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A Note on the Timeline





This story takes place about a year before the events of 

HER DEBT (Book 1).

Within the Society, Livia is still a young initiate -- eager, untested and very bratty, about to receive her first gift. Her mentor during this period is the legendary Serena Vale.

They say Serena doesn't train men. She sculpts them. Literally. Her submissives become living art -- displayed, admired, collected. Those fortunate enough to kneel for her emerge transformed in ways that defy description.

But that is another story.

This one belongs to Livia. And to Cedric -- the golden boy who never learned to kneel.

Until now.



The World of Valera

VALERA is a hidden principality nestled between

greater European powers — a place where

the old rules never took hold.

Here, women rule.

Men serve.

And the elite society has shaped the most powerful women on the continent for three generations.

Some are born into this world.

Others are chosen.

All are transformed.

Welcome to Valera.


Prologue










Valera was born from fire.

In 1952, seven women gathered in a villa overlooking the Mediterranean. They were survivors—of war, of abusive marriages, of a world that had used them and discarded them. They had money, either inherited or taken. They had rage. And they had a vision.

The eldest, spoke first.

"We have spent our lives following their rules. Smiling when we wanted to scream. Obeying when we wanted to command. Giving our bodies, our labor, our very souls to men who saw us as furniture with a pulse."

She placed a black velvet ribbon on the table.

"No more."

That night, they drafted the founding charter of what would become Valera—a sovereign principality carved from a forgotten corner of the coast, purchased with pooled fortunes and protected by carefully cultivated political connections. A place where the natural order would finally be… corrected.

The rules were simple:

Women would own property. Men would not.

Women would inherit. Men would serve.

Women would command. Men would obey.

Within a generation, Valera became a haven. Wealthy women from around the world came to escape marriages that suffocated them, to raise daughters who would never kneel, to train sons who would learn their proper place. The principality thrived in secrecy, its existence known only to those who needed to know.

The Society was not a government—Valera had a Senate for that, composed entirely of women. The Society was something older. Deeper. It was the keeper of traditions, the guardian of the founding principles, the silent force that ensured no woman in Valera would ever be diminished again.

To be inducted into the Society was the highest honor a young woman of Valera could achieve. It meant she had proven herself worthy of absolute power—and capable of wielding it responsibly.

The initiation always took place on the woman's eighteenth birthday. The coming-of-age ceremony. The moment when a girl became an Owner.

Each initiate received a gift from her family. Not jewelry. Not money. Not a car.

A man.

Sometimes a servant purchased at auction. Sometimes a debtor who had signed away his freedom. Sometimes—in the oldest families—a stepbrother or cousin.

The gift was symbolic. It represented the transfer of power. The new Owner would learn to command, to discipline, to shape a man's will to her desires. She would learn that mercy was a choice, not an obligation. That cruelty could be a kindness, if it taught the right lessons.

She would learn that a man, properly trained, could become the most loyal creature on earth.

The Society kept records of every initiation, every training method, every technique refined over three generations. They organized the annual Gala, where Owners displayed their most accomplished possessions. They maintained the standards that separated Valera from the chaos of the outside world.

And they watched. Always.

Because power, even righteous power, could corrupt. An Owner who broke her possession beyond repair brought shame to the Society. A woman who forgot that submission given was sacred brought shame to them all.

The Society's motto was carved above the entrance to their headquarters:




"Power corrupts. But submission liberates."




It was a reminder. To the women: that their authority carried responsibility. To the men: that in surrendering their will, they would find a peace they had never known.

This is the world Livia was born into.

This is the world where Cedric, the "Golden Boy," is about to learn his place.

And this is the story of how a spoiled girl became a true Owner—and how an arrogant man discovered that the cage around his body was nothing compared to the one she would build around his heart.


1. Unwrapped

(Livia's POV)







The champagne was lukewarm.

A detail, of course. A trifle amid the orgy of luxury, silk, and diamonds saturating my parents' grand reception hall. But for me, it was the detail that ruined everything.

I sighed, twirling the Baccarat crystal flute between my manicured fingers—Candy Pink, shade "Toxic Princess." I let my gaze drift over the crowd with carefully cultivated boredom.

All of Valera's elite had packed in here tonight. Powerful women, magistrates, CEOs, draped in designer gowns worth more than houses. They laughed loudly, occupied space, radiating the natural authority our society conferred upon them. And their shadows… their husbands. Silent, invisible, dressed in black, they wove between groups with trays of hors d'oeuvres, heads respectfully bowed. Furniture with a pulse. Some wore discreet collars beneath their shirts—I'd catch the glint of a chain when they bent to serve.

Just another evening in Valera. Except this was my evening.

Eighteen years old. Gynarchic majority. The precise moment when one stops being a "girl" and becomes an "Owner." Starting at midnight, I would legally have the right to possess, to contract, to dispose. The men in my life—if there were any—would henceforth be under my legal responsibility. My assets. My charges.

This had been the way for three generations in Valera. Ever since the founders created this enclave, this paradise where the natural order of things was finally respected. Here, women ruled. Men served. And everyone found it normal—because it was normal. Because it was the only logical way to organize a society.

At least, that's what we'd been taught since the cradle.

I'd never really questioned this order. Why would I? I was born on the right side of the equation. Born to command, not obey. To possess, not be possessed.

And tonight, I was officially receiving the keys to the kingdom.

"Livia, darling! Stop making that face, you'll give yourself wrinkles before your time."

My mother cut through the crowd like an icebreaker. Imperial in her emerald sheath dress, she was followed at three paces by her current husband—Sebastian, I think? Or maybe Stephen. I'd stopped bothering to remember their names; they changed every five years. This one carried my mother's handbag and a small notebook for recording gifts. He looked exhausted, sweat beading on his receding hairline. Pathetic.

She clapped her hands twice. The sound, sharp as a whip crack, sliced through the chatter. The music stopped. The silence that fell over the room was heavy, charged with electricity.

The men present froze instantly, eyes fixed on the floor, conditioned by years of protocol. The women turned toward the dais, smiles on their lips, ready for the show.

"Ladies," my mother announced with that carnivorous smile I practiced copying every morning in the mirror. "We all know that coming of age is a critical moment. A young woman must learn responsibility. Management. Absolute control."

I felt a tingle of excitement—and worry—run down my spine. I'd asked for a Porsche. A white 911, blood-red leather interior. I'd been very clear. Yet I saw no car keys in her hands.

"Livia was hoping for a vehicle," she continued, triggering indulgent laughter from the assembly. "But I decided that was premature. Before controlling a 400-horsepower machine, she needs to learn to break a will."

My stomach knotted. Oh no. Not a puppy. I hated picking up poop.

My mother made an imperceptible gesture toward the massive oak double doors. They opened slowly.

And my "gift" walked in.

Time seemed to slow. My mouth fell open, but no sound came out.

"Seriously" I breathed, the word dying on my lips. "Him"

Cedric. The son of my mother's current husband. We'd lived under the same roof for five years, but we'd never been family. No blood relation. No real kinship. Just two strangers sharing an address.

Cedric, twenty years old, six-foot-two of muscle sculpted by swimming. The university's "Golden Boy." The kind of guy who walked through the kitchen shirtless every morning while completely ignoring me, too busy admiring his own abs in the microwave's reflection to notice my presence. He was arrogant, loud, space-consuming. He took up room like space belonged to him by right. He was everything a man shouldn't be in Valera.

But tonight…

He stepped into the harsh light of the chandelier. He wore a black suit, too formal, no tie—as if he'd been dressed by force for a ceremony he didn't yet understand. But what struck me was his posture. His broad shoulders, usually so squared, were hunched. His head was tucked into his neck. He walked like he was heading to the slaughterhouse.

The crowd parted to let him pass, forming an honor guard of predatory gazes. I saw Jade, my best friend, bite her lower lip as she checked him out from head to toe. She sent me an approving wink.

He stopped in front of me.

He was trembling. Not much, just an infinitesimal vibration running through his thighs, visible through the thin fabric of his pants. He smelled of expensive aftershave and pure panic. An acrid, metallic, animal scent.

That smell suddenly made me forget all about the Porsche.

"Happy birthday, sweetheart," Mom murmured, handing me a small black velvet box, the size of a ring case.

I took the box. It was heavy, dense. I liked heavy objects.

I opened it.

A key gleamed on the white silk. Not a car key—too small, too intricate. It looked almost like an antique, with a delicate shaft and complex teeth. But it was the shape of the head that made me understand.

A tiny padlock. Stylized.

I raised my eyes toward my mother. She was already smiling, that satisfied lioness look.

"It's a custom-made CB-6000," she explained loud enough for everyone to hear. "Titanium micro-cage, biometric lock. The latest from the House of Stern in Vienna. Very compact, very… restrictive. I had it fitted to his measurements while he was sleeping. He's been wearing it since this morning."

A murmur of appreciation rippled through the crowd. Experienced connoisseurs nodded knowingly. A CB-6000 from Stern was the Hermès of chastity devices.

I finally looked at Cedric. Really looked at him.

His face was ashen, bathed in a thin film of sweat that made his skin shine under the chandeliers. His jaw was clenched so tight I could see his masseter muscles quivering. And his eyes… his eyes were a storm. Rage, disbelief, humiliation—all mixed in a cocktail that made his blue pupils almost glow.

His gaze dropped for half a second toward his own crotch. Involuntary reflex. And I understood.

Beneath the fine Italian fabric of his dress pants, there was now… nothing. No bulge. No hint of masculinity. Just a smooth, almost feminine curve, as if that part of his anatomy had simply vanished.

The cage had absorbed everything. Compressed. Miniaturized. Turned the Golden Boy into a Ken doll.

I felt a wave of heat rise to my cheeks. Not embarrassment—something else. Something darker. Something I'd never felt before.

Power.

My mother leaned toward me, her lips brushing my ear.

"I had it adjusted to the smallest possible size," she whispered. "It took the Stern technicians three tries to get it on. He screamed. It was delicious. Now, anything larger than half an inch will be… extremely painful for him. Erections are physically impossible. Well, not impossible—the body tries—but it'll feel like a vise crushing everything."

I swallowed. My mouth was suddenly very dry.

"How long" I managed to ask. "How long does he have to wear it"

My mother's smile widened.

"As long as you want, darling. He's yours now. A living birthday present. Unwrapping… that's up to you."

She straightened up, addressing the crowd again.

"Ladies! Let's raise our glasses to Livia, our newest Owner! May she bring pride to our community!"

The applause erupted, mixed with laughter and toasts. I barely heard them.

I was too busy watching Cedric's face crumble.

He'd been arrogant for years. Untouchable. A king in his domain, strutting through the house like we owed him something. And now…

Now he was on the floor.

Someone—probably my dear friend Jade—had kicked the back of his knees. He collapsed heavily, his knees hitting the parquet with a dull thud. His face was inches from my stilettos. My new Louboutins. Red soles. The irony was almost too perfect.

"Say it," I heard myself murmur. My voice sounded strange. Deeper. More assured. "Say it out loud, Cedric. I want everyone to hear."

He looked up at me. His eyes were red, but not a single tear had fallen. Stubborn to the last.

"We've known each other for five years," he said through clenched teeth. "This is sick. You can't…"

"I can," I cut him off, suddenly understanding my mother's lessons in a whole new way. "I can because society says I can. I can because the law says I can. And I can because you have absolutely no choice."

I leaned toward him, grabbing his chin with a firm hand to force him to look me in the eyes. I wanted to see his defeat. I wanted to drink it in.

His eyes were a washed-out blue of fear. Dilated pupils. There was still a spark of revolt, deep down—an ember refusing to die.

I was going to extinguish it. Not tonight. But soon.

"You know what this means, Cedric" I whispered with false sweetness, stroking his cheek like you'd pet a dim-witted animal.

He shook his head, a lone tear finally rolling down his cheek. It slid over my thumb. Warm. Salty.

I leaned even closer, my lips grazing his ear. I could smell him—fear, aftershave, something deeper, more animal. More male.

"It means your cock is mine now," I whispered. "And believe me… I'm not the sharing type."

I paused, savoring the shiver that ran through his body.

"You'll never come again without my explicit permission. Never."

I straightened, radiant, high on this new sensation of absolute power. It was like a drug. Like adrenaline. Like the first sip of champagne warming the veins.

I turned to my guests, raising my lukewarm champagne flute as if it were nectar of the gods.

"Let the party begin!" I announced to the delighted crowd.

But before the applause could erupt, my mother raised her hand. Silence fell again.

She approached Cedric, still on his knees, and leaned toward him. Her voice, suddenly softer, almost maternal, cut through the cruel atmosphere of the evening.

"Cedric," she said quietly enough for only him and me to hear. "You know you have a choice. You can get up right now, go back to your room, and tomorrow morning, we'll arrange your departure. Your father will find you an apartment in town. You'll be free. As if none of this ever happened."

She paused.

"But if you stay on your knees… if you accept what just happened… you also accept everything that follows. There's no going back. Do you understand"

I watched Cedric close his eyes. His shoulders trembled. For an interminable moment, I thought he was going to stand. That he was going to run. That he was going to ruin my birthday present.

But no.

He opened his eyes. He looked at my mother. Then at me. And slowly, deliberately, he lowered his head even further, until his forehead nearly touched the polished parquet.

He had chosen.

My mother nodded, satisfied.

"Wise decision," she murmured. "Welcome to your new life."

Only then did the applause erupt. Whistles. Laughter. Jade raised her glass to me, eyes shining with admiration.

I looked at Cedric, still on his knees, head bowed, the metal gleaming between his bare thighs.

"And could someone bring a water bowl for Cedric" I added with a mockingly worried pout. "He looks thirsty."

Fresh laughter rippled through the assembly. My mother nodded, satisfied. Sebastian-or-Stephen—Cedric's father—stared at his shoes, not daring to meet his son's gaze.

The party resumed. Music. Conversations. Laughter.

And I stood there a moment longer, observing my new property.

The perfect gift, after all.

Much better than a Porsche.


2. First Night

(Livia's POV)







The party had dragged on like a bad hangover.

It was 3:14 a.m. when the last car—a Porsche Cayenne driven by one of my mother's friends too botoxed to articulate—finally crunched away over the gravel driveway.

Silence fell over the manor. A thick, luxurious silence, broken only by the distant hum of the air conditioning system.

I climbed the grand marble staircase dragging my feet, one hand on the gilded banister, the other massaging my left temple. I was exhausted. My feet, compressed for six hours in five-inch Louboutin heels, were shooting lightning bolts of pain. I had a latent migraine, a toxic mix of lukewarm champagne and boring conversations.

All I wanted was to collapse in my Egyptian silk sheets and forget the world existed.

Reaching the landing, I stopped in front of my bedroom door, hand on the handle.

Then my gaze slid to the door opposite. The dark oak one. Cedric's.

A slow smile stretched my glossed lips, instantly banishing my fatigue.

I felt the reassuring, almost burning weight of the small metal key, still nestled in the hollow of my bra. It had absorbed my body heat all evening, becoming an extension of myself. A small secret in tempered steel, pressed against my heart.

I wasn't going to let him sleep, was I?

That would be a waste. A Mistress doesn't sleep until her toy is put away.

I crossed the hallway. The parquet didn't creak under my steps; in this house, even the floor knew to be discreet when I walked.

I opened his door without knocking.

The room was plunged in bluish shadow, lit only by the spectral glow of garden lampposts filtering through the shutters. The air was warmer than elsewhere, heavy with an indefinable masculine scent. A smell of musk, manly deodorant… and something more acrid. Fear. Cold sweat. Despair.

Cedric was sitting on the edge of his bed.

He'd put his black boxer briefs back on—too bad, I would have liked to catch him naked—but his broad chest was bare. He was hunched over, elbows planted on his knees, face buried in his large hands. His back muscles, usually so arrogant, seemed knotted with tension.

For a second, just one tiny second, I found him almost… beautiful. Not beautiful like a man is beautiful. Beautiful like a sculpture is beautiful when it depicts suffering. There was something aesthetic in his defeat. In the curve of his hunched back. In the way the bluish light sculpted his shoulders.

I dismissed the thought. Ridiculous.

He startled violently when the door opened, as if I'd whipped him. He jumped to his feet, his gaze haggard.

"Livia" he croaked, voice hoarse from crying—or holding back tears for hours. "What are you doing here? It's three in the morning…"

I superbly ignored him. With a fluid gesture, I hit the light switch.

The halogen ceiling light flooded the room with harsh, clinical, merciless light.

He grimaced, bringing a hand to his eyes like a vampire exposed to sunlight.

"Turn that down, fuck…" he growled.

I slammed the door behind me and leaned against the varnished wood, crossing my arms.

"'Mistress,'" I corrected in an icy voice.

He blinked, trying to focus.

"What"

"You called me Livia. And you swore. It's 'Mistress.' And you don't give me orders about the lighting."

He sighed, a long, trembling sound that betrayed nervous exhaustion. His shoulders sagged.

"Look, Liv… Mistress… whatever. I'm wiped out. This day has been hell. Let me sleep, please. We'll deal with your games tomorrow."

I let out a short, dry laugh.

"My games? You think this is a game"

I advanced toward him. The sound of my heels on the parquet echoed like hammer blows.

Click. Click. Click.

I saw his Adam's apple bob. He backed up imperceptibly, bumping against the mattress.

"Stand up," I said.

He hesitated. A second of rebellion gleamed in his dark-circled eyes. That little ember I'd seen in the salon, the one refusing to die.

I plunged my hand into my cleavage. I didn't take out the key, just let my fingers play with it, producing a muffled metallic jingle.

The sound froze him.

His conditioning had already begun. Less than six hours, and the sound of metal was enough to paralyze him. It was fascinating. It was biology. Pure training.

He stood up, immense, physically dominant, and yet so small facing me.

I pointed at his boxer briefs with my finger, a blood-red nail accusatory.

"Take those off. I want to do an inspection."

"No, Livia. Enough. You had your show downstairs."

His voice was firm, but I could see the trembling in his hands. He was bluffing.

"Take. Them. Off. Right. Now."

I wasn't shouting. I was whispering. That was far more frightening. It was the tone Mom used before firing a servant or ruining the career of a man who'd crossed her.

Cedric clenched his jaws so hard I thought I heard his teeth grind. His hands were trembling—with rage or humiliation, impossible to tell. Maybe both.

But they went to the elastic of his underwear.

He slid them down his muscular thighs, revealing what I wanted to see.

The cage was there.

It was… fascinating.

Under the harsh light, the surgical steel gleamed with malevolent brilliance. It contrasted violently with his tanned skin and the dark hair of his pubis. The base ring compressed his balls, pushing them forward, exposing them completely. The tube, short and narrow, swallowed his sex like a miniature prison.

I approached, curious, like a child before a strange insect pinned in a display case.

I noticed the skin at the base of the ring was red and slightly swollen. Friction marks. Continuous pressure.

"Well, well," I commented, leaning in for a better look. "That looks a bit tight, doesn't it? Looks like it's chafing."

He turned his head away, fixing a point on the wall with desperate intensity. As if looking elsewhere could teleport him away from here.

"It's unbearable," he spat through his teeth.

"It's supposed to be."

I reached out my hand. He flinched, his thighs contracting to protect his most vulnerable parts.

"Stay still!" I snapped.

He froze.

I brushed the metal with my fingertip. It was warm, heated by his body. I tapped the miniature padlock with my nail.

Ting. Ting.

With each little tap, I watched his stomach contract. His abs tensed reflexively, as if he could protect himself from the inside.

"Does it hurt when I do that" I asked with scientific curiosity.

No answer.

I pressed harder on the tube, pushing it down against his strained balls.

He let out a hiss of pain, his hands gripping the edge of the mattress so hard his knuckles went white.

"Answer me."

"Yes!" he gasped. "Fuck, yes, it hurts! Stop!"

I smiled.

It was the sweetest sound of the evening. Sweeter than the applause. Sweeter than the champagne. That torn "yes," that admission of vulnerability.

I straightened up and stepped back.

"Good. The structure's holding up."

I brought my hands to the zipper of my dress at my back.

"Help me," I ordered, turning around.

"What"

"My dress. I can't reach it. Unzip me."

He stood there, hands dangling, incredulous.

"You have hands, Cedric. Use them for something useful instead of complaining."

He approached, hesitant. I felt his large, warm fingers brush my bare back. He was trembling. His breathing was ragged, too close to my ear.

He lowered the zipper slowly. The sound of fabric opening. The shiver of cool air on my skin.

I let the dress slide to my feet, standing in black lace lingerie.

I turned to face him.

The shock was immediate.

His pupils dilated. His gaze, despite himself—despite everything he'd just endured—fell on my pushed-up breasts, on the curve of my hips, on the transparency of the lace that hid almost nothing.

He was young. He was healthy. He was biologically conditioned to react.

And he reacted.

Oh god, did he react.

Blood rushed massively to his groin. I watched it happen in real time, fascinated by the betrayal of his own body. The flesh inside the cage began to swell. It tried to expand, to harden, to take its natural place.

But there was no room. The metal didn't give a millimeter.

Cedric let out a strangled moan, suddenly bending in half, hands on his thighs. His face turned scarlet.

The pressure must have been atrocious. Imagine trying to inflate a balloon in a sealed steel pipe. The flesh compressed against itself, crushed, strangled by the base ring that became a merciless tourniquet.

I leaned close to his ear, inhaling his scent of distress. That acrid, metallic odor, mixed with his cologne and his sweat.

"Oh… poor little doggy," I whispered. "Looks like your 'thing' is trying to get out."

He was breathing in gasps, eyes closed, a vein pounding furiously on his forehead. He was fighting against his own body. Against me. Against the entire universe.

And he was losing on every front.

"Does it hurt, Cedric" I asked in a honeyed voice, tracing an imaginary circle on his shoulder with my nail. "That urge to jump me… it's turning against you"

"Livia… stop… I'm begging you… cover yourself…"

His voice was a broken plea. He was begging me. The university's Golden Boy was begging me.

And somewhere, very deep, in a place I refused to examine, that sound birthed a heat that had nothing to do with power.

I ignored it.

"No. I like this outfit. And I like watching you suffer from your own disgusting desire. It's very… educational."

I picked up my dress and headed for the door.

"Grab your pillow. You're coming with me."

He cracked open one eye, his face twisted by pulsing pain.

"What? Where"

"To my room. I don't like sleeping alone. And my bedroom floor is big enough for you."

"You're crazy… I'm not going to sleep on the floor like a…"

I jingled the key, loud and clear this time. The sound echoed through the silent room.

"Would you rather I tighten the ring? There's another notch. Mom showed me how. Or maybe I should call Jade? She told me she loves watching men cry. I'm sure she'd be delighted to come over, even at this hour."

The threat of Jade—and the prospect of additional public humiliation—finished his resistance.

He grabbed his pillow, naked, his cage gleaming under the light, his painful erection forcing him to walk hunched over, and followed me into the hallway like a broken shadow.

I watched him walk behind me. That big athlete's body, reduced to limping toward my room in the middle of the night. There was something almost… touching in his forced submission.

No. Not touching. Satisfying. It was satisfying.

* * *

My room was a sanctuary.

Scented with lavender and jasmine, air-conditioned to a perfect 66 degrees. I slipped under my goose-down comforter, sighing with pleasure as the memory foam mattress welcomed my tired body.

Cedric stood at the foot of the bed, naked, ridiculous, holding his pillow against his chest like a pathetic shield. His erection had begun to subside—pain was overtaking desire—but the cage still hung heavy between his thighs.

"On the floor," I indicated with a vague wave of my hand. "On the rug. And careful, it's virgin wool, don't leave sweat stains or I'll make you lick it clean tomorrow morning."

He lay down heavily. He was too tall for the space between the bed and the dresser. He had to curl up in a fetal position, knees to his chest. The cage, compressed between his thighs, must have been torture with every movement.

"Turn off the light."

He got up painfully, hit the switch, and fell back to the floor.

Darkness engulfed the room.

"Good night, Cedric."

Silence.

"Ahem?"

"Good night, Mistress."

His voice trembled with contained rage. Or tears. Or both.

I closed my eyes. But sleep wouldn't come.

I knew he wasn't sleeping either. I could hear him breathing, a choppy, difficult rhythm. I knew he was still in pain. That every beat of his heart sent blood to his bruised sex, relaunching the pain. That every time he moved, the metal rubbed against his irritated skin.

An idea—a nasty little thought, worthy of the queen I was becoming—crossed my mind.

I slid my hand under the comforter, along my silken thigh. I made the mattress move.

Rustle.

The sound of crumpled sheets echoed in the absolute silence.

I let out a little sigh. Not loud. Just a husky, ambiguous murmur.

I felt Cedric tense up on the floor. He'd heard.

I continued. A rhythmic movement of my hand on the sheet, mimicking friction.

Rustle. Rustle.

Then I sighed again, a little louder.

"Mmmh…"

I wasn't even touching myself. I was just playing with the fabric, rubbing my fingers against the silk. But him… in the dark, with his pain and frustration… what must he be imagining?

I heard him swallow hard. His breathing quickened.

Creeeak.

The small metallic squeak of the cage straining. He was getting hard again. Despite the pain. Because of the pain. Because of the image of me, his untouchable Mistress, pleasuring herself just above him.

It was Pavlovian. He couldn't help it. His body was betraying him again and again.

"Livia…" he moaned, an involuntary plea that sent a jolt of something—pleasure? power?—through my belly. "Stop… please… it hurts so much…"

I stopped dead. Silence fell again, heavy as a lead weight.

I leaned over the edge of the bed and whispered into the darkness:

"Did you say something"

Terrified silence.

"No… Mistress."

"That's what I thought. You don't have the right to speak. You don't have the right to listen. And you certainly don't have the right to get hard. If you're in pain, it's because you're defective."

I lay back down, a carnivorous smile on my lips.

"Try not to moan too loud, Cedric. Jade's coming at noon sharp for the inspection. I want you presentable. And she promised to bring her new clamps."

I turned on my side, pulling the comforter to my chin.

In the dark, I heard his irregular breathing. The little click-click of metal when he moved. A muffled sniffle—was he crying? Probably.

A few minutes later, I drifted into peaceful sleep, lulled by the sound of Cedric fighting a losing battle against his own biology in the frozen darkness of my room.

It was, without a doubt, the best night of my life.

* * *

But later that night, I woke with a start.

My heart was beating too fast. The back of my neck was damp. I'd had a strange dream—blurry images, confused sensations.

I sat up in bed, eyes wide open in the dark.

My hands were trembling.

Not from fear. Not really. But from… something. An emotion I couldn't name. Seeing him there, on the floor, caged, vulnerable, completely at my mercy… It had awakened things in me. Things I hadn't suspected. Things that scared me.

Was I going too far? Was I normal?

I shook my head, chasing away these thoughts. Of course I was normal. This was Valera. This was our world. This was what women did here. Mom did it. Grandmother had done it. All my friends would do it one day.

But deep inside me, a small voice whispered: "You like this. You really like this. And it scares you to discover just how much."

I ignored it. I lay back down. I closed my eyes.

The small voice, though, stayed awake for a long time.

* * *

In the dark, I thought about what my mother had explained during my initiation to the Her Reign. Even in Valera, even with a personal toy, there were limits. A safety protocol.

A word existed—"Mercy"—that could stop everything instantly. Any toy, any slave, could say it. And everything stopped. Without judgment. Without reprisal.

It was the fundamental rule of the Society. The red line that even the Matriarchs didn't cross.

But Cedric didn't know it yet. I hadn't told him. And I wasn't in a hurry to teach him.

Because if he used it… I would have to stop. And I wasn't sure I was capable of that.


3. Signed in Skin

(Livia's POV)







The morning after was different.

Sunlight poured through my windows in golden sheets, casting long shadows across the Persian rug where Cedric had spent the night—shivering, caged, unable to sleep.

I'd slept like a baby.

I stretched languidly in my silk sheets, savoring the delicious ache in my muscles from last night's power trip. Every cell in my body felt alive, buzzing with a new kind of energy I'd never experienced before.

I propped myself up on my elbows and looked down at him.

He was still on the floor, exactly where I'd left him. His body was curled into a tight ball, knees drawn to his chest, hands covering his caged groin protectively. His skin was mottled—pink from the cold floor, white from exhaustion, red where the cage had chafed.

He looked… broken.

No. Not broken. Not yet. But cracked. Definitely cracked.

I smiled.

"Good morning, Cedric."

He startled awake, jerking upright with a gasp. His eyes were wild, bloodshot, ringed with dark circles. For a moment, he seemed not to recognize where he was.

Then it hit him.

I watched the realization crash over his face like a wave. The party. The cage. The kneeling. The humiliation. It hadn't been a nightmare. It was real. It was his life now.

"I…" he croaked, his voice destroyed by a night of suppressed sobs. "Livia… I mean, Mistress… I need…"

"What do you need"

"I need to… use the bathroom. Please."

I considered this. Made him wait. Watched him squirm.

"You may go," I finally said. "But leave the door open. I want to hear you."

His face crumpled, but he didn't argue. He rose on shaky legs—the cage swinging obscenely between his thighs—and shuffled toward my en-suite bathroom.

I listened to the sounds. Every humiliating splash and trickle. When he finished, he emerged, his face burning.

"Back to your position," I ordered. "There's something we need to discuss."

* * *

I took my time getting ready.

I showered—door open, letting steam drift into the bedroom, letting him hear the water cascade over my body. I dried myself slowly, applied my morning skincare routine, selected my outfit: cream silk blouse, tailored shorts, bare feet. Casual dominance.

When I finally returned to the bedroom, Cedric was kneeling exactly where I'd pointed. Learning already.

I settled into my desk chair, crossed my legs, and studied him for a long moment.

"Do you know why you're here" I asked.

He hesitated. "Because… your mother gave me to you."

"Wrong."

His brow furrowed. "Because… because of the laws of Valera— The gynarchic—"

"Closer. But still wrong." I leaned forward. "You're here because you chose to stay."

"I didn't choose—"

"Last night. At the party. My mother gave you an out. She told you that you could leave. Go back to your room. Pretend none of this happened." I tilted my head. "You stayed on your knees."

His mouth opened, then closed.

"You chose this, Cedric. Maybe not consciously. Maybe you didn't understand what you were choosing. But you made a decision. And now we need to formalize it."

I reached into my desk drawer and pulled out a document.

It was printed on heavy cream paper—the kind Mom used for important legal documents. Three pages, single-spaced, with the seal of the Society of Valera at the top.

"This is a Training Contract," I explained. "Standard issue for new Owners and their… acquisitions. It outlines the terms of our arrangement. Your rights—what's left of them—and your responsibilities. Which are extensive."

I set it on the desk between us.

"You're going to read every word. Then you're going to sign it."

* * *

Cedric crawled forward—I noticed he didn't try to stand, didn't ask permission to rise—and picked up the document with trembling hands.

I watched his eyes scan the pages. Watched his expression shift from confusion to disbelief to something that looked almost like despair.

"This says…" His voice cracked. "This says I agree to 'complete and irrevocable transfer of bodily autonomy' to you."

"Correct."

"It says I… 'relinquish all rights to privacy, dignity, and self-determination.'"

"Also correct."

"It says you can…" He swallowed hard. "'Administer physical correction, implement behavioral modification protocols, and utilize any training methods deemed appropriate by the Owner, including but not limited to: sensory deprivation, orgasm denial, public humiliation, and'—" His voice broke. "And 'transfer of use to third parties at Owner's discretion.'"

"Keep reading."

He turned the page. His hands were shaking so badly the paper rattled.

"'The Toy acknowledges that this agreement represents a consensual power exchange. The Toy may, at any time, invoke the Termination Protocol by speaking the designated safeword. Upon invocation, all activities cease immediately and the agreement enters a 72-hour review period. The designated safeword for this contract is:'" He looked up. "'Mercy.'"

"That's your emergency exit," I said calmly. "If you ever say that word—in any context—everything stops. I stop. You're released from service. The contract becomes void."

"So I can just… say it now? And this is over"

"You can. Nothing happens to you if you do. No punishment. No retaliation. You walk out of this room a free man, and we pretend none of this ever happened."

I paused.

"But you should know: you only get to use it once. If you invoke the safeword and then change your mind, if you decide later that you want to come back… the door is closed. Forever. This is a one-way trip, Cedric. You're either in, or you're out. There's no middle ground."

He stared at the word. "Mercy". Four syllables that could set him free.

I could see him wrestling with it. Part of him—the rational part, the Golden Boy part—was screaming at him to say it. To end this madness. To walk away with whatever scraps of dignity he had left.

But another part…

Another part was silent. Waiting. Curious.

* * *

"There's more," I said. "Turn to the last page."

He did.

"Read it out loud."

His voice, when he spoke, was barely above a whisper.

"'Daily Protocols and Behavioral Expectations. Section One: Forms of Address. The Toy shall address the Owner as "Mistress" at all times. Failure to do so will result in immediate correction.'"

"Continue."

"'Section Two: Physical Presentation. The Toy shall maintain a state of readiness at all times. This includes: full body grooming as directed by the Owner, maintenance of the chastity device, and immediate compliance with any requests for display or inspection.'"

"Go on."

"'Section Three: Service Requirements. The Toy shall anticipate and fulfill the Owner's needs without prompting. This includes: food preparation, personal attendance, household tasks, and any other duties as assigned. The Toy shall never refuse a direct order.'"

His voice was getting smaller with each word.

"'Section Four: Prohibited Behaviors. The Toy shall not: speak without permission in the presence of others, make eye contact above the Owner's chin level without explicit permission, touch itself in any sexual manner, experience orgasm without authorization, or express displeasure regarding assigned tasks.'"

He reached the bottom of the page.

"'By signing this document, the Toy acknowledges full understanding and enthusiastic acceptance of all terms herein.'"

Silence.

He looked up at me, the papers clutched in his white-knuckled hands.

"This is… this is insane. You can't actually expect me to—"

"I don't expect anything, Cedric. I'm giving you a choice. Sign, and we begin. Don't sign, and you leave."

"That's not a real choice!"

"It's the only choice you're going to get."

* * *

I stood and walked to the window, looking out at the manicured gardens below.

"Let me tell you something about the Society," I said, my back to him. "My great-grandmother was one of the founders. She believed that the traditional power structure—men on top, women subordinate—was an aberration. A historical accident caused by physical strength mattering more than intelligence, empathy, or long-term thinking."

I turned to face him.

"In Valera, we correct that aberration. Not through force—though force is sometimes necessary—but through choice. Every man who serves in this society chose to be here. No one kidnaps men off the street. No one forces anyone."

"Your mother literally gave me to you without asking!"

"And then gave you an exit. Which you didn't take."

His mouth snapped shut.

"The cage you're wearing? The contract in your hands? These aren't chains, Cedric. They're offers. You can reject them. You can say no. You can walk out of here and no one will stop you."

I returned to my chair, sitting close to him.

"But you won't. Do you know why"

He shook his head slowly.

"Because some part of you—maybe a part you didn't know existed—wants this. Wants to surrender. Wants to stop being the Golden Boy, the champion, the man everyone expects things from. Some part of you is relieved that someone else is in charge now."

His breath caught.

"I can see it in you," I continued. "I saw it last night, when you knelt. The way your shoulders dropped. The way your face changed. It wasn't just defeat. It was… release."

"That's not…"

"Sign the contract, Cedric. Or don't. But stop pretending this is being done to you. This is something you're choosing."

* * *

The silence stretched.

I could hear the grandfather clock ticking in the hallway. The distant sound of someone in the kitchen. Birds singing in the garden.

Cedric stared at the contract. At the signature line at the bottom. At the single word that could end all of this: Mercy.

His hand moved toward the pen I'd placed on the desk.

Stopped.

Moved again.

Stopped.

"I need…" His voice was raw. "I need you to promise me something."

"I don't make promises to property."

He flinched, but pressed on.

"Then tell me. Is there… will there be anything? Anything other than cruelty"

I considered the question. It deserved an honest answer.

"I don't know," I admitted. "I've never done this before. I don't know what kind of Owner I'm going to be. Maybe I'll be terrible. Maybe I'll be worse than you can imagine."

I leaned forward.

"But I can tell you this: I won't be random. Everything I do will have purpose. Every punishment, every humiliation, every moment of suffering—it will be for something. You won't just be my toy. You'll be my project. And I take my projects seriously."

His eyes met mine. For just a second, I let him look.

What he saw there—I don't know what he saw. But something in it made his decision.

He picked up the pen.

He signed.

The ink was barely dry when I plucked the contract from his hands and tucked it back into my desk drawer.

"Welcome to your new life," I said.

And then, because I could—because he was mine now, officially, legally, permanently—I reached out and patted him on the head like a dog.

"Good boy."


4. Polished

(Livia's POV)







I was pulled from sleep by two things.

First, the insolent ray of sunlight cutting through the cream silk curtains, caressing my cheek like an unwanted lover. Second, the noise. A metallic clicking, annoying, rhythmic.

Click-click. Click-click.

Like a giant insect trapped in my room.

I cracked open one eye, grouchy. I needed my eight hours of beauty sleep, and my biological alarm hadn't gone off yet.

I propped myself up on my elbows, my Egyptian cotton sheets sliding off my bare shoulders, and looked down at the floor, at the foot of the bed.

The sight was pathetic.

And strangely satisfying.

Cedric was awake. He was curled up in a fetal position on the white rug, shivering from cold—the AC was set to 66A F, ideal for preserving youthful skin, less ideal for a naked man sleeping on the floor.

But it wasn't the cold making him move. It was Morning.

Male biology is predictably vulgar. Every morning, testosterone levels spike. Blood flows. The body orders an erection, whether you want it or not, whether you're awake or asleep, whether you're in the mood or not.

Except here, the order was hitting a wall of surgical steel.

I watched him for a moment before signaling my presence. He was fascinating in his struggle. He was squirming, looking for a position that didn't exist. His hands flew toward his crotch, then stopped—he knew he couldn't do anything. That touching the cage would only make things worse.

His face was clenched, eyes closed, jaw locked. He was murmuring something—numbers? He was counting. He was trying to think of something else. To force his body to obey through sheer willpower.

It wasn't working.

I stretched luxuriously, savoring the crack of my joints, before leaning toward him.

"You're making a hell of a racket, Cedric."

He startled and turned a ravaged face toward me. His eyes were ringed with purple, bloodshot. He had drops of sweat on his forehead despite the cold. He held his hands cupped around his locked crotch, as if trying to contain an explosion.

"Livia… Mistress…" he moaned, voice broken by a sleepless night.

"What now"

"It hurts. It's… it's stuck. It's pushing."

I let out a small amused laugh as I got out of bed. I slipped on my pink satin robe, taking care to tie it securely—not out of modesty, but because I didn't want to give him another reason to swell.

"Welcome to your new life, Cedric. It's called 'morning wood in a cage.' Your body is trying to expand inside a tube that won't budge a millimeter. Basic physics. The irresistible force meets the immovable object."

I paused, savoring his desperate expression.

"Spoiler: the object wins. Always."

He got painfully to his knees, grimacing with every movement. The cage hung between his thighs, visibly strained from the inside, the skin around the ring bright red.

"I need to piss," he blurted, panicked. "It's urgent. Really urgent. My bladder's going to explode."

He was practically hopping in place, pressing his thighs together. The cage forbade any manual relief. He was at the mercy of his own anatomy.

I glanced at the digital clock on my nightstand. 8:12 a.m.

"Mmhh. That's inconvenient."

I headed toward the en-suite bathroom, taking all my time.

"The bathroom is my sanctuary in the morning. I have my Glow-Up routine to do. Double cleanse, toner, hyaluronic acid serum, moisturizer, facial massage with a jade roller…"

I counted on my fingers, pensive.

"It takes about forty-five minutes. Maybe fifty if I decide to do a mask. I'm torn about the new one from Drunk Elephant."

Cedric's eyes widened in horror.

"Fifty minutes? Livia, you're joking? I'll never make it! I'm at maximum here!"

He took a step toward me, pleading.

"Please, just let me in for two minutes! Two minutes!"

I stopped on the threshold, one hand on my hip. I scrutinized him with carefully calibrated contempt.

"You think my skin can wait? You think my pores care about your bladder"

I tilted my head, feigning reflection.

"You've spent twenty years pissing standing up wherever you wanted like a king, marking your territory without ever worrying about who had to clean up after you. Learning restraint will do you a world of good. It's excellent for the pelvic floor, apparently."

"Livia! This is torture!"

"No, it's organization. You'll wait until I'm done. And if you let a single drop escape onto my Persian rug…"

I pointed at the immaculate white carpet on which he stood.

"… I swear you'll lick it until the wool is dry. And believe me, urine on virgin wool soaks in. You'll be licking for a long time."

I gave him a brilliant smile and slammed the door.

Click.

I turned the lock.

The sound of his despair from the other side—a muffled moan, a thud against the wood—was the best possible start to my day.

* * *

I took my time. Really.

I turned on my "Bad Bitch Energy" playlist. I sang in the shower—"7 Rings" by Ariana, obviously. I applied cream to every inch of my body, taking care to massage well, to really work it in.

From the other side of the door, I occasionally heard small noises. Hurried footsteps pacing. Stifled moans. Once, a soft metallic bonk against the wood, as if he'd pressed his head—or his cage—against the door, praying to a god who wouldn't answer.

I smiled while applying my hydrating mask. Desperation had a very particular sound.

Forty-eight minutes later, fresh as a rose, scented with jasmine and vanilla, I finally opened the door.

Cedric was sitting on the floor in the hallway, back against the wall, legs pressed together so hard they were trembling. He was pale, covered in a film of cold sweat. He looked like a junkie in withdrawal—wild eyes, body wracked by uncontrollable spasms.

When he saw me, he rushed—or rather, almost crawled—toward the toilet.

"Ah, Cedric! Stop!"

He froze, one hand on the toilet lid, eyes wild with despair.

"What?!"

"Sit down."

"… Excuse me"

"You piss sitting down. Now and forever."

I leaned against the doorframe, checking my nails as if discussing the weather.

"The cage disperses the stream. It's like putting your finger on the end of a garden hose. It goes everywhere, in every direction. I refuse to have male urine splatter on my Italian tile or on the floor. It's disgusting."

I raised my eyes to him, implacable.

"So you sit. Like a girl."

He opened his mouth to protest, his male ego fighting one last second against the biological urgency.

But the pain won.

He lowered his head, defeated, and sat on the toilet.

The sound that followed was humiliating in its length. An erratic stream, hissing through the cage's mesh, hitting the porcelain in irregular bursts. It lasted an eternity—almost two minutes of physiological relief that was also psychological defeat.

He let out a long, trembling sigh, his shoulders sagging.

I saw something change in his gaze. Acceptance. Slight, but real. He had just pissed sitting down for the first time in his adult life. And he knew it wouldn't be the last.

When he finished and flushed, he remained seated a moment, prostrate, forehead in his palms.

"Up," I said, clapping my hands. "We don't have all day. Breakfast is served."

He stood and looked around frantically.

"My clothes… where are they? I put them on the chair last night."

I smiled as I left the bedroom.

"Oh, those? I had the housekeeper throw them out. Well, burn them. I don't remember. Same thing."

"You threw out my clothes? What am I going to wear"

I stopped at the top of the stairs and turned to him. He was naked, magnificent in his distress, the cage gleaming softly between his thighs like a cruel jewel.

"Nothing."

"Livia… I can't go down like this. Mom's there. Dad's there."

"So"

I descended a few steps, forcing him to follow if he wanted to continue the conversation.

"You're an accessory, Cedric. Does my handbag wear pants? Does my iPhone wear a sweater? No. Objects stay naked. It's more practical for maintenance."

I waved for him to come down.

"Come on, move. Mom hates when we're late."

* * *

The dining room was flooded with morning sunlight.

The smell of warm pastries and roasted coffee floated in the air, cruelly contrasting with the smell of fear emanating from Cedric behind me.

Mom was at the head of the table, imperial in a cream suit, reading the news on her tablet. Her face was a mask of perfect serenity—she must have gotten up at six for her own beauty routine.

Her husband—Sebastian, Cedric's biological father—was bustling around her with a silver coffee pot. He wore a ridiculous apron over his gray suit, and his movements had that mechanical efficiency of well-trained men.

When we entered, time suspended.

Cedric stopped at the threshold, mortified. By atavistic reflex, he clapped his hands over his crotch to hide the cage.

"Hands at your sides, Cedric!" my mother's voice snapped without her even looking up from her tablet. "We don't hide what we are. And stop hunching your shoulders, you look like a primate."

Sebastian froze, coffee pot in the air.

He looked at his son.

His only son. The former captain of the swim team. The boy he'd been so proud of for twenty years. Naked. Dark-circled. Marked by a night on the floor. A servitude device locked on his genitals.

I watched Sebastian. I'd been waiting for this moment. It was the real test.

Would he crack? Would he throw the coffee pot and scream "That's enough!" Would he defy my mother, defy the established order, save his son?

He met Cedric's gaze.

Cedric was begging him with his eyes. I could see his lips trembling, silently forming the words he didn't dare say out loud.

Dad. Help me. Please.

Sebastian swallowed hard. His Adam's apple bobbed. A second passed. Two. Three.

Then, slowly, cowardly, he lowered his eyes to his polished shoes.

"Good morning, Livia," he said in a lifeless voice. "Would you like scrambled or poached eggs this morning"

I almost heard the sound of Cedric's heart breaking.

Crack.

It was the sound of his last protection shattering. Of his last hope dying. His father had abandoned him. Right in front of him. Without even trying.

He was alone in the world.

I sat in my place, radiant.

"Scrambled, Sebastian. Thank you. And a large glass of fresh-squeezed orange juice with lots of pulp."

I turned to Cedric, who stood there like a lost soul, arms dangling, gaze empty.

"Well? Are you waiting for a written invitation"

He took a step toward an empty chair.

"Ah! Tsk tsk."

I wagged my finger "no," like scolding a puppy climbing on the couch.

"There are only three humans at this table, Cedric. Chairs are for people."

I pointed at the cold tile next to my chair.

"Your place. At my feet."

He trembled all over. A tear of rage rolled down his stubbly cheek. His fists clenched. For a second—just one—I thought he was going to explode. That he was going to flip the table, scream, hit something.

But no.

He had no more choices. His father had abandoned him. His stepmother treated him like livestock. And me… I had the key.

Slowly, he knelt. The cold of the tile must have seized him—I saw goosebumps run up his thighs.

"Good boy," I said, patting the top of his head like an obedient Labrador.

I looked at his crotch, now at my eye level.

"Look at that, Mom. It's much more feng shui this way, isn't it? All flat. All smooth. Looks like a Ken doll. Takes up no space, nothing dangling vulgarly. It's very… streamlined."

My mother cast a critical glance over her reading glasses.

"True. Much less visually aggressive. And at least he won't be thinking with his little head. Did you tighten the ring properly"

"Oh yes. He squeaked all night."

I buttered a piece of toast, taking my time.

"It was adorable. Like a teething puppy."

Sebastian approached. He set a porcelain plate in front of me—perfect scrambled eggs, golden, creamy.

Then he circled the table. He was holding a plastic bowl—an old Tupperware without a lid, the kind you use for leftovers.

He set it on the floor in front of Cedric.

"Here, son," he murmured so low I barely heard. "Eat fast. Your mother wants the car washed before ten."

Cedric stared at the scrambled eggs in the plastic bowl. No fork. No spoon. No plate.

"Thanks… Dad."

His voice was dead. Extinguished. As if the words came from very far away.

He bent to eat, awkwardly bringing the bowl to his mouth with his hands, like a beggar. Crumbs fell on his bare chest.

I sipped my orange juice. It was delicious. Sweet, tart, vital.

I looked at Cedric.

It was too calm. He was adapting too quickly. He was accepting his fate with a resignation that annoyed me. Where was the struggle? Where was the show?

I needed a spark. A little drama.

I reached out to grab the sugar bowl, and in a perfectly calculated movement that I would pass off as clumsiness, my elbow struck my full glass violently.

SPLASH.

The orange cascade was spectacular.

The icy, sticky liquid poured off the edge of the table, falling directly on Cedric's head, broad shoulders, and bare back.

He let out a cry of surprise, breath knocked out by the cold. The juice ran everywhere, sticking to his hair, soaking his chest hair, and clumping, sticky and sweet, around the metal cage.

"Oh my God!" I exclaimed, bringing my hands to my mouth, playing surprise. "No!"

I looked at the disaster with feigned horror.

"My floor! Cedric, look what you did!"

"Me?!" he choked, wiping juice and pulp from his eyes. "You're the one who spilled it on my head!"

"Don't be insolent!" I retorted sharply. "You were in the way. If you weren't so cumbersome, this wouldn't have happened."

I stood, towering over the scene with disgust.

"It's disgusting. It's sticky. It's going to attract ants. And orange juice is acidic, it'll attack the marble's finish!"

"Dad, give me a sponge, please…" Cedric pleaded.

"Absolutely not!" my mother intervened, still calm. "We don't waste household linens on that. Livia's right. It's his responsibility. Let him clean it."

I smiled at my mother. What a woman. What an ally.

"You heard? No sponge. You already have the necessary tools."

I pointed at his mouth, then at the floor covered in orange puddle.

"Clean it."

"You… you want me to…"

"I want this floor spotless in two minutes. And I want you to be clean. I don't want my car smelling like rotten orange when you go wash it."

I leaned toward him, my voice becoming a cruel whisper.

"So lick. Lick the floor. Lick your arms. Lick the cage if you can. I don't want to see a single drop."

He looked at me in horror.

This was the limit. Eating on the floor, fine. Being naked, fine. But being a living mop…

I pulled out my iPhone.

"Jade's going to love this," I said, opening the camera app. "She always told me men were multitaskers. Let's see if you can clean with your tongue."

The threat of the video. The indifferent gaze of his stepmother. The cowardice of his father staring at the wall.

Slowly, Cedric leaned down.

His shoulders were shaking with restrained sobs. But he stuck out his tongue. And he gave the first lick to the tile, picking up the sweet liquid mixed with a few bread crumbs.

Click.

I took the photo with flash.

On the screen, the image was perfect: his broad, muscular back, humiliated, covered in juice, and in the foreground, my immaculate pink heels and my slim ankle.

I typed the caption quickly:




Breakfast of champions…? Oops, I made a mess. Good thing I have a puppy to clean up. #MorningRoutine #GynarchyLife #SpillTheJuice #BrattyPrincess




"Come on, faster," I encouraged, giving him a light kick on the butt. "You missed a spot over there, near the table leg. And clean around the cage properly, I hate when it sticks to my fingers."

I sat back down, crossing my legs, and signaled Sebastian to pour me more coffee.

I watched Cedric, the former campus king, lick the floor at my feet while I scrolled through Instagram. Likes were already pouring in on my story.

The day was starting well.

But the real entertainment would arrive at noon. Jade had confirmed she was coming. And she'd written:

"Get him ready. I'm bringing the Wax and the Clamps. We're going to test his limits."

I hoped Cedric had enjoyed his breakfast.

Because he was going to need the strength to survive the afternoon.


5. The Inspection

(Livia's POV)







"You missed a spot."

Cedric looked up from the tile he'd been scrubbing for the past forty minutes. Sweat dripped from his forehead. His hands were raw from the industrial cleaner.

"Where, Mistress"

I pointed vaguely toward the kitchen. "Somewhere. I saw a smudge."

"I've cleaned every tile twice—"

"Then clean them three times." I examined my nails, bored. "Better yet, start over from the beginning. The grout still looks gray."

He stared at me.

There it was. That spark I'd been waiting for. The remnant of his old self—the Golden Boy who didn't take orders from anyone, least of all an eighteen-year-old girl in pink pajamas.

"The grout is supposed to be gray, Livia. It's gray grout."

"'Mistress.'"

"The grout is supposed to be gray, Mistress. That's literally its natural color."

"I prefer white."

"Then hire a professional to re-grout the—"

"Are you arguing with me"

The question hung in the air. I could see him calculating—risk versus reward, dignity versus consequence.

He chose wrong.

"I'm stating facts. You can't change the color of grout by scrubbing it. That's not how chemistry works."

"I don't care how chemistry works. I care about obedience." I stood up from the sofa, padding toward him in my bare feet. "Do you know what obedience means, Cedric"

"Doing what you're told."

"Wrong. Obedience means doing what I want, whether I've told you or not. Anticipating. Predicting. Making my life easier before I even realize something needs to be easier."

I crouched beside him, close enough to smell the cleaning chemicals mixing with his sweat.

"You've been scrubbing this floor for forty minutes. In that time, did you notice that my water glass was empty"

He glanced toward the coffee table. The empty glass.

"I… I was focused on the floor—"

"Did you notice that the mail came and no one brought it in"

"I can't see the mailbox from here—"

"Did you notice that I yawned twice, which means I might want coffee, which means you should have already started brewing it just in case"

"I'm not a mind reader!"

"Then become one." I flicked his forehead with my finger. "That's what toys do. They anticipate. They observe. They exist to make their Owner's life frictionless."

"I can't do everything at once!"

"Can't" I raised an eyebrow. "That sounds like a limitation. Toys don't have limitations. They have opportunities for improvement."

I stood up and walked toward the kitchen.

"Start over. From the entryway. And while you're scrubbing, think about what you could be doing better. I expect a list of self-criticisms by dinner."

"A LIST? Of my own—"

"Minimum ten items. Any less, and you're sleeping outside."

I poured myself water from the pitcher in the fridge, taking my time.

Behind me, I heard him take a deep, shaky breath.

"Yes, Mistress."

There we go.

* * *

(Cedric's POV)

List of Self-Criticisms. Ten items minimum.

I knelt in the corner of the kitchen, stub of pencil in hand, scrap of paper balanced on my bare thigh. The cage dug into my skin as I leaned forward to write.

1. I argued with Mistress about the grout.

Obviously. That was the big one. The trigger for this whole exercise.

2. I failed to notice her empty water glass.

True. I'd been so focused on the floor that I'd lost sight of the bigger picture.

3. I failed to bring in the mail.

Also true. Though how was I supposed to know the mail had come? I couldn't see through walls.

4. I failed to anticipate her coffee preference.

She'd yawned. I hadn't connected yawn to coffee. My fault.

5. I…

I stared at the paper.

What else? I'd done everything she'd asked. Cleaned every tile. Licked up the orange juice this morning. Accepted every humiliation without complaint.

What more did she want?

She wants you to want less.

The thought surfaced unbidden. Uncomfortable.

She wants you to stop keeping track. Stop counting the tasks completed. Stop measuring your worth by your usefulness.

She wants you to exist without expecting recognition.

I closed my eyes.

This morning, when I'd licked the floor, part of me had been waiting for her to acknowledge it. To say "good job" or "that's enough" or even just to look at me with something other than contempt.

She hadn't. Because I wasn't supposed to need acknowledgment.

5. I secretly wanted praise for licking the floor.

I wrote it down. The admission felt like a wound.

6. I thought about my old life during the scrubbing.

I had. For about thirty seconds, I'd imagined what my college friends would say if they could see me now—the Golden Boy on his hands and knees, scrubbing tile while his stepsister watched.

7. I felt resentment when she flicked my forehead.

Another wound. She'd flicked me like an annoying insect, and for one hot second, I'd hated her.

8. I mentally rolled my eyes when she said "obedience."

I had. She probably hadn't noticed, but I had.

9. I calculated whether the punishment was worth arguing.

That was the real confession. I'd thought about it. Weighed the options. Treated obedience like a business decision instead of a fundamental truth.

I stared at the paper. Nine items. One more needed.

What else was wrong with me? What else had I done, thought, felt that fell short of what she deserved?

10. I'm still thinking of myself as "me" instead of "hers."

The pencil trembled as I wrote it.

That was the deepest failure. Deeper than the grout or the water glass or the resentment.

I still had a self. A separate identity. A voice in my head that said "I" and "me" and "mine."

A proper toy wouldn't have that voice.

A proper toy would only think "she" and "her" and "hers."

I looked at the list. Ten criticisms. All true. All painful.

And somehow, writing them down made me feel… lighter.

* * *

(Livia's POV)

He presented the list at dinner.

I read it slowly, making him wait on his knees while I chewed each item like food.

"Number five is interesting," I said. "'Secretly wanted praise for licking the floor.' Did you really"

"Yes, Mistress."

"Why"

"Because I'd done something difficult. Something that cost me. I wanted to know it mattered."

"It didn't matter. You did what I told you to do. That's not praiseworthy—it's baseline."

"I understand that now, Mistress."

I continued reading.

"Number ten." I looked up at him. "'Still thinking of myself as "me" instead of "hers."' That's… perceptive."

"I'm trying to fix it, Mistress."

"You can't fix it. Not yet. Maybe not ever." I set down the paper. "But the fact that you recognize it as a flaw—that's progress."

I picked up my fork and resumed eating.

He stayed on his knees, waiting.

"You can speak," I said without looking at him.

"May I ask a question, Mistress"

"You may ask. I might not answer."

"Was the list… acceptable"

I chewed. Swallowed. Took a sip of wine.

"It was adequate."

His whole body seemed to relax. Just slightly. Just enough that I noticed.

He still needs approval. Even when he's criticizing himself, he needs to know he's doing it correctly.

That's adorable.

That's a problem.

"Cedric."

"Yes, Mistress"

"Tomorrow, I want a list of ten reasons why seeking my approval is itself a flaw."

His face fell.

"Yes, Mistress."

"Good. Now go clean the bathroom. And when you're done, organize my closet by season, then by color, then by fabric weight."

"That will take hours—"

"Then you'd better start now."

He rose without another word and disappeared toward the bathroom.

I watched him go, fighting a smile.

He's getting there.

Slowly, frustratingly, beautifully—he's getting there.


6. Tested

(Livia's POV)







I had just started my second oat milk Iced Latte when the intercom buzzer shattered the morning calm.

Not the main gate one—Jade had her own code and wouldn't arrive until noon.

No, this was better. This was the Holy Grail of modern consumption.

The Delivery Guy.

I sprang from the silk couch, nearly knocking over my glass.

"Cedric!" I shrieked. "Move your ass! It's my Prime package!"

Heavy, hurried footsteps echoed from the laundry room. Cedric appeared, out of breath, toothbrush in hand—I'd ordered him to clean the tile grout with it, and he was on his third hour of scrubbing.

He was still naked, of course. The cage gleamed under the hallway spotlights like an obscene jewel. But his shoulders were low, hunched with shame. And something else. Something that almost looked like… acceptance.

"I'll get it, Livia!"

"Mistress! And if you damage that box, I swear I'll sell you for parts on the Dark Web!"

He ran toward the entrance.

It was quite a sight: that big athletic body, reduced to trotting to open the door for a delivery guy, his muscular butt cheeks contracting with each stride, and especially, that little metal package bouncing between his thighs with a ridiculous clicking sound.

I wondered what the delivery guy would think. A naked man opening the door, a cage on his genitals, eyes downcast. In Valera, it wasn't that unusual—but still. Delivery guys must have stories to tell.

He returned a few seconds later, holding a medium box with the deference one would accord a royal crown. His cheeks were red—the delivery guy must have made a comment.

"It's for you… Mistress."

I saw the label: Shipped by Kink-Paradise. Discreet Delivery.

Discreet. My ass. The logo was a pink whip on a black background.

I clapped my hands, delighted, bouncing in place.

"Oh my God! It's my Haul! Come on, to my room. We're filming a story."

"A… a story"

Cedric's face fell. He was beginning to understand that every moment of his life was now potential content.

"An Unboxing, idiot. I need content for my Close Friends. And you're going to be my star. Well, my prop. Come on, hop! Upstairs!"

* * *

Fifteen minutes later, the setup was perfect.

I'd taken the time to adjust the lighting—Ring Light in "Cold Beauty" position, which gave my skin a pearly glow while making the shadows more dramatic. I'd chosen the right playlist: lo-fi chill for the ASMR vibe.

Cedric, meanwhile, had had time to marinate in his anxiety.

He was lying on his back, in the middle of my big white bed. I'd used the candy-pink silk bed restraints to tie his wrists and ankles to the four corners of the bed frame.

Position: Spread Eagle. Maximum stretching.

He was totally open. Offered. Vulnerable.

The view of his anatomy was unobstructed. His powerful thighs were spread wide, muscles taut from the effort of resisting the stretch. And in the middle, his imprisoned manhood looked tiny. A sad little thing in steel, lost in the vastness of his athlete's body.

The contrast was striking. Almost… artistic.

I sat cross-legged next to his hip, the box on my knees. I adjusted my phone on the tripod, checking the angle.

"We're rolling!" I whispered, excited.

"Livia… please… don't post this…"

"Shh! You're ruining my ASMR intro."

I tapped the box with my long acrylic nails. Tap. Tap. Tap. The sound was satisfying, crispy, perfect for the microphones.

"Hey girls! Welcome to this new crash-test. Today, we received the 'Training Starter Kit - Princess Edition.'"

I winked at the camera.

"And to test the material's durability, I have here a standard male model. A bit noisy, but sturdy. Let's see what he's made of."

I picked up a pink box cutter—even my tools matched my aesthetic.

Srrrit.

The sound of tape being ripped made Cedric jump. He was already sweating, drops beading on his forehead.

I plunged my hand into the polystyrene, savoring the suspense.

"Alright, Item Number 1! The revisited classic."

I slowly pulled out the object. A riding crop. But not just any crop.

It was short, snappy, braided in neon pink leather, with a handle encrusted with Swarovski rhinestones that sparkled under the lamp like miniature diamonds.

"'The Queen's Kiss,'" I read from the tag. "High sound impact, surgical precision. Perfect for beginners who want to leave clean marks."

I made it whistle through the air with a flick of my wrist. Whish.

Cedric closed his eyes, trembling all over. His muscles contracted in anticipation—his body knew what was coming, even if he refused to accept it.

"Look at this grip," I commented to the camera. "It's light, it's chic, it goes with everything. Let's test the precision."

I turned to Cedric. I wasn't aiming for his legs. That was too easy. Too predictable.

I placed the cold tip of the crop on his stomach, and I slid it down. Slowly. Very slowly.

I passed over his navel, over his contracted abs—they trembled under the leather—until I reached the forbidden zone.

I gently tapped the metal cage.

Ting. Ting.

The sound echoed, metallic, almost musical.

Then I slid the crop just below. On his balls. Those two little wrinkled balls of flesh hanging vulnerable beneath the steel.

"Tell me, Cedric," I smiled, leaning toward him. "You really look like an idiot right now."

I tapped his cage with the crop.

"Look at your little noodle stuck in there. Looks like a snail afraid to come out of its shell."

I gave the metal a little flick.

"And your testicles… Ugh. They're all soft. All sad. They're useless now, aren't they? Just two pathetic little hazelnuts taking up space."

He turned scarlet. The verbal humiliation hit as hard as the blows—sometimes harder. I could see his jaw clench, his eyes glaze over.

"Stop… please…"

"Stop what? Telling the truth"

I traced a circle around his cage with the tip of the crop.

"Your manhood is a joke, Cedric. A little joke in metal. The university's Golden Boy, reduced to… this."

I raised my arm.

His gaze followed the movement. He saw the pink crop rise above my head. He knew exactly where it was going to land.

"No… Livia, not there! NOT THERE!"

"Precision test: 100%."

I brought my arm down.

A sharp, swift, vicious strike.

The braided leather strap landed directly on his exposed testicles, just below the cage ring.

CRACK!

The sound was nauseating and magnificent at the same time. The slap of leather on thin, sensitive skin.

Cedric didn't scream right away. There was that half-second of silence, that suspended moment when the brain registers "Maximum Pain" but hasn't yet sent the signal to scream.

Then he exploded.

"AAAAAAAAAAAH! FUCK!"

He arched violently, pulling on his chains to the point of lifting his hips off the mattress. His face turned crimson, his jugular veins bulging like ropes.

He fell back heavily, panting, immediate tears springing from his eyes.

"It hurts! Fuck, my balls! It hurts!"

I snickered, delighted.

"Oops. 'Sorry.' I aimed for the hazelnuts. Those little things are sensitive, huh"

I leaned in to inspect the damage. The skin of his scrotum was already pinking, a clear mark forming where the leather had struck.

"Look at that pigmentation!" I commented to the camera. "It's instant! And it matches my nail polish perfectly."

I raised my manicured hand next to his reddened skin. Pink on pink. Perfect.

I tapped his tear-wet cheek with the crop.

"Rating out of 10, Cedric? For testicular pain"

He was openly crying now, curled up as much as his bonds allowed.

"Ten… ten… stop…"

"Ten? Perfect. I validate the item. 5 stars for the pink crop."

I dove back into the box, ignoring his moans like you ignore the background noise of a fan.

"Item Number 2. To accessorize this boring chest."

I pulled out a small black velvet pouch.

Inside: two adjustable Japanese clamps, topped with enormous glittery red plastic hearts. The kind of decorations you'd put on a birthday cake—except these had metal teeth.

"These are so cute!" I exclaimed. "Cedric, look! They're to add some joy to your sad nipples!"

He shook his head on the pillow, panicking. The pain from below was still radiating, and now I was attacking the top.

"No… Liv… not the nipples… they're super sensitive…"

"That's the point, Einstein."

I took the first clamp. I played with the screw to tighten it to maximum, testing the tension on my own finger. Ouch. Perfect.

"We're going to do this symmetrically. Aesthetics are important."

I pinched his left nipple, lifting it slightly before closing the jaw.

Click.

He screamed again, a shrill, piercing cry.

I took the second clamp, calmly, while he struggled.

Click. On the right.

I stepped back to admire the work.

It was sublimely ridiculous. That big athlete's body, the campus "Alpha," spread-eagled on a princess bed, with a red mark on his balls and two glittery hearts trembling on his pecs with every ragged breath.

"Wait, it needs more fun."

I grabbed my "Unicorns and Rainbows" sticker sheet that was lying on my nightstand—a relic of my adolescence I kept for special occasions.

I stuck a little unicorn on his forehead, right between his terrified eyes.

Then a rainbow just above his pubic cage, like an arrow pointing to his misery.

I took a picture.




Mood of the day: Decorating my pet. "Your little noodle looks less lonely with some decor, doesn't it?"




He was sobbing silently now, tears running down the sides of his face to splash on the pillow.

And somewhere, very deep, in a corner of myself I refused to explore, I felt… something. Not pity. No. Something more unsettling. A warmth. A satisfaction that went beyond mere power.

I ignored it.

"Item Number 3. The grand finale."

I pulled a silver tube from the box.

"'Thermo-Activated Gel: The Volcano.'"

I read the instructions aloud, taking my time, savoring his terrified anticipation.

"Concentrated formula. Extreme heating effect. Promotes blood flow. Burning sensation for 20 to 40 minutes. Do not use on irritated skin."

I looked at Cedric's cage. His manhood was tiny, retracted from the pain of the blows.

"You know, I was thinking… your 'thing' looks all shriveled up in there. It's pathetic. Maybe a little skincare would do it good"

"No… I don't want… no gel… please…"

"Shh. It's intimate Skin Care. It's for your own good. I take care of my belongings."

I put on a black latex glove—I'd planned everything. I deposited a generous dollop of translucent gel on my index finger. A chemical menthol smell invaded the room.

I slid my finger through the bars of the cage. I felt his soft, warm, vulnerable sex.

I generously slathered the glans and the shaft, insisting under the ring, where I'd struck. I wanted it to burn everywhere.

"There. That'll help you… grow."

It took seven seconds.

First, he frowned.

Then his eyes widened.

"It… it stings…"

"It activates circulation."

"No… IT BURNS! LIVIA! IT'S FIRE!"

He started thrashing like a man possessed. The heart clamps bounced on his chest, pulling on his nipples with each movement.

And then, biological betrayal struck.

The gel activated blood flow. It was mechanical. Chemical. Inevitable.

Despite the pain of his bruised testicles, his penis reacted.

He got hard.

Violently.

I watched the flesh swell before my eyes, turning bright red under the transparent gel. The penis engorged with blood and crashed against the steel walls of the cage.

The space disappeared. The cage became a vise.

He screamed, a guttural, animal sound.

"Fuck! I'm hard! It's crushing me! It hurts! Stop!"

I leaned in, fascinated. I zoomed in with my phone.

"Look at this," I commented for the camera. "The subject has a full erection despite the pain. It's fascinating how simple men are. I hit his balls, I burn him, and mister gets a stiffy."

I tapped the cage, stretched to bursting, with my crop. Ting.

The vibration propagated through his pain.

"You're a little pervert, Cedric," I murmured. "You have hearts on your nipples, you're crying, your hazelnuts are on fire, and yet you're hard for your Mistress. You're disgusting."

I saw a drop of clear liquid pearl at the tip of his urethra, escaping between the bars of the cage.

"Oh… and you're leaking too. You're lubricating. Gross."

"I can't control it…" he gasped, in tears, broken. "It's the gel… it's too tight…"

"Your body is betraying you, Cedric. It's telling me what you don't dare admit."

I straightened up, satisfied.

"Good. The gel is validated. A bit strong, maybe. We'll rinse that off. Later."

* * *

(Cedric's POV)

She was like a kid at Christmas.

Except instead of presents, she was unpacking devices designed specifically to torment me. And instead of holiday cheer, her face glowed with sadistic anticipation.

"Ooh, the clamps came with adjustable tension!"

She held up a pair of metal clips connected by a thin chain. The serrated edges gleamed under the hallway light. They looked like something you'd use on industrial cables, not human flesh.

"These are going on your nipples later," she informed me, as casually as someone discussing dinner plans. "Jade says the first few minutes are excruciating, but then they go numb. Apparently, the real pain comes when you take them off."

I stared at the clamps.

My nipples—which had, until three days ago, existed primarily to get cold when I forgot a jacket—were apparently about to become key sites of suffering.

"What else is in there" she asked herself, diving back into the box.

The parade of horrors continued.

A leather strap with holes at various intervals—"Cock ring, but for your balls. Looks like it separates them. Interesting."

A collection of rubber items I couldn't identify—"Oh, these are the sounds! They go… inside. Mom said they're advanced, so we'll save those."

A metal rod with a leather handle—"Crop. Classic. I've been wanting to practice my technique."

With each item she extracted, my stomach dropped a little lower. This wasn't theoretical anymore. These weren't concepts in a training video. These were real objects that would be applied to my real body in ways I couldn't even imagine.

"Mistress"

"Mmm" She was examining what looked like a complicated leather harness.

"Are all of these… necessary"

She looked up at me. Her expression shifted from delighted curiosity to something colder.

"Necessary for what"

"For… the training. For the Gala. I just thought—"

"You thought you'd negotiate? Set boundaries? Explain which torments you're comfortable with and which you'd prefer to skip"

"I didn't mean—"

"Cedric." She set down the harness and stood, facing me directly. "Every item in this box is a tool. I will use the tools I need, when I need them, for however long I need them. Your comfort is not a factor. Your preference is not a factor. Your terror—"

She picked up the nipple clamps and let them dangle in front of my face.

"—is absolutely a factor. But not in the way you're hoping."

* * *

The worst moment came at the bottom of the box.

She'd unpacked everything else—the clamps, the straps, the crop, the sounds, the various plugs and rings and devices I couldn't identify—and was about to close the cardboard flaps when she noticed something.

"Oh! There's a bonus item."

She reached in and pulled out a small plastic package.

Inside was a set of electrodes.

"Remote-controlled," she read from the label. "Dual pads. Adjustable intensity. One to ten, with ten being 'involuntary muscle contraction.'"

She looked at me. I looked at the electrodes.

"These go on your nipples too," she said thoughtfully. "Or your balls. Or both. The instructions say you can use multiple pairs simultaneously for 'enhanced experience.'"

"Enhanced experience" was not the phrase I would have chosen.

"Mistress, I need to tell you something."

"What"

"I'm afraid of electricity."

The admission cost me something. Golden Boys weren't supposed to be afraid of anything. We were supposed to be brave, confident, unflappable.

But the thought of current running through my testicles had pushed past every defense I had.

She tilted her head. "Afraid? Really"

"I got shocked by a faulty outlet when I was seven. It wasn't serious, but I remember the feeling. The loss of control. The way my muscles moved without my permission."

I swallowed.

"I'm telling you this not to negotiate. I know I can't negotiate. I'm telling you because… because you asked me once if I'd be honest. And this is me being honest."

She was quiet for a long moment.

Then she opened the electrode package.

"Cedric, I'm going to tell you something, and I want you to really hear it."

"Yes, Mistress."

"Your fear—this specific, genuine fear of electricity—is exactly why we're going to use these." She held up the electrodes. "Not despite your fear. Because of it."

"I don't understand."

"Right now, this fear controls you. It's a limit you've set for yourself, a boundary in your mind that says 'this far and no further.' My job—my purpose as your Owner—is to show you that every limit is an illusion."

She stepped closer.

"You're afraid of losing control? Good. I'm going to take your control away completely. And when you survive—when you're lying on the floor, shaking, realizing that the worst has happened and you're still alive—that fear won't own you anymore."

"You'll own it," I whispered.

"I'll own everything." She smiled. "That's the point."

* * *

(Livia's POV)

He was terrified.

I could see it in the way he watched the electrodes throughout the afternoon. Every time I picked them up, his whole body tensed. Every time I set them down, he exhaled with visible relief.

Fear was useful. Fear was a tool. But weaponized fear—fear that I controlled, fear that I could trigger or release at will—that was something else entirely.

"Cedric."

He looked up from where he was sorting my earrings by metal type. "Yes, Mistress"

"Stop thinking about the electrodes."

"I'm not—"

"You're thinking about them constantly. I can see your eyes flicking toward the box every thirty seconds. It's annoying."

"I'm sorry, Mistress."

"Don't be sorry. Be present." I walked over and crouched beside him. "When I use the electrodes—and I will use them, probably tonight—you're going to feel everything you're afraid of. The loss of control. The involuntary movements. The total vulnerability."

He was trembling.

"But here's what you need to understand. I've used these before. On my mother's old toy, during a training session. I know how they work. I know the safety limits. I'm not going to damage you."

"You've used them before"

"I wanted to understand what I'd be inflicting." I met his eyes. "A good Owner doesn't ask her property to endure anything she hasn't studied. Electricity is predictable. It follows rules. The fear you're feeling right now is worse than the actual experience."

"You're sure"

"No. Pain is subjective. You might find it unbearable." I shrugged. "But unbearable isn't the same as dangerous. And unbearable is exactly what you need to experience."

DING-DONG.

The front door bell. The personal code. Three long rings.

Jade. Noon sharp.

Cedric froze. He stopped breathing.

He was tied up.

He had a unicorn on his forehead.

He had hearts on his nipples.

His testicles were pulsing with pain.

And he had a rock-hard, chemical and uncontrollable erection, trapped in a cage coated with burning gel.

And the most sadistic girl on campus had just arrived.

I hopped off the bed, fixing my hair in front of the mirror.

"Oh! It's Jade!"

I turned to him with a radiant smile.

"Don't move at all. You're perfect. Red, swollen, ridiculous. A real little clown. She's going to love it."

I headed for the door.

"Livia! NO! Untie me! Not in front of her! Not like this!"

I stopped, hand on the handle.

"'Mistress,' Cedric. And be polite when she comes in. She brought hot wax. She'd be very disappointed if your little noodle deflated before she arrived."

I left, closing the door, muffling his cries of despair, and ran down the stairs to open the door for my best friend.

The afternoon wasn't going to be fun.

It was going to be legendary.


7. Remade

(Livia's POV)







I ran down the stairs, my heels clicking happily on the marble.

I opened the front door with my most beautiful smile, leaving behind the muffled—and frankly pathetic—screams of Cedric upstairs.

Jade was there.

She was the very incarnation of chic terror. Pencil skirt in vegan leather (for ecological consciousness), cream silk top (for unapologetic luxury), and Saint Laurent stilettos with metallic heels (for discreet weaponry). Her blonde ponytail was pulled so tight it must have been lifting her thoughts.

Jade and I went back fifteen years. Since kindergarten at the Valera Academy, where we'd discovered together the pleasure of making little boys cry by stealing their toys. She was my soul sister, my accomplice, my mirror. Where I was brunette and impulsive, she was blonde and calculating. Together, we were invincible.

She had been the first to encourage me when Mom had announced the "gift." "It's perfect," she'd texted at midnight. "You'll finally be able to practice on someone from your own house. The possibilities are endless."

"Darling!" she exclaimed, air-kissing me "Parisian style" to avoid foundation transfer. "You're glowing! Slavery suits your complexion."

"Jade! You look stunning! Come in quick. Mom's at the country club, the staff has the afternoon off. We have the manor to ourselves."

She entered, leaving behind her a trail of Baccarat Rouge 540, a perfume that cost more than Cedric's remaining dignity.

"So" she asked, her blue eyes sparkling with cold mischief. "Where's the 'Thing'? I heard he received his new survival kit."

I giggled, grabbing her arm to drag her toward the kitchen.

"Oh, it's much better than that. It's a Work in Progress. He's upstairs, in my room. I started the pretreatment with heating gel."

"The Volcano"

"Obviously."

Jade whistled in admiration.

"You don't waste time. I love it. Shall we go up"

"One second. I had the caterer leave some Mimosas chilling. We're not going to torture on an empty stomach, that would be barbaric."

* * *

Twenty minutes later.

We were climbing the stairs, two crystal flutes in hand, laughing out loud at an anecdote about Jade's ex—whom she had apparently forced to wear fishnet stockings to pick up a pizza.

"He rang the doorbell at Domino's like that" I asked, incredulous.

"Heels too. Two and a half inches. He tripped on the doormat."

"You're diabolical."

"I'm an educator. There's a difference."

Arriving on the landing, the atmosphere changed. Or rather, the background noise.

It was a mixture of hoarse moans, wet sniffles, and the rhythmic squeaking of my bed springs—Cedric must be squirming trying to escape the gel burn.

I pushed my bedroom door open with my foot.

"Ta-daaaa!"

The spectacle was… conceptual. A modern art installation that could have been titled "Male Distress, Acrylic and Metal on Flesh."

Cedric was still there, of course. Spread-eagled at the four corners of my King Size bed.

He was lobster red. The heating gel had reached maximum effect on his anatomy—forty minutes of continuous burning—and the room's warmth was doing the rest. He was dripping with sweat. The "Heart" clamps were still hooked to his nipples, pulling mercilessly on the skin with each panicked breath. The unicorn sticker on his forehead was starting to peel off, hanging sadly over his left eyebrow.

And his cage… ah, his cage. It contained a massive, painful, extremely compressed erection that was making the metal vibrate like an engine.

When he saw us, his eyes widened with terror.

"Livia… Jade… please… untie me… it burns too much… I can't take it anymore…"

Jade stopped at the foot of the bed. She took a sip of her cocktail, looking him up and down with the critical eye of a real estate agent visiting a ruin with potential.

"Hmm," she said.

She turned to me.

"The sticker idea is genius. Very Soft Girl Aesthetic. It contrasts with the brutality. It's ironic. I love it."

She made a face.

"But he's sweating a lot, isn't he? It's a bit creepy. He's going to stain your silk sheets."

"I know! That's what I was thinking! It's disgusting. He'll have to pay for dry cleaning."

We approached. Jade set her Dior bag on the dresser and, without a word to the victim, without even looking at him, came to sit… directly on Cedric's left thigh.

He let out a strangled cry when Jade's weight crushed his aching quadricep.

"Ow! Jade!"

"'Mistress Jade,'" she corrected without even turning her head, pulling out her phone to check her notifications.

I sat on the other side, on his right thigh.

We were framing him. He was our couch. Our vibrating ottoman.

"He's trembling a lot," Jade noted, tapping out a text. "That's not bad, it's like a massage chair. Almost relaxing."

"Jade… help me… Livia's crazy… she put fire on my dick…"

Jade burst out laughing, a crystalline sound that contrasted with the cruelty of her words.

"'Dick'? How vulgar. We say 'the member,' or 'the appendage,' or better yet: 'the thing.' Accessories don't have names."

She extended her manicured hand—black polish, perfect—and gave a little flick to the metal cage that was vibrating under blood pressure.

Ting.

Cedric arched, his head going back, neck veins bulging.

"AAAAAH!"

"Oops. Sensitive."

She looked at me, impressed.

"You're right, Liv. He's very reactive. My ex was mushier. This one has potential. A real temperament. How long has he had the gel on"

I checked my smart watch.

"Oh, about forty minutes."

"Solid. He's a good model. A bit noisy, but we can work on that."

Jade placed her champagne flute… directly on Cedric's left pec. Right next to the red heart clamp. The foot of the glass sank into the contracted muscle. The cold of the glass against his burning skin made him flinch violently.

"Don't move!" Jade ordered sharply, her tone suddenly glacial. "If you spill my Mimosa on this white carpet, I'll make you lick the floor until your tongue bleeds. And believe me, I never joke about champagne."

Cedric froze. He had to mobilize every fiber of his being to control his trembling, despite the pain of the clamps, the burning gel, and the erection sawing at his pelvis. He became a statue of suffering flesh, just to serve as a coaster.

It was fascinating. There was a strange beauty in that forced control. In that fight against his own body.

No. Not "beauty." Satisfaction. It was satisfaction.

"Good," said Jade, retrieving her glass (leaving a wet ring of condensation on Cedric's skin). "Let's get down to serious business. The sanitary inspection."

She stood and approached the groin area.

Cedric closed his eyes, shame overwhelming him. To be examined like this, like a circus animal, by the girl he'd tried to pick up at a party last year… I remembered that scene. He'd approached her with his Golden Boy smile, certain of his charm. She'd looked at him like you look at an insect before crushing it.

And now she was going to inspect his manhood like you inspect a used car.

Jade leaned in. She pulled a Montblanc pen from her bag and used it to lift the cage, carefully avoiding the gel-slick skin.

"The installation is clean," she commented like an expert. "The ring is well-placed behind the balls. Correct tension."

She gave a little pen tap to the testicles, bruised from the crop.

"Oh, nice bruise here. Did you use the crop"

"Yes! The pink model!"

"Excellent choice. The mark is clean. However…"

She made a face of absolute disgust.

"What's with this Amazon rainforest"

She pointed at the thick, curly black hairs sticking out chaotically around the ring and on the upper thighs.

"This is neglected, Livia. It ruins the whole design. It looks like a Cartier jewel placed on 70s carpet. It's visually offensive. At the Gala, the judges will dock points for this."

I sighed theatrically, playing with my straw.

"I know! I wanted to shave him, but I was too lazy. And I didn't want him to use my razor, that's gross. Male hair is coarse, it damages the blades."

Jade smiled. A predator's smile who had just spotted a limping gazelle.

She went back to her Dior bag.

"Luckily Auntie Jade is prepared. I have OCD about body hair. I never go out without my emergency kit."

She pulled out a colorful box.

Cold Wax Strips - Full Bikini & Touch-Ups.

"I was going to do a touch-up before the Ibiza weekend," she said. "But honestly, he needs it more than me. Look at that, you can't even see the skin anymore."

Cedric's eyes flew open, filled with pure horror.

"No… no! Not wax! You can't do this!"

"We're going to do this."

"It'll rip the skin off! I'm a man, it's denser!"

Jade approached him, strips in hand, and leaned down until her face was inches from his.

"Not anymore, honey. Now you're 'Property.' And property must be well-maintained. Do you think we don't suffer to be beautiful? The waxing, the heels, the diets? Welcome to the real world."

She straightened up and separated the two wax strips. The characteristic sound—Scriiitch—made Cedric go pale.

"Livia, can you hold the left leg? He's wriggling too much, it'll make bruises if the skin isn't taut. And I hate sloppy work."

I complied with sadistic joy, sitting with all my weight on his left thigh to immobilize him. Jade took care of the right.

Access to the groin was wide open. The vulnerable zone offered to our cruelty.

"We're going to start with the inner thighs," Jade announced in the tone of a professional aesthetician. "It's the most sensitive zone. Right next to the family jewels. The skin there is thin as cigarette paper."

She applied the pink sticky strip to the tender skin, right next to the burning cage, engulfing the long, thick hairs.

She smoothed the strip with the palm of her hand. Pressing hard. Rubbing to heat the wax.

"Mmmh. Good adhesion. These are well-rooted. This is going to hurt."

Cedric was crying. Real tears of despair running into his ears.

"Jade… please… don't pull… I'll do anything you want…"

"Anything I want" she repeated, amused.

She pulled out her phone with her other hand.

"Then smile for the story. I promised Sarah—you know, your ex?—that I'd send her updates. She told me: 'Say hi from me, and rip it all off.' She holds a grudge, that Sarah."

Cedric choked. Social humiliation added to physical torture.

"She said that"

"Yes. And she added a peach emoji. 3… 2… 1…"

RIIIP!

The sound was sharp. Violent. Like giant velcro being ripped from a wall.

The strip took with it a forest of hair and probably the first layer of epidermis.

Cedric's scream was inhuman. A shrill, broken howl that went into ultrasonic range. He arched so hard the bed lifted off the floor, nearly knocking me off.

"AAAAAAAAAAAAAH! FUCKING SHIT!"

He collapsed, panting, trembling with uncontrollable spasms.

"Whoa," Jade said, examining the strip covered in black hairs and tiny red dots. "That came from the root! Look Livia, you can see the bulbs! It's fascinating!"

I leaned in to see the waxed area. The skin was blood red, dotted with the famous "blood dew"—those tiny points where follicles had been ripped out.

"It's so much cleaner!" I gushed. "You can see the skin better. It's much more aesthetic. But it's red."

"That's normal," said Jade. "It's the inflammatory reaction. It means the body understands who's boss."

She looked at the used strip in her hand.

"It's a shame to throw this away already, it still sticks."

She had a diabolical smile.

Without warning, she slapped the used strip, hairy and sticky, directly on Cedric's forehead, right next to the unicorn.

She pressed down hard.

"There. A little souvenir. You look like a tribal warrior, but the failed version."

"Mmmh!" Cedric protested, trying to shake his head to unstick the disgusting thing.

"Don't move, we're not done. There's still the other side. And the top."

"The top" I asked.

"Yes. We're not going to remove everything. That would be banal. We're going to give him a design."

Jade winked at me.

"What do you think of a little heart? Just above the weenie? Or a 1930s-style mustache"

"The heart!" I approved. "It's so kawaii!"

Cedric, out of breath, snot dripping from his nose, hairy strip stuck to his forehead, looked at us with absolute terror.

"No… kill me… kill me right now…"

"Oh, don't be dramatic," Jade sighed, preparing three new strips. "We're giving you a Glow Up. You should thank us. At any salon, this would cost you fifty bucks. Here, it's free."

She approached his face, grabbing his chin with her long nails, digging her claws into his cheeks.

"Listen to me, Toy. Your begging is boring us. You're ruining the vibe with your whining. You're not Cedric the swim team captain anymore. You're a piece of meat we're preparing for dinner. And meat doesn't talk."

She gave him a humiliating little slap on the cheek.

"So the next time I rip a strip, you don't scream 'Stop.' You scream 'Thank you.' Got it"

Cedric nodded weakly. Something died in his eyes. The last flame of rebellion. He was broken.

Jade applied the strip to the other thigh. Smoothed slowly. Smiled at the camera.

"Thank who"

Cedric closed his eyes, trembling, defeated by the pain and the total domination of these two predators in high heels.

"Thank you… Jade…"

"Mistress Jade."

"Thank you… Mistress Jade…"

RIIIP!

"AAAAAAH! THANK YOU MISTRESS!"

We both burst out laughing, clinking our mimosas above his convulsing body.

"You see" Jade said, sipping her drink. "He's well-behaved after all. He learns fast."

She looked at Cedric's raw skin.

"But we need to disinfect. It's bleeding a bit."

She dug in her bag and pulled out a bottle.

"I have my hand sanitizer. Coconut scent. It stings a little, but it's hygienic."

She poured a generous amount directly on the red, bloody zone.

The scream that followed shook the bedroom windows and, I hope, gave the whole neighborhood nightmares.

The afternoon was just beginning.

And the box of strips was still half full.


8. Forbidden

(Livia's POV)







Calm had returned to the room, but it was the deceptive calm after a hurricane. Or after a sadistic aesthetician.

Cedric was still lying on the bed, restrained, but he had changed in appearance.

He was no longer the hairy, arrogant male of the morning.

He was bright red in places—marks from the crop. Hairless and shiny in others—the waxed zones. And his groin looked like a devastated but clean war zone. The little heart of hair that Jade had artistically left above his penis trembled with each breath like a frightened little animal.

He was sniffling, exhausted, eyes fixed on the ceiling, probably praying for death or a power outage. The hairy strip was still stuck to his forehead, next to the unicorn. He looked like a postmodern art project on fallen masculinity.

Jade finished her Mimosa and set the empty glass on the nightstand—this time, she spared Cedric's pec.

"So," she said, consulting her iPhone. "The aesthetics are validated. He's presentable. A bit red, but body foundation will fix that for the Gala."

She turned to me, one perfectly drawn eyebrow raised.

"Now, we need to test the mechanics."

"The mechanics" I asked, picking a strawberry from the bowl on my nightstand.

"Endurance, Livia. The Gala lasts four hours. He'll be exposed, touched, stimulated by the atmosphere. The judges will test him. Other women will caress him, pinch him, provoke him. If your slave spills at a judge's first touch or stains the red carpet, you're disqualified. They call it 'The Leak of Shame.'"

I grimaced.

"Oh no. Out of the question. I want to win."

"Then we need to test his brakes. We need to see if he can rev up without exploding. It's like a car's safety inspection."

She paused, her expression becoming more serious.

"Do you understand what's at stake, Liv? The Gala isn't a birthday party. It's a competition. The Matriarchs judge everything: presentation, training, control. If your slave cracks in public—if he complains, if he resists, if he comes without permission—you lose your candidacy. You become the laughingstock of the Society. Your mother would be humiliated. Your reputation would be destroyed before it even started."

I felt a shiver run down my spine. I hadn't really grasped the stakes until now. It was a game to me. A cruel amusement. But for my family, for my future in this society…

"And if I win"

"If you win" Jade smiled, her eyes gleaming with ambition. "You become a full-fledged Velvet. Access to the network. The contacts. The opportunities. Doors open. Careers are made. Your mother is on the board of directors of three companies thanks to her initiation. That's how it works in Valera."

She turned toward the bed.

"So let's make sure this piece of meat doesn't make you lose."

Jade approached the bed. She grabbed the chastity cage—still burning from the gel—and shook it roughly.

Cedric moaned.

"It's… it's sensitive…"

"Shut up."

She turned to me.

"The key, Liv."

I plunged my hand into my cleavage and pulled out the small silver key, warm against my skin. It had spent hours nestled between my breasts, absorbing my warmth. I tossed it to Jade.

She caught it in mid-air with frightening dexterity.

Cedric froze. He saw the key. He saw the lock. A gleam of insane hope lit up in his ravaged eyes—like a man lost at sea spotting a sail on the horizon.

"You… you're going to take this off me"

"We need to check if the equipment still works after the shock treatment," Jade said, inserting the key into the padlock.

Click.

The padlock opened.

She removed the hoop. Then, with a grimace of disgust at the gooey gel, she separated the two parts of the cage.

The steel fell on the mattress with a small metallic sound.

Free.

For the first time since the night before, Cedric's sex was free.

But it wasn't pretty to look at. It was red, irritated from the continuous friction, coated in dried menthol gel, and surrounded by raw skin from the waxing.

Yet the release from physical constraint provoked an immediate reaction. Blood, no longer compressed, flowed freely. His erection, until now painful and compacted, unfurled. He got fully hard for the first time in twenty-four hours.

It was… I don't know. Something I wasn't expecting. Seeing him like that, whole, after seeing him contained for so long. There was a difference. A presence the cage had erased.

I dismissed the thought.

Cedric let out a long, trembling sigh, closing his eyes. His face relaxed for the first time since the night before.

"Oh my god… that feels good… thank you…"

Jade elbowed me.

"Look at him. He thinks he's on vacation. It's cute."

She snapped her fingers near his ear.

"Hey! Open your eyes, Sleeping Beauty. We're not done."

He opened his eyes, a blissful, stupid smile on his lips.

"I… can I go wash myself now? To get the gel off"

I burst out laughing.

"Wash yourself? No, Cedric. You're going to work."

I sat on the edge of the bed, crossing my legs.

"Jade said we need to test your endurance. So you're going to show us what you can do."

I pointed at his trembling erection.

"Touch yourself."

He froze.

"What"

"Are you deaf? Masturbate. Jack off. Do what you used to do under your blanket when you were fifteen thinking about my friends. Come on."

He looked at his hands, still tied to the bedposts by the silk restraints.

"I… I can't, I'm tied up."

"Ah, that's right. Logistics problem."

Jade sighed.

"Untie one hand. The right one. But keep the other tied. We don't want him thinking he's a free man."

I leaned over and untied his right wrist. He brought his numb arm against his chest, massaging his shoulder.

"Come on!" I snapped. "We don't have all day! I have a manicure appointment at 4!"

"But… in front of you"

"It's either that or I put the cage back on and pour Tabasco inside," Jade proposed calmly.

The argument landed.

Cedric, hand trembling, wrapped his fingers around his erection.

The contact of his skin on his own flesh, coated with residual heating gel, drew a violent shiver from him. I saw his toes curl.

He started moving his hand. Slowly.

It was awkward. It was intimate. It was something he'd done thousands of times in private, in the dark, alone with his fantasies. And now he was doing it in broad daylight, in front of his Mistress and her best friend, tied to a bed, covered in unicorn stickers.

For us, it was hilarious.

"Faster!" Jade ordered, like a sadistic gym teacher. "You're lacking rhythm. It's limp."

He sped up. The wet sound of masturbation filled the room. Fap. Fap.

"Gross," I said, grimacing. "That sound is disgusting. It sounds like someone walking through mud in flip-flops."

"That's nature, darling," Jade said, filming the scene. "Look at his face. He looks like he's trying to solve a math equation."

Cedric had his eyes closed, desperately concentrating. He was torn between the residual pain from waxing, the gel burn, the total humiliation, and the irrepressible biological pleasure of finally touching his sex after twenty-four hours of deprivation.

He started panting. His hips were lifting off the mattress, seeking the rhythm.

"Mmmh… oh yes…"

"Shut up!" I cut in. "No noise. Objects don't moan. Control yourself."

He bit his lip until it bled to stay quiet. His hand was going faster. He was getting close. I could see it in the tension of his thighs, in his curling toes, in the way his breathing became erratic.

"I'm… I'm going to… I'm close…" he gasped.

Jade raised her hand.

"STOP!"

Cedric froze, his hand in the air, his chest heaving violently.

He was on the edge. At the precipice. One second from falling over.

"Don't move," Jade ordered. "Let go of everything."

He released his sex, which remained standing, throbbing, oozing pre-seminal fluid.

"This is the test," Jade explained. "You have to stop on command. If you come without permission at the Gala, I swear I'll wax your eyebrows off."

We waited. Ten seconds. Twenty seconds.

His erection wasn't weakening. He was in pure suffering. "Blue balls"—the painful congestion—was starting to hit. His face was clenched.

"Good," Jade commented. "He has good brakes."

She looked at me.

"Again"

"Absolutely."

"Come on, Cedric! Start again!"

He started again. More frantic this time. The urgency was there. He needed to finish. He needed that chemical release to forget the pain of the day.

"Faster! Harder!" I encouraged, clapping my hands. "Go! Go!"

He was going all out, forgetting his shame, forgetting everything except the orgasm that was coming.

"I'm coming! Livia, I'm coming! I can't stop!"

"STOP!" Jade yelled.

He stopped. One second from the end.

He let out a scream of pure frustration, pounding his fist on the mattress.

"NO! Fuck! Let me finish! It hurts! My stomach hurts!"

"That's just part of the job," Jade snickered. "Breathe. Think about your grandmother. Or taxes."

He was almost crying. His sex was purple, engorged with blood, painful.

We dragged the game out for twenty minutes.

Four times we brought him to the edge of the abyss. Four times we stopped him.

It was an art. A science. You had to read the signs—the tension in the thighs, the change in breathing, the curling toes—and intervene at the precise moment. One second too late, and it was the Leak of Shame.

By the end, he was nothing but a trembling wreck, drooling, begging, ready to sell his soul for just one second of release.

"Please… Mistresses… mercy… just once… I'll do anything… I'll be a good slave… let me come…"

Jade looked at me and shrugged.

"He's done. What do you think? Let him finish? It would make a nice finale video."

I looked at Cedric. He was pathetic. He needed this. After everything he'd been through…

A part of me—a tiny part that I refused to listen to—felt something that almost resembled… tenderness? No. Satisfaction. The satisfaction of giving a deserved reward.

I smiled.

"Okay. Cedric, you've been a good boy today. You handled the wax well. You handled the clamps well. You've earned your reward."

His eyes lit up with infinite gratitude. It was the look of a man seeing God.

"Thank you… oh thank you Livia… thank you…"

"You can go ahead. But I want you to look me in the eyes when you do it."

He grabbed his sex with the fury of a drowning man grabbing a life buoy.

He started pumping. Fast. Very fast.

"Yes… yes… it's coming…"

I looked at the white carpet. I looked at my silk sheets. I looked at the liquid already pearling, threatening to spurt at any moment.

And I made a disgusted face.

"Wait."

He didn't stop. He couldn't. He was in the point of no return.

"CEDRIC! I said wait!"

I jumped up and grabbed the chastity cage from the bed.

"This is dirty! You're going to get it everywhere! I don't want stains on my Versace comforter!"

"Too late!" he screamed. "I'M COMING!"

With a swift gesture, I grabbed his wrist and forced it away.

Jade, understanding immediately, grabbed the other arm to pin it to the bed.

"No! NO!"

I shoved the chastity cage onto his rock-hard erection.

It was impossible. It wouldn't fit.

But I forced it.

I pushed the steel tube against the swollen-to-bursting glans. I compressed the hard flesh with a violence I didn't know I had.

"Get in there, you beast!"

I managed to get the ring behind his congested balls.

I closed the two parts over the rock-hard penis.

The steel crushed the erection.

CLICK.

I locked the padlock at the precise moment his body triggered the orgasm.

It was absolute horror. And absolute beauty.

The orgasm triggered. The muscles contracted to expel the semen. His whole body stiffened, ready for the promised release.

But there was no room. No exit. The tube compressed the urethra. The ring strangled the base.

The ejaculation was ruined. Blocked. Short-circuited.

The semen stayed trapped inside, or oozed out weakly, without force, mixing with the burning gel in the closed space of the cage. A parody of orgasm. A ghost of pleasure.

Cedric opened his mouth to scream, but no sound came out. His eyes rolled back.

His body was wracked with violent spasms, not of pleasure, but of a physical frustration so intense it resembled agony. It was like watching someone sneeze and hold it back at the last moment, multiplied by a thousand.

He fell heavily back onto the mattress, panting, trembling, defeated.

He hadn't come. He had just… hurt.

I stepped back, shaking my hands as if I'd just touched something dirty.

"Phew. That was close. He almost stained the bedspread."

Jade applauded slowly.

"Bravo, Livia. That was masterful. The timing was perfect. You ruined his orgasm like a pro."

Cedric was crying silently, staring at the ceiling. He was broken.

His orgasm was dead. His cock was back in the cage, more painful than ever. His hope had been destroyed at the precise moment he thought he'd reach it.

I picked up my phone for one last story. I filmed his devastated face.
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"Well," said Jade, picking up her bag. "Shall we go shopping? I saw there are sales at Gucci."

"Excellent idea!" I replied. "Anyway, he needs rest."

I leaned toward Cedric's ear.

"Rest well, Cedric. Tomorrow, we start leash training. And I plan to make you run in the garden."

I paused, tracing a circle on his chest with my finger.

"You were almost good today. Almost."

We left the room laughing, leaving him alone with his pain, his frustration, and his heart of hair, prisoner of his own desire and my little silver key.

The key that I slipped back between my breasts, warm from his heat.

* * *

(Livia's POV)

Jade left at sunset, promising to return for "phase two" tomorrow.

I was alone with Cedric—naked, trembling, still marked by the afternoon's torments—when my mother appeared in the doorway.

"May I come in"

I straightened. Mom didn't usually ask permission to enter my rooms. The formality meant something.

"Of course."

She walked in, her heels silent on the carpet, and surveyed the scene with clinical detachment. Cedric on the bed, recovering. The scattered implements of his transformation. The subtle smell of menthol and sweat and something more primal.

"He's progressing well," she observed.

"Thank you."

"Don't thank me. I'm not complimenting you yet." She sat on the edge of my vanity, crossing her legs with practiced elegance. "I'm observing. Assessing. The same thing I'll be doing at the Gala."

"I understand."

"Do you" She tilted her head. "Tell me what you've learned so far."

* * *

I thought about the past five days.

The party. The first night. The bathroom humiliations, the breakfast degradation, the waxing, the edging, the corrections. Each moment building on the last, each lesson revealing something new about power and submission and the strange dance between them.

"I've learned that breaking someone isn't about pain," I said slowly. "Pain is just a tool. The real breaking happens in the mind."

"Go on."

"I've learned that consistency matters more than intensity. Cedric doesn't fear any single punishment—he fears the certainty that punishment will come if he fails."

"Better. What else"

"I've learned that…"

I hesitated. This next part felt dangerous to admit.

"I've learned that it's harder than I expected. Not the cruelty—that comes naturally. But maintaining distance. Staying objective. Not letting his suffering become… something else."

Mom's expression didn't change.

"Something else like what"

"Like connection. Like intimacy." I looked at Cedric, still motionless on the bed. "When I hurt him, he looks at me with such… trust. He believes I know what I'm doing. He believes this is making him better. And sometimes, when I see that belief, I feel—"

"Stop."

Mom's voice cut through my confession like a blade.

"What you're describing is the oldest trap in the Society's history. The emotional bleed. The moment when an Owner confuses dominance with attachment."

"I'm not confusing—"

"You are." She stood and walked toward the bed, looking down at Cedric with the same expression she used when examining furniture for purchase. "This is a project, Livia. A demonstration of skill. In four days, you'll present him to the Matriarchs, and they'll evaluate your work. If they see attachment—real attachment, not performance—they'll fail you immediately."

"Why"

"Because attachment is weakness. A toy you love is a toy you'll hesitate to sacrifice. And hesitation, in our world, is fatal."

* * *

She sat beside Cedric on the bed.

He didn't move—couldn't move, really, given his state—but I saw his eyes flicker toward her with wary attention.

"Do you love my daughter" she asked him directly.

His voice was hoarse. "I serve her, Madam."

"That's not what I asked. Do you love her"

Silence stretched between them.

"Answer honestly," Mom commanded. "I'll know if you lie."

Cedric's throat worked.

"I… I don't know if I'm allowed to love, Madam. I don't know if that's part of what I've become."

"A diplomatic answer. But also a coward's answer." She reached out and lifted his chin, forcing him to meet her eyes. "Let me rephrase. When you think about Livia—when you imagine her absent from your life, when you picture existing without her control—what do you feel"

"Terror, Madam."

"Just terror"

"And… loss. Like something essential would be missing. Like I'd be incomplete."

"That sounds like love to me."

She released his chin and stood, turning to face me.

"He loves you. Or he's developing love. Which means you have a choice to make."

* * *

I waited.

"You can maintain distance. Treat him as the project he's supposed to be. Win the Gala, earn your place in the Society, and eventually transfer him to someone else when his usefulness fades."

"Transfer him"

"It's common practice. A toy that develops attachment becomes complicated. Better to pass him to someone without that history. Cleaner for everyone."

The thought of "passing" Cedric to another woman—of watching someone else command him, correct him, receive his devotion—made my stomach clench.

"What's the other option"

"You acknowledge the connection. Accept that what you're building is something more than a training exercise. And accept the consequences that come with that choice."

"What consequences"

Mom walked to the window, looking out at the darkening garden.

"The Society isn't kind to women who love their property. They see it as regression—a return to traditional femininity, to nurturing, to soft emotions that undermine strength. If the Matriarchs detect genuine attachment at your Gala, they'll fail you. Possibly permanently."

"So I have to pretend not to care"

"You have to genuinely not care. Or you have to care so precisely, so strategically, that no one can tell the difference."

She turned back to me.

"Your grandmother managed it. She loved every one of her toys—truly loved them, in her way—but no Matriarch ever suspected. She learned to love with control instead of vulnerability. To make her attachment another form of dominance."

"How"

"By understanding that love and ownership aren't opposites. A woman can cherish her property. Can value it. Can even feel genuine affection for it. The key is never letting that affection compromise her authority."

* * *

Mom walked toward the door, then paused.

"One more thing, Livia."

"Yes"

"At the Gala, the President will test you personally. She always tests the candidates from founding families."

"What kind of test"

"She'll ask you to give something up. Your toy, your pride, something you value. The correct response is immediate compliance—no hesitation, no emotion, no negotiation."

"And if I hesitate"

"Then she'll know that your attachment is stronger than your ambition. And your chances of joining the Society will be over."

She opened the door.

"Four days, Livia. Use them wisely."

* * *

(Livia's POV)

I couldn't sleep.

Mom's words kept circling in my head like vultures.

Love and ownership aren't opposites.

A woman can cherish her property.

The key is never letting that affection compromise her authority.

I turned over in bed, staring at the ceiling. Across the room, Cedric was curled in his designated spot, breathing softly in sleep.

Did I love him?

The question felt absurd. I'd known him for five years and despised him for most of that time. The arrogant Golden Boy who strutted through the house like he owned it, who looked through me like I was furniture, who represented everything insufferable about male confidence.

But this Cedric—the one sleeping on my floor, caged and marked and utterly devoted—this wasn't the same person.

This was someone I'd created.

And maybe that was the real question. Not whether I loved him, but whether I loved what I'd made of him. Whether the pride I felt watching him obey was affection or just satisfaction with my own work.

Maybe both, I thought. Maybe they're the same thing.

* * *

I slipped out of bed and padded across the carpet.

He was beautiful in sleep. The tension drained from his face, the constant alertness softened into peace. Without the wariness, without the fear, he looked almost like the boy I remembered from before—handsome and whole and untouched.

But he wasn't untouched anymore. He was mine.

I crouched beside him, studying the marks on his skin. The fading redness from the waxing. The slight bruising where the cage had chafed. The places where my hands, my implements, my will had left their signatures on his body.

I did this, I thought. Every mark is my mark. Every change is my change.

He's my creation.

And creations, I realized, could be loved. Not with the soft, yielding love of romance novels. But with the fierce, possessive love of an artist for her masterpiece.

That was the kind of love Mom meant. The kind Grandmother had mastered.

Love that owns. Love that controls. Love that never, ever compromises.

* * *

I reached out and touched his hair.

He stirred but didn't wake. Just shifted slightly, unconsciously leaning into my hand.

"I don't know what I'm doing," I whispered. "Everyone thinks I'm confident, that I have some natural gift for this. But I'm making it up as I go."

He couldn't hear me. It was safe to confess.

"You terrify me, Cedric. Not because you're strong or because you might resist. But because you're becoming something I didn't expect. Something that matters to me."

My hand stilled in his hair.

"The Gala is in four days. The President is going to test me. And if she asks me to give you up—to prove I don't care—I don't know if I can do it."

Silence. His breathing steady and slow.

"But I'll try. Because that's what Castellane women do. We do whatever it takes."

I stood up.

"Even if it breaks something inside us."

* * *

(Cedric's POV)

I kept my breathing even. Kept my eyes closed. Kept perfectly still.

But I heard everything.

You terrify me.

You're becoming something that matters to me.

I don't know if I can do it.

She thought I was asleep. She thought her confession was private, a whisper to the darkness that no one would ever hear.

But I heard.

And in the morning, when she woke and resumed her Ice Queen persona, when she ordered me through another day of training and humiliation, I would remember.

I would remember that underneath the cruelty, underneath the control, underneath everything she showed the world—

She was scared too.

And somehow, that made me love her more.

* * *

(Cedric's POV)

Three weeks. Twenty-one days. Five hundred and four hours.

That's how long it had been since I'd last had a release that wasn't interrupted, ruined, or denied entirely.

Not that I was counting.

I knelt on the cold tiles of her bathroom floor, my hands clasped behind my back, my cock straining against the cage. She stood at the vanity, applying her makeup with the same careful attention she applied to everything—including my systematic destruction.

"You've been so good lately," she said, not looking at me. "I've noticed."

My heart stuttered. In the bizarre economy of our relationship, "good" meant everything. Good meant maybe—just maybe—I might earn a moment of relief.

"Thank you, Mistress."

"Mmm." She turned to face me, leaning back against the counter. She was wearing a silk robe—nothing else, as far as I could tell—and the morning light caught her features like something from a Renaissance painting.

"I've been thinking," she continued, "that you might deserve a reward."

I stopped breathing.

"Would you like that, Cedric? Would you like me to take off that cage?"

"Yes." The word came out ragged. "Please. Mistress. Please."

She smiled—that smile that meant I was walking into a trap.

"Beg me properly."

I bent forward until my forehead touched the cold tile.

"Please, Mistress. I've been good. I've done everything you asked. Please let me come. I need it. I need you."

Silence. Then the soft pad of her bare feet, coming closer.

"Look at me."

I raised my head. She was standing directly over me.

"One minute," she said. "That's what you've earned."

She produced the key and unlocked the cage. The release of pressure was almost painful, and I gasped as my cock surged to full hardness.

"You may touch yourself. For one minute. Starting now."

My hand wrapped around myself before she finished speaking. The sensation was overwhelming—weeks of denial condensing into desperate pleasure.

"Fifty seconds."

Faster. Harder.

"Forty seconds."

I was close. So close—

"Thirty seconds."

Almost—

"Stop."

My hand froze. Everything in me screamed to keep going—

"Hands behind your back."

I obeyed. I don't know how. My hands moved behind my back while my cock throbbed uselessly.

"Good boy." Her voice was warm with approval. "Now let's see how long you can last."

She reached out and traced a single finger along my length. I nearly screamed.

"This is what it means to belong to me," she said. "Your pleasure isn't yours anymore. Even your frustration belongs to me."

"Please," I whispered. Tears streaming down my face.

"Maybe later." She picked up the cage and began fitting it back into place. The lock clicked shut. "That's the beauty of it, Cedric. You'll never know when."

She turned back to the mirror as if nothing had happened.

I stayed on my knees, trembling with thwarted need.

This wasn't just training.

This was ownership.

And god help me, I was starting to want it.


9. Correction

(Livia's POV)







My mother found me in the library.

I was sprawled on the velvet chaise, scrolling through my phone, ignoring the stack of "Essential Reading for New Owners" that she'd left on my desk three days ago. Cedric was kneeling by the window, sorting my jewelry collection by color because I'd decided that alphabetical order was "too pedestrian."

"You're not studying," Mom observed from the doorway.

"I'm learning by doing. Hands-on experience. Very progressive."

She walked into the room with that measured stride that always made me feel like I was being evaluated. Her heels clicked against the parquet—Louboutin, black patent, weapons-grade.

"The Gala is in three days, Livia. The Matriarchs will test your knowledge of protocols, history, technique. Reading is non-negotiable."

"Protocols are boring. History is dead people. And technique—" I waved my hand dismissively. "I have instincts."

"Instincts." Mom's voice could have frozen champagne. "Show me these instincts."

She turned to Cedric.

"Stand up. Face me."

He looked at me first—asking permission, good boy—and I nodded. He rose smoothly and turned to face my mother, hands behind his back, eyes down.

Mom circled him slowly. Predator assessing prey.

"He's acceptable," she said. "Good posture. Clean. The cage fits well—I had it adjusted perfectly, if I say so myself."

"He's better than acceptable. He's—"

"Untested."

The word hung in the air.

"What do you mean, untested"

"I mean you've had him for five days, and I haven't seen you correct him once. Not properly. All I've seen is creative humiliation—which is entertaining, certainly—but correction requires precision. Technique. The kind of thing you'd know if you'd read chapter seven."

I sat up straighter. "I've corrected him plenty."

"Name one."

"I made him lick the floor."

"That's humiliation."

"I sprayed him with cold water."

"That's torture."

"I denied him orgasm for—"

"That's the cage doing the work." Mom stopped circling and faced me directly. "Have you ever delivered a proper correction? One that teaches, not just punishes"

I opened my mouth. Closed it.

She was right. I'd been creative with cruelty, inventive with degradation. But actual correction—the precise application of pain to modify behavior—I'd left that to implements. To the cage. To circumstances.

Never my own hands.

"I thought so." Mom's smile was thin. "Fortunately for you, I'm an excellent teacher."

* * *

She had Cedric kneel in the center of the room.

I sat in the wingback chair, notebook in hand—yes, she actually made me take notes—while Mom stood beside him like a professor with a anatomical model.

"The male body has several pressure points useful for correction," she began. "The ears are sensitive—a firm twist communicates displeasure without lasting damage. The nipples respond well to pinching, especially when the subject has been recently waxed."

She demonstrated. Cedric winced but stayed silent.

"But for immediate, overwhelming correction—the kind that stops a behavior instantly and prevents repetition—nothing compares to testicular impact."

Cedric's shoulders tensed visibly.

"Mom—" I started.

"Pay attention, Livia. This is the most important technique you'll learn."

She crouched beside Cedric, her face level with his cage.

"The testicles are the male body's emergency stop button. A precise strike delivers overwhelming pain without permanent damage—when done correctly. Too soft, and it's merely uncomfortable. Too hard, and you risk injury. The goal is incapacitation without destruction."

"You're going to hit him in the balls"

"We're going to hit him in the balls. After I demonstrate."

* * *

She had him spread his legs wider.

The cage hung between his thighs, the transparent dome exposing his compressed anatomy. Below the plastic, his balls were pushed forward by the ring—vulnerable, exposed, nowhere to hide.

"The cage actually makes this easier," Mom explained. "It holds everything in position. No dodging, no protective reflexes. The subject can't cross his legs or twist away. Perfect target acquisition."

She turned to Cedric.

"You may speak. Tell me how you're feeling."

His voice was tight. "Scared, Madam."

"Good. Fear is appropriate. It means you understand what's about to happen." She paused. "Do you consent to this correction"

"I… I don't understand, Madam."

"The Society requires verbal consent before any significant physical correction. It's not optional. So I'm asking: do you consent to receive corrective discipline"

He looked at me. His eyes were wide, pleading. Please don't make me.

I could stop this. One word, and Mom would back off, and we'd go back to my "instinctive" methods of torment.

But there was something in his eyes that wasn't just fear. Beneath the pleading, beneath the dread—there was something else.

He wants to know if I'll protect him.

He wants to know if I'll let this happen.

He wants to know who's really in charge.

"Answer her, Cedric."

His jaw tightened. A single tear escaped down his cheek.

"Yes, Madam. I consent."

* * *

The sound was unlike anything I'd heard before.

Not a slap exactly—more of a thwack, accompanied by a wet, meaty impact that seemed to echo in the silent library.

Mom's palm had connected precisely with the underside of his scrotum. Open hand, fingers together, a swift upward motion that transferred energy directly into the soft tissue.

Cedric's reaction was instantaneous.

His entire body seized. His mouth opened in a silent scream—no sound came out, the pain too overwhelming for vocalization. His hands flew toward his crotch instinctively, but Mom caught his wrists.

"No touching. Hands behind your back. Feel it."

He obeyed somehow, his arms shaking violently as they returned to position. His face had gone gray-white. Sweat broke out across his forehead. His breath came in short, desperate gasps.

"This is what a proper correction looks like," Mom said calmly, still holding his wrists. "Notice the physiological response. Cardiovascular spike. Diaphragm spasm. Systemic pain radiation. He's not thinking about anything except this moment."

"Is he okay"

"He's fine. The pain peaks at about ten seconds and subsides over the following minute. By two minutes, he'll be functional again. Watch."

I watched.

Cedric's color slowly returned. His breathing regulated, though it remained ragged. The trembling in his limbs subsided from violent to merely visible.

But his eyes—his eyes had changed.

They were fixed on my mother with something that looked almost like gratitude.

"What is that expression" I asked.

"Clarity," Mom said. "A correction like this wipes the mental slate. All the thoughts, worries, plans, resistance—gone. There's only the present moment. Only the pain. And then, when the pain fades, only obedience."

She released his wrists.

"Cedric. Who do you serve"

"Mistress Livia." His voice was hoarse but immediate. No hesitation.

"Why do you serve her"

"Because I'm hers. Because serving her is my purpose."

"What are you"

"Whatever she wants me to be."

Mom smiled—not warmly, but with professional satisfaction.

"Clean slate. Ready for instruction. This is what a proper correction achieves."

* * *

"Your turn."

I stared at her. "What"

"You need to practice. The Matriarchs may test this at the Gala. You must be able to deliver a correction confidently, without hesitation."

"I don't—I've never—"

"Which is exactly why you need to practice now."

Cedric was still kneeling, his breathing almost normalized. He looked up at me—and something in his expression made my chest tighten.

He wasn't afraid anymore.

He was… waiting. Expectant. Almost eager.

"Cedric," I said slowly. "Do you want me to do this"

"I want whatever you want, Mistress."

"That's not what I asked."

He hesitated. The silence stretched.

"I want you to be able to protect yourself," he finally said. "I want you to be strong. Strong enough that no one ever questions your authority. If that means I need to… to help you practice…"

He swallowed.

"Then yes. I want you to do this."

* * *

I approached him slowly.

My heart was pounding. My palms were damp. This was different from the creative torments I'd devised—the floor-licking, the cold showers, the humiliations. This was direct. Physical. Intimate in a way that nothing else had been.

I crouched beside him, as my mother had.

His cage was right there. The transparent plastic. The compressed flesh beneath. The balls pushed forward by the ring, exposed and vulnerable.

"Open hand," Mom instructed from behind me. "Fingers together. Swift upward motion. Don't pull back at the last second—commit to the strike."

I raised my hand.

Cedric's eyes met mine. In them, I saw trust. Complete, absolute trust. He was giving me permission to hurt him. More than permission—he was asking for it.

He wants me to be strong.

He wants to serve someone worth serving.

He wants to know I can handle him.

I struck.

* * *

The impact traveled up my arm like electricity.

I felt the softness compress, the resistance of tissue, the way his body absorbed the blow and translated it into agony. It was visceral. Primal. Nothing like I'd imagined.

Cedric made a sound—a low, guttural moan that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than his throat. His body curled forward, instincts overriding training for just a moment.

"Steady," Mom said. "Keep him upright. Don't let him collapse."

I grabbed his shoulder, holding him in place. He trembled against my hand, his skin hot and damp with sudden sweat.

"Breathe," I told him. "In through the nose. Out through the mouth."

He tried. His breath came in stutters, but he tried.

"Good. That's good. Keep breathing."

I held him through the peak of the pain. Felt his body shake. Watched his eyes go glassy and then slowly clear.

When he finally looked at me again, something had shifted between us.

"Thank you, Mistress," he whispered.

"For hurting you"

"For learning how. For caring enough to learn how to control me properly."

Mom stepped forward, her heels clicking with approval.

"Now that," she said, "is an instinct worth having."

* * *

That night, I couldn't sleep.

I kept replaying the moment. The sound. The feeling. The way he'd looked at me afterward—not with fear or resentment, but with something deeper.

Devotion, I realized. Real devotion.

He wasn't serving me because he had no choice. He was serving me because I'd proven I could handle him. Because I'd demonstrated the willingness to hurt him when necessary. Because I'd shown him that my power wasn't just cruelty—it was competence.

I'd earned something today that I couldn't have demanded.

His respect.


10. The Sacrifice

(Livia's POV)







"I need to ask you something, and I need you not to laugh."

Jade was perched on my vanity, which was unusual. Normally she sprawled across furniture like she owned it. This rigid posture meant something serious.

"I'm listening."

"You know how I… operate. With my toys."

"The findom thing? Obviously."

"It's not a 'thing.' It's a philosophy." She crossed her arms. "I believe that true dominance doesn't require physical contact. Men should worship from a distance. They crawl, they pay, they beg for crumbs of attention. I don't lower myself to touching their bodies. That's what they want—to be handled, to feel my hands on them. Denying them that is part of the punishment."

"You've explained this before. Many times."

"Well." She uncrossed her arms, then crossed them again. "The Gala is in two days. And your mother mentioned that Matriarchs sometimes ask candidates to demonstrate… physical correction techniques."

I understood immediately.

"You've never hit a man's balls."

"I've never hit a man anywhere. Not directly. I use implements. Distance. Financial pressure." She looked genuinely uncomfortable. "But if a Matriarch asks me to demonstrate a testicular correction and I can't do it…"

"You'll fail."

"I'll be humiliated. Which is worse."

I leaned back, considering. Yesterday, Mom had taught me the technique on Cedric. I'd practiced until my palm stung and his voice went hoarse. The knowledge was fresh, the muscle memory still forming.

"You want me to teach you."

"I want to practice. On your toy. Since mine isn't… suitable."

"Your toy isn't suitable because you've never touched him."

"Exactly. He'd probably faint from shock if I laid a hand on his precious parts." She rolled her eyes. "Cedric's already broken in. He can take it."

I looked at Cedric, kneeling by the window. He'd heard everything—I could tell by the slight tension in his shoulders.

"Cedric. Come here."

He approached and knelt before us.

"Jade needs to practice a technique. She's going to hit your balls. Repeatedly. Probably badly at first. Do you understand"

"Yes, Mistress."

"And"

He looked up at me, then at Jade. And then—remarkably—he smiled.

"I would be honored to help Madam Jade prepare for the Gala. My balls are at her disposal."

Jade blinked. "Did he just… offer enthusiastically"

"He's starting to be well-trained." I felt a flush of pride. "Cedric, spread your legs wider. Give her proper access."

He adjusted his position, knees spreading until his caged package was fully exposed and vulnerable.

"Wider," I corrected. "She's a beginner. She needs a clear target, not your thighs getting in the way."

"Yes, Mistress." He spread further, wincing slightly at the stretch.

I turned to Jade. "There. Your practice dummy awaits."

"This is so degrading," Jade muttered.

"For whom"

"For me. I'm about to touch a man's genitals like some common… handler."

"Think of it as a sacrifice for the Society. A temporary lowering of standards in service of a greater goal."

She took a deep breath. "Fine. Let's get this over with."

* * *

(Cedric's POV)

Jade approached me like I was a dead animal she'd been asked to dissect.

"This is disgusting," she announced, crouching beside me. "I can see… everything. The cage. The… the balls. They're just there."

"That's generally where they are," Mistress Livia observed dryly.

"In my arrangements, I never have to look at this. My toys send money. I send disdain. No one's genitals enter the equation."

"Welcome to physical domination. It's messier."

Jade reached out tentatively, then pulled her hand back.

"Can I wear gloves"

"No. The technique requires direct palm contact for proper force transfer."

"Of course it does." Jade steeled herself. "Fine. For the Society."

She raised her hand.

I watched it hover above me, trembling slightly. Jade—confident, cruel, untouchable Jade—was nervous. About touching me.

There was something almost sweet about it.

"I'm ready, Madam," I said, trying to be helpful. "You can hit whenever you—"

THWACK.

* * *

(Livia's POV)

Her first attempt missed entirely.

Not just missed the target—missed Cedric altogether. Her palm sailed through empty air about three inches to the left of his scrotum.

"That was pathetic," I said.

"He moved!"

"He absolutely did not move. You flinched at the last second." I stood and walked over. "You're treating this like it's going to hurt you. It's not. It's going to hurt him. That's the point."

"I know that intellectually—"

"Then know it practically. Here." I grabbed her wrist and positioned her hand. "Feel where the target is. The cage holds everything in place. You're aiming for the soft tissue below the plastic."

Jade's fingers brushed against Cedric's exposed balls. She shuddered.

"This is the worst thing I've ever done."

"You made a man sell his car to buy you a handbag."

"That was elegant. This is primal." But she took a breath and readied herself again. "Okay. Second attempt."

* * *

The second attempt connected.

Barely. A glancing blow that caught more thigh than testicle. Cedric made a small sound—more surprise than pain.

"Better," I said. "But you're still pulling back. Commit to the strike."

"What if I damage him"

"You won't. The cage protects the shaft. The balls are resilient. And even if you did hurt him—" I shrugged. "He's a toy. Toys get broken sometimes."

Jade looked at Cedric. He nodded encouragingly.

"Madam Jade, please don't worry about me. I want to help you succeed at the Gala. Hit as hard as you need to."

"See" I gestured at him. "He's literally asking for it. How often does that happen"

"It's weird. The enthusiasm is weird."

"The enthusiasm means I've trained him well. Now stop stalling."

* * *

(Cedric's POV)

The third strike was real.

I felt it—a solid impact that sent a wave of nausea through my stomach. My body tried to curl inward, but I forced myself to stay open, to keep my legs spread, to remain the perfect target.

"That's it," Mistress Livia said approvingly. "That's the force you need."

"Really" Jade sounded almost pleased. "It felt… substantial."

"It was. Look at his face."

They both looked at me. I was sweating, breathing hard, trying to process the pain without showing weakness.

"He's suffering," Jade observed.

"He's learning. And so are you. Again."

* * *

By the sixth strike, Jade had found her rhythm.

She still looked vaguely disgusted every time she made contact—some instincts don't change overnight—but her technique had improved dramatically. Each hit landed precisely where intended, with exactly the force necessary.

"You're a natural," I managed between gasps.

"Don't be ridiculous. I hate every second of this."

"Your form is excellent, Madam."

"Stop complimenting me while I'm assaulting you. It's disturbing."

Mistress Livia laughed. Actually laughed—a real one, not the performative chuckle she used with guests.

"He's trying to make you feel better, Jade. That's what good toys do."

"Well, tell him to stop. It's making this worse."

But she was smiling. Just a little. Just enough.

* * *

(Livia's POV)

Jade washed her hands three times before leaving.

"I feel contaminated," she announced, scrubbing with the intensity of a surgeon prepping for operation. "I touched a man's testicles. Multiple times. With my bare hand."

"You'll survive."

"My reputation won't. If anyone finds out I lowered myself to manual correction—"

"No one will find out. Unless a Matriarch asks you to demonstrate, in which case you'll perform beautifully and everyone will be impressed."

She dried her hands, still looking traumatized.

"Thank you. For letting me practice on your toy."

"Thank Cedric. He's the one who offered his balls with such enthusiasm."

We both looked at him. He was kneeling in the corner, recovering, a small smile on his face despite the obvious discomfort.

"He really is well-trained," Jade admitted. "Mine would have cried. Or protested. Or tried to negotiate."

"That's because you've never touched yours. Fear of the unknown is always worse than fear of the actual."

"I suppose." She gathered her bag. "Same time tomorrow? I want to practice the backhand version."

"There's a backhand version"

"Your mother mentioned it. Apparently it's more theatrical."

I sighed. "Cedric, you heard that. Tomorrow you'll be helping Jade again."

"Yes, Mistress. I look forward to it."

Jade shook her head. "So disturbing. The eagerness. I'll never get used to it."

But as she left, I saw her glance back at Cedric one more time.

And I could have sworn she looked almost… impressed.


11. Cold

(Livia's POV)







The air in my room had become stale.

I pinched my nose with two manicured fingers, making an exaggerated grimace of disgust.

"Ugh. It's infectious in here. You smell like defeat, Cedric."

He turned an imploring gaze toward me, full of broken hope. His eyes were red, swollen from tears. There was something almost… touching in his total vulnerability.

No. Not touching. Practical. It was practical that he was so docile.

"I'm sorry, Mistress… can I take a shower? Please? I feel dirty…"

I burst out laughing, a clear sound that made my earrings jingle.

"A shower? In my Carrara marble bathroom? With my Jo Malone soaps at $80 a bottle? You're dreaming."

I approached the bed, arms crossed.

"We don't wash animals inside. You'll clog my drains with your mediocrity."

I untied his wrists and ankles. He almost collapsed off the bed, his muscles stiff from two hours of being stretched, slipping on his own secretions.

"Stand up. We're going to the garden."

"The… the garden"

He panicked, trying to hide his caged sex with his hands.

"But the neighbors… the staff… it's broad daylight!"

"The hedges are eight feet tall, paranoid. And as for the staff… well, if they see you, it'll remind them who's in charge here. Walk."

* * *

The garden was an emerald green paradise under a blazing sun. A perfect 82-degree day without a cloud.

I installed myself regally on a teak lounge chair near the outdoor faucet, adjusting my Celine sunglasses on my nose. I'd prepared a large glass of homemade lemonade with lots of crushed ice and a pink metal straw.

Cedric stood in the grass, naked. He was blinking, dazzled by the harsh light after hours of darkness. He looked like a prisoner emerging from a dungeon.

"Hands on your head," I ordered, sipping my drink.

He complied, exposing his ridiculous nudity to the bees and birds.

There was something strangely beautiful about this tableau. The lush garden, the golden sun, and in the middle, that silhouette of a humiliated man, hands on his head like a prisoner of war. A living work of art.

Stop. Focus.

I glanced toward the neighboring house. The Duvals. A traditional family, not from Valera at all—the father was a free man, an IT consultant who worked from home. Their terrace overlooked our garden. If they looked out the window…

But that was precisely the excitement. The risk. The possibility of being seen. Of someone knowing what I was doing to Cedric, what he had become.

"Good. Before we start washing, safety protocol. I don't feel like running in heels if you get the urge to bolt."

I dug into my wicker beach bag and pulled out a spool of kitchen twine. Thin. Strong. Sharp.

"Come here."

He approached, wary, his thighs rubbing together.

"On your knees. Facing the wall."

I threaded the twine directly through the base ring of his chastity cage, just behind his bruised balls. I tied a double marine knot, cinched tight—I'd learned knots at sailing camp, I never thought they'd be used for this.

Then I pulled the twine to the outdoor brass faucet, mounted two feet off the ground against the red brick wall.

I tied the other end to the faucet.

Leash length: two feet. Not a millimeter more.

I sat back on my lounge chair, crossing my tanned legs.

"There. Applied physics lesson, Cedric. You have two feet of slack. If you back up to escape the water… you pull on your testicles. If you stand up suddenly… you pull on your testicles. If you try to run… you rip off your testicles."

I smiled over my sunglasses.

"It's what's called an educational leash. You're literally held by the balls. Poetic, isn't it"

He looked at the thin string stretched between his crotch and the wall. He realized the trap. He was anchored to the ground by his own sensitive parts.

"That's… that's cruel…" he murmured, voice trembling.

"It's practical. Let's move to the scrubbing."

I picked up the neon green garden hose snaking through the grass. I turned the faucet on full.

The water came from the property's artesian well.

Drawn from a hundred feet deep.

Estimated temperature: 46 degrees. Freezing.

I set the nozzle to "Mist."

"We'll start gently. Pre-wash."

I pulled the trigger.

A cloud of ice water enveloped Cedric.

The thermal shock was instantaneous. His skin contracted violently. Goosebumps exploded all over his body.

"AH! Fuck, it's cold!"

He had a reptilian reflex to recoil. He threw his body backward to escape the burn of cold.

But the string went taut.

SNAP.

The cage ring jerked his balls forward.

"OW!"

He froze instantly, body hunched, torn between the cold pushing him to flee and the sharp pain forcing him to stay. He had to make a choice in a split second: freeze or suffer.

He chose to freeze, returning docilely toward the wall to loosen the cord.

"Oops," I said innocently, stirring the ice cubes in my glass with my straw. "Watch the leash, Doggy. Don't pull too hard, it would be a shame to damage the equipment before the Gala."

I continued spraying him with ice mist. The water streamed over his hot body, creating uncontrollable shivers that made his butt cheeks tremble.

It was hypnotic, in a way. The droplets gliding over his skin. The muscles contracting. The steam rising from his warm body on contact with the cold water.

"You're really filthy. Look at you. Gross. We need to soap all that up."

I plunged my hand into my bag and pulled out a candy-pink plastic bottle shaped like a bone.

"Catch!"

I threw the bottle far behind him, into the tall grass.

Cedric turned, looked at the bottle six feet away, then looked at his two-foot leash.

"Livia… I can't reach it… the string is too short."

"Figure it out! You have four legs, don't you? Lie down! Crawl!"

He looked at me in disbelief, then resigned himself. He got on all fours in the mud that was starting to form beneath him. He stretched out his full length, extending his arm to the max, the string pulling dangerously on his groin.

He grunted with effort, his fingers brushing the pink plastic.

He finally grabbed it and returned to his knees, panting, covered in dirt on his knees and elbows.

"Read the label," I ordered.

He squinted, water dripping from his lashes.

"'Pup Fresh - Detangling Shampoo for Coarse-Haired Dogs. Chemical Strawberry Scent'? Seriously"

"It's all I had. And besides, it's pink, it suits your complexion. Go on, soap up. Everywhere. And really work on the cage area. I want it to smell like candy, not goat."

Under my amused gaze—and a few photos for my private story—the former swim team captain covered himself in neon pink shampoo.

The synthetic, sickening strawberry scent invaded the garden, clashing with his broken masculinity. He scrubbed his broad chest, his muscular arms, and his battered groin. Pink foam covered the cage, the raw waxed areas.

"It stings… the waxed areas burn with the soap…" he moaned.

"That means it's working. Scrub your butt. Come on, a good doggy is a clean doggy."

When he was covered in pink foam, looking like a giant humiliated cotton candy sculpture, I changed the nozzle setting.

No more "Mist."

I switched to "Concentrated Jet."

The kind of jet you use to pressure-wash patios.

"High-pressure rinse!" I announced cheerfully.

I aimed.

PSHHHHH!

The ice-cold jet hit his left pec, right on the spot where the heart clamp had been attached for hours.

Cedric screamed.

"AAAAAH! IT'S FREEZING! STOP!"

He tried to pivot, to curl into a ball.

Ting!

The tug on his testicles brought him back to order. He couldn't protect himself. He was offered to the jet.

This was my personal video game.

I aimed at the nipples. Headshot.

I aimed at the belly button. Combo.

I aimed at the cage. Fatality.

The cold water hit the metal, cooling it instantly, transforming the steel into an ice cube against his skin.

"Look at that!" I exclaimed, stopping the jet for a second, fascinated.

I approached to observe the phenomenon up close.

The effect of 46-degree water on male anatomy is radical.

His scrotum had retracted to the maximum, becoming a small, hard, wrinkled, compact nut, pressed desperately against his pubis seeking warmth. His penis, inside the cage, had totally disappeared. It had invaginated, retreated inside his body like a turtle into its shell.

The cage, size S, looked huge now. It was floating around emptiness.

There was nothing left. Just metal and fear.

"Oh my God, Cedric. Where did it go"

I tapped the cage with my manicured nail. Knock knock. It sounded hollow.

"Your little noodle gave up. It went back inside! It's what they call the 'Turtle Effect,' right? You're officially a turtle. A pink strawberry turtle."

I pulled out my phone.

"Don't move, this one's a collector's item."

I took a close-up photo.
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"Livia… I'm freezing… my lips are blue…"

He was trembling all over, teeth chattering loudly like castanets. His skin was mottled purple from cold.

He looked… fragile. Vulnerable. Almost childlike in his distress.

I dismissed that thought. He wasn't fragile. He was in training.

"It's good for tissue firmness. All right, last rinse for the back. Turn around! And spread your cheeks!"

He turned carefully, back to me, holding the string with one hand to avoid being ripped apart.

I aimed the powerful jet at the crack of his butt.

"Hop! Colon hydrotherapy!"

He yelped, hopping in place like an electrocuted goat, nearly ripping his crotch apart with each jump. It was hilarious.

Suddenly, the characteristic squeak of a wheelbarrow wheel on gravel.

Someone was approaching.

I saw Cedric freeze. His eyes scanned the side path in panic.

It was Mister Alvarez, the gardener. Sixty years old, face tanned by the sun, cap screwed onto his head. He was pushing his wheelbarrow of potting soil.

He stopped dead when he saw the scene.

Me, in a Versace bikini on a lounge chair, cocktail in hand.

Cedric, naked, smelling of chemical strawberry, trembling, remnants of stickers on his forehead, tied by his private parts to the wall.

Cedric opened his mouth. I read a wild, irrational hope in it. A man. Male solidarity. He's going to say something. He's going to help me.

"Mister Alvarez…" he murmured, teeth chattering.

The gardener looked at him. He looked at the taut string. He looked at the cage. He looked at the pink foam.

Then he looked at me and politely tipped his cap.

"Good afternoon, Miss Livia. Nice day for grooming."

I lowered my sunglasses and gave him a big smile.

"Good afternoon, Mister Alvarez! Yes, he was infested with fleas. You do what you have to do."

Mister Alvarez nodded, impassive. Fifty years of service in Valera families had immunized him against this kind of scene.

He pointed at Cedric with his chin.

"If you want, I have the pressure washer in the shed for stubborn stains. It scrubs well."

Cedric went white. Even the gardener. Even he saw him as a surface to clean.

"Oh, thank you, that'll do for today," I replied smoothly.

Mister Alvarez grabbed the handles of his wheelbarrow, totally ignoring the naked man begging him with his eyes.

"Cedric!" I snapped.

He jumped.

"We say hello to Mister Alvarez. Where are your manners"

He looked at me, warm tears mixing with ice water on his cheeks.

"But…"

"SAY HELLO! Or I'll ask Alvarez to go get the pressure washer!"

He turned toward the gardener's retreating back. He stood at attention, as dignified as a man tied by the scrotum can be, water dripping from his nose.

"Hello Mister Alvarez! Have a… have a good day!" he shouted in a strangled, high-pitched voice.

The gardener raised a limp hand without turning around and disappeared behind the arborvitae hedge.

I finished my lemonade, slurping loudly through the straw.

"There. You're clean. And polite."

I stood and turned off the faucet.

"You can untie yourself. Well, if your fingers aren't too frozen to undo the knot."

I watched him struggle with the wet string, his numb, blue fingers slipping constantly, accidentally tugging on the cage with each failed attempt, drawing little squeaks of pain from him.

It took him five long minutes to free himself.

"Once untied, you stay here."

"A towel… Livia… I'm going to get sick…"

"Absolutely not. The sun dries everything. And dogs shake themselves off, don't they"

I snapped my fingers.

"Come on, shake!"

He looked at me, horrified.

"What"

"Shake like a wet dog. I want to see water flying. Come on! Shake! Shake!"

Humiliated to the core, shivering, he began to shake his limbs, his hair, his whole body, spraying droplets of strawberry-scented water all around him.

It was grotesque. It was perfect.

And it was almost… cute. The way he obeyed now without really resisting. The way his body had learned to follow my orders before his mind could even protest.

No. Not cute. Efficient.

I took my basket and headed toward the house.

"Oh, and Cedric"

He stopped flailing, miserable, arms dangling.

"Prepare yourself psychologically. Sarah's coming for tea at 4. She saw my story. She said she really wants to test the sturdiness of your clean testicles."

I paused for effect.

"And I think she's held a grudge against you since your breakup. Something about a Valentine's Day text"

His face fell.

I blew him a kiss and left him there, naked, alone, pink and trembling in the vastness of the garden, awaiting his next torturer.

* * *

(Cedric's POV)

The water was 46 degrees.

I know this because she told me. Artesian well, hundred feet deep, glacier temperature. She'd announced it like a sommelier describing wine—with pride, with anticipation, with barely concealed pleasure at my upcoming suffering.

And then she'd pulled the trigger.

The first spray hit me like a physical blow. Every nerve ending in my body screamed in protest. My skin contracted so violently I thought it might split. My balls—already compressed in the cage—tried to retract into my body like turtles into shells.

Can't escape. The string. The string on my balls.

The genius of her restraint was that I couldn't flee without tearing myself apart. Every instinct said run, hide, escape—but every movement toward safety was met with a sharp yank on my most sensitive parts.

So I stood there. And took it.

* * *

She switched the nozzle to "Concentrated Jet."

The pressure was enough to leave welts. I felt it trace across my chest, my stomach, my thighs—anywhere she pointed, a line of ice and impact.

And somewhere in the middle of the pain, something strange happened.

I stopped fighting.

Not consciously. Not because I'd decided to submit. But because there was nowhere else to go. No mental escape. No fantasy to retreat into. Just cold and water and her voice, ordering me to stand, to take it, to be hers.

This is it, I thought. This is all there is.

My body. Her will. The water between us.

I stopped shivering. Stopped clenching. Stopped trying to make it stop.

I just… existed.

In the cold. In the pain. In the moment.

And it was almost peaceful.

* * *

She noticed.

"You stopped screaming," she observed, lowering the hose.

"Yes, Mistress."

"Why"

I couldn't explain it. How do you explain the moment when pain stops being pain and becomes something else? When suffering transforms into surrender?

"Because screaming didn't change anything," I finally said. "You were going to keep spraying me regardless. So screaming was just… noise."

She was quiet for a moment.

"That's surprisingly logical for someone with icicles forming on his balls."

"I've had time to think, Mistress."

"What have you been thinking about"

You, I wanted to say. I've been thinking about you. About how you look in the sunlight. About the way you smile when you hurt me. About how I'd stand in cold water forever if you asked me to.

"About being useful," I said instead. "About how every moment of discomfort is an opportunity to prove something."

"Prove what"

"That I can take whatever you give me. That I'm worthy of your attention. That—"

I hesitated.

"That what"

"That choosing to stay on my knees was the right decision."

* * *

She set down the hose.

For a long moment, she just looked at me—dripping, shivering, covered in pink dog shampoo that smelled like artificial strawberries. The cage around my cock gleamed with water droplets. The string securing me to the faucet swayed gently in the breeze.

"You're not what I expected," she said.

"I'm sorry, Mistress."

"Don't apologize. I didn't say it was a bad thing." She crossed her arms. "I expected more resistance. More fights. More attempts to negotiate or manipulate or bargain your way out of things."

"Would you prefer that, Mistress"

"I prefer honesty." She paused. "Are you really at peace with this? With being… this"

I thought about the question. Really thought about it.

Three days ago, I would have said no. I would have been looking for angles, exits, ways to minimize the damage and preserve my dignity.

But standing here, freezing and exposed and utterly at her mercy—

"I'm not at peace," I said slowly. "Not yet. But I'm… getting there. Every time you push me, I find a new limit. And every time I find a new limit, I discover I can go further than I thought."

"That sounds like athlete talk."

"Maybe it is. Maybe this is just another competition. Another challenge." I met her eyes. "Except this time, winning means losing. And losing means winning."

She raised an eyebrow. "That's almost philosophical."

"The cold gives you time to think, Mistress."

A ghost of a smile crossed her face.

"Turn around," she ordered.

I turned, exposing my back to whatever came next.

I heard her pick up the hose again. Heard the click of the nozzle changing settings.

And I waited.

* * *

The final rinse was almost gentle.

A soft mist instead of a concentrated jet. Cool rather than freezing—she must have adjusted the faucet. The water cascaded over my shoulders, my back, my ass, washing away the pink soap and the accumulated sweat of the past hour.

I didn't ask why she'd softened. Didn't comment on the change. Just accepted it, the way I was learning to accept everything.

"Clean enough," she announced, turning off the water.

"Thank you, Mistress."

"Thank me for what? For hosing you down like a dirty car"

"For teaching me something."

She was quiet.

"What did I teach you"

That pain passes. That cold is temporary. That the worst moment of suffering is survivable if you stop fighting and start accepting.

That I can handle anything you give me.

That I want to.

"That I'm stronger than I thought," I said.

She untied the string from my cage. I felt the tension release, the blood flow returning to areas that had been pinched and pulled.

"Inside," she said. "You're dripping on my grass."

"Yes, Mistress."

I walked toward the house, naked and wet and somehow more alive than I'd ever been.

Behind me, I heard her coiling the hose.

And maybe—maybe—I heard her murmur: "Stronger than I thought too."

But I wasn't supposed to hear that.

So I pretended I didn't.


12. Confessions

(Livia's POV)







The house was silent.

It was past midnight. The staff had retired. My mother was at some fundraiser in the city, not expected back until morning. Even the garden sprinklers had stopped their rhythmic whisper.

I should have been asleep. Tomorrow would be brutal—more training, more preparation, more drilling protocols into Cedric until they became reflex instead of thought.

Instead, I was lying in bed, staring at the ceiling, unable to quiet my mind.

I kept thinking about his face. When the ice water hit him. When the string pulled tight against his cage. When he'd screamed.

He'd screamed, and I'd laughed.

What kind of person laughs at someone else's pain?

The question had been circling my head for hours, a vulture looking for carrion.

A true Valera woman, I told myself. A woman who understands that power requires sacrifice—sometimes your own, sometimes others'.

But the answer felt hollow tonight. Rehearsed. A script I'd been given rather than a truth I'd discovered.

* * *

I heard him before I saw him.

The soft click of his cage against the carpet. The shallow breathing of someone trying to move without being heard. The faint rustle of the blanket I'd given him—a thin fleece thing, better than nothing, worse than what a person deserved.

He was awake too.

"Cedric."

The movement stopped.

"Come here."

A pause. Then the careful sounds of someone crawling across carpet in the dark. I didn't turn on the light. There was something easier about darkness. Something that made words possible.

He stopped at the edge of my bed. I could feel his presence even without seeing him—the warmth of his body, the tension in his breathing.

"Are you in pain"

"Some," he admitted. "The cold… it takes a while to leave the muscles."

I reached toward my nightstand, found the small jar I kept there. Arnica cream, medical-grade, the good kind.

"Lie down," I said. "On the rug. Face up."

He obeyed. I slid out of bed and knelt beside him, the jar in my hands.

In the darkness, I could barely make out his shape. The broad shoulders. The chest that still trembled slightly with each breath. The glint of metal where his cage caught some stray light from the window.

I unscrewed the jar.

"This will help with the muscle aches," I said. "Stay still."

I dipped my fingers into the cream and began to work it into his shoulders.

He gasped at the first touch—from cold or surprise or something else, I couldn't tell. But he didn't pull away. He melted into the carpet, his body going loose under my hands.

"You don't have to—" he started.

"I know."

I kept working. Down his shoulders, across his chest, careful around the spots where the waxing had left his skin sensitive. My hands moved in slow circles, professional, detached.

Except it didn't feel professional.

It felt intimate. Dangerous. Like crossing a line I'd drawn in permanent marker.

"Why are you doing this" he whispered.

Because you screamed and I laughed and I can't stop hearing both sounds.

Because the Gala is in four days and I need you functional.

Because I wanted to touch you and this gave me an excuse.

"Because maintenance is important," I said instead. "A damaged toy is useless."

"Is that all I am? A toy"

The question hung between us, heavy and loaded.

"What else would you be"

Silence. Then, quietly:

"I don't know anymore. I used to know. I used to be so certain about everything—who I was, what I wanted, where I was going. Now it's like… like I'm standing in fog. I can't see more than two feet in front of me."

"Does that scare you"

"It should." A pause. "But it doesn't. Not really. Because you're in the fog with me. And as long as I can see you…"

He trailed off.

My hands had stopped moving. They rested on his chest, palm-flat over his heartbeat.

"Tell me something," I said. "Something real. Something you've never told anyone."

"Why"

"Because I want to know if there's anything left inside you besides what I'm creating. Because I need to know if I'm training a person or just programming a machine."

Another silence. Longer this time.

When he spoke, his voice was different. Younger somehow. Stripped of the careful submission I'd trained into him.

"I never wanted to be the Golden Boy."

* * *

His story came out in pieces.

"My mother left when I was seven. Just… left. One morning she was there, and by dinner she was a plane ticket and an empty closet."

I kept my hands on his chest. His heartbeat quickened as he spoke.

"My father—your mother's husband now—he handled it by pretending it didn't happen. We never talked about her. Never looked at photos. She became this ghost that we both agreed to ignore."

"That's…"

"Fucked up? Yeah. But it worked, in a way. Dad threw himself into his career. Into this house. Into his role here. And I threw myself into… performing. Swimming. Grades. Being the son everyone expected."

"The Golden Boy."

"The Golden Mask," he corrected. "I've been performing confidence my whole life, Livia. The swagger, the smiles, the ease—it was all an act. Underneath, I was terrified. Of failing. Of being abandoned again. Of someone finally seeing through the show."

He laughed, bitter and soft.

"And then you came along. And you didn't just see through it. You ripped it off entirely."

I thought about the boy I'd known for five years. The one who strutted through the house like he owned it. The one who looked through me like I was furniture.

Had that all been performance?

"When did you know" I asked. "That you… that you wanted this"

"I didn't know," he said. "Not consciously. But I felt it. Every time someone told me how perfect I was, I felt this… resistance. This voice saying if they knew, if they really knew, they'd see I'm nothing."

He turned his head toward me in the darkness. I could feel his eyes on my face.

"When you put the cage on me, when you made me kneel, when you took away every pretense I'd ever hidden behind… I felt relief. For the first time in my life, I wasn't pretending anymore. I couldn't pretend. There was nothing left to hide behind."

"So when you submit to me—"

"It's not surrender. It's honesty. It's the first honest thing I've ever done."

* * *

We lay there in silence for a long time.

My hand was still on his chest. At some point, without meaning to, I'd started tracing patterns on his skin. Small circles. Figure-eights. Nothing with meaning—just movement.

He didn't comment. Didn't break the spell.

Finally, I spoke.

"My grandmother was the first Matriarch in our family. Did you know that"

"No."

"She married into the Society. Wasn't born to it. She had to prove herself—harder than anyone. By the time she died, she was one of the most respected Matriarchs in Valera's history."

"What was she like"

"Terrifying. Brilliant. Cruel when she needed to be." I paused. "And kind. In private. When no one else was watching."

"Is that what you're trying to be"

The question cut closer than I expected.

"I don't know what I'm trying to be," I admitted. "I know what I'm supposed to be. What my mother expects. What the Society requires. But sometimes I wonder if I'm playing a role too. Just like you were."

"The Ice Queen."

"The Perfect Daughter." I exhaled slowly. "The one who never doubts. Never hesitates. Never wonders if what she's doing is right."

"Do you? Wonder, I mean"

I should have lied. Should have maintained the illusion of certainty that my training demanded.

"Sometimes," I said quietly. "Late at night. When I'm alone."

"You're not alone now."

"No," I agreed. "I'm not."

* * *

I don't know how long we stayed like that.

At some point, I realized his breathing had changed. Slower. Deeper. He'd fallen asleep under my hands, exhausted by the day, lulled by the darkness and the cream and the conversation.

I watched him sleep.

In the darkness, stripped of the cage and the collar and the humiliation, he just looked like a man. A tired, damaged, strangely beautiful man who had somehow stumbled into my life and refused to leave.

What am I doing?

The thought surfaced like a bubble from deep water.

This isn't what Mistresses do. This isn't what training looks like. This is…

I didn't have a word for it.

I pulled a blanket from my bed—a real one this time, thick and warm—and draped it over him.

"Goodnight, Cedric," I whispered.

He stirred but didn't wake. Just turned his head slightly, leaning into the warmth.

I climbed back into bed and lay there, staring at the ceiling again.

But this time, the vulture in my head had quieted.

And when I finally slept, I dreamed of fog—thick and white and soft—and a hand reaching through it to find mine.


13. Voltage

(Livia's POV)







4 p.m. Tea time.

In the small private sitting room with bay windows overlooking the rose garden, everything was perfect. The golden afternoon light filtered through cream linen curtains, casting delicate shadows on the polished parquet. The Limoges porcelain service—an heirloom from my great-grandmother, a legendary Matriarch—sat enthroned on the carved walnut coffee table. The tray of pastel-colored Laduree macarons formed an edible rainbow: raspberry pink, pistachio green, lemon yellow, blackcurrant violet.

And casually placed between the silver sugar bowl and my latest iPhone: a black plastic box with a short antenna and a big red button.

The kind of thing you find in the "dog training" aisle of pet stores.

Except this wasn't for a dog.

I was settled in a powder-pink velvet berg?'re chair, fresh as a rose after my long perfumed shower—unlike someone else—wearing a deceptively innocent little white summer dress. The kind of dress that says "I'm a good girl from a nice family" while whispering "I have secrets."

Across from me: Sarah.

Cedric's ex.

The one he'd dumped by text on Valentine's Day last year, at 11:47 p.m., because she was "too clingy." The exact message—which she'd shown me while crying in my room that night—said: "Sorry babe, I need space. You're too intense for me. We can still be friends"

We can still be friends. The nerve.

Today, Sarah wore a spring floral Zimmermann dress and a carnivorous smile that would have scared off a shark. Her auburn hair was styled in perfect waves, her makeup was impeccable, and her nails were painted blood red—as if she'd prepared for an execution.

Revenge really suited her complexion.

I remembered Sarah last year, in tears in my room, phone in hand, rereading that breakup text on loop. "What did I do wrong" she'd sobbed. "I loved him. I really loved him."

I'd comforted her that night. I'd dried her tears. I'd cursed Cedric's name with her. And somewhere in a corner of my mind, I'd registered: he'd hurt one of my friends. There would be consequences.

Today, the consequences were arriving. With electrodes and a blood-red smile.

And on the floor, on the $15,000 Persian rug, our afternoon entertainment.

Cedric.

He was on his knees, in the position I'd taught him: back straight, hands on thighs, gaze lowered. He was clean—you could still smell the chemical strawberry from the dog shampoo from three feet away—his hair drying in messy curls that gave him a lost boy look.

Before Sarah's arrival, something had happened.

Cedric's phone—which I'd kept in my nightstand drawer, turned off for days—had vibrated that morning. I'd decided to turn it back on to check. A message from his old college roommate, Thomas:

"Dude, where are you? We haven't seen you in weeks. Everything okay? The guys are starting to freak. Text me back."

I'd shown the screen to Cedric. He was on his knees in front of me, naked, in his cage.

"Do you want to respond" I'd asked in a neutral voice. "You can. The phone is unlocked. You can call Thomas. You can tell him where you are. What's happening. He'd come get you. You could leave. Right now."

I'd set the phone on the floor in front of him. The screen was glowing, the virtual keyboard accessible.

Cedric had stared at the device. His only link to his former life. His escape route.

For a long minute, I'd thought he was going to grab it. That he was going to call for help. That he was going to run.

But no.

He'd raised his eyes to me. And without a word, he'd pushed the phone toward my feet with his forehead, his forehead touching the floor in a sign of submission.

"I don't need it anymore, Mistress," he'd murmured. "My life is here now."

I'd put the phone away. Turned off. In the drawer.

And something in me had changed at that moment. He wasn't staying because he had no choice. He was staying because he chose to stay. It was different. It was… more.

* * *

Now, he was naked, of course, except for the micro-S cage floating on his anatomy, retracted from cold and stress, and a new accessory I'd unearthed that morning from the "Training" drawer in the garage—where Dad kept the equipment for the labrador we'd had when I was eight.

An electric training collar. SportDog brand, professional model. 100 intensity levels, 500-meter range, waterproof.

But Cedric's neck was of no interest. Too banal. Too predictable.

I'd buckled the black nylon collar tight around the base of his balls, just above the cage ring. The two metal electrodes pressed directly into the thin, sensitive skin at the top of his scrotum. With every breath that was a bit too deep, the box jostled slightly between his thighs.

"He's… so calm," Sarah marveled, delicately biting into a pistachio macaron. "It's disturbing. The last time I saw him, he was screaming because I dared to call during his online poker game. He told me—and I quote—'Are you serious right now? I'm in ranked!'"

I smiled, stroking the remote with my fingertip like you'd pet a cat.

"Calm is a matter of voltage, Sarah. And conditioning. Would you like more Earl Grey"

"Please. With a splash of milk."

I gestured at Cedric with my chin.

"You heard Miss Sarah? Serve the tea. With a splash of milk. And careful, that teapot is fine Limoges porcelain, it belonged to my great-grandmother. If you break it, I'll sell you to a circus to pay for the pieces."

Cedric straightened up on his knees with calculated slowness. His hands were visibly trembling—a fine, constant tremor, like a seismograph needle before an earthquake. He grabbed the teapot by its delicate handle, his fingers gripping the hot porcelain.

He knew. He knew the black box on the coffee table was connected to his most intimate parts. He knew that one wrong move, one spilled drop, and I could send him a shock that would make him collapse.

He poured the amber liquid into his ex's cup with the concentration of a cardiac surgeon in mid-operation. The tea steamed slightly, releasing a scent of bergamot and orange blossom. A drop pearled at the spout, threatening to fall on the embroidered linen tablecloth.

He caught it just in time with his finger, bringing it to his lips to absorb it rather than risk a stain.

Then he added the milk—just a splash, as requested—with the precision of a professional barista.

"Thank you, Cedric," Sarah said, taking the cup, her smile widening.

She blew on the tea, her eyes not leaving those of her ex.

"You're much more useful like this than in bed, you know. You've finally found your calling: customer service. That's good. It's honorable. It's certainly more satisfying than your performances back then."

The teapot wobbled in Cedric's hands. I saw his jaw clench.

"Sarah…" he began, a glimmer of the old Cedric shining in his eyes.

I put my finger on the button.

Beep. (Level 1: Warning sound).

The collar emitted a shrill whistle directly between his thighs, making the electrodes vibrate against his sensitive skin.

Cedric jumped violently, nearly dropping everything. The teapot swayed dangerously, the lid rattling. But he recovered just in time, stabilizing the service with white-knuckled hands.

"No trembling," I warned softly, my voice sweet as poisoned honey. "And no unsolicited responses. We wouldn't want to scald the lady, would we? That would be so clumsy."

He set the teapot back on the tray with extreme delicacy and resumed his regulation position: hands behind his back, head bowed, looking at our designer shoes—my pink Valentino sandals and Sarah's black Louboutin pumps.

Sarah stared at him for a long time, like you'd look at an antique you'd had restored after finding it at a flea market.

"It's incredible, Livia. Really. It's pure genius. You've done human upcycling. You took my trash, my reject, and made it into functional designer furniture. Very eco-friendly of you. Very sustainable."

I snickered, bringing my cup to my lips.

"I'm all about the circular economy. Nothing is lost, everything is transformed. Especially oversized male egos."

"How long did it take you? To… train him like this"

I thought, counting mentally.

"Technically? Less than 72 hours. But I have to say he was already pre-conditioned. Years of being adored by Mom, being the family's 'Golden Boy,' believing the world belonged to him… That creates fragility. A crack. You just had to find the right lever."

"And what was the lever"

I tapped the remote against my bare thigh.

"Shame. Social shame, especially. Cedric can handle physical pain—he played rugby for three years. But the idea that someone might see him like this? That his reputation would be destroyed? That the girls he hit on would know what he's become? That's unbearable for him."

I turned to Cedric.

"Isn't that right, Cedric? Raise your head. Look at Sarah."

He obeyed slowly, lifting his face toward his ex. His eyes were red, lower lip trembling. The sight of Sarah, radiant and dominant in her floral dress, while he was naked with electrodes on his testicles, was destroying him from the inside.

"Do you remember what you wrote to her in that famous text? On Valentine's night"

Cedric swallowed hard.

"'Sorry babe, I need space. You're too intense for me.'"

"Recite the whole thing. Word for word."

His voice broke slightly.

"'Sorry babe, I need space. You're too intense for me. We can still be friends? Kisses.'"

Sarah burst into crystalline laughter that echoed through the room.

"'I need space.' My God. And now look at you. You're locked in a cage the size of a thimble and you're not allowed to leave this six-square-foot rug. The irony is absolutely delicious. It's almost too perfect."

She took a sip of tea, savoring the moment.

"You know what I did the night you sent me that text? I cried for four hours. I ate a whole pint of Ben & Jerry's. I watched 'The Notebook' three times in a row. And I believed—really believed—it was my fault. That I was 'too much.' That I didn't deserve love."

She set down her cup with a precise little click.

"It took me six months of therapy to understand that the problem wasn't me. It was you. Your fear of commitment. Your narcissism. Your inability to see others as anything other than accessories for your ego."

I tapped the remote against my thigh.

"I think he needs to atone, Sarah. He has bad romantic karma. That's why he's suffering now. The universe is rebalancing things. But you can speed up the process. He needs to buy your forgiveness."

Sarah set her cup on the coffee table, her eyes gleaming with a dangerous light I'd never seen in her.

"Buy my forgiveness? With what? He's broke, from what you've told me. No bank account, no credit card, nothing."

"With the only currency he has left," I explained, gesturing at his groin with my chin. "Pain."

Sarah seemed to consider the idea, turning her spoon in her empty cup.

"And… how does that work, exactly"

"Crawl to Sarah on your knees," I ordered Cedric.

He complied, the invisible leash of fear pulling him toward her. His knees slid on the Persian rug, producing a soft friction. He stopped between his ex-girlfriend's spread legs, his face at knee height.

"Put your hands behind your head. Elbows out."

He obeyed, exposing his vulnerable chest and belly. In this position, he couldn't protect anything. He was offered.

"Sarah," I said. "This is the 'Offering Ritual.' It's a tradition in some Valera families. When a man has wronged a woman, he offers her what's most precious to him. What defines his masculinity. You can inspect the merchandise. You can touch. You can squeeze. It's your belated breakup gift."

Sarah hesitated for a second, looking at Cedric's groin like you'd look at a strange insect.

Then a predatory smile lit up her face—the smile of a woman who suddenly realizes she has power.

She extended her manicured hand—blood-red polish, nails perfectly filed to an almond shape—toward Cedric's groin.

He shivered when her cold fingers touched the burning skin of his inner thighs.

"It's so small," she commented with a pout of fake disappointment. "The cage is basically floating. I thought… well, I don't know what I thought. But not this."

She slipped her hand under the cold steel, finding the balls, right where the electric collar was cinched. She felt the hard plastic box and metal electrodes against her palm.

"Oh, is this the thing that hurts"

"That's it. 100 intensity levels. We haven't gone past level 6 yet."

Sarah nodded thoughtfully. She took Cedric's testicles in her hand. She weighed them, like you weigh fruit at the market to check ripeness.

"They're all pulled up. All hard. All tiny. They look like macadamia nuts."

"That's fear. The male body has this protective reflex. They retract to hide."

"Squeeze," I suggested. "To see if they're ripe."

Sarah squeezed.

Not too hard at first. Just enough to make Cedric moan, a strangled sound that came from the back of his throat.

"Mmmh!"

"Shh," I said. "We don't complain when we receive a gift. We say thank you."

Sarah squeezed harder, her painted nails digging into the wrinkled skin of his scrotum. I saw her fingers go white with effort.

Cedric closed his eyes, sweat instantly beading on his forehead. The pressure on his testicles, already bruised by the collar electrodes, was excruciating—I could see it in the way his neck veins bulged.

"Thank you…" he murmured in a strangled voice.

"I can't hear you," said Sarah. "Louder."

She frankly crushed both testicles together, compressing them in her closed fist.

"AAAH! THANK YOU! THANK YOU MISS SARAH!"

I snickered, biting into a raspberry macaron.

"He's polite, isn't he? Tell me, Sarah… have you ever wondered what it feels like to hold lightning in your hand"

She looked at me, intrigued, without releasing her grip.

"What do you mean"

"If I press the remote while you're holding them… you'll feel the muscle contraction. Directly in your palm. It's very… alive. It's like holding a beating heart, but funnier. You'll feel every muscle fiber contract under the shock."

Sarah didn't hesitate for a second.

"Give me the remote."

I handed her the black box over the coffee table. She took it with her free hand, examining the buttons.

Cedric was petrified. Literally paralyzed with terror. His ex was holding his balls with one hand, and the button of his destruction with the other.

"No… Sarah… please… not both at once… I'm begging you… we were together…"

Sarah looked him straight in the eyes, her face inches from his.

"'We were together'? You dumped me by text on Valentine's Day, Cedric. By text. While I was waiting at the restaurant in a dress I'd bought especially for you. While the waiter was looking at me with pity because my 'boyfriend' wasn't showing up."

She set the dial to 6.

"This is for standing me up on Valentine's Day, asshole."

Her left hand crushed his testicles nearly to pulp.

Her right thumb pressed the red button.

ZZZZZTTT!!!

The sharp crack of the electric arc snapped through the hushed silence of the room.

Cedric screamed—a pure, unreserved cry, his body going rigid as a board, back arched to the extreme.

The muscles of his scrotum contracted violently under the electric shock, becoming hard as stone under Sarah's fingers.

Sarah felt the electrical and muscular vibration travel up her arm. Her eyes widened.

She laughed out loud, a laugh of pure joy.

"Wow! This is insane! It's moving on its own! It's like a fish out of water!"

She pressed again.

ZZZTT!

"AAAAAAAAAH!"

"And that's for the six months of therapy!"

ZZZTT!

"And that's for the pint of ice cream!"

ZZZTT!

Cedric collapsed, his head falling onto Sarah's knees, drooling, crying, hiccupping like a child. His muscles were still twitching from residual electricity.

Sarah finally released her grip and dropped the remote on the couch cushion.

She absently stroked Cedric's sweaty hair as he sobbed against her flowered thigh, leaving tear stains on the Zimmermann fabric.

"That was… intense," she said, cheeks pink. "I understand why you like this, Livia. It's raw power."

She looked at her hand—the one that had held his testicles—as if seeing it for the first time.

"Thank you. Really. That was the best tea of my life. I feel… avenged. Light."

I finished my Earl Grey.

"You're welcome. That's what friends are for. And recycled ex-boyfriends."

I turned toward the trembling mass.

"Cedric"

He raised his head with difficulty, ravaged. Snot was running from his nose. His eyes were those of a man who'd seen hell.

"Yes… Mistress…"

"Sarah gave you her attention. She touched you. She punished you. What do we say"

He looked at Sarah. I saw something change in his gaze. He no longer saw his ex-girlfriend. He saw an avenging goddess.

He grabbed Sarah's hand—the one that had just tortured him—and pressed it against his tear-wet cheek.

"Thank you… Miss Sarah… thank you for punishing me… I deserved it… thank you for touching me…"

His voice broke.

"I'm sorry. For Valentine's Day. For the text. For everything. I didn't deserve someone like you. I don't deserve anything."

Sarah gave a little surprised laugh but didn't pull her hand away.

"He's completely broken, Livia. It's fascinating."

"It's art," I replied.

Sarah stood up gracefully, smoothing her dress.

"I have to go. I have a date tonight with a guy from Tinder. A real man. Well, for now. If he bores me… can I send him to you for an internship"

"Gladly. I still have room in the garage."

Sarah headed for the salon door.

On the threshold, she turned one last time, looking at Cedric still on his knees, the collar blinking red between his battered legs.

"By the way, Cedric"

He raised his head.

"Yes, Miss"

"I told everyone—your buddies, the girls from school—that you'd gone on a humanitarian trip to Africa. Building wells or something."

She smiled.

"I didn't think I'd be so close to the truth. You're really helping women in need now."

She left laughing.

I turned back to the room.

Cedric hadn't moved.

"You see, Cedric? Everyone likes you better this way."

I pressed the button one last time, level 1.

Beep.

He flinched violently by Pavlovian reflex, his hands flying toward his testicles to protect them, even though there hadn't been a shock.

The conditioning was working. The sound alone was enough now.

"All right, up. Clear the tea service. Wash the cups by hand—the dishwasher damages the porcelain. And don't break anything. Mom gets home in an hour, and I want to show her we need to order a smaller cage. This one floats. Sarah's right, your balls have become hazelnuts. We need to adapt the equipment to reality."

He stood on trembling legs and began stacking cups, tears flowing silently onto the silver tray.


14. Begging

(Livia's POV)







"Punish me."

I looked up from my phone, certain I'd misheard.

Cedric was kneeling by the bathroom door, where I'd left him twenty minutes ago while I took my evening bath. His head was bowed, his hands behind his back, his cage glinting in the soft light.

"Excuse me"

"Punish me, Mistress. Please."

I set my phone on the edge of the marble tub, sending ripples through the jasmine-scented water.

"Did you just ask for punishment"

"Yes, Mistress."

"You're aware that's insane, right? People don't ask for punishment. That's like asking for a parking ticket."

"I need it, Mistress."

I stared at him. He was trembling slightly—not from cold, the bathroom was warm with steam—but from something else. Anticipation? Fear? Some twisted combination of both?

"Explain."

He raised his eyes to meet mine. They were glassy, desperate.

"I've been having thoughts. Bad thoughts. All day."

"What kind of bad thoughts"

His cheeks flushed red.

"About… being free. About the cage coming off. About touching myself." His voice dropped to a whisper. "About coming."

"And you think punishment will help with that"

"I think punishment will remind me who I belong to. I think it will clear my head. I think—" He swallowed. "I think I need to feel your control. Really feel it. Not just the cage, not just the rules. Something real. Something that hurts."

I let the silence stretch.

This was new.

In all my training—all the books, all the videos, all my mother's lessons—no one had mentioned this. The moment when a toy stops resisting punishment and starts craving it. When the dynamic flips from enforcement to request.

It was fascinating.

It was also extremely inconvenient. I was in the middle of a very nice bath.

"You realize," I said slowly, "that I'm wet. And naked. And comfortable. And you're asking me to get out and discipline you."

"Yes, Mistress."

"That's selfish, Cedric. Very selfish."

His face fell. "I'm sorry, Mistress. I didn't mean to—"

"Selfish boys don't get punishments. Selfish boys get ignored."

I picked up my phone and resumed scrolling, dismissing him entirely.

The whimper that escaped him was delicious.

* * *

Ten minutes passed.

He hadn't moved. Hadn't made a sound. Just knelt there, vibrating with unfulfilled need.

I drained the bath. Stood. Wrapped myself in a toweling robe. Took my time with moisturizer, hair serum, the whole ritual.

He watched everything. I could feel his eyes on me—hungry, desperate, silently begging.

When I finally walked past him toward the bedroom, he reached out instinctively. His fingers brushed my ankle.

I stopped.

"Did you just touch me without permission"

The color drained from his face.

"I—I didn't mean to—it was automatic—I'm sorry, Mistress, I'm so sorry—"

"Interesting." I looked down at him with clinical detachment. "You couldn't wait. You were so desperate for attention that you broke a fundamental rule."

"Please, Mistress. Punish me. I deserve it now, I really deserve it—"

"You don't get to decide what you deserve."

I stepped over him like he was furniture and continued into the bedroom.

His frustrated groan was music.

* * *

Jade arrived at nine.

She found me on the chaise, reading a magazine, while Cedric knelt in the corner facing the wall—the "thinking position" I'd invented fifteen minutes ago.

"What did he do" she asked, dropping onto the bed.

"Asked for punishment."

"Asked for it"

"Literally begged me to hurt him. Can you imagine"

Jade burst out laughing. "Oh my God. He's so far gone he's requesting beatings? That's either pathetic or adorable, I can't decide."

"I'm leaning toward pathetic."

"What are you going to do about it"

I set down the magazine. "That's why I called you. I need advice."

"From me"

"You've had yours longer. Has he ever… asked for punishment"

Jade considered. "Once. Early on. I made him regret it."

"How"

"I gave him exactly what he asked for." She grinned. "But not the way he wanted it."

* * *

The game was simple.

Cedric wanted punishment. Fine. He'd get punishment. But he'd have to earn it.

"Here's how this works," I explained, standing over him while Jade watched from the bed. "You want to be punished. I find your neediness irritating. So you're going to prove you deserve my attention."

"How, Mistress"

"You're going to beg."

"I already begged—"

"Not like that." I exchanged a glance with Jade. "You're going to compose a formal request. On your knees. With proper reasoning. And if it's not compelling enough, you get nothing. You go back to your corner and think about what you've done."

"What I've done? I haven't done anything!"

"Exactly. You haven't earned anything either. Convince me otherwise."

* * *

His first attempt was pathetic.

"Please, Mistress, I really want you to punish me because I've been bad and I need to be reminded of my place—"

"Boring. Generic. You could've copied that from a training manual." I waved my hand. "Denied. Back to the corner."

"But—"

"Did I stutter"

He retreated, shoulders slumped.

Jade giggled. "You're evil."

"I'm educational. There's a difference."

* * *

Second attempt, fifteen minutes later.

"Mistress, I humbly request punishment because my thoughts have been impure, specifically fantasies involving the removal of my cage and subsequent self-stimulation, which violates the spirit of my commitment to you—"

"Too clinical. You sound like you're filing a police report." I examined my nails. "Denied."

"Mistress, please—"

"Is 'please' all you have? One word? After everything I've taught you about communication"

His jaw clenched. I could see the frustration building—and beneath it, something darker. Something that looked like arousal.

He's getting off on being denied.

The rejection is its own form of attention.

Clever boy. Manipulative boy.

"Back to the corner, Cedric. And this time, think about what you really want to say."

* * *

Third attempt. Nearly an hour had passed.

He crawled to the center of the room—I hadn't told him to crawl, he'd chosen it himself—and prostrated himself fully, forehead to the floor.

"Mistress."

"Speak."

"I am broken." His voice cracked. "Not in the way you're breaking me—that's beautiful, that's intentional, that's making me into something better. I mean I'm broken right now, in this moment, because I need something I can't give myself."

He raised his head just enough to meet my eyes.

"I need to feel that I matter to you. Not as a project, not as a toy, not as training material for the Gala. As something you care enough about to hurt properly."

Silence.

"When you ignore me, it's worse than pain. It's nothing. And I can't—I can't handle nothing. Not from you."

Jade was staring. Even she looked affected.

"So I'm begging you," he continued, his voice raw. "Not for punishment. For attention. For proof that I exist in your eyes. And if that attention comes as pain, then I'll take pain gladly. Because pain from you is better than emptiness."

* * *

I stood slowly.

Walked to where he lay prostrated.

Crouched beside him.

"That," I said quietly, "was compelling."

Relief flooded his face.

"But."

The relief vanished.

"But you still tried to manipulate me. 'Not as a project, not as a toy'—you were testing to see if I'd contradict you. If I'd say 'of course you're more than that.' Weren't you"

Silence.

"Answer me, Cedric."

"… Yes, Mistress."

"You wanted reassurance disguised as punishment. You wanted me to hurt you AND comfort you. To have it both ways."

I grabbed his chin, forcing his head up.

"That's greedy. And I don't reward greed."

His eyes welled with tears.

"However."

I released him and stood.

"You did finally communicate honestly. That deserves acknowledgment. So here's what's going to happen."

I turned to Jade.

"You're going to punish him."

* * *

Cedric's head snapped toward me.

"Mistress—"

"You wanted punishment. You're getting punishment. But not from me. I don't reward greed with intimacy." I gestured at Jade. "She's been wanting to try my mother's technique. You'll be her practice dummy."

"I want YOU to—"

"What you want is irrelevant. What you need is to learn that punishment is correction, not a reward. Not a connection. Not a bonding exercise. It's discipline. And discipline can come from anyone authorized to deliver it."

I sat back down on the chaise, picking up my magazine.

"Jade, he's all yours. Be thorough."

* * *

Jade was thorough.

She didn't have my mother's precision, but she had enthusiasm. And Cedric—desperate, needy, denied the connection he'd craved—took every correction without the relief of my attention.

When it was over, he was curled on the floor, gasping, tear-streaked.

Jade wiped her hand on her skirt. "That was satisfying. Same time next week"

"We'll see." I still hadn't looked at him. "Cedric, thank Jade for her attention."

"Thank… thank you, Jade." His voice was a wreck.

"You're welcome, sweetie." She patted his head. "Next time, maybe be a little less needy. It's not a good look."

She left.

Silence filled the bedroom.

* * *

I let him lie there for ten minutes.

Then, finally, I set down the magazine. Walked to where he lay. Crouched beside his trembling form.

"Cedric."

"Mistress." He couldn't even lift his head.

"Look at me."

He managed, somehow. His eyes were red, his face wet, his body still shaking.

"Did you learn something tonight"

"Yes, Mistress."

"What"

"That punishment isn't connection. That needing you doesn't entitle me to you. That I have to earn your attention, not demand it."

I reached out and brushed the hair from his forehead. Just once. Just a whisper of touch.

His whole body shuddered.

"Good boy," I murmured. "Now. Go wash your face. And then come to bed."

"To… bed"

"You earned ONE thing tonight. Honesty in that third request. So tonight, you sleep at the foot of my bed instead of in the laundry basket. But if you ever manipulate me again—"

"I won't, Mistress. I swear I won't."

"We'll see."

I returned to the chaise and picked up my magazine.

But I was smiling.

Begging for punishment. What a mess he is.

What a beautiful, devoted, perfectly trainable mess.


15. Measured

(Livia's POV)







The next morning, 10 a.m.

Sunlight filtered through my linen curtains, drawing golden rectangles on the parquet. The smell of freshly ground coffee wafted up from the kitchen—Cedric had learned to make my latte exactly how I liked it, with oat milk foam and a hint of vanilla.

He was progressing. That was undeniable. In just a few days, he'd gone from "arrogant Golden Boy" to "functional servant." Resistance was fading. Protests were becoming rarer. His body was starting to obey before his mind could even protest.

But there was a technical problem.

The atmosphere in my room was that of a studious co-working space. I was installed at my big white lacquered Ikea desk—customized with gold handles and a pink marble top—my MacBook Pro M3 open to Netflix, an Iced Matcha Latte on my left (with oat milk, obviously), and my iPhone on a tripod on my right for spontaneous stories.

Gossip Girl season 3 was playing as background noise. Blair Waldorf had just destroyed someone with a single phrase, as usual.

Cedric was under the desk.

Literally.

I'd tied him to the chrome metal center leg with a pair of pink fur-lined handcuffs—a gift from Jade for my birthday, which she'd presented as a "joke." Not so much of a joke, as it turned out.

He was sitting cross-legged, naked, hands tied behind his back, crammed into the cramped space normally meant for legs. His head brushed my knees every time I moved my chair. The space was designed to hold drawers, not an adult man, but he fit—as long as he made himself very small.

Which, ironically, was no longer a problem for him.

I sighed loudly, pausing my show at the exact moment Chuck Bass was doing something immoral but sexy.

"This is unbearable, Cedric."

He jumped, bumping his head slightly against the desktop. The dull thud echoed in the silent room.

"Ow! What is, Mistress? Did I move? Did I breathe too loud"

"No. It's the noise."

I gave a casual little kick under the table. My heel—a burgundy velvet Gucci mule—hit his metal cage.

Cling-Clang.

The jingle of metal rang out like a cracked bell.

"Do you hear that? It's atrocious. You sound like a lost cow in the Swiss Alps. Cling-clang, cling-clang. Every time you breathe, it clinks. Every time you shift position, it tinkles. It's ruining my dialogue. Blair Waldorf deserves silence and respect."

I rolled my chair back and leaned down to inspect the disaster zone under the desk.

The current cage—the standard model Mom had ordered on Amazon Prime with next-day delivery, like you'd order a phone case—was dangling sadly between his thighs.

The problem was obvious.

With the thermal shock from yesterday—the ice water from the artesian well—the intense stress, Sarah's electroshocks, the constant humiliation, and the lack of positive stimulation, Cedric's anatomy had performed what experts call a "major strategic retreat."

The famous "Turtle Effect."

His manhood had disappeared. Literally retracted inside his body like a turtle into its shell. The cage had become an empty cavern, an abandoned hangar, a model apartment where no one lived anymore.

"Look at this," I commented with disdain, sliding a manicured finger—nude pink polish, very classy—between the ring and his skin. "It's floating. I can fit three fingers through without touching anything. It's poorly fitted. It's cheap. It looks like a kid wearing his dad's suit to a wedding."

I shook the cage back and forth. It swayed like a bell in the void.

Cling-clang-cling.

"And this noise! It's shameful. Imagine at the Gala, in front of the judges, in front of everyone. You'll sound like an ice cream truck. 'Ding dong, who wants a scoop?' No. This won't do at all."

I grabbed my phone and launched a FaceTime call.

Jade answered on the second ring. She was in a cream silk robe, a green clay mask spread on her face that cracked when she talked, a glass of green juice in one hand—probably some kale detox thing with guilt.

"Hey babe!" she exclaimed with her usual 10 a.m. energy. "So, working or procrastinating"

I turned the camera toward the underside of the desk, activating the flash to properly illuminate the misery in all its splendor.

"Look, Jade. We have a major calibration problem. The subject has shrunk in the wash."

On the screen, Jade squinted through her mask, probably zooming in on her end with her fingers.

"Oh dear. Indeed. That's embarrassing. That's a waste of space. Visually, this is all wrong. It looks like there's a crawl space in there. It's like an aquarium without fish."

"Exactly. And it makes a rattling noise. I think we need serious Downsizing."

Jade nodded vigorously, cracking her clay mask which was starting to crumble off her cheeks.

"Absolutely. You need to go down a size range. But be careful, not just any way. Do you have exact measurements? Not rough estimates, Liv. Data. Numbers. We're in the 21st century, we don't eyeball these things anymore."

I straightened up in my chair with a professional smile.

"Not the precise measurements yet. But I… borrowed Sebastien's toolbox."

I pulled a rigid gray plastic case from under a pile of Vogue magazines.

Cedric, curled up under the table, spotted the object and I saw his eyes widen with terror.

"What is that… Mistress"

"Science, Cedric. Metrology. Shut up."

I opened the case with a satisfying click. Inside, nestled in gray foam, lay a cold, metallic instrument of intimidating precision: a Mitutoyo brand Digital Vernier Caliper.

The tool of engineers, precision mechanics, Swiss watchmakers. Capable of measuring to the hundredth of a millimeter. The stainless steel jaws gleamed under my desk lamp.

"Spread your legs. Wider. I want total access."

I slid off my chair and got down on the floor next to the desk, armed with the instrument. I crouched elegantly—not easy in a pencil skirt, but I have training.

"Jade, can you see the screen okay"

"Perfect. Wait two seconds, I'm starting a screen recording. This is for my personal archives. And maybe for the sorority WhatsApp group. The girls are going to love this."

"You're diabolical."

"I'm methodical. There's a difference."

I brought the cold jaws of the caliper toward Cedric's groin. He flinched when the steel brushed the inside of his thigh.

"No… Livia… it's cold… it's sharp… please…"

"Don't move or I'll pinch. And it's 'Mistress,' not 'Livia.' Did you already forget"

I inserted the external measuring beaks through the bars of the current cage, trying to measure the diameter of his penis at rest. Very, very at rest. Almost in hibernation.

The contact of the ice-cold steel—probably at room temperature, but everything feels ice-cold when it's metal against a sensitive area—made him retract even more, if that was physically possible. I saw him literally try to retreat inside his own body, sucking in his stomach, contracting all his pelvic muscles.

"Stop hiding. Relax. Breathe. The more you stress, the smaller it gets, the more the measurement is skewed. Do you want a cage that's too big? Do you want to keep sounding like a Christmas bell"

He exhaled, trying to relax. His muscles stayed tense.

I gently tightened the caliper wheel until the jaws touched both sides of the soft flesh. The LCD screen blinked, displaying the result.

Beep.

I read the number aloud, articulating each syllable like a court sentence.

"0.7 inches."

Silence in the room. Even Gossip Girl seemed to have gone quiet out of respect for the moment.

"0.7 inches?!" Jade choked on the phone, her mask cracking on her cheeks from shock. "But Liv, that's nothing at all! That's the size of a shirt button! That's the size of my pinky finger! That's not a dick, it's a statistical error! It's a genetic anomaly!"

Cedric closed his eyes very tight, a solitary tear escaping to roll down his cheek. His male ego—what was left of it—had just been reduced to a two-decimal number, measured with a certified precision instrument, announced live on FaceTime and probably recorded for posterity.

"Wait," I said in a clinical tone, "I'm measuring the length. Let's be thorough."

I rotated the caliper and used the depth probe, a small metal appendage designed to measure the inside of cavities. I inserted it delicately into the cage, trying to touch the tip of the glans to measure the total "usable" length.

The probe hit something almost immediately. As if it had encountered a wall after a few centimeters.

Beep.

"One inch. And I'm being generous with the angle and pubic pressure. In real conditions, it's probably less."

Jade burst into uncontrollable laughter that sent pieces of green clay mask flying off her face.

"One inch! That's adorable! That's the size of a gummy bear! That's the size of my pen cap! My clit is more impressive, and I'm not even joking! Go on, get on the specialty site. We need Nano. We need Micro. We need 'Does this actually exist?'"

I climbed back onto my desk chair, brushing imaginary dust off my skirt, and opened a new tab in my browser: Kink-Paradise.com / Chastity Cages / Special Models & Extreme Cases.

"Okay, I'm in the 'Micro & Flat' section. Let's see what they have."

I scrolled through the options with my mouse, reading the descriptions aloud.

"We've got the 'Small' model. Standard tube, 1.5 inches long, 1.2 inches in diameter."

"Too big," Jade ruled immediately. "Way too big. He'll swim in it like a fish in the ocean. He'll feel comfortable, free, almost normal. We don't want him to be comfortable. Discomfort is part of the education."

"The 'Extra-Small' model? One-inch tube"

"Hmm… still too much interior volume. There'll be play. Movement. Potential noise. Look further down. There must be a special range for… hopeless cases."

I scrolled down, passing models with evocative names: "The Prisoner," "No Escape," "Tight Fit."

"Ah! Here we go. The 'Maximum Humiliation' section. With a little laughing emoji next to it. Promising."

I clicked and found a selection of devices that looked less like cages and more like miniaturized medieval torture instruments.

"The 'Ghost V3' model. Listen to this description."

I read aloud, adopting a TV shopping channel presenter tone:

"Designed for submissives whose masculinity is anecdotal, residual, or simply non-existent. Curved medical polycarbonate plate. Zero tube. Zero space. Zero compromise. Flattens the anatomy directly against the pubis like a sticker, like a temporary tattoo, like a souvenir of what once was. Ideal for discreet wear under leggings, slim pants, or nude. Available in transparent for maximum visual humiliation."

"That's it!" Jade screamed so loud her phone shook. "The 'Ghost'! Because his dick is a ghost! It's disappeared! It doesn't exist anymore! It's commercial poetry!"

I turned my MacBook screen toward Cedric, who was still under the desk, forcing him to see the object of his future.

"Look at your new apartment."

He opened his wet eyes—he'd been crying silently through the entire measurement—and saw the image on the screen.

It wasn't even a cage in the traditional sense anymore. It was a flat cap, a sort of transparent dome that looked like a miniature Tupperware lid. No tube, no bars. Just a curved surface that would flatten everything against his body.

"It's… it's totally flat, Mistress…" he stammered. "There's no room… where will I put… my thing"

"What thing" I replied with a raised eyebrow. "According to the scientific data I just collected with a certified precision instrument, you have nothing to put anywhere. Three-quarters of an inch by one inch. That's a thimble, not an organ. It'll fit perfectly. It's going to smooth you, compress you, make you disappear. You're going to look like a Ken doll. Smooth in front. Neutral. Asexual."

I clicked on "Configure Product."

"So, customization options… Color"

"Transparent," Jade said without hesitation. "Absolutely transparent. Crystal clear. So we can see how squished it is against the glass. Like a kid's nose pressed against a toy store window. Like a slug under a glass. Visual humiliation is essential."

"Validated. Medical polycarbonate, transparent finish."

I checked the options on the site.

"Base ring size"

"Measure," Jade ordered.

I sighed and went back under the desk with the caliper. I measured the circumference of the base of Cedric's scrotum, where the ring would have to pass.

"1.4 inches diameter. Small ring size."

"Perfect. What else"

"'Custom Laser Engraving' option? That's $5 extra."

"Obviously!" Jade exclaimed. "It's not like we're going to skimp on 5 euros. What do we write? We have 15 characters maximum."

I thought for a second, tapping my chin.

"'MICRO'? Short and effective."

"No, too descriptive. Not cruel enough. What do we put on broken machines"

"'HS.' Out of Service."

"Love it! That's perfect! Two letters that say everything. Laser engraving 'HS' on the front of the dome. That way, everyone will know it's no longer functional. That it's decorative at best."

"Validated."

I typed the letters into the customization field.

"Anything else"

"Do they have accessories"

I scrolled.

"'Cleaning kit with mini brush.' 'Antibacterial spray in mint scent.' 'High security padlock with two keys.'"

"The padlock with keys, that's important. And get the spray, you never know."

I added the items to the cart.

"Total: $89.99. Free 24-hour express delivery if we leave a review on a previous purchase."

I paused theatrically.

"Cedric. Your turn."

"W-what"

"You're going to dictate the customer review for the Standard model you're currently wearing. Jade will take notes and post it. I want you to explain to future buyers, honestly and in detail, why this model is too big for you."

He looked at me with total horror, as if I'd just asked him to jump off a cliff.

"Livia… Mistress… I can't… it's public… people will read it… my friends might see it…"

"We don't care, you'll sign it 'GoodBoy33.' No one will know it's you. Except you. And that's what matters. Go on, dictate. Tell the truth. Tell what the caliper scientifically revealed."

He was trembling under the desk. This was the final confession. The ultimate humiliation. Making his smallness official on the internet, for eternity, accessible to all future site customers.

"I…"

"Louder! Jade can't hear! Articulate!"

He took a trembling breath that sounded almost like a sob.

"I… I recommend getting a size down…"

"No no no. That's flat. That's emotionless. Be specific. Be authentic. Start with: 'I'm a 22-year-old adult male but…'"

His voice broke on every word.

"I'm a 22-year-old adult male but… my manhood is tiny."

"'Insignificant.'"

"Insignificant. The Standard model floats completely on me. I look like a kid wearing his dad's clothes."

"Good. Continue. Talk about the measurements."

"My… my girlfriend measured with a caliper… 0.7 inches in diameter and 1 inche in length. The Standard model is made for normal men. I'm not normal."

"'I need to be crushed to feel in my place.'"

"I need to be crushed… to feel in my place."

Jade was giggling on FaceTime, typing frantically on her phone.

"This is gold! Keep going!"

"Add a recommendation," I ordered. "Tell other buyers what they should do."

"If you're… if you're like me… if you're small… very small… get the 'Ghost' model. Don't make the mistake of thinking you're normal. Accept the truth."

"Perfect. And the rating"

"5 stars…" he sobbed.

"5 stars?!" Jade exclaimed. "For a product that's too big? No, give it 3 stars. 'Good product but not suitable for micro-penises.' That's more credible."

"3 stars," Cedric corrected in a dead voice. "Good product. Not suitable for… for micro-penises."

"Sent!" Jade cried triumphantly. "It's live! Username 'GoodBoy33,' verified buyer review, 3 stars! I'm screenshotting it right now. And I'm liking the comment with three other accounts to push it to the top of the reviews."

I validated the cart on the site.

Beep.

Thank you for your purchase! The "Ghost V3 - HS" model (custom engraving) will arrive tomorrow before 1 p.m. A confirmation email has been sent.

I closed my MacBook with a sharp, satisfied snap.

"There. Logistics problem solved. Tomorrow, we install your new shell. You'll see, you're going to feel much more… contained. Compressed. In your place. No more rattling noise. No more embarrassing emptiness. You'll be molded like a second skin."

I stood up and stretched, cracking my vertebrae.

"In the meantime, while we wait for delivery, since you're already under the desk and my feet are cold—the AC is too strong in this house…"

I slipped my bare feet out of my Gucci mules and placed them directly on his bare shoulders, using him as a human footrest.

"Serve as my foot warmer. And don't move. If I feel the slightest shiver, the slightest tremor, I'll order the model with spikes inside. Apparently, it permanently discourages erections."

Cedric laid his cheek on the carpet, crushed under my feet, waiting with absolute terror for the Amazon package that would definitively transform his groin into a souvenir under glass.

I pressed play. Blair Waldorf resumed her domination of the Upper East Side.

Everything was in order.


16. The Bid

(Livia's POV)







"We should play a game."

Jade said this the way other people said "we should get coffee"—casually, inevitably, with the certainty that whatever followed would be interesting for her and devastating for someone else.

It was Sunday evening. The Gala was tomorrow night. The new cage—the Ghost V3 with its laser-engraved "HS"—was locked in place, gleaming like a trophy. Cedric knelt by the coffee table, assembling Jade's complex iced matcha order with the precision of a surgeon.

"What kind of game" I asked, not looking up from my phone.

"An auction."

That got my attention.

"Explain."

Jade stretched out on the chaise like a satisfied cat. "Think about it. Tomorrow, at the Gala, Cedric is going to be on display. Judged. Evaluated. His value will be determined by strangers."

"So"

"So let's practice. Let's pretend to auction him off. See what he's worth on the open market."

She grinned.

"But with a twist. He has to sell himself. Enumerate his own qualities. Convince us to bid."

* * *

The rules were simple.

Cedric would stand in the center of the room—naked, of course, always naked—and deliver a sales pitch. He had to list his qualities, his skills, his "features." He had to make us want to buy him.

Then Jade and I would bid. Whoever won would "own" him for an hour, with full rights to command whatever she wanted.

"And if neither of us bids" I asked.

"Then he has no value. He's worthless. We leave him in the corner until he learns to be more appealing."

I looked at Cedric. His face was carefully blank, but I could see the tension in his shoulders. The fear.

"What do you think" I asked him.

It wasn't a real question. I knew what he'd say.

"Whatever pleases you, Mistress."

"Then let's begin."

* * *

Cedric stood in the center of my mother's sitting room, illuminated by the afternoon sun streaming through the bay windows.

The light was merciless. It picked out every detail—the faint pink of skin still recovering from waxing, the darker pink of the little heart shape above his cage, the silver glint of his collar, the transparent prison crushing his manhood into an almost-flat silhouette.

"You have two minutes," Jade announced. "Make your pitch. Convince us you're worth bidding on."

He swallowed. Straightened his spine. Lifted his chin.

And began.

"Ladies, I present myself for your consideration."

His voice was steady, but his hands trembled at his sides.

"I am twenty years old. Six feet two inches. Athletic build, maintained through years of competitive swimming. I have strong arms, capable of carrying heavy loads. Strong legs, capable of kneeling for extended periods. Strong back, capable of—"

"Boring," Jade interrupted. "Physical specifications are on the label. We can see your body. Tell us something interesting."

He faltered.

"I… I am obedient. I follow orders without question. I—"

"Also boring. Every toy is obedient, or they're not toys for long. What makes you special"

Silence.

I watched him struggle. Watched him search for words that wouldn't come.

"I…" He closed his eyes. "I don't know."

"You don't know what makes you special"

"I don't know if anything does."

Jade made a buzzer sound. "Wrong answer. Try again. You have sixty seconds left."

His eyes opened. Found mine.

Something shifted in his expression. The careful blankness cracked, revealing something raw underneath.

"I am special," he said slowly, "because I want to be here."

Jade raised an eyebrow. "Go on."

"Most toys serve because they have no choice. Because they were born to it, or sold to it, or conditioned into it from childhood. I had choices. I had a life, a future, a path that didn't include kneeling at anyone's feet."

He took a breath.

"And I chose this anyway. I chose to surrender. To serve. To become whatever my Mistress shapes me into. That's not conditioning—that's devotion. And devotion is rarer than obedience."

The room was quiet.

"I am special," he continued, his voice gaining strength, "because when I worship, I mean it. When I kneel, I feel it. When I call her Mistress, it's not a word—it's a prayer."

He looked at me directly, breaking protocol, not caring.

"I am special because I love belonging to her. And that love makes me worth more than any toy who serves from duty alone."

* * *

The silence stretched.

Jade broke it first.

"Well," she said. "That was unexpected."

She turned to me, eyebrow raised.

"Shall we start the bidding"

I nodded, not trusting my voice.

"I'll open at fifty," Jade said. "For the entertainment value, if nothing else."

"Sixty," I countered.

"Seventy. He does have nice shoulders."

"Eighty."

"Ninety." Jade was grinning now. "This is fun."

"One hundred."

"One hundred fifty. I want to see what happens when he's mine for an hour."

Something twisted in my stomach. The thought of Jade commanding him—of him obeying someone else—

"Two hundred."

"Three hundred." She wasn't backing down. "I think he'd look good cleaning my apartment with his tongue."

"Four hundred."

"Going once at four hundred," Jade announced theatrically. "Going twice—"

"Five hundred," I said quickly. Too quickly.

Jade's grin widened. "Someone's attached."

"Someone wants to win."

"Same thing, darling." She waved a hand. "Fine. Five hundred to Livia. He's all yours."

She paused.

"But wait. There's a twist."

"What twist"

"We haven't heard from our object yet." She turned to Cedric. "What do you think, toy? Five hundred. Is that your worth"

He was silent.

"You can speak."

"I…" He hesitated. "I am worth whatever my Mistress decides I'm worth. No more. No less."

"Diplomatic. But not what I asked." Jade leaned forward. "If you had to put a price on yourself—on everything you were, everything you are, everything you might become—what would it be"

A long pause.

Then, quietly:

"One."

* * *

The answer hung in the air.

"One" Jade repeated. "You think you're worth one?"

"My old self was worth nothing," Cedric said. "Empty. Performing. Fake. Whatever value I have now comes from serving Mistress Livia. From becoming what she makes me."

He turned to me.

"So I am worth one euro—the minimum cost of a transaction. The acknowledgment that I exist. That someone chose to claim me, even at the lowest price. Everything beyond that… everything that makes me valuable… comes from her. Not from me."

Silence.

Jade let out a low whistle.

"Damn," she said. "He really means it."

I stood. Walked to where Cedric knelt. Reached into my pocket.

I pulled out a one-euro coin—I'd grabbed it from the change bowl on my way downstairs, not knowing why.

Now I knew.

I held it up so he could see it.

"Open your mouth."

He opened.

I placed the coin on his tongue.

"Close. Don't swallow."

He closed his mouth, the coin inside.

"That's your price," I said. "One euro. The value you assigned yourself. You'll hold it there for the rest of the evening. Every time you taste it, you'll remember what you're worth."

His eyes were wet. But he nodded.

"And Cedric"

"Yes, Mistress" The word came out garbled around the coin.

"You're wrong."

He looked confused.

"You're not worth one euro. You're not worth five hundred. You're not worth any number anyone could name."

I reached down and cupped his face in my hands.

"You're worth whatever I decide you're worth. And I haven't decided yet. So until I do, your value is undefined. Limitless. Infinite."

I let go.

"But only because you're mine. Remember that."

* * *

Later that night, after Jade had gone, I found the coin on my nightstand.

He'd placed it there. Polished it. Set it on a small piece of silk, like a relic.

Next to it, a note in his careful handwriting:

Thank you for claiming me.

Even at the lowest price.

Especially at the lowest price.

—C

I picked up the coin. Turned it over in my fingers.

One euro.

The cost of a croissant. A phone call. A wish in a fountain.

The cost of a man who'd traded everything he was for everything he could become.

I slipped the coin into my jewelry box, between my grandmother's pearls and my mother's emerald ring.

It was the most valuable thing I owned.


17. Transformed

(Cedric's POV)







I woke up without knowing my name.

Not literally—I knew I was called Cedric. I answered to it when Mistress summoned me. But in that twilight moment between sleep and waking, curled in the dirty laundry basket, surrounded by her scent, I couldn't remember who I used to be.

And I didn't care.

* * *

It had been building for days.

Each morning, the old Cedric faded a little more. Each night, I woke from dreams that had nothing to do with swimming or parties or the girl I used to date. Instead, I dreamed of serving. Of kneeling. Of the particular sound her heels made on marble floors.

I dreamed of her.

Not sexually—the cage prevented any physical response to desire, and over time, my brain had stopped trying. Instead, I dreamed of proximity. Of presence. Of being near her, useful to her, necessary for her comfort.

* * *

The first sign that something fundamental had shifted came during breakfast service.

I was kneeling beside her chair, waiting for scraps or orders, when she received a phone call. Something about the Gala—logistics, schedules, the endless details of her upcoming evaluation.

She was stressed. I could see it in the tension of her jaw, the tight grip on her phone, the way her free hand drummed against the table.

Without thinking, I reached out and pressed my palm against her ankle.

Not grabbing. Not demanding. Just contact. A silent message: I'm here. Whatever you're dealing with, I'm here.

She looked down at me.

I expected correction. I'd touched her without permission—a violation of protocol, punishable by any number of creative torments.

Instead, she placed her free hand briefly over mine.

Then she returned to her call, and I returned to my waiting position, and neither of us acknowledged what had happened.

But something had shifted.

* * *

The second sign came that afternoon.

I was organizing her closet—a task that usually filled me with resentment at its pointlessness, since she'd inevitably change her preferred organization system the following week—when I realized I wasn't resentful anymore.

I was… grateful.

Grateful for the task. Grateful for the structure. Grateful that she trusted me enough to touch her clothing, to handle her belongings, to exist in her private space.

The Golden Boy would have scoffed at this. Would have seen himself as above such menial labor. Would have done the minimum required and complained about the rest.

But the Golden Boy was dead.

I'd killed him myself, somewhere between the first night in the cage and now. Killed him with obedience, with surrender, with the slow dismantling of everything he thought he knew about himself.

And in his place, something else was growing.

Something simpler. Quieter. More honest.

Her toy.

* * *

(Livia's POV)

He was different today.

I couldn't pinpoint the change at first. He was still obedient, still responsive, still performing every task I assigned. But there was a quality to his service that hadn't been there before.

Serenity.

The word came to me as I watched him fold my sweaters with precise, unhurried movements. He wasn't rushing to finish. Wasn't watching the clock. Wasn't mentally calculating how long until he could rest.

He was just… folding. Completely present. Completely absorbed.

"Cedric."

"Yes, Mistress"

"How do you feel"

The question surprised both of us. I didn't typically ask about his feelings—they weren't relevant to his function.

He considered the question seriously.

"I feel… right," he said finally. "Like I've stopped fighting something I didn't realize I was fighting."

"What were you fighting"

"Myself, mostly. The part of me that kept saying this was wrong. That I should be ashamed. That I was losing something by being here."

"And now"

"Now I understand that I wasn't losing something. I was finding something. Something I didn't know I was looking for."

He met my eyes—briefly, within protocol limits.

"I found purpose, Mistress. Real purpose. And it feels better than anything I've ever accomplished."

* * *

That night, I made a decision.

"Cedric. Come here."

He approached from his corner, where he'd been waiting for the bedtime command.

"Kneel."

He knelt.

"Closer."

He shuffled forward until his knees were touching the foot of my bed.

"I'm going to ask you something, and I want an honest answer. Not what you think I want to hear. Not what protocol demands. The truth."

"Yes, Mistress."

"If I unlocked your cage right now and told you to leave—to go back to your old life, your old friends, your old identity—would you go"

Silence.

His face went through a series of emotions. Shock. Consideration. Something that looked almost like grief.

"No, Mistress."

"Why not"

"Because my old life was a lie. I was performing a character, playing a role that everyone expected. Here, with you, I'm not performing anymore. I'm just… being."

He looked up at me.

"You could unlock the cage and send me away, and I would obey, because that's what you ordered. But I would spend the rest of my life trying to find my way back. Because this—" He gestured at himself, at the cage, at the room, at me. "This is where I belong. I know that now."

"You know that."

"I feel it. In a way I've never felt anything before."

* * *

I reached down and touched his hair.

Not a pat. Not a correction. A caress, slow and deliberate, running my fingers through the strands he'd washed this morning with my shampoo.

"The Gala is in two days," I said quietly. "Whatever happens there—whether we win or lose—I want you to remember this moment."

"Yes, Mistress."

"I want you to remember that before the judges saw you, before the Matriarchs evaluated you, before anyone else decided your worth… I already knew what you were."

"What am I, Mistress"

I cupped his face in my hands. Made him look at me directly—breaking protocol, but some moments demanded broken rules.

"You're mine," I said. "Not because I own you legally. Not because the cage forces you to obey. But because you chose this. You fought your way through every resistance, every humiliation, every moment of doubt—and you came out the other side wanting to stay."

His eyes were wet.

"That's rare, Cedric. That kind of devotion can't be trained or forced. It has to be given."

"I give it freely, Mistress."

"I know." I released his face. "Now go to bed. We have a lot of work tomorrow."

"Yes, Mistress."

He crawled to his laundry basket, curled into the familiar nest of my worn clothes, and closed his eyes.

I watched him for a long moment.

He's ready, I thought. Not just for the Gala. For everything.

And so am I.


18. Silver

(Livia's POV)







T-minus 1 day until the Gala. Zero hour approaching.

The atmosphere in the manor was electric, charged with that particular energy that precedes major events—like the air before a summer storm.

Mom had come to see me that morning. She'd inspected Cedric with a critical eye, lifting his chin to examine his gaze, tapping the cage to check it was properly fitted. She hadn't said anything, but I'd seen the approval in her eyes. The imperceptible nod.

"You've done good work," she'd murmured as she left. "Don't ruin it all tomorrow."

No "I'm proud of you." No "good luck." Just a warning. That was her way of being maternal.

The pressure was real. Everything I'd done this week—the cage, the crop, the wax, the ice water, the electroshocks—all of it led to tomorrow night. To the Gala. To the judgment of the Matriarchs.

And I couldn't fail.

My room, usually a sanctuary of minimalist calm in all white with gold accents, had transformed into a Fashion Week backstage. Designer garment bags—Valentino, Balmain, Alexander McQueen—littered the king-size bed. Open shoe boxes formed a labyrinth on the Persian rug. Three professional makeup bags were spread across my vanity. And a heady scent saturated the air: extra-strong Elnett hairspray, Chanel NA5, and that particular metallic note of stress and anticipation.

I was standing before the large psyche mirror—an heirloom from my grandmother, gold leaf frame—slightly short of breath.

I adjusted my dress strap.

And what a dress.

It was a marvel of haute couture, a custom creation by a young designer Mom had discovered at the last Paris Fashion Week. Liquid silver silk—the kind of fabric that seems to flow over the body like living mercury. Slit up to the top of my left thigh, revealing my leg with every step. Dizzying open back that descended to the small of my back. Draped collar that framed my collarbone like a jewel case.

It cost the price of a luxury German sedan. And it gave me the silhouette of an untouchable goddess. Fluid. Sharp. Like solidified mercury.

I turned slowly in front of the mirror, checking every angle. The arch of my lower back. The way the fabric hugged my hips. The impeccable drape to the floor.

"Perfect," I murmured to my reflection. "Jade's going to die of jealousy."

In the darkest corner of the room, near the open closet, Cedric was "stored."

Like furniture. Like a decorative accessory.

He was sitting on his knees, in the regulation posture: back straight, hands flat on thighs, gaze lowered to the floor.

He was wearing his new acquisition, delivered this morning at 11:47 a.m.: the "Ghost V3 - HS" cage (Out of Service).

It was frighteningly clinically efficient.

No tube, no bars. Just a plate of transparent medical polycarbonate that flattened his sex directly against his pubis. You could see everything through the plastic: the crushed flesh, whitened by compression, completely flat. Like a biology specimen under a microscope slide.

And laser-engraved on the front of the dome: the letters "HS." Out of Service.

For the occasion, I'd had him put on a simple black velvet bow tie around his neck. Nothing else. The contrast was striking. Elegance at the neck, nothingness everywhere else.

He had strict orders not to move, not to breathe too hard, and above all, not to look at me.

I took a few steps toward the mirror in my new shoes.

Jimmy Choo sandals, "Anouk" model, silver finish. Straps as thin as angel hair. And 5-inch stiletto heels, pointed like ice picks.

Click. Click. Click.

The sharp sound on the parquet echoed like a promise.

I struck a pose in front of the mirror—hand on hip, chin raised—imagining the flashes from the Gala photographers.

I swirled my dress skirt with a hip movement. The fabric slid over my bare skin with a sensual rustle: Swish.

And that's when I heard the other noise.

A small, stifled, miserable squeak, coming from the corner of the room.

Followed by a cracking of plastic under high pressure. Crrr-Crrr-Crrr.

I froze, my eyes seeking Cedric's reflection in the mirror.

He was trembling. His whole body was vibrating. His face was streaming with sweat. His hands were gripping his thighs so hard his nails were digging into his own skin.

But the worst was the cage.

In the transparent plastic of the "Ghost"… it was biological chaos.

The "Bug."

Despite the pain of the previous days. Despite the "Nothing" size of the device. Despite his terror… his primitive male body was reacting.

To my outfit. To my perfume. To the rustle of silk.

An erection was desperately trying to form in a space that didn't exist.

I could see, through the polycarbonate, the flesh trying to swell. Pushing against the walls. The skin was turning dark purple under the compression. And condensation fog was starting to form inside the shell, opacifying the transparent surface.

Something moved in me. Something unexpected.

He desired me. Despite everything. Because of everything. His body couldn't help but react to my presence.

It was pure power.

I turned slowly and fixed my gaze on the corner of the room.

"Cedric"

He jumped as if I'd hit him.

"Mistress… I… I'm sorry… it's involuntary…"

"What are you doing" I asked in an icy voice.

"I'm not doing anything! I swear! It's… it's my body…"

I approached. Slowly. The clicking of my heels echoed like a countdown.

Click. Click. Click.

"You know this is forbidden, don't you? Having a sexual reaction in front of your Mistress. Without permission. It's a lack of control. It's a lack of respect."

I stopped three feet from him, looming over him.

"And we're less than 24 hours from the Gala. The Gala where I'm going to present you as my perfectly trained slave. If you have a reaction like this in front of the judges…"

I let the sentence hang.

"Do you want me to send you back to the garden with the hose? Or call Jade with the wax"

He raised his head. His eyes were wild. Panicked.

But not panicked about what I was going to do to him. Panicked about himself.

Instead of backing away… he crawled toward me.

He advanced on his knees across the carpet, panting, the cage full of fog. He stopped at my feet, his forehead almost touching the toe of my sandal.

"Mistress! Help me! It's a bug!"

I raised an eyebrow.

"A bug? Are you a computer now?"

"I'm defective!" he whimpered, pointing at his groin. "Look! It's moving! It wants to grow! I have no control! It's your dress… you're too beautiful… my body is stupid!"

I looked at the cage. A mass of compressed, oozing flesh, struggling against the polycarbonate.

"Gross. It is ugly. It looks like a slug crushed under a glass. And that fog… it's dirty, Cedric. You're polluting my visual space."

"I'm sorry! I don't want this! I want to be furniture! Furniture doesn't get hard!"

He grabbed my ankle.

"Please, Mistress… make it go away. Break it. I need a Hard Reboot."

I smiled. A slow, cold smile.

This was the moment. The breaking point. He wasn't asking for mercy. He was asking for correction. He saw his own sex as an enemy to be defeated.

"You want me to fix you"

"YES! Please! One hit. A good hit. I need it to hurt so my brain understands."

I looked at my shoes. Precision weapons. The heel was a steel rod covered in silver leather, 5 inches.

"You're lucky, Cedric. I'm in a charitable mood. And these heels are perfect for precision maintenance."

I raised a warning finger.

"But be careful. If you damage the leather with your fluids, you reimburse me for the pair. $850."

"I'll be careful! Hit me! I'm begging you!"

I stepped back to get momentum. I spread the slit of my dress, revealing my leg up to the hip.

This gesture made Cedric moan in despair—his body reacted even stronger.

"Spread your thighs. Maximum. Offer me the problem."

He complied immediately, spreading his knees to the max. The cage was directly facing me. Offered. Vulnerable.

He closed his eyes, extending his neck, waiting for the impact like a blessing.

"I'm ready, Mistress. Fix the bug."

One second. Just one second.

Something passed through his eyes. A flash. The old Cedric—the Golden Boy, the captain, the arrogant one—rising to the surface like a drowning man who refuses to die.

His hands clenched. His gaze wavered. I saw him hesitate—the protective instinct, the male ego, the reflex to flee.

No, he seemed to think. I can't let her do this to me. I'm a man. I—

Then the flash died. As quickly as it had appeared.

He lowered his head. He spread his thighs even wider. He chose.

"Please, Mistress. I need you."

It was the last gasp. The final resistance. And he'd crushed it himself.

I raised my right leg. I aligned the toe of my shoe.

I aimed at the exact center of the fogged polycarbonate plate.

I took a second to savor the moment. Absolute power.

And I snapped my leg forward.

A sharp, direct blow. A stiletto front kick, whipped, vicious.

THWACK!

The sound was flat and dry. Hard leather hitting hard plastic.

The toe dug into the cage, crushing the polycarbonate against the flesh, and the shockwave traveled up into his pelvis.

"GAAAAH!"

Cedric's scream was cut short. His mouth stayed open but no sound came out.

He was thrown backward, instantly curling into fetal position, hands compressing his groin, a silent mewling escaping from his throat.

I set my foot back on the ground.

First thing: I checked the condition of my shoe. No scratches. Perfect.

"So? Diagnosis"

Cedric was panting, face buried in the carpet.

His body was wracked with spasms—not of desire, of shock.

He extended a trembling hand to check.

Through the transparent plastic, you could see the magic happening. The flesh was turning waxy white. The erection was collapsing, shriveling, fleeing the impact zone.

The "Bug" was resolved.

"It's… it's gone, Mistress," he gasped. "It's all soft. It's dead."

His eyes were clear now. Relieved.

He crawled toward me again. He grabbed my shoe—the instrument of his correction—with infinite delicacy.

And he pressed his lips to the silver leather, just above the toe that had just crushed him.

"Thank you… oh thank you Mistress… you saved me from myself…"

"You're welcome. It was after-sales service."

"The pain purified me. I won't get hard again. I'm just furniture. Furniture doesn't get hard."

I extended my hand and stroked his hair. An almost tender gesture.

No. Proprietary. Like you'd pat a horse's neck.

"You left a bit of drool on my strap."

He reacted instantly.

"Sorry! I'll clean it!"

He stuck out his tongue and meticulously licked the silver leather, cleaning up his own mess.

"Good boy. Get back in your corner. And stop fogging up. I want that cage transparent for tomorrow."

"Yes Mistress."

He returned to his place, holding his aching groin. But his face wore an expression of absolute bliss.

He'd been afraid of his nature as a man.

I'd saved him through pain.

He was ready for the Gala. He was no longer Cedric. He was my accessory.

I turned one last time toward the mirror, making my silk dress fly.

"I'm ready."

From the corner of the room, a weak and devoted voice answered:

"You're perfect, Mistress. And I am nothing."

System rebooted. Software: Slave v1.0 installed.


19. Last Morning

(Cedric's POV)







I woke up knowing today would change everything.

The room was still dark—5:47 a.m., according to the red digits of Livia's alarm clock. She slept above me, her breathing soft and even, while I lay in my designated spot at the foot of her bed.

Tonight was the Gala.

Seven days ago, I was Cedric. Campus legend. Golden Boy. Master of my own destiny.

Today, I was… what? A toy. A project. A caged thing that slept on the floor and existed for someone else's pleasure.

And I'd never been happier.

That was the part I still couldn't quite explain to myself. The happiness. It didn't make sense. Nothing about this made sense. But lying here in the dark, listening to her breathe, knowing that in a few hours we would walk into a room full of powerful women and prove ourselves—

I felt purpose. Real purpose. 

* * *

She woke at six, as always.

I was already kneeling beside the bed with her coffee—the routine was ingrained now, automatic. Italian roast, Moka pot, 68 degrees, white porcelain cup with the gold rim.

She took it without looking at me. Sipped. Nodded.

"Acceptable."

"Thank you, Mistress."

"Today's schedule." She set down the cup. "Final grooming at eight. Protocol review at ten. Full dress rehearsal at two. We leave at six."

"Yes, Mistress."

She looked at me then. Really looked at me, the way she rarely did anymore—not assessing my obedience or checking my posture, but actually seeing me.

"Are you ready"

The question caught me off guard.

"I… I want to be ready, Mistress."

"That's not what I asked."

I thought about it. About the days of training. The humiliations. The corrections. The moment yesterday when I'd nearly collapsed from hunger and she'd caught me. The conversation after, when she'd admitted things I never expected to hear.

"I'm ready," I said. "Not because I'm perfect. Because I want to win for you."

Something flickered in her eyes. Something soft.

Then it was gone, replaced by the familiar coolness.

"Good. Then get up. We have a lot to do."

* * *

(Livia's POV)

The morning was military precision.

8:00 a.m.: Grooming. I personally inspected every inch of him—which sounds clinical, but had become something else over the past week. Something closer to… care. I checked the cage for irritation, applied moisturizer to the waxed areas, trimmed the little heart shape that had become his signature.

"Jade's artistic touch," I murmured, running my finger over the groomed pubic hair.

"I've grown attached to it, Mistress."

"Have you?" I looked up at him. "It was meant to be humiliating."

"It was. It is. But now it's also…" He hesitated. "Yours. A mark you put on me."

I didn't have an answer for that.

10:00 a.m.: Protocol review. I drilled him on positions, responses, emergency procedures. What to do if a Matriarch gave him a contradictory order. What to say if asked about his feelings. How to stand, how to kneel, how to become invisible when needed.

"If someone asks you a question and you're unsure how to answer"

"I look to you, Mistress. Only you."

"And if I'm not there"

"You're always there. Even when I can't see you."

The answer was better than anything I'd trained into him. It came from somewhere else.

2:00 p.m.: Dress rehearsal. The tuxedo jacket went on—Dad's old one, tailored perfectly—over nothing but skin and cage and garter socks. I clipped the silver chain to his cage belt.

He looked ridiculous.

He looked perfect.

"Walk," I commanded.

He followed me through the house—three steps behind, silent, eyes down. His bare ass caught the afternoon light through the windows. Anyone looking in would see… well, exactly what he was.

"Stop."

He stopped.

"Turn."

He turned.

"Kneel."

He knelt, smooth as water.

"Tell me who you are."

"I am whatever you've made me, Mistress."

"Tell me why you're here."

"To serve you. To please you. To prove that your training is worth more than any other candidate's."

"Tell me what happens if you fail tonight."

He was quiet for a moment.

"I won't fail, Mistress. I can't. You've put too much of yourself into me."

* * *

The limousine arrived at six.

We had thirty minutes before we needed to leave—protocol demanded fashionably late arrival, not punctuality—and I found myself alone with him in the foyer.

He was fully dressed. Or rather, fully costumed—the tuxedo jacket impeccable, everything below exposed. The cage gleamed. The chain coiled in my hand.

"Cedric."

"Yes, Mistress"

"I need to tell you something."

He looked up. Waiting.

"If we lose tonight… it's not your fault. The Matriarchs are harsh. The competition is fierce. I've seen better-trained toys than you fail because of politics, or bad luck, or simple cruelty from the judges."

"Mistress—"

"Let me finish." I took a breath. "If we lose, it reflects on my training. My preparation. Not on you. You've done everything I've asked and more. You've exceeded every expectation. You've become—"

I stopped.

What had he become?

Mine, I thought. Completely, irrevocably mine.

"I've become what, Mistress"

"Adequate," I said, because I couldn't say what I was really thinking. "You've become adequate."

He smiled. A real smile, not the careful trained expression.

"High praise from you."

"Don't get cocky."

"I couldn't if I wanted to." He glanced down at his cage. "You've made sure of that."

I laughed before I could stop myself.

He laughed too.

And for a moment—just a moment—we weren't Mistress and toy, Owner and property, trainer and project.

We were just two people about to face something terrifying together.

* * *

(Cedric's POV)

The limousine smelled like leather.

I sat beside her—not on the floor, she'd allowed me the seat for the drive—and watched the streets of Valera slide past the tinted windows. Ancient stone walls. Modern glass towers. The mixture of old and new that defined this strange little nation.

"What are you thinking about?"

I turned. Livia was watching me, her expression unreadable.

"I'm thinking about how strange this is," I admitted. "How seven days ago I would have done anything to escape. And now I'd do anything to stay."

"Anything"

"Anything, Mistress."

She was quiet for a moment.

Then she reached out and took my hand.

It was the first time she'd held my hand. Not grabbed my chin, not touched my hair, not gripped my shoulder for balance. Held my hand, like I was a person.

"Whatever happens tonight," she said quietly, "you're mine. That doesn't change. Win or lose, success or failure. You're mine."

"I know, Mistress."

"Do you?"

"I knew it the moment I chose to stay on my knees. At the party. When your mother gave me the chance to leave."

Her hand tightened on mine.

"Why? Why did you stay"

I thought about the question. I'd asked myself the same thing a hundred times over the past week.

"Because kneeling in front of you felt more like standing up than anything I'd ever done before."

She didn't respond.

But she didn't let go of my hand either.

* * *

(Livia's POV)

The Estate appeared through the darkness—Gothic spires, torchlight, the gleaming processional of limousines.

I released his hand before anyone could see.

"We're here," I said, my voice returned to its cool professional distance. "Remember everything I taught you. Follow my lead. Trust my decisions."

"Yes, Mistress."

"And Cedric"

"Yes, Mistress"

"Don't let me down."

He smiled—that infuriatingly sincere smile that had somehow stopped annoying me.

"Never."

The driver opened the door.

I stepped out into the torchlight, silver dress catching the flames, and felt the weight of the chain in my hand.

Behind me, Cedric emerged.

Tuxedo perfect. Legs bare. Cage gleaming.

Ready.

"Let's begin," I murmured.

And together, we walked toward our future.


20. The Claim

(Livia's POV)










8 p.m. The "Grand Velvet Salon."

The air vibrated with classical music—a string quartet playing Vivaldi in a corner. Three-meter-tall Baccarat crystal chandeliers cast golden light on Valera's elite.

I made my entrance.

Silence fell in my wake. I knew I looked sublime in my slit silver dress, my hair swept up in an elaborate chignon, my smoky eye makeup impeccable.

But what really drew attention wasn't my dress. It was my accessory.

I held a fine silver chain leash wrapped around my black satin-gloved wrist. The chain descended in an elegant curve, attached directly to the belt of Cedric's "Ghost - HS" cage.

His outfit was a masterclass of sartorial humiliation. On top: a fitted black tuxedo jacket, immaculate white shirt, onyx cufflinks, perfectly tied bow tie. Pure elegance.

Below: nothingness. Just his muscular legs—waxed, still marked with pink redness—his bare buttocks exposed to the air conditioning and gazes, and that transparent plastic shell crushing his non-existent manhood. The laser-engraved letters "HS" glowed under the chandeliers.

And the killer detail: tall black socks with old-fashioned garters, and perfectly polished Oxford dress shoes.

He looked like a bank manager who'd had a stroke and forgotten his pants. It was what I called "Donald Duck Chic"—dressed on top, naked on bottom, ridiculous everywhere.

"Livia! What an entrance!" Jade approached with champagne in hand.

She examined Cedric with a shark's smile. "The contrast is divine. He looks like he's going to give us a financial report with his dick out. It's conceptual genius."

I gave the chain a little tug. The traction transferred directly to the cage belt, pulling on the sensitive skin of his lower belly. He grimaced.

"It reminds him of the hierarchy. Butler head, whore ass."

* * *

Cedric became a table. A living table holding twenty champagne flutes on a heavy silver tray, his muscles frozen in the stillness of a Greek statue.

High society women approached me, taking glasses from his tray without even looking at him, like you help yourself at a buffet.

A purple-haired Matriarch crouched to peer at his transparent groin. "It's completely flat. It looks like a little suction cup stuck to a wall."

She flicked the polycarbonate cage with a sapphire-ringed finger. KNOCK.

Cedric flinched—but the tray didn't move. Not a drop spilled.

"Solid," she commented. "Good training. You'll have my vote."

* * *

After an hour, sweat beaded on Cedric's forehead. His arms trembled under the weight. His bare thighs were locked. But he was more terrified of spilling a drop than of dying from exhaustion.

Jade returned with an evil smile, pulling out a small black remote—the same SportDog model I used.

"Does he still have his electric collar? The electrodes are taped to his nipples this time"

"Yes. Why"

"I bet 100 euros he drops the tray if I tase him now."

I looked at Cedric—gray-faced, trembling, bloodshot eyes. "Bet accepted."

Jade set the dial to 8—"Tetanizing Shock."

She smiled. And pressed.

ZZZZZT!

The shock hit his nipples, violently contracting all the muscles of his chest and arms. His eyes rolled back. His body arched backward.

The tray wobbled. The champagne rippled dangerously.

But no.

In a superhuman effort, Cedric fought against his own spasms. He used the muscular tetany to grip the tray even tighter. He absorbed the lightning. He became a human lightning rod.

He was crying. Big silent tears. Drool hanging from his lip.

But not a drop spilled. All twenty flutes remained perfectly aligned.

And in the midst of agony, he was searching for me with his eyes. To make sure I saw what he was doing. For me.

Something stirred in my chest. I crushed it immediately.

Jade handed me 100 euros. "You've created a rock. I'm jealous."

I approached Cedric and took a glass from his tray. "You trembled, Cedric."

And I threw the champagne in his face.

SPLASH.

"You lacked stability. It's disappointing."

He licked the champagne running over his lips. "Sorry… Mistress… Thank you… Mistress…"

* * *

That's when the Shadow arrived.

An icy woman of fifty in black Dior Haute Couture. Known for crushing careers with a snap, for having a private "kennel" where she kept "acquisitions"—about which no one came back unscathed.

She looked at Cedric—soaked, naked below, crying silently, marked by electricity. But still holding his tray. Functional.

"This is impressive," she said. "He's completely forgotten he was a person to become a shelf. It's art."

* * *

The Shadow moved through the crowd like smoke—silent, inevitable, leaving a wake of lowered eyes and hushed conversations. Women who commanded empires stepped aside for her. Men who served them pressed themselves against walls, trying to become invisible.

She circled Cedric slowly, her Dior heels clicking a predatory rhythm on the marble.

"The birthday gift everyone's been whispering about." She reached out and lifted his chin with one gloved finger, forcing his face toward the light. "Strong jaw. Good bone structure. The cage work is impressive—your mother's design, I assume?"

"The Ghost V3. Custom fitted."

"I can see that." Her finger traced down his throat, over his Adam's apple, coming to rest on his collarbone. "He's trembling. Fear or cold?"

Something hot and sharp twisted in my chest. Her hands on his skin. Her gloves against his throat. My throat. My property.

"Arousal, most likely," I said, keeping my voice steady. "He responds to authority."

"Does he?" The Shadow's smile was thin as a blade. "Let's test that."

She snapped her fingers. Cedric dropped to his knees instantly—not because she commanded it, but because eighteen years of training had wired him to respond to that sound from any woman of rank.

But he looked at me first.

Just a flicker. Just a fraction of a second. His eyes finding mine, asking permission, seeking reassurance.

Good boy.

The Shadow noticed. Of course she noticed. She noticed everything.

"Interesting," she murmured. "He checked with you before obeying me. That's either exceptional training or…" She let the sentence hang.

"Or what, Madam President?"

"Or something else entirely." She crouched down—graceful despite her age, predatory despite her elegance—and took Cedric's face in both hands. "Look at me, boy. Not at her. Me."

Cedric's eyes shifted to hers.

"Better. Now tell me—if I took you home tonight, if I put you in my kennel with my Dobermans, if I used you until sunrise and returned you broken… would you serve me as faithfully as you serve her?"

My hands clenched into fists behind my back.

Don't react. Don't show it. This is a test.

Cedric was silent for a long moment. I could see him thinking, calculating, trying to find the right answer.

"I would serve you as commanded, Madam President," he said finally. "But my faithfulness belongs to Mistress Livia. It's not transferable."

The Shadow's eyebrow rose. "Bold answer. And if she ordered you to transfer it?"

"Then I would try." He swallowed. "But I don't think it's possible. Some things can't be commanded. They can only be given."

She released his face and stood, turning to look at me with those cold, assessing eyes.

"He's in love with you."

The words hit me like ice water.

"He's trained," I corrected. "There's a difference."

"Is there?" She stepped closer, close enough that I could smell her perfume—something dark and expensive, like crushed orchids and old money. "I've broken a hundred men, child. I know the difference between training and devotion. That boy would walk through fire for you. Not because you commanded it. Because he wants to."

I said nothing. What could I say?

"The question is," she continued, "what do you feel for him?"

* * *

I should have answered immediately.

I should have said: Nothing. He's property. A well-trained tool.

But the words stuck in my throat.

Because when she'd touched him—when her gloved fingers had traced his throat—I'd felt something I didn't have a name for. Something possessive and primal and completely, terrifyingly real.

Mine.

The word had erupted in my mind like a thunderclap. Not my property. Not my project. Just—mine.

"I feel nothing," I said. "As protocol demands."

The Shadow smiled. It was not a kind smile.

"Liar."

She turned back to Cedric, still kneeling, still waiting. Her hand reached out and cupped his cheek almost tenderly.

"Such a pretty thing. Such potential." Her thumb traced his lower lip. "I wonder what sounds he makes when he breaks."

Something snapped inside me.

"Don't."

The word came out before I could stop it—sharp, hard, edged with a warning I hadn't intended to give.

The Shadow froze. The entire nearby crowd seemed to hold its breath.

"I'm sorry," she said, her voice dangerously soft. "Did you just give me an order?"

Fuck. Fuck. What am I doing?

I should have backed down. Apologized. Blamed it on exhaustion or champagne or first-night nerves.

Instead, I stepped forward.

"He's mine," I said. The words came from somewhere deep, somewhere I didn't recognize. "I don't care what protocol says. I don't care what the test demands. He's mine, and I don't share him with anyone who wants to break him."

The silence was absolute.

Jade had materialized at my elbow—I could feel her tension, her hand hovering near my arm like she was ready to drag me away.

The Shadow studied me for an endless moment.

Then she laughed.

It was a real laugh—warm and surprised and almost delighted. It transformed her face, made her look almost human.

"Oh, you magnificent girl," she said. "You actually mean it."

"Madam President, I—"

"Shh." She held up a hand. "Don't apologize. Don't take it back. This is the most interesting thing that's happened at a Gala in fifteen years."

She looked at Cedric, then at me, then back at Cedric.

"He's in love with you," she repeated. "And you—despite every lesson your mother taught you, despite every protocol you've memorized, despite knowing exactly how dangerous it is—you're in love with him too."

"I'm not—"

"You are." Her eyes were knowing. Ancient. "I've seen that look before. That possessiveness. That need. You'd tear out my throat if I hurt him, wouldn't you? Right here, in front of everyone. You'd destroy your entire future to protect this trembling boy in a plastic cage."

I couldn't deny it.

I didn't want to deny it.

"Yes," I whispered. "I would."

* * *

The Shadow stepped back, something shifting in her expression. Respect, maybe. Or recognition.

"The last woman who said that to me was your grandmother," she said quietly. "Forty years ago. Over a man named Tom. Or Fred. Whatever."

My grandfather. The one no one talked about. The one who'd served my grandmother until the day he died.

"She wasn't supposed to love him either," the Shadow continued. "It went against everything the Society stood for. But she did. And you know what?"

"What?"

"It made her stronger. Not weaker. Loving him gave her something to protect, something to fight for. It made her the greatest Matriarch of her generation."

She reached out and touched my face—gently, almost maternally.

"You have her fire, Livia. I wasn't sure until tonight. But now I see it."

"So I've… failed the test?"

"Failed?" She laughed again. "Child, you've passed it. The test wasn't whether you could give him away. Any cold-hearted bitch can do that. The test was whether you cared enough to fight for him. Whether you understood what you had."

She turned to address the watching crowd—Jade, the other Matriarchs, the initiates who'd gathered to observe.

"Let the record show that Livia Castellane has demonstrated something rarer than perfect training: genuine devotion. She loves her property, and she's not ashamed of it. That takes more courage than cruelty ever could."

She looked back at me.

"Congratulations. You're officially a Valera Queen. The vote was unanimous before you even arrived—your preparation was flawless. But this? This display of passion?" She smiled. "This is what will make you a legend."

* * *

I stood frozen, trying to process what had just happened.

The Shadow leaned close, her voice dropping to a whisper meant only for me.

"But I'm still going to borrow him. Just for a few hours."

My chest tightened. "Madam—"

"Not to break him. To test his loyalty." Her eyes glittered. "You've claimed him publicly. Now let's see if he claims you privately. If he survives a night in my kennels still devoted to you—still yours—then you'll know for certain what you have."

She straightened and raised her voice again.

"My usual porter is sick tonight. I have cases to load, and my Dobermans need walking. Can I borrow him?"

This is different now, I realized. She's not testing my detachment. She's testing his devotion.

I looked at Cedric. He was still kneeling, still waiting, but his eyes had changed. He'd heard everything. Seen everything. Watched me claim him in front of the most powerful woman in Valera.

He knows. He knows I love him.

"Cedric," I said quietly. "You heard what I said?"

"Yes, Mistress." His voice was thick with emotion. "Every word."

"You understand what's about to happen?"

"You're lending me to the President. As a final test."

"Yes. But not of me." I crouched down, meeting his eyes. "Of you. She wants to see if my claim means anything. If you'll come back to me the same way you left."

He held my gaze.

"I'll come back," he said. "I'll always come back."

"Even if she hurts you?"

"Especially then." The ghost of a smile crossed his face. "Pain is temporary. What I feel for you isn't."

I wanted to kiss him. Right there, in front of everyone, protocols be damned.

Instead, I stood and turned to the Shadow.

"He's yours for the night," I said. "Treat him however you see fit. But know this—" I let my voice carry. "—if you damage him permanently, we will have a problem. And I don't care how powerful you are."

The Shadow grinned—actually grinned, like a wolf who'd found a worthy opponent.

"I wouldn't dream of it." She took Cedric's chain from my hands. "Come along, boy. Let's see what you're made of."

* * *

I watched them walk toward the service exit.

Cedric moved gracefully, bare-assed under the chandeliers, following the most dangerous woman in Valera into the night. But just before he disappeared through the door, he looked back.

Our eyes met across the crowded ballroom.

And he smiled.

Not his old Golden Boy smile—that arrogant, performative flash of teeth. This was something else. Something real. Something that said I heard you. I believe you. I'm yours.

Then he was gone.

Jade appeared at my side.

"What the fuck just happened?" she breathed.

"I have no idea." I grabbed a glass of champagne from a passing waiter—a different one, not my Cedric—and drained it in one swallow. "I think I just declared love for my toy in front of the entire Society."

"You definitely did."

"And somehow passed the test?"

"Apparently." Jade shook her head in wonder. "Only you could turn a catastrophic breach of protocol into a legendary moment. Your grandmother would be proud."

My grandmother loved Tom-or-Fred too, I thought. Maybe it runs in the family.

"He'll come back," I said, more to myself than to Jade. "He promised."

"And if he doesn't?"

I thought about it. Really thought about it.

"Then I'll go get him," I said. "And anyone who tries to stop me will regret it."

Jade stared at me for a long moment.

"You really do love him," she said.

"Yeah." I grabbed another champagne. "I really do."

And now the whole world knows it.

* * *

I turned to Jade and raised my glass. "To us."

"To us. And to your victory. The vote was unanimous."

I watched the service door close on Cedric's bare buttocks.

Something strange tightened my throat. I'd just given my toy to a stranger.

He'll come back, I told myself.

But the way he'd trotted behind her without even looking back at me…

I took a long sip of champagne to wash down that sensation.

I'd just won my place at the top.

And Cedric had just disappeared forever, carried off into the night by a stranger with hungry Dobermans.





21. Reclaimed

(Livia's POV)







3 a.m.

The hushed silence of the limousine enveloped us like a cocoon of leather and luxury. I was sprawled on the back seat, massaging my aching toes while scrolling through Instagram.

Notifications were raining down like digital confetti.




@Livia_Valera: Queen of the Night. My accessory killed it.  #Gala #Winner




3000 likes in two hours. I was a star.

The car stopped in front of the manor. The chauffeur opened the rear door.

Cedric emerged. Or rather, the wreck of what was once Cedric.

The Shadow had returned him to me ten minutes ago, like you return a borrowed lawnmower. "Functional but worn," she'd said with a satisfied smile.

I'd felt something strange when I got him back. Not relief—why would I be relieved? He was an object. But… something. A tension releasing when I'd taken the chain back from her hands.

When I'd seen the scratches on his flank, something had stirred in me. Something that dangerously resembled anger. Not at him. At her. At her dogs. At anyone who'd touched what belonged to me.

His tuxedo was wrinkled, stained with wine, covered in dust. His bow tie hung sadly, untied. His white shirt was transparent with sweat, revealing electrode marks on his nipples. He no longer had his socks—the Shadow had kept them, "for her collection."

And around his neck, a new red leather collar—her gift. "Auntie President."

* * *

In my room, I circled him like an insurance expert evaluating a damaged vehicle.

I ran a finger over a scratch on his flank—four parallel lines from a Doberman named Brutus who "wanted to play."

I pointed to a blue mark on his buttock. "She used me as a step stool for her SUV. Three times."

I continued my inspection, lifting his chin. The red collar was too tight. That red collar. It wasn't from me. It was her mark on my toy.

Without thinking, I undid it. The red leather fell to the floor.

"You won't wear that in my house," I said, harder than expected. "You're mine. Not hers."

Something passed through his eyes. Relief. Gratitude. Something deeper I refused to analyze.

* * *

"Can I be freed? Just for the night? The cage has been sawing into my skin for three days…"

I turned to him with feigned incredulity.

"Freed? The cage isn't a punishment. It's your new skin. You don't take it off, like you don't take off your nose. Without it, you're nothing but a sad boy with a useless little dick. With it, you're a work of art."

His shoulders sagged. Hope died in his eyes, replaced by peaceful resignation.

"Of course… Mistress. You're always right."

* * *

I slipped under my comforter.

"Turn off the light."

Darkness invaded the room.

"Where do I sleep"

"You see the pile of dirty laundry in the corner? The overflowing wicker basket? That's your bed."

"The… dirty laundry"

"Yes. My workout clothes from the week. Running socks. Yoga bras. Worn panties. It's soft, and it smells like your Mistress. It's a privilege. Many guys would pay a fortune to sniff my workout panties. You get to sleep in them for free."

I heard the creak of wicker as he curled up in the mound of dirty clothes, head resting on my yoga leggings.

And then, without understanding why, I got up from my bed. Barefoot in the dark, I approached the basket and placed my hand on his head, gently stroking his hair.

He froze, surprised by this unexpected contact.

"Mistress"

"Shh."

I continued stroking, slowly, in silence. After a moment, he relaxed under my hand. I felt him melt, as if this simple caress was what he needed most.

"You were brave," I murmured. "You did what I asked. You didn't embarrass me."

I heard a stifled sob, or just a sigh of relief.

"Sleep now."

I returned to my bed. I didn't know why I'd done that. It wasn't planned. It wasn't in the protocol.

But when I heard his breathing calm down, something in me relaxed too.

* * *

A deep inhale. A sniff, almost animal.

"It smells… it smells like you, Mistress. It's strong. It's intense. It's… you."

A pause. The rustle of fabric against his cheek.

"It smells good. Thank you for letting me sleep here."

"You're disgusting, Cedric. Good night."

"Good night, Mistress Livia. Thank you for taking me back. I never want to be loaned out again. I want to stay here, in your laundry, in your smells. This is my place. The only place where I have meaning."

Silence fell. His breathing became slower, more regular, lulled by my scents.

I closed my eyes, smile on my lips.

I'd won the Gala. I'd transformed Cedric into a domestic animal dependent on my pheromones, falling asleep sniffing my dirty underwear like a puppy sniffing its mother's blanket.

In the corner of the room, buried in my sweaty yoga leggings, my sports bra against his cheek, my running panties clutched in his fist like a stuffed animal, the Thing finally fell asleep, at peace for the first time in days.

I listened to him breathe in the dark.

He's happy, I thought. He's really happy to be in my dirty laundry. To be my thing.

It was strange. Not disgusting—I'd moved past that stage long ago. Strange because I didn't feel just victorious. I felt responsible. As if I'd created something. Transformed raw material into a work of art.

He's mine, I thought. Really mine. Not like an object you possess. Like… something else.

I dismissed the thought. It was 4 a.m. Weird ideas always come at night.

I closed my eyes and fell asleep, lulled by the sound of his breathing in my dirty laundry basket.

* * *

I woke to sunlight.

For a moment, I couldn't remember where I was. The room was mine—my silk curtains, my Egyptian cotton sheets, my collection of perfumes on the vanity—but something was different.

Something was missing.

Then I heard it.

The soft metallic click of a cage moving in the hallway. The careful footsteps of someone trying not to wake me.

He was still here.

The relief that flooded through me was embarrassing in its intensity. I'd fallen asleep last night—after the Gala, after watching him be led away by the President, after hours of convincing myself I didn't care—wondering if I'd ever see him again.

But he was here. He'd come back.

I slipped out of bed and moved to the door.

* * *

He was in the kitchen.

The morning light caught him perfectly—the broad shoulders, the muscled back still marked with faint scratches from the President's Dobermans, the cage gleaming between his thighs. He was standing at the stove, doing something with a pan.

"You're making breakfast."

He didn't startle. He'd known I was there.

"You slept late," he said quietly. "I thought you might be hungry."

"It's ten o'clock."

"Yes, Mistress."

I walked into the kitchen and leaned against the counter, watching him work. Scrambled eggs. The way I liked them, soft and creamy. A pot of coffee already brewed.

"How did you know when I'd wake up"

"I didn't. I've been keeping everything warm since seven." He paused. "I wasn't sure when you'd… if you'd…"

"If I'd what"

"If you'd want to see me. After last night."

Something in his voice made me pay attention. Something careful and fragile.

"Why wouldn't I want to see you"

He turned off the burner but didn't look at me.

"You gave me away. To a stranger. Without hesitation." His voice was flat, factual. "That's what Mistresses do. It's what they're supposed to do. I understood that. I accepted it."

"But"

"But I thought…" He shook his head. "It doesn't matter what I thought."

"Tell me."

He finally turned. His eyes were red-rimmed. He hadn't slept at all, I realized.

"I thought we were a team," he said quietly. "You said that. The night before. And then you handed me off like I was… like I was nothing."

* * *

I should have explained.

I should have told him about the test. About how the President's request was the final evaluation, designed specifically to see if candidates would show inappropriate attachment. About how refusing would have destroyed my chances and humiliated my family.

Instead, I said: "What happened last night? With the President"

He looked away.

"Cedric."

"I'd rather not—"

"That wasn't a request."

His shoulders sagged.

"She made me load wine cases. Sixteen of them. Into a cellar with no light." He swallowed. "Then she made me walk her Dobermans. Three of them. In the gardens. For two hours."

"That's where the scratches came from"

"Brutus doesn't like strangers."

"Is that all"

A long pause.

"She tested me," he said finally. "At the end. Asked me questions. About you."

"What kind of questions"

"Whether I'd serve her as faithfully as I serve you. Whether I'd transfer my loyalty if she bought me from you. Whether I'd forget your name if she ordered me to."

My hands were gripping the counter so hard my knuckles had gone white.

"What did you tell her"

He looked at me then. Really looked at me, with those blue eyes that I'd spent a week trying not to get lost in.

"I told her that I'm yours," he said. "Completely. Permanently. That my service to her was temporary—borrowed—but my devotion to you is forever. That she could do anything she wanted to my body, but she'd never touch my heart, because it already belonged to someone else."

My throat was tight.

"What did she say"

"She laughed. Said I was well-trained. And then she sent me home."

* * *

Silence filled the kitchen.

The eggs were getting cold. The coffee was steaming untouched.

"I thought you'd be happy," he said quietly. "When I came back. But you were asleep. And this morning, you—I don't know. You look at me differently."

"Differently how"

"Like you're surprised I'm still here."

I crossed the kitchen in three steps. Stood in front of him, so close I could smell the coffee on his breath.

"I am surprised," I admitted. "I expected you to come back broken. Empty. Like the other toys I've seen the President return."

"I almost was. When she led me away, I thought—I was sure it was over. That you'd gotten what you needed from me and now I was being… recycled."

"But you're not broken."

"No."

"Why not"

He reached out—slowly, giving me time to stop him—and touched my face. Just his fingertips against my cheek.

"Because I had something to come back to," he said. "You. This. Whatever this is. It's stronger than anything she could do to me in one night."

I didn't pull away from his touch. I should have. Protocol demanded it. But I was so tired of protocol.

"I didn't want to give you away," I whispered. "I hated it. Every second you were gone, I hated it."

"I know."

"How could you possibly know"

"Because you caught me when I fell. The night before. Because you moved my blanket closer to your bed. Because you called us a team."

He smiled. It was small, exhausted, but real.

"Because you came to find me the moment you woke up. Not to check on your property. To make sure I was okay."

* * *

The eggs were definitely cold now.

I didn't care.

"Sit down," I said.

He hesitated. There was no chair nearby—just the floor.

"On a chair. A real chair."

His eyes widened. "Mistress"

"Sit. Down."

He pulled out one of the breakfast stools—the ones reserved for people, for guests, never for toys—and perched on the edge like it might bite him.

I sat across from him.

"New rule," I said. "From now on, you tell me when something is wrong. When you're hurt, when you're scared, when you're struggling. You don't suffer in silence hoping I'll notice."

"Yes, Mistress."

"And another rule." I took a breath. "No more loans. I don't care what protocol says. I don't care what the Society demands. You don't belong to anyone except me. And I don't share."

His expression cracked. Something wet spilled down his cheek.

"You're crying," I observed.

"I'm happy." His voice broke. "I didn't know I could still feel this happy."

I reached across the table and wiped the tear away with my thumb.

"Eat your breakfast," I said. "Before it gets any colder."

"Yes, Mistress."

"And Cedric"

"Yes, Mistress"

"Welcome home."

* * *

We ate in silence.

Not awkward silence—peaceful. The kind of quiet that exists between people who don't need to fill space with words.

Afterwards, I sent him to shower—a real shower, in my bathroom, with my expensive soap. He emerged smelling like jasmine and vanilla, like me, and somehow that felt right.

"Tonight," I said, "you sleep in the bed."

"Mistress"

"At the foot. On top of the covers. Like a guard dog."

He almost laughed. "A promotion"

"A reward. For surviving last night." I paused. "And for coming back."

He knelt in front of me—smoothly, easily, like he'd been doing it all his life.

"I'll always come back," he said. "No matter where you send me. No matter what happens. I'll always find my way home to you."

I touched his hair. Let my fingers run through the damp strands.

"Good boy," I murmured.

And for once, the words didn't feel like a command.

They felt like a promise.


EPILOGUE - Hers

(Cedric's POV)







I wake before the alarm.

I always do now. My body knows the schedule better than my mind—6:15 a.m., thirty minutes before Mistress Livia needs her morning coffee.

The dirty laundry basket is warm. Not from any external heat source, but from my own body, curled into the wicker for eight hours. It smells like her—sweat, jasmine body wash, the particular scent of silk against skin.

It smells like home.

I unfold myself slowly, carefully, the way I've learned to do without making noise. My cage clicks softly against my hip as I rise. The Ghost V3 has become an extension of me, as natural as a watch or a ring. I barely notice it anymore except when I try to shower—the water pooling in the transparent dome is always the coldest part of morning.

The house is quiet. Mistress Livia sleeps for another thirty minutes. Her mother left for Barcelona yesterday—some Order business that keeps the Matriarchs occupied for weeks at a time. Sebastian is in the pool house, where he retreats when Madam is away.

I am alone with my purpose.

* * *

The kitchen is my temple now.

Six months ago, I couldn't boil water. Now I can prepare Mistress Livia's exact coffee order with my eyes closed: Italian roast, medium-fine grind, Moka pot, never the espresso machine. Sixty-eight degrees—she likes it slightly cooler than most people. Served in the white porcelain cup with the gold rim, her grandmother's favorite.

I set the water to boil and begin the second part of the ritual: the tray.

A single rose from the garden—pink, her preference—in a crystal bud vase. Three almond croissants from the bakery I visited at 5:30 a.m. A small glass of fresh-squeezed orange juice, no pulp. Today's newspaper, folded precisely, with the arts section on top.

Six months ago, I would have forgotten something. The rose. The fold. The pulp preference. Now my hands move without instruction, assembling the morning offering like a meditation.

This is what I'm for.

This is what I'm good at.

This is all I want to be.

* * *

I carry the tray upstairs at exactly 6:45.

The hallway is dark, curtains still drawn. I move silently—bare feet on carpet, no sound except the soft clink of china on silver. I've practiced this walk a hundred times, eliminating every creak, every stumble.

Her door is slightly open. Another privilege I've earned—sleeping close enough to hear her breathing, close enough that she doesn't feel alone.

I push it open with my shoulder and enter.

She's still asleep. The blankets have shifted during the night, pooling around her waist. Her dark hair spills across the pillow like calligraphy. In sleep, her face is soft, unguarded—the Ice Queen melted down to something almost vulnerable.

I set the tray on the nightstand without a sound.

Then I kneel.

I've knelt by her bed every morning for five months. Waiting. Watching. Ready for her eyes to open.

It's my favorite part of the day.

* * *

Her eyes flutter open at 6:52. Earlier than usual.

"You're staring," she murmurs, voice thick with sleep.

"Yes, Mistress."

"Why"

"Because looking at you is the best part of my morning."

She rolls her eyes, but I can see the corner of her mouth twitch. Six months, and compliments still surprise her. Like she can't quite believe someone means them.

"Coffee"

I present the cup. She takes it, sips, makes a small sound of satisfaction.

"Perfect. As always."

"Thank you, Mistress."

She drinks slowly, coming awake in stages. I remain kneeling, waiting. Watching.

"I had a dream about you," she says eventually.

"Yes, Mistress"

"You were trying to make me pancakes. You kept burning them."

"I would never burn your pancakes, Mistress."

"I know. That's what made it a dream." She sets down the cup. "What's on my schedule today"

"Hair appointment at eleven. Lunch with Jade at one. The new boutique opening at four—you were invited to the private preview."

"And tonight"

"The Society's monthly meeting. You're presenting the quarterly report on new initiations."

She nods, processing. "What about you"

"I'll prepare your outfit for tonight. Clean the silver service. Handle the delivery from the florist. And—" I hesitate.

"And what"

"And whatever else you need. As always."

She studies me for a long moment. That searching gaze that sees through everything.

"You're happy," she says. Not a question.

"Yes, Mistress."

"Even like this? Living in my laundry basket, serving my every whim, never touching yourself, never being touched"

"Especially like this."

"Why"

I've thought about this question a thousand times. How to answer it in a way that makes sense. How to explain the peace I've found in surrender, the purpose I've discovered in service.

"Because you need me," I say simply. "And being needed by you is enough."

* * *

She doesn't respond right away.

Instead, she sets down her coffee and does something unexpected.

She reaches out and touches my hair.

Not a pat. Not a correction. Just… touch. Her fingers running through my hair like I'm something precious. Something cherished.

"You were a mess when you came to me," she says quietly. "Arrogant. Fake. Performing confidence you didn't feel."

"I was, Mistress."

"And now"

"Now I'm yours."

"That's not an answer."

I consider.

"Now I'm real," I say. "For the first time in my life. Everything I was before—the swimming, the parties, the Golden Boy bullshit—that was acting. This is who I actually am. And I only found that because of you."

Her hand stills in my hair.

"Do you love me"

The question hangs between us, dangerous and fragile.

Six months of training say I shouldn't answer. Toys don't love. Toys serve. Love is for people, and I'm not a person anymore, I'm—

"Yes," I say.

She exhales slowly.

"Say it properly."

"I love you, Mistress. I've loved you since the first night, when you made me kneel at the party. I loved you when you hurt me, when you humiliated me, when you gave me away and took me back. I love you in a way I didn't know I was capable of loving anyone."

Her hand moves from my hair to my face. Cups my cheek.

"You're not supposed to love me," she says. "You're supposed to serve me."

"I can do both."

"Can you"

"I already do."

* * *

(Livia's POV)

Six months.

Six months since the party. Since the cage. Since I unwrapped my birthday present and discovered that power tastes like champagne and feels like kneeling.

Six months since Cedric Hartwell ceased to exist and something else took his place—something better, something purer, something entirely mine.

I look at him kneeling by my bed, those blue eyes that used to look through me now looking at me like I'm the sun. The Golden Boy, reduced to a devoted pet. The campus king, sleeping in my dirty laundry.

He just said he loves me.

He shouldn't love me. Everything I've done to him—the humiliation, the pain, the systematic destruction of his identity—none of it should produce love. Fear, maybe. Dependence, certainly. But love?

And yet.

I believe him.

I believe him because his eyes don't lie, because his service comes from somewhere deeper than training, because when the President had him for a night he counted the hours until he could come home.

To me.

"Cedric."

"Yes, Mistress"

"What would you do if I unlocked your cage right now"

He doesn't hesitate.

"Wait for you to tell me what you want."

"And if I said I wanted you to touch yourself"

"I would ask how you'd like me to do it."

"And if I said I never wanted you to touch yourself again? Ever? For the rest of your life"

He smiles. A real smile, soft and sure.

"I'd say thank you."

"Thank you"

"For caring enough to decide. The decision is yours, Mistress. My preference doesn't factor in."

I lean forward. Close enough to smell the jasmine soap he used this morning—my soap, my scent, marking him even in cleanliness.

"What if I said I love you too"

* * *

(Cedric's POV)

Time stops.

The words hang in the air—impossible, unprecedented, everything I never let myself hope for.

"Mistress—"

"Don't." Her voice is sharp. "Don't say anything. Don't ruin this by being grateful. Just… listen."

I listen.

"I wasn't supposed to feel this," she says. "My mother, my grandmother, every Castellane woman—they train their toys without attachment. Without sentiment. It's cleaner that way. Safer."

She pauses.

"But you broke something in me. The first night, when you chose to stay on your knees—I felt something I didn't recognize. And every day since then, it's grown. Every time you anticipate my needs, every time you look at me like I'm worth looking at, every time you suffer for me and thank me for the privilege—"

Her voice cracks.

"I'm not supposed to love my property. It goes against everything I was taught. But here we are."

I don't know what to say. There are no protocols for this, no trained responses.

So I do the only thing I know how to do.

I lean forward and press my lips to her feet.

Not commanded. Not required. Just offered—my devotion, my gratitude, my love—laid at her feet like a gift.

She lets me.

For a long moment, neither of us moves. My lips against her instep. Her hand still on my face.

Then she pulls me up. Not to standing—I'm still on my knees—but up enough to meet her eyes.

"This doesn't change anything," she says. "You're still my property. You still sleep in the basket. You still serve me without question."

"I know, Mistress."

"But now you know why." She takes a breath. "Now you know it's not just ownership. It's… something else."

"What would you call it"

She considers. Then:

"Partnership," she says. "In the strangest possible form."

I smile. "I'll take it."

"You don't have a choice."

"I know. That's what makes it perfect."

* * *

[Later that morning]

I'm in the garden, preparing the mud pit.

Jade is coming at noon. She's been working on one of her many projects, another man she likes to drain from everything he owns. Today is the day she collects her first payment: watching him crawl through mud in his Armani suit to deliver cash.

I'm preparing the stage.

The hose is ready. The tarps are down. The mud has been mixed to the exact consistency Jade specified—thick enough to ruin silk, thin enough to splash dramatically.

I should feel sympathy for the man—a "paypig" she called him.  Six months ago, I would have. He's a person, after all. A man with a career and a reputation.

But that was before I understood.

Some men are born to lead. Some are born to follow. And some—like me, like this paypig—are born to discover that following is its own kind of leadership. That surrender is its own kind of strength.

Jade will show him. The way Livia showed me.

And maybe, six months from now, he'll kneel in his own dirty laundry basket and smile.

* * *

(Livia's POV)

I watch him through the window.

Cedric—no, not Cedric anymore. That name belongs to someone who doesn't exist. This creature in the garden, preparing mud pits with careful precision, is something else. Something I made.

My creation. My project. My masterpiece.

My love.

The word still feels strange. Forbidden. Like speaking it might break the spell.

But watching him work—the way his muscles move under his skin, the way his cage catches the sunlight, the way he anticipates tasks I haven't even assigned yet—I know it's true.

I love him.

Not despite what I've done to him. Because of it. Because I took a broken boy and made him whole. Took a performer and made him real. Took someone who didn't know who he was and gave him a purpose so complete that he'll never be lost again.

That's what love is, isn't it? Making someone better than they were before?

Jade would laugh at me. My mother would be horrified. The Society has rules against this kind of attachment.

But looking at him in the garden, I don't care.

Let them judge. Let them whisper. Let them shake their heads at the young Castellane who got too close to her property.

I know the truth.

He's not my property.

He's my partner.

And this—whatever this is—is just the beginning.
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