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Prologue

Kate Markham stood near the end of the pier with her hands buried deep in the pockets of her coat, staring out across a restless grey sea.

The wind had strengthened during the past half-hour, pushing waves against the supports below and sending cold spray into the air. It caught at Kate’s hair too, pulling loose strands across her face, but she made no attempt to move them. At forty-eight, she was still a striking woman, tall and elegant, with the sort of presence that made people notice when she entered a room. The dark designer coat fitted her perfectly, falling almost to her knees, expensive without being showy.

She came here often when she needed to think. She liked it on a cold, stormy day when the seas were more tempestuous. It fit her mood at this moment.

“Kate.”

She turned her head.

Rod Manchetti approached along the pier, one hand tucked into the pocket of his overcoat. He was considerably younger than she was, handsome in the effortless way of a man who had never needed to wonder whether people found him attractive. Successful too. Ambitious. Confident. Precisely the sort of man Kate believed her daughter should have married in the first place.

He stopped beside her and looked out towards the water.

“I love clandestine meetings.”

Kate gave him a sideways glance. “Don't get excited. I'm not recruiting you as a spy.”

“Disappointing.” His mouth twitched. “What did you want to see me about?”

“I want you to take Alice with you when you go to Dallas next month.”

That got his attention.

Rod looked at her properly now. “Oh. May I ask why?”

“Because you like her.” Kate smiled faintly. “And you're a better fit than a certain person.”

“Ah.” Rod rested his hands on the railing. “She loves him, you know.”

“At the moment she's frustrated with him.”

“That isn't quite the same thing.”

“No, but it's a beginning.” Kate looked back towards the sea. “She only married him to put my nose out of joint for some past sin or another. Alice has always had that rebellious streak. Tell her something is a bad idea and suddenly it becomes irresistible.”

Rod laughed quietly. “You really think she married a man just to annoy you? Two years is quite a commitment to proving a point.”

“God knows I've had to put up with him long enough.”

There was no humour in that. Rod studied her for a moment. He knew Kate well enough not to mistake irritation for carelessness. She rarely did anything without considering where it might lead. He knew that look too, the way her face hardened. It meant she was not willing to compromise.

“So how exactly does taking Alice to Dallas help?”

“It's twofold.” Kate finally turned away from the sea. “She gets three weeks with you. Working together, travelling together, dinners, meetings. She gets to know you better.”

Rod shrugged. “And the second part?”

Kate slipped her hands further into her pockets. “She'll be out of the way.”

Rod's eyes narrowed slightly. “Out of the way for what?”

“I'll handle Shaun.”

For the first time, some of Rod's amusement disappeared. “Nothing illegal, I hope. Nothing that's going to compromise our relationship with Markham Security,” he added. “I'm rather fond of having you on the right side of our professional arrangements.”

“Of course not.”

Rod waited. Kate offered nothing more. Eventually he nodded, apparently deciding that whatever Kate Markham was planning, he would prefer not to know the details.

“I'll speak to Alice.” He turned and began walking back along the pier.

Kate watched him for a few seconds before returning her attention to the sea.

The wind blew another strand of hair across her face. This time she tucked it behind one ear.

Then she smiled.

It was time to put the plan into action.


Chapter One: The Trap

Alice was standing in front of the bedroom mirror putting on mascara when Shaun came out of the bathroom, pulling a grey FixIt DIY sweatshirt over his head.

He caught his hair in the collar, swore under his breath and tugged it free. It had grown well past his shoulders again, thick and dark and slightly unruly, and he gathered it still wet at the back of his neck with both hands before fastening it with a black rubber band he kept around his wrist.

“Jeeze,” he said, looking at Alice through the mirror. “You’re going on a ten-hour flight. Why do you need to look like you’re going on the catwalk?”

Alice leaned closer to the glass and carefully finished one eye before answering. “A girl’s got to look her best in this business.”

Shaun smiled. “For who?”

“Is that a touch of jealousy I hear, mon cher?”

She sat back slightly to check the effect. Her makeup was subtle, but Shaun knew enough by now to understand how much work went into making subtle look effortless.

Alice had always been pretty, but over the past few years there had been something else as well. More polish. More confidence. The expensive haircut, the tailored clothes, the way she could walk into a room full of senior partners and look as though she belonged there.

She had changed since joining Rod Manchetti’s illustrious firm.

There was still the Alice who would drink cheap wine with him on the living room floor and laugh until she cried at things that were never quite that funny. But work had sharpened something in her.

“You packed everything? Passport?”

Alice gave him a look. “I’m a big girl now.”

Her suitcase was already downstairs by the front door, along with a smaller cabin case and a leather laptop bag that cost more than Shaun’s guitar collection. He picked up the larger case and carried it out to the car while Alice followed behind, checking something on her phone.

The drive to the airport took just under an hour.

Alice spent part of it going through emails and the rest explaining things Shaun only half understood about meetings, clients and the Dallas office. Her firm wanted to expand its American operation, and because Alice had specialised in US law, she had been chosen to go with Rod Manchetti for three weeks.

The motorway traffic was unusually light, and they reached departures earlier than expected. Rod was already waiting. Shaun spotted him almost immediately. He was difficult to miss.

He was standing near the entrance with one hand on the handle of a black suitcase, wearing a dark overcoat over a suit that looked expensively tailored. He was tall, broad through the shoulders, his dark hair neatly cut, and piercing blue eyes that Shaun had always found intimidating.

There was a confidence about him that Shaun didn’t possess and had never particularly wanted. Rod looked like the sort of man who had known exactly what he wanted from the age of five and had been working towards it ever since.

Shaun had spent his teens and early twenties playing guitar in his mate’s garage and getting drunk at college parties.

Alice turned towards him. “Well, this is it.”

“You’d better come back.”

“I was planning to.”

“You sure? Texas might seduce you.”

“Highly unlikely.”

Rod said nothing. Shaun kissed her. For a moment, with his hand at her waist and the smell of her perfume close to him, the airport and Rod and the ridiculous suit disappeared.

Then Alice pulled back. “I’ll call you later. And don’t live on takeaway.”

She smiled, touched his face briefly, then picked up her cabin bag. Rod took the larger suitcase before she could reach for it.

Shaun watched them walk towards departures together. Alice glanced back once and raised a hand. Shaun waved.

Then she was gone.

By ten, he was at FixIt DIY. He liked the place more than Alice understood. It wasn’t glamorous. Nobody wore tailored suits or flew business class to Dallas. The warehouse smelled of timber, paint and oil, and half the conversations on any given morning involved stock shortages, damaged pallets or somebody asking where the masonry drill bits could be found.

Shaun liked knowing where things were. He liked helping customers who had no idea what they needed. He liked the banter in the loading bay and the fact that when his shift ended, work stayed there. It was stress-free. Nobody emailed him at midnight. Nobody expected him to take professional development courses.

Even in the short interview for the job, they didn’t ask where he saw himself in five years.

At lunchtime, he was sitting on a stack of wrapped paving slabs behind the garden section, eating a chicken sandwich and scrolling through his phone when a message pinged.

Any news on my Christmas present?

Shaun stopped chewing. The sender name beneath the message made something tighten in his stomach. Fatboy.

He locked the phone and put it face down on his thigh. For several seconds he simply sat there, listening to the distant clatter of a forklift somewhere inside the warehouse.

Shaun stopped at the supermarket on the way home and bought a large pepperoni pizza and a four-pack of lager, deciding that Alice’s first night away deserved at least a token celebration. By half past six he was back at the flat, his FixIt DIY sweatshirt thrown over the back of a chair and his work trousers replaced by an old pair of shorts and a faded  T-shirt that had a hole in one armpit. He put the oven on, opened the first beer and stood for a moment in the kitchen looking at his phone.

Any news on my Christmas present?

He carried his beer through to the small back bedroom they mainly used for storage. Alice called it the junk room, although she had recently started talking about turning it into a proper home office.

There were boxes stacked against one wall, an old guitar amplifier, Christmas decorations and several bags of clothes she had been promising to take to the charity shop since spring. Shaun pushed two boxes aside, crouched near the wall and worked his fingers beneath the edge of the carpet.

Underneath was an old floorboard with two scratches near one end. He hooked his fingers into the gap and lifted it, revealing the shallow space between the joists.

The laptop was wrapped in an old shirt.

Beside it were a couple of USB drives, an obsolete mobile phone, some cables and a small notebook whose pages contained things that would have looked meaningless to almost anyone else.

Long before Alice, long before FixIt DIY and the comfortable little flat with its half-finished decorating jobs and argument about whose turn it was to clean the bathroom, Shaun had been very good at something he rarely talked about now.

Computers had started as a hobby. Then became an obsession.

At first he had simply wanted to understand how things worked. Networks, servers, permissions, the invisible machinery sitting behind websites and businesses that most people never thought about. He liked the logic of it, but even more than that he liked discovering where the logic failed. Every system had rules and, sooner or later, somebody made a mistake.

Shaun became good at finding those mistakes.

The people he met online had taught him the first lesson early: the clever part was not getting into somewhere. The clever part was making sure whatever you did could not easily be connected to the ordinary person sitting at home behind the keyboard.

You did not use the same name twice unless you wanted that name to become a reputation. You did not connect your everyday email address, social media accounts or telephone number to anything that mattered. You kept different identities in different boxes and never allowed those boxes to touch. Old Shaun had been almost obsessive about it. Separate hardware, separate accounts, encrypted conversations, invented names and layers between what he was doing and where he was actually sitting.

Nothing was foolproof. Anyone who believed that was an idiot. The safest hacker, Shaun had once decided, was the one who knew when to stop.

For several years he had operated under a name Alice had never heard. Merlin. He had chosen it when he was seventeen because it sounded mysterious and clever. By twenty-one he thought it was embarrassing, but by then people knew it, so it stayed.

Merlin had never been interested in emptying bank accounts or stealing old ladies’ passwords. He had thought of himself as something more principled than that, although with distance Shaun could admit there had also been a generous amount of ego involved. He had gravitated towards anarchist forums, activist groups and people who believed information should never belong exclusively to governments, corporations or anybody else powerful enough to hide it.

Sometimes Merlin exposed things. Sometimes he found things simply because somebody told him he couldn’t.

Getting into a protected system rarely resembled the nonsense shown in films, with flashing graphics and frantic typing while a timer counted down. Mostly it involved patience. Understanding what an organisation exposed to the outside world, looking for weaknesses, studying how people used a system and recognising that the human beings behind supposedly secure technology were often the weakest part of it. Shaun might spend hours finding nothing at all and then notice one careless detail that opened the next door.

When he met Alice, things changed. At first he told himself Merlin could exist alongside the new relationship, but Alice had a way of dragging him towards ordinary life without ever deliberately trying to. Weekends became gigs and pub lunches, then furniture shopping, holidays, meeting parents and eventually marriage. The further Shaun moved into that life, the more ridiculous it seemed to risk everything for the thrill of slipping unseen through somebody else’s network.

So Merlin disappeared.

Mostly.

Every few months Shaun still checked an old forum or followed a link somebody sent him. Occasionally he solved something for someone he trusted, nothing serious, nothing that crossed the line he had promised himself he would never cross again.

At least that was how he described it to himself.

Back in the kitchen, he placed the old laptop on the worktop and connected the charger. The battery indicator remained blank for several seconds before a small amber light finally appeared.

He slid the pizza into the oven, took another mouthful of beer and looked at the battered black machine sitting among Alice’s expensive coffee maker, a bowl of fruit and the pile of post they had both been ignoring all week.

The message from Fatboy was waiting for him behind one of Merlin’s old accounts.

Ten thousand. Shaun read the figure twice, then sat back in his chair and took a long pull from his beer. It was serious money, especially for something that sounded relatively straightforward on the surface. Fatboy wanted information from Markham Security, nothing destructive, nothing Shaun was supposed to alter or damage. Just get in, locate the material, copy it and get out again.

Normally, that would have been enough to make him suspicious.

But Shaun smiled to himself.

For all her polished clothes, expensive perfume and habit of looking at him as though Alice had brought home something unpleasant on the sole of her shoe, Kate Markham had never once managed to make him feel welcome in the family.

She was too controlled to insult him outright most of the time, but she didn’t need to. Kate had developed other ways of making her opinion clear: the little pause when he mentioned work, the cool smile when Alice defended him, the questions about whether he had thought about doing something more permanent with his life.

She had never believed he was good enough for her daughter. Shaun knew it. Alice knew it.

Ten thousand pounds was already enough to make him interested. The idea of quietly slipping into Kate Markham’s precious security company and proving that her systems were not as impenetrable as she undoubtedly imagined gave the job an extra appeal.

A small kick up the backside for his snooty mother-in-law too.

The pizza grew cold beside him while the kitchen table slowly disappeared beneath an old notebook, cables and the battered laptop. Shaun worked with the same intense concentration he remembered from years earlier, letting himself sink into patterns he had thought he had forgotten. There were false starts, dead ends and long periods where nothing seemed to move at all, but that only made the challenge more satisfying.

Two hours passed without him noticing. Then something changed. Shaun leaned closer to the screen. “Well, hello.”

For several moments he simply stared at what was in front of him, scarcely believing it had worked. Markham Security was supposed to be good. More than good, according to Kate. Her company handled sensitive corporate clients, private investigations, executive protection, cybersecurity contracts and God knew what else she liked to boast about over Christmas lunch.

Yet there he was.

Inside. Perhaps Kate Markham was not quite as clever as she thought she was. Certainly her IT security team weren’t.  Shaun entered another instruction and waited.

A progress window appeared. Files began moving.

He watched the indicator crawl steadily forward and felt the old rush return. It was the feeling he had once lived for, the private satisfaction of getting somewhere another person had decided he should never be allowed to reach.

Then the progress bar stopped. Shaun frowned. Nothing else moved. He tapped a key. He tapped another, then moved the trackpad. The cursor remained frozen in the centre of the screen.

“Oh, come on.”

For a second he thought the laptop itself had locked up. Then the screen went black. A new message appeared in the centre.

YOUR DEVICE HAS BEEN COMPROMISED.

Another line appeared beneath it.

ACCESSING CONTENT.

The screen changed again. This time Shaun recognised what he was looking at immediately. His own files. Folders opened one after another, their contents scrolling past far too quickly for him to follow. Old documents. Archived messages. Photographs. Notes. Things he had kept precisely because nobody else was supposed to see them.

Someone was copying everything. He reached for the power button, holding it down. His pulse began to hammer.

“No. No, no, no.”

A third message appeared.

HACKING WITH INTENT CAN CARRY A FIVE-YEAR PRISON SENTENCE.

His mouth had gone dry.

Another message followed.

YOU HAVE 1 MINUTE 30 SECONDS TO GET INTO THE LIMOUSINE WAITING OUTSIDE.

For several seconds, Shaun did nothing because his brain simply refused to process what he was seeing. Then he stood so quickly that his chair scraped backwards across the kitchen floor.

A limousine? Outside? He crossed to the window and pulled the curtain aside. A long black car was parked at the kerb. Shaun felt the bottom drop out of his stomach.

He looked back at the laptop. Fatboy was a trap. He’d been set up.

His thoughts came at him all at once. Police. Arrest. Alice. Kate. His old accounts. Everything buried under the floorboards. Everything somebody had just copied. He could imagine Alice finding out, imagine the expression on her face when she realised what he had been doing while she was on her way to Dallas.

Shaun shoved his feet into his trainers without bothering with socks. His hands were shaking badly enough that he almost dropped his keys. By the time he reached the stairs, panic had taken over completely.

He hurried down, pushed through the front door and stopped on the pavement, staring at the limousine as though it might disappear if he waited long enough.

The rear door unlocked with a soft click. Shaun stood there for one last second before pulling it open. The interior was dim and smelled faintly of perfume.

A woman sat opposite him, one leg crossed neatly over the other, a laptop resting on her lap. The pale glow from the screen lit her face from below, catching the sharp line of her cheekbones and the faint curve of amusement at the corner of her mouth.

“My, my,” Kate Markham said softly. “You have been a naughty boy.”


Chapter Two: The Sissy Claiming Ceremony

The limousine moved smoothly through the city, insulated from the outside world by tinted glass, expensive leather and a silence that was fraught with tension. Shaun sat rigidly on one side of the rear compartment, aware of the soft hum of the engine beneath him and the blur of streetlights passing beyond the windows, but unable to settle his thoughts into anything useful.

His brain was working overtime, and his heart was pounding, his throat tight, his mouth dry.

Every instinct was currently telling him right now to grab for the laptop still resting on Kate Markham’s knees or maybe hammer on the glass partition and tell the driver to stop the car, yet none of those impulses made it any further than his chest. The moment he had seen her sitting there, composed and waiting for him as though this had always been the inevitable end to his evening, panic had begun to harden into something colder.

This had been planned. He suspected down to the last detail. Was Alice in on it? What about Rod?

Kate looked perfectly calm. She was scrolling through his downloaded content with the interest of someone reading a salacious romance. The glow from the screen lit her face. Occasionally, she smiled as if she had found something she could use against him.

After a while she gave a quiet sigh and glanced up at him.

“You really should change computers every so often, my dear boy,” she said, her tone almost conversational. “At the very least, wipe one clean before hiding it under the floorboards. You have almost everything here.”

Shaun cleared his throat. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Oh, don’t be tiresome.” Her fingers moved over the trackpad again. “You know perfectly well what I’m talking about, and I know rather more than is comfortable for you.” She narrowed her eyes slightly at the screen. “Goodness. What’s this? Notes relating to some of the code used in that little Department of Justice hack five years ago. I remember getting involved with clearing that one up. Very clever, very reckless. And then here, another charming souvenir. Material connected to stolen design files from a fashion house in Prague. You really were busy, weren’t you?”

Shaun felt as though the air had been slowly squeezed out his body. He had not realised how much of the old life was there until he saw Kate moving through it so easily, naming things he had long ago filed away and almost forgotten about. Hearing them spoken aloud in her clipped, almost amused voice gave them a dreadful coherence.

“Five years in gaol might apply to the neat little incident like this evening, taken in isolation, but that is not what we have here. This,” she said, resting one hand against the edge of the laptop, “is a much more interesting package. There is enough here to suggest a long-standing pattern of criminal behaviour, enough to interest a number of people on both sides of the Atlantic, and certainly enough to make the authorities view you not as some foolish man who made one bad decision after a few beers, but as a genuine menace to society. Which, for a time, you were.”

Shaun could feel the sweat beginning under his T-shirt despite the coolness of the car. He wanted to tell her she was exaggerating, that she was piecing together fragments and making them sound more sinister than they were, but he was no longer sure how much of that would be true.

The real horror lay not simply in the fact that she had the files now, but in how easily she could turn them into a story, and how plausible that story would sound once it came from someone like Kate Markham.

She closed the laptop and folded her hands on top of it. The movement was small, precise and somehow more threatening than all the scrolling and quiet commentary that had come before.

“It is no secret,” she said, “that I have long believed my daughter married the wrong person. I have suffered your presence enough to be certain on that point. You have drifted from one phase of your life to the next, never quite deciding what you are, while Alice has had the bad taste to keep defending you as if potential and charm ought to count for more than substance.” She paused for a moment, looking at him steadily. “Still, one must make the best of what presents itself. I can also be a vengeful bitch at times, and I have decided that for the next three weeks you are going to be my own little slave.”

Shaun stared at her. The words were so measured, so elegantly spoken, that for a second his mind refused to attach any significant meaning to them. As she stared back at him, his eyes widened.

“You’re mad.”

“Possibly,” she said. “But it’s not going to stop me.”

“You can’t just blackmail me...”

Kate’s mouth curved very slightly. “I can do considerably more than blackmail you, Shaun, and that is the part I would prefer you to understand immediately. For the next three weeks you will do exactly as I say. If you refuse me, this little package will be handed over to the police, along with a carefully prepared summary that will make their task remarkably easy when they come to press charges. I do not imagine it will take Scotland Yard’s Cybercrime Unit long to begin piecing everything together, and once they start, I rather think they will keep going.”

Shaun opened his mouth to speak again, but she was not finished.

“On the other hand,” she continued, almost lightly, “I could also erase you. Not in the melodramatic sense but in a practical way. Identities, records, financial traces, official links, access to everything ordinary that allows a person to function. I could leave you with no name worth using, no bank account, no reliable proof that you are who you claim to be. Nothing. A ghost in shabby trainers and a ripped T-shirt. But I am not especially interested in doing that tonight. I want to have my fun.”

The sheer contempt in the last sentence made something flare in him despite the fear. “And what, exactly, does that mean?” he demanded. “What do you want from me?”

“For now, cooperation. Beyond that, obedience. At the end of the three weeks, if you have fulfilled all my wishes to my satisfaction, the data will be destroyed and you will walk away. You will be free to go back to your sad little life. If, however, you disappoint me, I will ensure you spend a significant part of the rest of your life in prison.”

Shaun shook his head as if he could physically cast off the situation by refusing to believe in it. “This is insane. Alice would never forgive you.”

Kate gave a soft, almost pitying laugh. “My dear boy, please don’t underestimate me.”

He felt cornered, humiliated and suddenly absurdly stupid. Kate Markham was right about one thing. She had something real. If even half the material on the laptop was as incriminating as she claimed, he could not afford to bluff.

Still, one last instinct made him push back. “You’d have to explain why you were sitting there waiting for me. Why you baited me into it. Why there was a limousine outside my flat so quickly. I think there’s a strong case of entrapment, not to mention blackmail.”

Before he could say anything else, Kate reached into her handbag and took out her mobile phone. The gesture was so smooth and unhurried that for a moment he didn’t understand what she was doing. Then she found a number, pressed the call button and raised the phone to her ear.

“Is that Scotland Yard’s Cybercrime Unit?” she said.

The blood drained from Shaun’s face all at once.

“Okay.” The word came out too loudly. He leaned forward, one hand half-raised before he realised how pathetic the movement looked. “Okay. Stop. Please.”

Kate waited a beat longer, then lowered the phone without ending the call immediately. Her eyes remained on him.

“Well?”

His thoughts were tripping over one another now, all pride gone. “Okay,” he said again, more quietly this time. “I get it. I understand. Just... don’t do that.”

Shaun sank back against the seat. Outside, the city had thinned. The warm bustle of central streets had given way to darker roads and longer stretches of brick terraces, shuttered shopfronts and pools of yellow lamplight on wet pavement. He had no idea where she was taking him. Perhaps that was deliberate too. Perhaps every stage of this had been designed to strip away the illusion that he still had any control over at all.

The car drew to a smooth halt in a dark, unfamiliar street. At once the black glass partition between the front and rear of the limousine slid down with a low mechanical hum, and the chauffeur’s voice entered the compartment for the first time.

“We’re here, Madam,” he said.

Kate inclined her head very slightly. “Thank you.”

Then she looked at Shaun, and her expression had that composed, faintly expectant quality he was already beginning to dread.

“Out you get,” she said. “Your education is about to begin.”

The street into which the limousine had turned was narrow and poorly lit, the sort of place Shaun would never have chosen to walk down at night unless he had a very good reason. Rain darkened the brickwork and left a faint sheen on the cobbles, while the surrounding buildings seemed to lean in on either side.

Ahead of them, was a plain black door with no sign above it and no hint of what lay beyond. Shaun looked from the door to Kate, hoping for some explanation that would make the evening suddenly less frightening, but she had already stepped out of the car and was smoothing the front of her coat.

“Come along,” she said, without looking back.

He followed. The driver remained by the limousine, while Kate crossed the alley and knocked three times in a pattern that suggested this was not her first visit. A few seconds later the door opened inward, revealing a narrow stairway leading down into a basement. Warm air drifted out, carrying with it a muddle of perfume, polish, alcohol and something darker underneath. Kate descended at once, and Shaun had no choice but to go after her.

At the bottom of the stairs was a small reception area lit by shaded wall lamps that cast flattering pools of amber light. Behind a narrow desk sat a young woman in fitted black leather, her dark lipstick and sleek hair giving her the glossy, composed look of someone who belonged to the place in a way Shaun plainly did not.

“Good evening, Madam.”

“Good evening, Annabel,” Kate replied. “Is the room prepared?”

“Yes, Madam.”

The young woman stepped out from behind the desk and led them through a heavy curtain into the main body of the club. Shaun stopped dead for half a second as the scene opened before him.

The bar beyond was crowded, not with the sort of city drinkers he was used to seeing spilling out of pubs on a Friday night, but with a clientele whose clothes and obvious decadence gave the whole place a dreamlike, faintly theatrical quality.

Some were dressed in leather, some in satin, some in severe dark tailoring that looked more like costume than office wear. There were men and women both, and in several cases Shaun could not immediately have said which role each person had chosen for the evening, which only added to the strange unreality of it all.

The room itself was large, with a polished wooden floor, red velvet banquettes around the edges, a long mirrored bar and a low, continuous murmur of conversation broken now and then by laughter. Beneath it all ran the steady pulse of music, not loud enough to dominate but enough to shape the atmosphere.

Shaun walked through it in a state of mounting disbelief, painfully aware of his T-shirt, shorts and trainers. At Kate’s side he felt both horribly conspicuous and entirely powerless, as if he had been dragged into the middle of a private world with its own strange and dangerous rules.

Their guide led them to a door near the back and opened it onto a room that looked at first glance like a changing room, though far more carefully prepared than any ordinary backroom space had a right to be.

The walls were painted cream, the lighting was soft and unflattering only in the sense that it showed everything, and a large mirror hung above a narrow dressing table. On one wall, suspended neatly from a hook, hung a short white nightdress trimmed with lace and frills. Beneath it was a matching pair of white satin panties laid out with equal care. On a single chair in the centre of the room rested a collar, pale against the dark upholstery, with the word Sissy picked out in silver letters. Attached to the collar was a lead. Beneath the chair sat a pair of white high heels.

“This is a joke,” he said at last, though he heard at once how thin the words sounded.

Kate closed the door behind them. “No,” she said. “This is the beginning.”

He looked from the nightdress to her, then back again. “What is this?”

Kate’s expression did not alter. “You are going to strip and change into the things prepared for you.”

“No.”

“You are,” she repeated, “going to do exactly what I say.”

Some part of Shaun still wanted to refuse, to lunge for the door or tell her to go to hell, but the force of his panic had changed shape now. It was no longer the hot, scattered panic of the car journey. It had become something heavier and more humiliating.

He could almost feel the people out there, the dreadful possibility that all of this had been arranged in advance, and beneath that was the even more dreadful knowledge that Kate still held every card that mattered. He reminded himself, desperately, that compliance did not mean surrender. It only meant buying time until he could work out a way to escape this.

“I do not have infinite patience, Shaun.”

He swallowed, then reached mechanically for the hem of his T-shirt. The act of undressing in front of her felt so degrading that for a moment his fingers would scarcely work.

He pulled the shirt over his head, stepped out of his trainers and socks, then stripped down until he was left only in his underwear, trying and failing not to think about the fact that Kate was watching every second of it with cool approval. He pulled down his boxers and stood there, hands over his manhood, the heat rising in his face.

“Put it on,” she said sternly.

The fabric was soft and unpleasantly delicate in his hands. He pulled it over his head, feeling the lace brush down across his skin before it settled around his body with an obscene lightness, far too short and far too white. The matching panties followed, making the whole thing feel surreal. By the time he had forced his feet into the high heels, his heart was pounding so loudly he thought Kate Markham might be able to hear it.

Behind him, Kate moved closer.

“There,” she said quietly. “Much better.”

He felt her hands at the back of his neck a moment later, fastening the collar with calm efficiency. The leather closed around his throat with a small click. Kate gave the lead the lightest tug, testing it, and satisfaction flickered across her face.

“Turn around.”

He did so.

She looked pleased. Not wildly excited, not melodramatically triumphant, but quietly, deeply pleased, as if a long-imagined fantasy had finally begun to take shape.

“Try not to stumble,” she said. “We are going back into the bar.”

He had imagined, absurdly, that perhaps the humiliation would be contained within this room, that she wanted only to frighten him in private. The reality of being led back out by the collar hit him with such force that his stomach turned. Yet the door was already opening, and Kate was already guiding him through it.

The murmur in the bar shifted the moment they emerged. Conversations dipped. Faces turned. People made room for them without needing to be asked, and the simple fact that none of them seemed shocked made the whole thing feel more unreal.

Shaun moved as carefully as he could in the heels, hating the sense that every step, every awkward adjustment of balance, every flush rising across his face was visible to the room.

Then someone near the centre of the bar clapped sharply for silence.

The sound cut cleanly through the low music and conversation. A space opened almost at once on the floor, those nearest stepping back. A tall figure in dark evening clothes, evidently acting as compère for whatever ritual Shaun had now been dragged into, stepped forward with a faintly ceremonial smile.

“Time,” the compère announced, “for a sissy claiming ceremony.”

A few people smiled. Others watched with solemn interest.

Kate guided him into the centre of the space and stopped. “Kneel.”

He looked at her, his humiliation so complete by now that for a second he thought he might actually be sick. Then he saw the calm warning in her eyes and did as he was told. The hard floor pressed through the thin hem of the nightdress, while the collar at his throat seemed suddenly far tighter than before.

The compère handed him a small card.

His hands were shaking enough that the card seem to dance between his fingers. He became aware of just how many strangers were watching him, of the heat in his face, of the absurd little nightdress and the lead trailing back to Kate’s hand.

The compère lifted one hand. “Let the Mistress speak.”

Kate remained standing behind him, one hand resting lightly on the lead as though it were the most natural thing in the world.

“This,” she said, her voice carrying clearly across the room, “is my worthless son-in-law, who has given me great anguish over the past few years. He has agreed to become my slave so that I may teach him how to behave better.”

There were murmurs, warmly approving. Several people nodded. One woman seated near the bar raised her glass slightly as though to salute the sentiment.

The compère turned back to him.

“Now the slave shall speak.”

Kate gave the lead a tiny pull when his fingers failed to close around it quickly enough. When he finally began to read, his voice broke on the first line and he had to start again.

“From this moment on, I yield all claim to my former masculine identity. I place my mind, my body, and my desires entirely in your hands.”

He paused only because his throat had tightened. The room remained silent, attentive.

“I promise to wear what you command, to look how you desire, and to exist strictly for your pleasure and pride. My body is your canvas, my obedience is your right, and my submission is absolute. I am yours to change, yours to display, and yours to command without hesitation.”

The final words seemed to hang in the air for a moment before the room broke into applause.

It was not raucous. That would almost have been easier to bear. Instead it was approving, as though something correct and long overdue had just been publicly acknowledged. Shaun remained on his knees while the sound washed over him, his skin burning, his hands still gripping the card, and all the while Kate stood behind him holding the lead with the poise of a woman accepting congratulations with elegant grace.

When the clapping died down and he dared glance back at her, the expression on her face made his stomach sink even further. She looked triumphant, yes, but not in any wild or theatrical way.

It was the composed triumph of a woman whose plan had begun exactly as she intended.


Chapter Three: The Indomitable Kate Markham

Kate Markham woke on Saturday morning with a thrill she had not felt in some while.

For a few moments she remained beneath the sheets, listening to the silence of the house and allowing herself to enjoy the sensation. Then she stretched, slowly and luxuriously, before slipping from the bed and reaching for the silk gown draped across the chair.

The fabric was cool against her skin as she tied it at the waist and crossed towards the window. She looked down at the garden, watching birds flit between the feeders, a squirrel scurrying up a tree. There was a gentle knock at the door and her maid, Alicia, entered carrying a breakfast tray. The young woman curtseyed gently and set the tray down on a small table.

Kate smiled. “Thank you, Alicia. Could you take our guest a coffee and some toast, please?”

Alicia curtsied again and said, “Yes, Madam.”

Kate sat at the table and picked up the morning paper, checking the headlines while she drank Earl Grey and enjoyed avocado on freshly made toast. After she went to the ensuite bathroom and stepped into the shower. She stood beneath the hot water with her eyes closed, letting it run through her hair and across her shoulders while her mind wandered inevitably back to the previous evening.

Poor Shaun.

She smiled before she could stop herself.

The memory of him kneeling in front of her in the living room while she played back the recording of the claiming ceremony had been quite exquisite. He had looked as if the floor might open beneath him at any moment, his face burning as his own trembling voice filled the room and repeated those ridiculous vows of surrender. Kate had watched him throughout, not the screen, enjoying every flicker of disbelief and humiliation that passed across his face.

She stepped from the shower and wrapped herself in a towel before wiping a clear patch in the steamed mirror. Her reflection appeared gradually through the mist, first the dark shape of her hair, then the lines of her face and shoulders.

She was forty-eight and still a striking woman. She knew that. People looked at her when she entered restaurants and turned towards her when she crossed a boardroom, and there were still enough younger men prepared to make fools of themselves around her to reassure even the most fragile ego. She had kept herself well, dressed carefully and understood her own body better than she ever had at twenty-five.

Even so, there were mornings when she wished she could have some of those years back.

She lifted one hand and rested it lightly against the curve of her breast, studying herself with a thoughtful expression. Time had altered her, certainly, but not diminished her. If anything, it had made her more formidable.

Still, there was one part of the past she would have reclaimed without hesitation.

Friedrich Jorganson.

She had loved only one man in her life, though there had been enough lovers after him to make the statement seem improbable to anyone who knew her history. None of them had mattered in quite the same way. Friedrich had been different from the beginning.

Kate had met him in Amsterdam when she was eighteen.

She had gone there with two girlfriends on what was supposed to be a cheap, reckless week away before university. They had imagined museums, bars, and adventures they would laugh about years later. Kate had been the least outgoing of the three in those days, despite what anyone meeting her now might assume. She had been romantic and still believed in love the way young women do while knowing almost nothing about the world beyond the limits of her own imagination.

Then she met Friedrich.

He was barely thirty, though to Kate he had seemed impossibly mature. He dressed beautifully without appearing vain, spoke several languages and possessed the kind of self-assurance that seemed almost preternatural. He had a way of looking at Kate that made her feel as if she had become the only person in the room. The ease with which she fell into his company surprised her even now. It was as if they were meant for each other.

What she discovered later was that Friedrich was also a dominant.

Not in the cartoonish sense Kate had once associated with the word, nor with the crude bravado of men who mistook forcefulness for authority. Friedrich never needed to raise his voice and never rushed her into anything. His control appeared first in tiny ways, so subtle that Kate barely recognised what was happening until she was already responding to it.

He chose the restaurant. He ordered the wine. He would place a hand lightly against the small of her back and guide her through a doorway, or tell her where to sit with such natural certainty that obedience seemed easier than questioning him.

At first, she thought it was simply confidence.

Then came the conversations.

Friedrich did not mock her innocence. He seemed to find it appealing, though he never treated her as foolish. He asked what she wanted, what frightened her, what she imagined love was supposed to feel like. Kate, who had spent most of her late teens pretending, found herself admitting things to him she had never said aloud.

Their relationship developed slowly, and she stayed in Amsterdam.

A week became a month, then several months, while her friends returned home without her and her family oscillated between outrage and disbelief. Kate barely cared. Friedrich had opened a door she had not known existed, and on the other side was a world that seemed far larger than the one she had been preparing for.

He took her to private clubs hidden behind anonymous doors, to dinners where beautiful, intimidating people spoke openly about desire and control, and into relationships between men and women that bore very little resemblance to anything Kate had been taught to expect. Yet he never made her feel exposed or foolish. He remained beside her throughout, explaining when she asked and waiting when she needed time.

For all the glamour and strangeness of that period, the memory that stayed with her most strongly was not of any particular club or ritual. It was Friedrich sitting across from her one rainy afternoon in a small café beside a canal, telling her that the most important thing a dominant could possess was patience.

“Anyone can give an order,” he had told her. “The difficult part is understanding when the other person is ready to obey it.”

At eighteen, Kate had thought the sentence impossibly profound. At forty-eight, she understood it rather better. She smiled at her reflection and picked up the towel again.

Kate took her time dressing.

She stood for several minutes in front of the open wardrobe, considering one outfit and then another before settling on a dark skirt and an elegant blouse with a high collar and tie neck. The choice pleased her immediately. It was severe without being austere, feminine without looking soft, the sort of thing that suited both her age and the authority she would need to express today. She tied her hair back neatly, applied only a small amount of lipstick and stepped into a pair of black court shoes before turning towards the mirror.

The reflection seemed composed, almost untouchable and it made her think of Friedrich again.

For all his dominance, Friedrich had never wanted Kate to remain passive within that world. Quite the opposite. Once he understood that she was beginning to respond not only to submission but to the exercise of control itself, he encouraged her to explore it.

At first the idea had embarrassed her. She had spent so long fascinated by his certainty, by the ease with which he could guide her with a word or a look, that imagining herself in the opposite role had felt almost impossible.

Friedrich told her that power was not something that belonged naturally to one sex or one type of person. It was something that could be learned, shaped and understood.

So he taught her.

Slowly, carefully, he introduced her to men and women who were willing to submit to her, always with clear boundaries and always with Kate free to stop whenever she wished.

The first time had left her shaking, not with fear exactly but with the shock of discovering how much she enjoyed being obeyed. There was something almost intoxicating about watching a man hesitate and then comply, about feeling the atmosphere in a room change because of a decision she had made.

Friedrich watched all of this with quiet amusement and unmistakable pride.

Kate grew more confident. The instructions came more naturally. She learned how tone mattered, how anticipation could be more powerful than force, how silence itself could become a kind of pressure. Friedrich had taught her submission by understanding when to wait, and now he taught her dominance in much the same way.

For a time, it seemed as if their life might continue indefinitely.

Then Kate became pregnant. The memory had never softened with age.

She had been frightened at first, then strangely elated. There was something about the knowledge that a child was growing inside her that made the future suddenly feel real in a way it never had before. She expected Friedrich to be shocked, certainly, perhaps even worried, but some part of her had also imagined that once the surprise passed he would smile and begin working out what came next.

Instead, he suggested a termination.

Kate had stared at him, waiting for the punchline that never came.

Friedrich had not been cruel. That almost made it worse. He spoke calmly, patiently, as he always did, and admitted that his reasons were selfish. A child would change everything. Their freedom, their travelling, the clubs, the lovers, the strange and exhilarating life they had built together. He did not want any of it interrupted.

At first Kate refused to discuss it. Then Friedrich returned to the subject. Gently at first, then more persistently. He tried to persuade her that they could always have children later if she wanted them, that this was the wrong time, that what they had together was too rare to surrender before either of them was ready.

The pressure continued until something inside Kate finally broke.

Not dramatically. There was no screaming match, no smashed glass, no final theatrical confrontation. She simply woke one morning and realised that she no longer recognised the life she was fighting to preserve.

Within days, she was back in England. Alice was born months later, and Kate had never regretted the decision for a single second. Not once.

That did not mean she stopped loving Friedrich.

There were emotions, Kate had discovered over the years, that did not disappear merely because a relationship ended. They changed shape, became quieter, settled somewhere less intrusive, but they remained. She had taken other lovers and built a life Friedrich would barely have recognised, yet even now there were moments when she could close her eyes and hear his voice as clearly as if he were standing behind her.

Alicia entered quietly while Kate was still looking into the mirror.

“Excuse me, Madam.”

Kate glanced towards her. Alicia had come to collect the breakfast tray and began clearing the china with the efficient, unobtrusive movements Kate valued in her.

“How is our guest?” Kate asked.

Alicia looked up briefly. “He looks a little tired, Madam.”

Kate smiled. She turned back towards the mirror and adjusted the tie at the neck of her blouse, smoothing the fabric carefully before checking the line of the skirt. The look was exactly what she wanted. Controlled, elegant, authoritative without needing to announce itself.

“Do you think this will do?” she asked.

Alicia paused with the tray in her hands and looked at her properly.

“You look perfect, Madam.”


Chapter Four: The Girl in the Mirror

Shaun woke with a start, the memory of the previous night returning almost before he had fully opened his eyes. His heart sank.

The images came back in a rush: the limousine, Kate sitting opposite him with the laptop on her knees, the club hidden beneath the city, the white nightdress, the collar, the stupid applause.

The bedroom was ridiculous.

There was no other word for it. It looked as though somebody had taken a small girl's idea of femininity and been given an unlimited budget to realise it. The walls were an intense shade of pink, softened only slightly by white mouldings and a pale carpet so deep his feet would probably disappear into it. The bed had a white painted frame with curled metalwork, piled high with cushions, lace-edged pillows and a quilt embroidered with tiny roses. Pink curtains framed a tall window, and opposite the bed stood a white dressing table crowded with perfume bottles, brushes, cosmetics and a large oval mirror.

Even the lampshades had little bows on them.

Shaun pushed himself upright and immediately became aware that he was still wearing the lingerie from last night.

He looked down at himself with disgust, then tugged the quilt up over his waist as though that might somehow improve matters.

The door opened without so much as a polite knock and a young woman entered carrying a tray.

She was petite, neatly made up and dressed in a black maid's uniform with a crisp white apron and small lace headpiece. She crossed the room with the quiet confidence of someone who had done the same thing a thousand times before.

The tray held a cup of coffee, several slices of toast and a folded napkin.

Shaun stared at her. “Who the hell are you?”

The young woman barely reacted. She placed the tray on the small table beside the window, then turned towards him and gave a neat little curtsey.

“My name is Alicia. Mistress says you are to have breakfast.”

“Mistress?”

Alicia’s expression did not change. “Madam Markham.”

“Oh, for God's sake.”

She gave another small curtsey, turned and left before he could ask anything else.

Shaun listened to the door close and sat there for several seconds, staring after her.

He threw back the covers and climbed out of bed, immediately feeling exposed in the pale lingerie. His first thought was to find his clothes from the previous evening, but there was no sign of them. The room appeared almost unnaturally tidy, as though nothing masculine had ever crossed the threshold.

He went to the wardrobe and pulled open the doors.

Rows of skirts and blouses hung in carefully coordinated sections. Most of them looked as though they belonged in a smart office: pencil skirts, pleated skirts, silk blouses, and several jackets in muted colours. There were dresses too, though fewer of them, all neat and feminine. Beneath the clothes he could see pairs of shoes arranged in perfect lines, almost all of them high heels.

Shaun checked the other side of the wardrobe, then crouched to look along the bottom as though someone might have hidden a pair of jeans behind the shoes.

Nothing.

He moved to the chest of drawers next. The first drawer contained bras and panties folded neatly. The second held stockings, tights and suspender belts. The third contained slips, camisoles and soft nightwear. Another drawer held scarves and a collection of belts. Shaun He looked around the room again, this time with mounting desperation. There had to be something. A dressing gown, perhaps. A tracksuit. An old T-shirt. Anything that did not require him to walk around looking like somebody's cutie doll.

Eventually he returned to the bed and sat down heavily.

The coffee was still steaming, and irritation gave way to hunger. He ate the toast while trying to think.

The most obvious thought was just to leave.  He could wrap the duvet around himself, march downstairs and walk straight out of the house. Kate could hardly physically stop him. At least, he assumed she couldn't.

Then what?

His flat was miles away. He had no money, no clothes, no phone and no idea what was waiting for him at home. He pictured himself walking along suburban roads wrapped in a pink duvet and nearly laughed despite himself.

Even if he somehow made it home, Kate still had the laptop. She still had the files. She had already shown how easily she could reach into parts of his life he thought were buried for good.

If he could get his mobile that might change things.

He could call Alice and tell her exactly what had happened. He could tell her that her mother had finally gone completely off the deep end, that she had blackmailed him, and tried to imprison him in a bedroom decorated like a doll's house.

Before he had finished the toast, however, the door opened again and Kate Markham stood there. She wore a pair of black slacks and low heels, a formal blouse and her hair was tied back. Shaun jumped, dropped the tray and the toast and pulled the duvet up around him. “Let me out of here!”

She sighed. “We’ve already discussed this. If you want to behave like a brat, I can treat you like one. It wouldn’t be difficult. Now, pick up that mess and come with me.”

He could feel the heat in his cheeks again, and he almost felt like bursting into tears. She raised an eyebrow and, to his shame, he bent down and picked up the tray, the cup and the last of the half-eaten toast. He was just going to have to string along and hope something happened that got him out of this mess.

Shaun followed Kate down the stairs with the breakfast tray still in his hands, painfully aware of how ridiculous he must look. The pale lingerie clung to him in all the wrong places, and every step through the large, immaculate house seemed to make him more conscious of it. Kate moved ahead without once looking back, her heels clicking softly against the floor as she led him past the main hall into the kitchen where Alicia was washing some dishes. She smiled politely as Kate told him to put the tray down and then led him towards a narrower staircase descending below the house.

The air changed as they went down. It was cooler in the cellar, the polished domestic elegance above giving way to painted walls, discreet lighting and a long corridor with several closed doors. Shaun glanced around, trying to work out what part of the house this was supposed to be, but Kate gave him no explanation. She simply continued until she reached a door near the end of the passage and opened it.

He stepped in. Mirrors covered the walls from floor to ceiling, reflecting him from every angle and multiplying the sight of his bare legs, lingerie and a tired, anxious expression. There seemed to be dozens of versions of him staring back and in all of them he was a pathetic little man in a skimpy girl’s outfit.

In the centre of the room stood a large reclining chair, somewhere between a dentist's chair and something from an old medical laboratory, with a padded headrest, broad arm supports and straps fitted neatly at the wrists and ankles.

Kate walked over to it and rested one hand on the back.

“Sit.”

Shaun stared at her, then at the chair. Kate merely waited.

After a moment, he put the tray down on a nearby counter and lowered himself reluctantly into the seat. The upholstery was cold against the backs of his legs. Before he could change his mind, Kate stepped closer and fastened one strap around his right wrist, then the left, working with such calm efficiency that the whole thing felt more unsettling than if she had hurried. She moved to his ankles next, securing them against the padded rests.

Shaun gave a short, disbelieving laugh.

“What is this supposed to be? I’m supposed to sit here and stare at myself and muse on what a bad boy I’ve been.”

Kate checked the final fastening and straightened.

“It’s an old Cold War psychological operations system,” she said. “They knew how to make things back then. I picked it up from an auction in Prague a few years back. I don’t suppose you’ve ever seen The Ipcress File. When they try to brainwash Palmer? No, I guess not.”

Shaun looked around at the mirrors again. “You’re mad.”

Kate smiled.

Then she leaned forward until her face was close to his, one hand resting lightly on the arm of the chair. Shaun could smell her perfume and feel the faint warmth of her breath near his ear.

“This,” she whispered, “is how we get you to behave.” Then she kissed him gently on the cheek.

Kate drew back before he could answer, crossed the room and opened the door. A moment later she stepped outside and closed it behind her.

The room was colder than Shaun had realised when Kate first brought him down there. At the time he had been too distracted by the mirrors, the chair and the straps to pay much attention to the temperature, but now that he was alone the chill seemed to gather around him, creeping over his bare legs and arms. In what little he was wearing, there was no escape from it. The pale nightdress sat awkwardly on his body, one narrow strap having slipped down over his shoulder, and when he looked towards the mirrors he saw a dishevelled figure staring back at him from every direction.

His shaggy hair had fallen forward around his face, untidy from sleep while exhaustion had hollowed his eyes and left him looking far less defiant than he wanted to feel.

There were so many reflections that it became difficult not to study them. Every wall offered another Shaun, and each reflection was caught again somewhere else until the room seemed populated by dozens of versions of him, all restrained in the same chair and wearing the same absurd little nightdress. He shifted his shoulders, but the movement only caused the fallen strap to slip a little farther down his arm. The effect was pathetic.

Kate had called it PsyOps, but Shaun still suspected some elaborate joke, perhaps another attempt to humiliate him before she finally got bored and let him go, maybe sent some pictures to Alice. It was her revenge for not being the man she wanted for her daughter.

He tried the straps again, twisting one wrist and then the other, but there was no useful movement. The chair held him comfortably enough, yet firmly, and after several minutes he stopped wasting his strength. There was nothing to do except wait.

That was when he noticed the sound.

At first it was so low that he could not tell whether he was actually hearing it. It might have been part of the house, some distant piece of machinery starting somewhere behind the walls, but the longer he listened, the more certain he became that the sound belonged to the room.

A deep, steady hum had begun beneath everything else, so faint initially that it seemed to sit below hearing, yet powerful enough to be felt through the chair. Gradually it thickened, building by degrees rather than increasing suddenly, until Shaun could sense the vibration along his spine and through his ribs.

He frowned and looked around for speakers, but the mirrors revealed nothing except himself. The hum continued to rise, not becoming painfully loud but somehow growing more physical, until it seemed to pass through his body rather than around it. He could feel it in his chest, in his jaw, faintly behind his eyes, and the sensation was unsettling enough that he pulled against the restraints again. The straps remained firm, while the vibration kept building in slow waves that seemed almost to match his breathing.

The first flicker of colour appeared so subtly that he thought it was a trick of the light. He blinked a couple of times.

A violet glow passed across the mirror directly ahead of him, followed by a trace of blue that spread slowly over the glass and then dissolved. Shaun blinked again, but another colour emerged, deeper this time, sliding across the room in a soft wash of red and gold. The reflections were still visible beneath it for several seconds, wavering as though seen through water, and then they disappeared entirely.

Colour filled the space where the mirrors had been.

It did not look like light projected onto a flat surface. Instead it seemed to float somewhere in front of him, drifting and folding in slow, liquid patterns that appeared to move closer whenever he tried to focus on them.

Deep purples bled into blues, blues warmed into gold, and occasional flashes of green or crimson broke apart into smaller fragments that spiralled away before reforming somewhere else. The room seemed to have lost its edges. Even the mirrors themselves became difficult to locate once the colour began moving across them.

The hum changed with it, rising and falling almost imperceptibly, and after a while Shaun found himself watching the patterns despite every instinct telling him not to. There was something hypnotic in their movement, not because they were beautiful exactly, but because they never repeated in quite the same way. Whenever he thought he had understood the pattern, it dissolved and another formed behind it.

Then, abruptly, the colour faded.

The mirrors returned.

Shaun found himself looking at his own reflections again, and for several seconds he did not recognise what was different. The same chair was there, the same nightdress and the same long hair falling around his face, yet the image had changed enough to make him lean forward instinctively against the straps. His features seemed softer somehow. The hair appeared less shaggy, falling in a more deliberate frame around his face, while the harshness of his tired expression had been smoothed away. Even the nightdress seemed to sit differently on him, as though it belonged more naturally against his body.

He stared at the central reflection and tried to work out what had been altered.

Before he could decide, the image dissolved again.

Colour swept back across the mirrors in a burst of pink, silver and pale blue, though none of the shades remained long enough for him to hold onto them. The hum deepened once more and seemed to settle into a rhythm that his mind unwillingly followed. His breathing slowed.

Somewhere in the noise, a voice began.

He could not have said exactly when.

There was no clear point at which the hum stopped being merely a sound and became something more. One moment there was only the deep vibration moving through him, and then Shaun realised that a woman's voice had been speaking for some time, woven so closely into the sound that his mind had accepted it before consciously recognising it.

The voice was low and calm, without urgency. It did not shout at him or tell him that he must obey. Instead, it seemed to oscillate with the hum, appearing and disappearing beneath it, sometimes so faint that he had to listen harder to make out the words. When he did, he realised that it was speaking directly to him.

It told him there was no need to be frightened.

It told him that he was tired.

It told him how much easier everything would feel if he stopped fighting for a little while and simply allowed himself to rest.

Shaun tried to laugh, but even that required more effort than he expected. He told himself it was just a recording, another game, something designed to unsettle him until he became suggestible enough to do whatever she wanted. Knowing that should have made it easy to ignore, yet the voice did not challenge him directly. It simply continued, patient and soothing, slipping between the pulses of sound and the slow drift of colour.

Then it told him he was pretty.

He almost said it aloud in disbelief, but the colours shifted again and the mirrors reappeared before he could respond. This time the changes were more obvious. The face looking back at him was still recognisably his, but the rough edges had been softened further. His hair seemed fuller and smoother, falling in loose waves around cheeks that appeared more delicate. The line of his jaw was less pronounced, while his eyes looked larger and somehow brighter. There was no dramatic transformation, nothing that made the reflection look like a stranger, and perhaps that was what disturbed him most.

It looked like Shaun.

Only prettier.

The voice seemed to know.

It spoke about his hair, about the shape of his mouth and the fine lines of his face, drawing his attention to things he had never thought of as feminine before. It suggested that perhaps they had always been there, unnoticed because he had never been encouraged to look at himself in that way. There was no insistence, no order that he accept the idea. The voice simply offered it to him repeatedly, each time in slightly different language, until Shaun found himself studying the reflection instead of rejecting it.

The mirrors vanished again and colour came rushing back, brighter now, turning the room into something dreamlike and fluid. Sometimes the patterns moved slowly, long ribbons of light drifting across his vision, while at other moments they fractured rapidly into tiny sparks that seemed to flash in time with the sound. Shaun lost any sense of where the room ended and the images began. He could still feel the chair beneath him and the restraints around his wrists and ankles, but those physical sensations became strangely distant, little more than reminders that some part of him remained anchored in place.

The voice ebbed and flowed with everything else.

Sometimes it was perfectly clear, speaking to him in warm, measured phrases about relaxation and beauty, while at other times it faded so deeply into the hum that he heard only isolated words. Soft. Pretty. Calm. Feminine. Each one seemed to hang in his mind for a moment before disappearing beneath the next wave of sound.

Shaun tried several times to focus on Alice.

He pictured her at the airport, turning back to wave before disappearing through departures with Rod. He tried to imagine her voice and the way she would react if she could see him now, strapped into some bizarre contraption in her mother's cellar while coloured lights flickered over his face. The thought ought to have pulled him back into anger, but even Alice seemed curiously far away. Her image blurred into the colours almost as soon as he formed it.

Once again, the mirrors returned.

One reflection showed his hair arranged in soft curls around his shoulders. Another seemed to give him the faintest touch of makeup, his eyes defined and his lips slightly fuller. In another, the nightdress no longer looked like something ridiculous that had been forced upon him. It looked right, falling softly over a body that appeared narrower and more graceful than his own.

He knew it was manipulation. Somewhere deep inside.

These were images. They were projections or tricks of the mirrors, nothing more. Kate had bought the machine because she wanted to frighten him, confuse him, perhaps convince him that he was becoming something he was not. Understanding the mechanism ought to make him immune to it.

Yet the reflection in front of him was disturbingly convincing.

The face had his eyes.

His nose.

His mouth.

Even the slightly stubborn expression around the brows was his.

Nothing had been replaced so much as adjusted, softened and rearranged into a version of himself that seemed almost plausible. Shaun could imagine that face existing somewhere, perhaps after a haircut and makeup, perhaps after more changes he did not want to think about. The possibility lodged in his mind before he could reject it.

The voice continued to speak of prettiness, but the word no longer sounded quite as absurd as it had the first time.

Time became impossible to measure. Shaun had no watch, no window and nothing by which to judge how long the sequence had been running. It might have been half an hour or several hours or days. The colours kept returning, the mirrors kept clearing and each time they did he seemed to find some small difference waiting for him. Occasionally the changes were so slight he wondered if he had imagined them. At other times the person in the glass appeared unmistakably feminine, though always recognisable enough to be unsettling.

With every cycle, his resistance became harder to maintain.

The voice grew gentler as he tired.

It no longer seemed to be digging into his thoughts so much as settling among them, quietly rearranging the atmosphere inside his head. It talked about letting go, about allowing himself to see possibilities without judging them, about how easy it was to rest when there was nothing left to prove. Somewhere among those phrases the word pretty returned again, followed by girl, then soft and feminine, until they ceased to feel like separate suggestions and became part of the rhythm surrounding him.

Eventually the mirrors cleared for what Shaun dimly assumed was another cycle. The figure looking back at him was the most feminine yet.

Shaun watched her.

For a moment he forgot that he was supposed to hate what he was seeing.

The reflection simply looked back at him, while the voice murmured somewhere behind the image and the colours began slowly to gather around its edges.

His eyes closed. He opened them again, though only with effort.

The woman in the mirror blurred into pale light before his vision settled. Shaun could feel the chair holding him, the cool air on his skin and the faint pressure of the straps, but none of it seemed important any longer. His head sank back against the padded rest and his breathing deepened without conscious effort.

Shaun tried once more to think of Alice, of his flat, of FixIt DIY and all the ordinary things that belonged to the life outside Kate Markham's house, but the thoughts would not hold their shape. They slipped away almost as soon as he reached for them, replaced by colour, sound and the lingering memory of the feminine face in the mirror.

At some point, he stopped trying.

His body relaxed fully into the chair, his breathing settling into a slow, even rhythm while the machinery continued around him. The last thing he remembered was the voice somewhere deep inside the hum, reassuring him so softly that he could no longer tell whether he was hearing it or merely imagining it.

Then Shaun drifted into a deep sleep as the girl in the mirror stared back.


Chapter Five: Good Girl

Dreams moved through him in bright, fragmentary flashes, never quite settling and yet carrying the unmistakable logic of something designed to change him.

Again and again he caught sight of a girl in white. Sometimes she seemed close enough to touch, standing in a wash of pale light with her hands folded demurely before her, while at other moments she was no more than a fleeting impression caught at the edge of his vision, the shimmer of satin, the soft fall of lace, the suggestion of ribbons in her hair.

He never saw her long enough to decide whether she was a stranger or someone he knew. What unsettled him, even within the dream, was the sense that she might somehow be neither. That she was maybe a part of him.

Each time she appeared, the same voice followed.

Good girl.

The words were spoken gently. They seemed to settle over, warmly spreading through his chest and down into the rest of him until all the strain loosened its grip. Every time the voice returned, the same feeling came with it. Safe. Held. A desire to let go. He drifted deeper into it, not questioning why those two simple words should have such an effect, only surrendering to the strange comfort they brought.

Good girl. Good girl.

Again the white satin shimmered before him.

He saw a full skirt, luminous and soft, its surface catching the light in tiny ripples. He saw lace at the throat and shoulders, gathered into delicate frills, and ribbons woven into hair that framed a pretty, obedient face. Then the image shifted and blurred, dissolving before he could fix it properly in his mind. The voice came once more, lower now, as though whispering against his ear.

Good girl.

That warmth spread through him again, deeper than before, and somewhere inside the dream began to change him.

When he finally woke, it was with the slow, uncertain confusion of someone emerging from a place more vivid than ordinary sleep. For several seconds he lay perfectly still, staring up at the pale ceiling, unsure whether the voice only belonged to the dream or whether some trace of it still lingered in the room. His body felt wrong in ways that were difficult to pin down. Oddly light and heavy at once. There was a softness to his limbs, a faint weakness in his muscles and a curious floating sensation in his head.

Shaun drew in a breath and pushed himself upright, the quilt slipping down around his waist. The room was still pink walls and white furniture, yet this time he registered it through a slight haze, as though some part of him had not fully caught up with being awake. He rubbed one hand over his face, trying to clear the last of the dream from his mind. His chin felt unusually smooth, silken almost.

Good girl.

The words made his stomach tighten.

He turned his head then and saw the dress.

It was hanging on the wall opposite the bed. In the soft morning light filtering through the pink curtains, the whole thing seemed almost to glow.

It was white, though not a flat or simple white. The satin held a pearl-like sheen, so that the colour shifted subtly with the angle of the light, becoming creamy in one fold and almost silvery in another.

The bodice was fitted and exquisitely made, cut to shape the torso neatly while still retaining an innocent, doll-like prettiness. Across the upper part ran an elaborate lace yoke, delicate and intricate, its floral patterns so finely worked that from a distance it resembled frost laid across glass.

The neckline rose high at the throat, trimmed with a gathered frill that stood up softly around the neck and gave the whole thing an air of old-fashioned femininity, almost childish in its sweetness but far too deliberate to be mistaken for naïve.

The sleeves were short and full, puffed at the shoulders in a way that immediately brought to mind storybook heroines, yet the effect was made more ornate by the overlay of lace. Each sleeve ballooned gently before narrowing towards the upper arm, where more lace fell in soft scallops, its edges worked into tiny loops and floral points. The combination of satin and lace gave the dress a curious double nature. It was undeniably pretty, undeniably feminine, but also so detailed, so carefully put together, that it carried a sense of intention far beyond ordinary clothing.

A wide satin sash encircled the waist, tied into an elegant bow at one side. Its long tails fell over the skirt in smooth folds, catching the light as they draped downward. Beneath it, the skirt itself flared generously, beginning in graceful fullness and then widening into a series of soft tiers. Each tier was edged with lace ruffles layered one over another, creating a cloud of white frills that gave the lower half of the dress movement even while it hung still.

The hem was particularly elaborate. Satin gave way there to a froth of lace underskirts and soft gathered trim, so that the edge looked weightless, as though the dress would sway and whisper with every small step. Shaun could imagine how it might move when worn: the little flutter of the ruffles, the glimmer of satin beneath the lace, the bow at the waist rising and falling with each breath.

Above it all, pinned carefully to the wall just beside the dress, were ribbons.

They were white too, though a softer white than the satin, with a matte finish that made them look almost velvety. Several had been fashioned into neat bows, while others hung in loose lengths, clearly intended to be threaded through hair or tied at the temples. Their presence completed the picture in an uncomfortably direct way.

Shaun could not look away.

The dream returned to him in fragments, and with it the disturbing recognition that this was very nearly the dress he had seen there, only now it was real, hanging before him in daylight, waiting.

Good girl.

Shaun pushed back the covers and climbed carefully out of bed, only to discover at once that his legs did not feel entirely steady beneath him. A light-headed weakness passed through him as soon as he stood, and he had to pause with one hand against the bedpost while the room settled around him. The sensation was not exactly dizziness. It was more as though his body had become unfamiliar during the night and now required a moment’s negotiation before it could be trusted again.

He became aware then that he was wearing a different nightdress.

The one from the previous day had been flimsy and humiliating in a crude way. This was not like that. It was white, soft and sheer, the fabric so fine that it barely seemed to exist between his skin and the cool air of the room. It fell lightly over his body, brushing his thighs with every small movement, and there was something about the touch of it that unsettled him. It did not merely sit on him. It seemed to belong against his skin, cool and whisper-soft, as though it had been chosen with careful knowledge of how it would feel once worn.

Still unsteady, he crossed towards the wardrobe. As he passed the mirrored door, he caught sight of himself and stopped. His body was smooth. His chest, his legs, even his arms looked startlingly bare beneath the gauzy white of the nightdress. The absence of hair altered him more than he would have expected. It made his limbs look cleaner, finer, almost softer, while the sheer fabric only heightened that impression. For a moment he lifted one hand and ran it slowly over his arm, then over the flat plane of his thigh, half disbelieving the evidence of his own touch. Then there was his face, no dark shadow as if the hairs had been spirited away.

He stood there gazing at the reflection as though it belonged to somebody caught halfway between one identity and another. His hair, still loose and disordered around his face, only added to the effect. Against the smoothness of his body and the pale fall of the nightdress, it seemed more feminine than he could have imagined.

Then he noticed what was waiting beneath the dress on the wall.

A chair had been placed there, directly below the dress. On the seat lay the rest of what would be needed. White lingerie, folded. A bra of soft satin and lace. Matching panties. A garter belt, its pale straps arranged so carefully they looked delicately ornamental. Draped over the back of the chair were lace-top stockings, long and translucent, their tops edged with floral bands of white lace. On the carpet below, positioned side by side, stood a pair of white Mary Jane high heels. Their glossy straps and neat rounded toes gave them an innocent appearance.

He looked from the chair to the dress and back again.

The room was quiet. Good girl.

The words bloomed inside his head, as unmistakable as memory and as intimate as thought. With them came the same sensation he had known in sleep, that strange spreading warmth which began somewhere deep in his chest and moved gently through the rest of him. It was the most disconcerting part of all, because the feeling was real. Warmth. Safety. A hush inside himself, as though some frightened and frantic corner of him had briefly been soothed.

He found himself imagining how the satin would feel under his hands, how the bow at the waist would look, how the skirt would fall. The thoughts came unbidden and he recoiled from it inwardly, but it returned at once, stronger this time.

The urge to try it on arrived quietly.

It was only a flicker, a vague curiosity. But it did not fade. It gathered itself. It became insistent. Standing there in the white nightdress, Shaun became aware of a growing pressure within him, not exactly a command and not exactly a wish, but something in between. The dress waited for him. The chair with its folded lingerie too.

The pull continued to grow.

It was there in the way his gaze kept returning to the soft white bra and the delicate stockings. It was there in the thought of the dress hanging immaculate on the wall. It was there each time the words good girl drifted through his mind and that answering warmth moved through him again, stronger now, almost comforting. What began as temptation sharpened into urgency. He could not have said why. Only that the need to put the outfit on, to see it completed, to know how it would look and feel, became more and more difficult to resist.

His hands rose to the straps of the nightdress.

He hesitated, looking at himself in the wardrobe mirror, and saw a pale, uncertain figure staring back. Then he slipped the nightdress from his shoulders and let it fall. The air touched his smooth skin, and he shivered.

The lingerie came first.

He picked up the panties and stepped into them with careful movements, the soft white fabric settling lightly into place. The garter belt followed, delicate around his waist, its straps hanging loosely until he fastened the stockings one by one. Each clip, each adjustment, seemed to draw him further into the ritual of dressing until the process began to feel natural. The bra slipped over his shoulders, and he fastened it behind without thinking or struggling, as if he had done it a thousand times before.

Good girl.

The words moved through him again, warm and praising.

By the time he reached for the dress, his breathing had changed. It came more slowly now, and with each breath the unease in him seemed to mingle with something else, something far more dangerous because it was close to anticipation.

He lifted the dress carefully from its hanger. Up close, it was even more elaborate than it had first appeared, all sheen and lace and feminine extravagance. The satin was cool in his hands. He drew it over his head and shoulders, guiding himself into it piece by piece until it settled against his body. Then he turned awkwardly to fasten what needed fastening, smoothing the bodice into place, arranging the sleeves, adjusting the sash at the waist. When the bow finally sat neatly at his side and the full skirt fell properly around him, he stood very still for a moment, scarcely trusting himself to look.

The shoes waited below.

He sat on the edge of the bed to put them on, fastening each little strap across his foot with fingers that seemed oddly reverent by now. When he stood again, the heels lifted him, altering the line of his body and forcing him into a more feminine stance.

At last, he turned to the mirror.

The figure reflected there was not a parody, not an embarrassed man clumsily dressed up for amusement. Nor was it quite a woman, at least not in any simple sense. It was Shaun and yet not Shaun, softened and transformed by satin, lace and the removal of everything rough that had anchored him so firmly to the self he thought he knew. The white dress suited him. The high throat and frilled lace framed his face; the ribbons of the sash fell elegantly over the skirt; the smoothness of his body made the whole thing look disturbingly coherent.

He looked pretty.

The thought came at once, clear and undeniable.

Worse, when he let himself stand there and truly feel the weight of the skirt, the fitted bodice, the light pull of the stockings and the raised poise demanded by the heels, another feeling rose quietly behind the first.

He felt pretty too.

The warmth returned, deeper now, settling around him like approval, and somewhere in the silence of the room the words formed once more with devastating gentleness.

Good girl.

The door opened quietly behind him.

Shaun saw Alicia, her black maid’s dress and white apron shimmering slightly as she stepped into the room. She stopped just inside, took in the sight of him standing there in the white satin dress and heels, and smiled with such gentle approval that the reaction unsettled.

“Good girl,” she said softly. “You are ready.”

The words said out loud struck him immediately.

Warmth spread through him again. It seemed to loosen something inside him before he had time to fight it. Shaun’s fingers tightened around the folds of his skirt and he looked away from Alicia, almost angry with himself for responding at all.

She appeared not to notice his discomfort.

“Come and sit down.”

Alicia crossed to the dressing table and pulled out the little upholstered stool. Shaun hesitated only briefly before walking towards her, concentrating on the unfamiliar heels and the soft movement of the dress around his legs. Each step made the skirt whisper against itself. When he lowered himself onto the stool, Alicia stood behind him and gathered his hair lightly between her fingers.

The dress was even more overwhelming at close range. White satin filled the lower half of the reflection, while lace gathered high around his throat and spread in delicate layers across his shoulders. His face still looked tired and uncertain above it, his hair loose and uneven from sleep, but the rest of him had already been shaped into something far more feminine than he wanted to admit.

Alicia began brushing his hair.

She worked slowly, drawing the brush through the tangles from the ends upwards so that there was almost no pulling. The motion was repetitive and strangely calming, the soft drag of the bristles over his scalp becoming another sensation he found difficult to resist. Shaun watched her in the mirror, expecting some trace of amusement, but she seemed entirely serious about what she was doing.

“You have lovely hair,” she said.

Shaun gave no answer.

Alicia separated it carefully into two sections, smoothing each side until the shaggy disorder had disappeared. She drew the first section outward and secured it high enough to fall beside his face, then repeated the process on the other side. The result was almost childishly feminine: two soft pigtails framing his cheeks, the ends curling naturally where his hair had been brushed into shape.

Then came the ribbons.

Alicia selected two white satin bows and tied one around each pigtail, taking her time to make them even. She adjusted the loops with her fingertips until both sat neatly against his hair, then stepped back slightly to inspect the effect.

Alicia seemed pleased.

“There,” she said. “Much sweeter.”

That warmth moved through him again at the praise, though weaker this time. Shaun felt the emotion run through him, but Alicia had already reached for the makeup laid neatly across the dressing table.

“Close your eyes.”

The mascara came first. Alicia worked carefully, telling him to look down and then upward while she darkened his lashes just enough to make them more noticeable. There was no dramatic transformation. She seemed to understand that very little was required. Once she finished, Shaun’s eyes looked softer in the mirror, the dark lashes sharpening their shape.

Lipstick followed.

Alicia chose a pale shade, somewhere between rose and soft red, and applied it with a small brush rather than directly from the tube. Shaun felt the cool touch against his mouth while she worked from the centre outward, following the natural line of his lips and then asking him to press them together.

He looked pretty.

The thought returned, stronger than before. Shaun felt a tremor of unease, but it came mixed with that same disturbing sense of warmth, as though some part of him had been waiting to hear the conclusion.

Alicia rested her hands lightly on his shoulders and looked at him through the mirror.

“Good girl.”

His breath caught.

The response was instant this time. Warmth unfolded through him, carrying with it a strange sense of reassurance and approval that made the words feel almost precious despite everything he knew about where they had come from.

Alicia gave his ribbons one final adjustment.

Then she stepped back.

“Mistress is waiting for you.”


Chapter Six: Training Charlotte

Kate Markham was already seated in the garden when Alicia appeared with Shaun.

The morning had that brittle brightness peculiar to early spring, when the sun could look generous without giving much warmth. It lay in pale gold bands across the lawn and the edges of the flower beds, picking out the first brave colours among the borders while leaving long, fine shadows beneath the trees.

A faint frost still silvered the grass in the places where the light had not yet fully reached, and each breath of air carried a chill sharp enough to remind Kate that winter had not entirely loosened its hold.

She sat wrapped in a light cashmere coat, one long leg crossed over the other, a cup of coffee resting in her hand while the morning paper lay folded on the small iron table beside her.

From where she sat, she could see almost the whole of the rear garden: the clipped hedges, the stone path, the rose beds not yet in full leaf, the bare suggestion of green beginning to show on the climbing plants near the wall. It was one of the few places in the house where she allowed herself to relax nowadays.

She looked up at a slight sound and saw Alicia stepping out onto the terrace with Shaun just behind her.

Kate set the cup down and watched him.

He was wearing the white dress. The satin caught the morning light in soft flashes, while the lace at the throat and sleeves lent him an almost absurd delicacy. The skirt moved with a faint rustle around his legs as he walked, and though the heels were high, there was already something altered in the way he carried himself.

He followed Alicia with small, measured steps, his body held with a care that did not seem entirely conscious. His hands rested loosely at his sides, his shoulders soft rather than braced, and his expression was unfocused, as though some part of him had not yet fully returned from wherever the mirrored room had taken him.

The ribbons in his dark hair stirred lightly in the cold air.

Pretty, Kate thought, and the word came with a satisfaction so clean and immediate that she allowed herself a small smile.

There was something almost dreamlike in the way he moved across the stone path, walking with a unconscious grace that would have been impossible for him only two days ago. It was not polished, not yet, but it was beginning. Alicia led him with quiet assurance, dressed as always in her black uniform and white apron, and the contrast between them pleased Kate more than she cared to admit. One trained girl bringing the next for inspection.

Then Shaun seemed to focus as if a switch had been flipped.

He slowed, almost stopped, and whatever trance-like softness had settled over him gave way to abrupt, painful awareness. His eyes widened. He looked down at himself, taking in the white satin bodice, the lace, the fullness of the skirt, the Mary Jane heels. A flush crept visibly into his face, rising from throat to cheekbones, and Kate could almost feel the force of his humiliation from where she sat.

The moment of dreamy compliance had broken. Reality had returned. How interesting.

Alicia came a little farther forward and curtseyed neatly.

“Madam.”

“Thank you, Alicia.”

Kate did not take her eyes from Shaun as she spoke. Alicia, well trained enough to understand when she was no longer needed, gave a second small curtsey and withdrew without fuss, her shoes making almost no sound over the terrace stones. In another few seconds she was gone, leaving the two of them alone in the cold spring light.

Shaun remained where he was.

He had not yet looked up again. His gaze was still fixed uneasily on the dress, as though he could scarcely believe it was on his own body. One hand rose halfway towards the skirt before dropping again, unsure whether to smooth it, clutch at it or simply pretend it did not exist. The ribbons at the sides of his hair only deepened the effect, making him seem younger for a moment, more vulnerable, which in turn made the humiliation sitting in his face all the more visible.

Kate let the silence be.

It was a lesson Friedrich had taught her long ago and one she had never forgotten. Most people rushed to fill silence because they found it uncomfortable. They babbled, explained, protested, overreached. Silence, properly used, could do far more than raised voices ever managed. It left the other person alone with themselves, and that was often where the most useful work began.

At last Shaun lifted his head.

There was confusion in his expression still, but now there was also shame, resistance and the first raw edge of frightened self-awareness. He looked like a man who had walked too far into a dream and was horrified to find that the dream was real.

Somewhere beyond the hedge a bird called once and fell silent. A faint breeze moved across the lawn and teased at the hem of Shaun’s skirt, making the satin stir against his stockings.

“You look very pretty.”

Shaun’s face coloured again almost immediately. Kate watched the deeper blush rise with quiet satisfaction as his eyes dropped towards the stone path again. The reaction pleased her. There was still resistance in him, certainly, but it was no longer uncomplicated. Something else had begun to work underneath it.

“As you may now be aware,” Kate said, resting one hand lightly against the arm of her chair, “this is not my first rodeo.”

Shaun glanced up.

“I have considerable experience as a dominant, and I have been doing this since before you were even born. You can resist, sulk, glare at me or tell yourself that none of this is really happening, but none of it will alter the situation. You are here, and you are not going anywhere unless I say so.”

She let that settle before continuing, her voice calm and almost conversational.

“Over time, you will become what I want you to become. Not all at once. That would be crude, and rather boring frankly. But gradually. Until the person you think you are now becomes less important than the person I have taught you to be and who you will want to be.”

Shaun said nothing.

“From this moment on, your name is Charlotte.” His eyes widened again. Kate held his gaze. “You will think of yourself as a girl. You will answer to Charlotte, and when you address me, you will call me Mistress. For the moment, that will be sufficient.”

A faint tension moved through his face, but he remained silent.

“Good. You are also only to speak when I tell you to. I have no interest in listening to endless objections, excuses or little speeches about how unfair everything is. You will learn when to speak, how to speak and when silence is expected.”

Kate picked up her coffee and took another small sip before setting the cup back down.

“Today will be devoted to deportment and behaviour. You will learn how to stand, how to sit, how to walk and how to conduct yourself properly as a girl. Tomorrow, Charlotte, we begin something rather more practical.”

She let a pause hang there with delicious expectation.

“You will start training to become the perfect secretary at Markham Security.”

Kate led Charlotte back into the house and through to the living room, where the furniture had been pushed far enough aside to leave a clear stretch of polished floor. Morning light fell across the room in broad, pale bands, catching the white satin of Charlotte’s dress whenever she moved.

She remained visibly uncomfortable in the heels, and even more uncomfortable with the name Kate had given her, but Kate had no intention of hurrying the process. She did not want Shaun hypnotised into forgetting who he had been. That would be crude and, to her mind, almost pointless. She wanted him to remember himself perfectly, to carry that old identity with him while she bent it, reshaped it and gradually made Charlotte feel more natural than he could ever expect.

“Stand properly,” Kate said.

Charlotte straightened at once, though the movement was stiff and defensive. Kate walked around her slowly, adjusting the line of her shoulders with a light touch and telling her to keep her chin level, her feet closer together and her weight balanced more delicately over the heels. Charlotte tried again, visibly concentrating, and this time managed something closer to what Kate wanted.

“Better,” she said. “Good girl.”

The effect was immediate enough to interest her. Charlotte’s expression changed almost imperceptibly, tension giving way to a brief softness before embarrassment returned. Kate said nothing about it, merely moved on to walking.

For the next part of the morning, Charlotte crossed the room again and again while Kate observed. At first she walked heavily, planting each foot as though the floor might shift beneath her. Kate shortened her stride, altered the way she carried her shoulders and made her repeat the movement until the heels moved to a more graceful rhythm. Each time Charlotte got it wrong, Kate’s tone hardened.

“No. Again. You are stomping.”

Charlotte turned and tried once more.

“Too stiff. Let your knees soften and stop fighting the shoes.” She went to a bureau and opened a drawer, taking out a thin riding crop. This time she flicked it across the back of Charlotte’s skirt whenever she got something wrong.

By the fifth or sixth attempt, the movement had begun to change. The white skirt no longer hung awkwardly from her body but swayed with each step, and Charlotte’s posture became less rigid as she learned where to place her weight. Kate took out her phone and started recording, watching through the screen as Charlotte crossed the room.

“What are you doing?” Charlotte asked.

Kate lowered the phone slightly and looked at her. “Did I tell you to speak?”

Charlotte hesitated at the severity of her voice, then lowered her eyes. “No, Mistress.”

“Then don’t.” She let the crop swish across the air and made it crack decisively against Charlotte’s behind. That blush came again, this time with faint tears filling the eyes.

Charlotte began again, this time with more care, and Kate recorded the whole sequence before calling her over and replaying it. Seeing herself on the screen had a different effect from watching in the mirror. There was no way to dismiss the movement as a fleeting impression. She could see the satin dress shifting around her legs, the deliberate steps, the way her body had already begun to respond to the heels.

“The first is dreadful,” Kate said. “The last one is almost presentable.”

Charlotte stared at the screen, face pink with discomfort.

“Good girl.”

Again, that small softening appeared.

Kate moved on to sitting. She demonstrated how Charlotte should lower herself onto the edge of a chair, keeping her knees together and her back straight, then made her repeat the movement until it became less clumsy. When Charlotte collapsed too heavily into the chair, Kate corrected her with a sharp bite of the crop. When her knees drifted apart, Kate’s tone became stern enough to make her immediately adjust them. Hands came next, then shoulders, then the angle of the head.

Eventually Charlotte managed the whole movement in one smooth motion.

Kate nodded. “Good girl.”

Talking followed. Kate had no interest in an exaggerated feminine voice, but she wanted Charlotte to stop sounding overtly masculine. She made her slow down, soften the start of each sentence and speak with greater control. Charlotte repeated simple phrases while Kate listened, and each time the tone was too harsh or hurried, she was made to begin again.

The lesson might have continued like that for another hour if Kate’s phone had not started to vibrate on the side table.

She glanced across. Alice. Charlotte saw the name at the same moment and went visibly still. Kate accepted the video call.

Alice appeared on the screen in what looked like a hotel foyeur, smiling and animated. “Mum!”

“Alice.”

“I thought I’d catch you before we head out. It’s going really well.”

Kate settled back into a chair. “I’m glad.”

“Rod’s been fantastic. Honestly, he’s made everything so easy. He knows everyone, he’s got meetings lined up back-to-back, and last night he took me to this place near the hotel that was amazing. You’d have loved it.”

Kate smiled. “I probably would.”

Alice laughed, then carried on with obvious enthusiasm. “He’s actually really funny when he’s not being terrifying at work. I never realised that before.”

“I did.”

“Of course you did.”

Charlotte remained standing several feet away, rigid with nerves, her hands clasped tightly in front of her. Kate could see her  at the edge of her vision and knew exactly how badly she wanted to interrupt.

Then Alice’s expression changed slightly. “Have you heard from Shaun?”

Charlotte looked straight at Kate. Kate met her eyes and smiled. “No,” she said calmly. “I haven’t heard from him.”

Alice frowned. “Really? I can’t seem to get hold of him.”

“He’s probably out having fun. You know what he’s like.”

“I suppose.”

The call continued for another minute or two, mostly with Alice talking about the day ahead and Rod’s plans for another meeting. Kate listened, offered the occasional response and never once looked away from Charlotte for long. Eventually Alice said goodbye and promised to call again later.

The screen went dark.

Silence settled over the room.

Charlotte was still standing exactly where Kate had left her, face pale now rather than flushed. Kate placed the phone back on the table and allowed the silence to stretch for a moment before speaking.

“What do you think she’ll say if I send her a video of you walking up and down like a pretty girl, Charlotte?”

The rest of the day passed in much the same way, with Kate refusing to allow even ordinary movements to remain ordinary.

Supper was light and served in the dining room. Alicia brought soup, a small salad and fresh bread, then withdrew, leaving Charlotte seated opposite Kate beneath the soft light of the chandelier. Even eating became another lesson. Kate corrected the way she held her cutlery, told her to slow down and insisted that she sit properly rather than hunching over the plate as Shaun might once have done without thinking. Charlotte was made to take smaller mouthfuls, place her knife and fork down between them and stop attacking her food.

Later, Kate allowed Charlotte to proceed for a while, then intervened with a quiet instruction whenever something displeased her. When Charlotte remembered to straighten her back without being prompted or reached for her glass with a little more care, Kate noticed that too.

“Much better,” she said at one point. “Good girl.”

After supper Kate took her back into the living room. Music was already playing softly from the speakers. It was something slow and melodic, chosen less for dancing than for rhythm. Kate told Charlotte that learning how to dance as a girl was the next task.

The first attempts were predictably awkward. Charlotte concentrated too hard on her feet, stiffened her shoulders and seemed convinced that any movement of her hips would look terrible. Kate had her start again, showing her how to move with the music rather than counting each step inside her head. Gradually, the endless work from earlier in the day began to show. Charlotte’s balance had improved in the heels, and once she stopped thinking so much she found the motion easier.

Kate changed the music several times. Some pieces were slow enough for Charlotte to practise simple turns and controlled steps while others had a brighter rhythm that encouraged her to loosen up. Whenever she became self-conscious she reverted to stiff movements, but Kate simply stopped her and made her begin again until the embarrassment itself started to wane.

By the end of the evening, Charlotte was flushed and tired, the ribbons in her hair no longer quite as perfect as Alicia had made them that morning, while the white satin skirt moved easily around her legs as she crossed the floor. Kate watched from the sofa for a while without correcting her, and Charlotte found herself inexplicably more anxious about the silence.

Eventually Kate switched off the music.

“That will do.”

Charlotte stopped and looked towards her.

Kate crooked one finger. “Come here.”

She approached cautiously until she was standing in front of the sofa.

“Kneel before your Mistress.”

For a second Charlotte hesitated. Then, remembering the lessons of the day and having little energy left for another confrontation, she carefully lowered herself onto her knees. The full white skirt spread around her over the carpet, lace and satin settling softly as she placed her hands together in her lap.

Kate regarded her for a long moment before speaking.

“You are beginning to act more femininely,” she said. “Your voice needs considerably more attention, but I am happy with your progress.”

Charlotte remained still, looking down.

Kate smiled.

“Good girl.”

Warmth passed through Charlotte once again, stronger after a whole day in which the phrase had become tied to every small success. She closed her eyes briefly, ashamed of how comforting it felt.

“Tomorrow,” Kate continued, “we are going to visit a salon and get you ready for your first day at work. There is still rather a lot to do before I allow you into Markham Security.” Charlotte looked up involuntarily, but Kate’s expression told her there was little point arguing. “Now you may retire,” she said. “Alicia has laid something out on the bed for you. Wear it.”

Charlotte rose carefully, smoothing the skirt as she found her balance again.

Kate picked up her book from the table beside the sofa, already dismissing her from attention.

“Good night, Charlotte.”

“Good night, Mistress.”


Chapter Seven: Finishing Touches

Charlotte woke to the words good girl repeating somewhere inside her head.

At first she thought they belonged to the remnants of a dream, soft and indistinct, but the warmth that followed was too familiar. It spread through her body with the same soothing certainty as before, loosening the last traces of sleep and leaving her with that strange mixture of comfort and unease that had become the new norm.

Good girl. Good girl.

She opened her eyes.

The pink bedroom was washed in pale morning light, the curtains glowing softly around the window. She remained still beneath the covers, listening to the words fade and wondering how something so simple had managed to become so powerful.

Alicia arrived with breakfast.

She entered with her usual calm, carrying a tray of coffee, toast and fruit, and greeted Charlotte with the same gentle smile that had become part of the morning routine. There was no surprise in her expression, no curiosity about how Charlotte felt after the previous day.

Once breakfast was finished, Alicia began preparing her for the day.

The clothes laid out this time were far simpler than the elaborate white dress Charlotte had worn during her first training. Alicia produced a matching bra and pair of panties first, both soft and understated, then a loose feminine dress that fell easily from the shoulders and did not cling too closely to the body. It was modest, practical and comfortable enough to travel in.

There was no point starting the morning with an argument she could not win. The routine had already begun to feel more familiar: stepping into the panties, fastening the bra, smoothing the dress. Stepping into the shoes.

They were low, sensible heels, with enough height to alter her posture and remind her how she was expected to move. Alicia checked the fit of the dress, adjusted Charlotte’s hair and stepped back. “There.”

Charlotte looked at herself in the mirror.

The result was less theatrical than before, but it was still feminine.

Alicia opened the bedroom door. “Mistress is waiting.”

Charlotte followed her downstairs.

Kate stood in the entrance hall near the front door, already dressed for the day in a smart trouser suit with a fitted jacket. Her hair was immaculate, and an expensive designer handbag hung from one hand. She looked every inch the successful businesswoman, as though Charlotte’s transformation were merely one item on an already busy schedule.

Her eyes moved over Charlotte briefly. “Good.” She turned towards the door. “Come along.”

Outside, the limousine was waiting.

The chauffeur opened the rear door as they approached. Kate climbed in first, and Charlotte followed, gathering the loose skirt of her dress carefully before sitting beside her. The door closed with a muted thud, shutting them into the quiet luxury of the back compartment.

Charlotte looked out through the tinted glass as the house slipped away behind them. The chauffeur pulled into the road, and within minutes they were travelling towards the city.

Kate sat beside her with one leg crossed neatly over the other, handbag resting against her hip, perfectly at ease.

“You’re first visit to a salon,” she said. Charlotte turned towards her. Kate smiled. “But not your last.”

The limousine carried them into one of the more exclusive parts of town, where the streets were quieter, the pavements immaculate and the shopfronts discreet enough to suggest that anyone who needed to ask the price was probably not welcome.

Charlotte watched jewellers, boutiques and cafés pass beyond the tinted glass, increasingly aware of how far removed the morning felt. When the car finally stopped, Kate led her into a salon hidden behind a frosted glass front, where pale stone floors, soft lighting and fresh flowers created an atmosphere of expensive calm.

A Mrs Feltham waited for them at reception with several young women from her team, all of whom seemed to know exactly why Charlotte was there. Their interest was not mocking, but it was unmistakably enthusiastic. They looked at her with the kind of eager anticipation young girls reserved for dress and playing with dolls, and Charlotte felt herself flush under their attention.

“So this is Charlotte,” Mrs Feltham said, smiling warmly.

Kate nodded. “You have your instructions.”

“We do.”

One of the younger women gave Charlotte an encouraging smile. “Good girl.”

The words sent that familiar warmth through her at once, and Kate’s slight smile told her she had already informed the girls how to treat their new charge. Without offering any further explanation, Kate handed Charlotte over to Mrs Feltham and announced that she had shopping to do.

“No mirrors until everything is finished,” she said as she walked to the door.

Mrs Feltham nodded. “Of course.”

Charlotte found herself surrounded by women who already seemed to have a clear idea of what she was going to look like.

They began with her hair. Charlotte was given a cape and taken to a reclining wash chair and settled beneath a porcelain basin. Warm water ran through her hair as a girl stared, smiling down at her. She was plain but not unattractive. Shampoo was worked carefully into Charlotte’s scalp, followed by conditioner, and the steady movements soon became relaxing. The women spoke softly, occasionally asking her to tilt her head or sit a little straighter, and whenever she complied without hesitation, one of them would murmur, “Good girl,” in that same easy, approving tone.

Once her hair had been washed, the tinting began. Charlotte could smell the products and feel the coolness of them being worked through her hair section by section. She had no idea what colour was taking hold and no way of checking. After the tint had developed and been rinsed away, Mrs Feltham stepped in to dry, cut and shape it. She worked confidently, trimming away the previous shapelessness and creating a feathered style with soft layers designed to frame Charlotte’s face and give the hair more body. The new cut felt lighter and more deliberate around her cheeks and neck.

“Much better,” Mrs Feltham said, stepping back when she had finished.

“Good girl,” one of the assistants added quietly.

The eyebrows came next. They were shaped carefully and then tinted to harmonise with the new red in her hair. The work was precise and carefully executed, each small change designed to alter the balance of her face without making anything look unnatural. Once the eyebrows were perfect, her ears were pierced, the brief sharp pinch on each side followed by the strange sensation of small studs resting against her lobes.

From there, Mrs Feltham moved on to her face. Charlotte was told to keep still while subtle fillers were added to her cheeks and lips, enough to soften the contours and add a little fullness without making the changes look artificial. The small jabs were uncomfortable, but the women remained calm and reassuring throughout, and every so often one of them praised her with another softly spoken “good girl.”

Mrs Feltham told her to lower the top of her dress.

Charlotte hesitated. The woman smiled as if the request was perfectly natural.

The fabric was eased down enough to expose the upper part of her chest, and Mrs Feltham brought over a compact medical-looking device. Charlotte watched it nervously, but no one offered much explanation. Two quick applications followed, one to each breast, delivered with a sharp pressure and a brief sting.

“Good girl,” one of the assistants said immediately, resting a reassuring hand on her shoulder.

Once the dress had been put back into place, her chest tingled and she felt a little dizzy. The girls moved on to her hands and feet. Charlotte’s nails were shaped, smoothed, lengthened and polished until they looked neat and refined, then painted a deep, glossy red. Her toenails received the same treatment, the rich colour standing out against the pale skin of her feet. By the time the final coat had dried, every detail from her hair to her fingertips had been changed, while Charlotte still had not been allowed a single proper look at herself.

Kate returned while one of the girls was finishing the last coat of deep red polish on Charlotte’s nails. She came back carrying several glossy shopping bags and paused beside the manicure table long enough to inspect the result. Mrs Feltham gently turned Charlotte’s hand towards the light so that the colour caught the shine, and Kate gave a small, approving nod.

Charlotte was taken into a private changing room at the rear of the salon, with Kate following behind. The room was softly lit and furnished with a padded bench, while the mirror had been covered so that Charlotte still had no opportunity to see what had been done to her. Kate placed the bags down and told her to remove the loose dress and underwear she had arrived in. She blushed at the thought of once again being naked in front of her mother-in-law. But she complied. Her soft hair fell around her neck and shoulders.

Kate opened a small box and took out a small, metal contraption. Charlotte stared at it with horror. Kate smiled a little cruelly. “We cannot have you playing with yourself at inopportune moments.”

Without asking, she knelt and grabbed her, feeding her manhood into the cage. The site of her mother-in-law in such an intimate position almost made her laugh. But Kate attached the cage with ruthless efficiency and locked it with a small key. She tugged it, and Charlotte made a guttural sound of utter humiliation.

Kate stood and wiped her hands together. Fresh lingerie was taken from one of the bags, a simple but dainty bra and panty set chosen in a soft, feminine style that would sit neatly beneath the new dress. Once Charlotte had put them on and tucked the cage away, Kate took out a new dress and held it up for her.

The fabric was a pale cream chiffon scattered with large, loose floral prints in muted coral, blush pink and soft green, giving it the appearance of a watercolour painting. The neckline was high and gathered, leaving the shoulders bare, while the front fell in a series of floating tiers. Each layer overlapped the next, creating movement, so that the whole dress seemed to ripple.

The first tier fell softly over the chest, loose and airy. Beneath it another layer continued the floral pattern before giving way to the final, fuller section of the skirt. The dress finished it seemed, close to the top of the thighs. It looked youthful, expensive and feminine in a far more natural way, the kind of thing someone might wear to lunch in a smart part of town.

Charlotte stared at it for several seconds before taking it and slipping it over her head. The chiffon settled lightly around her body, barely touching in some places and falling in soft folds in others. As she moved, the layers fluttered against one another, and the floral pattern seemed to shift with them. The effect was delicate, and the loose shape made her newly softened appearance seem more convincing rather than less. It was the shortness of the skirt, however, that was more alarming. Her long legs seemed far too exposed.

Kate produced a pair of sandals. They were feminine and elegant, with slim straps and a  heel that was taller than before. Once they were fastened, Kate stepped back and looked her over.

“That will do,” she said.

Charlotte was taken back into the salon, where one of Mrs Feltham’s girls was waiting at a makeup station. She was seated beneath the bright lights while a daytime look was applied carefully. Foundation evened her complexion without looking heavy, subtle colour warmed her cheeks, and the newly shaped brows gave her face more definition. Mascara darkened the lashes, while lipstick picked up the deep red of her nails without becoming too dramatic.

When everything was finished, Mrs Feltham ushered Charlotte to a large, full-length mirror.

The feathered red hair framed her face in soft layers, the newly shaped brows and fuller cheeks gave her features more balance, and the earrings flashed whenever she moved her head. The dress floated around her rather than clinging, its coral and green flowers soft against the pale background, while the tiered chiffon skirt moved delicately around her pale, smooth thighs.

Charlotte continued staring at the mirror, quietly absorbing the person looking back at her.

Kate inspected her from head to toe without hurrying, taking in the red hair, the makeup, the dress and the matching sandals before finally reaching into one of the shopping bags and producing a small clutch bag in a soft cream tone.

“This is yours.”

Charlotte took it uncertainly.

Kate’s expression barely changed. “Follow me.”

A few minutes later they were outside.

The moment Charlotte stepped onto the pavement, her confidence evaporated. The dress felt impossibly short now that there were strangers around her, the light chiffon shifting against her thighs with every step, and she became painfully aware of the movement of her bare legs beneath the hem. Her face burned as they walked, and she kept fighting the urge to tug the dress lower even though there was nowhere for it to go.

Kate showed no sympathy. Instead, she kept moving at an easy, assured pace, forcing Charlotte to follow beside her through the busy street. People passed in both directions, office workers, shoppers, couriers and couples, and Charlotte felt exposed to every glance. She hung onto the clutch bag as if it were some sort of lifeline, trying to remember several things at once: not to look obvious, to move her hips, to slow her pace.

They eventually reached a busy bar filled with people who looked as though they had come straight from offices nearby. Men and women in suits stood around high tables with glasses in their hands, talking over one another, laughing loudly and enjoying a lunchtime.

Charlotte followed Kate inside. The change in the room was immediate.

It was not silence exactly, but the volume dropped enough for Charlotte to notice. Conversations softened, laughter broke off, and she became intensely aware of faces turning in their direction. She could feel eyes moving over the dress, the red hair, the makeup, the bare legs, and the heat rushed back into her cheeks so strongly that she almost turned and ran with embarrassment.

Kate led Charlotte directly to the bar and ordered two glasses of wine as though nothing unusual was happening at all.

While they waited for their drinks, a man in a dark suit approached.

“Kate.”

She turned and smiled. “Hello, Martin.”

They exchanged kisses with the easy familiarity of people who knew one another professionally and socially, and after a few moments Kate gestured towards Charlotte.

“This is Charlotte.”

The man looked at her then. His gaze travelled from her face to the floral dress and down towards the sandals before returning to her eyes. It was not subtle, and Charlotte felt herself blushing all over again under the attention.

“Nice to meet you,” he said.

Charlotte managed a small reply and looked away.

That was when she noticed the television mounted high in the corner above the bar. The news was playing with the sound turned low and captions running beneath the pictures. At first Charlotte barely registered it, her attention still caught between the man beside them and the sensation of being watched.

Then the image on the screen changed. Everything else seemed to disappear. Charlotte stopped hearing the voices around her. The bar, the laughter, the glasses, the conversation beside her all seemed to fall away as she stared at the television.

A photograph filled the screen. Shaun. Beneath it, a caption ran across the bottom:

POLICE SEARCH SUSPECTED HACKER’S RESIDENCE IN MANCHESTER

Slowly, she turned towards Kate. She was already watching her. And smiling.

Then she leaned forward and whispered in Charlotte’s ear: “Now you have nowhere to run.”


Chapter Eight: Girl Identity

The limousine was waiting at the kerb when Kate led Charlotte back out onto the street. Charlotte’s mind was whirling, her heart beating wildly, and the world around her seemed full of static and confusion, shutting coherent thought away. She climbed in after Kate and settled beside her while the car pulled smoothly away, trying to fight back a sudden need to cry.

There was a sudden realisation for Charlotte that there was no escape. Ever.

Kate studied her with a little sympathy. The look on her face when the news broke was one of the most delicious moments she had experienced in a long while. It was as if every jigsaw piece she had put in place had fitted perfectly. Was this the moment? She wondered. The moment when Charlotte would let go and give in and become hers?

Red feathered hair framed Charlotte’s face beautifully. The makeup was polished and defined her features perfectly and she couldn’t have done better herself. The dress had transformed her into someone who could pass through the city without looking out of place. A pretty girl who would catch the eye as she walked down the street or stepped into an office. A pretty girl who would let her Mistress take charge.

“You really are very pretty,” she said, and the warmth in her voice made Charlotte blush harder. “Much better than I expected.” Charlotte lowered her eyes, uncomfortable with how strongly the words affected her, while Kate gave the smallest smile and turned her attention back to the road.

As the limousine moved through the city, Charlotte tried to make sense of the news report she had seen in the bar. The photograph, the caption, the mention of a police search in Manchester. It was so surreal he wondered if Kate had manufactured it. Perhaps the image was just a recording, one that she’d mocked up to trick her into giving up.

Of course, that wasn’t true.

Kate had offered no explanation, but she didn’t need to. Shaun was now out of reach, banished to the shadows, a fugitive. Charlotte was free as long as she stayed as a girl. She watched the streets passing beyond the tinted glass until something outside became familiar enough to cut through her thoughts. She recognised the area, then the junction, and finally the old block of flats ahead.

The limousine slowed and pulled in on the opposite side of the road.

Police vehicles were parked near the entrance, officers were moving in and out of the building, and a few neighbours had gathered farther along the pavement to watch. One officer was speaking to someone by the doorway while another carried something towards a car.

Kate spoke without changing her tone. “There’s your choice. You can get out now, walk across the road, tell them who you are and explain everything. You can answer their questions and take whatever consequences follow.”

Charlotte looked at her, then back towards the building. The thought made her stomach tighten. “That isn’t a choice,” she said.

“It is the only one you have.”

Charlotte turned towards her fully now, anger beginning to push through the fear. “And if I don’t get out?”

“Then you come back with me, you obey, and tomorrow you begin work at Markham Security as my secretary. You learn the role properly, you become Charlotte, completely, and you do what is expected of you.”

“And what exactly is that?”

Kate looked at Charlotte, for a moment considering her response. Then she said, “You belong to me.”

The words hung between them while the activity outside continued as though they were invisible behind the tinted glass. Charlotte looked again towards the entrance to the flats and felt the distance between the car and the pavement become strangely enormous.

“What about Alice?”

Kate’s expression hardened at once. “Alice is no longer your concern.”

Charlotte looked away, caught between the urge to open the door and the fear of what would happen if she did. Kate made no attempt to stop her.

Her hand moved towards the door handle, then stopped.

Kate finally said, “Well?” Charlotte put her hands in her lap.

Kate leaned forward and gently tapped on the window separating them from the chauffeur. A moment later, the limousine glided forward.

By the time the limousine turned into the drive, Charlotte felt totally deflated. Too much had happened too quickly, and the sight of the police outside the old block of flats remained lodged in her mind.

Kate dropped her handbag onto a table in the entrance hall, removed her jacket and led Charlotte through to the living room as though they had simply returned from an ordinary afternoon in town.

“Sit down,” she said, indicating one of the cream sofas.

Charlotte obeyed, smoothing the short floral dress beneath her as she sat. Kate crossed to the dark wooden bureau and opened the top, pulling out a drawer. From it she removed a passport, several official-looking documents and a small collection of cards, arranging them neatly in front of Charlotte before sitting next to her.

“These are yours.”

Charlotte picked up the passport first. The photograph was recent, unmistakably her, with the red feathered hair framing her face. She suspected it was AI-generated, but it looked real enough. Beside it was the name Charlotte, followed by the details that now apparently belonged to her. She turned through the pages, then looked at the other papers as Kate explained that everything she would need for work was there. Identification, employment documentation and the practical details required for her first day at Markham Security had already been prepared.

Kate met her eyes with a calmness that made any explanation unnecessary. Everything had been planned down to the finest detail. Kate collected the documents and put them back into the bureau. “That’s all for tomorrow.”

Before Charlotte could say anything, the doorbell rang.

Alicia appeared at the top of the staircase and came down, crossing the entrance hall to answer it. Charlotte heard female voices almost immediately, warm and animated, followed by laughter and the soft click of heels on the polished floor. A moment later, four women entered the living room, all elegant in different ways and all clearly familiar with Kate.

Kate greeted them with genuine affection. There were kisses on cheeks, hands briefly clasped, amused comments about traffic and shopping, and the easy warmth of women who had known one another long enough to dispense with any formality.

Then they noticed Charlotte and the reaction was effusive.

“Oh!”

“She looks so much better.”

“My goodness, Kate.”

“That hair!”

Charlotte felt the heat rush into her face as all four women turned their attention towards her. Their scrutiny was not hostile, but it was enthusiastic enough to make her want to disappear into the sofa. One of them moved closer, studying the red feathered cut and the way the makeup softened her features, while another smiled openly at the floral dress.

Kate was clearly enjoying herself.

“Stand up, Charlotte.” Charlotte looked at her, then reluctantly rose. “There.”

Charlotte moved into the centre of the living room while the women arranged themselves around her. She could feel their eyes travelling over her from head to toe, taking in the hair, the earrings, the dress, the polished nails and the matching sandals.

“Turn around,” Kate said. Charlotte obeyed, painfully aware of the short skirt moving around her thighs as she turned. “Slowly.”

She completed the circle with even more colour in her cheeks. One of the women laughed softly. “She blushes beautifully.”

“That she does,” Kate replied with a hint of pride.

Charlotte lowered her eyes, but Kate was not finished. She had her turn again, then pose with one hand lightly at her hip before correcting the angle of her shoulders. The women offered comments among themselves about what suited her and what could be improved, while Charlotte endured it all in the centre of the room.

Eventually Kate explained what was happening and it made Charlotte’s heart sink.  “These ladies are here to decide what you’re wearing tomorrow.”

Alicia entered carrying a large tray with glasses, bottles and a dish of small savoury pastries. She moved between the women with practised ease while they settled onto the sofas and chairs, the atmosphere shifting into something more social. Charlotte remained standing nearby, still uncertain whether she was expected to sit until Kate turned towards Alicia.

“Is everything ready?”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Good.”

Alicia placed the tray down and turned towards the door. One of the women had already begun studying Charlotte again, her expression thoughtful. Then she smiled and looked across at the others.

“I think we should start with the lingerie, don’t you?”

“It’s all arranged,” said Kate to the woman, then to Charlotte: “Follow Alicia and we shall begin. Ladies, take your seats.”

Charlotte followed Alicia out of the living room and up the staircase, still hearing the women talking behind her excitedly. The bedroom looked very different from when she had left it that morning. The bed had disappeared beneath clothes, lingerie and carefully matched accessories, while several dresses and blouses hung from the wardrobe doors and walls. Shoes had been placed in pairs along the carpet and stockings lay folded beside each set, everything arranged with the precision of a private fitting room.

Alicia went straight to work. “We’ll start with something simple.”

She selected a cream lace bra and matching panties, feminine without being elaborate, then added a pair of sheer hold-up stockings and cream high heels. Charlotte undressed while Alicia waited, and it was only when she reached for the bra that she noticed something that made her pause.

Her breasts looked fuller.

The change was not dramatic, but it was unmistakable now that she was looking properly. There was a softness and roundness that had not been there before, enough to give the bra something to shape rather than simply sit against. Charlotte stared down at herself, remembering the strange device Mrs Feltham had used at the salon, and felt another wave of unease at how quickly her body seemed to be slipping beyond her control.

Alicia adjusted the straps, checked the cups. Without asking, she reached in with cool hands and adjusted the breasts to produce a natural cleavage. The touch made Charlotte’s nipples harden noticeably. Alicia stepped back to make sure everything sat correctly. She smoothed the stockings carefully against Charlotte’s legs, inspected the line of the panties and finally helped her into the heels before turning her gently towards the door.

“Perfect. Come along.”

When Charlotte returned to the living room, the four women were settled comfortably with their drinks while Kate occupied the sofa like the hostess of some private fashion show. Their conversation faded as Charlotte entered, and Kate gave her an appraising look before pointing towards the open space in front of them.

“Walk for us.”

Charlotte began slowly, acutely aware that she was wearing nothing except lingerie, stockings and heels in front of a room full of women. Kate instructed her to walk the length of the room, turn carefully and come back, correcting the way she held her shoulders when embarrassment made her curl inward.

“Stand straight, Charlotte.”

Charlotte obeyed, turning again beneath their scrutiny.

“Oh, that’s lovely,” one of the women said.

“I like that colour on her.”

Another tilted her head thoughtfully. “I think we need something a little more dramatic for her first day.”

Kate smiled. “I thought exactly the same.”

Charlotte was sent upstairs again, where Alicia already had the second set waiting.

This time the lingerie was far more elaborate. The centrepiece was a satin corset with delicate shaping through the waist and built-in suspenders, accompanied by matching panties, lace-topped stockings and high heels chosen to complement the satin. Alicia fastened the corset carefully, tightening it enough to alter Charlotte’s posture without making it uncomfortable, then clipped each suspender neatly to the stockings and checked the whole arrangement before taking her back downstairs.

The reaction was noticeably stronger.

Several of the women leaned forward as Charlotte entered, and Kate’s expression showed immediate approval. The corset changed the line of Charlotte’s body more dramatically than the first set, emphasising the waist and pushing her shoulders naturally back while the stockings and heels lengthened the appearance of her legs.

“Oh yes,” one of the women said. “That’s much better.”

Another looked more closely at Charlotte’s chest. “Her breasts are developing nicely.”

Charlotte’s face burned at the casual observation, but Kate simply nodded as though they were discussing the fit of a jacket.

One of the others glanced down and asked, “What sort of chastity cage is she wearing?”

Charlotte’s embarrassment deepened instantly, while Kate answered the question with the same easy matter-of-factness she used for everything else. The women discussed the fit briefly before their attention moved back to the lingerie itself, comparing the satin corset with the simpler cream set and debating which would work best beneath the clothes they had in mind.

The third choice was simpler again, though softer and more feminine than either of the others. Alicia selected a white teddy in a light, delicate fabric that followed Charlotte’s shape perfectly. It was paired with sheer hold-up stockings and white heels, giving the whole combination a cleaner, less complicated appearance.

Once Alicia had adjusted the fit and checked the stockings, the effect was completely different from what Charlotte had expected. The simplicity made everything look more natural, and when she returned downstairs, the reaction from the women was immediate.

“Oh, that’s the one.”

“Yes, definitely.”

“I agree. Much prettier.”

Kate said nothing at first, simply watching Charlotte as she walked across the room and turned beneath their gaze. The approving murmurs continued around her, and it became obvious that the white teddy had won them over.

One of the women leaned forward as Charlotte completed another slow turn in the white teddy, her expression brightening as though she had suddenly seen the rest of the outfit in her mind.

“That would look lovely with a sheer blouse. Very feminine and a little risque. That’s how a secretary should be.”

The suggestion changed the mood of the room immediately. The women began talking over one another, talking colours and shapes while Kate listened with obvious amusement. Charlotte was sent upstairs with Alicia again, but this time the white teddy remained in place. The question was no longer what she would wear underneath her clothes, but what would be built around it.

There were pencil skirts in grey, navy and black, softer pleated styles in cream and burgundy, and shorter fitted designs that Charlotte suspected had been chosen specifically because Kate knew how uncomfortable they would make her feel. The blouses ranged from conservative white cotton to soft satin and chiffon, some with high necklines and bows, others cut more simply so that the shape of the body beneath would do most of the work.

They began with a pale blue blouse tucked into a charcoal pencil skirt. Alicia buttoned the blouse carefully, adjusted the collar and smoothed the skirt over Charlotte’s hips before checking the line in the covered mirror herself. Downstairs, Charlotte was instructed to walk between the sofas, turn near the fireplace and return towards the women as though she were approaching someone’s desk.

“Professional,” one woman decided, “but a little dull.”

“Too safe,” another agreed. “She needs to be noticed.”

The next combination was softer: a cream satin blouse with a pleated skirt that moved around Charlotte’s legs as she walked. It felt far easier to wear than the pencil skirt, and for a moment Charlotte hoped that might work in its favour, but the women were unconvinced. They liked the blouse but thought the skirt too flouncy for Markham Security.

Alicia changed her again, this time into a burgundy blouse with a black skirt cut narrowly through the hips. Charlotte could feel immediately how much more aware it made her of the way she walked, and when she returned to the living room Kate had her make several passes so that the others could see the outfit from every angle. It received more approval than the previous two, but one of the women thought the colour of the blouse too strong.

There were dresses as well. One was a dark green wrap dress that Kate liked but dismissed as too relaxed for a professional setting. Another was a fitted navy dress with three-quarter sleeves, elegant enough for the office but somehow too mature for Charlotte. A grey dress with a narrow belt came closer, especially once Alicia added a jacket, but the women still found something wrong with it. Each outfit produced another little debate, another walk across the living room and another slow turn while Charlotte stood beneath their collective scrutiny, her embarrassment gradually giving way to weary resignation.

By the time Alicia led her upstairs once more, Charlotte had lost count of how many skirts and blouses she had tried. The white teddy remained underneath everything, its soft outline appearing and disappearing according to the fabric worn over it. Alicia now reached for a blouse Charlotte had noticed earlier but assumed would never be seriously considered.

It was silver, light enough to shimmer when it caught the light, and made from a sheer fabric that revealed more than a suggestion of the white lingerie beneath. The cut itself was elegant rather than provocative, with long sleeves and a neat collar, but the transparency gave it an unmistakable femininity. Alicia tucked it into a black skirt that fitted closely through the waist and hips before ending at mid-thigh. A small split at the back showed a slight bit of stocking top.

Alicia added a fitted black jacket, lightly shaped through the waist, and stood back to inspect her work before making a minute adjustment to the blouse at the collar.

When Charlotte returned downstairs, the conversation stopped immediately.

Kate’s eyes travelled slowly over the outfit while the other women studied the combination with considerably more interest than they had shown most of the earlier choices. The silver blouse caught the light beautifully, and the faint glimpse of white beneath it softened what might otherwise have been an austere office look. The black skirt kept the silhouette clean and close, while the jacket gave Charlotte a more confident shape through the shoulders and waist.

“Walk,” Kate instructed.

Charlotte crossed the living room, concentrating on keeping the posture she had been taught, and the narrow skirt naturally shortened her stride. When she reached the other end, Kate asked her to take off the jacket and turn and come back, also allowing the women to see the small split at the back before she faced them again.

“That’s it,” one of them said. “She looks like she belongs in a smart office, but you still notice her.”

“And the blouse works beautifully with the lingerie,” another added. “Just enough to show through.”

Kate nodded. “I agree.”

Alicia disappeared upstairs one last time and returned carrying a structured black handbag. It was compact, elegant and simple enough to match the jacket and skirt. Kate took it from her and handed it to Charlotte, then gestured for her to stand properly and hold it at her side.

The women looked her over once more, this time with the satisfaction of a decision finally made.

Kate smiled.

“That,” she said, “is what you’ll wear tomorrow.”

Kate allowed the decision to settle before dismissing Charlotte upstairs with instructions to tidy the room, put away everything that had been tried on and change back into the dress she had worn earlier in the day.

The transformation of the room from fitting area back into bedroom took longer than Charlotte expected. Skirts had to be rehung, blouses buttoned neatly before being returned to the wardrobe and shoes placed back in their boxes or lined up along the bottom shelf. Alicia worked with the efficiency of someone who had done this a million times, and Charlotte found herself copying her movements without being told, folding stockings carefully and returning lingerie to the drawers where it belonged.

Only the outfit chosen for the following morning was left untouched. Alicia laid the black skirt across the chair, placed the silver blouse beside it and hung the fitted jacket where it would not crease. The white teddy, stockings and shoes were arranged beneath them, while the handbag stood ready on the dressing table.

“There,” Alicia said when she was satisfied. “Everything ready for tomorrow.”

Charlotte looked at the clothes and felt another flutter of nerves at the thought that this was no longer preparation for some private exercise. Tomorrow she was actually expected to wear them into Markham Security and sit behind a desk as though this strange new life were perfectly ordinary.

Back in the lingerie, floral dress and shoes she had worn earlier, the familiar chiffon suddenly felt almost modest after the afternoon spent parading in underwear and fitted office clothes. Alicia checked the dress before they left the room, smoothing one of the layers where it had folded beneath the waist, and then they went downstairs together.

The women were still in the living room, relaxed now that their work appeared to be finished. Glasses had been refilled, and the mood had become warmer and less formal, though Charlotte quickly discovered that the humiliation was not over.

Alicia served dinner in the dining room, and Kate instructed Charlotte to join them. The meal itself was elegant without being elaborate, but Charlotte barely noticed what she was eating because the conversation turned towards her almost immediately. The women seemed perfectly happy to discuss her as though she were an interesting subject rather than someone actually sitting at the same table.

“So,” one of them said, studying Charlotte over the rim of her glass, “does she like boys or girls?”

Charlotte nearly dropped her fork.

Kate smiled. “You can ask her.”

The woman did exactly that. “Well, Charlotte?”

Colour rushed into Charlotte’s face. She glanced towards Kate, uncertain whether she was even supposed to answer, and Kate gave a small nod granting permission.

“Girls,” Charlotte said quietly.

That produced several amused smiles.

“Oh, I think you’re going to be very popular with the boys,” another woman said. “Especially looking like that.”

Charlotte stared down at her plate while the women continued their conversation, talking about her new hair, her figure and the clothes they had chosen for work. Their comments were not cruel, but the casual familiarity made everything worse. They spoke as though Charlotte’s future had already been decided and they were merely deciding the details.

Eventually Alice’s name came up.

“How is she going to react when she eventually sees all this?” one of the women asked.

Kate took a sip of wine before answering. “I think she’ll be relieved.”

“And Rod?” another woman asked, leaning forward with interest. “Are they an item yet?”

Charlotte looked up sharply.

Kate noticed the reaction but answered the question as though Charlotte were not sitting there. “Not yet.”

“Give it time. They’ll make a lovely couple.”

The subject changed again when one of the women mentioned a party she was holding the following weekend.

“It’s only a small gathering,” she said, looking towards Kate before turning her attention to Charlotte. “Something rather special. Perhaps Charlotte could come and serve as a maid for the evening.”

Kate found that amusing. “Perhaps.”

“She’d look lovely in uniform.”

Another of the women laughed. “You say that because you want to compare her with yours.”

The comments that followed made it increasingly obvious that Kate was not unique among them. Each woman had her own arrangement, her own feminised submissive, and they spoke about them with the comfortable familiarity of people discussing recipes or a new car. One had trained hers to manage the house and serve at dinners. Another had taken hers to social events. A third complained affectionately that hers still could not walk properly in heels despite months of practice.

Charlotte listened in growing disbelief as the pieces came together. This was not some strange private obsession belonging only to Kate. She had brought Charlotte into an entire circle of women for whom such relationships were very familiar.

By early evening, the gathering finally began to break up. The women collected handbags and coats, kissed Kate goodbye and offered Charlotte a series of approving looks on their way out. One told her she had made remarkable progress. Another reminded Kate not to forget the party. The last one paused near Charlotte long enough to smile and tell her she was looking forward to seeing what she would become.

When the front door eventually closed and the house grew quiet again, Charlotte remained in the living room while Kate returned from seeing them out.

The atmosphere changed immediately without the other women there. Kate came towards her and stopped close enough to adjust the neckline of the floral dress, smoothing the chiffon where it had gathered slightly against Charlotte’s shoulder. The gesture was unexpectedly gentle.

“You did very well today,” she said.

Charlotte looked at her.

Kate straightened one of the soft folds at the front of the dress and allowed her hand to rest briefly against Charlotte’s shoulder.

“I’m pleased with you.”

Something in Charlotte loosened.

Kate smiled. “You’ve been a good girl.”

The familiar warmth surged through Charlotte before she could stop it, spreading through her chest and down through her body with a rush of pleasure so immediate that it frightened her. She lowered her eyes, but this time the shame was tangled with something softer, something that wanted to hold on to Kate’s approval rather than resist it.


Chapter Nine: The New Secretary

The alarm sounded at half past six, dragging Charlotte out of a deep sleep and into an immediate awareness of her body. Before she had even opened her eyes properly, there was a faint tingling beneath her skin, strongest across her chest, a sensitivity that made her shift with a delicious groan beneath the covers.

The bedroom was still dim, early morning light only just beginning to show around the curtains, and for a few seconds she lay there listening to the alarm before finally remembering what the day meant.

Her first day at Markham Security.

Charlotte reached across to silence the alarm and got out of bed. The tingling followed her into the bathroom, where she turned on the shower and stepped beneath the hot water. Steam began gathering on the glass while she washed, and it was only when her hands moved across her chest that she realised the change had continued overnight.

Her breasts were even fuller.

She looked down at them beneath the running water, surprised by how obvious the difference seemed. What had begun as a slight rounding at the salon had developed into a soft, unmistakably feminine shape, enough now that she could feel their weight when she moved.

They were still modest, but no longer something that could be dismissed as a trick of the light. Her body was changing, and whatever Mrs Feltham had done appeared to be continuing its work whether she wanted it or not.

Eventually she forced herself to stop looking, rinsed away the last of the soap and stepped onto the bathmat.

She dried carefully and moisturised, working the scented lotion over her arms, legs and shoulders until her skin felt silky. Even this had started to become routine. There had been a time when such preparations would have seemed unnecessary, but now she performed them without needing to be reminded, conscious that Alicia would notice immediately if she had skipped anything.

When Charlotte returned to the bedroom wrapped in a soft robe, Alicia was already there.

The outfit for the day was still arranged exactly as they had left it the previous evening. The sheer silver blouse hung neatly beside the fitted black skirt, while the black heels stood neatly together beneath the chair. Alicia was arranging cosmetics across the dressing table.

“Sit down, please.”

Charlotte took her place at the vanity while Alicia stood behind her and examined her face in the mirror. The new hairstyle had survived the night remarkably well, needing only a little brushing and reshaping before it fell naturally around Charlotte’s cheeks and shoulders. Alicia worked through it with her fingers, lifting the layers until they sat as intended, then turned her attention to the makeup.

Alicia applied foundation lightly, evening the complexion before adding a little warmth to the cheeks. The brows, already shaped and tinted, required little attention, but the eyes were carefully defined with mascara and a subtle liner that made them seem larger. A muted lipstick completed the face, sophisticated enough for the office while still drawing attention to the new fullness of Charlotte’s lips.

Alicia studied the result, made one tiny correction at the corner of Charlotte’s mouth and smiled.

“Good girl.”

The words sent the familiar warmth through Charlotte so quickly that she caught herself looking into the mirror with something close to pleasure.

Alicia opened a small jewellery box and removed a pair of pearl drop earrings. They were simple and elegant, each pearl suspended beneath a tiny silver fitting. She fastened them through Charlotte’s newly pierced ears, then moved her hair slightly so they remained visible beneath the red layers. The effect was understated but unmistakably feminine, the pearls shifting gently whenever Charlotte turned her head.

“Now we’ll get you dressed.”

Charlotte removed the robe, and Alicia handed her the white teddy they had chosen the previous evening. Its soft fabric fitted smoothly against her body, though the change in her chest meant that it sat differently now, shaping the new fullness rather than merely suggesting it. Alicia adjusted the fabric with professional care before giving Charlotte an approving glance.

“They are developing very nicely.”

The sheer hold-ups were rolled carefully up Charlottes legs and smoothed into place, after which she stepped into the black skirt. It fitted closely from the waist through the hips and thighs, finishing at mid-thigh with the small split at the back.

Next came the blouse.

The silver fabric was so fine that it seemed to catch and change with the light. Charlotte slipped her arms into the sleeves while Alicia settled it across her shoulders and fastened the front, leaving the white lingerie faintly visible beneath the sheer material. The bow at the neckline softened the otherwise sharp office look, while the transparency prevented the outfit from ever becoming entirely conventional.

Once the blouse had been tucked neatly in, Alicia zipped up the skirt and then adjusted the folds of top.

The black heels came last. Charlotte stepped into them and stood, automatically straightening her posture as the added height changed the way she carried herself. Alicia handed her the black handbag, then moved aside so Charlotte could see the complete effect in the mirror.

She certainly looked ready for work.

Her hair framed a carefully made-up face, pearl earrings moved gently beside her neck, and the sheer silver blouse shimmered above the fitted black skirt. The heels completed the long, feminine line of her legs, while the handbag gave the entire outfit the finishing touch of somebody who belonged in any smart city office.

A light breakfast was waiting when Charlotte came downstairs, laid out neatly at one end of the dining table: fresh fruit, yoghurt, toast and coffee, nothing heavy enough to make her feel uncomfortable in the fitted skirt she was wearing.

Alicia had already disappeared back towards the kitchen, leaving Charlotte alone with the strange sensation of being dressed for work and the anticipation that brought. The silver blouse caught the morning light whenever she moved, and she found herself checking the way the skirt sat before taking her seat, conscious of the stockings against her legs and the unfamiliar weight of the pearl earrings whenever she turned her head.

Kate appeared shortly afterwards and was, as usual, immaculate. She wore a sharply tailored dark trouser suit with a pale, cotton blouse beneath it, her hair arranged perfectly and her makeup subtle enough to suggest that she required almost no effort to look the way she did. Charlotte had begun to understand that this was part of Kate’s armour. Nothing about her appearance was accidental, from the shoes to the jewellery to the expensive handbag she placed on the chair beside her.

Kate gave Charlotte a quick inspection before sitting opposite. “Very nice.”

Charlotte felt the compliment register more deeply than she wanted it to and concentrated on spreading a little marmalade over her toast.

When breakfast was finished, Kate produced the passport and paperwork from the leather folder Charlotte had seen the previous evening. She checked each item before handing it across, making Charlotte place everything carefully inside her handbag rather than simply giving her the folder.

“You’ll need these for Human Resources. Keep them with you until they’re finished.”

Charlotte slipped the documents inside, feeling the passport beneath her fingertips before closing the bag. It still disturbed her how official everything looked. The name, photograph and details did not belong to some character Kate expected her to play around the house. They existed on paperwork that would be handed to strangers, entered into computer systems and used to establish her identity for real.

The limousine was waiting outside, and Kate led the way without ceremony. Charlotte followed in her heels, conscious that the narrow skirt naturally kept her steps short and controlled, then settled into the rear seat beside Kate with the handbag on her lap. The journey into the city felt very different from the previous day. There was no salon waiting at the end of it, no afternoon of clothes and curious women. This morning there was an office, a job and an entire building full of people who would know her only as Charlotte.

Markham Security occupied a modern building of dark glass and pale stone that seemed considerably more imposing from street level than Charlotte had imagined. The company name was displayed discreetly beside the entrance rather than shouted across the frontage, and people in smart business clothes were already moving through the revolving doors when the limousine stopped. Charlotte looked upwards through the window at the rows of reflective glass and felt her confidence drain away.

Kate noticed. “Remember what you were taught. Stand properly, walk properly and don’t stare at the floor.” She looked at Charlotte almost sympathetically. “Wait,” she suddenly added. “We’ve forgotten something.”

She reached into her bag and took out a bottle of expensive perfume. “Put out your wrists.” Charlotte did so and Kate sprayed a little on both wrists. “There.”

The chauffeur opened the door, and Charlotte stepped out into the morning rush.

Inside, the building was even more intimidating. The reception area was spacious, with polished stone floors, oak wood and brushed metal, while a security desk controlled access to the lifts beyond. Staff greeted Kate by name as she passed, and Charlotte became acutely aware that no one was staring at her. That should have been reassuring, but instead it made the situation feel more real. To everyone around them, she was simply the young redhead accompanying the owner of the company.

Kate signed her in at reception and took her upstairs to Human Resources, where a woman in her forties rose from behind a desk as they entered.

“Charlotte, this is Helen Barker, our head of HR,” Kate said. “Helen, this is my new secretary.”

Helen smiled warmly and invited Charlotte to sit. Kate remained only long enough to confirm that everything was in order before announcing that she would see Charlotte upstairs when the formalities were complete.

What followed was unnervingly ordinary. Helen asked for Charlotte’s documentation, checked the passport against the details already entered into the system and passed several forms across the desk for her to review and sign.

Charlotte answered questions about contact details and employment information while trying not to think too closely about the fact that every answer was strengthening the identity Kate had created for her. Helen typed efficiently, occasionally explaining some company procedure or benefit, and treated Charlotte with the pleasant professionalism she might have offered any new employee.

A photograph was taken for her company ID. Charlotte sat beneath a small camera while Helen adjusted the framing, and a few minutes later a plastic card emerged bearing the Markham Security logo, Charlotte’s photograph and her new name. A separate name badge was produced for her desk and meetings.

“There you are,” Helen said, handing the ID across. “Official now.”

Charlotte looked down at her own face printed beneath the name and felt a strange hollow sensation in her stomach.

By the time she was taken upstairs to Kate’s office, the building had begun to lose some of its mystery. She had passed meeting rooms, open work areas and offices where people were already deep into their morning, but Kate’s floor was quieter and considerably more luxurious. Her office occupied one corner of the building, with broad windows overlooking the city and a large desk positioned so that Kate could see both the view and anyone entering the room.

Charlotte’s workstation was immediately outside.

There was a computer, telephone, diary system and several folders already waiting for her. Kate showed her the basics of the role without unnecessary ceremony: managing calls, controlling access to the office, organising appointments, preparing papers for meetings and making sure anything requiring Kate’s attention reached her in the correct order.

Charlotte discovered that much of it was straightforward once she stopped thinking about how she looked while doing it. She could type, organise information and learn software quickly enough, and before long she was concentrating on the work rather than the fact that a sheer blouse revealed the faintest suggestion of white lingerie whenever she leaned towards the screen.

Late in the morning she realised she needed the toilet.

The thought brought an entirely new anxiety.

Charlotte left her desk and followed the signs along the corridor until she reached two doors. She stopped in front of them, looking from one to the other even though there was no real question about which Kate expected her to use.

Ladies.

She pushed the door open.

Inside, the room was brigh and immaculate, with individual cubicles along one side and a long counter of mirrors and basins opposite. Two women from another department were already there, talking while one washed her hands. Neither reacted when Charlotte entered. One merely smiled politely before continuing the conversation.

Charlotte went into a cubicle and closed the door behind her, the simplicity of the act somehow making the morning feel more significant than all the paperwork had done. When she emerged, she washed her hands and looked at herself in the mirror beside the other women. Her lipstick had faded slightly from breakfast and coffee, and a touch of shine had appeared around her nose.

She opened her handbag.

Alicia had packed a compact, lipstick and powder inside.

Charlotte hesitated only briefly before taking them out. She powdered her face lightly, checked her eyes and carefully refreshed the lipstick, pressing her lips together as she had been shown. One of the women beside her glanced over and smiled before leaving.

Charlotte returned the cosmetics to her handbag and studied her reflection once more.

Then she straightened the bow at the neck of her blouse and went back to work.

Later that morning Kate sent Charlotte to the filing room to collect a contract from one of the older client folders. It was quieter there than on the main floor, a narrow room lined with shelves and storage cabinets where the only sound came from the faint hum of the ventilation system. Charlotte had just found the correct section when the door opened behind her, and a male voice asked whether she needed any help.

She turned to find Henry Blake standing there. She recognised him immediately from events she had once, a lifetime ago, attended with Alice. Henry was Markham Security’s top sales executive, tall and broad-shouldered, with a ruggedly handsome face and the relaxed confidence of someone who knew exactly how successful he was. His dark suit fitted perfectly, though his tie was loosened slightly at the collar, giving him a more casual air than most of the people Charlotte had met that morning.

“I’m fine, thank you,” she said, reaching for the folder she needed.

Henry made no move to leave. Instead, he leaned against one of the cabinets and watched her with an easy smile. “You’re Kate’s new secretary, aren’t you?”

Charlotte nodded.

“I thought so. I’d definitely have remembered you if you’d been here before.”

The compliment was light enough to sound harmless, but the way he looked at her made its meaning perfectly clear. Charlotte felt herself becoming more conscious of the sheer silver blouse, the close-fitting skirt and the heels that had seemed merely part of an outfit when Alicia dressed her that morning. She pulled the file free and turned towards the door, but Henry shifted position at the same time, placing himself casually between her and the corridor.

“I should get this back to Ms Markham.”

“I’m sure she can spare you for another thirty seconds.” His smile widened when Charlotte looked up at him. “I’m Henry.”

“I know who you are.”

“Ah, you’ve been warned.”

Charlotte knew he was teasing, yet she could feel the heat beginning to rise into her cheeks. Henry noticed it immediately, his expression becoming more amused as he studied her.

“You blush very easily, don’t you?”

Charlotte tightened her grip on the folder. “I really do need to go.”

Henry remained where he was for another second before stepping aside, making the gesture exaggeratedly courteous as he opened the way for her. “Of course. I wouldn’t want to get you into trouble on your first day.”

Charlotte passed him without answering, but she could feel his attention following her as she walked into the corridor. By the time she reached Kate’s office, her cheeks were still warm, and she was annoyed by how much the encounter had unsettled her. Nothing had actually happened. Henry had simply flirted, yet the awareness of being noticed in that way had stayed with her all the way back to her desk.

Kate was busy for most of the morning, and Charlotte spent most of the rest of the morning taking calls and making appointments. At lunchtime, she was given some money to get food for both her and Kate. Charlotte gathered her courage and went out to the local sandwich shop, got their order and was surprised how normal it was. She and Kate sat in her office eating, the door closed.

Kate was reading something on her desk when. She glanced up at Charlotte with a faintly knowing expression.

“You’ve met Henry Blake.”

Charlotte hesitated before answering. “Yes, Mistress.”

“And?”

“He came into the filing room while I was getting that document.”

Kate put down her pen and smiled. “I imagine he introduced himself.”

“He did more than that. He was flirting with me.”

That seemed to interest Kate rather than surprise her. “Henry flirts with any woman he finds attractive. He believes he’s god’s gift. You’re going to have to become accustomed to that.” Charlotte looked away, uncomfortable with how matter-of-factly Kate said it. “How did it make you feel?” Kate asked.

“I don’t know.” Kate raised an eyebrow. Charlotte sighed. “Embarrassed. Nervous. I didn’t know what to say to him.”

Charlotte met her eyes, but Kate had already turned back towards the document on the desk. “You’re an attractive young woman, Charlotte. Men are going to notice you, and some of them are going to make that very obvious. You can’t spend the rest of your life blushing every time one of them smiles at you.”

Charlotte finished her lunch and then went back to her station. The afternoon settled into a fairly gentle routine. Kate hosted a meeting and then called for Charlotte to take minutes. When the meeting was over, she asked Charlotte to go to Jake Wharburton’s office on the second floor and collect a contract he had been preparing. Walking through the office was another experience, but by this time Charlotte was beginning to get used to it. She would catch sight of herself in windows, a young, pretty girl reflected back. Wharburton was young and gave her an appreciative glance before giving her the document Kate wanted.

When Charlotte returned, she knocked on Kate’s door and entered. Kate looked up and told her to come around the desk and stand beside her. Charlotte did so as Kate opened the document and began to read it.

Then Kate placed her hand gently against the small of Charlotte’s back.

The touch was light and but a little thrill passed through Charlotte that she had not expected. There were no words spoken. Then Kate’s hand slid gently down over her right buttock while she continued to read the document. The hand continued delicately down to the tight hem of Charlotte’s skirt.

“Part your legs,” Kate whispered.

Charlotte shivered and let out a little moan. She parted her legs. Kate's hand drifted between them, catching the flesh almost imperceptibly. The fingers rose a little, just enough to press against Charlotte’s panties and the cage beneath. It was the briefest of touches. Then she withdrew her hand, signed something on the document and then closed it. She handed it back to Charlotte: “Take this to Jayne Everton in the contracts department and ask her to process it straight away for me.”

Charlotte swallowed. “Yes, Mistress.”

Charlotte made it through the rest of the day without incident, though by the time the limousine carried her and Kate back towards the house she felt drained by the effort of maintaining the posture, voice and careful composure that had been expected of her from the moment she stepped into Markham Security. She tried to push away any thought of how Kate had touched her and the way that it had made her feel.

Alicia had dinner waiting when they returned home. The meal was simple and comforting, served in the dining room with the quiet efficiency Charlotte was beginning to associate with the house, and Kate allowed her a glass of wine.

Charlotte accepted it gratefully, enjoying the warmth that spread through her as the strain of the day began to ease. Kate asked a few questions about the office and seemed pleased with the answers, particularly when Charlotte admitted that the work itself had not been difficult once she understood what was expected of her.

Afterwards they returned to the living room, where Kate sat with another small glass of wine and regarded Charlotte with the thoughtful expression she had come to recognise.

“You’ve done enough for one day,” she said. “Go upstairs and change into your nightwear.”

Charlotte started to rise, but Kate added, “Choose something you know your Mistress will like, and when you’re ready, come to my room.”

That instruction stayed with her all the way upstairs.

The wardrobe held several pieces of nightwear now, far more than Charlotte remembered seeing when she had first been placed in the bedroom. Alicia had clearly been adding to it. Charlotte moved through the hangers slowly, dismissing a pale satin nightdress as too plain and a softer cream set as too innocent before her fingers stopped on a deep red nightdress hanging near the back.

She took it out and held it against herself.

The fabric was light and sheer, falling in a long, fluid line with a split running high along one side. A matching peignoir and panties hung beside it, equally delicate, with loose sleeves and enough transparency to allow the red beneath to remain visible. Charlotte hesitated because she knew exactly why she had chosen it. Kate would like it.

She changed slowly, allowing the soft fabric to settle around her body before slipping the peignoir over her shoulders. When she turned towards the mirror, the effect caught her by surprise. The red suited her hair, making it appear richer and more vivid, while the nightdress followed the new lines of her body in a way that made the changes harder to ignore.

Charlotte raised a hand towards her chest and felt the now familiar tingling there again. Her breasts seemed fuller than they had that morning, soft beneath the fabric and increasingly difficult to dismiss as temporary. She adjusted the peignoir, smoothed the red fabric at her hips once more and left the room before she could change her mind.

Kate’s bedroom was farther along the corridor, behind a door Charlotte had never once been allowed to pass through. She stopped outside, suddenly nervous, then lifted her hand and knocked.

“Come in.”

Charlotte opened the door.

The room was large and elegant, very different from the aggressively feminine bedroom that had been given to her. The colours were deeper and more restrained, with soft lamps casting warm pools of light across dark furniture and heavy curtains. At the centre stood a large double bed.

Kate was lying against the pillows in a blue silk robe, her hair loose around her shoulders instead of tied back. Without the suit, the jewellery and the polished armour of Markham Security, she looked softer, though no less commanding.

Charlotte stepped inside and closed the door behind her.

Kate looked her over from the red nightdress to the matching peignoir, taking in the colour, the flowing fabric and the nervous way Charlotte stood near the foot of the bed.

Then she smiled.

“You look beautiful.”

She sat up and opened her legs, then patted the mattress in front of her. “Come and sit here, with your back to me.” Charlotte could feel her heart beating wildly but she held it together and climbed onto the bed and sat a little stiffly with her back to Kate. “Settle back, that’s it.”

Charlotte did so, closing her eyes. She could feel her warmth, the touch of her breasts against her back and then her hands gently stroking her arms.

“You’re trembling,” whispered Kate. She moved a section of her hair and kissed her neck gently. “You’re going to have to learn,” she continued. “How to enjoy being a girl.” Her fingers stroked lightly against Charlotte’s breasts. The nipples hardened, and Charlotte gasped, not with surprise but with pleasure. She pressed a little against Kate without thinking, and her trembling stopped.

“How does that feel?” Kate asked.

Charlotte swallowed and whispered: “I like it.”

“Are you my girl?”

“Yes, I’m your girl.”


Chapter Ten: The Point of No Return

The days began to merge into one another, and before Charlotte fully understood what was happening, a week had passed, then another, and the life that had seemed impossible when she first fell into Kate Markham’s web had acquired the reassuring shape of routine.

Her mornings began at half past six. Sometimes Alicia came into the bedroom while Charlotte was still showering and laid everything out for her, but increasingly Charlotte was expected to manage more of the preparation herself.

After the first day, Alicia had begun to teach her how to apply makeup and, by the second week, Charlotte could produce a respectable daytime face on her own. Alicia still inspected the result and made occasional corrections, though these became fewer as Charlotte became more proficient.

Her wardrobe expanded too. She began to appreciate different styles and looks and Kate would ask why Charlotte had chosen a particular outfit. Sometimes she chose because of the material a blouse or skirt was made of. Other times it was how it made her look.

Her body continued changing with quiet persistence.

The tingling in her breasts came and went throughout the day now, sometimes barely noticeable and sometimes strong enough to distract her from whatever she was doing. They had filled out considerably, developing into a small but unmistakably feminine bust that required proper support and altered the way every blouse and dress sat on her.

Alicia measured her twice, replacing bras almost as quickly as Charlotte became accustomed to them, and there were mornings when Charlotte found herself standing before the mirror studying the shape beneath her nightdress.

The chastity device made those changes much harder to ignore.

Kate had shown no inclination to remove it, and the frustration it created became a persistent undercurrent to Charlotte’s days. At first it had been simply another symbol of Kate’s control, uncomfortable because of what it represented rather than because Charlotte felt any particular need to pleasure herself.

It changed as her body became more sensitive. The strange warmth produced by praise, the effect of Kate touching her, the awareness of being admired and the increasingly complicated response she had to her own reflection would create a pressure in the cage that sometimes became too much to bear.

Kate understood all this perfectly.

Sometimes Charlotte suspected that Kate could identify the particularly difficult days before Charlotte said a word. She would become impatient or find herself unable to concentrate on some simple task, and Kate would look at her with that maddeningly knowing expression. When Charlotte went into the office, Kate often called her to her side and would touch her gently in the most intimate ways.

“Is something bothering you, Charlotte?”

Charlotte learned not to answer. But she would spend the rest of the day almost ready to explode. It was designed to make her compliant, of course.

The evenings were where most of the changes were made. Some were practical. Alicia taught her new makeup techniques or showed her how to care for the clothes that were accumulating in her wardrobe. On other evenings Charlotte cooked under Kate’s supervision, gradually learning dishes that required considerably more skill than she had previously possessed. Kate insisted that presentation mattered as much as taste, correcting the arrangement on the plate or sending Charlotte back to the kitchen because she had forgotten to do something to her satisfaction.

There were dance lessons, usually after dinner when Kate chose music and cleared enough space in the living room for Charlotte to practise. What had once felt humiliating gradually became something she enjoyed. Her movements were less self-conscious now, her balance in heels almost automatic, and she had learned to follow a rhythm without thinking through every step. Sometimes Kate danced with her, leading Charlotte as if she was a man. Those sessions usually left Charlotte particularly aware of the cage beneath her clothes.

Other nights explored Kate’s dominance and reinforced Charlotte’s submissiveness. A collar appeared, a narrow band of soft black leather that sat closely around Charlotte’s neck. There were cuffs occasionally, lessons in kneeling, little humiliations and the constant pushing of boundaries. Kate never seemed interested in rushing these sessions. What mattered to her was Charlotte gradually giving up control, the moment when resistance stopped being automatic, and obedience became something chosen within the strange boundaries of their relationship.

Charlotte began to understand how Kate could manipulate her and make her feel things she had thought were beyond her. When her Mistress spanked her pantied behind it no longer felt just like humiliation, there was an undercurrent of pleasure as well. A thrill that often made her gasp.

Praise remained the most effective weapon of all.

“Good girl.”

Those two words could still send warmth racing through Charlotte with embarrassing ease. She no longer resented it. Some evenings she found herself working harder precisely because she wanted to hear it, and on one particularly frustrating night she caught herself looking towards Kate after completing a task, waiting for the words.

Kate smiled. Charlotte realised what she had done and looked away.

“Good girl.”

The pleasure that followed was almost unbearable.

Her voice changed more subtly. Her pitch lifted slightly without her thinking about it, her speech acquired a natural lilt, and the hesitant softness Kate had originally forced through repetition became simply the way Charlotte spoke.

At Markham Security, the change was just as profound. Charlotte became good at the job, an efficient secretary who was always beautifully presented.

She learned which calls Kate wanted immediately and which could wait. She understood how to organise the diary so that difficult meetings were not bunched together, how Kate liked documents prepared and which clients required a little extra diplomacy. Before long, people in the office were coming directly to Charlotte when they wanted access to Kate, and Charlotte discovered that being the gatekeeper to the owner of the company gave her an unexpected degree of authority.

Henry Blake remained a constant complication.

He had not lost interest after their first encounter in the filing room. If anything, Charlotte’s embarrassment appeared to have encouraged him. He found reasons to stop at her desk, usually on the pretence of asking whether Kate was available, and he developed a habit of leaning against the edge of Charlotte’s workstation while they talked. Once, after noticing the pearl earrings she had worn on her first day, he told her she looked particularly beautiful and then walked away before she had managed anything more intelligent than a flushed thank you.

Charlotte mentioned it to Kate one evening.

They were sitting in the living room after dinner, Charlotte wearing a soft house dress and practising painting her nails while Kate read through some papers from work.

“Henry was bothering me again today.”

Kate did not look up. “Bothering you?”

“He keeps flirting.”

“Yes, I know.”

Charlotte stopped with the brush suspended over one nail. “How do you know?”

“He’s Henry.”

That answer was apparently sufficient for Kate, but Charlotte continued watching her until she finally put the papers aside.

“What do you normally do when he flirts with you?”

Charlotte frowned. Kate moved closer and took Charlotte’s hand, inspecting the half-painted nails before carefully correcting the angle of one finger. “Flirt back.”

Charlotte nearly dragged her hand away. “What?”

“Smile at him. Talk to him. Let him know you enjoy his attention.”

Charlotte returned her attention to her nails, though her face had already begun to warm. Kate’s voice softened. “I am not ordering you to do anything with Henry. But it is important that you understand what it feels like to be wanted and to respond accordingly.”

The following morning Henry appeared at Charlotte’s desk with two coffees and his usual smile. And she flirted as a girl for the first time.

It was small at first. Charlotte stopped ending every conversation as quickly as possible. She allowed herself to smile when Henry complimented her and occasionally answered his teasing with something of her own. She discovered that there was a peculiar satisfaction in making him laugh and an even stranger one in watching his attention sharpen when she crossed her legs or leaned towards him.

Henry noticed the difference.

His visits to her desk became more frequent, and his compliments became less disguised. He would find excuses to stand close when they spoke, occasionally lowering his voice as though whatever he was saying were meant only for her. Once, as they came out of the lift together, his hand rested lightly against Charlotte’s back while he allowed her to walk ahead of him. The touch lasted barely a second, yet Charlotte spent the next ten minutes thinking about it.

A few evenings later, Kate surprised Charlotte by telling her she could go out with some of the women from the office.

A group from accounts, HR and contracts were planning drinks in the city after work, and Charlotte had already turned them down twice because she assumed Kate would refuse. This time, when she mentioned it over dinner, Kate simply asked where they were going, who would be there and what time Charlotte expected to be home.

Charlotte stared at her. “You mean I can go?”

“Yes.”

The answer came so easily that Charlotte immediately became suspicious. Kate smiled at the expression on her face. “You are allowed to have friends, Charlotte. In fact, I think it would be good for you.”

Later, when Charlotte came downstairs dressed for the evening, Kate inspected her carefully before handing over some cash. Alicia had helped choose a fitted black dress that was short without being too slutty, with a simple neckline and an inviting shape through the waist. Her hair had been styled more loosely than for work, and her makeup was darker around the eyes, balanced by a softer lipstick. A small handbag and heels completed the look.

The evening began in a crowded bar where music played loudly. Charlotte arrived feeling nervous, but the women from the office greeted her with such easy enthusiasm that the unease did not last. Within half an hour there were cocktails on the table, stories about people at work that would never have been repeated inside Markham Security, and enough laughter for Charlotte to stop worrying about how she was sitting or whether somebody was watching the way she moved.

She was simply another woman from the office on a night out with friends, joining in with complaints about managers, gossiping about colleagues and laughing when somebody told a story about how Henry tried to corner someone and failed miserably.

The conversation drifted from work to relationships, clothes, and holidays, and Charlotte found herself contributing without having to think about her voice. The lilt that had once required concentration now came naturally, shaped by weeks of repetition until she no longer heard anything unusual in it.

They moved on to another bar later, then a club where dancing seemed to matter more than conversation. Charlotte allowed herself to be dragged onto the dance floor and quickly discovered that all those evenings practising with Kate had given her something unexpected: confidence. Men noticed too.

The first was harmless enough, a man near the bar who offered to buy her a drink and looked genuinely disappointed when she told him she already had one. Later someone asked if she had a boyfriend. Another tried to persuade her to leave with him after dancing beside her for several songs, and although she refused, the attention produced a complicated warmth she recognised immediately.

Kate had been right about that much.

There was something intoxicating about being wanted.

Charlotte did not need to act on it to enjoy the knowledge that somebody was looking at her and thinking about her in that way. She remembered Kate telling her that she needed to learn the difference between enjoying attention and giving somebody permission to go further, and for the first time she understood what she meant.

Emma from contracts had become protective after one man grew too persistent, stepping neatly between them and telling him Charlotte had already said no. Afterwards they laughed about it in the toilets while retouching their makeup, and Charlotte caught sight of the two of them together in the mirror, handbags open on the counter, lipstick and powder scattered between them.

The image felt almost impossibly ordinary.

By the time the group began breaking up, Charlotte was pleasantly tired, slightly light-headed from the drinks and glowing from an evening in which she had let herself go. There were hugs outside the final bar, promises to do it again and several insistences that Charlotte had better come next time.

Then she was alone.

Midnight had just passed when she joined the taxi queue.

Cold night air moved against her bare legs, and the city felt very different now that the others had gone. People drifted past in groups, taxis pulled forward one after another, and Charlotte stood there with her handbag tucked beneath her arm while something that had been hidden beneath the excitement of the evening suddenly became impossible to ignore.

She could leave.

There was money in her bag. Nobody was standing beside her. Kate was not watching. There was no chauffeur waiting at the kerb, no Alicia leading her upstairs or watching her every step. Charlotte could get into the next taxi and give any address she liked.

She moved forward with the queue while the thought grew larger. She tried to imagine arriving somewhere alone, walking into a hotel in the black dress and heels with nothing except the contents of her handbag. She could disappear before Kate had time to find her.

The taxi at the front of the queue pulled away.

Another moved forward.

Charlotte looked down at her polished nails wrapped around the strap of her handbag and thought about the house. Her bedroom. Alicia bringing coffee in the morning. Kate waiting at breakfast. The office. Her desk. The life that had been forced upon her until, somewhere along the way, parts of it had stopped feeling forced.

When her turn came, the driver leaned across and asked where she wanted to go.

Charlotte gave Kate’s address.

She sat in the back while the city slipped away beyond the window, wondering what exactly she had just chosen.

Lights were still on downstairs when the taxi reached the house. Charlotte paid the driver, walked up the path and let herself in. The hallway was quiet, but a warm pool of light came from the living room, and she followed it to find Kate waiting there in a silk dressing gown with a book beside her and a half-finished glass of wine on the table.

Kate watched as Charlotte crossed the room, the black dress moving around her thighs and the evening still clinging to her in perfume, hairspray and the faint smell of bars and city streets. Then, without being told, she lowered herself carefully to her knees at Kate’s feet.

Kate’s hand moved to her hair, smoothing it gently away from her face.

“Well?”

Charlotte looked up at her and began to tell her about the night.

The following Friday, she was on the phone with a prospective client, arranging a meeting and working through the available times while checking Kate’s schedule on the screen in front of her. Her voice carried the soft lilt Kate had worked so hard to encourage.

“Tuesday at eleven would be perfect,” she said, making the final note in the diary. “Yes, I’ll send confirmation through this afternoon. Thank you.”

She put down the phone, added the client’s details to the appointment and was reaching for another file when she became aware of someone standing on the other side of the desk.

Charlotte looked up.

For a second nothing registered. The face was familiar, but her mind seemed unwilling to connect. Charlotte’s hand froze beside the keyboard. She felt her stomach tighten as a rush of thoughts collided inside her, but Alice’s attention had already dropped to the nameplate on the desk.

She smiled.

“Hi, Charlotte. I’m Ms Markham’s daughter. She’s expecting me.”

Charlotte could not answer.

She had imagined this moment in a dozen different ways, usually late at night when sleep refused to come, but never like this. She had expected shock, confusion, anger, recognition. Anything except this casual smile and polite introduction.

Charlotte tried to speak, but nothing came out. She could feel her pulse hammering beneath the collar of her blouse and became suddenly conscious of everything about herself: the red hair, the makeup, the skirt, the heels, the pearl earrings and the feminine voice that refused to appear now that she desperately needed it.

Kate’s office door opened.

“Alice!” Her face lit up as she crossed towards her daughter. Alice laughed and allowed herself to be pulled into an affectionate embrace. Kate held her at arm’s length for a moment as though inspecting her after the trip, then kissed her cheek and ushered her towards the office.

“You look wonderful. Come in. Tell me everything.”

Alice glanced briefly towards Charlotte again, still smiling, then followed Kate through the doorway. Charlotte remained seated behind the desk, hardly breathing.

The office door had not quite closed. She could hear Alice laughing about something, followed by the scrape of a chair and the low murmur of conversation.

Then Alice’s voice came through clearly. “Oh my God, she looks amazing. How ever did you do it?”

About fifteen minutes later, Kate’s office door opened and the two women emerged together. Charlotte had spent the time trying to work, though she had read the same email several times without properly taking it in. She could hear the occasional rise and fall of their voices through the door, but not enough to follow what they were saying.

Kate stepped out first, already reaching for her handbag. “Charlotte, I’m not coming back this afternoon. Alice and I have a few things to do.”

Charlotte looked up from the screen, carefully controlling her expression. “Of course, Ms Markham.”

Alice glanced towards her. It was a small reaction, no more than a momentary change in her face, but Charlotte noticed it. More than that, she noticed the way Alice was looking at her now. The polite indifference from fifteen minutes earlier had gone. Her eyes lingered over Charlotte’s face, then moved to the red hair, the blouse and the fitted black skirt before returning to her eyes.

Kate seemed oblivious to it, though Charlotte suspected very little escaped her.

“There are several things I need you to deal with before you leave,” Kate said, moving towards the desk. “We have the Harrington meeting first thing Monday morning, so I want the client file checked, the presentation printed, and the revised contract placed in the blue folder. Make sure the conference room is booked from nine until eleven and ask catering to arrange coffee and pastries for six people.”

Charlotte reached for her notebook and began writing everything down, grateful for the familiar task. “Anything else?”

“The background reports from compliance should arrive this afternoon. If they do, add them to the file and email me to confirm everything is ready. Don’t leave anything until Monday morning.”

“Yes, Ms Markham.”

Kate gave a satisfied nod, then glanced towards Alice. “That should keep her busy.”

Alice smiled, but her attention returned to Charlotte almost immediately.

Kate checked something in her handbag. “You’ll need to get the bus home tonight.”

That no longer carried the shock it once might have done. Since Charlotte’s night out with the women from the office, Kate had given her a little more independence, including a bus pass. She had used it several times since, travelling home alone after Kate stayed late or left for meetings elsewhere, and the routine had become another small part of her new life.

Kate moved towards the lifts, and Alice followed, but before they reached the corridor Alice looked back over her shoulder. Her gaze settled on Charlotte for just a little too long, before Kate said something that made her turn away again.

Charlotte watched them disappear.

Only when the lift doors had closed did she realise how tightly she was gripping her pen.

Charlotte left the office later than usual. That evening felt different from the moment she stepped out of the building. Alice was back and the moment she had been quietly dreading, of being revealed, had come and gone in a way she had not expected. Alice hadn’t been surprised. She hadn’t been angry and wanted to know what was going on. She had been accepting.

The bus arrived with a hiss of brakes and a wash of warm air from inside. Charlotte climbed aboard, showed the driver her pass and made her way down the aisle, conscious as ever of the way the movement of the bus obliged her to balance differently in heels. She chose a seat halfway down, by the window, and sat with her handbag on her lap while the city drifted past in smears of headlights and shopfront reflections.

It was only once the bus had moved off that she became aware of the man sitting diagonally opposite. He was perhaps in his thirties, wearing a suit, and every so often his eyes dropped towards her crossed legs before shifting away again. He was not crude about it, and he was not the first man to look at her that way, but the awareness still passed through her with an unsettling mixture of embarrassment and something else she was beginning to recognise.

Her legs were more exposed when seated than she had realised at first, and she felt suddenly conscious of the line of her calves, the angle of her heels, the small movement of the bus against her body. She turned slightly towards the window as if that might hide her, though she knew perfectly well it did not.

What unsettled her most was not the man’s attention itself but the fact that she no longer reacted to it with simple alarm. Henry had started that change, then the night out with the girls from the office had taken it further, and now Charlotte sat on a bus in evening traffic aware that being looked at carried with it a distinct thrill.

Outside, the city changed, office blocks giving way to rows of shops, then to residential streets washed in the lowering sun. Charlotte let the rhythm of the bus and the blurred reflections in the glass carry her thoughts where they wanted to go. For days, perhaps longer, she had allowed herself to believe that life might continue indefinitely in this strange new shape. She had slipped into femininity by inches, seduced not only by Kate’s will but by the cumulative ease of becoming Charlotte.

Now Alice was back, and with her came the sense that some invisible line had finally been reached.

She had crossed so many smaller boundaries already that perhaps she had failed to notice the one that mattered most. This felt different. Charlotte sat on the bus, hands folded over her handbag, and realised with a hollow sort of calm that she had wandered almost to the edge of the Rubicon without admitting it. Now she was there. Alice’s return meant the fantasy could no longer remain sealed inside Kate’s carefully controlled world. Sooner or later it would have to collide with the old life, and when it did, there would be no easy path back.

By the time she stepped off the bus and walked towards Kate’s house, the sense of impending doom had settled into something quieter but no less powerful. The evening air was cool, carrying the smell of damp leaves and distant traffic, and Charlotte found herself thinking not of escape but of inevitability.

Kate was waiting when she let herself in.

She stood in the entrance hall in a dressing gown, one hand resting lightly against the bannister as though she had been waiting for the front door to open. The gown was dark and elegant, and though it was less formal than the clothes she wore to the office, there was still the same poise to her posture, the same unsettling sense that she knew exactly how Charlotte would arrive and exactly what would follow.

“You’re home,” she said.

Charlotte nodded and set her handbag down. “Yes, Mistress.”

Kate studied her face for a moment, reading more than Charlotte would have liked, then turned and began walking towards the kitchen. “We’re having guests this evening. You are going to cook.”

Charlotte followed her. “Guests?”

“Yes.” Kate opened the door into the kitchen and switched on the lights above the worktops. Ingredients had already been assembled with Alicia’s usual precision, vegetables washed and set out, meat prepared, herbs laid ready beside a chopping board. “You always knew this was coming.”

Charlotte stood still for a moment, taking in the meaning beneath the words. This was not simply about dinner. Kate was making plain, in the gentlest voice possible, that tonight formed part of the same movement Charlotte had been feeling all the way home. The old life and the new were drawing together.

“I suppose I did,” Charlotte said quietly.

“Good.” Kate’s tone softened very slightly. “Then we needn’t waste time pretending otherwise.”

The familiarity of preparing a meal under Kate’s supervision steadied her more than she expected. The house smelled of garlic, butter and fresh herbs, and for a while the practical rhythm held the darker thoughts at bay.

When everything was finally ready to go in the oven, Kate appeared in the doorway again and looked over the preparation with approval. “That will do for now,” she said. “Come with me.”

Charlotte wiped her hands, smoothed the her skirt almost automatically and followed her upstairs.

Kate’s bedroom was lit warmly, the curtains drawn against the evening and a spread of clothes already laid out across the bed. Charlotte stopped just inside the door. White lace underwear had been placed beside the dress she recognised at once, the original white dress that had marked the beginning of everything. Even folded, it carried the same strange power over her: white satin gleaming softly beneath layers of lace, the bodice structured but delicate, the sleeves full and feminine, the skirt tiered with ruffles that looked theatrical and impossibly girlish.

Kate crossed the room and stood close enough for Charlotte to feel the warmth of her presence. “Undress.”

Charlotte obeyed without argument. She removed the office blouse first, then the skirt, laying each piece carefully over a chair, aware that Kate was watching not merely to control the process but to take pleasure in it. In her bra and panties, Charlotte looked down at herself and saw once again how much her body had changed. Her breasts had filled out more during the past three weeks than even she could quite accept, and the soft fullness at her chest now seemed impossible to separate from the rest of Charlotte’s reality.

Kate picked up the white lace underwear herself. It had delicate detailing that felt more ceremonial than functional. She handed Charlotte the panties first, then the bra, and when Charlotte had put them on, Kate stepped closer to adjust the straps and settle the lace properly against her skin. The intimacy of that simple act made Charlotte hold her breath. Kate’s fingers were cool and precise, and when they brushed the underside of her breast in the course of making the fit perfect, Charlotte felt an immediate answering tingle run through her body. The holdup stockings were next, lace-topped with bows at the front.

Without comment, Kate lifted the dress and held it open. Charlotte stepped into it, and together they drew it up into place. Kate zipped up the back slowly, smoothing the satin over Charlotte’s body, settling the lace at the neckline and arranging the sleeves so that the ruffles fell exactly as they should. Once the bodice was secured, she spread the skirt properly, layer over layer of white satin and lace falling around Charlotte’s thighs in soft, extravagant tiers. The dress had the same uncanny effect it had possessed the first time: it did not simply clothe her, it declared something.

While Charlotte stood in the centre of the room in the white dress and high heels, Kate moved to the wardrobe and chose her own outfit.

It was more feminine than Charlotte had ever seen her wear in the evening. Instead of one of her usual silk robes or quietly elegant house dresses, she chose a flowing gown in pale dove-grey satin, cut low at the throat and shaped gently through the waist, with a softness to it that made her seem, for once, less like Charlotte’s formidable captor and more like a woman dressing for an occasion she had anticipated for some time. She sat at the dressing table and brushed out her dark hair until it fell freely over her shoulders, then added a little more colour to her lips and turned to look at Charlotte in the mirror.

The room had grown very quiet.

Charlotte stood behind her, dressed in the white satin and lace that had first transformed her, and watched as Kate rose and came back towards her. Kate adjusted the skirt once more, then lifted one hand to Charlotte’s hair, smoothing a strand away from her face with a tenderness that was more disarming than severity would have been.

“Listen to me,” she said.

Charlotte met her eyes.

“You are not to perform, and you are not to hide behind what you imagine I want to see. Be yourself.”

For a second Charlotte could only stare at her. The instruction felt almost impossible after everything that had happened.

Kate’s expression softened further. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, Mistress,” Charlotte said, though what she understood was less the instruction than the gravity behind it.

Kate gave the smallest nod and turned Charlotte gently towards the full-length mirror.

The woman reflected there wore white lace and satin like a memory returning in altered form. The dress that had once seemed absurd now fitted her body differently, settling over real curves, framing the softened fullness of her breasts and falling around her with an ease it had lacked at the beginning. Beside her stood Kate in pale satin, dark hair loose, elegant and unexpectedly feminine herself. They looked, Charlotte thought with a sudden shiver, less like mistress and captive preparing for another lesson than two women dressing together for an evening that might change everything.

Back in the kitchen, Kate checked the oven, adjusted one of the pans and then, without comment, took a bottle of wine from the rack and poured Charlotte a glass.

“For Dutch courage,” she said, handing it over.

Charlotte accepted it, the stem of the glass cool against her fingers. She took a sip and felt the wine spread warmth through her chest, though it did little to quiet the tension that had been building. The white dress seemed more extravagant now that she was standing in the kitchen wearing it, every movement making the satin and lace shift softly around her legs.

The doorbell rang. Kate glanced towards her, almost amused by her reaction, then set down her own glass. “Well. Here we are.”

They crossed the hallway together, Charlotte following half a pace behind. When Kate opened the door, Alice was standing there with Rod.

The sight of them together hit Charlotte harder than she expected. Alice had linked one arm through Rod’s as though it were the most natural thing in the world, and Rod stood beside her looking every bit as self-assured as Charlotte remembered, tall, broad-shouldered and impeccably dressed. In Alice’s free hand was a small box tied with a neat bow.

Rod’s eyes went straight to Charlotte.

There was no attempt to disguise the way he looked her over, from the red hair down to the white satin dress and heels, and Charlotte felt heat rise into her face under the scrutiny. Alice, by contrast, seemed entirely relaxed.

“Hi, Charlotte,” she said brightly. “I bought this for you.”

Before Charlotte could make sense of what was happening, Alice held out the small box.

“For me?”

“Yes, for you. Take it.”

Charlotte did, still trying to understand the ease with which Alice was behaving, but Alice had already moved past her into the house with Rod still linked to her arm. Kate stepped aside to let them through, and Charlotte followed them into the living room carrying the box.

Alice looked over her shoulder and laughed lightly when she saw Charlotte still holding it unopened.

“Well, open it, silly.”

Charlotte sat on the edge of one of the chairs and carefully untied the bow. The lid came away to reveal a delicate flower hair clip nestled inside, small and elegant, with pale petals arranged around a tiny centre that caught the light.

Charlotte looked up.

“I thought it would suit you,” Alice said. “You could wear it tonight.”

Before Charlotte had the chance to respond, Alice came over and took the clip from the box. She stepped behind Charlotte, gently moved a section of red hair away from her face and fixed the flower into place with practised fingers, adjusting it until she was satisfied.

“There,” she said. “Perfect.”

Charlotte moved through the rest of the meal in a daze, grateful for the practical demands of cooking because they gave her somewhere to put her hands and attention. She checked the vegetables, finished the sauce, carved the meat and transferred everything to warmed serving dishes while the others talked. Every so often she became aware of Alice’s laughter drifting from the dining room, or Rod’s lower voice answering something, and each sound seemed to sharpen the unreality of the evening.

When the food was ready, Charlotte carried it through and served them one by one before taking her own place at the table. The white satin dress rustled softly whenever she moved, and the little flower Alice had fixed into her hair made her feel even more conspicuous.

For a while the conversation flowed around her with an almost unnerving ease. Alice seemed fascinated by the details of Charlotte’s appearance, asking Kate how the cheeks and lips had been done and remarking on how much difference the changes made to the balance of her face. She talked about the red hair too, saying that the colour suited Charlotte far better than she would have expected, while Charlotte sat listening to herself being discussed with the curious detachment of someone overhearing a conversation about another person.

Rod was less interested in the salon work and more interested in the effect Charlotte was having on the men at Markham Security. He asked whether she had attracted much attention, and when Kate mentioned Henry Blake, Rod gave a knowing laugh and said that Henry had probably already decided he was in love.

Charlotte lowered her eyes, feeling the familiar warmth rise into her cheeks.

“Oh my,” Alice said, smiling. “That blush. She does that all the time?”

“Quite often,” Kate replied.

Rod looked across the table at Charlotte with open amusement. “And do you enjoy all this attention, young lady?”

“I’m getting used to it.”

“That means yes,” Rod said, and Alice laughed.

The meal continued with the same strange mixture of normality and scrutiny until the plates were finally empty and Kate placed her napkin beside the plate.

“That was excellent, Charlotte.” Kate’s expression softened briefly, then returned to business. “Clear everything away and do the washing up. We’ll be in the living room. When you’re finished, bring four brandies in the crystal glasses.”

Charlotte nodded and began collecting the plates while the other three rose from the table. Alice slipped her arm through Rod’s again as they left the room, and Charlotte found herself watching them for a moment before carrying the first stack through to the kitchen.

From the sink she could hear them in the living room, their voices drifting down the hall between the sounds of running water and clinking china. They laughed frequently, and once Charlotte caught enough of something Rod said to make Alice burst out laughing in response. The sound made Charlotte’s stomach tighten again.

She finished the washing up, dried her hands and took the brandy decanter from the cabinet. The crystal glasses caught the light as she arranged them on a silver tray and poured a measure into each one. By the time she carried the tray into the living room, the three of them had settled comfortably.

Rod and Alice occupied one of the sofas together, sitting close enough that Alice’s body leaned naturally into his. Kate had taken the other sofa and looked up as Charlotte entered.

Charlotte served Rod first, then Alice, and finally Kate.

“Bring yours and sit next to me,” Kate said.

Charlotte picked up the fourth glass and sat beside her, careful with the full skirt of the white dress. Kate shifted closer, allowing Charlotte enough room before resting one arm along the back of the sofa behind her.

Alice looked across at them and smiled. “I still can’t believe how different she looks. If I’d passed her in the street, I genuinely wouldn’t have known.”

Charlotte tightened her fingers slightly around the brandy glass. Kate slipped her arm around Charlotte’s shoulders and drew her gently closer.

“There is one more step to be completed, of course.” Charlotte looked at her. “If she is to become a real girl.”

Alice seemed to take the words as a cue. She turned towards Rod, lifted one hand to his face and kissed him passionately.

Rod cupped the back of her neck and began to devour her, his other hand pressing against her breast. Alice’s face flushed with excitement as she then placed her hand on Rod’s crotch. Charlotte felt an intense warmth grow, and her breasts seemed to suddenly become oversensitive. She looked down, blushing as her nipples hardened. A terrible thought pushed into her brain without warning. She wanted to be Alice. She wanted Rod to kiss her. She wanted his hand on her breasts, masculine and forceful and dominant. She tried to push the thought away, but it would not leave her.

Rod was pulling at Alice’s top now to reveal her white lace bra, and Charlotte briefly realised that it was the same as the one she was wearing. Alice stood and unbuttoned her jeans, stepping out of them with practised ease. Then she helped Rod out of his shirt, the hair on his chest and muscular body almost glistening in the light. They kissed passionately again, and Charlotte could see Rod’s excitement beginning to grow. Alice looked back at Kate and Charlotte and smiled a little dreamily. “I think I might need some help.”

For a moment, Charlotte sat there, feeling every part of her skin tingle, the stretch of her bra straps, the cut of her panties, the throb of her cage between her legs, the fall of her hair across her shoulders.

“Stand up, Charlotte,” Kate said finally.

In a daze, Charlotte complied. Kate stood beside her and then slowly unzipped the white dress. Charlotte felt it fall from her shoulders and drop to the floor. She looked down at her underwear, at the feminine body Kate had so carefully constructed, the nipples beneath the bra hardening even more. Her mouth was dry, and she swallowed nervously as Alice smiled and held out her hand.

Charlotte began to tremble, not because she was scared but because she could not stop herself. She ran her fingers through her hair, touching the flower Alice had placed there. Then she stepped forward. Alice took her hand and the two girls knelt down before Rod. Charlotte looked up at him, her lips slightly parted. She felt so delicate and feminine that she almost laughed with excitement.

Alice took Charlotte’s hand and pressed it against his crotch. She could feel its hardness, its size and shape, and she gasped. Between her legs, the heat grew, and the pressure was almost painful.

“Now, it’s time to be a real girl,” said Alice. She unzipped Rod’s flies and gently reached in and released him. His large cock emerged, and Alice stroked it gently. She turned to Charlotte. “Go on, take it. Like this.”

Charlotte couldn’t help herself. There was an unquenchable hunger that she had no control over. She reached out and placed her fingers around his hardening shaft. She moved her hand up and down slowly, feeling its heat and strength. It felt so good, so right and as Rod reached down, his rough hands touching her breasts, she let out a groan of pleasure. His blunt fingers twisted her nipples gently, and the hunger grew even more uncontrollable.

“Look at me,” he ordered. Charlotte looked up, her eyes glistening as she stroked his cock more deeply. His cruel gaze settled on her in a way she found exciting.

“Lick your lips, Charlotte,” said Alice. “Good girl. Now…ask Sir if you can suck his cock for him. Go on.”

For a moment, the words wouldn’t come. Then, in a soft voice, she said: “Please, Sir, can I suck your cock.”

He grinned ruthlessly. “Why do you want to suck my cock?”

She didn’t hesitate this time. “Because I’m a girl and I love to suck cock.” She blushed again, but the power of the moment was too great to resist.

He ordered her to say it again, and she did. Alice giggled and then said: “Open your mouth, Charlotte. That’s a good girl.”

She did so, and her lips finally wrapped around the head of his cock. She stared up at him and felt the last of who she used to be disappear. Rod reached down and pulled her head closer, and she felt his shaft slide across her tongue.

“Good girl,” she heard Alice say again.

Then Kate was beside Charlotte, telling her to move her hips. Rod's cock seemed to grow in Charlotte’s mouth as she moved back and forth, now groaning uncontrollably. Kate moved gently behind her, pressing her fingers against the cage, rhythmically pushing at it until the pain of her clitty growing into it became greater. Alice began to stroke Charlotte’s breasts, instructing her to lick and suck Rod’s engorged cock in different ways. All the while Charlotte kept her eyes on his face, watching the passion rise, feeling her own go beyond pain to endless ecstasy.

Her tongue licked his head, she stroked his balls, and then wrapped her lips around his shaft again. The taste and heat seemed to move her into a state of submission that felt perfectly delicious at that moment. She watched as his head went back and his eyes closed, and she realised she was doing this. She was making him feel this way.

And then, Rod tensed, pulling her head closer, impaling her on his cock. She felt it convulse in her mouth and hot semen gushed down her throat. She gagged but he held her still as his load flooded into her, his cock jerking with uncontrollable frenzy. Kate pressed deeply on Charlotte’s cage, and suddenly her own orgasm flooded through her, making her shudder. Her back arched, and the cock fell from her lips as she cried out. It was a release that she had never felt before and almost threatened to overwhelm her.

She fell back into Kate’s arms and lay there for a moment, breathing heavily. Kate kissed her neck and laughed gently.

“Good girl,” she whispered.


Enjoyed Feminized by My Mother-in-Law?

Charlotte’s story may have reached its conclusion, but transformation is rarely as simple as putting on a dress and choosing a new name. It is about the moment when resistance begins to weaken, when the reflection in the mirror starts to feel familiar, and when the life you thought you wanted no longer seems quite as certain as it once did.

If you enjoyed Kate’s determination to reshape Charlotte, the gradual feminine training, the power games, the new identity and the slow shift from reluctant obedience to something far more complicated, there are many more Feminization Romance stories waiting for you from Emma LaVerne.

The Feminine Transformations series explores different paths into femininity, from dominant girlfriends and demanding landladies to maids, secretaries, brides and women who know exactly what they want their reluctant protégés to become. Some transformations begin with a wager, others with a uniform, a relationship, an unexpected opportunity or a carefully laid trap, but each story focuses on the emotional journey as much as the outward change.

You can discover more Emma LaVerne books on Amazon, including full-length feminization romances and shorter transformation reads.

For even more, visit Emma Loves a Dress, where you’ll find feminization fiction, sissy maid stories, training guides, audio experiences and exclusive material. You can also join Emma on Patreon for additional stories and content not available elsewhere.

Thank you for reading Feminized by My Mother-in-Law.
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