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THE EMPTY LEASE


Ihadn’t expected the end to come so suddenly. One moment I was still living in my cramped little studio, surrounded by the mess of my own making—clothes piled in corners, dishes stacked where they shouldn’t be, books splayed open on the arm of the couch as though they’d been abandoned mid-thought—and the next I was staring at a notice taped to my door.

Thirty days. Not even that, really. My landlord had scribbled something about “unforeseen structural issues” and “tenant relocation.” It didn’t matter that the words felt hollow and bureaucratic; the truth was simple enough. I had nowhere to go.

I spent a week pretending I could solve it myself. I scrolled through listings at midnight, thumb aching from the endless flick of rejection. Prices that made my stomach twist, neighborhoods too far from work, apartments so small they made my old studio look luxurious. I didn’t want to admit how desperate I felt. Pride has a way of biting down hard, making you hide the cracks even when the whole foundation is splitting beneath your feet.

It was my girlfriend Claire’s voice that undid me. Soft, steady, like it always was when I was on the edge of unraveling. “Why don’t you just move in with me?”

At first I laughed, the way you laugh when you don’t think the suggestion is serious. Couples joked about things like that, didn’t they? Except she didn’t laugh back. She tilted her head, lips pressed together in that stubborn, knowing way, the same way she looked at me when I insisted on doing something the hard way.

“You need a place. I have one. It’s not complicated.”

Except it was. We had spent nights together, plenty of them, but those nights had always been framed by the safety of departure. I could leave in the morning, retreat to my own four walls, return to the familiar solitude that allowed me to breathe. The thought of blurring that line, of folding myself into her space until it wasn’t just hers anymore but ours—if it could ever be called that—made my pulse quicken in a way that wasn’t entirely pleasant.

Still, I said yes.

The day I carried the first box up to her building, the weight of it dug into my palms, leaving faint red grooves in my skin. My heart thumped faster with every step, not just from the climb but from the feeling of walking into a threshold I couldn’t un-cross.

The air in her building was different—cleaner somehow, perfumed faintly with lavender from some hidden diffuser. Even the hallways seemed brighter than mine had ever been, painted in pale, welcoming tones instead of the tired beige of old plaster.

Her apartment smelled like her. Warm, floral, the faintest hint of vanilla that clung to her hair. Claire was waiting with a smile that I tried to mirror, though my nerves made it falter. She took the box from my arms as though it weighed nothing, setting it down with an ease that contrasted sharply with my strained breath.

“See? Already better,” she teased. “You look less homeless already.”

I wanted to laugh, to play it off, but something about the way her eyes lingered on me kept me quiet. She wasn’t mocking, not really. She was seeing me—displaced, uncertain, grateful in a way I couldn’t quite put into words.

Unpacking became an excuse to avoid conversation. I stacked shirts in neat piles, even though I knew they’d end up jumbled in her drawers. Claire moved around me, graceful, her hand brushing mine here and there, each touch sending a ripple of awareness through me. Living together meant there would be no distance left to soften these moments. Every gesture, every glance, every breath would be shared.

When the last box was dragged in and the silence of the new arrangement settled around us, Claire sat me down on the couch. I braced myself for a talk about boundaries or chores or finances. Instead, she folded her legs beneath her, eyes bright with something I couldn’t yet name.

“There’s one thing I should probably mention,” she said, voice light but edged with deliberate weight. “My building has… a policy.”

“A policy?” I repeated, wary.

She leaned closer, the corner of her mouth curling into the faintest smirk, the kind that always made me wonder if she was playing with me or if she was perfectly serious.

“It’s women only.”

The words hung there, simple, absurd, and yet undeniably real. My stomach tightened, breath caught halfway between disbelief and the strange thrill of her gaze on me. She didn’t look apologetic. If anything, she looked amused, as though she’d been waiting to see my reaction.

I opened my mouth, searching for the obvious protest, but no words came. Instead, she placed her hand lightly on my knee, her thumb stroking once, soothing and firm.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll help you blend in.”
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HOUSE RULES


The first night passed in a strange haze of exhaustion and displacement. Her bed was larger than mine had ever been, the sheets softer, the pillows faintly scented with her shampoo. I lay awake longer than I meant to, listening to the small sounds she made in her sleep—the sigh of her breath, the rustle as she shifted, the occasional murmur half-lost in dreams. I was painfully aware of every inch of space between us, though it wasn’t much. That narrow strip of mattress felt like a border I wasn’t yet brave enough to cross.

When morning came, light seeped through sheer curtains I hadn’t thought to close. The pale gold glow made the room feel exposed, as though the whole building could see me. I showered quickly, dressing in the clothes I’d shoved into one of her drawers the night before, trying not to notice how out of place they looked against the neat rows of her things.

Claire was already in the kitchen, perched on a stool with her coffee mug in hand. She looked radiant in the casual way she always did—hair loosely tied back, a sweater slipping off one shoulder, bare legs tucked beneath her. When she looked up at me, her smile was warm but assessing, as though she were already preparing for something.

“Sleep okay?” she asked.

I nodded, though the truth was more complicated. My body had rested, but my mind had not.

Claire set her mug down and leaned her chin into her palm, studying me. “So… About the policy.”

My chest tightened. I had half-hoped she’d forget, or that it had been nothing more than a joke to ease the tension of moving day. But the seriousness in her eyes told me otherwise.

“It’s strict,” she continued. “This isn’t just some quirky thing they say on the lease and ignore. The board is… nosy. They like to know who’s living here. They like to keep things safe and predictable.”

I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry. “And what happens if they find out about me?”

Her lips curved, not into a smile but into something sharper. “Then I could lose the apartment and we would both be out of a place to live.”

The weight of her words settled like a stone in my gut. I hadn’t realized the stakes were so high—not just for me, but for her too. The thought of being responsible for her losing this space, this life she’d built, made my skin prickle.

“I don’t want that,” I said quickly. “I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

“I know you will.” Her voice softened, but there was steel beneath it. She stood and moved closer, her fingers brushing lightly against my arm. “Which means we need some rules.”

Rules. The word landed strangely. It should have been simple—chores, shared expenses, maybe boundaries about space. But the way she said it, low and certain, made it feel heavier.

“First,” she said, ticking the air with her finger. “You don’t answer the door. Ever. If someone knocks, I handle it. Even if I’m not here, you wait. No exceptions.”

I nodded.

“Second,” she continued, circling me like she was both teasing and inspecting, “when we’re in the apartment, you stay quiet about… being you. No deep voice carrying through the walls, no carelessly leaving your things out. If a neighbor sees your shoes by the door, or hears you, it’ll raise questions.”

It stung more than I expected, that casual dismissal of who I was. But I said nothing, because she was right.

Her gaze flicked down to my jeans, my t-shirt, the rumpled familiarity of them. Claire hummed under her breath, a sound that seemed amused but also faintly dissatisfied.

“And third…” She let the pause stretch, her eyes meeting mine with deliberate weight. “We’ll work on blending you in. Step by step. It doesn’t have to be drastic right away, but little things matter. The more you look like you belong here, the less risk for either of us.”

My mouth went dry. The implication was clear enough. Clothes. Hair. Maybe more. I felt my pulse quicken, heat crawling up the back of my neck.

“Blending in,” I repeated, as though the phrase might shrink into something less daunting if I said it aloud.

Claire smiled then, finally, a slow curve of lips that was both reassuring and mischievous. “Don’t look so worried. You might even enjoy it.”

I wanted to protest, to remind her that this was only temporary, that I wasn’t cut out for whatever she was hinting at. But the words tangled in my throat. Because beneath my anxiety, beneath my resistance, there was something else stirring. A curiosity. A flicker of heat I didn’t want to acknowledge.

She reached up and straightened the collar of my shirt, her fingers lingering a moment too long against my skin. “Trust me,” she murmured. “Follow the rules, and we’ll be fine.”

I exhaled slowly, realizing I was already trapped—not by the building’s policy, but by her voice, her touch, her certainty. Rules had been laid out, and I had agreed without even saying the word.

And though I told myself it was only to keep us safe, a part of me knew it was more.
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THE INSPECTION


The rules had seemed abstract at first—just words, boundaries hanging in the air without weight. I told myself it was precaution, nothing more. That illusion lasted less than a week.

It was a Thursday evening, the kind of dusky hour where the light stretched long and thin across the apartment, painting the walls in honeyed streaks. I’d just showered after work, damp hair sticking messily to my forehead, wearing the only thing I thought of as comfortable: old sweats and a faded T-shirt.

I was still half-thinking about whether I should cook or wait for Claire when the knock came. Three sharp raps, precise and insistent.

I froze.

Claire’s warning echoed in my head—You don’t answer the door. Ever. My body obeyed, but my pulse thundered so loudly I worried whoever was on the other side might hear it. I hovered in the living room, breath shallow, as the knock came again.

She emerged from the bedroom, calm as water, though her eyes darted to me with quick calculation. “Stay quiet,” she whispered, and for a moment I thought she meant she’d handle it.

But then her gaze dropped to my clothes, and the faintest flicker of alarm crossed her face. She crossed the room in three quick steps, tugging at my sleeve.

“Not like this,” she hissed. “If she sees you⁠—”

“Who?” I whispered back, panicked.

“Mrs. Darrow. She’s on the board. She notices everything.”

The knock came again, sharper this time. My chest tightened. She scanned the room like a strategist in the middle of battle, then pulled me toward the couch where a folded laundry basket sat waiting. A stack of her clothes rested there, clean but not yet put away. Her hands moved with dizzying speed, sifting, discarding, then snatching up a soft cardigan and a pair of leggings.

My stomach dropped. “You can’t be serious⁠—”

“Do you want us both thrown out?” she whispered fiercely, pressing the bundle into my arms.

The urgency in her voice left no room for argument. My hands trembled as I tugged off my shirt, the air cold against my bare skin. She thrust the cardigan at me, and I slid my arms into the sleeves, the fabric shockingly delicate, almost clinging. The leggings were worse—stretchy, tight, hugging my legs in a way that made me acutely aware of every angle of myself.

She tossed me one of her hairbands, motioning impatiently. “Pull your hair back. Quickly.”

Another knock, louder still.

I fumbled, pulling my damp hair into something like a ponytail. It felt ridiculous. Exposed. Yet when she stood back to look at me, her lips curved, not in mockery but in something unsettlingly close to approval. She brushed her thumbs across my cheeks, as if smoothing invisible makeup, then tugged the cardigan closed and straightened the line of fabric down my chest.

“There,” she whispered, satisfaction humming through her tone. “Better.”

And then the door swung open.

Mrs. Darrow stepped inside, all brisk politeness and sharp eyes. She was older, but her posture was regal, her gaze sharp enough to slice. Her perfume filled the space, floral and faintly powdery, almost overwhelming. She carried a clipboard, of all things, and her smile was the kind that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

“I was just doing a routine check,” she said. “Making sure everything’s in order.”

My girlfriend smiled back, warm and casual. “Of course. Come in.”

I shrank into the corner of the couch, forcing my shoulders down, tucking my legs beneath me like I had always sat that way. My throat felt too tight to speak, so I stayed silent, hands folded in my lap. Every second her eyes flicked toward me, I feared she would see through me—the curve of my jaw, the shape of my body beneath borrowed fabric.

But she didn’t. She only nodded once, murmured something about “nice to meet another tenant,” and moved on to peer at the corners of the apartment like a hawk searching for prey.

The inspection lasted five minutes, but it felt like five hours. When the door finally shut behind her, the silence that followed was deafening. My body sagged against the cushions, every muscle weak with relief.

She stood there watching me, arms crossed, one eyebrow arched. Then, slowly, a smile spread across her face. “You did well,” she said softly. “So well.”

I wanted to snap, to tell her how humiliating it had been, how wrong it felt to sit there disguised in her clothes, terrified of discovery. But the words tangled inside me, because beneath the humiliation, something else pulsed.

My skin still tingled where her hands had smoothed the cardigan, where she had tied my hair back with casual intimacy. My heart still raced, not just with fear but with an adrenaline that left me strangely lightheaded.

She crossed the room and perched on the arm of the couch, fingers brushing the fabric clinging to my leg. “See? Blending in isn’t so bad. You looked… almost natural.”

I swallowed hard, unable to meet her eyes. But the heat in my chest told me she wasn’t wrong.
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CLOSET SPACE


Itold myself I would change the moment her back was turned. That I’d strip out of the blouse, shove it under a pillow, and demand my clothes back with whatever authority I could scrape together.

But when she moved toward the kitchen, humming under her breath as if nothing unusual had happened, I found myself hesitating. The fabric clung in strange places, shifting against my skin with every step I took, and yet… I didn’t move. Instead, I followed her into the kitchen, as though the shirt had tethered me to her.

She was already pulling vegetables from the fridge, hair falling loose around her shoulders. She looked utterly at ease, barefoot, humming while she rinsed spinach. She glanced over her shoulder, her gaze lingering a second longer than necessary on the blouse now draped over me. Then she smiled—soft, approving, almost indulgent.

“You’ll help with dinner, won’t you?” she asked, not as a question but as if it had already been decided.

I nodded before I realized I’d agreed. She slid a cutting board toward me, along with a knife and a pile of peppers. I began slicing, awkwardly aware of how the sleeves swished around my wrists. Each movement reminded me I wasn’t dressed as myself, but as something else.

She kept talking, casual, almost domestic, as though this were just another night. Work gossip, her thoughts on the neighbors, plans for the weekend. I tried to answer, but each word felt clumsy in my mouth, weighted with the strange awareness of what I was wearing.

Then she drifted closer. “You’re doing fine,” she murmured, her hand brushing over my back as she reached for a pan. The touch was light, but it sent a spark racing through me. “You almost look like you belong here.”

Her words settled deep inside me, equal parts shame and thrill. I wanted to tell her to stop, to take it back, but my body betrayed me. My cheeks burned, and my pulse quickened. She noticed. She always noticed.

Dinner passed in a blur of small intimacies. She poured wine and slid a plate in front of me, her eyes lingering each time she refilled my glass. Conversation danced easily for her, but I spoke less and less, retreating into myself, hiding behind sips of wine. I could feel the fabric against my chest with every breath, feel the faint chill of the room slipping through it.

At one point, she leaned across the table, propping her chin on her hand. “You know,” she said softly, “no one would ever guess. Sitting here with me, sharing dinner—you almost pass.”

The words made me flinch, though her tone was gentle. Almost pass. Like I was on the cusp of something I hadn’t chosen. My hands tightened around the stem of my glass.

She reached out then, her fingers brushing the back of my hand, steadying me. Her smile softened. “Don’t look so worried. You’re safe here. With me.”

And somehow, impossibly, that reassurance left me more shaken than the teasing had.

When we finished eating, she gathered the plates, moving with casual grace. I rose to help, but she waved me off, her eyes glinting. “No. You stay just like that. I like seeing you in my clothes.”

The admission was simple, but it hit like a blow. I sank back into the chair, unable to argue, unable to move. Her gaze lingered on me a moment longer, warm and unflinching, before she turned back to the sink.

When the dishes were done she tugged me by the wrist toward the couch. Her laundry basket still waited there, full of clothes she hadn’t yet put away. She dropped onto the cushions with a soft thump and patted the spot beside her, expectant.

“Sit. Help me fold.”

I obeyed automatically, though my throat was tight. The basket brimmed with fabric—soft cottons, slips of lace, silken camisoles that seemed too delicate to even touch. My hands fumbled as I picked up the first piece, a pair of her shorts, and tried to crease them neatly. She watched me with a smile that deepened as I grew more clumsy.

“You’ll have to get used to this,” she murmured. “Sharing space means sharing chores. And sharing clothes, apparently.”

I looked up sharply, but her eyes held only warmth, mischief, and something I couldn’t name. She plucked a camisole from the pile and draped it over my arm, her fingers grazing my skin. “See? You already look like you could wear this.”

My body betrayed me with a flush that spread across my chest. I set the camisole down too quickly, my hands shaking, but she only laughed softly, not unkind. She leaned against me, shoulder brushing mine as she folded a blouse with quick, deft fingers.

The room felt too warm, the air too thick. The fabric of the blouse I wore clung to me with each breath, as though reminding me with every rise and fall of my chest that I wasn’t myself anymore. She hummed as she worked, the sound low and content, as if nothing about this was unusual.

When the basket was finally empty, she slid it aside and looked at me fully. Her hand rose, brushing a strand of hair from my face, her thumb lingering at my jaw. “You’ll get used to it,” she whispered again, her eyes gleaming in the dim light.

And sitting there, surrounded by her folded clothes and her scent and her touch, I knew she was right.
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FIRST NIGHT AS HER


Itold myself the clothes were enough. The blouses, the leggings, the soft cardigans folded neatly into drawers where my jeans and shirts used to be. It was all an elaborate disguise, nothing more, and once suspicion eased, I could reclaim myself. I repeated that thought like a prayer, even as my fingers lingered too long on the fabrics each morning, even as Claire’s approving smiles left me warm in places I didn’t want to acknowledge.

But on Friday night, everything changed.

I had just come out of the shower, toweling my hair dry, when I saw her standing at the foot of the bed. She was waiting for me—not impatiently, not even sternly, but with a stillness that made my stomach knot. In her hands she carried a small bundle of fabric, dark and delicate, as though it might unravel if she held it too tightly.

“What’s that?” I asked, my voice too sharp, betraying the edge of nerves I couldn’t hide.

Her lips curved into a smile that wasn’t entirely playful. “Your next step.”

She set the bundle on the bedspread, and the lace caught the lamplight. Thin straps dangled, satin ribbons gleamed faintly, and black mesh fluttered like a whisper. It took me a moment to register what it was. Lingerie.

My throat closed. “Claire⁠—”

She lifted a brow, crossing her arms loosely, studying me with patient amusement. “What?”

“No one’s going to see me in that.” I gestured helplessly, heat rushing to my face. “It’s pointless.”

Her smile softened, but her eyes stayed fixed, unwavering. “It’s not about them, Jason. It’s about you. About us.”

I swallowed hard. “I can’t⁠—”

“Yes, you can.” She stepped closer, her voice dropping to that low register that always seemed to strip me of my defenses. “And you will. Because the more convincing you are, the safer we are. Isn’t that what you want?”

The logic was merciless. The way she said it, calm and certain, made refusal sound childish. Still, I shook my head, clinging to what little protest I could muster. “It’s too much.”

Her expression softened then, tilting toward something almost tender. She lifted her hand and brushed my damp hair back from my forehead. “You trust me, don’t you?”

That question cut me deeper than any order could. Because the answer was yes. Always yes.

My silence betrayed me. Claire smiled knowingly, then gathered the lingerie from the bed and held it out to me, pressing it lightly against my bare chest. “Put it on.”

I froze. The fabric was cool against my skin, impossibly soft, impossibly intimate. My hands stayed at my sides, trembling, but she didn’t withdraw. She only waited, her eyes steady, her patience infinite.

Slowly, shame burning hot in my cheeks, I reached up and took the bundle. The lace slid over my fingers like water. My chest rose and fell too quickly, my breath shallow as I stripped out of my towel, my skin prickling in the cool air.

Stepping into the lingerie felt like stepping into another self. The satin clung too closely, hugging my thighs, pulling tight across my hips. The lace stretched over my chest in a way that felt obscene, a parody of femininity—and yet Claire’s eyes softened as she looked at me, not mocking, not cruel, but filled with a quiet hunger that made my stomach twist.

“Beautiful,” she murmured, circling me slowly, her fingers adjusting a strap here, smoothing the lace there. Her knuckles brushed my skin, leaving trails of fire wherever she touched. “You have no idea.”

My face burned hotter. “I look ridiculous.”

“No,” she said, voice firm, silencing the protest before it could grow. She tipped my chin up with a finger until I had no choice but to meet her eyes. “You look like Jamie.”

The name struck me like a jolt. My lips parted, but no words came. She smiled, savoring the silence.

“Jason is who you were,” she whispered, her mouth close enough that I could feel the warmth of her breath. “But here, with me, like this—you’re Jamie.”

The syllables wrapped around me like a second skin, softer and more dangerous than the lace. Jason was mine. Jamie was hers.

I shuddered, caught between humiliation and the sharp, dizzying edge of arousal.

Claire let me sit with it only a moment before moving to the dresser. She opened the top drawer and pulled out a small pouch. Brushes. Powders. Lipstick. The sight made my heart pound.

“Sit,” she said, patting the vanity chair.

I obeyed. Of course I did.

She knelt before me, her face intent, her hands steady. The first stroke of the brush against my cheek was feather-light, but the effect was immediate. My reflection blurred, softened, reshaped by her touch. Powder dusted across my skin, shadows deepened around my eyes, my lips tingled under a careful stroke of color. I sat perfectly still, breath shallow, as she worked, her brow furrowed in concentration, as though this were sacred ritual.

When she finally leaned back, her eyes lit with satisfaction. She reached for the lipstick, twisted it open, and pressed it into my shaking hand. “Your turn.”

I hesitated, staring at the mirror. The face that looked back at me was already foreign, already unsettling. Not Jason, not fully—but not yet Jamie, either.

My hand moved before my mind could catch up, dragging the lipstick across my mouth in shaky lines. The color bloomed vivid and undeniable. And when I looked again, I no longer saw myself at all.

Claire’s smile deepened. She leaned forward, her lips brushing the shell of my ear. “Good girl.”

The words pierced me. Shame flooded my chest, but so did heat, low and consuming.

I looked at the mirror again, at the stranger staring back. And for the first time, I whispered the name aloud. “Jamie.”

Claire’s hand slid to the back of my neck, warm and steady. “Yes,” she breathed. “My Jamie.”

The words left me trembling. Jason felt like a memory. Jamie felt like inevitability.

And I wasn’t sure which one I wanted more.
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CHORES IN UNIFORM


Iwoke the next morning with the uneasy awareness that nothing had been undone. The lace still clung faintly to my skin, the pillowcase smelled faintly of Claire’s perfume, and when I shifted, I caught a glimpse of red on the corner of the sheet—lipstick, smudged in sleep.

My chest tightened. A part of me had hoped it would all vanish with the sunrise, that I could laugh it off as a fever dream, but the mirror betrayed me. My hair was still brushed back the way Claire had smoothed it, my lips faintly stained, my skin carrying the soft sheen of powder.

Claire was already in the kitchen, humming as she moved about with practiced ease. She wore nothing more elaborate than a robe tied loosely at the waist, but she looked composed, elegant, as though she had orchestrated not just her own morning but mine as well. Her eyes found me immediately when I entered, and her smile widened.

“Good morning, Jamie.”

The name struck me again—heat and shame colliding in my chest. I opened my mouth to correct her, to remind her that Jason was still here, but the word wouldn’t come. It felt flimsy, almost irrelevant, compared to the certainty in her tone.

She poured coffee and slid a mug toward me. “Drink. We have a busy morning.”

“Busy?” My voice cracked, rough with sleep.

She turned, opening the laundry closet, revealing baskets, neatly stacked supplies, the hum of a machine waiting. “Chores,” she said simply, as though it were the most natural thing in the world. “If you’re living here, you pull your weight.”

That much made sense. Chores were ordinary. Chores were safe. I nodded, relief flickering—until she emerged holding something folded and black, trimmed with a frill of white.

A uniform.

The sight made my breath falter. It wasn’t elaborate, not yet, but unmistakably feminine: a short black dress with cap sleeves, a white apron stitched to the front, hem cut higher than I’d ever dare wear in public.

“Claire…”

Her expression was calm, almost innocent. “You didn’t think I’d let you scrub and sweep in those ratty T-shirts, did you? If you’re going to be Jamie, you might as well look the part.”

“I’m not—” I began, but she cut me off with a look. Not cruel, not even stern—just unwavering, confident, the same look that had undone me the night before.

“Yes, you are,” she said softly. “And Jamie has work to do.”

My pulse raced as she pressed the folded uniform into my hands. The fabric was lighter than it looked, smooth against my fingers, whispering promises I didn’t want to hear. I stood frozen, trapped between humiliation and the desperate need to please her.

“Go on,” she urged, her voice low and coaxing. “Get changed. Let me see you.”

Shame flared hot across my skin, but my feet carried me to the bedroom. I closed the door, leaned against it, and let out a ragged breath. The bundle trembled in my hands. I told myself I could resist. That I could march back out, set the uniform down, demand she stop. But the memory of her voice—Good girl… my Jamie—still thrummed in my chest.

When I stripped and pulled the dress over my head, the fabric settled against me like a brand. It was short, tighter than I expected, tugging across my thighs. The apron tied at the waist cinched me in, forcing me into a shape I didn’t recognize.

I stared at myself in the mirror, mortified. And yet, beneath the shame, there was a flicker of something else—an ache low in my stomach, a heat I couldn’t deny.

When I returned to the kitchen, Claire looked up and smiled, her eyes bright with approval. “Perfect,” she said, voice warm. She circled me slowly, adjusting the apron strings, tugging the hem down only to let it ride back up. “Now… let’s put you to work.”

The morning became a blur of small humiliations. Scrubbing countertops, sweeping floors, folding laundry—all while the skirt swished around my thighs, the apron strings biting faintly at my waist.

Claire trailed me like a shadow, sometimes helping, more often watching, her eyes lingering in ways that made my breath catch. Every time I bent to reach something, I felt the heat of her gaze at my back.

At one point, when I knelt to wipe the baseboards, she crouched beside me, her hand resting lightly on my shoulder. “See?” she whispered. “You fit here. This suits you.”

I wanted to deny it, to snap that this was ridiculous, but my tongue felt heavy. All I could manage was a weak, “Claire…”

She smiled, brushing her fingers along my jaw. “No. Jamie.”

The correction struck like a whip and a caress at once. I lowered my gaze, cheeks burning, and she tilted my chin back up until I met her eyes.

“That’s better,” she said softly.

By the time noon light filled the apartment, I was trembling with exhaustion, my skin hot under the uniform, my body alive with something I couldn’t name. Claire poured me a glass of water, her fingers brushing mine as she handed it over, her smile indulgent.

“Good girl,” she murmured again, and I nearly dropped the glass.

Because as much as I wanted to hate it, part of me ached to hear it again.
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DISCOVERY AND DESIRE


The uniform should have been temporary. That’s what I told myself as I scrubbed, dusted, folded, my reflection glinting back in every window I passed. A disguise. A precaution. A game she was playing that I would endure until it lost its novelty. But the days blurred, and with each one, Claire’s certainty wrapped tighter around me. The uniform stopped feeling like a costume and more like… expectation.

That afternoon, the knock came again.

My body froze. Claire was in the kitchen, humming, the kettle steaming on the stove. I glanced down at myself—short black skirt, white apron, hair tied back the way she preferred. My pulse raced.

“Claire—” I hissed.

She raised a finger to her lips, calm as ever. “Go. Bedroom. Now.”

The words were quiet, but they hit like a command. I slipped away, heart pounding, and shut the door behind me just as she opened the front door.

The voice that floated in was bright, familiar. “Claire! Thought I’d drop by with those forms for the board.” It was Mrs. Darrow.

My stomach dropped.

Through the thin door, I heard Claire’s cheerful reply, easy and smooth. They talked about the building, the heating schedule, some minor repairs. I tried not to breathe too loudly. The fabric of the uniform clung to my thighs, the apron strings cinching me in, and I burned with the knowledge that if Mrs. Darrow so much as glanced down the hall, she would see everything.

And then Claire’s voice lifted, deliberate. “Would you like some tea?”

Panic surged. Tea meant sitting, staying, lingering. My knees went weak. I pressed myself against the wall, every second stretching unbearably.

I could hear them settle in the living room, cups clinking, polite conversation flowing. At one point Mrs. Darrow laughed, the sound sharp and too close. I held my breath, terrified she would ask to see the bedroom, or the kitchen, or any corner of the apartment where I might have left a trace of myself.

Time crawled. Finally, at last, the door shut and the silence returned. I sagged against the wall, trembling with relief.

When Claire opened the bedroom door, she found me there, still in uniform, my chest heaving. Her eyes softened, then gleamed with something else—pride, amusement, maybe even hunger.

“You did so well,” she murmured. “My good girl.”

The praise hit harder than the fear. My body reacted before my mind could catch up, heat curling low in my stomach. She stepped closer, fingers brushing down the front of my apron, lingering at the knot at my waist.

“You felt it, didn’t you?” she whispered. “The danger. The thrill of almost being seen.”

“Claire—” My voice cracked, thick with protest and something more.

Her hand slid up, cupping my jaw, tilting my head back until I met her gaze. “No. Say it.”

I swallowed hard. “Jamie.”

Her smile deepened. “Yes. That’s who she would have seen, if she’d looked. Jamie, doing her chores. Jamie, keeping house.”

The words sent a shiver through me, equal parts humiliation and arousal. My knees trembled.

She leaned closer, her lips brushing my ear. “And do you know what I saw?”

I shook my head helplessly.

Her mouth curved into a smile against my skin. “I saw how beautiful you looked. How much you wanted it.”

The denial stuck in my throat. Because the truth was burning through me: the uniform, the close call, the sound of her praise—it had all left me aching.

Claire kissed me then, slow and deep, her tongue sliding past my lips, her hand still fisted in the apron at my waist. I melted against her, shame and desire tangling until I couldn’t tell them apart.

When she finally pulled back, her eyes were dark with hunger. “You’re mine, Jamie. And tonight… you’ll prove it.”

The kiss left me trembling. Claire’s mouth was soft and unyielding all at once, her tongue deliberate as it parted my lips. My knees weakened, and if not for her grip on the apron at my waist, I might have sunk to the floor. She pulled back just enough to let me breathe, her eyes searching mine, gleaming with satisfaction.

“You feel it, don’t you?” she murmured. Her fingers tugged lightly at the bow knotted at my back, the ties slipping loose. “The way it excites you… being seen like this, being mine.”

I wanted to deny it, to cling to Jason, to insist this was still disguise, still necessity. But my body betrayed me—the flush heating my skin, the tremor in my breath, the ache that grew sharper with every word she spoke.

“Claire…” My voice was hoarse, a plea without direction.

She silenced me with a touch, sliding her palm across my cheek, down my neck, and over the curve of lace and apron. Her hand lingered at my chest, pressing just enough to make me feel the absurdity of the lingerie beneath. “No,” she whispered. “Admit it.”

I swallowed hard, my lips trembling around the word. “…Yes.”

Her smile deepened. “Good girl.”

The words undid me. My chest tightened, heat flooding lower, until every nerve felt alive. She tugged at the apron strings, letting the fabric fall loose, baring the black dress beneath. Then, with slow precision, she guided me backward until the backs of my knees hit the bed. I sank down, my pulse hammering, every movement drawing the skirt higher up my thighs.

Claire stood over me, unhurried, savoring the moment. She slid her robe off one shoulder, revealing a slip of satin underneath, pale against her skin. She let me look, let me ache, then leaned down to press another kiss to my lips, gentler this time, her hand cupping my jaw.

“You belong to me,” she said softly. “Not Jason. Not that lost boy with nowhere to go. You’re Jamie now. My girl.”

My breath caught. The humiliation of it burned, but so did the desire. I couldn’t move, couldn’t think, only feel her words sinking into me like heat into skin.

Her hands moved lower, tracing the hem of the dress, slipping beneath to graze my thigh. I gasped, every muscle tensing, but she only smiled, her fingers teasing, drawing slow circles that made my legs tremble.

“Look at you,” she whispered, pressing closer, her body warm against mine. “Flushed, trembling, desperate. And all it took was a dress, a name, and my hands on you.”

Her lips found my neck, soft kisses that turned into slow bites, marking me as surely as the uniform did. I arched toward her despite myself, shame curling tight with need. My hands clenched in the sheets, powerless to resist.

When her hand finally slid higher, cupping me through the thin lace beneath the dress, I nearly broke. A sound escaped me—half gasp, half moan—that I couldn’t take back. Claire’s eyes glinted with triumph.

“That’s it,” she breathed. “Let her out. Let Jamie feel what it means to be mine.”

The last of my resistance crumbled. I tilted my head back, closing my eyes, surrendering to her touch, her voice, her certainty. Jason felt distant, like a shadow fading. Jamie burned bright, raw and trembling, caught in the heat of Claire’s approval.

She pushed me back fully onto the bed, straddling me, her hair falling around us like a curtain. Her lips crashed against mine again, harder, hungrier, her hips pressing down until the world narrowed to the press of her body, the heat of her skin, the relentless truth of her control.

When release came, it was sharp and overwhelming, a shudder that left me breathless, undone beneath her. Claire’s name was on my lips, but what echoed louder—what lingered—was hers for me. Jamie.

She kissed me once more, slow and deep, then pulled back, her eyes soft now, her smile tender. She brushed her fingers along my cheek, wiping away a smudge of lipstick.

“My beautiful girl,” she whispered. “You’re mine now. And you love it.”

And God help me—she was right.
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ACCEPTANCE


The morning after felt heavier than the air should have allowed. Not heavy in the sense of gloom, but weighted, saturated, as though every surface in the apartment carried an echo of the night before. I moved carefully, as if afraid to disturb it, though the truth was that I didn’t want to.

When I woke, I wasn’t Jason. Not entirely. The name still clung to me, faint and insistent, but it was drowned out by the memory of what she had called me, how I had answered to it, how my body had shuddered under her hands at the sound. Jamie.

The word lingered like a brand.

I sat up slowly, rubbing sleep from my eyes, and glanced at the mirror. The reflection was no longer surprising. My hair was still brushed back from where Claire had tied it the night before, a faint smudge of color staining my lips, the last remnant of her careful work. The uniform lay neatly draped across the chair by the bed, as though it had always been waiting there for me, not as disguise, not as costume, but as expectation.

I rose, bare feet sinking into the carpet, and crossed to it. My fingers trembled as I lifted the black dress, as soft and light as memory. I could have left it. I could have reached for the few shirts and pants I still had tucked away at the back of the closet, pretending last night hadn’t happened. But I didn’t. I stepped into the dress, tied the apron around my waist, and smoothed the skirt down over my thighs.

Each movement felt inevitable.

When I emerged, Claire was already waiting at the kitchen table, robe tied loosely, coffee steaming in her hands. She looked up the moment I entered, and her smile was soft, proud, devastating.

“There’s my girl,” she murmured.

The words hit harder than the coffee’s aroma, sinking deep into me, warming and shaming in equal measure. My chest tightened, my breath shallow, but I said nothing. I sat across from her, folding my hands in my lap, trying to keep still beneath her gaze.

She let me squirm for a while, sipping her coffee, her eyes bright with amusement. Then she set the mug down with deliberate grace. “We need to talk.”

My pulse stumbled. “Talk?”

Claire leaned forward, her robe slipping slightly at the collar, her hair falling loose around her face. “You’ve done so well, Jamie. You’ve followed the rules, you’ve blended in, you’ve let me guide you.” Her smile curved into something sharper, hungrier. “And now… it’s time for your reward.”

The word made my breath catch. Reward. My heart thudded harder, not entirely with fear.

She stood, moving behind me, her hand brushing over my shoulder, then trailing down my arm, making me shiver. She leaned close, her breath warm against my ear. “Tonight, you’ll give me everything. No more hiding, no more halfway. You’ll take me inside you. You’ll let me claim you.”

The words detonated in my chest. My stomach clenched, fear and longing colliding, and I nearly gasped. The image was immediate, impossible to ignore—her pressing into me, holding me down, her voice coaxing me apart. My body betrayed me with a surge of heat so sharp I shifted in my seat, hoping she wouldn’t notice.

She noticed. Of course she noticed. Her lips brushed my ear, her smile audible in her voice. “Yes. You want it.”

I shut my eyes, unable to speak, unable to deny it.

The rest of the day moved like a dream, or maybe a sentence. The chores were the same—scrubbing, folding, tidying—but each task was edged with anticipation, every brush of her hand, every glance in my direction carrying an unspoken promise. I burned with it, restless, distracted, unable to focus on anything but the clock’s slow crawl toward night.

By the time the sun sank, the apartment had been transformed. Candles flickered along the dresser, their flames painting shadows on the walls. The bed was turned down, sheets smoothed, pillows plumped. Soft music pulsed low from her speakers, steady and sensual, like a second heartbeat filling the room.

Claire guided me inside with a hand at the small of my back, gentle but firm, her touch a leash as much as a caress. “Take off the apron,” she said softly. “Leave the dress.”

My fingers shook as I obeyed. The apron slid away, leaving me in the short uniform, hem brushing my thighs, chest bound by lace. My body felt smaller inside it, more fragile, but her gaze made me burn all the same.

She circled me slowly, her eyes traveling up and down, lingering on the flush of my cheeks, the nervous tremor in my hands. She smiled, satisfied. “You’re ready.”

I swallowed hard. “I don’t⁠—”

Her finger silenced me again, pressing lightly to my lips. “You do. You’ve always been ready. You just needed me to show you.”

Then, with a grace that made my heart stutter, she untied her robe and let it fall. Underneath, black straps gleamed in the candlelight, snug against her hips, framing her body like armor. The harness gleamed, its shape hanging from its straps unmistakable, inevitable.

My knees nearly gave out.

Claire’s smile was slow, devastating. “On the bed, Jamie.”

The command pulled me forward as surely as a hand. I climbed onto the mattress, my body trembling, breath ragged. The sheets were cool against my skin, the candles casting us in flickering amber light.

She followed, crawling onto the bed with predatory grace, her hair falling around her face, her harness glinting as she moved. She straddled me, pinning my wrists above my head, her body pressing me down.

“You’re mine,” she whispered, her lips brushing mine. “Say it.”

“I’m yours,” I gasped, the words raw, torn from me.

Her smile deepened. “Good girl.”

She kissed me hard, her tongue demanding, her hips grinding until I moaned into her mouth. My body betrayed me, arching up against her, trembling with need. She pulled back just enough to watch my face, her hand sliding under the hem of the dress, grazing my thigh, teasing higher until I gasped.

“Look at you,” she murmured, voice velvet and steel. “Flushed, trembling, desperate. And all it took was a dress, a name, and my hands.”

Her lips found my neck, kissing, biting, marking, until I writhed beneath her. My shame melted into something hotter, fiercer, until all I could do was cling to the sheets and let her own me.

When her hand finally slid higher, cupping me through the lace, I broke, a helpless sound spilling from my lips. Claire’s eyes gleamed with triumph.

“That’s it,” she whispered. “Let Jamie out. Let her feel what it means to belong.”

She shifted then, guiding herself lower, pressing the smooth length of the harness against me. My eyes widened, fear sparking, but Claire’s hand stroked my cheek, steady, grounding. “Relax. Trust me.”

I tried. I failed. I trembled. But she was patient, coaxing me open, pressing slowly, relentlessly, until the first burn of entry made me cry out. She paused, her eyes locked on mine, waiting.

“That’s it,” she whispered. “Breathe. Take me in. You can do it.”

She pushed deeper, stretching me, filling me, until I gasped, my body arching. The pain faded into heat, the heat into fullness, and then into something sharper—pleasure, dark and dizzying.

Claire moved slowly at first, each thrust deliberate, each stroke a claim. Her lips brushed my ear. “You’re mine. My Jamie. My girl.”

The words shattered me. I moaned, helpless, clinging to her, my shame drowned in the rhythm of her body taking mine.

She quickened, her hips driving harder, her voice rougher. “Say it,” she growled.

“I’m yours!” I cried, breaking beneath her.

“Say your name.”

“Jamie!” The word tore from me, desperate, undeniable.

Her mouth crushed against mine, swallowing the sound, her body relentless until I dissolved, pleasure surging through me so fierce I thought I might be consumed. Release ripped me apart, left me trembling, spent, tears prickling at my eyes.

When it was over, she eased me down gently, her harness still warm against my skin, her arm curling around me. She kissed my temple, my cheek, my lips, soft now, tender, as though she were soothing me back together.

“You’re mine,” she whispered one last time, reverent now, not demanding.

And I knew she was right. Jason was gone, or buried, or maybe just irrelevant. What remained was Jamie—her Jamie—claimed, taken, remade.

Shame still lingered, but it was softer now, almost sweet. What filled me more was belonging. Claire’s warmth at my side, her lips pressing to my skin, her certainty wrapping me tight.

I was hers. Entirely.

And for the first time, I didn’t want to be anything else.
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He came crawling back. She welcomed him in—with conditions.
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A weekend escape. A mysterious spa. A pill that transforms everything.
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