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Before You Begin

Thank you for picking up one of my stories. You being here means more than you know.

Every book I write is meant to pull you deeper into a world of desire, control, and delicious surrender, and I am thrilled you decided to step inside.

As a thank-you, I have put together something special for you: a free bonus book. If you would like it, you can download it here: pollybane.com/free-book

It is my way of saying thank you for reading, and welcome to the darker, softer, sexier side of my imagination.

Enjoy the story. You are in good hands now.

Polly Bane


Disclaimer

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.


Age Declaration

All characters depicted in this work are fictional and are intended to be and are represented as being over the age of 24 at all times during the events described and in any referenced past. No character is depicted as a minor at any point in the narrative, including in flashbacks, memories, or backstory. No reference to any real person is intended or should be inferred.


Content Nature

Themes of female domination, male submission, and consensual power-exchange depicted in this work occur exclusively between consenting adult characters engaged in fantasy role-play. All depictions represent adult kink dynamics between adults aged 24+ and are purely fictional.


Image Disclaimer

All images contained in this book are artificial intelligence (AI) generated or are artistically created and are entirely fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or actual places is purely coincidental and unintentional.


Copyright

Copyright 2026 Polly Bane. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.


Introduction

I stood on the pavement outside the converted warehouse with my shoes still on and my phone face down in my coat pocket, counting the windows above the streetlight until I found the one that stayed dark. The studio below it ran on Thursday nights the way a clock runs: compressor under the floorboards, chalk board by the door, the smell of leather oil and floor polish drifting out whenever someone came or went. I was twenty-seven and still dressed for a project meeting that had ended three hours earlier. My hands kept finding the folded paper in my inside pocket, the one with the fee written in advance and the term written in days, as if the numbers might rearrange themselves into something softer if I left them alone long enough.

The ordinary part of my life was a flat across town and a calendar full of other people's deadlines. Ruben would text before midnight if I did not answer the group chat. Work would still expect me upright at eight. None of that had followed me into this district. Here the street was wet from an earlier rain and the brick fronts looked the same until you noticed which door had no name on it, only a steel plate and a buzzer that asked for a number instead of a name.

I had booked her because every short arrangement I had tried before had ended the same way: a scene finished, a polite glass of water, and then the hollow hour on the train home when my body still wanted rules and nobody was left to give them. Cassandra ran the suite above the studio. People downstairs said she was exacting, that she took her time, that she did not sell a quick thrash and a handshake. She was thirty-nine and had been practising long enough that her diary filled months ahead. I had paid for six months up front because half measures had already failed me, and because the word protocol on her booking page had sat in my chest like a key turning.

The crack in the ordinary world was already there before I pressed the buzzer. It was the way my breath shortened on the walk from the corner. It was the knowledge that once I went up those stairs I would not be managing anyone, including myself. Somewhere above the compressor a woman kept a room where obedience was written down and kept, and where leaving was allowed, and where the cost of staying was not the pain. I did not have language for that yet. I only knew I wanted structure that outlasted the hour, and that wanting it made my mouth dry in a way that felt like standing at the edge of a drop.

I took my shoes off when the instructions said to. I carried them against my chest. The stairwell smelled of cedar and cold metal. Below me the studio kept its Thursday rhythm, bookings and mats and voices that would never know my name. Above me a door waited that did not care what title I held at work. I climbed because I had already decided, and because the paper in my pocket was signed in my head even before she put a pen in my hand. What waited past that door was not a night I could shrug off. It was a term with a beginning, a middle, and a closing I could not yet picture, and I went up into it with my bare feet finding every step like a vow I had not spoken aloud.


Prologue

The project board still glowed blue when I shut my laptop, and the open-plan floor had gone quiet enough that I could hear the lifts cycling empty in the shaft. My desk was clean. The status report sat in the shared drive with every risk flagged and every owner named. I had run the day the way I ran every day: early, precise, useful to people who would never know how hard I held the edges of it together. Outside the glass the city had turned the colour of wet slate, and the streetlights were already on.

I walked home with my coat collar up and my phone lit by messages that needed nothing from me until morning. Ruben had left a note on the kitchen counter about leftover curry and a film he wanted to put on if I was in. He was twenty-nine and still talking when I came through the door, already half into a story about a client who changed the brief twice in one call. I laughed in the right places. I ate standing at the counter. I told him I had a late meeting across town and would be useless company.

“You look like you’re going to court,” he said, nodding at the shirt I had not changed out of.

“Something like that.”

He set the curry lid down and actually looked at me for a beat longer than the joke needed. “If it’s a bad brief, say the word and I’ll run interference with the group chat. You don’t have to carry every late night alone.”

The offer was ordinary and kind and it landed harder than he knew. I nodded once, grateful and already lying by omission, and he let the rest go the way he always did when my voice went flat. I took the folded paper from my inside pocket once I was alone in my room and read the numbers again under the desk lamp: twelve sessions, one hundred and eighty days, five thousand seven hundred and sixty dollars already gone from my account. The word protocol sat under the fee like a nail. I had filled the intake form three weeks earlier in a lunch break that ran long, typing hard limits into a browser tab while the kettle boiled in the staff kitchen, and I had not told a living person what I was buying.

Cassandra’s confirmation had come by voice, not email. She had called from a number that did not show a name. I had stepped into the stairwell at work so nobody would hear me say yes.

“You understand this is not a single night,” she had said. Her voice was low and unhurried, the kind of calm that made my spine straighten against the concrete wall. “You will arrive on time. You will follow the instructions I send. You will speak your limits onto tape before anything begins. After that, I decide the pace.”

“I understand.”

“Do you.” It was not a question shaped like doubt. It was a test of whether I would stay upright under the weight of it. “Most men who pay for structure still want to manage the room. If that is you, say so now and keep your money.”

My mouth had gone dry in a way that had nothing to do with the building’s heating. “It is not me.”

“Good. Then I will see you Thursday. Shoes off from the eighth step. Carry them. Do not knock twice.”

She hung up before I could thank her. I stood in the stairwell with the phone still at my ear and my cock thickening traitorously against my trousers, furious at myself for answering a professional call like a man who had already started to kneel. I put the phone away. I went back to my desk. I finished the afternoon as if nothing in me had shifted.

Now the paper was warm from my hands. I put it back in my coat, washed my face, and left Ruben the last of the curry with a note that said do not wait up. The train south ran half empty. Warehouse brick slid past the window in long dirty stretches. I checked the address twice even though I knew it. My pulse sat high in my throat for no decent reason, the same way it did before a presentation I could not afford to fail, except this time failure would be standing up and walking out, and walking out was allowed, and that somehow made staying feel sharper.

I got off one stop early and walked the rest so my legs would have somewhere to put the noise. The district smelled of rain and cut metal. A compressor hummed somewhere behind a shuttered loading bay. I found the door with no name on it, only the steel plate and the buzzer that wanted a number. My finger hovered. Inside my chest something hungry and ashamed leaned forward at the same time, as if the part of me that ran meetings and filed reports had already started to lose the argument.

I pressed the button. The lock clicked. Warm air spilled out with the faint bite of leather oil. The stairwell rose in front of me, lit low, smelling of cedar, and I stepped through with my shoes still on and the contract burning a hole in my pocket, one ordinary Thursday already finished behind me and the first of one hundred and eighty days waiting at the top.


Chapter 1: Twenty-Two Stairs

I counted eight stairs in the dark while the studio compressor thudded under the floorboards, a slow machine that did not care who was climbing. At the eighth tread I stopped, set my soles on the cold wood, and pulled the shoes off the way she had told me on the phone. I held both of them against my chest with both hands and kept going. Fourteen more waited above. Cedar and warm metal closed around me as my bare feet found each riser.

The suite door stood open a hand’s width. Light spilled across the landing in a hard yellow strip. I went through without knocking twice.

Cassandra stood at a steel table under a single lamp, sleeves rolled, hair pinned back, watching me finish the last two steps as if the count itself were part of the work. She was thirty-nine and already owned the shape of the night. The room ran cool. Somewhere below us the compressor kicked again, a low thud that travelled up through the brick.

“Shoes on the mat by the door,” she said. “Contract on the table. Pen is there.”

I set the shoes down. My bare feet stuck slightly to the polished floor. The contract already waited on the steel, pages squared, signature line empty. Twelve sessions. One hundred and eighty days. Five thousand seven hundred and sixty dollars already paid. Day one of one hundred and eighty, and one hundred and seventy-nine still waiting after tonight. I was twenty-seven and my handwriting looked steady until the pen tip touched the line.

“Read the term out loud before you sign,” she said.

“One hundred and eighty days. Twelve scheduled sessions.”

“And the fee.”

“Paid in advance.”

“Sign.”

I signed. The scratch of the pen was loud in the quiet. She took the page, checked the ink, and slid it into a folder without ceremony.

“You will follow the protocol I write — not the fantasy you brought up the stairs.” Her voice stayed even, almost bored. “If you need the room to stop, you use the word we agreed on the intake. Yellow slows. Red ends. Outside those two words, your opinions are noise. Do you understand me, Daniel.”

“Yes.”

She set a small recorder on the steel and pressed the red button. The soft click made my stomach drop.

“Hard limits onto tape. First person. Present tense. Name them.”

My throat closed. I stared at the little machine while heat climbed my neck, thicker than the cold air. Part of me wanted to keep the list private, as if saying it would hand her the keys to a room I still thought I owned.

“I do not do blood play. No permanent marks. No breath restriction. No public scenes outside this building. No scat.”

“Again. Cleaner. You are not negotiating with a committee.”

“Blood play is a hard limit. Permanent marks are a hard limit. Breath restriction is a hard limit. Public scenes outside this building are a hard limit. Scat is a hard limit.”

“Good.” She stopped the recorder and set it aside. “Those belong to me now. I administer them. You do not get to decide mid-session whether you meant them. Strip. Fold your clothes on the chair. Socks last.”

I took the shirt off first. The cool air hit my chest and my nipples tightened. Trousers next, then underwear, then the socks. My cock was already half hard and stupid about it, hanging heavy while I folded the last of my work clothes into a neat square like I still ran a project. I had come here for a beating I could manage. Standing naked under her lamp, I started to understand the invoice might be something else.

She walked a slow circle. A tape measure came off the table. She ran the cold metal band around my chest, my waist, the thick of my thigh, then cupped my balls once, clinical, and measured the length of my cock while it jumped against her knuckles.

“Posture,” she said. “Feet apart. Hands behind your back. Chin down. Eyes on my boots.”

I corrected. She put two fingers under my jaw and tipped it lower until the stretch in my neck burned. The compressor thudded again. My cock tipped up toward my belly without permission, and shame landed hard on the heels of that, hot and filthy for a man who filed status reports for a living.

“Mouth,” she said. “On the leather. Clean them.”

I went down. The floor bit my knees. Her boots smelled of polish and heat. I opened my mouth and dragged my tongue along the toe, then the instep, then the other boot, tasting salt and wax while my cock leaked a thin string onto the mat between my knees. She rested one heel lightly between my shoulder blades and pressed until my chest met the floor and my ass stayed up.

“Stay.”

A drawer opened. Plastic rustled. Lube clicked. Something blunt and cool touched my asshole and I jerked.

“Still,” she said. “This is inspection, not a request.”

The plug was small and merciless. She worked it in with short turns of her wrist until the flare seated and my hole clenched around the neck of it. Full. Wrong. My cock jumped hard against my stomach and a sound came out of me that I would have killed at work.

“Speak.”

“It is in.”

“Describe it properly.”

“There is a plug in my ass. It is stretching me. I am hard.”

“Louder.”

“There is a plug in my ass and I am hard for it.”

She left it there and walked to the cedar block at the head of the mat, sat, and pointed at the space between her boots.

“Hand service. On me. You do not touch yourself.”

I crawled. She had opened the front of her trousers enough to free the strap she wore underneath, a thick cock already slicked, dark silicone that made my mouth water and my stomach twist. I wrapped both hands around the shaft and stroked the way I would have stroked a living cock, base to tip, twisting at the head, while she watched my face with flat interest. The plug shifted every time my hips twitched. My own cock slapped against my thigh, ignored, dripping.

“Faster.”

I went faster. The wet sound of lube on silicone filled the cool room. She let me work until my shoulders burned and my breath came short, then caught my wrists and stopped me dead.

“Enough. You do not come from that. Hands behind your back.”

The denial hit like a slap. My cock throbbed, angry and shiny, and I locked my fingers behind me while she stood, turned me by the hair, and pushed my chest down onto the mat again. The plug came out with a soft pop that made me gasp. Something thicker replaced it at once. The head of the strap pressed my rim and she drove in without hurry until her hips met my ass and the whole length sat inside me.

“Count when I tell you,” she said. “You come when I pull it out of you. Not before. If you spill early I start the count over.”

She fucked me in long strokes that dragged over the place that made my vision go white at the edges. The compressor thudded. The suite stayed cold on my skin and hot where she filled me. My cock swung untouched under my belly, leaking a line onto the mat. She reached under and closed her fist around it once, twice, three times, then let go.

“Now.”

She pulled the strap out to the head and slammed back in. My orgasm tore up through me with no warning I could use. Cum hit the mat in hard pulses while she kept fucking through it, and the oversensitive burn started before the last spurt finished.

“That’s one,” she said. “Say it.”

“One.”

“Again.”

She did not wait for me to soften. Her hand found my cock while it was still twitching and stroked it raw while the strap kept working my hole. I tried to crawl forward. She put a palm between my shoulders and held me.

“Take it. You bought structure. This is what it costs when you arrive hard and hungry.”

The second one came uglier. My balls pulled tight and nothing felt like pleasure for three full breaths, only pressure and the filthy drag of silicone over nerves that wanted quiet. Then it broke anyway. I came in weaker ropes, shaking, ass clenched around her cock, and a broken sound scraped out of my throat.

“That’s two,” she said. “One more.”

“Please. I can’t.”

“You can. You will. Beg properly.”

“Please make me come again. Please use my ass until I come. I need it. I need you to take it.”

She laughed once, soft and mean. “Needy little hole. Hold still.”

The third build was longer. She edged me with the tip of the strap kissing my rim, then buried it, then pulled free, then buried it again while her other hand milked my spent cock with a dry, cruel grip. Tears ran into the mat. My mouth stayed open. When she finally ordered it, the orgasm ripped out of me in a thin, painful jet that left me empty and jerking, and she counted it for me because my voice had gone to shreds.

“That’s three. One more. Louder this time.”

“I can’t. Mistress. Please.”

“Mistress is correct. Say the number when you finish.”

She fucked me through the fourth without mercy, hips snapping, the wet slap of her body against mine louder than the compressor. My cock barely hardened. It did not matter. She found the angle that made my thighs seize and kept it until the last ruined pulse spilled onto her fingers and I sobbed the number into the mat.

“Four. That’s four.”

She pulled out. The empty stretch made me whimper. Cum cooled on my stomach and the mat. She wiped her hand on my cheek without looking at me like a person who needed comfort.

“Stay down. Do not dress.”

Boot heels crossed the room. A cabinet door opened against the brick wall, grey metal, the first time I had seen inside it. Blanket. Jar. Wool socks. And on the inside of the door, hanging from a magnet in plain sight, a small steel key.

She turned so I could see it clearly from the floor.

“From day thirty this key will open whatever I lock on you. Tonight you only need the rule. You may take that key off the magnet on any night you like, without asking, without punishment. Taking it ends the contract at once. Leaving is the only thing in this building I will not aftercare. Do you understand what I just told you.”

“Yes.”

“Repeat it.”

“I may take the key any night. Taking it ends the contract. You will not aftercare leaving.”

“Good.” She closed the cabinet door on the key and opened it again for the blanket, the jar of honey water, the socks. “Ninety minutes. Minimum. You do not refuse it. On the mat.”

She wrapped the blanket around my shoulders while I was still shaking. The wool socks went onto my feet one at a time. Honey water warmed my mouth in small sips she timed herself. Her hand rested flat on my sternum and counted my breathing down until the room stopped tilting. The plug and the strap stayed in a tray by the sink. My cock ached, soft and used. The cold air no longer reached me under the blanket. Time stretched. She cleaned the cum off my stomach with a cloth, oiled the raw place at my hole with two careful fingers, and did not ask if I wanted any of it. I had signed for sessions. What I was getting was this, and the wanting of it sat in my chest like a second signature I had not meant to give.

When the ninety minutes were nearly gone she set the recorder between us again and pressed record.

“First line of every debrief,” she said. “Say what it cost. Present tense. First person. Do not perform for me.”

I swallowed. The shame sat in my throat like a second plug.

“It costs me the story that I came here for a beating I could manage. It costs me control of my own limits once they are on her tape. It costs me the right to leave without losing the care I already need. I am still hard for the key on that magnet and I hate that I am.”

She stopped the tape. Wrote something short on a green-edged card I was not allowed to touch. Filed it where I could not see the column.

“Session two is in fourteen days,” she said. “You will arrive on time. Shoes off from the eighth stair. You will bring nothing but the body I measured tonight. Until then you do not touch yourself without my written permission, and you will not ask for permission. Go home. Sleep. Answer your flatmate’s texts like a man who had a late meeting.”

She stood and pointed at my folded clothes.

“Dress. When you reach the street you will text the word received and nothing else. That is the next instruction. Fail it and session two starts with the cane.”

I dressed with hands that still trembled. The plug’s ghost stayed in my ass all the way to the door. Below us the compressor thudded on, steady and indifferent. I picked up my shoes, stepped onto the landing, and started the twenty-two stairs down with her last order sitting in my mouth like a second signature I had already given.


Chapter 2: The Night She Stopped

The cane hung in the air above my back and did not come down. The suite went so quiet I could hear the building’s machinery two floors under the brick, and my own breath stuck halfway in my throat like it had forgotten the way out.

Fourteen days of denial sat in my balls. Day fifteen of the contract. One hundred and sixty-five still waiting after whatever this night was supposed to be. I was naked on the mat with my wrists cuffed behind me and the welts from the first twelve strokes burning in a ladder down my shoulders. Sweat ran into my mouth. It tasted of salt and the polish she used on the leather.

Cassandra held the cane where it was. Her boots stood in my peripheral vision, still, certain.

“You went quiet,” she said. “I asked you for a count.”

I tried to find the number. My tongue would not move. Somewhere past stroke nine the room had started to float, and I had kept my eyes open the way a good project kept its status green, present on paper and gone underneath.

“Daniel.”

“Thirteen,” I managed. My voice sounded like it belonged to someone else.

She set the cane on the steel table. The click of wood on metal was worse than another stroke would have been.

“No,” she said. “You are not counting. You are enduring. That is a different animal, and I did not ask for it.”

She uncuffed my wrists and rolled me onto my back with one hand at my hip. My cock lay thick against my stomach, flushed dark from two weeks of her written ban on touching myself. A thin smear of precum had dried sticky along the shaft. She ignored it. From the tray by the sink she took the thicker harness, the one she had used on me the first night, and buckled it on with the same calm she used for paperwork.

Lube clicked. The scent of it cut through the sweat in the room, sharp and chemical and sweet. She pushed my knees apart and set the head of the silicone against my hole.

“Stretching protocol,” she said. “You will take the full length. You will stay loud. If you go silent again I will know you have left, and leaving the body is not the same as using your word.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Hold still. This is for your own good.”

She pressed in. The flare stretched me wider than the small plug from session one, a slow burn that forced a sound out of my chest before I could swallow it. She worked deeper in short drives, coating me, opening me, until her hips met mine and the whole cock sat buried. Full. Filthy. My hole clenched around the shaft and my own neglected cock jerked untouched, leaking fresh onto my belly.

“Describe it.”

“You are fucking my ass with the strap. It is too much. I am hard for it anyway.”

“Beg for the next inch even though there is no inch left.”

Shame punched low through me. “Please. Please stretch me. Please use my hole. I need you deeper. I need to be nothing but this.”

She fucked me in long strokes that dragged over the place that made my thighs shake. The wet slap of her body against mine filled the suite. I tasted metal at the back of my tongue. Sweat and lube and the warm leather of her harness mixed into one thick smell that sat in my nose every time I gasped. My cock bounced with each thrust, ignored, dripping, aching for a hand that was not coming.

“Louder,” she said. “I want the words, not the performance of toughness.”

“Please fuck me. Please ruin my ass. Please make me take it. I am your hole. I am your filthy hole and I need it.”

She gave me more. Angle. Depth. A hand in my hair pinning my cheek to the mat so I had to smell the polish on the floor and my own precum. Somewhere past the stated edge of what I thought I could hold, the noise in my head went flat. I stopped finding words. I kept my eyes open. I took every thrust like a checklist item and my mouth stayed shut around the sounds that should have come out.

I did not say yellow. I did not say red. I simply endured, silent, perfectly arranged, while she used me.

The strap kept moving. My cock stayed stiff and stupid. My breath ran shallow and even, the way it did in meetings when someone delivered bad news and I nodded. Inside, the part of me that should have been here had stepped into a corridor and closed a door I could not find again.

Cassandra stopped mid-stroke.

She pulled out of me in one clean motion and set the harnessed cock aside like a tool that had finished its job. The empty stretch made me flinch. Cool air hit my wet hole. She stood over me, breathing steady, looking at my face the way she had looked at the contract on day one.

“Programme cancelled,” she said. “All of it. The cane is done. The stretching is done. Whatever I had planned for the rest of the night is finished. Do you hear me.”

“Yes.”

“You did not safeword.”

“No.”

“You left anyway.” She crouched, put two fingers under my jaw, and tipped my face up. “That is not yours to decide in silence. From this night the stop belongs to me. Yellow and red are still in your mouth, but I will use them on you when I see you go. Endurance without presence is a fault in this room. Do you understand what I just took from you.”

My throat closed. The skill I had built a whole life on, the quiet holding, the clean nod, sat between us like contraband.

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Say it back.”

“Stopping is yours. I do not get to endure quietly. You will call the word on me if I leave.”

“Good.” She stood. “Up. Bath. Now.”

She walked me to the small tiled bath off the suite with a hand between my shoulder blades. Water ran hot. The scent of plain soap rose off the steam. She put me in and washed the sweat and lube off my skin with a cloth, under my balls, along the welts, into the cleft of my ass where I was still open and sore. My cock bobbed in the water, still thick, and she did not touch it. Honey water waited in a cup on the rim. She tipped small sips into my mouth and the sweetness cut the salt on my tongue.

“Drink. Slow.”

I drank. She took my temperature twice, once under my tongue and once with the thermometer she ran carefully into my hole while I gripped the edge of the tub and shook. The second reading made her nod.

“You dropped. You stayed dropped. That is why the night ends here.”

She dried me. Wrapped the blanket from the grey cabinet around my shoulders. Pulled wool socks onto my feet. Led me back to the mat and laid me down with my head in her lap. Her palm settled flat on my sternum and counted my breathing in a rhythm I had to match, in and out, while the machinery under the building kept its indifferent beat.

Hours went. She oiled the welts. Cleaned my hole with careful fingers that had nothing to do with fucking. Fed me more honey water when my mouth went dry. The blanket smelled of wool and her soap. Every time my cock twitched against my thigh she ignored it, and the denial sat in me hotter than the cane had.

“Please,” I said once, somewhere past midnight. “Please let me come. I have been good. I took it.”

“You took nothing. You vanished.” Her voice stayed level. “Begging for release after a cancelled night is rich. Try again when you can tell me where you went.”

I shut my mouth. Shame and want twisted together under the blanket until my hips shifted without permission. She pressed firmer on my chest.

“Still. You do not earn with silence and you do not earn with performance. You earn with truth, and truth is coming at four.”

The recorder came out when the skylight over the suite had gone from black to a thin grey. She set it between us and pressed the red button. My cock was still heavy against my stomach, leaking a fresh string that smelled sharp in the close air under the blanket.

“First line,” she said. “Say what it cost. Present tense. First person.”

I swallowed. The sweetness of honey still sat on my tongue.

“It costs me the story that I can survive anything if I stay quiet enough. It costs me the right to disappear inside my own obedience. It costs me the one skill I trusted. I am still hard under this blanket and I hate that her stopping undoes me more than the cane did.”

“Now the moment,” she said. “Present tense. Exact. When did you leave your body.”

My mouth went dry again. “I am on the mat. She is fucking my ass with the thick strap. I can taste polish and sweat. My cock is dripping. She tells me to stay loud. I hear the order. Then the words stop arriving. I keep my eyes open. I take the next thrust. I am not in the room anymore. I am watching a man get used and counting it like a deliverable. I do not say yellow. I do not say red. I just go.”

She stopped the tape. Wrote on a green-edged card I was not allowed to touch and filed it in the Care Index where I could not see the narrow column.

“Session two is closed,” she said. “You will not go home tonight. You stay under this blanket. You sleep when I tell you. In the morning we will see what is left of you.”

“Mistress…”

“You want something. Ask for it properly or keep it in your throat.”

The begging rose ugly and honest. Eleven hours of care had stripped the clean edges off me. My cock ached against the wool. My hole still remembered the stretch.

“Please let me come,” I said. “Please. I need to come for you. I need to spill while you watch me fall apart. Please use your hand on my cock and make me finish. I will say anything. I am your needy hole and your cancelled night and I cannot hold this. Please, Mistress. Please grant it.”

She looked at me for a long breath. Then her hand slid under the blanket and closed around my shaft, slick with my own precum, and stroked me with a mean, exact rhythm while her other palm stayed on my sternum.

“You come because I allow it. Not because you endured. Say that.”

“I come because you allow it. Not because I endured.”

“Again. Filthier.”

“Please make your filthy boy come. Please milk my cock while I am soft and wrecked and still open from your strap. I belong to your stop as much as your stroke. Please. Please.”

She twisted at the head. My orgasm ripped through me in hard pulses that painted her fingers and the inside of the blanket. I shook. A broken sound tore out of my mouth. She worked me through it until I was twitching and empty, then wiped her hand on my cheek the same way she had the first night.

“That is one,” she said. “You do not get another. Sleep.”

I slept in pieces. Whenever I surfaced her hand was still on my chest, counting. Honey water found my mouth again. The welts throbbed. My cock stayed soft and spent against my thigh. Somewhere in the dark she took my temperature a second time, the thermometer easing again into my hole, and hummed once at the numbers.

Near dawn the suite shifted. Light thickened in the skylight. From a kitchen I had never seen, past a half-open arch I had taken for a closet, the smell of coffee moved into the room on warm air, bitter and ordinary and impossible in a place built for mats and cane strokes.

Cassandra’s voice came from that direction, dry, almost amused.

“Stay where you are. Someone downstairs just buzzed up with a question about your booking block. Nadia is on her way to the landing with the chalk board. You will hear her on the stairs in a minute, and you will not speak unless I tell you to.”

Footsteps started on the twenty-two treads below. A woman’s voice, brisk, calling Cassandra’s name through the wood. The coffee scent deepened. Under the blanket my spent cock gave one useless twitch at the knowledge that the night was not sealed anymore, that the care had a witness approaching, and that I was still here, claimed by a stop I had not asked for, with one hundred and sixty-five days left and no quiet way to survive them.


Chapter 3: Cedar Block Saturday

Skylight glare cut through the warehouse glass in a white slab that made the mat look cheaper than it was, and one wool sock clung to my right foot while the left stayed bare against the cool floor. Coffee smell drifted from the kitchen past the arch, bitter and ordinary, from a room I had taken for a closet the whole time I had been under her care.

I was already on my knees with a stack of folded towels pressed to my chest when Cassandra came back through that arch with a mug in each fist. Day sixteen. A hundred sixty-four days still waiting on the term. Week three of the contract, and the third time Nadia had sent the booking sheets upstairs for her to mark since I signed. She set one mug on the steel table where I could see the steam and kept the other for herself.

“You do not go home this morning,” she said. “You stay. You eat at my table. You work. If your legs shake you kneel and wait for the shake to pass. Nod if that landed.”

I nodded. The towels made a soft weight against my ribs. Naked under daylight felt dirtier than naked under lamps. The welts across my shoulders pulled when I breathed. My shaft hung thick against my thigh, half interested for no decent reason, and she glanced at it once the way she glanced at a clock.

“Breakfast first. Then laundry. Then the paperwork Nadia left. You will not speak unless I ask a question. Understood.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

She pointed at a low stool by a narrow table under the kitchen window. Toast. Eggs. A glass of water already poured. I sat. The wood bit my bare backside. She ate standing, reading something on a tablet, and I chewed because she watched the plate empty rather than my face. When I finished she took the dishes from my fingers before I could stand and set them in the sink.

“Wash. Dry. Put them away. Then the basket by the bath.”

I washed. Soap slicked my knuckles. The plates had weight. I dried them on a cloth that smelled of the same soap she had used on my skin hours earlier and stacked them where she pointed. The laundry basket waited heavy with sheets and two shirts of hers. I carried it to the machine behind a half door, loaded it, measured powder with a scoop she had left open, started the cycle. Warm vibration travelled up through the floorboards into my knees when I knelt to wait for the next order.

Paperwork came after. Nadia had left a folder of booking sheets and a chalk note about the coming blocks. Cassandra sat at the steel table and read while I stood beside her chair with my wrists locked behind me and my prick tipping slowly upward from nothing but proximity. She handed me pages one at a time.

“Stamp. Initial. File under the clip.”

I stamped. The ink smelled sharp. My initials looked too neat for a man with one sock on and a used rim still tender from the hours before. She did not praise the neatness. She only kept the pages moving. Somewhere in the third stack she said, almost to the paper, that this was week three of the protocol and that the weekly file pass would keep arriving whether I liked the rhythm or not.

“You will learn it,” she added, without looking up. “Or you will take the key and walk. Those remain the options.”

Noon light changed the suite. The skylight stopped glaring and turned the cedar block at the head of the mat the colour of honey. Cassandra stood, stretched once, and crooked two fingers at me.

“Come here. No scene. No count. You put your lips and your palms on that block the way you put them on my boots the first time. Twenty minutes. First five silent. You already know the shape of it.”

I went. The floor was cool under my bare sole and warm under the sock. The cedar block sat low, grain smooth from use, edges rounded. I settled on my knees in front of it and set both palms flat on the wood. The weight of my body tipped forward. I lowered my face and opened against the top surface.

Cedar. Oil. Faint salt from other knees that had been here. My tongue dragged along the grain. She stood behind me close enough that the hem of her shirt brushed my shoulder blades when she shifted.

“Slower. Worship is not a race. You are not performing for a camera.”

I slowed. The silence of the first five minutes pressed in. My shaft thickened fully under me, swinging heavy, the head brushing the mat in a sticky kiss every time I leaned. Shame sat thick in my gut. Daylight made every wet sound louder. She let me work the surface with lips and tongue and the flats of my palms, then the edges, then the legs of the block where dust collected. When the silent stretch ended she spoke as if she were noting weather.

“Now you may use words. Soft ones. Filthy ones. I want to hear what you are doing to yourself by serving wood.”

“I am licking your block,” I said. The sentence came out rough. “I am on my knees in your suite with my cock dripping on your mat and I am cleaning furniture with my tongue because you told me to.”

“Again. Meaner about yourself.”

“I am a grown man on all fours polishing a footstool with his face. My balls are tight. My hole is still open from last night. I am grateful for the wood under my tongue.”

She made a quiet sound that might have been approval. Her bare foot came to rest between my shoulder blades, light, a warm weight that pushed my chest closer to the block. I kissed where her heel had been a moment before. Cedar grain under my lips; her foot warm between my shoulders. My hips rocked once without leave and she pressed firmer.

“Still. You do not fuck the air. You stay on the work.”

I held. Minutes stretched. Spit darkened the grain. My jaw ached. Precum strung from my prick to the mat in a clear thread that caught the noon light. She removed her foot and walked a slow circle until she stood in front of the block and sat on the edge of the steel table instead, boots planted, watching me with the same flat interest she used for measurements.

“Closer. Chin on the top. Eyes up.”

I obeyed. The position arched my back and offered my ass to the empty room. She did not take it. She only looked, and the looking did more damage than a stroke would have. My thighs trembled. The sock on my right foot had slipped halfway off. I left it.

My phone lit on the chair where she had put my folded clothes. The screen flashed Ruben’s name over a short message asking where I had been. Cassandra glanced at it, then at me.

“Answer. On your knees. You do not stand. You do not cover yourself. If he asks where you are, you tell a clean lie and you keep your voice even in the text.”

I crawled to the chair, phone heavy in my palm, and typed while my knees stayed on the mat and my cock stood stupid and shining in the daylight.

Work ran long. Client site. Crashed near the warehouse district. Fine. Home later. Do not wait.

I hit send. The silence after the blue bubble left was worse than a call. I set the phone face down. Cassandra’s toe nudged my balls, light, precise. I swallowed a sound.

“Your ordinary life just pinged,” she said. “It sounded flat even in writing. That is useful information. Back to the block.”

I went back. She let me finish the twenty minutes with my face against cedar and my shaft leaking in slow, useless pulses. When she called time she did not make me thank her. She poured honey water into a cup and held it while I drank, then wiped my chin with her thumb.

“Up. Mat. On your side.”

I lay down. She sat behind me on the floor, pulled my back against her chest, and wrapped both arms around me so her forearms crossed over my sternum. The wool throw from the cabinet came over my hips. Her breath warmed the rim of my ear. One of her palms slid down and closed around my cock with a grip that was almost kind, slicked with the mess I had already made.

“This is not punishment,” she said against my skin. “This is care. You finish from this or you do not finish. You do not get to decide that anymore.”

The sentence landed heavier than the cane. My hips jerked. She stroked me slow, base to tip, thumb sweeping the head on every pass, while her other arm held my chest still against her. No harness. No wood. No programme. Only daylight and the weight of her body along my spine and the filthy, patient friction of her fist.

She took her time like a woman with nowhere else to be. The stroke stayed even. Texture of her skin against mine. Weight of her forearm pinning my sternum. Whenever the build climbed toward the edge she simply stopped, fingers still, and waited for the throb to fade before she started again. Once. Twice. Oil she had warmed in her palm made the next climb slower and meaner. I rocked into the grip and she let me, then stole the rhythm back, and the want in my gut turned thick and stupid and grateful all at once.

She edged me like that for a long stretch of noon, nothing rushed, nothing counted, only the slow denial of a finish she kept almost offering and then taking away. My thighs shook. Precum wet her knuckles. The throw trapped heat against my hips. Wool trapped heat against my hips. Every time I got close enough that my breath broke she paused, held me still, and let the pulse die before she resumed with that same merciless patience. The edging sat in my gut like a second plug. I was not being hurt. I was being kept, and the keeping was worse.

“You did well,” she murmured. “You stayed when I cancelled. You told the truth into the recorder. You served my Friday like it belonged to you. Take what I am giving.”

I shook. The build was long and low, nothing like the ruined peaks she had forced out of me before. Degradation came quiet in her voice, almost conversational.

“Look at you. Project manager. Clean reports. And here you are, naked under my arm, rutting into my fist because I fed you toast and let you lick a block of wood. Say what you are.”

“I am yours,” I said. “I am a needy boy with a dripping cock and a used hole and I am going to spill because you are holding me.”

“Yes. That.”

She sped the stroke. Her lips brushed my ear. The throw trapped heat against my hips. The smell of coffee still hanging in the kitchen air like a dare. When she whispered again that I had done well, the words went straight to the root of me and the orgasm tore up through my gut in long, helpless jerks that painted her fingers and the inside of the throw. I made a broken noise into the quiet suite. She worked me through every pulse without rushing, then held me while I twitched and softened in her grip.

No number spoken. No second demand. She cleaned her fingers on my stomach, wiped me with a cloth, and kept her arms around my chest while my breathing found hers.

“That is the last unlocked finish you will get for a long time,” she said, mild as weather. “You do not need the arithmetic. You only need to feel where it came from.”

I felt it. The cane welts throbbed under the throw and meant nothing beside the press of her forearm on my sternum. My cock lay spent and sticky against my thigh, empty in a way that had nothing to do with pain. Somewhere under the floor the building’s machinery kept its slow beat. My phone stayed dark on the chair. Ruben’s film night was already gone. The flat across town was already a place I would return to with a body that had learned the wrong lesson on purpose.

She oiled the welts again while I stayed quiet. Honey water found my tongue in small sips. The second sock went onto my bare foot. She did not open the Care Index. She did not reach for the recorder. She only kept me against her as the noon light shifted toward afternoon and my gratitude sat so thick in my throat I could taste it.

“You will dress when I say,” she said. “You will text received when you hit the street. Session three is not today. Today you learn that release lives here, in the holding, and nowhere else you can buy. Go home with that in you.”

I nodded against her shoulder. Inside my head the admission settled clean and irreversible: from this morning on, getting hurt would never be the thing that finished me. Being kept would. The wool, the chest-count, her voice saying I had done well while her fist milked me empty in daylight. No later session would be able to give me what that wiring now demanded. A hundred sixty-four days still stood on the contract, and somewhere past day thirty a key would hang on a magnet I already knew how to refuse, and I understood with a clarity that scared me that the real trap was not the cane and never had been. It was this. It was Friday. It was her arms and the cedar under my tongue and the way my body had already started to starve for care the moment she stopped calling it optional.


Chapter 4: Key on the Magnet

A tape measure lay coiled on the steel table like a silver snake, and beside it a flat tray of parts sat arranged with the same cold order a dentist used for drills: rings, screws, a curved cage shell, a tiny padlock already open, and a black remote with a single dial. Cassandra stood over me with her sleeves rolled and said, not looking at my face yet, “Do not look away while I work. If your eyes leave what I am doing to you, I start the fitting over.”

I kept my gaze where she pointed. Day thirty. One hundred fifty days still on the term. Week five of the contract, and the fifth of those weekly file passes had already left its mark on the suite before I climbed: Nadia’s chalk note squared on the table, laundry folded in the basket by the bath, the ordinary machinery of her practice running under the ritual like a second pulse. Naked on the mat, knees apart, I felt the chill of the room settle into my skin while she snapped the tape open.

The metal band kissed my balls first. Cold enough to make me flinch. She measured the root of my shaft with clinical indifference, then the girth, then the length while I thickened against the chill of her knuckles. The tray clicked when she selected a ring. She fitted it behind my balls with two fingers and a twist that left no room for argument. My breath shortened. Heat flushed up my throat even as the steel stayed freezing.

“Look,” she said. “At the tray. At my hands. At what is about to own your cock for the next one hundred fifty days.”

I looked. She slid the cage shell over the head of me, coaxing the shaft down into the curved prison while precum smeared the inside of the metal in a thin, humiliating shine. The lock clicked shut with a sound so small it should not have rearranged my life. Pressure. Enclosure. My balls sat heavy and exposed below the ring, already aching. She tugged once to check the fit, then again, and nodded.

“Closed,” she said. “You feel that. Good.”

She took the key from the padlock. It was smaller than I had pictured on day one, bright under the lamp. She walked it across the suite without hurry, five metres of polished floor between my knees and the grey aftercare cabinet, opened the door, and set the key on the magnet inside with a soft metallic kiss. She left the door open so I could see it hanging there, plain, reachable, ridiculous in how little space it took.

“From today this opens what I just closed on you,” she said, still facing the cabinet. “I will say the rule again in language you cannot twist later. Any night you choose, you lift that key with your own hand. No request. No cane waiting for the choice. The moment you take it, the contract ends and every form of care in this building ends with it. Leaving is the single act I will not clean up after. Nod if the sentence landed where it should.”

I nodded. The cage was already warming against my skin from body heat, a slow theft of the cold that had marked the fitting. My pulse beat against the steel. She closed the cabinet door on the key and came back to the mat.

“Stand. Barefoot approach to the block. You already know the twenty minutes. Tonight we formalize it. First five silent. Mouth and hands only. You do not sit on it. Begin when I point.”

She pointed. I crossed the floor on bare soles that found every seam in the boards. The cedar block waited at the head of the mat, grain dark from earlier spit and oil. I went to my knees, set both palms on the wood, and lowered my mouth to the top surface.

Silence pressed in. Cedar and salt. Warmth from my breath fogging the cool grain. My tongue dragged slow along the flat, then the edge, while the cage tugged with every shift of my hips and the padlock chimed once against the ring. Five minutes of that quiet turned my jaw soft and my thoughts stupid. When she spoke, her voice came from behind me, almost bored.

“Words now. Soft. Filthy. Tell me what the schedule has done to you.”

“I am licking your block on a Friday night with a cage locked on my cock,” I said. “I can feel the key on that magnet from here. I am not fighting it. I am hungry for the next order.”

“Look at you. You want this more than you will admit.”

The line went through me hotter than the fitting had. I kissed the wood harder. Spit darkened the grain. She let the full twenty minutes run, foot resting light between my shoulders for a stretch of it, then removed the pressure and called the end with a single word.

“Up. On your elbows. Maintenance.”

She buckled on the harness while I watched over my shoulder. The thick silicone gleamed with fresh lube. She set the head against my rim and pressed in without the drama of punishment, only the unhurried certainty of something already written into the calendar. Stretch burned sweet and deep. My ass opened around the shaft because it had been taught to, and the cage trapped my prick in a useless throb while she seated herself to the hilt.

“This is no longer a correction,” she said, hips flush to my backside. “Stretching protocol is maintenance from tonight forward. Scheduled. Regular. You will take it at intervals for the rest of the term the way you take honey water after the block. You do not earn it. You do not escape it. Say that back.”

“Stretching is maintenance. It happens on your schedule. I take it.”

“Good.”

She fucked me in long, even strokes that dragged over the place that made my thighs shake. The cage rattled softly. My balls swung heavy under the ring. Then she reached to the tray, found the black remote, and pressed something small and slick into me beside the strap: a second toy, narrower, seated deep against the front wall where the silicone already worked me. She dialed the remote once.

Vibration hit like a live wire. My whole body jerked. The cage turned every pulse into a trapped, frantic pressure with nowhere to go. She kept thrusting, unhurried, while the remote climbed another notch and the buzz filled my gut.

“You come when the toys decide,” she said. “You do not count for me tonight. You lose the numbers. That is the point.”

The first orgasm tore through me with no hand on my shaft, only the strap grinding and the vibrator chewing at the spot that made my vision white. Cum tried to leave and found steel. The ruined pulse spilled in thin jets through the tip of the cage onto the mat while I shook and made a broken sound into my forearm. She did not slow. The dial turned again. Heat flooded my face. Overstimulation stacked on the first peak before I had finished twitching, and a second climax ripped out uglier, balls pulling tight against the ring, my rim clenching hard around both toys while she held the angle and watched me fall apart.

“Past that,” she murmured. “Keep going.”

The sequence stopped making sense almost at once. A third wave slammed through while the second still had my lungs locked, then something past four, past whatever came next, the tally dissolving into raw heat and the wet slap of her hips and the remote’s cruel climb. My prick strained uselessly inside its prison. Spit ran from my mouth. The suite smelled of lube and cedar and the sharp salt of me leaking through metal. She edged the dial down for three breaths, let me think I could recover, then slammed it high again and fucked through the next ruined spill until my thighs gave out and I was sobbing into the mat without language.

“Still not finished,” she said. “Maintenance includes emptying what the cage will not let you empty cleanly. Take it.”

Another crest. Then another that was less orgasm than seizure, my whole frame locking, mind blurred to warmth and pressure and the knowledge that she was scheduling my body the way she scheduled Nadia’s chalk board. Numbers quit mattering. There was only the next pulse, and the next, until my balls ached empty and my rim fluttered around the strap in exhausted little grabs and the vibrator finally dialed down to a low, mean hum that kept me twitching without building anything new.

She pulled out. The empty stretch left me open and dripping lube onto my thighs. The smaller toy followed. Draft from the suite floor touched the slick rim of me and made me shiver. She wiped both tools with a cloth, set them on the tray, and went to the grey cabinet for honey water and wool socks.

“Drink.”

Sweet warmth cut the salt in my mouth. She pulled the socks onto my feet one at a time while I lay on my side, cage sticky and heavy between my legs, key still hanging five metres away on the magnet I could picture without looking. Her palm settled on my sternum and counted my breathing until the shaking slowed. Ninety minutes minimum. The care arrived on schedule like everything else in her practice.

“You are not conquered,” she said quietly, almost to the wool. “You are scheduled. The cage is not a scene. It is a calendar you renew every time you picture that magnet and stay on your knees instead of walking to it. Session four will find you locked. The stretching will find you locked. The block will find you locked. That is the term now.”

I nodded against the mat. Craving sat thick behind my ribs, uglier than any cane stroke: not for the key, but for the next interval already written somewhere I could not see. The leaving rule hung in the room as clean as the steel on my cock. I could take the key tonight. I could end it. The knowledge of that choice pressed against the same place the vibrator had ruined, and I did not move toward the cabinet.

She oiled the rim of me with two careful fingers, cleaned the mess under the cage with a warm cloth that made me flinch, and left the key where it was. When she finally let me dress, the trousers dragged over locked metal in a way that would follow me onto the train and into Ruben’s flat and into every ordinary morning for one hundred fifty days. At the door she handed me my shoes.

“Text received from the street. Nothing else.”

I went down the twenty-two stairs with the cage warm against my thigh and the shape of that magnet burning behind my eyes. On the landing I glanced back once through the open door. Five metres of floor. A grey cabinet. A small steel key hanging in plain sight, waiting for a refusal I had already started to practice with every step I took away from it.


Chapter 5: Theo’s Green Card

A second mat lay parallel to the first under the suite lamps, and the message that pulled me up the stairs had been three words long: come now, witness. Cassandra stood between the two rectangles of canvas with her sleeves rolled and pointed at the empty one without raising her voice.

“Knees. Hands flat. Eyes up. You are not participating tonight. You are furniture with a pulse. If Theo looks at you, you do not exist. If I look at you, you hold still. Protocol holds whether you bleed for it or kneel beside it. Nod.”

I nodded. Day forty-four. One hundred thirty-six days still on the term. Week seven, and the seventh weekly file pass had left chalk dust on the steel table before I arrived. Fourteen days of steel around my shaft sat warm against my thigh under the trousers she had not yet ordered off. I stripped when she flicked two fingers at my shirt, folded everything on the chair, and took the position on the second mat: knees open, palms down, chin lifted so the room filled my vision whether I wanted it or not.

Theo came through the door barefoot from the eighth stair with his shoes in both hands. He was forty-four, grey at the temples, nine years written in the way he set the shoes down without being told. He did not glance at me. Cassandra did not introduce us. She only said his name once, flat as a stamp, and pointed him to the primary mat.

“Last scene,” she said. “You know the shape. I want sound. I want taste. I want you present for every second of what you are leaving.”

I heard the harness buckles. I heard lube click open. I heard Theo’s breath catch when she seated the thick silicone in him with that unhurried drive I knew in my own body, and the wet sound of it going in sat in my mouth like something I could almost swallow. Cedar oil and warm leather drifted across from their mat. My locked shaft thickened uselessly against the ring. Precum found the seam of the cage and leaked through in a thin, humiliating bead that cooled on the metal while I kept my eyes up and my hands flat.

“Describe it,” she told him.

“You are fucking my ass,” Theo said. His voice cracked on the second word. “It is the last time. I am hard for it and I am losing it and I can taste polish on the air.”

“Louder. Filthier. You have earned the right to be disgusting on your way out.”

“Please ruin me once more. Please use my hole until I forget how to walk down those stairs. I am your boy for nine years and I am ending. Please, Mistress. Please take what is left.”

She gave it to him. Long strokes. The slap of her hips. The soft chime of hardware somewhere on his body that was about to come off. I stayed furniture. My jaw ached from holding still. Spit gathered under my tongue and I swallowed it because swallowing made a sound and the suite was full of sounds I was not allowed to join. The cage pinched. My balls hung heavy and exposed. Every thrust she drove into him landed in me as a phantom stretch I could not have, and the wanting tasted metallic at the back of my throat.

She worked him until he was loud and shaking and then she slowed, pulled free, and set the harness aside with the same care she used for tools that still had a job tomorrow. From the tray she took a key that was not the one on my magnet. The padlock on Theo opened with a clean click that went through my teeth. Steel came off him. His shaft sprang free, dark and wet, and the sound he made was almost a sob. She wrapped her fist around him once, twice, not as a gift but as a closing signature, and he spilled across her knuckles in thick pulses while I watched with my palms glued to canvas and my own trapped length throbbing so hard the padlock against my ring ticked.

“That is finished,” she said. “Bath. Blanket. Ninety minutes. You do not refuse the last care any more than you refused the first.”

I listened to water run. I listened to the soft scrape of a cloth. Honey water poured into a cup with a sound like a small bell. She brought him back to the primary mat wrapped in the wool throw from the grey cabinet, socks on his feet, and laid him down with her palm on his sternum counting breath the way she had counted mine. The taste of honey reached me on the air when she tipped the cup to his mouth. Sweet. Ordinary. Devastating. I stayed on my knees through all of it, eyes up, tasting my own spit and the cedar that lived in this room, hearing every swallow, every quiet correction of his breathing, every minute of the care that was ending him cleanly.

When the ninety minutes closed she opened a sealed letter and read it aloud without theatre. Discharge. File closed. Contract returned. The words landed in the suite like furniture being moved out. Theo nodded through all of it. He dressed. He took his shoes. He walked to the door, stepped onto the landing, and went down the twenty-two stairs without looking back once. The stairwell swallowed his footsteps one by one until there was only the building’s distant machinery and my own pulse against locked steel.

Cassandra stood over my mat for a long breath. Then she pointed at the grey cabinet.

“Up. You will file his card. The Care Index is open. You touch the card I hand you. You place it where I show you. You do not speak until I ask a question.”

I stood on legs that shook. She had opened the cabinet for Theo’s aftercare; now the flat steel card file sat on the table with its lid lifted. She placed a green-edged card in my palm. Theo’s name. A date. Notes in her tight hand. And in a narrow right-hand column I had never been close enough to read, a single digit: five.

“File it behind the others in his section. Look while you do it. I am allowing the look.”

I looked. Cards fanned under my fingers. The narrow column repeated down the stack in quiet pencil: three, four, four, five. And taped inside the lid of the Care Index, laminated and never meant for a client, sat a sheet headed Practitioner’s Standard. Seven clauses. Binding her. I was not supposed to see it. My eyes snagged on clause six before I could stop them.

If the attachment index hits four or above across three sessions in a row, discharge is mandatory. The practitioner may not bargain, stretch the term, or keep the file open past the Closing Session. She shuts it.

My mouth went dry. Taste of old honey and fear. Sound of my own swallow loud enough to shame me.

“Now yours,” she said. She did not ask what I had read. She turned the file so my own green edges faced up. Three cards. Session one carried a two in the narrow column. Session two carried a four. Session three, the night she locked me, carried a four. Tonight’s card sat blank beside the recorder, waiting for a number I suddenly understood.

The aftercare had been measuring me. Every time I said what it cost into that little machine while her hand counted my chest, she had been scoring how badly I needed her. Honesty, the one rule I had kept without cheating, sat in that column like a blade. Four and four. One more true four and clause six would take her away from me. The deadline stopped being a date on a contract and became the next sentence I spoke while wrapped in her blanket.

“Mistress,” I said, and my voice broke on the title.

“You saw it. Good. Terror looks correct on you.” She closed the lid on the laminated clauses and set the blank card aside without writing. “Downstairs. Nadia has the discharge log. You will confirm a number for me because I want you to hear it from someone who does not know what she is confirming. Dress. Shoes at the door. You stay locked. You stay mine until I say otherwise.”

I dressed over the cage. The trousers dragged. We went down. The studio office smelled of chalk and floor polish. Nadia looked up from the booking board; she was thirty-four, sleeves neat, a pencil behind her ear, and she smiled the professional smile of someone who kept other people’s endings in tidy columns.

“Theo’s file is closed,” Cassandra said. “Tell Daniel the count. Eleven years. How many under clause six.”

Nadia did not ask what clause six was. She only checked a ledger and answered as if reading weather.

“Four. Theo makes four.”

“Thank you.”

We climbed again. The suite felt smaller. The second mat still lay beside the first like an accusation. Cassandra shut the door, set my shoes on the mat by the wall, and pointed at my shirt the way she had at the start of the night.

“Strip. Fold. Back on the witness canvas. Knees. Hands flat. Eyes up. You watched a man leave clean. You filed the proof. You tasted the honey on the air while it was meant for someone else. You heard the letter. Now you understand what the care is for.”

I peeled the shirt, the trousers, the socks. Locked steel dragged free of fabric with a soft tick. I folded everything on the chair and returned to the second mat naked, palms down, chin high, the empty primary mat still holding the shape of a discharge in the air above it. Cassandra walked a slow circle that made every sound in the room sharpen: boot leather, the soft tick of my padlock, my breath fighting itself. She stopped in front of me, tipped my chin higher with two fingers, and looked into my face the way she looked at a contract.

“The ordeal is not finished. Mouth open.”

I opened. She buckled the harness back on, freed the front of her trousers enough to bring the strap to my lips, still slick from Theo, tasting of lube and the salt of another man’s last scene. Public in the only way that mattered inside these walls: displayed on the witness mat, used as a cleaning cloth while the empty primary mat still held the ghost of what I had just filed. She fed the silicone into my throat in short presses until my eyes watered and spit ran down my chin onto my chest. The cage ached. My balls drew tight. She fucked my mouth with the same unhurried certainty she used for maintenance, and the sound of it was wet and ugly and endless.

“You do not finish until I decide the display is complete,” she said. “You hold. You taste what ending tastes like. You stay present. If you leave your body I will stop and leave you locked and unfinished, and you will carry that into the street.”

I held. Minutes stretched into something cruel. Gag. Swallow. The strap dragging over my tongue. Spit stringing from my lip to the mat. My trapped shaft pulsed against steel in helpless little surges that went nowhere. She reached down, cupped my balls, and rolled them in her palm while she used my throat, and the dual pressure built into a single climbing wave that had no ruined edges left in it, only a widening heat that threatened to take my knees out.

“Beg for the one I am going to give you. Properly. You earned the wait by watching.”

“Please,” I got out around the silicone when she pulled back enough for air. “Please let me finish. Please milk it out of this cage while I am on display on the wrong mat. I need it. I need to spill for you after watching him walk free. Please, Mistress. Please use me until there is nothing left to measure.”

She pulled the strap from my mouth, wiped it once on my cheek, and knelt behind me on the witness canvas. Two slick fingers found the rim of me and pressed in. A third joined. She curled against the place that turned thought into white noise and worked it with a patient, merciless rhythm while her other hand squeezed my balls in time. No remote. No stack of peaks. One long climb forced through locked steel and open shame while I stayed on display between two mats, spit on my chin, Theo’s absence loud in the room.

“Eyes up,” she reminded. “You look at the place he left. You come for the woman who discharges men when the numbers say so.”

The orgasm took me like a collapse. It started in my gut and tore upward through the cage in a thick, forced jet that painted the canvas between my knees while I shook and made a raw sound that had no words left in it. She kept the pressure on that inner spot through every pulse, dragging the release out until my thighs burned and my vision swam and the last weak spurt dripped from the tip of the steel in a humiliating afterthought. One. Total. Earned by kneeling through another man’s ending and tasting it.

She held me upright with an arm across my chest until the shaking slowed. Honey water found my mouth in small sips that tasted too much like the care I now knew was a score. Wool socks went onto my feet. Her palm settled on my sternum and counted. The blank green card waited on the table. The key hung on the magnet inside the cabinet door, reachable, useless against what I had just learned. Four discharges in eleven years. Four and four on my own cards. Honesty waiting to finish me.

Cassandra leaned close enough that her breath warmed my ear, and the line she gave me landed softer than a cane and twice as final.

“Theo’s file is closed. Yours is still open — and the Care Index does not forgive what you just watched.”


Chapter 6: The Number Two

The little red light on the recorder sat between us like a pulse that would not blink, and for three full seconds I held my mouth shut while the bath water cooled around my hips and the scent of her plain soap rose off my skin in a thick, clean weight.

Day forty-five. One hundred thirty-five days still on the term. Week seven, and the seventh Saturday review already waited downstairs in Nadia’s chalk dust, ordinary as toast, while I sat locked and naked in her tub with wool socks drying on the rim and the cage heavy under the waterline.

Cassandra’s thumb rested on the record button. She had already washed my chest. She had already told me the first line without raising her voice. The suite smelled of wet wool and honey and the faint metallic bite of chastity steel warming against my thigh.

I opened my mouth and gave her the first sentence that was not true.

“It costs nothing I cannot manage,” I said into the machine, present tense, first person, flat as a status update. “Good value. Interesting technique last night. Witnessing a discharge was useful. Stretching my throat on the witness mat was within what I paid for. Nothing I could not take or leave.”

The red light kept watching. Her face did not change. She set the recorder on the tile beside the jar and lifted the cloth again as if I had recited weather.

“Continue,” she said. “You are not finished.”

Water sluiced down my back. Her palm followed it, then oil, warm and slow, working into the muscles along my spine with the unbearable patience of someone who had all day and no reason to rush a single vertebra. The weight of her hand pressed me forward until my chest met the tub rim. Under the water she reached between my legs, found the cage, and cleaned under the ring with the same cloth, clinical and thorough, dragging the fabric along the trapped shaft and under my balls until every seam of metal was rinsed and my locked flesh twitched against the steel without leave.

Scent of soap. Weight of oil. The soft scrape of cloth on chastity hardware. I kept my voice even.

“The care is adequate,” I said. “The honey water helps. I slept. I am ready for the next scheduled block when you set it. I do not need anything beyond what the contract already covers.”

She tipped the cup to my mouth. Sweet warmth. She timed the sip herself, thumb under my jaw, holding me there until I swallowed. Then another. The patience of it sat on my tongue thicker than the honey. I watched the side of her face while she worked and bargained with myself in silence: a two would break the run. A two would buy me time. A two would steal every tender minute that followed, and I took the bargain anyway because the alternative was clause six and a sealed letter and twenty-two stairs with nothing waiting at the bottom but Ruben’s flat and a key I would never forgive myself for lifting.

She dried my shoulders. Wrapped the blanket around me while I was still dripping. Led me back to the mat on bare feet and set me on my side with the recorder still running between us. Her palm found my sternum and counted. I gave her more flat sentences. Technique. Value. Distance. I called last night interesting the way a man called a spreadsheet interesting. I called the orgasm through the cage a release I could have done without. I called her Mistress once because the title was expected, and even that came out thin.

She stopped the tape.

She opened the Care Index on the steel table. The laminated card inside the lid flashed once when the light caught it, then vanished under her hand as she selected my blank green edge and wrote in the narrow column with a short, clean stroke.

A two.

Relief hit me like nausea. It rolled up from my gut and sat behind my teeth, sour and bright. I watched the digit dry. Four and four and now two. The consecutive count broken. Discharge postponed by a counterfeit. She filed the card behind the others without comment and closed the lid on the Practitioner’s Standard as if nothing in the room had shifted.

“You stay,” she said. “One more hour. No reason you need. On your knees at the block when I point.”

She pointed.

I went. Cedar under my palms. The cage tugged with every shift. She sat on the low stool behind me, reached around, and laid two oiled fingers along the seam of the cage while her other hand found my sternum and counted my breath the way she counted after a hard stop — slow, exacting, almost kind. Quiet maintenance. No oral. No theatre. Only pressure and patience while the forged two still sat warm in the Care Index behind us.

“You take this the way you take the bath,” she said. “Slow. Present. You do not perform hunger you do not feel. If the debrief was true, this is only maintenance. Show me maintenance.”

I showed her. I stayed still while her fingers worked the trapped tip through steel in a flat, competent rhythm and her palm on my chest refused every shallow cheat-breath. Precum beaded through the cage onto the mat. My jaw stayed shut because she had not asked for my mouth. I bargained harder with every counted inhale: if I looked indifferent enough, the two would hold; if the two held, she would keep bathing me and washing me and feeding me sweetness I no longer deserved.

She edged me without letting me tip. The cage throbbed. Her mouth was close enough to my ear that I felt the words more than heard them: stay. The tenderness of that weight was the worst thing in the suite because I had already stolen it with a lie.

Boot heels sounded on the landing.

Cassandra did not stop. She only glanced toward the door and called, calm as filing, “Come in, Nadia. He is busy. Leave the chalk board on the table.”

Nadia stepped through, thirty-four and brisk, pencil behind her ear, Saturday booking sheets under one arm. She set the board on the steel without staring and still saw everything: me on my knees at the block, blanket fallen to my waist, cage wet and shining under Cassandra’s oiled fingers, her other hand flat on my sternum like a claim. The exposure landed hot across my face. A new witness in the room while I was kept further, and I could not cover myself without breaking the service.

“Seventh Saturday block,” Nadia said, voice professional, eyes on the chalk. “Your slot is confirmed through the next six weeks. Theo’s name is off the board. Anything else before I go back down.”

“Nothing else,” Cassandra said. “Thank you.”

Nadia left. The door shut. The compressor under the building thudded once like a laugh. Cassandra eased her oiled fingers off the cage seam and settled her thumb once more on my sternum, counting one last breath.

“Up. Bath again. Hair.”

She walked me back to the tub. Fresh water. She sat me on the stool beside it this time, draped a towel over my shoulders, and washed my hair with both hands, fingers working soap into my scalp with that same all-day patience while I sat locked and dripping and performed indifference at a woman who was cleaning me as if I were still honest.

“The water is fine,” I said. “You do not need to take this long.”

“I decide the length.”

“I am not fragile this morning.”

“I did not ask if you were fragile.”

Scent of shampoo. Weight of her fingers dragging through wet hair. Warmth running down my neck onto the towel. I kept my shoulders loose. I kept my breathing even. I stared at the tile and let my face stay flat while every soft stroke of her hands wrote itself into me as stolen property. She rinsed. She towelled. She oiled the place behind my ears. She did not ask what I was thinking. She did not need to. I was managing the room from my knees, feeding her a version of myself that would score low enough to keep her, and the power had inverted in the one direction neither of us had ever written into a contract.

She poured more honey water. Held the cup. Watched me drink.

“You belong in this room now,” she said.

The line landed and stayed. I nodded because nodding was safe. Inside, the bargain tightened: I belonged here on false numbers, on a counterfeit two, on tenderness I had purchased with the only honest thing I had ever actually given her. If she found the lie later she would have to reclassify every good night we had shared. I knew that. I drank anyway.

She kept me the full extra hour. No cane. No count spoken aloud. Only the long, drawn maintenance of care that had become the trap: cloth under the cage again, oil along my back, her palm on my sternum counting breath I no longer trusted myself to offer clean. My sternum still held the print of her palm. My cage still ached from the edged refusal. When she finally let me dress, the trousers dragged over locked metal and the key hung on the magnet inside the grey cabinet door exactly where it had hung since day thirty, reachable, unused, a door I refused while running her scoring from the inside.

At the threshold she handed me my shoes.

“Text received from the street. Session five is not today. Go home with what you put on that card.”

I went down the twenty-two stairs with the taste of honey still thick from her cup and the phantom weight of her palm on my sternum refusing to lift, a pressure that followed me onto the pavement and into the ordinary Saturday light like a fingerprint I had forged on purpose and could not wash off.


Chapter 7: Ninety Seconds of Cane

I was fifteen minutes early and still in my work shirt when I came through the suite door talking, shoes already off from the eighth stair and held against my chest like I had rehearsed the whole climb on the train.

“I need the cane before anything else,” I said, words tumbling out too fast for the cool air. “Before the block. Before you check the lock. Before honey water and the rest of it. Session two stopped mid-stroke and I have carried that unfinished ladder for sixty-one days and I am asking you to go harder. Louder. Longer. I can take what you held back. Day seventy-six of one hundred eighty. One hundred four left. Week eleven. The eleventh Saturday block is already chalked downstairs and I am here early because I am done being managed like glass. Cane me first. Make it worse than that night. Please. I am asking clean.”

Cassandra stood at the steel table with the cane already in her hand and let me empty every last sentence. She did not nod. She did not frown. She waited until my mouth finally shut and the compressor under the brick filled the quiet.

Then she pointed at the mat with the tip of the cane.

“Yellow still slows. Red still ends,” she said, flat, before anything landed. “You asked loud. You do not get to forget the words that keep this room honest.”

“Trousers down. Underwear off. Shirt stays until I cut it from the programme. Socks last. Hands on the steel. Ass out. You asked loud. You get ninety seconds of what you asked for. Count starts when wood meets skin.”

I stripped the lower half with shaking fingers. The cage sat warm and tight against my thigh, steel heated by the walk up, balls heavy under the ring. She left the work shirt hanging open on my shoulders so the fabric stuck to the sweat already starting along my spine. Texture of cotton. Warmth of my own fear. Her palm settled between my shoulder blades, inspected the old faint marks from day fifteen with two slow fingers, then pressed me flatter to the table.

“Still,” she said. “Present. If you go quiet I stop early and you own the waste.”

The first stroke landed across both cheeks with a sharp crack that lit the skin hot. I gasped. She did not wait for poetry. The second followed, then the third, a tight ladder climbing while the cane’s tip kissed and bit and the heat stacked into a continuous burn. I counted under my breath because she had not ordered silence. Four. Five. The cotton of the shirt dragged against my nipples each time my chest jerked. Six. Seven. Her free hand checked the cage once mid-count, clinical, cupping the locked weight and rolling my balls as if confirming hardware before the next blow, and the dual pressure made precum bead at the tip of the steel.

Eighty seconds felt like a room without exits. Eighty-five. She put everything she had into the last few strokes, harder than session two, meaner, the wood singing, my hole clenching empty while the cage jerked against the table edge. At exactly ninety she stopped.

The cane set down on metal with a clean click.

“Programme for the dare is finished,” she said. “You got what you bought with that speech. Now you get what you forged with your mouth on day forty-five.”

She opened the Care Index. Four green-edged cards came out in a neat fan and landed on the steel beside a small stack of tapes I had not seen laid ready. My two. My four. My four. My counterfeit two. She lined them so the narrow columns faced me and set the recorder next to them without ceremony.

“Listen.”

The first tape was breathing. Mine. Raw, uneven, the wet hitch from the night she stopped the cane mid-air, the long shaky pulls under the blanket when her palm counted my sternum. Warmth of remembered wool moved through me just from the sound. Then she switched reels without looking at my face and played the morning debrief from day forty-five, the flat sentences I had fed her while soap and oil did their work.

There it was. The swallow. The three-second pause. Then my own voice saying nothing I could not take or leave, thin as a status line, while underneath the older tape my real breath still cracked and begged without words.

“Explain the discrepancy,” Cassandra said. She did not raise her voice. She never needed to. “Aftercare must be true. It is the only clause in this house with no appeal. You do not pay a forged card with welts. You do not buy another ninety seconds by arriving early and loud. Speak.”

My throat closed. Heat from the cane throbbed across my ass. The shirt clung. I could taste the metal of the cage on the air somehow, sharp, and the cedar from the block across the room, and my pride tried one last ugly climb.

“I was protecting the term,” I said. “Four and four. Clause six. I saw the Standard. I broke the run so you would not discharge me. I can take pain. Give me the cane for the lie instead. Harder. I will stay present. I will count. Please.”

She shook her head once.

“Punishment is not currency here anymore. Not for this. Not for you.” Her hands came to my hips, turned me, and started the inspection proper: thumbs at the hinge of my jaw, fingers along my throat, down the open shirt to my nipples, pinching once each until I hissed, then lower, cupping the cage, weighing my balls, dragging a knuckle under the ring where sweat had gathered. “You forged tenderness. You performed distance while I washed your hair. You do not get to thrash that clean. Hands behind your back. Legs wider.”

I obeyed. She oiled her fingers from the tray and pressed two into my hole without warning, slow, thorough, the stretch waking every nerve the cane had already lit. Her other hand stayed on the cage, squeezing in time, denying any clean build, edging the trapped shaft with pressure and release until my knees shook and a broken sound left me.

“Beg, and I might let you.”

The line undid what little spine I had left. “Please. Please let me come. Please milk it out of this lock while you have your fingers in my ass. I am a liar and a needy locked boy and I cannot hold. Please, Mistress. Please force it. Please use your hands until I spill through steel.”

“You come because I take it,” she said. “Not because you dared. Not because you hurt. Say that.”

“I come because you take it.”

She curled her fingers against the place that turned thought white and worked the cage with a merciless rhythm, palm grinding the tip through metal, balls rolled and tugged. The first orgasm ripped out of me in thick forced jets that painted the table leg while I shook and the cane heat flared across my ass. I sobbed the number because she waited for it.

“That’s one,” she said. “Say it.”

“One.”

She did not ease off. Overstimulated flesh jumped under her grip. She edged me at the brink of the second by stilling both hands until the pulse faded, then slammed the pressure back, fucking me open on her fingers while the cage rattled and spit ran from my open mouth onto the steel. The second climax tore uglier, longer, my thighs locking, a raw cry scraping out as cum leaked in weaker ropes through the tip.

“That’s two,” she said. “One more.”

“Please. Too much. Please. I can’t.”

“You can. You will. Louder.”

“Please make me come again. Please ruin me with your hands. Please empty what the lock will not let me empty clean. I am yours. I forged the card. Please take the rest.”

She gave me the third without kindness, thumb grinding, fingers deep, the wet sound of my hole around her knuckles filling the suite while the compressor thudded below. The orgasm hit like a seizure. I counted it hoarse against the table.

“Three. That’s three.”

“One more. You asked to be broken harder than session two. This is what harder looks like when pain is no longer for sale.”

The fourth build was cruel and slow. She denied me twice at the edge, inspecting every flinch, every twitch of my locked shaft, every clench of my rim around her knuckles, then forced the last ruined pulse out until I was twitching and empty and begging without language. Cum cooled sticky on the floor. My balls ached hollow. The shirt stuck to my back in a wet map of sweat.

“Four,” I got out. “That’s four.”

She withdrew her fingers. Wiped them on the open tail of my work shirt like I was furniture that had finished its job. The cane stayed on the table. She did not pick it up again.

“Contract suspended,” she said, still quiet. “A fortnight. Two scheduled sessions cancelled. You do not kneel before you leave. You do not touch the block. You do not earn a bath or a blanket or a counted breath for a lie you tried to thrash away. Aftercare must be true. Until you can bring truth back into this room, you do not get the care that scores you, and you do not get the cane that used to let you pretend pain was payment.”

I started to drop. Habit. Hunger. She caught my elbow and kept me standing.

“No. Uncorrected. Dressed. Down the stairs on your feet like a man who tried to manage my index and lost the right to pay in welts.”

I pulled trousers up over the sticky cage. The fabric dragged. Socks. Shoes in my hands because the eighth stair still owned that rule even when everything else had been cut. The key hung on the magnet inside the grey cabinet door exactly where it had hung since day thirty, reachable, unused, and for the first time the sight of it felt less like a choice and more like a door she had already closed from her side.

At the landing she did not pass me anything. She only looked at my face until I stopped trying to invent a kneel she had forbidden.

“You return on day ninety-one at eleven in the morning,” she said. “You do not call the studio. You do not write. You text received from the street tonight and then you practice silence for fourteen days. When you come back you bring four true sentences for the four false ones, and you leave the cane out of your mouth. Nod if that instruction landed.”

I nodded. Pride sat in pieces somewhere behind my ribs. The cane heat still throbbed. My spent locked flesh ached under wool and zip. I went down the twenty-two stairs with no correction waiting at the bottom and the sound of my own forged swallow playing again and again in my head, already knowing the next beat would not let me buy my way back with pain.


Chapter 8: Four True Cards

Daylight filled the suite in a flat white wash, and the kettle had just clicked off, the soft metallic tick still hanging in the cool air like the last word of an argument nobody had finished. Steam rose from the spout in a thin ribbon. Two chairs sat pulled square to each other beside the steel table. The grey aftercare cabinet stood open against the brick, blanket folded on the shelf, jar of honey water catching the light, wool socks stacked neat, and the cage key hanging on its magnet in plain reach before I had taken off a single piece of clothing.

Day ninety-one. Eighty-nine days left on the term. Week thirteen, and the thirteenth Saturday review already lived downstairs in Nadia’s chalk the way it had for twelve full weeks behind this one. Fourteen days of ordered silence sat in my throat like swallowed iron. Two sessions cancelled. Four forced finishes still sticky in memory from the night she took the cane out of my bargaining. I stood in the doorway with my shoes in my hands and my work clothes still on, staring at the open cabinet the way a man stares at a door that should stay shut.

Cassandra poured water into two cups without looking at me first. The sound of liquid hitting ceramic was clean and small. Warmth drifted across the room. She set one cup near the far chair and kept the other.

“Sit,” she said. “Clothes stay for now. You are not stripping for a scene. There is no scene. The cabinet is open because I opened it. That rule breaks once, today, in your favour, and you will not pretend you do not notice.”

I sat. The chair was hard under me. Heat from the cup reached my palms when I wrapped them around it. The open cabinet breathed wool and honey into the room before anything had been earned, and the wrongness of that gift frightened me more than the fortnight of quiet had. My locked flesh twitched once against the seam of my trousers at the sight of the key. I did not move toward it.

“You practiced silence,” she said. “Good. Now you practice sentences that are not forgeries. Recorder on. First person. Present tense. Four true cards for the four lies you fed me on day forty-five, in order. I write the honest numbers. You do not manage the column. Begin.”

The red light woke. Temperature in the suite held cool against my face while the cup warmed my hands. I swallowed steam and started where the falsehood had started.

“It costs me the story that I can keep her by sounding empty. It costs me the clean distance I performed while she washed my hair. I am sitting in her chair with steel on my shaft and the cabinet already open, and I am terrified because care arrived before I paid for it with pain.”

She wrote on the first green edge without comment. Pencil scratched. Soft. Exact.

“Second.”

“Interesting technique was a lie. Witnessing Theo leave tore something open in me that I tried to call useful. Stretching my throat on the witness mat did not stay inside what I paid for. It lodged. I still taste that ending when I climb the stairs.”

More pencil. The second card turned. Warmth from the kettle faded into the cooler air along my wrists.

“Third.”

“Nothing I could take or leave was the ugliest sentence I have ever put in my own mouth. I could not leave it. I took it into Ruben’s flat and into every ordinary morning and into the magnet I refuse every night. I forged a two so the consecutive fours would break. I stole tenderness with a flat voice.”

Her pencil paused, then moved again. Sound of graphite. Sound of my own breath going uneven.

“Fourth.”

“The care was never adequate. The care was the whole hunger. I called it enough because enough scores low. I sat in her bath and ran her like a project. I am sorry in a way that does not buy me anything. I want the truth on the cards even if the truth ends me.”

She stopped the recorder. The click landed harder than a stroke. She wrote the last number, then turned the four cards so the narrow columns faced me.

Four. Four. Four. Five.

Heat climbed my neck. Cold air found the sweat there. Before this morning the stack had held only two consecutive fours, then the forged two that broke the run on purpose. The corrected record put three consecutive fours into the file in a clean line, and the five sat after them like a door already swinging shut. She filed them into the Care Index with the same calm she used for bookings, then lifted the lid fully and slid the laminated Practitioner’s Standard across the steel toward my hands.

“Read all seven,” she said. “Out loud. You glimpsed clause six once. Today you get the whole binding. These clauses hold me, not you. A client does not sign them. You still hear every word.”

I read. My voice stayed steady for the first three, rules about consent logs and aftercare minimums and the ninety minutes that could never shrink. Clause four covered the key and the leaving rule I already knew by heart. Clause five forbade amending the Standard while a client remained under contract. Clause six arrived in my mouth like grit: any client whose attachment index reached four or higher for three consecutive sessions must be discharged, no appeal, no extension. Clause seven said the Standard could be destroyed only by her, and only when no client file stood open.

I set the laminate down. The cabinet stayed open behind her like a wound that refused to close.

“At the Closing Session on day one hundred eighty, clause six will fire on you,” Cassandra said. Flat. Professional. Final. “I will not negotiate a single term of it. No earning your way under the number. No extension of the term. No appeal. No exception for good behaviour, excellent service, or how cleanly you worship. The discharge is already mathematical. Do you understand what I just refused to sell you.”

A flash of defiance rose hot and stupid. “I can score lower. I can give you distance for real. I can work the remaining sessions like a man who wants out. If effort still means anything in this room, let me try.”

She looked at me the way she looked at a false entry on a ledger.

“Effort buys you nothing here anymore. Obedience buys you nothing. Excellence buys you nothing. The aftercare was never a reward for performance. You clung to that theory because it let you stay in charge of the ending. It is dead as of this morning.” She tapped the filed fours with one finger. “There is no version of this where you walk out unchanged.”

The line took the last wall out of me. Grief for the competent man who had climbed these stairs on day one moved through my chest in a slow, ugly wave. That man had believed structure was something he could purchase and manage. That man was already going.

“Up,” she said. “Shoes off fully. Trousers down. Underwear off. Shirt folded. Barefoot to the open cabinet — not the block. Forehead to the door frame. Hands behind your back. Ten minutes silent. You look at the key. You do not touch it. Service first. We finish the truth with your body before we finish it with my hand.”

I stripped. Cool air found my skin in a rush. The cage sat heavy and warm from the walk, balls drawn tight under the ring. I crossed to the grey cabinet on bare soles that registered every seam in the boards. Kneeling, I set my forehead to the frame and laced my fingers at the small of my back, eyes on the magnet and the bright little key that could end the term in one lift.

Silence for the opening stretch. Cool steel smell. Faint chalk from downstairs. The soft tick of the padlock against my ring when I breathed too hard. Temperature of the frame under my brow started cold and warmed under skin. My locked shaft thickened uselessly inside steel. She stood behind me close enough that I felt the heat of her legs without contact, and the awareness of being watched through refusal undid me more than shouting would have.

When the silent stretch ended she spoke low.

“Words. Soft. Filthy. Worship what still holds you while the numbers already say you leave.”

“I am staring at your key on day ninety-one with four true cards filed and clause six already aimed at my closing,” I said. “My hole is empty and hungry. My balls ache. I am kneeling at an open door I will not take because serving you is the only clean thing I have left, and I know it does not purchase a place.”

“Degrade yourself further. You earned the honesty.”

“I am a grown man on his knees refusing a magnet while a woman schedules my discharge. I forged a card. I begged for cane like currency. I am grateful she opened the cabinet before I earned a damn thing, and that gratitude feels like grief.”

She let the full ten minutes run, then another five of spoken confession with my forehead still on the frame. Sound of my breath. Sound of the compressor two floors down. Cool floor under my knees. Warmth climbing my neck. When she called time she did not praise me. She only pointed at the mat.

“On your back. Legs open. This is the supervised break in the lock. One release for the whole chastity term. My hand. I withdraw at the first pulse. You spill untouched over my fingers. You do not chase it. You do not thank me with performance. You take the ruin as care.”

She unlocked me. Steel came off with a soft click that went through my teeth. Blood returned in a hot, humiliating rush. My cock stood dark and wet in the daylight, heavier than I remembered, leaking a clear bead that cooled on the head. She oiled her palm, closed her fist around me, and stroked with a patient, clinical rhythm while her other hand rested on my hip to keep me from thrusting.

Texture of slick skin. Sound of the stroke, wet and slow. Temperature climbing along the shaft under her grip. Want stacked low and mean. I watched her face instead of her hand because looking at the work felt like stealing again. She did not smile. She did not hurry. When the pulse gathered at the root and my hips jerked once, she pulled her fist away clean.

I spilled anyway. Thick jets landed across her fingers and the back of her hand, joyless, stripped of the holding that used to make finishing mean something. Untouched. Ruined by timing alone. I shook through it with my mouth open and no number spoken, only the raw sound of a body finishing without permission to enjoy the finish. Cum cooled sticky on her skin while the suite stayed quiet enough to hear the kettle’s residual tick.

She cleaned me with a warm cloth, wiped her own hand on it, fitted the cage back on with the same dentist calm she had used on day thirty, and locked it. Pressure returned. Enclosure returned. Metal settled against the ring with a small hard kiss. Then she brought the blanket from the already open cabinet, pulled wool socks onto my feet, and drew me against her on the mat with my head on her thigh.

Honey water found my mouth in small timed sips. Sweetness cut the salt. Her fingers traced idle lines along my scalp, not counting anything, only present. Ninety minutes began without a performance to justify them. Sound of my swallow. Sound of the compressor two floors down. Cool air along my bare shoulder where the blanket did not cover. Warmth where her leg held my cheek. She oiled the rim of me with two careful fingers that had nothing to do with fucking, cleaned under the cage again, and kept me there while the discharge arithmetic sat finished between us like a third person in the room.

“You cannot buy this,” she said once, quiet enough that it might have been meant for the wool. “Not with truth. Not with lies. Not with how well you refused the key. I am holding a man I am already scheduled to lose, and the holding does not change the schedule. That is the point you refused to believe.”

I nodded against her thigh. Inside, the last working theory died clean: effort, obedience, excellence, none of it purchased a permanent place. Aftercare had detached from performance for good. She cared for me with the ending already written, and the care landed heavier for that, not lighter. Grief for the self-sufficient project manager who had signed on day one moved through me in long slow waves while her hand stayed in my hair and the key hung visible in the open cabinet like a choice that no longer rescued anything that mattered.

She kept the full ninety. No cane. No programme. No stacked peaks to count. Only the drawn maintenance of blanket and socks and sweetness and the knowledge that clause six would still fire on day one hundred eighty no matter how soft her voice got now. When she finally let me sit up, my locked flesh ached in its steel and my mouth still tasted of honey and cedar.

“Dress,” she said. “Text received from the street. You do not call. You do not write the studio between sessions. The next block finds you knowing the number already.”

I dressed over the cage. Trousers dragged. Shirt buttons fought my fingers. The open cabinet stayed open while I put my shoes on at the door, a deliberate break in her own rule left visible like evidence. I had one hand on the latch when new sound rose from the stairwell: brisk footsteps on the twenty-two treads, then a woman’s voice calling Cassandra’s name through the wood, chalk board edge knocking once against the railing as Nadia came up with the week thirteen booking sheets and whatever else the ordinary machinery of the studio still required from a suite that had already finished its hardest arithmetic for the morning.


Chapter 9: Books Closed on Day 31

The chalk board in the studio office held my standing slot in white dust and nothing past day one hundred eighty except clean empty squares. Nadia had left a pencil on the rail. The compressor thudded once through the floor while I stood there reading the blank weeks the way a man reads a cancelled calendar, tasting chalk on the air and the faint bite of floor polish from the mats beyond the glass.

Day one hundred fifty-two. Twenty-eight left. Week twenty-two, and the twenty-second of those Saturday reviews sat somewhere in the ledger behind Nadia’s desk as ordinary as rent. Sixty-one days since she had opened the cabinet before I earned it. Four true cards. Three consecutive fours living in the stack like a verdict that had finished speaking. One supervised release still sticky in memory. Seven clauses I had read aloud and could not unread. I climbed with my shoes in my hands from the eighth stair and the blank board stayed behind me like a mouth that had stopped promising other names.

Cassandra had me on my elbows on the mat before the suite door finished shutting. No wind up. Lube cold on her fingers. Two of them in my hole, then three, working me open while the cage locked my shaft into a useless throb and the padlock chimed against the ring every time my hips jerked.

“Stay,” she said. Flat. Professional. “You do not finish. You climb. You hold. You drop. Hours of that. The lock makes every crest pointless and that is the design.”

Scent of chemical sweet from the bottle. Taste of metal at the back of my tongue from how hard I clenched my jaw. She curled against the front wall and stroked me from inside until the trapped flesh pulsed and leaked a thin bead through the tip of the steel onto the canvas. Then she stilled. Waited. Started again. The edge came and went and came, each time my balls pulling tight under the ring, each time her fingers withdrawing the second my breath broke into the shape of a finish.

“Describe the waste,” she said.

“You are edging my hole while my cock is caged and every near spill dies in the metal. I am dripping. I am nowhere near done.”

“Again. Cleaner about how little you get to keep.”

“I climb and I get nothing. The lock owns the finish. I am locked and leaking for a woman who will not let me spend.”

She kept that programme running until my thighs shook and the suite smelled of lube and salt and warm steel. Precum strung from the cage tip in clear threads that cooled on the mat. My rim fluttered around her knuckles every time she pulled free. She wiped her fingers on my cheek once, clinical, then pressed back in and found the angle that made my vision thin at the edges.

Ritual degradation arrived in the same flat register she used for booking confirmations.

“Project manager,” she said, working me. “Clean reports. Timelines. And here you are with three fingers in your ass and a cage full of a cock that cannot come, begging the air for a release I am not selling. You are maintenance tonight. You are a hole on a schedule. You are the standing slot and nothing else the board needs to invent.”

The words gutted me harder than shouting would have. Taste of spit and shame. Scent of her soap under the leather of the harness she had not yet buckled on. She edged me again until my mouth opened on a raw sound, then withdrew and left me clenching at nothing while precum wet the canvas in another useless smear.

“Mine,” she said. “Say it.”

“Yours.”

“Properly.”

“I am yours. My hole is yours. The lock is yours. The mess I am not allowed to finish is yours.”

“Good. Block. Barefoot. Fifteen minutes. First three silent. Mouth and hands — then you speak the day count.”

I crossed on bare soles. Cedar under my palms. Grain cool at first, then warming under breath. I put my lips to the top surface and worked in silence while the cage tugged and the unfinished edges of the last hour sat burning low in my gut. Salt on the wood from earlier rites. Oil. The soft wet drag of my tongue. Spit darkened the flat. She stood behind me close enough that heat from her legs reached my back without contact, and the quiet of the opening stretch turned every small sound filthy: the padlock tick, my swallow, the building’s distant machinery.

When the silent stretch ended she spoke as if noting inventory.

“Words. Soft. Filthy. Worship while the board downstairs shows nobody after you.”

“I am licking your block on day one hundred fifty-two with twenty-eight days left and a cage that will not let me finish,” I said. “My hole is open and empty from your fingers. My balls ache. I am cleaning furniture with my face because this is the only clean hunger I have left.”

“Degrade further. You are not performing dignity.”

“I am a grown man on his knees polishing wood with his tongue while precum drips through steel onto her mat. I refuse the key every night. I am grateful for the refusal and the gratitude tastes like fear.”

She let the full fifteen run. Foot light between my shoulders for a stretch of it. Cedar and spit and the trapped pulse of locked flesh swinging under me. When she called time she did not praise. She only pointed at the mat and buckled the harness on while I watched over my shoulder.

“Stretching protocol,” she said. “Further than it has gone. You take the full length and then you take what sits beside it. Maintenance includes depth you have not held. Stay loud. Stay present. If you leave I stop and leave you unfinished.”

Lube clicked. The thick silicone pressed my rim. She drove in without hurry until her hips met my ass and the whole shaft sat buried, a stretch that forced a broken sound out of my chest. Full. Filthy. My hole clenched around the girth while the cage rattled and my trapped shaft throbbed against steel with nowhere to go. Taste of polish on the air. Scent of warm leather and chemical sweet.

She fucked me in long strokes that dragged over the place that made my thighs seize. Then she seated a second toy beside the strap, narrower, pressed deep against the front wall, and dialed a remote until vibration chewed through both and the cage turned every pulse into frantic trapped pressure.

“You do not come clean,” she said. “You climb. At the crest I withdraw. You spill wasted. I watch. That is the finish tonight. No count. No stack. Ruin only.”

The first crest gathered hard and mean. She felt it in the clench of my rim and pulled the strap free to the head while her hand left the remote dead. I spilled anyway. Thin jets forced through the tip of the cage onto the mat while I shook and made a raw sound into my forearm, the release leaking out unfinished, joyless, dripping mess while she watched with flat interest. Frustration burned hotter than the stretch. Humiliation sat thick on my tongue with the taste of my own spit.

She seated herself again. Built me slower. Degraded me in that same professional voice while the silicone worked my hole open wider than maintenance had ever asked.

“Look at the mess under you. Locked boy. Ruined finish. You will drip like that again before I am done. You are not earning. You are being emptied of the fantasy that a climax in this room still belongs to you.”

The second crest came uglier. She withdrew at the exact pulse. Cum leaked through steel in weak wasted ropes while my hole fluttered around empty air and the second toy hummed low and cruel. I begged without language. She gave me none.

“Again,” she said. “Deeper.”

She added girth. Another slick inch of pressure beside the strap until my rim burned sweet and my mouth stayed open on sounds I could not swallow. Scent of lube and cedar and the sharp salt of me leaking through metal. Taste of copper at the back of my throat from how hard I bit down between gasps. She fucked the stretch further than any night of the term, hips flush, the wet slap of her body against mine filling the suite while the cage chimed and my balls swung heavy under the ring.

The third ruin tore through me with her hand lifting off the remote and the strap pulling free at the crest so I spilled onto canvas in a humiliating dribble while she held my hip still and watched every wasted pulse. No number spoken. Only the dripping and the shaking and the professional quiet of a woman completing a programme.

She pulled both toys free. Cool air kissed the wet open rim of me. Lube ran down my thighs. She wiped the tools, set them on the tray, and opened the Care Index on the steel table with the lid lifted.

Behind my last green edged card a sealed letter stood upright. Dated day one hundred eighty. Thick paper. Her hand on the outside. She turned the file so I could see it without touching.

“Discharge letter,” she said. “Sealed. Dated for the Closing Session. It takes effect the moment I read it aloud. It cannot be withdrawn, amended, or read early. You may look. You may not open it.”

I looked. The letter stood like a guest who had arrived before the party and refused to leave. Twenty-eight days between my knees and that paper. Taste of fear sharp under the salt still on my tongue.

“Between tonight and day one hundred eighty you may lift the key off the magnet on any night you choose,” she said. “No request. No punishment for the choice. Going early is the only version of this ending in which you never have to hear that letter read. Leaving remains the single act I will not aftercare. Nod if that landed.”

I nodded. The key hung on the magnet inside the grey cabinet door in plain reach, five metres of polished floor, the same small steel I had refused since day thirty. Taking it would spare me the reading. Taking it would end the care. The arithmetic sat clean and filthy at the same time.

She brought the blanket. Poured honey water. Sweet warmth cut the salt in my mouth in timed sips. Wool found my feet one after the other while I stayed on my side with the open stretch of my hole still wet against my thigh and the cage sticky with ruined spill. Her palm settled on my sternum and counted breath until the shaking slowed. Ninety minutes. Minimum. The Care Index stayed open with the sealed letter upright behind the last card like proof the ending had acquired a body.

“Dress when I say,” she said near the end. “Text received from the street. You do not write the studio. You carry what you saw.”

I dressed over locked steel. Trousers dragged. Shirt buttons fought. At the threshold she set my shoes in my hands without ceremony and pointed me toward the landing. I went down the twenty-two stairs with the taste of honey and lube still thick on my tongue and the shape of that upright letter burning behind my eyes.

The studio floor smelled of chalk and leather oil. A cab had not arrived yet. Iris stood near the street door with a kit bag over one shoulder, thirty-one, a practitioner who rented ground floor space by the week, hair still damp from her own session. She nodded at me the way people nod at familiar traffic.

“You look wrecked,” she said. Mild. Not unkind. “Standing slot again.”

“Yes.” My voice came out rough. Jealousy rose stupid and hot before I could stop it, hunting for a name on the board past day one hundred eighty, hunting for whoever would take the suite when my file closed. “Who takes the suite after me.”

Iris frowned once, then laughed under her breath like I had asked who watered a plant that was not there.

“Nobody,” she said. “Cassandra closed her books on day thirty-one. The day after she locked you, if the gossip downstairs is right. She has not taken a new client in four months. Your slot is the only name she kept. The board past day one hundred eighty is blank because she emptied it on purpose.”

The cab’s headlights swept the glass. Iris shouldered her bag and went out into the wet street. I stood in the chalk smell with the compressor thudding under the boards and the jealousy finding nobody to land on, only empty squares and the knowledge that the discharge letter upstairs had a twin cost I had never priced: she had been paying for me too, in bookings she stopped taking, in an eleven-year practice narrowed to one locked man and a sealed page dated for the night she would have to read him out of her file. Twenty-eight days. A key on a magnet. A letter I could flee before it found my ears. I tasted honey and chalk and the ruin still drying sticky under steel, and inside my head the admission settled clean and irreversible: losing her would not be losing a service, it would be losing the woman who had closed her own books to keep this Saturday mine, and walking early would spare me the letter while costing her the only client she had left herself to lose.


Chapter 10: Card Five

The grey cabinet stood open against the brick the way it had on the morning she broke her own rule, blanket folded, wool socks stacked, jar of honey water catching the lamp, and behind the last green edged card in the Care Index the sealed letter stood upright like a guest who had arrived early and meant to stay.

I stopped in the doorway with my shoes still in my hands and the discovery hit me full in the chest. Day one hundred eighty of one hundred eighty. Zero days left. Week twenty-six, and the twenty-sixth Saturday review already lived somewhere in Nadia’s chalk downstairs as ordinary as rent. One hundred fifty days of steel. The letter I had watched for twenty-eight nights. Everything laid out before I had taken off a single piece of clothing, the ending already staged, and I was caught by it the way a man is caught by a door that will not let him pretend he walked into the wrong room.

Cassandra stood at the steel table with her sleeves rolled. She did not ask if I had seen. She only pointed at the cedar block.

“Last worship,” she said. “Protocol holds to the end. Barefoot. Mouth and hands. Twenty minutes. First five silent. When the timer ends you do not thank me — you stay present for the letter.”

I set the shoes down. Stripped. Cool air found my skin in a rush while the cage sat warm and heavy from the climb, balls drawn tight under the ring. I crossed the polished boards on bare soles and went to my knees at the block. Both palms flat on the wood. Face lowered. Lips open against the grain.

Silence for the opening stretch. Cedar under my tongue, oil and faint salt, the texture of the top surface warming under breath while the weight of my body tipped forward. The padlock chimed once against the ring. Spit darkened the flat. She stood behind me close enough that heat from her legs reached my back without contact, and the quiet turned every small sound filthy: my swallow, the building’s distant machinery, the soft wet drag of my mouth on furniture I was not allowed to sit on.

When the silent stretch ended she spoke as if checking a list.

“Words. Soft. Filthy. Worship the last time this block belongs to a client.”

“I am licking your block on the last night with zero days left and a letter standing upright behind my card,” I said. “My hole is empty. My balls ache. I am cleaning wood with my face because serving you is still the cleanest thing I know how to do.”

“Degrade further. You are not saving dignity for the stairs.”

“I am a grown man on his knees polishing a footstool with his tongue while a key hangs five metres away and a sealed discharge waits in the index. I refuse the magnet again. The refusal tastes like peace and I am terrified of that peace.”

She let the rite run its full length without praise and without hurry, foot light between my shoulders for a stretch of it, then lifted the pressure and called time with a single word that sent me back to the mat on my elbows.

“Stretching first,” she said. “Primary. You take me. You stay present. You do not finish clean.”

Lube clicked. She buckled the harness and set the thick head of the strap against my rim. Slick silicone kissed my rim; her hips pressed in without drama until the whole length sat buried and my hole clenched around the girth. Full. Filthy. The cage trapped every useless throb while she seated herself flush and the wet stretch forced a broken sound out of my chest.

“Describe it.”

“You are fucking my ass with the strap on the Closing Session. It is deep. I am locked and hard for it anyway.”

“Again. Filthier. Mistress is correct.”

“Please use my hole, Mistress. Please stretch me open on the last night. I am locked for you and I am your filthy maintenance and I need the weight of you inside me while the letter watches.”

She fucked me in long strokes that dragged over the place that made my thighs seize. Then she seated a second toy beside the strap, narrower, pressed to the front wall, and dialed the remote until vibration chewed through both and the cage turned every pulse into frantic trapped pressure with nowhere to go. Scent of chemical sweet and warm leather. Taste of metal at the back of my tongue. Sound of the wet slap of her body against mine louder than the compressor under the brick.

“You climb until the numbers fail,” she said. “You do not count for me. You lose the count. That is the design.”

The first crest tore through me with no hand on my shaft, only the strap grinding and the vibrator chewing, cum forced in thin jets through the tip of the steel onto the mat while I shook. She did not slow. The dial climbed. Overstimulation stacked before I had finished twitching and another climax ripped uglier, balls pulling tight against the ring, my hole grabbing both toys while she held the angle and watched me come apart.

“Past that,” she said. “Keep going.”

I tried to track and failed. Another wave hit while the last still had me gasping. Then something past four, past whatever came next, the sequence dissolving into raw heat and the weight of her hips and the remote’s cruel climb. My locked flesh strained uselessly inside its prison. Spit ran from my mouth onto the canvas. She edged the dial down for three breaths, let me think I could recover, then slammed it high again and fucked through the next ruined spill until my thighs gave out and language left me and there was only the next pulse, and the next, mind blurred, counting impossible, body jerking under a programme that had stopped being a programme and become a claim.

She pulled both toys free when I was twitching and empty and open. Cool air kissed the wet rim of me. Lube ran down my thighs. She wiped the tools, set them aside, and walked to the grey cabinet without ceremony.

The key came off the magnet.

She brought it to the mat, unlocked the padlock, and lifted the studio cage off me after one hundred fifty days. Blood returned in a hot humiliating rush. My shaft stood dark and wet in the lamp light, heavier than I remembered, leaking. She pressed the small steel key into my open palm and closed my fingers around it.

“Yours,” she said. “Clean exit available. Hold it.”

The weight of the key in my fist was almost nothing and it rearranged the room. She brought the blanket from the cabinet, pulled wool socks onto my feet one after the other, tipped honey water into my mouth in timed sips, and laid her palm flat on my sternum exactly as she had on the night she stopped the programme and counted my breathing back down. Ninety minutes. Minimum. Wool settled on my shoulders; her hand stayed flat on my chest. Sweetness cutting the salt on my tongue. The key stayed in my fist the whole time. Peace sat in me like a second blanket, thick and dangerous, because I already knew what I was going to do with the truth.

When the ninety minutes closed she set the recorder between us and pressed the red button.

“Listen carefully,” she said. “The mechanism is not hidden tonight. A flat, indifferent card scores a two. You walk out discharged clean with your key, your dignity, and no shame attached. Clause six fired the night your third four went into the file, and a two tonight will not unfire it. You keep my respect either way. Nothing is rigged. I am waiting for whatever you put on the tape.”

I looked at the little red light. I looked at the sealed letter upright behind my last card. I looked at the key in my own palm. I knew the door she had just opened. I took the recorder anyway.

“Say what it cost,” she said. “Present tense. First person.”

“It costs me the story that I came here to buy structure I could manage,” I said into the machine. “It costs me the man who thought honesty was safe. It costs me the key in my hand and the clean exit she just offered, because I cannot go back to a life that does not hold me like this. I am not indifferent. I am not a two. I need her rules more than I need my freedom, and saying that out loud is the last true thing I have.”

I stopped. She did not reach for the pencil. She turned the blank green edged card toward me and held out the pencil.

“Narrow column,” she said. “Your hand. Your number.”

I wrote it myself. Five.

The digit sat in the column like a verdict I had signed. Consecutive fours plus this fifth. Clause six had nowhere left to hide.

Cassandra opened the sealed letter and read it aloud without theatre. Discharge. File closed. Contract returned. Every word real. She set my signed contract on the steel where I could take it. She closed my section of the Care Index. The studio’s books shut on me for good in the space of a single reading, and the peace in my chest did not break. It deepened.

Then she peeled the Practitioner’s Standard off the inside of the lid. Laminate came free with a soft rip of old tape. Seven clauses that had bound her for eleven years. She set them aside.

“These govern a practitioner and a client,” she said. “As of ninety seconds ago we are neither. The Standard cannot hold what no longer exists.”

From a drawer that was not studio inventory she took a cage I had never seen. Different hardware. Heavier. No matching key appeared on any magnet. No date. No fee. No term. She fitted it behind my balls with the same dentist calm she had used on day thirty, slid the shell over my shaft, and locked it with a click that belonged to no booking board and no contract. Pressure. Enclosure. My freed flesh vanished back into steel that had no exit hanging five metres away.

She opened a new index. Flat. Empty except for one card. Her handwriting. Her name beside mine on the same line.

“Daniel,” she said. Singular. Exact. “You belong to my rules. Not the studio’s. Not a term. Mine.”

Dawn thinned the skylight. She put the old cage in a bin bag, boxed the green cards with their scored column, and told me I would never be shown that box again. I dressed over the new lock. Contract in my coat pocket. Shoes in my hands from habit even though the eighth stair no longer owned me as a client. She walked me as far as the suite landing, and then I went down the twenty-two stairs alone into a building that had already started its ordinary morning.

The studio floor smelled of chalk and leather oil. Nadia’s booking sheets waited on the desk. Iris’s kit sat by the street door. Other mats. Other men. The compressor thudded under the boards exactly as it had on day one, and none of it had anything to do with me, because the suite above was not a room I could book. File closed. Old steel in a bin bag. The scored cards left behind. What I carried instead was the new index’s shape in my head and the weight of a cage that answered to no magnet in the building.

I climbed back up before I left for the street, because the inversion she had never allowed anyone was waiting.

She sat on the edge of the mat with her professional face still held, eleven years of it, and for the first time she let it drop when I wrapped the blanket around her shoulders. I poured honey water and held the cup while she drank. Wool under my hands; the honey jar cool against my palm. The sweetness passed the other way. I counted her breathing with my palm on her sternum until her shoulders loosened and the exacting calm she wore for clients finally left her eyes. She did not thank me. She only let me finish the care, once, for her, and that, not the new steel between my legs, was what claimed us both.

On the steel table the new index sat open with its single card, two names in her hand, no clause between them, and the ordinary unprotected future already started in the grain of the wood.


Still craving more?

This story is just one piece of a much darker collection.

Helpless and Claimed brings together my 10 bestselling stories of discipline, dependency, and total control, for readers who like to be kept.
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