skin for pinching, verified warmth and color, pressed the tube lightly to confirm there was no trapped tissue, and asked me to distinguish pressure from numbness.

“Pressure,” I said. “No numbness. No burning.”

“Circulation normal. Skin intact. Fit stable under arousal,” she said, and Dahlia recorded each result.

“Seventy-two hours begins now. Day Three, fifteen hundred,” Corinne said. She turned her tablet toward me, and I saw the chastity log resolve: 00:00:00, counting forward, my consent documented, the start time of a clock I had wound myself. On the score screen beside it, OBEDIENCE +7 and ENDURANCE +3 appeared above BALANCE REMAINING: €17,100. Surrender did not move.

She noticed where my eyes went. “A device cannot produce surrender,” she said. “You permit it.” She set the tablet down. “Your bracelet now carries an emergency release tutorial. Practice it once before you leave this room so that you know it by feel. Then go to your suite, dress, and attend the afternoon fitting.”

I practiced the release with a blue tutorial pin that opened the training lock. It worked in under three seconds. Corinne discarded the single-use pin and showed me the sealed emergency tab registered to my bracelet, accessible without her key and replaced after any use. When I closed the functional lock again, I swallowed against the tight rise of my pulse and felt the clasp press at my throat.

Dahlia walked me to the door. In the corridor, she paused.

“Can I ask you something?” she said.

“You’re going to.”

“You chose seventy-two because of Nico.” She held up a hand. “Wait. I know that’s part of it. The question is whether it’s all of it, or whether the score was the permission you needed to choose what you actually wanted.”

I thought about lying, because lying is a form of control and control is where I live. Then I thought about the edge I had just been brought to twice, locked and leaking and unable to think past the pressure, and the fact that the word I had used to describe it was want, and the fact that I had said it without deciding to.

“I don’t know yet,” I said.

“That’s the best answer you’ve given all morning,” she said. She walked me to the stairwell with her palm hovering near my lower back, close enough for warmth and never quite making contact. At the stairs, she drew it away.

The afternoon fitting measured a corset-safe waist reduction and a note about improved posture under load. The evening brought heel practice with a different weight distribution below my belt. Night brought the cage in the dark, its weight resting against my thigh while I counted because counting was the only strategy I had left.

The chastity log read 14:32:11 when I finally closed my eyes. Sixty-some hours to go.


Chapter 5: Red Salon

The Red Salon earned its name from the drapes, the chairs, the lip color in every open tray, and the feeling of walking into a room that had already decided what you would look like when you walked out.

I arrived at nine in the morning on Day Five with the cage entering its forty-second hour and my posture improved by force of steel and habit. Dahlia met me at the door in a deep green sheath that made her copper hair look like fire and her heavy hips look like an argument she was winning. Behind her, the room opened into stations: cutting chairs, vanity mirrors still curtained with black silk, product trays arranged in ranks that would have impressed a surgical team, and a long counter of wigs on faceless forms, each tagged with a candidate number and a color range.

“Today’s the transformation that shows,” Dahlia said. “Everything until now has been under clothes. After today, it’s on your face.” She handed me a laminated card with two color swatches and a question I had been expecting for three days.

“Conservative brunette or warm honey blonde,” she said. “The brunette keeps your natural coloring and changes your silhouette less. The blonde changes everything above your shoulders and makes you a different person in daylight.” She watched me. “Both are human hair, both are fitted to your head, and both are yours for the program. Think about it.”

I looked at the swatches. The brunette was safe. It was the option a careful man would choose, the one that minimized change and maximized the ability to say afterward that nothing fundamental had happened. The warm, shoulder-length blonde would catch the light and make people look twice.

I had spent five days choosing harder options and calling the reasons strategic. The excuse was thinning. Vanity had taken root beneath it, persistent as the caged ache I carried from room to room.

“Blonde,” I said.

Dahlia lifted the blonde swatch, clipped it to my fitting card, and wrote the selection without asking whether I was sure. Her lack of surprise irritated me more than teasing would have.

The process took three hours, and Dahlia made me do half of it myself.

First was the grooming I had known was coming. Nothing had been removed at intake. The dark hair on my calves, thighs, arms, chest, underarms, and the soft trail at my navel was still visible when Dahlia reviewed the body map and asked me to approve each area separately. I consented to all of them. Only then did the warm wax touch my skin. Each strip hurt exactly as much as it should and left a clean, sensitive band behind it, so I watched the change advance across my body strip by strip, present for every result.

Dahlia began at my right calf and made me compare it with the untouched left. The groomed leg caught the salon light in one continuous plane; the other broke it into dark texture. When I slid my palm over both, one felt startlingly bare and the other suddenly felt neglected. That judgment had not existed ten minutes earlier.

“Hold the skin here,” she said, placing two of my fingers above my knee. “Taut skin, clean pull. If you flinch, breathe before the next strip. Don’t twist away.”

The thigh strips burned more. My abdomen made me laugh once through my teeth, without humor, when the wax crossed the narrow trail below my navel. Underarm hair required my arm overhead and left me exposed from pink nails to stocking tops while Dahlia worked in short sections. She checked each reddened area for lifting, pressed a cool aloe cloth over it, and waited for the heat to settle before proceeding. I held the skin taut, counted through the burn, watched each bare strip appear, and approved the next region only after the heat settled.

By the time she finished my chest, the bra cups moved directly over smooth skin. The satin no longer whispered across hair; it dragged lightly over my nipples and made them hard enough to show through the unpadded fabric. The cage answered with a cramped pulse under the drape across my hips.

“Skin condition?” Dahlia asked.

“Hot. Sensitive. No sharp pain.”

“Good. You report like Mireille already. Turn your wrist.”

A missed line of fine hair caught the light along my forearm. She left the correction to me and handed over the finishing strip. I set it, smoothed with the growth, pulled against it, and hissed as the last narrow patch came clean.

“Your work,” she said.

Then the brows. A shaping that took ten minutes and changed my face by a degree I would not have believed possible if I had not been staring at the result. The arch was subtle, feminine without being theatrical, and it did something to my eyes that made them look larger and more gray, as though a frame had been placed around them.

“You have good bone structure,” Dahlia said, tilting my chin with one finger. “The brow shape is going to make your cheekbones louder. Some candidates need contouring to get what you have for free.”

Dahlia collected and disposed of the wax strips efficiently. Even the mundane work advanced the transformation. My skin tingled everywhere the air touched it, legs and forearms and the flat plane of my stomach, and when I sat up on the salon table the satin of the bra slid against my chest in a way it had not slid before, because the hair that had provided a buffer between fabric and skin was gone, and the absence made the fabric feel like a hand, warm and intentional.

“Stand up,” Dahlia said. “Feel the air.”

I stood. The salon was temperature-controlled, slightly cool, and the cool moved over my body with a completeness I had not experienced since childhood, a full-surface sensation that made me aware of my own outline in a way clothing never had. My legs were smooth. My arms were smooth. The cage was the only hard edge on the lower half of my body, its steel bars the only texture against skin that was otherwise seamless, and the contrast made both the smoothness and the cage more present, each one amplifying the other.

Then the nails. Filed, shaped, given a coat of clear strengthener and a soft pink base that was just dark enough to be visible and just light enough to be deniable, which was, I realized, the visual equivalent of every choice I had made so far. Dahlia held my hand still while she applied the second coat, her freckled fingers resting on my newly smooth wrist. Pink advanced across each nail like a signature appearing one careful stroke at a time. The polish could be removed, but the fact that I had chosen it could not.

“Don’t touch anything for three minutes,” she said. “The base coat needs to set, and if you smudge the index finger I will not fix it, I will make you fix it, because you are going to learn nail repair before the week is out.”

“I’ve negotiated six-figure crisis settlements. I can manage polish.”

“Those settlements didn’t require fine motor control with wet nails. This does.”

I did not smudge the index finger.

Then the wig. Dahlia pinned my natural brown hair flat beneath a breathable cap, first crossing the longer top sections so no ridge showed through the crown. My first attempt left a lump above my right ear. She made me unpin it, divide the section, and try again until the cap followed my skull without a visible step.

She fitted the wig with a craftsperson’s practiced care, adjusting the lace front against my hairline and asking me to look down while she marked the edge. She trimmed the lace in shallow irregular curves that avoided one revealing straight line, then let me press the matte adhesive into place with the handle of a fine brush. It smelled faintly of almond. When I turned my head, the shoulder-length honey-blonde hair followed a fraction later and brushed the newly bare skin at my neck. I turned again simply to feel it repeat.

“Brush from the ends,” she said, placing the handle in my pink-nailed hand. “If you start at the crown, you pull the fit loose and blame the wig for your impatience.”

I caught a knot, forced it, and felt the lace shift. “Ends,” Dahlia said, tapping the brush handle against the lowest knot. I started there. The brush passed cleanly on the third stroke, and the hair settled in a soft side part that changed the balance of my face even before cosmetics.

Then the makeup, and this was where she changed the rules. She set a small folding technical mirror on the vanity, wide enough to show one half of my face at a time. The full vanity glass and the standing mirror remained hidden behind black silk.

“I’m going to do the left side,” she said, angling the technical mirror toward my cheek. “You’re going to do the right. Same products, same order. I’ll talk you through it.”

“You want me to do my own makeup.”

“You’ll recreate this tomorrow without me,” she said. “Half a face gives you a reference and makes your hand learn the other half.”

Foundation first, a light formula in a shade she matched to my neck. She applied the left side with three strokes and a blend that looked effortless in the little mirror. I applied the right with five strokes and left a visible edge at my jaw. She made me turn the mirror toward the window light, where the mistake became impossible to miss, then showed me how to stipple downward until face and neck agreed. She corrected my pressure twice and told me to use my ring finger near the eyes because it applied the least force. On my next pass, I remembered without prompting and reduced the pressure before she could touch my wrist.

Concealer, subtle, under the eyes and along the nose. Powder, translucent, pressed with a brush she showed me how to hold. Then the eyes: a base shadow in champagne, a deeper shade at the outer corner, a thin line of brown along the upper lashes. My hand shook on the liner. She steadied it with her palm against my wrist. My grip tightened until the liner dragged; under her firm hand, I loosened my fingers and the next stroke ran clean.

“Don’t draw a line,” she said. “Follow the lash. It’s a guide, not a destination.”

The lashes were false and individual, applied with tweezers and a patience I did not know I had. The lips took on a sunlit rose: one coat, blot, reapply. Dahlia demonstrated the final press with her own mouth, turning instruction into a lesson I was not being charged for.

Dahlia folded the technical mirror shut. Until then I had seen products, edges, and one eye at a time, never the completed face or the full silhouette.

“Now the reveal,” Dahlia said. “You can ask me to uncover the full mirror, or you can do it yourself. It’s your mirror.”

I reached past her and pulled the silk curtain off the glass.

I found my gray eyes last.

Honey-blonde hair fell to the reflection’s shoulders. Shaped brows opened a face warmed by foundation and champagne shadow; rose color altered the mouth I used to close arguments. The technique had changed every frame around the eyes, yet their cool appraisal stayed familiar. They moved over the result as I had trained them to move through any untested room, locating seams, risks, and advantages. The habit belonged to me. So did the pink-nailed hand rising toward the glass.

Two extra sessions had taught the corset to hold my body in this shape. The bra gave the chest a softness I could not feel but could see. The stockings and heels gave the legs a line that I knew, from Helena’s drills, how to maintain. And below all of it, the rose satin lay close enough over my hips that the cage interrupted the smooth fall of the skirt. When I turned toward the mirror, the trapped swelling pushed a small, unmistakable ridge into the fabric. Dahlia saw it. I saw her see it. Polished femininity and the hard outline beneath it shared one reflection. Heat knotted low in my abdomen. Shame supplied the sting; vanity supplied the reason I kept looking.

“Breathe,” Dahlia said, because I had stopped.

I breathed. My hands found the vanity counter and gripped it. The reflection gripped it back, and her nails were pink, and her knuckles were white.

I heard a sound from the doorway and turned. Nico had entered from the next station, already finished, and I understood immediately why Dahlia had placed our appointments an hour apart. Nico was stunning. Dark hair in a sleek pageboy, skin flawless, lips a precise crimson, cheekbones I had already noted made sharper by expert contour. He looked like someone who had been doing this for years, not days, and the effortless quality of it was so polished it could only be armor.

Dahlia crossed to him before he could speak and inspected the lace line, the blended foundation, and the crisp symmetry of his mouth. “Technically excellent,” she said. “The pageboy suits your neck, the contour is disciplined, and you corrected the lip edge without flattening the shape. Presentation, plus six.”

Nico absorbed the praise with a perfect inclination of his head. I felt my own score before I saw it, felt the competitive sting of being outperformed at a skill I had not known I wanted yesterday. He had earned the response. That made wanting to beat him cleaner and sharper.

“Caleb,” Nico said, and his voice warmed by exactly the degree that preceded a measurement. His gaze moved over me from the hair to the heels, and I saw the calculation happen, the same calculation I had seen at our first meeting: is he above me or below me. “You look different.”

“Thank you.”

“It wasn’t a compliment.” His mouth curved. “It was an observation. Compliments come later, when the audience decides.” He turned back to his own mirror, and I watched his reflection check its lipstick, and I thought, you practiced this for weeks before you came here, and I thought, I chose the blonde because I wanted the bigger change, and I thought, and neither of those truths makes the other one smaller.

Dahlia appeared beside me. “Don’t copy Nico. His technique is excellent. Yours has to become yours.” She turned me back to my own mirror. “Look. Not at him. At you.”

I looked.

The cage tightened around my response to the poised blonde in the mirror. The irony of arousal at my own transformation defeated every rational argument before I could assemble it. Pre-cum gathered. I felt it against the tube, warm and unwelcome and entirely outside my control.

“There she is,” Dahlia said quietly to the reflection. A correction formed behind my teeth. I met the gray eyes in the glass until the words dissolved, then set my palm flat on the vanity.

After the salon, I approved a formal before-and-after portrait for faculty-only display. I initialed VOLUNTARY beside the permission and watched Iris register PRESENTATION +8.

In the corridor, a window caught me without ceremony: honey-blonde hair, rose lips, pink nails, and Helena’s adequate posture moving through afternoon light. I stopped. The reflection adjusted the garment bag higher on one shoulder and continued toward my room with three other candidates passing behind it, none of them looking twice.

I carried that unremarked image back to my suite.

I left the mirror in my suite uncovered. Before bed, I set the rose lipstick and the fine liner brush beside it in the order Dahlia had taught me, ready for morning practice.


Chapter 6: Adequate

Helena Quill did not believe in talent.

At fifteen hundred the previous afternoon, exactly seventy-two hours after the original lock, Corinne had opened the cage for supervised hygiene and a complete skin inspection. Circulation normal. No abrasion. No numbness. Emergency tab intact. She offered removal or a voluntary five-day extension. I chose the extension after repeating the duration and safeword aloud.

Iris recorded the receipt before the lock closed: DAY 6, 15:00. INITIAL 72 HOURS COMPLETE. EXTENSION 1 AUTHORIZED: 120 HOURS. NEXT REVIEW: DAY 11, 15:00.

Helena delivered her opinion on talent on the morning of Day Seven, standing in the center of the Glass Studio with her dancer’s posture perfectly stacked and her dark espresso eyes fixed on my ankles as though my ankles owed her money. She wore a fitted movement dress in slate gray and quiet black heels. Silk cords hung coiled at her hip, quick-release knots already tied and ready for later drills.

“Talent is an excuse people use to avoid repetition,” she said. “What I teach is mechanics. Mechanics can be learned by anyone with a spine and the willingness to fall, stand again, and save the complaints until after practice.” She looked at my feet. “Higher heels. The three-inch.”

I was already in two-inch academy heels, which I had been wearing for four days and which had given me a blister on my left pinky toe that I treated every night with the medical tape Mireille had provided and enough misplaced stoicism to bleed quietly while hiding the pain from a room full of women. The three-inch heels were in the wardrobe cubby, and I put them on with the deliberate precision of a man handling a loaded weapon, which they were.

“Good,” Helena said. The word cost her something. She spent praise like a miser. “Today we break heel walking into five components. Balance. Turn. Stair. Recovery. Object carry. You will master balance before you attempt a turn, and you will master a turn before I allow you near a stair, because a turn done badly on a stair becomes a fall, and a fall in my studio reflects on my teaching, and I am not in the habit of reflecting poorly.”

“Understood.”

“You will also stop bracing your shoulders. The corset is doing the structural work. Your shoulders are decoration. Let them be.”

I lowered my shoulders. I had not realized they were raised, which meant the tension had been there long enough to become invisible, and Helena had seen it in the first three seconds of the lesson, which taught me something immediate about her: she read bodies as I read balance sheets, with every force, compensation, and error exposed to trained attention.

Balance first. She placed a slim wooden rod on the floor and told me to walk along it, one foot directly in front of the other, in three-inch heels, with my arms at my sides and my chin level. I made it four steps before my ankle rolled and I stepped off the rod with a stumble that would have been a fall if I had not caught myself on the barre.

“Again,” Helena said.

I went again. Five steps this time, then a wobble at the ball of my foot that sent me sideways.

“Again.”

Six steps. Seven. On the eighth my heel landed a centimeter off the rod and I over-corrected and stumbled and caught the barre again, and an involuntary laugh broke out of me. The task was absurd, difficult, and worth another attempt. The sound startled me more than the fall had.

Helena’s severe mouth almost curved before discipline restored it. “Better,” she said. “Again.”

I went again. This time I treated the floor as a risk map, reading the rod’s grain, the tile seams, and the studio’s slight leftward cant. I placed each heel as carefully as evidence in a sequence, because that was how my brain worked, and Helena had not told me to stop using it, she had only told me to stop bracing against it.

Ten steps. Twelve. The full length of the rod.

“Adequate,” Helena said. Adequate, from her, was a grade I could feel in my chest.

Turns came next. She demonstrated once, a precise half-turn on the ball of the foot, the body rotating around a vertical axis with the trailing heel never leaving the floor, the whole motion taking less than a second, as if physics had granted her a private exception. She did it in her own heels, which were lower than mine, and the control in her long legs was absolute.

I tried. I over-rotated, caught myself, and turned the stumble into a square correction that looked, I hoped, intentional.

“I saw you brace,” Helena said.

“I corrected.”

“You corrected after bracing. Correct before. Anticipate the weight shift. You plan risk for a living. Plan this.”

I set for another attempt. As my weight shifted onto the ball of my foot, Nico’s voice cut across the studio.

“Now.”

My body obeyed the timing cue before my mind identified the speaker. I rotated early, heel skidding half an inch, and recovered with one palm near the barre. Nico stretched at the far end as though he had been counting his own exercise.

“Did I ask you to coach?” Helena said.

“I was counting my hold.”

“Count silently.”

His amber gaze met mine in the mirror. I reset my feet, waited for my own balance to settle, and turned on the pressure change beneath my toes rather than anyone’s voice. The second pivot landed square.

Helena tapped the barre once. “Your timing belongs to you. Keep it.”

Stairs were a separate hell. Helena had a three-step platform in the corner of the studio, padded at the base, and she made me ascend and descend it fifteen times, correcting foot angle, knee alignment, hip rotation, and the tendency I had to lean forward on the descent. I fell once, caught the rail, and turned the catch into a controlled step-down that preserved my center of gravity. Helena watched the catch.

“You fall well,” she said. From anyone else, this would have been a joke. From Helena, it was high praise.

Recovery was the lesson I needed most. Helena explained it as the art of converting an error into a movement that looked intended, and she did it by pushing me, literally, off balance during a walk and watching how I reorganized. The first time, I stumbled and braced. The second time, I stumbled and pivoted and turned the pivot into a half-turn. The third time, I kept walking without breaking stride, and Helena tapped one finger twice against the barre, her economical equivalent of applause.

Object carry closed the morning. Helena placed a glass of water on a tray and told me to cross the studio in three-inch heels without spilling. I made it to the center of the room before the cage shifted under my skirt, a reminder of its presence that I had almost managed to forget, and the shift changed my gait by one degree, and the water trembled in the glass.

I stopped. I breathed. I adjusted my stance, tucked my hips according to Helena’s correction, and finished the walk with the water intact.

“Adequate,” Helena said again, and this time I wanted it with the same sharp appetite the score provoked.

The afternoon brought the garden walk, which was Belladonna’s test of whether presentation survived outside the studio’s controlled environment. Candidates walked a garden path in pairs, making ordinary conversation with female staff who appeared at intervals, seated on benches or walking between the hedge lines. The conversations were unscripted: weather, the grounds, a remark about a flower, the sort of small talk that requires sustained presentation without the structure of a formal protocol.

I was paired with Omar, who was managing his heels with the determination of a man crossing a minefield and his voice exercise strained with the effort of remembering to breathe in the right place.

A staff member I hadn’t met, a woman in a blue linen dress, stopped us at the garden’s central fountain. “Lovely afternoon,” she said, and looked at us with the calm expectation of someone who wanted a response, not a performance.

Omar said, “It is, thank you,” in a voice that cracked on the second word. As he shifted to recover, the rotating buckle let his shoe twist beneath him. His ankle started inward while his weight was still committed to the heel.

“Stay with me,” I said, lifting my resonance as I caught his forearm and stepped my foot beside his shoe to block the roll. The first word landed too low. I recovered on the next. “The lavender near the east wall is coming in beautifully. Do you tend it yourself?”

The staff member answered while Omar transferred his weight onto me. My register wavered when his full weight arrived, but crisis-call breath control kept it from dropping into the hard baritone of my intake recording. I asked a follow-up about the soil and guided him to the stone border without announcing the rescue to the rest of the path.

“May I have a moment to correct my companion’s fastening?” I asked. The sentence began warm and ended too carefully articulated, technique visible at the seams.

“Of course,” the woman said. Her gaze touched my face, then Omar’s ankle. “The west bed uses the same lavender, but the shade keeps it shorter. You can compare them on your return.”

A test inside the test. She wanted to see whether I could resume ordinary conversation after kneeling in gravel.

I crouched, placed Omar’s toe squarely on the path, and opened the rotating buckle. The pin had caught the outermost hole at an angle. I reseated it one hole tighter, tugged the strap twice, then pressed the heel stem sideways with two fingers to check for play.

“Put one quarter of your weight on it,” I said.

Omar obeyed. The shoe held.

“Half.”

It held again. I stood without using him for leverage, smoothed my skirt, found the breath behind my cheekbones, and turned back to the staff member.

“The west bed would be useful,” I said. The pitch rose too high on useful. I lowered it on the next phrase. “Omar and I were debating whether the shorter variety would survive a balcony planter.”

We had debated no such thing. Omar caught the offered premise and nodded.

“My balcony kills mint,” he said, his first syllable rough before he relaxed his jaw. “Lavender may be ambitious.”

The woman smiled. “Then begin with rosemary. It tolerates neglect and overconfidence.”

“Finally, a plant designed for consultants,” I said.

Her laugh was small and genuine. While she described drainage, I watched Omar recover from the corner of my eye and stood close enough to give him support without making that support visible. When she moved on, a second staff member approached from the fountain carrying a folder and asked us which path led to the Red Salon.

I knew she worked there. I had seen her at the manicure station. The wrong-direction question was another unscripted prompt.

“The east arcade,” I said, gesturing with an open hand. My voice slipped chestward on east. I paused as though choosing the clearest route, reset my breath, and continued in the warmer placement. “Past the fountain, then left at the glass doors. May I walk you to the turn?”

“Directions are enough, thank you, miss.”

Miss still struck like a fingertip against exposed skin. I answered without correction. “Of course.”

Only when she had gone did Omar exhale.

“Thanks,” he said quietly. “For the ankle and the invented balcony.”

“You’re fine. Your voice cracks when you tighten your throat. Drop your jaw half an inch before you speak.”

He tried it. “Lovely afternoon.”

“Better.”

“How did you keep yours from collapsing while you caught me?”

“I didn’t. It dropped on the first word and climbed too high twice. I used the breathing from crisis calls to recover before it became a different voice altogether.” I checked his buckle once more. “It will hold for the walk. Replace it before the next drill; that pin nearly missed the hole.”

We finished the walk with his ankle stable. At the west bed, Omar correctly identified rosemary and received a quiet laugh from the staff member. At the final bench, an older woman asked whether the pink clasp suited my coloring. I nearly answered in my baseline voice because the question felt personal. I reset, told her the clasp had not asked my opinion, then admitted the warm shade worked better with the blonde hair than White had. She marked something on her card.

The rain arrived before we reached the assessment line. One drop struck my bare forearm, then six more darkened the gravel. A warm spring sheet swept over the hedge and turned the pale path slick within seconds.

The staff women opened umbrellas. Candidates had none. The direct route to the studio crossed thirty yards of wet stone; the covered route curved beneath the east arcade and added two shallow stairs. Helena stood at the far doors and made no gesture to hurry us. Choosing the route was part of the exercise now.

A candidate ahead of us lunged toward the direct path, eager to finish before the rain reached her makeup. Her heel slid on the first wet flagstone. Felix caught her elbow, but the abrupt shift pulled both of them off line.

“Arcade,” I said in the trained register, loud enough for the nearest candidates. “Short steps on the gravel. Use the wall only if your heel slips.”

Nico was already crossing the direct route. He shortened his stride and moved beautifully over the wet stone, every placement controlled. Three candidates followed him because skill looked like safety from a distance.

I chose the arcade. Omar’s repaired buckle had survived dry gravel; water changed the risk. We crossed to the covered path with Felix and Remy behind us. Rain struck the glass roof hard enough to interfere with the voice exercise, forcing each sentence to carry without shouting.

At the first stair, Omar looked down. His shoulders rose. His weight shifted forward in the exact preparation for a bad descent.

“Rosemary,” I said.

He looked at me. “What?”

“Tell Felix why rosemary survives your balcony. Keep looking ahead while you descend.”

Omar took the first step while explaining drainage. His pitch scraped low on neglect, recovered on overconfidence, and the distraction stopped him from staring at his own feet. I walked one step below him, ready to block another ankle roll, but he found the rail lightly and descended under his own balance.

Behind us, Felix had become the stabilizer for the candidate he had caught. He showed her the shorter assessment stride Helena had taught us and waited while she reset her heel. Remy stood beneath the arcade in a rain-spotted pink dress, holding the hem of his skirt clear of the wet gravel.

“I was promised feminine refinement,” he said. “No one disclosed weather.”

“Weather was in clause seventeen,” I said.

“I skimmed clause seventeen. Corinne was right about me.”

The joke kept the stalled group from rushing. We reached the second stair together. A gust drove rain beneath the arcade and plastered the lower half of my skirt to one thigh. The cage’s hard outline showed beneath the soaked fabric. Heat flooded my face as two staff members glanced toward it, then returned their attention to my footing.

I could have covered myself with both hands and sacrificed balance. Instead I used one hand to peel the fabric away from the device, gathered the damp fold at my hip, and descended with the other hand free near the rail. The movement exposed more stocking and garter than the dry skirt had. It also kept me upright.

At the studio door, Dahlia met us with towels and blotting papers. “No rubbing your face,” she said. “Press. Hair first, then collar, then the hem. You have three minutes before Helena scores presentation under recovery conditions.”

The arcade group formed a rough line. Felix blotted the back of Omar’s blouse where the rain had reached it. Omar held a towel above Remy’s presentation hair while Remy repaired the corner of his mouth. I pressed the soaked skirt between two towels, checked that the wet fabric no longer clung to the cage, then handed my last blotting paper to the candidate Felix had caught.

Nico entered from the direct path almost dry. One splash marked his left stocking. His technique had beaten the rain. Our route had brought five candidates through without another slip.

Helena’s gaze moved over both outcomes when she opened the assessment door.

Inside the studio, Helena stood beside the assessment line with her arms crossed, watching the candidates assemble.

She assessed us one at a time. I stood in line between Omar and a candidate whose name I had not learned. Sunlight reached my newly smooth forearms; steel pulled between my thighs; the corset kept each breath high in my ribs; blonde ends brushed my shoulders whenever the garden wind shifted. The separate sensations assembled into one presentation I no longer had to call a costume. I kept my hands relaxed and my chin level without calling any piece of it a costume.

“Candidate Twelve,” Helena said. Her eyes tracked Omar’s stable ankle, then my stance. I became aware of my breathing and the white clasp at my throat and the fact that I was standing in heels with my hands at my sides and my shoulders down and my chin level and my pulse steady.

“Your vocal placement is unstable,” Helena said. “It held because you let it recover and resisted forcing it. Your support of Candidate Six remained discreet, and you returned to presentation after kneeling.”

She let the findings sit separately, correction and credit.

“Pink Ribbon,” she said. “Awarded on posture, recovery, awareness, and service.” She held up a small clasp, identical in shape to the white one at my throat but deeper in color, a saturated pink that matched the dress I had been wearing since the salon.

I bowed my head. She unclipped the white and fitted the pink in its place. The familiar click touched off a warm tightening beneath my ribs, followed immediately by the drag of steel as I inhaled.

“Adequate,” she said a third time. I understood now that she had built me a floor, with every degree of approval above it carrying a higher cost.

That evening, six pizza boxes occupied the dorm’s low table, each labelled with a candidate number because Dahlia had decided the first Pink celebration should test whether twelve people in corsets could reach dinner without putting a sleeve in the cheese. Candidates lowered themselves onto cushions with both hands braced, traded blister tape, and shouted warnings whenever a stockinged knee approached the garlic dip.

Felix knelt beside the boxes, pale waves falling into his face while he read the labels. “Candidate Six has olives. Candidate Ten has peppers. Candidate Twelve has a note that says no walnuts, which raises questions about the kitchen’s pizza philosophy.”

“Risk management,” I said.

Omar lowered himself onto the sofa in three careful stages and exhaled when the corset permitted him to sit. “I ordered extra cheese. My current risk is that I cannot bend far enough to reach it.”

I slid his box closer with the toe of my heel.

“Service score,” Remy said solemnly from the floor.

“Mutual aid. Different ledger.”

“Everything here has a ledger.”

“Then put down that Candidate Twelve prevented a cheese-access emergency under load.”

The room laughed, and I laughed with them. I sat cross-legged on a floor cushion in a pink dress and stockings, a new clasp at my throat and a cage between my legs. The pizza was too hot. Cheese burned the roof of my mouth, and the sting was the most ordinary, human sensation I had felt in months.

Candidates compared clasps in the bathroom mirror, angling their heads to catch the light with a practiced gesture I had watched in restaurant bathrooms for years without understanding. One candidate, whose name I knew was Remy, held his pink clasp beside Felix’s white one and said, “Mine’s darker than yours,” and Felix said, “That’s because you earned yours two hours before me, it’s the exact same pink,” and Remy said, “Darker,” and they argued about it with the comfortable irrelevance of people who have agreed, without saying so, that the things they are arguing about matter.

I checked my own clasp. Same pink, whatever Remy claimed. My fingers adjusted it until it sat centered at my throat.

Back in my suite, Iris updated: PINK RIBBON. SALON ACCESS GRANTED. SUPERVISED PUBLIC PASSING AUTHORIZED. The access changes appeared as a soft glow along the bracelet’s edge, pink light against the black glass, and I watched it pulse three times before it settled.

The nameplate outside my door was still blank. I paused, then went inside and treated the new blisters with tape before the evening protocol dimmed the bracelet to amber.


Chapter 7: Seen in the City

The city was louder than I remembered.

Belladonna’s campus operated at a specific volume, controlled and interior, a world of silk sounds and heel clicks and voices calibrated to be heard across a salon without ever rising above conversation. The city, by contrast, was an assault. Traffic. Construction. A street musician playing something fast and wrong on a saxophone. Crowds moving in patterns I could read but had temporarily forgotten how to navigate in three-inch heels and a pink dress that caught the wind at my thighs.

Dahlia owned the sidewalk beside me. Cherry-red heels, a vintage floral dress that made her copper hair look like it belonged on a magazine from 1955, a cross-body bag that matched nothing and completed everything. She moved through the crowd as though the crowd was a current she had agreed to join.

“Three tasks,” she said, stepping over a grate without breaking stride, a skill I noted and envied. “One: walk into the boutique on Linden Street and ask for a fitting room. Two: buy lipstick. Three: sit at the café terrace, order lunch, and eat it without dropping your voice. These are simple. They are also the hardest things you’ve done since you got here, because the audience is real.”

“The audience at the academy is real.”

“The audience at the academy chose to be there and knows what they’re looking at. These people did not and do not. When the girl at the lipstick counter calls you ‘miss,’ you’ll understand the difference.”

I understood the difference already, in theory. Theory does not prepare you for practice. Practice, I had learned, was the only thing that prepared you for anything.

The boutique on Linden Street was a small, bright shop with a lavender candle burning near the register and a clerk behind the counter who was perhaps twenty-five, dark-haired, and looking at her phone with the blank inattention of a person who had not yet been given a reason to look up. I walked through the door, and the bell chimed, and the clerk looked up, and what happened next was the single most disorienting moment of my life to that point.

She looked up from her phone and gave me the ordinary welcome reserved for any customer.

“Hi, miss,” she said. “Can I help you find something?”

I froze. The word passed through the honey-blonde hair, makeup, dress, stockings, and rehearsed posture and reached the part of me that still expected public correction. For one beat I wanted to turn toward Dahlia and ask whether the clerk had been briefed. Then pride rose, hot and bright, because she had not been briefed. Shame followed it so quickly the two sensations occupied the same breath.

I could correct her. I could laugh. I could lower my voice and restore the category I had carried into the shop. Instead I let the word stand.

“I’d like a fitting room, please,” I said, and my voice came out in the mezzo register I had been drilling for a week. It sounded right. The clerk accepted it without surprise and pointed me toward the second door.

“Sure thing. Second door on the left. Just let me know if you need a different size.”

I walked to the fitting room on legs that felt simultaneously made of iron and made of nothing. Dahlia selected a cream wrap blouse from the rail and passed it to me before I closed the door.

“A fitting room usually involves fitting something,” she murmured.

Inside, the lock engaged with a cheap brass snap. The room was barely wide enough to turn in without brushing the curtain, and the three-way mirror offered no flattering distance. I removed the pink academy jacket but kept the corset and skirt. Pulling the blouse over the honey-blonde hair without disturbing it required a sequence Dahlia had taught me in the car: gather the hair at one shoulder, shield the makeup with a gauze hood, guide the neckline down, keeping it clear of the face. I forgot the hood, caught rose lipstick on the cream collar, and froze at the evidence.

The old response would have been concealment. Turn the collar. Put the blouse back. Leave before the clerk noticed. Instead I opened the door two inches.

“Excuse me,” I called, and the mezzo thinned under stress. I reset before continuing. “I marked the collar with lipstick while trying it on. I’d like to pay for cleaning or purchase the blouse.”

The clerk came over, inspected the faint rose mark, and smiled. “That comes out with micellar water. Happens every day. Want me to bring you the next size up? The shoulders are pulling a little.”

She had assessed the blouse, not me. Her practical concern for the garment nearly broke my voice more thoroughly than suspicion would have.

“Yes, please. One size up.”

She returned with it. I used the gauze hood this time. The larger blouse settled over the corset without straining at the shoulder seam, and the wrap emphasized the waist I had spent a week training into temporary existence. I turned left, then right. The woman in the three panels moved with me, plausible despite the technical imperfections.

When I came out, the clerk adjusted the wrap tie with permission and said, “That color’s lovely on you. The smaller one was fighting your frame.”

“Thank you,” I said. I purchased the blouse because I had stained the first and because the second looked good, and only one of those reasons was tactical.

Dahlia held a silk scarf against her neck at the counter, visibly savoring a purchase she had already decided against. She caught my eye, looped the scarf once with theatrical flair, and mouthed, “Good save,” before returning it to the rack. The private approval mattered more than the score update I knew would follow.

The lipstick counter was next. A small display of testers in a glass case, organized by shade family, and a clerk who asked what undertone I was looking for.

“Warm rose,” I said, because I had been applying one for five days and had opinions about it now, opinions I had not asked for and could not return.

She expanded my options to three testers: coral, warm rose, and a deeper berry. Under the counter lights the coral sharpened every trace of redness left by the salon wax. The berry made my mouth look smaller and more severe. I cleaned both with the disposable pads and tried the rose.

My first pass overran the lower lip at the left corner. I did not reach for Dahlia. I used the angled cotton tip, erased the edge, and began again: one coat, blot, reapply, then one clean press of the lips without rubbing. The corrected color warmed my complexion and made the gray eyes look cooler by contrast.

“The rose,” I said.

“Definitely,” the clerk replied. “You knew as soon as you tried it.”

I had. The knowledge was tiny, cosmetic, and mine.

“Can I ring it up?”

“Please.”

“Name for the bag?”

I looked at the receipt pad. A small blank line where a name would go, printed on a paper slip that would be folded around the lipstick and placed in a small bag that I would carry out of the shop and back to a place where names were scored and logged and fitted to doors. It was a line of text. It was not a contract. But the clerk was looking at me with the patient indifference of someone who needed to write something down, and the something she needed was a word I had been circling for a week without touching.

“Callie,” I said.

The clerk wrote it. She did not hesitate. Her pen moved straight to the next field. The casual acceptance devastated me more thoroughly than any ceremony Corinne could have designed.

I took the bag. CALLIE was printed on the receipt in blue ink. I folded the slip around the lipstick, tucked both into my purse, and walked out with a purchase named after me, or after someone I was allowing myself to be for one transaction. I called the distinction tactical. The excuse convinced no part of me.

“Well done,” Dahlia said, falling into step beside me. She did not ask about the name. She had heard it. The hearing was enough.

We were halfway to the café when my phone vibrated.

Not the academy bracelet. My personal phone, which I carried for emergencies and which had been silent for ten days. I took it out. The notification was a text from a number I had not saved but recognized, because I had been paying attention to Graham Dyer’s communication patterns since I was twenty-four.

The text was an image: a cropped photograph of me entering Belladonna on enrollment night, charcoal coat over one arm and the garment bag marked CANDIDATE TWELVE in the other hand. The gate’s silver initials were visible over my shoulder. Whoever took it had framed my face, the academy marker, and the candidate tag in one shot.

Below the image, Graham had written:

THE TIMELINE. BY TONIGHT, OR THIS GOES TO EVERY CLIENT YOU HAVE LEFT. I HAVE THE ARRIVAL SHOTS, CALEB. I WILL EXPOSE WHAT YOU ENROLLED TO BECOME.

I stopped walking. Dahlia stopped beside me. The city moved past us like a river past two stones. I read the message again, and my brain, the brain that had spent four years converting panic into sequence, did the thing it did.

Step one: confirm the photograph’s origin. Graham had failed to strip the metadata. The image carried a 21:14 timestamp and embedded coordinates placing the photographer on the public access road outside Belladonna’s gate.

Step two: locate the photographer. Not Graham himself. Graham would not sit outside a gate when he could hire someone. I looked at the café terrace across the street, and then at the parking structure beyond it, and then at the reflections in the boutique windows we had just passed, and I found him. A man in a gray jacket sat at the parking structure’s ground-floor railing, his studied attention fixed on the phone as he pretended to scroll while actually watching.

Step three: document.

“Dahlia,” I said. “Take the shopping bag.”

“What’s happening.”

“We’re going to swap bags. Yours is larger and recognizable. If he follows the bag, he’s tracking the purchase. If he follows me, he’s tracking the candidate. Then I’m going to buy you a coffee and photograph him over your shoulder.”

Dahlia’s playful expression vanished. She passed me the bag without another question, trusting the professional underneath the pink dress. “Your old trouble,” she said.

“My old trouble.”

“We can go back.”

“I know. I want to finish the tasks first.”

“Why.”

“Because going back means he changed my day. And I’m done letting him change my days.”

Her address changed too. For the next instruction she used my name and retired the candidate number, acknowledging a competence she had not taught me.

She removed a cream scarf from her cross-body bag and put it in my small CALLIE bag. I transferred the lipstick and receipt into her larger floral shopping bag. We crossed paths at the corner, exchanged the bags in plain view, then separated by half a block. The watcher ignored Dahlia and the floral bag containing my purchase. His phone tracked me and the small bag containing only her scarf. Target confirmed: the watcher followed the candidate.

Dahlia looped back to the café. While she arranged herself at the terrace table with effortless, camera-ready poise, I took out my phone and framed the shot.

I got Dahlia. I got the copper hair, the intent expression, and the vintage floral dress, and behind her, in sharp focus because I had learned photography as I learned every useful crisis tool, I got the man in the gray jacket with his phone aimed at the Belladonna car we had arrived in.

I took two more shots while pretending to compare selfies. The watcher stood and crossed to a lower level. In the reflection of a parked van, I saw him pause long enough to photograph the Belladonna car’s plate. That gave me one strong visual link between his attention and academy transport, not a convenient view of whoever received the image.

I saved the photographs to an encrypted folder and sent Priya six words: HIRED WATCHER AT CAFÉ. PHOTOS ATTACHED. She could identify him from his face and plate activity without my inventing certainty from a distant screen.

Then I put the phone away and sat across from Dahlia. A waiter arrived with two menus and addressed us as ladies. I felt the word hit, recovered half a beat faster than at the boutique, and asked about the daily special without dropping placement.

“The fennel salad is popular,” he said. “Would you like still or sparkling water?”

“Still, please. And the salad without walnuts.”

He noted it and turned to Dahlia. I checked the menu again. Walnuts had not been listed among the ingredients. I had asked because public presentation had not erased risk management; it had simply changed the voice doing it.

Dahlia ordered the same salad with everything. When the waiter left, she leaned forward, her full breasts pressing against the vintage neckline.

“Task three has three failure points,” she said. “Ordering, eating, and conversation. You passed the first. Your voice tightened on ladies but recovered.”

“I noticed.”

“Good. Reproduce the recovery often enough and it becomes stable.”

Her gaze shifted past my shoulder to the parking structure, then returned to me. “You’re going to tell me about this,” Dahlia said. Her tone required an answer.

I told her. Not all of it, but enough. The partner, the diverted funds, the debt, the memo, the mirrored file, the attempt to buy me, and now this. I told her in Callie’s voice because we were sitting at a public terrace and presentation was assessed, and because telling it in Callie’s voice made it feel like something that belonged to a life under my management, free of its old power to manage me.

“Corinne should know,” Dahlia said.

“She will. When I’ve built enough to act. Right now I have a photograph, a metadata string, and a watcher who doesn’t know he’s been watched. Those are the first pieces of leverage.”

“You’ve done this before.”

“I’ve done this for other people’s crises. This time I’m the client.” I drank the water that had arrived with my food. Sitting at a café in a pink dress while a hired watcher photographed me from a parking structure was so absurd that it circled back around to calm. “I told you I was a good consultant.”

“You told me you picked the wrong partner. This is what that looks like?”

“This is what the wrong partner does when the right evidence exists.”

Dahlia’s gaze traveled from my lipstick to the shopping bag and settled on my face. Sympathy would have softened it. Instead, professional interest sharpened into respect after she watched me turn a public café into a surveillance station while wearing heels and lipstick.

“Finish your lunch,” she said. “You still owe me a voice-sustained café conversation for the assessment.”

The salads arrived. Mine contained no walnuts; Dahlia’s did. I maintained the conversation while cutting fennel without dragging my sleeve through dressing, while wind lifted the edge of my wig at the left temple, and while the watcher changed positions twice. Dahlia asked questions that required more than prepared answers: which part of the city I missed, which client crisis I had solved best, whether I would have bought the lipstick without the assignment.

“The river walk,” I said to the first. “A factory evacuation during a flood,” to the second. On the third, my fork paused.

“I would have looked at it,” I said.

“That’s not what I asked.”

I took a drink, reset the resonance that had begun to sink with fatigue, and watched the CALLIE bag move in the wind beside her chair. “I might have bought it. I knew which shade I wanted before the clerk agreed.”

Dahlia’s smile held no mockery. “You knew before the clerk did. Next time, trust your own eye.”

The waiter returned to ask whether we wanted coffee. I ordered one, corrected myself from an overly bright pitch, and thanked him when he set it down. Across the street, the watcher raised his phone. I turned my face toward Dahlia and left it exposed to the lens.

I finished lunch in a pink dress on a city terrace while a hired man documented me. My voice held credibly despite the slips, and I let him collect photographs that would become evidence against the person paying him.

On the ride back to Belladonna, I sent Priya the image set and embedded coordinates. Dahlia used the first twenty motorway minutes for a task debrief while the details remained fresh.

“Boutique,” she said.

“I froze on miss, recovered, damaged a collar, disclosed it, and fitted the correct size.”

“You also bought something because it suited you. Include the success, not only the failure points. Lipstick?”

“Three shades tested. One correction at the mouth. Name supplied by choice.”

“Café?”

“Voice stable enough for public use, still vulnerable to surprise. Watcher identified and documented.”

She made me repeat the last answer in Callie’s register while the car crossed rough pavement. The first attempt bounced into my chest with the suspension. On the second I supported the breath lower and kept the resonance forward.

At a traffic light she asked me to request the window be lowered, then interrupted halfway through with a question about the watcher. I answered the interruption, returned to the request, and finished it without losing the thread. The voice dipped but did not collapse. Dahlia marked the recovery on her tablet, preserving the flaws along with the success.

“That’s the difference between booth skill and lived skill,” she said. “The city moves. People interrupt. Wind gets under your hair. You don’t wait for ideal conditions to sound like yourself.”

Then I put the phone away and reached into the shopping bag and took out the lipstick and turned it over in my fingers.

The receipt was still wrapped around it. CALLIE, in blue ink, a name given to a clerk who had not questioned it.

I kept the lipstick. I kept the receipt.

Back at the academy, Iris updated: PRESENTATION +6. SERVICE +3. BALANCE REMAINING: €16,350. NAME RECEIPT: CALLIE, EXTERNAL USE, CANDIDATE-INITIATED.

Priya’s reply arrived at the evening signal window, brief and brisk. GOT THE PHOTOS. FACE MATCHES A CONTRACTOR DYER USED ON A PRIOR MATTER. CHECKING WHETHER HE APPEARS ON STORAGE-OFFICE SECURITY. STAY SMART. STAY SAFE.

I put the lipstick in the vanity drawer and scanned the CALLIE receipt into the encrypted evidence folder beside the watcher photographs. Priya’s storage-office lead remained open on the screen.


Chapter 8: Vermillion

Day Eleven. Eight days after the chastity clock began.

Mireille Kade’s examination room smelled of clean skin and medical-grade lube and the faint citrus of the soap she used between procedures. Clear amber light revealed every surface without making the room punitive, and the padded table was covered in fresh paper, and beside the table was a tray with three items: a sealed packet of nitrile gloves, a small silicone plug still in its sealed case, and a bottle of water-based lubricant with a pump dispenser, all arranged in the order I would meet them.

Mireille was seated on a rolling stool, wearing a cream dress beneath her fitted white coat, her abundant near-black curls pinned back with a gold clip. Her deep amber-brown eyes met mine when I entered, and they offered neither Corinne’s cool authority nor Dahlia’s theatrical warmth. Curiosity sat beside kindness, backed by attention exact enough to make lying feel like a waste of both our time.

“Candidate Twelve,” she said. “Sit.” She gestured to the chair, not the table. “We’re going to talk before anything touches you.”

I sat. The cage shifted when I crossed my legs, a fact I no longer acknowledged with surprise but which I still acknowledged, because the awareness had become part of the posture, a constant companion that I managed alongside blisters and corset pressure, as a thing that was there and was mine.

“Your limit card lists anal as yellow,” Mireille said, reading from the tablet on her knee. “Pending anatomy, preparation, and the right to stop and mean it.” She looked up. “I’d like to discuss what that means in practical terms, so that when we start, you know what’s coming, and when we stop, you know why.”

“Go ahead.”

“I’m offering three options. First: external touch and a single gloved finger to map your anatomy, assess comfort, and locate your prostate. We stop there, I document the baseline, and you leave with data. Second: the finger assessment followed by insertion of the small plug you can see on the tray. Thirty minutes of wear with monitoring, which gives me tolerance data and gives you a first experience of sustained internal pressure. Third: we postpone entirely. You walk out, your score doesn’t change, and we try again when you want to. There is no fourth option, and there is no pressure to select one over another.”

I looked at the tray. The plug was smaller than I had expected, a tapered silicone shape about the width of my thumb at its broadest, midnight blue, with a flared base. The gloves were standard medical grade. The lube was a brand I recognized from a pharmacy, which made it feel more clinical and less theatrical, which was either comforting or disturbing depending on which part of my brain was doing the evaluation.

“Option two,” I said. “Finger assessment and the plug.”

“Good. Now let’s talk about the mechanics. The assessment uses one gloved, lubricated finger. I’ll enter slowly and stop at any point you ask me to. The prostate is approximately two to three inches inside, anterior wall. I’ll palpate it gently to establish location and baseline sensitivity. If you feel pressure, that’s normal. If you feel pleasure, that’s normal. If you feel sharp discomfort, tell me immediately and use a color. Green means continue. Yellow means slow down or pause. Red is vermillion, and vermillion means everything stops and I remove my hand and we’re done until you say otherwise. Understand?”

“Understood.”

“One more thing.” She set the tablet down, and her full attention settled on me before she said what she needed me to hear. “Your body is going to respond. That’s data, nothing more. If you get hard against the cage, that’s data. If you leak, that’s data. If your prostate responds with pleasure, that’s data. None of it means you’ve decided anything. The only thing that means you’ve decided something is the words you use.” She paused. “I’m not Dahlia and I’m not Corinne. I’m not going to tease you or challenge you. I’m going to touch you precisely, ask you what you feel, and believe what you tell me. That’s the whole job.”

“You’re very good at this,” I said, which was a deflection, and she knew it.

“I’m good at this because I attend to the person on the table. Careful work matters more than a tally.” She stood. “Undress below the waist, lie on the table face-up, and put a pillow under your hips. Take your time.”

I undressed. The cage gleamed under the examination light, polished steel against my skin, and when I lay down with the pillow tilting my pelvis, I felt exposed in a way that the chastity fitting had not prepared me for. The fitting had been about the front of me, the cock, the cage, the lock. This was about everything behind it, and the vulnerability was qualitatively different, more internal, more private, more like opening a door to a room I had never looked inside.

Mireille pulled on the gloves with two crisp snaps. She pumped lubricant onto her gloved fingers, warming it between her fingertips, and I watched her with the professional attention I brought to every procedure here. A week ago, observation had protected me from participation. Now I tracked the lubricant warming across her fingertips because I anticipated where those fingers would go.

“External touch first,” she said. “Perineum, then the entrance. Light pressure only. Tell me what you feel.”

Her finger made contact and I heard my own intake of breath before I could control it. The touch was warm, slick, and precise, a single point of pressure between my balls and my ass that activated a network of sensation I had not known was there. She moved in small, slow circles, mapping the area, and the clinical quality of the touch did not make it less intense. It made it more. The warmth was deliberate. The pressure was measured. And my body, which had spent eight days in a cage and four days in arousal I could not resolve, responded to the contact with an urgency I could not hide.

“Your breathing just changed,” Mireille said, noting it. “That’s normal. Try to keep it steady. My hand moves to the entrance now.”

Her fingertip circled the opening, and I felt the muscle tighten reflexively and then, as the lube warmed and the pressure remained gentle, begin to ease. She did not push. She waited. She let the tissue relax on its own schedule, and the patience of that, the refusal to force an entry my body had not agreed to, was more arousing than any command Corinne had given me.

“Green,” I said, before she asked.

“Good. One finger enters slowly, half an inch at a time. If you want me to pause, say yellow. If you want me to stop, use the word.”

She entered. The first half-inch brought pressure without pain, an opening sensation with no useful comparison. My hands locked around the edges of the examination table. I lost the counted exhale at four and held the useless remainder in my lungs.

“Start the count again,” she said. “Drop your shoulders. The corset isn’t on, so use your belly.”

I released the trapped air and began at one. She advanced another half-inch. The pressure increased. Internal heat spread outward from Mireille’s fingertip, distinct from lubricant, room, or glove. My cock pressed hard against the cage. Pre-cum threaded through the tube.

“One inch,” she said. “Comfort level?”

“Green.”

“Next I curve upward toward the anterior wall. You may feel pressure. It might be intense. Tell me.”

She curved, and I felt the prostate before I had a name for the sensation. The pressure reached deeper than touching my cock or approaching the edge Dahlia had shown me during the chastity fitting. A slow, heavy pulse radiated through my pelvis, into my thighs, and up through my abdomen. The cage became a frame around pleasure originating beyond anything it restrained.

“That’s it,” Mireille said, her voice quiet and exact. “That’s your prostate. The response I’m seeing is strong. Tell me what you feel.”

“Pressure,” I said. The word was not enough. “Heat. Fullness. A pulse that’s not coming from the front.”

“Good. Precise. I will increase the pressure slightly. If it becomes sharp, say so immediately.”

She pressed, and the pulse intensified, and I felt my hips move involuntarily, a small upward rock that was my body chasing the sensation, and the involuntary quality of it, the fact that my body was doing this without my strategic mind’s authorization, made the heat spread faster.

Then the angle changed. Not much, perhaps two degrees, but enough that the pressure concentrated on a point that was not the right point, and the sensation shifted from warmth to something sharper, a focused ache that was not pain yet but was heading there.

“Yellow,” I said.

She paused. Her finger did not withdraw, but it stopped moving, held perfectly still at the depth it had reached, and she said, “Talk to me. Sharp or dull?”

“Sharp. Focused. At the angle, not the pressure.”

“Adjusting now.” She corrected the angle by a few degrees, and the sharpness diminished, and I felt the warmth begin to return, but behind it now there was a hesitancy in my body, a tightening around her finger that was protective apprehension.

“I’m tightening,” I said.

“I can feel it. That’s a protective response. We can wait, or we can stop.”

The sharpness spread into a thin hot line. My hole clamped around her finger, increasing the pressure with every involuntary contraction. I wanted the contact ended, the finger out, and the room returned to a place where I could think.

“Vermillion,” I said.

Two things happened simultaneously. Mireille’s hand withdrew, a smooth reverse motion that lasted less than two seconds and left nothing inside me, and her free hand landed on my knee, warm through the glove, grounding. “Good,” she said. “You’re done. Nothing more happens until you say it does.”

I lay on the table and breathed and felt the vacancy where her finger had been and the shame that tried to rush in behind it. I had stopped. I had used the word. I had failed to tolerate a procedure that was meant to be pleasurable, and the failure felt like a retreat, like proving Nico right about something Nico had not even said.

“Stop evaluating,” Mireille said, reading me with the same clarity she brought to a chart. “You didn’t fail anything. The safeword worked. That is literally the test.” She removed her gloves, washed her hands, and returned with the water bottle. “Drink. Slowly.”

I drank. The cold water pulled me back into the room with the grounding shock of a compress.

Mireille lowered the examination light until the amber glare left my face. She did not ask me to explain the stop while my hands still gripped the bottle. Instead, she rolled the instrument tray away from the table and sat where I could see both of her empty hands.

“Feet,” she said.

I looked down. My heels hovered above the floor because the table was too high.

She pressed the lowering pedal until my soles met tile. “Push down. Tell me three things you can feel that have nothing to do with the procedure.”

The request was practical enough to bypass embarrassment. “Tile through my heels. The seam inside the left stocking. The bottle ridges in my palm.”

“Again.”

“The paper under my thigh. Air on my stomach. My clasp touching my throat.”

My fingers loosened. Mireille noticed without congratulating me.

“Good. Your body has left the sharp sensation,” she said. “Now your mind gets to decide whether the room is finished. There is no correct answer.”

“I expected you to be disappointed.”

“Why?”

“Because I selected the plug and stopped during one finger. I keep treating every option here as a standard I volunteered to meet.”

Mireille leaned one shoulder against the cabinet. Her coat fell open over the garnet dress, and her contralto stayed level. “You selected an assessment. Its outcome depended on your honest report. Vermillion gave me the clearest answer possible.”

The imagined failure shrank to what had actually happened: I had reported a sharp angle soon enough to prevent injury.

I replayed the contact in sequence: centered warmth, upward curve, the sharp point after the change, protective clenching. Once I stopped measuring myself, the mechanical error became obvious.

“I know what happened,” I said. “The first angle was good. The adjustment concentrated the contact too far to one side, then I tightened around it. A different position and more preparation would change both variables.”

Mireille’s amber-brown eyes held mine. “Are you asking to try again?”

I checked my shoulders, hands, and stomach before answering. None of them were braced. The request came from curiosity now, free of the need to repair my pride.

“I’m asking to try again.”

“Then we try again. Different position, more external preparation, more lube, and a slower entry. You identified the mechanical problem and proposed a solution. That is how a competent adult manages discomfort.” She sat back on her stool. “Take five minutes. Tell me when you’re ready.”

I took all five. Mireille rinsed the unopened plug case under heated water and replaced the table paper without turning preparation into suspense. I drank, rolled my shoulders, and let the locked ache subside into the background. When the timer sounded, she silenced it without looking at me.

“Ready,” I said, before she could ask.

“On your side this time,” Mireille said. “Left side, right knee drawn up. This angle removes the pressure point we hit. You control how far your hips rock, which controls depth.”

I turned. Curling on my side gave me control over the backward rock of my hips and let me brace without clenching. Mireille gloved again, warmed more lube, and began with external massage, longer this time, slower, her finger tracing the perineum and the entrance with a patience that my body read as safety. The muscle relaxed. The apprehension did not vanish, but it became manageable, a warning I could work with instead of a wall.

“Entering,” she said. “Same protocol. Colors.”

“Green.”

The finger slid in with less resistance than before. The new angle bypassed the sharp point entirely, and the first sensation was warm and full and nothing like pain, a smooth entry into a space my body had decided to open. She found the prostate again, curving her fingertip upward against the anterior wall, and this time the pressure was direct and centered and perfectly placed, and the pulse returned with force.

Pleasure spread from her fingertip through my pelvis, deep and steady. My hands also loosened on the table. The same room, the same woman, and the same vulnerable act no longer felt like a contest I might lose. I had stopped her, and she had made stopping ordinary.

“Tell me,” she said.

“The corrected angle reaches the prostate without the sharp point. I can relax because I know you’ll stop.”

Her amber gaze met mine. “That second fact matters more than any duration. Rock if you want to. The motion is yours.”

I tested a small backward movement. The contact deepened, drawing a low sound from me and a hard response inside the device, but I kept my focus on choice: move, hold, move again. Mireille let my motion lead and followed it. Each time I paused, her hand became still.

“The small plug comes next,” she said. “Same position. Slow entry.”

She withdrew her finger and set the lubricated tip against me. I opened through the gradual stretch, abdomen tightening when the widest point passed, then releasing as the base seated. Sustained fullness replaced the point of her fingertip.

The timer remained visible. Mireille abandoned the five-minute interrogation and asked for one midpoint report. At fifteen minutes, I told her the sensation had settled into a deep internal hum, strongest whenever I shifted my hips. My thighs trembled after one deliberate rock, and the cage registered the arousal, but neither of us treated those reactions as a verdict.

At twenty minutes, she offered removal. I surprised myself by asking to keep it for the full thirty. The request revealed more than another endurance display could have.

When the timer ended, she removed the plug. The withdrawal was slow and careful and left me open, loose, and strangely peaceful. For thirty minutes, sustained fullness had replaced the tension I carried low in my abdomen; its absence left those muscles relaxed instead of braced.

Aftercare began with heated water, a clean cloth, the clinical soap, and a pillow beneath my knees. Mireille asked permission before checking the tissue the plug had stretched, then named what she saw: relaxed muscle, ordinary redness, no abrasion. The specificity mattered. A vague assurance would have sounded like kindness; her observations gave me facts I could trust.

She replaced the examination paper, discarded her gloves, and brought me a small bowl of salted citrus slices from the recovery refrigerator. The first wedge was cold, sharp, and messy. Juice ran across my thumb. I laughed once when Mireille handed me gauze when a napkin would have been the obvious choice.

“Clinical luxury,” she said.

“Nothing says elite academy like eating an orange half-naked in an examination room.”

“You are wearing stockings, a corset, and a locked steel device. Half-naked is an optimistic description.”

Her dry answer loosened the last tension in my stomach. I ate another slice while she recorded the corrected position and the stop separately. She read each line aloud and asked whether the wording matched my experience. When I changed discomfort persisted to sharpness increased after angle adjustment, she amended it immediately.

“Why separate the stop from the retry?” I asked.

“Because combining them would imply the retry justified the stop. It did not. You could have left after vermillion and the stop would still have been complete. The later request deserves its own line because it was a new decision.”

Mireille handed me the water bottle and sat on her stool. My fingers rested loosely around the plastic now. When I met her gaze, I no longer searched it for disappointment.

“Your chart,” she said, when I was dressed and seated. “Baseline prostate response: strong. Tolerance: good with positional adjustment. Duration: thirty minutes without distress. Safeword used once, honored immediately, and followed by a participant-requested successful retry.” Her gaze steadied on mine. “The request matters more than the duration, Caleb. You stopped, identified the problem, and asked to begin again. That’s competence.”

My bracelet updated before I left the examination room: ANAL PREPARATION COMPLETED. PRESENTATION, OBEDIENCE, ENDURANCE, SERVICE, SURRENDER: UNCHANGED. NO PENALTY.

Nico was leaning against the corridor wall in a studied imitation of someone who was not waiting. His gaze dropped to the candidate-visible category summary before the display dimmed.

“No movement,” he said. “How did you spend that long in there without gaining or losing anything?”

“I used the safeword when the angle became sharp,” I said. “Mireille stopped, removed everything, and waited. Once I understood the mechanical problem, I asked for a different position and a corrected retry. That one worked.”

His composure flickered. He had expected either reckless endurance or a wounded retreat. Instead he saw a stop honored without penalty and a candidate choosing to begin again.

“You stopped and still asked for the plug.”

“Those were two separate decisions. Belladonna treated them that way.”

“Good for you,” Nico said. The words were polished, but his attention stayed on my dark bracelet screen as if the unchanged numbers had become a problem he needed to solve. I walked past him and felt his gaze on my back, knowing his calculation had just been revised.

At fifteen hundred, the previous extension expired. After hygiene, skin, and circulation checks, I chose six more days and repeated the term, emergency-release access, and safeword.

Iris displayed the new receipt: EXTENSION 2 AUTHORIZED: 144 HOURS.

Mireille turned the key. The lock settled against skin still warm from the bath.


Chapter 9: Voiceprint

The recording booth was a padded room the size of a generous closet, soundproofed with a fabric I later learned was called acoustic velvet, lit by a single overhead that made the microphone look like a prop from a film about someone confessing. A monitor on the wall displayed my baseline recording from intake: a waveform in blue, tight and regular, a voice trained to control rooms.

Dahlia sat in the engineer’s chair on the other side of the glass partition, her copper hair pinned in a side roll that made her look like a radio presenter from a decade where radios still mattered. She had a tablet for playback, a set of notes, and Belladonna’s instructor patience, attention that remained active through every pause.

“Play the baseline,” she said through the booth speaker.

The recording played. My own voice, ten days old, reading the intake paragraph in a polished mid-low professional register that was unmistakably a man’s. It sounded like a voicemail from a version of myself I had not entirely abandoned, familiar in content and unexpectedly distant in tone.

“That’s who you walked in as,” Dahlia said. “Today we’re going to find out who you sound like now. Keep the voice itself. Change where it lives.” She leaned toward the mic. “Voice isn’t pitch. Pitch is the first thing amateurs try to change, and it’s the last thing that matters. What matters is resonance, placement, cadence, and breath. We’re going to move your voice from your chest to the mask of your face, and we’re going to change your cadence from declarative to conversational, and we’re going to do it without making you sound like a parody, because parody arrives when someone impersonates a stranger. I want the same person speaking in a different room.”

“That’s an unusually specific metaphor for a vocal coach.”

“I’m a performance instructor. If the voice collapses outside this booth, a stranger will question the rest of the presentation before you finish a sentence.” She tapped the tablet. “Read the paragraph again. Your normal voice. I’m recording.”

I read it. The paragraph was neutral, something about a hotel booking and a scheduling conflict, designed to extract natural speech patterns without emotional content. My voice came out in the mid-low register I had used for four years on crisis calls, steady and exact and defended.

“Good. Now I want you to imagine you’re placing the voice behind your cheekbones, clear of your chest. Same words, same you. Just a different room for the sound to live in.”

I tried. The first attempt was abysmal, a theatrical falsetto that sounded like a man imitating his idea of a woman’s voice, and the booth’s speakers played it back to me. Hearing my own ridiculous caricature made me want to improve at a skill that had nothing to do with a crisis.

“That was terrible,” I said.

“That was honest,” Dahlia said. “The terrible part is that you tried to change pitch. Forget pitch. Keep your natural pitch. Just move the resonance forward, behind the bridge of your nose. Breathe from your diaphragm, let the air carry the sound through your sinuses, and speak a little slower.”

Second attempt. Better, but still wooden, each softened consonant placed by hand. On playback I heard three separate failures: the opening sat too high, the middle dropped into my chest, and the final sentence acquired a sing-song rise that sounded copied from an advertisement.

Dahlia marked all three on the waveform. “You keep treating feminine cadence as upward inflection. Women finish statements. Again, but this time speak to the booking clerk as if she has made a costly mistake and you expect her to fix it.”

I tried. Authority brought the chest resonance back so hard the first sentence sounded almost identical to intake.

“There,” she said. “That’s the opposite failure. You think a gentler resonance costs authority, so the moment you need authority you put the old armor on. Keep the intention. Move only the vibration.”

She had me hum through my nose, touch two fingers beside the bridge, and feel where the buzz gathered. Then I opened the hum into the first word without letting it fall into my sternum. The result was less theatrical, though the final phrase still tightened.

“Again.”

Five repetitions followed. On the third, I ran out of breath and forced the last clause. On the fourth, I overcorrected and sounded breathy. On the fifth, irritation stripped away the performance and I said, in a clean forward resonance, “If this hotel loses my reservation a second time, I will begin reviewing its fire exits.”

Omar laughed in the observation area. Even Nico’s mouth twitched.

“That,” Dahlia said, “sounded like you. Keep it.”

“You’re overthinking,” she added. “And you’re tightening your jaw. Drop your jaw half an inch, the same thing you told Omar in the garden.”

I dropped my jaw. I read the paragraph again, and this time the resonance stayed forward through the final clause. The voice still belonged to the person who had signed the intake contract, but its hard edges no longer struck every sentence like a gavel. Dahlia stopped marking the waveform.

“There,” Dahlia said. “Hold that. Read the hotel paragraph again.”

I read it again, and this time the voice held, a credible mezzo with rounded consonants that would not win any awards but would not trigger a double take in a boutique or a café or a telephone call. Dahlia played the baseline alongside the new recording, and the difference was visible in the waveforms before I heard it in the playback. The new pattern was rounder, more varied in cadence, less relentlessly horizontal.

“Now something harder,” she said. “Improvise. Don’t read. Talk to me as though you’re calling a hotel to complain about a double booking, and you’re a guest who gets results without raising her voice.”

Nico went before me. His prepared paragraph was flawless. The resonance sat forward, the pitch remained natural, and every cadence landed with polished ease. Dahlia played it back once and said, “Technically excellent. Now improvise an apology to a guest whose reservation you lost.”

Nico lifted the invisible phone. “Good afternoon. We regret any inconvenience caused by the discrepancy in your booking and appreciate your patience while our team reviews available remedies.”

“That’s a statement,” Dahlia said. “Apologize. No script language. Tell her what you did wrong.”

His smooth register tightened. “I regret that the system failed to preserve your reservation.”

“You failed to confirm it. Say I.”

The booth held him without choreography. His gaze flicked toward the monitor as if a waveform might supply the missing sentence. “I should have confirmed the booking. I’m sorry.”

The words were correct and audibly empty. Nico knew how to reproduce contrition. He did not know how to expose the person making the mistake. When he left the booth, his posture was perfect and his hands were closed too tightly at his sides.

This was the test I had been waiting for. Improvisation removed the prepared text and forced technique to survive a live problem. I knew this because I had spent years improvising under pressure, crafting emergency-response narratives for clients who needed a calm, authoritative voice when everything around them was on fire.

I picked up the invisible phone. “Good morning,” I said. The resonance stayed behind my cheekbones while professional irritation supplied the cadence. “I’m calling about a booking error. I have a reservation under Rusk, and the confirmation shows a single when I specifically requested a double. I appreciate you looking into this.”

Through the glass, Dahlia leaned back and lifted one hand from the controls. She let the final waveform finish before pressing replay.

“Caleb,” she said. “That was it.”

“It was a hotel complaint.”

“It was Callie making a hotel complaint. Warm placement, natural pitch, authority intact.” She played the clip again. I recognized my habit of clipping the consonant in Rusk and the restrained impatience beneath appreciate. The warmer register carried both without strain.

The recording session ran another forty minutes. Dahlia made me vary speed, volume, emotional register, and sentence complexity. A quiet complaint stayed forward but became too careful. A sharp complaint brought back my old clipped consonants. She made me repeat the same request while standing, sitting, walking a short line in heels, and checking a hotel confirmation on a tablet so the voice had to survive divided attention.

When I monitored technique, I sounded trained. When I focused on the missing reservation, the voice settled. Crisis work had taught me to speak precisely under pressure. Callie’s voice used the same skill but placed the precision in a warmer register.

Dahlia then turned off the waveform display. Without the visual score, I had to trust sensation: the light vibration at my face, the unforced jaw, the breath arriving before the clause ran out. I delivered the complaint once more. She played it beside my first theatrical attempt. Credibility created the distance between them.

VOICEPRINT DELTA appeared on the tablet: RESONANCE +5. CADENCE +4. STABILITY +3. PRESENTATION +4. BALANCE REMAINING: €15,950.

“Room to grow,” Dahlia said. “Finding a register comes before keeping it. That is why you’re practicing in laundry rooms, beyond this booth’s shelter.”

“One more,” Dahlia said. “This one’s different. I’ll play your baseline recording. Answer it as Callie speaking to Caleb, honestly and without editing the old voice.”

She played the baseline. My old voice filled the booth, and I listened to it, and it sounded like a man wearing a suit that was too tight, and I did not know when that impression had formed, only that it was there.

“Caleb,” I said in the trained register, facing the waveform. “You sound exhausted. Loosen your jaw. Nobody is awarding points for suffering through a hotel complaint.” The last sentence came out gentler than the joke required.

Dahlia kept both hands off the controls. The ventilation fan clicked on above me while the waveform of my response sat beside the baseline, rounder where the old recording ran flat.

“Save that one,” I said, and my old voice was back, defensive and dry. “And don’t tell anyone I did that.”

“Your file, your recordings, your consent,” Dahlia said. “I tell no one. Your assignment is daily voice exercise in the common room, where this register has to survive interruptions and other people.”

“I can do that.”

“Good. Because the next time someone calls you Callie, I want that voice to be the one they hear.”

Dahlia sent us from the booth to the backstage preparation gallery, where Thursday’s dinner place cards waited in blank rows. We had to print guest names by hand, match them to seating numbers, and maintain our trained voices while another candidate interrupted with changes.

Omar chose the longest surname and immediately regretted it. Felix pinned presentation hair onto a foam head while reciting vowels. Remy sat at the end of the counter with the seating list and the expression of a judge who had accepted a bribe.

“Felix sounds natural,” Remy said. “Omar sounds as if the vowels owe him money. Caleb sounds like a hotel manager who knows where the bodies are buried.”

“Warmth without loss of authority,” I said in Callie’s register while lettering SLOANE.

“Yes. Disturbing, but credible.”

Omar interrupted with a fictional seating emergency halfway through my next sentence. My resonance dropped when I saw I had assigned the same chair twice. I crossed out the duplicate, rewrote the card, and repeated the answer without forcing pitch.

“Better,” Felix said. “You recovered the voice after the mistake, once you had real pressure to work against.”

We recorded one minute of ordinary argument about whether Mara’s surname needed wider spacing. Playback exposed two drops, both when I turned from the group to inspect the seating chart. On the second recording, Callie’s register survived divided attention and laughter.

Later, in my suite, I listened to the audio threat Graham had sent the previous evening. I had not opened it until now, because opening threats on someone else’s schedule is a mistake I had trained clients to avoid. The recording was ten seconds long, Graham’s smooth voice saying, “I know where you are. I know what they’re making you into. The timeline, Caleb, or I make a call that changes your life more than any academy can.”

I played it twice. The second time, I listened not to the content but to the background. The technique was something I had learned from a client whose ex-husband had been leaving threatening voicemails: ignore the foreground, listen to the ambient. Behind Graham’s voice there was a sound, a three-tone chime, electronic, that repeated at eight-second intervals. I knew that chime. It was the transit alert from the public rail station near our old shared office, the one that played when a connecting service was delayed.

Graham was near the old storage office. The one where he kept the backup drives. The one where the physical copy of the timeline memo lived, the copy he thought I did not know about because Graham had always underestimated my habit of reading building-access logs.

I composed a message to Priya. The chimes matched the transit station. If Graham was near the storage office, he was either retrieving or destroying evidence. If Priya could document the access through building security, it would confirm what the digital trail already suggested.

I sent the storage-office lead to Priya, encrypted, and opened the extra exercise on the booth monitor. At evening check-in I found Dahlia outside the studio.

“One more recording,” I said. “Unscripted.”

She handed me the booth key. “Make it worth saving.”


Chapter 10: Service Without Disappearing

The ceremonial dining hall had been transformed.

When I had eaten my first breakfast here, it had been an examination in table manners, a gauntlet of addressed requests and faculty silences. Tonight it was a stage. The long table wore fresh linen, crystal, flowers, and seventeen place settings arranged in a pattern I decoded in four seconds: candidates alternating with empty chairs, each empty chair designated for a guest, the placement designed so that every candidate would serve someone who was not faculty and not a fellow candidate.

Dahlia briefed us in the corridor outside. She was wearing a deep plum dress that hugged her waist and flared at her heavy hips, vintage earrings, and seamed stockings, and her briefing sounded like a director blocking a scene she already saw in full.

“Tonight is a service assessment,” she said. “You will rotate through five stations: greeting, seating, pouring, serving, and disruption management. Each station lasts twelve minutes. At each station, you will perform service for a seated guest using formal Belladonna etiquette, and the guest will do small, deliberate things to test your composure. These disruptions test whether you can serve without disappearing into the task.” She looked at us. “Service means managing a room from a position of chosen deference. You are candidates demonstrating that competence can exist inside obedience, not waiters. Questions.”

“Who are the guests?” Omar asked.

“Faculty, academy staff, and one outside observer.” Every candidate stilled during Dahlia’s pause. “Mara Sloane. She sponsors the annual Belladonna Prize. She has attended Showcase Night for five years. Tonight is an early introduction, and she will be seated at position eight. Whoever rotates to her station will serve her as they serve any other guest, with this addition: she is a woman of consequence, and she is here to watch.”

Position eight. I looked at the rotation chart pinned to the corridor wall and calculated my path through the five stations. If the rotation held, I would reach Mara’s position during the pouring station, third of five. The timing would give me enough warm-up to be competent and enough remaining assessments to recover if I wasn’t.

Nico studied the chart as if terrain and casualties hid inside the rotation numbers. His attention tracked the numbers, found my rotation path, and lingered on position eight. Then his cold, measuring attention found me, deciding how far he was willing to go.

I entered the dining hall and found my starting station, which was greeting. The first guest was Helena, seated in a dark wrap blouse with one long leg crossed over the other and her expression as economical as always. I approached, curtsied without thinking about the curtsy and was startled to find it had become automatic, and delivered the greeting in Callie’s voice.

“Good evening, and welcome. May I show you to your wine, or would you prefer water to begin?”

Helena’s dark eyes held mine while she evaluated the curtsy. “Water,” she said, and then, so quietly that only I heard it: “The curtsy is better.”

The compliment landed in my chest and stayed there. I poured her water with hands that wanted to shake and did not.

The seating station followed. A staff member in a silver dress approached while talking over her shoulder to another guest, changed direction after I had drawn the chair, and set her purse exactly where my foot needed to go. I stopped the chair before its leg trapped the strap, moved the purse to the side table with her permission, then reset my stance and seated her without scraping wood across stone.

“You anticipated the collision,” she said.

“I prefer preventing a disruption to apologizing for one.”

“And if I had refused to move the purse?”

“I would have brought you the adjacent chair and allowed the purse to retain its victory.”

Her laugh loosened my voice. I delivered the closing phrase without monitoring resonance and heard afterward that it had held.

At pouring, the guest covered her glass after I had already tilted the bottle. I arrested the motion without spilling, returned the bottle upright, and asked whether she preferred water. She changed her mind twice. The wine exercise measured whether another person’s indecision could make me hurry. I waited until she settled on sparkling, poured to the marked line, and aligned the bottle label outward when I returned it.

Serving added heat and reach. The covered plate warmed my palm through the service cloth. I approached from the wrong side once, recognized the blocked angle before crossing the guest’s body, withdrew, and circled behind the chair. Dahlia marked the correction rather than the initial route. Each station isolated one failure mode, and the rotation forced me to carry every correction forward while the corset kept my spine, the heels kept my balance, and the cage shifted with each bend.

At the second rotation, Nico was two stations ahead of me, performing flawlessly, his movements as rehearsed and polished as his every other move. He served Mireille with practiced ease. While the runners queued at the service door, he leaned toward the youngest of them and spoke behind his raised tray.

“Position eight changed her course,” he said. “Standard garnish. She cleared it with me.”

The runner glanced at the preference card under Mara’s place, where a red border marked a declared pine-nut allergy. Nico gave her a confident nod and moved to his next station before she could ask who had authorized the change.

I kept serving while I rebuilt the sequence. Mara’s card requested roasted pear without pine nuts. The standard garnish contained them. A candidate’s verbal claim could never override a guest’s written allergy instruction, and Nico knew it. He had replaced a displaced-object trick with social certainty, betting the runner would trust polish over the card in front of her.

I caught her eye and touched two fingers to my own preference card, our briefing signal for a dietary stop. She halted the plate beneath its cover and returned it to the service stand. Nico saw the exchange from across the hall. His next pour stayed level, but he finished it too quickly and left the label turned inward.

I reached position eight. Mara Sloane was already seated.

She overturned the image I had constructed, because a woman who sponsors a prize at an academy where men learn to be feminine is a woman you construct an image of before you meet. The image I had built was formal, distant, a patron watching from the remove of wealth. The woman at position eight was immediately present.

She was thick and grounded, a stone at the center of a river. Dark auburn waves swept over one shoulder, caramel skin with a luminous finish catching the candlelight, a beauty mark near the left corner of her mouth. She wore a silk blouse in deep emerald that caught the gold of her jewelry, and wide-leg trousers in black, and the combination conveyed money and taste without announcing either. Her eyes, brown with gold flecks, tracked me from the moment I entered her peripheral vision, and the tracking felt physical without becoming intrusive. She chose where to rest her attention and held it there.

“Good evening,” I said. Callie’s voice. Steady.

“Good evening,” she said, and her voice was velvet-low, measured, and as unhurried as Corinne’s, with a velvet softness Corinne never used. She seemed to have time for everything and spend it only on what deserved it. Her gold-flecked eyes held mine with a directness that made the dining hall contract to two chairs and a table. “I understand you worked in crisis consulting.”

“Was.”

“Is,” she said, shaping the word as observation rather than correction. Her attention stayed on me, patient and direct. “What name should I use while you serve me?”

The question turned the polished room intimate. She had not presumed, and Dahlia had not answered for me.

“Callie,” I said. “For tonight.”

“For tonight,” Mara repeated, accepting the boundary exactly as I gave it.

I poured her wine, a red I could smell from the bottle, rich with plum and spice, and the act of pouring for her felt different from pouring for Helena or the staff members. Helena’s service had been a test of form. Mara’s felt like a performance for an audience of one. She watched the bottle angle and my steady hand as closely as another person might study a face.

“Thank you,” she said, and she gave the words a slow sincerity that respected the effort behind good service.

I moved to serve the course. The runner approached position eight with an untouched replacement plate, its silver tab confirming the allergy-safe preparation.

“Ms. Sloane,” I said in Callie’s voice, which carried without rising, “I received conflicting information about your garnish. Your written instruction specifies no pine nuts due to allergy. Has that changed?”

Mara’s attention sharpened. “It has not.”

“Thank you. The unsafe plate was stopped before it entered your service lane.” I showed her the silver tab. “Roasted pear, rosemary, prepared on the allergy station. Would you like the preference card left visible for the later courses?”

“Please.”

I placed it beside her glass, waited for the runner’s quiet confirmation that the plate had come from the separate station, then lifted the cover. Steam rose between us carrying pear and browned butter. Mara watched my hands before she looked at the food, watched me set the cover aside, and watched me return to neutral position. Her attention moved from the corrected cards to my face, then held there while I described the course. The prolonged scrutiny made the cage tighten beneath my skirt. I kept my breath in the warmer placement and did not rush the description to escape her gaze.

Most people missed changes that small.

“That was elegant,” she said, quietly.

“That was service.”

“That was a room being managed by someone who noticed a problem before it became one. Different skill.”

My shoulders wanted to rise under the force of the compliment. I lowered them before Helena could have corrected me and carried Mara’s words into the next station.

The assessment continued. During serving, a guest asked a question about the sauce while I held two hot plates and the runner behind me waited for the lane to clear. I placed both dishes on the service stand before answering. Proving endurance with two burning plates would have served my pride. Protecting the food and the runner’s path served the room.

Disruption management combined the earlier tests. A deliberately overfilled glass arrived at the same moment a napkin fell and the guest changed her order. I moved the glass away from the linen edge first, retrieved the napkin with tongs rather than touching the floor and returning my hand to the table, then repeated the changed order back to the guest. The cage dragged against damp fabric when I crouched. My voice dropped on the first word as I rose. I took one breath, resumed the sentence without apology, and finished in register.

The final rotation began with a complication no one had staged. One of the invited women stood to greet a late-arriving friend while a runner entered behind her with four bowls of hot soup. Her silk shawl slid from the chair back, caught around one carved leg, and pulled the chair sideways into the service lane. The runner stopped hard. Soup climbed the inner rims of all four bowls.

I was three places away with a water pitcher in my hand. Omar stood between the moving chair and the runner, carrying an empty tray. His eyes found mine across the guest’s shoulder.

“Hold your tray beneath the bowls,” I said in Callie’s voice. “Felix, clear the side table. I’ll free the chair.”

The guest turned, saw the runner trapped behind her, and apologized while reaching down for the shawl. If she bent, her body would close the only safe route. I placed the pitcher on the sideboard and offered my open hand.

“Please stay where you are for one moment, ma’am. Your shawl is caught beneath the chair, and the course behind you is hot. May I release it?”

She straightened. “Yes. Please.”

Omar moved his empty tray beneath the runner’s loaded one, creating a second support if her wrists failed. Felix cleared two decorative candles and a flower vase from the side table, then brought the table close enough for the runner to lower the soup one bowl at a time. No bowl spilled. No one lifted the unstable chair while a person still stood beside it.

I knelt on one knee, opened the shawl’s knotted fringe from the chair leg, and discovered the fabric had also looped around the heel of the guest’s shoe. Pulling harder would have tightened it against her ankle.

“The fringe is around your right heel,” I said. “Keep your foot flat. I’m going to lift the tassel over the shoe.”

“Go ahead.”

My fingers worked beneath the lacquered heel while the cage pressed against my inner thigh and the corset limited how far I could fold. The guest’s perfume mingled with rosemary steam from the bowls. I freed one tassel, then another. The last had cinched beneath the sole.

“I need you to raise your heel one inch and leave your toe down. Omar, keep the chair still.”

Omar placed one broad hand on the chair back. The guest lifted her heel. I pulled the silk clear, checked that no threads stayed beneath the sole, then rose through the controlled transition Helena had drilled rather than using the guest’s chair for leverage.

“You’re free,” I said.

She gathered the shawl over both arms. “That was more excitement than I planned for dinner.”

“The soup remained in the bowls, so we can still call it dinner.”

Her laugh released the room. Felix returned the vase and candles only after the runner cleared the lane. Omar checked the chair placement against the neighboring setting, then gave me the smallest tap of two fingers against his tray, our improvised acknowledgment that the sequence had worked.

Dahlia approached after the guests resumed their seats. She did not praise any one candidate first.

“You divided the danger,” she said. “Heat to the table, furniture held still, guest informed, fabric freed with permission. All three of you kept your voices usable.”

Omar looked at his tray. “Mine went low on hold.”

“It recovered on the next instruction,” Dahlia said. “Record the correction. Keep the success.”

The complication had left a damp crescent of soup on the runner’s sleeve and a pulled thread in the guest’s shawl, small consequences that kept the recovery honest. Felix brought a cloth for the sleeve. I offered the guest a repair envelope for the shawl, and she chose to keep wearing it.

Only after the service lane reopened did I rotate toward position eight.

At the final station, Mara called me back with one finger before I moved away.

“Callie,” she said, using only what I had permitted. “You stayed present when the room changed around you. That is rarer than flawless service.”

“Thank you.”

She released me with a slight inclination of her head. At each station, the cage made itself known, a reminder that beneath the polished service and the poised carriage and the honey-blonde hair and the rose lipstick, there was a locked man, denied and controlled and choosing to remain that way while he poured wine for women who knew exactly what was underneath.

After the final rotation, Mara caught me at the corridor junction. The hall was emptying, candidates moving toward the pantry for the informal post-assessment meal, faculty dispersing, and Mara was standing beside a window with her dark auburn waves catching the last corridor light and her gold-flecked gaze aimed directly at me.

“One invitation,” she said. “And you may decline it.”

“Go ahead.”

“I’d like to see you at Showcase Night, Callie. If that’s something you’d be comfortable with.”

“It is.”

“Then I’ll be there.” She inclined her head, a motion that held none of Corinne’s severity and all of its consequence, and walked away, her hips moving beneath the emerald blouse and black trousers with grounded assurance. I watched the dark auburn waves disappear around the corner and admitted the simplest version: I wanted her in that front-row seat.

In the pantry, the cohort ate leftovers with the exhausted relief of soldiers who had survived an exercise. Omar had acquired a bread roll the size of his fist and was eating it with one hand while adjusting his corset with the other. Felix was drinking water as though it was the first water he had ever received. Remy was lying on a bench with his heels still on, staring at the ceiling and speaking to no one.

“If someone had told me six months ago that I would voluntarily spend two hours pouring wine in a corset and three-inch heels while someone evaluated my posture, I would have had them sectioned,” Remy said.

“And yet,” Felix said.

“And yet,” Remy agreed.

I sat on a crate with a plate of leftover salmon and a glass of water. The cage had shifted during the final crouch and pinched at the left base, pressure short of pain and strong enough to demand correction. I asked Dahlia for the privacy screen because enduring it solely to preserve an image of composure would have betrayed the lesson.

Behind the screen, I checked the skin, repositioned the device, and reported the pressure. Dahlia verified the correction without turning the moment into praise.

“Service without disappearing includes your own body,” she said. “You do not become excellent by pretending you have no maintenance needs.”

When I returned, Mara had entered the pantry to thank the cohort. She did not single me out immediately. She asked Omar about the bread, complimented Felix’s napkin recovery, and listened while Remy described the overfilled glass as an assassination attempt. Her attention made the exhausted room sit a little straighter without silencing it.

At my crate, she paused. “You stopped the course before it reached me. More importantly, you asked whether I wanted the card left visible. Most people fix the plate and forget the guest still has to trust the next course.”

“Visibility can be part of safety.”

“So can discretion. You managed both.”

She moved on before the exchange became a performance for the cohort. The praise remained specific enough to use.

I finished the salmon, drank a second glass of water, and replayed the card correction once in my head. The recovery worked because I named the requested dish rather than advertising the error. I stored the phrasing for future swapped settings.

Nico entered the pantry late. He took a plate, sat at the far end of the counter, and made every eating motion precise enough to keep his expression occupied. I watched him for a minute, then crossed the room and stood beside him, close enough to speak quietly.

“The message you gave the runner,” I said.

Nico kept his gaze on his plate and flattened the napkin beneath his free hand. “She misunderstood me.”

“You told her Mara had cleared a garnish marked as an allergy.”

“I said there had been a change. I may have had the position wrong.”

“You looked directly at the red-bordered card.”

His fork stopped halfway to his mouth. “Then you should be pleased you caught it. Isn’t that what you do? Find crises and turn them into applause?”

The accusation exposed more than a denial would have. I counted three beats while the fork stayed suspended.

“Compete with my score,” I said. “Do not gamble with another person’s body.”

His eyes lifted at last, amber and furious. “Good night, Caleb.”

He left the plate unfinished and walked out before I could demand an admission.

I walked away. In the corridor Iris displayed SERVICE +8, OBEDIENCE +3, and BALANCE REMAINING: €15,150. Beneath them appeared Mara’s request to attend Showcase Night. At my door, I touched the still-blank plate once and went inside.


Chapter 11: Observable Data

Day Seventeen. Fourteen days after the chastity clock began.

Mireille’s sensation laboratory was not the examination room where we had begun. That room had been clinical, functional, a place designed for baselines and single-variable assessments. This was different. The walls were lined with a deep grey fabric that swallowed sound, and the lighting was adjustable, currently set to honeyed amber that made the polished instruments on the tray gleam like jewelry in a case. The padded table was wider, lower, and covered in dark leather instead of paper, and beside it stood a wheeled cart arranged like a surgical station: labelled drawers, temperature-controlled compartments, sealed packets, and a tablet mounted on an articulated arm.

Mireille was waiting when I arrived, seated at the cart with her abundant near-black curls pinned back and her white coat open over a jewel-toned dress in deep garnet. She was comparing two documents on the tablet, and when she looked up, her familiar attentiveness carried a new edge today: the quiet anticipation of a scientist who has built a hypothesis and is about to test it.

“Good morning, Caleb,” she said. “Sit.”

I sat in the chair across from her. The cage shifted against my inner thigh as I crossed my legs, marking its position with familiar pressure. The fabric of my academy skirt smoothed under my palms.

“I want to start by showing you something.” She turned the tablet toward me. The screen displayed a side-by-side comparison: Week 1 measurements and today’s. I read the numbers as an assessment document, searching for the sequence hidden inside the measurements.

Height unchanged, obviously. Weight down by a fraction, probably the grooming. Waist measurement decreased by one and a quarter inches, marked with a notation: CORSET TRAINING, TEMPORARY POSTURAL EFFECT, NOT STRUCTURAL. Hip measurement unchanged. Chest unchanged, with a second notation: NO HORMONAL INTERVENTION, INCREASED NIPPLE SENSITIVITY DOCUMENTED VIA CLINICAL OBSERVATION. Skin elasticity measured at three sites, improved. Posture angle improved by four degrees. Voice profile showing a rounder waveform. Cage fit documented, with a note about duration and comfort thresholds.

“Your body hasn’t changed in any way that requires medical attention,” Mireille said. “What’s changed is how your body responds to the things we’re doing with it. Skin sensitivity is up across all measured sites. Nipple response has increased significantly since grooming and the corset work. Prostate baseline response is strong. And your cage tolerance has extended well beyond initial projections.”

“Which means?”

“Which means your nervous system is learning to route pleasure through the channels we’ve opened and around the one we’ve restricted.” She tapped the cage notation. “The chastity isn’t just denying orgasm. It’s teaching your body to pay attention to everything that isn’t your cock. And your body, Caleb, is an excellent student.”

The sentence landed exactly where she intended. Mireille did not flatter. She reported findings. Two weeks of systematic denial, plugging, posture training, and feminine presentation had redrawn my sensory map. The numbers confirmed what I felt whenever I bent in a corset, satin crossed my nipples, or the cage tapped against its bars while I walked in heels.

“Today I want to build on the plug session and add two variables,” Mireille said. “Choose what we include from this menu.”

She opened a drawer and laid five sealed items on the cart, each labelled. “Nipple stimulation: adjustable clips at a mild setting, with a warming compound. Medium plug: one size above your current tolerance, with rocking pressure. External cage vibration: a small device that attaches to the bars and transmits sensation to the shaft and the surrounding tissue without allowing release. Electrostimulation pads: a new modality, mild current applied to erogenous zones. Or postponement, as always.”

I looked at the items. The clips were delicate, silicone-tipped, and tension-adjustable. The medium plug was noticeably wider than the small one I had tolerated in our last session, a smooth graduated shape in dark silicone. The cage vibrator was a small, discreet unit with a clip attachment. The electrostimulation pads were medical-grade, connected to a stimulator with frequency dials.

“Clips, plug, and vibrator,” I said. “Not the electrostim.”

“May I ask why?”

“I know how I respond to pressure, insertion, and vibration. I don’t know how I respond to electrical stimulation, and I don’t want to introduce a variable I can’t predict while testing two increases I can.” I paused. “Crisis management principle. Don’t change three things at once if you can change two and measure them.”

Mireille’s expression brightened. She leaned back, her heavy breasts shifting beneath the garnet dress, and gave my reasoning the focused approval she reserved for a useful finding. “That reasoning is exactly what I want to hear. The electrostim is mild and safe, but you made this decision from self-knowledge rather than ego. Most candidates try to prove they can take everything.”

“Most candidates don’t have a history of watching people fail because they mistook capacity for readiness.”

“No,” she said. “They don’t. Undress below the waist and keep the corset. Today you will use the upright mapping frame, and you will choose both insertion depth and vibration settings.”

I undressed. The cage gleamed in the amber light, and beneath the corset my nipples tightened in the cooler air. Mireille adjusted an upright padded frame near the wall: forearm rests at chest height, a broad support beneath my hips, and foot platforms that kept my legs apart without binding them. I stood unbound, able to step away at any point. This was already nothing like the curled vulnerability of our previous examination.

Mireille gloved with her customary two crisp snaps and pulled the cart close. “We’ll start with the clips. They attach to the nipple and provide sustained light compression. The warming compound increases blood flow and sensitivity. Combined with the corset’s lift, you’ll feel the stimulation more intensely than you would on bare skin. I will apply them one at a time. If the pressure is too much, say so.”

She stepped close enough for her subtle floral perfume to rise above the clinical soap. Her full chest pressed against the fitted dress beneath her open coat while she positioned the first clip. Clinical technique did nothing to diminish the vivid desirability of the woman performing it.

The first clip closed on my left nipple with a light, sustained pinch. The compound increased blood flow until the compressed tissue swelled against the silicone tips. Within thirty seconds, focused heat had awakened my entire chest.

“Report,” Mireille said.

“Heated. Focused. The sensation is spreading outward from the clip.”

“Good.” She applied the second clip. Symmetry doubled the effect. The corset lifted my chest into the sustained compression, making every breath tug lightly at both nipples.

“How’s the discomfort on a scale of one to ten?”

“Three. Maybe four. It’s not discomfort. It’s attention.”

“Good word. Hold that attention. The plug comes next.”

Mireille lubricated the medium plug, then placed it in my gloved hand.

“You know the entry sequence,” she said. “I will guide the angle with two fingers at the base. You advance every millimeter. Stop your hand and everything stops.”

I leaned into the frame and reached back. Holding the object changed the emotional center of the act. Mireille steadied the flared base while I pressed the tapered tip to my opening and waited for the muscle to yield. I advanced it myself.

The first inch entered easily. The increasing width demanded a slower breath and a conscious release of my abdomen. At the broadest point, my hand stopped.

“Status?” Mireille asked.

“Stretching. Green. Hold the angle.”

Her fingers obeyed. The clips tugged when I inhaled, keeping my chest involved while the tight muscle gradually accommodated the larger diameter. I pushed again. The plug slipped past its widest point and seated with a firm final motion. A groan left me before I could convert it into a report.

“Now report.”

“Full. The surface sits heavily on the prostate. Stronger than the small plug, comfortable enough to sustain.”

“Good. Keep both forearms on the supports. I’m giving you the vibration remote.”

She clipped the small unit to the lower bar of the cage and placed a three-button remote beneath my right hand. The timer began where I could see it.

I activated the lowest setting, and the sensation demolished every expectation.

I had anticipated a buzzing against my cock, a tease of the denied organ. Instead, the vibration transmitted through the steel framework itself, humming along every bar and ring, and the resonance spread into the tissue on both sides: the trapped shaft received a diffused, maddening stimulation through the metal, and behind it, the perineum picked up the vibration and carried it backward. Backward into the space already filled by the plug. Vibration reached the broad internal contact and turned steady fullness into a rapid flutter deep behind my balls, a sensation outside my existing vocabulary.

My hips jerked into the padded support. I gripped the forearm rests.

The cage transmitted the hum backward through my perineum until the plug seemed to vibrate inside me. Each breath tugged the heated clips, linking my chest to the pressure deep in my pelvis. My thumb rested on the remote, and responsibility became its own source of strain: I could lower the setting at any instant, yet I kept it steady.

A continuous seep slicked the lower bars and fell onto the absorbent pad in time with my pulse. Each throb produced another bead. My nipples ached beautifully beneath the heated clips, each heartbeat sending a pulse outward from the pinched tissue. Inside, the plug’s broad surface received the vibration traveling through my perineum and translated it into rolling pleasure unlike any orgasmic buildup I had experienced.

No peak appeared. Arousal spread chest to pelvis in sustained waves until every breath tugged one source of pleasure and every shift awakened another.

“Talk to me,” Mireille said. Her voice was quiet and very close, her warm contralto with its French-Caribbean cadence grounding me in the room. “What do you feel?”

“Everything.” The word emerged rough. “The clips pull when I breathe. The plug gets stronger when my hips settle back. The vibration makes the front impossible to ignore, but the pleasure is rising from inside.”

“Is it painful?”

“No.” A breath. “No.”

“Is it pleasurable?”

“Yes.” The word came out with more honesty than I had intended, raw and undisguised. “It’s a different kind of pleasure. It’s not building toward an orgasm. It’s just… present. Everywhere. Like my body has become one continuous erogenous zone and nothing can discharge.”

“The prostate is generating arousal, the clips amplify it, and the vibration keeps the locked tissue involved. Extended chastity lets those responses accumulate. Tell me when you choose the next setting.”

The timer said eight minutes. I felt as though I had been submerged for an hour. The pleasure deepened like a pool filling, its level rising without cresting, each passing minute adding volume to a sensation that had no overflow valve. My thighs trembled against the foot platforms. Fluid slicked the lower bars, and each involuntary shift altered the vibration by a maddening degree.

At twelve minutes, I pressed the upper button and increased the vibration by one setting. The change was small, a subtle acceleration of the hum against the cage bars, but the effect detonated through me. The internal contact jumped from a held note to a driven rhythm. The nipple clips seemed to tighten though they had not moved, each heartbeat now a concentrated spike. My hips rocked involuntarily, grinding my ass backward to seat the plug deeper. Its surface rolled across the sensitive gland and sent a thick pulse through my pelvis that broke my report into a hoarse vowel and drove my fingers into the padded support.

My cock was trying to come. I could feel it: the familiar tightening at the base, the gathering pressure in my balls, the rhythmic clenching of the internal muscles that preceded ejaculation. The cage compressed the shaft and the ring held the base tight, blocking the familiar orgasmic sequence. Each clench drove my attention backward into the plug instead.

“There it is,” Mireille said. She watched with her full attention, her amber-brown gaze tracking my face, my breathing, the pulse visible in my throat, the flush spreading from my chest to my neck. Her eyes dropped to the cage, to the fluid darkening the absorbent pad beneath me, to the visible swelling of the shaft against the bars, the head dark and compressed behind steel. Her heavy breasts rose and fell against the garnet dress as her own breathing quickened a fraction. She was not unmoved by what she was seeing. She was a scientist watching a result that confirmed her hypothesis, and the result was a man drowning in pleasure he could not release.

“Caleb. What are you feeling right now?”

“I’m approaching a prostate climax,” I said, and my voice was unsteady. It was raw, strained, the voice of a person losing a negotiation with his own body. “It starts inside. My pelvis is clenching around the plug, and each contraction pulls the next one closer.”

“A hands-free prostate response,” she said. “The stimulation is cumulative. The nipples are adding arousal, the vibration is sustaining it, and the plug is delivering direct pressure to the prostate. Your body is approaching a climax that has nothing to do with your cock.”

“I know.”

“What do you want to do?”

I had chosen the setting and its meaning from the moment she placed the remote beneath my thumb. A deep rolling force gathered at the base of my spine, the center of my pelvis, and the root of my denied cock. Another few seconds would document a response under conditions I had selected: plugged, clipped, caged, vibrated, and supervised in Mireille’s laboratory.

I wanted to let it happen.

I wanted it to happen somewhere else.

“Stop,” I said.

My thumb found the lower button and deactivated the vibrator. Mireille immediately opened the quick support latch so I could step away from the frame if needed. The motor cut off. Its hum vanished beneath the faint click of the ventilation fan, while my nerves continued to buzz and my cock pulsed inside the cage for several seconds.

Then she removed the clips, one at a time, her fingers gentle on the silicone tips as she eased them open. The blood rushed back to my nipples in a hot, swelling flood, and the sensation of the freed tissue was so intense I almost came. My back arched away from the frame, my mouth opened on a broken moan, and the wave crested and subsided only because there was nothing left to push it over.

Then, carefully, she eased the plug out. The widest point stretched me one final time, a brief, firm pressure that made my hole clench and release, and then the plug was free, and the emptiness was a physical loss, a vacancy that made my prostate pulse with aftershocks, still searching for the contact that had been taken away.

I sagged into the forearm rests, trembling and gripping the padded edges, my body a map of thwarted arousal. The cage was soaked. My nipples were swollen, flushed, hypersensitive to the air. My hole stayed open and sensitized, clenching around nothing. My cock was harder than it had been in two weeks, the bars cutting into swollen flesh, pre-cum still leaking in slow, involuntary pulses.

“Tell me why,” she said, and there was no disappointment in her voice. There was attention.

I folded over the supports for a long moment, breathing, feeling the ghost of the plug, the echo of the clips, and the buzzing absence of vibration. I was harder than I had ever been inside the cage, the pre-cum was still threading from the tip, my prostate was still sending rolling signals of unfinished business, and I had told her to stop.

“Because I want it in a scene I negotiate as a performance,” I said. “I want chosen terms, language, and purpose around it.”

Mireille documented the choice before touching the instruments. Then she looked up and said, “You recognized the threshold and preserved it for a context you chose. Excellent self-reporting.”

“You want the milestone to occur under chosen performance conditions,” she said. “With terms, language, and meaning you’ve selected.”

“Yes.”

“Do you understand what that means, Caleb?”

“It means I decide where the orgasm belongs.”

She pulled off her gloves, poured water, and steadied the glass while I drank. Her other hand checked the pulse at my wrist, care expressed through practiced clinical attention.

“Exactly,” she said. “I’ll document voluntary denial with articulated purpose. Your Surrender score will reflect the choice you made at the threshold.”

She released the frame and helped me step back. The room tilted for a moment, the amber light swinging, and then settled. The cage was wet and heavy. My nipples were flushed and sensitive, each heartbeat sending a small reminder of the clips’ absence. My ass was still warm from the plug, the tissue remembering the stretch, and beneath the surface my prostate continued its slow, quiet insistence that what I had denied was not gone, merely postponed.

“Your fitting card,” Mireille said, pulling the document up on the tablet. “Posture improvement is consistent and attributable to corset training. Waist measurement is temporary and corset-dependent. Chest measurement is unchanged; nipple sensitivity increase is from grooming and direct stimulation, not any hormonal intervention. Skin condition is improved across all sites. Cage tolerance is excellent.” She turned the tablet so I could read it. “There is nothing here that you could not reverse by walking out of Belladonna and returning to your previous routine. The physical changes are all choices, maintained by practice. The body changes that are not reversible have not begun.”

“That’s reassuring.”

“Then take the reassurance from honest measurements,” she said, closing the file. “There is one more finding I want you to hear.”

“Go ahead.”

“The response pattern, sensitivity mapping, and voluntary denial tell me something about your body that the numbers alone don’t say. Your body has a high capacity for prostate-centered pleasure. Your nipple sensitivity is increasing under stimulation. Your cage tolerance exceeds the baseline by a significant margin. And your ability to govern climax, the ability to approach and then choose not to, is rare. All of these things are compatible with a body plan that goes beyond presentation training.” She paused. “They’re compatible with the Pearl track.”

The Pearl track. The locked wing I could see from the garden but could not enter. The consultations I had heard about from older candidates in whispers and speculation. The body plan that went beyond wigs and corsets and makeup and entered the territory of physical change.

“Pearl eligibility begins a conversation after Silk,” Mireille said. “If you want that track, your responses suggest it could be productive. Any body plan must rest on desire you can say aloud, free from self-punishment or the need to prove yourself.”

“After Silk.”

“After Silk.”

I dressed. The corset was familiar now, the lacing a routine I performed without counting steps. At the mirror by the door, my flushed nipples showed through the thin fabric. Mireille met my eyes in the glass, then turned back to close the instrument drawer.

At fifteen hundred, the six-day interval expired. Mireille completed hygiene and a skin inspection after the stimulation had settled. She offered removal or another six days. I authorized the extension through Day Twenty-Three and repeated the emergency-release access and safeword before the lock closed.

My bracelet updated: DAY 17, 15:00. TOTAL CHASTITY: 336 HOURS. EXTENSION 3 AUTHORIZED: 144 HOURS. NEXT REVIEW: DAY 23, 15:00. SENSATION MAPPING: COMPLETE. VOLUNTARY DENIAL: DOCUMENTED. BODY-PLAN ELIGIBILITY: REVIEW AFTER SILK.

Mireille closed the file.


Chapter 12: Under Scrutiny

The Glass Studio was configured for performance.

The mirrored walls had been left uncovered, all twelve panels reflecting the temporary runway that ran the length of the room, a raised platform covered in dove-grey fabric with track lighting overhead and a single row of seated observers at the far end. The observers were Corinne, Helena, Dahlia, and four invited women from outside Belladonna whose names I did not know but whose attention clung to my skin like humidity. They wore evening clothes, held programs, and looked at the runway with the expectant focus of people who had paid for a show.

Helena was standing at the runway entrance with her silk cords coiled at her wrist and her dark espresso eyes already scoring us before we moved. She was wearing a minimalist black wrap top and high-waisted trousers, and her severe platform heels made her the tallest person in the room by three inches. The old scar at her right knee showed when she shifted her stance. She did not need volume. Her body said what needed to be said.

“This is a live audience posture assessment,” Helena said. “Each candidate will walk the runway twice. First pass: standard heel walk, full length, turn, return. Second pass: accessory carry. You will be given an item at the start of the walk and must transport it to the end without visible strain, break in posture, or disruption to your gait. Scoring: composure under scrutiny, recovery from error, and awareness of the other candidates on the platform.” She looked at us. “Your priorities are composure, recovery, and awareness. Questions.”

No one had questions. We had been drilled for this. Two weeks of heel work, posture labs, stair transitions, and turn rehearsals had converted an alien, precarious activity into skill, and for some of us, skill had begun producing pleasure, the satisfaction of executing a complex physical task under observation without falling.

I was not going to fall.

In the costume workroom behind the studio, candidates were fitting corsets and checking heels with the concentrated urgency of performers backstage. I found my station: a fitted corset in deep rose, a matching skirt, sheer stockings with reinforced heels, and a pair of heels one inch higher than my training pair. The increase was deliberate. Helena tested above our practice height, where a half-inch change in balance exposed whether the rehearsed posture could adapt.

I fitted the corset, lacing it to the waist measurement Mireille had documented, and felt the familiar compression settle around my ribs. Stockings went on with the practiced motion I had learned from Dahlia’s morning sessions: roll to the toe, smooth up the calf, clip the garter, check the seam alignment, test the stretch at the thigh. Each step was automatic now. The cage settled beneath the skirt, its weight familiar. I clipped the pink clasp at my throat and began checking the heels.

Checking equipment before a performance came directly from crisis management. You do not walk into a situation where the outcome depends on a piece of hardware without confirming the hardware is sound, and I had learned that lesson in rooms where the hardware was a generator or a satellite link, not a four-inch heel, but the principle held.

I examined each shoe. Left heel: solid, strap intact, buckle properly riveted, sole clean. Right heel: strap seated, buckle flat, sole clean. I flexed both straps and found no visible weakness. The cut beneath the decorative buckle had been concealed well enough to survive the check.

The assessment began.

The first candidates walked the runway with varying degrees of success. Remy moved with a determined solidity that lacked grace but projected commitment. Omar navigated the length with careful concentration, his broad frame surprisingly light on his feet, and earned a nod from Helena that meant he had met baseline. Felix walked with a nervous precision that was technically correct but visibly anxious, and the audience’s scrutiny made his hands tighten at his sides.

Nico walked fifth. He was flawless. His slim dancer’s body moved along the runway as though the runway had been built for him, each step reproducing the heel-to-toe transition Helena had drilled into us, each turn executed with a pivot so controlled it looked effortless. His monochrome outfit, severe black with a sharp collar, made his striking cheekbones and severe expression look editorial. The audience murmured. Corinne gave one clipped nod, so slight that anyone unfamiliar with her might have missed the approval.

My turn.

I stepped onto the runway and felt the attention of the room settle on me like a change in air pressure. The corset held my spine. The higher assessment heels required a fractional adjustment to my weight that I had calculated in the thirty seconds before stepping out. The honey-blonde wig was secured. The makeup was Dahlia’s morning work, refined by my own touch at the vanity. The cage was a steady presence beneath the skirt, denied and familiar.

I walked. The technique Helena had beaten into me over two weeks took over: heel strike, toe roll, hip shift, weight transfer, eyes forward, chin level, hands relaxed. The mirrors on both sides gave me a double audience, the seated women on one side and the infinite repetition of my own image on the other, and I chose to look at neither. I looked at the end of the runway, where Helena was standing, and I walked toward her with the assurance I once carried into crisis rooms after studying the floor plan and locating every exit.

The turn. I shifted my weight to the balls of my feet and pivoted on the right heel. The ankle strap split beneath the decorative buckle. My heel lifted out of the shoe and the buckle skittered behind me. I caught the changed gait before my ankle folded, completed the pivot on the ball of my bare right foot, then stepped out of both shoes. I placed them at the runway edge and finished barefoot with my spine straight and pace unbroken.

Helena’s gaze dropped once to the abandoned shoe and returned to my face. She had seen both the failure and the recovery; her attention remained on the broken strap.

At the runway entrance, Dahlia brought the fitted backup pair from my equipment case. Helena flexed both straps, checked each buckle rivet, and pressed sideways against the heel stems before setting them at my feet.

“Backup pair inspected,” Helena said. “Walk the studio edge once.”

I put them on, crossed the short test line, turned, and returned. The fit was fractionally tighter at the toes but stable through the ankle. Helena checked the straps again under load.

“Proceed.”

The second pass required an accessory carry: a tray holding a glass of water, filled to the rim. The challenge was balance, posture, and composure, holding an object that would punish any lapse in stability with a visible and audible failure. I took the tray, leveled it against my palm, and walked.

The water trembled but did not spill. The corset forced my spine into the alignment that had begun replacing the defensive posture I once considered natural. The heels clicked on the runway fabric with a rhythm that was mine, not Helena’s, not Nico’s, a cadence developed through correction, failure, and my habit of treating every physical challenge as solvable.

Three-quarters of the way down the runway, behind me, I heard the sound.

Loose metal scraped across the runway. A heel skidded, then Felix cried out as he dropped. I turned, still holding the tray, and saw Felix.

He was on one knee on the runway, his ankle turned awkwardly enough that I refused to guess at the damage, and beneath his foot was the decorative buckle that had fallen when my weakened strap failed.

I looked at Nico. He was standing in the wings, watching, and his gaze met mine, and before his expression composed itself, his left hand closed around his opposite wrist. Fear widened his amber eyes. He had set a trap and watched it catch the wrong target.

The tray went down on the runway edge, level, no spill. I crossed the three steps to Felix and caught his arm before he could fall further, steadying him with a firm, balanced hold, the same hold I used during evacuations to keep a frightened person from falling without dragging them.

“I’ve got you,” I said. Callie’s voice. Steady. “Stay still. Let me check the ankle.”

Felix’s wide blue-gray eyes held embarrassment and gratitude in equal measure. His pale blond waves were disarrayed, his cheeks flushed with the hot humiliation of a public physical failure, and swelling had begun around his right ankle strap.

“I stepped on something,” he said. “It went under my heel.”

“I know. Don’t put weight on it.”

I held his leg stable and resisted the urge to diagnose what I could not know by touch. Helena was already moving. She summoned the medic, who removed Felix’s shoe, supported the ankle, and transferred him to a chair without making him stand.

The audience watched while my tray waited at the runway edge. Every second away from the assigned task cost the performance, but protecting Felix mattered more than preserving my score.

Helena’s dark eyes tracked the metal object on the runway before settling on the failed strap.

“Assessment paused,” she said. “Medical review first. Equipment is secured now.” Her attention shifted to me. “Candidate Twelve. Your tray is on the edge.”

I retrieved the tray. The water had not spilled. I completed the walk, placed the tray at the end point, and stood for Helena’s assessment with my hands at my sides and my heart rate elevated by exactly the amount that catching a falling person in four-inch heels had cost me.

Helena scored me. She did not announce the score publicly, but her economical dark eyes moved from Felix’s wrapped ankle to my bare feet. “Recovery. Protection. Awareness.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“Don’t thank me. Preserve the shoe.”

In the workroom, Helena and I examined the failed strap together. Beneath the decorative face, a concealed cut crossed the load point. One red repair thread clung to the leather; the same thread protruded from Nico’s open maintenance kit beside a chipped cutter.

I took one clear photograph showing the cut and matching thread, then handed the shoe and buckle to Helena. Immediate safety and custody belonged with the instructor responsible for the equipment. The personal reckoning with Nico could still belong to me.

I waited until Helena had secured the shoe and buckle, then found Nico alone in the costume corridor.

He stood at the water fountain with his shoulders held too square. When I approached, his left hand closed around his opposite wrist, the same grip I had seen from the runway when Felix went down.

“We need to talk,” I said.

“About your dramatic recovery? I’m sure the audience loved it.”

I held up the photograph of the concealed cut and the red thread. His gaze snagged on the chipped cutter beside his kit, then returned to me. His thumb pressed into the old white scar across his palm.

“The strap was weakened at the load point,” I said. “The buckle came off under torque. Felix stepped on it.”

“A thread beside a tool proves someone repaired a costume.”

“It proves enough for me to recognize a pattern. The false timing cue. The allergy message to Mara’s runner. Now a shoe that could put anyone sharing the runway on the floor.”

His polished expression held, but his grip on his wrist tightened. “You finished the walk. Your score improved. Congratulations.”

“Felix is with the medic. This stopped being a score game when his ankle folded.”

The fountain ran between us. Nico watched the water strike the basin rather than look toward the medical wing.

“Compete with me,” I said. “Beat my walk, my voice, my service, any skill you can perform in the open. Stay away from my equipment, and never create a hazard another candidate can inherit. That is the boundary.”

“You enjoy saying boundary now. Belladonna has trained you quickly.”

“Did you hear it?”

His wrist grip tightened until the tendons stood out. He glanced once toward the medical wing, then fixed his eyes on the fountain again. “I heard you.”

I kept the photograph.

“Good,” I said. “Then the next contest happens on our own feet.”

I left him beside the fountain. Helena retained the unsafe hardware because no one would walk in it again. She asked no questions about my conversation and offered no verdict.

My bracelet displayed only the assessment result: POSTURE ABOVE STANDARD. RECOVERY EXCEPTIONAL. PROTECTION NOTED.

I read it once, then went to check whether Felix wanted company.

Felix came by my suite later, his ankle wrapped, his blue-gray eyes quieter than usual. “Thank you,” he said. “For catching me.”

“You would have recovered.”

“I wouldn’t have. I was falling. And you were there.” He glanced at the wrap. “Helena said the buckle is being examined.”

“It is. She secured the shoe and the loose hardware.”

“Do you think someone meant it to happen?”

I would not give him a culprit I could not yet prove. “I think equipment failed in a way it shouldn’t have. I’m keeping the photograph, and Helena has the physical pieces.”

Felix absorbed that, then nodded. “Tell me if I need to protect anything in my costume case.”

“I will. For now, check your own fastenings and ask for a second set of eyes before the Showcase.”

He left. From the bed edge I caught movement in the corridor glass.

Nico walked past without stopping, a copy of the Showcase rehearsal schedule in his hand. The top line showed Slot Seven, my slot, rather than his. I photographed the page number visible above his fingers.

The boundary had lasted less than an evening.


Chapter 13: Terms of the Strap

I entered Dahlia’s office at ten in the morning on Day Nineteen and closed the door behind me.

“I want to schedule the pegging practical,” I said.

From behind her vintage writing desk, Dahlia’s quick green eyes fixed on me beneath copper waves pinned in a side roll. She was wearing a fitted dress in deep sapphire, the neckline showing the freckled slope of her full chest, and her stockinged legs were crossed beneath the desk. One jewel-toned heel stopped its slow bounce.

She did not celebrate or make the request easier by pretending it cost me nothing. She took my limit card from the desk drawer and set one red-painted nail beside the yellow bracket around pegging.

“Sit down,” she said. “Let’s talk about what you want.”

The word yellow had been on that card since intake. Now my pulse beat against the cage while I took the chair and prepared to move it myself.

I sat. “I want the strap-on practical. Negotiated, prepared, paced by me, and private.”

“Good. Now tell me why.”

“Because my body responds to internal stimulation in a way I didn’t predict, and I want to experience penetration under conditions where I choose the terms rather than enduring a surprise I haven’t planned for.”

Dahlia tilted her head. “That was very clinical.”

“Do you want the non-clinical version?”

“I want the honest version.”

Copper hair framed her face, and the heavy curve of her ass pressed against the chair. I held her gaze and said, “Because I saved a climax for a scene I chose and negotiated, and this is that scene.”

“Better.” She opened a drawer and pulled out Belladonna’s tabbed, color-coded agreement folder. “Let’s negotiate.”

The negotiation took forty minutes. We built the scene from my body outward, fixing each load-bearing choice before Dahlia touched me.

Size: slim, tapered, with a slight curve designed for prostate contact. Dahlia showed me the harness and the insert, and I held the silicone in my hand and measured it against my experience with the medium plug and decided the width was manageable and the length was slightly longer than the plug, which meant I would feel more depth, which meant the prostate contact would be sustained rather than intermittent.

Positions: we would begin side-lying, the same position Mireille had used for my successful retry, because it gave me control over depth and pace. If I was comfortable, we would progress to hands-and-knees before the standing mirror. No face-to-face. The mirror would make me watch myself choose depth and naming without the shelter of Dahlia’s expression.

Preparation: rimming, fingers, the familiar medium plug, then the strap-on. I agreed to rimming aloud and required a fresh check immediately before mouth contact.

Language: I chose what she could call me. She could use “good” and “beautiful” and “Callie” if I requested it during the scene. She could use “sissy” only after I used it first. No words I had not pre-approved. No surprises.

Mirror: the standing mirror would be placed so I could see myself in the kneeling position. I could request it be covered at any point, and the request would be honored without discussion.

Pace: slow to begin, with my body setting the rhythm by pushing back. She would increase only when I confirmed. No sudden thrusts. No depth I had not asked for.

Denial: the cage stayed on. No cock contact. The scene would test whether I could reach prostate orgasm through penetration alone, with the denial adding to the intensity rather than frustrating it.

Aftercare: warm bath, food, water, physical debrief, and privacy. No score recording until I consented. No audience access to the scene records.

Safeword: vermillion. Unchanged. Non-negotiable.

Dahlia wrote everything down in the folder, signed it, and pushed it across the desk for my signature. I read every line, because I had been trained, long before Belladonna, to read every line, and then I signed.

“One hour,” she said. “My training suite. Eat something light. Drink water. Wear the corset loose.”

I ate. I drank. I loosened the corset by one setting, which let my abdomen expand enough for comfortable breathing during what I knew would be sustained physical effort. In the bathroom mirror, I saw a person preparing for a costly thing they had asked to receive.

Dahlia’s training suite was on the second floor, a room I had not previously entered. The door was mahogany with a brass number, and inside, the space was intimate and theatrical, because everything Dahlia touched was theatrical, but every object also had a marked place. A broad bed with a firm mattress, positioned against one wall. A standing mirror, seven feet tall, angled to capture the bed from the side. A table with the negotiated items laid out in order: lubricant, gloves, a rimming cloth, the small plug I already knew, the medium plug I already knew, the slim strap-on in its harness, and a control for the room’s lighting. A second table held water, protein bars, towels, a heated blanket, and a bottle of something that smelled like eucalyptus.

Dahlia was already in the room. She had changed into something simpler than her usual vintage display: a black silk robe that fell to mid-thigh, belted at the waist, and beneath it I could see the straps of the harness already in place around her broad hips and thick thighs. The strap-on was not attached yet. The empty harness made me anticipate the instrument before she fitted it.

“How are you feeling?” she asked.

“Ready.”

“That’s not a feeling.”

“Nervous. Excited. Determined.”

“Better.” Dahlia loosened the robe belt, then paused with her hand on the knot. “During my practical, I made my instructor move the mirror six times. I blamed the angle. I was trying to find one where I could bear to meet my own eyes.” She adjusted our standing mirror by a few degrees. “You can make me move yours six times too. Now undress. Everything below the waist. Keep the corset. The clasp stays.”

I undressed. The skirt dropped. The stockings stayed clipped to the garter belt because Dahlia and I had chosen that exposed line during negotiation. The cage gleamed. I stood in the warm light of the training suite in a loosened corset, garter belt, stockings, heels, and a locked cage, and Dahlia gave me a slow, appreciative look before she said, “You are allowed to be beautiful right now.”

The sentence landed in a place I did not know how to defend.

“Lie on the bed,” she said. “Left side. Pillow between your knees.”

I lay down. The mattress was firm and warm, and the pillow between my knees opened my hips and tilted my pelvis, and I heard Dahlia’s heels on the floor behind me, the steady click of her approach.

“We start with external touch,” she said. “Tell me what you feel before any penetration.”

Her gloved hand found the small of my back, and the contact, warm through nitrile, started there and traveled down, over the curve of my ass, along the cleft, slow, unhurried, and mapping. She read me through her fingertips at an unhurried pace. Mireille’s touch gathered data; Dahlia’s gave direction. She told my body where the scene was going, and my body listened.

She parted me gently, exposing the entrance, and the cool air was followed by warmth as she pressed the rimming cloth against me, warm and damp, cleaning and relaxing and preparing. The cloth circled my opening in slow, firm passes, and the muscle loosened beneath each warm pass.

“Rimming is next,” Dahlia said. “We discussed it. Do you still want my mouth on your hole?”

“Yes. Rimming is green.”

The cloth disappeared. A pause, the sound of Dahlia shifting position behind me, and then her mouth replaced it.

The first touch of her tongue against my hole made my entire body jerk. Warm, wet, impossibly soft, her lips pressing against the most private skin on my body while her tongue traced the muscle ring in slow circles. The intimacy of it was overwhelming. Her breath was hot against my ass. Her hands held my cheeks apart, freckled fingers pressing into the flesh, and her tongue worked with practiced patience, lingering whenever my body softened under it.

She pointed her tongue and pressed at the center, not pushing inside but applying direct pressure to the relaxing ring, and my cock slammed against the cage hard enough to hurt. A clear drop slipped through the front opening and marked the mattress. My hole was opening under her mouth, the muscle yielding to wet warmth and skilled repetition, each pass of her tongue coaxing the tissue softer, wetter, more receptive. She alternated between broad, flat licks that covered the entire area and focused, pointed attention to the center, and the combination was systematically dismantling every remaining defense between what I had agreed to and what my body was begging for.

I gripped the mattress and breathed through my teeth and felt my hips push back against her mouth without my permission.

“That,” I managed, “was not in the briefing.”

“It was in the preparation protocol,” Dahlia said, amusement brightening her voice against my skin, the vibration of her words sending one last shiver through the wet, sensitized nerve endings. “Page two, section three. You signed it.”

“I should read more carefully.”

“You should read as carefully as you already do. You’re just discovering that some things you prepared for feel different than you expected.” She kissed the base of my spine, a gesture that was affection and direction in equal measure. “My fingers come next.”

One freshly lubricated finger entered easily after her mouth had relaxed me. A second widened the stretch while her other hand steadied my hip. She curled them once against the place Mireille had mapped, waited through my involuntary squeeze, then followed the small backward roll I gave her.

“Color?”

“Green. Medium plug next. Three minutes, then remove it.”

“Three minutes. I like that.”

She followed my sequence. The medium plug opened me through a known, manageable stretch and held me full while I rocked twice to test comfort. At three minutes, I said, “Ready for the strap.”

She removed the plug. The sudden vacancy lasted only a breath, and then I heard the snap of the harness as she fitted the slim strap-on, and I felt the bed shift as she positioned herself behind me, side-lying, her heavy breasts pressing against my back through the silk robe, her hips aligned with mine.

“I’ll enter slowly,” she said. Her voice was close to my ear, low and direct. “You control depth. Push back when you want more. Stop pushing when you want to hold. I’m not going to move until you do.”

The tip of the strap-on pressed against my entrance, slick, body-heated, and slightly firmer than the plug, and I felt my body evaluate the width and the shape and decide, in whatever part of the nervous system makes these decisions without consulting the strategic mind, that this was acceptable.

I pushed back.

The first inch erased the comparison to plugs. The harness connected the silicone to Dahlia’s body, carrying the rhythm of her breathing, the heat of her hips against my ass, and the subtle rocking of a living person behind the instrument. The plug had been an object seated inside me. This was a woman inside me.

The silicone was firmer than the plug, smoother, and its slight upward curve caught the prostate as it advanced. Each fraction of depth pressed the curved tip more firmly against the gland, and the pleasure was immediate, electric, a direct line from the point of contact to the base of my spine.

I pushed back further. Two inches. The stretch opened me into heavy fullness and my hole gripped the shaft in rhythmic pulses. Three inches. The curve found my prostate and stayed there, turning depth into a sustained internal burn. My locked cock surged within its narrow limits, slicking the tube.

“There,” I breathed.

“I feel it,” Dahlia said, her lips close to my ear. “Your body just changed. You’re gripping me differently. Tighter. Pulling me in.” She shifted her hips, a fractional motion that changed the angle by degrees, and the prostate contact deepened from a press to a grind, and I pushed back again, taking the rest of her, and the fullness was complete, every inch inside me, the harness flush against my ass, Dahlia’s thick thighs pressed against the backs of mine, the heat of her full breasts reaching my back through the silk.

I was breathing in short, measured draws against the corset. Each pulse radiated through my pelvis, climbed into the compressed space beneath my ribs, and ran down my thighs until the muscles trembled with the effort of holding position. My heartbeat struck hard against the corset’s upper edge. My caged cock was irrelevant and present simultaneously, denied and leaking, its darkened tip crowded by steel. Behind it, the strap-on worked the source of a pleasure my cock could not have produced.

“Now,” Dahlia said. “Rock for me.”

I rocked. My hips moved in a slow rhythm I set, forward and back, and each backward motion swallowed the strap-on deeper and rolled its curved tip over my prostate. Each forward motion dragged it partially free, the sensation of withdrawal almost as intense as the fill, my hole gripping the shaft as if reluctant to release it. The cage slid against the sheets with each forward rock, the friction meaningless, a reminder of what my body no longer needed to reach the pleasure it was reaching now.

Dahlia matched my rhythm. Her hips pressed forward as mine pressed back, and the synchronization doubled the depth and impact, keeping the curve on the same sensitive strip. Her breathing quickened against my neck. Her hands found the sharp edge of my hip bone above the stocking tops, steadying herself as she thrust.

“Good,” she murmured against my ear, her breath hot and slightly ragged. “You’re doing beautifully. You’re taking me so well. Pushing back like you need it.”

“I do need it.”

“I know you do.” Dahlia caught the name before it crossed the boundary we had set. “What do you want me to call you?”

“Not yet,” I said. “Let me ask when I’m ready.”

“Then I wait.”

The rhythm deepened. She pressed harder, longer strokes that withdrew nearly to the tip before sliding back in with an unhurried stroke that seated the curve over the sensitive gland and held it there. Each full thrust drew a sound from me that was less controlled than the last. My hole clenched around the shaft on every withdrawal, trying to keep it, and the gripping sensation sent its own pulses of pleasure through the stretched muscle ring.

“Can we move to the mirror?” I said.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

The transition was careful. She withdrew slowly, and I felt the loss immediately, a vacancy that my body protested with a clench. Then she helped me to my knees on the bed, facing the standing mirror, and repositioned herself behind me, kneeling, her thighs against the backs of mine, her hands on my hips.

The mirror overturned my expectation of a diminished man on his knees. A lean figure knelt in a loosened corset and stockings, honey-blonde hair falling past the shoulders, gray eyes fixed too intensely on their own reflection, pupils expanded until only a narrow ring of cool color showed. The pink clasp rose and fell at the throat. Behind her, a copper-haired woman in a black silk robe knelt with freckled shoulders and a strap-on emerging from between her thick thighs.

I had chosen every element of the composition.

“Look at yourself,” Dahlia said, watching me in the mirror. “Don’t look away.”

She entered me from behind, and the angle was a revelation. Deeper than side-lying by at least an inch, more direct, the prostate contact immediate and sustained from the moment of full entry. The strap-on’s curve pressed upward against the gland with every centimeter of her forward stroke, and the kneeling position gave her leverage I had not felt before: her thick thighs braced behind mine, her hands controlling my hips, her body driving forward with the full force of her weight.

I watched it happen in the mirror. Watched my face change as the first deep stroke hit the prostate and knocked the count out of my mouth halfway through three. Watched my lips part, my pupils expand, the flush creep up from the corset’s edge to my throat. Watched Dahlia’s copper waves move with her rhythm, her freckled shoulders rolling forward with each thrust, the heavy curves of her breasts shifting inside the silk robe. Watched my caged cock bounce between my thighs, denied and leaking, the bars catching the light with every motion.

“Say it,” she said, offering the invitation in two quiet words.

I knew what she was asking. The name. The name I had used tactically at a boutique, used for a lipstick receipt, used for Mara during dinner service. The name that had been waiting on the other side of a moment like this one.

“Callie,” I said. “Call me Callie here.”

“Louder.”

“Callie.” The warm mezzo I had found in the recording booth came from my open mouth while Dahlia’s strap-on stayed buried against my prostate. Her thick hips pressed flush to my ass. I locked eyes with the lean figure in corset and stockings, honey-blonde hair disordered around a flushed face, a cage full of denied cock swinging beneath her, and a woman inside her. The cage swung visibly beneath the feminine lines. I held the reflection’s gaze and repeated the name while Dahlia stayed buried inside me. “Callie. Keep calling me Callie.”

“Good girl,” Dahlia said, naming my effort with the abundant praise I had negotiated, and it landed with the intimacy of hands on bare skin. She increased her pace, her hips snapping forward until the strap-on worked my prostate in a sustained, rolling grind, each thrust aimed to preserve contact, each withdrawal partial so that the contact never fully broke. The pleasure rose like a tide that had been building since the day I signed Belladonna’s contract.

I pushed back against her. My choice. My pace. My ass meeting her hips with a slap of flesh against harness, and each collision drove the strap-on’s curve deeper into the prostate, and the mirror showed me doing it, showed Callie on her knees pushing back against penetration by choice, gripping the mattress and arching her spine and making sounds that were not words.

“More,” I said.

“More what?”

“Harder. Deeper. Against the prostate. Make me come.”

Dahlia’s hands tightened on my hips, her freckled fingers pressing into the stocking tops hard enough to dent the flesh. She changed her angle, tilting the strap-on higher, and drove forward with the full weight of her heavy hips behind it. The thrust landed on the mapped spot with deep, direct force.

I cried out.

She did it again. And again. Each stroke short and powerful, her thick thighs slapping against mine, the harness creaking with the force, the strap-on’s curved head grinding against the prostate with a relentless, rhythmic pressure that I could not escape and did not want to escape. My hole clenched around the shaft on every withdrawal, gripping it, pulling it back. My caged cock was dripping in a steady stream now, thin threads of pre-cum swinging from the bars with each thrust.

“Dahlia,” I said. “I’m close.”

“I know you are. I can feel it. You’re gripping me so tight it’s hard to move.” Her voice was lower than usual, thicker, and I heard the pleasure in it, genuine desire darkening her bright tone. Her next thrust landed faster as her breath broke against my shoulder. Her grip shifted from the stocking tops to the points of my hips, pulling me back to meet her. “Do you want to come?”

I had told Mireille I was saving the milestone for a performance I negotiated. Every condition I had named was present now: Dahlia’s strap-on inside me, my chosen name in the mirror, a position I had requested, and terms I had authored. I had reached the context I meant to save it for.

“Yes,” I said. “I want to come.”

“Then come, Callie. Push back and come for me.”

I pushed back. Three more strokes, each one harder and deeper, the curve striking the spot Mireille had mapped and Dahlia had found, the curved tip grinding against the prostate with the force of her full body weight behind it. On the third stroke, my hole clamped around the strap-on and the first contraction seized the center of my pelvis.

The prostate orgasm detonated outward instead of spiking through my cock. The first contraction seized my entire pelvis, a clenching so deep and total that my vision went white. Then it expanded, radiating outward in concentric waves: through my abdomen, up into the compressed space beneath the corset, down through my thighs, into my gripping hands, my curling toes, my arching spine. My cock, caged and utterly untouched, pulsed against the steel bars in violent, rhythmic throbs, and cum began to seep through the cage tip. Not the explosive jets of a conventional orgasm but a thick release that continued through the drawn-out contractions, squeezing out between the bars in warm threads that dripped onto the mattress while my body shook with contractions that came from behind my cock, from beneath my stomach, from the deep internal space that Mireille had mapped and Dahlia had unlocked.

The orgasm lasted longer than I could track. Ten seconds. Fifteen. Twenty. Each wave rolled through me with diminishing intensity but unchanged depth, the prostate still clenching around the strap-on, still pulsing, still producing aftershocks that made my hips jerk and my voice break into sounds that were not words. My hole gripped the shaft in spasms, pulling it deeper with each contraction, and Dahlia held still inside me, fully seated, her hands steady on my hips, her rhythm stopped to let my body finish what it needed to finish.

“Good girl,” she said, and her voice was soft and raw. “That’s it. Let it go. All of it, Callie. Let it happen.”

Low, broken moans tore out of me with each contraction. I lost the trained register entirely and pressed my face into the crook of my arm while Dahlia held me open through the last waves.

Dahlia slowed. Her rhythm eased from decisive to gentle, the strap-on’s motion becoming a rocking rather than a thrust, guiding me through the aftershocks, and when the last contraction faded, she held still, fully inside me, and let me breathe.

“I’ll withdraw in one slow motion,” she said.

She withdrew. The exit was careful and measured and left me empty and open and trembling on my knees before the mirror, and Callie remained in the mirror, wrecked, wet, flushed, and undeniable.

Dahlia removed the harness and lowered me with steady strength, covered me with the heated blanket, and placed pillows beneath my knees and head.

“Water,” she said, and held the glass.

I drank. The cold water grounded me inside the body I had temporarily lost track of.

“Food.” She broke a protein bar in half and put it in my hand.

I ate. The sweetness was absurd and necessary.

Dahlia sat on the edge of the bed beside me, one hand resting on my hip over the blanket. She had pulled the silk robe closed and watched me with quiet, personal understanding shaped by her own history as a candidate.

“How do you feel?” she said.

“Like I discovered a room I’ve been walking past for twenty-seven years.”

“That’s a good answer.”

“It’s the honest one.”

“Even better.” She squeezed my hip. “You directed the pace, position, and name,” she said. “Remember that tomorrow, when your defenses try to rewrite the scene.”

The aftershocks softened while she checked pain, soreness, and emotional state.

“Mild soreness,” I said. “Settled. Keep using Callie here.”

Dahlia’s hand tightened once on my hip, pleased but still directive. “Callie it is.”

“Don’t make a big deal about it,” I said.

“I would never,” she said, theatrical delight bright in her eyes while her hand stayed warm and steady on my hip. “Your private receipt is documented. First prostate orgasm from penetration. Hands-free. Caged. Self-directed pace, self-requested naming, all negotiated terms observed.” She paused. “Not yet public. That record will be available if you choose to include it in your Showcase design.”

“I’ll include it.”

“Good.” She stood and gathered the equipment for cleaning. “Bath’s through the door. Hot. Eucalyptus. Take twenty minutes. I’ll be here when you come out.”

I bathed. Hot water loosened my thighs, and eucalyptus cut through the scent of lube and exertion. In the quiet, I let one fact remain without analysis: I had asked Dahlia to call me Callie while she fucked me, and I wanted to hear it again.

When I came out, Dahlia was sitting in the chair by the bed, shoes off, her thick legs folded beneath her, eating the other half of the protein bar and reading something on her tablet. She looked up, broke off another square of the protein bar, and held it out to me with one arched copper brow.

“Better?” she said.

“Much.”

“Good. One last thing before you go.”

She held up her phone. On the screen was a text message from Mireille: CLINICAL NOTE: IF CANDIDATE 12 REPORTS SUCCESSFUL PROSTATE ORGASM VIA PENETRATION, DOCUMENT MECHANISM, DURATION, CAGE STATE, AND EMOTIONAL AFTERMATH. FORWARD RELEVANT DATA FOR BODY PLAN FILE.

“Mireille wants data,” Dahlia said. “Do I have your consent to share the clinical details?”

“You do.”

“Then I’ll forward the relevant information.” She set the phone down. “Callie. What you did in this room stays between us until you decide otherwise. But what you are after leaving this room is up to you.”

I dressed. The corset tightened to its usual setting. The skirt fell over the cage. The stockings were smooth against my legs. At the door, Dahlia tapped the private receipt on her tablet.

“No one sees this until you authorize it,” she said.

I pressed confirm.


Chapter 14: Old Name, Old Threat

The study room in the dorm wing had one window, one desk, and one encrypted connection to the outside world, and at nine in the morning on Day Twenty I was using all three.

Priya’s face appeared on the secure video call, her cropped black curls slightly flattened on one side as though she had slept on them, her tortoiseshell glasses pushed up to her hairline, and behind her the cluttered bookshelf of her home office with its files and annotated codes and a mug that said OBJECTION SUSTAINED in yellow letters.

“The transit chimes match,” she said, without preamble. Priya did not do preamble. “Graham used his keycard at the Kessler storage office the night he recorded the threat. Four visits in three weeks.”

The March memo inside that unit carried Graham’s handwritten notes beside dates that proved he diverted the client money before liability shifted to me. He had always mistaken secrecy for invisibility.

“Can you secure the memo and account export?” I asked.

Priya stopped with one hand above her keyboard. “Yes. Say what you’re asking me to do.”

I understood the correction. My habit was to design a solution so completely that asking for help became issuing the final instruction. “I’m asking you to take custody of the evidence,” I said. “I need someone I trust to hold the part Graham cannot reach.”

Her hand lowered. “Thank you. That sounded almost human.”

“Don’t reward it too enthusiastically.”

“I wouldn’t risk frightening it away.” Her fingers moved over the keys. “I can secure the evidence and place a second authenticated copy beyond either man’s control. If Graham contacts a guest or publishes a photograph, you call me and I release it.”

“He gets one safe route: contact with me.”

“Fine. Your trap has an exit.” Priya paused the transfer screen and looked directly through the camera. “Now answer one nonstrategic question. How are you?”

“I’m fine.”

“Your lipstick is too carefully applied for fine.”

The transfer finished while I searched for a better lie. Priya turned her phone so I could see the confirmation, then set it facedown.

“Copies secured,” she said. “You asked. I have them. Let that fact carry some of the weight for once.”

Her working posture eased, but she did not reach for the disconnect control. She waited for the better answer.

I glanced at my small preview window. Honey-blonde hair, rose mouth, pink clasp. The cream academy blouse showed above the desk, while the cage and skirt remained outside the camera frame. Priya had seen me in formalwear, hospital scrubs borrowed during emergencies, and the same charcoal shirt for thirty hours during a flood response. She had never seen this.

“I did the lipstick myself,” I said.

“I assumed. Dahlia’s line work is cleaner.”

“That was almost cruel.”

“It was evidence that I have eyes.” Priya leaned closer to her screen. “You sound different too.”

The trained placement wavered. I could have dropped into my old register and made the call easier for both of us. Instead I reset the breath behind my cheekbones.

“Voice training,” I said in Callie’s mezzo. “It holds better when I’m discussing a problem than when I’m thinking about the voice itself.”

Priya listened without the hungry concentration of an instructor or the shocked politeness of a stranger. “It still sounds like you. Less exhausted, perhaps.”

“Dahlia made me answer my intake recording. I told him to loosen his jaw and stop treating discomfort like an achievement.”

“You gave yourself advice?”

“I made a joke. The advice escaped inside it.”

That earned the small snort Priya used instead of laughter during working hours. Then her face sobered.

“Graham is counting on you being ashamed enough to isolate yourself,” she said. “Do not help him. If the threat lands badly, call me before you start being clever alone.”

“I called you today.”

“After you had already mapped the unit, decoded the chime, predicted his evidence sequence, and designed a release condition. Your definition of asking for help remains offensively ambitious.”

I looked at the white shirt folded on the side chair, the one familiar garment I had kept at intake. I had brought it to the study room in case the video call made presentation unbearable. It remained folded.

“Would it change anything,” I asked, “if the next call came from Callie?”

Priya did not answer quickly. She folded her hands beneath her chin, considering the person rather than the legal consequence.

“It would change which name I use when I answer,” she said. “Nothing else.”

The simplicity struck harder than reassurance. I touched the pink clasp once and took my hand away.

“All right.”

“That wasn’t permission, Caleb. You don’t need mine.”

“I know. It was acknowledgment.”

“Good. Now eat something with protein before you attempt to outmaneuver a criminal in a corset.”

“The corset improves my posture.”

“Disconnecting now.”

The call ended on my laugh. I closed the laptop. The fan continued above me, and the white shirt stayed folded on the chair. Someone who knew me before Belladonna had seen the lipstick and heard the voice without forcing either into a conclusion. Outside the window lay the garden, the manicured hedge, and the road that led toward Graham’s next move.

Graham’s message window still said CALEB. When I rehearsed my response aloud, Callie’s trained resonance came naturally. I closed the window before deciding which voice he deserved.

I found Corinne in her office on the administrative corridor, which was a room I had entered exactly twice before. The room was spare and geometric: black desk, white walls, a single painting of a woman’s hand holding a key, and Corinne herself, seated with the stillness that was her signature, her white French bob catching the overhead light, her red nails resting on a closed folder.

“Candidate Twelve,” she said. “Sit.”

I sat. The chair across from her desk was low, which placed my eyes at the level of her collarbone, which was deliberate, and I had stopped resenting the design because it was Corinne’s language, and I was becoming fluent.

“I need to inform you of an external security matter,” I said.

One red nail stopped halfway across the folder. “Tell me.”

I told her what she needed to know and nothing more. Graham Dyer, my former business partner, had learned of my enrollment. He was using the information as leverage to force me to help him conceal financial fraud. I had retained an attorney. I had evidence. The immediate threat was that Graham might attempt to disrupt the Showcase, either by attending under a forwarded invitation or by releasing photographs to the guest list.

Corinne listened without interrupting. When I finished, she said, “What do you want me to do?”

“Nothing that changes my status or restricts my participation. I’m not asking for protection. I’m informing you because the threat could affect campus security.”

“I can offer you two things,” she said. “An exit option with no rank penalty, effective immediately. Or a temporary privacy hold on your portrait and guest list, which removes your image from any shared materials until you lift it.”

“I decline both.”

“Tell me why.”

“The exit option rewards Graham for making the threat. The privacy hold tells him the threat works. Both outcomes give him leverage, and leverage is the only weapon he has.” I paused. “I want to choose my own portrait visibility settings. Not locked down. Not opened up. My choice, at my pace.”

Corinne studied me for a long moment, then turned her tablet around and placed the settings control within my reach.

“Your consent settings are yours,” she said. “Adjust them on the bracelet. The system will honor whatever you set.”

“Thank you.”

“Caleb.” She used the name deliberately. “If he comes onto Belladonna property, security removes him.”

“I appreciate that.”

“You may go.”

I adjusted my portrait settings on the bracelet as I left her office. Faculty display: authorized. Academy internal: authorized. External guest access: authorized at Showcase only, with my image, not a candidate number. Beyond the half-open corridor door, Nico stood with a folded rehearsal sheet in his hand. He had heard Graham’s name, the exposure threat, and my refusal of the privacy hold. His gaze moved from my phone to the visibility setting before he walked away. The copied rehearsal slot now had a motive attached to it.

In the garden, the afternoon light spread gold across the gravel, and the hedge threw long shadows across the gravel path. I sat on a bench near the Pearl Wing, whose locked door was visible from this angle, and opened Graham’s contact.

Not yet. Priya had confirmed both custodians. I rehearsed Graham’s likely responses instead, deciding how much proof to reveal without turning the threat into another procedure.

That evening, the cohort gathered on the garden terrace. Felix kept his wrapped ankle elevated on a second chair. Omar passed around cups of mint tea, and Remy had brought a stack of blank place cards from voice practice.

We wrote the name we wanted used for the next round of tea, with the option to turn the card facedown whenever the name stopped feeling comfortable.

Omar placed my tea beside the blank card in front of me. “What name do you use outside?” he asked.

“Outside where?”

“Outside Belladonna. When you think about going home eventually.”

I considered. “I haven’t decided.”

“I use my name,” Felix said from his chair. “My real name. My outside name. I don’t have an academy name because I haven’t found one that fits yet.”

“I use Olivia,” said Remy, turning his card faceup. “I chose it the first week and I haven’t regretted it. Olivia sounds like someone who reads novels and drinks wine and doesn’t apologize for taking up space.”

“I’m thinking about it,” Omar said. He rotated his blank card between both large hands. “The name, I mean. It’s the thing I think about most. Past the clothes, the heels, even the scores. The name is the thing that makes it feel like it could be permanent.”

Everyone looked at the facedown cards. Permanent. Omar meant the private change a person carried out through the gate, regardless of a time-limited contract.

“Nothing is permanent until you make it permanent,” I said. “A name is a choice, not a diagnosis.”

“Spoken like a crisis consultant,” Remy said.

“Spoken like a person who’s still deciding.”

Felix adjusted the cushion under his ankle. “Do you test a name like shoes? Wear it in one room, see where it pinches?”

“That is either very wise or proof Belladonna has broken your metaphors,” Omar said.

“Both can be true.”

I wrote CALLIE on my card but left it facedown. “A controlled test helps. The boutique receipt told me Callie could survive a stranger. Dinner told me it could survive Mara’s attention. Neither tells me what happens when someone from my old life uses it.”

“Would you want them to?” Felix asked.

My pen hovered above the blank card. I pictured Priya’s face remaining practical when my trained voice crossed her speakers, then pictured Graham twisting the same name around a threat.

“Priya, maybe,” I said. “Not Graham. Graham uses any word as leverage if he thinks it can cut.”

Omar wrote MINA in small block letters, then covered it with his palm. “I keep circling Mina. My mother wanted a daughter with that name, which makes it complicated. Not sexual complicated,” he added at once. “Family expectation complicated.”

“Then don’t use it until it belongs to you instead of her expectation,” I said.

He turned the card facedown without looking disappointed. The conversation moved to whether Olivia required darker lipstick. Remy argued that a name could not require cosmetics; Omar insisted Olivia absolutely had opinions. The ordinary disagreement let the earlier vulnerability settle without anyone trying to solve it.

Felix drew his card closer. “Do you think the buckle could have hit anyone?”

The terrace quieted. Omar stopped rotating his cup. Remy’s dry amusement left his face, and the chair beneath Felix’s wrapped ankle gave a faint wicker creak as he shifted.

“Yes,” I said. “Once it came loose, the whole runway became the risk. You happened to find it first.”

“That’s worse.” Felix looked toward the studio windows. “I keep trying to understand why anyone would choose damage that couldn’t know who stepped on it.”

The consultant in me wanted to produce a motive and make uncertainty orderly. I had a photograph, a pattern, and Nico’s brittle agreement in the corridor. I did not have an admission.

“I don’t know why,” I said. “I know the result. Shared equipment failed, you were hurt, and whoever caused it accepted a risk to everyone in formation.”

“What can I ask for without knowing who?”

“A second equipment check before every assessment. Your own sealed accessory case. Space to say you’re worried without anyone calling it nerves.”

Remy turned his Olivia card faceup. “And a designated heel-case porter. I nominate the person with the strongest arches and worst personality.”

“That’s not a safety measure,” Omar said.

“It would improve morale.”

Felix smiled despite himself, then looked down at his wrapped ankle. “I want my bag and shoes kept together. And if anyone touches either, I want to be told before I perform.”

“Those are concrete,” I said. “Tell Helena. She can protect the runway without deciding the rest before the evidence does.”

“Will you check my straps too?”

“If you want me to. You should also learn the check yourself, so my attention isn’t another thing your safety depends on.”

Felix nodded. His fingers stopped worrying the edge of the card. Across the terrace, a door opened and closed. Nico crossed the far end of the garden without approaching us. He saw Felix’s elevated ankle. One step landed short; he corrected the next and continued toward the dorm wing.

He offered no explanation across the gravel. I watched him leave and kept my theory separate from the fact.

Felix’s earlier question stayed active after the conversation moved on: where did Callie pinch, and where did the name fit without adjustment?

I left the terrace and returned to my suite. At the desk, I opened the encrypted file where I stored the limited evidence that still mattered. The photographs of Nico’s cut strap were there, alongside the transit-chime analysis, the building-access data Priya had sent, and the original recording of Graham’s demand that I alter the timeline.

I sent Graham one proof fragment from the Kessler access record.

My message read: PRIYA HOLDS AUTHENTICATED COPIES OF THE MARCH MEMO AND ACCOUNT EXPORT. AN INDEPENDENT CUSTODIAN CONFIRMED RECEIPT. IF A GUEST REPORTS CONTACT OR YOU PUBLISH AN IMAGE, SHE SENDS THE PACKAGE. CONTACT ME IF YOU WANT A SAFE ROUTE.

Priya replied: RECEIVED. I WILL RELEASE ONLY ON VERIFIED BREACH.

Graham did not answer.


Chapter 15: Asking for More

Day Twenty-Two. Six days remained until Showcase Night on Day Twenty-Eight.

The wardrobe vault was underground, beneath the Glass Studio, in a room that smelled of cedar and textile preservation fluid and the faintest trace of the beeswax Dahlia used on vintage leather. Rows of garment bags lined the walls, each tagged with a candidate number and a tier color, and in the center was a design table where Showcase presentations were planned, rehearsed, costed, and approved.

Dahlia sat at the table with three folders open and a pencil behind her ear, her copper hair loose today, falling in waves past her freckled shoulders. She was wearing a corseted blouse in deep burgundy that lifted her full breasts and narrowed her waist, and a pencil skirt in black that framed her heavy hips and thick thighs as powerful parts of the lesson she had yet to disclose.

“Three concepts,” she said, fanning the folders. “Your Showcase. Your choice.”

I sat across from her and looked at the folders. Each was labelled with a title, a description, and a scoring emphasis.

The first: OBEDIENCE UNDER SCRUTINY. A service sequence performed for the seated audience, emphasizing posture, voice, etiquette, and composure under observation. Low physical risk, high composure demand. Scoring emphasis: Presentation and Obedience.

The second: ENDURANCE AND RESTRAINT. A movement sequence performed under Helena’s silk bonds, emphasizing posture holds, heel transitions, and controlled breathing while restrained. Medium physical risk, high endurance demand. Scoring emphasis: Endurance and Presentation.

The third: VOICE AND MIRROR SERVICE. A combined sequence beginning with a prepared Callie-only voice composition, transitioning to live vocal performance and service under Dahlia’s direction, incorporating restraint, mirror exposure, denial, and a penetration component if the candidate chose it. High emotional risk, high scoring potential. Scoring emphasis: all five categories.

“The third one,” I said.

“I was hoping you’d say that.” Dahlia pulled the third folder to the center. “Now let’s build it.”

We spent an hour constructing the Showcase presentation as a crisis response plan: layer by layer, with contingencies, fallbacks, and named decision points where the sequence could branch according to what my body and audience required.

The concept was this: I would enter the theater to a prepared composition built entirely from Callie’s current voice exercises. The track moved from the first unstable boutique phrases into the cleaner hotel complaint, then ended on a held breath that I would answer live. I would walk the stage in full Pink presentation while the progression played, making technique audible before the audience saw its final use.

Then the live performance. Callie’s warm mezzo, earned through two weeks of breath placement and cadence work, completing the final phrase without prerecorded support. The baseline file stayed private. Dahlia and I agreed that the Showcase should demonstrate the voice I had built, not let Caleb’s denial frame the scene.

Then service. Pouring, attending, managing the room from a position of chosen deference, demonstrating the skill set Mara had seen at the etiquette dinner.

Then the physical component. Dahlia’s silk restraints on my wrists, Helena’s quick-release ties. The standing mirror, uncovered. The ceremonial key, which I would ask for, not receive passively. And Dahlia’s strap-on, the same slim model we had used in the private practical, but this time before witnesses, this time with Corinne controlling the cage key and Mara’s gaze from the audience.

I chose additional elements. A tighter corset, laced one inch below my usual measurement, because the compression would heighten every sensation and make the visual contrast between my cinched waist and exposed hips sharper. Higher heels, four and a half inches, because the height would change my gait and posture in ways the audience could see and I could feel. The academy name entered on the stage manager’s finalized program rather than staying on my private handwritten cue card.

Dahlia tapped a second field. “If you claim Callie during the scored performance, do you want the dorm plate changed after the Showcase? Only if you earn Silk, and only to the name you speak onstage.”

The question made the imagined letters outside my room more intimate than the printed program. “Yes. Contingent on both.”

She recorded my instruction beside the finalized design, and I signed beneath it. Every escalation was mine.

“Denial component,” Dahlia said, making notes. “During the penetration sequence, the cage stays on. No release. No ruined outcome. You complete the performance through full denial, with the orgasm reserved for the assessment’s final determination.”

“Correct.”

“That’s a risk. If you can’t sustain denial under those conditions, the performance breaks at its climax.”

“Denial governs the build until the final authorized climax. I want the audience to see that I choose when the release becomes possible.”

Dahlia studied me with the focused interest she had shown during the private practical. This went deeper than routine approval. She set the pencil down.

“You’re designing a scene where the hardest moment leaves the decision in your hands.”

“Yes.”

“That’s the best Showcase concept I’ve seen in four years.”

She signed the folder. I signed the folder. The Showcase was mine.

After the wardrobe session, I went to the Glass Studio for restraint rehearsal with Helena.

The studio was empty except for Helena, two chairs, a barre, and a coil of ivory silk cord. Helena was standing at the barre in her minimalist wrap top and high-waisted trousers, her chestnut bob perfectly still, her dancer’s frame so still that she seemed to occupy less space than her height warranted, as though she had compressed her presence to the essential minimum and left only what mattered.

“Your Showcase includes wrist restraint,” she said. “Show me your hands.”

I extended my hands. Helena took my wrists, one in each of her long-fingered hands, and turned them palm-up, examining the bones and tendons and the pulse points with the clinical economy of long practice.

“Standard quick-release,” she said. “Two loops, crossed, single pull-tab. You can free yourself in under two seconds. Demonstrate.”

She wound the silk around my right wrist in two even loops, crossed the cord beneath, and tucked the release end where my fingers could reach it. The silk was smooth and warm and held my wrist firmly enough to be visible from the audience but loosely enough that circulation was unimpeded.

“Pull,” she said.

I pulled the release tab. The cord fell away in a whisper of fabric.

“Again.”

She bound me again. I released again. She bound me a third time, higher on the wrist, and I found the tab without looking. By then my fingers trusted its position; I could choose to hold the pose without wondering whether the silk would yield.

“Both wrists,” Helena said. “Stand.”

I stood, arms at my sides, and Helena bound both wrists behind my back with practiced speed that made the knots difficult to follow, the cord looping and crossing and settling in less than three seconds. My hands were held at the small of my back, the silk taut but not cutting, and the position changed my posture immediately, pulling my shoulders back and pushing my chest forward and forcing my weight onto the balls of my feet.

“Walk,” she said.

I walked. The restraint changed everything. Without hands for balance, the heel walk became a negotiation with gravity that required constant core engagement. The corset helped, compressing my trunk and forcing the abdominal muscles to do the stabilizing work the arms normally contributed. But the walk was harder, slower, and more precarious, and I felt every step as a decision rather than a reflex.

“Turn.”

I turned. The pivot was more difficult without arms for counterbalance, and I wobbled on the first attempt, a visible dip that Helena noted with a glance.

“Again.”

I turned again. Better. The adjustment was in the hips: a wider arc, slower rotation, letting the momentum of the turn dissipate through the legs instead of trying to arrest it with the upper body.

“Again.”

Third time. Clean. The turn completed with a smoothness I could feel in my spine.

“Kneel.”

This was the transition I had been dreading. Heel-to-kneel without hands. The mechanics required bending both knees simultaneously, lowering the center of gravity while keeping the back straight, and arriving on the knees without collapsing, and doing it in four-and-a-half-inch heels with wrists bound behind the back.

I tried. The descent ran away from me, my knees struck the padding, and the impact jolted through my thighs while the cage swung against the bars with a dull, audible sound.

Helena crouched beside me rather than ordering another attempt. “Where did balance leave?”

“After the heel lift. My center moved forward and my hands weren’t available to counter it.”

“Show me the last stable position.”

I rose, reset, and lowered only to the point where my balance started to tip. Helena placed two fingers against my lower ribs and one against my hip, marking the competing lines.

“Your final stride is too long,” she said. “Solve that before you descend.”

I tested a shorter approach while she walked beside me, calling the pressure changes rather than a generic count. On the second pass, I found a lower starting position. On the third, my knees met the padding without a jolt.

“Adequate,” Helena said.

The word was enough. Helena’s “adequate” was earned in a currency other instructors did not trade in. It acknowledged that I had met a standard shaped by twenty years of converting bodies into beautiful, functional instruments under duress.

“Recovery,” she said. “From kneel to standing. Reverse the process. Three seconds up. No wobble.”

I rose. The ascent was harder than the descent, requiring a push from the thighs that the heels made precarious and the bound wrists made ungainly. I wobbled.

“Again.”

Again. I failed. Again. Better. Again. Clean, or close enough that Helena did not say “again.”

“The kneeling transition is your weakest point,” she said. “You’re solving it by adjusting stride timing. That’s correct. The stride change needs to happen before the kneel, not during it. Shorten your last two steps before the transition by two inches each. That gives you a lower center of gravity when you begin the descent.”

She demonstrated. The motion was effortless when she did it, a fluid transition from standing to kneeling that looked like gravity had made a polite suggestion rather than an insistent demand, and her long legs, in high-waisted trousers and narrow heels, folded beneath her with the automatic grace of a body that had been correcting other bodies for so long it had forgotten how to make an ungraceful movement.

I copied her. The shortened stride smoothed the descent, and I arrived without a wobble. Helena gave one small nod and moved immediately to the ascent.

“Release,” she said.

I pulled the tabs. The cords fell.

“You’ll rehearse twelve technical transitions daily on a padded surface: six barefoot, four in low heels, and two restrained. Add no more than three full-costume repetitions every other day. Stop for knee, ankle, or skin pain and report it immediately.” She coiled the cord and offered it to me. “Keep this. The muscle memory is in the cord, not the studio.”

I took the cord. The silk was warm from her hands and smooth against my fingers, and the coil sat in my palm like a question I was learning to answer.

“Helena,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

Helena checked the faint redness at my wrists, retied the coil so its pull-tab stayed accessible, and handed it back.

“Don’t thank me until the performance is clean,” she said. “You’re not there yet.”

“I know.”

“Good.” She picked up her wrap and draped it over her angular shoulders. “I saw your rehearsal schedule for the theater. Slot seven, Thursday evening.”

“That’s correct.”

“I’ll be watching from the booth. I won’t score you. If you need position work during the physical segment, I’ll be available.”

“I’d like that,” I said.

I bent to collect the higher heels and felt a hot point beneath my right kneecap. The first failed descent had landed harder than I admitted at the time. I straightened before the joint had to bear the return movement.

Helena saw the pause. “Where?”

“Right knee. Surface heat, no instability.”

“Show me.”

I sat on the bench and extended the leg. She crouched, pressed two fingers around the kneecap, and had me bend and straighten it through a shallow range. The motion stayed smooth, but one point near the lower edge protested under pressure.

“Impact irritation,” she said. “You do no more kneeling today. Ice for ten minutes, then walking only. Tomorrow’s restrained repetitions drop from two to one if tenderness persists.”

“The theater slot is tonight.”

“Rehearse the approach and stop before the descent. Mark the count with your voice. You already know the floor.”

Every instinct trained by crisis work wanted one more complete test after discovering a weak point. More information, more rehearsal, one successful repetition to overwrite the bad one. Helena removed that option by placing the padded kneeling mat on the equipment shelf.

“A bruised knee learns nothing from your anxiety,” she said. “It only becomes a worse knee.”

Felix arrived for his scheduled ankle review while I held an ice pack against the joint. He took in Helena’s expression, my bare knee, and the silk cord in my hand.

“Did the floor win?” he asked.

“Temporary advantage.”

He opened his equipment bag and handed me a narrow gel sleeve. “Mine stays cold longer than the flat pack. Keep it until tomorrow.”

I accepted it. The sleeve curved around the kneecap without pressing the sore point. Felix had learned to protect his own injury after the runway; now his preparation spared mine from becoming one.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Check my Showcase straps and we’ll call it interest.”

“You check first. I’ll verify.”

“Agreed.”

Helena waited until the timer reached ten minutes, examined the skin again, and made me walk the studio perimeter barefoot. My gait stayed even. She returned the heels but kept the kneeling mat.

“You are cleared for walking rehearsal,” she said. “Beautiful restraint includes stopping before damage. Remember that when the room makes you want to prove more than the sequence asks.”

In the corridor outside the Glass Studio, I checked my bracelet. The display showed an update: PRIVATE THEATER ACCESS: GRANTED. The notification was accompanied by a room code and a schedule slot.

The private theater was a smaller version of the Belladonna Theater, used for rehearsals and individual coaching that benefited from audience perspective without actual witnesses. I had not been inside it before. Approval of my Showcase design had opened a previously locked room. The access change recorded an advancement I had requested and built.

I went to the theater that evening for my first solo rehearsal. The space was intimate but properly equipped: a compact stage, a standing mirror on a wheeled mount, playback equipment, restraint points, a service table, and six chairs arranged in a loose arc where the audience would sit. The lighting was adjustable, the curtains were heavy, and the whole room smelled of polish and anticipation.

I placed the silk cord beside the rehearsal shoes, higher heels, the pair Dahlia had specified. I cued the prepared voice composition and let it play through the empty room.

The first phrase came from the boutique, warm but narrow with concentration. The second came from the recording booth, my hotel complaint carrying authority while staying out of my chest. A laundry-room sentence followed, less polished and more natural because my hands had been occupied when I spoke it. Each clip was Callie at a different stage of learning.

I walked while the composition played, heel-toe, heel-toe, the rhythm I had built over two weeks of Helena’s correction. At center stage, the track ended on an inhalation.

I supplied the final line live. “Good evening. My scored presentation begins now.”

The sentence was provisional, but the handoff worked. Recorded Callie became live Callie without a pitch jump or a broken cadence. Dahlia’s timing marks gave me two beats to settle before crossing to the service table.

I rehearsed for an hour. I marked the kneeling transitions with shortened strides and a held standing position, leaving the sore knee out of the descent as Helena required. I practiced the service sequence, restraint position, and mirror angle. I did not rehearse the penetration. That would happen with Dahlia, live, under the conditions we had negotiated. I rehearsed everything around it: the approach, the exit, my walk to the mirror, the three-count cue, the key request, and the moment I would say my name.

Forty minutes in, a light appeared behind the observation glass at the back of the theater. The glass was a one-way panel designed for coaching sessions, visible from the stage as a darkened rectangle unless someone activated the booth light. The light was on now, which meant the person behind it wanted me to know they were watching.

I paused. The booth’s intercom clicked.

“It’s Mara,” the speaker said. Her velvet-low voice was slightly compressed by the system but unmistakable. “Dahlia told me you were rehearsing. I’d like to observe, if you’re comfortable with that.”

The question was genuine. Mara had asked permission at every encounter, which made me choose her gaze with open eyes.

“Stay,” I said.

“Thank you.”

I continued the rehearsal. Mara’s attention exposed every lazy transition and half-committed gesture. The kneeling transition I had been practicing mechanically became a performance. The voice exercise became delivery. The service sequence, pouring invisible wine for empty chairs, acquired gravity because one chair now held a witness. One woman watched from behind glass, and the room demanded everything I intended to give an audience.

I finished the sequence. The booth light remained on. The intercom clicked once more.

“Callie,” Mara said. Her voice was quiet and steady. “Use the audience. It sharpens you.”

“You say that as though you’ve done it.”

The booth door opened above the back row. Mara came down three steps and stopped where I could see her through the observation glass. She wore tailored wide-leg trousers and a dark auburn blouse, less formal than her dinner clothes, though gold still warmed her throat and wrists.

“My first acquisition pitch was delivered to twelve men who assumed I was the owner’s assistant,” she said. “I had built the model. They directed every financial question to the man beside me. Halfway through, I stopped trying to make them comfortable and asked the most patronizing one to explain my own numbers back to me. He couldn’t.”

I rested one hand on the service table. “Did you win the acquisition?”

“I won the room. The acquisition took another month.” Her fingers settled around the booth rail. “Afterward, I spent years dressing so no one could mistake me for support staff again. Jewel colors, good tailoring, enough gold to announce who held the check before I spoke. It worked. Then I had to decide whether the armor still served me once people knew my name.”

The story lacked a polished lesson. She had needed the armor, and some days still chose it because she liked how authority looked on her. That made her attention feel earned rather than therapeutic.

“I wore charcoal for the same reason,” I said. “A dark suit made clients assume I had slept, eaten, and solved the problem before arriving. Usually none of those things were true.”

“And the rose corset?”

I looked at the mirror, the silk cord, and the higher shoes. “It tells a different truth. I haven’t decided whether I can wear it without an audience giving me permission.”

“Then tomorrow’s audience only answers tomorrow. Leave the rest open.”

She did not tell me who I was or predict what I would choose. She moved back toward the booth door and paused with her hand on it.

“Do you want the light on for the next run?”

“Yes. And stay where I can see you.”

“Agreed.”

I marked the kneeling count without descending, honoring Helena’s restriction while committing my voice and upper body to the movement. On three, I held the final standing posture toward Mara’s lit booth. She remained visible through the glass until I completed the sequence.

At the end of the rehearsal, the console offered to save my live take over an existing file. The filename carried my slot number and a device-session suffix ending in 3. I had created no earlier take.

I opened the access history. A candidate device had entered the room forty minutes before my slot, copied the prepared voice composition, and opened the stage-manager cue sheet. A sync fault obscured the final candidate digit, but the visible suffix matched Nico’s candidate number.

The altered content mattered more than the room. Anyone who heard the composition now knew the handoff timing, the key request, and the two-beat pause when my attention would be on the audience.

I built a checklist around function rather than quarter-inch positions: correct audio loaded, duplicate key secured, restraint tabs reachable, audience permission confirmed, backup shoes inspected. Then I exported the copied-file receipt and access history to my evidence folder.

The silk cord went into my bag. The rehearsal shoes went into a locked cabinet. I removed the cue sheet from the console and scheduled Dahlia to receive the second key directly from me.


Chapter 16: Ghost Light

The dress rehearsal was scheduled for Thursday evening, Day Twenty-Three, with five days remaining until Showcase, and by six o’clock I had checked every prop in the private theater twice.

The sound board carried the approved audio checksum. The six audience chairs faced an unobstructed stage. The standing mirror was mounted at the correct height. The service table held the glassware and linen I had specified. The restraint points were tested. The silk cord was in my bag. The rehearsal heels, the higher pair, were in the locked cabinet.

The ceremonial brass prop was on the service table, where I had placed it that morning.

Except that by the time I returned at six, the ceremonial brass prop was gone.

I stood at the empty space and mapped the problem before I named it. The ceremonial brass prop opened no cage. It was a symbol on a black ribbon that I would ask for, receive, and hand to Corinne during the performance, a visual moment where the audience watched me give control voluntarily. Its absence disrupted the only full rehearsal before Showcase Night without creating physical danger.

I checked the sound board. My prepared composition was listed on the cue screen, but playback produced the strained boutique exercise from the candidate-accessible practice reel. The clip was embarrassing, public within the cohort, and useless as an opening. Nico had not breached a faculty credential or reached my private baseline; he had simply loaded an allowed rehearsal copy over my cue.

The partial access event from the previous rehearsal now ended in a complete candidate number: CANDIDATE 3.

Nico.

I searched the theater as a compromised environment, working outward from the entrance and checking every surface, cabinet, and pocket of space where the ceremonial brass prop might be hidden for discovery at the wrong moment.

The prop was absent from the theater, backstage corridor, costume storage, and bathroom.

I expanded the search to the costume corridor, where candidates’ garment bags and accessory boxes were stored for the Showcase. My bag was there, undisturbed. Omar’s, Remy’s, untouched. And Felix’s.

Felix’s costume bag had a secondary pocket, a small internal compartment designed for jewelry or small accessories. The zipper was closed, but a fragment of black ribbon was visible at the edge of the zip, pinched in the teeth.

I opened the pocket. A ceremonial brass prop was inside, nested between Felix’s spare clasps and a folded makeup cloth, placed with the care of someone who wanted it found there and attributed to the person whose bag contained it.

A shallow diagonal file mark crossed the bow. The original prop on my inventory photographs had no mark. This was the rehearsal duplicate from the general cabinet, close enough to frame Felix for possession but not the original Nico had removed from my table.

I took one photograph showing the duplicate inside Felix’s tagged pocket, then called Dahlia before touching it. She removed and secured the planted object with Felix present. If I had reported only the missing prop, a search would have implicated the person whose bag contained it.

I closed Felix’s bag exactly as I had found it, minus the planted duplicate. Then I went to find Felix.

He was in the common room, his wrapped ankle propped on a cushion, practicing lip liner with a hand mirror and a level of concentration that suggested lip liner was the most challenging task he had faced all day, which, given what I knew about Felix’s careful approach to everything, it probably was.

“Felix,” I said. “Quick question. Has anyone asked to borrow anything from your costume bag?”

He looked up, his blue-gray eyes puzzled. “No. Why?”

“Just checking inventory. Make sure your bag is zipped properly. There have been some items misplaced in the corridor.”

“Okay.” He paused. “Is this about the buckle?”

“It’s about being careful with equipment. Did you leave the bag unattended after wardrobe fitting?”

“For ten minutes. I went to get setting spray. Nico was in the corridor when I came back, but so were three other people.” His hand tightened around the lip pencil. “Was something in my bag?”

I chose the amount of truth that protected him without turning him into an investigator. “A duplicate prop was placed in the inner pocket. I removed and documented it. Your costume is safe. From now on, zip both compartments and keep the tag facing outward so you can see if it moves.”

His flush drained. “Someone wanted it found on me.”

“Yes. You did nothing wrong. I need you to hear that before you start building explanations for why you might have.”

Felix set down the mirror. His fingers shook once, then steadied around the zipper pull when we checked the bag together. He photographed the closed position on his own phone.

“I’ll keep the picture,” he said.

“Good. That’s a practical precaution, and you control the photograph.”

He nodded, adult and frightened and learning the same discipline I used.

I restored the correct audio track from my backup. The prepared sequence loaded and played cleanly through the theater speakers.

On the second pass I walked the stage rather than listening from the console. The prepared opening worked exactly as designed. That was useful information. It also meant Nico’s crude substitution had not exposed a technical weakness. He had introduced a different dramatic possibility.

I placed the planted duplicate directly in Dahlia’s hand. She sealed it as evidence while I watched. The original remained missing.

Dahlia secured the recovered duplicate, threaded it onto a fresh black ribbon, and marked its back with a tiny green enamel dot. The object Nico had planted to frame Felix would become the symbolic key I handed over by choice.

“Only you and I know the recovered prop is the live symbol,” she said, placing it in a private stage case. “I hold it until you step into the wings. It never sits on the service table unattended. The functional cage key remains with Corinne.”

“Agreed.”

She closed the case. Nico could keep searching the mapped location and find nothing.

The complete candidate-access entry and the planted duplicate established who had entered the room and compromised Felix’s bag. Dahlia disabled Nico’s rehearsal-room access and placed Helena at the shared costume corridor.

“He still owes Felix the truth,” Dahlia said.

“And restitution Felix chooses. Watching my Showcase cannot substitute for either.”

With the room secured, I sat in the empty theater and designed the countermove.

The countermove was this: I would abandon the prepared progression and request my private raw baseline from Dahlia. Nico’s crude substitution had revealed a stronger possibility, but the private recording would enter the performance only with my authorization. Caleb’s unedited voice would become the opening statement. The old voice would play in the dark, and then Callie would step into the light and answer it, live, and the contrast between the recorded past and the performed present would be stronger than any layered sequence Dahlia and I had built, because the rawness would be real.

To make it work, I wanted Nico in the wings. Seeing him there would force me to perform through his sabotage while the person who tried to unmake the scene stood close enough to witness every choice.

His attack had supplied a stronger opening, but the private file would enter only because I authorized it.

Then I went to find Nico.

He was in the Belladonna Theater, the main house, not the private rehearsal space. The theater was dark except for the emergency exits and the ghost light on the stage, a single lamp left burning to prevent accidents and to remind everyone that a theater is never fully empty. Nico was sitting in the center of the auditorium, fifth row, his slim figure visible in the ghost light’s reach, and when I walked down the aisle and sat two seats away from him, he did not look surprised.

“You found the duplicate,” he said flatly.

“In Felix’s bag. The original is still missing.”

The ghost-light filament hummed above the stage. Nico rubbed his thumb across the scar on his palm and waited.

“He would have been accused,” I said. “Felix. The quiet candidate who trusts his equipment and practices lip liner in the common room and has a sprained ankle because your cut strap dropped a buckle where his heel found it. He would have been accused of stealing my Showcase prop, and he would not have been able to prove he didn’t do it, and you chose his bag for exactly that reason.”

Nico’s jaw tightened. His hands folded more tightly in his lap until the knuckles whitened, the same tell I had identified whenever a truth defeated his choreography.

“I chose Felix because he hesitates when challenged,” he said. “I thought he’d be least able to defend himself. I knew exactly who I was using.”

“That’s the problem. You thought about me. You thought about the score. You thought about the audience. You didn’t think about the person who would carry the blame, because the person who would carry the blame is not a factor in your equation. He’s invisible to you, the same way you’re afraid of being invisible to everyone else.”

Nico’s thumb slipped off the scar. When he answered, the polished register had gone rough.

“You don’t know what it’s like to execute every transition and watch the audience lean toward someone who falls. Your mistakes have an arc. My competence is scenery.”

“Your competence did not put the duplicate in Felix’s bag. You did.”

“Yes.” The admission cracked out of him. “I chose his bag because he hesitates when challenged. Is that precise enough for you?”

“Why did you need anyone framed at all?”

He surged to his feet. The seat snapped upright behind his knees, loud in the empty house. “You don’t get everything because you cornered me under a ghost light.”

I stayed seated. “Then hear the consequence. The duplicate is secured. Your map is useless. I’m opening with my raw baseline because your substitution showed me what the prepared sequence lacked. Stand in the wings and watch me answer it.”

Nico stared down at me, breathing through his nose. “You want to turn me into part of your dramatic arc too.”

“I want you to see what you failed to erase. Felix’s terms belong to Felix. Mine are that you witness the result.”

“No.”

He walked up the aisle before I could answer. At the doors, he stopped with one hand on the brass bar.

“Use your old voice,” he said without turning. “Make them applaud the recovery. That’s what they came for.”

The door slammed hard enough to make the ghost-light filament tremble.

I returned to the sound booth and loaded the raw intake file. This time it was my choice. I set the theater to Showcase levels, marked the exact point where the recording ended, and walked from the wing in rehearsal heels while the old baritone filled the empty house.

The first attempt failed. I entered too early and let the recorded voice overlap my heel strikes. The second left four dead beats after the final sentence, long enough for tension to become uncertainty. On the third, I stepped into the light after This doesn't define me, crossed center on Nothing you do here, and stopped as the last word died.

I answered live. “Caleb, keep the strength. Lose the armor.”

The handoff held. I recorded the stage timing and sent Dahlia both versions: the prepared Callie-only sequence and the reclaimed raw opening. Her reply arrived before I left the booth: RAW OPENING APPROVED. LIVE PROP REMAINS WITH ME.

At fifteen hundred the six-day interval had expired. After hygiene, circulation, skin, fit, and consent checks, I authorized seventy-two more hours. Iris carried the dated receipt: DAY 23, 15:00. TOTAL CHASTITY: 480 HOURS. EXTENSION 4 AUTHORIZED: 72 HOURS. NEXT REVIEW: DAY 26, 15:00.

The revised cue and its backup appeared in my encrypted slot with matching checksums.


Chapter 17: Release Request

At fifteen hundred on Day Twenty-Six, two days before Showcase Night, Corinne summoned me in full uniform.

I arrived with the corset laced to measurement, seams straight, four-and-a-half-inch heels stable beneath me, and the cage carrying five hundred and fifty-two logged hours against my body. Corinne did not begin behind her desk. She met me beside a folding screen with a basin, clean cloths, and an open device case prepared for the scheduled review.

“Skirt up,” she said. “The term is complete. Hygiene and inspection come before decision.”

The key turned. Steel opened, and my cock swelled into the freedom with enough force to make my hand close on the screen frame. Corinne gave me the cloth, waited while I cleaned myself, then inspected the ring line, circulation, and sensitized skin without adding arousal to necessary care.

“No injury,” she said. “Dress only above the waist. Leave the cage in its case.”

I crossed her office bare below the corset and stockings, my unlocked cock hardening in the cool air. The black desk held no velvet display and no trays. Corinne placed the functional key directly into my palm, closed my fingers around it, and returned to her chair.

“You are free now,” she said. “Sit with that before I give freedom a menu.”

The low chair put my knees apart and left every physical alternative exposed. For two minutes she said nothing. I felt the key teeth press into my skin, the erection lift and pulse, the open cage waiting several feet away where neither of us could pretend it was inevitable.

“Tell me what you could do,” she said.

“Finish myself here, if you permit it. Ask you to do it. Leave and use the privacy of my suite.”

“All permitted. An unlocked orgasm carries no score loss. You may also request a ruined orgasm if you want physical drainage without full relief, or ask me to reapply the cage through the private post-Showcase review. Continued lock earns Surrender credit, with or without one manual edge on your signal. Silk eligibility remains unchanged in every case.”

The options took less than a minute because I knew the safety protocol and she knew I did. What mattered was the unscripted freedom already working on my body. In the first fitting, the choice had been theoretical until steel closed. Here the decision began with my cock uncovered, the key in my fist, and the door behind me available.

I pictured my suite door closing and my own hand ending twenty-three days in minutes. The fantasy lacked Belladonna’s polish and still made my thighs tense.

“Continued lock,” I said. “Carry it through the Showcase review.”

Corinne did not reach for the key. “Keep holding it. Convince yourself before you offer it to me.”

I stayed in the chair until the key stopped feeling like an emergency and became an object with four teeth and my sweat along its edge. Corinne waited without praising endurance or turning the pause into a contest.

“The release would be easy,” I said. “It would also be mine. I’m refusing something genuinely available, which is why the refusal matters.”

“And the reason?”

“The denial is part of the performance. I want to carry the tension onto that stage because I designed it to be there.”

She opened her red-nailed hand over the device case. “Then offer me what you want me to control.”

I rose and crossed to the device case. The open cage had cooled during the inspection. I laid the key beside it, picked up the steel, and extended it toward her while my freed cock twitched above my palm.

Corinne took both objects. The red of her nails against the metal gave the choice its only ceremony.

“The optional edge-test remains available,” she said. “This time, your hand provides the stimulation. I hold the open cage where you can see it and give commands until you stop yourself. Declining changes neither lock choice nor score. Do you want that test?”

The change unsettled me. Corinne’s hand would have let me assign the final restraint to her skill. Using my own removed that refuge.

“Yes. I control the touch and stop before release.”

“Safeword?”

“Vermillion.”

Corinne carried the open cage to the standing mirror and held it at the level of my exposed cock. The key hung from one red-nailed finger. “Touch yourself. Match your reflection’s pace.”

My palm closed around my shaft. Direct contact after twenty-three days nearly folded me over, but Corinne’s quiet “Posture” kept my shoulders level. I stroked once from root to head and watched the slick shine follow my hand. The next pass tightened every muscle below the corset.

“Slower,” she said. “You are demonstrating a choice, not stealing a hurried release.”

I dragged my thumb across the head. Pleasure climbed with frightening speed, sharpened by weeks of denial and the knowledge that nothing physical prevented me from continuing. Corinne lifted the empty cage until its curved bars framed the reflection beside my fist.

“What am I holding?”

“The cage.”

“What are you holding?”

“My release.”

“Choose.”

I completed one more stroke. My pelvis clenched, and the first warning contraction gathered behind my balls. I tore my hand away and planted both palms on the desk.

“Stop.”

Corinne lowered the cage without touching me. I remained upright under my own power while my cock pulsed in open air, slick and aching.

“You stopped your own hand while I held the cage,” Corinne said. “Repeat the lock choice.”

“Continued lock through Showcase review.”

She picked up the cage and stepped forward. “I will lock you now for sixty hours, through Showcase Night and into the scheduled private review. I will visibly retain the functional steel key during the scored assessment. Are you certain?”

“I’m certain.”

She did not fit the cage while I remained engorged. A cooling cloth, slow breathing, and several quiet minutes brought me fully soft. Only then did Corinne inspect color and circulation, settle the ring behind my balls, close the tube without compressed tissue, and engage the lock. I returned the key to her open palm.

“Surrender score updated,” she said. “The choice earned it.”

She returned to her chair, poured water, and kept me seated until my hands steadied around the glass. The key disappeared into her tailoring.

“You are dismissed,” she said.

That evening, after supper and a scheduled muscle-recovery interval, I went to the bathing room off the recovery wing. It was a tiled space with a deep soaking tub, amber sconces, and a privacy partition. Dahlia was waiting there in a version of her outfit that was softer than her performance wardrobe: a silk wrap in deep plum, bare freckled shoulders, her copper hair down, and her sapphire heels placed precisely on the tile beside the tub.

“How did it go?” she asked.

“She held the open cage in front of the mirror while I touched myself. I stopped my own hand.”

Dahlia set the folded towel on the bench and handed me water before asking, “What did touching yourself change?”

“It made release embarrassingly practical. No locked door, no missing key, no score penalty. My own hand could have finished it.”

“And now? Regret? Relief? The urge to march back and demand option one?”

I checked rather than performing certainty. My cock still ached inside the newly fitted steel. The ache was severe enough to make release attractive and clean enough to confirm the device sat correctly.

“Relief first,” I said. “Pride under it. Frustration everywhere else.”

“Frustration, pride, and relief can coexist.” Dahlia pointed to the bench. “Sit down. Let me take care of you.”

I sat beside the tub. She knelt with a cloth and checked temperature and skin, then made me drink half a glass of water before she ran the bath. The directives kept the edge and re-lock from ending in clinical isolation.

“Bath,” she said. “Hot enough to loosen you, never enough to punish. I’ll be here.”

I stepped into the water. Heat loosened the muscles in my thighs while leaving the locked ache untouched. Dahlia sat on a low stool beside the tub, one bare foot tucked beneath her, her sapphire heels aligned on the tile within reach. She passed me water when I finished the first glass and a slice of buttered toast when the hollow feeling under my ribs became noticeable.

“Corinne makes choice ceremonial,” she said. “Mireille makes it measurable. You turn it into a strategy problem.”

“And you?”

“I make it enjoyable enough that you stop pretending strategy is the only reason you came back.” She smiled when the water shifted around my knees. “Dry off. I have a service task if you want one. Quiet, nonsexual, and useful.”

“What task?”

She lifted one sapphire heel by its ankle strap. Theater dust clouded the lacquer near the toe. “Clean these for tomorrow. You may decline, and I will clean my own shoes without suffering a crisis of authority.”

A week earlier, I would have searched for the hidden assessment. The bath had left me softened but not released, and the sight of Dahlia’s bare foot beside the elegant heel stirred a craving too specific to call arithmetic. I wanted a small task with a visible finish. I wanted her to wear something tomorrow because I had prepared it tonight.

“I’ll do it.”

“Say the request properly.”

I took the shoe from her. “May I clean your heels for Showcase Night?”

“You may. Kneel on the folded towel. No bare knees on tile.”

She placed a leather cloth, soft brush, and a shallow bowl beside me. I knelt with the towel protecting my knees and set the first shoe across my palm. The lacquer was cool and hard, the dark blue sole marked by thin gray arcs where stone dust had caught. Dahlia extended her bare leg onto the stool, close enough that I could see the freckles at her ankle and the faint indentation the strap had left across her skin.

“Brush the welt first,” she said. “Short strokes. Dust away from the seam.”

I followed the instruction. The brush whispered over leather. Water tapped from my damp hair onto the towel, and the cage rested heavily between my thighs. Each careful stroke turned the dulled sapphire glossy again.

“Why does this help?” Dahlia asked.

“It has an end point. The shoe is dirty, then it isn’t.”

“That’s the consultant’s answer.”

I ran the cloth along the heel stem and watched the lacquer catch the bathroom light. “I like kneeling here. I like doing something whose shine you’ll carry onto the stage.”

Her toes flexed once on the stool. Dahlia’s pleasure appeared in a quiet lowering of her voice rather than theatrical applause.

“That’s the answer I wanted,” she said, her voice lowered close to the soft rasp of the brush.

The words tightened the device more effectively than praise shouted across a theater. I cleaned the second heel with slower care, working around the buckle and drying the inner strap so it would not mark her stocking. Dahlia inspected the pair when I finished, turning each shoe beneath the light.

“Excellent. On Showcase Night, when you hear these behind you, you’ll know whose hands put the shine back.”

She slid one foot into the first shoe, then the other, and fastened both straps. Crisp heel strikes followed her to the door, each one produced by footwear I had serviced on my knees.

“Two days,” she said. “Eat, sleep, and use Helena’s reduced rehearsal plan.”

Back in my suite, Iris recorded the re-lock and Corinne’s retained key. I completed twelve padded transitions: six barefoot, four in low heels, and two with the silk restraint. The twelfth was clean.


Chapter 18: Exposure Window

Graham’s message arrived at seven in the morning on Day Twenty-Seven, one day before Showcase Night.

The message was a photograph of an invitation. Belladonna’s format: heavy cream card stock, gold letterpress, the academy’s belladonna flower in emboss, and a name line that read FORWARDED GUEST: G. DYER, VIA PATRON COURTESY. The text beneath was simple: BELLADONNA REFORM ACADEMY SHOWCASE NIGHT. SEVENTH COHORT. ATTENDANCE BY INVITATION. FORMAL DRESS.

Beneath the photograph, Graham had written: I’ll bring my phone. Camera quality is excellent. The world should see what became of Caleb Rusk.

I sat in my dorm suite and looked at the message on my phone as the old crisis map assembled itself, the reflex that had kept me solvent and functional for four years before Graham’s theft dismantled everything. The reflex was the same. Callie’s training now lived inside the person using it.

The invitation was real and limited to the theater’s public seating. Recording remained prohibited, with devices collected from every guest at entry.

Graham expected the threatened image of Callie to make Caleb retreat. He was wrong about how much shame remained available to him, but I had not yet made the public name choice promised for tomorrow. Callie was a voice and domain I would defend, an identity still becoming mine on my schedule, beyond his power to force early.

I called Priya.

She answered on the second ring, her cropped black curls visible against the bookshelf, her tortoiseshell glasses in place, her expression already in operational mode because Priya could read a crisis call from the ring pattern.

“He has an invitation,” I said.

“Forwarded?”

“Patron courtesy. Peripheral donor. He’s promising to livestream.”

“Can the invitation be revoked?”

“By the holder or by the academy. I’m not going to request revocation.”

Priya’s dark brown eyes narrowed behind the glasses. “Explain.”

“Revoking the invitation tells Graham that the threat works. It tells him that visibility is a weapon, and it gives him a template for every future attempt. He’ll try again at the next event, the next milestone, the next public moment. The only way to neutralize the weapon permanently is to make the exposure meaningless.”

“And how do you do that?”

“I call him as Callie.”

Priya removed her glasses and polished one lens before answering, a delay more revealing than surprise.

“You’re going to answer his threat in the identity he’s threatening to reveal,” she said. “Making the reveal pointless.”

“And I’m going to name the three facts that matter: you hold the memo, the custodian confirmed receipt, and any verified publication attempt makes you send it. Nothing technical enough for him to hide behind.”

“Caleb.” She paused. “That’s brilliant, and it’s going to hurt.”

“It’s going to hurt less than hiding.”

She nodded, once, one compact, decisive nod that allowed admiration and strategy to coexist. “I hold authenticated copies, and the independent custodian confirmed receipt. If a named guest reports contact or an image appears publicly, I send the package manually after verifying the breach.”

“Good.”

“The Kessler evidence is secure,” she said. “Concentrate on the call and tomorrow’s performance. That’s enough weight for one person in a corset.”

“I’ve managed more with fewer resources.”

“Not in a corset.”

“The corset helps with posture.”

She almost smiled. Almost. “Call me after you call him. And, Caleb? Whatever name you use for this. Be careful.”

The call ended. I sat in the study room and looked at the encrypted phone and felt the anticipation build, the anticipation of a person about to deploy a weapon built over three weeks, with none of the panic Graham expected.

I called Graham at eleven in the morning. The phone rang three times.

“Caleb.” His smooth consultant voice, the voice I had once trusted with shared client meetings and financial projections. “Have you reconsidered?”

“Use Callie for this call,” I said.

I used Callie’s voice. The warm mezzo, the breath placement, the cadence that Dahlia had trained and I had earned. It was the voice of the person who would destroy Graham’s leverage by being exactly who he threatened to reveal.

Graham inhaled sharply enough for the phone to catch it.

“Who is this?”

“You know who this is, Graham. You’ve been photographing the building. You’ve been tracking the campus. You sent a forwarded invitation to the Showcase.” I let the voice settle into its register, steady, rounded, and fully under my command. “You know who I am. You’re just surprised to hear me say it.”

“Caleb, what are you doing?”

“I’m using Callie for this call, and I’m a candidate at Belladonna Reform Academy. You can send that sentence to every client I have. It still won’t alter the dates on the memo.”

I heard his breathing change. His smooth cadence fractured. I could hear the trapped strategist recalculating between breaths.

“You think this is clever,” he said. “You think answering my call in a woman’s voice changes anything? The photographs exist. The academy records exist. Your enrollment is a fact that your professional contacts, your remaining clients, your creditors, and your former colleagues would find very interesting.”

“They would find the timeline memo more interesting,” I said. “The one you stored at the Kessler Street unit. The one with your handwritten margin notes documenting the fund diversion three months before you transferred liability to me. The one you visited at 11:47 p.m. on June 18th, entry recorded on building security, transit-station footage confirming your arrival with a box you didn’t leave with.” I paused. “The memo is documented, Graham. Copies exist in three secure locations. My attorney has confirmed receipt. Priya will deliver the package if a guest reports your contact or you publish an image.”

Paper rustled at his end, followed by the rapid cadence he used when a plan failed.

“You’re bluffing.”

“I’m a crisis consultant, Graham. I don’t bluff. I build evidence chains and present them to people who are out of better options. You are out of better options.”

“If I release the photographs, your career is over.”

“If you release the photographs, you confirm that you were surveilling a private institution whose enrollment records you had no legal right to access. The surveillance evidence is documented. The evidence-tampering at Kessler Street is documented. And the fraud itself is documented. You expose me, and within twenty-four hours, Priya Sen delivers the complete package to every entity whose attention would end your career, not mine. Your career, Graham. The one built on plausible deniability and clients who don’t know you diverted their money.”

Paper shifted again. Graham began, “Caleb,” stopped, and tried twice to restart the sentence before settling for a breath through his nose.

“You win nothing by coming to the Showcase,” I said. “You win nothing by sending photographs. The copies are secured. Any verified contact with a guest or publication prompts Priya to send them.”

“That’s blackmail.”

“That’s negotiation. Something you used to be good at, before you forgot that the other side keeps records.”

I ended the call. My hand remained steady, but my fingers struggled to return the phone to its sleeve, and the next rehearsal phrase dropped into my chest. I sat for five minutes until Callie’s resonance returned.

A message from Graham arrived: YOU HAVE TWENTY-FOUR HOURS TO RECONSIDER.

I tried the opening line of my Showcase response aloud. The first two words dropped into Caleb’s chest register. I set the phone facedown and began again.

Back inside, I found Corinne in the corridor outside her office. She was walking toward the theater with a folder and her red-soled heels making their precise rhythm on the stone floor, and when she saw me, she stopped.

“The external matter,” she said. “Status?”

“Contained for now. He still has the invitation and gave me twenty-four hours to reconsider.”

“I can add security to the Showcase entrance.”

“That would be appropriate.”

“I can also offer you, again, the option to withdraw from the performance without rank penalty. The threat has changed since our last conversation.”

“The threat has changed,” I agreed. “My decision hasn’t.”

Corinne’s gaze settled on me, and one exact nod acknowledged that the decision had survived a new threat. “Very well. The performance proceeds as designed.”

She continued toward the theater. I watched her go, and the white bob and the black tailoring and the red heels were the visual language of authority I had learned to read as fluently as I read crisis rooms, and the fluency gave me comprehension without demanding submission.

In the theater lobby, the Showcase preparations were underway. Staff arranged seating, checked lighting, and placed programs at each chair. I found mine: CANDIDATE 12. Beneath it waited a blank field marked NAME TO BE SCORED ONSTAGE.

I carried the card to the nearest mirror and rehearsed leaving the field untouched. That sounded ridiculous until I tried it. Every preparation instinct wanted to complete the blank, remove uncertainty, and arrive tomorrow with the decision already filed. I had spent my career eliminating open fields before live events.

This one needed to remain open.

Dahlia joined me with the recovered brass duplicate secured in a small stage case. She showed me the green enamel evidence mark, closed the case, and kept it on her body.

“No unattended prop,” she said. “No one else knows you reclaimed the key planted in Felix’s bag.”

“And no one mistakes it for the functional key,” I said.

“Corinne keeps the steel one visible.”

“The functional steel key stays with Corinne.”

“From dressing room to assessment end. She confirmed.”

Security had Graham’s photograph. His invitation earned him the same device check as every guest and nothing more.

At the program table, Dahlia watched me set the card back with its field blank.

“Good,” she said. “Make the choice where you designed it to happen.”

I checked the blank after she left and resisted touching it again. Staff continued laying programs around mine until Candidate Twelve became one card among twelve, each with a field its owner would fill or leave empty under different pressure. The shared uncertainty steadied me more than another rehearsal could have.

Nico appeared on the opposite side of the program table. He wore rehearsal black, the severe collar framing his long neck, and held his own card between two fingers. Its scored-name field was also blank.

“You still haven’t filled yours,” he said.

“Neither have you.”

“Mine isn’t a revelation.”

“Then write it.”

His thumb moved along the card edge. He had used Nica during one voice drill, technically perfect and emotionally remote, then returned to Nico before the recording cooled. The blank in his hand exposed a limit his polished presentation usually concealed.

“Felix knows about the planted prop,” I said. “He knows someone selected his bag because he hesitates when challenged.”

Nico’s fingers flexed. A shallow bend appeared across his card. “Did you tell him it was me?”

“I told him what I could document in front of him. Dahlia has the access record and the duplicate. Felix decides what he needs from you.”

“And what do you need? Another confession under theatrical lighting?”

“I asked you to stand in the wings. You said no.”

He looked toward the stage doors. Staff passed behind him carrying folded programs, forcing us to keep the exchange quiet and adult while the theater assembled around it.

“If I stand there,” he said, “does it purchase anything?”

“No. It won’t repair Felix’s ankle, return his sense of safety, or restore my trust. It also won’t cost you points.”

“Then why would I do it?”

“I can’t supply your reason.”

The answer angered him more than an imposed consequence would have. His amber eyes sharpened; his mouth opened, then closed around whatever comparison he had prepared.

A stage runner approached with twelve silk clips in a tray. “Cards stay here until call time,” she said. “You can revise the name at any point before scoring.”

I set mine down. Nico held his another second, smoothing the crease with the side of his thumb, then placed it two slots away.

“You turn every open choice into a test,” he said.

“So do you. I admit when I’m taking one.”

His polished voice thinned. “You think asking for it makes you brave.”

“No. I think asking makes the choice legible. Bravery is a word audiences use afterward.”

He glanced toward the front row, where Mara’s name card waited, then toward the wing entrance. “She watches you make mistakes. They all do. And each mistake gives them a reason to care what happens next.”

“You keep calling growth a mistake because you’ve built your entire performance around arriving finished.”

That landed. His hand closed against the table edge, then released before the linen wrinkled.

“I am finished,” he said.

“Then why is your card blank?”

For one raw second his face emptied of choreography. Shame appeared without the usual anger covering it, followed by a hungry glance at the name field. I could have pressed. Graham had taught me how efficiently a discovered weakness could become leverage.

I picked up a stack of unplaced programs instead and aligned them with the seat numbers.

“Your name is yours,” I said. “Felix’s safety isn’t. Keep those facts separate tonight.”

Nico took his card back from the table. He carried it toward the dressing corridor without filling the field or promising to stand anywhere.

Mara arrived at four in the afternoon. I was in the lobby when she entered, wearing a gown in deep garnet silk that gathered at her thick waist and flowed over her powerful hips and caught the lobby’s warm lighting like liquid. Her dark auburn waves were swept over one shoulder, her gold jewelry caught the light, and her gold-flecked eyes found me across the room and stayed. She had already decided where to place her attention.

“Callie,” she said.

“Mara.”

“I’m going to ask you one question, and you can answer however you want.”

“Ask.”

“Do you still want to be seen?”

The question carried her dinner invitation into a more vulnerable setting. Then, being seen had meant a bounded service assessment. Tomorrow, it would mean an explicit public act before women who were not faculty, with the scored-name field still deliberately blank and my answer waiting for the stage.

“Yes,” I said. “I want to be seen.”

Mara looked at me, her gold-flecked brown eyes carrying the same measured interest I had felt at dinner, the attention that felt physical, the gaze that made being watched feel like a gift rather than a demand. She inclined her head, the motion that held none of Corinne’s severity and all of its consequence.

“Then I’ll be in the front row,” she said. “Before I take that seat, I want the boundaries from you, not from the program.”

I glanced at the blank field marked NAME TO BE SCORED ONSTAGE. “You may watch the full assessment. You may use Callie before and after it because I’ve already permitted that with you. The scored name remains blank until Corinne asks me onstage. No recording. No touch during recovery unless I request it.”

“And eye contact?”

“Wanted. Especially during the physical sequence. If I look away, let me. If I look back, hold it.”

Mara absorbed each condition without softening it into reassurance. “Agreed. If you change any term before the curtain, tell me once and I will follow it.”

She led me to a quiet lobby alcove rather than ending on assessment language. “One question with no score attached. What frightened you before Graham?”

I rubbed my thumb over the blank line on the program card. “The clerk calling me miss. I was prepared for ridicule. I wasn’t prepared to like being accepted, or to feel disappointed when no one looked twice.”

Mara rested one hand on the back of the front-row chair. “The first Showcase I attended, I chose the back row. I thought distance made my attention safer for the candidate. Afterward, she asked why I kept looking away whenever she met my eyes.” Her gold-flecked gaze stayed on mine. “I have tried to ask better since then.”

The disclosure left the larger fear untouched, but it gave me a woman making an effort rather than a perfect answer.

“Then take the front-row seat,” I said.

“I will.”

She placed her name card at the seat we had chosen together.


Chapter 19: Showcase Night

Day Twenty-Eight. Showcase Night. The Belladonna Theater was full.

I stood backstage in the wings and looked through the gap in the curtain at the audience. Forty seats arranged in a curved arc, theater-style, angled for intimacy rather than distance. The lighting was amber from above and cool blue from the floor, creating a composition that made the stage feel like a lit room inside a darker room, and the audience, seated in the darker room, became silhouettes with visible faces, watchers whose attention was the medium through which everything that happened on the stage would become real.

Faculty occupied the front row center: Corinne in immaculate black with a silk blouse in deepest burgundy, her white bob catching the light, her red nails resting on the armrest; Mireille in a jewel-toned dress in deep emerald beneath her white coat, her abundant curls pinned with a gold clip, her attentive gaze already fixed on the curtain; Helena at the end, spare and tall in a dark fitted dress, her chestnut bob perfectly still, her silk cords visible as a coiled accessory at her wrist. Dahlia was backstage with me, already in her working outfit: a black corset over a deep plum dress, seamed stockings, her copper waves pinned in a side roll, her expression bright and focused.

Mara Sloane sat in the front row, stage right. The seat I had consented to. The woman whose gaze had tracked me since the etiquette dinner and who had agreed, the day before, to hold eye contact when I sought it. She wore a gown in midnight blue that fell across her thick waist and powerful hips, gold jewelry at her throat and wrists, her dark auburn waves swept over one shoulder. Her gold-flecked eyes found the curtain gap and found me behind it, and her sustained attention steadied my stance.

The external audience occupied the remaining seats: invited women, patrons, academy allies. No Graham. Security had admitted no unauthorized guest, and Priya stood ready to act on any verified publication. The immediate Showcase threat was contained; Graham himself was not.

In the wings, stage left, Nico stood in the place he had refused. His slim figure was dressed in the severe monochrome he favored for performances, black on black, his striking cheekbones shadowed by the wing curtain, his attention fixed on the stage with an expression I could not fully read. Nico kept rubbing his thumb across the side of one finger, an unrehearsed tell I had never seen during competition. Shame held him rigid; curiosity kept his attention on me.

Dahlia stood beside me, her hand resting on the harness beneath her dress, the strap-on not yet attached. She was reviewing the sequence on her tablet, the same layered document we had built together in the wardrobe vault, and when she looked up, she wore the expression I had come to trust more than any other at Belladonna: quiet professional confidence. She was about to use her specialty and wanted me to know I was ready.

“Breathing?” she said.

“Controlled.”

“Safeword?”

“Vermillion.”

“Cage state?”

“Locked. More than six hundred logged hours. Current authorization runs through the private review.”

“Name?”

“Callie.”

“Good.” She touched my shoulder, a brief contact that affirmed our partnership. “The cue is yours. The stage is yours. The name is yours. All I’m doing is showing up for the parts you asked me for.”

The theater lights shifted. The audience settled. Corinne rose and crossed to the stage apron. Conversation stopped row by row before she reached the light.

“Belladonna Reform Academy,” she said, and her low, exact voice carried to every seat without amplification. “Seventh Cohort. Showcase Night. Candidate Twelve.”

She returned to her seat. The theater went dark.

Then the recording played.

My voice. My old voice. The Week 1 baseline, unedited, unprocessed, the raw baritone I had carried through Belladonna’s gate twenty-seven days earlier, convinced I was untouchable.

“My name is Caleb Rusk. I’m here because I owe money I can’t pay. This doesn’t define me. Nothing you do here will change who I am.”

The old voice filled the dark theater, confident and contained and perfectly defended, and in the dark, before the audience could adjust, I stepped onto the stage.

The spotlight found me. I was in full Pink presentation: the deep rose corset laced one inch tighter than training measurement, the matching skirt, sheer stockings with reinforced seams, the four-and-a-half-inch heels Helena had trained me on, honey-blonde hair falling past my shoulders, makeup that Dahlia had applied in the dressing room with a portrait artist’s layered attention, rose lipstick, defined eyes, skin that glowed in the amber light. The pink clasp was at my throat. The cage was invisible beneath the skirt, but I felt its familiar pull against my thigh. Twenty-five days had altered my gait by a fraction, sensitized every point of contact, and made each step a negotiation between composure and want.

I walked the stage. The old voice continued, the sound of Caleb filling the space while Callie crossed it, and the contradiction was the opening statement: a man’s voice saying he could not be changed, playing over the image of the woman he had become.

At center stage, I stopped. The recording ended. The silence lasted two seconds.

Then I spoke. Live. In Callie’s voice.

“Caleb,” I said, and the warm mezzo filled the theater with resonance earned through correction, failure, praise, and denial. “Keep the strength. Lose the armor.”

No one moved. A woman in the second row held her program motionless against one knee; another leaned forward with her lips parted. I looked across the seats. At Mara, whose gold-flecked eyes were steady, receptive, and completely present. At Corinne, unreadable, her red nails resting on the armrest like punctuation. At Mireille, whose amber gaze followed me like a woman watching her data acquire a voice. At Helena, whose dark espresso eyes were tracking my posture with the economical assessment that was her version of care.

At Nico, visible in the sidelight, watching from the wings.

I moved to the service sequence. The table was stage right, set with crystal, linen, and the ceremonial brass prop on its black ribbon. I approached Mara first, crossing the stage in the heels Helena had trained me on, each heel-to-toe step using the placement I had earned.

I poured wine for Mara. The bottle was heavy in my hand, and the act of tilting it, managing the flow and stopping at the marked level, required the same composure I had demonstrated at the etiquette dinner, except tonight accumulated denial sharpened every bend as the device shifted beneath my skirt. Clear fluid had soaked the device’s front opening and dampened my thigh, a private annotation beneath the polished public performance.

Mara received the wine while watching my face instead of the bottle. Her attention held the boundary of a chosen witness, now grounded by the vulnerable conversation we had shared in the lobby. She had promised to hold my gaze when I returned to it, and she did.

“Thank you, Callie,” she said, and the name in her velvet-low voice made the cage clench.

I served Corinne. The pour followed a clean, unbroken line because Corinne accepted no sloppiness. She did not thank me. She watched. Her red nails rested on the armrest, and the functional steel cage key hung from a separate black chain between her fingers.

I served Mireille, whose clinical attention followed the pour, tracking my hand stability, my posture under the corset, and the shift in my breathing since the stage lights came up. Her gaze settled briefly on the pulse at my throat, one of the reactions she had mapped in her laboratory.

I served Helena. The pour was quiet and the reception was quieter. Helena’s dark espresso eyes appraised the steadiness of my hands and the alignment of my spine and said nothing, which from Helena was everything.

The service continued through two external guests whose names I did not know. Their attention felt close and demanding as candlelight. At each station I maintained posture, voice, and presentation while my cock pressed into the cage bars with every bend. The corset held my spine; the heels followed the rhythm earned through Helena’s correction. The cage leaked steadily, and every serving motion created the friction I had designed into the performance.

Then the physical component.

I returned to center stage. The standing mirror had been wheeled into position during the service sequence, angled so the audience could see both me and my reflection. The silk cord was on the mirror’s base. The recovered ceremonial brass prop was in my hand, its green evidence mark hidden against my palm. Nico had planted it in Felix’s bag to turn a symbol of surrender into an accusation. I carried that same piece of brass to Corinne and placed it on her open palm by choice. She set the reclaimed symbol beside her while visibly retaining the functional steel cage key on its separate chain.

I looked at the audience. I looked at the mirror. I looked at the ceremonial brass prop resting beside Corinne while the functional steel key hung looped around her fingers.

“I would like to request Dahlia Price’s control for the assessment,” I said. My voice was Callie’s, and it carried. “The terms are negotiated and documented. My safeword is active. Keep the cage locked.”

Dahlia walked onto the stage with the theatrical authority that was her signature. Copper waves crowned the vintage silhouette of her corseted waist and heavy hips. She stood fully dressed beside me, one composed woman against a feminized candidate in corset, heels, and denial. My cage tightened beneath the skirt before she touched me.

“Callie,” Dahlia said, and her voice was bright, assured, and audible in the back row. “Confirm your limits.”

“Wrist restraint, quick-release silk, my choice of position. Nipple stimulation at a mild setting. Warmed plug, medium size. Strap-on penetration, slim model, prostate-focused. Cage denial throughout. Naming at my request.” I paused. “My safeword is vermillion. The audience does not have access to the word, only I do.”

“Confirmed,” Dahlia said. She turned to the audience. “Candidate Twelve has designed this assessment. Every element is her choice. I am here at her request.”

Dahlia took the silk cord and held out her hand. “Wrists?”

I presented my wrists. The motion was the one Helena had trained: hands forward, palms up, steady. Dahlia bound them with the quick-release loops Helena had taught me, the cord crossing beneath and the pull-tab resting where my fingers could reach it, and the restraint was visible from every seat, the ivory silk against my skin, and I felt the audience’s attention sharpen as the binding settled.

“Kneel,” Dahlia said.

I shortened my final two steps, bent on the first count, lowered on the second, and settled onto both knees on the third. My bound hands rested behind my back, shoulders open, heels aligned outside my hips. The transition Helena had drilled held under the lights.

“Mirror,” Dahlia said.

She positioned me before the standing mirror, facing it, my bound hands behind my back. In the reflection I saw what the audience saw: a lean figure in a rose corset and stockings and heels, honey-blonde hair, gray eyes, pink clasp, bound wrists, and beneath the skirt the invisible cage that had been holding me for twenty-five days and that was about to become part of a performance designed to prove that the holding was my choice.

Dahlia lifted the skirt. She folded it back carefully, professionally, exposing the stockings, the garter clips, and the cage. The audience could see it. Polished steel, fitted, locked, the denied cock visible through the bars, swollen from twenty-five days of pressure and the immediate arousal of the moment. A thin thread already seeped through the front opening and caught the stage light.

I kept my eyes on the gray gaze in the reflection while Dahlia reached for the clips.

Dahlia clipped the nipple stimulators to my chest, one at a time. The clips were mild, silicone-tipped, with the warming compound I had experienced in Mireille’s laboratory. They closed on my nipples with a gentle pinch and then the warmth began, spreading across my chest, and the corset’s compression held the clips in position and made the sensation constant, a warm, humming attention that my chest had learned to respond to over three weeks of training.

“Report,” Dahlia said.

“Heated. Focused. Building.”

“Good girl.”

The praise struck as sharply as it had in the training suite, except now forty people heard it, and the hearing made the praise public, and the public praise made the warmth in my chest spread faster.

The plug came next, but the mirror stage did not replay the private pegging practical. Dahlia prepared me externally, then seated the medium plug and left it in place. Its broad internal contact turned every kneeling breath into a muted pulse.

“Green,” I reported.

“Then serve while full,” Dahlia said.

Dahlia converted the restraint to a front-tied configuration, checked circulation, and left the release tab under my fingertips. Still bound, I used the three-count rise Helena had drilled on padded surfaces. Twelve careful repetitions a day had built the transition without damaging my knees. Dahlia supported my elbow only after I found my balance.

A narrow service stand waited beside the mirror with one glass of water and the finalized program card. I crossed to it in heels, the plug shifting with each step. My task was to lift the glass with both bound hands, carry it to Corinne without spilling, and answer voice prompts while the audience watched the mirror reflect my exposed cage and steady gait.

“State the current tier,” Corinne said.

“Pink Ribbon.”

“State the requested act.”

“Slim strap-on penetration at the service rail, prostate-focused, with the current restraints and cage denial maintained.”

“State the scored name.”

The plug pressed inward as I settled the glass before her. I looked at Mara, who held the eye contact we had negotiated, then at my own reflection.

“Callie Rusk.”

The name entered the room before penetration, spoken in stable voice under a task that required posture and service. Corinne wrote it on the program card and turned the official line toward the audience.

Dahlia removed the plug once I returned to center. She released both wrists for a circulation check, then retied them behind me only after I presented my hands again.

At the padded service rail, I bent with my hips angled upward and the support beneath my ribs. Dahlia stood behind me wearing the harness.

“Confirm the rail,” she said. “Position, angle, and re-entry.”

“Rail position confirmed. Start shallow, increase the upward angle only on my request, and stop if I say yellow or vermillion. Re-entry is green.”

“Do you want the mirror?”

“Turn it toward the audience. I don’t need to watch this part. I want to look at Mara.”

Dahlia rotated the glass toward the audience. I raised my head from its empty frame and fixed my eyes on Mara.

She lubricated me and entered in one gradual motion. The angle was new: the rail held my hips at a height that tilted my pelvis forward and opened my ass to a deeper, more direct line of penetration. The strap-on slid in without resistance, my hole already relaxed by the retained plug, and the curved tip caught my prostate from a higher angle that pressed harder, more insistently, than any position we had used before.

The first thrust broke my exhale into a rough cry.

The rail gave Dahlia stable leverage. She planted her thick thighs, kept one hand at my hip and one near the quick-release cord, and used strokes no longer than two inches, following Mireille’s mapping and our private practical. Padding protected my ribs; my active feedback determined every increase in angle. Pleasure rolled through my pelvis without injury-coded force.

“Tell me what you feel,” Dahlia said, and her voice had dropped below its bright theatrical register into the low cadence she used during private check-ins. The audience heard it, but the words were for me.

“Full,” I said between strokes, my voice breaking on each thrust. “Deep. The angle is stronger. Direct. I can feel every stroke on the prostate.”

“I know. I changed it for this position. The rail gives me leverage I didn’t have before.” She rocked forward, demonstrating with a slow, grinding thrust that seated the full length and held its curve over my prostate. Direct contact narrowed my vision. “You feel that? That’s the angle I’ve been training for. That’s the angle that’s going to make you come.”

She increased the pace within the range I had requested. Each thrust rolled over the mapped point, and my exhalations shortened to match her rhythm. The cage pressed against the rail’s padded edge with each forward rock of my body, the bars creating a friction against the denied, swollen head that was torment layered on pleasure. A steady stream gathered now, thin threads falling through the front opening onto the floor beneath the rail, visible to the front row.

My hole gripped the shaft on every withdrawal, clenching involuntarily, trying to hold the strap-on inside me. The gripping sent its own waves of sensation through the stretched ring of muscle, adding to the prostate pressure, building the cumulative intensity that was growing with every stroke.

Mara held eye contact. From the front row, her gold-flecked brown eyes met mine across the stage, steady, intent, unyielding. The gaze of a woman who had promised not to look away and now watched a woman she had named being fucked to orgasm under chosen conditions. Being seen by Mara made the pleasure sharper. The fear and desire of visibility collapsed into a single sensation, and the sensation was surrender.

Corinne held the functional steel cage key visible on its black chain, her red nails catching the light. The key hung unused. The cage held firm.

“Hold the full depth,” I said. “No more thrusting. Keep the curve there.”

Dahlia stopped with the harness against my ass. Wet impacts ceased. My breathing became audible beside the faint strain of silk at my wrists and the quiet creak of padding as I held posture around the unbroken pressure.

“Your rhythm now,” Dahlia said. “Use the rail.”

I tightened my abdomen and rolled my pelvis by fractions. The strap-on stayed planted while my body moved around it, dragging my prostate across the curved head without the relief of withdrawal. One tilt produced a dense internal flare. I found the angle again, slower, and held it until my knees trembled.

Corinne lifted the program card. “State the service offered.”

The question forced breath into a body trying to abandon language. “Voice, service, endurance, and chosen surrender.”

“To whom?”

I kept my eyes on Mara. “To the women I invited to witness it.”

Dahlia’s hand spread over my lower back. She did not drive me. She made a firm boundary for my next backward press, letting me decide how much pressure to create against the motionless strap.

“Again,” she said.

I rolled back. The contact stayed broad and merciless, less like a strike than a thumb held over a deep pulse. My hole tightened from the effort of keeping her seated. The nipple clips converted every labored breath into a second line of stimulation, sharp at my chest while the rail compressed the corset beneath my ribs.

“What name receives their judgment?” Corinne asked.

“Callie Rusk.”

“Whose choice keeps the key in my hand?”

The answer shook on its way out. “Mine.”

Mara opened her posture by a fraction, giving me the full steadiness of her gaze. I used it as Helena had taught me to use a barre. My next pelvic roll slowed to a near stop at the point of strongest contact. Dahlia held the harness rigid. There was nowhere for the sensation to go and no repeated thrust to carry me automatically. I had to maintain it myself, balanced in heels, bound at the wrists, speaking whenever Corinne required an answer.

“Ask for the climax you designed,” Dahlia said.

I chose the request we had not used in private.

“Keep me filled,” I said. “Make me hold the pressure while I finish the service.”

“Granted.”

Corinne raised the glass I had carried to her. “Complete the final phrase.”

My prostate had become a fixed center around which the rest of me strained. I drew one breath against the corset and gave the line to Mara in Callie’s trained mezzo.

“Thank you for seeing what I chose to show you.”

The last word came out clear. My body failed everywhere else.

My ass clamped around the stationary strap-on, locking it deeper as a long internal spasm folded through me. There was no single explosive seizure. The pleasure cinched tighter in a slow spiral, prostate, abdomen, chest, then returned inward before the first circuit had finished. My knees knocked against the rail supports. The cords drew taut as my bound hands pulled uselessly toward the source.

I tried to inhale and produced a broken, high sound. Another sustained clench followed, longer than the first. Cum welled from my caged cock in a thick bead, gathered at the mesh, and spilled in one heavy rope onto the pad below. A second rope followed during the next drawn-out spasm. The cage did not pulse in the familiar ejaculating rhythm; it leaked under continuous internal pressure while my ass refused to release the silicone buried inside me.

Dahlia kept perfectly still. “Stay with Mara,” she said. “Let her watch you hold it.”

I held Mara’s gaze. The orgasm hovered instead of crashing, fed by tiny involuntary tilts of my pelvis and the unwavering pressure Dahlia maintained. My thighs fluttered. The clips burned against swollen nipples. Each attempt to straighten shifted my prostate over the curve and renewed the slow constriction until a final shudder emptied the strength from my legs.

Only then did Dahlia ease the pressure by backing out two inches. She stopped there, letting my body unclench before any further movement.

“Color?”

“Green,” I whispered. “Shaking. Present.”

She withdrew in three short stages with a check between each, avoiding the long prostate drag that had closed our private scene. Once free, she supported my hips against the rail until I could bear my own weight. Then she opened the nipple clips together, removing the bilateral pressure at once. Blood flooded the compressed tissue, and I bowed my head through the bright sting without mistaking it for another climax.

Dahlia pulled the silk tabs. The cords fell, and my hands came forward to grip the rail.

I was standing at the service rail in a theater full of witnesses with cum drying on the bars of my cage and the echo of my chosen name still in the air.

My thighs were still pulsing when Corinne rose.

“One final service response,” she said. “Tell the room what care you need now.”

I held Mara’s gaze while my thighs still fluttered. “Water, release from the rail, and a warm robe. Keep the audience present for the consent check.”

“Service complete,” Corinne said, and offered the water.

She approached with an even heel rhythm, carrying water in one hand, a warm cloth over her wrist, and the scoring folder beneath her arm. She set the folder aside until I had drunk.

“Candidate Twelve,” she said. “How do you feel?”

“Clear,” I said. “Present.”

“Can you confirm that no safeword was used during this assessment?”

“Confirmed. Vermillion was available and was not invoked.”

“Can you confirm that every act performed was within your documented consent?”

“Confirmed.”

“Can you confirm the name on the assessment?”

“Callie Rusk.”

Corinne handed me the water. I drank. She gave me the cloth, and I cleaned myself with the dignity she had taught me, in front of an audience that had watched me come and was now watching me wipe cum from a cage, and the aftercare completed the performance, the moment where the scene returned to human scale.

Dahlia wrapped me in a warmed robe and stood beside me while Corinne opened the scoring folder.

“Candidate Twelve. Callie Rusk,” Corinne said. “Showcase assessment results.”

She read the scores with the numbers beside the findings. “Presentation, eighty-two, including a nine-point Showcase gain for voice stability and maintained form under restraint. Obedience, seventy-nine, including an eight-point gain for completing the disclosed sequence. Endurance, eighty-eight, including a ten-point gain for heel work, restraint, and more than six hundred authorized chastity hours. Service, eighty-four, including an eleven-point gain for the audience sequence and final response. Surrender, seventy-four, including a twelve-point gain for public naming and denial maintained by choice.”

The values were strong and unfinished. None had reached Belladonna’s highest standard.

“Total assessment: above standard for Silk advancement. Candidate Twelve is hereby awarded the Silk tier.”

The pink clasp was removed from my throat. In its place, Corinne fixed a new clasp, darker, richer, the color of deep rose silk, and the clasp sat against my collarbone with a weight that was fractionally heavier than the pink and that I felt immediately, like a new key altering the shape of a familiar keyring.

Iris lit beneath the new clasp:

SILK ADVANCEMENT: CONFIRMED.

SHOWCASE REDUCTION: €2,950.

BALANCE REMAINING: €12,200.

THEATER ACCESS: UNLOCKED.

ADVANCED TRAINING: UNLOCKED.

Corinne’s fingers left the clasp. The first burst of applause reached the stage.


Chapter 20: The Second File

The recovery suite behind the Belladonna Theater was quiet, softly lit, and scented with eucalyptus and clean cotton, and I lay on the padded table in a heated robe with a pillow under my knees and a glass of water in my hand and felt the Showcase aftermath soak through muscle and nerve until even resting felt altered.

Dahlia’s debrief came first.

She sat on the stool beside the table with her copper hair falling loose now, the side roll unpinned, and her expression was softer than I had seen it, the theatrical brightness dimmed to personal concern after performing her specialty on a public stage. She wanted to see that I was intact.

“Physical check,” she said. “Pain?”

“No pain. Mild soreness. Expected.”

“Emotional check?”

I considered. The genuine question deserved the honest answer I would have deflected two weeks ago, when sincerity still felt like tactical exposure.

“Clear,” I said. “Relieved. Proud. I want to keep the recording and watch it again when recovery stops making every detail hazy.”

“Then keep it.” She touched my shoulder, a brief squeeze through the robe. “The performance was clean. The consent was visible. The orgasm was real. The naming was yours. And the audience saw exactly what you designed them to see.” She paused. “I’ve watched a lot of Showcases. That was one of the best.”

“Because of the technique?”

“Because of the authorship. The technique was strong. The authorship is what made it matter.”

She checked the cage and the surrounding tissue, a clinical aftercare assessment that was Dahlia’s version of thoroughness: looking for irritation, chafing, bruising, or any sign that twenty-five days of near-continuous wear and the physical demands of the performance had caused damage. The inspection was clean. The cage was intact. The skin was healthy. The body was sore in the places that sustained penetration makes a body sore and was otherwise functioning exactly as Mireille’s charts had predicted.

“Hydrate,” Dahlia said. “Eat. Sleep. Celebrate, if you want to, but celebrate quietly. The body needs recovery before it needs applause.”

She left. Corinne arrived with Mireille and the functional steel key on its black chain.

“The authorized review,” Corinne said. “The sixty-hour interval runs until three tomorrow morning, but the Showcase is complete. You may open now or carry it to the end. Which do you choose?”

“Open now. Hygiene and skin review.”

“Afterward, you may stay unlocked or request a new interval. Neither choice changes Silk.”

I stood and lifted the robe. Corinne showed me the key, confirmed vermillion was active, then opened the lock. The cage hinged away. My cock swelled in the heated room, sensitive after more than six hundred hours, but neither woman touched it for arousal. Mireille handled the examination while Corinne held the removed device.

Heated water and mild soap came first. I cleaned myself under Mireille’s direction, rinsing the bars separately before she inspected the ring line, underside, and every point where the stage rail had put pressure against the device. Her gloved fingers checked circulation and sensation. No abrasion. No numbness. One reddened area at the left base faded under light pressure and fell within normal limits.

“Skin intact,” Mireille said. “The fit is correct, but six hundred hours and tonight’s performance justify a full overnight recovery. No new interval before tomorrow’s examination.”

Corinne set the clean, open cage on a white cloth within my reach. “You may leave it there.”

The open cage waited on the white cloth.

“I want another interval,” I said.

“Then request it tomorrow after Mireille clears you,” Corinne replied. “Choosing restraint includes respecting recovery.”

Iris recorded the completed interval and mandatory overnight rest. Corinne left the clean device unlocked in its case. Mireille stayed for her debrief.

Mireille’s debrief was different. Where Dahlia focused on emotional and physical recovery, Mireille spoke in anatomically direct observations and future options. She sat at the table with her tablet, her near-black curls slightly disheveled from the theater’s warmth, her face carrying its familiar focused curiosity, and she spoke with the anatomically candid language that I had come to trust more than any other voice at Belladonna.

“I watched from the audience,” she said. “Clinical observations, with your consent?”

“Go ahead.”

“Your prostate response stayed within the safe pattern we mapped, and your skin tolerated the extended cage interval without injury. Those are the two findings that clear you for a body-plan consultation.”

“Only those two?”

“Those are the findings that matter tonight. I have pages of numbers for anyone who enjoys ruining recovery with a lecture.” Her gaze rose above the tablet. “Your use of vermillion, requested retry, and later chosen denial also show that you can revise a body decision without treating revision as failure. That makes Pearl worth discussing.”

“What does that tell you?”

“You are a strong candidate for the Pearl track.” She set the tablet down. “It also tells me that your body plan, if you choose to pursue one, should be built on what your body has demonstrated it wants, not on what the institution or the score or the debt or anyone else thinks you should want.”

“We talked about this after the sensation mapping.”

“We did. And I said the conversation would happen after Silk.” Her steady gaze did not waver. “You’ve earned Silk.”

“I have.”

“So the conversation is available whenever you choose it.”

“I’d like to have it.”

“Good. Recover for several hours. If the medical check is clear, meet me at the locked Pearl threshold at nine tonight.” She stood, tucked the tablet under her arm, and paused at the door. “Callie.”

“Yes?”

“What you did on that stage exceeds my measurements. I’m glad I watched it.”

She left. The recovery suite fell quiet again, and I lay beneath the heated robe and drank water and ate the protein bar Dahlia had left. My body retained its own record of the performance, the orgasm, the naming, the applause, and the recovery. The bracelet’s data agreed.

Before the door opened again, Iris showed only the deltas that altered my next choice. SURRENDER had risen sixty-two points from intake, driven by the unlocked re-lock and public naming. ENDURANCE was my highest category at eighty-eight. BALANCE REMAINING: €12,200.

My bracelet lit with a gate alert before the protein bar was finished.

EXTERNAL CONTACT: GRAHAM DYER. CANDIDATE RESPONSE NOT REQUIRED.

Below it, Corinne had added two options: stay in recovery while security refused him, or speak through the gate intercom with Priya present by secure video. Graham had not entered the Showcase. He had waited until the audience left, hoping exhaustion would give him a softer target.

I chose the intercom.

Dahlia helped me dress because recovery had made my legs unreliable. The Silk clasp went on, the corset stayed one setting loose, and the skirt fell without the cage during Mireille’s mandatory overnight rest. My training heels felt like my shoes. Before we left the suite, I ate another half protein bar and proved I could walk the corridor without dizziness.

Corinne met me in the gatehouse rather than at the drive. Security glass separated the interior station from the road outside, and the iron vehicle gate stayed closed. Graham stood beyond it under white floodlights in the navy suit he used when he wanted blandness to read as innocence. The collar sat too close around his throat. His phone was already sealed in the visitor pouch security had handed him.

Priya appeared on the gatehouse monitor from her home office, tortoiseshell glasses low on her nose. She held up a custody receipt beside her face.

“Before he speaks,” she said, “the evidence status. I hold authenticated copies of the March memo, the account export, and the Kessler access record. The independent custodian confirms an unchanged file hash. No guest reported contact. No image has appeared publicly. Your release condition has not triggered.”

Graham could hear her through the exterior speaker. His practiced smile arrived, found no audience willing to accept it, and failed at the corners.

“Caleb,” he said. “This has gone far enough. Come outside and talk to me without the theater.”

I pressed the intercom. “Callie for this conversation. You came to Belladonna after promising exposure. State what you want where Priya can hear it.”

His eyes moved to the Silk clasp, the blonde hair, the rose mouth, and the shape the corset gave my waist. He had expected damage he could use. My advancement forced him to look at evidence that the threat had failed.

“I want the false allegations withdrawn,” he said. “I want the copied files deleted, and I want an assurance that your lawyer won’t circulate defamatory material. In return, I leave your private activities private.”

Priya’s voice came through the speaker. “The files are authenticated evidence, Mr. Dyer. I am recording your request to delete them.”

His collar shifted when he swallowed. “This is harassment. You’re staging a spectacle because Caleb is confused.”

The old insult reached for the competence he thought Callie had displaced. Three weeks earlier it might have found purchase. I looked through the glass and saw the same man who had offered eighteen thousand euros for six changed weeks on a timeline.

“I made my choices with the terms visible,” I said. “You hid yours in client accounts. That’s the distinction that matters tonight.”

I held up my phone. One confirmation from me would tell Priya to verify the breach and send the evidence.

“Leave without contacting a guest or publication,” I said. “The evidence stays secured while Priya prepares the proper next step. Try to expose me, alter the storage unit, or approach this campus again, and she documents the act alongside everything she already holds. There is no version where I delete your protection for you.”

Graham looked past me toward Corinne, searching for the authority he could cast as my captor. Corinne checked the gate camera and gave him neither eye contact nor answer.

“You’re throwing away your life,” he said.

“No. I kept the cabinet, the evidence, and my right to decide what comes next. You no longer own the embarrassing part.”

His smile disappeared. He took one step toward the intercom, stopped at the painted security line, and saw Priya raise the custody receipt again.

“The building access is monitored,” she said. “Choose carefully.”

For several seconds the only movement came from moths striking the floodlight. Graham turned, walked to the car waiting on the public road, and got in. I watched until its rear lights vanished beyond the bend.

Corinne checked the gate camera, then looked at me. “Do you need the road watched through the night?”

“Yes. Ordinary perimeter security, nothing that changes the Showcase record.”

“Done.”

Priya waited until security confirmed Graham’s vehicle had joined the motorway. Then she removed her glasses.

“Immediate attempt contained,” she said. “Evidence secure. Debt deadline holds. Graham has not surrendered, but he has lost tonight’s leverage. You now have a credible path to leave Belladonna if you want it.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“Eat something. Your lipstick can survive protein.”

The call ended. I returned to the recovery wing under my own power and rested until Mireille cleared me for the nine o’clock consultation.

I walked the corridor to my dorm suite. The corridor was quiet, the Showcase celebrations having dispersed to common rooms and suites and the kitchen where, I knew, candidates were eating in corsets and comparing notes and processing the collective intensity of a night where everyone had performed and been scored and advanced or learned why they hadn’t.

My door was different.

The blank nameplate was gone. In its place, mounted at eye level on the mahogany, was a new plate. The metal was brushed silver, the lettering was engraved, and the name was:

CALLIE RUSK

Dahlia had asked during the Showcase design whether the plate should change if I earned Silk and spoke the name onstage. I had said yes. Now the cool metal carried that answer in letters I could touch.

I touched the cool metal once, then went inside.

The suite was clean, softly heated, and exactly as I had left it, except that on the vanity, placed there by someone whose attention to detail I recognized, was a folded note on cream card stock with a single line in precise handwriting:

CALLIE. THE HARDER OPTION SUITED YOU.

C.V.

Corinne. I folded the note and placed it in the drawer where I kept the things that mattered. The encrypted phone. The evidence files. The lip product marked CALLIE from the boutique. The first fitting card. And now the note.

Inside, I opened the bracelet’s scheduling module and requested three consultations for the following week.

The first: voice training with Dahlia. Advanced cadence and emotional register.

The second: endurance training with Helena. Silk-level restraint work and extended posture under load.

The third: body-plan consultation with Mireille. Pearl-track discussion. Open file.

Each request logged under CALLIE RUSK.

At nine o’clock that evening, I walked to the Pearl Wing.

The corridor that led there was one I had passed many times, a hallway off the main residential wing that ended at a set of double doors in dark wood, marked with the academy’s belladonna flower in silver inlay. The doors were locked, as they had been every time I passed. Beyond them waited advanced transformation rooms, medical monitoring equipment, and treatment options that went beyond wigs, corsets, and makeup.

Mireille was waiting at the doors.

She had changed from her theater outfit into a simpler version of her clinical wardrobe: a cream dress beneath her white coat, her curls loose now, her expression welcoming in the corridor light. She was carrying a tablet and a slim folder, and when she saw me, she smiled, and the quiet, genuine smile held pleasure at seeing me arrive where she had predicted.

“Callie,” she said.

“Mireille.”

“You requested the body-plan consultation.”

“I did.”

“Then let’s talk about what’s possible.” She set down the tablet, and an adjacent consultation alcove lit. She gestured me inside while the double doors stayed closed.

“Two projections,” she said. “The first is a continued presentation-only training plan. Everything you’ve done so far, maintained and refined. Grooming, cosmetics, voice, corsetry, posture, denial, plugs, strap-on work, and advanced performance techniques. No medical intervention. No body change beyond what practice produces. You could follow this plan, complete the remaining weeks, collect your payment, and leave Belladonna with a highly developed feminine presentation and the skills to maintain it.”

She opened the folder and turned the first projection toward me. A digital silhouette, constructed from my current measurements and the fitting data Mireille had been collecting for four weeks. The silhouette was lean, narrow-waisted from corsetry, long-legged, and flat-chested. It was Callie as she existed today: a technical achievement built from grooming and practice and denial and skill.

Then she turned the second projection.

The second silhouette was different. The waist was similar. The hips were slightly fuller. The legs were the same. But the chest had changed. The silhouette had breasts. Small, early-stage, consistent with a monitored hormonal plan operating over the timeline Mireille would specify, with genuine refusal options at every checkpoint.

“This is a medically monitored feminization plan,” Mireille said. “Optional and monitored weekly. Early systemic effects may recede after stopping, but breast tissue can persist. I will not promise full reversibility where medicine cannot. You can pause or stop at every checkpoint without penalty.” Her welcoming expression sharpened into clinical focus. “I am offering an option, with a conversation before any commitment.”

I looked at the two silhouettes. The first was the person I had been for four weeks. The second was the person I might become over the next eight.

The first silhouette showed the Callie I could maintain through practice and removable tools. The second showed a medically consequential possibility, with the permanence warning visible beneath the projected chest.

I pulled the second file closer.

“Open the consultation file,” I said.


Thanks for reading.

Velvet Vex here. If you want more, two easy ways:

	Follow me on Amazon. That’s the simplest way to keep up with new releases.

	Go find the rest. Search Velvet Vex on Amazon for the other books. On Kindle Unlimited, every page you read is what keeps me writing them.



Hope you enjoyed the story.
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