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After the dinner with Clive's friends, Steve started giving permissions I never expected. 

Each new experience pushed me further from who I used to be and closer to something else. 

The strip club was supposed to be just one night, but nothing stayed contained anymore. 

I kept telling myself I could stop whenever I wanted, that Steve was still in control. 

Then I met Jamarcus and learned the difference between surrender and being taken. 

Steve had to decide how far he'd go to bring me home, and whether home still existed after this. 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Chapter 1: Marcus

Two weeks after the dinner in Manhattan Beach, Steve told me he'd made a decision.

It was a Thursday evening. I was kneeling in the corner next to Fiona, both of us eating dinner, when he said it from the table.

"I've been talking to Clive about Marcus," he said, his voice calm and matter-of-fact, as though he were discussing tile samples or contractor schedules. "I've vetted him thoroughly. He's been given permission to take you out."

I stopped mid-bite, my face still close to the puppy bowl, and looked up at him.

"Out where?" I asked.

"Dinner first," Steve said. "Then to his home for the evening. He understands the parameters. You'll wear the collar. He knows you're mine completely. And you'll come home afterward and tell me everything."

I sat back on my heels, the food in my bowl forgotten. "When?"

"Saturday," Steve said. "He'll pick you up at six."

That gave me two days. Two days to prepare for something I'd known was coming since the dinner but hadn't let myself think about too directly. Marcus. The man in finance. Early forties. Respectful. Interested.

"What did you tell him?" I asked. "Specifically."

"That you're available for an evening," Steve said. "That he's to treat you with respect but not deference. That the collar stays on the entire time. That he brings you home by midnight." He paused, looking at me across the kitchen. "And that if he wants to see you again after Saturday, he has to ask my permission first."

I absorbed this slowly. The structure of it. The control Steve was maintaining even as he handed me over to another man.

"Okay," I said.

"Finish your dinner," Steve said, going back to his own plate. "We'll talk about the rest tonight."



That night in bed, my hands bound to the headboard the way they always were now, Steve laid out the complete set of parameters.

"You'll dress the way I tell you to," he said. "Hair down. The black dress. The collar visible. He's taking you to a restaurant in Santa Monica, somewhere public and nice. You'll have dinner, you'll talk, you'll let him get to know you a little."

"And then?" I asked.

"Then you'll go to his home in the Palisades," Steve said. "He has a condo overlooking the ocean. Private. Secure. Clive has been there and vetted the location."

"And what happens at his home?"

"Whatever he wants that you're willing to give him," Steve said. "Within the boundaries we've established. He knows you're not his girlfriend. You're not there to provide emotional intimacy. You're there because I've given him permission to have you for an evening."

I felt the familiar heat move through me, that specific warmth that came when Steve talked about me this way, as something he was lending out, something that belonged to him but could be temporarily used by others with his approval.

"What are the boundaries?" I asked.

"No marks that would be visible to others," Steve said. "No anal without asking me first. He texts me when you arrive at his home and when you leave. And he understands that if you say stop at any point, he stops immediately."

"Okay," I said.

"This is different than Clive," Steve said, his hand coming to rest on the collar at my throat. "Clive has earned a relationship with both of us. Marcus is being given access, not partnership. Do you understand the difference?"

"I think so," I said.

"Clive cares about you," Steve said. "Marcus wants you. There's a distinction there that matters."

I turned that over in my mind. Clive cares about you. Marcus wants you.

"Are you okay with that?" I asked. "With him just wanting me?"

"I'm more than okay with it," Steve said. "Because that's clearer. Simpler. He's not trying to build something with us. He's just taking what I'm offering for an evening and then giving you back."



Saturday evening I dressed exactly as Steve had instructed. The black dress that hit just above my knee, fitted but not tight. Heels. Hair down and loose. The collar polished and gleaming against my throat. Minimal makeup because Steve preferred me that way.

He watched me get ready with that focused attention, occasionally telling me to adjust something, to redo my lipstick with less color, to take off the earrings I'd put on because he wanted nothing to distract from the collar.

At five-thirty he had me kneel in the living room and wait. Fiona came and settled beside me, confused about why we were in this position at this hour but willing to keep me company.

"Remember what you are," Steve said, standing in front of me. "You're mine. The collar says that. Everything about tonight says that. Marcus is being allowed to borrow you. He's not taking you."

"I know," I said.

"And when you come home," he continued, "you kneel right here and you tell me everything before I touch you. Every detail. Every moment. I want to know all of it."

"I will," I said.

The doorbell rang at exactly six o'clock.

Steve answered it and I heard him greet Marcus, heard them exchange brief pleasantries, heard Marcus say something about the weather. Then Steve called me.

"Abby. Come here."

I stood and walked to the entryway. Marcus was there in a well-cut suit, looking exactly as I remembered from the dinner. Handsome in that refined way successful men in their forties can be. He smiled when he saw me, his eyes going to the collar immediately and staying there for a beat before meeting my face.

"Abby," he said. "You look beautiful."

"Thank you," I said.

Steve put his hand on my lower back, a possessive gesture that Marcus noted. "She's expected home by midnight," Steve said. "Not a minute later."

"Understood," Marcus said.

"Take care of her," Steve said.

"I will," Marcus said.

Steve kissed me then, in front of Marcus, deep and claiming, his hand on the back of my neck. When he pulled away he looked at Marcus and said simply, "Have a good evening."

I walked out the door with Marcus and got into his car, a sleek Mercedes that smelled like leather and expensive cologne, and we pulled out of the driveway and I watched Steve standing in the doorway watching us go.



Dinner was at a restaurant in Santa Monica with an ocean view, the kind of place where the wine list was longer than the menu and the waiters moved with choreographed precision. Marcus ordered for both of us after asking what I liked, which I found both presumptuous and somehow exactly right given the context.

We talked through the first course. He asked about my work and I told him about the hotel project and the Palos Verdes client. He told me about his work in finance, something complex involving international markets that I only half-understood. The conversation was sophisticated and pleasant and utterly surface-level.

Halfway through the main course, he said, "Can I ask you something personal?"

"Yes," I said.

"How long have you been wearing the collar?"

"Months," I said. "Since shortly after Steve and I started exploring this."

"And you wear it all the time?"

"At home, always. In public, most of the time. It depends on the context."

"It's beautiful," he said. "And the statement it makes is very clear."

"That's the point," I said.

He nodded slowly. "Steve is a remarkable man," he said. "To be able to do what he's doing. Most men couldn't handle it."

"Steve isn't most men," I said.

"Clearly not," Marcus said. He paused. "And you? How do you feel about tonight?"

I thought about how to answer honestly. "Nervous," I said. "But also curious. This is new territory."

"It is for me too," he said. "I've been in dynamics like this before, but usually there's more ambiguity. More pretense that it's something other than what it is. Steve has been remarkably direct about what tonight is and isn't."

"What is it?" I asked.

"A transaction," Marcus said simply. "An evening where I've been given access to something extraordinary, and then I return it exactly as I received it."

The bluntness of it should have been off-putting. Instead I found it clarifying. This wasn't romance. This wasn't even the particular kind of care that Clive brought to his time with me. This was exactly what Marcus said. A transaction.

"Does that bother you?" he asked, watching my face.

"No," I said. "I think I prefer it being clear."

"Good," he said. "Because I intend to be very clear about what I want when we get to my home."



His condo was on the fourteenth floor of a building in Pacific Palisades with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the ocean. The view was stunning even in the dark, the lights of Santa Monica stretching south, the black expanse of the Pacific beyond.

Marcus poured two glasses of wine and we stood at the window for a moment looking out at the city.

"I'm going to text Steve now," he said, pulling out his phone. "Let him know you're here safely."

I watched him type a brief message and send it. A minute later his phone buzzed with a reply.

"He says to take good care of you," Marcus said, showing me the screen.

Steve's message was brief: She's yours until midnight. Take good care of her.

Marcus set his phone down and turned to face me fully. "I'm going to be direct," he said. "Is that alright with you?"

"Yes," I said.

"I want you in my bedroom," he said. "I want you undressed except for the collar. And I want you to understand that for the next few hours, you do what I tell you to do. Steve has given me that permission. Do you consent to that?"

The formality of the question, the explicit asking for consent even within this structure, made something settle in me.

"I consent," I said.

"Good," he said. "Then go to the bedroom. It's down the hall. Undress and wait for me on the bed."

I walked down the hallway to a bedroom that was as sleek and minimal as the rest of the condo, everything in shades of gray and white, the bed enormous and perfectly made. I undressed slowly, folding my clothes and setting them on a chair, until I was standing in just the collar and my heels.

I heard Marcus come in behind me.

"Leave the heels on," he said.

I turned to face him. He'd removed his jacket and tie but was otherwise still dressed, and there was something about the imbalance of it, him clothed and me naked, that reinforced exactly what this was.

What followed over the next several hours was skillful and impersonal in ways that were both arousing and oddly hollow. Marcus knew what he was doing. He was attentive to my responses. He made sure I was ready before he entered me. He changed positions with confidence, orchestrating my body with the same precision he probably brought to managing portfolios.

But there was no warmth in it. No connection. He didn't kiss me the way Clive kissed me. He didn't say my name with the particular attention Steve said it with. He used me exactly as he'd been given permission to use me, and when he finished he was respectful and courteous and helped me clean up and told me I was extraordinary.

At eleven-thirty he drove me home.



Steve was waiting in the living room when I walked through the door. He looked up from his book and set it aside immediately.

"Right on time," he said.

"Right on time," I confirmed.

He pointed at the floor in front of his chair. I went and knelt, still wearing the black dress, my body still carrying the evidence of the evening.

"Tell me," he said.

So I told him. About the restaurant and the wine and the conversation. About Marcus's condo and the view and the explicit consent he'd asked for. About the bedroom and what had happened there, every detail Steve wanted, every position and response and moment.

Steve listened without interrupting, his hand coming to rest on top of my head, and when I finished he was quiet for a long moment.

"How do you feel?" he asked.

"Strange," I said honestly. "It was good. He was skilled. But it felt hollow. Like something was missing."

"What was missing?"

"Connection," I said. "Or maybe not connection. Maybe just care. Clive cares about me. You care about me. Marcus wanted me but he didn't care about me."

"Does that bother you?"

I thought about it. "Not in a bad way," I said. "But it felt different. More like a service than an experience."

Steve nodded slowly. "Stand up," he said.

I stood and he pulled me onto his lap, his arms around me, and for the first time all evening I felt fully present, fully held.

"I need to ask you something," he said. "And I need you to be honest."

"Okay."

"Do you want to continue exploring with the other men?" he asked. "With David and James. Or was tonight enough to satisfy your curiosity."

I turned the question over honestly. Thought about Marcus and the hollow precision of the evening. Thought about the transaction and what it had taught me about myself.

"I want to continue," I said.

"Why?"

"Because each experience brings me back to you more completely," I said. "Because I understand what you are to me better when I experience what other men aren't. Because you're orchestrating this and I trust where you're taking us."

Steve's hand tightened on my waist. "That's the right answer," he said.

He carried me upstairs then, and what followed was not gentle. Steve reclaimed me with a ferocity that said everything about what my evening with Marcus had meant to him, had done to him, had given him.

He took me hard and claiming, and the whole time he talked, telling me what I was, reminding me who I belonged to, making absolutely certain I understood that Marcus had only been allowed to borrow something that would always, irrevocably, completely be his.

Afterward we lay tangled together in our bed, and Steve kept his hand on the collar.

"Two more," he said quietly. "David in two weeks. Then James a month after that. And then we'll see where we are."

"Okay," I said.

"But you come home to me after each one," he said. "Always. No matter what happens with them, you come home to me."

"Always," I said.

I closed my eyes and pressed against his chest and thought about Marcus's condo and the hollow precision of being used without being cared for, and underneath it all I felt the truth of what I'd told Steve settling more deeply into my bones.

Each experience brought me back to him more completely.

Each time I was borrowed, I understood more clearly what it meant to be owned.

And Steve was orchestrating all of it, holding all of it, making sure that no matter how far I went or who I went with, the center stayed exactly where it had always been.

With him.

In this bed.

In this collar.

His good girl.

His pet.

His completely.

The exploration was just beginning.

But the foundation was absolute.


Chapter 2: David and James

The morning after Marcus, I woke to Steve already out of bed. I could hear him moving around downstairs, the familiar sounds of the kitchen, coffee brewing, and Fiona's nails on the tile floor.

I got up and went to the bathroom and came back to find Steve standing in the bedroom doorway.

"Downstairs," he said. "Now."

I followed him down in just my sleep shirt, my feet bare on the cool hardwood. In the kitchen, the crate door was already open.

"In," Steve said, pointing.

I looked at him. "Steve, I haven't eaten since yesterday."

"I know," he said. "In."

I crawled into the crate and he latched the door behind me, that small, clean click that I felt in my chest every time. He went about making breakfast methodically while I watched through the wire mesh. Eggs and toast for himself. A can of Fiona's food was opened and scooped into her bowl. And then leftovers from last night were scraped into my puppy bowl.

He set Fiona's bowl in the corner first, and she trotted over immediately, tail wagging. Then he opened the crate.

"Corner," he said. "Next to Fiona. On your hands and knees."

I crawled to the corner and lowered my face to the bowl while Fiona ate beside me, our bodies pressed together in the small space. The humiliation was immediate and total, eating breakfast this way, hungry enough that the cold leftovers tasted better than they should have.

Steve sat at the table, eating his own breakfast and watching us both.

When we finished, he called Fiona to him and scratched behind her ears. I stayed in the corner, waiting.

"Since Fiona only gets two meals a day," Steve said conversationally, "you will too. Breakfast and dinner. Nothing in between except what I decide to give you."

My stomach was already growling despite having just eaten. "Steve…" I started.

"This is how it works now," he said, his voice calm and final. "You wanted to be my pet. Pets eat when their owners feed them."

After breakfast, he took both Fiona and me to the backyard on our leashes. After we relieved ourselves on the lawn, he unclipped Fiona's leash from her collar and she bounded off to explore the fence line. Then he unclipped mine and attached my collar to the ground anchor and left me there, secured low enough that I could only kneel or lie on my hands and knees.

"I'll be back in a while," he said, and went inside.

The first hour was uncomfortable but manageable. The grass was damp from the morning and cool against my forearms and knees. I could hear the neighborhood waking up around me, someone mowing a lawn a few houses down, a car starting in a driveway, Fiona occasionally barking at something only she could see.

The second hour was harder. My knees started to ache. My back cramped from being held in position by the short leash. The sun had risen high enough that the shade from the jasmine was shrinking, and I was getting hot.

Sometime during the third hour, Steve came back outside.

He didn't say anything, just came up behind me and used me right there in the backyard, my face pressed against the grass, the anchor holding me in place while he claimed what was his. When he finished, he went back inside without a word.

I lay in the grass afterward, too exhausted to hold myself up, and tried to find a position that didn't hurt.

He came back maybe an hour later and did it again, slower this time, more deliberate, and when he finished, he unclipped me from the anchor but left the leash attached.

"Stay," he said.

I stayed on my hands and knees in the grass, trembling slightly, while he went and got Fiona and brought her inside. Then he came back for me.

"You can lie down now," he said.

I collapsed onto the grass completely, my body unable to hold any position anymore. Steve stood over me, looking down.

"How do you feel?" he asked.

"Used," I said honestly.

"Good," he said. "That's exactly right."

He left me there for another ten minutes before telling me I could come inside. When I tried to stand, my legs wouldn't cooperate at first, cramping immediately. I managed to get to my feet eventually and stagger into the house, where Steve was already making himself lunch.

He pointed at the floor next to his chair. I knelt there, my body screaming in protest at being asked to kneel again, and stayed while he ate a sandwich and read something on his tablet.

Occasionally, he'd held out a piece of food for me. A corner of the crust. A bit of tomato. I took each offering from his fingers and ate it, grateful for anything, my hunger now a constant presence.

"Thank you," I said after the third piece.

"Good girl," he said, not looking up from his tablet.

By dinnertime, I was so hungry I could barely think about anything else. Steve filled my puppy bowl with actual dinner this time, chicken and rice, and set it in the corner next to Fiona's. I ate faster than I should have, nearly choking at one point, and when I finished, I stayed in the corner because he hadn't told me I could move.

"Come here," he said eventually.

I crawled to him, and he pulled me onto his lap, his hand going to the collar at my throat.

"How was your day?" he asked, as though we'd both just had normal Sundays.

"Hard," I said honestly.

"Good," he said. "You needed hard. After Marcus. After being given to another man like you were something special." His hand tightened on the collar. "You needed to remember what you actually are."

"What am I?" I asked, even though I knew.

"Mine," he said. "My pet. My property. Something I can stake in the backyard and use whenever I want and feed twice a day like a dog."

"I know," I said quietly.

"Say it," he said.

"I'm yours," I said. "Your pet. Your property."

"Good girl," he said, and kissed me, and I tasted salt and exhaustion and absolute surrender on my own lips.

Two weeks later, Steve told me David had been given permission for an evening.

The pattern was similar to Marcus but the man was different. David picked me up at six on a Friday, took me to dinner in Beverly Hills, and then to his home in Brentwood. He was a lawyer, and he approached the evening like a negotiation he'd already won.

In his bedroom, he was intense in ways Marcus hadn't been. More demanding. Less concerned with my comfort. He told me exactly what he wanted and expected me to provide it, and when I hesitated once, he calmly reminded me that Steve had given him permission to use me however he saw fit within the boundaries established.

I submitted because that was what I was there for. Because Steve had orchestrated this. Because the collar at my throat said I belonged to someone who had decided this was what I would do tonight.

When David drove me home at midnight, I was sore and shaken and more aware than ever of the transactional nature of what we were doing. He hadn't hurt me. He'd been within all the boundaries. But he'd pushed against them in ways that made the boundaries feel very present.

Steve's reclaiming that night was fierce and possessive. He made me tell him every detail twice, asking specific questions about the moments when David had been most demanding, about how I'd felt when I hesitated, and how David had reminded me of the permissions.

"Did you want to stop?" Steve asked.

"No," I said honestly. "I wanted to please him. Because pleasing him meant pleasing you."

"That's the right answer," Steve said, and claimed me with an intensity that said everything about what my evening with David had done to him.

A month later came James.

James was different from both Marcus and David. Gentler, more sensual, more concerned with my pleasure than his own in ways that surprised me. He took me to a quiet restaurant in Malibu and then to his home overlooking the ocean, and in his bedroom, he made love to me rather than simply using me.

It was confusing in ways the other experiences hadn't been. Marcus had been transactional and David had been demanding, but James was tender, and tenderness felt more dangerous than either of the others because it suggested care, suggested something beyond the parameters Steve had established.

When I came home that night and knelt in front of Steve to tell him everything, I found myself struggling to explain it.

"He was kind," I said. "He made sure I enjoyed it. He held me afterward and talked to me like a person."

"Did you like that?" Steve asked.

"I'm not sure," I said honestly. "It felt too close to something real. Something that wasn't just about you giving him access to me."

Steve was quiet for a long moment. "I'll talk to Clive about it," he said. "Make sure James understands the boundaries better."

"It wasn't that he crossed them," I said. "He just approached them differently."

"Still," Steve said. "The dynamic needs to be clear."

That night's reclaiming was different. Slower. Steve took his time, as though he was reasserting himself against James's tenderness, reminding both of us that no matter how kind another man might be to me, Steve was the one I came home to.

Between the evenings with these men, my life at home continued in its established rhythm.

Two meals a day in my puppy bowl next to Fiona in the corner. Time in the crate every evening after dinner, sometimes brief, sometimes hours long. The backyard anchor was used regularly, Steve leaving me staked while he worked, read, or simply sat on the patio watching me wait.

The tail was constant. I wore it all day, every day at home, switching to the jeweled plug only when I had to leave for client meetings. The piercings had fully healed and now just felt like part of my body, the constant awareness of the metal a reminder that I was marked, owned, Steve's in ways that would never wash away.

My work continued too. The Hermosa Beach hotel was nearing completion. The Palos Verdes client had finally settled on tile after months of indecision. I had three new potential clients who'd contacted me based on referrals, and I took meetings, presented proposals, and conducted myself professionally while wearing the jeweled plug and the collar under silk scarves, carrying the knowledge of what I'd done the previous weekend with Marcus, David, or James.

The contrast was becoming impossible to ignore. Professional designer by day. Steve's pet at home. Borrowed sexual object for wealthy men on occasional evenings. Three entirely separate versions of myself that somehow all had to coexist.

I was learning to navigate the complexity. Learning to switch between selves as needed. Learning to hold all three as true at the same time.

But it was exhausting in ways I hadn't anticipated.

Marcia showed up unannounced on a Tuesday afternoon, which meant she knew something was wrong or needed to talk about something I'd been avoiding.

I was at my drafting table when she knocked and let herself in. I was wearing the tail and a t-shirt and nothing else, working on elevation drawings for a new residential project.

She came into my office and looked at me for a long moment.

"We need to talk," she said.

"Kitchen," I said. "I'll make coffee."

We sat at the table the way we'd sat at this table so many times before, and I told her about Marcus and David and James. About the evenings Steve had orchestrated. About the differences between them. About how each experience had felt and what it had taught me.

Marcia listened without interrupting, her coffee forgotten in her hands.

When I finished, she was quiet for a long time.

"Where does it end?" she asked finally.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean, at what point do you and Steve say this is enough, we've explored enough, we've pushed enough boundaries?" she said. "Because from where I'm sitting, it looks like the boundaries keep moving, and I'm worried about where they're moving to."

"Steve is in control," I said. "He orchestrates everything. He sets all the parameters."

"I know he does," she said. "But Steve's limits might be different from your limits. And I need you to be honest with yourself about whether you're doing this because you want to or because you want to please him."

I looked down at my coffee cup. "Both," I said quietly.

"That's what worries me," she said. "Because if it's both, how do you know when you've gone too far? How do you know when pleasing him has pushed you past what you actually want for yourself?"

"I don't know," I admitted.

"I'm not judging you," she said, reaching across the table to take my hand. "I hope you know that. I'm just worried. You're my best friend, and I'm watching you disappear into something that I'm not sure has an endpoint."

"It has an endpoint," I said. "The wedding. November. After that, things will settle."

"Will they?" she asked. "Or will the wedding just formalize what you've already become, and then you'll keep going?"

I didn't have an answer for that.

We talked for another hour about easier things, and when she left, she hugged me hard and told me to call her if I needed anything, and I promised I would.

But after she drove away, I sat at the kitchen table for a long time thinking about her question.

Where does it end?

Steve and I hadn't talked about that. We'd talked about the next experience, the next boundary, the next man who would be given permission. But we hadn't talked about an endpoint. About when we'd say this is enough, we've seen enough, we know enough about ourselves now.

That evening, when Steve came home, I was kneeling by the door as usual. He looked down at me, smiled, and told me I was his good girl. I followed him into the kitchen, ate from my puppy bowl next to Fiona, and let him cage me after dinner.

But Marcia's question stayed with me.

Where does it end?

I didn't know.

And I wasn't sure Steve knew either.

We were just walking forward, together, trusting that we'd know when we'd gone far enough.

But what if we didn't know until it was too late?


Chapter 3: All Four

Clive called Steve on a Wednesday evening while I was eating dinner from my puppy bowl in the corner. I could hear Steve's half of the conversation from the kitchen table, the way his tone shifted from casual to focused when Clive brought up whatever he'd called about.

"Let me think about it," Steve said. "I'll call you back in a few days."

He hung up and was quiet for the rest of dinner. After he'd cleared his plate and put mine and Fiona's bowls in the sink, he pointed at the living room.

"Couch," he said.

I went and sat, and he sat beside me and took my hands in his.

"Clive has a suggestion," he said. "Something new."

I waited.

"He wants to arrange an evening with all three of them," Steve said. "Marcus, David, and James. Together. At the same time. With Clive present as well to manage the logistics."

My heart started hammering immediately. "Four men," I said.

"Four men," Steve confirmed. "At a private location Clive has secured. He says it's safe and discrete and he's used it before for similar purposes."

"Similar purposes," I repeated.

"He knows people who do what we do," Steve said. "Who have similar dynamics. This location has been vetted by people he trusts."

I sat with that for a moment, trying to imagine it. Four men. All of them having been inside me separately. All of them together in one room.

"What did you tell him?" I asked.

"That I'd think about it," Steve said. "That I needed to consider whether this is something I want for us. Whether it's the next logical step or whether it's too much too fast."

"And what do you think?"

"I don't know yet," he said honestly. "That's why I'm going to take a week to decide."

That week, Steve was quieter than usual, working through the decision in his methodical way. I watched him think about it, saw him turn it over from every angle, and noticed when his phone buzzed with messages from Clive that were longer and more detailed than their usual exchanges.

On Tuesday evening, he had me kneel at his feet while he ate dinner, and while I waited there, he asked me questions.

"How did you feel after each of the individual evenings?" he asked. "Specifically. Not what you thought I wanted to hear. How you actually felt."

I thought about it carefully. "After Marcus, I felt empty," I said. "Like I'd performed a service, but nothing had changed inside me. After David, I felt used in a way that was harder. He pushed against the boundaries and it scared me a little." I paused. "After James, I felt confused because he was too kind, and it made me wonder what the point was if there was no challenge in it."

"And all three of them together," Steve said. "What do you think that would feel like?"

"Overwhelming," I said honestly. "Scary. But also like the logical conclusion of what we've been building."

He nodded slowly and went back to his dinner, and I stayed kneeling, waiting.

On Thursday, he told me he'd made a decision.

"We're going to do it," he said. "But with conditions. Very specific conditions that Clive and all three men have to agree to before it happens."

"What conditions?" I asked.

"You wear the collar the entire time," he said. "So there's no ambiguity about who you belong to. Clive manages the evening and has full authority to stop anything he thinks is pushing too far. Each man gets a specific amount of time with you, in an order that Clive and I determine in advance. No one goes beyond the boundaries established during the individual evenings. And it ends at a time certain, at which point Clive brings you home to me."

"Okay," I said.

"And if at any point you need to stop," he continued, "you tell Clive, and he stops everything immediately. No questions. No pressure to continue."

"I understand," I said.

"This is different than the individual evenings," he said. "This is going to push you in ways you haven't been pushed before. You need to be ready for that."

"I'm ready," I said, and hoped it was true.

The evening was set for the following Saturday. Clive texted me the address on Friday, a private residence in the Hollywood Hills that he said belonged to a friend who loaned it out for occasions like this.

Saturday afternoon Steve had me shower and prepare the way I would have for any of the individual evenings. He was more meticulous than usual, checking everything twice, making sure the collar sat perfectly, making sure I understood the signals I could use if I needed Clive to intervene.

"You can say stop at any time," he reminded me for the third time. "Clive has full authority to end the evening. No one will be angry. No one will judge you."

"I know," I said.

At five-thirty Clive picked me up. Steve walked me to the car and kissed me hard, his hand on the collar.

"Remember who you are," he said. "Remember who you belong to."

"I will," I said.

"Text me when it's over," he said. "Clive will bring you home. I'll be waiting."

I got into Clive's car and we drove up into the hills as the evening light faded over the city below. Neither of us said much. Clive seemed focused, almost professional, in a way I hadn't seen from him before.

"They're all already there," he said as we got closer. "I wanted to brief you alone first."

"Okay," I said.

He pulled into a driveway that wound up through trees to a modern house with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the city. He parked and turned to me.

"This is going to be intense," he said. "I want you to understand that. Having all of them focused on you at once is different than having them one at a time. The energy is different. The dynamic is different."

"I understand," I said.

"I'm going to manage the evening," he said. "I'm going to make sure everyone respects the boundaries. But you also need to tell me if something doesn't feel right. Can you do that?"

"Yes," I said.

"Good," he said. "Then let's go."

Inside, the house was all clean lines and expensive furniture, and the view of the city spreading out below. Marcus, David, and James were in the living room with drinks, and they all stood when Clive and I entered.

They greeted me politely, professionally, as though this were a business meeting rather than what it actually was. Clive poured me a glass of wine, and we sat and talked for twenty minutes, the conversation surface-level and slightly surreal.

Then Clive said, "Gentlemen, I think we're ready to begin."

He led us to a bedroom in the back of the house that had been prepared in ways I tried not to think about too carefully. The bed was large, the lighting was soft, and there were chairs positioned around the room in ways that made it clear some would be watching while others participated.

"Abby," Clive said. "I want you to undress. Everything except the collar."

I undressed slowly, aware of all four men watching, and stood naked in the center of the room with the collar warm against my throat.

"Gentlemen," Clive said. "We'll proceed in the order Steve and I discussed. Marcus first. Then James. Then David. I'll participate last. Each of you has thirty minutes. I'll be keeping time. Respect the boundaries that have been established. If Abby says stop, we all stop. Understood?"

They all nodded.

"Marcus," Clive said. "You're up."

What followed over the next several hours was the most overwhelming experience of my life.

Not just physically, though the physical reality of being used by four different men in succession was exhausting in ways my body wasn't prepared for. But psychologically, being the absolute center of that much focused male attention, being passed between them like something precious and temporary, being claimed and released and claimed again by different hands, voices, and rhythms.

Marcus was efficient and transactional, the way he'd been at his condo. James was gentle and sensual, trying to pull responses from me even in this context. David was demanding and intense, pushing against boundaries the way he had before.

And Clive, when his turn came, was something else entirely. Not gentle like James or demanding like David but possessive in a way that reminded me he'd been doing this longer than any of them, that he knew my body in ways they didn't, that he had a relationship with Steve that gave him permissions the others didn't have.

Between each man there were brief pauses where I was given water and asked if I needed to stop. Each time I said no, I could continue, even as my body was reaching exhaustion and my mind was starting to fragment from the intensity of it.

And through it all, the three who weren't currently with me watched from the chairs positioned around the room, their attention constant and focused and somehow more overwhelming than the actual physical contact.

By the time Clive finished with me, it was nearly eleven and I was completely spent. He helped me dress with gentle efficiency and told the other three men the evening was over. They thanked him, thanked me in ways that felt bizarre given the context, and left.

Clive drove me home through the dark city streets and I sat in the passenger seat unable to form coherent thoughts, just fragments and impressions and the persistent awareness of being utterly used up.

Steve was waiting in the living room when we arrived. He stood when I came through the door and his expression shifted immediately when he saw my face.

"Thank you," he said to Clive.

"She was extraordinary," Clive said. "Take care of her."

"I will," Steve said.

Clive left and Steve came to me and pulled me into his arms, and I pressed my face against his chest and just breathed.

"Upstairs," he said quietly. "Come on."

He helped me up the stairs and into our bedroom and had me sit on the edge of the bed while he undressed me slowly, carefully, checking me over for any damage, any marks that shouldn't be there.

"Tell me if anything hurts," he said.

"Everything hurts," I said honestly. "But nothing's wrong. Just exhausted."

He nodded and helped me into the shower and washed me himself, gentle and thorough, and then dried me and got me into clean pajamas and into bed.

He lay down beside me and pulled me close, and for a long time we just lay there in the dark quiet.

"Tell me about it," he said eventually. "When you can."

So I told him, in fragments, pieces of what had happened. Not the detailed recounting I usually gave him, but just impressions, moments, the feeling of being the center of that much attention, the exhaustion of being passed between them.

When I finished, he was quiet for a long time.

"I need to ask you something," he said. "And I need you to be completely honest."

"Okay," I said.

"Do you need to stop?" he asked. "Have we pushed this, whatever it is, far enough? Is this enough exploration?"

I thought about it, really thought about it, examining how I felt underneath the exhaustion and the overwhelm.

"No," I said quietly. "Not yet. There's more I want to explore."

"Why?" he asked. "After tonight. Why would you want more?"

"Because I want to know what I'm capable of," I said. "Because each time we push a boundary, I learn something about myself I didn't know before. Because you're holding all of this, and I trust where you're taking us."

He pulled me closer, his hand on the collar. "You were extraordinary tonight," he said. "All four of them said so. Clive texted me twice during the evening to tell me you were handling it better than he expected."

"I survived it," I said.

"You did more than survive it," he said. "You were present for all of it. You didn't break. You didn't fragment. You stayed yourself."

I closed my eyes and let his words settle over me.

"I need to tell you something," he said. "About what comes next."

"What comes next?" I asked.

"Clive has another suggestion," he said. "Something different than what we've been doing. But I'm not going to tell you about it tonight. Tonight you rest. Tomorrow we'll talk about it."

"Okay," I said.

"But I need to know you're still with me," he said. "That you still trust me to lead us."

"I'm still with you," I said. "I trust you completely."

"Good girl," he said, and held me while I fell asleep, exhausted and marked and completely his, ready for whatever came next because Steve was the one deciding what that would be.

The evening with all four men had pushed me further than anything before it.

But instead of breaking me, it had shown me I could handle more than I thought.

And somewhere in that discovery was the seed of what came next.

Whatever that turned out to be.


Chapter 4: The Strip Club

Three days after the evening with all four men, Clive called and asked if I wanted to meet for lunch to discuss the Hermosa Beach project. The hotel was nearly complete and we needed to coordinate on final finishes and punch list items.

"I can meet Tuesday," I said.

"Actually," Clive said, "I was thinking dinner instead. There's a place I want to show you. Downtown. It'll make sense when we get there."

I told Steve about it that evening while kneeling at his feet during dinner.

"He wants to take you somewhere specific," Steve said, more statement than question.

"Yes," I said. "He wouldn't tell me where. Just that it would make sense when we got there."

Steve was quiet for a moment. "He already talked to me about it," he said. "I gave him permission."

"Permission for what?"

"You'll see Tuesday," he said. "Wear something nice. Not the black dress. Something that shows the collar well."

Tuesday evening Clive picked me up at seven. I was wearing a fitted burgundy dress that left the collar completely visible, my hair down, heels that made my legs look longer than they were.

We drove downtown through evening traffic, and Clive made small talk about the hotel project, about final inspections and certificate of occupancy timelines. But there was something underneath the conversation, something he was waiting to get to.

He pulled up to a building on a street I didn't know well, valet parking, a discreet entrance with a subtle sign: "Obsidian."

"A strip club," I said.

"A gentlemen's club," Clive corrected. "There's a difference. Come on."

Inside was nothing like what I'd imagined strip clubs looked like. This was upscale and dark and sophisticated, with leather booths and a main stage lit dramatically, and everywhere I looked were women who moved like they owned the space completely.

Clive got us a booth with a good view of the stage and ordered drinks. On stage, a woman with dark hair and a sculpted body danced to a slow, sensual tune, her movements controlled and deliberate.

I couldn't look away.

"The hotel project is fine," Clive said after a few minutes. "That's not why I brought you here."

I tore my eyes from the stage to look at him. "Then why?"

"Because Steve and I have been talking about next steps," he said. "About what comes after the evening with all four of us. And I had an idea I wanted to run past you before I discussed it with him in detail."

On stage, the woman finished her set and left to applause. Another woman came out, this one blonde and athletic, and started a routine that was less sensual and more powerful, pure physicality and control.

"You can't stop watching them," Clive observed.

"No," I admitted.

"Tell me what you see," he said.

I thought about how to articulate it. "Confidence," I said. "Complete ownership of every man's attention in this room. They're performing, but they're also in control in a way that feels like power."

"Exactly," Clive said. "They have something every man here wants, and they're withholding it while making it look like they're giving it away. That's the art of it."

We watched for another hour. Clive ordered a second round of drinks. Different women took the stage, each with her own style, her own approach to the performance. Some were playful, some were sultry, some were almost aggressive in how they commanded attention.

And I was transfixed by all of them.

On the drive home, I couldn't stop talking about it. About their bodies and their confidence and the way they moved. About the power dynamic in the room, the way the men watched with hunger but the women were the ones actually in control.

Clive listened with that patient attention he always had, letting me work through my thoughts out loud.

Finally, when I'd talked myself into silence, he asked quietly, "Would you ever want to try it?"

The question landed in the car like something physical.

"What?" I said.

"Dancing," he said. "Would you ever want to try it? See what it feels like to be the center of that kind of attention."

"I don't know," I said honestly. "I've never thought about it."

"Think about it now," he said. "You just spent an hour watching women do what you do in private, but publicly. Professionally. With the same kind of control Steve exercises over you, but directed outward at rooms full of men who can look but can't touch unless permission is given."

I sat with that for the rest of the drive home, and when Clive dropped me off he said, "Talk to Steve about it. See what he thinks. I'll call him tomorrow."

That night I knelt in front of Steve and told him about the club and the women and my reaction to it all. He listened without interrupting, and when I finished he made me tell him again, in more detail, about what specifically had captivated me.

"Clive asked me something," I said when I'd finished the second telling.

"I know what he asked," Steve said. "He called me before he picked you up tonight. Told me he was taking you there to gauge your reaction."

"You already knew," I said.

"I wanted to see what you'd say about it without knowing I already knew," he said. "Wanted your honest reaction."

"And?"

"And you're fascinated," he said. "I can see it in your face. The idea of being one of those women appeals to something in you."

"Maybe," I admitted.

"Not maybe," he said. "Definitely. So now the question is whether it's something we explore or something we leave in the category of interesting ideas we don't pursue."

"What do you think?" I asked.

"I need to think about it," he said. "Give me a few days."

Those few days, Steve was quieter than usual, working through the idea in that methodical way. I caught him looking at me differently sometimes, appraising, as though he was imagining me on a stage in front of a room full of men.

On Friday evening, he told me he'd made a decision.

"I've been researching clubs," he said. "Talking to Clive about which ones are well-managed and safe. There's one in Inglewood that has a good reputation. Clean. Professional management. No tolerance for dancers being mistreated."

"You want me to try it," I said.

"I want you to audition," he corrected. "See if you can get hired. See if it's something you're actually capable of doing or if it was just interesting to watch."

"Why?" I asked. "What appeals to you about this?"

He was quiet for a moment, choosing his words carefully. "The idea of other men wanting you while knowing they can't have you unless I allow it," he said finally. "Right now, Marcus and David and James had you because I explicitly gave them permission. But in a club, you'd be in front of dozens of men who want you, and none of them gets to have you. You're performing desire but withholding access. That appeals to something deep in me."

"The control," I said.

"The control," he agreed. "And the display. Showing them what's mine while making absolutely certain they understand they can't touch it."

"When is the audition?" I asked.

"Next Tuesday," he said. "If you want to do it. Clive has a contact at the club who's expecting you. You'd need to prepare a routine. Three songs. He can help you with that if you want, or you can figure it out yourself."

I thought about the women I'd watched at Obsidian. Their confidence and control and the absolute certainty with which they owned the stage.

"I want to try," I said.

"Good," Steve said. "Because I already told them you'd be there."

Over the next few days, Clive helped me prepare. He came to the house when Steve was at work and we practiced in the living room, furniture pushed aside, music playing from a bluetooth speaker.

"It's not about being sexy," he said, watching me try to move the way the women at Obsidian had moved. "It's about confidence. About owning your body and the space and everyone's attention. The sexy comes from that confidence, not the other way around."

I practiced in front of the mirror, self-conscious and awkward at first, but gradually finding something that felt less like imitation and more like my own version of what I'd seen.

The collar stayed on the entire time. Clive said that would be my signature, the thing that made me different from the other dancers. The thing that said I belonged to someone even while I was on display for everyone.

Tuesday afternoon Steve had me shower and do my hair and makeup more dramatically than I ever had before. He watched me get ready with that focused attention, occasionally telling me to add more eyeliner, to make my lips darker.

At six-thirty he drove me to the club himself.

"You're going to do well," he said in the parking lot. "But if you don't, if they don't hire you, that's fine too. We'll just keep exploring other things."

"What if I freeze?" I asked. "What if I get up there and can't move?"

"Then you freeze," he said. "And we figure out what that means about what you're capable of. But I don't think you'll freeze."

"Why not?"

"Because you've handled everything else we've thrown at you," he said. "Four men in one evening. Being staked in the backyard for hours. Eating from a bowl on the floor. If you can handle all of that, you can handle dancing on a stage."

He kissed me, and I got out of the car and walked to the entrance, where a bouncer checked my ID and directed me to a door marked "Dancers."

Inside, a woman in her thirties with dark hair and sharp eyes looked me up and down.

"You the new audition?" she asked.

"Yes," I said.

"I'm Desiree," she said. "I manage the girls. You have your music?"

I handed her the USB drive with the three songs Clive had helped me choose. She looked at the collar around my throat and raised an eyebrow, but didn't comment.

"You'll go on after the next girl finishes," she said. "The stage is through that door. Three songs. Show us what you can do."

I waited in the small room while my heart hammered, and then I heard my music start, and Desiree called, "You're up."

I walked onto the stage into lights that were brighter than I expected, facing a room that was maybe half-full with men scattered in booths and at the bar, and for a moment, I did freeze.

Then I saw Steve.

He was sitting at a booth in the back, exactly where I could see him from the stage, and his eyes were on me with that expression I knew completely. That possessive, focused attention said I was his, and he was watching me perform for others, knowing I belonged entirely to him.

I started moving.

Not perfectly. Not with the same grace as the women at Obsidian. But with something that was mine, something that came from being seen by Steve while being watched by strangers, something that was about the collar at my throat and the ownership it represented.

By the third song, I'd found a rhythm, found a way of moving that felt less like performing and more like offering something that couldn't be taken, showing what Steve owned while making absolutely certain everyone watching understood it was his.

When the music ended, there was applause, and I walked off the stage on shaking legs.

Desiree was waiting. "That was interesting," she said. "Rough around the edges but interesting. The collar is a good hook. Men will either love it or hate it but either way they'll pay attention."

"Did I get the job?" I asked.

"You got the job," she said. "When can you start?"

I looked past her to where Steve was standing now, making his way toward the dancer entrance.

"I need to talk to my fiancé first," I said.

"The guy in the back booth?"

"Yes."

"He the one who put the collar on you?"

"Yes," I said.

She smiled slightly. "Tell him to come back here. I want to meet the man who sends his girl to audition at a strip club."

Steve came through the door a moment later and Desiree looked him over with the same appraising attention she'd given me.

"She got the job," Desiree said. "If you're okay with that."

"I'm okay with that," Steve said.

"I manage the girls," she said. "That means I protect them. If anyone mistreats her, they're gone. We run a clean club. No prostitution. No drug use. Dancing only, private dances in the VIP rooms under camera surveillance. Those are my rules. You comfortable with that?"

"I'm comfortable with that," Steve said.

"Good," she said. "She can start Friday if she wants. Eight PM to two AM. She'll start on the side stage, work her way up to main stage once she gets better."

"I'll be here Friday," I said.

"Good," Desiree said. "Now get out of here. Both of you. I have actual dancers to manage."

In the car on the drive home, Steve kept glancing at me.

"How do you feel?" he asked.

"Terrified," I said. "And excited. And like I just did something I can't take back."

"You did," he said. "Friday, you're going to take your clothes off in front of a room full of strangers while wearing my collar. And I'm going to be there watching, knowing that every man in that room wants what's mine and can't have it."

He reached over and put his hand on my thigh, and I put my hand over his, and we drove home in the dark while I thought about Friday, what I'd just agreed to, and how far we'd come from three years of waiting for a wedding date that kept getting pushed back.

The horizon was still moving.

We were still walking toward it.

And I was no longer afraid of where it might take us.

Not with Steve holding the leash.


Chapter 5: Dancing

Friday evening, I arrived at the club at seven-thirty, early enough to get settled before my shift started. Desiree met me at the dancer's entrance and handed me a locker key.

"You'll share a dressing room with the other girls," she said. "Locker seventeen is yours. Damon wants to see you in his office before you go on. Down the hall, last door on the right."

"Who's Damon?" I asked.

"The club manager," she said. "He likes to talk to all the new girls personally. Make sure they understand how things work here."

She left me in the dressing room, which was cleaner than I'd expected but still obviously well-used, mirrors lined with lights and makeup scattered across counters. Two other women were getting ready, both ignoring me completely.

I found locker seventeen and stored my bag, then made my way down the hall to the last door on the right. It was slightly ajar. I knocked.

"Come in," a deep voice said.

I pushed the door open. The office was small and functional, with a desk covered in paperwork and filing cabinets along one wall. Behind the desk sat a large black man in his fifties, well-dressed in slacks and a button-down shirt, reading glasses perched on his nose as he reviewed something on his computer.

He looked up when I entered, and his eyes went immediately to the collar.

"Close the door," he said.

I closed it and stood waiting.

"Abby," he said, leaning back in his chair. "I'm Damon. I manage this establishment and everything that happens in it. Desiree tells me you auditioned well. Said you have something different about you."

"The collar," I said.

"The collar," he agreed. "Among other things. Sit down."

I sat in the chair across from his desk.

"Desiree explained the basic rules," he said. "No drugs. No stealing. Dancing only, officially. Private dances happen in the VIP rooms under camera surveillance." He paused. "But there are other rules she doesn't explain. Rules that aren't written down anywhere. And I like to make sure my girls understand those before they start."

"Okay," I said.

He stood and came around the desk, leaning against the front of it, looking down at me. He was large, over six feet, solidly built in a way that suggested he could handle problems physically if needed.

"Dancing only doesn't pay the rent," he said. "Not in this city. Not with what we charge for stage fees and house cuts. Every girl here does extras or she doesn't last more than a month. That's just the reality of the business."

My stomach dropped. "Extras?"

"Private rooms go further than dancing," he said. "How much further depends on the girl and the customer and how much money is on the table. Some girls do hand work only. Some do more. That's between the girl and the customer and me."

"And you," I repeated.

"I take a cut of anything that happens in my VIP rooms," he said. "That's how I keep everyone safe. How I make sure customers don't get rough. How I make sure girls don't get taken advantage of." He paused. "Do you understand what I'm telling you?"

"I think so," I said.

"Let me be clearer," he said. He reached down and touched the collar at my throat, his finger tracing the leather. "You're not like the other girls. You come in here wearing this. You come in here with someone's ownership written all over you. That tells me you already understand certain things about how power works."

His hand moved from the collar to my face, tilting my chin up.

"Stand up," he said.

I stood.

"Your fiancé called me," he said. "Before Desiree even told me about your audition. Talked to me for thirty minutes about what you are and what he expects from me and what kind of protection you need while you're working here."

"Steve called you?" I whispered.

"Steve called me," Damon confirmed as he walked behind me. "Told me everything. About you and him and what you've been doing. About the other men. About why he wants you dancing here." His hand moved to my waist. "We have an understanding, Steve and I. I protect you. I make sure no customer crosses lines they shouldn't cross. And in exchange, you follow my rules. All of them."

"What are your rules?" I asked, my voice smaller than I wanted it to be.

"Rule one," he said. "You do what I tell you to do. Rule two: You don't leave with customers. Anything that happens, happens in my rooms under my cameras. Rule three, you give me my cut of everything you make beyond stage tips." He paused. "And rule four, you show me the same respect you show Steve. Because while you're in this building, I'm the one who owns you."

His hand moved to the back of my dress, finding the zipper.

"Do you understand the rules?" he asked.

"Yes," I said.

"Good girl," he said, and the phrase coming from his mouth instead of Steve's landed differently, colder, more transactional. "Now I'm going to make sure you understand what respect means in my club."

What followed was him using me on his desk while explaining how things worked at the club in explicit detail. Which customers paid well, and which ones tried to negotiate. Which girls made the most money and why. How to handle a customer who got too rough. How to signal the bouncer if something went wrong.

He talked through all of it while he had me, his voice calm and methodical, treating my body like something he had a right to while he educated me about the business.

When he finished, he helped me straighten my dress and handed me a tissue to clean up.

"Steve and I have an understanding," he said again. "You're under my protection here. No customer touches you without my approval. No customer pushes you further than I allow. But in exchange, you do what I tell you to do, and you remember that in this building, I have the same authority over you that Steve has at home."

"I understand," I said.

"Good," he said. "Now get out there and make me money. You're on the side stage in twenty minutes."

My first night dancing was terrifying and exhilarating in equal measure.

The side stage was smaller than the main stage, positioned off to the left where customers at the bar could watch. The lights were hot and the music was loud and there were maybe a dozen men watching when I started my first set.

I was clumsy at first, self-conscious in ways I hadn't been during the audition with Steve watching. But by the second song I'd found something like a rhythm, remembering what Clive had said about confidence being more important than technique.

The collar drew attention exactly the way Desiree had predicted. Some men ignored it completely. Others stared at it openly, trying to figure out what it meant. One man at the bar gestured me over between songs and tucked a twenty into my garter while asking, "Who put that collar on you?"

"My fiancé," I said.

"He know you're here?"

"He drove me here tonight."

The man smiled and tucked another twenty into my garter. "That's hot," he said. "Tell him he's a lucky guy."

By the end of my first three-song set I'd made eighty dollars in tips, which Desiree told me was better than most new girls did their first night.

"The collar helps," she said. "Men like a story. And you've got one written right around your throat."

My second set went better. I was less self-conscious, more willing to make eye contact with the customers, more comfortable with the way they looked at me with open desire while knowing they couldn't have me.

The power of it was intoxicating. Steve had been right about that. Being wanted by dozens of men while knowing none of them could touch me unless permission was granted felt like the purest distillation of what we'd been building at home.

Between sets, a customer approached Desiree and asked about a private dance. She looked at me and raised an eyebrow.

"You ready for VIP?" she asked.

"I don't know," I said.

"Twenty minutes," she said. "Just dancing. Cameras running the whole time. If he tries anything, security comes in. Simple."

I looked across the club and saw Steve in the same booth he'd sat in during my audition. He nodded once.

"Okay," I said.

The VIP room was exactly what Desiree had described. Small, private, a chair in the middle for the customer, a camera mounted in the corner with a red light indicating it was recording.

The customer was in his forties, well-dressed, polite. He paid Desiree two hundred dollars and sat in the chair while I danced for him for three songs, close enough that he could see every detail but not touching, just watching me move for him alone.

When the time was up, he thanked me and left another hundred as a tip, and I walked back to the dressing room with three hundred dollars for twenty minutes of work.

Desiree took her cut and told me I'd done well.

"Some customers are going to ask for more," she said. "Once you've been here a while. Once they trust you're not vice. How you handle that is between you and Damon and whatever your fiancé is comfortable with."

I found Steve at his booth at the end of my shift.

"How do you feel?" he asked.

"Exhausted," I said honestly. "And like I just discovered something I didn't know existed."

"The power," he said.

"The power," I agreed.

He drove me home, and the reclaiming that night was possessive and intense, Steve claiming every place that had been on display, reminding me that all those men who'd watched me could only have me if he decided to allow it.

I told him about Damon and the office and what had happened there, and Steve's expression shifted into something I couldn't quite read.

"He told me he'd do that," Steve said. "When we talked on the phone. Said he needed to establish authority with you before you started working."

"You knew?" I asked.

"I knew," Steve said. "And I gave him permission. Because while you're in that club, he needs to be able to control you the way I control you at home. For your safety."

I absorbed that slowly. Another man given authority over me. Another layer to the structure we were building.

"Are you okay with what happened?" Steve asked.

"I don't know yet," I said honestly. "Ask me after I've done a few more shifts."

My second shift went similarly to the first. Three sets on the side stage, two private dances, five hundred dollars by the end of the night.

Steve came to every shift, sitting in the back booth, watching. His presence made everything feel manageable, contained, safe.

My third shift was a Wednesday. Less busy than Friday had been, but steady. I did my stage sets and then Desiree approached me about a VIP room customer who was asking specifically for me.

"He's a regular," she said. "Good tipper. Respectful. Wants an hour in the Platinum Room."

"What's the Platinum Room?" I asked.

"Private suite upstairs," she said. "Costs more. Comes with a bottle of champagne. Usually means the customer wants to negotiate for extras."

My heart started hammering. "I haven't done extras."

"Then tonight you decide if you want to start," she said. "Talk to Damon first. He'll tell you what this customer usually expects and what the rate is."

I found Damon in his office. He looked up from his paperwork when I entered.

"The regular in platinum wants me," I said.

"Michael," Damon said. "Good customer. Been coming here for three years. He'll want a blow job, maybe more depending on how the conversation goes. Standard rate is a hundred for oral, $500 for full service. I take thirty percent of whatever you negotiate."

"Steve and I haven't talked about this," I said.

"Then call him," Damon said, gesturing to my phone. "But call him from here. I want to know what he says."

I called Steve with shaking hands. He picked up immediately.

"What's wrong?" he said.

"I'm in Damon's office," I said. "There's a customer who wants me in a private suite. Damon says he'll want extras. I don't know what to do."

There was a pause. "Put Damon on."

I handed the phone to Damon. He had a brief conversation I could only hear one side of, mostly listening, occasionally saying "understood" or "I can do that."

He handed the phone back to me.

"Steve says it's your choice," Damon said. "But if you do it, I'm in the room. Not participating. Just present. Making sure it stays within bounds."

I put the phone back to my ear. "Steve?"

"You don't have to do this," Steve said. "But if you want to try it, Damon will keep you safe. And you'll come home and tell me every detail."

"Okay," I said quietly.

"Is that okay, you'll do it or okay you understand?" he asked.

I thought about it. About Michael upstairs waiting. About the money. About the next boundary we were considering crossing.

"Okay, I'll do it," I said.

"Good girl," Steve said. "Text me when you're done. I'll be waiting."

The platinum room was nicer than I expected, with a couch, a small bar, and adjustable lighting. Michael was there waiting, a man in his fifties in an expensive suit, and Damon was already present, standing against the wall with his arms crossed.

"Michael, this is Abby," Damon said. "She's new, but she comes highly recommended. Abby, Michael is one of our best customers. He understands how things work here, and he respects boundaries."

Michael shook my hand. "The girl with the collar," he said. "I've been watching you dance. Very compelling."

"Thank you," I said.

"Damon explained what I was hoping for tonight?" he asked.

"He did," I said.

"And you're comfortable with that?"

I glanced at Damon, who nodded slightly.

"Yes," I said.

"Good," Michael said. "Then let's not waste time."

What followed was exactly what Damon had described. Professional. Transactional. Michael was respectful and efficient, and when it was over he paid the agreed rate plus a generous tip and thanked me politely.

Damon walked me back downstairs and took his cut and said, "You did well. First time is always the hardest. Gets easier after that."

I finished my shift in a daze, did one more stage set, and then found Steve waiting at his booth.

In the car I told him everything, and his hands were tight on the steering wheel.

"How do you feel?" he asked.

"Like I crossed a line I can't uncross," I said.

"Do you regret it?"

I thought about it honestly. "No," I said. "But it changes things. I'm not just dancing anymore."

"No," Steve agreed. "You're not."

That night's reclaiming was the most intense we'd had since the evening with all four men. Steve claimed me with a desperation that bordered on violence, and afterward he held me and asked again if I wanted to stop.

"Not yet," I said.

"Then we keep going," he said. "But we're paying attention now. We're watching for the line where this stops being exploration and starts being something else."

"What something else?" I asked.

"Something we can't come back from," he said.

I closed my eyes and pressed against his chest and thought about Michael and the platinum room and the money in my locker and the fact that I'd just been paid to do something I'd been doing for free with Marcus and David and James.

The line between exploration and something else was getting harder to see.

But we were still walking forward.

Still trusting that we'd know when we'd gone too far.

Still believing that Steve's control was enough to keep us safe.

I fell asleep in his arms with the collar warm against my throat and his hand on my hip, and I dreamed about stages and private rooms and men who paid to have what Steve gave away according to rules only he understood.

The horizon was still moving.

We were still chasing it.

And I was no longer sure what we'd find when we finally caught up.


Chapter 6: The Proposition

A month into dancing at the club, I'd settled into a rhythm that felt almost normal. Three shifts a week, Tuesday, Friday, and Saturday. Stage sets that were getting smoother as my confidence grew. Private dances that sometimes stayed dancing and sometimes went further depending on the customer and the money and what Damon approved.

I was making more money than I'd ever made designing interiors. Steve had opened a separate account for it, something he said was for our future, for the wedding and whatever came after.

The wedding was six weeks away now. Invitations had gone out. My mother called weekly with updates about flowers and seating charts and whether Aunt Marie's dietary restrictions could be accommodated. I navigated those calls while wearing my tail and kneeling in the corner eating from my puppy bowl, and the disconnect between those two realities was becoming harder to hold.

On a Thursday afternoon, Clive called and asked if I wanted to meet for lunch.

"Just lunch?" I asked. "Or lunch with a purpose?"

"Lunch with something I want to discuss," he said. "Something Steve and I have been talking about, but I wanted to bring it to you before we make any decisions."

We met at a quiet restaurant in Manhattan Beach, the kind of place where business conversations happened over salads and iced tea. Clive ordered for both of us and then got directly to the point.

"I know someone," he said. "A woman named Betina who runs an establishment in Compton. Very clean, very professional, very well-managed. She's always looking for girls who can appeal to a different clientele than her usual stable provides."

I set down my fork. "An establishment."

"A brothel," Clive said plainly. "Let's not dance around it. She runs a brothel with fifteen girls, all professionals, all there by choice. It's not legal but it's as safe and legitimate as these things can be."

"And you're bringing this up because…?"

"Because what you're doing at the club is already sex work," he said. "You're just doing it in a gray area where it's officially forbidden but actually expected. Betina's place is more honest about what it is. The clients know what they're paying for. The girls know what they're providing. There's no pretense."

"You want me to work at a brothel?" I asked, surprised but not shocked.

"I want to introduce you to Betina," he corrected. "Let you see the operation. Talk to some of the girls. See if it's something you'd be interested in exploring. No pressure. No commitment."

I sat with that while the waiter brought our food. When he left, I asked, "Steve knows you're asking me this?"

"Steve and I have been discussing it for two weeks," Clive said. "Ever since you started doing extras at the club. He's been thinking about what comes next, about whether the club is sustainable long-term or whether there's a clearer, more controlled way to explore this direction."

"And he thinks a brothel is more controlled than a strip club?"

"He thinks it might be," Clive said. "Betina runs a tight operation. Her girls are tested regularly. Her clients are vetted. She has security. It's professional in ways the club isn't quite, despite Damon's best efforts."

"How do you know Betina?" I asked.

"I've known her for years," Clive said. "Through various business connections. She's a remarkable woman. Very smart. Very careful about who she hires and who she allows through her doors."

I picked at my salad, trying to process what he was actually suggesting.

"This is different than anything we've done before," I said finally.

"It is," Clive agreed. "It's not curated experiences with men Steve has vetted personally. It's professional sex work with clients that Betina vets. That's a different level of removal from Steve's direct control."

"Which is probably why he's hesitant."

"He's not hesitant," Clive said. "He's thoughtful. There's a difference. He wants to make sure the safety measures are real and that you're genuinely interested rather than just trying to please him."

"I don't know if I'm genuinely interested," I admitted.

"Then meet Betina," Clive said. "Tour the facility. Talk to some of the girls. See what you think. If it's not for you, that's fine. But at least you'll know rather than wonder."

That evening I told Steve about the lunch and the conversation, and he listened with that focused attention while I knelt at his feet during dinner.

"How do you feel about it?" he asked when I finished.

"Overwhelmed," I said honestly. "It feels like a big jump from the club."

"It is a big jump," he said. "It's moving from gray area sex work to explicit sex work. That's a significant difference."

"Are you actually considering this?" I asked.

He was quiet for a long moment. "I'm considering whether it's something worth exploring," he said finally. "I have questions. A lot of them. About how it would work, what the safety measures are, who this Betina is and whether I can trust her with you."

"And?"

"And I've been talking to Clive about it. He's offered to arrange a meeting. No commitment. Just a conversation and a tour. See what the operation actually looks like."

"When?" I asked.

"Whenever we decide we're ready," he said. "Clive says Betina is willing to meet us anytime."

Over the next week, Steve asked more questions. About Betina's background and security protocols. About how girls were tested and how clients were vetted. About what happened if a client got rough or refused to follow rules.

Clive answered everything patiently, in detail, and apparently put Steve in direct contact with Betina herself because I overheard a phone conversation one evening where Steve was talking to a woman about HIV testing schedules and client screening procedures.

A week later, Steve told me he'd made a decision.

"We're going to visit," he said. "This Saturday. Just to see. Betina has agreed to give us a tour and let you talk to some of her girls. No pressure to commit to anything. Just information gathering."

"Okay," I said.

"But I need you to be honest with me," he said, taking my hands. "About whether this is something you actually want to explore or whether you're just following where I'm leading because that's what you do."

I thought about it carefully. "I don't know if I want it," I said. "But I want to see it. I want to understand what it is. And then I can decide if it's something I'm willing to try."

"That's fair," he said. "Saturday at two. Clive is coming with us. Betina requested he be there since he's the connection."

Saturday afternoon, we drove to Compton in Steve's car, Clive following in his own. The address Betina had given us was a large house on a residential street, well-maintained with security cameras visible at every corner and a tall fence around the property.

Steve parked, and we all got out. A large man in his thirties, clearly security, met us at the gate and checked Steve's ID against a list before letting us through.

Inside, the house was surprisingly nice. Clean and well-decorated, more like an upscale hotel than what I'd imagined a brothel would look like. A woman in her forties, black, with sharp eyes and an air of complete authority, met us in the foyer.

"You must be Steve," she said, extending her hand. "I'm Betina. We spoke on the phone."

"This is Abby," Steve said, gesturing to me. "My fiancée."

Betina looked at me with the same appraising attention Damon had given me, her eyes going to the collar and staying there for a moment.

"The collar is a nice touch," she said. "Clive mentioned it. Come, I'll show you around."

She led us through the house, explaining as we went. Fifteen rooms total, each one clean and well-appointed with its own bathroom. A common area where the girls could relax between clients. An office where she managed scheduling and client screening. A security station where two men monitored cameras covering every room.

"Safety is my priority," she said. "Every client is vetted before they're allowed in. Background checks, references, deposits that are forfeited if they violate any rules. Every room has cameras and panic buttons. My girls know they can hit that button anytime, and security is there within ten seconds."

"What kind of clients do you serve?" Steve asked.

"Professional men mostly," Betina said. "Lawyers, doctors, businessmen. Men who can afford my rates and who understand discretion. I don't allow anyone who seems unstable or aggressive. I don't allow drugs or alcohol on the premises. I run a clean operation."

She showed us the testing facility, a small clinic setup where a nurse came twice a month to test all the girls for STIs and HIV. She showed us the security protocols, the way clients were escorted in and out, and the way appointments were scheduled to ensure privacy.

It was professional and businesslike and somehow more honest than the strip club had ever been. There was no pretense here. No official rules that everyone knew were being broken. Just clear transactional sex work managed with the same attention to detail as any other business.

"Would you like to talk to some of my girls?" Betina asked. "I have three here right now between appointments who've agreed to answer questions."

We went to the common area where three women in their twenties and thirties sat on couches, dressed casually, looking more like they were hanging out at home than working.

Betina introduced us and then left us alone with them.

One of them, a white woman in her late thirties named Elena, seemed to take the lead.

"Betina says you're thinking about working here," she said to me. "What do you want to know?"

"What's it actually like?" I asked. "Day to day."

"It's a job," Elena said simply. "A well-paying job with good safety measures and clear boundaries. You set your own schedule. You have full control over which clients you see. If someone makes you uncomfortable during screening, you just say no."

"How many clients typically?" Steve asked.

"Depends on the girl and her schedule," Elena said. "I work four days a week, usually see three to five clients a day. Some girls work more. Some less."

"And Betina takes care of you?" I asked. "If something goes wrong?"

"Betina takes care of us," another girl confirmed. "She's tough but she's fair. And she doesn't tolerate anyone mistreating her girls. We've had clients permanently banned for being too rough or trying to negotiate reduced rates."

We talked to them for another thirty minutes, and by the end I had a clearer picture of what working there would actually entail. Professional. Controlled. Honest about what it was.

Betina walked us back to the door.

"If you decide you're interested," she said to me, "you'd start with two shifts a week. Four-hour windows. I'd match you with clients who specifically request your type. You'd have full veto power over anyone you're not comfortable with." She paused. "The collar makes you different. I'd market that to certain clients who appreciate that dynamic. You'd do very well here."

"We'll think about it," Steve said.

"Take your time," Betina said. "But not too much time. I have other girls interested in the available slots."

In the car on the way home, Steve and I were both quiet for a long time.

Finally, I said, "It's not what I expected."

"What did you expect?" he asked.

"Something grimier," I said. "More dangerous. But it was professional. Almost clinical."

"Does that make it more appealing or less?" he asked.

"I don't know," I said honestly. "It makes it feel more real. Like if I did this, I'd be making a clear choice to be a sex worker rather than dancing in a gray area."

"You'd be making that choice," he agreed. "Which is why I need you to really think about whether it's something you want or something you think I want."

"What do you want?" I asked.

He was quiet for a long time. "I want to know how far we can go," he said finally. "I want to keep exploring until we find the edge. But I also want to make sure we're still together when we get there. That we haven't lost ourselves in the exploration."

"Have we lost ourselves?" I asked quietly.

"I don't know," he said. "Ask me after the wedding. After we've made permanent what we've been building. Then we'll see if what we've built can actually hold."

We drove the rest of the way home in silence, and that night Steve didn't reclaim me the way he usually did after experiences with other men. Instead, he just held me, his hand on the collar, and we lay in the dark, thinking about Betina's house, the girls in the common area, and the decision we were being asked to make.

Whether to cross from the gray area to the explicit.

Whether to keep walking toward the horizon or whether we'd finally found the edge we'd been looking for.


Chapter 7: The Brothel

Three days after visiting Betina's house, I told Steve I wanted to try it.

We were in bed, my hands bound to the headboard the way they always were at night now, and I said it quietly into the dark.

"I want to try a few shifts," I said. "See what it's actually like. See if I can handle it."

Steve was quiet for a long time. Then he said, "Why?"

"Because we've come this far," I said. "Because every other time we've approached an edge I've wondered what it would be like to cross it, and every time we actually cross it I learn something about myself I didn't know before." I paused. "And because the wedding is in five weeks and I want to know who I actually am before I marry you."

"You already know who you are," Steve said.

"I know who I am with you," I said. "I know who I am in our bedroom and in our backyard and kneeling next to Fiona, eating from a bowl. But I want to know who I am when I cross this last line. When I stop pretending it's anything other than what it is."

He turned on the light and looked at me, really looked at me, searching my face for something.

"This isn't about pleasing me," he said. "Tell me this is about you."

"This is about me," I said. "And about us. About knowing we've explored everything we needed to explore before we make this permanent."

He nodded slowly. "Okay," he said. "Call Betina tomorrow. Tell her you want to start. Two shifts a week to begin with. And I want to talk to her again first. Make sure she understands what you need."

I started at Betina's the following Tuesday.

She paired me with Elena, the woman in her late thirties who'd spoken to us during our visit. Elena met me in the common area before my first shift and walked me through everything I needed to know.

"First thing," she said, "is understanding that this is a business. You're providing a service. The clients are paying for your time and your body. That's it. No emotional connection. No pretending it's something it's not."

"Okay," I said.

"Second thing," she said, "is safety. You meet every client in the screening room first. If anything about them makes you uncomfortable, you can say no. Betina backs us on that completely. Better to turn down money than end up with someone who hurts you."

She showed me how the panic buttons worked, how to signal security if something went wrong, how to manage the transaction afterward so Betina got her cut and I got mine.

"The collar is going to be a thing," she said, touching it lightly. "Some clients will love it. Some will be confused by it. Be ready to explain what it means if they ask."

"What do I tell them?" I asked.

"The truth," she said. "That you belong to someone who's given you permission to be here. Most of the guys who come to Betina's appreciate honesty. They're not here for fantasy. They're here for straightforward professional service."

My first client was at three o'clock. A man in his fifties, an accountant, nervous and awkward. The screening went well, and I took him to my assigned room, one of the smaller ones with a queen bed, a chair, and an attached bathroom.

What followed was quick and mechanical. He barely looked at me. He finished in maybe ten minutes, thanked me politely, and left.

I cleaned up in the bathroom and sat on the edge of the bed for a moment, trying to process what had just happened.

I'd just been paid five hundred dollars for ten minutes of sex with a stranger.

The transaction was so clear and explicit that it felt almost clinical.

My second client that day was different. Younger, maybe early forties, more confident. He asked about the collar during screening, and I told him what Elena had suggested, that I belonged to someone who'd given me permission to be here.

"That's hot," he said. "He gets off on sharing you?"

"Something like that," I said.

In the room, he was rougher than I expected. Not violent, not crossing any lines Betina wouldn't have allowed, but pushing against them in ways that reminded me of David months ago. He wanted control, wanted to feel like he was taking something, and I gave him that performance while staying aware of the panic button, the cameras, and the security just outside.

When he finished, he paid the full rate plus a generous tip and told me he'd request me again next time.

After he left, Elena found me in the common area.

"How'd it go?" she asked.

"Fine," I said. "The second one was rougher than the first."

"You'll get a range," she said. "Some are gentle and awkward. Some want to feel powerful. You learn to read them in screening and decide if you can give them what they want."

"How do you do this?" I asked. "Day after day. Client after client."

She smiled slightly. "Same way you do anything," she said. "You compartmentalize. You show up, you do the job professionally, you take the money and go home. It's only hard if you try to make it mean something it doesn't."

By my fifth shift I had three regulars who requested me specifically.

One was the accountant from my first day, who came back weekly and was always quick and polite and easy. One was a lawyer in his late forties who wanted to talk for twenty minutes before anything physical, who seemed to need the illusion of connection even in this transactional context. And one was a younger man, maybe early thirties, who was fascinated by the collar and always asked questions about Steve and our dynamic.

"Does he know you're here right now?" he asked during our third session.

"Yes," I said. "He knows everything."

"And that doesn't bother him? Knowing other men are having you?"

"It's what he wants," I said, which was true enough even if it didn't capture the full complexity of what Steve and I had.

The money was extraordinary. More than I'd made designing interiors, more even than I'd made at the strip club once I started doing extras. Betina's rates were high and her clients paid them without negotiation.

Steve had the money going into the same account he'd set up for my club earnings. I didn't ask what he was planning to do with it. I just watched the balance grow and tried not to think too hard about what it meant that I was making this much money selling access to my body.

The reclaiming after brothel shifts was different than anything we'd done before. More intense than after the club, more desperate than after the evenings with Marcus or David or James. Steve would have me kneel and tell him every detail, and while I talked, he'd be touching me, claiming me, pulling every experience back into us.

"Tell me about the rough one today," he'd say. "Tell me exactly what he did."

And I'd tell him, in explicit detail, and watch his expression shift into something dark and possessive and hungry.

He was getting something from this that went deeper than the orchestrated evenings with vetted men. Something about me being used by strangers in ways he couldn't control completely, about me coming home marked by men whose names he didn't even know.

One night after a particularly intense reclaiming, I asked him, "What are you getting from this? Really."

"Proof," he said.

"Of what?"

"That you're completely mine," he said. "That you can be used by dozens of men and you still come home to me. Still kneel for me. Still belong to me more than you belong to yourself."

"I do belong to you," I said.

"I know," he said. "But this proves it in a way nothing else could."

After a month at Betina's, Steve told me we needed to talk.

It was a Sunday evening. I hadn't worked that day, and we'd spent it quietly at home, me eating from my puppy bowl and spending time in the cage and being staked in the backyard while Steve read on the patio.

That night in bed, he said, "I've been doing research."

"About what?" I asked.

"About Betina's operation," he said. "Talking to people who know the area. Looking into the pimps Elena warned you about. The risks that come with working there."

I waited.

"It's too risky," he said finally. "Too much exposure to variables I can't control. The security is good but it's not perfect. The vetting is thorough but not foolproof. And the pimps circling that operation are more dangerous than I initially understood."

"What are you saying?" I asked.

"I'm saying I want you to stop," he said. "After this week. No more shifts at Betina's."

Something dropped in my stomach. "Just like that?"

"Not just like that," he said. "I've been thinking about this for two weeks. Weighing the risks against what we're getting from it. And the risks are too high. I don't want you there anymore."

"What about the money?" I asked, which wasn't really what I was asking.

"We have enough money," he said. "The wedding is paid for. We have savings. Money isn't the reason to keep doing something that puts you at risk."

"Is this really about risk?" I asked. "Or is it about you being scared of how far we've gone?"

He looked at me for a long moment. "Both," he said honestly. "It's about risk and it's about the fact that we're three weeks from our wedding and I'm asking myself whether we've lost the plot. Whether we've pushed so far past exploration that we don't know how to stop."

"So we stop," I said.

"We stop this," he said. "The brothel. But not everything. I'm not saying we go back to how things were before. I'm just saying this particular thing is too much."

I absorbed that slowly. Part of me was relieved. The brothel had been exhausting in ways the club wasn't, more emotionally draining despite Elena's advice about compartmentalization. But part of me felt like we were backing away from the edge right when we'd finally reached it.

"Okay," I said. "I'll tell Betina this week is my last."

"Thank you," Steve said, pulling me close. "And I'm sorry if this feels like I'm controlling your choices."

"You are controlling my choices," I said. "That's the whole point. That's what we built."

"I know," he said. "But I want to make sure I'm controlling them in ways that keep you safe, not in ways that push you past what you can actually handle."

We lay in the dark quiet and I thought about Betina's house and Elena and the three regulars I'd developed and the money that had accumulated in the account Steve managed.

"What happens next?" I asked. "After I stop at Betina's. What do we do then?"

"I don't know yet," he said. "But I've been thinking about it. About ways to continue this in a more controlled manner. More sustainable."

"Like what?"

"I'll tell you when I've worked it out," he said. "For now, just finish this week at Betina's and then we'll figure out what comes next."

My last shift at Betina's was on a Thursday. I saw two of my regulars, the accountant and the lawyer, and said goodbye to Elena in the common area afterward.

"You're smart to get out," she said. "Most girls who work here either do it short-term, like you, or they get stuck and can't leave. You've got something to go back to. Someone waiting for you. That's rare."

"Thank you for everything," I said. "For teaching me how to do this safely."

"You did fine," she said. "Better than fine. You're a natural at compartmentalizing. That's a valuable skill even outside of here."

I drove home thinking about compartmentalization and what it meant that I'd gotten good at separating parts of myself into boxes that didn't touch. Professional designer. Steve's pet. Strip club dancer. Brothel worker. Wife-to-be.

All of them true. None of them quite the whole picture.

Steve was waiting when I got home. He had me kneel and tell him about the last shift, and then he reclaimed me with a thoroughness that felt like closing a chapter.

"That part is done," he said afterward. "But we're not done exploring. Just done with that particular avenue."

"What's the next avenue?" I asked.

"I'll tell you tomorrow," he said. "Tonight, just be mine. Just be here with me. That's enough."

I pressed against his chest and felt the collar warm against my throat and thought about how far we'd walked and how much farther the horizon still seemed, even though we'd crossed more lines than I'd ever imagined we would.

The wedding was three weeks away.

And I still didn't know who I'd be standing at that altar.

But I was learning.

With every boundary crossed and every experience claimed and every reclaiming that pulled it all back to Steve, I was learning exactly what it meant to be completely owned while remaining somehow free.

And that knowledge, uncomfortable and complex as it was, felt like the only honest foundation on which to build a marriage.


Chapter 9: Jamarcus

The knock on the door came on a Tuesday afternoon while I was at my drafting table working on a proposal for a new residential client. Steve was at work. Fiona was asleep at my feet. I was wearing the tail and a t-shirt and nothing else, the way I always did when working from home.

I wasn't expecting anyone.

I went downstairs and looked through the peephole. A black man in his early thirties stood on the porch, well-dressed in dark jeans and a button-down shirt, hands in his pockets, looking casual and relaxed in a way that immediately set off alarm bells.

I opened the door but kept the chain on.

"Can I help you?" I asked.

"Abby," he said, smiling. Not a question. A statement. "I'm Jamarcus. Betina sent me."

My stomach dropped. "I don't work for Betina anymore."

"I know," he said. "That's why I'm here. Can I come in? This conversation would be better inside."

"No," I said. "Whatever you need to say, you can say it from there."

His smile didn't waver. "Fair enough. Betina doesn't appreciate you taking her business. You worked for her for a month, built up some regulars, and then you left and took those regulars with you. Started servicing them from your home." He paused. "That's not how things work."

"I didn't take anyone," I said. "I stopped working for her. What the clients do after that isn't my problem."

"But it is your problem," Jamarcus said, still calm, still smiling. "Because Betina invested time and resources in you. Gave you access to her operation. And now you're cutting her out. That creates a debt."

"I don't owe Betina anything," I said.

"You owe her respect," Jamarcus said. "And the way you show respect is by either coming back to work for her, or by coming to work for me. Those are your two options."

"I'm not interested in either option," I said. "I work for myself now."

He laughed, a genuine sound that was somehow more terrifying than anger would have been. "That's not how this works, sweetness. You're in the life now. You don't just work for yourself. You work for someone. Either Betina, me, or someone else. But you don't work alone. That's not sustainable."

"I'm engaged," I said, gesturing to the ring on my finger. "My fiancé knows everything I've been doing. He's the one who decides what I do and don't do."

"Your fiancé," Jamarcus said, his eyes going to the collar at my throat. "The one who put that on you. The one who's been sending you out to fuck other men." His smile widened. "Betina told me about him. Told me he's the one orchestrating all of this. That's interesting. That's unusual. But it doesn't change the basic economics of the situation."

"Which are?"

"Which are that you're doing sex work in my city, in territory I help manage, and you need to be aligned with the proper structure. Otherwise, things get complicated." He pulled a card from his pocket and held it out. "Think about it. Talk to your fiancé. Then call me. We'll work something out."

I didn't take the card. He set it on the porch railing instead.

"You seem like a smart girl," he said. "So I'm going to be straight with you. You've got three days to decide. Either you come back to Betina, or you come work for me, or I start making your independent operation very difficult. Those are your options. Choose wisely."

He walked back to his black BMW parked at the curb and drove away.

I grabbed the card from the railing and went inside, and immediately called Steve.

He came home within the hour, leaving work early without explanation to his boss. I was still at the kitchen table when he arrived, the card in front of me, Fiona sensing my anxiety, pressed against my legs.

I told him everything. What Jamarcus had said, how he'd said it, the calm, terrifying way he'd laid out my options.

Steve listened without interrupting, and when I finished, his jaw was tight and his hands were clenched on the table.

"We're shutting it all down," he said. "Right now. You tell the home clients it's over. You quit the club. We go completely dark and hope Jamarcus loses interest."

"He's not going to lose interest," I said. "You heard what he said. I'm in the life now. That's not something you just walk away from."

"You can walk away from anything if you're willing to accept the consequences," Steve said.

"What consequences?" I asked. "What does he actually do if I don't comply?"

"I don't know," Steve said. "And I don't want to find out. This is exactly the kind of risk I was worried about with the brothel. This is why I wanted you to stop."

We sat in tense silence for a long moment.

Then I said something I didn't expect to say, something that came from a place I didn't fully understand.

"What if I tried the street?"

Steve looked at me like I'd lost my mind. "What?"

"The street," I said. "What if I did one night. Just to see what it's like. Just to understand what Jamarcus is actually offering."

"Absolutely not," Steve said. "That's insane. That's the most dangerous thing you could possibly do."

"But it's the edge," I said. "The last edge. The thing we've been walking toward this whole time. The brothel was professional sex work but it was still contained. Still managed. The street is something else. It's the final line."

"And you want to cross it," Steve said, not a question.

"I want to know what it's like," I said. "I want to know if I'm capable of it. And if I don't try it, if we just shut everything down now, I'm going to spend the rest of my life wondering what was on the other side of that line."

"You'll spend the rest of your life alive and safe," Steve said. "That's what will be on the other side. Not trying the most dangerous form of sex work that exists."

"One night," I said. "With you and Clive nearby the entire time. With check-ins every hour. With clear boundaries about when to stop."

"This is crazy," Steve said. "You're asking me to send you out to work a street corner. To sell yourself to random men who could be anyone. Who could hurt you or worse."

"You've sent me to do everything else," I said. "You've orchestrated all of it. This is just the last thing. The final exploration before the wedding. Before we make all of this permanent."

"The wedding is in two weeks," Steve said. "Two weeks and we're supposed to be married and this is what you want to do right before that? Walk a street corner like a prostitute?"

"I am a prostitute," I said quietly. "That's what I've been for the last month. The only difference between what I did at Betina's and what happens on the street is the location and the level of control. I want to know what it feels like when the control is gone. When it's just me and a client and a transaction with no structure around it."

Steve stood and walked to the window, looking out at the street. He was quiet for a long time.

Finally, he said, "If I agree to this, it's with conditions so strict they're almost impossible. You understand that?"

"I understand," I said.

"One night only," he said. "You work for exactly four hours. You check in every thirty minutes, or I'll come get you immediately. Clive and I are in a car within sight of you the entire time. Any client who seems even slightly dangerous, you walk away. No negotiations. No trying to handle it yourself."

"Okay," I said.

"And you do it where Jamarcus told you to work," he said. "On his corner. So if this goes sideways, he sees that you tried his way and it didn't work. That you gave him his chance."

"That's more dangerous," I said.

"It's more strategic," Steve corrected. "If you're going to do this, do it in a way that potentially satisfies Jamarcus and gets him off our backs. Show him you tried his world and decided it wasn't for you."

I sat with that. The logic was sound, even if the risk was higher.

"When?" I asked.

"Friday night," Steve said. "This Friday. We do it, we see what happens, and then it's done. No matter what, after Friday, you're finished with all of this. The club, the home clients, all of it. We shut it down completely and focus on the wedding and the marriage and building something sustainable instead of just chasing edges."

"Okay," I said.

He turned from the window to look at me. "I think you're insane," he said. "I think this is the worst idea we've had through all of this. But I also understand why you need to do it. Why you need to know."

"Thank you," I said quietly.

"Don't thank me yet," he said. "Wait until Friday is over and you're home safe. Then you can thank me for not stopping you from doing something this reckless."

That evening Steve called Clive and explained the situation. I could hear Clive's half of the conversation, his voice raised in a way I'd never heard before, arguing against the idea, telling Steve this was too far, too dangerous, too uncontrolled.

But Steve laid out the parameters the same way he'd laid them out to me, and eventually Clive agreed to be there, to help keep me safe, to be the backup plan if things went wrong.

Thursday evening Steve called Jamarcus.

"This is Steve," he said when Jamarcus answered. "Abby's fiancé. We need to talk."

I couldn't hear Jamarcus's side but I watched Steve's face as he explained that I wanted to try one night on the street, that I'd work his corner the way he'd suggested, that this would be my trial to see if his world was something I could handle.

When he hung up he looked exhausted.

"He's expecting you Friday at ten PM," Steve said. "The corner of Compton and Alondra. He says he'll be there to make sure you're set up properly. Make sure no one bothers you who isn't a paying customer."

"That's almost protective," I said.

"That's him protecting his investment," Steve said. "If you work for him, you make him money. He wants to make sure nothing damages you before he's had a chance to profit from you."

"And after Friday?" I asked.

"After Friday you tell him it's not for you," Steve said. "You thank him for the opportunity and you make it clear you're done with all of it. And we hope that's enough to get him to leave us alone."

"And if it's not?"

"Then we figure out what comes next," Steve said. "But let's get through Friday first."

Friday came too fast.

Steve had me spend the day quietly at home. No work. No calls. Just resting and preparing mentally for what I was about to do.

At eight PM, he had me get ready. Specific clothes he'd chosen: a short skirt, a tight top, heels that made walking difficult. The collar visible. Makeup heavier than I'd ever worn it.

I looked at myself in the mirror and barely recognized the woman looking back.

At nine-thirty Steve and Clive picked me up. Steve drove. Clive sat in the back seat. Neither of them said much.

We got to the corner of Compton and Alondra at nine-fifty. Jamarcus was already there, leaning against his BMW, checking his phone.

He looked up when we pulled to the curb and smiled that same calm smile.

"Right on time," he said. "I appreciate punctuality."

Steve got out of the car. "Four hours," he said to Jamarcus. "That's what we agreed to. Then she's done."

"Four hours," Jamarcus agreed. "And we'll see how she does. If she's good at this, we can talk about more regular arrangements."

"There won't be regular arrangements," Steve said. "This is one night. That's all."

"We'll see," Jamarcus said. He looked at me through the car window. "Come on, sweetness. Let me show you how this works."

I got out of the car on shaking legs.

Steve pulled me close and kissed me hard, his hand on the collar.

"Check in every thirty minutes," he said. "We'll be parked right there." He pointed to a lot half a block away with a clear view of the corner. "Any trouble at all, you run. You understand?"

"I understand," I said.

"Good girl," he said. "Now go see what you're made of."

I walked over to Jamarcus, and he put his hand on my lower back and led me to the corner. Behind me, I heard Steve and Clive get back into the car and drive to their observation post.

The street was dark and cold and more exposed than anything I'd ever done.

And I was about to find out if I could actually handle it.

Or if this was finally the edge that would break me.


Chapter 10: The Street

Jamarcus positioned me on the corner under a streetlight that flickered intermittently, throwing shadows across the pavement.

"Stand here," he said. "Look available but not desperate. When a car slows down, you walk over. You negotiate the price before you go anywhere. Nothing under a hundred. If they try to lowball you, walk away. I don't want my girls looking cheap."

"Your girls," I said.

"Tonight you're working my corner," he said. "That makes you my girl for the duration. Tomorrow we can discuss what comes next." He checked his watch. "It's ten o'clock now. You work until two. That's four hours. Should be able to get six, maybe eight clients in that time if you're efficient."

"And you'll be here?" I asked.

"I'll check on you," he said. "But you don't need me standing over you. You're a grown woman. You know how to fuck. Just do what you've been doing at Betina's, but faster and cheaper." He got back in his BMW. "Good luck, sweetness. Show me what you can do."

He drove away, and I stood alone on the corner in the cold October night, wearing clothes that felt like a costume and makeup that was too heavy and heels that made my feet hurt already.

In the first twenty minutes, nothing happened. A few cars drove past without slowing. A homeless man shuffled by on the opposite sidewalk. I saw another woman working two blocks down, older than me, black, watching me with an expression I couldn't read.

Then a car slowed. An older beat-up sedan, a white man in his fifties driving. He pulled to the curb and rolled down his window.

"How much?" he asked.

My heart was hammering so hard I could barely breathe. "A hundred," I managed.

"For what?"

"Whatever you want," I said, which was what Jamarcus had told me to say.

"Get in," he said.

I walked around to the passenger side and got in. The car smelled like cigarettes and stale fast food. The man looked me over with undisguised hunger.

"There's a motel two blocks from here," he said. "Fifty bucks for an hour. That work for you?"

"Sure," I said.

He drove to a run-down motel that rented rooms by the hour and paid cash at a window protected by bulletproof glass. The clerk didn't even look at us. We went to a room on the second floor that was exactly as depressing as I'd expected.

Stained carpet. A bed that sagged in the middle. A bathroom with mold growing around the tub.

The man locked the door and turned to me.

"Take off your clothes," he said.

I undressed while he watched, and then he used me quickly and roughly on the sagging bed. The whole thing took maybe fifteen minutes. When he finished he pulled up his pants and handed me a fifty without a word.

We drove back to the corner in silence and he let me out and drove away.

I stood under the streetlight and texted Steve: First one done. I'm okay.

His reply came immediately: Good girl. We're watching. Stay safe.

I saw their car parked in the lot half a block away, two silhouettes inside, and knowing they were there made this slightly more bearable.

The second client pulled up twenty minutes later. Younger, maybe late thirties, driving a nicer car. He negotiated down to eighty for car sex in a parking lot behind a closed liquor store.

I got in his car and he drove three blocks and parked in the dark lot and had me in the back seat. It was cramped and awkward and he finished even faster than the first man.

Eighty dollars for ten minutes of work.

The third client wanted a blow job in his car, right there on the street. He parked in a lot across from where I was standing and gestured me over. Sixty dollars, he said. Take it or leave it.

I took it.

The fourth was another motel run, this time with a black man in his forties who was slightly gentler than the first but still quick and transactional.

By midnight, I'd serviced four men and made three hundred and twenty dollars, less than I'd make with a single home client, and my body hurt in ways it hadn't at Betina's, where I had time between clients to clean up and rest.

This was harder. Faster. More exposed. More degrading in ways that had nothing to do with the sex itself and everything to do with standing on a street corner waiting to be picked up like merchandise.

I texted Steve: Four so far. Three twenty total. This is harder than I expected.

His reply: Two more hours. You can do this. We're right here.

The fifth client pulled up at twelve-thirty. But before I could walk over to his car, Jamarcus's BMW appeared and he got out and waved the car away.

"That's enough for tonight," he said.

"It's only been two and a half hours," I said. "We agreed to four."

"And you did well," he said. "Better than I expected for your first night. But I can see you're getting tired. Don't want to burn out my new talent on the first shift." He opened the passenger door of his car. "Come on. Let's get you settled."

"Settled?" I asked.

"I've got an apartment set up for my girls," he said. "A place you can rest between shifts. Clean up. Get some sleep. Much better than going home at two AM smelling like the street."

"I'm going home," I said. "That was the deal. One night. Then I'm done."

His expression didn't change, but something hardened behind his eyes. "Get in the car, Abby."

"No," I said. I looked toward where Steve and Clive were parked, but Jamarcus moved slightly, blocking my view.

"I'm not asking," he said, his voice still calm. "You worked my corner. You made money using my protection. That creates an obligation. Now get in the car, or we're going to have a problem."

"If I don't get in, what happens?" I asked.

"Then I make a phone call, and two very large men come and put you in the car anyway," he said. "And I'd rather not do that because it's loud and attracts attention, and I like to keep things professional. So be smart. Get in voluntarily."

I thought about running. Thought about screaming for Steve and Clive. But Jamarcus was between me and them and I didn't know if I could outrun him in these heels.

"One night," I said. "You said one night to try it."

"And you tried it," he said. "And you were good at it. A natural born whore. Now we move to the next phase: you coming to work for me properly. But first you need to understand how this works. How I take care of my girls."

"My fiancé is watching," I said, pointing toward the lot. "If I don't come back, he's going to come looking for me."

"Your fiancé is two blocks away in a car with Clive," Jamarcus said. "By the time he figures out you're not where you're supposed to be, we'll be long gone. Now for the last time, get in the car."

I looked at his face and saw that the calm was absolute. He wasn't bluffing. He wasn't negotiating. He was telling me what was going to happen and giving me the illusion of choice about how it happened.

I got in the car.

He reached over and took my phone from my purse before I could stop him. "You'll get this back later," he said. "Once we've had a chance to talk properly."

He drove through dark streets, away from the corner, away from Steve and Clive. I watched the city pass by the window and tried to think of a way out of this that didn't involve Jamarcus calling whoever he'd threatened to call.

After maybe fifteen minutes, he pulled up to a nondescript apartment building in a neighborhood I didn't recognize. He came around and opened my door and led me inside to a ground-floor apartment that he unlocked with his own key.

Inside were two other women, both in their twenties, both looking exhausted and scared. They looked up when we entered and one of them said, "New girl?"

"New girl," Jamarcus confirmed. "Abby, meet Crystal and Destiny. They're going to show you how things work here. Get her settled," he said to them. "Give her the orientation. I'll be back in the morning to see how she's adjusting."

He left and I heard the deadbolt turn from the outside.

I was locked in.

Crystal, a white woman with dark roots showing through bleached blonde hair, gestured to a couch covered in blankets.

"You can sleep there," she said. "It's not comfortable, but it's better than the floor."

"I need to call my fiancé," I said. "Tell him where I am."

"Jamarcus took your phone," Destiny said. She was black, maybe early twenties, with tired eyes. "He takes everyone's phones when they first get here. Says it's for our protection. Really, it's so we can't call for help."

"How long have you been here?" I asked.

"Three days," Crystal said. "He picked me up at the bus station downtown. Said he could give me a place to stay and a way to make money. Brought me here and told me I'd be working for him until I paid off what I owed him for room and board."

"I've been here a week," Destiny said. "Same story. Different bus station."

"He can't just keep us here," I said. "This is kidnapping."

"Call the cops and tell them that," Crystal said. "Oh, wait, you don't have a phone. And even if you did, what would you tell them? That a pimp locked you in an apartment? They'll ask what you were doing working his corner. You want to explain to the police that you're a prostitute?"

I sat down on the couch, my mind racing. Steve and Clive would soon realize I was missing. They'd see I wasn't on the corner anymore. They'd start looking.

But looking where? Jamarcus had driven me through streets I didn't know to a building I'd never seen. I didn't even know what neighborhood I was in.

"There's no way out," Destiny said quietly. "We've tried. The windows are barred. The door locks from the outside. Jamarcus comes by twice a day with food and to take one of us out to work. He says that once we've proven ourselves and understand how things work, we can have more freedom. But until then, we stay here."

"My fiancé will come looking for me," I said.

"Maybe," Crystal said. "Or maybe Jamarcus will call him and tell him you decided to stay. Tell him you're working for him now and you'll be in touch when you're ready. Would your fiancé believe that?"

I thought about Steve and everything we'd built and whether he'd believe I'd chosen this voluntarily.

No. He wouldn't believe it.

But he also might not know how to find me.

I pulled my knees to my chest and tried to think of a way out of this that didn't end with me being one of Jamarcus's girls permanently, working street corners to pay off debts that would never actually be satisfied.

Outside the barred window, I could hear traffic passing. People living normal lives. Going home to normal relationships.

And I was locked in an apartment with two other women, all of us waiting to see what Jamarcus decided to do with us next.

The edge I'd been so determined to reach?

I'd found it.

And it turned out the edge was a trap.


Chapter 11: Looking for Abby

Steve checked his phone for the third time in five minutes.

"She should have texted by now," he said to Clive. "It's been forty-five minutes since the last check-in."

Clive looked at his own watch. "She's probably with a john. Give her another fifteen minutes."

But fifteen minutes passed with no text. Then thirty. Then an hour.

Steve called Abby’s phone. It went straight to voicemail.

He called again. Same result.

"Something's wrong," he said, starting the car. "We need to get to the corner."

They drove the two blocks to where Jamarcus had positioned Abby, but the corner was empty. The streetlight still flickered. The neighborhood was quiet except for a few passing cars. But I wasn't there.

Steve got out and walked the block in both directions. No sign of her. No sign of Jamarcus. Nothing.

He went back to the car and called my phone again. Straight to voicemail.

"She's gone," he said to Clive. "He took her."

"We don't know that," Clive said, but his voice was tight with concern. "Maybe she's with a client somewhere. Maybe her phone died."

"Her phone was at eighty percent when we dropped her off," Steve said. "And she knows the rules. She knows she checks in every thirty minutes, no matter what. Something happened."

They drove through the surrounding neighborhoods for the next two hours, looking for Jamarcus's BMW and any sign of where I might have gone. Steve called my phone every ten minutes. Each time, it went straight to voicemail.

At three AM, Clive said what Steve had been thinking.

"We need to go to Betina's," Clive said. "If Jamarcus works with her occasionally, she might know where he keeps girls."

They drove to Betina's house in Compton. The security gate was closed but there were lights on inside. Steve pressed the intercom button repeatedly until someone answered.

"We're closed," a male voice said. "Come back tomorrow."

"I need to speak to Betina," Steve said. "It's an emergency."

"She's not available."

"Tell her it's about Abby," Steve said. "Tell her Abby's fiancé needs to speak with her right now."

There was a long pause. Then the gate buzzed open.

Betina met them at the door in a robe, her expression cold.

"It's three in the morning," she said. "This better be important."

"Abby's missing," Steve said. "She was working a corner for Jamarcus, and now she's gone. Her phone is off. I think he took her."

Betina's expression didn't change. "And why would that be my problem?"

"Because Jamarcus works with you sometimes," Steve said. "You must know where he keeps girls. Where he'd take someone new."

"Even if I did know," Betina said, "why would I tell you? Abby worked for me for a month, then left, taking her clients with her. Started operating independently in my territory. That's disrespectful. She made her choices. Now she lives with the consequences."

"She's in danger," Clive said. "You know what Jamarcus does to girls he gets his hands on."

"I know he's a pimp," Betina said. "I know he runs his business his way, I run mine my way, and we stay out of each other's way. If Abby chose to work his corner, she chose to operate under his rules."

"She didn't choose anything," Steve said, his voice rising. "He took her. Against her will. That's kidnapping."

"Then call the police," Betina said. "Report her missing. File charges. But you won't do that, will you? Because then you'd have to explain what she was doing on that corner in the first place. What you were doing was sending your fiancée out to work as a prostitute."

She started to close the door, but Steve caught it.

"Please," he said. "I'm begging you. Just tell me where to look. Give me something to work with."

Betina looked at him for a long moment, and something in her expression softened slightly.

"I don't know where Jamarcus keeps new girls," she said. "He moves them around. Different apartments. Different locations. Keeps them isolated until they're broken in." She paused. "But I know someone who might know more. Elena. She used to work for a pimp before she came to me. She knows how these operations work."

"How do I find Elena?" Steve asked.

"I can't give you her address," Betina said. "Privacy rules. But she works at a diner in Inglewood during the day. Louise's, on Manchester. She's usually there from six AM to two PM."

"Thank you," Steve said.

"Don't thank me," Betina said. "And don't come back here. Abby made her choices. What happens next is between her and Jamarcus and whatever arrangement they work out."

She closed the door and the locks engaged.

Steve and Clive sat in the car outside Betina's house.

"We can't wait until six AM," Steve said. "That's three hours from now. Who knows what could happen in three hours?"

"We don't have another option," Clive said. "We don't know where Elena lives. We don't know where Jamarcus operates. We have no leads except waiting for the diner to open."

"Then we drive," Steve said. "We drive through every neighborhood in Compton until we find something. His car. An apartment building that looks right. Something."

"That's insane," Clive said. "Compton isn't small. We could drive for days and not find anything."

"Then we drive for days," Steve said. "I'm not sitting here doing nothing while she's god knows where with a pimp who's probably trying to break her."

They drove. Through dark streets and sleeping neighborhoods. Past closed businesses and empty lots. They looked for Jamarcus's BMW. They looked for any sign of activity at apartment buildings.

They found nothing.

At six AM, they were at Louise's Diner before it opened. They waited in the parking lot until they saw lights come on inside and a woman unlock the front door.

Steve approached and showed his ID through the glass.

"I'm looking for Elena," he said. "Betina sent me. It's an emergency."

The woman at the door looked skeptical but called back into the kitchen. A moment later, Elena appeared, wearing a server's uniform, her hair pulled back.

She looked at Steve through the glass, and her expression changed to recognition.

"You're Abby's fiancé," she said. "From when you visited Betina's."

"Yes," Steve said. "I need your help. Abby's missing. A pimp named Jamarcus took her last night, and I don't know where to look."

Elena unlocked the door and let them in.

"Sit," she said, gesturing to a booth. "Tell me what happened."

Steve told her everything. The agreement with Jamarcus. The four hours on the corner. The missed check-in. The empty corner when they went to look for her.

Elena listened without interrupting, and when Steve finished, she was quiet for a long moment.

"Jamarcus is bad news," she said finally. "I worked for a pimp before I went to Betina's, and I knew girls who worked for Jamarcus. He keeps new girls locked up until he's broken them. Until they stop trying to run. Usually a week, sometimes two. He has apartments all over Compton and South LA that he uses for this. Moves girls between them so they can't figure out where they are."

"Do you know which apartments?" Clive asked.

"I knew one," Elena said. "From a girl I worked with two years ago. But Jamarcus moves locations. He might not be using it anymore. He might have ten different places by now."

"It's better than nothing," Steve said. "Where was it?"

Elena shook her head. "I don't remember the address. Just that it was near Rosecrans and Central. Yellow building, ground-floor apartments. But like I said, that was two years ago."

"What about the girl who told you?" Steve asked. "Could we talk to her?"

"She left LA," Elena said. "Went back to Arizona after she got away from him. I don't have a way to reach her anymore."

Steve put his head in his hands. "So we have nothing. A vague neighborhood and a maybe-yellow building that might not even be in use anymore."

"I'm sorry," Elena said. "I wish I could give you more. But Jamarcus is smart about this. He doesn't let information get out. The girls he keeps don't know where they are. They can't call for help. And by the time they get out, if they get out, the information is already old."

"There has to be something," Clive said. "Some way to find him."

"Going after a pimp's property is dangerous," Elena said. "Jamarcus has people. Enforcers. If you show up and try to take Abby, things could get violent. You should call the police."

"I can't call the police," Steve said. "They'd want to know what she was doing on that corner. It would destroy everything."

"Better destroyed than dead," Elena said.

Steve looked at her. "You really think he'd kill her?"

"No," Elena said. "He won't kill her. She's worth too much to him. But he'll break her. He'll keep her locked up and isolated until she stops fighting. Until she accepts that she works for him now. That could take days. Could take weeks. Depends on how strong she is."

"She's strong," Steve said.

"Then it'll take longer," Elena said. "And the longer it takes, the harder he'll push."

Steve stood abruptly. "We need to go. We need to find that area near Rosecrans and Central. Start looking at apartment buildings."

"That could be dozens of buildings," Clive said.

"Then we look at dozens of buildings," Steve said. "We don't stop until we find her."

Elena reached out and touched Steve's arm. "I hope you find her," she said. "I really do. But be careful. Jamarcus doesn't play games. If he sees you coming for her, he won't just let you take her."

"I don't care," Steve said. "I'm getting her back. Whatever it takes."

Steve and Clive spent the rest of Saturday driving through neighborhoods near Rosecrans and Central, looking at apartment buildings, looking for anything yellow, looking for Jamarcus's BMW.

They saw dozens of buildings. Some yellow, some not. Some with barred windows, some without. None of them felt right. None of them gave any indication that Jamarcus was using them.

By evening, they were exhausted and no closer to finding Abby than they'd been that morning.

"We need a better plan," Clive said. "We can't just drive around hoping to get lucky."

"What other plan is there?" Steve asked. "Elena doesn't know where he is. Betina won't help. We can't call the police. What else can we do?"

"I don't know," Clive admitted. "But this isn't working."

They sat in the car in a parking lot, both of them staring at nothing, and Steve's phone buzzed.

He looked at it. Unknown number.

He answered. "Hello?"

"This is Jamarcus," the voice on the other end said, calm and smooth. "I think we need to talk about Abby."

Steve's hand tightened on the phone. "Where is she? Is she okay?"

"She's fine," Jamarcus said. "She's safe. She's being taken care of. But we have a situation that needs to be resolved."

"Let her go," Steve said. "Right now. She tried your corner for one night like we agreed. That's all she signed up for."

"That's where we disagree," Jamarcus said. "See, when she worked my corner, she became my responsibility. My investment. And I don't just let investments walk away because someone gets cold feet."

"She's not your investment," Steve said. "She's my fiancée. She's a person. You can't just keep her."

"I can," Jamarcus said. "And I will. Unless we come to an arrangement."

"What kind of arrangement?"

"The kind where you acknowledge that Abby is in the life now," Jamarcus said. "The kind where you accept that she works for me, under my protection, following my rules. And in exchange, I make sure she's safe and treated well."

"No," Steve said immediately. "Absolutely not. She's done with all of this. The club, the brothel, the street. All of it."

"That's not your decision anymore," Jamarcus said. "That's Abby's decision. And from where I'm sitting, she's making good money working for me. Better money than she made at Betina's or that strip club. So maybe you should ask her what she wants instead of deciding for her."

"Let me talk to her," Steve said. "Put her on the phone right now."

"Not yet," Jamarcus said. "First, we establish the terms. First, you understand how this is going to work. Then, maybe, I'll let you talk to her."

"What terms?" Steve asked, his voice tight.

"I'll be in touch," Jamarcus said. "Give you some time to think about what's best for Abby. What's best for everyone involved."

"Wait," Steve said. "Don't hang up. I need to know she's safe. I need to hear her voice."

But the line was already dead.

Steve looked at Clive, his face pale.

"He's not going to let her go," Steve said. "He's going to try to keep her. Use her. Break her until she thinks this is what she wants."

"We'll find her," Clive said. "Before he can break her. We'll find her and get her out."

"How?" Steve asked. "We have no idea where she is. Elena's information is two years old. Jamarcus could have her anywhere in a fifty-mile radius. How do we find one woman in a city this size when the man who has her doesn't want her found?"

Clive didn't have an answer.

They sat in the parking lot as the sun set and the neighborhood grew dark, and Steve thought about Abby locked in some apartment somewhere, scared and alone, waiting for him to find me.

And not knowing if he ever would.


Chapter 12: Coming Home

On my third day in the apartment, I'd stopped counting hours and started counting meals. Jamarcus brought food twice a day, always the same routine. He'd unlock the door, hand in bags from whatever fast food place was closest, take one of us out to work, and lock the rest of us back in.

Crystal had been taken out the day before. She came back six hours later, exhausted and silent, and went straight to the couch to sleep.

Destiny had gone out that morning. She wasn't back yet.

It was mid-afternoon when Jamarcus returned. I heard his key in the lock and braced myself for whatever came next.

He opened the door and looked at me.

"Your turn," he said. "Get ready. We're working a different corner today. Somewhere with better traffic."

I didn't move. "I'm not going."

He smiled that calm smile. "You're going. We can do this easy or we can do this hard. Your choice."

Crystal, from the couch, said quietly, "Just go. It's easier if you just go."

I thought about Steve. About Clive. About the fact that they'd been looking for me for three days and hadn't found me. About the possibility that I'd be locked in this apartment or working Jamarcus's corners for weeks before anyone figured out where I was.

I stood up. "Okay," I said. "I'll go."

"Smart girl," Jamarcus said.

He took me to his car and drove to a corner in a different neighborhood, somewhere I didn't recognize. More traffic. More lights. A liquor store on one corner and a check cashing place on the other.

"This is better territory," he said. "You'll do well here. Just remember the rules. Nothing under a hundred. No getting in cars and driving off without telling me where you're going. You work this corner, you work for me."

He positioned me under a streetlight and drove away to park where he could watch.

I stood there in the afternoon sun, wearing clothes Jamarcus had brought me because mine were dirty, and I felt the full weight of where I'd ended up.

This was the edge.

This was what happened when you pushed too far.

I'd thought I was exploring with Steve's protection. I'd thought the structure we'd built was strong enough to keep me safe.

But I'd been wrong.

Cars started to slow. Men started to look. I was about to approach the first one when I saw a familiar car turn onto the street two blocks away.

Clive's black sedan.

My heart stopped.

The car drove closer, and I could see Clive behind the wheel, scanning the street. He was looking for me. Still looking after three days.

I didn't think. I just ran into the street, waving my arms.

The car stopped and Clive's face through the windshield changed from focus to shock to relief.

Behind me I heard Jamarcus's car door open. Heard his voice: "Abby, get back here."

But Clive was already out of his car, moving toward me with a speed I didn't know he was capable of, and Jamarcus stopped when he saw him.

Clive was bigger than Jamarcus. Older. Carried himself with a different kind of authority, the kind that came from money and power and connections that actually mattered.

"Get in the car," Clive said to me, not taking his eyes off Jamarcus.

I moved toward Clive's car but Jamarcus stepped forward.

"She works for me," Jamarcus said. "She's my girl now. You can't just take her."

"Watch me," Clive said.

"You don't know who you're fucking with," Jamarcus said, his voice losing some of that calm. "I have people. I have connections. You take her and you're making an enemy."

"And you don't know who you took," Clive said. "Her fiancé has been looking for her for three days. He's prepared to bring problems you don't want. Real problems. The kind that involve lawyers and private investigators and people with badges who owe him favors."

Jamarcus studied Clive, recalculating.

"We had an agreement," Jamarcus said. "She worked my corner. That makes her mine."

"She worked your corner for one night as an experiment," Clive said. "Then you took her against her will. That's not an agreement. That's kidnapping."

"No one's going to believe that," Jamarcus said. "She's a prostitute. She came to my corner voluntarily. You think the cops are going to care that a whore changed her mind?"

"I don't need the cops to care," Clive said. "I just need them to ask questions. To look into your operation. To talk to the other girls you have locked up. You want that kind of attention?"

Jamarcus's jaw tightened. He looked at me, then back at Clive.

"This isn't over," he said. "She was making me money. You're taking my property."

"Send me a bill," Clive said. "We'll discuss compensation for your trouble. But right now, she's leaving with me."

I got in Clive's car and locked the door, my hands shaking so badly I could barely manage it.

Clive got in the driver's side and we pulled away, and I watched Jamarcus in the side mirror, standing on the corner watching us go, his expression unreadable.

We drove in silence for several blocks before Clive said, "Are you hurt? Did he touch you?"

"No," I said. "He kept me locked up. But he didn't hurt me."

"Where were you?"

"An apartment. I don't know where. He took my phone. I couldn't call anyone."

"Steve's been looking for you," Clive said. "We've been driving through Compton for three days. He's losing his mind."

"Take me home," I said. "Please. Just take me home."

Clive called Steve from the car.

"I have her," he said when Steve answered. "She's safe. I'm bringing her home now."

I couldn't hear Steve's response but I heard the emotion in Clive's voice when he said, "She's okay. I promise. She's right here. We're twenty minutes away."



Steve was standing in the driveway when we pulled up. He'd been standing there waiting, couldn't stand to be inside, had to be outside where he could see us coming.

I got out of the car and he pulled me into his arms so hard it hurt, and I didn't care. I pressed my face against his chest and felt his whole body shaking.

"I'm sorry," I said. "I'm so sorry."

"Don't," he said. "Don't apologize. Just tell me you're okay. Tell me he didn't hurt you."

"I'm okay," I said. "He didn't hurt me. He just kept me locked up."

Steve pulled back to look at me, his hands on my face, checking for damage, checking for marks, checking that I was actually real and actually here.

"Three days," he said. "Three days I didn't know where you were or if you were safe or if I'd ever see you again."

"I know," I said. "I'm sorry."

He kissed me then, hard and desperate, and when he pulled back his eyes were wet.

"Inside," he said. "Come inside."

Clive followed us in and we all sat in the living room, and I told them everything. About Jamarcus taking me from the corner. About the apartment and Crystal and Destiny. About being locked in for three days. About Jamarcus taking me out to work and seeing Clive's car.

Steve listened without interrupting, his hand never leaving mine, and when I finished he was quiet for a long time.

"What about the other girls?" he asked finally. "Crystal and Destiny. They're still there."

"I know," I said quietly.

"We can't just leave them," Steve said, looking at Clive.

"We can call the police," Clive said. "Anonymous tip about girls being held against their will. Let them handle it."

"Will the police actually do anything?" I asked. "Or will they just see it as prostitutes and pimps and not care?"

"I don't know," Clive admitted. "But it's better than nothing."

"I'll make the call," Steve said. "Tomorrow. After we've had time to process this. After I'm sure you're actually safe."

He turned to me. "We need to talk," he said. "About all of this. About what happens next."

"I know," I said.

Clive stood. "I'll leave you two alone," he said. "Call me if you need anything."

He left and Steve and I moved to the couch, and Fiona came over and pressed against my legs like she knew something had been wrong and was checking to make sure I was okay.

"I don't know where to start," Steve said.

"Start with what you're thinking," I said. "Right now. About all of this."

He was quiet for a long moment, choosing his words carefully.

"I'm thinking we went too far," he said finally. "I'm thinking I went too far. I let you do something I knew was dangerous because you asked me to and because I thought I could control all the variables. But I couldn't. And I almost lost you."

"You didn't lose me," I said. "Clive found me."

"By luck," Steve said. "By pure chance. He was driving through that neighborhood for the third time and happened to see you on that corner. If he'd taken a different street, if he'd been ten minutes earlier or later, you'd still be there."

I couldn't argue with that.

"I'm done," I said. "With the life. The club, the brothel, the street. All of it. I'm done."

"Good," Steve said. "Because I'm not letting you go back to any of it. It's over."

"What about Clive?" I asked.

Steve looked at me. "What about him?"

"Do I stop seeing him too?"

Steve thought about it. "No," he said. "Clive is different. Clive is part of what we built together. Part of the structure that actually works. You can keep seeing him. With the same parameters we've always had. But everything else stops."

"Okay," I said.

"The wedding is in ten days," Steve said. "Ten days and we're supposed to stand up in front of our families and friends and promise to love each other for the rest of our lives. Can we do that? After everything that's happened?"

"I don't know," I said honestly. "Can we?"

He pulled me close. "I love you," he said. "More than I thought it was possible to love someone. And the last three days, not knowing where you were, thinking I might never see you again, made me realize that all of this, all the exploration and pushing boundaries and chasing edges, none of it matters if I don't have you."

"You have me," I said. "You've always had me. That's never been in question."

"Then yes," he said. "We can get married. We can stand up there and make those promises and mean them. Because we know what we survived together. We know what we're capable of. And we know what the limits actually are now."

We sat holding each other while Fiona dozed at our feet, and outside the Torrance evening was doing what it always did, proceeding toward dark without drama.

"What are we going to tell people?" I asked. "Your family. My mother. Everyone who's been asking questions about why I seem different."

"We tell them nothing," Steve said. "We tell them we had a rough patch and worked through it. We tell them we're stronger now than we were before. We tell them whatever version of the truth they can handle."

"And the real truth?"

"The real truth is ours," he said. "Mine and yours and Clive's. No one else needs to know what we built or how far we pushed or what we learned about ourselves in the process."

That night, Steve ran me a bath and washed me himself, gentle and thorough, and afterward he put me to bed and held me while I cried for the first time since Jamarcus had locked me in that apartment.

I cried for Crystal and Destiny, still trapped there. I cried for how close I'd come to being one of Jamarcus's girls permanently. I cried for the edges we'd pushed past and the lines we'd crossed and the exploration that had turned into something darker than either of us had intended.

And Steve held me through all of it, told me I was safe, and said we were done chasing horizons, and that from now on we would build something sustainable instead of something that kept pushing toward collapse.

The next morning, he made the anonymous call to the police about the apartment near Rosecrans and Central. Whether they did anything about it, we never found out.

The wedding happened on schedule. My mother cried. Steve's father made a toast about patience and commitment. Marcia stood beside me as my maid of honor, squeezed my hand during the vows, and whispered, "You made it."

And I had made it.

We'd walked to the edge, looked over and decided to step back.

The exploration was over. The boundaries had been found. The limits had been tested and exceeded, and then deliberately pulled back from.

What remained was simpler. Steve, Clive, and I. The triangle that had held us through everything else. The structure that worked because it was built on honesty, trust and communication rather than pushing toward darkness.

The collar stayed on.

The puppy bowl stayed in the corner.

The crate and the tail and the backyard anchor all remained part of our daily life.

But the external exploration stopped. No more strangers. No more transactions. No more walking into rooms and situations where Steve couldn't guarantee my safety.

Just us. Just the three of us. Building a marriage that looked conventional from the outside and was anything but conventional on the inside.

And somehow, impossibly, that was enough.

The horizon had stopped moving.

We'd finally caught up to it.

And standing there at the edge, looking back at how far we'd come, we decided that what we'd built was worth more than whatever might have been on the other side.

So we turned around.

We walked back.

And we started building something meant to last.


Epilogue: The Maldives

The resort was everything the brochure had promised. White sand beaches. Water so clear you could see fish swimming twenty feet down. Overwater bungalows with glass floors and private infinity pools.

Steve had booked two bungalows side by side. One for Clive and me. One for himself.

"A honeymoon for three," he'd said when he showed me the reservation. "Seems appropriate given what we've built."

We'd been in the Maldives for four days. I spent my mornings with Steve, swimming and having breakfast on his deck, and talking about what our life would look like now that the wedding was over and the exploration had ended. I spent my afternoons and evenings with Clive, who treated the trip like the vacation it was meant to be, relaxed and unhurried and content to simply exist in the same space without an agenda.

And at night, I slept in Clive's bed in the honeymoon suite while Steve slept alone next door, and somehow this arrangement felt exactly right for all three of us.

The fourth evening, we had reservations at the resort's main restaurant, all three of us together. We were seated at a table near the windows overlooking the ocean, and halfway through our meal, an American couple at the next table struck up a conversation.

They were in their fifties, well-dressed, clearly wealthy. The man introduced himself as Richard and his wife as Patricia.

"Honeymoon?" Patricia asked, looking at my wedding ring, then at Steve and Clive, with obvious confusion about which man was the groom.

"Yes," Steve said easily. "We just got married last week."

"Congratulations," Richard said. "Which of you is the lucky groom?"

Steve smiled. "I am. Steve. This is my wife, Abby, and this is Clive."

Patricia's eyes went from Steve to Clive and back to me. "I don't understand," she said. "Why is Clive here?"

"Because I invited him," Steve said. "Clive is part of our relationship. Has been for over a year. It seemed appropriate to include him in the honeymoon."

There was a beat of silence.

Richard laughed uncomfortably. "That's very modern of you."

"It works for us," Steve said, completely unbothered.

Patricia was staring at me now with undisguised judgment. "And you're okay with this? Sharing your honeymoon with another man?"

Heat flooded my face. "Yes," I managed.

"How unusual," Patricia said, her tone making clear she meant something much less kind than unusual. "I can't imagine being so desperate for a husband that I'd accept terms like that. Sharing him with another woman is one thing, but being shared yourself on your honeymoon? That's quite something."

My face burned hotter. Steve's expression didn't change, but I saw something tighten in his jaw.

"It's not about desperation," Steve said calmly. "It's about honesty. About building a marriage that acknowledges what we actually want rather than pretending to be people we're not."

"And what you actually want," Patricia said, looking at me with something close to contempt, "is to be passed between two men like property. How progressive."

I looked down at my plate, unable to meet her eyes, my face on fire.

"Abby doesn't mind," Patricia continued, speaking about me as though I weren't sitting right there. "She's clearly the accommodating type. The type who goes along with whatever her husband decides because she's too passive to have her own preferences."

I felt Steve's hand find mine under the table, squeezing once.

"Actually," Steve said, his voice still calm but with an edge now, "Abby is the bravest person I know. What you're interpreting as passivity is actually something much more difficult. It's trust. It's surrender. It's choosing to submit to someone she knows will protect her interests even when she can't protect them herself."

Patricia opened her mouth, but Steve continued.

"You're sitting there judging her based on your own narrow understanding of what strength looks like. You think strength is being loud, assertive, and controlling. But real strength is knowing what you need and having the courage to ask for it even when it makes people like you uncomfortable."

"I'm not uncomfortable," Patricia said, her face flushing. "I'm appalled. A woman who has so little self-respect that she shares her honeymoon with her husband's friend isn't someone I'd want to associate with."

"Good," Steve said. "Because Abby wouldn't want to associate with someone as judgmental and small-minded as you either. She's just too gracious to say it out loud." He stood, still holding my hand. "But I'm not."

He pulled me to my feet and looked at Patricia with an expression I'd seen him use maybe twice before, the one that said he was done being patient.

"Let me tell you what you're actually looking at," Steve said. "You're looking at a woman who has explored more of herself in the last year than you've probably explored in your entire life. A woman who knows exactly what she wants and has built a life around it rather than settling for the kind of marriage you probably have, where you resent your husband and he resents you but you stay together because divorce would be embarrassing in your social circle."

Patricia's mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out.

"Abby wears my collar," Steve continued, gesturing to my throat where the leather band sat visible against my skin. "She submits to me completely. She trusts me to make decisions about her body and her life and who has access to her. And that trust is worth more than any conventional arrangement you could possibly understand."

He looked at Clive. "Come on. We're done here."

Clive stood immediately, and the three of us walked out of the restaurant together, leaving Patricia and Richard staring after us.

Back at the bungalow I shared with Clive, I sat on the edge of the bed trying to process what had just happened.

"I'm sorry," I said to both of them. "I should have said something. I just froze."

"You have nothing to apologize for," Steve said, kneeling in front of me and taking my hands. "She was cruel, and you handled it exactly the way you should have. With grace. With dignity. Without stooping to her level."

"I just sat there and let her talk about me like I wasn't even there," I said.

"Because that's who you are," Steve said. "You don't fight battles that aren't worth fighting. You don't waste energy on people who don't matter. That's not weakness. That's wisdom."

He pulled me close, and I pressed my face against his shoulder.

"Thank you," I said. "For defending me. For saying what I couldn't say."

"Always," he said. "That's what I'm here for."

He pulled back and looked at Clive, then back at me.

"Can I stay tonight?" he asked. "Here. With both of you."

I looked at Clive, who nodded.

"Yes," I said. "Please stay."

That night, the three of us lay together in the king bed in the honeymoon suite. I was between them, Steve on one side and Clive on the other, both of them holding me in different ways.

Steve's hand was on the collar at my throat, possessive and claiming. Clive's hand was on my hip, steady and reassuring.

"This feels right," Steve said into the dark. "The three of us. Together."

"It does," Clive agreed.

"We should do this for the rest of the honeymoon," Steve said. "Not maintain the separation. Just be together. All three of us."

"What about your room?" I asked.

"I'll cancel it tomorrow," Steve said. "Move my things here. We'll share the suite. Share the bed. Share everything."

"Are you sure?" I asked.

"I'm sure," he said. "We've spent a year building this triangle. We've tested it and pushed it and almost broken it and put it back together. Why would we pretend on our honeymoon that it's anything other than what it is?"

"Okay," I said. "Then stay. Both of you. For the rest of the trip."

Steve kissed me then, claiming and possessive, and when he pulled back, Clive kissed me too, different but equally certain.

And then Steve's hands were on me, and Clive's hands were on me and I was held between them, claimed by both, loved by both, exactly where I was supposed to be.

What followed was unlike anything we'd done before. Not Steve watching while Clive had me, or Clive leaving after his time was done. But all three of us together, tangled up in each other, no clear lines about who was doing what or whose turn it was.

Just the three of us learning this new configuration, this new way of being together that we hadn't tried before because Steve had always maintained that separation, that distance between himself and what happened when I was with Clive.

But tonight the distance collapsed.

Tonight, we were just three people who loved each other, who trusted each other completely, who had survived something that should have broken us and had come out stronger on the other side.

Afterward, we lay in a tangle of limbs, none of us quite sure where one person ended, and another began, and Steve said quietly, "This is how it should be. This is what we've been building toward."

"I thought we were done exploring," I said. "I thought we decided to pull back."

"We are done exploring externally," Steve said. "No more strangers. No more risks. But that doesn't mean we stop exploring what we can be to each other. What the three of us can build together."

"I like this," Clive said. "Being together like this. Not separate. Not taking turns. Just us."

"Me too," I said.

We fell asleep that way, all three of us in one bed, and when I woke in the morning, it was to sunlight streaming through the floor-to-ceiling windows and the ocean stretching endlessly beyond, and both Steve and Clive still holding me like they had no intention of ever letting go.

Steve moved his things from his bungalow that day. We spent the rest of the honeymoon together in the suite, the three of us, learning this new rhythm, this new way of existing as a unit rather than as pairs taking turns.

And by the time we flew home to Torrance and our regular life, we'd discovered something we hadn't known we were looking for.

That the triangle we'd built could hold all three of us at the same time.

That there was room for Steve's ownership and Clive's care and my surrender all in the same bed, all in the same moment, all woven together into something that was stronger than any of the individual parts.

We'd walked to the edge, looked over and decided to step back.

But in stepping back, we'd found something new.

Something sustainable.

Something that was exactly, perfectly, completely ours.

And standing there together, all three of us, we understood that this was what we'd been building toward all along.

Not an ending.

But a beginning.

If you would like me to email a five-year update on Abby, Steve, and Clive, send me an note (lenawhitegirl@gmail.com) with "Good Girl, 5 Years Later" in the subject line, and I’ll add you to my new-release list.
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