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For the shoes that were waiting.
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Join my newsletter for an exclusive free novella: https://BookHip.com/BCSFLCD


Dear Reader,

Connor arrives at his great-aunt's country house expecting to charm his way through a six-month residency clause, collect his inheritance, and leave with his identity intact. Then he opens the wrong door, finds a room full of heels arranged like devotion, and the trustee standing behind him doesn't ask what he's doing — because she already knows. This is the story of a man discovering that the life he thought was wrong for him was simply the wrong life, and the woman who was certain of him long before he was certain of himself.

This story is a work of fantasy intended for a mature audience. While the arrangement begins with financial leverage and quiet coercion, it is ultimately a romance built on psychological surrender, deliberate care, and the profound honesty of being truly seen. It's about discovering that the most authentic version of yourself was never the one you were performing.

For your consideration, this book contains the following:

	Coerced Feminization via Inheritance Clause

	Older Woman / Younger Man Power Dynamic

	Power Exchange (Female Dominant / Male Submissive)

	Chastity Device, Key-Holding & Orgasm Denial

	Clothing-Based Feminization (Heels, Skirts, Stockings, Waist Trainer)

	Breast Forms & Body Architecture

	Feminine Naming & Identity Discovery

	Praise Dominance ("Good Girl")

	Body Betrayal & Psychological Surrender

	Anal/Prostate Play

	Explicit Sexual Scenes & Language




And most importantly...

A beautiful and affirming Happily Ever After (HEA).

Please enjoy.
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With love,

Dolly Darling
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Chapter 1


By the time I get my second suitcase up the front steps, the door is already open.

A woman stands in the gap with one hand on the brass plate, as if she opened it at the exact right second and not a moment sooner. Dark hair pinned back, cream blouse, charcoal trousers, nothing showy about her except that she looks entirely in place in a house this size. I stop one step lower than the landing with a duffel biting into my shoulder and the ridiculous awareness that my trainers are muddy.

“Connor Hamilton,” she says.

It lands less like a question than a line item being confirmed.

“Caught me.” I shift the suitcase upright and smile because that usually helps. “You must be Natalie Martin. Trustee, gatekeeper, judge, jury. I’m hoping not executioner.”

She steps back to let me in.

“Ms. Martin is fine.”

Right. That kind of house.

I drag my bags over the threshold and the first thing that hits me is the quiet. It is not silence exactly. Old wood settles somewhere high up, a clock ticks deeper in the house, and the faint scrape of my suitcase wheels sounds over the runner carpet. It is all contained. Nothing spills. My flat always has something humming or half-done. This place feels finished in every direction.

The entry hall rises two floors, with a dark banister polished to a low shine. Framed oil paintings line the walls. A table with a bowl on it probably has a reason for being exactly there. The air carries beeswax and a hint of lemon. I get the stupid urge to apologize for existing at a normal volume.

Natalie closes the door behind me.

“Your journey was straightforward?”

“Yeah. Sat nav and blind faith. Mostly sat nav.” I set the duffel down and glance around like I am not glancing around. “It’s a hell of a place.”

“It requires upkeep.”

That gets a breath out of me that almost turns into a laugh. Not because she is joking, but because she clearly is not.

“Good,” I say. “I’m better with upkeep than heritage awe.”

Her gaze rests on me for a beat long enough to do the thing people call looking someone up and down. It is not rude; it is complete. She takes in the suitcase, the duffel, my work boots clipped together by the laces, then my face. I have the unpleasant sense that she is reading tiny print somewhere under my skin.

“Come through,” she says.

I follow her down the hall, wheels thumping softly over transitions in the flooring. She does not hurry. She also never checks whether I am behind her. The house opens and narrows and opens again, all of it ordered in that expensive old-money way that tries very hard not to look arranged. I notice things I do not mean to notice. Fresh flowers in one room, pale and exact. The line of frames on the wall, centered by someone with a level and standards. The windows are clean enough that the grounds beyond look touched up.

The kitchen is big enough to make mine feel theoretical. Slate floor. Long table. A black range that probably outlives governments. There is a mug on the sideboard, a ledger closed beside it, and a vase with clipped rosemary. Somehow even the rosemary looks supervised.

Natalie gestures to a chair.

“Sit.”

I sit. I do so because she said it like that, because I have driven two hours and hauled luggage, and because making a point about verbs this early would be embarrassing for both of us.

She remains standing for a moment, then takes the chair opposite me. A folder waits there. Of course it does.

“I’m sure your solicitor explained the general terms,” she says. “I’ll give you the practical version. You’ll reside here for 6 months, beginning today. During that period, I oversee your work and conduct on behalf of the trust. At the end of the term, I submit my evaluation, and assuming you comply, the fund transfers to you.”

There it is. Evaluation. Conduct. A nice old-fashioned way to make a grown man feel he is back at school, hoping a woman with a clipboard thinks he has tried hard enough.

I lean back and make my face easy.

“And if I don’t pass inspection, I’m cast into the moors?”

“There are no moors.”

I look at her. She looks back.

“Right,” I say. “Good. That would have been inconvenient.”

A pause settles between us. It is not awkward on her side. She leaves space the way other people fill it, and my usual instinct starts mining for a soft place to land—a joke, a shrug, something to make this feel normal. I offer up, “I’m joking.”

She does not laugh. For a second she simply watches me, the way you watch someone who is choosing a word and not yet sure which one it will be. She nods once.

“I know.”

She slides a sheet from the folder toward me. It is a daily outline with broad categories: grounds, interior maintenance, deliveries, inventory assistance, and some kitchen support. It is not ceremonial pottering while the money ripens overhead. It is actual work.

I scan it and hear my father’s voice in my head saying at least she is putting you to use, which is annoying considering he is not here and did not get invited.

“I do have a business,” I say, too casually. “So I’ll need an hour or two some evenings to keep things ticking over.”

“You were told that would be accommodated,” she replies.

“Yeah, I know. Just making sure we’re all picturing me as a functioning adult.”

Her eyes lift from the page.

“Are you not?”

The question strips the padding off itself. I open my mouth for the usual joke and find it does not have a place to land.

“I am,” I say. “Functioning. Adult. Often at once.”

A soft shift at the corners of her eyes, the kind someone makes when they file a detail and move on.

“Good. Then we won’t have trouble.”

She goes through the rest with brisk precision, the essentials only. Breakfast is offered. Work begins at 8. I have access to most of the house, excluding private offices and a few closed rooms she will identify. If I need time away, I inform her. If I damage something, I report it. The list is efficient; the tone keeps it administrative, not parental. I find myself accepting it before the sentences finish.

When she is done, she sets the papers in a neat stack.

“Questions?”

I have about 15, none of them useful. I go with, “How often do people fail?”

“There haven’t been people,” she says.

I blink. “Just me, then.”

“Just you.”

That puts a small, hard pebble in my stomach. Trust me to be the first experimental relative in some dead rich aunt’s posthumous character workshop.

“Comforting,” I say.

“Is it?”

I huff a laugh and tuck the schedule back into the folder so I do not have to answer. She stands.

“I’ll show you your room, and then I’ll take you outside.”

“For the moors?”

“For the west wall,” she says. “The ivy needs cutting back before it gets under the slate.”

I look up. “Today?”

“Yes.”

There is a second where I almost object on principle, not because I mind the work, but because she assigned it with that calm assumption I will do exactly what she says. Then I catch myself. If I start balking at trimming ivy, I become every cousin my family already thinks I am.

“Sure,” I say. “Fine by me.”

She picks up one of my suitcases before I react.

“Oh, no, I’ve got that.”

“I know.” She heads for the door with it anyway. “This way.”

I grab the other case and the duffel and follow, stupidly aware of the clean line of her back and the controlled pace that does not invite crowding. My room is on the second floor at the rear, overlooking a stretch of lawn and trees gone heavy with late summer green. The bedroom is larger than my entire flat’s living room. It has a brass bed, a wardrobe, and a desk by the window. A washstand converted for modern plumbing is installed so expensively I distrust the cost of everything in sight.

“You may make yourself comfortable after the work is done,” she says, setting the suitcase beside the wardrobe.

“Nothing says welcome like delayed comfort.”

“Would immediate comfort improve your performance?” she asks.

I open my mouth, then close it again.

“Probably not, no.”

“Then we’re agreed.”

I wash, change into a work shirt, and come downstairs to find her waiting in the back hall with gloves, secateurs, and a pair of long-handled loppers propped against the wall. She hands me the gloves. They are leather, soft and already broken in.

“The growth on the west wall needs thinning, not stripping,” she says as we step outside. “Anything attached directly under the slate line comes away first. Then clear the lower spread back from the path. There’s a green waste area behind the potting shed.”

“I know what ivy is,” I say, then because that comes out sharper than I mean it, I add, “Mostly from films where old houses turn haunted.”

She regards me for a beat.

“Good. Then this should be straightforward.”

The grounds roll away wider than they looked from inside, all clipped hedges and lawns that stop just before becoming ridiculous. The gravel crunches underfoot. Sun warms my neck. Somewhere off to the left a mower runs, distant enough to blur into the afternoon. She takes me to a long stretch of stone wall where dark ivy has worked itself into every crack it can find.

I set down the tools and look up.

“That’s not a wall. That’s a negotiation.”

“Start with the slate line.”

She leaves me there.

For the first 10 minutes I am still half-performing for an invisible audience, working with more force than necessary, shoulders set, muttering under my breath about aristocratic foliage. Then the task takes over, because work does that if you let it. I find the pattern. Cut here, pull there, twist gently so the roots come free without bringing mortar with them. I stack the thicker lengths to one side and drag the loose stuff into piles. The wall starts to appear in sections, warm gray stone under all that dark gloss.

It is good work. It is honest and fiddly enough to require attention. By the time I have finished the top section, sweat has pasted my shirt to the middle of my back and the muscles along my forearms have gone hot and useful. I stop thinking about the trust, the schedule, and the woman with the folder. I just work.

A shadow crosses the ground near my boots.

I straighten with the loppers in hand. Natalie stands a few feet away, not near enough to crowd the task, but close enough that I smell the rosemary and something clean and dry that speaks of good detergent rather than perfume.

I wipe my wrist across my forehead.

“If this is the part where you tell me I’ve done it wrong, I’d prefer a written note. Feels more official.”

Her gaze moves from the cleared section of wall to the separated piles, then to the slate line.

“You’ve left the stone intact.”

“High praise.”

“It’s the expectation.”

“Right. Of course.”

She steps forward, reaches past me, and lifts one trailing vine I missed. Her fingers are bare. She pinches the stem just under the eaves, then lets it fall.

“This too.”

The correction is small. The fact that she saw it from where she was standing is less small. I straighten automatically, my shoulders angling as if posture could translate into competence.

“You’ve done this kind of work before,” she says.

“Landscaping, mostly. Small jobs. Maintenance contracts. Gardens when people have them and money if they don’t know what they’re looking at.”

“You own the business?”

“Three employees, one van with a door that sticks, and a website my friend built in exchange for retaining wall work. Very glamorous.”

“How long?”

“Four years.”

She tilts her head, considering that.

“And you left it for 6 months.”

“I didn’t leave it. I delegated. That’s management.” I pull another length of ivy free and toss it onto the pile. “Plus, apparently I’m very committed to intergenerational treasure hunts.”

She lets that sit for a second, then says, “People usually describe trust conditions as burdensome.”

“I’m trying a positive spin. Seems healthy.”

“Is it working?”

There it is again, only this time instead of naming the quality, I notice that I am changing how I speak. My jokes come looser now, and the reflex to deflect feels thinner, like a coat I have shrugged halfway off. Her questions hold weight. They demand something more than surface.

I plant the loppers against the ground and smile because smiling still comes easily, something I know how to use.

“Ask me at month five.”

She looks at the wall one more time.

“Continue as you are.”

Then she walks away.

I watch her cross the path toward the kitchen garden gate before I bend back to the ivy. My palms are damp inside the gloves, not from proximity but from the work, which is an honest kind of discomfort. I finish the wall, then clear the path, then haul the cuttings to the green waste heap behind the potting shed. The work stretches the afternoon out in a satisfying way.

When I finally head in through the back hall, carrying the tools she gave me, the cool indoor air skims over the sweat at my neck and makes me aware of my body all over again.

Natalie is at the long kitchen table with the ledger open, reading glasses low on her nose. She looks up as I enter.

“Done?”

“West wall, path, and waste sorted. I can do the rest tomorrow if there’s a rest.”

“There is not.”

I bark out a laugh. “That was almost a joke.”

“It was information.” She closes the ledger. “Wash up. Dinner is in 20 minutes.”

I set the tools by the back door.

“You do realize this is a trust, not military service.”

“I’m aware.”

“Just checking.”

Her gaze settles on my face, then drops briefly to the smear of green on my forearm.

“You work neatly.”

That lands differently than anything else today. Not because of the words, but because her noticing matters. Being taken seriously by someone who does not reward flattery is an unfamiliar currency. I find myself surprised that I care about her approval at all.

“Depends who you ask,” I say.

“I’m asking.”

I rub the back of my wrist over my mouth, buying half a second.

“Then, yes. Usually.”

She nods once, as if that confirms something she already suspected.

“Upstairs. Clean hands before you touch anything else.”

I almost say, “Yes, Ms. Martin,” the reflex that has carried me through school offices, customer complaints, and my mother’s seating plans. The words push against my teeth and stay there. I manage a lighter, “Terrifying.”

“Connor.”

Just my name. It is quiet, level, and enough to stop me where I am.

“If you want this arrangement to be easy,” she says, “then do exactly the work in front of you. You’ll find I’m very simple to deal with.”

Something in my stomach gives a slow, unwelcome turn. I believe her. I am starting to suspect simple, with her, means there is nowhere comfortable to hide.

“Got it,” I say.

I shower, change, eat dinner without untangling whether her reserve is personal or structural, and retreat to my room with my laptop and the pleasant ache of worked muscles. Outside, the grounds fade into blue-gray. Inside, the house settles around me in measured little sounds, timber and pipes and that same deep clock somewhere below. I answer two emails, check in with my foreman, stare at a quote request I should care about more than I do, then give up and sit down at the edge of the bed with my hands hanging loose between my knees.

I have been here less than a day, and already I sense the house is tabbed, as if some rooms carry labels I have not been given. Earlier she mentioned a few closed rooms she will identify. Walking the corridors today, I saw doors that stayed shut, hinges polished to a silence. When I stand to close the shutters, I catch a narrow slice of light under a door at the end of the corridor and the polished toe of a shoe just visible where it meets the floor. A small, perfectly ordinary thing. It makes my chest tighten because it is like an unsent invitation.

Tomorrow, I tell myself, I will keep to the work in front of me. I already know her list of rooms and rules will shape what I do and where I go, and that, in the end, will matter more than I expected.
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Chapter 2


The brass fittings on the hallway console aren’t original. Someone replaced them at some point with pieces that almost match, and every Tuesday morning when I’m crouched at the base with a chamois cloth, the tones diverge in one spot. It doesn’t matter to the house. It matters to me now, which tells me something about what three weeks under Natalie’s eye has done to my standards.

I work the cloth in slow circles and let the task do what tasks are supposed to do: fill up the available space so there’s nothing left over to examine.

By the third week I know the house by work before I know it by layout. The back steps stick in damp weather. The pantry inventory lives in Natalie’s ledger and nowhere else. Tuesday means deliveries at the east door, and Thursday means linen cupboards and whatever she has quietly decided counts as urgent. I have stopped waiting for the evaluation to feel less like a test and started treating it as weather, something to move through rather than solve. The strategy works well enough that I’ve almost stopped noticing I’m using one.

The other thing I’ve almost stopped noticing is that I know where she is in the house most of the time without trying. The quality of sound is different when she’s in the kitchen versus the study. The dining room feels larger and slightly less organized when she steps out. I haven’t examined this at length. I am not going to. I give the console a final buff, stand back, check the line of the fittings in the window light, and allow myself three seconds of satisfaction before moving on.

That morning after breakfast she gives me the upstairs corridor. Clear the empty archive boxes, take them to the storage room at the end, and wipe down the skirting once the space opens up. It is simple enough that I take the assignment and exhale. Physical.

The upper floor is quieter than the house, but this particular corridor has a different quality of hush. Thicker carpet. Doors closed with intention. The tall landing window throws a pale strip across the runner and the dust from the first box turns bright in it, spiraling up for a moment before settling. The cartons are old banker boxes, collapsed and stacked in uneven towers against the wall. They are not heavy, just awkward, soft enough at the corners to need both arms.

I ferry the first load down the corridor and push open the far door with my shoulder. Dust sheets, cleaning supplies, shelves built too close together. Wrong room.

“Good start,” I tell no one.

I set the stack down anyway while I work out my bearings. There are three doors up here that could each plausibly be storage. I go back for the next armful and try the second door. Locked. Fine. The third is tucked just past the master suite’s main entrance, left slightly ajar. I put my back to it because both arms are full, nudge it wider, turn, and step through.

My hands open and the boxes slip from my grip, landing in the hallway behind me. I don’t look back at them.

Shoes.

Not a few pairs kicked under a bench or stacked in clear plastic boxes. Hundreds. Maybe more. The room opens in front of me with wall after wall of shelves, floor to ceiling, each pair placed with a care so exact it changes the air. Cream to champagne to blush to rose. Black in glossy little ranks. Red gathered like embers in one section. Heels sorted by height, shape, and line. Narrow straps. Closed toes. Satin. Patent leather. Soft suede that swallows the light. The whole thing hits me at once: color and form collapsing into a single, arranged volume that feels less like storage than devotion.

I step inside.

The room is cool. It reminds me of leather and cedar, with something powder-clean underneath, a preserved sort of softness. The carpet gives under my boots with no sound at all. A window farther down lets in filtered light through thin curtains, enough to pick out the curve of each heel and the shine on buckles and polished toes. Nothing is out of line. Nothing is crowded. Every pair has space around it, as if each one matters enough to deserve its own frame.

I go still. The pull is for the row of low pumps in dove gray: how the line of a foot changes in something with a heel. How a pointed toe makes a shape more deliberate while a rounded one softens it into something you could almost call gentle. I don’t look away from the dove gray pumps. I move down the row without quite deciding to, and I lock onto a pair in black kid leather with a silhouette so simple and so considered that something tightens at the base of my skull, a slow squeeze that has nothing to do with admiration for craft.

I stare at them. I make myself think about the joinery instead. The shelf construction. The weight-bearing capacity of the brackets. I am a man who knows about brackets. This is absolutely what I am doing.

A row of evening shoes in pale gold and silver catches the filtered light along the far wall, and I stare directly at them. The satin has a depth to it that changes with the angle. My fingers curl against my palm, not reaching, just responding to something I’m not allowing myself to name. The tight thing in my chest shifts into a low pull I could feed by stepping closer. I don’t step closer.

I should make a joke. This is exactly where a joke lives, the obvious comedy of standing in a dead relative’s shoe room in my work clothes apparently entranced by arch support and color gradients. The punchline is right there. I open my mouth. Nothing comes.

The stillness won’t let go of me. I keep looking. A slow flush builds at the nape of my neck, and a low, wordless thought moves through me: I’ve been here before. Not in this room, but in this exact quality of attention. Until now I moved past quickly. Now there are only these shelves and this light and that particular shade of rose satin that does something to my breathing I’m not examining.

Time goes somewhere. I have no idea how long I’m standing there when the sound reaches me. Soft as fabric shifting in a doorway. I turn. Natalie is in the doorway.

I stay exactly where I am with one foot angled toward the shelves, empty hands hanging stupidly at my sides. She doesn’t move. She doesn’t speak. Her expression isn’t startled or sharp or waiting on an explanation.

I brace for the version of this where she asks what I think I’m doing. The question is right there in the architecture of the situation, a man in a room he wasn’t assigned to, standing like he grew here, caught at something he hasn’t got a clean account of. I have a response prepared for that version. Directional confusion, genuine story, actually have pretty good reasons for all of it. The response is ready to go.

She doesn’t ask the question.

She looks at me. Simply, completely, without accusation or amusement. Her gaze moves across my face and then holds there, and she is not seeing what I look like right now but what I was doing just before I heard her, and the difference between those two things is precisely the problem.

My pulse picks up hard under my jaw. A lock of my script lifts and dissolves. I wait for the warmth in her expression to curdle into something more manageable, amusement, irritation, anything, and it doesn’t. It stays exactly where it is. That steady, unhurried focus. Not on the room. On me in it.

A prickle runs over my scalp. For one awful second I think she has understood something I haven’t. Then I realize that is exactly what this is, and heat pools under my ribs. Her head tilts, barely there. Interest, I think. Or confirmation. It is the most intimate look anyone has ever given me fully clothed.

The silence stretches. I should fill it. I’m good at filling silences; it’s one of my most reliable qualities as a person. I swallow. The jokes are still there but they’ve gone flat somehow, deflated in the time I spent standing at those shelves, and all I’m left with is my own face in her line of sight and no idea what she’s reading on it.

I clear my throat. “I was looking for the storage room.”

The sentence sounds thin in the room’s soft air. She doesn’t blink. Natalie’s gaze flicks once past me, taking in the shelves only enough to mark where I am, then returns to my face.

“The leftmost room down the hall.”

That’s all. No question. No what are you doing in here. She speaks as if the only error here is directional, easily corrected. I nod too quickly, then hate that because it feels like obedience.

“Right. Yes. Got it.”

For a moment neither of us moves. I am still waiting for the actual point to arrive, the one hidden under the practical correction. Her expression doesn’t change. There is warmth in it somewhere, but not softness. Something more dangerous than softness. Certainty. Then she steps back from the doorway and gives me space to leave.

I have to walk toward her to get out. That fact should not matter as much as it does. My legs feel oddly precise, every step placed with care I wasn’t using five minutes ago. I pass her close enough to catch the crisp starch of her blouse and a faint lemon note that seems to live in half the house. She doesn’t touch me. She doesn’t need to. Her gaze stays on me the whole time, and my skin knows it like contact.

In the corridor, the light looks harsher. Just ordinary morning again. Boxes. Carpet. Closed doors. I bend for the flattened cartons where they fell and my fingers misjudge the edge, scraping cardboard instead of gripping it. I try again and get them gathered to my chest. Natalie is still behind me. I can feel the shape of her in the doorway without turning around.

“Connor.”

I look back over my shoulder. She’s already half withdrawn into the room, one hand still resting against the frame.

“Wipe the skirting after you’ve moved everything.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Of course.”

A small pause. Not punitive. Not kind. Simply placed. Then she closes the door. The latch clicks softly, and the sound goes straight through me.

I stand in the corridor with the empty boxes pressed to my shirt, listening to the quiet rush back in around that closed door. I have a script for this place: be useful, be easy, keep moving, let her find me adequate and leave with my life intact. The script still works; there’s no reason it shouldn’t. She reminded me where the storage room is and told me to wipe the skirting. That is what happens.

I carry the boxes to the actual storage room because they’re in my arms and because I have to do something. By the time I set them on the shelf, my pulse is still racing in my wrists, and one thought keeps returning with quiet, impossible force: she sees me standing in that room, and she isn’t surprised.
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Chapter 3


I go into the kitchen too quickly, which is already a mistake. A man entirely normal about yesterday does not arrive with that much purpose at eight in the morning. He strolls. He maybe whistles. He definitely doesn’t rehearse a face on the way down the back stairs.

The kitchen smells like coffee and toast, and the long table holds its usual arrangement: mug by the sideboard, folded newspaper, Natalie’s open notebook, a plate with two pieces of toast under a napkin. Morning light falls across the scrubbed wood in a pale block that stops me halfway to the table.

There is a pair of shoes sitting in it.

Black, low‑heeled court shoes, simple enough to look practical until I notice the curve. Closed toe, smooth leather, no ornament—women’s shoes, no question. They sit side by side on the table as neatly as if they belong there, and the fact that they do not belong there dominates everything else.

Natalie looks up from her notes.

Good morning, Connor.

I manage to keep moving, which feels like a small miracle.

Morning. Coffee smells promising. Are we all set for another thrilling day of skirting boards and character development?

She pours coffee into a cup and sets it in front of the empty chair opposite her.

Sit down.

She heard the joke, filed it somewhere unimportant, and kept going; I feel the diversion failed and the joke is already irrelevant.

I sit because she said it the way she says pass the salt or close the pantry door. My knees bump the underside of the table. The shoes stay exactly where they are, pointed toward me with quiet intent.

I wrap my hand around the mug she sets in front of me and burn my fingertips a little. Better that than touching the shoes by accident.

So, either you’ve taken a very strange turn in estate management, or those are decorative.

They’re for you.

The mug meets the saucer harder than I mean it to. Coffee climbs the inside edge and settles. I look at her. She is already back at her notebook, pen in hand, as if she has just informed me the windows in the east hall need doing.

I laugh because it’s there, because it’s what I have.

Right.

She glances up.

You’ll wear them while you’re working indoors today.

Another laugh comes out, thinner this time.

That’s very good. Genuinely. Bit early for me, but strong start.

Natalie sets her pen down.

I’m not joking.

The room goes tight around that sentence; ordinary sounds stay the same—the kettle cooling on the range, the clock on the mantel, the faint scrape of a branch at the window—which only makes the shoes worse.

They sit in the middle of the table like she laid out evidence: soft black leather with a faint expensive shine, low solid heels, and a clean scoop opening. No bows, no straps, nothing flimsy about them—deliberate, chosen shoes, my size obviously. My shoulders tighten and I have to swallow; I know she already worked it out.

Can I ask why?

You can.

I look at her over the rim of the mug.

And are you going to answer?

For indoor work, yes. They’ll do.

That is not an answer. It is a direction wearing the shape of one.

I set the cup down and keep my hand on the handle a second too long. If I refuse now, I don’t get to pretend this is odd housekeeping anymore. I make yesterday official. I tell her, with my whole face and body standing right here in the morning light, that the wrong thing in that room got under my skin badly enough that a pair of shoes on a table can still do this to me. Arguing would not make me less exposed. It would name the exposure and hand it to her properly.

So I build the version I can live inside.

This is her house. Rich houses run on private rules. People in houses like this have categories nobody else would invent and expect everyone around them to learn them without fuss. If today’s category is Connor wears low heels while dusting, then fine. Fine. I can treat it like a weird domestic requirement and keep the rest of it sealed up where it was yesterday, behind my teeth, unhelpful and hopefully temporary.

I say, mostly to the coffee.

It’s one day.

Natalie’s gaze rests on me, steady and unreadable.

Put them on.

My jaw tightens and I swallow. I stare at the shoes as if a useful objection might appear if I give them enough attention. Nothing does. Up close they look even more exact. The leather is smooth under the morning light, the seams so neat they almost disappear. They don’t look like costume shoes. They look like something meant to be worn, and worn often.

I bend and untie my boots. The laces resist because my fingers aren’t steady enough for neat work. I get them off, peel my socks off with them, and feel the cool kitchen air against my ankles. The shoes wait on the table while I sit there in my work trousers with my bare feet on the floor, already in too deep.

Natalie says nothing.

That is the part that gets me. If she pushed, I could push back. If she explained, I could argue with the explanation. Instead she lets the silence hold all the weight, and I end up doing the next thing because it is the only way to break it.

I pick one up. It is lighter than I expect. The leather gives under my palm, smooth and firm at once, and the inside is lined in pale beige, the edge neat against my thumb. I should not notice the craftsmanship of this. I definitely should not notice that whoever made them understood feet as an aesthetic problem worth solving.

You’re very calm about this.

Yes.

I slide my right foot in first. The shoe catches at my heel for a second, then slides the rest of the way on, seating my foot. My toes settle into the narrow front. My arch lifts. The back cups me close enough to feel every point of contact, a clean grip around the heel bone and along the sides of my foot. Wrong. Precise. A clean, relentless pressure along the heel and sides, precise and unsettling.

I put the other one on more quickly, like speed might turn this into a task instead of a decision. Same close fit. Same small shock of being held differently.

I keep my eyes on my feet because looking at her feels unmanageable. Black leather against bare skin, against the hem of my work trousers. They look ridiculous. They look coherent in a way I don’t have language for, which is worse.

I release a slow exhale through my nose. Some internal department of cheerful bullshit makes one last weak attempt at a line and gets ignored. I plant my feet and rise.

The world shifts by degrees rather than drama. My weight slides backward. My calves tighten to catch it. The floor under me feels narrower, my balance tipped onto a line I don’t usually use. My heel is fixed in place while the front of my foot bears down harder than it should, and my spine answers before my head does, lengthening a fraction, shoulders drawing back to keep me upright. I make the first adjustment badly, too much through my knees, and have to steady myself against the chair back before the second can happen.

Natalie looks at me from my shoes to my face with that complete, appraising gaze.

Pretty.

She says it flat, almost absent, as if noting a mark on the inventory sheet. Then she picks up her pen and turns back to her notes before I can gather anything useful to throw at her. I stand there in black court shoes with my mouth empty, and when I finally make myself move, my first step is short and uncertain, my body already trying to learn something I have not agreed to.

* * *

By early afternoon, the shoes stop being the main event. That should be reassuring. It isn’t.

I’m in the blue sitting room with a tray of silver pieces laid out on a folded towel, working polish into a candlestick with the side of a cloth while trying very hard to think only about silver and not about the fact that I crossed three rooms to get here without once catching myself on the carpet edge. The first hour was all careful placement and muttered swearing under my breath. Now my body has made a quiet arrangement with the shoes behind my back.

Heel, then toe. Shorter step. Weight carried differently. My calves burned for a while and then settled into a taut, useful pull that changes the line of my legs when I stand. My spine stays straighter because slouching makes the balance worse. If I turn too quickly, I still feel the risk in my ankles, but walking in a straight line has become embarrassingly possible.

I polish the silver. I do not think about the rest.

The room has tall windows and too much afternoon light for comfort. It catches on the black leather at my feet every time I shift. The sound they make on the hardwood has changed too. This morning it was awkward, a series of accidental taps. Now it strikes the floor in a measured little cadence that belongs to someone who meant to make it.

Absolutely not.

I set the candlestick aside and reach for the next piece, a serving spoon, heavy in the bowl, old enough that the engraving at the handle has softened. The tray carries the scent of polish and old metal. Better. Practical. Safe. I can inventory tarnish. I can work in sections. I can get through the day and take the damned things off upstairs and never think about why my stride has gone from hostage situation to adaptation.

There are advantages, if I’m being annoyingly honest. The shoes keep me contained. No loose, thoughtless pacing. No heavy planting of my feet. Every movement asks for a little attention, and attention has always been easier for me than whatever men are supposed to get out of sprawling around and taking up room for sport. I move between the low table and sideboard with the tray in both hands, and the line of my body feels narrowed, tidier. The word arrives and I reject it on sight.

From the blue room I go to the library with a stack of ledgers Natalie wants returned to the lower shelves in date order. More walking. More turning. More proof that my body is a traitor with initiative. The library runner softens the sound for a few steps, then the wood shows again near the cases, each click small and exact. I crouch once, stand carefully, shift the ledgers from one arm to the other. Even that has changed. The shoes tip my weight forward just enough that standing means gathering myself instead of shoving upward.

The house has gone quiet in that loaded way it does when I know she’s somewhere nearby. A taut, charged stillness gets under the work without interrupting it, a thin awareness running beside the tasks. I keep shelving by date, keep my eyes on the stamped spines, and feel it anyway.

I should hate this more consistently.

Instead I find myself getting better.

That is the part with teeth.

I carry the last two ledgers to the far side of the room and slide them into place. The lower shelf runs beneath the window, and when I straighten I catch my reflection in the dark glass over the lawn. Not enough to make out details. Enough for outline. Dark trousers. White shirt with sleeves rolled. A man, broadly speaking. Then the interruption of the shoes under him, the way they pull everything above them into a different arrangement. My shoulders look set back. My hips, when I take a step, don’t have the blunt side‑to‑side shift I’m used to. The motion is smaller and somehow more noticeable because of it.

I look away at once and gather the empty ledger box.

I carry the box into the hall, tuck it under one arm, and head toward where the next stack waits on the escritoire. My steps mark the boards in that same neat rhythm. The corridor feels narrower than it did yesterday. The corners feel watched.

I turn into the morning room and stop short.

Natalie stands in the doorway at the room’s opposite end, one hand on the frame.

She says nothing. She isn’t holding a notebook. She isn’t looking at the desk or the dusting cloths or the pile of household accounts waiting to be sorted. Her gaze is on me.

On my walk.

The box slides a fraction against my shirt where I’ve trapped it under my arm. I adjust it too late, clumsy from the shock of being caught in something I didn’t know was visible until now. For one stretched second neither of us moves. The clock on the mantel takes its tiny bites out of the silence.

Her expression stays composed, but I see it. I do. A soft change at the corners of her eyes, a brief settling of her mouth, something that lands with more force because it’s so contained. Approval.

Her approval is for me in the shoes, crossing a room like I belong in them.

The reaction hits low and immediate. A sudden tightness gathers in my thighs. A tremor runs down my arms, and my throat tightens, a raw constriction impossible to mistake. My cock thickens in one brutal rush inside my trousers.

I nearly fumble the box.

No.

No, that’s absurd. That’s fatigue, balance, adrenaline, some stupid bodily crossed wire from spending six hours pitched onto the balls of my feet under the supervision of a woman who keeps looking at me like she’s halfway through a thought I haven’t heard yet. It means nothing. Bodies are mechanical. Mine has apparently joined a union and is making demands through misconduct.

Natalie’s gaze doesn’t flick away. She watches me absorb it. Watches the second where I know she saw the exact moment it landed.

I put the box on the nearest chair because if I keep carrying it I’ll crush the corners.

“I need the bathroom.”

I turn and walk out before my face can give me away any further. Fast, but not running. Running in low heels through the formal rooms feels designed to kill me in a decorative corridor. The clicks under me sharpen with the pace. Left at the hall, past the small writing desk, through the side passage. I know where the downstairs bathroom is because this house teaches routes by repetition and because I have spent three weeks learning where to be useful.

I get inside, shut the door, and press my back against it.

Cool painted wood through my shirt. Cooler tile at my heels. A narrow room, sink to the left, mirror above it, pale walls, folded hand towels lined up with the same maddening precision as everything else here. I keep my eyes off the mirror and tilt my head back against the door instead.

My erection strains against the front of my trousers, trapped and aching and very much present.

I stand there and wait for it to become something else. An accident. A fluke. Leftover adrenaline from being caught off guard.

It stays exactly what it is.

What won’t move is the one piece I don’t have a use for. She approved the way I crossed a room in her shoes, the way I moved in them. That is what did this.

The collar presses at my throat.

I liked that she liked it.

It is immediate and undeniable: whole, ugly, and clean. No way around it, no better phrasing waiting behind it. My body has already chosen sides. It took one look from her, one tiny shift in her expression, and answered like it had been waiting all day for exactly that.

I press my head harder into the door and shut my eyes. The pressure in my trousers throbs once, slow and mean. The shoes keep me tipped forward even here, calves tight, thighs held careful, nowhere to dump the tension. I try one breath, then another. It changes nothing.

This is the problem. Not that she sees too much. Not that she can tell when I’m off balance. It’s that her approval goes through me like a key in the right lock, and I don’t know what to do with a fact like that except stand here and hate how badly I want it to happen again.

By the time the worst of it loosens, I’m still hard enough to be aware of every inch of fabric over me.

I push away from the door and go to the sink.

The man in the mirror looks steadier than he should. Flushed, yes. Composed enough to try lying about it. I run cold water over my wrists because it gives me something to do, then smooth my expression into the one I’ve been using here since day one, mildly busy, faintly bored, nothing to report.

When I open the bathroom door, the hallway is empty and bright and exactly the same as it was ten minutes ago. I step back into it with my shoulders level, my face arranged, and the neat click of the heels following me toward the morning room like proof.


[image: ]
Chapter 4


Three hours after she looks at my hands and says something I’m still chewing on, I knock on the dressing room door.

Come in.

Her rooms are warmer than the rest. A steady, sealed warmth hangs in the air. The air holds scent differently here—powder, clean soap, and something sharp beneath it that I notice a second later when I step fully inside: nail polish remover.

The dressing room beyond the bedroom is lit by a single lamp on the vanity, the rest of the room in amber shadow. Glass bottles catch the light in small dull glints. Brushes, cream jars, and a tray laid out with cotton pads, files, and little metal tools I refuse to identify too closely.

Right, we’ve taken a bold turn.

I lean one shoulder on the doorframe and give it my best mild, useful smile.

You wanted to see me. If this is finally about my catastrophic curtain technique, I can defend myself.

Natalie is seated at the vanity, turning a slim bottle between her fingers to settle the color—deep red, near black in this light. She doesn’t smile; she doesn’t need to.

Close the door, Connor.

I do. The latch clicks behind me, and the sound changes the room—smaller, closer.

This is either an excellent surprise disciplinary hearing, or I’ve wandered into a service I didn’t know the estate provided. She gestures to the chair beside the vanity. Sit down.

There’s the end of that, then.

I sit with a care that feels ridiculous in a plain upholstered chair. My hands land on my thighs because I need somewhere definite to put them.

The lamp throws a warm circle over the vanity top and across Natalie’s forearms. Her sleeves are pushed back, and her hair is pinned up, a few dark pieces loose near her neck.

The room is quiet enough that I hear glass touch wood when she sets the bottle down.

She turns toward me and looks at my hands. Nothing dramatic in it, no pause calculated for effect; she simply reaches, palm up, in silent instruction.

My shoulders tighten; I give her my left hand.

Her fingers close around it with complete certainty. She doesn’t grab; she takes it. My arm follows the small pull without consulting the rest of me, and my hand rests in hers over a folded towel while she studies my nails under the lamp.

The contrast arrives all at once: her skin is soft, while mine feels too large, too rough, and too alive for this kind of attention.

The comparison holds. The shape is very similar.

She says it like a fact, and my body receives it as if she has leaned in and told me some private thing about myself I was never meant to hear aloud—similar to Cynthia, similar enough that she once looked across a hall and decided this needed doing, and similar enough that she called me into her room at night and laid out her tools.

Glad to know I inherited something useful.

Hold still.

She picks up a file and starts with my thumb.

The first pass is light, barely more than a whisper at the edge of the nail, but her attention concentrates the sensation into something overwhelming. I watch her hands because I can’t seem to do anything else.

Her left hand steadies mine at the base of the fingers, firm and warm. Her right shapes the nail in short, precise strokes. Her movements are economical, practiced—no hesitation, no testing. She knows exactly how to handle me and assumes I will stay where she puts me.

I am trying very hard to remain a man having a slightly unusual grooming experience.

That position gets harder to maintain when she turns my hand a fraction and her thumb presses into the center of my palm to open it.

The skin there has no defenses; it knows it has no defenses. Something low in me draws tight and stays there. I fix my eyes on the vanity mirror instead of looking down at my lap, which would be the behavior of a guilty person and therefore entirely out of the question.

In the mirror I see us both in pieces—her profile in lamplight, calm and precise; my own shoulder, too squared from effort; our hands together between us. You don’t have to look like you’re waiting for a tax audit. I exhale through my nose. Just trying to rise to the occasion.

This isn’t an occasion. It’s grooming.

The file moves to my index finger, same quiet scrape, same unbearable concentration.

She works through each nail, then uncaps a bottle and wets a cotton pad. The smell stings clean through the warmer scents in the room.

She rubs each nail though there was nothing on them to begin with. The cotton drags cool and damp across my fingertips. I watch her do it as if my cooperation matters to the outcome.

Maybe it does; maybe the whole point is that I keep giving her my hands.

She lifts her gaze once, briefly, to my face. You can relax your shoulders. I hadn’t noticed I’d dragged them halfway to my ears; I force them down and instantly find a new problem, because loosening anything in this chair feels reckless. Is there a correct way to sit for this, or am I failing another household standard? Hands in my lap would be easier. My pulse hits once, hard and heavy.

She says it without emphasis, and she is right. The angle from the chair is awkward; the vanity is close. Her lap is the practical place for my hands to go if she wants to keep working. There is no decent objection available that doesn’t confess far too much.

So I shift forward and let her guide both of my hands onto the dark skirt stretched over her knees.

The change is immediate: smooth fabric under my knuckles, cool at first, solid weight beneath it. My wrists rest against the edge of her knees while she buffs the surface of my nails in quick, even passes.

I stare at the tray of tools—one metal instrument with a curved end and two polish bottles.

How are you managing this without a sarcastic comment every six seconds? The question catches me badly enough that I look at her. Practice. At what? She’s still working as she speaks, eyes on my hand, buffer moving in short strokes. Talking myself through weird situations as if they’re professional development. And is it working?

I consider lying. Her thumb slides along the side of my hand as she takes the cuticle oil, and whatever answer I might have assembled comes apart. Mixed results. Mm.

She brushes the oil along the base of each nail; the scent is softer than the remover, faintly citrus and clean. Then she starts pressing it in, one fingertip at a time, small circles against the skin.

That does it.

Heat gathers behind my knees; my breathing tightens. Her thumb works patiently around the base of my index finger, then my middle, each touch deliberate enough to feel chosen.

I keep my gaze on the mirror because looking directly at what she’s doing would finish me. In the glass I can see the concentration in her face more clearly than the work itself. Her lashes lower, and her mouth is set in that neutral, attentive line she wears when checking figures or correcting a household list.

It does something ugly and helpless to me that she tends my hands with the care and precision she reserves for the house—no teasing, no softening. This matters because she decided it does. If you pull away, I’ll start over. I almost laugh, but there’s nowhere for it to go. Threatening. Instruction.

She pushes back the skin around the nail with measured, controlled pressure. A fine streak of sensation runs up the inside of my forearm and leaves my fingers unsteady. My hand twitches.

Natalie looks up. Sorry. Stay still.

I do. I lock myself into the chair by brute force and concentration. Ankles crossed. Back straight. Hands surrendered. Every few seconds I check the basics: position, face, breathing, how much longer I can sit like this without giving myself away.

Not long.

She shifts to my other hand. The warmth of her lap has come through the skirt now. My palms know the shape of her knees.

This is the point where any normal person would ask a normal question and make the room less charged by giving it an ordinary topic. I clear my throat. Where’d you learn to do this? Natalie’s attention stays on my middle finger. Do what? This. Nails. She unscrews the clear base coat and wipes the brush carefully on the neck of the bottle. I used to do it for your aunt.

The sentence hangs in the room. She doesn’t offer one. The brush touches my thumbnail, cool and wet, and draws a glossy stripe from base to tip.

I stop asking questions.

There’s too much in the line anyway—’I used to do it for your aunt.’ Casual as weather, intimate as a locked drawer opened two inches.

I can see more behind it, whole rooms of history I haven’t earned, but she gives me only that and the shine beginning to gather on my nails under the lamp.

For a while the only sounds are the tiny click when she sets the bottle down, the soft drag of brush over nail, and the faint brush of cotton when she cleans a mistake at the edge. She paints with terrifying slowness, methodically. Each finger is lifted, steadied, coated, inspected. My hands remain on her lap because moving them anywhere else would smear the finish.

The clear coat goes on first. Then she waits. Then the color.

When she opens the second bottle the smell thickens, richer now. The polish in the glass looks almost black until the brush comes up red in the lamplight. Dark, glossy, unmistakably deliberate.

I swallow.

Natalie doesn’t comment on that either. Watch your hands. So I do.

The first stroke of color transforms too much at once. My thumbnail shines wet and deep, narrow and shaped, suddenly cleaner and more exposed. My hand is no longer just the one I’ve used all my life; it has been arranged to be seen. Her thumb presses beneath my own to steady it. She paints the rest in patient silence.

She changes angle to reach my little finger, leaning closer. A strand of dark hair slips forward near her cheek. I can smell her perfume now, something restrained and warm, and the solvent under it, and the lotion on her hands. My tongue presses hard against my teeth.

The polish gleams as it settles. One hand done. Then the other.

I try once, because I apparently still believe in doomed heroics. This would have been useful information to put in the schedule. Natalie takes my right hand and turns it toward the light. What would? Eight p.m., performance review. Bring hands.

Her thumb brushes the base of my ring finger where she’d missed a tiny crescent at the edge. You’re talking too much.

That should probably embarrass me into silence. Instead it drops through me and settles low. I go quiet because she told me to and because I can’t afford any other response.

She finishes the last nail. Caps the bottle. Checks each fingertip one more time for smudges. The room is so still that when she slides her chair an inch closer the sound seems enormous.

Don’t touch anything yet.

I nod.

She lifts both my hands lightly, supporting them from underneath, and studies the finished result. The color suits my skin too well. That’s the first terrible thing. The second is that she was right about the shape. My fingers look longer, more intentional. The red turns them into something I recognize and don’t recognize, something refined out of what was already there.

My pulse beats in odd places now. At the hinge of my jaw. In the soles of my feet inside my socks. Along the skin at my scalp. Everything below my waist is in a state of dangerous negotiation.

Natalie keeps holding my hands. There.

Just that. Quiet satisfaction. Work completed to standard.

Then she leans forward.

There is no warning in it because none is needed. She’s drying the polish. That’s all. Practical. Expected. I even know that’s what she’s doing as she brings my hands closer to her mouth, her face inside the lamp’s warm circle, her focus entirely on the wet shine at my fingertips.

Her breath touches my nails in a slow, gentle stream. The sensation is so slight it barely qualifies as contact. Cool air over tacky polish. A soft pass of warmth and then cool again. It goes through me with shocking precision, straight to the center of everything I’ve been holding back all evening.

She lifts her eyes to the nails, not to me. They look pretty.

Heat surges low in me. My limbs go heavy and my breathing shortens; my skin feels charged under the lamp. My hands go damp in her palms as the sensation narrows and focuses until, suddenly, my cock is fully hard, jammed hot and impossible against my trousers, a complete and punishing fact. Every muscle from hip to knee locks so fast it hurts. I go utterly still because movement would reveal too much. Stillness reveals plenty.

Natalie doesn’t look down. She doesn’t need to.

The silence after the word sits between us, dense and absolute. My hands remain in hers, suspended over her lap, nails gleaming dark in the lamplight. My face burns. The faint tick of the clock in the bedroom beyond the open inner door. She draws one measured breath through her nose. That is all.

Then, with that effortless composure she uses for ledgers and meal lists and every impossible instruction in this house, she lowers my hands onto the towel, takes the bottle, and puts the brush away. The cap turns with a small clean twist. Glass meets wood. Her fingers straighten the row of tools by habit. She knows what happened to me. I know she knows it. Neither of us says a word while I sit there in her dressing room, rigid with it, staring at my painted nails and understanding that silence can expose a person far more completely than speech ever could.
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Chapter 5


I make it to my room on routine and nerve alone. Door shut, lock turned, lamp off. I stand there in the dark with my back to the wood and both hands lifted away from everything because the polish is probably dry by now and I still don’t trust myself not to ruin it, which would be a stupid thing to care about except I do. I care enough that my stomach keeps pulling tight every time I think of her saying “pretty” like it was the most ordinary assessment in the world.

This is ridiculous. That’s the first useful thought I’ve had in ten minutes, and it doesn’t help at all.

I strip with the graceless urgency of someone trying not to think. Shirt first, then trousers shoved down with my underwear, socks kicked somewhere under the chair. My cock springs up hot and aching against my stomach, rigid from being held back so long. The room is cool on my bare skin. The sheets brush my calves when I sit, then I lie back hard enough to jolt the mattress.

Fine. Get it over with. Sleep. Tomorrow can be tomorrow.

I wrap a hand around myself and stop.

Even in the dark the streetlight from the drive catches the shine through the curtains, a dull red flash at my fingertips. My nails press against my own skin, that tiny glossy curve where there should be nothing to notice. I tighten my grip carefully, suddenly aware of every point of contact: smooth nail, warm palm, the wet drag of my cock in my fist. My lower belly clenches, ugly and exact.

I swear under my breath and start to stroke.

Fast at first—practical, mechanical. This is a body problem; bodies have solutions. I stare at the ceiling and try to think of literally anything else: a woman from six months ago whose name I can still remember if I need to, the shape of an ex in my bed, porn scenes assembled out of habit and convenience, the kind of mental filing cabinet most men can reach for without effort. Nothing sticks.

I can build the image. I know the parts—tits, mouth, moans, all the standard equipment. My body gives me nothing for it except irritation. I stroke harder, my grip tightening as I speed up, as if I can force myself into normal by speed alone. The mattress creaks under my hips. My cock stays hard because, course it does, but the edge won’t come any closer; it holds back from me, stubborn as a locked gate.

“Come on,” I mutter into the dark.

I try another angle, some faceless fantasy with no personal risk attached, nobody specific, nobody in this house. Still nothing. I could finish like this eventually, maybe, with enough friction and enough spite, but the truth is already there, sitting heavy in my mouth and lower still.

It’s her.

Not even her exactly. That’s the part I can’t make tidy.

It’s her hands around mine, her thumb pressing the center of my palm, the quiet way she says “hold still” and expects the world to arrange itself accordingly. It’s the cool sweep of her breath over my fingertips and the fact that my body took that for something intimate enough to nearly break me in half.

My pace changes on its own—slower. I look down; my nails catch another strip of weak light, deep red, almost black until they move. I slide my hand over myself again and watch those painted tips travel over skin that still feels too hot, too sensitive. The sight punches straight through whatever defenses I had left. My cock jumps in my grip, heavy and slick now. My thighs tense. A rough sound leaves me before I can swallow it.

There we are, apparently. Excellent. Good to know the route to orgasm is me lying naked in the dark, jerking off to my own manicure like a complete disaster.

That thought should cool things down; it does the opposite.

I keep watching my hand. The polish makes every motion look deliberate, every stroke arranged—not random, not desperate. Worse, finer. Her work on me, wrapped around my cock. I drag my thumb over the head and have to shut my eyes because the sensation goes bright and mean at once. Then she’s there anyway, because shutting my eyes only gives me a clearer version.

Not the whole room—pieces: lamplight on glass, her skirt under my wrists, the clean sting of remover, her face bent over my hands with that absolute concentration that says this matters because she chose it. I remember the pressure of her fingers turning mine, guiding, steadying. I remember staying still because she told me to. I remember how easy it was to obey when she touched me like that.

My hips start moving against my hand, small helpless thrusts. I bite down and stroke faster, then slow again because too fast skids me past the thing I actually need. I need the details—the terrible ones.

“Hands in my lap would be easier,” she says.

My whole body reacts to the memory. My ass tightens against the mattress. Heat spreads across my face even though nobody can see me. I grip myself harder and let the picture sharpen: my hands on her, her controlling every inch of what happened, deciding what I wore, where I sat, when I was quiet, her breath over my nails, that soft, unbearable “They look pretty.”

My chest tightens. The pull starts at the base of my spine this time, climbing fast.

“Jesus,” I say, but even that is wrong. Recognition catches up too late.

I can feel where this is going and I don’t stop it. I don’t even try. I stroke with my painted nails scraping lightly against my own skin; the scrape is tiny, almost nothing, but my body reads it as instruction. I think of her watching me from across a room, of her saying very little because she doesn’t need much from me except compliance, of putting my hands where she says, of stopping when she says stop, of her telling me I’m doing it right.

My eyes burn. I open my legs farther, heels dragging against the sheet, blanket twisted around one ankle. The mattress has gone hot under me, but all of that falls away beside my grip on myself, those dark‑red nails flashing in and out of view each time I stroke. They make it worse—better. They turn this into something too exact to laugh off.

My mouth opens on a thin breath. “Yes… tell me they look pretty.”

The plea hangs there in the sudden silence. I jerk my hand faster, then check myself, chasing the shape of it instead of the speed. Her mouth near my fingers, her voice low and matter‑of‑fact. My skin goes tight all over.

“Tell me I look pretty,” I whisper, and my hips kick against the bed.

I’m right on top of it now. My hand slips. I grab the sheet with the other and hold on. A rough little sound tears out of me when I picture her leaning in again, taking her time, deciding for me.

“Please, Ms. Martin.”

That does it. Something opens all at once. The phrase rises clean and whole, too late to catch, and release slams through me.

“Yes, Ms. Martin.”

I come hard with the phrase blazing through my head, hips jerking off the mattress, cum spilling hot over my hand and stomach in sharp pulses that leave me shaking all over. A white shock cracks through my belly, muscles clamping around the base of my cock. My toes curl into the sheets. My painted nails gleam wet in the dark when I drag my hand through the mess by accident, and that keeps me suspended there a second longer, wrecked by the sight of it, by the fact that even now it’s still part of it.

Then it ebbs—fast, ruthless.

The room goes very quiet. My skin turns clammy. The ache drains out of my cock and leaves me oversensitive and empty, every nerve suddenly too close to the surface. I lie there breathing through my mouth, one hand sticky on my stomach, the other flung out across the bedspread as if distance might change what just happened.

I do not think about the words.

I stare up at the ceiling I can’t really see and let the dark settle back over the room. My body has done what it wanted, and my mind can deal with the wreckage tomorrow, because right now all I can do is lie still under the cooling sheets, listening to the blood in my ears fade, and treat “Yes, Ms. Martin” like a sore muscle that might tighten again if I move wrong.
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Chapter 6


The hem of the dust sheet keeps brushing my shins every time I step up onto the low stool.

It’s a ridiculous thing to be aware of when covering furniture in the small drawing room, but the whole morning has been made of absurdities. The soft slap of heels on polished floorboards. The shine of deep red at the ends of my fingers every time I smooth fabric over a chair back. Denim dragging a little heavy over my legs while my feet click neat and feminine underneath. None of it settles into the background. It all sits right at the front, asking to be noticed.

I pull the sheet down over the sofa and tuck the edge in harder than I need to.

This is work. That is still the line. House job, odd standards, strange uniform policy, keep your head down, cash the inheritance at the end, go home with an anecdote nobody would believe.

Perfectly manageable, except my own body has become a hostile witness and my cheerful little running commentary on life has started sounding thin even to me.

The stool rocks when I step down. I catch myself without much trouble now. That should feel useful to my case. Instead it only makes the next argument harder. The shoes have already taught my body their logic. Anything that follows them is going to find less resistance than I have available.

“Connor.”

I turn too quickly. One heel taps, then corrects. Natalie stands in the doorway with a folded length of something over one arm and a blouse draped across the other hand. Pale cream, maybe. Soft enough to hold its own shape.

“Yeah, no, I’ve got this,” I say, because apparently my first instinct on seeing women’s clothing in her hands is to pretend we’re discussing dust sheets.

She looks me over once, from my shoulders down to the shoes and back. Complete, unhurried. She walks into the room and stops beside the covered armchair, close enough that I catch her perfume when I move, something clean with a darker note under it.

“I can see that,” she says.

“The work isn’t the issue.”

The quiet deepens. I set the stool aside because doing something with my hands feels better than standing still under that kind of attention.

“The shoes work.”

She glances down at my feet.

“The jeans do not.”

I look down too. Faded denim, work belt, an old gray shirt with the sleeves rolled. Black court shoes. The whole effect is less rugged man of the grounds and more unfinished thought.

“It’s a practical one.”

She lifts the folded fabric slightly. A black skirt, knee length from the look of it, with a clean straight line to it.

“The proportion is wrong as it stands.”

A breath escapes and edges toward laughter, but stops short, raw and useless on my tongue.

“I think we’ve maybe reached the limits of practical here.”

“Have we?”

I tangle my fingers in my hair. I drop my hand immediately, my jaw tightening at the admission.

“You command every inch of this building,” I say.

“I’m sure somewhere in it there is a rule against making your groundsman wear a skirt before lunch.”

“I don’t have a groundsman in the drawing room.”

She holds the blouse up by its shoulders. Cream silk, fitted through the body, buttons small and pale.

“I have someone wearing indoor shoes with outdoor clothes. It looks unfinished.”

That word slides through me with the weird clarity of a map. A problem of line and balance. The house has an answer for the mismatch, and she has brought it.

I fold the last corner of the dust sheet with unnecessary care.

“You make it impossible to push back without feeling somehow out of step.”

“That sounds inconvenient for you.”

“It really is.”

She steps past me and lays the skirt and blouse on the back of the sofa I just covered, smoothing each piece once. The fabric gives a soft dry whisper under her palm. Then she straightens and waits.

No command. No pressure. There they are. Black skirt, cream blouse, offered to the room as a correction. She doesn’t gesture toward the door. She doesn’t tell me to change. She just stands with that infuriating, absolute patience that leaves all the movement to me.

I stare at the clothes. Then at her. Then back at the clothes.

This should be easy to refuse. Light joke, firm no, done. Instead all I can think about is the blouse between my fingers, the line of the skirt, the fact that she has looked at me and decided there is a shape here worth finishing.

My mouth goes flat.

“Suppose I say no.”

Natalie tilts her head a fraction.

“Then you’ll finish the dusting dressed badly.”

A short, helpless huff escapes me. She has taken every dramatic possibility out of this and left me with one plain choice. Put on the skirt because I want to know how it feels, or don’t and spend the rest of the day wanting to.

Paper-thin. That’s what my resistance is. Barely enough to hold its own shape.

She knew before I did.

I reach for the blouse first because it feels less loaded somehow, which is stupid. Silk slides cool over my knuckles. The black skirt follows, heavier than I expected, lined and smooth.

I don’t look at her when I say, “Where?”

“Your room, if you’d like privacy.”

If I’d like privacy. The generosity of that undoes me more than an order would.

“Right,” I say. “Good. Great. Obviously.”

I gather the clothes against my chest and walk out of the drawing room trying very hard not to hurry. The court shoes keep me honest. Measured steps down the corridor, up the stairs, along the runner to my bedroom. By the time I shut the door behind me my fingertips have tightened on the silk enough to wrinkle it.

I stand there looking at what I’m holding.

The blouse is softer than anything I own. Not flimsy, exactly. Precise. The skirt has a side zip and a narrow waistband and no concession to the fact that it is meant for a body arranged differently from mine. The practical part of my brain reaches for objections. Fit. Size. This won’t work. She’ll have made an assumption and then we can all move on.

I strip off my shirt first. Then the belt. The button and zip of my jeans sound too loud in the room.

Bare from the waist up, still in the heels, I slide the skirt up my legs and stop breathing for a second.

The lining kisses over my calves and knees. Then my thighs. It settles over my hips with a firm little resistance at the waistband before closing. Snug. Not impossible. Exact enough that I know she judged it by eye and got it right. Of course she did.

The smooth lining passes over the light hair on my legs and catches my attention for one sharp second. It doesn’t belong to the same arrangement. The fabric is clean and deliberate. The hair under it isn’t.

I stand there with both hands at my sides.

The weight is all wrong. Better. Different in a way that makes me adjust unconsciously. Nothing gripping each leg separately. Air moving where denim usually drags. Fabric hanging from my waist and moving as one piece when I shift. The skirt brushes the fronts of my thighs, then settles.

I take another step and feel it answer, a quiet sweep around my knees instead of the tug and scrape I’ve worn every day without noticing. My feet place themselves closer together. My hips stop arguing with the heels and fall into line with them. Some small braced part of me lets go.

I don’t move for a moment after that.

The room is the same room. Brass bed. Chair by the window. My jeans on the floor in a blunt blue spill. But the noise inside my skin changes. A constant low friction I never had a name for drops out so completely that I notice its absence before anything else. I am standing in a black skirt in my bedroom in my aunt’s house, and my body is quieter than it has any right to be.

I feel it first, precise and unmistakable.

Then I reach for the blouse.

I close it over my shoulders and arms. Cool at first touch, then warming almost immediately against my skin. The fitted cut pulls me upright while I work the buttons through, each one a small, maddeningly intimate decision. The fabric skims my chest, narrows at the waist, then loosens over the skirt. My sleeves end at the wrist bone neatly enough to make my hands look finer than they already do, red nails dark against cream.

I smooth the blouse down over my middle. The silk catches once at my stomach and then falls. When I walk the length of the room, the skirt answers with a muted rustle. Another turn, and everything aligns again, shoes, hips, hem, shoulders. No instruction needed. No learning curve. My body takes the information and says yes.

I stop at the foot of the bed and stand there in it, letting that yes settle all the way through me.

The peace is the worst part.

It doesn’t feel wrong. Because the whole thing lands with the easy certainty of a key turning in a lock that was already cut for it. My jeans on the chair look heavy and coarse and weirdly distant, like something I borrowed from someone more committed to them than I ever was.

Then the blood comes, slow at first and then undeniable, a tightening building into hard pressure under the front of the skirt.

I look down.

The blouse covers some of it. The black fabric hides less than I’d like.

“Fantastic,” I mutter.

There is no mirror in front of me demanding interpretation. Thank God for that. I don’t have to see it yet. I only have to stand in it and know exactly what this is. Of course my body answers her like this now. Of course the quiet itself turns dangerous in this house. I know what I am in here, or enough of it to stop pretending I don’t.

I pick my jeans up because I need something in my hands, fold them once, then set them down again because that is even more incriminating than leaving them crumpled. Then I leave the room before I can invent a new personality in which this is going fine.

The skirt sways against my thighs all the way back downstairs. The heels sound sharper with the lighter clothes, each step more deliberate. By the time I reach the drawing room I’ve run out of rehearsed irony.

Natalie is where I left her, near the covered sofa, one hand resting on the dusted mantel as if she hasn’t moved at all. Her gaze comes to me and stays. Lower this time. Hem, hips, blouse, hands, face. At the hem she glances down a fraction lower, on the bare strip of leg between black fabric and shoe. I follow the line before I can stop myself and know at once what she has seen, the same small mismatch the lining caught on upstairs. The pause is brief. It is still enough.

The silence stretches.

I make myself stop in the middle of the room.

“So. That’s happened.”

She glances down once, briefly, to the front of the skirt.

She sees it. The unmistakable push of arousal under the black fabric, softened but visible enough. A raw awareness of the bare strip of leg tightens my throat. I wait for some mercy I don’t deserve or some cruelty she would never bother with.

She files it away. That’s what it looks like, right there in front of me. A note taken. Data gathered. Her expression doesn’t sharpen or warm. She simply includes it in what she’s seeing and lifts her gaze again to my face.

“Better proportioned than I expected, given what you came in with.”

My breath catches and hangs.

Not pretty. Not good. Not anything I know how to swat away. An architectural assessment in the same tone she might use for drapery or chair placement, except my skin goes taut all over and my fingers curl against the side seam of the skirt.

I give a small, useless nod because language has left the building.

She steps closer, not touching, only taking in the line of the blouse where it meets the waistband.

“You’ll keep this on for the rest of the morning. We can see how it wears.”

We can see how it wears. Of course we can. Like a pair of gloves. Like leather. Like this isn’t the moment my last decent excuse has just dissolved in a formal room under covered furniture.

“Right,” I say. The word comes out quiet enough that even I barely recognize it.

Natalie turns toward the side table where a box of silver polish waits with the dusting cloths, already moving on and making this part of the day.

“Finish in here, then take the candlesticks from the dining room sideboard and bring them to the morning room. Use the soft cloth, not the linting one.”

I should say something. A joke or a complaint dressed as one would work. I could offer a line about labor regulations and skirts, or anything that sounds like me from a month ago. Instead, I catch the clean line of her profile as she reaches for the cloth. The slight stillness in her shoulders before she moves again tells me she isn’t done with what she just saw.

I look down at the black hem grazing my knees and the court shoes that finally make visual sense beneath it. My dark-gloss nails look stark against the cream silk. When I step toward the dust sheets, the skirt moves with me in one smooth, quiet sweep. My body settles deeper into it. Whatever she is planning stays unspoken.

* * *

By the second day, the skirt stops feeling like an interruption and starts feeling like the thing the house arranges itself around.

That should be the disturbing part. Somehow it isn’t. The disturbing part is how quickly routine closes over anything if you let it. Breakfast in the kitchen, tasks written in Natalie’s neat hand, the soft brush of the hem at my knees when I carry folded linens upstairs, the low click of the court shoes on polished wood. I keep waiting for the wrongness to reassert itself in a useful, dramatic way. It doesn’t. The blouse settles over my shoulders. The waistband sits where it sits. My body has accepted the terms with insulting efficiency.

Details are manageable, though. Details still feel safe.

The lining catches every so often when I walk. A tiny drag over the light hair on my calves. Not painful. Just enough to keep reminding me that one part of this arrangement hasn’t been brought into line with the rest. I notice it on the stairs, carrying a stack of dust cloths. I notice it kneeling to wipe a low cabinet in the morning room. I notice it most when Natalie is in the room, because of course I do, and then I notice myself noticing, which is always a great use of everyone’s time.

By late afternoon she finds me in the passage outside the small drawing room with an armful of folded covers and says, “Come with me.”

No explanation. She doesn’t need one. I put the covers down on the hall table and follow her upstairs, the sound of my shoes neat and contained behind hers.

The bathroom beside her dressing room is warm enough that my skin registers it before my eyes do. Pale tile. A deep basin already half full. A towel folded on the closed lid of the laundry hamper. There are things arranged on the counter with the same exactness she brings to everything else: shaving cream, a bowl of warm water, a razor with a slim pearl handle, another towel waiting beside it.

I stop in the doorway.

“I am a little concerned by how organized this looks.”

She turns to me.

“Sit.”

I manage a weak smile because apparently some part of me is committed to seeing this strategy through to the bitter end.

“That’s not reassuring.”

“No,” she says, and there it is, that calm tone that never rises and never gives way. “It’s meant to be clear.”

She touches the edge of the counter once, then looks down at my legs.

“The line is unfinished. The skirt sits properly. Your shoes are right. Your legs break it.”

The smile slips from my face. I look down too, because there’s nowhere else to put my eyes for a second. Bare strip between hem and shoe. Pale skin. Hair I’ve never thought about in my life, now suddenly the obvious wrong note in a sentence she’s already corrected twice.

“Right,” I say.

“Okay. Sure. That’s… specific.”

“It is.”

I exhale hard through my nose and make another attempt.

“You know, if this turns into a full salon package I’m going to need some warning. Maybe a pamphlet.”

Her gaze lifts back to mine, steady enough to make the joke fall flat between us.

“Sit down, Connor.”

The silence after that has more honesty in it than anything I’ve said all day. I cross to the closed hamper and lower myself onto it. It’s high enough that my knees angle forward awkwardly, nowhere to hide them, nowhere graceful to put my hands either. I end up gripping the edge on either side of me. The skirt draws over my thighs. When Natalie steps close and touches my ankle, I let her guide one leg over the other until my right ankle rests on my left knee. She folds a towel over the raised leg, then turns the hem back toward my thigh just far enough to bare my calf.

Natalie kneels in front of me.

Every thought I have gets tidier and less useful at once.

“This isn’t necessary,” I say, and even to me my voice feels thin in my throat.

“It is.”

Her hand settles around my ankle, warm and firm, holding it steady on my opposite knee.

“And you are not doing it yourself.”

I look down at her bent head, the dark sweep of her hair pinned back, the concentration already settled over her face.

“I do know how shaving works.”

“You know how your face works.”

Her knuckles graze the inside of my calf as she reaches for the cloth. “This is different. You’ll cut yourself.”

“I feel like you’re making some assumptions about my competence.”

“I’ve seen your skirting boards. I’m making an assessment.”

A laugh nearly gets out. Nearly. Then she wets the cloth in the warm basin and smooths it down the front of my calf in one long pass, and any chance of humor surviving the room is gone.

Warmth sinks into my skin. The cloth drags lightly through the hair and presses it flat. I watch her hand move, watch the line of water gleam for a second before it soaks in. My fingers tighten against the hamper lid.

“There,” she says quietly, more to the leg than to me.

Then shaving cream. She works it between her palms before touching me with it, as if even that should not be cold. The scent is citrus‑bright, like the lemon polish on the bannisters. Her hands spread it over my shin, around the side of my calf, down toward the ankle. White against my skin. White caught over hair that disappears under her palms a second later. She misses nothing. Not a hurried swipe anywhere. Every inch covered with slow certainty, and every inch of me awake to it.

She glances up at me, brief and unreadable except for the small softening at one corner of her mouth.

“Hold still.”

That all. No answer to the joke because it doesn’t deserve one. No rescue either. Just the instruction.

I go quiet.

She rinses the razor. Water taps softly against porcelain. Then she sets the blade at the top of my shin.

The first stroke is short. Deliberate. A clean path opens through the cream. Hair lifts away with the white foam and disappears into the razor head. My calf jerks.

Natalie steadies my ankle.

“Still.”

I nod.

The second pass goes lower. The pressure is lighter than I expect, but exact. Blade. Skin. The faint scrape of it. Her thumb braced at the side of my leg while she guides the razor down in a straight line. Another strip of skin appears, clearer, paler, almost glossy with water before she blots it with the cloth.

I should be able to put this somewhere harmless in my head. Grooming. Tidying. A practical correction. She’s given me the words for it and they’re sensible words, useful words, and they hold for maybe three strokes before her hand slides under my calf to turn it and the inside of my leg meets her palm.

My breath catches sharply.

She works slowly around the bone of my ankle. Rinse. Stroke. Wipe. Rinse again. The sounds get distinct because everything else has narrowed. Water in the basin. The tiny click when she sets the razor on the rim for a second. The whisper of the towel when she shifts it under me. The house beyond the door gone completely irrelevant.

I look at the top of her head because looking anywhere lower is worse. My leg is in her hands. Held open to her attention as if this is the most ordinary thing in the world. As if she has every right to know the shape of my calf under her fingers.

By the time she reaches the back of my calf I’m holding the edge of the hamper with both hands and staring at the opposite wall tile as if it contains some answer not available in the room. Her grip firms just below my knee. The razor draws upward in measured passes. Each one leaves me more exposed. Less obscured. I feel the air on skin it didn’t touch an hour ago, and that alone would be enough to keep me off balance.

Then she wipes the last of the cream away and sets the razor down. For a second I think she’s finished. Then her thumb moves over my shin, one slow stroke from just below the knee to halfway down the calf.

Checking for missed spots. It could be that. It is that. It is also not only that, because she does not need to do it this slowly and because her hand stays there at the end, curved around my leg, while she looks at what she’s done. A small sound leaves her, low in her throat, satisfaction worn so lightly it almost isn’t sound at all.

My body answers before I can line up a thought. My throat tightens. My cock pressing against the inside seam of the skirt, trapped and newly impossible to ignore. Warmth rises at the back of my neck, but that’s background compared to the shock of the approval itself. She doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t need to. That touch says enough. Good. There. Yes.

Then she looks up at me.

I look down at her.

The room holds.

Nothing dramatic happens. No confession. No change in posture big enough to name. Just her hand still around my calf, my leg bare and smooth under her palm, and the sense that the practical frame around this moment has gone thin enough to see through. Not broken. Worse than broken. Intact, but transparent.

She shifts her grip and lifts my foot off my knee.

“The other one.”

I could pull away then. I know I could. There’s no force in the room except the kind I’ve been handing over piece by piece for days. She waits, not even visibly waiting, and that somehow makes it cleaner.

I uncross my legs and set my other foot in her lap.

“Good,” she says, very quietly.

Her praise lands deeper than I want to admit. I press my lips together and pretend I don’t want to give myself away.

The second leg goes faster only because I know what each step costs now. She draws the towel across her lap this time and rests my calf there, my knee bent, my foot turned slightly outward under her guiding hand. Warm cloth pressing over skin. Cream smoothed over my calf with both hands. I watch this time. I watch the way her fingers turn my ankle. The way she guides my knee into position with a touch at the side, guiding it into position. The pale tracks the razor leaves behind. The concentration on her face never wavers, but once, midway down my shin, she draws in a breath and lets it out slowly through her nose before rinsing the blade.

That tiny pause scrapes through me harder than the razor ever could.

She finishes the front, then the sides, then the back, and the repetition becomes its own kind of surrender. I stop looking for an argument because there isn’t one left that means anything. This is happening to me because she wants it corrected and because I let her correct it. Because when she says still, I stay still. Because when she kneels in front of me and puts my leg across her lap, some part of me settles so completely it feels like a confession.

At the end she wipes away the last streak of cream and cups my ankle for one extra beat before setting my foot carefully to the floor.

“There.”

She unfolds a dry towel and presses it over each calf in turn, blotting away the remaining damp.

“Better.”

I nod because speech has become aspirational.

She stands and rinses the razor, then wipes the counter with a folded cloth as if she hasn’t just put her hands all over me for the better part of half an hour. I sit where I am, legs suddenly bare to the warm air, the skirt skimming over skin that doesn’t resist it anymore.

Natalie hangs the used towel over the side of the basin and turns back to me. Her gaze drops once, brief and comprehensive, taking in the result. Whatever she sees satisfies her. I know it from the slight incline of her head.

“You can go,” she says. “Be careful on the stairs. The lining will move differently now.”

That nearly undoes me more than anything else. The practical note. The assumption that, of course, I will notice. Of course she knows exactly how this change will register against my body.

I stand on careful legs. The hem falls around my knees with a softer slide than before. No catch. No tiny resistance. Just fabric moving where it is meant to move. I bend for my shoe, put it back on, then the other, and every second of that feels observed even though she has turned back to the basin.

At the door I pause, hand on the frame. She doesn’t look around.

“Thank you,” I say.

The words come out before I can decide whether I mean them enough to say them. I do. That’s the trouble.

She stills for half a beat. “You’re welcome, Connor.”

I leave before my face can betray anything else.

In my room, I sit on the bed and smooth my palm over my calf through the thin fall of the skirt first, then under it, directly on my skin. The difference is immediate and obscene in its simplicity. No roughness. No interruption. Just a clean, slick glide from ankle to below the knee that makes the whole lower half of the outfit settle into place around me.

The lining slips when I shift. It moves as it should. I sit there with my hand on my bare leg and the memory of her touch brighter than my own. The worst part, the part I cannot make smaller or safer, is knowing the mismatch was always the hair, never the skirt.
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Chapter 7


The upstairs corridor narrows around me as I walk it, the pale blue blouse cool at the throat, the charcoal skirt close through the hips. The court shoes sound controlled on the runner, then sharper on the uncovered floor outside her dressing room. My calves move cleanly under the lining. Nothing catches now. The smoothness has already become part of how I walk.

I lift my hand and knock.

“Come in.”

Her dressing room smells faintly of face powder and starch, with something warmer underneath from the lamp on the vanity. Drawers stand half open. A garment bag hangs from the wardrobe door. On the upholstered chair near the mirror there is a beige thing folded with brutal neatness, and beside it a box I don’t recognize.

Natalie stands at the vanity with one hand braced, looking at me in the mirror rather than turning. Her eyes move over the blouse, the skirt, the line down my legs, then return to my face.

“Close the door.”

I do. The latch clicks softly behind me, and the room gets smaller at once.

She turns then and comes toward me with a steady, deliberate gait. She stops close enough to touch the front of my blouse without stepping in. Her fingers settle at my waist and smooth the fabric flat over me, once, then again lower down. Her attention stays where her hands are.

“The clothes are sitting better,” she says. “Below the waist, very nearly right.”

Nearly. The word presses at the hollow beneath my sternum.

I keep my arms at my sides. “And above it.”

“Yes.”

She lifts her gaze. There is no softness in the word. There is no cruelty either. Just assessment, exact and complete.

“The architecture is off.” Her fingertips press lightly at my ribs, then move up, tracing the open air where my chest gives the blouse nothing to work with. “The silhouette breaks here. It asks the fabric to pretend.”

I look past her shoulder at the mirror and stop before my eyes can settle on it. I don’t need help understanding what she means. I have seen enough in passing reflections. A skirt that makes sense. Shoes that make sense. A blouse doing patient, impossible work over a frame it was not built for.

She steps back and picks up the box from the chair.

My mouth dries out.

It’s plain cream card, tied with a narrow ribbon. She sets it on the vanity, unties it, and opens the lid. Inside, nested in tissue, are two silicone forms the color of skin, full and weighty and unmistakable. I stand very still while she lifts one out with both hands.

It changes the room at once. Not because it’s surprising. Because it’s the next answer. Practical. Obvious. The correction after all the others.

My fingers splay at my hips.

Natalie notices. Of course she does. “Take off the blouse.”

I look at the form in her palms, then at her face. “Here?”

“Yes.”

There isn’t even a loose thread of argument to pull. I reach for the top button, then the next. The silk parts under my hands. Cool air finds my skin as I push the blouse off my shoulders and let it slide down my arms. I fold it because I can’t not, and set it on the chair.

I’m standing in front of her in the skirt and shoes, bare from the waist up, red nails too bright against my own skin.

Her gaze goes to my chest with the same concentration she gives everything else. The old practical language doesn’t come. There isn’t any clean administrative version left for this. There is only her looking at me as if my body is a problem she already knows how to solve.

She opens a drawer and takes out a bra, nude and smooth, wider in the band than anything flimsy. Built for holding weight. Built for shape.

“Arms up.”

I do it before thinking. The motion leaves me open, ribs lifting, stomach held under her gaze. She steps in and wraps the band around me. The first touch of the material is cool. The hook at my back takes a little pressure before it catches. Then the band closes around my chest with a firm, anchoring grip that changes the way I occupy the room.

Her knuckles skim my side as she adjusts the straps. “Lower.”

I drop my arms.

The cups lie empty for one suspended second. Then she lifts one form and slides it into place.

The weight arrives all at once.

Not dramatic. Real. Dense enough that my chest answers it immediately. The cup receives it and the pull settles low and constant, a downward fact that asks my shoulders to organize around it. She fits the other side and the balance changes again. Left and right. Even. The load spreads across the band and straps, through my upper back, into the way I hold my neck.

I have never carried anything there before. Not like this. The adjustment doesn’t feel like posture. It feels like accommodation, my frame taking instructions from mass.

Natalie watches the change happen. “There.”

Her hands flatten the cups, smoothing them, adjusting the forms into position. The silicone presses into my chest through the bra, heavy and warm by degrees as it takes my heat. The blouse had skimmed. This sits on me. It asks something of my whole upper body and gets it.

I stare at a point on the wallpaper beside the mirror.

“Look at what your body is doing,” she says.

I don’t look at the mirror. I look down.

The bra rounds me forward, unifying the upper line of my body. My arms hang with a fraction more space between them and my sides because there is something there now. The new weight keeps registering every time I breathe, every small shift sending it through the straps and band. The skirt no longer feels like the lower half of an argument.

Natalie reaches behind me and shortens one strap by a fraction. “Better.”

I swallow. “This is part of the job too.”

“It is part of the presentation here.”

The answer gives me nothing to push against. It isn’t evasive. Just wider than the question.

She picks up the blouse and holds it for me. “Put this back on.”

The silk slides over the bra with a faint drag. Different now. It catches over the cups, then falls. When I button it, the placket runs straighter. The fabric no longer strains to invent a shape. It follows one.

Natalie circles me once, close enough that I can feel the movement of air as she passes behind my back. Then she stops in front of me and touches the side seam at my waist.

“Still wrong here,” she says.

The beige thing on the chair is no longer abstract. She lifts it and shakes it open. Rows of hooks. Structured panels. Boning that looks flexible until she bends it and I see the resistance. A waist trainer. Smaller than seems possible.

My lungs tighten.

She meets my eyes. “It isn’t punishment, Connor. The clothes need a center.”

That should not make sense to me as deeply as it does. But the instant she says center, my frame shifts as if keyed to it. The skirt from the waist down. The weight on my chest above. A gap between them, still mine in the wrong way, still broad enough to keep the whole picture from settling.

“Turn around,” she says.

I nod, and I turn.

She draws the blouse up at the back and folds it carefully out of the way. Her fingers brush my spine through the bra band and I have to lock my hands together to stay still. Then the waist trainer wraps around me from behind, firm panels closing across my middle. Wider than a belt. Higher than I expect. It covers from just under the bra to below my natural waist.

The first contact is only pressure.

Then she starts fastening it.

Hook by hook. Deliberate. No rush. Each closure shortens the distance around me and takes away a little room I didn’t know I was using. I put my hands on the vanity because standing unsupported feels impossible suddenly. The polished wood is cool under my fingertips.

Natalie works upward first, then down, building the compression from the middle out. The trainer grips me from all sides. Not crushing. Commanding. It firms me into a narrower column, and with every inch secured my breathing has to choose a different path.

I let air out slowly. The next breath goes higher, spreading across the top of my chest instead of down into my stomach. The weight of the forms makes that more obvious. My shoulders settle back again. My lower back finds a new curve. The skirt waistband sits in a place that feels less accidental.

Natalie’s palm presses at the center of my back. “Easy. Don’t fight it.”

I wasn’t aware I was. My abdomen keeps trying to push against the panels and getting nowhere. I force myself still. Let the pressure hold me. Let it decide the shape.

She fastens the final hook and smooths both hands down my sides, checking for twisted fabric underneath. Then she tightens the laces at the back. A measured pull. Then another. The difference is immediate and intimate, a deep inward draw around my middle that makes my mouth part.

There is nowhere for the sensation to hide. It sits around my waist like a hand that won’t move. My body has to stack itself properly over it or fail.

Natalie pauses. “Too much?”

I shake my head.

That is true. It is also much. The two things can exist together apparently.

Another pull. Not severe. Exact. The trainer closes to where she wants it and stops there. She ties it off and leaves her hand at the small of my back for one grounded second before stepping away.

“Turn.”

I do, carefully this time. The restriction changes everything at once. My stride shortens. My torso stays upright because slouching no longer belongs to me. Even standing still takes attention. The forms pull me forward in a soft, steady way. The trainer holds me narrow beneath them. The whole arrangement makes my body answer with precision.

Natalie studies me and says, very calmly, “You carry yourself well in restriction. Better than most.”

I don’t know what to do with that. It shifts a pressure in my chest and, without meaning to, my shoulders unclench a fraction. I file it away somewhere I can’t look at directly and say nothing, because the only thing I can manage is to stand there while the blouse and the trainer and the weight on my chest turn me into something newly exact.

She reaches to the collar and straightens it. Then the cuffs. Then the waistband of the skirt, adjusting it by half an inch so it sits cleanly over the trainer. Every touch is small and devastating because each one confirms the shape as real. The shape is built.

She moves to the full‑length mirror on the far wall. I’ve avoided looking at it since I entered the room. It stands there, tall and clear, reflecting the lamplight.

“Come here,” she says.

I walk to her. The weight shifts with me. The trainer keeps me narrow and lifted. The skirt answers each step differently than before.

She turns me by the shoulders. Gentle, but firm. Positioning me.

I face the mirror. I look.

The person looking back is not a stranger. The face is mine, same brown hair, same features, same expressive eyes I don’t think of as expressive. But everything below the neck is reshaped. The blouse fills with a soft, undeniable curve. The waist trainer narrows the line, giving the skirt something to fall from. The shoulders are straighter, held back by the weight and the compression. The legs, smooth beneath the black fabric, end in the court shoes that finally make visual sense with everything else.

The reflection is finished. And I do not look away.

The small, practiced habit that has tucked difficult observations away unthreads. My shoulders stop folding into their shield, the quick joke doesn’t appear, and the person in the glass stands there without the usual cover. The exposure feels like a drawer left open; there is nowhere for the reflex to tuck things into.

The air presses closer. My breathing is loud. The slight rustle of the blouse marks each rise and fall. Natalie stands behind me, just inside the frame of the mirror. I see her reflection over my shoulder. Her expression is unreadable, but her attention is total.

She looks at my reflection for a long moment. Then her gaze lifts to meet mine in the glass.

“Pretty.”

My mouth opens.

“Thank you, Ms. Martin.”

The words hang between us. My hands go numb at my sides; my diaphragm eases into a higher, quieter rhythm and the rest of me follows. Natalie’s reflection holds my gaze. Something shifts in the mirror that isn’t visible and cannot be taken back. Her gaze holds mine one beat longer, and that is all she gives me.

She doesn’t smile. She doesn’t nod. She simply receives the words, her expression settling into something utterly unreadable. Then she turns away, moving back toward the vanity.

“I’ll have some more blouses altered for you. They’ll be with you in the morning.”

I nod because my mouth still belongs to that thank you. Then I turn from the glass before the honesty burns too bright.

She moves past me to the chair, already reaching for pins and chalk as if the room hasn’t just changed shape around us. I turn from the mirror on careful feet, every part of me arranged by pressure and weight and the memory of my own voice. By the time I reach the door, the reflection is behind me. It doesn’t stay there.

I can still hear myself say it.
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Chapter 8


Warm water runs over my wrists and turns the plate slick in my hands. I keep one thumb braced on the rim while I rinse soap from the painted glaze and set it carefully in the rack. The skirt brushes the backs of my knees when I pivot. The waist trainer keeps me upright at the sink whether I mean to be or not. Every reach to the shelf above the counter makes the weight in my bra shift and settle again, a low, private reminder under the cream blouse Natalie had altered for me yesterday.

Behind me, a page turns.

That sound has become a problem.

The kitchen is full of ordinary things: the clean mineral smell of hot water, the faint sweetness of the dish soap, the tick of the clock over the dresser. A saucepan dries upside down on the draining board. A tea towel hangs from the oven handle. Natalie sits at the long table with a ledger open beside her plate, reading in the yellow pool of the lamp as if evenings like this happen every day and nothing in this room has changed.

Maybe they do happen every day. Maybe that is the whole difficulty.

I reach for the next dish, a shallow bowl still warm from rinsing, and become aware of her perfume when I turn half sideways to set it down. Not much. Clean skin, something dark underneath. It catches at the base of my skull and stays there. I focus on the bowl, the rack, the next plate. The heels tap once on the slate when I adjust my footing.

No task framing this. No inspection. No correction. No practical reason for me to be this alert to where she is sitting and how often she moves.

It has been two days since the mirror. Two days of breakfast trays and inventory lists and carrying folded linens upstairs in this shape as if it has always belonged to the house. She has said nothing about what I said. I have said nothing because there isn’t a version of that conversation that doesn’t end with me wanting the floorboards to open.

Another page turns.

I dry my hands on the towel and open the cupboard above the counter for the glasses. The blouse pulls smooth over the forms when I lift my arms. The movement makes me conscious of the band across my back, the tug at my shoulders, the disciplined line of my middle held in by boning and laces. My body answers these clothes faster now. That should concern me more than it does.

It does concern me. Just not in a useful direction.

“Thrilling evening,” I say, because the quiet has become too exact. “I’m like one union complaint away from becoming the world’s most overdressed dishwa…”

The word dies in my mouth.

My fingers stop around the stem of a glass. The last syllable doesn’t come. I can hear it waiting there, the easy little joke, the self‑own that turns everything back into something manageable. It would have landed a week ago. Even yesterday, maybe. Tonight it sounds thin before I finish it. I hear myself using it to step away from the room I am actually in, and I can’t make myself do it.

The cupboard stands open in front of me. Behind me, nothing.

Natalie does not help.

That is the worst and best thing she could do. She does not laugh politely. She does not rescue me with a practical question. She leaves the silence where it is, and it grows teeth.

I close the cupboard carefully and set the glass down on the counter instead of the shelf because my grip has gone imprecise. The towel hangs from my hand, damp and twisted. The kitchen feels warmer than it did a minute ago. Not close. Just impossible to hide in.

I look at the sink. At the spoon I missed. At the bubbles thinning around the drain. Anywhere but her.

“Sorry,” I say, and even that comes out wrong. Too bare.

Another quiet beat passes. I can feel her attention on my back like a hand placed between my shoulder blades.

“For what?” she asks.

There is no accusation in it. There doesn’t need to be. She is asking the exact question.

I swallow and put the spoon under the tap though it’s already clean. Water runs over metal with a thin ringing sound. “I don’t know.”

That would usually be where I recover. I reach for something easy, something dry and harmless, and come up with nothing at all. The machinery turns once, catches, and leaves me standing there with the spoon in my hand like an idiot.

I shut off the tap.

I shouldn’t turn around. I know that before I do it. I turn anyway.

Natalie sits at the table in a dark blouse with the sleeves folded once at the wrist. One hand rests on the open ledger. The other holds her glasses just above the page, as if she set them down in the middle of a line and never looked back at it. Her face is calm. Entirely awake. Waiting.

It is the waiting that breaks things.

I set the spoon in the rack and hear myself say, very quietly, “I didn’t want the evening to end.”

I say it before I can dress it up. They sit there, plain and unadorned. No joke attached. No excuse about chores or not wanting to get up early. Just that.

My stomach folds tight under the trainer.

Natalie doesn’t speak at once. Her gaze stays on me, steady and unreadable enough that I feel every inch of my skin at once, the brush of blouse cuffs at my wrists, the smooth drag of the skirt against my thighs, the faint pressure of the shoes at my toes. I have handed her something with both hands and only realized it after it left them.

Then she closes the ledger. The sound is soft. Final.

She rises and comes toward me. No hurry. No hesitation either. Her shoes make almost no sound on the stone. I stay where I am with the tea towel still trapped in my fingers like a child caught stealing biscuits.

She stops close enough that I can see the lamp reflected in her eyes.

“That’s the first honest thing you’ve said since you arrived.”

The words go straight through me. Warmth is in them. So is command. She names me to myself and expects me to stand there while she does it.

Her hand lifts, and I track the motion with a focus I can’t account for. One finger touches the underside of my chin.

The contact pins me in place. For a beat, the trainer clamps tight and my breath catches. She applies the slightest pressure, tipping my face up.

I let her. My neck lengthens under the guidance, a line of surrender I didn’t plan. My gaze, which had started to fall, is lifted back to hers because she put it there. Her fingertip carries a cool precision that quickly warms, lingering a moment longer than adjustment requires. This isn’t care. It’s direction. A silent command that settles deep in my sternum, lower than any touch to my face has a right to reach.

“Look at me when you say true things,” she says.

My mouth parts. When I finally draw in air it’s high and shallow, caught by the trainer and forced into a path I can’t ignore. The forms shift with the breath, a muted, intimate weight that makes me more aware of my own shape while she stands in front of me taking all the cover out of the moment.

I do look at her.

There is something dangerous in how easily I do it.

Her thumb brushes once along the edge of my jaw. Deliberate. Brief. Then she lowers her hand and steps back as if she has not just altered the axis of the evening with one touch.

My chin stays lifted after she’s gone.

Natalie returns to the table, her attention shifting to the open ledger. “Finish the glasses,” she says.

“Yes.”

She doesn’t look up, but her tongue clicks against the roof of her mouth, a sharp sound of disapproval that makes my posture snap straight.

“Yes, Ms. Martin,” I correct.

“Better.”

It lands differently now. I have heard that word over hems and seams, over my waist pulled tighter, over a blouse sitting properly across breasts that aren’t mine and are what everyone sees. This one settles under my ribs, about how I answered.

Tension shifts under my ribs before I can think to resent it. I turn back to the counter because there is nowhere else to go. My knees lack their usual stability in these heels, though I keep my balance. I pick up the first glass and work the towel into the curve of the bowl. My skin still registers the exact point where her finger rested. The spot is tiny. It has no right to feel occupied.

First honest thing you’ve said since you arrived.

That should irritate me. On some technical level it does. I have said plenty of true things in this house. My name. My age. Yes, the west wall needs repointing near the corner. No, I don’t need help carrying that. Yes, Ms. Martin. All factually sound. And none of them what she means.

I slide the towel around the stem, turn the glass in my hand, and the warmth from that one‑word correction is still there, quick and sharp and earned. Then the next thought comes sudden and sharp: I haven’t thought about the trust in days.

Not properly. Not as the reason for any of this. The evaluation, the signatures, the money waiting at the far end of six months like a respectable explanation for why I’m here, all of it comes back in a rush so abrupt my grip tightens on the glass. I should be counting weeks. I should be wondering what she writes in those ledgers besides household accounts. Reliability. Judgment. Fitness to inherit from a woman I barely knew. I should be tracking every point like this is an exam I came here to pass.

Instead I know the sound of her page turns. I know how close she has to stand for her perfume to catch in my throat. I know the exact pressure of one finger under my chin.

The stem presses into my palm. Cold, narrow, breakable.

I am standing in a kitchen in heels, drying her wine glasses, and the money has stopped being the point so completely that forgetting it feels natural right up until the moment I remember and almost drop what I’m holding. My pulse stays strangely steady. It should send me straight back to myself, to the sensible version of this arrangement with an end date and paperwork and a very simple answer for why I stay.

It doesn’t.

That is the part that sticks. Not the trust. Not the number attached to it. The fact that even with it back in my head, bright and ugly and impossible to misread, it still feels secondary to the quiet in this room and the woman at the table behind me.

The glass gives a tiny squeak under the towel.

I set it down before I crack it. I there with my fingers spread on the edge of the counter and let the thought sit long enough to hurt. Six months. Evaluation. Signatures. Money. Then the other thing, larger because I keep refusing to look straight at it. The shape of my body under this blouse. Her voice when she says true things. The fact that going upstairs in an hour feels like loss.

No. I push a breath through the trainer and pick the glass up again. Not now. I can’t take hold of that without tearing the evening open all the way, and I don’t know what would spill out if I did.

The kitchen doesn’t change. The clock keeps ticking. Paper shifts softly at the table behind me, or maybe she only moves her hand. I can’t tell without turning around, and I don’t let myself. I dry the next glass, then the next. The domestic rhythm helps less than it should. Every movement keeps me inside the same fact. I am still in this room because she is.

When I put the last one away, I wipe down the counter in long neat strokes I don’t need to think about. The slate cools the soles of my shoes through the thin leather. The skirt whispers against the fronts of my thighs when I step sideways. Behind me, Natalie makes a small note in the ledger. I hear the scratch of the pen and feel it low in my belly like the mark is going somewhere under my skin.

When I’m done, I hang the towel over the rail and stand with my hands on the edge of the sink. Cool porcelain under my palms. The house is quiet beyond the kitchen. At some point I will go upstairs to my room. I will unbutton this blouse, unhook the bra, wrestle the trainer loose. I will put the forms away in their box. I will be alone with the marks all of it leaves on my skin.

The prospect sits badly.

Natalie looks up from the ledger. “Finished?”

“Yes, Ms. Martin.”

She studies me for a beat that stretches. Then she nods toward the lamp by the dresser. “Turn that off before you go.”

Before you go.

Of course. The evening ends because evenings end. There is no hidden instruction in her voice, no invitation tucked under the words for me to find if I tilt them the right way. Just the house, her order inside it, and me standing in the middle of a room I do not want to leave.

I cross to the lamp. The skirt sways against my thighs. My shoes sound small on the slate. I switch it off, and the kitchen drops into softer light from the wall sconces, the table less intimate at once and more so. Natalie remains where she is, one hand on the open ledger, her face turned slightly down to the page she hasn’t read in several minutes.

I head for the door and stop with my fingers on the frame because the silence follows me there, full and waiting. My chin still remembers her touch, the place where she made me lift my face and tell the truth, and when I step out into the dim hall I know with a clarity that makes my pulse stumble in my wrists that going to my room alone is the only thing she has asked of me tonight and the last thing in this house that I want.
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Chapter 9


I stand outside Natalie’s sitting room with my knuckles against the wood and wait for the permission I already know will come.

“Come in.”

Her rooms always feel quieter, as if the walls were built to hold stillness in place. Tonight the lamp by the vanity is on, and another one near the fireplace, low enough that the room stays warm at the edges and shadowed in the corners. The air smells faintly of her perfume and face cream and something pressed clean, linen put away while it still holds heat from the iron.

She’s by the dressing table, one hand resting on a small leather case.

Not clothes. Not shoes. The case is too small for either.

I close the door behind me. The latch settles with a soft click that presses against my sternum.

Natalie looks at me once, slowly, taking in the blouse, the skirt, the line of me inside everything she has put on my body these past days. The forms. The trainer. The painted nails, darker now in the low light. She is wearing a dark skirt and a silk blouse the color of cream left out of sunlight. Bare legs crossed at the ankle. No jacket. No ledger.

I don’t know where to put my hands. At my sides feels exposed. Clasped in front feels worse. I leave them loose and stand there trying not to fidget like a schoolboy sent to the headmistress, which is not helping the comparison in my own head.

She looks back up at my face. “Come here.”

I do.

The carpet gives under my shoes. My calves brush lightly as I walk, smooth from where she shaved them, the skirt moving around my knees in a way my body has stopped treating as unusual right up until moments like this, when every scrap of fabric turns deliberate again. I stop where she wants me, close enough to see the grain of the leather case and the neat shape of her thumb on the clasp.

“Do you know why I asked you here?” she says.

I could lie and say no. It would be reflex more than strategy, one last little dodge. The room won’t let me get away with it. Neither will she.

“No.” Then, because that isn’t all of it, “Not exactly.”

A small shift at the corner of her mouth. She looks approving. She opens the case.

The sound is tidy, intimate. Metal gleams against dark lining.

For a second I only register pieces. Curved ring. Ventilated cage, polished and cool. Small lock tucked into elastic. It takes me a breath too long to understand because my mind keeps trying to file it under some other category, some household thing, some mechanism unrelated to the fact that my body has already tightened in warning and need at once.

Then the realization locks into place.

My throat tightens.

Natalie lifts the cage from the case and lets it sit in her palm. The metal looks light. Final.

She doesn’t speak right away. She lets me look. Lets me understand what it is before she tells me anything about it. That is her way. By the time she gives an instruction, she has already made sure there is nowhere honest for me to pretend confusion.

“This is not a correction,” she says.

The room narrows.

Her fingers turn the cage, and the lamplight flashes along one edge. “I’m not solving a line issue. I’m not adjusting a silhouette.” Her eyes stay on mine. Calm. Personal in a way that strips the floor from under me faster than if she’d touched me. “This is mine to manage now.”

The skin at the back of my neck goes hot. Not because I don’t understand. Because I do.

Not your arousal. Not your posture. Not the inconvenient way your body responds to my attention.

You.

I should say something. Any adult sentence. A joke, if I still had one. A question about whether this is necessary, which would be ridiculous because necessity left this room before I came in.

Instead I say, “Yes.”

It comes out bare enough to make me aware of the shape of my own mouth.

Natalie watches me for another breath. Then she sets the open case on the dressing table and reaches for me. “Undo your skirt.”

My pulse bumps once at my wrist. I obey. The side zip comes down with a soft rasp. I unfasten the waistband and let the skirt loosen on my hips, held up now mostly by the shape of my thighs and my own careful stillness.

“Panties down as well.”

I am not wearing any. She knows that. Of course she knows that. She has dressed me every step of the way and never yet added that final thing. The fact of my bare ass under the skirt, under all this feminine care and discipline, suddenly feels selected.

I swallow. “I’m not...”

“I know.”

Those two words make my scalp prickle. She knew before I answered. She wanted me to feel the answer in my own mouth.

I hook my thumbs into the waistband of the plain cotton briefs I wore this morning under the trainer, the practical layer she’d told me to keep, and slide them down my legs. The skirt slips with them, pooling around my calves. I step out carefully, one heel at a time, and leave both on the carpet by my feet.

Cool air moves over skin that has been kept warm all day. My cock hangs heavy and half-hard already, exposed below the hem of the blouse, ridiculous and helpless in the middle of all this effort she has spent making the rest of me cohere. I want to cover myself and stand straighter at the same time.

Natalie doesn’t give me time for either impulse to settle. “Sit.”

I sit on the upholstered stool at her vanity because she has angled it that way, knees apart because there is no graceful alternative, skirt and briefs around my ankles like evidence. The mirror throws back a version of me I still don’t know how to account for. Cream blouse. Breasts under silk. Waist drawn in. Bare thighs, smooth and pale. Cock thickening between them under her gaze.

Natalie steps between my knees. She sets the ring in my hand first.

The metal is cooler than I expect. Not icy. Just unmistakably other. Purpose-made. The weight of it sits in my palm like a decision.

“Lift,” she says.

I do, because there is nothing else to do while she’s this close, while her knees brush the insides of mine and her hand steadies the back of my thigh for an instant. Her touch is warm and dry. Professional once. Not tonight.

She guides me through it without explaining more than necessary. The ring first. Her fingers around me. The soft pressure at the root while she eases everything into place. My body jerks once on instinct, and she stills me with a hand on my knee.

“Keep still.”

I lock in place so fast my lower back tightens.

“Good.”

Her “Good” presses low and immediate. Enough that the pulse between my legs thickens harder in her hand even though everything in me knows what the device is designed to stop.

I look down because I can’t not. Her hair is pulled back tonight, exposing the clean line of her throat as she works. Her lashes lower. The cage rests against my skin while she arranges me inside it with careful, unhurried certainty. There is nothing careless in the way she handles me. Nothing embarrassed either. The same hands that buttoned my blouse this morning, that held a razor against my calves, now close metal around my cock with the competence of someone fitting jewelry onto a body she knows exactly how she wants presented.

The lock clicks.

The sound is small. It tears straight through me.

I grip the edge of the stool. The varnished wood digs into the pads of my fingers. The cage has weight once it’s on, a firm pull at the base and a pressure against the tip that changes the whole map of me in one second. Every pulse of blood finds a boundary now. Every attempt at hardness answers to metal.

Natalie smooths two fingers over my inner thigh, a brief pass, almost absentminded if absentmindedness existed in her. “There. Better.”

I don’t think she means appearance. I don’t think she means only that, anyway.

Natalie lifts her skirt.

You, Ms. Martin. My throat tightens as I whisper.

Stand up.

The cage shifts when I rise. A live, unbearable little drag. It keeps me aware of itself immediately, a relentless, insistent pull. The skirt stays pooled at my feet. My cock tries one more hopeful surge in reaction to her hand at my waist, and the metal answers for me. The pressure snaps tight and leaves my knees uncertain.

She notices. Of course she notices.

Without hurry, Natalie bends and gathers my skirt and briefs from the floor. She lays the briefs aside on the vanity. The skirt she holds open for me.

I step back into it because she expects me to. One foot, then the other, careful over the heels. The fabric slides up my legs, whispering over freshly shaved skin. She draws it to my hips and zips it herself. The final inch sits tighter than before. The cage sits beneath the line of the waistband now, enclosed twice over. Kept.

Her hands flatten briefly at my sides, smoothing the skirt over my hips, checking the fall. The intimacy of that practical motion nearly undoes me more than the locking did.

Then she steps back. “Kneel.”

The word goes through me cleanly.

I lower myself at once.

My knees meet the carpet in front of her chair. The cage presses differently here, tipped by the angle of my body, impossible to forget. My skirt settles over my thighs. My hands come to rest automatically on them, fingers spread, nails dark against the charcoal fabric.

Natalie sits in the chair before me and crosses one leg over the other. Her shoe dangles from her toes for a second before settling again. Black leather, low heel. Familiar shape. The kind she first handed me in the kitchen as if it were no more remarkable than a changed cleaning schedule.

“Take those off.”

I reach for her right shoe. The leather is warm from her foot, softer than mine ever felt when I wore a pair all day. My painted thumb presses under the edge while I ease it free. Her stocking catches lightly on my knuckle. I set the shoe aside with care and lift the other from her foot.

“On the stool,” she says.

I place both of her feet on the low padded stool in front of the chair.

“Rub them.”

“Yes, Ms. Martin.”

I slide my palms over the tops of her feet first, then underneath, learning the shape through the silk of her stockings. Smooth over the bones, warmer at the arch, the knit finer across her toes. The cage keeps interrupting every movement. Each lean forward brings a hard reminder under my skirt, each pulse trapped and turned inward until it settles as a dense ache low in my body. Her ankle shifts against my wrist. One soft breath leaves her. That is enough to make me press my thumbs more carefully into the sole.

After a minute, maybe less, she says, “Come closer.”

I move on my knees until my thighs touch the edge of the stool. My palms settle on either side of her calves, waiting.

Natalie lifts her skirt.

Not high. Then higher when I don’t move.

Dark fabric folds back over her thighs. Bare skin above the stocking tops. Then the plain, damp sheen of her cunt, already wet, already parted by the angle of her legs opening for me. No lace. No performance. Just the direct sight of her heat and the immediate, violent pull it puts through the cage.

I make a sound I can’t hold back. Small. Humiliating.

Her head tilts, interest sharpening her face. “Yes.”

That single word gives me both permission and command at once.

She reaches down and takes a handful of my hair. Not harsh. Firm enough that my scalp wakes under it. She uses the hold to bring me where she wants me, my cheek brushing the inside of her thigh, the warmth of her skin startling through the stocking above where it ends. The scent of her is close now, clean and intimate and real enough to make my mouth flood.

“Open.”

I do.

The first drag of my tongue through her slick makes my whole body jolt. She tastes salt and heat and something that goes straight to the base of my spine. The sound she makes is quiet, almost thoughtful, but her fingers tighten at the back of my head and keep me there.

“Use your mouth,” she says.

I do, sucking lightly at her clit until her leg tightens beside my ear. “Not too hard.”

I ease off at once, then return softer, the way she wants. Her wetness coats my lips, my tongue. I breathe through my nose and take her in again, deeper this time, tracing where she opens and gathering the slick that keeps coming faster under my mouth. Each sound she makes is small and measured, but they are no less devastating for being controlled. Maybe more. A hitch in the breath above me. The chair shifting. The quietest broken exhale when I circle my tongue just right.

My own need climbs and slams against the cage in helpless waves. It turns every second of this into a doubled sensation. Her pleasure under my mouth, the hard pressure locked beneath my skirt, both sharpening each other until I can hardly tell where one ends and the other begins. I moan into her without meaning to. The vibration draws a stronger reaction from her than anything else has yet, her fingers tightening, her hips giving one brief, unmistakable roll toward my mouth.

“That’s it,” she says.

I work harder, measured and precise. I learn her in real time under my mouth, what makes her thighs draw in, what makes them open, when to circle and when to flatten my tongue and hold steady while she uses me for friction. Her composure stays intact, but it grows more expensive. The cost of it shows in the way she breathes through her nose, in the little pauses between breaths that mean she is choosing steadiness and keeping it.

Her hand shifts at my jaw, guiding me higher without words. I follow the pressure. Wetness smears across my mouth, my chin. The cage has become its own hard little planet of discomfort, dense and hot and impossible to escape, but I am too deep in the task to do anything with that except let it sharpen me further. She is getting closer. Her hand returns to my hair and stays there, holding instead of directing, from the first actual strain I hear in the breath she takes.

“Don’t stop.”

I don’t.

Her legs tense around my shoulders. The stockinged foot on the stool curls inward. Then she says, “Good girl.”

Everything in me locks. My muscles tense as the cage presses tighter.

My tongue loses the rhythm at once. My scalp prickles and my face flushes. My cock surges against the cage with a helpless, painful pulse, and the shock of how much that does to me is so immediate it feels like being split open down the middle. I wanted that. Some hidden part of me has been standing with its hands out for that exact phrase, and now that it’s here I can’t pretend otherwise.

Her fingers tighten in my hair and hold me where she wants me. Her hips tip once, enough to bring me back to her.

I make myself useful again.

Her grip in my hair turns possessive, holding me where she needs me.

“That’s right,” she says, softer now, and then, “Carla.”

The name goes through me even deeper.

She says it like she’s calling something by its proper name after waiting long enough to be sure.

I make a broken sound against her and keep going.

She comes with my name still warm in the air between us.

Her thighs clamp close. Her breath finally breaks open. The hand in my hair goes hard for one second, holding me where she needs me as her pleasure moves through her in a series of tight, controlled shudders that pull small sounds from her anyway, no matter how composed she stays. Wetness floods my tongue. I take it, all of it, because there is nothing in me that wants to do anything else. I hold still when she needs stillness, lick when her hips twitch for more, and don’t lift my head until she loosens her grip.

Even then I stay close, mouth damp, lips swollen, forehead against the inside of her thigh while the room settles around us again.

Natalie pets my hair back from my face. Once. Twice.

“Look at me,” she says.

I lift my head.

Her skirt is still rucked up in her lap. Her cheeks hold a little color. Her mouth is parted on the last of her breathing. She looks down at me with a warmth so direct I have to brace one hand on the stool to stay upright under it.

She strokes her thumb across my lower lip, gathering a trace of herself there. “Very good.”

The second pulse of wanting through the cage is vicious. I gasp and drop my eyes before I can stop myself.

Natalie’s hand moves from my mouth to the front of my skirt. She lays her palm over the trapped outline beneath it. Not squeezing. Just feeling the hard, denied shape of me straining under fabric and metal.

My spine goes rigid. Need gathers so hard in my groin it spills up into my stomach, my thighs, the backs of my knees. My fingers clutch uselessly at the stool.

She keeps her hand there and says, “I know.”

I wait for the next thing. For the lock to turn. For mercy, maybe, though I know better than to call it that.

It doesn’t come.

She rubs her thumb once over the skirt, over the cage beneath, and the friction is enough to make my hips twitch forward before I catch myself. Her eyes stay on my face while she does it. Watching what the denial costs. Watching me take it.

“Not tonight.”

The words leave me hollowed out and full at the same time.

My mouth opens. Nothing comes out.

She takes her hand away before I can embarrass myself by chasing it.

Then she stands and draws me up with her. One arm comes around my shoulders, one hand to the back of my head, holding me close enough that my cheek presses to her blouse. I fold into it on instinct. Her body is warm from what I did for her. Her breathing is almost even again.

“You did very well,” she says into my hair. “Go to bed.”

I nod against her shoulder.

When she eases me back, her fingers stay briefly at my jaw. “Don’t wipe that off yet.”

Fresh heat moves through me, lower and slower this time. I nod again.

The walk to my room is a lesson in the cage. Every stair reminds me. Every shift of my thighs under the skirt, every measured step in heels through the sleeping house, every attempt my body makes to build on what happened meets metal and lock and the memory of her hand over both. By the time I close my bedroom door behind me, my skin feels too tight for itself.

I sit on the bed with my knees apart because the cage demands space, hands braced behind me on the quilt, and stare at nothing. My mouth still tastes like her. If I run my tongue along my lower lip, I catch the fading salt of where she touched me. Under the skirt, inside the lock, my body keeps trying anyway, each useless swell answered by the same hard boundary until I am left shaking in place, caged and awake with nowhere for it to go.
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Chapter 10


By the third month, eating dinner together in the kitchen has become ordinary enough to unsettle me.

The chicken sits between us on the board, already carved. There are green beans in the blue bowl with the chip at the rim, potatoes crisped in butter, and a dish of mustard Natalie prefers with roast meat. Evening light lies across the table in a wide amber stripe, catching on the cutlery and the water in our glasses. Every time I settle back against the chair, the cage reminds me to sit with care, a private little pressure under my skirt that has become part of the architecture of the day.

“Carla, the salt.”

I pass it to her at once. No hitch. Somewhere along the way the name stopped landing like an interruption and started sounding like a place she means me from.

She seasons her plate, then lifts her glass.

“You had three calls this afternoon.”

“Two calls and one man who wanted free advice for fifteen minutes and sounded offended when I noticed.”

Her mouth shifts.

“Did you give it to him?”

“I value myself too highly now.”

That earns me the quick warmth at the corners of her eyes I’ve learned to watch for. It hits deeper than it should, or maybe exactly as deep as it should by now. I cut into my dinner and take a bite before I do something embarrassing like look pleased on purpose.

The kitchen feels lived in at this hour. Warmer than it does in the morning, softer around the edges. The range gives off a last held heat. A window over the sink is cracked open, and something green from outside threads in with the smell of rosemary and roast chicken. My own flat has a table that mostly collects receipts, and chairs I bought because they were cheap and stackable. Here, I know where the serving spoons go, which cupboard holds the everyday plates, how she folds the napkins so they lie flat in the drawer. Temporary knowledge, all of it. It sits in me like muscle memory anyway.

Natalie cuts a small piece of chicken.

“How is the retaining wall repair?”

“Still standing. Tom sent photos. It looks good.”

“You trust him.”

“Yeah.” I wipe my mouth and glance up. “I wouldn’t have left it with him otherwise.”

“I know.”

She says it simply, and the words settle over the table with more weight than the subject seems to deserve. That happens with her. Most things mean exactly what they mean, and then a little more besides.

We eat for another minute in easy quiet. Fork against plate. A soft tap when she sets her knife down. My blouse sleeve brushes the edge of the table when I reach for the beans, silk cool against my forearm. The waist trainer keeps my back straight, and the low heels hold my feet in their practiced angle under the chair. None of it feels like dress‑up anymore. It feels like getting dressed.

Natalie takes a sip of water, watching me over the rim of the glass.

“Did you always cook for yourself?”

The question is ordinary enough that I answer before I start looking for angles in it. “Mostly. I got decent at it because I got bored of spending money on bad takeaway.”

“And when you were with someone?”

I nudge a potato through the mustard. “Still mostly me.”

Her gaze stays on me. Quiet. Complete. “The woman you were with recently?”

I almost reach for a light excuse. Some version of, well, recently in adult years, which is to say long enough to buy a kettle together and short enough to escape without lawyers. The line forms and dries out before it reaches my mouth.

“A few months before I came here,” I say instead.

Natalie waits.

I keep my eyes on my plate for a second longer than I need to. Maybe especially this one. The armor cracked weeks ago in her kitchen sink and never grew back properly. I could still fake my way around a direct answer if I wanted to. I find I don’t.

“We were together just over three years,” I say. “She was lovely. Sensible. Patient. Better at talking about the future than I was.”

Natalie says nothing. She doesn’t rush in to rescue me from my own sentence. She never does. Silence with her isn’t blank space. It’s a held door.

I put my fork down because my fingers need something less slippery to do. “I think she expected I’d catch up eventually. House, marriage, some cleaner version of adulthood. Maybe expand the business, hire more people, stop pretending I like keeping my life small.”

“You call that pretending?” Natalie asks.

I look up at her. There isn’t any challenge in her face. Just attention.

“My family does,” I say.

“And she did?”

I run my thumb over the seam of the napkin in my lap. “She thought I was cautious. Or stalled. Like I’d make the sensible choice if given enough time and enough examples of everyone else doing it.”

“Would you?”

“No.”

The answer lands cleanly. It surprises me with how little work it takes.

Natalie picks up her knife again and sets it down without using it.

“Did you know that then?”

I let out a small breath through my nose. “I knew something was off. I just didn’t have words that didn’t make me sound ungrateful or defective.” My mouth twists. “Or insane, probably.”

“You don’t strike me as insane.”

“That’s because I’m eating vegetables and sitting up straight.”

Her look tells me she notices the dodge and is allowing it to pass only because it was brief. That should make me want to retreat. Instead it pulls the next truth out of me.

“I ended it because every plan we made felt wrong in a way I couldn’t justify.” I trace one painted nail against the condensation on my water glass. “It wasn’t that I didn’t care about her. I did. That was the problem. I kept thinking the feeling would settle if I pushed through it long enough. It didn’t.”

Natalie folds her hands beside her plate.

“What did it feel like?”

My throat tightens; I stare down at the table instead.

“It felt like wearing someone else’s life,” I say.

Natalie’s thumb scrapes against the stem of her glass.

“Everything in it was fine,” I say. “Good, even. She wanted a house outside town. I could picture it. She wanted dinners with friends, holidays booked in advance, probably children once we’d done the respectable steps in the respectable order.” I drag my fingertip through the damp ring under my glass and watch it smear. “I could see every part of it. I just couldn’t make myself belong inside it. Every time I tried, it felt like I’d pulled on clothes cut for somebody with my name and a completely different body.”

Natalie doesn’t move. I swallow and keep going. “I couldn’t explain that to her. I couldn’t explain it to myself. I just knew if I stayed, I’d start performing it. I’d say the right things. I’d buy the right furniture. I’d wake up ten years later and have no idea why I was tired all the time.” I rub my thumb harder against the napkin seam until the fabric bunches. “She deserved better than that.”

When she finally speaks, she does it without softness and without cutting the moment smaller than it is.

“I’ve never taken you for someone who fears commitment,” she says. “You give yourself very completely when something fits. What you refused was a misfit, and that was kinder than building a whole life on it.”

I go still.

There it is again, that unnerving precision, the sense that she’s been watching the right things all along. Me. The way I settle into certain tasks. The way I stop fighting when something lands true. The way I don’t.

I look at her hands on the table because looking straight at her feels like too much for a second. Hers are capable. Steady. The nails neat and pale tonight. The left thumb rests against the edge of her napkin, pressing once into the linen as if she has chosen the next thing carefully.

“That sounds very tidy when you say it,” I manage.

“It wasn’t tidy to live.”

“No.”

Her gaze stays level. “You did it anyway.”

I press my tongue to the far side of my cheek. Warmth gathers at the tops of my ears, and I let it. Hiding from this woman has become exhausting in exactly the way honesty never is.

“I don’t know why that matters so much to hear from you,” I say.

Natalie lifts one shoulder, almost a shrug. “I imagine because I mean it.”

That lands even harder. My fingers loosen against the napkin all at once. I laugh once under my breath, no amusement in it, just the sheer helplessness of being spoken to plainly.

“Yeah,” I say. “Probably that.”

We eat another few bites because some part of the body insists on ordinary acts even when the rest of me has been taken apart. The chicken has cooled. The beans are still good. I am suddenly, painfully aware of the blouse at my shoulders, the exact pull of the waist trainer at my middle, the weight of the forms against my ribs. Back then I had no language for why the life in front of me felt wrong. Sitting here in clothes selected by her hand, in a body she has taught me to stop editing out of view, I understand it with humiliating clarity.

I glance up. Natalie is watching me over her glass again.

“What?”

“You’ve gone quiet.”

“I’ve been quiet for at least thirty seconds. That’s basically normal now.”

“It isn’t normal for you when you’re thinking hard.”

I rub my thumb across the stem of my water glass. “I was just realizing I sound dramatic in hindsight.”

“You sound accurate.”

That word again. It settles into me deeper than praise usually does. Maybe because it isn’t about performance. Maybe because it has everything to do with being seen.

I take another sip of water and set the glass down carefully. “Did Cynthia teach you that?”

Natalie doesn’t answer at once. She never fills space accidentally, but this pause carries a different weight. She looks down at her plate, then to the window, where the last of the light is flattening into evening. When her hand returns to the table, her fingertips rest along the edge of it, grounding herself there.

“In part,” she says.

I wait this time. I can do that now. I think she notices.

“I came here to help run the estate,” she says. “I stayed because Cynthia asked for more of me than that, and because I wanted to give it. 12 years I was her companion.”

The kitchen seems to narrow around those three sentences. In a clarifying way.

My fork is still in my hand. I set it down before I drop it. I don’t know what expression crosses my face, but her gaze warms slightly. Her eyes are aware of what she’s said and what it costs.

I clear my throat. “You loved her.”

Natalie looks at me for a long moment. “Very much.”

There are people you can ask that question who will sprint into explanation, qualification, the whole nervous stack of details meant to make the answer manageable. She gives me four words and trusts me with them. It leaves me with nowhere to hide from their size.

I glance down at my plate, then back up. “You said in part.”

A softer quiet this time. Then she nods once.

“Cynthia liked things exact,” she says. “The house, certainly. The day. The terms on which she let herself be known.” Her fingers move once against the table edge, then settle. “She helped me understand that care can be very precise, and that precision can be intimate. I learned a great deal from her about how I like things run, and how I like to be with someone.”

The words are measured. They don’t explain more than she’s chosen to explain. They don’t need to. The shape of them is enough.

A memory slips into place with sudden clean force, the dressing room, her hands fastening hooks one by one at my waist, the way nothing in her touch ever feels random. The kitchen. The shoes. The dressing room memory is joined by the way my posture answers to somebody else’s touch, the small changes that made me notice.

I keep my voice low. “She saw you.”

She nods.

My breath eases.

Natalie picks up her fork again, then sets it down without taking a bite. “She was patient with what I hadn’t named yet,” she says. “That is rarer than people think.”

For a second I can’t say anything at all. The air from the open window moves over the back of my neck. A car passes somewhere far beyond the grounds, the sound thin and irrelevant. My apartment appears in my mind with almost insulting clarity, the cheap lamps, the stack of unopened post on the sideboard, the mug with a crack in the handle I keep meaning to throw out. I like my flat. I have always liked it. Sitting here, it feels like somewhere I was storing myself.

Natalie watches me absorb that and does not look away.

“I asked because I wanted to know,” she says. “Not because it belongs in any assessment.”

I know. That’s the dangerous part.

We finish the meal in a quieter register after that. Full. I clear the plates when she rises, because that’s become our rhythm too, and she doesn’t stop me. At the sink, warm water runs over my wrists while she dries the serving dish beside me. Once, reaching for the same towel, our knuckles brush. The contact is brief, dry, ordinary. My whole body marks it down anyway.

When the kitchen is put right, Natalie folds the tea towel over the rail and looks at me. “Sleep with me tonight, Carla.”

The plate in my hand is already in the cupboard. I close the door carefully before I turn.

I don’t say anything at first. There probably is something cool I could do here, some line that makes me sound less wrecked by seven simple words, but that version of me has been getting less available for weeks and tonight he doesn’t show up at all.

“Just sleep?” I ask.

“Yes,” she says. “In my bed.”

The words settle through me with a strange double force, comfort and exposure in the same place. I nod because speaking looks unreliable at the moment.

“Yes, Ms. Martin.”

Her eyes stay on me for one beat longer. “Bring what you need.”

I go upstairs, not fast, exactly, just uneven, my footing too conscious on each stair. My room is dim with the last spill of evening. I close the door behind me and stand there for a second with my hand still on the knob, looking at the wardrobe as if it might offer guidance.

It doesn’t, obviously.

I undress slowly, careful of the blouse buttons, of the skirt zip, of the layers that have become familiar enough to remove without fumbling. When I open the drawer with the night things in it, my hand goes straight to a pale silk nightgown trimmed in cream at the neckline. She didn’t tell me to wear it. She didn’t lay it out. I choose it anyway because the fabric slides over my skin like cool water and then warms at once, draping at my hips with a soft whisper that feels right in a way I don’t have the energy to argue with.

I take my robe and the brush from the vanity, then set the brush back down. Too much. My reflection catches me in the wardrobe mirror for half a second, brown hair loose from the day, mouth slightly parted, the gown skimming my thighs. I look like someone on the edge of admitting something expensive.

Natalie’s door is open when I reach it. The room beyond is lit by the lamp on her bedside table, low and honey‑colored, throwing soft shadows over the coverlet and the chair by the window. She is already in bed, propped against the pillows in a dark dressing gown, a book open in one hand. The sight of it turns my chest hollow in a completely different way than anything at dinner did. It’s intimate enough to make sex feel almost easier.

She looks up when I step in. Her gaze drops once, taking in the nightgown, and lifts again.

“Come here.”

I set the robe over the chair and cross the room. The hem stirs against the backs of my knees. The carpet softens my steps. Natalie sets the book aside on the table without marking her place. That, more than the invitation, does something to me.

I slide under the covers carefully, aware of the unfamiliar width of the bed, the clean scent of the linen, the warmth she has already left in her half of it. I start on the very edge from pure instinct. She watches me for one second.

“Closer.”

I move closer.

There isn’t anything coy in the way she arranges the pillows, or in the way she turns off the lamp. The room goes dark except for a thin wash of moonlight from the gap in the curtains. I hear the rustle of fabric as she settles onto her side. A moment later her hand lands lightly at my waist, steady and unhurried through the nightgown.

Nothing in me knows what to do with that except lie very still.

“Goodnight, Carla,” she says.

The nightgown clings a little where the sheet presses it to my knee. Her hand stays where it is, not moving, just there. The cage is a hard little fact between my legs, held and managed and not for tonight. Somewhere in the room the old house gives a small settling sound. I stare into the dark and try to fit myself inside this without reaching too hard for it.

“Goodnight,” I say.

My own bed is down the corridor. My own room has my laptop on the desk and a pair of flats under the chair and a life I could still, technically, return to unchanged if I lied hard enough about what any of this means. Here there is the warmth of her body a span away, the faint drag of her thumb once against the fabric at my side, the scent of her soap on the pillowcase, the huge domestic strangeness of being in her bed because she wanted me there.

The six months shows its teeth as an end date attached to this exact bed, this room, this hand at my waist, this version of me she calls forward so easily now. I am lying inside the thing that can be taken from me, and that is what keeps me awake, right up to the moment I understand with a cold, clean certainty that what frightens me is not leaving the estate, but losing this.
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Chapter 11


Natalie parks outside the hotel and turns the key with the same calm she uses for everything else, as if bringing me into town dressed like this belongs in the same category as checking the accounts or ordering fresh linen. My fingers are locked around the clasp of my handbag so hard the metal edge has marked a line into my palm. The skirt sits smooth over my knees. My coat is buttoned to the throat. Underneath it, the bra, the forms, the waist trainer, the stockings, the cage—all of it holds me in the shape she chose.

She looks across the car at me, taking in my stillness without hurrying to soften it.

“You’ll stay beside me,” she says. “If you start to drift, look at me and nowhere else.”

I nod. “Yes, Ms. Martin.”

Her gaze drops once to my hand on the bag. She reaches over, not to pry it loose, just to lay her fingers over mine for one firm second.

“Good. Out we go.”

The town is only a short drive from the estate. It still feels indecent in daylight, as if the house should have swallowed all of this and kept it away from me a little longer. Pavement replaces gravel under my heels with a sharper sound, neat little taps that make my whole body aware of its own outline. Traffic slides past at the end of the street. A woman in a camel coat comes out of the chemist with a paper bag tucked under her arm. Two men in suits stand outside the bank talking over their coffee cups. The world is full of people being seen by one another without catastrophe.

I take Natalie’s arm. The pressure of her sleeve under my glove steadies me more than it should. She walks at an unhurried pace, giving me something exact to match. I do. The hotel windows throw back a moving reflection as we pass—dark coat, narrow waist, calves in nylons, hair brushed smooth. I catch it anyway, then the doorman is there and the glass door is opening before I can stare too long at what daylight does and doesn’t forgive.

Nobody stops. Nobody double takes. A man holds the door open for us and steps aside with a brief, polite smile directed first to Natalie, then to me. I dip my head because my body finds the motion before my brain does, and then we’re inside. The outside glare gives way to polished wood, brass, and that expensive hush old hotels seem to manufacture on purpose.

Warm air meets my shins below the coat hem. My heels sink a fraction into carpet instead of striking hard ground. Somewhere deeper in the building, crockery touches crockery in a crisp little chime. The place smells of tea and beeswax and rain trapped in wool from other people’s coats.

A woman at the front desk lifts her face and brightens when she sees Natalie. “Good afternoon, Ms. Martin. Your table is ready.”

Of course she has a table. Of course Natalie has chosen somewhere that knows how to make space without fuss. She inclines her head, passes over both our coats, and the woman takes mine without the slightest hitch, as if there is nothing in the world to remark upon in the cut of my blouse beneath or the shape of my shoulders or the fact that my skin has turned too aware under all of it.

“This way.”

We follow her through the lounge toward a small alcove near the window, half‑screened by a potted palm and a low shelf of books no one is meant to read. Private without being hidden. Planned. I see that too.

Natalie waits until I’m seated before she takes her own chair. My skirt settles against the upholstered edge. The cage presses up when I cross my ankles, a small hard fact tucked under layers no one here can see. It is strangely useful. The whole world is looking at my outside, and the most intimate thing about me in this moment is locked away under her hand, her decision, her key. The thought doesn’t calm me exactly. It gives the panic rails to run on.

Natalie opens the menu and glances at me over the top of it. “Hands in your lap,” she says quietly.

I’ve been clutching the edge of the tablecloth. I set my hands under the table at once, palms against my skirt, red nails bright against dark wool. “Better.”

That one word eases something jagged in me. I hate how much it does. I love it more.

A waiter appears with water. He sets down her glass first, then mine. His eyes skim over us with professional interest and no curiosity at all. “Would you care for tea today, ladies, or are you dining?”

Ladies. Casual. Weightless. Gone the second he says it, except it isn’t gone at all because my whole body catches on it like silk on a rough nail.

Natalie answers for the table before I need to. “Tea. And the scones.”

“Very good.”

He offers menus, gives us another polite nod, and withdraws. My shoulders have gone hard enough to ache. I keep my gaze on the water glass because the alternative is looking around to check whether anyone else heard him, and that would mean admitting I think there was anything to hear.

Natalie folds her menu closed. “Drink your water.”

I pick up the glass. The rim taps my lower lip once before I manage the angle. Cold slides down, but my mouth stays dry. Out at the street, people move past the window in soft blurs of navy and cream. Inside, silver gleams. Natalie sits opposite me like she belongs exactly where she is, and by extension I am permitted to belong in the chair beside her.

The waiter comes back for the order a minute later. He is young, neat, with a white apron and the kind of manner that makes wealth feel routine. “Ms. Martin,” he says, looking to Natalie first. “Earl Grey.”

“Of course.” He turns to me with the same expression, the same easy politeness. “And for you, ma’am?”

Something under my ribs goes loose so fast it almost hurts. My spine lengthens against the chair back. I almost smile. For one bright, humiliating second the recognition of being seen fills me, clear and absurd. He sees me. He sees her. He sees what Natalie has been making room for, and the world does not crack open over it.

Then the recoil hits. Heat floods up my neck and over my face. I take a sharp breath that the waist trainer fights against. Every old piece of management I have ever built lunges upright at once, telling me to make this smaller, funnier, less true, less wanted. The worst part is that the pride doesn’t vanish under it. It stays—small, hot, and impossible to take back.

I press my knees together under the table. The cage answers immediately, firm against me through silk and wool. Hidden. Controlled. Hers to manage, not mine to panic over. The waiter doesn’t know. The couple by the window doesn’t know. The woman setting down a tray at the next table doesn’t know. Only Natalie and I know what sits under this neat public version of me, and that private pressure holds me in place long enough not to splinter.

“She’ll have the Darjeeling,” Natalie says, even as she breathes. “Thank you.”

“Certainly, ma’am.”

He takes the menus and goes. Not one extra glance. Not one stumble.

My fingers curl into the fabric at my knees. Natalie waits until he’s out of earshot, then lays her hand flat on the table between us, not touching me, just there—an offered point of focus. “Look at me.”

I do.

The room rights itself by degrees. Her face stays composed, eyes steady, no amusement anywhere in them. That matters so much it almost undoes me all over again. “You are doing exactly what I asked,” she says.

I swallow and nod once. “Good.”

This time the word gathers at the seam of my waist, making the trainer tug sharp against my breath.

Tea arrives on a silver stand—scones, jam, cream, two cups thin as eggshells. Natalie handles the exchange, the little thanks, the placement of the tray. When the waiter asks whether we’d like anything else, she says no. The pot settles onto the cloth with a soft click. Steam lifts in a pale ribbon between us.

Natalie reaches for the teapot first. Her wrist turns, precise and easy, while the amber stream fills my cup. “Milk?”

“Yes, please.” There. My voice works. Barely, but it works.

She adds a small amount, stirs once, and sets the cup within reach. No fuss. No congratulations for managing a single syllable. She expects competence from me and gives me room to find it.

I pick up the cup by its thin handle. The porcelain is hot through my glove. I have to place the saucer just right so it doesn’t chatter when I set it down again. Jam shines dark red in its dish. The cream sits in a little white pot with a silver spoon. Natalie breaks a scone neatly with her fingers, as if none of this is precarious at all.

I follow her lead. Knife through the soft middle. A little jam, then cream. I almost hurry my hand. I make it slow down. The waist trainer presses when I lean forward. My stockings whisper at the knees when I shift in the chair. The cage stays present under everything, a private line drawn through the center of me.

At the far table, a woman laughs softly at something her companion says. Another server passes with a tray balanced at shoulder height. Cups meet saucers. Doors open and close. The room keeps going. Nobody turns this way. Nobody asks me to explain myself. I eat half a scone and drink tea in a hotel lounge in town, and each minute that passes without incident changes the shape of the thing.

That is the part I wasn’t ready for. The house is one world. Natalie can make anything seem possible in her rooms, under her hand, inside the boundaries she built. Out here should have been different. Daylight should have stripped something away. A public room should have returned all of this to the category of private indulgence, dress‑up, something that only works because nobody else is involved. Instead the waiter says ma’am and keeps moving. The woman at the desk hands me my coat. The room receives me and does not choke on it.

Heat crawls beneath my skin, an urge to look away rising with the sudden awareness of being perceived. So is the other thing. I sit with both and let neither one throw me out of the chair.

A woman at the far table catches my eye and gives me the absent, social smile women exchange in waiting rooms and restaurants and nowhere at all, then turns back to her companion. I lower my gaze to my cup before I can do anything clumsy with my face. My mouth goes soft around another sip anyway.

Natalie says little. She doesn’t need to. Once, when my hand drifts toward the tablecloth again, she taps one finger against her own saucer and I put both hands back in my lap. Once she asks if the tea is to my taste, and I manage, “Yes, Ms. Martin,” without hearing the strain I expected in my own voice. She inclines her head and that is enough to carry me through the next five minutes.

We don’t stay long. Long enough for tea, for half a scone, for my pulse to stop battering at my clothes. Natalie pays at the desk while I stand beside her with my bag looped over my wrist and my coat folded over my arm. The same woman returns it to me with a pleasant nod. “Thank you, ma’am.”

This time it slips in cleanly, and I keep standing.

Outside, the afternoon has gone a little softer. The pavement clicks under my heels as we cross back to the car. I keep my steps measured. I keep my head up. If anyone looks, they do it the way people always do in towns, glancing past, glancing on. No one tears through me. No one asks a question I can’t answer.

Natalie opens the passenger door for me. I get in, gather my skirt, close the door, and the seal of the car shutting around us feels like a hand over a wound. The street noise dulls. The hotel disappears behind glass. My shoulders drop so fast they almost sting.

Natalie doesn’t start the engine. She sets her gloves on the console, turns slightly toward me, and lets the quiet settle until it stops scraping at me.

“When he called you ma’am,” she says, “what happened first?”

It’s such a precise question that I almost laugh. But there’s nothing in me left to pretend this is smaller than it is. My grip loosens on the handbag clasp. Air leaks out of me in a long, worn‑out stream. I’ve been holding it since before the estate, before the shoe room, before I had words for any of this. Natalie watches like I don’t have to protect her from the truth. The shame eases back. Just enough.

“I liked it, Ms. Martin.”

* * *

The front door has barely shut behind us when Natalie takes the handbag from my wrist and sets it on the hall table.

“Come with me.”

I do. Of course I do. My coat is still buttoned, my hat still pinned, my gloves half twisted because I never figured out what my hands were meant to do once we got back in the car. The house closes around me in polished wood and runner carpet and that dense quiet it keeps in its walls, and somehow that makes the loose, bright mess in my head worse for one second instead of better. The waiter said ma’am. I liked it. I liked it so much I could still feel it under my skin like a bruise I wanted pressed again.

Natalie doesn’t slow. She leads me upstairs, through her room, straight into the dressing room, and closes the door with that same precise hand she uses for everything that matters.

I stand where she leaves me. My fingers are clumsy at my sides.

She looks at me once, fully, taking in the coat, the hat, the mouth I can’t seem to settle into any expression that makes sense. Then she steps in close and unfastens the top button of my coat.

“Hands down,” she says.

I let them fall.

She opens the rest of the buttons herself. The air hits the silk blouse underneath, cooler than the car, cooler than my own skin. She slides the coat off my shoulders and hangs it over the back of the chair without looking away for long. Then the gloves. She peels each one off finger by finger, sets them beside the hat on the vanity, and turns back to me.

My palms look strange and bare with the polish dark against them. Natalie cups my jaw. “Look at me.”

I do. My eyes sting. That annoys me on principle, but apparently principles are off today too.

“Good,” she says. “You’re shaking.”

I hadn’t named it, but there it is, a fine unsteady run through my thighs and wrists, all the adrenaline from town finding a place to go now that we’re inside and the walls are thick and nobody can see me except her.

“I know.”

“No.” Her thumb presses once at the corner of my mouth. “You don’t need to manage it. Stay here.”

She steps behind me. The soft shift of her moving my skirt, the faint metallic touch at the back of the waistband where she knows how to reach me now. My whole body pauses around the sound. The key turns. The cage loosens.

For a second I can’t breathe properly at all, because she has never done that for release. The first time she unlocks me and the statement is entirely in her hands, in the quiet certainty of it, in the fact that she doesn’t make me ask first.

She draws the device away and sets it down somewhere behind me.

My cock jerks free and aching, touched by cool air through the lifted skirt. The sudden absence of pressure leaves me dizzy. Natalie smooths the skirt back into place and comes around in front of me again.

“There,” she says, low and steady. “Better.”

My stomach tightens sharply, breath catching, and I fold forward a fraction before I can stop it. I nod because talking looks difficult.

She takes my hand and leads me through into her bedroom. The lamp is already on from earlier, honey‑gold over the coverlet, over the turned‑back edge of the bed. She sits me on the mattress and begins unpinning the hat. One pin. Then the other. She lifts it away, lays it aside, and runs her fingers once through my hair where it has been flattened.

I close my eyes for a second.

“No,” she says.

My eyes open at once.

“Stay with me.”

“Yes, Ms. Martin.”

That earns me the slightest change in her face. Not a smile. Something warmer and sharper than that. She steps between my knees and opens the front of my blouse just enough to get her hand inside. Her palm settles against the center of my chest, over the bra, over the weight I wore into town under my coat and carried under strangers’ eyes.

“You did very well,” she says. “You stayed with me. You didn’t flinch.”

The room blurs at the edges. My chest loosens all at once, a deep ache unwinding that makes my eyes burn harder, my shoulders dropping without permission. She names it and the last ugly scrape of shame has nowhere solid left to stand.

“I nearly did.”

“But you didn’t.”

Her hand leaves my chest and slides down. Over the line of buttons. Over the waist trainer. Under the skirt. When she closes her fingers around me I make a helpless sound straight into the space between us.

I am so hard it hurts.

Natalie strokes me once, slow from root to tip, and every muscle in my legs jumps. Then she does it again, no hurry in her hand at all, and the air goes thin.

“Keep looking at me,” she says.

I drag my gaze back up from her mouth. My hips try to move. Her other hand lands on my thigh and holds me still with easy pressure.

“Not yet.”

I swallow. My throat tightens. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize for need. Tell me what your body is doing.”

The question cracks me open in a different place. She strokes me again, thumb gliding over the head, and my toes curl inside my shoes.

“It’s too much,” I say.

“It isn’t too much. It’s enough.”

Her hand keeps that same pace, deliberate, controlled, not giving me anything I can chase. My cock throbs against her palm. The silk of my blouse sticks lightly under my arms. My stockings hold my legs smooth under the skirt, and the whole ridiculous, perfect architecture of what I wore into town stays on me while she touches me here, as if she’s making sure I understand what is being rewarded. Not escape from it. This. Me in it.

Natalie bends and kisses me.

I don’t get any warning. Her mouth is just there, warm and firm, and I fall into it instantly. My hands twitch. I catch at her waist before I think better of it. She lets me. Her kiss is not soft. It is grounding. A hand in my hair, a mouth that takes and steadies at the same time, her fingers still working me in a rhythm that drags every scrambled thought down into one clean line.

When she draws back I follow half an inch before I stop myself.

“There she is,” she says.

The words go through me like a hook catching somewhere sweet.

She drops to her knees between my legs.

The sight of that would wreck me under any circumstances. Here, now, in this room, with my blouse half open and my skirt bunched at my hips and my head still full of being seen in public and brought home, it empties me out completely. Natalie looks up at me from where she kneels and my pulse turns ragged at the edges.

“Hands on the bed,” she says.

I put them there at once, fingers digging into the coverlet.

She kisses the inside of my thigh through the stocking first. Then higher, where the garter clip bites lightly against my skin. Then she takes me into her mouth.

My whole body jerks.

The sound that leaves me doesn’t feel like it belongs to any version of me I used to recognize. Too open. Too needy. Her tongue slides under the head and I bite down as hard as I can to keep from bucking.

“Still.”

I force myself flat through the shoulders. My knees shake against the edge of the mattress.

“Good.”

Then her mouth comes back and I am lost again.

She works me with the same control as her hand, never rushed, never letting me tip over the edge too quickly. Tongue, lips, the wet heat of her taking me in and then stopping before I can vanish into it. Every time my focus starts to fray, every time the room threatens to smear into sensation alone, she looks up at me and brings me back with her eyes or her hand on my knee or the next calm instruction.

“Stay with me.”

I do.

“Look at me.”

I do.

“That’s it.”

I am making sounds now, low and broken and impossible to hide. The shame of that should be somewhere. It isn’t. She has stripped it out of me one stroke at a time.

Natalie rises just enough to take me in hand again, slick from her mouth. The change nearly drops me off the edge. A raw sound breaks out of me as my hips jerk upward.

“Please,” I say, and the word is out before I know I’ve chosen it.

Everything in the room stills around that.

Natalie’s fingers tighten, not enough to hurt, just enough to hold my full attention. “Please what?”

Heat washes over my face and straight through my chest, but it doesn’t shut me down. It opens me wider. I hear myself breathing. Hear the tiny wet slide of her hand. Hear how quiet the house is around us, how safe.

“More,” I say. My throat works around it. “Please, more.”

Her eyes sharpen, and something tight pulls low in my body, a drawn, electric tension that makes me hold still for her. Approval. Possession with detail in it. Care, still wearing authority.

“That’s better,” she says. “Ask when you need.”

I nod too fast.

She leans in and takes the head of my cock into her mouth again while her hand strokes the rest, and the room tips. My back leaves the line of the bed. I can’t help it. I look down at her and she’s watching me while she does it, one hand on my thigh to keep me open, and I need. God, I need.

“Good girl.”

My whole body seizes around the words.

I know what lives inside it now. The warmth, the claim, the way it gathers me into the shape she sees and rewards it. Something in me stutters, a brief hitch, and then a sharp, desperate pull to hear it again floods in and takes over. I don’t even have room to hate that properly because my cock pulses so hard in her hand it steals the breath right out of me.

She sees all of it.

“Yes,” she says softly, and then firmer, “There she is.”

I make a wrecked sound and tip forward, forehead nearly hitting her shoulder. She catches my jaw at once and lifts my face.

“Stay up. Look at me.”

I do, blinking hard, mouth open.

“If you want to come, ask.”

The command clears everything else out of me. No hiding place in it. No irony. I shudder so hard the mattress gives under me.

“Please let me come, Ms. Martin.”

My voice is gone around the edges. The words still make it out whole. First real asking. No joke tucked behind it. No attempt to sound less undone than I am.

Natalie’s expression changes, just enough. My chest tightens, heat rushing up my throat, my body tipping right to the brink on that look alone.

“Again.”

I drag in air that doesn’t feel big enough. “Please. Please let me come. Please.”

Her thumb strokes over the head and I groan.

“You may ask for what you need,” she says. “You don’t have to hide from me.”

The sentence hits deeper than her hand. My fingers crumple the coverlet. I hear myself, voice thin and shaking, “Please say it again.”

The room goes very still.

Then Natalie smiles with her eyes, the smallest thing, and strokes me faster. “Good girl. My good girl.”

That does it. Whatever hold I had on myself tears straight through. She keeps my gaze with one hand on my face and the other working me with ruthless precision.

“Come,” she says.

I do.

It hits hard enough to pull a cry out of me. My whole body locks and spills and keeps spilling over her hand, over the bunched edge of my skirt, over the pressure she keeps on me just long enough to make it wrecking. I shake through it, legs useless, head gone bright and blank. Natalie doesn’t let me disappear. She strokes me through the last of it, slower now, and keeps holding my jaw until I can focus on her again.

“That’s it,” she says. “Breathe.”

My body obeys her before my mind can catch up. Air in. Out. Again. My cock twitches and softens in her hand. I feel emptied out in the best, strangest way, like something overheated has finally been switched off.

Natalie wipes her hand with a cloth from the bedside table. Of course there is one there. Of course she thought ahead. Then she cleans me with slow, practical care, tugs my skirt back into place, and rises.

I sway where I sit. She presses my shoulder and I fold sideways onto the bed without protest. My cheek lands against the coverlet first, then she shifts me up onto the pillow with efficient hands and opens the blouse the rest of the way so I can breathe easier against the waist trainer.

The mattress dips. A moment later her body is behind mine, one arm around my middle, her palm resting low on my stomach.

“You did well,” she says into my hair. “You asked.”

Something in me loosens again, but in a different place. It goes straight to the center of me, to the soft, humiliating fact that I wanted to tell her what I needed and did. My throat works around a small, helpless ache as my body sinks further into the mattress.

I try to answer before I can decide whether to. “Wanted to.”

“I know.”

I believe her. Instantly. Completely. The house is quiet. My limbs feel poured out. I can still taste her kiss at the back of my mouth, still feel the echo of her command in the line of my body.

Sometime later, half under already, I register movement at my hip. The lightest shift of fabric. The faint turn of metal. Her hands, careful and practiced, fitting the cage back where it belongs. I don’t fully wake. I don’t need to. The new pressure settles against me, familiar now, enclosed by the warmth of her body at my back and the last of release still humming through me. I drift with her arm across me and the lock resting quiet between my thighs, held where she wants me.
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Chapter 12


The clock on the library mantel ticks. When I start listening, it becomes impossible to ignore.

I sit curled into the corner of the sofa with my legs tucked to one side, the book on my lap open and unread for the third page running. The skirt Natalie chose this morning is heavy navy wool, smooth under my palm and warm where it drapes over my knees.

Beneath the fabric, the cage rests in its usual place. The pressure has stopped being an interruption and started feeling like structure. My blouse is ivory silk, and my hair brushes my cheek when I lower my head.

Across from me, Natalie sits in the armchair by the lamp with a ledger and a pencil. She reads with a complete stillness that makes the whole room feel steadier. I watch the way she doesn’t move, her focus entirely on the figures.

It should be one of the easy evenings. Fire lit low. Lamps on. The house settled around us like it always does once the last dishes are put away and the corridors go quiet.

I turn a page I have not taken in. The paper whispers under my fingers.

Month five.

I feel the thought land cleanly. It arrives suddenly.

I know the date. I know it because Natalie wrote tomorrow’s tasks on the kitchen slate after dinner and added the day beneath them in her neat hand, and because I glanced at the little calendar by the telephone when I carried in the post, and because numbers have a way of becoming unavoidable when they matter. Arrival in early spring. Six months exact. Now late in month five.

Five weeks. The tick of the clock changes shape when I listen; it does not actually get louder. My body just rearranges around it. Just over thirty days. A handful of Sundays. A few more dinners like this. A few more mornings in stockings and silk and the quiet certainty of her choosing what I wear. Then what.

I look down at the book and see nothing on the page.

Go back to my flat.

The thought sits there. My flat with its decent furniture and a bed I bought because it fit the room. This version of me doesn’t exist outside these walls.

The cage presses lightly when I shift. Such a small thing. Metal and lock and her key somewhere on her person or in a drawer she chose. Right now, in this room, I belong to something. To someone. The worst part of the arithmetic isn’t imagining her taking it off. It’s imagining her taking it off because the term is over, because the structure that made all this possible has expired, because she can become professional again in one sentence.

The terms of the trust are clear, Mr. Hamilton.

I don’t know if she’d say it like that. She probably wouldn’t. She’d say it more gently, which is somehow worse. Calm, exact, impossible to argue with.

I set my thumb between the pages to keep my place and realize I’m pressing hard enough to bend the paper.

“Carla.”

I look up too fast. Natalie hasn’t lifted her voice. She hasn’t even put down the pencil. She’s watching me over the top of the ledger.

“Yes, Ms. Martin?”

“You’ve been holding the same page for five minutes.”

A cold twist runs down the back of my neck. “Sorry.”

“That wasn’t a correction.”

Of course it wasn’t. I wet my lips and lower my eyes to the book again, like there might still be a normal route back into the evening if I choose my next movement precisely.

“I’m reading badly.”

I smooth the skirt.

“Long day.”

I keep my voice level. My eyes stay on the page. I have crafted the lie carefully, measuring the exact shape of something she might accept. It still leaves a sour taste at the back of my tongue.

Natalie closes the ledger. The soft thump of cover against pages lands right in the middle of the room.

“Come here.”

My body obeys before my thoughts manage anything useful. I rise, smooth the skirt by reflex, and cross to her chair. The carpet softens my steps. The fire gives off a low pulse of heat. Up close, I catch her perfume, linen and citrus over a base of warm musk, familiar enough now that my shoulders usually drop when I smell it. Tonight it only makes the panic more specific. This too. This is one of the things that does not travel back with me.

She angles one knee slightly.

“Sit.”

I perch sideways across her lap the way she’s trained into me over weeks, measured about the skirt, precise about my balance in the heels. Her arm comes around my waist at once, settling there with easy possession. The ledger sits closed on the side table now. Her full attention is on me. This close, every breath and blink is readable. Under ordinary circumstances I’d sink into that attention like warm water.

Tonight it’s the worst possible place to lie from.

“What is it?” she asks.

Simple question. No pressure in the words. All the pressure in the fact that she has already seen enough to ask.

I could tell her I counted. I could say I finally did the obvious tally and now every room feels borrowed. If I must stand up and go back, I don’t know what happens to the part of me that learned to sit here. Back at my flat I would be Connor: trimming hedges, sleeping alone, pretending I’m complete.

Instead I hear myself say, “Nothing’s wrong.”

Natalie says nothing.

The clock ticks. Fire shifts in the grate. Her hand remains steady at my waist, not rubbing, not soothing, just there.

I cannot bear the silence. “I mean, nothing specific. I’m just tired.”

There it is. Smaller and worse than the first lie because now I’ve had a chance to stop and haven’t.

Natalie’s fingers adjust by less than an inch, flattening against the silk at my side. “Look at me.”

I raise my head.

Her face gives away very little when she’s choosing not to give me help. Her gaze is watchful, gathering detail.

“You are many things when you’re tired,” she says. “You are not careful.”

The words slide under my skin because they’re true. Tired me gets sloppy, half‑funny, inclined to trail off and grin at my own mistakes. Tired me leans. Tired me asks if she needs anything from the kitchen because I want another minute in whatever room she’s in. What I am right now is measured to the point of strain, every answer checked before I let it out, as if precision might save me from hearing myself ask the one question I can’t survive hearing answered badly.

“I said I’m tired.”

Quiet. Even. A closed door with a polite sign on it.

That at least is true enough to sting.

Natalie studies me for a beat, then another. Her thumb traces once over the waistband seam at my side, too light to count as comfort and too deliberate to miss.

“I want the truth,” she says.

Swallowing becomes difficult. I can feel the exact point where honesty would start. Right there. One sentence away. If I speak from that place, there is no way to pull it back into a manageable shape. It becomes real. It becomes a request. It becomes something she can refuse.

The cage rests between my thighs, warm now from my body. Five weeks. In five weeks she could unlock me, place the key on the dressing table, and tell me I am free to resume my normal life. The idea lands like a drop through my middle, straight and sickening. Free is the wrong word for it. Free to do what. Free to go be less.

I drop my gaze to the knot of my hands in my lap. My red polish catches the lamplight, dark and glossy. That detail hurts too. My hands looked ordinary once. Serviceable. Now they look tended. Seen. They look like part of the same life as the skirt and the stockings and the way I no longer think before crossing my ankles.

My hands knot in my lap. “I’m tired.”

Natalie doesn’t call me out. She could. She doesn’t.

Instead she watches my face as if the lie itself tells her what she needs. The quiet stretches. I can hear the fabric of her sleeve when she shifts her wrist. At last she says, “All right.”

Two words. Acceptance on the surface. Nothing eased underneath.

I nod once because I don’t trust my mouth.

She reaches to the side table, picks up the ledger again, and opens it to the marked page. The motion is unhurried. Deliberate. A release I didn’t ask for and do not want. Her arm leaves my waist. The place it held goes cool at once.

“You may stay,” she says. “Read, if you’re able. Or go to bed early.”

The choice should feel kind. It feels like standing at the edge of something and being told I may step back if I need to. I want to stay in her lap and put my face against her shoulder and ask, in plain ugly words, whether any of this survives the paperwork. I want her to stop me before I can ruin myself with the asking.

What I do is stand with a measured motion, smooth the skirt again, and say, “I’ll stay a bit.”

“Very well.”

I go back to the sofa.

Everything in the room remains exactly as it was ten minutes ago: the fire low, the lamp casting gold on the pages, the clock doing its quiet damage one second at a time. Natalie reads while I sit on the sofa with a book. Domestic peace so complete it should be impossible to feel trapped inside it, and yet the peace has turned on me. Every comfortable thing has become evidence. This is what I stand to lose.

I look at the page and force my eyes over the lines. The words slide past without catching. My thoughts keep building futures I don’t want and then making me look at them anyway.

Go home. Unlock the flat. Hang up a coat no one helped me into. Stand in front of my own bathroom mirror with stubble coming in because there is no one to notice it as a mismatch. Pull invoices together at the kitchen counter in ordinary clothes that now feel rough and blunt in my imagination. Answer client calls as Connor, easy enough, pleasant enough, while Carla stays behind in this house like a version of myself I no longer have permission to be.

No, I reject it, even knowing it’s useless. Because if I can’t tell Natalie that, if I can’t even get the question into the air, then what exactly am I relying on? Hope. Vibes. The possibility that she sees enough to understand and will choose to do something with that understanding. Which she does, often. She sees almost everything. But this is different. This is the contract. The frame around the whole thing. The one structure neither of us has pretended doesn’t exist.

I turn another page. The paper catches slightly against my fingertip because my hands have gone cold.

Across the room, Natalie says nothing. She doesn’t ask again. She also doesn’t settle back into complete absorption the way she usually does. I can feel her attention moving toward me at intervals, a pressure with no words attached. Watching, waiting, accumulating exactly as much as I fail to say.

I last another ten minutes, maybe less.

The book closes under my hand with a soft clap. “I think I’ll go up.”

Natalie looks up immediately. Of course she does.

“Very well.”

She says again, but this time there is a slight pause before it, small enough that I might have missed it a month ago. I don’t miss anything now.

I stand. The cage nudges when I straighten fully, a precise reminder of her authority carried on my body. Mine to feel. Hers to manage. Temporary, if the calendar gets its way. The thought nearly buckles my knees. I keep my face even.

“Goodnight, Ms. Martin.”

“Goodnight, Carla.”

Her voice follows me out of the room and makes the corridor worse.

Upstairs, my bedroom is as tidy as ever, turned down for the night by my own hands before dinner. Nightdress laid across the coverlet. Brush on the dresser. Curtains mostly drawn. I shut the door, and the quiet inside my own room has none of the comfort of the library. It is only absence with furniture.

I undress with precise motions because care is all I’ve got left. Silk blouse off. Skirt unzipped and stepped out of. Stockings rolled down slowly over shaved legs. The bra and forms next, each movement practiced now, each one another little theft when I picture doing this alone somewhere else with no reason to put any of it back on in the morning. The waist trainer takes work. I loosen it hook by hook, and the release of pressure feels wrong, like letting a wall down around weather I don’t want.

The cage stays. Natalie has not said otherwise.

I put on the pale nightgown hanging at the bedpost and slide under the covers. The linen is cool at first, then warming under me. I lie on my back and stare at the dark shape of the ceiling molding.

People talk about grief as if it only starts after the end. This is worse. This is the ending walking toward me in an orderly pair of shoes. Everything I love about the present remains intact. Nothing has been taken yet. The house still holds me. Her key still governs the lock between my thighs. If I go downstairs tomorrow, she’ll look at me and see me. She will tell me what to wear and where to sit and whether I’ve done well. I have all of it. I am lying inside it. My body reacts as if the loss has already happened.

A hollow ache opens under my ribs and keeps widening. Sleep stays out of reach. Every time I close my eyes, I see my old flat. My front door. My own wardrobe full of clothes that now look like a life left half‑finished. I am moving through rooms that fit my body but not the person living in it. I see a morning without her handwriting on the slate and an evening without her in the next chair. I see myself unlocked because there is no one left with the right to say otherwise.

The image leaves me so raw I roll onto my side and press my knees together under the sheet, trying to hold the shape of this life in place by force. The clock from downstairs is too far away to hear, but I count the weeks anyway. I stay awake in the dark, already mourning a world that is still mine for a few more days.
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Chapter 13


By midmorning, the light in Natalie’s dressing room is too clean to hide in. It lies across the vanity glass, the pale rug, the cream box on the chair beside her, and it finds every mistake I make. I miss a button on the new blouse, swear under my breath, undo it, and miss it again.

“Stop.”

I let my hands fall at once. The silk hangs open over the bra and forms a cool line where it brushes the skin above the waist trainer. Beneath the skirt, the cage sits in its usual place, a hard little fact I can’t forget for longer than a few seconds at a time. All morning I have been moving as if I can get through the day by precision alone. So far I’ve spilled tea in the saucer, folded the linen badly, and fastened my cuff inside out.

Natalie rises from the chair by the window. She has a tape measure looped around her neck and a narrow tin of pins on the little table beside her. Nothing dramatic. A routine fitting. The sort of thing that has become part of the shape of the house. That should make it easier. It makes it worse.

She steps in close and fixes the button I keep missing. Her fingers are quick. One push through the hole, then the next, then the next, until the blouse sits smooth over my chest. I watch in the mirror because there is nowhere else to look.

“There.”

“Arms up.”

I lift them. The silk pulls lightly under my arms. She settles the shoulders, tugs the hem, then places both hands at my waist and squares me to the glass. The warmth of her palms goes through the blouse and into my skin as if the fabric is no barrier at all.

I stand still enough to ache with it.

The room smells of starch and face powder. Outside the open window, some bird keeps up a cheerful little noise that feels insulting. The day is bright. The house has the nerve to go on being itself.

Natalie steps back half a pace and studies the line of the blouse. “Walk for me.”

I cross to the far side of the rug, turn, and come back. My heels sound neat against the floorboards beyond the carpet. The skirt brushes my knees. The metal between my legs nudges with each step, familiar and maddening in equal measure, because of course it’s still there. Of course she still has the key. Of course none of that answers the only question making the whole day feel airless.

“Again.”

I do it again.

She waits until I’m in front of her before she reaches to press the pleats flat over my hips. “You’re pulling yourself in the wrong way.”

I look at the mirror instead of her face. “Sorry.”

“That’s correction, not apology.”

My tongue presses against the back of my teeth. I try again, easing my stomach, letting the waist trainer hold what it already holds. It doesn’t help much. Every part of me is held too tight, and the strain shows in stupid places, a shoulder set wrong, fingers catching at the fabric, breath stopping halfway in.

She moves behind me. In the mirror, her reflection lifts my hair clear of the collar and lets it fall again. “You’re making the shoulders sit badly.”

“I’m standing normally.”

Her gaze meets mine in the glass. “No, you’re enduring.”

The words land with humiliating accuracy. I grip the side seams of the skirt before I can stop myself, then let go at once. My hands hover uselessly for a second. I set them lightly against my thighs and feel the smooth fall of the fabric, the fine give of the stockings beneath.

Natalie says nothing for a moment. She takes a pin from the tin, turns me slightly, and catches a bit of excess fabric at my waist. Her knuckles brush the edge of the waist trainer. I twitch so little it barely counts.

“Did you sleep?”

I could lie again. I don’t bother.

“Enough.”

She places the pin. “Mm.”

Nothing in that sound offers belief. Nothing in it punishes me either. She simply goes on, adjusting the side seam, checking the hem, doing the work with the kind of calm that makes the room feel even narrower. Each small correction tightens something. I can measure exactly how much of my life fits inside her hands now, and the measurement bites.

“Turn.”

I turn.

She crouches to look at the hem, one hand flattening the skirt just above my knee. The touch is businesslike. It still sends a rough pulse of need through me so fast I have to lock my teeth together. I have been trying all day not to seek her out with my eyes. At some point I stop trying. When she stands, I am already watching her.

Natalie notices.

“You’ve been quiet.”

I almost laugh, because there is no answer to that which isn’t either pathetic or false. I settle for, “It’s only a blouse.”

She tilts her head.

“Is that what this is?”

I don’t know where to put the question. It hangs there between us while I look at her and come up with nothing useful.

“I didn’t say that very well.”

“No.”

Her mouth shifts at one corner, not enough to count as a smile. It still changes the room. She steps in again, close enough that the skirt of her dress touches mine, and redoes the top button with a care I didn’t need. The backs of her fingers skim the base of my neck. My scalp prickles. Every bright surface in the room sharpens at once, the glass bottles on the vanity, the silver-backed brush, the line of sun across the floor.

She leaves her hand resting just below my collarbone for one beat too long to call accidental.

Then she lowers it, presses the front of the blouse flat, and says softly, “Only five weeks left, and then you won’t have to wear any of this.”

If she said it plainly, it would be cruelty. If she said it kindly, it would be reassurance. She says it warm, knowing, with that slight private irony unrelated to the trust and nothing to do with professional oversight. Her thumb glides once over the silk at my waist, and my response betrays the joke in her voice. She doesn’t want me to misunderstand. Everything is exactly what it is.

Everything in me stops.

The bird outside goes on singing. The light remains flat and white across the room. The pin still holds the side seam. Nothing changes except the meaning of the world. The phrase won’t have to open in front of me with all its false neatness, and I hear at once what she has actually given me. She knows. She has known. She is saying it like she expects no relief from me because relief is the one thing neither of us is feeling.

The restriction tightens with the force of her words. My knees go light, then steady again under the heels. I grip the edge of the mirror frame, and my lungs draw tight around the corset fit until they hold.

The evaluation frame is a joke.

“Ms. Martin...” I say.

It comes out bare. No joke attached. No polite finish.

She looks directly at me in the glass. “Yes, Carla?”

That does me in more thoroughly than the line itself. No retreat. Just my name, the one that belongs here, and the full steadiness of her attention offered without disguise.

I can’t get the next sentence to form. Thank you is too small. The rush through me has burned everything else blank. Her. Here. This.

Natalie turns me toward her with two fingers at my elbow. I face her fully. Up close, fine lines mark the corners of her eyes and the calm in them, the deliberate choice not to rescue me from what I’ve heard. The tape measure still hangs around her neck. One pin glints at the seam of my blouse. It is such an ordinary little scene that the force of it nearly throws me off balance.

Her hand settles flat on my waist trainer, over silk and boning. “Stand properly.”

I do.

I stand the way she has been teaching me to stand for months, open through the shoulders, hips settled, weight placed where it belongs. The posture comes easily now. The mirror catches us both. The room that felt too bright a few minutes ago has cleared into something else entirely. When I meet her eyes again with her hand still firm at my waist, the waist trainer holds my breath in place.

* * *

I hold the posture she set for me, and the room changes around her silence. My reflection stares back at me with a face I no longer misread. The bright light in the dressing room still catches on pins and mirror glass, on the pale silk stretched smooth over my breast forms, on the neat line of my skirt. None of that matters as much as her face does. She stands close enough now that I can see the small shift at the corner of her mouth, the one that means she has stopped holding herself apart from what she wants.

She doesn’t move to dismiss me. She doesn’t reach for the ledger or turn to some task that would close the moment the way she usually does when proximity threatens to become something she hasn’t scheduled. Instead she stands there in the lamplight of her dressing room. I can feel her body heat through the layers I’ve been fitted into. She looks at me the way she’s been looking at me for months. I know what that look means now.

The five weeks still exist. The paperwork exists. None of the logistics have dissolved just because the air between us changed. But the weight of them shifts, redistributes, becomes something I can carry rather than something carrying me. She said I’m staying. She said it before I asked. She said it like it was already decided, like the decision had been made somewhere I wasn’t watching. I understand now that she’s been watching me work toward this recognition for longer than I knew I was working toward it.

“Come here,” she says.

I step forward. My heel catches the carpet because my attention has narrowed to her face, her hands, the stillness in her shoulders that means she’s made a choice and is about to act on it. She reaches for the button at my waist—not the blouse buttons, lower, at the seam where the skirt meets the foundation garment. Her fingers work the hook with the same precision she brings to everything, unhurried, deliberate. I stand very still while she unfastens the piece of me that has become infrastructure. The waist trainer loosens by one increment. She works the next hook, then the next. Each one is a small surrender of the architecture she’s built around my body, and I feel each release like a sentence finishing.

The skirt drops. I step out of it without being told and stand in the room in my blouse, bra and forms, stockings, and the cage beneath my briefs. She looks at me for a long moment, then reaches for the briefs and slides them down over my hips with a firm hand. The cage is exposed to the air and to her gaze. I don’t try to hide. There’s nowhere to hide and no reason to.

“This comes off now,” she says. Her hand closes around the cage, and the pressure of her grip sends sensation through me right to the metal. “Not as a reward. Not because you’ve earned it. Because I want to give it to you.”

She holds my gaze while she says it. No euphemism. No softening. The act of removal is named and chosen. I feel it land in my throat.

“Yes, Ms. Martin.”

The key appears from somewhere in her hand, small and silver, and she unlocks the device with a quiet click that sounds like a door opening. The cage comes away. My body responds at once, blood filling tissue that has been held in check for weeks. She watches my reaction with the same attention she brings to everything, and this time the data she wants is the exact shape of my need.

She pulls me to her and kisses me, firm and thorough, her tongue in my mouth with a confidence that makes my knees track. Her hands are on my back, pressing me into the curve of her body, and I grip her waist because I need somewhere to put my hands and because I can. She breaks the kiss only to say, “Upstairs. Now.”

I go. She follows close behind me through the corridor and up the stairs. I feel her presence at my back the way I’ve felt it for months, except now it has a texture I can name. It’s pursuit. She wants this. She wants me. The knowledge rewires something fundamental in my chest.

Her bedroom door is open. Moonlight falls across the bed in a pale rectangle. The lamp is already on, which means she planned this, or she was ready for it, or the two things have stopped being different. I turn at the bed and she’s already looking me over in a way that strips the last scraps of pretense from the room.

“Undo your blouse,” she says. “Leave the bra on.”

My fingers fumble once at the pearl buttons, then settle. The silk parts. Cool air touches the top curve of the forms. My cock strains uselessly in the air between us, flushed and wet at the tip, and she glances down with a softness that would have terrified me a month ago. Now it nearly drops me to my knees.

“Get on the bed.”

I sit where she points, then she presses on my shoulder and I understand. I move back over the coverlet and lie down with my blouse open, skirt pushed up, stockings still on, bra still holding my chest into the shape she chose for me. It should feel absurd. It feels exact. She stands over me and takes in the whole picture—my legs already parting for her, my cock standing up against my stomach, my painted nails dug into the bedspread.

“That’s it,” she says quietly. “Stay there.”

She takes off her dress with quick, economical movements and lays it over the chair. No performance. No delay. Her body is as familiar to me as the house now, and still I can’t stop looking. The line of her waist. The dark triangle between her thighs. The calm way she removes her slip and steps out of it. She reaches for a small bottle from the drawer and kneels between my knees.

The first slick touch at my entrance makes my hips jump. Natalie plants her free hand high on my thigh and holds me down. “You’re staying right here.”

My whole body answers to that. I let my legs fall wider. She works one finger into me slowly, watching my face. The stretch pulls a low, helpless sound out of me. I don’t even try to cover it. Her thumb presses against the inside of my knee, a reminder to keep open, and then she adds a second finger.

The pressure builds in a deep, sweet line that makes my toes curl inside my shoes. My cock jerks against my skin with every slow push. She knows exactly where to angle her hand. I gasp when she crooks her fingers, and her expression shifts with plain pleasure at what she gets from me.

“Yes,” I say, before she asks for anything. “Please. Please, Ms. Martin.”

Her eyes warm. “I know.”

She opens me carefully, thoroughly, until the stretch stops reading as intrusion and starts reading as invitation. My body gives way under her hand with humiliating ease, and all I can think is more. When she withdraws her fingers, I make a broken sound of protest.

“I know that too,” she says.

She slicks her own hand, then guides my cock once, just enough to make me shake. After that she climbs onto the bed and swings one leg over my hips. I go still under the sight of her above me, hair loosened from its neat restraint, open blouse spread under my hands, her gaze fixed on mine while she takes hold of me and lines me up with herself.

“Hold my waist.”

I do. My palms settle on warm skin. She lowers, inch by inch, and the first drag of her taking me in nearly blanks my thoughts. I groan and dig my fingers in, unable to stop myself. She doesn’t object. She keeps sinking, slow and controlled, using my body exactly as she means to, until she’s fully seated on me and I am so deep inside her I can’t tell where the pressure ends.

I say her name. Just that. “Natalie.”

Her eyelids lower. “Again.”

“Natalie.”

It feels different in my mouth than Ms. Martin does. Less shield. More skin. She bends over me and kisses me once, hard and pleased, then straightens and begins to move.

The first rise and fall is enough to make my vision blur at the edges. She rides me with a measured rhythm that never loses control, every stroke chosen, every pause deliberate. I lie there and take it because she wants me taking it. My hands on my thighs keep me where she put me. My whole body has been building toward this without knowing what it was asking for.

I can’t stay quiet. Every time she sinks back down I hear myself again—rough little sounds, her name, please, yes, exactly like that. She likes it. I can see that she likes it. It makes me worse.

“Good,” she says, watching me come apart under her. “Don’t hold back with me.”

That undoes the last of my caution. I let my head tip back against the pillow and give her everything she pulls. My replies come without editing, shameless and immediate.

“I want to touch you more.”

“Then touch me.”

I slide my hands up her sides, over her ribs, to the cups of the bra still on my chest because I don’t know where else to put all this feeling. She catches one wrist, brings it to her mouth, kisses the inside, then lays it back on her hip where she wants it. Even that small correction hits with unbearable sweetness. She is still leading. She is still choosing every part of this. She just isn’t pretending it means less than it does.

The pace changes. She leans back slightly and rides me harder, the bed giving under us, the wet sound of it loud in the room. My cock drags against the spot inside her that makes her mouth part. I see it. I see exactly what I’m doing to her, and the sight punches a desperate plea out of me.

“Can I make you come?”

She smiles, small and devastating. “You already are.”

The stretch of my briefs and the pull of her body around me turn sudden and sharp. My muscles lock. I start to thrust up after her, chasing, and her hand lands flat on my lower stomach, holding me down.

“Stay,” she says.

I stay. I let her use me. It is the most willing thing I have ever done.

She reaches between us and circles herself with two fingers while she rides me, and the angle shifts again, sharper now, almost too much. I break on a cry. She watches every second of it.

“I’m close,” I say. “Please, I need to come. Please.”

“Look at me when I tell you.”

I drag my eyes up to hers. She takes my face in one hand, thumb against my cheekbone, and keeps moving over me with that same perfect control.

“There she is,” she says, and then, softer, deeper, the word I’ve been carrying around inside me since the last time she gave it. “Good girl.”

It goes through me like a door opening. No sting. No scramble to survive it. I know this now. I know what I am to her in that word and what she is giving me inside it. My whole body loosens around the sound of it, as if I’ve been braced for a long time and finally don’t have to be. I come with a helpless, grateful noise that spills straight into her hand where it still cups my face. She keeps me there, eyes open, while orgasm tears through me in hard, pulsing waves.

She follows seconds later, shuddering above me with my name on her mouth. The fact that it is my name, Connor, while I lie under her in a bra and stockings and an open blouse, nearly sends me under again.

Afterward she folds over me, breathing warm against my throat. I hold her as carefully as I can. My arms shake with it. So do my thighs. Nothing in me wants to move.

She lifts her head and brushes damp hair back from my forehead. “You were lovely for me,” she says. “So open. So honest. Exactly where I wanted you.”

The praise settles low and deep. It doesn’t scrape at me. It holds.

Natalie gets up first, disappearing briefly into the dressing room for a warm cloth. She cleans me with the same care she used to fit my blouse, wiping my stomach, my thighs, the slick between us. Then she undoes the bra, takes out the forms, and unfastens the waist trainer so I can breathe fully again. She leaves the blouse open on me, leaves the skirt rucked around my hips, as if we are allowed to be a little untidy in the aftermath of this.

She lies down beside me. I turn toward her at once. She lets me tuck in close, my cheek against her shoulder, one leg crossed over hers. We stay like that until the room cools against my damp skin. The shaking in my calves passes. I register the bare freedom between my thighs where the cage is still absent.

I don’t ask about it. I don’t want to break the quiet.

Eventually she shifts away just enough to reach the bedside drawer. Metal touches wood softly. She returns to me with the cage and key in hand, her face calm, the decision already made. She holds the cage. Doesn’t move to put it on.

Not yet, she says. Not tonight.

She sets it back down. Still unlocked. Still hers to manage, but she’s choosing to leave the choice open, and I feel the weight of that choice sitting in the room between us like furniture—like something we’ll deal with when we’re ready.

I press closer against her. She pulls me in tighter. My head is on her shoulder, my hand is on her hip. The lamp is still on. The paperwork is still in the drawer downstairs. I have not said the thing yet. I know what it is. I know I need to say it. But lying here in the quiet with her hand on my back, the moment stretches, and the thing is too large to fit into the space between one breath and the next without something to ease the landing.

She hasn’t asked me to.

She will. Or she won’t. And then I will.

I close my eyes and let her hold me, feeling the enormous relief of being known settle into my bones like warmth from a fire, and underneath it, the one sentence I haven’t said, waiting.
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Chapter 14


The study smells faintly of paper and polish, the dry clean kind that belongs to rooms where decisions get filed and kept. Morning light falls across Natalie’s desk in a bright rectangle, catching on the edge of a fountain pen, the brass letter opener, the stack of documents laid square in the middle like the house has prepared itself for a verdict. I stand in the doorway for half a second and take it in.

Then I step inside and close the door behind me.

The skirt I chose this morning is soft gray wool, narrow through the hips, easy to move in. My blouse is cream again because some part of me wanted that, the color of the first one that started to feel like mine. Stockings, heels, the bra and forms where they belong. The waist trainer holds me in its familiar shape. Beneath it all, the cage is back in place, a small fitted pressure at the center of me that keeps my awareness neatly arranged. Not punishment. Structure. I walk differently with it. I stand differently too.

Natalie looks up from the desk.

She’s in dark green today, sleeves turned once at the wrist, hair pinned back. Nothing theatrical. Nothing softened either. The office makes her look exactly like what she is in the rest of the house, the person who decides where things go and what they mean. Her hand rests on the top page as if she’d only just set the stack straight.

“Come in, Connor.”

She uses my name first, and heat runs through me.

I go to the chair opposite the desk and stop beside it instead of sitting. The papers are closer now. I look at the neat blocks of text, the places marked for signatures, the embossed seal on one corner. My great-aunt’s money. Six months reduced to lines and clauses and dates. There was a time this stack would have felt like the point of everything. Now it looks thin.

Natalie’s gaze travels over me once, taking in details the way she always does, hem, collar, posture, my hands resting lightly at my sides instead of fidgeting. Her expression softens with approval.

“You look settled,” she says.

My mouth almost curves on instinct, the old reflex to make that into something lighter. A line about excellent customer service, maybe. Something dry enough to break the weight of the room.

It doesn’t rise.

Instead I hear myself answer plainly.

“I am.”

Her eyes change at that, the smallest softening around them. She leans back in the chair.

“Good. Then we can conclude the formalities.”

She touches the top page and turns it toward me. The paper makes a crisp sound against the desk blotter.

“The residency period ends today. The trustee’s certification is prepared. Once signed, the trust is released.”

Released. Such a clean word for a thing that brought me here by the scruff of the neck and then became irrelevant somewhere along the way. My fingers brush the back of the chair in front of me. I don’t sit.

Natalie waits.

That is all she does. No prompt. No easing of the path. The room holds the paperwork between us and leaves the rest to me.

I put my hand on the top page and slide the whole stack an inch to the side.

My tongue pushes against my cheek. My palms stay dry, which feels like a miracle. The nerves are lower than that, a restless shifting under my ribs, a live thing that wants movement and isn’t getting any. Good. Let it stay there. Let me say it anyway.

“Not for the money,” I say. The words come level.

“For this. For you.”

The silence after it is different from all the ones that came before in this house. Not pressure. Space.

I keep going because I said I would do this without hiding and there is still one more part that matters.

“I want to stay.” My fingers curl once against the chair back, then loosen. “Here. With you. As... this. As me, like this.”

My throat works on the last bit. Not because I doubt it. Because I don’t. Because the shape of the sentence is bigger than anything I’ve ever asked for and smaller than the life it points at. I look at her and hold it.

“I don’t want to go back and pretend this stops at the front gate.”

Natalie doesn’t move right away. She lets the truth sit in the room at its full size. Her face doesn’t show surprise. I knew it wouldn’t. Still, something in me eases at the sight of her receiving it as exactly what it is.

She sets the pen down.

“The evaluation concluded in your favor some time ago,” she says.

No flourish. No coyness. Just certainty, laid down clean.

Something warm moves through my middle so steadily it almost feels calm. I don’t ask when. She knows I won’t. The answer is in too many rooms already, in too many looks, too many choices she made before I understood they were choices.

Natalie rises from behind the desk. The office changes when she stands, the air organizing itself around her the way it always has. She comes around the desk and stops close enough that I catch her soap, the light trace of her perfume, the starch of her cuff when she lifts a hand to smooth the front of my blouse.

“Good,” she says quietly. “Then stay.”

One word before it, two after, and there it is. No conditions tucked inside. No legal language. Nothing to sign before I’m allowed to mean it.

I exhale, breath that had been sitting too high in me, and watch her mouth change with quiet satisfaction.

“That’s all?” I ask, and there is a little disbelief in it, enough that I hear the old version of myself trying to edge in through the side door.

Natalie’s thumb presses once against the silk over my sternum, flattening a crease.

“Would you like more ceremony?”

The dryness of it nearly gets a laugh out of me. It does not become a joke. That’s the difference. I smile, and it stays honest.

“No.”

“I didn’t think so.”

She steps away, returns to the desk, and signs the top page with a swift stroke of her pen. Then she caps it, squares the papers, and places them in the leather tray at the corner of the desk without another glance. Just like that. Six months of legal architecture reduced to administration. The money exists. The trust exists. She has done the job she was given. None of it has anything to do with why my knees feel unreliable under the skirt.

I watch the papers disappear into the tray and understand that this is the only dismissal they deserve.

Natalie looks back at me.

“Come here.”

I go to her side of the desk.

She takes my left hand first, turning it palm down, glancing at my nails. Today they’re painted a muted rose. My own choice, though I chose it because I knew she’d like the restraint of it. She runs her thumb over the curve of one knuckle.

“You spoke well,” she says.

The praise is so simple that it catches me harder than anything ornate could have. My hand tightens once in hers.

“I had a lot of practice not saying it.”

“I know.”

She folds my fingers closed and lets go.

“Do you want to see the account papers, or would you rather leave them with me?”

I look at the leather tray, at the cream edges of the documents disappearing inside it. Then at her.

“Leave them with you.”

“Very well.”

No lecture about prudence. No correction. She simply accepts the shape of my answer because she asked for a preference and I gave one. Strange how much tenderness there is in being allowed to do that cleanly.

She touches the desk once with the tips of her fingers, a little grounding gesture I’ve seen before when she’s choosing the next step.

“Walk with me.”

I don’t ask where. I follow her out into the corridor, my heels tapping quietly after hers. The house feels different today and exactly the same. The runner underfoot, the filtered light at the stair landing, the old wood holding years of polish and quiet. Permanence has a sound here. Doors closing gently. Fabric brushing a frame. A life made of repeated choices until they become structure.

We go upstairs.

Halfway down the corridor my pulse shifts into my wrists, and by the time she opens the familiar door and stands aside to let me in first, my skin has already recognized the room before my eyes do.

The shoe room smells like leather and cedar and the faint sweet trace of sachets tucked out of sight somewhere among the shelves. Sunlight falls through the thin curtains at the far window and lies across the carpet in pale bars. The shelves still climb from floor to ceiling, every pair in its place, color and shape arranged with a patience I understand differently now than I did the first time I stood here trapped by my own stillness.

I step inside.

The room receives me easily now. Not as an intruder. Not as a mistake. My gaze moves over the rows and keeps finding details it couldn’t hold the first time. Satin evening shoes in pale shades. Dark leather with practical heels. Narrow straps, careful buckles, pairs that were worn and kept and polished again. Taste stored in plain sight. Pleasure given its own architecture.

Natalie closes the door behind us.

Neither of us speaks right away. She comes to stand beside me, not touching, both of us facing the shelves. The first time I was here, the room had felt dangerous because it made some private part of me visible. Now it feels like a record. Of what the room already held, of what was already waiting to be met.

My gaze moves to the long run of black shoes nearest the window, and the understanding that arrives this time belongs wholly to Cynthia.

She chose me.

Because she knew the difference between absence and concealment. Because somewhere in the two times she met me, she saw the same stillness Natalie found when she caught me here, and she knew exactly what kind of house she was leaving behind. This room kept exactly as it was. This space where attention wasn’t absurd or indulgent or wrong. Conditions, not instructions.

I am not the first thing this house made possible.

The realization spreads through me with a quiet steadiness that reaches all the way through my chest. Maybe I am the last. The room feels complete enough for that.

I don’t say any of it.

Natalie turns slightly toward me.

“Do you remember what you wore the first day?”

A breath tightens against the bands of the waist trainer, more from the question than the answer.

“The black court shoes.”

“Yes.”

She crosses to a lower shelf and takes them down with both hands. The leather is polished. Familiar. Ordinary by the standards of this room, but they changed the axis of my life. She brings them back to me and waits.

I slip off my heels and set them neatly on the carpet. Then I take the court shoes from her and step into them. The leather hugs my feet with the old exactness. Less alien now. More intimate for that. I settle my weight and feel the small old correction return to my posture, ankles, hips, the whole line of me.

Natalie watches. Her features soften with approval.

“There she is,” she says.

I smile and meet her eyes.

“Yes, Ms. Martin.”

Her gaze drops, briefly, to the line of my skirt and the center of it. “You’re wearing your cage.”

“I am.”

“Did you put it on this morning because you expected I would ask for it?”

The question is precise enough to make color rise under my skin, not from shame now but from being read that cleanly. I look down once at the toe of the shoe against the carpet, then back up.

“No.”

I wet my lips.

“I put it on because I wanted to be in it when I came to you today.”

Her pupils widen a fraction. That small response sends a low concentrated pull through me, answered at once by the firm hold of steel where it sits beneath the skirt. I almost forget how much I like telling her the truth before she has to drag it out of me.

Natalie steps closer.

“Why?”

Because I wanted to come to her already arranged in the shape of us. Because the pressure steadies me. Because being held there by something she manages makes the rest of me easier to inhabit. Because I like belonging to the structure we built.

I could say any of those. I say the shortest one.

“Because it’s ours.”

Her hand comes to rest on my waist, thumb pressing lightly through blouse and boning. “Yes.”

She leaves it there.

The touch is simple. So is the weight of the court shoes on my feet. The cage sits where I placed it this morning, quiet and exact beneath wool and silk. Around us, the shelves hold their rows of leather and satin in the same patient order that undid me the first day. Nothing in the room has changed except my ability to stand in it.

Natalie looks at the shoes, then at me. Her mouth softens at one corner, almost private.

“Good girl.”

It settles over me with the same sure fit as the shoes, as the cage, as her hand at my waist while the pale light lies across the carpet and the room keeps us both.
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If this story gave you a shiver, a blush, or a smile, I’d love a quick, honest review. Even just a rating or a sentence or two is perfect — what you enjoyed, the trope that hit just right, and how it made you feel. Your words help the right readers find these high-heat, heart-deep transformation romances, and they tell me what to write next.

P.S. Want first dibs on the next surrender? Follow me on Amazon and join my newsletter — the info is already in this book.

Your voice matters. Your kink is valid. Your support keeps these books coming.
— Dolly Darling
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About the Author

I’m Dolly Darling — the mischievous pen name I use when I step away from my traditional contemporary romances and into stories where men discover how good surrender can feel. I’ve spent years writing dominant alpha males and the women who tame them. Then my own very traditionally masculine, ex‑military boyfriend revealed his switchy bisexual side, and everything I thought I knew about power flipped delightfully on its head.

Now I write across the spectrum of male‑submissive discovery — from playful, kink‑curious exploration and teasing role reversals to tender, slow‑burn journeys of genuine transgender self‑discovery and acceptance. Some books are fast and filthy; some take their time and go deep. All of them are complete stories of surrender, emotionally honest, and end with characters who are happier in their own skin.
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