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Prologue: Flight from Fire

There are only three things Elise remembers with any clarity from that night: the sound of the fire alarm wailing like a wounded animal, the weight of her own breath in a chest too tight to hold it, and the ache—merciless, blooming hot and helpless beneath her skin, somewhere between her ribs and her thighs. Everything else is confusion, heat, and blinding need.

The villa is burning.

Smoke seeps beneath the heavy door, curling in ribbons along the mosaic floor, thick enough to sting her eyes before she’s even able to lift her head. There’s shouting outside—her name, she thinks, though the voice is warped, echoing up through floors where she once walked barefoot on cool marble. Somewhere, glass explodes with a crystalline shriek.

Elise tries to sit up, but her arms won’t hold her. Her legs tremble uselessly beneath her, knees drawn up to her chest. Sweat beads along her neck, her lower back; her shift is soaked, clinging to her, the thin fabric turning translucent. She knows—she feels with mortifying clarity—the sticky wetness beneath her breasts, slick trails on her skin, the way every hard pulse in her nipples sends another humiliating surge of need through her body.

Withdrawal.

The word echoes through the fog in her head, mixing with the taste of smoke and the serum’s relentless afterburn. Her mouth is dry, her tongue thick, every muscle in her thighs pulled tight. She can barely breathe for want, for panic, for the ache that’s building, minute by minute, into something that feels like agony.

“Elise!”

She hears it for real, this time—Matteo’s voice, low and ragged, threaded with a fear she’s never heard from him before. Something heavy slams into the door; it rattles on its hinges, then bursts open, a wedge of smoke and heat following Matteo as he shoulders his way inside.

He’s wild-eyed, blood spattered across one cheek, the fine white shirt he wore to dinner now open at the throat and half-charred at one sleeve. His gaze finds her in an instant, darting from her face to her body and back again. Relief and terror flicker in his eyes—relief that she’s alive, terror at the state she’s in.

“Elise—”

He’s on his knees beside her, rough hands already at her shoulders, checking her for wounds. She tries to speak, to warn him, but all that comes out is a strangled whimper, equal parts pain and need.

She reaches for him, hands weak, grabbing the front of his shirt. “Please,” she gasps, and her own voice shocks her—slurred, childish, wanton. “Matteo—please—I need—” She can’t finish. She can barely remember what dignity feels like. All she knows is the pounding of her heart, the feverish pulse low in her belly, the sense that she’s about to break apart, to leak, to cry, to come, all at once.

He lifts her with a grunt, pulling her onto his lap. She buries her face in his neck, and it’s worse—his scent, the salt and the smoke and the faint trace of wine and gunpowder, makes her body clench in frantic, instinctive hope. She can feel her breasts swelling, painfully full, pressed against his chest. The shift slides up her thighs, baring her legs, her hips; she knows what she must look like—what he must see, holding her like this, desperate and slick and trembling.

“Elise, listen to me.”

Matteo’s voice is pitched for command, but it’s rough, urgent. He tucks her head beneath his chin, his hand threading through her hair, pulling her closer even as he scans the doorway for threats.

“We have to go. Now. Do you understand?”

She shakes her head, whimpering. Her hips buck involuntarily, grinding against his thigh. “I—can’t—” Her breath hitches, a shudder running the length of her spine. “It hurts—I need—please—” Her words dissolve into a sob.

A shadow passes in the corridor; gunfire cracks somewhere downstairs, a short, brutal staccato. Matteo flinches, then scoops her up, cradling her against his chest as he rises.

She clings to him, panting, wracked by tremors that have nothing to do with fear. The villa’s walls are streaked with soot; fire crawls up the far side of the hallway, lighting the air orange and red. She hears, distantly, the sound of someone—Gianna, she realizes in a sick, flickering flash—shouting for help, then running away, feet pounding down the far corridor.

Matteo strides for the door, holding Elise tight. Every step jostles her, making the ache bloom sharper, fuller. She can’t help it; she moans, the sound half-caught, pressing her face into his shoulder in shame.

“I know, tesoro, I know,” he murmurs, his voice breaking.

But he doesn’t stop.

He can’t.

Smoke thickens, billowing around them as he moves into the hall. Alarms blare. Elise’s body pulses—her nipples leaking, a hot, shivering line of milk running down her chest, soaking Matteo’s arm. She hears his breath hitch, feels his grip tighten, but he doesn’t let go.

The world is falling apart. The empire is burning.

But the only thing Elise can feel is the need, raw and relentless, as Matteo carries her through the fire.

The heat intensifies as they move deeper into the villa’s arteries, every corridor a new battleground of smoke, flame, and the unfamiliar, pulsing urgency inside Elise. Matteo holds her close—one arm hooked beneath her knees, the other braced tight around her back, fingers splayed protectively across the slick curve of her hip.

Every movement sends another tremor through her. Her breasts, overfull and aching, press hard against his chest; each hurried step jostles them, making the ache spike, the leak worsen. Warm milk seeps through the thin shift, leaving a glistening mark on Matteo’s shirt and trailing down to his wrist. He doesn’t flinch. But she can see it—feel it—in the set of his jaw, the tightening of his grip: he knows, and the shame scalds her even more than the fever of her own skin.

Outside the nearest window, the sky is fractured with firelight and the blue strobe of emergency vehicles. The world has shrunk to a single thread: Matteo’s ragged breath, her desperate heartbeat, the blur of movement as he runs.

“Hold on to me,” he commands, his voice low and urgent, not unkind but brooking no argument. “You’re safe. Just a little longer.”

She whimpers, arms locked around his neck, every nerve ending raw. The pressure is overwhelming. With every step, the pulsing in her breasts sharpens, her thighs damp with more than sweat. She tries to clench them together for relief, but Matteo is moving too quickly, carrying her as if she weighs nothing.

“Matteo—please—” She chokes on the plea, biting her lip to stifle another sob. “I can’t—I’m going to—”

He doesn’t stop. Flames race along the wall behind them, licking at the family portraits, reducing the gilded edges of the Valenti crest to warped metal and melting wax. The smell of burning silk and polished wood fills Elise’s lungs, stinging her throat.

He rounds a corner, nearly slipping as a section of ceiling collapses ahead of them, sending a wave of heat and cinders into the hall. Matteo twists his body, sheltering Elise with his own frame, shielding her from falling plaster. Soot settles in her hair, painting her bare calves and thighs with ashy streaks.

She’s trembling uncontrollably now, wracked by the competing demands of terror and hunger, pain and need. The serum is a cruel fire in her blood; every jolt, every vibration through Matteo’s body, fans it higher.

Her face is wet, not just with sweat but with tears she didn’t know she was crying. “Please, I need—” The words are useless now, no longer language but animal sound.

Matteo’s arms tense, his breath ragged in her ear. “Don’t say it,” he growls, voice tight with something dangerous—a fury not at her, but at the world for making her suffer. “You will not break here. I will not let them take that from you.”

But her body has already betrayed her. A sudden surge of heat, a sharp, electric pain—her nipples spurt helplessly, soaking the shift, dripping onto Matteo’s hand as he supports her. She gasps, clinging harder, feeling a raw pulse of humiliation mixed with the most helpless kind of pleasure.

Behind them, another explosion shudders through the foundation. The floor quakes. Matteo stumbles but doesn’t lose his hold. He swears in Italian, low and guttural, promising vengeance—on the rivals, on his own weakness, on the debt that has brought them all to this brink.

“Elise,” he whispers fiercely, pressing his lips to her temple, “stay with me. Just a little more. I promise you—when we’re safe, I’ll give you everything you need.”

But safety feels impossibly far. And Elise, delirious and leaking in his arms, can only bite down on her own fist, whimpering as her body continues its humiliating, desperate betrayal—yielding, wanting, and nowhere close to relief.

The farther Matteo carries her from the burning east wing, the heavier Elise becomes in his arms—not from weight, but from the quaking, fever-hot need saturating her body. She’s leaking steadily now, her breasts so painfully swollen that even the brush of air sends a shiver down her spine. Matteo’s shirt is soaked through where she presses against him; his forearm glistens with slick trails she can’t stop.

He takes another turn—this one through one of the villa’s older stone corridors—and nearly collides with two of his own men dragging a wounded guard. The hallway is a frenzy of smoke and shouting, but suddenly Matteo’s steps falter.

Because there, standing in the one intact archway, is Dr. Costella.

Her white coat is streaked with soot, the hem burned in places, but she stands impossibly calm amid the chaos—the eye of a storm she clearly predicted. Her gloves are already on. A medical case hangs from her left hand. Her dark hair is twisted into its usual clinical knot, undisturbed by the fire swallowing whole wings of the estate.

Her eyes settle on Elise first.

Not Matteo.

Not the flames.

Elise.

Costella steps forward, voice composed and cool:

“Put her down. Now.”

Matteo snarls before he can stop himself. “She’s not touching the floor.”

“She doesn’t have to.”

Costella clicks open her case with one flick of her wrist.

“But she will collapse if we don’t intervene immediately.”

Elise whimpers, burying her face in Matteo’s neck—not in fear of Costella, but because she can barely stand the open air. Every heartbeat tightens her chest. Every jolt in Matteo’s stride sends a lance of unbearable sensation through her breasts. She feels herself leaking again, fresh heat sliding down her ribs.

Costella notices.

Of course she does.

She hums. “She’s destabilising. Worse than expected.”

Her gloved hand slips under Elise’s chin, lifting her face to the light.

Elise tries to pull away, but Matteo holds her steady.

Costella’s gaze sharpens. “Pupils blown. Pulse rapid. Respiratory uneven. You kept her too long without a session.”

Matteo’s jaw flexes. “I didn’t choose this timing.”

“No one ever does,” Costella replies, already reaching into the kit. “Tilt her back. I need access to her chest.”

Matteo hesitates. Just a second.

But Elise arches, a broken sob tearing out of her throat, and the hesitation dies.

He shifts his grip, exposing Elise’s trembling body.

Costella draws two syringes—one amber, one clear. She holds them like instruments in a ritual.

“The first will stabilise her heart rate and stop the duct spasms. The second—” She gives Matteo a warning look. “—is an orgasm suppressant. Without it, she will climax in under sixty seconds.”

Elise whimpers, her back arching involuntarily, her breasts tightening with the promise/pain of release. Matteo’s grip crushes tighter around her.

“No suppressant,” he growls.

Costella’s eyes flash. “She will hemorrhage yield and go into shock.”

“I can hold her.”

“You cannot,” Costella snaps, and the authority in her voice cuts through even the roar of the fire. “Her body is not yours right now. It’s mine.”

The words hit Matteo harder than the heat or the gunfire.

Costella doesn’t wait for his permission.

She presses the amber syringe against Elise’s ribcage and plunges it in.

Elise gasps—sharp, high-pitched—her entire body jolting in his arms. The pain disappears almost instantly, replaced by a hot, heavy wave that rolls through her chest and hips like molten metal. Her nipples tighten, leaking more, the relief so intense it nearly sends her over the edge.

She moans—shameless, helpless.

Matteo swears under his breath.

Costella’s tone softens a fraction as she prepares the second injection. “Easy, ragazza. Breathe for me. Almost done.”

Elise tries—she really does—but the second syringe enters her thigh and her breath breaks on a sob. Her back arches violently; her breasts heave; her hips jerk in Matteo’s grip, grinding against his arm without meaning to.

“Fuck—” Matteo chokes, holding her tighter, as if he can cage her need by force.

But Elise’s body fights the suppressant—wants release desperately—and for a terrifying moment Matteo thinks she’s going to climax right there in the burning hall.

Costella watches every tremor with clinical precision. “Her threshold is too high. She’s seconds from involuntary yield. We need to move.”

Elise whimpers again—small, panicked, needy, like she’s being torn apart.

“Please—” she gasps, voice shredded. “It hurts—I can’t—please—Matteo—please—”

Matteo’s eyes close, jaw clenched so hard it trembles.

Costella snaps her fingers by his ear.

“We’re not saving your pride,” she says sharply. “We’re saving her life. Move.”

And Matteo moves.

As he lifts Elise against his chest again, her head lolls against his shoulder, her breath hot and ragged. Her leaking slows—but doesn’t stop. Her body shivers, trembling on the edge of something catastrophic.

Costella walks alongside them, already stripping another length of tubing from her bag, already planning the next step.

The fire roars behind them.

Elise clings to Matteo, shaking, legs limp, breasts heavy and painfully full, her entire body caught between agony and almost-release.

And Costella, calm as a blade, leads them into the heart of the escape route.

Matteo follows Costella down the ruined corridor, Elise limp and feverish in his arms. Every step is a negotiation between panic and precision: the smoke thickens, embers tumble from the ceiling, and the sirens outside grow sharper, closer, as if the entire world has come to claim what’s left of House Valenti.

They pass the old milking chamber first—a room that once glowed with candlelight, silk cushions and silvered machines, now nothing but shattered glass and flame. Elise’s vision blurs, but she sees enough: a tangle of ruined tubing, milk pooled on the tiles like spilt gold. Something inside her tightens with both loss and relief.

Costella leads them on, fast but never frantic. She checks Elise’s pulse at every turn, pressing her gloved fingers to the girl’s wrist, her jaw, the side of her breast. Each touch is cold, businesslike. “Her temperature is climbing,” she reports to Matteo, as if the news were weather and not a matter of life and death. “Respiratory rate unstable. Yield pressure at dangerous threshold.”

Elise tries to speak, but her tongue won’t cooperate. Her head lolls against Matteo’s shoulder. She feels the tremor start in her thighs, the now-familiar ache that says she’s seconds from climax. “Please—can’t—” she manages, her voice thin and cracking. “I can’t hold it—please—”

Matteo’s jaw flexes as he quickens his pace. The passage shakes; somewhere behind them, a load-bearing beam gives way with a groan and a crash, dust billowing up and swirling around them like a burial shroud.

They pass the ledger room—a vault once filled with the neat, coded histories of debt and power, now a chaos of blackened pages and melted bindings. Matteo pauses, just for a breath, as if the sight of the burning ledgers wounds him deeper than any rival’s bullet. But there’s no time for sentiment: Costella tugs at his arm, urging him on.

The next room is Matteo’s father’s office, the seat of every promise and betrayal. The family crest burns on the far wall, gold leaf curling and flaking into the darkness. Matteo steals one last look at the lion and thorn, then wrenches his gaze away, cradling Elise closer.

A wall of fire blocks the main corridor. They’re forced into the servants’ hallways—narrow, winding, barely lit. Costella moves ahead, barking orders to the two guards who’ve caught up. One of them hands Matteo a breathing mask. He fits it over Elise’s face, tucking her hair back with trembling hands, murmuring rough reassurances against her temple.

Elise’s body betrays her at every step: her thighs shake, her breath comes in shallow pants, her breasts throb so fiercely she can barely distinguish pain from pleasure. Milk leaks steadily, soaking the shift, slicking Matteo’s arm. The suppressant Costella administered is losing its battle against the serum and the trauma.

Diagnostics ping from Costella’s kit. She glances at the readout: “She’s at critical. If she comes now, she’ll collapse. Hold her tighter.”

“I am,” Matteo grits out, sweat running down his brow.

Another ceiling gives way behind them, sealing off the corridor they just left. The world narrows to smoke, heat, and the ragged breathing of three fugitives.

Costella pulls open a hidden panel in the stone—a servants’ door, the kind Elise remembers from childhood games. They pass through, stumbling into the cold night air of a forgotten courtyard. For a moment, there is only the scent of water and burned lavender, the hiss of fire licking stone behind them.

But there’s no time for relief.

Matteo’s grip tightens, his breath hot against Elise’s hair. “You’re almost there,” he whispers, half to her, half to himself.

Elise trembles, her body on the knife-edge between collapse and release.

And ahead, the way out narrows to a final gauntlet: past the old orchard, through burning trees, toward the armored car that waits beyond the flames.

They burst from the shadows of the hidden corridor into open night—straight into a world transformed by violence. The air is thick with smoke and the sharp, chemical sting of burning fuel. Sirens wail. Somewhere beyond the perimeter wall, headlights sweep wildly through the olive trees, bouncing off the low-hanging branches as rival syndicate vehicles circle for a final assault.

Matteo doesn’t pause. He sprints across the broken flagstones, Elise clutched to his chest, Costella and the guards fanned in a practiced V. The ground shakes—somewhere behind them, the east wing caves in with a roar, sending a shower of sparks into the night sky.

For a split second, Elise sees it all: the courtyard blazing, the long pond reflecting flame, the shattered fountain gushing water onto marble tiles now streaked with blood. The world blurs. Her own body takes center stage—swollen, agonised, shuddering with a helpless need that has become indistinguishable from pain.

Matteo’s pace jostles her mercilessly, and every stride sends a pulse of sensation through her chest. She can feel her milk leaking in earnest now, soaking the thin shift, hot and steady. A wet patch spreads over Matteo’s arm, and the scent—rich, sweet, unmistakable—rises above the smoke and dust.

Her breath hitches. Her back arches violently, unbidden, her nipples throbbing so hard they ache. The suppressant is failing—she knows it as surely as Costella does, because suddenly she’s riding the knife-edge, desperate, frantic, unable to bear another moment of denial.

A cry rips from her throat—wordless, guttural. Her whole body spasms in Matteo’s arms, her legs kicking helplessly as she claws at his shirt. “Please—I can’t—Matteo, I—oh God—”

Costella swings around, moving with the quick, precise violence of a woman who has no time for sympathy. She grabs Matteo’s shoulder, forcing him to stop just as a bullet shatters the tiles a few feet from their path.

“Give her to me!”

Her voice is cold, all command. “Now, Matteo. Or she’ll go into shock before we reach the car.”

Matteo’s eyes are wild, torn between fury and panic, but he doesn’t fight her. He lets Costella take Elise, supporting her as gently as possible as Costella slides her own arms beneath the trembling girl’s body.

Elise is sobbing, writhing in Costella’s grip—her breasts pressed between them, leaking milk in humiliating jets, soaking both their clothes. Costella’s gloved hands are mercilessly firm as she presses a monitor to Elise’s chest, her other hand sliding down to cup her breast, squeezing with professional skill.

“She is leaking uncontrollably. If she climaxes now, she will hemorrhage yield. I need another dose—hold her steady.”

Matteo is at her side instantly, one hand cupping Elise’s jaw, the other anchoring her waist as Costella draws a fresh vial from her kit. Elise feels the prick of the needle in her thigh, a cold wash of chemical restraint. The world tilts and tightens. She gasps—a high, desperate moan—as Costella massages her breast, coaxing the ducts to slow their furious spasm.

But even as the drug takes hold, Elise’s body bucks one last time, hips grinding shamelessly against Costella’s hip. Her mouth works soundlessly, her whole body a living, aching engine of need.

“Don’t let go,” she sobs. “Don’t let me—please—”

Costella’s tone drops to a dangerous softness, her face inches from Elise’s ear. “You are not permitted to climax, ragazza. Not here. Not for him. Only for the House.”

Elise collapses against her, spent and sobbing, the fire reflected in her tear-streaked eyes.

Matteo moves to shield them both, drawing Costella and Elise toward the line of armored cars now appearing in the haze, headlights cutting through the smoke. Bullets whip past overhead; guards return fire, shouts echoing through the orchard.

The old world is falling behind them—burning, ruined, loud with violence and loss.

But inside Elise, something hotter burns: the ache that will not fade, the hunger that is now her whole existence.

And as Costella tightens her grip, dragging Elise onward, Matteo fights back the urge to tear the world apart for the sake of the girl who will never be his—never fully, never freely, not while the House still owns her need.

They reach the far edge of the courtyard, past burning olive trees and shattered statuary, toward the armored vehicles waiting like lifeboats against the fire-lit dark. For a moment, Matteo’s entire world narrows to Costella supporting Elise—her limp body cocooned between arms clinical and arms desperate, her face blotched with tears, her breath coming in thin, whistling sobs.

A shadow darts from the far side of the garden.

Maria.

She is not dressed for battle—only in her familiar blue work skirt, hair pinned hastily, face streaked with ash and resolve. In one hand she holds a small ledger, in the other a wicked kitchen blade that glints orange with reflected flame.

“Go!” Maria calls, voice roughened with smoke but unshakable. “Don’t wait for me!”

Costella pauses, her grip on Elise tightening. “You must come—there’s no time—”

But Maria shakes her head, planting herself between the villa and the retreating group. Her eyes are wild and wet, but her mouth is set in the line of someone who has already made peace with her decision.

“I’ll buy you time,” she shouts, and even as a fresh round of gunfire cracks through the air, she stands fast. “They know me. I’ll slow them—someone has to—”

Matteo hesitates, torn between fury and heartbreak. He knows, as surely as he’s ever known anything, that Maria is the only reason Elise survived the earliest days—the only one who could soothe her body, teach her the rhythms of the house, hold her hand through humiliation after humiliation.

Elise reaches out, her fingers trembling, eyes bright with panic and grief. “Maria! Please—don’t—don’t leave me—”

Maria’s composure wavers for the first time. She rushes forward, pressing the small, battered ledger into Elise’s hands, fingers closing tight. Her voice drops, fierce and urgent:

“You keep this. For yourself, for after. It’s not for them. Don’t let anyone see it but you.”

A kiss to Elise’s forehead, a blessing and a goodbye.

“I love you, ragazza. You’re stronger than any of them know. Go. Don’t look back.”

Matteo grasps Maria’s arm, squeezing once—an unspoken promise, a sorrow he’ll carry. “I’ll come back for you.”

Maria smiles, sad and proud. “Don’t lie, Don Matteo. Keep her safe. That’s enough.”

She turns, blade raised, and slips into the smoke, vanishing into the collapsing wing. Already, the sounds of shouting and booted feet close in behind her. Her silhouette—defiant, alone, weapon and ledger raised—flickers for a heartbeat in the firelight, then is gone.

Costella urges them forward. Matteo pulls Elise into his arms again, the small ledger pressed between them, still warm from Maria’s touch. Tears streak Elise’s cheeks as the armored car doors swing open.

Inside, safety waits. Outside, Maria holds the line, her fate uncertain but her love absolute.

The door slams shut. The engine roars.

For Elise, for Matteo, for the battered family they have left behind, nothing will ever be the same.

They don’t look back. The doors of the armored car are still twenty meters away—a gauntlet of burning branches, gunfire, and the whine of approaching engines. Matteo pulls Elise tight against his chest, cradling her as if she’s the last living thing in a world on fire. Costella runs ahead, barking orders into a clipped radio, every inch the battlefield general in her ruined white coat.

The orchard blazes on either side, olive trees crackling and falling, throwing shadows that flicker over Elise’s pale skin. Her body is boneless with exhaustion, the emergency drug fighting a losing war against the serum in her veins. Her thighs are slick with leaking milk; every jostle, every running step, wrings another shudder from her. The pain has given way to a dull, haunting ache, but her skin still burns for relief, her body still caught on the edge of an orgasm denied.

Matteo’s voice is low, raw with desperation, his breath hot against her ear as he runs. “Hold on, piccola. Almost there. Just breathe. I’ve got you.”

Elise can barely respond. The world slips in and out of focus: the taste of smoke on her tongue, the heat of his body, the sound of Costella’s diagnostics chirping in the darkness.

“She’s destabilizing again,” Costella snaps, pausing just long enough to slap a fresh monitor onto Elise’s chest, fingers working with surgical speed. “Her ducts are hyperstimulated. If we don’t get her emptied within thirty minutes—”

“I know!” Matteo’s voice breaks, his composure finally fracturing. He clutches Elise tighter, risking a glance over his shoulder. Rival gunmen are closing in, black figures weaving between flames and toppled statuary.

One of the guards drops back, returns fire—short, controlled bursts that spark off the fountain and the marble path. The air fills with the stench of cordite and burning flesh.

Costella grabs Matteo’s sleeve, dragging him forward. “Move! I can’t treat her if we’re dead.”

They race the last few yards. Bullets tear through the branches, showering Elise with falling leaves and cinders. Matteo lifts her higher, shielding her with his own body, muscles straining with the effort and the terror that this might all be for nothing.

At last—at last—they reach the armored car. A guard wrenches the door open, Costella leaps inside, and Matteo thrusts Elise in after her. The world narrows to the thud of boots, the slam of steel, the frantic shouts as the remaining men pile in.

The doors shut. The driver guns the engine. The car lurches forward, roaring down the lane as the villa explodes in a monstrous bloom of orange and white. Heat and light beat against the windows; Elise’s face is reflected in the glass, pale and wide-eyed, the little ledger pressed in her arms.

Inside, chaos recedes. Costella is already pulling more supplies from her bag, snapping orders at Matteo and the guards. She wraps a thermal blanket around Elise, checking her pulse, running more diagnostics—her expression all business, her movements as sharp as the blade sheathed at her hip.

Matteo collapses onto the seat beside Elise, his hands shaking as he wipes soot from her cheek. “You’re safe,” he whispers, over and over, as much to himself as to her. “You’re safe, you’re safe, you’re safe.”

Elise sags into him, her body still humming with the echo of almost-release, her mind a whirl of grief and shock. The small ledger is a weight in her lap, Maria’s parting gift anchoring her to a world she already fears she’ll never see again.

Outside, the night is alive with sirens and fire.

Inside, the last survivors of House Valenti speed toward the only future left to them: a future measured in milk, obsession, and debt.

The armored car rockets through the outer gate, grinding over gravel and broken tile, headlights slicing the smoke-choked night. In the rear compartment, the world shrinks to a single, brutal clarity: escape, breath, the need that refuses to subside.

Elise lies in the crook of Matteo’s arm, half-wrapped in a thermal blanket. She trembles violently, the aftermath of shock and suppressant fighting inside her. The thin shift clings to her skin, streaked with milk and sweat, the small ledger still pressed to her chest—a relic, a promise, a weight she’s not sure she can bear.

Costella sits opposite, blood on her gloves, her medical kit open and pill bottles scattered across the seat. She leans in close, her voice low, even colder in this compressed silence. “She’s not stable. You cannot let her climax until we reach the new safehouse. I must monitor her, and she will be milked professionally. If she’s emptied now, it could cause tearing or shock.”

Matteo’s arms tighten around Elise, as if to shield her from Costella’s words as much as the rest of the world. “She needs relief,” he growls, voice hoarse with helpless anger. “You said—”

Costella cuts him off. “I said she’ll survive. That is all we can guarantee until we’re secure.” She pulls a monitor across Elise’s breast, her movements brisk but not cruel. “She is still leaking. She’ll need fluids, sedation, and constant observation. If she passes out, do not try to wake her. If she starts to convulse, call me at once.”

Elise whimpers, face buried in Matteo’s shirt. The ache is still there, furious, throbbing, hopelessly raw. Every mile they drive, it worsens, a silent scream beneath her skin. Humiliation and relief are the same now: her body’s rebellion, her only anchor in the aftermath of ruin.

For a long stretch, no one speaks. The only sound is the rattle of the engine, the ragged pulse of Elise’s breath, and the distant, dying roar of the empire burning behind them.

Then, in a voice so small it almost disappears, Elise whispers, “I’m sorry. I tried. I’m sorry I’m so—”

Matteo’s hand finds her chin, tilting her face up, forcing her to look at him through tear-clotted lashes. His own eyes are hollow with loss, but his grip is absolute.

“You survived,” he tells her, voice pitched for command but softer than she’s ever heard it. “That’s all that matters. Nothing else. Nothing else.”

She tries to nod, but the effort costs her. Her tears streak the milk and soot on her cheeks.

Behind them, through the narrow rear window, the villa’s roof collapses inward, flames shooting high—one last, devastating heartbeat of the old world. The horizon is jagged with fire. Sirens fade.

Inside the car, Costella finishes her diagnostics, sits back, and at last exhales. “It’s over,” she says, more to herself than anyone. “The house is gone. The debt is not.”

Elise closes her eyes, clinging to Matteo, to the ledger, to what little is left.

Matteo holds her tighter, the taste of smoke and loss sharp in his mouth.

Ahead of them lies only darkness, headlights tunneling through the ruined night. Somewhere out there, the new empire waits—built on obsession, ritual, and Elise’s inexhaustible need.

Behind them, the old world is ash.

The car speeds on, bearing its survivors toward a fate that none of them chose, and only one of them can define.

Behind them, the empire burned. Ahead of them lay the obsession.


Chapter 1 — The Coastal Estate

The convoy reaches the cliff road just as dawn breaks—thin, washed-out light spilling over a horizon of steel-grey waves. The sea is violent this morning, slamming itself against the rocks far below in white-mouthed fury, as if echoing the chaos they’ve just escaped.

Inside the armored SUV, Elise lies half-curled against Matteo’s side, wrapped in a thermal blanket that does nothing to steady the trembling in her limbs. She’s been drifting in and out of consciousness since they fled the burning villa. Each time she wakes, she feels the ache—low and deep and humiliating—still pulsing through her chest, her body raw and overtaxed. She doesn’t dare look at Matteo’s shirt; she knows what stains she left there.

The estate comes into view as the road narrows: a monolith of glass and slate rising out of the cliffside like a blade thrust into the sea. It is nothing like the villa. The old house was stone and arches and candlelight. This is cold geometry—walls of floor-to-ceiling windows, terraces exposed to the harsh salt wind, steel pylons anchoring it to bedrock.

A fortress built not for beauty, but for control.

The moment the convoy passes the outer gate, armed guards appear from the shadows, their rifles already raised. Matteo lowers his window just enough to show his face. Orders are shouted. A coded light flashes. The perimeter locks disengage with a heavy clunk.

The SUVs roll into the courtyard.

Elise’s breath falters.

People are waiting.

Dozens of staff stand in precise rows at the base of the steps—security, medics, attendants in grey uniforms, their faces tight with expectation or dread. The air is thick with salt spray and tension. As the car stops, a hush descends that makes her heartbeat thunder in her ears.

Costella is the first to step out. Her coat is smeared with soot, her hair windblown, but her bearing is perfectly composed. She speaks to the head of security in clipped, precise Italian, then turns to the car.

Matteo doesn’t wait. He scoops Elise into his arms as if she weighs nothing. Her legs dangle, weak and cold, brushing against his hip as he lifts her. She knows she’s a mess—shift torn and stained, skin flushed with lingering fever, hair tangled with ash. The blanket slips, revealing a pale shoulder and the stark red blotches where binding straps had held her during forced stabilization.

A murmur ripples through the assembled staff.

Elise feels her face flame with shame.

Her body, still in its fragile post-withdrawal state, reacts instantly to the exposure. A sharp ache tightens her chest; her nipples contract painfully beneath the thin fabric. She can feel milk rising again, the humiliating heat of it pooling beneath her breast.

Not here.

Not in front of all these strangers.

But her body doesn’t care what she wants.

Matteo holds her closer, his arm firm around her thighs. “Keep your eyes on me,” he murmurs, voice low, steady. “Not them.”

She tries. God, she tries. But she feels their stares like hands on her skin—clinical, assessing, curious. She feels small. A specimen delivered for review.

A new guard steps forward, big and sharp-jawed, scanning Elise with too much interest. Matteo fixes him with a lethal look. The guard flinches and bows his head.

Costella’s heels click sharply across the stone. She gestures to Matteo. “Bring her in. We need intake immediately. She’s still unstable.”

Elise clenches her trembling fingers into Matteo’s shirt. “Please don’t—”

She doesn’t even know what she’s begging for. Privacy? Dignity? Relief?

None of those things exist here.

Matteo brushes his thumb across her cheek. “It’s all right.”

But his jaw is tight. His shoulders rigid with unspoken fury.

He carries her through the glass doors.

The moment they enter, Elise feels the shift.

Inside, the estate is colder than the morning air. Bright lights hum overhead. Smooth stone floors echo every footstep. Digital displays flash data she can’t parse. Cameras blink in silent rows, following their progress.

She realizes—horribly—that everything here is designed to be seen. Observed. Measured.

A display panel lights up as they pass, showing her pulse, temperature, and yield pressure. Elise sees it before Matteo can turn away, and her stomach drops.

They’re monitoring her already.

They were monitoring her the moment she crossed the threshold.

She buries her face against Matteo’s collarbone, wishing she could disappear into him. But the blanket slips again, baring the curve of her breast to the cold air.

A soft gasp rises from one of the nurses.

Matteo’s grip tightens.

“Eyes down,” he snaps.

Every head obeys.

Except Costella, who looks at Elise’s exposed breast with clinical interest—and no trace of shame. “Her ducts are swollen. We need to measure the leak rate before it worsens.”

Elise squeezes her eyes shut, burning with mortification.

The new house swallows them whole.

And Elise understands, with a sinking dread, that whatever she thought captivity meant before—the villa, the rituals, the ledger—this place will strip her down even further.

This is not a refuge.

This is the next phase.

The coastal estate waits—glass, steel, and eyes everywhere—ready to remake her all over again.

The medical bay is colder than the courtyard, colder even than the sea-thrashed wind outside. A rectangular room constructed almost entirely of glass, it feels less like a place meant for treatment and more like a gallery—an amphitheatre where bodies are examined, judged, displayed.

Elise feels exposed the moment Matteo carries her across the threshold.

Bright light spills down from a bank of surgical lamps, throwing every contour of her body into brutal clarity. Staff in grey medical uniforms move around her with brisk, efficient purpose, their expressions muted. Not cold—worse. Detached.

As though she isn’t a woman at all.

Just an asset. A specimen. A unit.

“Place her there,” Costella directs, motioning to a reclining glass examination table. It’s angled slightly, so Elise will be on display from multiple sides.

Matteo hesitates. The tension in his shoulders turns sharp.

“She’s not stable enough for a full intake,” he says.

Costella doesn’t blink. “The sooner we begin, the sooner she stabilises. Her metrics need establishing before her next session.”

Elise stiffens in Matteo’s arms.

Next session?

He lowers her gently onto the table, his touch far too tender for the brutal setting. The thermal blanket slides away from her, folds pooling around her hips. Elise reaches for it instinctively—but Costella’s gloved hand catches her wrist mid-motion.

“No. Clothing off.”

The words are snapped out like a command in a laboratory.

Matteo’s jaw ticks. “Costella—”

“It’s necessary,” she replies, unimpressed by his tone. “We can’t work blind.”

Elise swallows, her throat tight, the humiliation already burning her from the inside. She forces her trembling fingers to release the blanket.

Two nurses step forward immediately, pulling the fabric away and setting it aside as though removing a tablecloth. Elise sits half-upright on the glass slab, shift torn, nipples visibly stiff in the cold air, her inner thighs streaked from earlier leaking.

Her skin crawls as the staff’s eyes move over her.

Costella begins her examination without ceremony.

“Pulse elevated,” she notes to a hovering assistant. “Respiration shallow.”

Her fingers push Elise’s jaw to the side, fitting a device to her neck.

“Temperature still high. Withdrawal residual. Stress-induced let-down ongoing.”

A male attendant—young, hair too long for regulation—steps closer, his gaze lingering an extra beat on Elise’s breasts.

Matteo sees it.

And in a flash, he’s there.

His hand clamps down on the boy’s wrist. “If you stare again, I’ll put your eyes in a jar.”

The attendant pales. Nods. Retreats.

Costella doesn’t even pause her measurements.

“Your staff will need retraining,” she says coolly. “She looks… impressive. Curiosity is inevitable.”

Elise wants the table to swallow her whole.

One of the nurses lifts her arm to attach an IV line. Another wipes her inner thigh with an alcohol pad, muttering something about “serum saturation.” A third adjusts a camera that zooms in—she can see it reflected in the opposite glass wall—directly on her chest.

She shivers violently.

Costella steps closer, gloved fingers brushing the curve of Elise’s breast. “She’s still leaking.”

Her tone is clinical, detached.

“We need to measure flow rate.”

Before Elise can protest, Costella cups her breast fully, thumb stroking deliberately across her swollen nipple to stimulate a response.

Elise jerks. A broken sound escapes her.

Matteo growls, stepping forward—but Costella lifts her free hand in a sharp gesture.

“Don’t interfere.”

Elise trembles, helpless beneath the doctor’s expert touch. Milk beads instantly, then drips onto Costella’s glove. The nurse beside her notes the rate, the volume, the consistency.

Elise shuts her eyes, tears hot behind her lids.

“Sensitive,” Costella observes. “Residual stimulation from earlier trauma. She’ll need controlled intake and regulated yield if she’s to stabilise.”

Matteo’s voice is a low knife. “Finish.”

“Almost.” Costella’s fingers slide a fraction lower, testing the weight of Elise’s breast. Elise can’t stop the trembling that overtakes her thighs. “She’s close to spasm. We’ll need to schedule her first house session within the next few hours.”

Elise’s breath hitches.

Her entire chest aches, painfully full.

A second nurse hooks up a biofeedback cuff to Elise’s wrist. “Leakage rate increasing,” she murmurs.

Elise flushes hot with humiliation, feeling the dampness spreading beneath her again, another slick trail sliding down her ribs.

Costella leans back, peeling off her glove.

“Record: Unit Elise—stabilisation failed. Intake to proceed to Phase Two.”

Matteo steps between them, his body blocking Elise from the full view of the staff. “That’s enough.”

“No,” Costella replies, voice soft but cutting. “This is the bare minimum. She is in no state for your sentiment.”

Matteo stiffens.

Elise watches them, tears pricking her lashes, her body open and exposed, the cold air on her milk-wet skin a reminder of everything she is losing.

Costella snaps her case shut. “We’ll begin the yield assessment once she’s moved to the observation suite.”

Elise’s stomach drops.

The humiliation is only beginning.

Matteo’s body is a wall between Elise and the world. For a moment, as Costella busies herself logging metrics and the nurses reset their sterile trays, Elise can almost imagine she is shielded—protected not just by his presence, but by the heat of his anger. His jaw is clenched, eyes dark with frustration and something that looks a little too much like guilt.

The staff, meanwhile, are caught between deference and doubt. Some flick wary glances at Matteo, sizing up the man who has just dragged half the empire’s future through fire. Others simply stare at Elise as if she’s a new and unpredictable technology: valuable, yes, but potentially dangerous, the way a live wire is dangerous.

Matteo lets the silence build. When he finally speaks, it’s with the clipped, resonant command of a man used to being obeyed.

“She is not an experiment,” he announces, gaze cutting across the bay. “She is not a number or a specimen. From this moment forward, you will treat her as my companion—by my side, not beneath my boot.” He lifts his chin, daring anyone to contradict him. “You will follow House protocol, but remember she answers to me.”

A wave of murmurs ripples through the room. Elise feels each one like a tap against her nerves—relief and terror tangled together. Companion. Not asset. But the word feels strange in her ears, too big for her shivering, half-clothed body.

Costella is unmoved. She tucks her tablet under her arm, lips flattening into a line. “If you wish her to survive this transition, Don Matteo, then you will allow us to do our work. Sentimentality will only prolong her suffering.”

“I’m not asking your permission,” Matteo retorts, the edge in his voice sharpened by the memory of fire and blood. “But you will not parade her like a prize bull for the entertainment of the staff.”

Costella’s eyes flash—whether with irritation or amusement, Elise cannot tell. “No entertainment, Don Matteo. Only data.” Her gaze moves to Elise—cold, appraising, almost sympathetic. “You want her as companion. Very well. But she must still yield. That is the law of the House.”

A female nurse—the one who had looked at Elise with something almost like pity—steps forward, voice barely above a whisper. “The staff will obey, Don Matteo.” She bows her head, but her eyes linger on Elise. “We know what’s at stake.”

Matteo nods. For the first time, his posture relaxes, ever so slightly.

He turns back to Elise, his hand coming to rest on her shoulder—proprietary, yes, but also grounding. She feels the weight of that touch all the way through her, as if his presence alone can anchor her to this new reality.

The other staff disperse, some quickly, others more slowly. Elise sees suspicion, awe, and calculation in their eyes. A young male attendant—chastened by earlier—bows and avoids her gaze. Two older housekeepers trade glances over clipboards. Every gesture, every movement is catalogued for future gossip and power games.

Matteo speaks low, just for her: “They’ll learn. You are not alone here.”

She wants to believe him. She wants it so badly it hurts.

But as the glass doors hiss open and Costella gestures for her to be moved again, Elise realises she will never truly belong. Not to Matteo, not to the House, not even to herself. She is here as companion—but also as property. Both visible and invisible. Both protected and exposed.

And in this place, the difference might be everything.

They come for her as soon as Matteo’s hand leaves her shoulder. Two uniformed staff—one a young, sharp-cheekboned woman with a badge reading “P. Lanza,” the other an older man with surgical scars and the wary eyes of a veteran—stand on either side of the glass table and motion for Elise to stand.

She tries, but her knees buckle. The woman catches her elbow, her grip unexpectedly gentle but unyielding, and lifts her upright. Elise’s bare feet touch the polished floor, icy beneath her toes. The thin, torn shift offers no protection, gaping at the neck, hem riding up over the swell of her hips. Her body is all raw nerve—cold, aching, breasts still swollen and humiliatingly sensitive from Costella’s exam.

“Ready?” the woman murmurs—not to Elise, but to Costella.

Costella taps at her tablet. “Vitals are stabilising. Escort her to the observation suite. Slowly.”

The man gestures toward a side door—a glass panel sliding open with a whisper, revealing a corridor flooded with sharp white light. For a moment, Elise glimpses her own reflection in the glass walls: pale, shivering, hair tangled, a thin trickle of milk already staining the front of her shift.

She flushes, looking away. But there’s no refuge—only more glass, more eyes.

As she steps into the corridor, it hits her all at once:

This place is built for transparency. For control.

Every surface—walls, doors, even the ceiling panels—is glass or polished steel. Behind the glass, mirrored windows hint at offices or security booths; she can feel, rather than see, people moving behind them, watching her progress. Red indicator lights blink on at regular intervals, tracking her pulse and movement. The floor is cool, smooth as water, every footstep echoing down the corridor like a call to attention.

The woman beside her murmurs, “Stay close.” Her voice is almost kind, but her posture is all discipline. The older man follows behind, his hands clasped behind his back, silent but alert.

Elise feels each inch of the journey—her bare thighs prickling in the cold, the dampness between them already threatening to betray her. With every step, the shift rubs against her breasts, aggravating the ache and pulling a fresh, slow leak that she can neither stop nor hide.

They turn a corner and pass a wide, open gallery. A cluster of younger staff stand in a huddle, pausing their conversation as Elise appears. Their eyes sweep over her—some curious, some almost hungry, others blank with professional detachment. One young man, barely out of adolescence, stares openly at the dampness spreading across the front of her shift. He flushes as his supervisor barks his name, jerking his gaze away in embarrassment.

She hears snatches of their conversation as she passes:

“Is that the one?”

“She’s supposed to be some kind of prodigy—”

“Did you see how much she gave in the first session?”

“—Matteo’s companion, but they say Costella still controls the protocols—”

The voices die away as the doors glide shut behind her. Elise’s heart pounds—humiliation hot in her cheeks, a cold shame blooming in her belly. The knowledge that every step, every involuntary leak, is visible and remarked upon turns her skin to fire.

They pass more rooms, each with its own flavor of surveillance.

One is a treatment bay, walls transparent on all sides, occupied by a woman in a nurse’s tunic prepping a tray of instruments.

Another is a dormitory—bunks neatly made, personal lockers labeled only with initials. Elise catches a glimpse of a slim, dark-haired girl making her bed, glancing up just as Elise passes. Their eyes meet for a second; the girl’s gaze is blank, then flickers with something Elise can’t name—pity, curiosity, or maybe fear.

A voice sounds from above—tinny, genderless, piped through a hidden speaker:

“Elise, please follow the attendants to Observation One. All movements are being logged.”

Elise bites her lip so hard she tastes blood.

The corridor opens into a vast, circular chamber—the observation suite. It is colder here, the light harsher, amplified by curved glass walls that rise to a ceiling lost in shadow. Cameras are set into the walls at regular intervals, each marked by a discreet red glow. The floor is set with black marble, slick and unforgiving under her bare feet.

At the center of the room: a reclining chair, not unlike the one in the medical bay but more elaborate—chrome restraints at wrist and ankle, padded but clinical, and a thick band meant to fasten across her chest.

Costella enters behind her, flanked by two assistants in white. “Stand here,” she instructs. Elise obeys, feeling every eye in the room. Costella circles her once, appraising.

“She is ready for monitoring. Collar.”

The older attendant steps forward with a velvet-lined tray. Upon it rests a slim, metallic collar—brushed steel, light catching on engraved glyphs. The inside is lined with soft silicone, but there is nothing soft about its purpose.

Elise flinches, instinctively trying to cover herself. Costella arches a brow.

“You know what this is for, ragazza. House policy. The collar logs yield and pulse in real time—no discomfort, unless you resist protocol.”

The attendant fits it around Elise’s neck. It’s lighter than it looks, but she can feel the tiny sensors prick her skin, a faint click as the mechanism locks.

A digital display activates on the wall: her name, heart rate, milk pressure, blood oxygen.

Elise wants to cry. She wants to run, but her legs won’t obey.

Costella signals the staff to stand back. “Elise, you will be observed at all times in this house. The protocols require transparency. There is no privacy here. Your body is House property—your yield and health are now assets to be protected, monitored, maximized. Do you understand?”

Elise’s voice is a whisper. “Yes, Doctor.”

“Good.” Costella’s tone is unreadable, neither cruel nor kind—simply absolute. “Begin acclimatization.”

The assistants take her by the elbows and lead her to the chair. The restraints are fastened, not cruelly tight, but unbreakable. Elise’s shift is pulled down her shoulders, leaving her breasts exposed to the chill air and the silent gaze of the cameras.

The collar emits a faint chime as it syncs with the room’s system. On the wall, a diagram of her body appears, pulsing softly with each heartbeat.

Elise sits frozen, shame a living creature in her gut.

She can feel her nipples tighten further, a fresh bead of milk glistening at each tip. There is no way to hide it.

A voice crackles through the speaker again:

“Elise, yield is being recorded. Please remain still.”

She does—because she has no other choice.

For the next interminable minutes, the staff test her responses. A nurse gently squeezes each breast, logging the flow. The collar hums, and a series of lights on the wall track her pulse, her temperature, her rate of leak.

Each touch is clinical but not gentle. Each note logged is another tiny theft of her dignity. The humiliation is compounded by the knowledge that, somewhere behind the mirrored walls, someone is watching—studying, recording, judging.

Through it all, Matteo is gone. No warmth, no comfort, just the cold arithmetic of exposure.

Elise’s body responds to every humiliation—dampness between her thighs, nipples so stiff they ache, a desperate flutter in her belly that she cannot quell.

The session ends only when Costella signals it.

The attendants release the restraints. Elise’s arms are weak, her head swimming with shame.

“Escort her to her quarters,” Costella orders.

The walk back is even worse. This time, Elise knows she is being watched not just by the staff, but by the invisible network of cameras. She feels the weight of the collar, the cold brush of air over her skin, and the sticky evidence of her body’s obedience.

At her door—a glass-walled cubicle at the end of a silent corridor—the older attendant finally speaks, voice low:

“You’ll get used to it. Or you won’t. Either way, the House sees everything.”

He opens the door for her, and Elise steps inside, already dreading the next time she is called to yield.

She glances back down the hall, past the watching eyes and blinking lights. The estate is endless glass and judgment, a world where there is nowhere left to hide.

Her new captivity is complete.

And Elise is more visible—and more vulnerable—than ever before.

The hours blur until the call comes—an electronic chime from above her bed, polite but inescapable:

“Elise, please report to the Central Chamber. Escort will arrive in three minutes.”

She sits upright on the edge of the narrow glass bed, heart thudding. The walls around her are transparent on two sides; she can see her own reflection, pale and anxious, the collar gleaming at her throat. Her breasts ache, overfull and hypersensitive after the clinical intake. The shift she wears is not her own—so thin it’s nearly transparent, her nipples two stiff shadows beneath the cloth. She wonders, fleetingly, if this is by design.

The door hisses open.

Two attendants enter: P. Lanza, the same sharp-faced woman from before, and a new nurse, male, tall, with a meticulously neat beard. They don’t look at Elise as a person, only as a patient or perhaps as an object to be processed. Lanza offers her a tablet:

“Sign to acknowledge attendance, please.”

Elise’s hands tremble as she does. The nurse watches, logging every movement, every slight tremor of her fingers.

“Please come,” Lanza says.

She leads the way out, the nurse walking behind. Elise feels his gaze like a tickle on her skin.

They move through silent corridors that open, suddenly, onto the main atrium: the Central Chamber.

It’s nothing like the old villa’s milking suite. Here, the space is vast and circular, built entirely of glass and polished stone. Rows of tiered seating—half medical, half amphitheatre—surround the sunken floor. Digital displays glow overhead, ready to track her every metric. The smell is antiseptic, but beneath it, Elise catches hints of sweat, ozone, and something sweet and animal: milk, old and new.

The audience is already assembling. Staff in grey, white, and blue uniforms. A few dignitaries in civilian clothes—Matteo’s allies, perhaps, or rivals. All faces impassive, their attention fixed on her entrance.

At the center of the room is the milking apparatus: a hybrid of restraint chair and medical dais, gleaming chrome and translucent silicone. Above it, a ring of bright lights turns everything beneath into sharp, high-definition detail.

The collar at her throat vibrates—a signal that she’s being scanned. Her name appears on a hovering display:

ELISE – COMPANION

Pulse, blood pressure, milk pressure, temperature—all update in real time, visible to everyone.

Lanza guides her forward. The nurse helps her up the three low steps onto the dais. The chair is angled to face the audience; there is nowhere to hide. Elise shivers, every muscle in her body taut with anticipation and dread.

“Remove the shift,” Lanza instructs, voice gentle but utterly non-negotiable.

Elise hesitates, then obeys. She peels the thin fabric up over her head. Cool air sweeps over her skin; goosebumps rise along her arms and belly. Her breasts are heavy, nipples dark and hard, a bead of milk already visible on one. She tries to cover herself, but the attendants are swift—her wrists are guided to the padded rests at the arms of the chair, her ankles to the molded foot supports.

The restraints click into place. Not tight enough to hurt, but unbreakable. Elise’s arms are angled just wide enough to expose her chest and torso to the audience. Her legs are parted, knees slightly elevated, feet locked into position.

A mechanical whir signals the chair adjusting—raising her torso, tilting her hips forward, arching her back just enough that her breasts are the highest point of her body, offered up for display.

Above her, the lights intensify. She blinks, dazzled, then squints at the faces arrayed above her. She recognizes none.

Not Matteo, not Gianna—just strangers, masked and unmasked, professionals and predators, all of them here to witness her first public yield.

Costella appears on the periphery, clipboard in hand. She does not smile.

“Elise, you will undergo your first demonstration for the House,” she announces, her voice amplified for the audience. “Your protocol: full milking, yield recorded, orgasm prohibited for this session. Do you understand?”

Elise’s voice is barely a whisper. “Yes, Doctor.”

Costella nods to the nurse. He steps forward with a tray of instruments: warm, sterile towels; a series of suction cups; long, slender glass vials labeled in white script.

The process begins with touch.

Lanza’s gloved hands are brisk, almost cold, as she cleans Elise’s breasts with the heated towels—slow, circular motions that push milk to the surface, each pass drawing a shiver from Elise’s spine. The sensation is overwhelming: the damp heat, the pressure, the hands so impersonal yet so intimately placed.

Lanza dries her, then massages each breast, cupping the fullness in her palm, thumb rolling over the stiff nipple in slow, clinical circles. Elise’s body responds instantly. Milk beads at each tip, then drips, unbidden, down the curve of her breast, trailing across her ribs and pooling in the hollow of her chest. Lanza gathers the first drops on a gauze pad, inspects them, and hands the pad to the nurse, who logs color and consistency.

“All normal,” he notes, voice for the recorders rather than for Elise.

The nurse then fits the first suction cup over Elise’s left nipple. The cup is clear, the rim soft and warm against her skin. He adjusts the fit, ensuring an airtight seal, then attaches a thin tube that snakes away to a digital meter at the edge of the dais.

With a quiet click, the suction begins—gentle at first, a rhythmic pulse that tugs at her nipple, drawing milk with every slow cycle. Elise gasps, the sensation almost pleasant—until it is too much. Her breast aches, the pulse pulling at her, drawing out every drop her body will surrender.

The second cup is applied to her right nipple. The same process: fitted, sealed, suction begun. Her pulse appears on the display, climbing steadily with each new wave of sensation.

The audience murmurs—notes, observations, speculation. Elise feels their attention like a physical thing, prickling over her exposed skin, settling into every shiver, every trembling breath.

Costella’s voice cuts through:

“Yield is within optimal range. Note elevated heart rate and sustained let-down.”

Lanza massages Elise’s breasts again, kneading from the base upward, pushing milk toward the suction cups. The warmth of her hands, the precision of her touch, drives Elise to the edge of pleasure—each movement calculated to extract, to expose, to display her body’s response for the House.

Elise is forced to watch her own metrics on the screen:

Milk output in milliliters, per breast, per minute.

Pulse spiking, then settling.

Muscle tension—measured by subtle sensors in the collar and restraints.

The suction intensifies, the rhythm now faster, mimicking the hunger of a mouth. Elise’s nipples swell, the pressure both exquisite and excruciating. She feels the milk drawn from deep inside her chest—filling the cups, running in hot, visible streams down the clear tubes.

Her thighs tremble. The restraints hold her open, exposed, legs parted just enough that the cool air brushes between them, heightening her awareness of every damp inch. She tries not to moan, not to arch, but the urge is overwhelming. Shame burns in her cheeks, matched only by the involuntary throb of pleasure between her legs.

Costella leans in, speaking for the microphones:

“Note the subject’s visible arousal. Increased vascularity in the areola, minor contractions in the pelvic floor.”

Her gloved hand traces a line down Elise’s sternum, pausing above her navel.

“Elise, are you aware of the rules for this session?”

Elise’s answer is a ragged, “Yes, Doctor.”

“You are not permitted to climax. If you do, yield will be voided, and you will be disciplined before the House. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Doctor.”

“Good girl.”

The suction draws harder, milk spurting into the tubes, the machine’s gentle hum and the soft wet sound of milk filling glass vials echoing through the chamber.

The nurse now steps in, one hand gently pressing Elise’s thigh, checking for muscular tension. The touch is clinical, but her body reads it as something more, hips pressing upward despite herself.

Lanza resumes massaging Elise’s breasts, squeezing more yield toward the cups. The sensation borders on agony—fullness draining away, nipples throbbing, the desire to come building with every pull of the suction, every glance from the assembled audience.

She tries to keep her eyes on the ceiling, but her gaze is drawn—against her will—to the faces above. Some are bored, some intrigued, some openly aroused. A woman in a white coat, high in the gallery, murmurs to her neighbor. A young man records video, metrics streaming over his feed. Elise wants to hide, but there is nowhere to go.

The cups are removed for a moment. Lanza leans in, wiping Elise’s breasts with another hot towel, then pinches her left nipple hard, forcing a last spurt of milk directly into a waiting vial. Elise whimpers, the sting riding the edge between pain and pleasure.

Costella notes, “Subject remains highly sensitive. Likelihood of accidental climax during routine yield is elevated. Recommend additional restraint or pharmaceutical control.”

The cups are reapplied, the process renewed—stronger suction now, insistent, mechanical, her nipples swollen and nearly purple with stimulation. Elise’s body is sweating, trembling, her thighs slick, pulse visible in the hollow of her throat.

She bites her lip, struggling not to beg.

Lanza catches her eye, leans close enough that only Elise can hear:

“You’re doing well. This is just the first. The rest will be easier.”

But Elise doubts it. She feels tears prick her eyes, hot and helpless.

As the vials fill, Costella signals the end. The suction is slowly eased, the cups removed. Milk drips from her nipples, pooling on her belly. The nurse wipes her clean, hands efficient and cold.

The restraints are released. Elise’s limbs are jelly. Lanza helps her sit, then offers her a robe—thin, hospital blue, no comfort at all.

Costella records, “Yield within projected parameters. Subject’s compliance adequate. Recommend further observation for emotional adjustment.”

Elise stands, robe clinging to her milk-damp skin, head bowed. The audience disperses, murmuring, data in hand.

As she’s led away, Elise catches her reflection in the glass walls:

Collared, robe gaping at the chest, breasts still flushed and aching, eyes wide and haunted.

She is not a woman here.

She is a spectacle.

A resource.

And her body—her humiliation—is now the currency by which the House will rise or fall.

Night falls slowly on the coast, but inside the estate time is a fiction. The lighting never dims, not really. The corridors are always washed in clinical white, the walls always reflective, every corner under the gentle, omnipresent glow of surveillance.

They bring Elise to her quarters just as the last of the audience’s footsteps die away down the glass corridor. Her guide—Lanza again, her face a mask of cool efficiency—leads her through two security checkpoints, pausing only to scan her collar at each. Elise’s head is heavy, her limbs leaden. Her breasts ache, her skin still tingles from the milking apparatus, and the thin robe they’ve allowed her feels more like a flag than a shield.

The door to her room slides open with a hiss.

It is not a bedroom. Not really.

A cube of glass at the far end of a silent hall, facing out over black ocean and city lights, furnished with a narrow bed, a low chair, and a table with a single lamp. The walls are glass on two sides, steel on one, and only a frosted divider—half-closed—offers any pretense of privacy from the corridor. There is no window that opens, only the illusion of freedom painted in reflections. A camera sits in the corner, red-lit and blinking, always in sight.

Lanza gestures her in, voice soft but distant. “Bathroom’s through there. Supplies are stocked. If you need anything, call through the collar.” She taps the slim band at Elise’s throat. “You’ll be monitored overnight. Don’t try to remove it. The House takes that very seriously.”

Elise barely nods. She stands inside the door, robe clinging damply to her back, until Lanza departs. The door glides shut, soundless, leaving only the hush of air filtration and the distant, restless boom of the sea.

For a long time, Elise simply stands, unable to sit or lie down, as if the world might change if she holds still enough. Her body hums with exhaustion and the aftershocks of humiliation. Her breasts are still painfully sensitive, nipples dark against her pale skin, the ache a low, constant thrum.

She tries to forget the demonstration—the blinding lights, the circle of faces, the cold hands squeezing her, the relentless, public exposure. But the memory is everywhere: in the soreness of her muscles, in the sticky residue that clings to her skin, in the faint scent of milk that she can’t scrub from her body no matter how many times she rubs at her chest.

She undresses slowly, folding the robe over the back of the chair. Beneath it, her body is mapped with evidence: red marks where the restraints held her down, faint bruises on her thighs from the exam, the collar still locked at her throat. She touches it, tentative, and feels the hum of its sensors against her pulse.

The room is cold. She finds a folded blanket in a drawer—soft, blue, stamped with the House crest—and wraps it around her shoulders. She sits on the edge of the bed, clutching the blanket close, knees drawn up, toes pressed into the cool glass floor.

A single shelf holds the only personal item she owns: the small ledger Maria gave her in the chaos of the escape. Elise takes it down, running her fingers over the battered cover, feeling the grooves where Maria’s name is scratched into the spine. She wants to open it, to lose herself in memories, but the act feels dangerous. If anyone sees—

She glances up at the camera. The little red light glows steadily back.

Her throat tightens.

She turns the ledger over in her hands and tucks it into the pillowcase, the fabric muffling its sharp edges. Her heart pounds with the risk, but she feels a flicker of defiance, small but vital.

The sea outside is ink-dark, streaked with silver where the moon catches the waves. The city lights are distant, unreachable. She wonders what Maria is doing now—if she’s safe, if she’s alive, if she thinks of Elise and worries.

She aches to cry, but the tears will not come. She feels wrung out, emptied, as if every humiliation of the day has stripped her of her last reserves. The need in her body, though, will not let her rest.

She lies back on the bed, blanket drawn up to her chin, and stares up at the glass ceiling. The collar tightens fractionally whenever her pulse spikes, a silent reminder that she is never unobserved.

Minutes pass, or maybe hours. She closes her eyes, trying to conjure comfort from memory: Maria’s hands on her shoulders, Matteo’s arms around her in the burning villa, the taste of freedom she once thought she could reclaim. But every time she slips toward sleep, she jolts awake, haunted by the sensation of being watched.

At some point, a distant voice murmurs through the speaker:

“Vitals within range. Subject calm. Prepare for rest protocol.”

The lights dim, but the room never goes dark. The red eye of the camera burns steady above her. Elise pulls the blanket tighter, turning on her side to face the pillow. The collar at her neck pulses in sync with her heartbeat, a cold, metallic shackle against warm flesh.

She presses her palm over her aching breast, desperate for relief, but the memory of Costella’s warning—“No unscheduled milking, or the House will intervene”—freezes her hand.

She stifles a sob, biting the edge of the pillow.

Sleep comes in snatches, fractured by dreams of glass walls and hands on her body, voices whispering her name from every corner of the estate.

When she finally drifts off, it is with Maria’s ledger pressed close to her heart, her body shivering, skin slick with the last traces of yield, and the knowledge that tomorrow will bring another round of surveillance, another day of being paraded, measured, and used.

She is not alone.

She is never alone.

The House watches always.

And in the darkness, as the estate hums with hidden life, Elise begins to understand what it means to be remade—not only in body, but in soul.


Chapter 2 — Breakdown & First Withdrawal

Elise is already half-awake when the lights rise—no slow dawn, no gentle transition, only the sudden, searing blaze of white from panels hidden in the glass ceiling. She flinches, curling tighter beneath the blue blanket, heart pounding, eyelids fluttering as if the shock of morning might yet be undone.

The collar at her throat vibrates, a faint, metallic hum. A female voice, soothing and artificial, intones from somewhere in the room:

“Good morning, Elise. House metrics collection will commence in two minutes. Please remain in bed for technician entry.”

She is not sure what time it is. The sea outside is silver and grey, waves boiling against the cliffs. The lights in the corridor beyond her glass wall are already on; she can see the faint outline of an attendant pacing, clipboard in hand. There is no privacy here, not even the illusion of night.

Elise forces herself to sit up, blanket drawn to her chest. Her breasts ache with a fresh, sharp fullness—skin flushed, nipples hard, an uncomfortable heat pulsing behind the collar. She glances at the small table beside her bed, where a single bottle of water waits, condensation beading on the glass. Her mouth is dry. Her body is heavy, uncooperative, ached-out from yesterday’s humiliations.

The chime sounds again.

The door opens with a quiet hiss.

The attendant who enters is young, male, and almost aggressively indifferent. He wears a House uniform, white with navy trim, a mask hooked at his chin, stethoscope draped around his neck. A tablet is clutched in one hand, a portable cart rolled behind.

“Good morning, Unit Elise,” he says, not looking up. “Vitals and samples before breakfast.” He scans the display at the foot of her bed, checks her collar’s data. “Compliance: ninety-two percent overnight. Some agitation in REM phase. Leak rate… elevated.”

Elise pulls the blanket tighter. She is keenly aware of her nakedness beneath—how her nipples stand out, how her breasts press against the fabric, the faint dampness at her thighs. The humiliation is a slow burn, but the technician doesn’t seem to care. If anything, he is impatient.

“Please lie back.” He gestures to the bed, tugs on a pair of blue gloves. “Left arm, palm up. Thank you.”

She obeys, jaw tight, trying not to let her hands shake. He straps a blood pressure cuff around her upper arm, swabs the inside of her elbow. The alcohol is cold, stinging. He draws two vials of blood—no hesitation, no small talk. He notes something on his tablet, then unfastens the cuff and slides it aside.

“Vitals within expected ranges,” he says, mostly to himself. “No fever this morning. That’s good.”

He sets the vials in the cart, then glances at her chest.

“Remove the blanket, please. Routine yield assessment.”

Elise flushes, but obeys, sliding the blanket away. Her breasts are exposed, nipples already damp with a thin sheen of milk. The collar at her throat flashes a new metric on the wall display—yield pressure, pulse, and skin temperature.

He takes a small plastic measuring cup, places it beneath her right breast, and begins to massage—thumb at the edge of the areola, palm cupping the fullness, fingers squeezing with practiced efficiency.

Milk wells up and drips into the cup, the first few drops slow, then a quick trickle. The sensation is sharp, electric—a strange combination of pleasure and pain. Elise bites her lip, tries not to squirm.

The technician is unmoved. “Leak rate is high this morning,” he observes, holding the cup steady as the milk streams in. “Did you experience any distress overnight?”

“I—” Elise swallows, voice small. “I didn’t sleep well. The lights. The collar. It’s—hard.”

He nods, not unkindly, but with no more sympathy than a vet for a restive animal. “Adjustment period. You’ll acclimate. Or you’ll be scheduled for pharmaceutical sleep.”

He swaps to her left breast, repeating the process. His touch is firm, clinical—no wasted motion, no indulgence, no attempt at comfort. Elise feels the heat of a blush rising to her hairline, shamed by her own body’s obedience. The milk drips faster, pooling in the cup. She wonders who will drink it, what it will buy, whether it is for medicine or pleasure or simply for profit.

He notes the total on his tablet, wipes her breast with a pre-moistened cloth, then discards the cup into a cooler in his cart.

“Yield: above baseline. No signs of infection. Skin: no breakdown. Minimal bruising. You’ll receive breakfast after your next session.”

He reaches for a finger-stick device, pricks her thumb, collects a single drop of blood. “Blood glucose normal. Hormone levels spiked at four a.m.—predicting a secondary let-down around noon.”

Elise feels like she is floating outside herself—watching this examination from a distance, her body reduced to numbers and fluids and clinical notes.

She tries, in a trembling voice, “Can I—please, I need—relief. Just a little. It hurts.”

The technician glances up at her, expression unreadable. “Not my decision. Protocol says no unscheduled milking before baseline metrics.” He lifts her wrist, snaps a monitor in place, and lets it beep through a full pulse cycle.

“Compliance is fluctuating,” he notes. “You’ll be observed closely today.”

He finally meets her eyes, just for a moment—a flicker of something like pity, quickly masked. “Try to cooperate, Unit Elise. It’s easier that way.”

He leaves a glass of water by her bedside, then steps back.

“Technician departing. Wait here for escort to breakfast.”

The door hisses shut.

Elise is left alone on the bed, heart hammering, the collar cool and tight around her throat. Her breasts feel both lighter and emptier—relief that is incomplete, unsatisfying, more humiliating than anything that came before. She sits up slowly, pressing her arms across her chest, curling her knees to her belly.

The glass wall gleams with early light. The corridor is busy now, attendants and staff moving with purpose, their eyes flicking to the red display over her door—a silent announcement of her every movement, her compliance, her output. She is data now, spectacle and resource.

She wishes for Matteo, for Maria, for the villa’s darkened hallways. For any comfort, any touch that is not for yield or surveillance.

But when the next attendant comes—a new face, a woman with unreadable eyes and a tray—Elise rises, drapes the blanket around her shoulders, and follows where she is led.

She does not ask again for mercy.

She does not expect it.

The House watches always.

And her body, her need, is no longer her own.

The walk to breakfast is an ordeal in itself. Elise trails her attendant—blanket pulled tightly around her shoulders, collar cool against her throat—through corridors as glassy and exposed as fish tanks. The estate is fully awake now; staff and other residents cross her path in ones and twos, most in pale uniforms, some carrying data pads or trays. Each glance she receives is a flicker of calculation, as if her metrics hover above her head for all to see.

The dining area is worse.

It’s set at the edge of the estate, overlooking a vertiginous drop to the cliffs and sea. Walls of glass let in harsh morning light, casting long shadows across minimalist tables—stone, steel, nothing soft or comforting. There are no curtains, no corners, nowhere to hide. Everything is exposure.

Several staff already sit at the tables, murmuring over breakfast bowls and screens. At the far end, a group of attendants cluster around a digital display. As Elise enters, one of them glances up, eyes flicking to her collar, then nudges his neighbor. A few heads turn, but most resume their low, rapid conversations. Even in anonymity, she is the center of gravity.

Her attendant leads her to a seat near the windows—a strategic placement, visible from every angle. The chair is hard, the table cold beneath her arms. A tray appears almost instantly: a small bowl of protein porridge, a glass of clear juice, two pills—one white, one pale green—set beside the cutlery.

“Eat everything,” the attendant murmurs, but her tone is for the recorders, not for Elise. “Metrics must stay within range.”

Elise picks up the spoon. Her hands tremble, so badly the utensil rattles against the porcelain. She tries to steady herself, glancing around to see if anyone notices. They do, but they pretend not to.

The first bite is tasteless, gluey. The juice is sour, the pills catch in her throat. She swallows, closes her eyes, tries to force her hands to obey. The collar hums against her pulse—a warning, perhaps, or simply a measurement. She can feel the fullness in her breasts intensifying again, skin prickling where the robe brushes her nipples, the ache building hour by hour.

A soft laugh breaks the tension. Elise’s eyes snap open.

Gianna stands across the table, resplendent in a slate-blue dress that hugs her curves and leaves her arms bare. Her hair is pulled into a sleek knot, her lips painted a wicked red. Her gaze slides over Elise—down her throat, across the blanket, pausing on the points of her breasts where the fabric tents with need.

Gianna’s voice is low, just for Elise. “Still struggling with protocol, I see. The House expects better from its showpiece.”

Elise stiffens, lowering her eyes. She grips the edge of the tray, knuckles white. “I’m following the rules.”

Gianna laughs again, louder this time. “Following, yes. Excelling? I’m not so sure. Did you spill half your yield during morning metrics?” Her words are daggers—sharp, elegant, precise.

Elise feels her cheeks burn. “It’s not—”

But the words die. There’s no defense against the truth: her body betrays her, leaks without her control, answers to stimuli she can’t command.

Gianna leans in, voice softer now, almost intimate. “You think this place will be kinder than the villa? It won’t. Here, they don’t just take what they want. They watch while you beg for it.” She straightens, smoothing her dress with a slow, deliberate motion. “Eat up, darling. You’ll need your strength for the next round.”

A hush falls as Gianna glides away, her heels clicking on glass, her presence a wake of silence and whispered speculation. Elise feels every gaze again—staff, attendants, other companions—all tuned to her discomfort.

She lifts the spoon, but her hands are shaking worse than before. Porridge splatters on the tray, a few drops hitting her wrist. As she wipes them away, she feels a sudden, unmistakable warmth on her chest—milk, leaking through the thin fabric of the robe.

The humiliation is immediate, scorching. She tucks her arm across her chest, hoping to hide the spreading damp, but the attendant at her side leans in, voice pitched to carry:

“Unit Elise, your output is exceeding protocol. Do you require a containment garment?”

A murmur passes through the room. Elise shakes her head, mortified.

Her attendant logs a note on her tablet: “Leak rate increasing, morning phase. Emotional agitation evident.”

Elise stares at her tray, appetite gone. Her body is not just exposed, but defective—every loss, every shameful leak, is a spectacle. She imagines Matteo at the far end of the table, perhaps watching, but she doesn’t dare look for him.

The meal ends quickly. Staff filter out, and Elise is left, trembling, hands sticky, robe darkening with the evidence of her loss.

Her attendant stands, beckoning her to follow.

“Central suite, now. Your metrics require review.”

Elise rises, the blanket slipping from her shoulders. Milk streaks the front of her robe. As she crosses the floor, she hears the whispers—nothing cruel, just clinical, dispassionate, as if she’s a faulty device rather than a woman.

“She’s destabilising again.”

“I heard her numbers were high all night.”

“They’ll put her back on suppressant if she keeps this up.”

“Gianna says she’s not ready for a full yield demonstration.”

The words sting, each one a small cut. Elise squares her shoulders and keeps walking, refusing to let them see her flinch.

But as she steps into the next glass corridor, her hands shaking, her breasts aching, she knows something inside her is giving way. Her composure—never strong to begin with—is cracking, splintering under the relentless pressure of surveillance, humiliation, and need.

She is breaking open, right there in the morning light.

And the House, for all its cold efficiency, is watching—recording every tremor, every shameful leak, every minute she fails to contain herself.

The walk from the dining room to the central suite feels impossibly long. Elise hugs the blanket around her as tightly as she can, but the damp patch spreading across her chest grows with every step, impossible to hide. The corridor is full of staff—morning rounds, shift changes, technicians comparing tablets. At each checkpoint, her collar triggers a digital chime, and a new set of eyes flicks to her name, her metrics, the vivid red bar on the display: LEAK SPIKE – INVESTIGATE.

She walks faster, shoulders hunched. But the faster she moves, the more her breasts ache, the heat and fullness inside her threatening to spill over. The evidence is everywhere—the slickness against her skin, the heavy ache, the way her robe clings tighter, a translucent map of her shame.

By the time she reaches the glass double doors of the medical suite, she is shaking. Sweat beads on her forehead, and a low, feverish warmth rises along her neck. Her attendant doesn’t speak, only scans her collar at the entrance and stands aside.

The doors open with an unceremonious shhhh.

Inside: bright white floors, glass walls, six beds separated by transparent screens. Four are occupied—other companions, their faces pale and resigned, bodies partially covered by medical sheets, arms hooked to IVs or biometric cuffs. Everyone looks up as Elise enters, and for a moment, silence reigns.

Costella is waiting. She stands beside the main examination dais, clipboard in hand, her expression as clinical and unreadable as always.

“Elise.” Her voice cuts through the tension, drawing every eye. “You are overdue for review. Approach, please.”

Elise stumbles forward, acutely aware of the way her body betrays her with every step. Milk drips steadily now, tracking down her abdomen, soaking into the hem of her robe. The back of her neck prickles with shame.

A cluster of junior staff—three women and a young man, all in House uniforms—hover at the perimeter, tablets poised for notes. The man, barely older than Elise herself, watches her with wide, fascinated eyes.

“Remove the robe,” Costella commands, not unkind but unyielding. “Yield measurement will be performed in full view for protocol review.”

Elise hesitates only a second, but it’s enough for a nurse to step forward and tug the robe away, exposing her to the room. She gasps, arms reflexively coming up to shield her breasts, but Costella shakes her head.

“Arms down, Elise. Restraints are unnecessary if you cooperate.”

Elise forces her arms to her sides, fists clenched. The milk streaming from her nipples is visible to all—a slow, rhythmic drip, splattering onto the cool glass floor.

The room is silent except for the beeping of monitors and the soft tap-tap of staff logging data.

Costella steps forward, gloves snapping on. She cups Elise’s right breast, lifts it to inspect the skin, then pinches the nipple gently, squeezing out a fresh spurt. She does the same to the left, then steps back.

“Leak rate is abnormally high. Elevated temperature. Pulse 110.” She nods to a nurse, who approaches with a portable scanner. The device hovers over Elise’s chest, chirping softly. A display flashes:

Yield: 53ml/min (L) / 49ml/min (R)

Skin temp: 101.1F

Pulse: 112

BP: 138/92

Compliance: borderline

The nurse takes a clean pad and dabs at Elise’s breasts, soaking up the pooled milk. Another logs the numbers, speaking softly for the recorders:

“Documenting uncontrolled let-down, evidence of early destabilization. Recommend immediate intervention.”

Costella looks at Elise, her tone shifting, almost softer. “Do you feel faint? Nauseous? Dizzy?”

Elise nods, swallowing against the lump in her throat. “I—my head hurts. I feel… hot. My skin—” She trails off, breath catching on a sob. “Please, Doctor, I need—just let me—”

A junior staffer—her badge reads “Trainee Rossi”—steps forward. “Should we start extraction, Doctor?”

“Not yet.” Costella studies Elise, her gaze analytical. “She must be seen. The House requires accountability.”

Elise’s knees buckle, and she sinks onto the examination dais. The room closes in—monitors beeping, staff murmuring, eyes flicking between screens and her trembling body.

Two more attendants enter, one carrying a tray of supplies, the other adjusting a camera angle. Elise realises, with a sick lurch, that the entire procedure will be recorded.

Costella nods. “Document protocol breach. Subject unable to maintain baseline. Proceed to yield management in public view.”

A nurse fastens a cuff around Elise’s bicep, another slips a temperature probe into her mouth. Her legs are gently parted, feet set on cold metal stirrups, knees bent and held apart by padded supports. She is splayed open, utterly exposed—her breasts leaking, thighs slick with sweat and fear.

The trainees watch closely as Costella lifts a glass collection vial and fits it over Elise’s right nipple. The suction is gentle but inescapable—a rhythmic pull that tugs milk into the clear tube. Costella massages the base of Elise’s breast, coaxing more yield, the touch clinical and yet intimate.

Elise gasps, back arching, hips jerking in involuntary response. The pleasure is there, humming beneath the pain, but it is all wrong—tainted by the eyes, the lights, the knowledge that her humiliation is being catalogued by strangers.

The suction moves to the left breast. Another vial, another slow draining. Milk streams down the tubes, filling the vials with a soft, wet sound.

Costella narrates for the staff:

“Subject displays classic destabilisation: elevated heart rate, excessive yield, uncontrolled let-down, emotional agitation. No evidence of infection. Psychological profile: shame, desperation, mild disassociation.”

A nurse strokes Elise’s hair, more for the audience than for comfort.

“You’re doing well. Just a bit longer.”

But Elise is not well. The tears start to fall, silent and hot. She tries to hold still, tries not to sob, but her breath comes in ragged gasps.

The young male trainee leans in, voice full of awe. “She gives so much, even when she’s falling apart.”

His words sting more than any procedure. Elise turns her face away, biting her lip, trying to blot out the reality of her own public collapse.

Costella’s voice is a cool anchor:

“Document: Subject unable to self-regulate. Recommend increased oversight, regular public demonstration until compliance stabilises.”

The staff begin to disperse, some satisfied, others whispering quietly. A nurse covers Elise’s chest with a fresh robe, but not before pressing a final cold compress to each breast.

The humiliation, though, is permanent. Every part of Elise feels raw, open, violated—not by violence, but by the relentless, inescapable gaze.

She is left on the dais as the monitors beep and her numbers scroll across the glass. Every weakness exposed, every tremor recorded, every drop of milk proof that her body is House property.

The suite returns to its busy rhythm, but Elise is frozen in place, the epicenter of her own defeat.

And overhead, the cameras blink red, logging every second of her public shame.

They move her from the dais to the central treatment chair. Everything happens in a rush, clinical and impersonal: hands lifting, wrists guided to padded restraints, ankles buckled into place, knees held apart by cold, adjustable supports. The glass walls reflect every motion, multiplying her shame—six, eight, a dozen versions of Elise, splayed open and helpless.

Costella stands at the head of the chair, flanked by a panel of staff and one new presence—a boy barely out of his teens, the badge on his scrubs marking him as a trainee. His eyes are wide, trying not to stare, but his fascination is palpable. He grips a tablet with trembling hands, ready to log every instruction, every failure.

The air smells of antiseptic and latex, but also of the sweet, unmistakable tang of fresh milk. The collection vials from her earlier collapse have already been whisked away; new, empty ones are lined up, waiting to be filled.

Costella leans over her, voice low, clipped. “Elise. I am initiating emergency protocol. You will be restrained throughout. You will not be permitted to climax. Your yield will be monitored and catalogued for review. Any attempt to resist will result in disciplinary measures.”

Elise nods, or tries to. Her jaw is tight, her breath short. The fever in her chest hasn’t broken; her skin tingles, a sickly heat, breasts aching so fiercely she thinks she might scream.

Costella dons fresh gloves, her movements crisp, utterly without tenderness. She checks the fit of each restraint, her fingers moving from Elise’s wrists to the metal band across her sternum. “Pain?” she asks, as though this is an ordinary day.

Elise shakes her head, though it isn’t true. The pain is everywhere, inside and out. But it’s not the kind they treat.

“Vitals?” Costella calls.

The trainee reads: “Pulse one-thirty, BP one-forty over ninety-two. Temperature thirty-eight point three. Skin flushed, hands trembling. Milk output since eight a.m. is… one hundred and ten mils, uncontrolled.”

“Thank you, Rossi,” Costella says, without looking up.

She turns her attention to Elise’s chest, eyeing the swelling and the angry flush of her skin. “Subject is presenting with acute yield distress,” she announces for the panel. “Recommend immediate extraction. Prepare for step one.”

A nurse steps forward, gently squeezing each breast, checking for signs of obstruction or trauma. Elise’s nipples are impossibly sensitive; the slightest touch makes her flinch, another bead of milk welling instantly.

Costella fits the first suction cup to Elise’s left breast, the rim cold and wet against her skin. The machine hums—a low, rhythmic pulse, a sound that Elise already associates with both relief and violation.

The extraction begins.

The suction is strong, unrelenting. Milk streams into the collection vial, the movement visible through the transparent tubing. Elise gasps as the pressure increases, the ache inside her chest finally finding release—but not in the way her body craves.

The right breast follows—another cup, another pull, the rhythm relentless. The staff make notes, adjusting the pressure, logging each spurt and shudder.

Costella’s narration is for the room, for the cameras, for the ledger:

“Yield is adequate. No signs of clots or blockages. Skin temperature remains elevated. Patient is responding to extraction with increased respiratory distress. No signs of orgasmic spasm—subject compliant, if agitated.”

Elise can’t help the way her hips rock forward, straining for more—any touch, any friction to answer the building ache. But the chair holds her firmly; her legs are parted, immobilised. The pleasure teases her, hovering always just beyond reach, turning every minute into exquisite torture.

The trainee, Rossi, hovers close. His job is to monitor the digital readout, but he can’t look away from Elise’s face—the way her eyes flutter, the way her lips part in helpless need.

Costella notes, “Subject displays strong pelvic contractions. Orgasm suppression is effective. Proceed with secondary extraction.”

A second nurse massages Elise’s breasts, kneading gently from the base upward to help empty the ducts. The sensation is both blessed relief and total humiliation: Elise moans, a low, desperate sound, but the staff are unmoved.

“Please,” she whispers, “please, just let me—”

Costella’s tone is ice. “Your climax is not required. This is for the House, not for you.”

The cups are repositioned. The suction intensifies. The nurse’s gloved hands work her flesh methodically, squeezing every last drop. The data feeds scroll on the wall: yield in milliliters, heart rate, blood oxygen, compliance level.

Elise’s whole body trembles. Tears streak her cheeks, mingling with sweat. She feels wrung out, skin stretched too tight over a core of burning, unfulfilled need. Her nipples throb, raw from the relentless pull. Milk spatters her chest, the vials filling rapidly, each drop a tiny theft.

Costella moves aside, signaling for Rossi to step in and remove the vials. He fumbles, nearly spilling one, cheeks flaming.

“Steady,” Costella chides. “You’re not here to gawk. Log the yield.”

Rossi stammers, “Yield is… one-eighteen left, one-twelve right. Session duration, nine minutes, thirty-six seconds.”

Costella strips off her gloves, tossing them into the bin. “Protocol complete. Subject is to remain under observation for the next hour. No contact. No comfort. Document emotional state: distressed, tearful, compliant.”

A nurse wipes Elise’s breasts with a cool cloth, dabbing away milk and sweat. Her touch is brisk, almost rough. Elise’s muscles tremble with the effort not to beg, not to plead for the one thing she isn’t allowed.

The restraints are not removed.

The staff disperse to their stations, voices dropping to a low murmur. The glass walls reflect it all—Elise’s nakedness, her humiliation, her tears—an endless loop of exposure and defeat.

Costella speaks to the room, never to Elise. “This is what happens when discipline lapses. The body’s loyalty must be matched by the mind. If you cannot regulate yourself, we will regulate you.”

Her words hang in the air, sharp as salt on a wound.

Rossi glances at Elise one last time before turning away, notebook clutched to his chest. Elise sees herself in the glass—pale, restrained, breasts flushed and dripping, eyes red with shame.

She is not a patient. She is not a companion. She is the House’s property—her needs, her pleasure, her pain, all tools for their instruction.

The extraction is over.

But the ache inside her, the trembling heat and the desperate longing for touch, for comfort, for release—that endures.

And as she lies in the chair, wrists bound, eyes fixed on the ceiling, she knows:

There is no mercy here.

Only the discipline of the House, and the endless, inescapable hunger of her own body.

The aftermath is worse than the ordeal itself.

They leave her in the chair, restraints loosened but still present—a warning rather than a mercy. Her arms tremble as she tries to shift position. Her thighs ache from being held apart for so long. Her breasts, freshly emptied, are raw and hypersensitive; her nipples throb with each shallow breath, the memory of the suction lingering like a phantom.

Elise is still panting, half-sobbing, her face streaked with sweat and tears. The urge to come has not faded. If anything, the ache is sharper, more concentrated—her body crying out for the one thing it has been meticulously, cruelly denied. There is no release, no comfort, only a pulsing, electric need that fills every corner of her being.

Above, the glass reflects her image: naked, flushed, hair wild around her face, chest heaving. The red camera light blinks in the corner, logging her every tremor, her every unsanctioned moan.

Costella’s voice is cool, detached, cutting through the haze of sensation. “Subject remains highly aroused following extraction. Note increased sensitivity, pelvic contractions, continued emotional agitation.”

A nurse logs the data: “Compliance: adequate. Distress: moderate to severe. Subject is responsive, communicative, but unable to self-soothe.”

Elise hears this as if through water. She is aware only of her own body—how it aches, how it trembles, how it refuses to be stilled. She tries to clench her thighs together, but the supports hold her open. Her fingers curl uselessly around the armrests, nails biting into the padding.

Gianna steps forward from the periphery, arms folded, eyes glittering with a mix of pity and triumph. She stands where Elise can’t avoid her gaze, hips cocked in a pose of calculated disdain.

“Look at her,” Gianna says, voice pitched for the benefit of the staff. “You’d think all this display would have trained her by now. But she still begs. Still makes a spectacle of herself.”

Elise can’t muster a retort. She turns her head away, tears sliding down her temples to pool in her hair.

Costella regards Gianna with a cool, analytic eye. “This is a necessary part of her retraining. Edging and denial sharpen compliance. Her body will learn to obey.”

Gianna smirks. “Or break.”

A nurse applies a cooling gel to Elise’s breasts, each touch sending fresh sparks of sensation racing to her core. “Easy,” she murmurs, voice not unkind but distant, as if Elise is a skittish animal. “You’re almost finished.”

But Elise is not finished. Her body is alive with frustrated pleasure, her hips lifting involuntarily, seeking friction, seeking touch—anything to quiet the riot inside her. The gel soothes and stings, a reminder of everything she has lost, everything that is now denied.

“Please,” she whispers, barely audible. “Just—just let me—”

But the words die, unheard.

Costella makes a note on her tablet, speaking for the panel of junior staff. “Observe: persistent arousal despite extraction. This is both risk and opportunity. The threat of release withheld is more powerful than punishment alone.”

Gianna leans in, her voice low, just for Elise. “You’re lucky, you know. Most here would kill for what you’re given. But you still don’t understand what it means to belong.”

Elise doesn’t answer. The world is reduced to sensation—aching breasts, throbbing sex, the pressure in her pelvis that will not fade. She is burning up, desperate to come, to be touched, to be acknowledged as more than a leaking asset.

A nurse removes the last of the restraints, helps Elise to sit upright. The room spins; she clings to the armrest, her legs wobbling beneath her.

Costella signals to the staff. “Return her to her quarters. No aftercare. She is to remain under observation for another three hours. If she attempts to relieve herself, activate the collar’s compliance circuit.”

Elise blanches. She knows what that means—sharp, electric correction, a warning shock to her most sensitive places. The threat is enough to keep her trembling, obedient, helpless.

Gianna follows her as she is led away, shadowing her through the corridor. Her voice is a soft, cruel whisper in Elise’s ear:

“Maybe next time you’ll earn it. Or maybe you’ll just keep begging.”

They pass other staff—nurses, attendants, guards—some sympathetic, some indifferent, a few openly amused at the sight of Elise, naked under her hospital robe, shuffling through the glass halls with cheeks aflame and breasts still marked by red indentations.

The cameras are everywhere, tracking every step, every grimace, every twitch of arousal or pain.

In her quarters, Elise is deposited on the bed, blanket thrown across her hips. The nurse checks her pulse, adjusts the collar, then leaves without a word.

The door hisses shut.

Elise is alone.

But there is no solitude. The camera’s red eye blinks steadily. Her body aches, her breasts still heavy, milk seeping in thin, sticky trails. Her sex throbs with need. She presses her thighs together, hoping for friction, but the collar delivers a warning shock—a brief, sharp jolt that makes her gasp and recoil.

She weeps, quietly, biting her fist to muffle the sound.

Through the glass wall, she sees Gianna pause in the corridor, watching, lips curled in a satisfied smirk.

For a moment, Elise hates her.

Then, just as quickly, she envies her. At least Gianna is whole, in control, untouched by the protocols that have reduced Elise to this—sobbing, leaking, denied.

On the intercom, Costella’s voice returns:

“Rest, Unit Elise. Further infractions will be logged. Your compliance is mandatory. Your pleasure is not.”

The red light blinks, a metronome of her new life.

Elise closes her eyes, willing the ache to recede, knowing it won’t.

She is learning what the House truly wants: not her happiness, not even her yield. Only her obedience. Only the spectacle of her need, and the knowledge that her pleasure—like everything else—belongs to them.

And in that knowledge, Elise feels herself unravel a little further, the promise of release a weapon turned inward, sharpening her shame until it gleams.

The nurse leaves her on the bed, the blanket only a thin shield against the cold glass and her own, burning skin. The door hisses shut with mechanical finality. The only sounds are the distant whir of the air system, the regular beep of her collar syncing with the House network, and the slow, ragged catch of Elise’s breath.

She lies where they left her—on her side, knees curled to her chest, hands pressed to her thighs as if she could somehow hold herself together. Her breasts ache, swollen and hot from the double assault of extraction and denial. The skin around her nipples is mottled, red from the suction, still leaking slowly onto the blanket beneath her. The ache in her pelvis is worse: an unsatisfied, humming need that refuses to fade. Her body is a live wire, every nerve raw and exposed.

She squeezes her eyes shut, but the memories won’t stop.

The hard, clinical hands on her breasts.

The blank, dispassionate faces.

The way the audience had watched, silent, when she finally sobbed aloud—when her body had betrayed her, when her pleasure and her pain had become public property.

Worst of all is the way she had wanted—still wants—release. The humiliation is total, but the need won’t let her rest.

The red light of the camera glows in the corner, pulsing gently, always watching. The collar is a constant pressure at her throat, tightening fractionally whenever her pulse spikes.

She shifts on the bed, pressing the heel of her palm between her legs, desperate for some relief. Instantly, the collar vibrates, sending a pulse of electricity down her neck—a warning, not quite pain, but enough to force her hand away. Elise cries out in frustration, biting her lip to muffle the sound. Tears leak from her eyes, hot and silent.

For a moment, she considers giving in anyway, forcing her body to climax just to spite them, to accept the punishment as the price of stolen pleasure. But the memory of Costella’s threat, of the sharp, cruel shock the collar can deliver, holds her back. She rolls onto her back, staring at the ceiling, feeling the slow, sticky trail of milk leak across her ribs.

The glass walls give her no privacy. Through the frosted divider she can see the corridor beyond, the shadows of staff moving back and forth, the occasional pause as someone checks the data panel at her door. She knows that every metric—heart rate, yield, agitation level, compliance score—is logged in real time. She is a system of numbers now, not a woman. A specimen.

On the bedside table, half-hidden beneath the blue blanket, is the battered ledger Maria pressed into her hands. Elise fingers it, wanting the comfort of opening to Maria’s handwriting, but the knowledge that she is watched, always watched, keeps the book closed. Even this act of rebellion is tinged with fear.

Still, she holds it close, pressing it to her chest—skin sticky with sweat and milk and tears.

She thinks of Matteo, his absence now another ache, and wonders if he even knows what has happened. If he’s arguing with Costella, pacing the corridors, or if he too has accepted that the House’s protocols are more powerful than love or loyalty.

A soft chime from the corridor breaks her reverie. For a moment, she hopes it’s Maria—her presence, even forbidden, would be a balm. But it’s only an attendant, a young woman with a tray: water, a soft roll, and a single, folded note. She sets the tray inside the door, not meeting Elise’s eyes, then leaves.

Elise waits for the footsteps to fade, then sits up, pulling the tray into her lap. She tears open the roll, chewing without tasting, then unfolds the note with shaking hands.

The handwriting is unfamiliar—neat, controlled, not Maria’s—but the message is clear:

“Hold on. It will not always be this way. There are cracks in every system.”

She reads it twice, three times. It could be a trap, a test—Costella’s way of rooting out defiance. But she tucks the note into the ledger anyway, hiding both under her pillow.

Her body aches. She finishes the water, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. Her breasts leak anew, dampening the thin fabric of the sheet. She doesn’t bother trying to cover herself. She is too tired for shame.

Night falls—though the light never truly leaves, just dims by a fraction. The city outside is a scatter of gold on black, the sea a restless shimmer. Elise sits on the bed, knees hugged to her chest, head bowed.

She thinks of the other companions—the pale, silent girls in the glass beds, the ones who never met her eyes. She wonders what they dream of, whether their bodies betray them too, whether they long for release or simply for an end.

She drifts in and out of uneasy sleep, each time startled awake by the ache in her chest, the impossible tension in her core. Each time she wakes, she finds the camera’s red light, the pulse of the collar, the echo of Costella’s voice:

“Your pleasure is not the House’s concern. Only your yield. Only your obedience.”

But as the hours pass, something new creeps in—a flicker of defiance, small but alive. She remembers the note. She remembers Maria’s voice: You’re stronger than they think. Go. Don’t look back.

She is not free. She may never be.

But as she closes her eyes, her body trembling with denied need, she promises herself that she will not break. Not yet. Not while there is even the smallest crack left to exploit.

Sleep claims her at last, shallow and broken. The collar’s pulse fades, the red light blinks, and Elise dreams—not of freedom, but of fighting back.

Of taking back, one day, what was always hers.


Chapter 3 — “Companion” Status

The summons comes just after midday, a reverberating chime echoed through the estate’s intercom system—twice, then a pause, then twice again. Elise jerks awake from a shallow, restless nap. The collar at her throat vibrates, the metallic voice of the House filling her glass-walled room:

“Unit Elise. Prepare for assembly. Escort will arrive in three minutes.”

Her heart starts to pound. She blinks in the relentless white light, disoriented by how quickly day and night blur in this place. Her body aches all over: her breasts are still sore from the morning’s extraction, nipples sensitive beneath the thin institutional shift. She presses her knees together, blanket slipping to the floor, and forces herself upright.

She has barely smoothed her hair when the door opens, revealing two attendants—Lanza, her expression as blank as ever, and a male staffer she hasn’t seen before, face half-obscured by a black mask.

“Elise. Assembly hall. Now,” Lanza says.

The walk is silent. The corridors are busier than usual; staff, companions, and even security move with a certain briskness, tension sparking in the air. Elise notices new faces: men in expensive suits, women in immaculate black, attendants carrying data pads and earpieces. As she passes, conversations falter, eyes follow her. She is hyper-aware of her bare feet, the way the thin shift clings to her hips, the unmistakable bounce and ache of her breasts, collar glinting at her throat.

They bring her to the main hall: a vast chamber she has only glimpsed in passing, all steel and glass, sunlight pouring through windows so tall the sky seems to enter the room. The floor is polished to a mirror sheen, reflecting the constellation of people already present—staff in uniform, senior attendants in ceremonial blue, and a handful of figures in suits who radiate the unhurried menace of money and power.

At the far end of the hall, on a raised dais, stands Matteo.

He’s dressed for ceremony: dark tailored jacket, House crest at the collar, the faintest shadow of stubble on his jaw. There is something dangerous in the set of his mouth, the way he holds himself—commanding, watchful, utterly in control.

As Elise is ushered forward, conversations still. The attention of the room turns to her as if summoned by a single command.

Matteo’s eyes meet hers—dark, unreadable, but fixed and unblinking. He waits until she is centered before the dais, Lanza and the male attendant flanking her like ceremonial guards. She can feel the weight of everyone’s gaze: the staff’s curiosity, the envy of other companions, the appraising calculation of the House’s rivals.

Matteo lifts a hand. The room falls utterly silent.

He speaks, his voice echoing across glass and stone:

“As you all know, the House stands on the edge of transformation. Last week, we lost what was old—and today, we declare what is new. The Valenti legacy will not be defined by fire and ruin, but by strength and devotion.”

A ripple of acknowledgment—some genuine, some forced—moves through the assembly.

Matteo continues, “It is tradition that every Don’s companion be presented before the House. Today, I formally introduce to you my companion, Elise. She stands here not as an asset alone, but as a symbol of what our new era demands: resilience, compliance, beauty under discipline, and loyalty above all.”

He turns to Elise, his gaze searching, voice softer but no less commanding:

“Step forward, Elise.”

Elise swallows hard, her mouth dry, every instinct screaming for her to hide—but there is nowhere to go. She steps forward, feeling the shift cling damply to her skin. Every step echoes. She is acutely aware of her body: the ache in her chest, the faint, sticky traces of leaking milk still drying on her skin, the collar’s pulse against her throat.

Matteo continues for the room:

“She is not here as a possession, nor as a curiosity. She is companion by my choice and by her own—her needs, her body, and her yield are now bound to the House. Those who honor her honor me. Those who undermine her undermine my authority.”

There is a subtle threat in his tone. Elise senses the room tense. Senior staff—Costella included, standing to one side in her white coat—bow their heads in acknowledgment.

He addresses the assembly:

“You will obey her as you obey me. You will report to her as you report to me. She will be subject to all protocols, but her safety is my concern and my command. If any in this House forget this, they will answer for it.”

A low hum of agreement, but Elise senses the undercurrents: resentment, envy, the faintest edge of hostility from some corners. She spots a few faces turned deliberately away, others whispering behind gloved hands.

Matteo turns back to her, and his voice softens for an instant, meant only for her:

“Do you accept this role? Do you accept the obligations of companion?”

For a heartbeat, Elise cannot speak. She feels every pair of eyes, every expectation pressing down, the humiliation and the dread mixing with something else—a strange, hollow pride.

“I accept,” she manages, her voice a raw whisper.

Matteo nods. “Then be seen.”

He gestures, and the staff part to reveal a low platform at the base of the dais. Elise is led to stand there, alone and illuminated in a shaft of sunlight. Her metrics appear on a floating display beside her: pulse, temperature, yield rate, compliance. The numbers update in real time, as public as her name.

He addresses the assembly once more:

“Let it be known. The House moves forward under new protocols, new discipline, and new devotion. Any challenge to this will be addressed, as is tradition.”

The implication is clear: the challenge will come. The House is a place of constant testing, and today Elise is both shield and bait.

As the staff murmur their assent, a new group enters—attendants in darker blue, and at their center, Gianna.

She is late, and she is dazzling. The room stirs. Matteo’s jaw tightens imperceptibly, but he does not break the rhythm of ceremony.

He nods once, cold and formal, and the ritual continues.

Elise stands in the sunlight, pulse fluttering on the screen for all to see, the humiliation almost holy in its completeness. She is marked—not only as companion, but as property, as symbol, as test.

The eyes of the House are upon her, and she knows:

Today, everything changes.

And she is the proving ground.

Gianna walks into the hall as if it were built for her—and in many ways, it was.

She always had a way of rearranging a room simply by entering it. Conversation fades, bodies shift, postures straighten. Even the sunlight seems to sharpen against her skin, glancing off the smooth line of her cheekbone, catching the gleam of the thin gold bands that spiral her upper arms—marks of rank no one else in the House wears.

Her dress is slate-blue silk, fitted to her every curve, the neckline slashing low enough to challenge propriety but not enough to violate protocol. Her hair is pulled into an intricate twist, revealing the long stretch of her throat—unbound, uncollared, a pointed reminder of her freedom.

She is beauty weaponised: all precision, all performance, all danger.

And she is not smiling.

Her eyes, sharp as a blade, lock instantly onto Elise—still standing alone on the low platform, shift clinging awkwardly to her body, collar blinking softly, skin flushed from earlier humiliation. Gianna’s gaze sweeps her like a scanning beam: head to toe, toe to head, slowly enough to make the intention clear.

She arrives at the front of the assembly without bowing. Without apologising for her lateness. Without even looking at Matteo—until she does.

And when she does, it is with that slow, razor-edged smile:

“I see I missed something important.”

Matteo’s expression is unreadable, save for a tightening of his jaw. “Gianna.”

Her smile widens slightly. “Don Matteo.”

She dips her head—not quite a bow; more a theatrical gesture of respect that manages to convey defiance. “I came as soon as the summons reached me. Though,” she adds, her gaze sliding back to Elise, “from the look of things, perhaps I needn’t have hurried.”

A few soft breaths around the room.

Half-suppressed murmurs.

The first ripple of tension Elise feels like a physical pressure against her sternum.

Gianna takes a deliberate step closer to the platform, heels clicking sharply on the polished floor. “This is the companion?” she asks Matteo, as though Elise were not standing two feet away. “The one you risked half the House to retrieve from the fire?”

Matteo’s voice is calm, but you can hear the steel under it. “Yes. Elise.”

Gianna laughs—a low, warm sound that does not reach her eyes. “Pretty, I suppose. Soft. Fragile.” She tilts her head, inspecting Elise as though she were an item on auction. “But companion?”

She lets the word hang, dripping with disbelief. “Truly?”

Elise feels heat flood her face, her pulse spiking visibly on the display beside her. She tries to stand straighter, to keep her chin lifted, but every muscle trembles. Her breasts ache beneath the thin shift; she can feel the faint, humiliating dampness where her leak has not entirely stopped.

Gianna sees it.

Of course she sees it.

She takes another step forward, circling Elise with leisurely precision, as if she intends to catalogue every visible imperfection. Elise keeps her eyes ahead, though her peripheral vision catches the movement—the sweep of silk, the glint of gold, the predatory grace.

Gianna stops at Elise’s side, close enough that Elise can smell her perfume—rose and leather, subtle and impossible to ignore.

Her voice drops, meant only for Elise but loud enough for the room to hear:

“You’re trembling. Are you cold, or simply unprepared?”

Elise’s breath catches. She does not answer. She knows any answer would damn her.

Matteo’s voice cuts through:

“Gianna. Enough.”

But Gianna isn’t done. Not nearly.

She turns back to Matteo, eyebrows raised in an exaggerated question. “Forgive me, Don Matteo, but I only ask what any loyal member of the House must wonder.”

She gestures elegantly toward Elise.

“This girl—this sweet, breakable creature—is meant to stand beside you? To speak with your authority? To represent your House?”

A ripple of unease moves through the assembly. No one openly agrees, but more than a few glances flick toward Elise, measuring her against the House’s brutal expectations.

Gianna goes in for the kill:

“I mean no disrespect, but we all saw her metrics this morning.”

She faces Elise again, smile sharpened.

“Tell me, little one—how many times did they have to drain you before you stopped crying?”

Elise goes rigid.

Her throat closes.

Her stomach hollows as if she’s falling through herself.

There is a shift in the room—a collective intake of breath. Even Costella’s neutral expression fractures for a heartbeat, though she doesn’t speak.

Matteo’s voice is low, dangerous: “Gianna.”

She lifts her hands in an innocent gesture. “I am simply asking the questions others are afraid to voice.”

Then she steps closer to Elise, invading her space until Elise can feel her breath on her cheek.

In a whisper that slices deeper than a shout, Gianna says:

“Companions don’t tremble. They don’t leak in public. They don’t falter during inspections. You will shame him if you don’t learn quickly.”

Elise sways, humiliation crashing through her like heat. She wants to disappear, to evaporate, to melt into the floor. Her eyes burn with tears she refuses to let fall.

Matteo steps down from the dais.

Not fast.

Not slow.

With the controlled precision of a man balancing fury with political necessity.

He positions himself between Gianna and Elise, his back to Elise, body a shield.

“Gianna,” he says quietly, “if you wish to question my decisions, do so directly. Do not aim your spite at her.”

There is a murmur from the assembly. All eyes sharpen.

Gianna smiles again—victory, bitterness, desire, all tangled into a single expression. “Then allow me to question you directly.”

She steps toward him, chin lifted.

“Is she fit for this role? Truly? Or are you blinded by sentiment?”

Elise flinches, the words landing like blows.

Matteo’s response is deceptively soft. “She’s stronger than you think.”

Gianna doesn’t blink. “Then prove it.”

Her gaze slides once more to Elise—hungry, cruel, triumphant.

“Let the House see what she’s made of.”

And with those words, she throws the gauntlet.

The assembly reacts—quiet, electric.

Costella’s eyes narrow.

Senior staff exchange pointed glances.

The attendants straighten.

Elise tries to breathe.

Tries to stay rooted in her body.

But Gianna’s challenge is a blade, and Elise is the exposed nerve.

Matteo holds Gianna’s stare for a long, heavy moment—and Elise understands, with a sinking dread, that the challenge cannot be refused. Not without undermining everything Matteo just declared.

Not without breaking Elise in a different way.

Matteo turns slowly, meeting Elise’s eyes at last. His look is deep and conflicted—apology, warning, resolve.

“Elise,” he says.

“Prepare yourself.”

The room shifts, anticipatory.

Whispers sharpen.

Cameras swivel.

Gianna’s smile blooms, bright and poisonous.

The House waits.

And Elise knows—

the next ritual will not be merciful.

It will be public.

It will be a test.

And it will be designed to expose every weakness Gianna has just named.

The hush in the assembly hall is oppressive, a silence heavy with ritual and judgment, as Costella steps into the center, her every movement deliberate. She holds a House-issued tablet, a single thumb poised over the “record” button, making Elise’s ordeal official—not just spectacle, but history.

“As is tradition,” Costella intones, her voice resonant in the high, glassy dome, “the Don’s companion must prove herself before the House. Yield, obedience, composure, and discipline. All present will bear witness.”

Elise swallows hard. Her throat is dry, her pulse an erratic drumbeat that seems to echo in her ears—and, humiliatingly, on the collar’s public display. She is acutely aware of every set of eyes: staff, senior attendants, companions in training, even two rival representatives in bespoke suits observing from a shadowed alcove. All are focused on her.

Costella nods to two attendants—Lanza, calm and expressionless, and the young male from earlier, whose mask of professionalism can’t quite disguise his fascination. They approach, and Elise feels the last threads of her dignity slipping. She stands rooted to the floor, forced to wait as ceremony dictates.

“Elise, remove your shift,” Costella commands, her voice softened by neither cruelty nor kindness.

Elise’s fingers shake as she reaches for the hem. The fabric clings to her skin, sticky with the aftermath of milk, sweat, and anxiety. It resists, and she has to tug—awkwardly, gracelessly—peeling the shift up over her hips, belly, breasts. The last of the fabric slides up over her shoulders, leaving her exposed: bruised from restraints, breasts still flushed and swollen, nipples dark and visibly damp with fresh let-down.

The lights seem brighter. The air on her skin is a thousand invisible hands.

A slow murmur ripples through the crowd.

Elise stands there, naked except for the collar, her hands hanging useless at her sides. She wills herself not to cover her breasts, not to cross her legs, but it takes all her strength to stay open and still.

The attendants step in. Lanza collects the shift, folds it with precise, ceremonial care, and places it on a nearby tray—a gesture that feels both reverent and final.

The young male attendant fits a biometric cuff around Elise’s upper arm, the cold vinyl making her shiver. He then kneels, gently parting her thighs to position her feet on two glass discs embedded in the plinth. They’re cool, slick, subtly vibrating—a reminder that every muscle contraction, every tremor, is being recorded.

“Remain still,” he murmurs, not unkindly, but not for her sake either.

His eyes linger just a second too long on the bead of milk forming at the tip of her nipple before he turns away.

The senior nurse, grey-haired and brisk, approaches with a tray of instruments: soft, heated towels, vials, a sleek scanner. She lifts Elise’s chin, examines her pupils, then moves on to her chest, tracing the swelling of each breast, fingers testing for tenderness, squeezing to draw a first slow trickle of milk.

The digital screen flickers:

Yield initiated. Pulse: 117. Temp: 37.9°C. Skin conductance: rising.

Costella narrates, voice pitched for the crowd and the record:

“Subject presents with moderate engorgement, visible tenderness, persistent let-down. Yield pressure elevated. Psychological profile: anxiety, arousal, shame.”

The nurse fits a clear silicone cup to Elise’s left breast. The cup hums softly as it suctions into place, milk immediately collecting in its reservoir. Elise gasps—part pain, part relief, part humiliating pleasure—as the suction builds, the rhythm mimicking a hungry mouth.

Her right breast is next: another cup, another pulse of sensation. Both are attached by slender tubes to a digital meter that logs each drop, every pulse.

The audience leans forward as the screen updates:

Yield: 27ml/min (L) · 29ml/min (R)

Compliance: 83%. Arousal: marked.

Elise’s thighs quiver. The cuffs at her ankles keep her in place. The glass discs under her feet begin a gentle, vibrating pulse—intended, she realises with horror, to keep her nerves awake and her humiliation fresh.

The nurse massages her breasts from the base upward, coaxing more milk toward the cups. The sensation is so intimate, so public, that Elise flushes all over, breath catching with each squeeze. Her nipples are throbbing, overused, so sensitive that even the smallest pressure feels enormous.

As the milk flows, Costella addresses the assembly:

“Let all observe: the companion’s yield is abundant, her let-down rapid, her compliance improving but not yet perfected. Her training will continue under public protocol.”

There are murmurs—some approving, others skeptical. Elise hears snatches:

“She’s better than the last one…”

“Still cries too easily…”

“Look at those numbers—she’ll be valuable, if she can last…”

The shame is overwhelming.

But worse is the deep, spiraling ache in her body—the way the suction teases her close to pleasure, then holds her there, unfulfilled.

The attendants aren’t finished.

The cups are removed, her breasts wiped briskly, then presented to the assembly for inspection. The nurse lifts and rotates each breast, inviting the senior staff to observe the skin, the firmness, the consistency of yield. A few step forward, murmuring notes, their gaze as cold as examiners at a livestock auction.

The young male attendant tests her pelvic pulse—a scanner pressed low against her belly, measuring the involuntary contractions in her sex. The display updates:

Arousal: high. Orgasm: not permitted.

Costella, at the head of the plinth, asks: “Companion, do you submit to House protocol? Will you yield your body, your pleasure, your discipline?”

Elise’s voice is a rasp, her throat tight with tears she will not let fall. “I submit. I will yield.”

Costella nods, apparently satisfied.

“Document her words. Record her numbers. The House will judge her worthy—or not.”

The nurse fits the cups back on for a final extraction. The rhythm is harsher now, the suction stronger, designed to drain every last drop while denying the body’s natural end. Elise’s head falls back, lips parted in a silent cry. Her hands grip the edges of the plinth, knuckles white, desperate for some anchor in this storm of sensation.

The pain-pleasure edge is razor-sharp. Her body screams for climax, but the protocol is clear: “Orgasm forbidden. Yield only.”

A rival staffer—one of the visitors—calls down:

“Is her control sufficient? Or will she disgrace herself?”

Gianna’s voice, sweet as honey but barbed as a whip:

“She always falters when it matters most.”

Elise trembles, the humiliation spiking, her body fighting itself—aching to obey, desperate to break.

The cups fill; milk surges down the tubes. The nurse logs the totals aloud:

Yield: 186ml (L), 193ml (R). Pulse: 124. Compliance: 89%.

The suction is removed. The nurse wipes her down, hands brisk but not unkind. The plinth is lowered, the restraints undone.

Costella pronounces:

“The companion yields as commanded. Her obedience is proven, her body compliant. Let her be acknowledged.”

A thin, scattered applause ripples through the room, more formality than celebration. Elise stands, swaying, tears finally sliding down her cheeks—not just from pain, but from the absolute, inescapable exposure.

The crowd disperses. The staff return to their stations, companions-to-be eye her with a mixture of awe, jealousy, and dread. Even the rival visitors nod, their skepticism grudgingly softened.

But Gianna remains at the foot of the plinth, arms folded, gaze victorious.

“You endured,” she murmurs, just loud enough for Elise to hear.

“But endurance is not triumph. Not here. Not yet.”

Elise gathers what little is left of her pride. She stands taller, shoulders back, breasts bare and marked by the ritual.

For a heartbeat, she almost believes she could be more than the House’s creature—if only for surviving this moment.

But then the collar at her throat vibrates, a digital voice intoning:

“Session complete. Await further instructions.”

The ritual is over.

But Elise’s ordeal—her training, her humiliation, her transformation—has only just begun.

And as she is led from the plinth, robe tossed over her shoulders but dignity trailing far behind, she wonders if anyone—Matteo included—could truly want what she has become.

The applause is already fading when Gianna moves.

Elise, still standing on trembling legs atop the plinth, struggles to process the sensory aftermath: breasts sore and damp, pulse racing in her collar, eyes stinging from unshed tears. Every nerve in her body screams for relief and privacy, but she is barely allowed a moment to breathe before the world closes in again.

Costella has just begun to log the final data from the ritual—metrics streaming down the wall, staff murmuring about “yield retention” and “protocol optimization”—when Gianna’s heels click sharply against the marble floor. It’s a sound everyone in the House recognizes, a herald of trouble and spectacle.

She sweeps toward the center, her blue silk dress swirling, all feline confidence. She moves with a calculated elegance that draws every gaze. The staff go quiet. Even Matteo’s posture tightens, his hand curling into a fist at his side.

Gianna steps onto the edge of the ritual circle, where only senior staff and House leadership are permitted. She does not seek permission. Her gaze finds Costella, then Matteo, then Elise—lingering on each, as if daring anyone to stop her.

For a moment, no one moves.

Then, with a small, mocking bow, Gianna addresses the room:

“If tradition demands a test, then let’s be certain it’s fair. There are protocols—yes—but there is also the unpredictability of the body, of rivalry, of House ambition. Let’s see how well our new companion endures under real pressure.”

Costella’s eyes narrow, but Matteo’s voice cuts in before she can respond:

“Gianna, this is not your stage.”

Gianna’s smile is all sharp teeth. “Isn’t it? You’ve put her here before the House—before all of us. If you want us to trust her, to follow her, to yield to her discipline—shouldn’t she be tested by those who know what is truly required?”

A low murmur. Some staff nod, more out of fear or fascination than agreement.

Matteo’s voice is dangerously soft. “You will not sabotage House protocol for your own entertainment.”

“Not entertainment,” Gianna says, her tone shifting, eyes locked on Elise. “Instruction. For the House, for her, for you.” She moves to the edge of the plinth, steps so close Elise can smell her perfume again—spicy, heady, a reminder of nights when power and pleasure were indistinguishable.

Gianna doesn’t touch her. Instead, she circles, fingers trailing along the edge of the plinth, gaze raking over Elise’s nakedness, her reddened breasts, the collar still blinking her metrics for the room to see.

She addresses the senior nurse who assisted with the ritual.

“Let me adjust the calibration,” she says, with the casual arrogance of someone who assumes compliance.

The nurse hesitates. Costella frowns, but doesn’t outright forbid it. Gianna, as the highest-ranking companion of the last regime, still wields informal power; to deny her outright would be a breach of the House’s strange etiquette.

Before anyone can intervene, Gianna leans over the apparatus, deftly adjusting the suction settings on the yield meter. Elise feels a subtle, instant difference—the next pulse is sharper, more insistent, bordering on painful. Her body jerks in response, back arching, breath catching.

“House protocol is clear,” Gianna says, voice raised for all to hear. “Endurance is not just about obedience, but resilience under pressure. The last companion failed because she could not manage her yield, nor her shame. Let us see if this one is made of stronger stuff.”

She glances at Matteo, daring him to stop her.

Elise is caught, helpless, in the spotlight. The sensation is overwhelming—her breasts, already overworked, are now subjected to a harsher rhythm, the suction bordering on punitive. Her nipples throb, a sharp, constant ache radiating out through her chest. She bites her lip, desperate not to cry out.

Gianna moves to the controls again, flicking a switch that activates a second set of sensors—these press gently but insistently at Elise’s inner thighs, cold metal registering each involuntary twitch, each tremor of arousal or pain.

The room watches, breathless.

Elise’s body begins to fail her. Her milk flows less steadily; the ache deepens, a heaviness settling in her chest and belly. She tries to hold still, but her legs shake, her hips trembling with the effort to endure. The metrics on the wall begin to fluctuate: compliance dipping, yield faltering.

A chorus of murmurs:

“She’s losing control.”

“The calibration’s too high—she’ll spasm.”

“Protocol breach—log it.”

Costella steps forward, voice clipped:

“That’s enough, Gianna. Return control to the attendants.”

But Gianna just smiles, stepping away with an exaggerated bow. “I only wanted the House to see what happens when tradition meets reality.”

The nurse moves quickly to stabilize the apparatus, returning the settings to their baseline. Elise shudders, sweat running down her back, tears stinging her eyes as she tries to recover.

But the damage is done.

A senior staffer logs, “Yield interrupted. Subject showed loss of control under stress. Recommend remedial discipline and recalibration.”

Gianna folds her arms, eyes glinting with satisfaction.

“She did better than the last one, at least. Still—control must be absolute. For the sake of the House.”

Matteo’s expression is stone. Costella’s mouth is a flat line.

The assembly is alive with speculation—some voices pitying, others quietly gleeful. Elise, on the plinth, is barely conscious of the world around her. Her skin is slick with sweat, her chest aching, every breath a fight not to collapse entirely.

She realizes, dimly, that she is still on display—metrics flashing, eyes tracking her every movement. The humiliation is complete: her failure not only her own, but public, data-driven, entered into the House’s permanent record.

Gianna steps closer one last time, her voice pitched for Elise’s ears alone:

“You can hate me, little one. You probably should. But if you want to survive here, learn what it means to be watched. To be broken, and still perform.”

She steps back, bowing to the room. “My test is finished.”

The staff reset the apparatus, Costella signaling the end of the demonstration.

Matteo steps forward, his eyes burning with an anger he barely suppresses.

Elise is released from the restraints, but her body is a patchwork of ache and fatigue. She’s given a thin robe, barely covering her battered pride.

As she’s led from the center of the room, Elise hears the last of the whispers—about her body, her performance, her worth. Every step is a reminder that she has been tested and found lacking—at least in the eyes of her most dangerous rival.

But beneath the humiliation, a kernel of something else remains: survival. Endurance. A knowledge, sharp as any pain, that every test survived is a lesson. Every shame endured is a kind of armor.

The ritual is over.

The House has seen her at her most vulnerable.

But Elise is not finished yet.

She walks, robe trailing behind, shoulders squared, head bowed.

In this House, she is spectacle.

But one day, perhaps, she will be more.

As the echoes of Gianna’s sabotage fade, the assembly hall feels charged—dangerous, uncertain. Elise stands to one side, swaddled in a thin robe that barely covers the marks of her ordeal. She can still feel the bruised ache in her breasts, the sticky residue of milk on her skin, and a hollow in her gut where humiliation pools.

The staff begin to disperse, whispers darting between clusters:

“Never seen Gianna push so far…”

“Don Matteo will have to make an example…”

“Discipline is overdue.”

Matteo remains at the center of the room, unmoving, gaze fixed on Gianna. He waits until every attendant, nurse, and companion is silent, until the last rival eyes have turned from Elise to the scene unfolding before them.

“Gianna,” he says, voice low but carrying. “You have tested the boundaries of this House and insulted the discipline we all rely upon.”

Gianna’s eyes flash, equal parts challenge and submission. “I served as you trained me, Don Matteo. My loyalty is proven in action, not silence.”

Matteo shakes his head—one sharp, cutting motion. “Your loyalty is not in question. Your obedience is.”

A hush falls. Even Costella steps back, recognizing the moment for what it is: House justice, part performance, part warning.

Matteo’s gaze flicks to Elise. “Witness,” he instructs quietly. “A companion is more than a vessel. She must see the price of disruption.”

Elise’s breath catches. She is ushered to a nearby seat by Lanza, who stands at her back like a sentinel. She tries to steady herself, heart thundering in her chest.

Gianna does not flinch. She steps forward, head high, but with hands folded at her waist—a signal of acquiescence, or at least of readiness.

Matteo gestures to two attendants. They approach Gianna with the same ritual efficiency Elise knows too well: she is positioned in the ritual circle, facing the assembled staff and companions. The silk dress is unfastened, allowed to fall to her waist, exposing her back and shoulders.

“Protocol breach,” Matteo declares for all to hear. “Sabotage of House ritual. Challenge to authority.” He pauses, letting the words settle, the weight of them becoming part of the air itself.

He does not perform the discipline himself—this, too, is House tradition. Instead, Costella steps forward, holding a slender, lacquered cane. She nods to Matteo, who gives his permission with a flick of his fingers.

Elise cannot look away. She is half-relieved, half-appalled to be made witness, to see her rival’s composure tested in public just as hers was.

Costella’s voice is cool: “Six for defiance. Three for interference. One for disrespect.”

Gianna does not move. The attendants hold her shoulders steady, but she neither struggles nor protests.

The cane whistles through the air. The first stroke lands across Gianna’s shoulders—a sharp, clean line that raises a welt in seconds. The second is lower, biting across the small of her back. Gianna’s only reaction is a tightening of her jaw, a brief intake of breath.

The strokes come, steady and methodical, each announced by a cold, clinical count. After the sixth, a pause. Elise sees Gianna’s hands clench, her fingernails pressing crescents into her palms. Costella delivers the final four with the same detached precision.

By the end, Gianna’s back is striped red, breath ragged, body trembling—but her pride is intact, her head still high. She accepts the robe handed to her, pulling it up over her shoulders with a shiver. There is no apology in her eyes—only the knowledge of survival, and a promise of future reckoning.

Matteo addresses the assembly, voice hard: “This House is built on order, on ritual, on trust. Let no one forget the price of disobedience.”

He turns to Elise. For a moment, his expression softens—something almost apologetic flickers across his face. “Companion. You have seen the price. Remember it.”

Elise nods, throat thick. The lesson is clear: her own role is precarious, but protected—so long as she does not become a threat.

The staff disperse slowly, each carrying the memory of Gianna’s punishment and the spectacle of Elise’s ordeal.

Gianna, shoulders still trembling, gives Elise a look both venomous and oddly intimate. It is not quite hate, not quite warning. It is the look of someone who has walked the same fire and emerged changed.

Costella resets the ritual circle. The cane is cleaned, set aside. The air is thick with spent adrenaline and unspoken calculations.

Matteo waits until most have left before crossing to Elise, lowering his voice to a hush meant for her alone. “You endured what you must. You witnessed what others cannot. This is your place—at my side, in the House, within the line.”

He does not touch her. That, too, would be ritual. Instead, he gives her a measured nod—part approval, part command.

Elise stands. The ache in her chest, the aftershocks of humiliation, the strange solidarity with Gianna—all settle into something dense and silent at the pit of her stomach.

She is companion now—by survival, by spectacle, by House decree.

As she walks back through the glass corridor, robe pulled tight, collar humming her metrics, she thinks not of triumph or safety, but of the line she has seen drawn and redrawn all day:

Between punishment and protection.

Between rival and kin.

Between submission and the longing, still, to be touched with something like gentleness.

The doors close behind her, and the House resumes its rhythm.

But Elise knows:

No ritual is ever truly over.

The bruise, the memory, the lesson linger on.

The world outside the assembly hall blurs into a haze of sterile light and shifting glass. Lanza escorts Elise back to her quarters with brisk efficiency, neither comforting nor cold—simply performing the House’s will. The corridor is empty, but Elise feels the weight of the estate behind every wall: whispers, eyes, the hum of data in the air.

Her legs threaten to give way. The thin robe scratches against her breasts, still tender and flushed from the day’s ordeal. Her feet ache from standing so long, her throat from holding back sobs. When the door slides open, she stumbles inside and nearly collapses onto the bed.

Lanza hovers in the doorway, eyes flicking over Elise’s shivering form. For a moment, something like sympathy softens her features, but she only says, “You did well. The House notices.” Then she is gone, the door sliding shut with a final, inescapable click.

Elise lies curled on her side, face pressed to the pillow, robe twisted around her waist. The room is unchanged—clinical, cold, glass walls catching her reflection at odd angles, red camera light steady in the ceiling’s corner. But everything inside Elise is unrecognisable. The humiliation has settled into her bones; the shame is no longer hot, but cold and heavy, like lead pooling in her gut.

She hugs her knees to her chest, breath hitching as the ache in her breasts pulses again. Even now, hours after the demonstration, the skin around her nipples is marked by suction and handling—faint red circles, bruises, the evidence of her body’s betrayal. She feels milk trickling again, dampening the robe, a physical reminder of everything she has lost and everything that has been taken from her.

Tears start, slow at first, then faster, spilling over until her pillow is wet and her breath comes in gasps. She lets herself sob—silent at first, then louder, unguarded, raw. There is no one to hear, and even if there was, she no longer cares.

This is what it means to be companion, she thinks. Not just to survive the rituals, not just to yield on command, but to be emptied, publicly, until there is nothing left but obedience and need.

The shame of failing is almost as sharp as the shame of being seen.

A soft chime interrupts her weeping. The door opens, and Matteo enters—alone, for the first time in days.

He hesitates just inside the room, gaze moving over her like a searchlight—cataloguing bruises, the flush in her cheeks, the salt on her lips, the way she curls in on herself. For a moment, neither speaks. Matteo’s eyes are haunted, mouth tight with unspent words.

He sits at the edge of the bed, careful not to touch her. “Elise.”

She cannot look at him. “Don’t,” she whispers, voice thick. “Don’t say it’s all right. Don’t pretend any of this is.”

Matteo is silent. She senses his hands clenching, unclenching—struggling with his own guilt, anger, helplessness.

“I didn’t want this for you,” he says, voice rough. “But I cannot shield you from the House. If I did, they would destroy you to prove me wrong.”

Elise turns her head, face streaked with tears. “Then why make me companion at all? Why parade me like a prize and then let them break me in front of everyone?”

Matteo’s jaw flexes. “Because the only protection here is power. Visibility. If you were nothing, they would use you up in the dark. This way, at least, you are seen.”

She laughs—a bitter, broken sound. “Seen? I wish I could be invisible.”

He finally reaches out, brushing a damp strand of hair from her cheek. His touch is gentle, the first kindness she has felt all day, but it cannot reach the ache inside her.

“You endured what you had to,” he murmurs. “That matters.”

Elise shakes her head, tears coming anew. “I didn’t want to endure. I wanted to belong. I wanted to be loved, not displayed.”

Matteo’s hand lingers on her hair. “This place warps everything. Affection becomes spectacle, discipline becomes theatre. I wish I could give you more. But all I can offer is this: you are mine. And I am not ashamed of you.”

She lets herself lean into his palm, closing her eyes, wishing the gesture could become everything she needs—comfort, absolution, permission to feel human again.

But the collar at her throat is still tight, the camera’s red eye still watches, and outside this room, the House is already plotting the next test.

“I can’t do this alone,” she whispers.

“You aren’t alone,” Matteo promises. His voice is full of things he cannot give her.

He stays until her sobs quiet, until her breath evens and her grip on his hand loosens.

He does not kiss her. He does not hold her, not as he once might have. But he stays, silent and steady, until she drifts into an exhausted sleep.

She dreams of Maria, of fire and milk and the sea.

Of being seen—and, just once, being touched for herself alone.

When she wakes, Matteo is gone. The room is unchanged, the air stale, the world unchanged.

But inside her, something is different—a hollow, painful ache, yes, but also a seed of defiance: the memory of surviving the spectacle, of crying and not being punished for it, of needing and not being erased.

She lies still, listening to her own heartbeat, the low hum of the House’s machines, the faint pulse of longing that will not die.

Tomorrow, the House will call again.

Tomorrow, she will yield again.

But tonight, she is allowed her tears.

And tonight, for the first time since the fire, Elise lets herself hope for more than survival.


Chapter 4 — Reclaiming Protocol

It is still dark when the summons comes—a low chime from her collar, then a blue light pulsing against Elise’s skin. The digital voice is calm, impersonal, and absolute:

“Unit Elise. Report to Milking Chamber One. Compliance window: three minutes.”

Elise blinks into the gloom. Her body is heavy with exhaustion, her limbs aching from yesterday’s ordeal, her breasts sore and tingling beneath the blanket. A thin trail of milk has already leaked across her ribs, staining the sheets. She wipes it away with a shiver, the movement enough to trigger a fresh pulse of ache through her chest and belly.

She rises, wrapping herself in her robe, already knowing there will be no comfort. No breakfast. No time to gather herself. Her feet are cold on the glass floor. The sky outside is still black, but the corridor beyond her room glows with the estate’s perpetual white-blue light—unforgiving, clinical, without shadow or sanctuary.

The door hisses open before she can touch the panel. Two new attendants wait outside: a tall woman with short-cropped hair and cold eyes, and a young man barely older than Elise herself, face flushed with the nervous excitement of someone who has never seen a “companion” up close. They stand in silent formation.

“Elise. Chamber One,” the woman says, her tone neither cruel nor kind. She gestures for Elise to follow, and Elise does, collar tight against her throat, her heart already beating too fast.

They move through a part of the estate Elise has not yet seen. The walls are narrower, the air even colder. Cameras follow them, small red lights blinking overhead. At each checkpoint, her collar emits a faint ping, and digital doors slide aside. Staff pass in the halls, eyes flicking from her robe to her bare feet to the blue-lit collar metrics scrolling above her head.

She feels naked, even before the ritual begins.

At last, they stop before a set of double doors—matte glass, etched with the House crest and the words Observation Suite—Milking Protocol A. The doors slide open at their approach.

The new chamber is a masterpiece of modern clinical design, and its purpose is instantly clear: total observation. Walls of crystal-clear glass, one-way in places, transparent in others, give an unobstructed view to anyone in the adjacent corridors or control booths. Overhead, digital panels glow softly, ready to display metrics in real time. The room’s center holds a raised platform with a high-backed, chrome restraint chair—sleek, cold, inhumanly beautiful. Racks of sensors, electrodes, and milking apparatus are arrayed on nearby trays, all spotless and gleaming.

A dozen people are already present: senior staff in white, three junior attendants, two masked technicians at a control desk, and—most chillingly—a small group of observers behind a glass partition, their faces unreadable, clipboards in hand.

Elise’s stomach knots. She hugs her arms around herself, robe twisting tight, willing herself not to shrink, not to run. But there is nowhere to go.

The tall attendant gestures to the platform. “Disrobe, please. Fold robe and leave on the chair. Stand on the marked disc.”

Elise hesitates only a moment—just long enough for the protocol timer above the door to chime in warning. She slips out of the robe, folding it as instructed, standing naked in the center of the room. The lights are brighter here; every flaw on her body is illuminated. She feels the familiar flush rise—nipples tightening, skin pebbling with goosebumps, a line of fresh milk trickling down her belly.

One of the junior attendants approaches with a tray of wipes and small towels. Without a word, she begins to cleanse Elise’s body: arms, chest, under her breasts, between her thighs. The touch is brisk, methodical, not intentionally rough but with no pretense of comfort. The towel is warm, then cool, then gone.

A male attendant follows, fitting sensors to her body—silver disks on her temples, a wide patch over her sternum, smaller electrodes at the inner creases of her thighs. Each contact is a cold shock. The collar syncs with the room’s system; Elise hears her own heartbeat, amplified through the overhead speakers, a slow, relentless thud.

Costella enters at last, dressed in white, her face all business. She glances over the assembled staff, then fixes her eyes on Elise.

“Begin,” she commands.

The staff move as a single unit, practiced and impersonal. They guide Elise to the chair, position her arms along the padded rests, spread her legs to the molded supports. The restraints click into place, not biting but immovable. Her back is pressed flat, hips slightly elevated, breasts and pelvis the focal point of every gaze and every device.

A screen above the chair comes to life, projecting Elise’s name, vitals, and a three-dimensional wireframe of her body: blinking dots where every sensor is placed, pulsing blue at her chest and thighs, orange at her neck, crimson at her breasts.

Costella steps close, her presence a cold comfort. She fits a soft, transparent mask over Elise’s mouth and nose. “Just oxygen. You’ll need it.” She says it like a warning, not a kindness.

The male attendant kneels, gently rolling each of Elise’s nipples between his fingers, checking for obstructions. Milk beads instantly, proof of her arousal or her brokenness—she can’t tell which. He fits clear silicone cups over each nipple, checking the seals, attaching the slender tubes to the milking apparatus.

Costella narrates for the room and the record:

“Subject: Elise. Protocol: Reclamation, Phase One. Goal: establish compliance, calibrate response, test market readiness. Note: previous instability under pressure, high arousal, uncontrolled let-down. Observation: body primed for yield.”

Her voice is cold, clinical, but her eyes meet Elise’s for just a second—enough to convey the truth: this is not punishment. It is proof. It is the House reminding Elise—and itself—who owns her body, her pleasure, her shame.

A junior technician at the console presses a button. The milking apparatus whirs to life—a steady, pulsing suction that tugs at Elise’s nipples, drawing the first streams of milk into the clear vials. The rhythm is unhurried, relentless, designed to stimulate and exhaust in equal measure.

The lights shift, highlighting every tremor in Elise’s muscles, every shiver of her thighs. Her heart races. She can feel her cheeks burning, her sex throbbing in humiliating tandem with the suction. Milk flows, warm and visible, filling the vials faster than before.

Every metric is visible—yield, pulse, arousal, compliance—all projected on the walls for staff and observers to see.

Costella addresses the observers:

“The House expects discipline under pressure. The companion must not only yield but do so on demand, in full view, under maximum scrutiny. Any deviation will be logged.”

Elise tries to hold herself together, tries to focus on breathing through the mask, but the sensation is overwhelming. The suction pulls her closer to the edge, the exposure and chill in the room make her hyperaware of every touch, every eye. She feels another leak begin, hot and sticky down her belly, the humiliation a living thing in her chest.

She does not cry out. But she cannot hide her body’s responses: the flush, the trembling, the desperate way her muscles contract with every pulse of the machine.

Somewhere behind the glass, she sees Matteo. His face is tense, eyes locked on hers, hands fisted at his sides. But he does not move, cannot move—not here, not under protocol.

A voice from the control booth:

“Phase One complete. Begin escalation.”

The suction intensifies, the cups pulling harder, faster. Milk flows, then surges. Elise arches against the restraints, helpless. She feels as if she is dissolving, her body nothing but nerves and heat, pain and need.

Costella speaks for the record:

“Subject’s response is within expected parameters. Note: excessive leaking prior to stimulation, high baseline arousal. Additional correction may be required.”

Elise closes her eyes, wishing for oblivion, for escape, for any comfort at all.

But in the glass-walled chamber, under the cold gaze of House and machine, she is more alone than she has ever been.

And the test has only begun.

The protocol escalates before Elise can process the shock of exposure. Her arms are fastened securely at her sides with padded cuffs—tight enough to prevent resistance, loose enough to allow her body to arch or tremble with every new pulse of the machine. Her legs are parted by molded supports, calves and ankles locked in place, thighs open and bare to the chill of the glass-walled room.

The suction on her breasts is relentless, alternating pulses that tug at her nipples in a rhythm both clinical and carnal. The cups are clear, so she sees every new stream of milk, the liquid collecting and swirling through delicate tubes into vials beside her hips. Overhead, a projection maps her flow in real time: yield per breast, per minute, digital numbers climbing with every contraction of her flesh.

But this is not the ritual humiliation of the old villa, veiled in shadows and ceremony. This is cold, technological, and absolute.

A panel of senior staff—Costella at the head, flanked by junior trainees and the new attendant, Rossi—stand at one side, logging notes on tablets, watching Elise’s body as if it were a particularly tricky piece of equipment. Through the glass, behind the observers’ partition, shadowy figures in suits and lab coats take their own notes, faces lit by the shifting blue of the screens.

Costella addresses the panel:

“Subject’s baseline is unstable. Note increased pre-session leakage and marked agitation. Begin full metrics projection.”

With a flick of her wrist, the digital wall behind Elise lights up. Now, everyone in the chamber—and anyone watching remotely—sees a dazzling array of data: heart rate, respiratory rate, skin temperature, pelvic contractions, compliance score, emotional agitation, even a crude live feed of the flush in her face and the dilation of her pupils.

A junior technician steps forward with a tray. She fits new electrodes to Elise’s inner thighs, then opens a tube of cold gel and slicks it over her skin. The gel is clinical—no scent, but shocking in its chill. Elise squirms as the attendant presses the sensors into place, glancing apologetically at her before stepping away.

Another attendant places a small, flexible ring at the base of Elise’s left nipple, adjusting its fit to optimize flow. The ring vibrates gently—a new House innovation meant to maximise yield. The sensation sends a shiver through Elise, her thighs flexing, breath catching in her chest.

The suction cups resume their rhythm, the vibration now syncing with the pulses. Elise feels a new urgency in her body—a heat that builds from her chest down through her belly, settling low between her legs. She tries to focus on her breath, the cool oxygen from the mask filling her lungs, but her body is a storm of sensation: every nerve on fire, every instinct demanding release or escape.

Costella narrates, clinical as ever:

“Observe the subject’s arousal spike as the new stimulation protocol is applied. Yield rises accordingly. Note emotional distress: visible tears, flushed skin, rapid respiration.”

Elise’s vision blurs, but she knows she is being watched from every side. She is not just the object of study; she is the experiment, the proof, the warning.

One of the trainees, eager to impress, asks, “Should we test escalation? She’s already above target.”

“Proceed,” Costella replies.

The attendant increases the suction another notch. Elise arches against the restraints, a strangled gasp escaping her lips. Milk surges through the tubes, the yield meter beeping softly as it hits a new high.

“She’s leaking even between cycles,” Rossi observes, unable to hide the awe in his voice.

Elise feels the truth of it—every muscle in her chest contracts, every pulse in her nipples sends a fresh line of milk down her skin and into the vials. She is dripping, leaking, unable to hide any evidence of her body’s surrender. The cold air only intensifies the sensation, stiffening her nipples further, tightening the ache in her belly.

A new attendant logs the data on her tablet, voice echoing through the chamber:

“Yield: exceptional. Compliance: fluctuating. Emotional agitation: high. Subject is struggling to maintain composure.”

A ripple of reaction moves through the observers’ gallery. A man in a tailored suit murmurs to his colleague, eyes never leaving the projections. A woman in a lab coat taps her pen against her lips, her gaze calculating.

Costella steps close, voice pitched for the staff but meant for Elise:

“Do you feel you can continue, or are you at the edge?”

Elise tries to speak, but her throat is tight, breath ragged behind the oxygen mask. “I—can’t—” she manages, but it is not a plea for mercy, only a confession of what her body has become.

“Very good,” Costella says. “Continue stimulation.”

The technician increases the frequency of the vibrations at her nipples, and the cups pull harder. Elise’s body convulses—her back arching, thighs shaking, arms straining against the cuffs. Milk flows freely, a continuous stream, the volume almost obscene. Her breasts ache with every new contraction, the nerves in her nipples screaming at the edge of pain and pleasure.

The wall display blinks:

Leak rate: 92 ml/min (L), 86 ml/min (R)

Compliance: 76% (unstable)

Arousal: high

Agitation: severe

Tears streak Elise’s cheeks, half from the pain, half from the shame of being so totally exposed—her failures logged in digital permanence, her body’s every betrayal a lesson for the House.

A staff member gently wipes sweat from Elise’s brow, tucks a loose strand of hair behind her ear, then checks the seal at her mask. The touch is efficient, not cruel, but it reminds Elise that nothing is hers—not her comfort, not her suffering, not even her body’s smallest shudder.

The suction is eased for a moment. The main attendant removes the cups, examining the milk with a practiced eye, then wipes Elise’s breasts with a warm cloth. Milk beads immediately at both nipples, refusing to stop.

“She’s still leaking,” the attendant announces. “Yield remains elevated. Recommend immediate secondary extraction.”

Elise is barely aware as new cups are applied, new cycles begun. She is lost in the sensation—the relentless pull, the ache in her breasts, the fire in her belly, the heat building and building with nowhere to go. Her legs shake, her hips twitch, but the restraints hold her open, denying even the small comfort of concealment.

The trainees are invited closer to observe. One—a woman with dark hair and a nervous smile—asks Costella if she can try a manual technique. Costella nods, and the trainee kneels, cupping Elise’s left breast, thumb circling the swollen, sensitive nipple while the suction cup pulses.

The stimulation is exquisite agony. Elise gasps, head lolling back, tears slipping from the corners of her eyes. She can feel every watcher, every gaze, every data point being logged and judged.

“She’s at her limit,” the trainee says, voice trembling.

Costella nods. “Let her hold there. The data is most valuable on the edge.”

The room is silent except for the hum of the machine, the occasional murmur of staff, and the wet, rhythmic sound of milk filling the vials.

A technician logs,

“Session duration: twenty-two minutes. Yield: 1,432 ml cumulative. Compliance: variable. Emotional distress: pronounced.”

At last, the suction is disengaged. Elise sags in the chair, restraints loosened, breasts slick with milk and sweat, her chest heaving. A nurse wipes her down, checks her vitals, but offers no comfort.

Costella’s voice, soft but clear, delivers the verdict:

“Subject’s performance within acceptable parameters. Recommend further training for emotional control. Prepare for protocol correction.”

The attendants begin to clean up, the observers make notes, and Elise is left, legs still splayed, body trembling, mind floating somewhere between humiliation and numb relief.

She is not praised. She is not pitied. She is simply logged, measured, and made ready for the next phase.

As the lights dim slightly, and the digital projections fade from the glass, Elise is left with the certainty that nothing in this new House will ever truly be private again—not her pain, not her pleasure, not even the smallest tremor of her will.

And somewhere beyond the walls, she knows, Matteo is still watching—helpless to intervene, forced to witness as the House makes her into something new.

The aftermath of the extraction leaves Elise limp in the chair, breath trembling, body slick with sweat and milk. Her breasts are sore and heavy, the skin pink and streaked with faint bruising. The cups have been removed, but even in their absence, she continues to leak—a slow, humiliating trickle that stains the blue padding beneath her hips.

A nurse adjusts the restraints at her wrists and ankles, keeping her exposed and open. The room is quieter now, but not private—never private. Through the glass, Costella and the trainees confer in hushed tones, while the digital wall continues to scroll metrics: Leak Rate High. Compliance Unstable. Emotional Agitation: Severe.

A bell chimes softly from the control console.

“Subject’s metrics out of ideal range,” the technician announces. “Secondary correction required.”

Elise’s head lolls back against the chair. She is too tired to be afraid, but not too tired to be ashamed. She tries to squeeze her thighs together, seeking any shelter from the eyes and the cold air, but the molded supports keep her splayed wide, a living diagram of helplessness.

Costella steps to the center of the room, voice carrying just enough steel for all to hear.

“Elise, your performance in phase two was suboptimal. Excess leakage. Uncontrolled arousal. Failure to stabilize under standard protocol.”

She addresses the panel. “Manual correction is indicated. Trainee Rossi, you will assist.”

Rossi blanches but nods, tablet clutched in trembling hands. Costella instructs him from a distance, her tone clipped but not unkind.

“Begin by checking the seals. Then apply counter-pressure to the duct lines. Monitor the subject’s response.”

Rossi approaches, visibly nervous. He kneels between Elise’s parted legs, his gloved hands hovering for a moment before he forces himself to action. He checks the suction cup seals, gently pinching the base of each breast, then follows Costella’s directions:

“Apply pressure here.” She indicates the edge of Elise’s left breast, just beneath the nipple.

Rossi presses as instructed. The touch is not gentle, but it is careful—awkward, clinical, meant for efficiency rather than comfort. Elise gasps at the sensation: a sharp pain that quickly blooms into a fresh ache, another jet of milk spilling out in response.

The wall display blinks:

Manual Correction: Initiated.

Leak Rate: 71 ml/min.

Subject: Distressed.

Costella narrates for the record, her voice a constant, clinical thread:

“Subject’s ducts respond to manual pressure. Additional yield achieved. Emotional agitation remains high. Recommend increased pharmaceutical control.”

The correction continues. Rossi repeats the process on Elise’s right breast, following Costella’s prompts. Each squeeze draws more milk, more humiliation—a new wave of exposure as the crowd of trainees is invited to observe the proper “counter-pressure technique.”

One trainee, a young woman with a steely gaze, steps in to help. She lifts Elise’s breast, pressing her thumb into the areola, watching the way the flesh gives under her touch, the way the milk wells up. The staff comment on “yield response,” “gland sensitivity,” “subject’s pelvic contractions,” as if Elise is not there at all.

Tears slip down Elise’s cheeks—silent, unnoticed except by the camera blinking overhead. Her collar tightens fractionally as her pulse spikes, warning her to comply.

The correction drags on for what feels like hours. Elise is poked, prodded, and drained, her body responding with a mixture of pain, relief, and desperate, aching arousal. The humiliation is total—not just because of the hands on her flesh, but because of the detachment, the cold efficiency, the way her suffering is a lesson for others.

Costella finally calls an end to the session.

“Subject’s yield is back in range. Manual correction successful. Emotional state: exhausted, compliant. Note persistent arousal and distress—will monitor for escalation.”

Rossi steps back, hands shaking, face flushed with embarrassment. He bows his head, logging the final numbers on his tablet.

Elise lies limp, unable to move, her body burning with shame and fatigue. A nurse wipes her down—no warmth, just brisk efficiency—and checks her restraints before signaling that the observation is over.

The digital wall summarizes her ordeal for all to see:

Session Complete. Total Yield: 1,882 ml. Compliance: 62%. Correction: Required. Status: Monitored.

Staff begin to disperse, but not before Costella reviews the session in detail. She stands over Elise, her face inscrutable, and speaks for the record:

“The House must document every weakness, every failure, every point of instability. Only through relentless correction will the companion become fit for her role.”

She leans in, just for a moment, her voice dropping to a near-whisper:

“This is not punishment, Elise. This is transformation. You will be grateful, in time, for every lesson the House gives you.”

With that, she straightens, nods to the nurse, and departs.

Elise is left in the chair, sweat drying on her skin, milk crusting at her nipples, every nerve raw. She is a specimen, a lesson, an asset to be shaped—not comforted. Her tears are as invisible to the staff as her pleasure is forbidden.

A final attendant removes the restraints. Elise slumps forward, arms shaking as she tries to stand. The nurse drapes a thin robe over her shoulders, not out of kindness but protocol.

She is escorted from the room—past the cold stares of the observers, past the digital wall still flashing her failures, past the trainees now chattering excitedly about technique and “subject response.” Her humiliation is the House’s currency, and today, she has paid in full.

As the doors close behind her, Elise is left with only the echo of Costella’s words—transformation, not punishment—and the knowledge that whatever she becomes, it will not be by her own will.

But it will be witnessed.

And it will be permanent.

They do not allow Elise to recover after the correction. The nurse’s brisk hands lift her from the chair, guide her toward a glass-walled alcove off the main chamber. The thin robe is draped over her shoulders, but she feels more exposed than before—her breasts marked with red from the cups and the correction, her legs shaky, her scalp prickling with sweat.

The alcove is smaller, lined with a narrow bench and a row of low screens pulsing with data from her session. A camera stares down from the corner, unblinking. Here, the atmosphere is even more suffocating: bright, silent, every sound amplified, every moment under scrutiny. Elise sits because she cannot stand, clutching the robe to her chest.

The nurse murmurs, “Rest. Staff will be in shortly for debrief.” Then she steps out, the door whispering shut, locking Elise in.

A few minutes pass, and Elise tries to regulate her breathing, fighting the urge to cry. Her body aches everywhere—nipples still leaking, thighs sticky with sweat and the residue of gel, pulse fluttering wildly in her throat. She is so tired, her thoughts begin to blur at the edges, and she almost doesn’t hear the door open again.

Matteo enters, moving quickly—more forceful than usual, barely bothering to close the door behind him. For a moment, Elise thinks he will take her in his arms, offer comfort, whisper reassurances. But he only crouches in front of her, hands on his knees, face drawn with something between rage and helplessness.

“Elise.” His voice is rough, low. “What did they do to you? You shouldn’t have been pushed like that. You’re not—” He cuts himself off, fists clenching at his sides.

She can’t look at him, can’t bear to meet his eyes. The shame is too much, the humiliation too fresh. “I did what they told me,” she whispers. “I tried to comply.”

“You’re not a test animal. You’re not—” He bites off the word again, looking over his shoulder as if expecting Costella or a staff member to burst in.

He reaches out, almost touching her knee, then pulls back. His restraint is visible—he wants to offer comfort, but the rules, the surveillance, and the knowledge of all those eyes in the glass have taught him caution. “This wasn’t the protocol we agreed. I will speak to Costella. I will—”

Before he can finish, the door slides open again, and Costella enters with her usual precision, tablet in hand, expression flat.

“Don Matteo.” She doesn’t bow, but she does acknowledge his authority. “You are not authorized for debrief. Please allow staff to proceed.”

Matteo straightens, bristling. “You pushed her past the safe limits. Her compliance metrics—look at her—she’s barely coherent.”

Costella taps her screen. “Her body is healthy. No evidence of systemic distress, no injury. Psychological stress is anticipated and acceptable. The data is invaluable.” She doesn’t look at Elise as she speaks, as if she is discussing a machine, not a person. “Protocol requires escalation to determine new thresholds. She is companion. She must endure what is required for the House.”

Matteo’s eyes flash, voice rising. “You do not get to decide—”

But Costella cuts him off. “With respect, Don Matteo, you insisted on her status. That means accepting House standards. If you cannot—”

He steps forward, lowering his voice but radiating fury. “She is not your experiment. If you treat her like this again, you answer to me.”

Costella stands her ground. “I answer to the House. And so does she. If you want her protected, remove her from the protocol. Otherwise, let us do our work.”

The power struggle is palpable. Elise sits frozen, robe clutched, pulse racing. She wants Matteo to fight for her, to break protocol, to scoop her up and carry her out. But she also knows—deep down—that any deviation will make her more vulnerable, not less. If he claims her as exception, the House will see only weakness to exploit.

Matteo hesitates, torn between love and control, protection and the threat of more attention. He turns to Elise, lowering his voice, searching her face for some answer. “Do you want to stop?”

The question is a trap. She can’t answer honestly—not with Costella there, not with the camera blinking red, not when refusal is a riskier kind of defiance.

“I can’t,” Elise whispers, voice thin. “It doesn’t matter what I want.”

Matteo’s jaw tightens. He looks at Costella, something raw and dangerous in his eyes. “If anything happens to her—if she breaks—this will be on you.”

Costella’s reply is infuriatingly calm. “We’re not trying to break her. We’re perfecting her compliance. Her yield is extraordinary. Her willingness is what will save her. If she refuses, she risks more than pain—she risks irrelevance.”

She turns to Elise, speaking as if instructing a trainee, not addressing a human being. “You did well. You endured. But you will not receive comfort until the protocol is complete. This is House law. Do you understand?”

Elise nods, too exhausted to do anything else.

Matteo hovers for a moment, fists clenched, then storms from the room. The air shivers in his wake, but his absence leaves Elise colder than before.

Costella lingers just long enough to record a final note, then departs, leaving the nurse to reenter, tablet in hand. “Observation: Subject is stable. Return to quarters once metrics return to baseline.”

Elise sits, robe drawn tight, tears finally escaping, tracking down her cheeks in silence.

She realizes—painfully, deeply—that she is both shield and battleground. Matteo’s presence cannot save her, and his absence will not protect her. In the end, the House always wins.

She sits in the alcove, exposed and watched, body still trembling, knowing that her performance and her pain have become data—currency for those who would control her future.

When she is finally escorted back to her room, the corridor seems even colder, the estate lights even harsher. She is not sure what will break first: her body, her heart, or her will.

And for the first time, she wonders if that is the real point of every ritual the House demands.

They return her to her room only after her metrics stabilise—barely. Elise walks slowly down the glass corridor, flanked by two attendants who do not touch her but stay close enough that she feels shepherded. Her legs tremble with each step, a lingering aftershock of the suction and the correction. The robe clings damply to her skin, sticking to the dried milk at her breasts and the cold residue of gel between her thighs.

The estate is quiet in this wing, almost serene. Glass walls catch the early-morning light, turning the hallways pale and luminous. But Elise feels none of the beauty—only an oppressive visibility. She catches her reflection in the wall: rumpled, exhausted, cheeks streaked with tear salt, breasts marked with red crescents, collar blinking soft blue with her heart rate.

When the door to her room slides open, she steps inside as if crossing a threshold into a different world. The attendants do not follow. The door seals shut, leaving her alone.

She doesn’t move at first. The silence is as sharp as a blade. Her knees buckle, and she sinks onto the edge of the bed, arms wrapped tight across her chest. She is shivering; she is burning; she is unraveling.

Elise forces herself to breathe. In. Out. Slow. But her body will not follow. Every inhale catches, every exhale trembles.

The shame is everywhere, in every pore of her skin:

the memory of hands squeezing and adjusting her breasts,

the cold gel on her thighs,

the suction pulling her open,

the panel watching her spasm and leak,

the way her body wanted—even when her mind screamed.

A soft chime pulses from the door. Elise stiffens.

It slides open.

Matteo steps inside.

He closes the door behind him manually—an unusual act, one that signals intent rather than convenience. For several seconds, he simply stands there, taking her in: folded over herself, robe half-open, hair damp with sweat, eyes red-rimmed from crying she hadn’t even realised had started again.

“Elise,” he murmurs.

She flinches at her own name. “I don’t—please,” she whispers, voice cracking. “Not right now. I can’t—”

He moves slowly, as if approaching a wounded animal. “I’m not here as Don Matteo,” he says quietly. “Not as the House. I’m here because you’re hurting.”

She squeezes her arms tighter around herself. “They said no comfort.”

A tear spills. She doesn’t bother wiping it. “They said I don’t get… comfort unless I comply.”

Matteo’s face hardens with anger, though not at her. He kneels in front of her, bringing his eyes level with hers. “You complied more than anyone could have asked. You endured more than I ever wanted you to.”

“But I failed.” Her voice is small, brittle. “They said I misfired. That my body isn’t stable. That I leak too much before the protocols even start.” Her fingers dig into her upper arms as if she can hold herself together by force. “They’re right. I can’t control myself. My body doesn’t listen. I don’t listen.”

“That is not failure,” Matteo says softly but firmly. “That is what they make of you. You are not broken.”

She gives a hollow laugh. “I think I am.”

Matteo’s eyes tighten. Slowly—slowly—he reaches up and touches her wrist. Just a brush of his fingers.

She doesn’t pull away.

“That chamber is not made for mercy,” he whispers. “It is made to test loyalty through humiliation. To create obedience. To see what pain looks like when made visible.”

She shakes her head. “You let them do it.”

Matteo flinches.

“You stood there,” Elise says, each word trembling with exhaustion and betrayal, “and you watched them strip me, milk me, correct me like a faulty piece of equipment.”

“Elise—”

“I saw you watching,” she says, voice rising for the first time. “I saw you. And you didn’t stop it.”

Matteo doesn’t defend himself. He sits back on his heels, jaw tight, eyes dark.

“Because if I had stopped it,” he says quietly, “they would have done worse later. They would have taken the fact that you were shielded as proof that you were weak—and the House punishes weakness without limits. I… I thought enduring it now would be easier than what they would do if you failed publicly later.”

Elise’s breath comes out in a shudder.

It is not forgiveness, but it is something.

He waits.

She waits.

Then her voice breaks. “I don’t know how to do this. I want someone to hold me. And I want someone to punish me. And I don’t know which part of me belongs to you… and which part belongs to the House.”

Matteo closes the distance by inches.

The robe slips from her shoulders as she reaches for him—not for sex, not for power, but simply for touch. His hands hover, hesitate, then rest on her upper arms, gentle but warm, grounding her. He doesn’t lift her. Doesn’t kiss her. Doesn’t push her down.

He just holds her arms.

And somehow, it’s enough to make her sob again.

She collapses forward, forehead pressed to his shoulder. The tears come harder this time—louder, unrestrained, unbroken by protocol or dignity. Her body shakes in heaving tremors. The robe slips fully open; her bare breasts press against his chest, leaking again, leaving warm traces on his shirt. Matteo doesn’t react. Doesn’t recoil. He just holds her—one arm around her back, one hand at the back of her head, fingers threaded through her damp hair.

“It’s all right,” he murmurs. “Cry. Let it out.”

“It hurts,” she whispers against his shoulder. “All of me hurts.”

“I know.”

“And I hate that I still want—”

She cuts herself off, flushing. The desire is still there, humming under the pain, terrifying in its persistence.

Matteo strokes her back, slow circles that soothe and ignite at once. “Your body isn’t wrong for wanting. They made it so. And they will keep pushing it until it doesn’t know desire from duty.”

She nods, shaking. “I’m scared.”

He exhales, forehead pressed to hers. “So am I.”

The honesty of it cracks something open in her chest.

When her sobs finally quiet, Elise pulls back slowly, cheeks flushed, eyes swollen. Matteo wipes a tear from her cheek with his thumb, then the corner of her mouth. His touch lingers, tender but careful.

A soft chime sounds. The camera light above them shifts from red to yellow—an automated warning that emotional proximity is being logged.

Matteo stands abruptly, tension snapping through his posture. He looks at her with something desperate and unsaid. “I can’t stay. They’re watching for breaches. If I stay now, they’ll question you later.”

Elise nods. She hates it. But she understands.

He hesitates at the door, turning back one last time. “Elise… you’re stronger than they expect. Stronger than you know. Hold on.”

Then he is gone.

The door closes.

The room is silent.

Elise sits alone, robe hanging open, chest still damp, throat raw from tears.

She curls onto the bed, pressing her palms to her breasts—not for pleasure, but to hold herself together. The House has reclaimed her body. The protocols have remade her responses. But her longing—for touch, for safety, for something real—remains untouched.

As she lies awake, trembling under the cold lights, she realises that surviving this new chapter of the House is not just about yielding or performing.

It is about not losing the last fragile pieces of herself in the process.

Elise lies in the center of her bed, half-curled beneath the blanket, still naked beneath its thin, soft weight. The silence in her room is unbroken now—no more chimes, no more voices, only the low hum of climate control and the faint buzz of the camera’s red light in the corner. It is late, but she cannot sleep.

Her body aches everywhere. The soreness in her breasts is deeper now, a kind of bruised exhaustion at the base of each nipple, not quite pain but a steady, throbbing reminder of the day’s humiliation. The skin on her chest is streaked with faded red, the mark of suction and correction. Milk has dried on her ribs and collarbone, tacky and sticky, but she cannot bring herself to move, cannot muster the energy to clean herself again. Her thighs are sticky, her hair damp with sweat. Every part of her feels marked.

But the ache inside—hotter, sharper, lodged somewhere between her belly and her heart—is worse. She wants to curl into herself, disappear, dissolve into the mattress and leave her skin and shame behind. She wants, absurdly, to be held. She wants, impossibly, to want nothing at all.

Sleep hovers, then flees. Every time she closes her eyes, her mind conjures the faces at the glass, the circle of staff watching her spasm and leak, the trainees’ hands squeezing her flesh, the cool voice of Costella declaring her failures for the record. The sensation of being watched has burrowed under her skin. Even now, in the dark, she covers her breasts with one hand, her pelvis with the other, as if she can somehow regain what the House has taken.

You will not receive comfort until the protocol is complete.

Costella’s words echo in her head, remorseless.

This is House law.

For a while, she does nothing but breathe—shallow, shaky, uneven. Her collar tightens fractionally with every spike in her pulse, an ever-present shackle. She tries to think of Maria, of the villa, of warm hands and whispered kindness. Instead, her memory offers up only the weight of the new protocol: the glass walls, the restraint chair, the way her body betrayed her again and again, leaking and yielding, never entirely hers.

She thinks of Matteo, his hands holding her arms, his whispered I’m scared. She aches for him, even as she resents him for not saving her. She aches for comfort, for punishment, for a world in which she could choose which one she wants. But every choice has already been made by others, and she is left with only this—ache, exhaustion, shame.

Her eyes drift to the battered ledger hidden beneath her pillow. She pulls it out, fingers tracing the edge of the cover, but she cannot bring herself to open it. If anyone saw, if anyone suspected… She tucks it back, heart pounding, pulse echoing in her throat.

The House wants her to submit. The protocol expects her to break and rebuild, to surrender not just her body, but her will. For a moment, Elise wonders if it would be easier—just to give in, to let herself become what they want. To stop fighting, stop caring, stop hoping.

But even as the thought surfaces, something inside her resists. It is not loud. It is not dramatic. It is only a flicker—small, sullen, stubborn. She will not let them have everything. Not her dreams, not her memories, not the part of her that still wants to be touched with love.

She presses the pillow tight against her chest, as if it can shield her heart from the cold. Tears slide down her cheeks, silent and ceaseless. Her breasts ache; her sex throbs with denied release; her whole body is a map of longing and shame.

Still, she does not reach between her legs. The collar would punish her. The House would know. She has learned, brutally, that even the privacy of her own skin is no longer safe.

She is a good subject. She will comply.

But as the lights dim in her glass-walled room and the estate settles into night, Elise’s mind drifts to rebellion—not in action, not yet, but in the quiet, furious act of surviving. Of keeping some small, private corner of herself alive.

Tomorrow, the tests will begin again. Tomorrow, she will yield, she will leak, she will weep. But tonight, beneath the weight of blanket and shame, she lets herself imagine a world beyond the House—a world where comfort is not conditional, where touch is given for its own sake.

She holds on to the last shred of herself, however fragile, and promises not to let it go.

They can have my body.

They cannot have all of me.

The House watches. The collar pulses.

But Elise, for one more night, belongs to herself.


Chapter 5 — Gianna’s Humiliation Play

The day begins quietly, as so many in the House do. Elise is roused from sleep by the now-familiar chime of her collar, then by the routine presence of a nurse in white and blue, checking metrics, collecting samples, and logging every involuntary leak. Her breasts are tender from the previous day’s ordeals, nipples sensitive and puffy, skin marked with faint lines from suction cups and restraints. Her dreams have left her tired, her body restless, her mind knotted with images of hands, voices, the bright blue data flicker behind her eyelids.

She is led to the milking chamber, still half-dreaming, still feeling the aftershocks of her last public ordeal. The chamber is as stark and merciless as ever: glass walls, chrome restraints, the low hum of the milking apparatus, the high, cold light that turns every flaw into spectacle. She knows the ritual by heart now—strip, clean, sensors applied, legs spread, arms secured, mask fitted, cups placed, all of it with practiced, clinical efficiency.

The staff are silent, their faces blank behind surgical masks, eyes never quite meeting hers. The lead nurse nods for her to mount the dais, and Elise obeys, shivering as her robe is removed and folded. The familiar voice of Costella floats through the comms:

“Subject: Elise. Morning yield session. Record protocol: Phase A.”

Elise tries to control her breathing, to calm the shiver that rises as her naked skin meets the cold glass of the chair. She is barely aware of the audience—today, only a handful of staff, one senior companion, and the distant silhouettes of observers behind the partition. She closes her eyes as the cups are fitted, the suction starting, the data beginning to stream across the walls.

Then, without warning, the atmosphere shifts.

A new figure enters—heels clicking sharply on the glass floor, a ripple of movement as heads turn, whispers flaring like static through the air.

Gianna.

She wears a black dress today, cut low and loose, a gold necklace at her throat, her hair coiled in a crown of braids that frames her face in a dark, shining halo. Her walk is all confidence, hips rolling, mouth already twisted in a wry, predatory smile.

“Am I late?” she calls, voice carrying easily across the chamber. The question is pure theatre, calculated and mocking. “Or is the House simply starting without me now?”

Costella’s face flickers onto a monitor above the dais. “This session is scheduled. Please observe from the gallery, Gianna.”

Gianna laughs, the sound rich and derisive. “Observe? Oh, no. If we are so eager for yield, for numbers, for discipline, why not make a lesson of it?” She strides to the platform, pausing beside Elise—so close that Elise can smell her perfume, sharp and floral, undercut with something dark.

Elise’s heart hammers. Her hands clench at the restraints. She tries to shrink into the chair, to make herself invisible, but it is impossible. Gianna’s presence draws every eye, every whisper, turning the chamber into a stage.

The staff hesitate—protocol breached, the ritual interrupted—but Gianna is already speaking to the room, her voice arch and challenging:

“We all know the House values obedience. But it also values strength. Endurance. Yield.”

She lets her gaze linger on Elise’s exposed chest, the cups pulling at swollen nipples, the lines of milk already filling the tubes.

“Does it not make sense to test us together? To see who truly serves the House best?”

Costella’s voice, tight with warning, crackles from the comm. “Gianna, this is not your session.”

Gianna ignores her. She turns to the staff, voice honeyed and sly: “Unless, of course, you’re afraid to see how your new companion fares beside me.”

A ripple of tension. Some staff exchange uneasy looks. Others glance at Elise, measuring her for cracks. The senior companion in the gallery smirks, leaning forward as if for a better view.

Gianna’s eyes flash with something sharper—resentment, hunger, the need for power. She turns to Matteo, who stands at the edge of the glass, arms folded, expression unreadable.

“Don Matteo, shall we make a lesson of it? Your companion and your loyalest servant—side by side? Or does the House prefer shadows to sunlight?”

Matteo is silent for a long, heavy moment. The room seems to tilt around his decision.

At last, he nods. “Very well. Both of you will submit to the protocol. The House will judge who serves best. And there will be no secrets—no privilege. All will be made public.”

Gianna’s smile widens. She sheds her dress with practiced flair, letting it slip down her body to reveal skin as flawless and prepared as any ritual demands. She mounts the platform, moving with liquid, feline grace, and takes her place beside Elise, knees spreading, arms raised to accept the restraints.

The staff move with new, wary haste, prepping a second chair, fitting Gianna with sensors, applying the cups to her breasts. She does not flinch, does not look away from Elise—her gaze is a challenge, an invitation, a warning.

“Let’s see how you do, little one,” Gianna murmurs, just for Elise. “Let’s see if the House truly loves its new favorite, or if it only loves a spectacle.”

Elise feels her cheeks flush. The suction begins on Gianna’s chest, the rhythmic pull soon echoing her own. The screen lights up with two sets of data—two bodies, two pulses, two streams of yield. The staff adjust the machines, calibrate the flow, log every detail. The audience, grown larger now as word spreads, settles in for a show.

Costella’s voice returns, clipped and icy:

“Protocol amended. Both subjects will undergo parallel extraction. Metrics will be compared. The House will observe discipline, yield, and composure.”

Gianna meets Elise’s gaze, her eyes hard and bright. “May the best woman win,” she says, but her tone is not kind. It is hungry.

The ritual begins in earnest.

Elise is pulled further open by a new set of restraints—ankles clipped wider, arms positioned overhead. The suction intensifies, the cups pulling harder at her nipples, drawing out every last drop. She is acutely aware of Gianna beside her: the way her body arches into the rhythm, the subtle flex of her thighs, the soft gasp that escapes her lips.

Gianna whispers, low enough for only Elise to hear:

“I always loved this part. The world watching. No secrets. No mercy.”

Elise bites her lip, determined not to give Gianna the satisfaction of seeing her falter. But her body is already trembling, the pleasure and the pain mingling in her chest and belly, the urge to cry out warring with the urge to disappear.

Gianna’s hand finds Elise’s, fingers squeezing once, hard and quick, before the staff move to separate them. It is not comfort; it is a reminder—this is a contest, and the whole House is watching.

The staff make notes, check settings, whisper instructions. The audience in the gallery leans forward, drawn by the spectacle—two women, exposed and yielding, their bodies made instruments of protocol and rivalry.

Gianna laughs softly, head thrown back, breasts heaving, milk streaming from her in thick, steady pulses. She glances at Elise, triumphant.

But Elise, battered by exhaustion, humiliation, and her own desperate need to belong, closes her eyes and resolves: if she must be a spectacle, she will not be the one to break first.

As the extraction continues, as the data mounts and the staff begin to murmur, Elise feels the old shame burning away—replaced by a new, dangerous clarity.

They can have her body.

They can watch her yield.

But her spirit, for now, is still her own.

Matteo does not speak at first. He stands with his hands behind his back, his expression carved from stone, as the protocol descends into chaos and spectacle. The staff, trained to defer to him, hesitate—waiting for a command, unsure if the ritual has truly been hijacked or merely evolved into something new. The observers behind the glass press closer, intrigued, their murmurs a soft counterpoint to the whirr of suction and the gasps of two women bared to the world.

Elise feels the heat of humiliation rising from her chest to her scalp. She is locked into the ritual, every nerve alight with arousal and dread, every drop of milk logged, every tremor judged. Gianna radiates predatory joy, her eyes dancing with challenge and something darker—an unspoken plea to be seen, to be needed, to win.

For a moment, it seems as if the House will simply indulge Gianna’s spectacle, but then Matteo steps forward, his footsteps echoing across the chamber. He holds up a single hand—an ancient gesture of command, both a warning and a promise.

“Enough,” he says, his voice cold and sharp as winter glass. “You want spectacle? You shall have it. But it will be by my terms, and my will. The House does not serve its servants. The House makes its own lessons.”

The room stills.

Matteo glances at Costella, who is already recalibrating the extraction apparatus to a double channel. With a nod, she signals the staff to prepare a second restraint, adjusting both chairs so Gianna and Elise are side by side, their bodies displayed like living diagrams of compliance and resistance.

He turns to the assembled staff, his tone taking on a measured formality. “Protocol is now amended. Both subjects—Elise and Gianna—will undergo simultaneous extraction and edging. There will be no secrets, no privilege, no favorites. The House will judge not only yield, but discipline, composure, and endurance.”

He lets the words hang, then adds, “Only one will be permitted release. The other will be denied, as a lesson to all who mistake spectacle for service.”

A murmur passes through the staff and companions alike—a mix of excitement, apprehension, and sympathy. The stakes are suddenly clear: pleasure as reward, denial as discipline. The House is watching. The data is watching. Matteo is watching.

Costella gives the signal, and the staff move in with new efficiency. Gianna is stripped and reclasped—her legs pulled wider, her arms secured at the elbows, sensors adjusted, cuffs tightened until she is splayed and exposed. Elise’s own restraints are checked, her thighs opened, ankles recuffed, arms drawn up so that both women are equally vulnerable.

The suction apparatus is recalibrated—pulses timed to synchronize, so the rhythm of arousal and extraction flows in tandem. Above them, a single projection screen merges both sets of data: two bodies, two pulses, two metrics for yield, arousal, and compliance.

Matteo speaks again, his voice now quiet, almost intimate. “You will each be observed and judged. The one who yields most, who submits most perfectly, who endures without breaking—she will be rewarded. The other will remain wanting.”

He moves to stand between them, flanked by Costella and two senior attendants. The staff, now invested in the ritual, bring trays of gel, fresh cups, and small vibrators—cold and clinical, designed for stimulation and measurement, not pleasure.

Matteo leans in, speaking so that only Gianna and Elise can hear: “You chose this spectacle, Gianna. You will be made an example. And you, Elise—show the House your worth. Show me.”

Elise swallows hard. The humiliation and need in her chest have twisted into something sharp and urgent—a desire to please, yes, but also to endure, to be more than a passive recipient of the House’s will.

The milking resumes, this time with heightened stakes. Elise feels every pulse of suction as a summons: to prove herself, to outlast Gianna, to win not just Matteo’s approval but the right to own her own pleasure. The staff move with ritualistic precision, applying cool gel to her nipples, adjusting the suction until the pull is almost unbearable. At her side, Gianna arches her back, eyes blazing, breath coming in slow, controlled gasps.

The audience watches, rapt, as the contest begins. Staff whisper predictions. The senior companion leans forward, hungry for the moment one or both will break.

Matteo, for his part, does not smile, does not waver. He is the axis around which the whole ritual turns. His gaze is clinical, but his jaw is set, and beneath the surface, Elise senses something deeper—a flicker of guilt, or perhaps a grim satisfaction.

Gianna turns her head, her lips curling in a smirk. “Careful, Elise. The House only loves the one who lasts.”

Elise’s reply is a shudder, her body wracked by the twin forces of pain and pleasure.

Costella stands at the monitors, calling out data:

“Elise: compliance 86%, yield high, arousal moderate.

Gianna: compliance 82%, yield moderate, arousal high.

Both subjects show elevated distress, but are within safe limits.”

The vibrators are introduced, pressed between the thighs of both women. Elise gasps, hips lifting, her body desperately hungry for more. Gianna bites her lip, teeth white against the flush of her cheeks.

Matteo holds up a hand, and the stimulation stops.

“You will not come until I give permission,” he says, voice edged with iron. “You will endure, and you will show the House what discipline looks like.”

The staff resume the extraction, the pressure mounting. Both women tremble, sweat beading on their skin, milk streaming in rhythmic pulses into the vials.

The audience leans forward, breathless.

Elise locks eyes with Matteo for a moment—sees not just the master of the House, but the man who has both protected and used her, who has made her into what she is. She wants to hate him, wants to please him, wants to survive him.

The contest has become the lesson. Suffering, pleasure, endurance, and exposure—everything Elise is has become a spectacle, a sacrifice, and a kind of plea.

And Matteo, in the end, is both the judge and the instrument of her humiliation.

The rhythm becomes relentless—a contest measured in yield, endurance, and submission. Elise and Gianna are bound side by side, their bodies transformed from private landscapes of pleasure and pain into instruments of protocol, tools for House spectacle.

Elise feels every pulse of the machine, every calculated caress of the staff, every shiver of humiliation as her body responds too quickly, too eagerly. The suction cups tug at her nipples with mechanical precision, drawing out milk in hot, insistent streams. Her breasts ache, skin stretched tight and flushed, nerves thrumming from exhaustion and overstimulation. Cold gel is reapplied again and again; the wet chill sharpens sensation, heightening her shame.

The restraints force her thighs wide, hips slightly arched, ankles locked. She can feel Gianna’s warmth at her side, their arms almost brushing, the faint slickness of their sweat mingling in the charged air. The staff move between them with clinical efficiency, adjusting settings, checking sensors, logging every tremor and spasm for the watching audience.

Overhead, a massive digital display splits into two columns—Elise’s name in blue, Gianna’s in gold. Numbers flicker and climb:

Yield Rate

Compliance

Arousal

Pulse

Distress

Every variable made public, every failure a lesson, every success a spectacle.

The House watches. The data is everything.

Gianna’s voice is the first to break the ritual silence—a low, sultry murmur meant for Elise but audible to all. “You’re leaking too much,” she whispers, lips curled in a knowing smile. “They like to see control, not desperation.”

Elise tries to ignore her, but the words land like a slap. The shame intensifies, a hot flush crawling down her neck. The cups pulse, tugging at her oversensitive nipples; milk surges in shaming, uncontrollable waves, filling the vials faster than before.

A staffer wipes her skin with a warm cloth, murmurs, “Yield is excellent, but you must try to pace yourself.”

Elise nods, but her body refuses to obey. The urge to come is a storm inside her—pleasure, pain, humiliation knotted together. Every nerve is exposed, every muscle taut with need.

Gianna, meanwhile, plays her role to perfection. She holds herself rigid, face serene, breath slow and even. Her eyes flutter closed as the suction tightens, but she does not cry out, does not beg. Her yield is steady, controlled, almost elegant in its flow.

She glances at Elise, voice a soft, mocking purr: “Try to keep up, little one. Or will you spill yourself before you’re allowed?”

The staff intensify the suction, raising the stakes. Vibrators are reintroduced, pressed against each woman’s clit and inner thigh—clinical, cold, not meant for kindness. Elise jerks at the touch, her hips rocking forward, a whimper escaping before she can catch it.

“Don’t embarrass yourself,” Gianna whispers, her voice a blade. “If you break now, the whole House will see you for what you are—just another leaky, undisciplined mess.”

Elise’s eyes sting. She bites her lip, struggling to hold herself together. The pleasure burns, terrifying in its intensity; the humiliation is worse.

Costella stands at the foot of the dais, voice steady as she narrates for the record:

“Elise: yield surging, compliance 82%, distress high.

Gianna: yield steady, compliance 87%, arousal rising.

Subjects responding as expected under competitive protocol.”

A junior attendant moves to Elise, gently kneading her breast from the base upward, urging more milk into the cup. The sensation is a fresh agony—her nipple aches, oversensitive, the heat in her sex building with every slow pulse of the vibrator.

On the display, Elise’s compliance dips, her arousal spikes. The staff murmur. The audience leans in, hungry for a crack, for someone to break.

Gianna leans close, her voice honeyed and lethal. “They only want you if you perform. If you win, maybe you’ll finally matter to someone. If you lose, well…” She lets the words trail off, savoring Elise’s humiliation.

Elise wants to fight back, to spit some venom of her own, but the pleasure is too much—she is drowning in sensation, barely able to think. The world has narrowed to the suction at her chest, the buzzing against her clit, the shame of being watched, measured, reduced to a contest.

The staff adjust the vibrators, raising the frequency. Elise gasps, head thrown back, muscles tensing. She is so close—so close she could scream. Gianna’s own body is arching now, breath coming faster, a flush rising on her cheeks.

The attendants watch, poised for the moment of climax.

Matteo lifts a hand—a signal that freezes every movement.

Both women are held at the edge, their bodies shaking, sweat pooling at their hips, milk still streaming from their breasts. Gianna clenches her teeth, holding herself taut, refusing to beg. Elise, tears slipping from the corners of her eyes, trembles on the brink, every muscle aching with need.

The audience is silent, the only sounds the wet rhythm of extraction, the hum of the vibrators, the harsh, desperate breaths of both women.

Gianna tries a final jab: “I always last longer, you know. I always please him more.”

Elise cannot answer. She can barely think.

Costella calls the data aloud, her tone a cold metronome:

“Elise: arousal at peak.

Gianna: distress rising, yield consistent.

Neither subject permitted release.”

The staff let the suction drop for a moment, then surge again, a wave of fresh stimulation. Elise’s back arches off the chair, a cry ripping free of her throat.

Matteo’s gaze is fixed, unblinking, as if he is daring both women to break.

Time stretches, elastic and merciless. Gianna’s control begins to waver, a tremor shaking her thighs, her lips pressed white.

Elise feels the moment coming—a flood of pleasure so sharp it borders on pain. Her body convulses, milk gushing into the vials, every nerve on fire.

But the staff pull back, leaving her at the edge, whimpering, shaking, denied.

Gianna sags in her chair, breath coming in shallow bursts, her composure finally cracking.

Matteo’s voice cuts through the tension, cold and absolute: “One will be rewarded. One will learn discipline. Who serves the House? Who yields most? The decision is mine.”

He signals the staff to resume. The vibrators press harder, the suction tightens. Both women are frantic now—bodies jerking, faces contorted with need and shame.

Elise sobs, unable to stop herself. “Please. Please…”

Gianna shakes her head, lips parted in a silent plea.

The room is electric, every observer on the edge of their seat.

Matteo waits until both women are desperate, then raises his hand, commanding silence.

“Enough,” he says.

The machines stop. The women slump in their restraints, chests heaving, bodies wrecked by denied pleasure and relentless extraction.

The House has seen everything.

And the judgment is about to fall.

Matteo stands at the apex of the glass dais, the sole axis of power in the hushed chamber. His gaze sweeps from Gianna’s rigid form to Elise, trembling in her restraints. The soft hum of the machines fades into silence, leaving only the rapid, ragged breaths of the two women and the faint drip of milk in the collection vials.

He raises a hand—an unspoken command that stills the staff, freezes the observers behind the glass, and intensifies the electric tension between Elise and Gianna.

“Enough,” he intones, voice cool and unyielding. “This contest ends now. The House decrees one shall be granted release; the other shall endure denial.”

He steps down from the dais, circling to face Elise first. Her body is taut with need—muscles trembling, breasts sore and leaking, heat pooling low in her belly. The restraints hold her arms wide, her legs parted and immobile. Sweat beads on her skin; tears glisten at the corners of her eyes.

Matteo studies her for a heartbeat. “Elise,” he says, “you have yielded more than any companion before you. You have endured public scrutiny, ceaseless stimulus, and relentless extraction. The House acknowledges your obedience.”

A subtle nod to Costella and the technicians initiates a change in the rhythm of suction. On Elise’s side, the pull steadies and softens, shifting into a slow, deliberate cadence designed to coax her over the edge at last. The faint vibration of auxiliary stimulators at her inner thighs heightens every nerve. She gasps, rolls her hips forward, and—when she is finally allowed—a single, shuddering wave of release ripples through her. Her body spasms in silent convulsions, every fiber quaking, until at last her muscles grow heavy and slack. Tears of relief and shame mix on her cheeks as her breath shudders back to calm.

Gianna is forced to witness every moment. Her jaw is clenched; her arms strain against the cuffs as though she might hurl herself forward to claim that same relief. Instead, on the opposite side of the dais, the machinery tightens—the suction intensifies to a punishing grip, the vibratory pulse quickens to torment rather than tease. Gianna’s breath hitches in a ragged whisper; her eyes flick to Matteo, pleading, furious, helpless.

Matteo’s next words are measured, resonant in the sudden hush:

“Gianna, you pressed protocol into chaos. You disrupted loyalty with spectacle. Now, you learn the cost of defiance.”

With that, he signals the technicians to maintain maximum stimulus on her—just enough to keep her poised at the brink without release. Her body trembles with need, every nerve aflame, but the denial is absolute.

The chamber feels as though it will crack under the weight of Gianna’s silent screams: the grinding of desire, the ache of frustrated release, the shame of being outdone by the woman she challenged. Every drop of sweat, every tremor, and every bead of leaked milk becomes a witness to her downfall.

Matteo watches both women in turn, the embodiment of authority. He then addresses the assembly, voice carrying the final lesson:

“Let it be known: the House rewards obedience with mercy, and punishes pride with denial. Remember, true service is shown not in spectacle, but in submission.”

At his gesture, the machines power down. Elise’s side relaxes; her restraints are loosened. A nurse moves in to cover her and steady her as she stands—shaking, disoriented, but free at last. Gianna remains bound, every sensor and cuff still firmly in place, her body a testament to the price of defiance.

As the chamber empties, Elise is supported by attendants and led away, her release granted but her dignity forever altered. Gianna’s restrained form lingers in the center of the dais, the last image burned into the eyes of every witness: a companion punished by her own challenge, denied the comfort she so craved.

Matteo remains until the final observers depart, then turns and exits in silence—his judgment rendered, his power unchallenged, the lesson etched into the ritual fabric of the House.

The echoes of Matteo’s verdict linger in the air long after the last observer slips away. The chamber is quieter, but the hum of the extraction machines still vibrates in the floor and in Elise’s bones. The scent of sweat and milk mingles with antiseptic; every light, every mirrored wall reflects the reality that nothing here is ever truly private.

Elise sits slumped in her chair, robe draped loosely over her naked shoulders. Her legs are too weak to hold her, and her breasts—flushed, heavy, marked with suction—still ache with the aftershock of both the session and her own public, ritualized release. The nurses move around her, efficient and distant, wiping her skin, checking metrics, noting each drop of milk still leaking from her sore nipples. She feels hollow, skin prickling with shame, pulse fluttering under her collar as the data returns to baseline. Her mind is dazed, looping with the memory of her climax—so public, so exposed, so profoundly out of her own control.

On the other side of the dais, Gianna remains bound. Her arms strain against the cuffs, her chest heaving, her body still trembling with the violence of unsatisfied need. Her face is taut with anger, but beneath the scowl there’s something almost pleading—an unspoken ache that is both humiliation and raw, desperate hunger. The nurses attend to her as well, but her restraints are not released. Instead, she’s left on display, denied even the basic mercy of covering her own body.

For a long time, neither woman speaks.

The remaining staff finish their tasks, clean the platform, and reset the apparatus for the next ritual. Each action is a reminder: both Elise and Gianna are House property—resources to be maintained, shamed, and displayed at the whim of those who rule. Every humiliation is cataloged, every failure immortalized in data.

Elise watches Gianna from the corner of her eye, feeling a tangle of emotions—guilt, envy, relief, even a flicker of gratitude that, for once, she was the one permitted to break. She remembers the tremor in Gianna’s thighs, the way she clenched her jaw against the whimper rising in her throat, the silent plea in her eyes as she realized she would not be allowed to fall over the edge.

A nurse leans close to Elise, murmurs, “You did well.” The words ring hollow; the only comfort is the thin blanket they finally drape over her lap. The rest of her remains exposed, metrics still streaming across the digital display above her head.

For Gianna, there is no comfort. One nurse wipes sweat from her brow, another logs a note on the chart. Gianna’s eyes are bright with unshed tears—of frustration, of rage, of something she will never admit to anyone else. She twists in the restraints, the denial a living fire beneath her skin.

Matteo returns briefly, inspecting both women with a gaze that is unreadable—neither approval nor disappointment, but a cold, clinical satisfaction that the ritual has been fulfilled. He addresses them both, his voice even and implacable:

“Your rivalry serves the House. But remember: your pleasure and your humiliation are mine to command. You will not use spectacle for your own ends again. You exist to serve, to yield, and to endure. The House decides when you are rewarded, and when you are made example.”

Gianna’s jaw clenches, but she says nothing. Elise only nods, her cheeks burning with the memory of being wracked by pleasure under so many eyes.

Matteo steps back, signaling the staff to clean up. Both women are left on the platform, still restrained, still open, as if the afterimage of their ordeal must be seared into the minds of every attendant.

A senior nurse makes final notes in the chart:

“Elise: yielded, released, compliant but emotionally destabilized.

Gianna: denied, agitated, remains highly aroused and unfulfilled. Recommend observation for both.”

At last, the restraints are released.

Elise is helped to her feet. Her body aches; her muscles tremble with exhaustion. As she stands, the robe slips from her shoulders, exposing her breasts again—milk still dripping in slow, humiliating beads. She does not cover herself, only accepts the blanket and the nurse’s steadying hand.

Gianna remains on her knees a moment, head bowed, chest rising and falling with shuddering breaths. Her body shakes with unspent desire and humiliation. She looks up at Elise, and in her eyes is a hatred so sharp it could cut—but also a longing, a need for something neither of them is allowed to name.

They are escorted, separately, to the recovery alcove. The corridors are silent, the glass walls shining with early light. Both women are left alone in separate cubicles, watched over by cameras and by the cold algorithms that track their every metric.

Elise lies on the narrow bed, drawing the blanket up to her chin. Her body aches, her mind churns with confusion. She replays the contest, the moment of release, the look on Gianna’s face when she realized she would be denied. Elise feels a shame that tastes almost like victory—and a victory that feels more humiliating than anything the House has ever forced upon her.

Gianna, in her own cubicle, fists her hands in the thin sheets, biting back tears of frustration and need. She hates Matteo for denying her, hates Elise for being chosen, hates herself most for the hot, desperate want that still throbs between her legs. But she also savors the humiliation—the knowledge that everyone saw her held at the edge, everyone witnessed her punished, everyone knows her need.

The staff leave them in isolation, monitored, untouched.

The power of the House lingers in the air—a shadow that neither pleasure nor pain can banish.

Both women know:

They are more tightly bound now than ever before—not just to Matteo, or to the House, but to each other. The rivalry has been made into spectacle, the spectacle into punishment, and the punishment into something dangerously close to longing.

Their ordeal is not over.

It has only just begun.

The recovery cubicles are small, sterile, and inescapably bright, designed less for comfort than for observation. Each is a glass-fronted cell, with a single bed and a screen that pulses soft blue with the patient’s vital signs. Elise is left alone in one, Gianna in another just across the hall—close enough to see each other’s silhouettes through frosted glass, but far enough that no word or touch can pass between.

Elise lies on her side, knees drawn up, blanket bunched in her fist. Her body is heavy with exhaustion; her breasts still ache, tender and sore where suction and hands have left their marks. Every nerve feels scraped raw, every part of her open, haunted by the memory of climax under the House’s relentless gaze.

She replays the contest in her mind—the way Gianna challenged her, the humiliation of being pitted against a rival for the right to even feel pleasure. She remembers the way her own body trembled, the flood of sensation when Matteo finally gave his verdict, the shattering release that came not as a gift but as a public spectacle. She remembers the look on Gianna’s face: defiant, desperate, and finally, inescapably, denied.

Shame washes over her in hot, stinging waves. She bites her lip to keep from sobbing aloud. The urge to touch herself, to chase some kind of private comfort, flickers for a moment, but the memory of the House’s ever-present surveillance—cameras, sensors, the pulse of her collar—makes her clench her fists instead.

She thinks of Matteo: the cold authority in his voice, the way his eyes never softened, not even for her. He had chosen her, yes—but only to prove a point, to discipline Gianna, to make an example for the House. Elise knows she was a tool, her pleasure weaponized. She wants to hate him for it, and yet the longing is still there, threading through her shame and resentment—a need to be seen, to be chosen, even under these terms.

Across the corridor, Gianna is not sleeping either. She lies on her back, staring at the ceiling, one arm draped across her forehead. Her body aches with unspent need; the denial has become a fire that burns in her veins, impossible to quench. Every pulse between her legs is a reminder of Matteo’s judgment, of Elise’s victory, of her own humiliation broadcast to the entire House.

She replays every second: the ritual, the contest, the moment when she realized that no matter how strong she was, the rules could change in a heartbeat. She remembers Matteo’s face—impassive, unreachable. She remembers the murmurs from the gallery, the way the staff looked at her with a mix of pity and satisfaction. Most of all, she remembers the raw envy that twisted inside her as Elise was granted what she was denied.

For a moment, Gianna considers screaming—just to break the silence, to remind the House that she is not broken, not yet. Instead, she presses her fist to her lips, swallowing the sound, and lets her legs kick against the sheets in frustration.

Both women are left alone with their thoughts, their bodies still marked by the ritual.

Elise listens to the hum of the ventilation, the faint ping of her heart rate on the display. She thinks of Maria, of the old villa, of nights when pleasure was private, a thing to be shared or withheld by choice, not decree. She misses the warmth of hands that did not judge, the quiet safety of being wanted for herself and not for her yield.

Her thoughts drift to Gianna, and a knot of guilt forms in her stomach. She wonders if she could have said no—if there was ever a way for both of them to win, or at least to not be made into objects for the House’s amusement. But there was never a choice, not really.

Gianna, in her own glass cell, battles the same storm of feeling. She aches to win, to dominate, to take back what was denied, and yet there is a twisted thrill in the humiliation, in being made to suffer under Matteo’s control. The rivalry is not just anger—it is hunger, longing, the addictive need to be noticed, to be the focus of the House’s will.

Hours pass in restless silence. The staff come only once, to check vitals and administer mild sedatives. Elise submits without resistance, drifting into uneasy sleep haunted by dreams of being bound and displayed, of hands on her body, of Gianna watching her with both hate and desire.

Gianna does not sleep. When the sedative takes hold, she lies in a twilight state, mind racing, the ache in her body never fully fading. She tells herself she will never submit again—that next time, she will force the House to see her strength. And yet, beneath the anger, there is a shameful, secret thrill: the memory of being denied, of being made to watch, has etched itself into her blood.

By morning, both women will return to their roles—compliant, controlled, their rivalry cooled but not ended. The House will have new protocols, new rituals, new ways to test and discipline. But in the private darkness of their isolation, each holds onto something the House cannot quite take: the memory of want, the ache of humiliation, and the dangerous edge of longing for more.

And so, as the estate stirs awake, Elise and Gianna rise—changed, but not broken. Their rivalry is more dangerous, their longing deeper, their submission edged with defiance.

The House has taught its lesson.

But the real war between them is only beginning.


Chapter 6 — The Masquerade

The estate is transformed by nightfall. Glass and stone vanish beneath silks, banners, and a hundred flickering candles. The grand hall, usually cold and clinical, glows with gold and crimson. Musicians play at the periphery, their notes gliding over low conversation, laughter, the soft chime of crystal against porcelain. It is a scene meant to dazzle the allies and staff of the House—a spectacle masking a ritual, a masquerade hiding a test.

Masked guests drift in—House staff in tailored uniforms, honored companions draped in velvet and jewels, and, at the highest tables, the inner circle of the House’s power. Their faces are hidden behind ornate masks: some gold, some feathered, some stark and severe. Only their eyes reveal the old calculations—curiosity, envy, hunger.

Matteo presides at the head of the hall, mask gleaming black and silver. His bearing is more regal than criminal tonight, every gesture precise. A subtle nod sends the servants into motion, pouring wine, presenting platters, guiding guests to their seats in a carefully orchestrated dance.

But the focus of the room—its axis and centerpiece—is not Matteo, nor even the banquet itself.

It is Elise.

She is masked and costumed in a way that is both lavish and cruelly revealing. A bodice of sheer white silk cups her breasts, leaving them veiled but unmistakably visible, the fabric clinging and wet where her nipples have already begun to leak. Her lower half is draped in a flowing skirt of translucent layers, slit high at the thighs, designed to hint at nakedness with every step. Silver chains ring her wrists and ankles—not binding, but never letting her forget their presence. A mask of delicate lace, threaded with pearls, covers her eyes and the upper half of her face, transforming her into an object of art, of ritual, of House pride.

Two attendants guide her to the dais at the hall’s center—a low, velvet-cushioned platform that rises above the tables, framed by silken curtains. There is no hiding from the guests: every eye in the hall is drawn to her, curiosity sharpening to hunger, admiration edged with something darker. She is at once prize, test, warning.

A third attendant whispers protocol: “You may kneel, or recline, as the Don prefers. Your composure is to be maintained. Do not remove your mask unless commanded. You will answer when addressed. All else is spectacle.”

Elise’s legs tremble as she kneels on the platform, settling back on her heels, skirt pooling around her. Her heart pounds in her throat. She feels the heat of so many gazes, the weight of expectation. Her breasts ache with fullness; the thin silk is already damp where milk has begun to bead, shining in the candlelight.

A hush falls as Matteo stands.

He gestures to the assembled guests, his voice ringing clear through the mask:

“Tonight, the House celebrates not merely survival, but ascendance. We honor not just tradition, but evolution. Let all bear witness to devotion—not only to the House, but to the protocols that bind us together.”

His gaze lingers on Elise, and for an instant, she sees not just the Don but the man—possessive, proud, dangerous.

He continues:

“Our companion—our centerpiece—demonstrates what is possible when discipline meets desire. Her body is a lesson. Her endurance, a gift to us all.”

A murmur of agreement ripples through the crowd, some polite, some tinged with envy or longing.

Matteo lifts his glass, and the hall follows suit. “Let this night be a demonstration—of loyalty, of service, of spectacle. Let the House learn, and let our rivals remember, what it means to belong.”

He sits. The music resumes, but the focus never truly leaves Elise.

A pair of masked attendants bring forth a silver tray—on it, a collection of small, gleaming tools: jeweled clamps, scented oils, remote devices, and a single pearl-tipped rod. The staff begin the ritual of presentation, moving with slow, graceful ceremony as they fit the tools to Elise’s body. Clamps tighten just enough to make her gasp—a shiver of pain, then pleasure, then shame. Oil is brushed onto her inner thighs, making her skin glow under the lights. The rod is pressed gently into her palm, then set aside—a promise, or a threat, for later.

The guests are encouraged to approach. Some come close, their masked faces unreadable, voices soft as they offer compliments, teasing questions, sly provocations.

“She’s lovelier than rumor allowed,” one murmurs, gloved hand brushing the silk at her hip.

“How long must she endure before being allowed release?” asks another, amusement mingling with calculation.

“She seems nervous. Or perhaps she is already longing to please?” laughs a third, fingers trailing along the silver chain at her ankle.

Each interaction is a test. Elise answers as protocol demands—soft-voiced, obedient, her shame masked as gratitude, her trembling as composure.

Throughout, Matteo watches. Sometimes his gaze is ice, daring anyone to overstep; other times, it lingers possessively on Elise, making her ache with the knowledge that, above all, she is his.

The hall grows more intoxicated with each course, the line between celebration and spectacle blurring. Laughter swells. Wagers are whispered. Elise’s name is spoken with reverence and envy in equal measure.

But she cannot forget her purpose. She is on display—not for pleasure, not for comfort, but for the House. Every tremor, every drop of milk staining the silk, every subtle clench of her jaw is a lesson.

At the end of the first course, Matteo stands again, glass raised high. “To discipline. To devotion. To the endurance that makes us worthy.”

All drink. All watch Elise.

And as the second course is served, and the ritual begins to intensify, she knows the ordeal has only just begun.

Elise remains motionless on the velvet platform, a living centerpiece at the heart of the banquet, her body a tableau of spectacle and submission. She kneels in the center, masked and draped in shimmering white silk that clings damply to her skin. The clamps on her nipples tug with a persistent ache, a constant reminder that nothing about this night will be private or gentle.

As the courses are served, the air in the grand hall thickens—wine, spices, perfume, and the undertone of anticipation. Music flows over the hush and murmur, each note gilded with ceremony. Candles flicker, throwing shifting shadows over the masked faces gathered at every table. The guests grow bolder, wine and ritual emboldening their curiosity.

Elise feels every eye on her, studying the arch of her back, the way her chest rises and falls, the beads of milk gathering on her breasts. Every tremor is observed, cataloged, judged. The mask across her eyes offers only the illusion of anonymity; her body is known, its responses mapped and measured by the House’s many rituals.

An attendant approaches—a woman in deep green, her mask feathered and feline. She bows slightly, then kneels at the foot of the platform, voice soft and ritualistic. “Are you comfortable, companion?”

Elise finds her voice. “Yes, madam.” Her lips barely move. The answer is expected, not believed.

The attendant lifts a vial of perfumed oil, drips a single line down Elise’s sternum, then massages it into her skin with slow, practiced hands. The touch is both soothing and invasive, designed to heighten sensitivity. When her palm circles Elise’s breast, fingers glancing across the clamp, Elise has to fight the urge to flinch or gasp.

Other guests draw near, singly or in pairs. One, a man with a mask of hammered bronze, murmurs, “How exquisite the House’s taste has become.” His gloved hand hovers just above Elise’s shoulder, the not-touch a test of her composure. He studies the pearls along her mask, the fine tremor in her arms, then steps back, content to watch.

A pair of younger companions, faces half-hidden by lace, sit cross-legged at the edge of the dais. They whisper questions:

“Does it hurt?”

“Are you afraid?”

“Does he love you, or only what you can give?”

Elise answers each in turn—always with the careful grace expected of her, never quite letting the truth slip past her lips. The truth is, she is all of those things—afraid, aching, longing for approval, desperate to prove herself, desperate to escape. But in the hall of masks, every word is a performance, every breath a pledge of loyalty.

Between visits, the staff tend to her body with gentle, methodical care. The clamps are checked, the silver chains at her ankles adjusted, the silk skirt brushed smooth where it clings damply to her thighs. A male attendant, masked in black, kneels and applies a fresh coil of warm, scented cloths to her feet, then traces slow, deliberate circles along her calves and knees—soothing, sensual, but never quite intimate.

Above the hum of conversation, Elise hears the faint click of a remote device. A gentle vibration begins at her waist—a signal, a warning, a test. The pulse travels through the fabric, subtle but insistent, vibrating along her belly and up into her chest. Her breath quickens. She fights to control it, to keep her hands still, her back straight.

An older guest, masked in silver, leans in and murmurs, “The House expects discipline, even under pleasure. Especially under pleasure.” Her voice is not unkind, but the pressure in it is unmistakable.

A staff member brings a glass of water to Elise’s lips. She drinks, grateful for the pause, for the cold that soothes her dry throat. But when the staffer’s hand lingers, brushing a damp curl from Elise’s cheek, Elise knows it is as much a reminder as a comfort: you are on display, you are not your own.

The ritual intensifies with each course. A new device is applied at her thigh—a slender wire, invisible under the skirt but very real against her skin. The vibration grows sharper, now syncing with the gentle pulses at her breasts, each clamp flickering a current of arousal through her body. She bites her lip, swaying slightly on the dais.

A pair of guests, bold with wine, approach. One draws her fingers along Elise’s collarbone, whispering, “If you beg prettily, perhaps you’ll be allowed release.” Her companion laughs, a low, throaty sound. “Or perhaps you’ll be left wanting, like the rest of us.”

Elise smiles as protocol demands. “I trust the House to decide.”

The crowd responds to her poise, some with genuine admiration, others with playful derision. She is a canvas on which every desire and jealousy is projected, every mask reflecting back a distorted piece of herself.

The stimulation continues, a slow, inexorable build. Elise’s skin glows under the candlelight, flushed with arousal and shame. The milk on her breasts glistens in the heat, beading and running in thin rivulets down her ribs. The clamps grow heavier, the chains at her ankles tighter, every sensation magnified by the knowledge that she is the center of the House’s attention.

The protocol requires that she answer questions throughout—her voice steady, her body calm, even as the pleasure mounts and her composure wavers. At one point, Matteo himself approaches the dais, standing over her, mask glinting silver in the light.

He lifts her chin with a gloved finger. “Are you grateful for this honor, companion?”

Elise’s breath shivers. “Yes, sir. Grateful and proud.”

Matteo’s gaze lingers on her, unreadable behind the mask. He leans close, voice pitched for her alone. “You endure well, but remember—your endurance is the lesson. Your pleasure is not yours to claim.”

He steps away, leaving her on the edge—edged by the protocol, denied by the ritual, made into art by the spectacle of her own suffering.

The guests are invited to wager on how long Elise can hold her composure. Bets are whispered—minutes, courses, a single well-placed touch. Some urge her on, promising soft praise or the hope of relief; others watch for a crack, hoping for a spectacle of collapse.

The staff continue their ritual—brushing her hair back, tracing her jaw, massaging scented oil into the arches of her feet and the backs of her knees. Each touch is a test of control, a demonstration of discipline.

As the evening deepens, the sensation in Elise’s body becomes a storm—waves of pleasure, edged by humiliation, crashing over her nerves, leaving her gasping and trembling. She feels every gaze, every brush of a finger, every ripple of laughter at her expense.

Still, she does not break. She recites her answers, keeps her hands folded, her breath steady. The mask grows wet with tears she will not let fall; the silk clings to her thighs, sticky with milk and sweat.

A final ritual: a senior staffer approaches, presenting a bowl of rose petals. She scatters them over Elise’s lap and chest, the petals sticking to her wet skin, marking her as both victim and prize. The House applauds softly, the sound a wave of cool approval, distant and unreal.

As the second course ends and the third begins, Elise remains kneeling, poised at the center of the hall, her arousal a private agony made public, her shame the House’s favorite entertainment.

The lights dim. The music shifts. The platform is subtly elevated, and the next phase of the ritual—the escalation, the test, the promise of breaking—begins.

Elise closes her eyes behind the mask, praying for endurance, knowing she will not be permitted to surrender, not until the House demands it.

She is on display.

And tonight, her every suffering is the measure of the House’s devotion.

The banquet surges into its third course—rich meats, sweet fruits, the clinking of glasses and low, intoxicated laughter. The room is hotter, the light softer, shadows and candleflames rippling across masked faces. Elise’s senses are sharpened to an impossible edge, the lines between ritual, humiliation, and arousal now nearly erased.

She remains at the heart of it all, kneeling atop her velvet dais. The silk of her costume is soaked with milk and sweat; the clamps on her nipples bite with an ache that has become both torment and anchor. The rose petals strewn across her chest and thighs have begun to wilt and stick, reminders of her own helplessness and the House’s appetite for spectacle.

The crowd’s focus tightens as the protocol intensifies. Matteo signals to the staff, and a ripple of anticipation shudders through the hall. The musicians hush. The masked guests lean forward in their chairs, eager for the next phase—some savoring the cruelty, others searching Elise’s body for any sign of weakness.

A senior attendant steps up onto the platform, flanked by two younger staffers. She holds a silver device—sleek, elegant, unmistakably designed for control rather than comfort.

“Elise, you will rise,” the attendant instructs.

Elise’s knees shake as she pushes herself upright. Her skirt falls away, baring her legs and the curve of her hips. Her cheeks flush behind the mask, but her composure remains—barely.

The attendant circles her, unclasping the clamps with slow, excruciating care. For a moment, blood rushes back into Elise’s nipples, and she whimpers at the sudden, fierce sting. But the respite is brief; the device is pressed to her breast, sending a wave of low, humming vibration through her flesh. The sensation is relentless, calculated to tease her toward the edge without letting her fall.

“Hands behind your head,” the attendant commands.

Elise obeys, fingers lacing behind her skull, elbows wide. The posture exposes her even more to the watching crowd, her breasts lifted, her back arched, every tremor of sensation made visible.

The device traces a slow path from one nipple to the other, pausing at each to send new pulses through the swollen, leaking flesh. Elise’s breath hitches; her thighs press together reflexively, only for the staff to nudge her knees further apart. Every movement is magnified by the silence in the hall, every gasp a part of the ritual.

The guests whisper among themselves, placing fresh bets, their voices drifting through the haze:

“She’s holding well. I give her five minutes before she breaks.”

“No, she’s stronger than that. The Don’s companions are always the best trained.”

“Or the most desperate. Look how she shakes.”

The digital data feed flickers in the shadows—her pulse, her temperature, her yield rate, each value climbing as the ritual progresses. Matteo watches from his table, mask unreadable, his gaze fixed on Elise’s body and the numbers that define her worth.

A second attendant joins the platform, bearing a slender rod capped in velvet. She kneels behind Elise, sliding the rod beneath the edge of her skirt, pressing it between her thighs. The vibration begins, slow and teasing, building in waves that sync with the pulses at her chest.

Elise’s body convulses. She bites down on a sob, knuckles white behind her head. Her composure frays, then rallies, then frays again. Every muscle is alight, every nerve burning. Milk drips steadily from her breasts, running down her belly and legs, pooling on the velvet below.

“Speak, companion,” the senior attendant says, her tone gentle but implacable. “Recite your oath.”

Elise’s voice wavers as she begins, words tumbling out between shuddering breaths:

“I yield to the House,

in body and in will,

my pain and my pleasure

are yours to command…”

The vibration intensifies. Her words catch; a whimper escapes.

“My service is devotion,

my shame is my gift,

my longing is discipline

—oh, please—

and my surrender is spectacle.”

The crowd breaks into soft laughter, not unkind but charged with delight at her faltering. Some guests urge her on, whispering encouragements. Others urge the attendants to push her further, to test the boundaries of her control.

Matteo stands, approaching the platform. He circles her, a black-gloved hand stroking her jaw, then tracing the length of her exposed arm. “You are seen,” he murmurs for the hall and for her alone. “You are measured. Endure.”

The staff increase the pressure, the rhythm of the device between her legs building to a crescendo. Elise’s hips rock forward, her knees trembling as she fights not to collapse. Her voice splinters; her mask grows damp with tears she can no longer hide.

The digital feed pulses red—compliance, arousal, distress all at their peak.

“She’ll break soon,” a companion whispers.

“She wants to,” someone else says. “Look at her beg.”

Elise feels herself slipping, her dignity peeled away layer by layer. The stimulation is overwhelming, the humiliation worse—every gasp, every cry, every quiver is made public, logged, analyzed, enjoyed.

“Enough,” Matteo says at last, and the staff withdraw the devices.

Elise sags, hands still locked behind her head, breasts heaving, thighs slick and shaking. Her oath is unfinished; her composure in tatters.

A final command: “Kneel.”

She collapses to her knees, skirt bunched around her hips, hair clinging to her damp cheeks. The hall bursts into applause—soft, controlled, but approving.

The staff begin to clean her, wiping away sweat and milk, adjusting the mask and costume. The guests resume their meal, voices buzzing with excitement. Bets are settled, new wagers placed: how long until she breaks completely? Will the Don allow her release? Or is denial the true reward?

Matteo watches, eyes dark and distant. For a moment, he catches Elise’s gaze through the mask. Something passes between them—pride, pity, possession, perhaps even love, but never comfort.

The music resumes, and the ritual continues. Elise is left kneeling, the storm inside her only half-quelled. She has survived the test, but not unscathed.

Every eye in the hall is on her.

And the House is always hungry for more.

Elise kneels at the heart of the candlelit hall, sweat cooling on her skin, heart pounding in her throat. The applause from her ordeal fades into a murmur, but the crowd’s eyes never stray. Every move is watched, every tremor cataloged, every blush savored by the House.

The music swells as the fourth course is cleared. Wine flows, the chatter grows louder, masks begin to slip—voices lower, hands linger. The air is charged with anticipation and something darker: the thrill of risk, the giddy satisfaction of having witnessed devotion and degradation.

Elise is allowed a sip of water, the glass held to her lips by a masked attendant. The coolness is a balm, but the gesture is as much a display as a kindness. Her skin still tingles with phantom pulses, the ache of clamps, the residue of oil and milk.

Matteo remains at the head of the table, mask shining, voice low as he speaks with his closest lieutenants. But his gaze often returns to Elise, unreadable, possessive. To the guests, he is the Don; to her, he is the axis around which her world spins—a force she craves and fears in equal measure.

The House has nearly settled back into the next ritual when the tension breaks.

A figure detaches herself from the far end of the table—slender, swathed in midnight blue silk, her mask high and feline. Gianna.

She moves like a blade through water, gliding between guests, her presence announced not by sound but by the way the air seems to thin around her. Eyes follow her; whispers trail her path. She carries a goblet of red wine, her bare shoulders gleaming under candlelight.

Gianna pauses beside the dais, gaze sweeping over Elise, the hint of a smile curving her lips.

“Such a beautiful centerpiece,” she purrs, voice pitched to reach both Elise and the nearest guests. “Does she ever grow tired of being touched? Or does she ache for something more… personal?”

The laughter from the crowd is light, but there is an edge to it—a collective prickle of curiosity and cruelty. Gianna steps onto the dais without waiting for permission, a direct violation of protocol. The staff tense, but Matteo only lifts a hand: wait.

Gianna crouches beside Elise, her perfume—jasmine and dark spice—enveloping her. She reaches out, trailing one gloved finger along Elise’s cheek, then down the column of her neck to the hollow between her collarbones. The touch is intimate, proprietary. Elise’s breath hitches. The mask does nothing to hide her flush.

Gianna’s hand slides lower, stopping just above the bodice’s line. Her finger hovers over the damp, transparent silk covering Elise’s left breast, teasing the edge of a still-tender nipple. “So sensitive,” she whispers, just for Elise. “Does it hum for him, or for the House?”

Elise stiffens, trembling, the shame cutting deeper than before. She senses the eyes upon her multiply—the crowd eager for a scandal, for the spectacle of a companion outmaneuvered.

A male guest in silver laughs, “Careful, Gianna. The Don guards his treasures with more than glass.”

But Gianna only smiles, turning to the crowd. “A treasure is meant to be displayed, no? To be tested, weighed—perhaps even stolen?”

With that, she lets her hand drop lower, just brushing Elise’s exposed thigh, thumb tracing a slow, infuriating circle in the oil at the top of her leg. The touch is neither obscene nor chaste, but calculated to provoke. Elise feels her composure slipping, the humiliation blooming in her belly.

The guests murmur, some in encouragement, others with nervous glances toward Matteo. The tension becomes unbearable—a wire strung between spectacle and scandal, power and rebellion.

Matteo’s voice, when it comes, is quiet but absolute. “Enough.”

He rises from his seat, cutting through the crowd in a few strides. The air chills as he mounts the dais, every line of his body radiating dominance.

He faces Gianna, voice smooth and deadly. “You presume too much, Gianna. The companion belongs to me—and to the House. No one may touch what is not offered.”

Gianna’s lips curl in a mock bow. “Of course, Don Matteo. Forgive me. I only wished to admire your artistry.”

He glances at the staff, who move in to separate Gianna from Elise, ushering her off the dais. The guests exhale, tension snapping as if a spell has been broken.

But Matteo is not finished. He turns to the room, his mask glinting, voice rising to command every ear:

“Let there be no confusion: devotion is discipline, not license. Those who disrupt the House’s ritual will pay a price.”

He gestures to a staffer, who steps behind Gianna and affixes a thin, silken sash around her wrists—an elegant restraint, a public mark of punishment. The room responds with an appreciative, almost hungry hush.

Matteo kneels beside Elise. He does not touch her—not at first. Instead, he lifts her chin, making her face him through the mask.

“You did not break,” he murmurs, voice pitched for her alone. “Your shame is my pride. You belong to me, and I alone decide when you are used, watched, or rewarded.”

His thumb traces the edge of her mask, his touch gentle but possessive.

He stands and addresses the crowd. “The spectacle is over. The companion will remain on display, but no one will touch her again. The next ritual is private—reserved for the Don and the House alone.”

The music swells, but the mood is changed. The guests resume their feasting, but every eye is sharper, every whisper more charged. Elise is left kneeling, heart pounding, skin still tingling where Gianna touched her. Her shame is deeper, but so too is her sense of having been claimed.

Gianna, escorted to the edge of the hall, lifts her chin in defiance, the sash at her wrists a badge of both humiliation and—secretly—triumph. She has disrupted the ritual, bent the spotlight for herself, but the price is paid in public restraint and Matteo’s cold regard.

Elise remains the axis of the night’s spectacle, but she is not unchanged. The brush of Gianna’s hand lingers as a phantom burn, a reminder that desire and danger are always intertwined.

For the rest of the banquet, no one dares touch her again. She is not only the Don’s possession, but the lesson by which every guest is measured.

And through it all, the House watches, hungry for the next spectacle, the next display of devotion, discipline, and shame.

As the final toasts are raised and dessert is served, the atmosphere in the hall shifts—laughter grows brittle, voices lower, the air thick with exhaustion and the aftertaste of spectacle. Elise remains kneeling on the dais, the silk and chains of her costume tangled about her. She is both centerpiece and warning: sweat-slicked, marked with clamps, her body still humming from denial and humiliation, from the brush of Gianna’s hand, from Matteo’s command.

She waits.

When the guests begin to drift from their tables, masks askew, some in groups, others alone, Matteo finally rises.

He crosses to the dais, shadow and candlelight playing over the lines of his mask. Without ceremony, he kneels before Elise. His presence is suddenly intimate, filling her senses. The noise of the hall fades, the staff step back, leaving a cocoon of space around them.

“Elise.” His voice is low, his hand coming to rest at her jaw, thumb tracing the edge of the mask. She shivers—whether from relief, fear, or longing, she cannot tell.

He lifts her gently to her feet, the silver chains at her wrists and ankles chiming with every move. For a moment she sways, her body raw and exhausted, and he steadies her—just enough to keep her upright, not enough to let her collapse into him. They move through a side door, leaving the dying music and low laughter behind. Two guards close it after them. Privacy is relative, but the world narrows.

The room beyond is smaller, candlelit, with a long velvet couch and a table set with water, soft cloths, and fresh bandages. It is a space for aftermath, not celebration.

Matteo guides Elise to the couch, easing her down. The mask remains, her wrists still circled by chains. For a long moment, he stands over her, simply watching.

“You endured,” he says, finally. “You didn’t falter, not when the House watched, not when Gianna tried to break you.”

She cannot reply. Her throat is thick with shame and a desperate, dangerous pride. Her chest still rises and falls in uneven shudders, the ache between her legs mingling with exhaustion. Her body aches for both release and rest, her mind unable to distinguish longing from dread.

Matteo crouches beside her, removing first one shoe, then the other, setting them aside with ritual care. He uncurls her fingers from the chains at her wrists, massaging the marks left by silver. His hands are strong, warm, but never quite gentle—his touch is ownership as much as comfort.

He produces a damp cloth and slowly, methodically, wipes her face and neck, then her chest and breasts, removing the worst of the sweat and milk. When he lifts the edge of her skirt to clean her thighs, she tenses. He pauses, meets her gaze through the mask.

“You are safe,” he says quietly. “No one will watch but me.”

His voice is a command as much as a promise. Elise releases a breath she didn’t know she was holding. The shame ebbs, replaced by a fragile gratitude.

He cleans her thoroughly, not hurried, not soft—removing every mark of the ritual until she is only herself, no longer the House’s spectacle. She is left in the mask, her bare skin glowing in the candlelight, her hair falling loose over her shoulders.

He sits beside her, cradling her head against his chest. For the first time all night, she allows herself to collapse, pressing her face into the fabric of his jacket, breathing in the scent of him. Her hands find his lapels, clutching tight, needing an anchor.

Matteo strokes her hair, his voice a low murmur. “You did well. You were beautiful. You shamed your rivals and honored me.” The words are both praise and possession, comfort and branding.

She wants to weep, to rail, to ask for gentleness. But even here, in this private moment, she feels the pressure of the House: the knowledge that her comfort, her pleasure, are privileges granted for obedience, not rights. She cannot let go completely; her body is still knotted with restraint, her mind wary, waiting for the next command.

Matteo’s hand drifts down her back, tracing the ridge of her spine. “You want to ask for more,” he says, “but you are afraid to need anything.”

She nods against his chest.

He tilts her chin up, removing her mask at last. She blinks in the candlelight, suddenly vulnerable. He kisses her forehead—a rare, almost chaste gesture—then brushes his lips across her cheek, her jaw, finally lingering at her ear.

“You are mine, Elise. Not just tonight, but always. Your shame belongs to me. Your pain is my lesson for the House. Your pleasure, when I choose, is your reward. Never forget it.”

His words are not a threat, but a binding. They settle over her skin like silk and steel.

She closes her eyes, letting herself be held—not for comfort alone, but because she knows that even this, the warmth of his embrace, is a performance for the House, a mercy granted by the man who owns her.

He holds her until her breathing calms, until her body sags with exhausted relief. Only then does he dress her in a soft robe, gather her costume, and lead her quietly through the back corridors to her own quarters.

Just before he leaves, he presses a final kiss to her hair. “Rest, companion. You have earned it—for tonight.”

The door slides shut. Elise is alone.

She collapses onto her bed, body aching but heart oddly light. The mask sits on the table, the marks on her skin already beginning to fade. Her mind is a tangle of pride and humiliation, of relief and need. She knows that nothing she was given tonight—release, comfort, even rest—was hers by right.

But for a few hours, she was seen. She was chosen.

And in the House, that is as close to love as anyone dares hope for.

The corridors are empty as Elise returns to her quarters, Matteo’s touch lingering on her skin, the robe he wrapped around her clinging to her damp body. The velvet mask—once a symbol of display, now only a fragile shield—sits crumpled in her hand. Her feet are unsteady, each step a reminder of how thoroughly the evening’s spectacle has claimed her: muscle-weary, sex-aching, mind battered by exposure and denial.

The lights are low. In her room, shadows creep up the glass walls, reflecting her form in a hundred warped fragments. She sinks onto her bed, letting the robe slip open. The air is cool against the heated flush of her skin. The marks of the clamps and chains remain: red imprints on her wrists and ankles, fading bruises at her hips, crescent indents at her breasts where the protocol and display left their signatures.

She stretches out on the sheets, one arm draped over her eyes. For a long time she does not move, does not think—simply listens to her heartbeat, the distant pulse of the estate, the whisper of air through the vents.

The mask lies beside her, lace glinting in the faint light. She runs her fingers along its edge, feeling the stiff embroidery, the pearl detailing, the damp patch where her tears soaked through during the banquet’s most brutal moments. She could toss it aside, bury it in a drawer, pretend it was nothing but costume. But she cannot. The mask is a relic now—a witness to her public surrender, her endurance, her shame.

Memories swirl and break in her mind:

—the ache of clamps biting into her nipples as guests watched and wagered;

—the soft brush of Gianna’s hand, a rival’s touch both mocking and almost tender;

—Matteo’s voice, cool and possessive, declaring her both his pride and his lesson;

—the slow, measured ritual of aftercare in the private room, comfort always edged by command.

Her body remembers everything: the stretch of restraint, the drip of milk, the vibration thrumming through her nerves, the heat building and never permitted to break. Now, alone, the ache sharpens—a bittersweet longing for touch, for release, for any comfort not purchased with obedience or pain.

She sits up slowly, rising to her knees on the bed. In the mirror across the room, she sees her reflection—robe falling open, breasts marked and still swollen, hair wild around her face, eyes red-rimmed but bright. She looks older, changed. The girl who once dreamed of love and safety is gone. What remains is a woman honed by ritual and survival, shaped by discipline and spectacle.

She slips the mask over her face, watching herself disappear behind the lace and pearls. For a moment, she is no one—just an instrument, a vessel for the House’s desire. She lets herself drift in that emptiness, the sweet relief of being nothing but a body to be used, a thing to be praised or punished as the House decides.

But it cannot last. The pulse of her own longing—sharpened now, not erased—drags her back to herself.

She tears the mask away, breath hitching.

Beneath it, she is Elise again—ashamed, defiant, hungry, and not yet broken.

She examines the marks on her wrists, the bruises at her breasts. She traces each one, promising herself not to forget, not to let them become invisible. Each mark is both proof and prophecy: that she survived, that she was seen, that she can endure whatever comes next.

She lies back, robe falling open, and lets herself weep—not the frantic tears of the protocol, but a quieter, lonelier sorrow. Tears for what has been lost, what she has become, what she may never be allowed to want again. The House has hollowed her out, filled her with shame and pride in equal measure, left her more tightly bound to Matteo and to itself than ever before.

Yet in the darkness, as her breathing slows, another feeling rises: a thin, bright thread of survival, of stubborn selfhood, running through the heart of her humiliation. The House may own her body, her pleasure, even her shame. But it cannot—will not—erase the last fragile edge of her own will.

She sits up, one final time, and takes the mask in both hands. She studies it, then sets it aside with care, as if laying down a weapon after battle.

Tomorrow will bring new tests, new rituals, new humiliations. But tonight, for a few precious hours, she is alone, unseen, untouched. Herself.

She pulls the blanket over her body, wraps her arms around her aching chest, and closes her eyes.

In the silence, she promises herself this:

No matter what the House demands, no matter what mask she must wear, some part of her will always be her own.

Sleep comes—slow, broken, haunted. But it comes.

And in her dreams, she is no longer just on display, but finally, silently, free.


Chapter 7 — Ritual Training

The morning brings with it a sense of reckoning. Elise wakes from a feverish sleep, the marks of the masquerade fading on her skin, her body still wrung out from spectacle and denial. But something in the air is different—a sharper order, a chill of anticipation and dread. She senses it in the way the attendants move through the halls, their steps brisk, voices hushed. The House is bracing for change.

She is summoned to the clinical theatre—a wide, bright room lined with glass and chrome, more operating theatre than ritual chamber. Rows of seats rise around a central platform. Today, the seats are full: staff in blue and white, junior companions in their pale uniforms, even a few masked guests from the previous night, their presence a signal that tonight’s lessons will echo far beyond the walls.

Costella presides, standing at the head of the platform in a coat whiter than bone. Her hair is pulled back in a severe twist; her eyes glitter with purpose. At her side, a console glows, projecting lines of data—metrics, diagrams, flowsheets—across the glass for all to see.

When Elise enters, she is led to the center of the room. The eyes of the House press down on her, weighing, assessing, anticipating. Her heart pounds in her chest, a drumbeat of fear and curiosity. Matteo is there, standing at the highest tier, arms folded, gaze inscrutable. But today, it is Costella who commands the ritual.

She begins without preamble. “The House is built on tradition, but tradition is not survival. Last night, you all witnessed the limits of shame and denial. You saw the price our companions pay, and the yield the House receives in return. But we are not here to indulge spectacle alone.”

She paces the platform, voice ringing with a new kind of doctrine. “The body is a machine, and like any machine, it can be tuned, upgraded, repurposed. We have learned that the greatest yields come not from pain or obedience alone, but from pleasure—intense, public, repeatable. From this day forward, every extraction will be paired with climax.”

A ripple of shock—equal parts excitement, fear, and disbelief—courses through the room.

Costella taps a command into the console. Graphs bloom on the glass: milk yield spikes, compliance rates, overlays of arousal and performance.

“Study the data,” she continues. “When the companion is forced to climax with every extraction, yield doubles—sometimes triples. Compliance rises. The House’s prestige and profit soar.”

She gestures to Elise, who stands trembling in the center, exposed before the assembly. “From today, failure to climax is logged as non-compliance. Shame will no longer be the lever we pull—pleasure is now discipline, proof of devotion, the final measure of a companion’s worth. No climax, no yield, no place in the House.”

The staff exchange glances—some eager, others wary. The junior companions whisper, dread and curiosity warring in their eyes.

Costella’s gaze sharpens. “You will watch as we begin this new protocol. You will learn what is demanded—and what is at stake. Elise, step forward.”

Elise obeys, moving into the harshest circle of light. Her body is bare beneath her robe, every scar and bruise on display. Her pulse blinks in her collar; her compliance metrics stream on the glass above.

Costella addresses her as both subject and symbol:

“You have struggled under the old regime—humiliation, denial, the threat of punishment. From now on, you will be rewarded only by submission through pleasure. You will be measured by your ability to climax on command, under supervision, for the House.”

Elise’s throat tightens. The room feels twice as hot. “And if I can’t?”

“Then you will be retrained until you can.” Costella’s tone is final. “There is no shame in needing help. There is only failure in refusing the lesson.”

She turns to the staff. “Demonstrations will begin. Sensors, restraints, stimulation, collection, climax—all are to be logged. Trainees, observe closely. This is the new standard.”

Costella’s voice is not unkind, but it is unyielding—a surgeon’s certainty, not a lover’s care.

Matteo remains silent throughout. His gaze never leaves Elise, but today, his authority is ceded. The House belongs to protocol, to Costella’s doctrine, to the numbers that will remake both bodies and futures.

Elise stands alone in the light, the new law ringing in her ears:

Pleasure is now obedience.

Climax is command.

Your worth is measured in how fully you surrender—

—how publicly you are undone.

The staff prepare for the first ritual, ready to transform theory into spectacle, the promise of pleasure into the House’s new form of discipline.

Elise is led from the clinical theatre into the adjoining preparation chamber—an antechamber of glass and steel designed not for comfort, but for transformation. It is brighter than the theatre, almost harshly so, and every reflective surface catches her image from angles she wishes she could avoid. Her body looks foreign here—marked from the masquerade, taut with nerves, shoulders hunched in anticipation of what is coming.

Two attendants flank her, guiding her forward as though she might flee. In truth, her legs feel too heavy to run. A third attendant walks ahead, carrying a tray lined with equipment: sensors, cuffs, medical-grade adhesives, a diagnostic stylus, small vials of conductive gel. Everything gleams beneath the lights, pristine and clinical, devoid of mercy.

Costella enters last, sealing the door behind her with a soft hiss. She carries a tablet already scrolling with Elise’s metrics—pulse, body temperature, residual markers from the previous night. Her expression is unreadable, equal parts scientist and priestess.

“Elise,” she says, stopping a pace in front of her. “Do you understand the expectations?”

Elise swallows. “Yes, Doctor.”

“You understand what failure means?”

A tremor goes through Elise’s chest. “Yes.”

Costella studies her carefully. “Then the preparation begins.”

The attendants move with smooth, practiced choreography. Elise’s robe is removed with the same detachment one might use in unwrapping an object for display. Her breath catches at the sudden exposure; the chamber is cool, the lights unforgiving. She instinctively covers herself, but Costella shakes her head once.

“No shielding,” the doctor says. “Your entire body must be visible for the calibration. Lower your arms.”

Elise obeys.

The attendants approach with warm cloths, cleansing her in slow, methodical strokes. It is not sensual, but the intimacy is unavoidable—the glide of cloth across her abdomen, the brush along her thighs, the lifting of her arms so they can clean beneath them. She stares straight ahead, jaw tight, every nerve alight with vulnerability.

When she is clean, the attendants dry her with soft air-blowers, leaving her skin cool and hypersensitive.

Costella taps her tablet. “Begin sensor placement.”

A female attendant steps forward with a box of thin, translucent sensors. They look like droplets of glass, almost weightless. One is pressed just above Elise’s clavicle, another at her sternum, two more along her ribcage. Each adheres with a soft buzz, syncing immediately with the console behind Costella. The screen blooms with new data: tension, respiration, body heat, sensitivity.

More sensors are placed along her hips, lower belly, upper thighs—not touching anything intimate, but close enough that Elise feels each contact like a held breath. Her skin reacts instinctively, nerves tightening and fluttering, her entire body anticipating what these sensors will soon command.

A cold gel is applied in careful strokes. Elise shivers. Costella watches the reaction spike on the tablet.

“Good. Your body is appropriately responsive. This bodes well for the first trial.”

The attendants then guide Elise to the center of the chamber, where a steel-framed chair awaits—not quite a recliner, not quite a restraint device, but something between the two. The seat is padded, the frame fitted with adjustable supports. It has clearly been engineered with precision and intent.

“Sit,” Costella instructs.

Elise lowers herself into the chair. The padding is firm, already warming beneath her skin.

“Arms up.”

She raises them, and the attendants secure soft, velvet-lined cuffs around her wrists—not tight enough to hurt, but tight enough to remind her she cannot leave. Her ankles are guided into stirrup-like supports, legs parted slightly. She feels open, vulnerable, unable to hide from the eyes and equipment that will soon scrutinize her every flinch.

Costella circles her, checking each restraint, each sensor. “Your breathing is elevated,” she observes without judgment.

Elise nods faintly. “I’m nervous.”

“Nervousness is permissible. Resistance is not.” Costella’s tone softens—only slightly. “Today you are learning to work with your body, not against it. The House does not punish arousal, Elise. It requires it.”

Elise’s cheeks flush hot. She can’t tell if it’s fear, humiliation, or a traitorous, hollow ache stirring low in her abdomen.

Costella gestures to the attendants. “Proceed with stimulation calibration.”

Elise tenses. The attendants return with a tray of small instruments—cool metal prods tipped with sensors, wands that hum when activated, pads that warm or cool her skin to test responsiveness. None of them are explicit, but each is designed to push her body toward heightened sensitivity.

The first calibration is non-invasive: temperature mapping. Warm pads glide along her arms, chest, sides, trailing down her thighs. Wherever they touch, her skin flushes; the sensors on her body respond with spikes of gold and orange on Costella’s tablet.

Next comes pressure calibration. A wand taps rhythmically along her ribcage, then down her belly. Elise flinches—her muscles contracting uncontrollably. The attendants murmur notes.

“Heightened tactile response,” Costella dictates. “Likely residual from last night’s overstimulation. Good.”

Elise swallows hard. The term good means something different here. It means the House has more to work with.

Now the attendants begin mapping zones of sensitivity. The cool tip of a stylus traces delicate circles on her skin, triggering tremors she cannot hide. Her breath stutters. Her pulse jumps. Every reaction is logged, displayed in real time on the glass.

“Your body is ready,” Costella declares, finally stepping back. “The trial will begin shortly. Before we continue, do you have questions?”

Elise hesitates. There is only one question worth asking. “…Will it hurt?”

Costella’s expression softens at the edges. “No. Not pain as you once understood it. This protocol uses your pleasure as the primary lever. It will not hurt—unless you resist it. Surrender, and you will endure it.”

A tremor runs down Elise’s spine.

Costella closes the tablet. “Then understand this: once the protocol begins, you will not be permitted to hold back. Climax is mandatory. The House will teach your body the path if your mind cannot follow.”

Elise’s breath hitches.

The attendants move to dim the lights. New ones ignite—softer, golden, bathing Elise in a glow that highlights every curve of her exposed form. The atmosphere becomes heavier, almost sacred.

Costella approaches Elise one last time. She rests a single hand on her shoulder—not tender, not cruel. Assured. Claiming.

“You are not being punished today,” she murmurs. “You are being remade. Your pleasure is now the House’s doctrine. Your climax, the proof of your service.”

Elise closes her eyes, the truth of it sinking into her bones.

The restraints tighten.

The lights shift.

The air hums with the electricity of the coming ritual.

And Elise braces for the trial that will redefine who she is allowed to be.

A hush falls over the chamber as the ritual begins. Elise, secured in the padded chair at the center, senses the eyes of every attendant, trainee, and companion upon her. Some faces are eager, some wary, some blank with discipline; all are watching for the same thing: a body’s compliance, a will’s surrender, the perfection of the House’s new law.

Costella stands at the edge of the ritual circle, her tablet aglow with metrics. Every sensor on Elise’s skin feeds her body’s secrets to the central screen: pulse, tension, heat, milk yield, arousal index. These numbers are projected overhead for all to see—her internal state made public, turned into data and doctrine.

The attendants ready the instruments for the first extraction under the new protocol. Their movements are smooth, rehearsed, the choreography of clinical mastery. The soft whir of the suction apparatus is a prelude, promising both relief and humiliation.

“Elise,” Costella announces for the assembly, “will serve as the inaugural subject for Protocol: Pleasure Compliance. She has been prepared, her responses mapped and logged. All staff and companions are to observe not only her body’s yield, but her ability to reach climax in accordance with House law. Failure will result in retraining. Success will be rewarded.”

Elise feels the weight of the moment press into her skin, heavier than the cuffs, heavier than the eyes. Her heart pounds. Her body aches—not just from previous trials, but from the anticipation that now, her pleasure will no longer be stolen or forbidden, but demanded.

The attendants apply a fresh layer of conductive gel to her skin, focusing on her chest, lower abdomen, and inner thighs. The gel is cool, its tingle awakening every nerve. Elise tries to steady her breathing, but her body is already responding—nipples tightening, muscles tensing in reflex.

The milking cups are attached with clinical precision. Their suction starts softly, coaxing her body to yield. On the display, her milk output begins to climb, the numbers ticking upward in silent competition with her own composure.

But today, that is only half the trial.

An attendant kneels at her side, checks the calibration on the secondary stimulation device: a slim, corded wand, padded for comfort, designed for control. Its tip is rested at the juncture of Elise’s thighs, not invasive, but impossible to ignore. A second attendant adjusts the straps at her ankles, ensuring her legs remain parted and her hips lifted—presented for the House, for the ritual, for herself.

Costella nods once. “Begin Phase One.”

The stimulation begins at its lowest setting—a steady, pulsing vibration that hums through Elise’s pelvis, each throb echoing the suction at her chest. The sensation is immediate: not sharp, but insistent, a gentle prodding at the doors of pleasure and shame. Elise closes her eyes, but is ordered, gently but firmly, to keep them open—she must witness her own trial, and so must everyone else.

The staff murmur notes. The junior companions lean forward in their seats, eyes wide. Costella narrates: “Subject displays elevated baseline arousal. Yield is above protocol minimum. Emotional agitation moderate. Staff, increase stimulation by twenty percent.”

The wand’s vibration intensifies, its rhythm syncing with the cups at her breasts. The dual sensation builds a storm inside Elise—need, humiliation, memory, a longing that feels both old and newly manufactured. Her breath comes faster. Her body rocks within the restraints, unable to escape or even hide from what is being done to her.

Her metrics spike: pulse, milk yield, arousal. The data is logged, every number a measure of her value.

Costella turns to the audience: “Note how the subject’s yield accelerates as she approaches the threshold of climax. The body’s reward circuits reinforce the ritual, making discipline sustainable. Shame is useful only when it drives improvement. Here, we turn pleasure into compliance.”

Elise hears these words as if from a distance. The stimulation continues—rising, falling, adjusting in response to the data pouring from her body. Sometimes the vibration slows, holding her at the edge; sometimes it quickens, nearly tipping her over before withdrawing. The suction cups pull at her nipples, each pulse sending a jolt of arousal through her chest.

She can feel her own humiliation, thick and hot, as the room watches her begin to tremble, to sweat, to lose the last threads of composure. The audience is silent except for the scribble of notes and the occasional whispered observation. She is acutely aware of Matteo’s gaze somewhere above, silent and unmoving.

“Phase Two,” Costella announces. “Increase stimulation by ten percent. Introduce manual encouragement if necessary.”

An attendant steps forward, gloved hands gentle but impersonal. She massages the insides of Elise’s thighs, coaxing her muscles to relax. Another hand presses at the base of her belly, drawing soft circles that make Elise gasp, arching against the restraints.

The pleasure is relentless now, the dual sensations almost unbearable. Elise’s body shakes; her skin glistens with sweat. Milk beads and flows in thick, steady streams, the display above ticking higher and higher.

Her arousal is so intense it nearly feels like pain. The room feels both infinite and inescapably small. The staff’s encouragement blurs into background noise: “You’re doing well, companion. Let the House see how obedience is pleasure.”

The data shows her approaching the threshold of climax, but the ritual is not finished. Costella raises a hand, signaling the attendants to slow the stimulation just as Elise feels herself teetering at the edge. The denial is exquisite torture—a new lesson for her body, a new form of humiliation for her mind.

“Hold her there,” Costella instructs. “Let the audience observe the correlation between peak arousal and maximum yield. This is the state we will train all companions to achieve.”

Elise’s body is wracked with shudders, the need for release overwhelming. She moans, unable to control the sound, but it is only met with clinical approval: “Good. Do not suppress your responses. The House demands surrender, not stoicism.”

Time becomes elastic—a series of endless moments stretched between hope and denial, pleasure and shame. Elise floats on the edge, her body forced to serve as the House’s model, every tremor a lesson, every contraction a data point.

At last, Costella gives the signal: “Permit release.”

The stimulation intensifies in perfect sync with the suction, and Elise is swept over the edge—her climax sudden and all-consuming. Her body arches, hips lifting, every muscle taut and singing. Milk pours from her, the display flashing a spike as her pleasure becomes both performance and proof.

The audience breaks into soft applause—approval, envy, awe, the sounds blending into the rush of blood in Elise’s ears. She gasps for breath, her skin burning, the restraints holding her together when she feels she might dissolve entirely.

Costella waits until the aftershocks fade, then signals the staff to ease the stimulation. The cups remain for a moment longer, drawing out the last of her yield, before finally being removed. Warm towels are applied, wiping sweat and milk from Elise’s skin.

The room is silent except for the low hum of the monitors.

Costella addresses the audience: “You have witnessed the ideal. This is not cruelty, but the new discipline: pleasure harnessed, climax as command. All companions will undergo retraining to meet this standard. The body is not only to be controlled, but celebrated—for the House, for the yield, for the future.”

Elise is left trembling, both emptied and full—her body proof of a new law, her mind adrift in exhaustion and something dangerously close to pride.

The trial is over. The lesson has just begun.

The chamber is utterly still as Phase Three begins—so silent Elise can hear the soft, mechanical breath of the machines, the faint rustle of uniforms, the slow inhale of every witness. The trial has already pushed her to her limits, dragged her across the threshold of pleasure and humiliation, but this final phase is something else entirely.

This is the moment the House will remember.

Elise lies partially reclined in the padded chair, wrists secured in velvet cuffs above her head, ankles in their supports, legs parted in the perfect angle of display. Sensors glow along her skin like constellations; her chest rises and falls in ragged, trembling breaths. Her hair sticks to her temples, damp with sweat. Every part of her is alive, sensitised, waiting.

Costella stands at the forefront of the ritual circle, tablet in hand, the projected data flashing behind her. “Phase Three,” she announces. “Observation of full-body climax under controlled stimulation. This will be logged as Standard Response.”

A murmur of anticipation ripples through the gathered staff and companions. Junior trainees lean forward in their seats, eyes wide, cheeks flushed. Even the seasoned attendants shift, their breath hitching barely perceptibly. They know what this means: the moment when pleasure becomes doctrine, when Elise becomes not just a subject, but the blueprint for every companion in training.

Matteo watches from the upper tier, arms folded, body still as stone. His presence is a weight Elise can feel through the lights, through the machinery, through the air itself.

Costella nods to the attendants. “Proceed.”

The wand between Elise’s thighs hums back to life—slow at first, a low-frequency tremor that spreads up her pelvis, through her abdomen. The suction cups at her chest re-engage, this time with a deeper pull, synchronised perfectly with the wand’s rhythm. The stimulation is precise, deliberate, engineered to coax—not shock—her body into compliance.

Elise inhales sharply as the sensations bloom again.

Her body reacts instantly. Her back arches; her thighs quiver. She feels as though every nerve ending is tuned to a single, overwhelming frequency. The audience sees it all. Nothing is hidden—not the tremors along her legs, not the subtle rise of her hips, not the catch in her throat when the wand shifts slightly upward.

Costella narrates, clinical and calm.

“Note the accelerating pulse. The increase in thoracic tension. The dilation response. These are markers of imminent climax. Observe how the subject’s yield spikes in tandem—this confirms our projections.”

Numbers flash across the projection: Yield Rate ↑, Pulse ↑, Arousal Index: Peak, Compliance: 98%.

Elise whimpers. She can’t help it—the sound escapes between clenched teeth, raw and helpless. The room reacts with a hush deeper than silence. Even the machines seem to pause, gathering breath with her.

Costella approaches the chair, her voice soft but authoritative. “Elise. Look at me.”

Elise forces her eyes open. The lights blur. Costella’s face swims into view—sharp, focused, almost reverent.

“You are doing perfectly,” she says. “Let your body follow the protocol. Do not resist what comes next.”

Resistance isn’t possible anymore. Her body is too close to the edge, her muscles spasming in anticipation. The wand’s rhythm shifts again, a fraction deeper, a fraction faster. The suction on her chest pulses in counterpoint. The combined sensation sends a shockwave through her entire frame.

Her breath stutters. Her fingers curl reflexively in their restraints. She gasps—loud, unfiltered.

The audience leans in.

“Elise is now entering the compliance threshold,” Costella announces. “Watch closely.”

The data spikes.

Her body tries to break upward—but the restraints keep her in place, forcing her to feel everything, to surrender without escape. Her thighs shake, her abdomen tightens, her toes curl against the padded stirrups.

“Oh—”

The sound tears from her in a cracked whisper.

Costella raises a hand—signal.

“Release protocol: authorised.”

The stimulation surges.

Elise breaks.

The climax crashes through her like a tidal wave. Her body arches violently, back lifting from the chair, chest thrust upward, head thrown back. Her throat opens in a cry she cannot contain. Heat floods her limbs. She trembles uncontrollably as the pleasure shatters every last wall of resistance. The restraints hold her steady as the waves tear through her again and again.

Her milk yields in a sudden, powerful surge—clearly visible on the monitors. The numbers soar.

The audience gasps, then applauds softly—not mockingly, but in awe.

The House has never seen a climax like this, orchestrated so perfectly, measured so completely.

Costella speaks over the fading echoes of Elise’s cry, voice calm, clinical, triumphant.

“This is the ideal. Note how yield and climax reinforce each other. This is the future of the House’s training programme. This is our new standard.”

Elise slumps back into the chair, trembling violently, chest heaving, eyes unfocused. Tears trail down her temples—not of sorrow, but of exhaustion, of shock, of a pleasure so profound it has hollowed her out.

The attendants move quietly, reverently, to stabilize her. Warm cloths wipe her skin; gel is reapplied; the suction cups are removed with care. Elise barely feels any of it—her body is still somewhere between the final pulse of climax and the first breath of the aftermath.

The projector dims. The data stabilizes, showing her descent back to baseline.

Costella steps forward again, addressing the room:

“Let this serve as the model for all future trainings. The companion has demonstrated the viability of our doctrine: Pleasure is discipline. Climax is obedience. Yield is power.”

Matteo descends the steps, stopping at the edge of the ritual circle. He doesn’t touch Elise. He doesn’t need to. His presence alone wraps around her like a second restraint.

His voice cuts through the hush.

“The House has a new law. And she”—he nods toward Elise—“has proven it.”

No praise.

No comfort.

Only fact.

Elise stares up at him, chest rising in weak, uneven breaths, utterly undone—body drained, mind fogged, heart a tangle of humiliation and something dangerously close to pride.

She has done what was asked.

What was commanded.

What her body could only obey.

And the House has witnessed every second of it.

Elise floats somewhere between consciousness and collapse as the final waves of the ritual subside. Her body feels emptied, trembling, hollowed out—yet unbearably full of sensation. Every breath scrapes her throat. The warmth on her skin is still fading, replaced by a wash of gooseflesh as the stimulation devices power down one by one.

The attendants step back, creating a circle of space around her. Not privacy—she will never be granted that—but a kind of ceremonial perimeter. Her legs are still held open by the supports, though loosened now. Her wrists remain suspended above her head, though no longer pulled taut. Her chest rises and falls in uneven, shivering breaths.

Above her, the projection screen dims, leaving the afterimage of her climax lingering in every observer’s mind.

Costella steps forward.

“Begin post-trial evaluation.”

Her voice is calm, almost gentle—but the words have the precision of a scalpel. The staff gather with styluses and data pads, forming a semicircle around Elise. Junior companions shuffle closer, eyes wide, cheeks flushed with secondhand heat and curiosity.

Elise tries to slow her breathing, but her body betrays her—shuddering, overstimulated, open in ways she cannot hide. Tears slip from the corners of her eyes. A soft sound escapes her throat before she can swallow it. Shame flares hot in her chest.

Costella gestures toward the projection. “Observe the final peak. You will note the synchronization metrics.”

She taps the screen; Elise’s pulse and yield graphs appear overlapped, both surging together. “This is the efficiency the new protocol is built upon. A companion’s climax creates optimal extraction.”

She turns, pointing to Elise—not unkindly, but unflinchingly.

“Subject Elise reached full-body climax despite exhaustion and overstimulation. This confirms her suitability as a primary model for training.”

Elise feels herself flush. She is not praised. She is used—as a living example, a standard to be measured against.

A trainee raises a hand. “Doctor—what is the ideal delay between the approach and release?”

Costella answers without hesitation. “Ideally, the subject maintains pre-release tension for at least thirty to ninety seconds. Longer, if they are experienced. You saw Elise hold for nearly two minutes. This is exemplary.”

Elise’s breath snags. She remembers that tension—the ache, the humiliation of being held on the edge while an entire room watched her struggle not to fall apart. She feels it again now, phantom-like, tightening low in her abdomen.

Another trainee speaks nervously. “And if the companion… fails? If they cannot reach climax when required?”

The room stills. Elise feels the question settle over her like a cold sheet.

Costella approaches her, crouching to her level—so close Elise can smell the faint lavender of her gloves. She lifts Elise’s chin with two fingers.

“Failure is not permitted,” she says softly. “But neither is shame. If the body does not cooperate, we retrain it. If the mind resists, we correct it. If the companion falters, the House intervenes.”

Her eyes lock with Elise’s, steady and unwavering.

“And if they refuse entirely—”

She releases Elise’s chin.

“—then they are no longer a companion.”

A tremor rolls through Elise. The message is clear: climax is not indulgence. It is survival.

Costella rises and addresses the room again. “Now, critique the execution. What did the subject demonstrate well?”

Hands lift hesitantly.

“Her responsiveness was immediate,” one attendant offers.

“Her endurance under restraint,” says another.

A junior companion clears her throat. “She did not hide her reactions. It made the lesson clearer.”

Costella nods. “Correct. Suppressing reaction is counterproductive. The House thrives on transparency. Pleasure is part of discipline now. A companion’s responses must be visible.”

Elise’s cheeks burn. She imagines how she must have looked—arching, shaking, crying out, her body answering commands she had no power to refuse. The thought twists something painfully deep inside her.

Costella gestures again. “What must be improved?”

The silence stretches. Then—

“She hesitated before climax,” a trainee whispers. “I saw panic.”

Another adds cautiously, “Her breathing became erratic near the threshold.”

A senior staff member notes, “Her pelvic tension was inconsistent. She fought the release.”

Elise feels the criticism as if each word touches her skin. She bites back a sob. She tries to tell herself it doesn’t matter, that it was unavoidable—but the House values perfection. Every flaw is added to her record.

Costella makes notes as the observations accumulate.

When they finish, she approaches Elise again.

“You endured well,” she says quietly—almost kindly. “But your mind is still trying to protect itself. That will change. This is only the beginning.”

Her fingers brush Elise’s shoulder—not comfort, not cruelty, but a mark of ownership.

She turns to the staff. “Record your observations. Tonight we repeat the trial twice with new variations. Elise will rest briefly and then return.”

A faint murmur ripples through the room—surprise, pity, excitement.

Elise’s heart sinks. She is still trembling from the first trial. She isn’t sure she can stand, let alone endure another ritual. The thought spirals in her chest, tightening into fear.

Costella senses it. Her voice softens by a fraction. “You are stronger than you believe. And when you doubt—remember that the House does not measure strength by resistance, but by surrender.”

The attendants begin to clean Elise once more—warm cloths wiping the sweat from her chest, her stomach, her thighs. Her restraints are loosened. Her legs tremble violently once they are freed from the supports. Two attendants steady her as she sits upright.

The room continues to buzz with discussion, with awe, with the electric knowledge that something has shifted irrevocably in House doctrine.

Elise pulls the thin robe around her body and looks up—just once—toward Matteo.

He hasn’t moved.

He hasn’t spoken.

But his gaze is fixed squarely on her.

Not with tenderness.

Not even with pride.

But with possession.

A claim that needs no words.

She turns away quickly, throat tight, pulse fluttering. The attendants guide her from the chair, taking her toward the small recovery alcove just off the chamber. As she walks, she hears the staff continue their review—her performance dissected piece by piece.

Her climax—private once, shameful often—has become curriculum.

Her body—so often taken, restrained, denied—is now the template for an entire House.

And as she reaches the recovery cot and finally sinks down, shaking, she understands:

She is no longer simply the Don’s companion.

She is the House’s experiment. Its doctrine. Its proof.

And the next trial hasn’t even begun.

The world outside the recovery alcove is a blur of lights, voices, and the ever-present hum of the House. But inside, it is nearly silent—only the low, mechanical pulse of the air system and the faint hiss of Elise’s own breathing fill the room.

She sits alone on the narrow cot, legs pulled up, robe loose around her shoulders. Her body aches in strange, conflicting ways: muscles trembling with fatigue, skin prickling where sensors and restraints have left their marks, chest heavy and hollow at once. She feels emptied—used up, yet still too full of shame, pleasure, and something dangerously like pride.

The alcove is small, hemmed in by glass walls that are transparent to the staff but mirrored from Elise’s side. She can see her own reflection: tousled hair, red cheeks, the faint shine of tears drying on her skin. Her eyes look older. She looks like someone who has been unmade and remade in the space of an hour.

A soft chime signals the end of her allotted recovery time. The lights brighten, and a nurse enters—quiet, efficient. She checks Elise’s vitals, logs notes, offers water, then leaves without comment.

Elise sips the water in small, trembling gulps. Her throat is raw, every swallow a reminder of her own cries, the way her body broke so publicly—by command, by protocol, by the House’s new law.

She cannot stop replaying the ordeal. The chair. The restraints. The lights. The hush of the audience. The slow, clinical escalation from stimulation to spectacle to utter surrender. The way Costella narrated her responses, praised her for every shudder, every gasp, every involuntary tremor. The way the trainees watched her as both model and warning. The way Matteo’s eyes pinned her to the chair without a word.

It would be easier if she could hate it. Easier if she could hate herself. But what she feels instead is a tangle of exhaustion and relief—relief that she survived, that she didn’t fail, that she gave the House exactly what it demanded.

And beneath the exhaustion, something else: a thin, dangerous thread of pride. She was the first. She was proof. Her body gave them what no other could. Her humiliation has become currency. Her pleasure is now a tool.

The realization is terrifying.

She lies back on the cot, staring up at the soft lights above. She tries to will herself to sleep, to blot out the feeling of hands and eyes and data, but her body refuses to let go. Every nerve seems to vibrate with memory—the sensation of being held at the edge, the rush of release, the lingering ache after the applause faded.

She curls in on herself, hugging her knees.

This is what it means to be companion now, she thinks.

Not just to endure, but to perform. To be measured in pleasure, not just pain. To surrender until the House says enough.

She tries to remember what it was like, before—the quiet mornings with Maria, the furtive touch of Matteo’s hand in the garden, the private world she thought she could keep for herself. Those memories feel impossibly distant, washed out by the glare of protocol and spectacle.

She remembers Costella’s final words—“This is only the beginning.”

The nurse returns to check on her again, then leaves. Time blurs. Elise is not told when she will be called back to the chamber—only that she should rest, hydrate, and remain ready.

Ready for what? she wonders. Another trial? Another lesson? Another performance? The idea of being brought back to that chair—stripped, wired, watched—makes her stomach knot with dread. But beneath the dread, another truth simmers: she will comply, because there is no choice. And because part of her now wants to—wants to please, to prove herself, to feel the strange, bright pride of being chosen, even if it means being remade.

The House is changing her. The pleasure it commands is not a gift, but a leash.

She sits up, moves to the mirrored wall, and studies her reflection. She sees the marks on her neck, the bruise at her thigh, the hollow beneath her eyes.

She places her palm flat against the glass. For a moment, she imagines it is not her reflection but another companion on the other side—a girl as lost, as desperate, as remade as herself.

You are still here, she thinks.

You are still you. For now.

The glass stays cool beneath her hand. Her collar blinks blue, her pulse steadying at last.

She makes herself a promise:

I will survive this.

I will not break for them.

I will not let them take everything.

But even as she forms the words, she knows how thin the vow is, how fragile her sense of self feels in this new world of compulsory pleasure and public performance.

She returns to the cot, pulls the robe tight, and tries to rest.

Sleep comes in fragments—shallow, restless, chased by dreams of light and command and the endless, echoing sound of her own cries.

When she wakes, the House will call her again.

And she will answer, because she must.

But somewhere deep inside, Elise holds tight to the final, unyielding edge of her own will. She will yield, she will climax, she will perform. But she will not let them erase her, not completely.

Not yet.


Chapter 8 — Rival Syndicate Visit

The estate is a different world today. Every hallway buzzes with tension, every door guarded, every mirror polished to a shine that borders on anxious compulsion. Staff walk briskly, eyes averted, uniforms immaculate, voices low. The very air feels sharper—a mix of anticipation, dread, and something Elise cannot name.

She is summoned at dawn to Costella’s private office, the order delivered by two stone-faced attendants who do not meet her gaze. Her heart pounds as she walks the glass corridors, bare feet cold against the floor. In the early light, the estate’s grounds are transformed: black cars line the drive, banners of neutral cream and gold hang from the columns, and unfamiliar guards—large, unsmiling, armed—stand at strategic points.

In Costella’s office, she finds her waiting, along with two female attendants who hover near a rack of garments.

“Elise. Come,” Costella says, her voice brisk but not unkind. “Today you will represent the House. You will stand beside Don Matteo as his primary companion throughout the day’s negotiations.”

Elise nods, throat tight. She already knows what this means: she is not there for herself, or for Matteo, but for the House. She is a display, a living token of value.

“You will wear this.” One attendant holds up a dress: ivory silk, high-necked but slit from throat to navel, with sleeves of transparent lace and a skirt that parts open at the hip. It is as elegant as it is exposing, the House’s signature in every seam. Alongside it, a thin silver collar—lighter than the usual tracking one, but more decorative, a mark of ownership meant for public eyes.

Elise undresses under their watchful gaze. The new dress slides over her body with the cold smoothness of water. The attendant fastens the collar, which clicks shut with a finality that makes Elise shiver. Her breasts are half-covered, half-revealed; her thighs exposed by the slit, the fine fabric clinging to her hips and belly.

Costella approaches, inspecting the effect with a critical eye. “You will not speak unless spoken to. You will keep your head high, shoulders back, eyes forward unless instructed otherwise. If you are asked a direct question by a rival, you may answer—but briefly, and only in praise of your loyalty and of the House’s generosity.”

Elise nods again, swallowing her anxiety.

“Do not show fear,” Costella murmurs, her tone unexpectedly gentle. “Even if you feel it. Especially if you feel it. The rivals will sense it. The House cannot afford weakness.”

She turns away, hands moving to adjust a tablet scrolling with live estate feeds. “There will be a presentation. Valerio will expect a demonstration of your poise and… your value. Don Matteo will handle the rest.”

As if on cue, a soft chime sounds from the hall. Matteo enters. Today he is armored in dark formalwear, hair swept back, eyes glinting with cold focus. There is no tenderness in his manner, no private comfort. He is the Don, every inch, and Elise feels herself shrink a little as he surveys her.

He says nothing at first, only inspects her from head to toe—a calculation, not a caress. “Walk with me,” he commands.

She follows him into the hall, past the line of House staff and waiting guards. Matteo keeps his hand at her lower back, not gentle but steady, a signal to all who watch that she is his asset, his to present, his to command.

The estate’s main salon has been transformed for diplomacy. Long tables are set with pale linens, gleaming glass, and arrangements of white lilies and gold-dusted roses. Sunlight slants through the high windows, but the effect is not warm; it is surgical, a spotlight for performance. Senior staff cluster along the walls, tense and alert. Elise recognizes several of Matteo’s oldest allies—silent, sharp-eyed, bracing themselves for war waged in smiles and silence.

Then, as the hour turns, the rival syndicate arrives.

Valerio enters first—tall, lean, with silver hair and a face carved of intelligence and cruelty. He wears a suit the color of blood, tailored to perfection, a diamond pin at his lapel. His eyes move over the room with the slow certainty of a man who has never known fear. Behind him trail a retinue of associates: men and women in dark suits, some with visible scars, all carrying themselves with the careful arrogance of predators among lesser prey.

The rivals pause at the threshold, letting their presence settle like smoke over the assembled House.

Matteo steps forward, every line of his posture unyielding. “Valerio. Welcome to my home.”

“Don Matteo.” Valerio’s smile is thin, lips barely moving. “A pleasure, as always. Your hospitality is—legendary.”

Their handshake is brief, loaded, a collision of power. Matteo gestures to Elise. “May I present my primary companion.”

Valerio turns his gaze on her. It is not sexual, nor is it dismissive—it is the cold, clinical stare of a buyer evaluating rare livestock. He walks a slow circle around her, never touching, but always close enough that she feels the heat of his body, the chill of his intent.

“So this is the one we have heard so much about.” He lets the words dangle, soft as silk, sharp as a knife. “She is… striking. But is she stable?”

Matteo’s jaw flexes. “She is the pride of the House. Loyal, productive, and obedient.”

Valerio’s smile widens by a hair. “Obedient. Yes. We value that, above all.” He leans in, voice pitched low. “Do you value your place here, girl?”

Elise meets his gaze, keeping her face as serene as she can. “I am honored to serve the House.”

He studies her, then turns away. “So many say that, until the tests begin.”

A ripple of laughter from the rival delegates.

Matteo’s hand tightens at her back, just enough to remind her of the rules. She stands straighter, fighting the urge to shrink or blush.

The introductions proceed, the room a chessboard of veiled threats and rehearsed civility. Costella moves in the background, murmuring to aides, eyes never leaving Elise and Matteo. The House is on display, every flaw and strength exposed.

As the formalities close, Valerio catches Elise’s eye once more, letting his gaze linger as if promising future discomfort.

Matteo steers her to his side. “You will remain with me for the rest of the negotiations. If you are commanded, you will obey. Do you understand?”

Elise nods, her voice barely above a whisper. “Yes, Don Matteo.”

The day’s games have begun.

And she is the House’s opening move.

The grand dining room is a stage—every surface gleaming, every setting meticulously arranged, every chair an instrument in a larger performance. Staff glide along the edges like shadows, keeping to their prescribed choreography. Outside, the estate grounds are patrolled by guards, their presence felt even if not seen, a silent assurance of the day’s peril.

Elise is ushered in at Matteo’s side. Her dress, chosen for its elegance and exposure, feels more constricting than ever. The silk collar around her throat is light but absolute—a gleaming token of status and a leash all at once.

Matteo’s hand rests lightly on her lower back as they enter the room, the touch more command than comfort. She knows her cue: to remain a step behind, poised, silent, her hands clasped before her, head held high. She is not to sit unless directed, not to speak unless addressed.

The long table is set for a feast, but it is a battlefield. Matteo takes his place at the head, Valerio at his right. The rival delegates seat themselves with a practiced fluidity, each movement a calculated message. Costella sits to Matteo’s left, her presence both shield and witness.

Elise stands behind Matteo’s chair, eyes lowered, every sense tuned to the shifting undercurrents around her.

The meal begins with a toast—crystal glasses lifted, a perfunctory salute to peace, power, and “productive negotiations.” The air is thick with false civility.

Conversation flows, sharp and layered, each phrase freighted with double meaning. The rivals compliment Matteo’s estate, his “progressive” reforms, the “remarkable stability” of his House—always with a subtle inflection that hints at doubt, at challenge. Matteo parries each with smooth politeness, never betraying the steel beneath.

But much of the focus is on Elise.

Valerio glances up at her as the first course is served—a delicate arrangement of seafood, bright and cold. “You choose your companions for beauty as well as yield, Don Matteo.”

Matteo’s lips curl in the faintest smile. “The House values both. Discipline and allure. Productivity and devotion.”

A female delegate—tall, hawk-eyed—leans forward, fork poised mid-air. “And is she truly as loyal as her predecessor?”

Elise flushes. The reference is a blade, twisting beneath her skin. The House’s previous companion—Maria—has become a legend and a warning. She feels the eyes of the table turn toward her, curiosity mingling with suspicion.

“She is the most devoted companion I have ever trained,” Costella interjects, her tone even, her words carrying the finality of fact.

A ripple of polite laughter, tinged with disbelief.

Another delegate, masked in icy indifference, observes, “She seems nervous, Don Matteo. Is she always so… reactive?”

Matteo’s hand, resting on the table, curls into a subtle fist. Without turning, he reaches back and brushes his fingers along Elise’s wrist—a fleeting contact, as if to anchor her. Elise keeps her face neutral, but the touch is both reassurance and warning: Control yourself. Endure.

Valerio pushes further, voice silken but edged with malice. “Perhaps she needs more incentive. Loyalty is proven in adversity, not in comfort.”

Matteo’s gaze sharpens. “My companion has faced more adversity than any at this table.”

Valerio’s smile widens, unctuous. “So you say. But what is loyalty if not utility?” He glances at Elise, eyes hard and cold. “Companions should be useful, Don Matteo. Show us what makes this one worth protecting.”

The challenge hangs in the air.

Elise feels her cheeks burn. She is no longer merely on display—she is being called to perform, to prove her value in a room of enemies. The humiliation is sharp, but beneath it, a more dangerous current stirs: the desire to please, to show herself worthy, to prove that she is not as fragile as they believe.

Matteo’s hand returns to her wrist, fingers squeezing once. “You may answer,” he says quietly.

Elise lifts her head, voice steady, eyes on the horizon just above the rivals’ heads. “I serve the House in all things. I am loyal not because I must be, but because I am honored to be chosen.”

A tense silence. Some delegates nod, others smirk. Valerio leans back in his chair, studying her as if she is an intricate mechanism.

He addresses Matteo, “It is rare to find such conviction. We will see if it survives the afternoon.”

Matteo lifts his wine glass, signaling the end of the first verbal volley. “Indeed we will.”

The courses progress—fish, lamb, sweets. Elise stands motionless behind Matteo, her back aching, her legs growing numb. With each round, the rivals’ interest intensifies. Their questions become more pointed, their compliments more cutting.

“She stands well,” a delegate remarks. “But how is her yield? Numbers do not lie.”

Matteo’s smile is sharp. “She exceeds every standard. Ask Costella for the records if you wish.”

Valerio leans in, eyes on Elise. “Perhaps we will ask for a demonstration. The world is full of claims—few can be substantiated.”

The table murmurs, some with delight, some with unease.

Matteo’s jaw clenches. He glances at Elise, and in that look is an entire history: every lesson, every punishment, every private moment of pride and pain. He does not move to protect her, not now. The House’s survival depends on her willingness to endure.

At the dessert course, Valerio strikes again, voice silk over steel. “Tell us, companion—what is the greatest thing you have given the House?”

Elise answers, soft but sure: “Myself. My obedience. My yield. And my devotion.”

Valerio’s lips twitch, amused. “And what will you give if we demand more?”

Matteo’s voice is cold and final. “She will give only what the House commands. Nothing more.”

A silent standoff.

The meal ends. Matteo stands, signaling the conclusion of the formalities. “Shall we proceed to the demonstration suite? I believe you wished for proof, Valerio.”

Valerio inclines his head. “We did. Lead the way.”

As the guests rise, Matteo’s hand rests on Elise’s shoulder—a steadying weight. She feels exposed, vulnerable, and more than a little afraid. But she stands tall, knowing that this is the moment for which she has been prepared, punished, and reshaped.

The game has changed.

Now she must become the weapon Matteo intends—no matter the cost.

The demonstration suite is a room built for spectacle—a neutral space of polished floors and glass walls, lined with screens, chairs, and subtle machinery. It is neither as clinical as the milking chamber nor as ornate as the banquet hall, but something between: a theater of performance, exposure, and judgment.

Elise enters at Matteo’s side, flanked by Costella and the core staff. The rival delegates settle into their designated seats, forming a semicircle of scrutiny that feels inescapable. Valerio stands at the center, every movement designed to draw the room’s attention, his gaze fixed on Elise like a spotlight.

The suite is bright and quiet, the air cool and heavy. Elise’s skin prickles beneath her dress; the silk collar feels tighter. Her heart thrums as she takes her position beside Matteo’s chair—a place of both protection and vulnerability.

Matteo’s instructions are clipped. “Stand straight. Hands at your sides. Look forward unless commanded.” His voice is for her alone, but the warning is for all to hear: this is protocol, not mercy.

The demonstration is meant to begin with a presentation of yield metrics, but Valerio interrupts before Costella can start. He rises from his chair with feline grace, crossing to Elise in three silent strides. He doesn’t touch her, but his presence invades her space, commanding and predatory.

He circles her slowly, letting his gaze sweep from the crown of her head to the tips of her toes. “So this is the companion who has caused such… fascination,” he murmurs, voice pitched just loud enough for the audience to catch every syllable.

Elise keeps her eyes fixed on the wall ahead, but she can feel Valerio’s attention as a physical force—a heat along her shoulders, a pressure at her back. The humiliation is total: every breath, every tremor, every flush of her skin is on display, dissected by eyes that see only value or flaw.

He stops at her left side, leans in. His lips are close enough to brush her ear, but he does not touch. His words are soft, for her alone but meant for all:

“You shake already? How fragile. I see why your House nearly fell. You wear their collar well, but I wonder if you would last a single night in mine.”

Elise’s chest constricts. She can’t stop her body’s reaction—a shiver runs through her, a flush blooming on her cheeks, a single sharp inhale she cannot suppress. Her eyes prick with tears she wills away.

A ripple of laughter breaks across the rival delegates—soft, but sharp as shattered glass. Even Costella’s jaw clenches. The humiliation is complete.

Valerio’s gaze lingers, cold and merciless. “Do you see, Don Matteo? Beauty is not strength. Yield is not loyalty. Anyone can teach a pet to beg.”

Matteo’s response is glacial. He stands, moving to Elise’s side, body blocking Valerio’s advance. His hand settles at her shoulder—a gesture of both ownership and challenge.

“She is not fragile,” Matteo says, his voice even, dangerous. “She is powerful in ways your House could not dream of.”

Valerio’s smile is all teeth. “Prove it.”

The challenge hangs between them, an unspoken wager that will decide more than pride.

Matteo turns to Elise, his gaze boring into hers. For a moment, the world narrows to the heat of his hand, the weight of his expectation, and the dizzying, humiliating need to please.

“Elise. You will show them.”

Costella nods to the staff. The demonstration is about to begin, but now it is no longer a controlled ritual—it is a fight for dominance, a spectacle of survival.

Elise stands taller, forcing her breathing to slow. She can feel the eyes of everyone in the room: the rivals waiting for her to collapse, Matteo willing her to defy them, Costella steeling herself for whatever comes next.

Her humiliation is not private anymore. It is weaponized.

Valerio steps back, folding his arms, eyes bright with anticipation. “Let’s see if your loyalty holds up under real scrutiny.”

A cold dread settles in Elise’s belly. She knows the demonstration will be harsher now, more public, more exacting. Her failure or success is no longer just her own—it will shape the fate of the House.

Matteo’s hand squeezes her shoulder—once, hard. His voice is soft enough for her alone:

“Remember who you serve.”

Elise nods. She cannot trust her voice.

Costella moves to the console, preparing the protocol. Staff take their positions, the room tense with anticipation.

Elise braces herself.

I will not break, she promises—though part of her is not sure she believes it.

Matteo stands with his hand firm on Elise’s shoulder, his gaze sweeping over Valerio and the assembled rivals. The tension in the demonstration suite is electric—a pulse in the air that prickles across Elise’s skin. She feels both impossibly exposed and paradoxically invincible: every eye fixed on her, every expectation sharpened to a point.

Matteo releases her, stepping forward to address the room.

“You came here to test us. You questioned our strength. You doubt her loyalty, her endurance—her worth.” His voice is cold, resonant, each syllable a verdict. “We do not answer doubt with words, but with proof. The House does not flinch from scrutiny. Watch, and understand what true devotion yields.”

He gestures to Costella and the protocol team.

Costella nods crisply, her clinical mask in place. “Begin controlled protocol demonstration.”

The suite shifts: chairs are rearranged for optimal viewing, lights are angled to throw Elise into sharp relief at the room’s center. The staff move with the efficiency of ritual, their movements rehearsed and impersonal.

Elise’s pulse races. Her mouth is dry. She stands where she is placed—under the lights, in the center of a circle of rivals, House loyalists, and staff. The attendants approach with protocol instruments: sensors, pulse cuffs, diagnostic wands, a silken sash for restraint. Her dress is unfastened to the waist, leaving her breasts and abdomen exposed—not for titillation, but for the data, for the clarity of observation.

Her body is logged and labeled—yield points, compliance markers, the faint outlines of old bruises cataloged in front of all.

Costella narrates for the assembly. “We will measure her baseline: pulse, skin response, milk yield, compliance rate. Note the calibration. This is not a staged performance but a clinical evaluation. Her value is in the numbers.”

The staff work quickly: a sensor cuff at each wrist, thin gel pads along her sternum, two gentle suction cups affixed to her breasts. The sash is looped around her hips and upper thighs—decorative, but holding her still.

Valerio and his delegates settle into their seats, their expressions a blend of fascination and skepticism.

Costella continues: “We will now introduce controlled stimulation—non-invasive, but sufficient to test her compliance and responsiveness.”

An attendant holds a slim remote. At Costella’s nod, a gentle vibration begins at the small of Elise’s back—subtle, but undeniable. She flinches, her breath catching, but she forces herself to remain upright, eyes focused forward.

“Observe her metrics,” Costella says, voice detached. “Milk yield already increased. Pulse elevated, but within optimal range.”

Matteo stands behind Elise now, one hand resting lightly at the base of her neck—a show of dominance, a reminder of who commands her.

He leans down, his breath warm at her ear. “Do not look at them. Look at me. You will show them your strength.”

Elise nods, jaw clenched. She tries to focus on the feel of Matteo’s hand, on the anchor of his presence, and not the circle of strangers hungry for her collapse.

The stimulation intensifies: the vibration grows more insistent, the suction at her chest pulling in rhythm. Her body responds. Milk beads, then flows. Her skin flushes; her legs tremble.

Costella recites her data, her tone unyielding: “Yield increasing. Compliance—excellent. Note the control under pressure. Most subjects would break under less.”

The rivals lean in, some with concealed envy, some with open skepticism. Valerio’s gaze never leaves Elise, his lips curled in a faint, predatory smile.

The test escalates: Elise is ordered to hold a posture—arms lifted, back arched, chin up. The staff increase the stimulation again, and now Elise is forced to vocalize responses: “Yes, Doctor.” “Compliant.” “Yielding for the House.” Each word, each tremor, each leak of milk is made public and logged for analysis.

Matteo circles her, voice soft but resonant. “They want you to break. I want you to endure.”

She does. Her thighs tremble, her lips part in shuddering breaths, her breasts ache with the suction, but she obeys every command.

Costella narrates: “Companion demonstrates exceptional control. No involuntary withdrawal. Compliance remains optimal. Emotional distress—present but channeled.”

Valerio stands, coming close again, peering at the screens. “And if I demanded she stop? If I demanded she refuse?”

Matteo answers for Elise, voice like steel. “She would not. Not because she fears me. Because she knows the House is everything. Her obedience is not weakness. It is her power.”

The demonstration continues: Elise is made to shift posture, to repeat vows, to display her metrics—her very self—as both proof and challenge.

She is praised when she complies, corrected when her voice falters, but never comforted. Everything she is—her yield, her pain, her endurance—belongs to the House in this moment.

Finally, Costella signals the end. “Data is conclusive. Subject’s compliance and yield exceed all recorded baselines. No further demonstration is necessary.”

The staff withdraw, restoring Elise’s dress and removing the devices. She stands, trembling, sweat beading at her brow, vision blurred with exhaustion and the aftershocks of both stimulation and humiliation.

Matteo places a steadying hand on her shoulder—not gentle, but firm.

He turns to the rivals. “This is what the House creates. This is what you could never command. Loyalty. Yield. Endurance. She is not a weakness. She is our future.”

Valerio’s expression is unreadable. The other delegates murmur, some impressed, some unsettled.

The demonstration is over, but its echo fills the suite: power, humiliation, the dangerous intimacy of public discipline.

Elise stands at Matteo’s side—used, claimed, and for one terrible moment, proud.

She has survived the ordeal. But the cost is written in every trembling muscle, every mark on her skin, every lingering gaze that will follow her long after the rivals leave.

The demonstration suite hums with a charged silence, thickened by what Elise has already endured: stimulation, restraint, inspection, the careful dissection of her worth. Her chest still heaves with the remnants of that ordeal. Her legs tremble from holding positions too rigid, too exposing. Her dress hangs half-fastened, silk clinging to her ribs where sweat cools.

She thinks—briefly—that the worst is over.

She is wrong.

Valerio shifts with deliberate slowness, as if savoring a private victory. His smile is thin, calculating. “A convincing demonstration,” he says, voice carrying through the vaulted room. “But I remain unconvinced of her resilience. Devotion is nothing without stamina.”

Matteo’s jaw tenses. “The House does not entertain theatrics for your amusement.”

Valerio raises a brow. “And yet your entire companion programme is theatre. Show me the next act.”

Costella steps forward before Matteo can reply. She is calm, clinical, precise. “The companion is already fatigued. A second trial without rest risks destabilisation.”

Valerio’s lips curl. “Then we will see how deeply her loyalty runs.”

A murmur rises from the rival seats—agreement, anticipation, the hunger to see Elise crack.

Matteo turns to Elise. His eyes lock onto hers—steady, unreadable, demanding.

“Elise.”

Her breath stutters, but she answers immediately. “Yes, Don Matteo.”

“You will continue.”

She nods. She has no choice. Even if she did, she would obey.

Costella’s expression flickers—something almost like sympathy—but she masks it quickly. “Very well. Initiate Phase Two: Pressure-Sustainment Test.”

The attendants move at once.

The sash at Elise’s hips is tightened, fixing her stance. Her arms are raised again, wrists secured above her head to the overhead support bar. Her legs are guided apart—not indecently, but undeniably. A posture of display. A posture of vulnerability.

She feels the air cool against her skin. She feels the sweat drying, then returning. She feels eyes on her—dozens of eyes. Measuring. Judging. Waiting.

Costella activates the platform beneath Elise’s feet. It rises by a few centimeters, enough to hold her in perfect viewing height. Elise’s body is framed by light—pale, trembling, unhidden.

Valerio leans back, crossing one leg over the other. “Begin.”

Costella moves behind Elise, tapping a command into her tablet. The sensors on Elise’s skin awaken—faint vibrations, the echo of stimulation patterns used earlier, only now slower, more deliberate, more targeted.

Elise gasps, her body reacting involuntarily. Her shoulders tense, then shake.

Costella narrates for the record:

“Beginning pressure-sustainment test. Companion will maintain posture under combined physiological stressors. Duration: open. Objective: evaluate loyalty, compliance, and tolerance under rival scrutiny.”

Two attendants step forward, beginning the “adjustments”:

one lifts her chin slightly, correcting the angle of her gaze,

another presses fingers to her lower belly to test muscle tension,

a third smooths the sweat from her ribs, murmuring quiet instructions.

Every touch sends sparks racing up Elise’s spine. Every correction reminds her of the ordeal already endured.

She tries to center herself—to become nothing but breath and obedience.

It works for a moment.

But then Valerio stands again.

He circles her slowly, hand clasped behind his back, gaze narrowing with predatory interest.

“She trembles,” he announces. “So soon. Is this the House’s paragon of endurance?”

Matteo’s jaw knots. “She trembles because she cares to perform well. Your companions tremble only from fear.”

Valerio stops in front of Elise, mere inches away. His gaze trails over her throat, the silver collar, the exposed line of her sternum where sensors blink softly. His scrutiny is a kind of violation—one that Elise feels all the way to her core.

He leans in, voice a soft blade.

“Tell me, companion. Do you enjoy being displayed? Does your House make a habit of showing you off like this?”

Elise’s breath catches. She tries not to look at him—but Matteo’s earlier command echoes in her mind.

Look at me.

Slowly, painfully, Elise turns her gaze to Matteo.

“I serve the House,” she whispers. “In whatever way it requires.”

A murmur sweeps through the crowd. Admiration. Skepticism. Hunger.

Valerio smirks. “A rehearsed answer. But she is close to collapse. I can see it.”

He gestures to her trembling thighs, to the flush across her chest, to the tremor in her jaw.

“Look at her. She breaks.”

Matteo’s voice cuts through the tension. “She bends. She does not break.”

But Elise can feel the truth inside her: she is on the verge of breaking.

Her breath stutters. Her legs shake. The stimulation cycles deepen. Sweat beads along her spine. Shame races through her—not gentle, but devastating. The humiliation of being tested again, watched again, evaluated again, with strangers hungry for her failure.

Costella observes closely. “Subject showing signs of strain. Increasing threshold to test resolve.”

The sensations sharpen—not graphic, not invasive, but unmistakably intense. Her body jolts. A sound escapes her—soft, involuntary, humiliating.

Valerio hears it. “Ah. There it is.”

He circles behind her. “She is not the creature you boast of, Don Matteo. She is a trembling thing in a dress.”

Elise’s throat tightens. Tears prick her eyes. Her body is shaking now—breath hitching, knees threatening to give way.

Matteo steps forward, fury in the line of his body, but Valerio raises a hand. “Let her prove herself. If she cannot endure this, she cannot endure you.”

The room holds its breath.

Matteo says nothing. He only watches her, dark eyes searching her face, her posture, her trembling.

“Elise,” he says quietly. “Stand.”

She tries. She tries with everything in her.

But her legs buckle.

Her knees collapse. Her body tilts forward.

She falls—

—only to be caught.

Not by Matteo.

By the attendants, trained for such moments.

Gasps ripple across the rival delegates.

Valerio’s smile blooms. “So. Fragile after all.”

Matteo’s face is unreadable.

Costella kneels beside Elise, voice low, urgent. “You may stop. Say the word and I will end the demonstration.”

Elise lifts her head. Her vision is blurred with tears. Her body shakes so violently she can barely inhale.

She should stop.

She should ask for mercy.

But in the corner of the room, Matteo stands stiffly—his pride, his House, his survival balanced on her next choice.

And something blooms inside Elise—not pride, not desire, but something darker:

the need to prove them wrong.

To prove Valerio wrong.

To prove Matteo right.

To prove herself capable.

She forces her voice past her shaking throat:

“I can continue.”

The room freezes.

Costella’s eyes widen. “Elise—”

“I can continue,” she repeats, louder this time.

Valerio laughs, delighted. “Very well. Let the girl destroy herself for your honor.”

But Matteo… Matteo’s expression changes. Just barely. A twitch at the corner of his mouth. Something like awe. Or fear.

Costella rises, conflicted, but protocol demands she comply.

“Elise,” she says quietly, “resume posture.”

The attendants help her to her feet. Her legs tremble violently. She grips the support bar, breaths shallow and fast. Sweat beads down her temples.

The stimulation resumes—toned down, but still intense enough to force her body into a quivering, exposed state. Her pulse spikes. Her chest rises sharply. She struggles not to collapse again.

Valerio begins to speak—but Matteo cuts him off.

“Elise.”

She lifts her head.

“You do this for you,” he says. Quiet. Terrifying. “Not for them.”

His gaze holds hers—

—and something inside her steadies.

Her breath slows.

Her spine straightens.

Her jaw firms.

She changes.

The trembling remains, but now it is endurance, not despair.

Costella observes. “Subject has exceeded expected capacity. Recording extended threshold. Staff, continue monitoring.”

The room watches in stunned silence as Elise holds herself upright, trembling but unbroken, riding out every wave of shame, discomfort, and compelled arousal-command without looking away.

Valerio’s smirk fades.

A female rival whispers, “How is she still standing?”

Another mutters, “This is beyond training.”

Matteo steps closer—not touching her, but standing near enough that she can feel his presence steady her.

“That,” he says quietly, “is strength.”

Valerio scowls, forced to acknowledge the truth. “Enough.”

But Elise isn’t finished.

She takes one more breath—deep, shuddering—and whispers:

“For the House.”

Her voice carries across the room like a vow.

Silence follows.

A silence that feels like victory.

Costella steps forward, placing a hand over Elise’s heart. “She’s done. End the trial.”

The attendants rush in. The supports are released. Elise collapses instantly—but Matteo catches her this time, arms firm around her shaking frame. Her cheek rests against his chest, eyes closing.

He does not speak to her.

But she feels the pride in the way he holds her—tight, controlled, possessive.

A silent declaration: She did not break.

Valerio watches, jaw clenched, forced to accept that his provocation failed.

“She’s stronger than she looks,” he concedes.

Matteo lifts his gaze, dark and victorious. “She is stronger than you look.”

Elise is carried from the suite, trembling, exhausted, humiliated—and triumphant.

She proved them wrong.

At the price of a piece of herself she may never regain.

The demonstration suite is slow to empty. For a moment, no one moves. The last echoes of Elise’s ordeal—her trembling, her defiance, her collapse—hang in the charged air like a scent that will not dissipate.

Valerio is first to break the silence. He rises, smoothing his jacket, features unreadable. His delegates exchange glances—some grudgingly impressed, others shaken. Their hunger for spectacle is sated, but the taste is ambiguous.

Valerio bows his head with exaggerated courtesy toward Matteo. “Your companion has… surprised us. Perhaps there is more steel in your House than I suspected.”

Matteo nods, his arm still supporting Elise. His voice is measured, cold, the battle not yet declared won. “There is more than steel here, Valerio. There is devotion. You would do well to remember that.”

Valerio offers a tight smile. “We will.” He sweeps his gaze over Elise—one last calculated look, both threat and reluctant respect—then signals for his delegates to withdraw. The syndicate files out in a ripple of silk and leather, their presence still palpable, the aftershocks of their challenge echoing down the halls.

The House staff, released from ritual, move quickly: data is logged, equipment cleaned, the suite reset for its next, more ordinary purpose. Costella gives instructions in a low voice, her manner brisk, but her eyes linger on Elise and Matteo, worry and clinical pride mingling in her gaze.

For a brief moment, Elise is left standing, propped upright by Matteo’s grip. Her body feels boneless—every muscle quivering, nerves frayed to transparency. The humiliation and effort of the ordeal blur into one sharp ache. She cannot seem to breathe without shuddering.

“You did what you were told,” Matteo murmurs, not unkind but unyielding. “You served the House well.”

His words are not comfort. They are instruction, reminder, a mark of ownership.

Elise’s vision swims. She tries to answer, but her voice fails. Her knees give way. Matteo catches her, strong arms lifting her as if she weighs nothing.

He does not cradle her. He carries her through the back halls, silent and purposeful, House staff clearing the way. Her cheek is pressed against his shoulder. She feels each step vibrate through her bones. The world tilts, shrinks, darkens at the edges.

They reach a private suite—her recovery room, dim and quiet. Costella waits, already prepping medical equipment, a tray of water, sedatives, and cool cloths. She gestures Matteo to lay Elise on the narrow bed.

“Her vitals?” Costella asks.

Matteo’s voice is flat. “She’s exhausted. But she endured.”

Costella checks Elise over—pulse, blood pressure, pupil response, skin temperature. “You’ve pushed her close to her limit,” she says quietly, but Matteo only shrugs.

“She needed to prove herself. For the House. For you. For all of us.”

Elise drifts in and out of focus, the world a blur of faces, hands, light. Someone—Costella or a nurse—wipes her brow, covers her with a blanket, lifts a glass of water to her lips. The water is cold, clean, grounding. She drinks greedily, throat raw.

Costella’s face hovers above hers. “Your performance ensured the treaty. You should be proud.”

Pride is a distant star—something Elise can see but cannot touch. What she feels instead is a deep, gnawing ache: in her chest, in her belly, behind her eyes. She is torn between the urge to cry and the desperate need to sleep.

Matteo stands by the door, a silent shadow. His gaze is unreadable—something between pride, regret, and hunger. For a moment, Elise wishes he would come closer, touch her, say something meant only for her. But he remains where he is, distant and commanding.

Costella leans in. “You did not fail.”

Elise closes her eyes. The words feel both true and false. She did not fail, but she has paid for survival with a currency she barely understands. She has given herself to the House—not just her body, but something more precious, more fragile.

The staff withdraw, leaving her alone in the quiet. Her body aches everywhere. She curls into herself, drawing the blanket tight, shivering with exhaustion and leftover humiliation.

Tears come, silent and hot. She buries her face in the pillow, smothering the sound. She thinks of the way Valerio watched her, the way Matteo held her up—not tender, but claiming. She thinks of the applause, the logged data, the way Costella’s voice was both weapon and shield.

Pride. Shame. Relief. Dread.

They crash together, leaving her hollowed out.

She realises, with a kind of dread that feels like drowning, what terrifies her most:

Part of her liked being claimed.

Part of her needs Matteo’s approval.

And part of her fears she is becoming the very thing Valerio accused her of—a fragile, obedient asset.

She lies on her side, shaking, whispering into the empty room,

“What is happening to me?”

There is no answer.

Only the faint, rhythmic blink of her collar, and the cold, endless night of the House.


Chapter 9 — Submission as Leverage

Elise wakes to grey dawn, the world outside her window washed in mist. She is tangled in sheets, the soft fabric clinging to her sweat-damp skin. The ache in her body is deep and all-encompassing: a hollowed-out soreness in her thighs, a band of pain around her ribs, a trembling exhaustion in her arms. But there is a new clarity in her chest, something sharp and clean beneath the fatigue—a sliver of rebellion, tiny but unbroken.

She lies still, listening to her own breath. Her pulse beats softly at her throat, where the collar sits a little looser today, as if the House itself is tired. Each muscle aches in memory of the previous day—the humiliating ordeal before the syndicate, the collapse, the public display of both her suffering and her refusal to shatter. She should feel nothing but shame, or perhaps pride at having survived. But what she feels instead is a wary, flickering sense of possibility.

The House has made her into a tool—a living engine for yield, for spectacle, for negotiation. But for the first time, Elise senses the contours of her own leverage. What happens if I stop obeying? she wonders. If she refuses to give them what they need—not with rage or outburst, but with silence, with absence, with a refusal to yield the one thing only she can provide.

A chime sounds in the corridor: the morning protocol summons. She does not rise immediately. Instead, Elise rolls to her back, staring up at the pale ceiling, letting the seconds tick by. For the first time, she does not hurry. Her body aches, her mind whirls, but she does not move.

Minutes pass before she slides her feet to the floor, moving slowly, deliberately. Each motion is a test. The collar chirps a gentle reminder, but she ignores it. She pads to the basin, splashing water on her face, letting it run down her neck and arms, standing with her palms pressed to the cold porcelain until the chill bites her skin.

She dresses at her own pace—choosing the looser of the two robes left by the staff, not the fitted one meant for today’s session. Her hair is left unbraided, wild about her face. When the attendants knock, she answers only after a pause.

“Companion Elise, you’re late for morning metrics,” one attendant says, her voice tight.

Elise nods, not apologizing. “I’ll be ready in a moment.”

The attendants exchange a glance—confused, a little unsettled. Elise feels a secret thrill, tiny but electric, at the awareness that they do not quite know how to correct her if she simply slows down.

She sits for her checks, her pulse measured, her blood drawn, her vitals logged. She answers each question with soft civility, never outright refusing but never volunteering more than is required.

“Are you experiencing pain?”

“Some.”

“Are you rested?”

“Enough.”

“Do you need additional time?”

“I’ll manage.”

No gratitude. No apologies. No extra words.

The attendants report her metrics to Costella, who appears in the doorway, tablet in hand. Her eyes scan Elise, searching for cracks. She says nothing about the delays, but her mouth is a thin, straight line.

“Elise, protocol begins in fifteen minutes. Please prepare.”

Elise nods, but does not move. The staff withdraw. She sits for another long minute before rising.

This is how it begins, she thinks. Not with a shout or a thrown tray, but with hesitation, with slowness, with the silent refusal to be perfectly obedient.

As she moves through the glass corridors toward the milking chamber, Elise walks just a fraction slower than usual, letting her robe hang loose around her shoulders. The guards and staff glance up, expecting her to hurry, to fall in line. She does not. She meets their gazes calmly, steadily, as if she has nowhere else to be.

Costella waits at the chamber doors. Matteo is nowhere to be seen, but Elise can sense his shadow in the tension that hangs over the staff. The protocol room is set as always: chair, restraints, sensors, shining trays of implements. Everything gleams.

“Elise,” Costella says, voice cool. “We expect your best performance today. The House relies on you to set an example for the others. You will comply.”

Elise does not answer right away. She lets the words settle, lets the room feel her hesitation.

“I will do what I can,” she says, voice soft but even.

Costella frowns, unused to resistance so quietly rendered. “You will comply,” she repeats, firmer.

Elise nods—just once, as if agreeing to a point in a contract rather than submitting to an order.

As the attendants begin to prepare her, Elise senses their anxiety. The rituals are unchanged, the touch clinical, but there is a tension in every movement, as if they are afraid she might shatter, or worse, simply stop.

Inside herself, Elise feels a dangerous exhilaration. She has no intention of dramatic defiance—not today. She will endure the protocol, but on her terms, at her pace. The House cannot punish her for slowness, for muted yield, for simply needing more time.

As she is guided into the chair, cuffs closed around her wrists, sensors pressed to her chest and thighs, Elise keeps her face serene. She submits to each step, but never eagerly. She allows herself to feel the power in her own pace, the subtle assertion of will within the iron shell of obedience.

When the staff leave her alone to finish preparation, Elise closes her eyes, centering herself.

She does not hate the House, or Matteo, or Costella—not yet. But she knows, now, that her submission is not just a gift, but a weapon. It can be wielded, withheld, transformed.

She will not fight the House head-on.

But she will not yield blindly, either.

Not anymore.

The ritual chamber is as it always is—clinical, bright, each surface gleaming, each protocol mapped with a precision that makes Elise’s skin crawl. But today, she feels the difference in the air. The staff move with a tension sharpened by uncertainty. Costella’s presence at the observation window is more pointed than usual, her tablet held at an angle that makes her seem both supervisor and warden.

Elise is guided to the chair. The cuffs are fastened at wrists and ankles; the sensors are pressed to her chest, her abdomen, her inner thighs. The familiar hum of the machinery begins. Her robe is removed with mechanical care, folded and set aside. She is left exposed, both subject and spectacle, as the attendants adjust her posture—back arched just so, legs parted, hands relaxed on the armrests. The final detail: a thin silk scarf draped over her shoulders, a mockery of modesty, designed to frame her body in the view of the data feeds.

Costella’s voice floats through the speaker system, calm but edged. “Companion Elise, you will commence extraction. Yield and climax are to be logged as per the new protocol.”

The attendants apply the suction cups to her breasts, their touch brisk, efficient. The apparatus comes alive—gentle at first, coaxing, then increasing in rhythm and intensity. The vibration device is introduced, its pulse a steady, low hum at her pelvis. The data screen above flickers to life, displaying metrics in real time: pulse, compliance, yield rate, arousal index, emotional stress.

Normally, by this point, Elise’s body would be well on its way—arousal growing, milk letdown increasing, the slow build toward the mandatory climax that now defines her worth. But today, Elise sets her resolve. She closes her eyes, inhales, and does… less.

She lets her body relax, but not fully. She allows the suction and vibration to work, but does not surrender to the rhythm. She paces her breathing—long, slow, controlled. She responds to every instruction, but never with eagerness. The urge to let go is there—her body remembers the pleasure, the need, the ease of compliance—but she holds herself back, just at the threshold. Yield comes in slow, measured streams, never surging. Her arousal flickers, but never spikes.

The attendants notice first. They exchange subtle glances. One checks the suction settings, another reviews the stimulation device, a third wipes the bead of sweat from Elise’s brow with a careful cloth.

“Pulse is elevated but within normal range,” one murmurs, logging data.

“Yield is lower than baseline,” says another, her voice tight.

Costella’s voice sharpens over the speaker. “Elise, is there discomfort? Are you unwell?”

Elise opens her eyes, meeting the camera’s cold lens. “No, Doctor. I am only tired.”

There is a brief silence. Costella’s eyes narrow—suspicion blooming, but the answer is plausible.

The session continues. The protocol is not changed. The stimulation increases, then plateaus. Elise’s body is prodded, caressed, exposed to the routine of House ritual. But still, she holds herself back—never resisting outright, never refusing, but keeping her pleasure at arm’s length.

The attendants grow more anxious. One leans close, her voice a whisper. “Elise, let go. The House needs your yield.”

Elise nods, but her muscles remain slack, her body refusing to cross that threshold. Her milk continues in slow, steady drips; her body trembles, but never tips into the helpless, public climax the protocol demands.

Minutes pass. Costella intervenes, her voice hard. “Elise, climax is required. The House cannot accept noncompliance.”

Elise’s answer is soft, steady. “I am trying. I think I am just… distracted.”

Costella’s jaw tics with frustration, but her next words are measured. “Do you require additional stimulus? Pain, perhaps?”

Elise shakes her head. “No, Doctor. I would prefer not to be punished. I will do better.”

The tension in the room ratchets higher. The attendants increase the suction, adjust the vibration. One gently massages Elise’s breast to encourage letdown; another strokes her thigh, murmuring encouragement. Elise remains compliant—but her body is a mask of surrender, never truly yielding.

The data screen above shows her metrics stalling: yield flat, compliance steady but uninspired, arousal never cresting.

Finally, Costella enters the chamber, her heels sharp against the tile. She stands beside Elise, hands folded. “What is this, Elise? You know the new protocol. You know what is expected.”

Elise lifts her gaze, serene. “I know, Doctor. I’m sorry. I just feel… off. I think I need rest.”

For a moment, Costella considers pushing further—an escalation, a command, a threat. But she knows the limits. The new doctrine has removed the easy levers of pain, shame, public punishment. All that remains is pleasure and yield—and Elise is giving enough not to be insubordinate, but never enough to satisfy.

The session drags on. The staff begin to show their frustration in small ways—a clipped gesture, a sharper word, a sigh of irritation. Elise remains the eye of the storm: unyielding, serene, quietly powerful.

After forty minutes, Costella ends the session. “Disconnect her. Record the data.”

The attendants clean Elise with warm cloths, redress her, and release the cuffs. Elise stands, moving with deliberate slowness. She bows her head in ritual deference, but there is a flicker of challenge in her eyes—a silent message: You cannot force what I do not choose to give.

Costella’s jaw clenches. “Rest for now. We will try again this evening.”

Elise nods, bows, and leaves the chamber.

As she walks the corridor, her heart pounds—not from fear, but from a new, exhilarating sense of agency. The House cannot punish her for failure to climax, not under the current doctrine. They can pressure her, threaten her, even shame her—but they cannot break her will without breaking their own rules.

In the quiet of her quarters, Elise lies on her bed, breathing deeply. Her body aches with unfinished pleasure, her mind whirls with possibility. For the first time, she is not just surviving the House.

She is shaping it.

Tomorrow, there will be consequences. There will be confrontation.

But tonight, for a few precious hours, her submission is her own.

Elise is summoned as evening falls, the corridors cast in blue-gold shadows, the hush of ritual clinging to every glass surface. The message comes not as an order but as a summons—formal, yet with an undercurrent of urgency she cannot ignore. Two staff members escort her, silent and wary, to Matteo’s private chambers.

She hasn’t seen him since the failed protocol session. She senses, as she is led through the silent wing, that this is not punishment. It is something more dangerous: a reckoning.

The doors close behind her. Matteo stands at the center of the room, hands behind his back, body still as stone. The windows are open to the night air, the scents of the estate gardens mixing with the faint tang of candle smoke. His gaze is on her before she has fully entered, and she feels the weight of his attention like gravity.

“Come here,” he says, voice soft but unyielding.

Elise obeys, moving until only a few paces separate them. She stands tall, meeting his eyes, refusing to shrink. The tension in the room is a living thing, thickening the air.

Matteo studies her for a long moment—searching her face, her posture, the subtle tremor in her hands. “Costella tells me you held back today,” he says finally. “She says you’re tired. Distracted. She says your yield was low, your responses… incomplete.”

Elise does not flinch. “I am tired,” she admits. “But I could have done more.”

A flicker of surprise crosses Matteo’s features—quickly masked by the cool control he wears like armor. “Then why didn’t you?”

She considers her words, then answers with a calm she didn’t know she possessed: “Because I wanted something in return.”

Silence. It hangs for a moment, then snaps as Matteo steps closer. He is not angry—not yet. He is unsettled, unmoored, fascinated. “You want something?” His tone is half incredulity, half threat. “Is that how you see your place here now?”

Elise meets his gaze, steady as stone. “I know my place. I know what I am worth. You taught me that. The House taught me that. But I also know you cannot get what you want unless I give it to you. Not anymore.”

He circles her, slow and deliberate, as if examining a rare and dangerous animal. “No companion has ever tried to negotiate with me,” he says, voice low. “You stand here, after all you’ve endured, and demand terms?”

“I’m not demanding,” Elise replies, quietly. “I’m offering a bargain.”

Matteo stops in front of her, close enough that she feels the heat of his body, the intensity of his gaze. “And if I refuse?”

She does not look away. “Then you can call Costella. You can escalate. You can try to find another companion who yields like I do, who endures like I do. But you know the House won’t let you break me. Not under the new doctrine. Not now that I’m your proof.”

He says nothing, but his hands clench behind his back.

“You can order me to the chair a hundred times,” Elise continues, her voice gathering strength, “but if I decide not to give you what you want, you get nothing. If I choose to comply, the House wins. If I choose not to, you lose. So, Don Matteo—what do you want more: my obedience, or my devotion?”

He is silent, but the air between them crackles—anger, desire, frustration, awe. The dynamic between them has shifted in a single conversation: Matteo is still the Don, still her owner, but for the first time, she holds something he cannot simply take.

He tries intimidation—his voice sharpens, his posture straightens, his presence expands. “You forget yourself. I have broken women stronger than you. I have bent men with wills sharper than steel. I could make you beg.”

Elise lifts her chin, her resolve burning through her fear. “But you won’t. Because you need me. And you know it.”

A long, charged silence.

Matteo’s breath is shallow, his eyes storm-dark. He looks at her not as a possession, but as an adversary—and, for a fleeting second, as an equal.

Then, to Elise’s shock, the tension breaks. He laughs—low, bitter, almost admiring. “You’re dangerous, Elise.”

She allows herself a small, steady smile. “Only because you made me that way.”

He turns away, pacing to the window, hands pressed to the glass. The night air stirs the hem of his shirt. When he faces her again, something in him has changed—a calculation, an acceptance, a new wariness.

“What is it you want?” he asks quietly.

Elise holds her ground. “A promise. A privilege. Something to show me I am not just a tool. If you want my full devotion, my yield, my climax—then I need something from you. Something only you can give.”

He studies her, the full force of his intellect and authority turned on this single request. For a moment, Elise feels the tremor of risk. She is gambling everything—the House’s favor, Matteo’s patience, her own fragile place.

But she does not look away.

Matteo inclines his head, conceding the smallest nod. “We will negotiate. But understand this: power is never freely given in this House. You will pay a price for every inch you take.”

“I know,” Elise replies, soft and sure. “But I am willing. Are you?”

A silence thick with promise, peril, and the first taste of something new.

Matteo nods again, sharper this time. “Then let’s see what your submission is truly worth.”

Matteo does not summon anyone else. The room is just the two of them—no staff, no witnesses, no ritual hum. The air feels heavy with what has not been said, the residue of all the power and pain that has passed between them.

He pours two glasses of water—one for himself, one for Elise. The gesture is almost gentle, but the way he slides her glass across the table is still a reminder: everything here is a transaction, a negotiation of power. He sits, motions for her to do the same.

Elise sits, upright but not rigid, her posture a declaration of self-control. She watches Matteo—measured, hungry, uncertain. It would be easy to see him only as her captor or owner, but there is something more vulnerable in his gaze tonight, a flicker of the man who once wanted her as more than just a vessel.

He leans forward, folding his hands. “You asked for a privilege. Name it.”

She lets the silence stretch. “I want time outside. Alone, if possible. No staff unless I try to run. No collar, or if you insist, one that does not monitor me.”

He raises an eyebrow, amused, incredulous. “A companion negotiating for a morning walk. That is your demand?”

“It is,” Elise says, steady. Then she adds, softly, “But it’s not the only thing.”

Matteo’s interest sharpens. “Go on.”

She looks at him with nothing to hide, voice trembling only at the edges. “I want you. Not as Don. Not as judge, or master, or the man who parades me for the House. I want to be yours in a way that’s real again. I want sex—not as a reward, or a punishment, or a spectacle, but as a choice. Mine as much as yours. I want to want you. I want you to want me.”

The confession shocks them both into silence. Elise’s heart thunders—she has never risked so much, never laid herself as bare as in this moment.

Matteo’s mouth parts. For the first time in months, he looks lost for words.

She presses on, emboldened by the fear and longing that churn together inside her. “You can have my body for the House, for ritual, for protocol. But I need you to remember I am more than a source. I need to be wanted. I need to be taken. By you.”

He lets out a slow breath. “You want freedom, and you want me? At the same time?”

“Yes. I want both, or I can’t give you what you want.” Her hands clench, white-knuckled, in her lap. “If you refuse, I’ll perform my duty. I’ll yield what I must. But I won’t give you my devotion, my full surrender, not the way you crave.”

He studies her, as if seeing her for the first time—not just as an asset, but as a woman, as the original reason for all this madness.

He rises, crosses the space, stands over her. “You know I could order you. I could take you now, on my terms.”

She tilts her head, not defiant but impossibly open. “Then you’d have a body, and nothing else. I’m offering you all of me. I want your hands on me, your mouth on my skin. I want to remember what it feels like when it’s just us. No House, no rules, no audience.”

The tension spirals higher. Matteo’s jaw clenches, nostrils flaring as he struggles to maintain the Don’s mask.

“And if I say yes?” he whispers, voice almost broken. “What do I get?”

“My surrender,” Elise answers. “Not just obedience. Devotion. I’ll let the House have its proof, its spectacle. I’ll yield, and I’ll do it better than anyone. But only if I have this—only if I know I’m still yours, that I still matter beyond protocol.”

For a long time, he says nothing. Then, quietly: “No more holding back. No more games?”

She nods. “No more games.”

He crouches before her, cups her chin, forces her to meet his gaze. “Tomorrow, you’ll have your hour outside—collar silent, guards invisible. And tonight—” His eyes darken. “Tonight, you’ll have me. As you want me. But if you run, if you betray this, you’ll never have another chance.”

She meets his intensity, emotion surging and trembling. “I won’t run. I just want to feel like I belong to someone—not just something.”

He lets his hand drop to her knee, the touch burning through the robe. “When you come to my rooms tonight, there will be no Don, no protocol. Only us. I will take you the way you want—no restraint, no ritual, no performance. Do you understand what that means?”

A shiver courses through her. “Yes. I need it.”

He stands, offering a hand to pull her up. For the first time in ages, he looks at her not as a challenge, but as a gift—a risk he chooses, again and again.

“Then go,” he murmurs, voice rough. “Prepare yourself. When you come to me, come as Elise—not as the House’s companion.”

She rises, heart hammering, and walks from the room, light-headed, trembling with anticipation and something dangerously close to hope.

She has made her bargain.

Tomorrow, she will give the House everything it asks.

But tonight, she will give herself—to him, and for herself.

The morning breaks gold and clean. Elise is awake before first light, the echoes of last night’s intimacy coiling through her nerves—a balm, a burn, a revelation. She had returned to Matteo’s rooms as herself, as promised. There was no Don, no ritual—only hands and mouth and words, fevered and quiet. There was laughter, and there were tears. There was a new hunger: hers, and his. For the first time in too long, she felt not like a vessel, but like a woman, a lover, a source of joy as well as proof.

The hour outside passes like a dream. The collar is silenced; the guards invisible in the trees. She walks the dew-wet grass barefoot, the sun warm on her cheeks, breathing air unscented by antiseptic or control. She does not run. She does not even think of it. She sits by the old wall, closes her eyes, lets herself become animal and human, both. She returns before her time is up, body light, soul clearer, the terms of her bargain humming in her bones.

When she is called for ritual, Elise is ready.

The House has summoned an audience: senior staff, companions-in-training, two silent syndicate observers, Costella and, at the head of it all, Matteo. There is an undercurrent of expectation, a silent wager—will Elise comply, or will she force another standoff? Will she yield, or withhold?

She walks to the ritual chamber with a new gait—neither defiant nor defeated, but certain. Her robe is belted tight, her hair plaited as she prefers. She lets the attendants undress and prepare her, but there is no slackness in her limbs, no secret withholding in her eyes. She surrenders, but by choice.

Costella observes her closely, as if searching for weakness or duplicity. Matteo’s gaze, when it finds her, is something private, quiet, burning. She feels it in the marrow of her spine.

Elise seats herself in the ritual chair without protest. The restraints are closed with gentle clicks. The sensors are applied with practiced hands. The ritual begins.

As the suction cups take her, as the stimulation begins, Elise gives herself over—not in submission to protocol, but in an act of agency. She lets the pleasure crest, lets the rhythm take her. She breathes into it, her body a livewire of nerves and want, her mind lucid, focused. She meets every command with “Yes, Doctor,” and every encouragement with a steady, open gaze.

The attendants are the first to notice the difference. Her yield is higher—milk flows thick and steady, the numbers spiking on the screens. Her pulse is strong, arousal index peaking at just the right moment, compliance perfect but unforced. The air in the chamber shifts from anxiety to awe.

Costella speaks softly, almost reverently: “This is the ideal. Yield, compliance, and voluntary surrender. Note the difference from yesterday.”

A junior companion whispers to a colleague, “She’s not resisting anymore. She’s… performing.”

But it is not performance for them—it is devotion by choice. Elise rides the ritual, lets it build, lets her climax come when she chooses, lets it carry her past shame into something bright and dangerous. The audience watches as her body shakes, as her cries ring out, as her milk flows in a torrent.

Matteo’s gaze never leaves her, and she meets it, not shying from the heat or the pride there.

When the ritual ends, Elise is left trembling in the chair, tears on her cheeks, chest heaving—not from exhaustion, but from release.

Costella moves to her side, a rare softness in her tone. “That was… exceptional, Elise. If this continues, you will become the model for the next phase of protocol.”

The staff murmur approval. Even the syndicate observers, impassive all morning, exchange a glance of grudging respect.

Elise is unstrapped, cleaned, redressed. She bows her head to Costella, to the staff, to Matteo—not with humiliation, but with dignity.

She returns to her quarters lighter, the old dread muted by something fierce and new. She knows her power is dangerous, her role as both proof and weapon more precarious than ever. But she is not just surviving now.

She is steering the House—at least for today.

When Matteo comes to her that night, he comes as himself. They do not speak of protocol or performance. They lie together in silence, hands tangled, hearts racing, a peace earned by risk and rebellion.

Elise knows the bargain may not last. She knows the price will rise. But tonight, her submission is her own.

And the House is watching, realizing—slowly, inevitably—that it has created not only a vessel, but a force.

Elise lies in her quarters long after the ritual has ended. The sun has set; the hush of evening fills the estate. Outside her window, the garden paths are shadowed and still. The distant glow of lights from the staff wing casts reflections like ghostly ladders on her ceiling. In this rare solitude, she feels the full weight of what she has begun.

Her body is spent but not suffering. Her skin tingles with aftershocks, and her limbs feel loose and pliant. For the first time in weeks, her chest is free of the iron band of dread. She breathes easier. She runs her fingers across her own skin, feeling the tenderness, the fading impressions left by cuffs and sensors, and the raw places where pleasure and pain have blurred into something indistinguishable.

But relief is not enough to quiet her mind.

She replays the day in fragments: the walk outside, grass cool beneath her toes; the way her breath caught as she returned, not because she feared reprisal, but because she had risked so much. She remembers the look in Matteo’s eyes as she bargained—not as Don, but as a man forced to reckon with a force he’d once believed he controlled. She remembers Costella’s rare note of approval. The awed hush of the junior companions.

Most of all, she remembers the moment in the chair when she let herself go—fully, fiercely, by choice. She had surrendered, yes. But she had done so on her terms.

Now, as the night deepens, so does her uncertainty.

Elise knows she has gained something real. Leverage. Agency. A kind of power that no collar or protocol can replicate. Her willingness to yield, now wielded as a tool, has become her only currency—and, for the moment, it is enough.

But every bargain has its price. The House has not given up its old ways. The rules can shift. Matteo’s patience is finite, and Costella’s doctrine may tighten around her the moment she falters. Power, here, is always provisional—granted on the condition of performance, of spectacle, of absolute surrender when required.

Alone, Elise feels the thin edge of fear, sharp and cold as the night air. What if the House grows tired of her demands? What if Matteo feels betrayed? What if she pushes too hard, or too far? Already, the eyes of the staff linger on her with a new mixture of awe and suspicion. Already, the other companions whisper about her risk, her privilege, her fallibility.

She wonders if she has made herself indispensable, or simply marked herself for a harsher reckoning. She wonders if the power she holds now is real—or if it is just another layer of the House’s discipline, a new way to control her by letting her believe she is free.

She rises from the bed, wrapping herself in a blanket, and stands at the window, staring into the dark. The night is so quiet she can hear the faint buzz of the security lights, the low murmur of water in the garden fountains, the distant rustle of wind through the hedge.

A part of her aches for certainty. For safety. For love without condition. But she knows better now—knows that every moment of autonomy here is provisional, every act of power a risk.

I will keep pushing, she promises herself. I will use what I have, even if it means I lose everything. I will not go back to blind obedience. If I fall, it will be as myself.

She closes her eyes, letting the promise settle deep in her chest.

As she returns to bed, exhaustion finally overtakes her. In her sleep, dreams flicker—of open fields, of strong hands, of surrender not as defeat, but as a dangerous, defiant kind of freedom.

When the morning comes, Elise will rise again—changed, but not conquered. She will keep fighting for every inch of power she can carve from her submission, even as she fears what the next day will demand.

And the House, watching always, will have to reckon with the creature it has made.


Chapter 10 — Costella’s Devotion

Elise is awoken before dawn by a discreet chime—softer than the usual protocol call, but unmistakably urgent. She blinks into the near-darkness of her quarters, heart leaping in her chest. The screen by her bed pulses with a single message:

Companion Elise,

Report to Medical Suite 3 at once.

— Dr. Costella

There are no additional instructions. No mention of protocol, no list of procedures or outcomes, no detail to predict what awaits her. Only the signature: Dr. Costella, in her small, fastidious script.

Elise sits up, muscles aching from yesterday’s ritual, nerves taut. She tries to interpret the summons: is this a recalibration? A punishment? A secret trial, or a new kind of lesson? There is something in the message’s brevity—a tension she cannot quite name.

She dresses quickly, pulling on the lighter robe, cinching the belt, leaving her hair loose around her shoulders. She hesitates only once, fingers grazing the silent collar at her neck—a leftover mercy from her bargain with Matteo. It hums quietly, no alerts, no pressure. She finds she almost misses the familiar bite of discipline. Almost.

The halls are quiet, emptied of their usual bustle. The estate at this hour is a world of shadows: glass and marble lit by low sconces, the gardens outside still lost to night. Her footsteps echo in the silence as she makes her way through the corridors.

Medical Suite 3 is at the far end of the clinical wing—a space rarely used for regular protocol. The lights here are dim, the door unguarded. Elise knocks once, softly, and it opens at her touch.

Inside, she finds Costella alone.

The doctor stands by the window, looking out at the garden as the first faint streaks of dawn break the horizon. Her coat is immaculate, but her posture is softer than usual, her hair slightly loose, one hand resting on the glass. She does not turn immediately, but speaks in a voice lower and quieter than Elise has ever heard.

“Thank you for coming so quickly. Please—close the door.”

Elise obeys, her pulse racing. She stands uncertainly, waiting for Costella to turn.

After a long moment, Costella faces her. Her face is drawn, eyes shadowed with exhaustion, but there’s an unfamiliar warmth in her expression—a flicker of something almost like apology.

“I asked you here early because I wanted to see you… without the interruptions. Without the House watching.”

Elise blinks. The medical suite is prepared for a session—sterile but oddly intimate. Only one chair is out, no attendants, no preparation trays. A single blanket rests folded on the cot, a glass of water waiting on the counter.

Costella gestures for Elise to sit. “I promise, this is not a recalibration. No protocols, no data today.” Her mouth twists in something like a sad smile. “Just… a check-in. For both of us.”

Elise sits, folding her hands in her lap. She is wary—this is not the Costella she knows, but she is not yet convinced it is safe to let her guard down.

Costella perches on a stool opposite, notepad in hand but unused. For a moment, the room is silent except for the distant sound of a bird starting to sing in the garden.

“I know you’ve been pushed hard,” Costella says softly. “And that the House asks more of you every day. But I also know you have survived things no protocol was ever designed to measure.”

She pauses, looking away. Elise sees the fine tremor in her fingers, the exhaustion etched at the corners of her eyes.

“I wanted to see you without the data,” Costella says. “Just you, not the companion, not the numbers. If that’s all right.”

Elise nods, a slow, cautious assent. “It’s all right.”

A long, uncertain pause. Elise senses that Costella is struggling for words—something personal, something the doctrine would never allow.

“I know this is irregular,” Costella admits, voice almost shy. “But I find myself… questioning. Not just the protocol, but myself. How I see you. How I see what I’ve become in this place.”

She falls silent, searching Elise’s face for understanding, maybe even permission.

Elise’s heart softens, just a little. “I don’t mind. I think we both need this, even if we’re not sure why.”

For the first time, the clinical room feels less like a site of ritual, and more like a place where two women—each worn thin by power, obedience, and survival—might see each other, if only for an hour.

The session will not be simple. It may not even be safe.

But as the first light of dawn breaks through the window, Elise senses something important has shifted. For the first time, she is not only a subject, and Costella is not only the doctor.

They are, at last, simply human. And that is both the promise—and the threat—of everything that will follow.

For a few minutes, neither woman moves. Costella sits across from Elise, still in her crisp white coat, hands folded—yet the usual authority has faded, leaving something softer and more uncertain. Elise sits on the edge of the cot, aware of every sound: the faint tick of the wall clock, the slow rhythm of her own breathing, the distant drip of water in the pipes. The world beyond the glass walls is slowly brightening, but in this room, dawn feels suspended, time held in a fragile hush.

Costella is the first to speak. “How do you feel?” It is not the protocol question. There is no checklist, no stylus poised to record the answer. It is just words—gentle, tentative.

Elise considers. The urge to answer with a lie, or a pleasing fiction, flickers and fades. She is too tired for pretense. “I feel… tired. But clearer. Like I’m finally waking up from something I thought was sleep, but was really just numbness.”

Costella nods, her lips pressing together. “I see that in you. It’s been… unsettling to witness.” Her hands twist in her lap, betraying a rare vulnerability. “When you started withholding—when you bargained with Matteo—I realized you were moving beyond the script. Beyond anything I thought the House could contain.”

Elise’s voice is quiet but steady. “Is that why you called me here?”

Costella smiles, brittle and sad. “Partly. And partly because I needed to know for myself—without data, without audience—if you’re still willing to let me see you.”

Elise meets her gaze. “You’ve seen more of me than almost anyone. Sometimes I think you know my body better than I do.”

A flush colors Costella’s cheeks, but she does not look away. Instead, she reaches for her unused notepad, tapping it lightly against her knee. “Protocol says I should keep this between us clinical, detached. But the truth is, it’s never been just clinical for me. Not since the first time I watched you in the chamber. You were so—alive. Even in pain, even in shame.”

Elise is silent, moved and wary at once.

Costella sets the notepad aside. “I’m supposed to ask about compliance, yield, emotional metrics. But I want to know—what do you really feel, Elise? Not just in the chamber, but now. Here.”

Elise hesitates, then answers honestly. “Sometimes I feel like I’m a hundred different people—obedient, angry, grateful, afraid, desperate. Sometimes I feel like none of them. I want to be wanted, not just useful. I want to be safe, but I want to be seen. I hate what the House does to me. I love what it lets me survive. I miss who I was, but I can’t imagine surviving as her again.”

Costella listens, hands clasped, eyes shining with a mix of admiration and grief. “Thank you,” she whispers. “You have no idea how rare it is to hear the truth in this place.”

She takes a breath, then confesses: “I sometimes think the House has turned me into a ghost. I watch, I measure, I prescribe. But every time you step into that room, you remind me that I still want things. That I’m not just here to enforce someone else’s rules.”

Elise studies her, searching for the woman behind the doctor. “Do you hate me for that?”

Costella shakes her head. “No. If anything, I envy you. You can still fight. You still have something the House can’t take.”

The silence that follows is dense, laden with possibilities.

After a moment, Costella continues, her voice almost a whisper: “Do you ever wonder if any of this will end? If you’ll ever get to choose who you are, or what you want?”

Elise’s answer is raw, unguarded. “Every day. Sometimes I think surviving is the only choice I have. Sometimes I think I can still win, if I choose carefully enough. Most days, I’m just scared of becoming someone I don’t recognize.”

The admission hangs between them, electric. Costella’s composure wavers further—her hands tremble, her jaw clenches as if holding back tears.

“I needed to hear that,” she says finally. “Not for the protocol. For myself.”

She stands, moves to the window, staring out at the pale garden. Her shoulders are tight, but when she turns back, her face is unguarded, open in a way Elise has never seen.

“I don’t know what happens after this,” Costella says. “I just know I needed you to see me. Not the doctor. Just me.”

Elise nods, her heart thudding with new understanding. “I see you.”

For a moment, both women sit with the truth of that. The distance between patient and doctor, command and submission, begins to collapse—replaced by something fragile and more dangerous: mutual recognition.

The sun crests the horizon, filling the room with a gentle, uncertain light.

Something new has begun.

The silence between them stretches—soft, heavy, alive. Elise can see Costella struggling with something behind her eyes, a thought or confession that has been caged for too long. The doctor’s usually precise posture has loosened; her shoulders sag slightly, as if relief and dread are fighting for control inside her.

Elise waits. Costella has always been the one with instructions, commands, metrics. Now Elise lets the quiet do its work.

Finally, Costella exhales. A slow, tremor-edged release.

“Elise,” she begins, voice barely above a whisper, “I need to tell you something. And it may cost me more than you realise.”

She steps closer—not invading space, but erasing the sterile distance she’s always maintained. She stops only a foot away, every line of her body tense with conflict.

“When I first assessed you,” she says, “I told myself you were a case. A challenge. A pattern to decode. That’s what I do—I turn people into data so I don’t have to feel anything I can’t control.”

Her fingers curl, nails pressing into her palms.

“But you…”

She swallows, looking pained.

“You refused to become a pattern.”

Elise’s pulse quickens. She murmurs, “How?”

Costella laughs softly—a brittle sound. “Because you survived things that should have broken you. Because every time I defined you, you changed. You weren’t compliant or defiant—you were alive. You were terrified and still fighting, humiliated and still dignified, used and still… yourself.”

Her gaze breaks away, her voice cracking for the first time Elise has ever heard.

“And I kept watching. I watched you when I shouldn’t have. I studied your breathing, your tremors, the way your hands clenched when you were trying not to cry. I made notes I never entered. I ran tests I justified as necessary. I told myself it was for the House.”

She looks up again, eyes bright, raw.

“But it wasn’t.”

A chill moves through Elise, not fear—something far more complicated. “Then why?”

Costella steps closer, unable to stop herself now. “Because I became obsessed with proving you were more than the House allowed you to be. And obsessed with proving I was more than they allowed me to be.”

Her voice shakes. “I needed you to succeed because it meant I wasn’t just a machine enforcing someone else’s cruelty. It meant I could still recognise humanity, even in this place.”

Elise’s breath catches. “Costella…”

But Costella shakes her head, desperate to finish the confession before she loses her nerve.

“I told myself it was scientific. That your responses fascinated me because they were unique, not because you were.”

She lets out a slow, trembling breath.

“But that was a lie.”

Elise opens her mouth to speak, but Costella lifts a hand—a pleading, fragile gesture.

“Let me finish.”

She moves even closer now—a pace that carries her into Elise’s personal space, where Elise can smell her perfume and see the faint tremor in her throat.

“When you collapse, I feel it here—”

She presses a hand to her chest, just over her heart.

“When you endure pain, I feel guilt no doctrine can explain. When you climax—publicly, shamefully, triumphantly—I feel…”

Her voice fails.

She closes her eyes, gathers herself.

“I feel something I have no right to feel.”

Elise’s breath stutters.

Costella forces herself on.

“You were supposed to be an asset. A vessel. A subject. But you’ve become…”

She searches for the word.

“…a mirror. You reflect everything I’ve lost. Everything I still want to become.”

A deep silence follows, warmer than the dawn light creeping across the floor.

Elise’s voice is small but steady. “You’re not just the House’s doctor, Costella.”

Costella lets out a shuddering exhale. “That is the problem. I don’t know who I am when I’m not.”

A single tear slips down her cheek—silent, shimmering. She does not wipe it away. She lets Elise see it.

“I have sacrificed everything to create perfect protocol. But the first time you disobeyed—the first time you said no—I realised I didn’t want perfection anymore.”

Her voice drops to a whisper.

“I wanted you. Not your yield. Not your climax. You.”

The words hang between them, trembling.

Elise feels her own guard falter. “Costella… I didn’t know.”

“How could you?” Costella whispers. “I never allowed myself to show you.”

She reaches out—slowly, cautiously—as if offering her hand into fire. Her fingertips hover near Elise’s face, then her jaw, but she does not touch. She waits for permission, for rejection, for absolution.

Elise leans subtly toward her touch, her breath hitching.

Costella’s fingers brush Elise’s cheek—light as a falling petal. The contact is electric, devastating.

The fracture is complete.

Costella’s clinical mask, her authority, her distance—everything she has worn so tightly—cracks open.

And in its place stands a woman undone by devotion, longing, and the unbearable weight of her own humanity.

For a moment, neither woman moves. The air between them vibrates with the ache of broken rules and something more primal: hope, fear, forbidden want. Costella’s hand lingers on Elise’s cheek, trembling but unyielding, as if she’s holding the fragile proof that she is not only a doctor, but a woman, alive and full of yearning.

Elise closes her eyes and lets herself rest in that touch—a simple, human comfort she has almost forgotten. The silence between them is thick with questions. What is allowed now? Who is in control? What happens if one of them lets go?

Costella is the first to speak, voice roughened by unshed tears. “Elise, I… I need to try something. Not as protocol. Not as punishment. As an experiment, but one for us, not the House.”

Elise nods, barely breathing. “What do you want me to do?”

Costella’s lips quiver into a sad smile. “Tell me how to touch you. What feels safe. What feels good. What you want me to stop.”

Elise is so startled by the question—by the permission in it—that she can only blink, heart stuttering in her chest.

Costella kneels beside the cot, her posture stripped of authority, her hands open and empty. “Let’s start with your hands. May I?” She lifts one of Elise’s hands, waiting for a nod before taking it gently between her own. Her thumb strokes slow circles over Elise’s knuckles, warmth pooling between their palms.

Elise nods, the smallest motion, and after a moment, murmurs, “That’s… good. I like the pressure.”

Costella applies more pressure, massaging Elise’s palm, tracing the lines there with clinical precision made personal. “Tell me if it’s too much. Or not enough.”

Elise exhales, tension leaking from her shoulders. For the first time in what feels like years, she is not a subject being managed, but a body being cared for—her boundaries the guiding force.

“More,” she whispers, eyes fluttering shut. “A little firmer.”

Costella obliges, her hands strong and careful. She works up Elise’s arm, kneading at knots, pausing to watch Elise’s face for any sign of distress.

“Is this all right?”

Elise’s breath shivers. “Yes. I didn’t know how much I missed this.”

Costella smiles, more confidently now. “Neither did I.”

The session unfolds slowly, every movement deliberate and filled with question. Costella’s hands move from Elise’s arms to her shoulders, her neck, the base of her skull. She never assumes; she asks before every touch, waits for permission, and listens for any signal to stop.

Elise, unused to such control, finds herself trembling with relief and uncertainty. “You can touch my hair,” she offers, her voice trembling but certain.

Costella combs her fingers through Elise’s hair, massaging her scalp. The tenderness unspools something tightly coiled in Elise’s chest. She sighs—soft, grateful, letting herself melt under the touch.

“Would you like me to hold you?” Costella asks quietly, almost shyly.

Elise nods, tears prickling her eyes. “Please.”

Costella slides onto the cot, gathering Elise into her arms, careful and slow. Elise curls into her, face pressed to Costella’s shoulder, the doctor’s arms strong and warm around her back. They sit like that for a long time, saying nothing. For once, there are no restraints, no data, no witnesses. The world shrinks to two women, both stripped of armor, finding comfort in the closeness they’ve denied themselves for so long.

The intimacy shifts—growing bolder, but never rushing. Costella murmurs, “Tell me if you want more. Or less. Or nothing.”

Elise, emboldened, whispers, “Will you stroke my back? Slowly?”

Costella does. Her hands move in long, soothing lines, up and down Elise’s spine, each pass unwinding another knot of anxiety.

Elise finds herself crying, silent tears slipping down her cheeks—not of fear or pain, but of relief. Of being touched without expectation. Of being seen as more than proof.

Costella’s voice is thick with emotion. “You’re so strong, Elise. So much stronger than I ever was.”

Elise lifts her head, wiping her face. “I’m only strong because I had to be. You gave me room to survive, even if you didn’t always mean to.”

They look at each other, raw and unguarded. The power between them shifts—sometimes Elise is the one being cared for; sometimes Costella leans into Elise’s embrace, her head on Elise’s shoulder.

The session blurs boundaries—experiment, aftercare, confession. At times, Elise guides Costella’s hands. At times, Costella asks for permission to press a kiss to Elise’s temple, her cheek, her hair. The kisses are tentative, reverent, charged with longing but never forced.

When Elise is ready, she asks, “May I touch you?”

Costella nods, stunned. “Yes. Please.”

Elise strokes Costella’s hair, smoothes her hand over the doctor’s back, feeling the tightness there—the armor that never quite drops, even now. She holds Costella the way she wishes someone would hold her: gentle, steady, with no demands.

Their roles are fluid—sometimes Elise is the subject, sometimes the caretaker. Sometimes they are simply two women, trading warmth for warmth, fear for fear.

“Why are you doing this?” Elise asks softly.

Costella breathes out, her confession so quiet it is almost lost. “Because I need to remember how to care for someone without breaking them. Because I need to know I am more than a protocol. Because I want—”

She stops herself, but Elise finishes it for her. “You want to feel alive.”

Costella nods, tears glistening in her eyes.

The session ends in silence, a silence full of trust, confusion, and a promise of something both dangerous and necessary.

For the first time, Elise does not feel like a subject, and Costella does not feel like a keeper. They are, for an hour, simply human. That is experiment enough.

The world outside the suite fades—no protocols, no data, no House watching. For the first time, the only rules that matter are the ones Elise and Costella are making together, minute by minute, touch by touch.

They lie side by side on the cot, a hush falling over them like a velvet shroud. Costella is the one who breaks the quiet, voice almost shaking. “I shouldn’t want this. I’ve told myself for so long that every touch must be justified, every word recorded. But this—” Her hand finds Elise’s, fingers intertwining. “This is just for us.”

Elise turns, searching Costella’s eyes for any sign of doubt. She finds none—only longing and a kind of reverent fear. Elise’s hand squeezes back, her thumb brushing over Costella’s knuckles.

“Are you afraid?” Elise whispers.

Costella nods. “Terrified. Of what I feel. Of what this might cost us both. But I’m more afraid of what happens if I never allow myself to feel it.”

A small smile tugs at Elise’s lips. “Then don’t let go. Not tonight.”

It’s an invitation and a plea, and it changes everything.

Costella shifts closer, her face inches from Elise’s. “May I kiss you?” Her voice trembles with desire held too long in check.

Elise nods, her own voice rough. “Please.”

The kiss is hesitant at first—lips brushing, barely touching, a question in every movement. Then Costella deepens it, her mouth hungry but careful, as if she fears breaking something precious. Elise answers with her own longing, letting her hand cup Costella’s jaw, fingers trembling.

Their bodies press together, clothed in soft cotton and raw nerve. Costella’s hands move from Elise’s face to her shoulders, her back, learning the shape of her through slow exploration. Every touch is a question, every sigh an answer. The hunger between them is patient, desperate, and nothing like what the House demands. There is no audience. No metrics. No performance.

Elise surrenders to the contact, letting herself be wanted—not as a companion, not as a source, but as herself. She feels Costella’s breath catch, her own heart racing, her body alive with a new kind of pleasure: not forced, not extracted, but given.

Costella’s hand lingers at the hollow of Elise’s throat, feeling the quick flutter of her pulse. “You’re so alive,” she murmurs, awe in every word. “All this time, I’ve been afraid to touch you without gloves.”

Elise covers Costella’s hand with her own, holding it in place. “You don’t have to be afraid with me.”

The tension—sexual, emotional, electric—builds, but neither woman rushes. Costella explores Elise’s body with reverence: fingertips down her arms, across her ribs, over her hips. Elise shivers with each caress, letting Costella set the pace, giving up control only because she wants to.

“Tell me what you want,” Costella whispers, voice hoarse with restraint.

Elise swallows, breathless. “Just… keep touching me. Don’t stop.”

Costella does as she’s asked, her touches growing bolder. She skims the edge of Elise’s robe, then gently opens it, baring Elise’s collarbones, the soft curve of her shoulder. Her lips trace the path her fingers make—a series of slow, worshipful kisses, never rushing.

Elise feels her body heat, her pulse growing wild. For once, the exposure doesn’t sting with shame—it is sacred, precious. She is seen, not as a subject, but as a miracle.

Costella pulls back, eyes glassy with emotion. “You undo me,” she says, voice breaking. “You make me remember everything I’ve given up.”

Elise cups Costella’s cheek, brushing away a tear. “We’re both more than what the House wants from us.”

For a long time, they lie together, exploring with hands and mouths, sighs and shivers. Neither seeks the fevered oblivion of climax, but the ache of it hovers between them—longing, restrained, infinitely sweeter for being chosen. At times, Elise guides Costella’s touch. At times, Costella lets Elise undress her, slow and careful, until their bodies are pressed skin to skin, breath to breath.

Every motion is permission, every moan an act of trust.

They talk between kisses—half-confessions, half-promises.

“I used to dream of this,” Costella admits. “A life where I could want, and be wanted.”

“You deserve it,” Elise breathes, pressing her lips to Costella’s temple.

They hold each other, bodies tangled, trembling not from fear but from relief.

In the end, when both are spent—not from orgasm, but from the intimacy of being known—Costella gathers Elise close and whispers, “This must remain our secret. The House would destroy us for this.”

Elise nods, her voice thick with sleep and certainty. “I know. I promise.”

They drift together, sleep stealing over them, the world outside suspended.

For one night, they are not subject and doctor, not proof and protocol, but simply two women who have risked everything to be seen, to be held, to be human.

In the darkness, the line is crossed, and neither will ever be the same.

Elise wakes to early light streaming through the frosted glass, her body wrapped in a tangle of blankets and memory. For a moment, she forgets where she is—feels only the ache in her limbs, the warmth at her back, the faint imprint of fingers on her skin. Then she remembers: Costella, her arms around her, the softness of lips and hands, the charged, tender intimacy that had outlasted the night.

She opens her eyes. The cot is empty beside her, the other half still warm. For a moment, fear prickles at the back of her neck—What if it was a dream? What if it never happened? But then she hears water running from the small sink in the corner, the soft rustle of Costella moving quietly, trying not to wake her.

Elise sits up, clutching the blanket to her chest. Costella stands with her back to the room, shoulders stiff, hair slightly mussed. She splashes water on her face, then dries it, taking a long moment to gather herself before turning around.

When she does, there is something new in her expression—vulnerability, yes, but also a new hardness, a wall hastily rebuilt in the space between night and day.

“We don’t have long,” Costella says softly. “The staff will be on shift soon. If anyone suspects you weren’t in your quarters…”

She trails off, the implication hanging heavy in the air. Elise nods, pulling her robe closed and rising. The spell of the night has broken, replaced by a brittle, urgent anxiety.

Costella moves closer, her voice low and fierce. “No one can know about this. Not Matteo. Not the House. Not anyone. If they suspect—” She swallows. “It would be the end. For both of us.”

Elise touches Costella’s hand, squeezing once. “I know. I promised.”

A shiver runs through Costella. For a moment, she lets herself lean in, pressing her forehead to Elise’s. The closeness is almost painful now, a secret already threatened by the returning world.

“I meant what I said last night,” Costella whispers. “You’re more than protocol to me. But I can’t protect you if this comes out. I can’t even protect myself.”

Elise breathes in the fear, the longing, the fierce, bright sense of having crossed an impossible line. “I’ll keep your secret. I owe you that much. Maybe more.”

Costella pulls away, smoothing her coat, gathering herself into the doctor again. The professional mask slides back into place, but the eyes behind it are different now—softer, haunted.

“You should go. Use the back corridor. Take five minutes in your quarters before you answer any calls. I’ll write up the session as a routine aftercare consult. If anyone asks, it was nothing out of the ordinary.”

Elise nods. She hesitates at the door, glancing back once. “Will you be all right?”

Costella’s smile is brittle but real. “I’ll survive. I always do.”

For a moment, they hold each other’s gaze—an unspoken promise, a private tether. Then Elise slips out, ghosting down the hall, heart pounding.

Her quarters are cold, empty. She sits on the bed, fingers shaking, waiting for her pulse to slow. The estate is waking: footsteps in the corridor, protocol chimes, the first knock at her door from an attendant with the day’s schedule.

She moves through her morning like a shadow—present, but half elsewhere. Every touch, every instruction, every ritual feels changed. Her skin tingles, marked not by the House’s demands, but by the memory of hands that had touched her as a woman, not a subject.

Later, in a stolen moment, she finds a note folded beneath her pillow: “Thank you for seeing me. —C”

Elise tucks it away, heart twisting with gratitude and dread.

The day passes. Costella is cool and professional when they cross paths; no one seems to notice the new current between them, but Elise feels it in every glance, every hesitation, every moment when they almost speak and do not.

She knows now that she has gained something dangerous—a secret, an ally, a thread of hope wound through the halls of the House. But it is also a liability. Something she must guard, even as she wonders whether it will become her undoing.

As night falls, Elise lies awake, haunted by what she cannot say, and what she cannot ever again unknow.

She is more visible than ever.

She is more alone than ever.

And yet, for the first time, she is not entirely powerless.

A line has been crossed.

And somewhere deep within her, Elise feels it: the House will never be the same.


Chapter 11 — The Milk Gala

Elise is summoned before the sun even breaks the horizon—a gentle but insistent chime that vibrates through the floor and walls, followed almost immediately by a soft knock. She is not surprised. For days, the estate has been charged with an energy she can taste on her tongue: the scent of flowers and wax, the press of anxious staff, the distant thunder of arriving motorcades. The Milk Gala is not merely an event. It is a proving ground, and tonight, Elise knows, she is both sword and sacrifice.

Attendants usher her from her quarters in silence. She is taken through unfamiliar corridors, past rooms transformed for spectacle: banquet halls hung with silk and gold, staff quarters converted to dressing salons, the winter garden flooded with soft, unnatural light. At every turn, she glimpses masked guests, syndicate officials, rival companions—faces strange and expectant, all eyes searching for the legend they have come to witness or dethrone.

Her destination is a private salon, pre-dawn dark, lit by a single lamp. Here, a team of stylists and attendants waits. Without a word, they begin their work: her hair is washed, combed, coiled into a style both elegant and vulnerable, threaded with silk ribbons in House colors. Her skin is brushed and dusted, scentless oil massaged into her limbs. A dress is drawn from its box—a confection of pale blue silk, so thin it flutters with every breath, the neckline low, the back cut to the waist. A special collar, white leather set with tiny pearls, is fastened at her throat. It is lighter than the ritual collar, but more binding—a symbol not of surveillance, but of belonging.

As they work, Elise feels herself recede. The attendants speak little, but their hands are gentle. There is awe in their touch, a trembling reverence. She realises that she is no longer just one of many—she is the House’s final gamble.

When they are finished, she is allowed to stand and see herself in a tall mirror. She does not recognise the woman in the glass. Her body is lean, almost spectral in the half-light, draped in silk and ribbon. Her eyes look huge, haunted, set deep in a face painted with dignity and dread.

Costella enters, closing the door softly behind her. She is dressed for the Gala, her lab coat replaced by a tailored dress and a single, elegant mask. She studies Elise for a long moment, then approaches, taking both of Elise’s hands in hers.

“You are the House tonight,” Costella murmurs, voice low, almost desperate. “Whatever happens, don’t let them see you falter.”

Elise wants to ask: What if I do? What if I can’t hold? But she swallows the words, nodding instead.

Costella squeezes her hands. “This is more than a contest. It is a message to every syndicate, every rival, every handler who has ever doubted us. You are not just our proof. You are our future.”

She steps back, her own mask cracking for a heartbeat. “I am proud of you, Elise. I’m sorry I haven’t said it before.”

Before Elise can respond, attendants move in, fitting her with delicate slippers, adjusting the collar, arranging the final folds of her gown.

A male attendant steps in, bearing a velvet tray: a slim, filigreed cuff for each wrist—decorative, but just restrictive enough to serve as a reminder. Elise is no longer only a competitor; she is an object of spectacle, a symbol made flesh.

Matteo arrives at the threshold, his presence filling the room. He is dressed in black and silver, mask concealing all but his eyes. His expression is unreadable, cold and distant. He does not approach, but his voice is low and unmistakable.

“Elise. The House is depending on you tonight. I trust you know what is at stake.”

She nods, words failing her.

Matteo’s gaze lingers, a thousand messages in the silence: pride, fear, a threat, a plea. Then he turns away, speaking softly to an aide in the hall.

The stylists and attendants draw back. Costella gives a final adjustment to Elise’s collar, then steps aside.

The door opens. Beyond, the corridor is filled with the music of the Gala—strings and horns, a susurrus of masked voices, the low thrum of anticipation.

A final attendant touches Elise’s elbow. “It’s time.”

Elise steps forward, every movement choreographed by months of ritual and weeks of rehearsal. Her heart thunders. Her skin prickles beneath the silk and pearls.

As she is led through the passageway, toward the lights and the waiting, watching world, she feels herself transformed: not victim, not even survivor, but legend-in-the-making—a body on the edge of glory and ruin.

Tonight, there will be no hiding. Tonight, the House will live or die by what she can bear.

The corridors that lead to the grand hall are lined with masked faces, some of them known, most of them strangers—syndicate leaders, rival companions, House staff made unfamiliar by finery and secrecy. The air smells of lilies, beeswax, and something sharper: anticipation, lust, fear.

Elise walks at the center of a procession: two attendants before her, Costella and a senior handler behind. She can hear the muffled music of the Gala ahead, strings swelling with dramatic, theatrical intent. As she approaches the threshold, the doors swing wide.

A hush falls.

The grand hall is transformed. Flowers spill from the balconies, silk banners hang in House colors and the flags of three major syndicates. Candles flicker in tall glass columns, their reflections dancing over marble and gold. At the far end stands a raised dais—Matteo’s seat of honor—flanked by a long table where rivals and their retinues recline, masks glinting, eyes cold and avid.

A ripple passes through the room at her appearance. Some guests applaud softly, others lean forward, eager for a closer look. Elise’s body feels not her own but like an avatar for the House’s collective desire—her steps are slow, measured, wrists bound in filigree cuffs, collar gleaming white at her throat.

Matteo rises from his seat, the master of ceremonies at his own coronation. He raises his hand; the room falls silent.

“Tonight,” he proclaims, his voice resonant, “the House honors its past and wagers its future. Tonight, we welcome our guests, our rivals, and our judges. Tonight, we bear witness to the House’s devotion and to the strength of its legend.”

He gestures to Elise, the crowd’s attention sharpening. “You have all heard the rumors. The companion who broke records, who survived the syndicate’s tests, who stands for more than just yield—for loyalty, for endurance, for devotion. Tonight, she is not merely a contestant. She is the House.”

There is a surge of applause, punctuated by knowing laughter and the murmurs of bets being placed. Across the aisle, Elise spots Valerio—the syndicate leader whose gaze feels like a blade. He tips his glass, smile cold.

Costella’s hand steadies Elise’s elbow, then steps back, signaling her to ascend a shallow set of steps to a low platform at the center of the room. Here, under a canopy of light, she is displayed for all to see. A silken rope—soft but firm—is looped about her waist, tethering her gently to a gilded post. Two more attendants adjust the hem of her dress, baring her ankles, emphasizing the curve of her calves.

All around her, guests whisper.

“She looks younger than I expected.”

“Is that the legendary companion? I thought she’d be taller.”

“She won’t last two rounds.”

“Her hands aren’t shaking. That’s a good sign.”

“I heard they’ve been dosing her for weeks.”

“I heard she’s the Don’s favorite, but not for long.”

Elise stands with her chin up, gaze fixed above the crowd’s heads, every inch the legend they’ve come to witness or destroy. Her shame is heat in her cheeks; her arousal, a knot low in her belly. The anticipation is suffocating, but she does not flinch.

Matteo speaks again. “Tonight, the companions of every House are invited to compete—not just for yield, but for acclaim. Not just for records, but for legacy. The winner will be remembered. The House that wins will claim precedence for a year.”

A masked rival doctor—tall, sharp-featured, with a black sash—stands, voice cool. “And what of the companion who falters?”

Matteo’s smile is hard. “They will return to their House. But their names, and their performance, will be remembered. For good or ill.”

A ripple of laughter and a few nervous glances. The stakes are clear: to fail is to be shamed; to win is to become something more than human.

Costella approaches the platform, checking Elise’s restraints, adjusting a stray ribbon. She leans in, her voice barely audible: “Remember, Elise. They want to see you falter. Don’t give them the satisfaction.”

Elise breathes in, slow and deep, focusing on the pressure of the silk at her waist, the prickle of light at her scalp, the weight of eyes upon her.

The master of ceremonies—masked in gold, voice smooth and theatrical—steps forward to begin the formal announcements. “Welcome to the Milk Gala. Tonight, all Houses wager on their champions. Let the contest of yield and devotion begin.”

The crowd erupts in applause, glasses raised, voices overlapping in a chorus of excitement and threat.

Elise stands at the center of the world, bound and shining, and knows that tonight she must become myth—or be destroyed by legend.

The hall’s hush is electric as the master of ceremonies, robed in gold and crowned with a mask of feathers and glass, steps onto the platform. His voice floats through the chamber, amplified and measured, every syllable calculated to heighten the sense of drama.

“Companions and champions, rivals and guests: The Milk Gala’s contest will now begin. Tonight, devotion and yield are not secrets—they are spectacle. They are the coin by which your Houses will rise or fall.”

A second platform, opposite Elise, is raised into the light. Three other companions step out—each distinctive, each swathed in the signature silks and colors of their respective Houses. Their handlers—rival doctors, matriarchs, a dark-suited man whose face is lost behind a silver mask—stand close, eyes locked on their charges and the crowd alike.

Elise studies her competition:

—A broad-shouldered woman with burnished skin, jaw tight with discipline.

—A young man, nervous but beautiful, his wrists already faintly bruised from restraint.

—A red-haired, slight companion with eyes of icy blue, her chin held high in practiced defiance.

Each one is introduced, their yield and protocol statistics recited, their handlers making subtle boasts and veiled threats. The crowd murmurs approval or skepticism, syndicate guests consulting betting slips, staff making notes for future negotiation.

The master of ceremonies explains the rules:

Three rounds, escalating in intensity, monitored by independent adjudicators from every House.

Yield will be measured numerically, in volume and duration.

Composure is judged on posture, vocalization, and ability to maintain dignity under pressure.

Climax is not only required—it is to be performed, for both House and audience.

The crowd is given license to applaud, wager, and even suggest challenges via masked attendants, who whisper new torments or incentives to the adjudicators.

Costella stands at the platform’s edge, tablet in hand, her eyes locked on Elise. She is both anchor and storm—ready to intervene, but also complicit in this public sacrifice. Matteo remains at the dais, his mask unreadable. Rival handlers cluster nearby, hungry for any sign of weakness.

The first round is announced: Yield Extraction.

A chorus of attendants moves through the room, adjusting restraints, checking suction apparatus, ensuring every competitor’s body is bared to just the right degree—modest enough for etiquette, exposed enough for spectacle. Elise feels the cool brush of silk at her waist, the reassuring tightness of the decorative cuffs, the warmth of Costella’s hand briefly squeezing her shoulder.

The trial begins. On command, suction cups are applied—first gently, then with increasing pressure. The room fills with the soft whir of machines, the rustle of silks, the low hum of the crowd’s approval. Each companion is monitored—digital displays above each platform tracking yield in real time.

Elise focuses on her breath, on Costella’s earlier words: “Don’t let them see you falter.” She finds the thread of her own power, the memory of choosing surrender, and lets her body respond—not by reflex, but by intention. Her milk flows, slow at first, then stronger, each pulse a counter-rhythm to her racing heart.

The adjudicators mark scores. The crowd applauds as the young man struggles, falters, then recovers. The red-haired girl glances at Elise—a flicker of solidarity, then challenge.

The master of ceremonies announces: “Composure is as vital as yield. Watch as the companions maintain their discipline, their pride—no matter what is demanded.”

In the second round, the restraints are shifted, bodies positioned for public inspection. Attendants use scented oil to massage each competitor’s limbs and chest, ensuring arousal and readiness. The audience is encouraged to participate—shouting encouragement, suggesting tasks, wagering on which companion will break first.

Elise feels the weight of every eye. She keeps her posture straight, hands relaxed, mouth soft, never cowering or rebelling. Her shame is real, but it is harnessed—fuel, not a wound.

The red-haired girl is the first to show cracks—her handler whispers too harshly, and her breath stutters, tears shimmering. The crowd murmurs. The man regains composure, earning cheers for a recovery. The broad-shouldered woman is stoic, nearly statuesque.

For Elise, the ordeal is a test of everything she has learned: surrender as agency, composure as power. She lets her milk flow when commanded, lets her body respond to the stimulation, but never lets her gaze drop. She seeks out Matteo’s eyes, then Costella’s, then finds a quiet place inside herself and holds there.

The round ends with numbers displayed: Elise is near the top—second only to the statuesque woman, but ahead in composure and crowd acclaim.

The master of ceremonies grins beneath his mask. “And so, the Milk Gala’s contest begins—not with collapse, but with legend rising.”

The applause is deafening. Bets are placed anew. Staff and rivals make notes.

Elise stands at the platform’s heart, sweat beading at her brow, body alive and trembling. The ordeal has only begun, but already, she senses the stakes have never been higher.

The hall shifts as the next round begins. Attendants sweep across the marble in a wave of movement—gathering trays, repositioning platforms, tightening restraints. Lights dim to a deeper amber-gold, focusing the room’s attention on the four raised plinths. The hum of anticipation thickens; masked guests lean forward as if to drink in every tremor and gasp.

The master of ceremonies glides to center stage, voice rich and theatrical.

“Round Two… The Ordeal. Endurance, composure, and devotion are tested here—not gently, but completely. Companions, prepare yourselves.”

Elise feels the atmosphere tighten around her like a noose. Her wrists are repositioned—cuffs clipped to slender chains that limit her movement, forcing her posture open and elevated. The silk sash about her waist is drawn taut, keeping her spine curved just so. Her breath catches as the attendants adjust the apparatus at her chest; even the gentlest pressure now feels magnified under so many watching eyes.

Costella appears at her side, fingers brushing Elise’s arm with professional grace—but Elise feels the tremor beneath the surface. Last night lies between them like a phantom, invisible but palpable.

“Stay with me,” Costella murmurs, soft enough for only Elise to hear. “Find your rhythm. Don’t let the crowd’s noise pull you out of yourself.”

Elise nods, jaw tight. Her mouth is dry, her heart pounding as if it already knows the storm approaching.

The attendants withdraw. The crowd hushes.

“Let the Ordeal begin.”

A low vibration hums through the platform—so subtle at first Elise thinks she is imagining it. Then the rhythm intensifies, pulsing up through the soles of her feet to the tension in her thighs, her lower back. Her breath stutters; she swallows hard, eyes closing for a moment. The suction apparatus at her breasts engages again, timed to the platform’s rhythm. Milk responds—slow, steady, coaxed into compliance.

She opens her eyes, focusing on a high chandelier to steady herself.

Across from her, the broad-shouldered woman holds perfect stillness, jaw set, chest rising and falling with disciplined breath. The red-haired girl visibly trembles, lips pressed tight, her handler hissing instructions at her side. The young man already glistens with sweat, his breathing quick and shallow.

The crowd murmurs, voices like hot breath on Elise’s neck.

Elise feels the second phase of the protocol begin—an attendant’s gloved hands briefly steadying her hips before a deeper pulse hums through the apparatus. The pressure steals her breath. Shame flickers—this is more exposing than any ritual, because here her responses are not just recorded but consumed.

Spectacle is the point.

Her body responds despite her best efforts at control—her thighs quake, her chest tightens, her breath becomes patterned and audible. The lights warm her skin; the audience’s hunger prickles like needles.

A masked guest near the dais murmurs loudly, “Look at her—she rides the rhythm like she was born for it.”

Another replies, “Or trained for it. Hard to say where devotion ends and conditioning begins.”

Heat flushes Elise’s face. She forces her gaze up, away, anywhere but the crowd.

The master of ceremonies raises a hand. “Audience suggestions are now accepted.”

Masked attendants drift like shadows, taking whispered commands from syndicate guests, passing them along to the adjudicators. Soon, subtle adjustments ripple through the platforms—intensity rising, timing shifting, pressure calibrating to each competitor’s weakness.

Elise hears an adjudicator announce: “Increase rhythm by fifteen percent for Companion Four.”

That’s her.

Her body jolts, breath catching in her throat. Her fingers curl tight against the restraints. A sound escapes her—small, helpless, mortifying. The crowd reacts, a wave of murmurs sweeping through the hall.

Costella’s voice is steady at her side. “Breathe. Slow. Don’t fight the rhythm—let it pass through you.”

Elise obeys. Breath in, breath out. Her shame becomes something sharper—a blade she can choose to fall on or wield.

Across the hall, the red-haired girl breaks posture. Her knees buckle; she cries out. Her handler grips her jaw, forcing her head up. “Again,” he commands. “Hold. Do not dishonor me.”

The crowd jeers or coos in sympathy. Bets shift. Mathematically-minded spectators scribble notes. Elise feels sick for the girl—and terrified it could be her next.

Another round of suggestions flows in.

“For the statuesque woman: upper-body tension challenge.”

“For the young man: breath disruption cadence.”

“For Companion Elise: posture elevation.”

Her platform tilts—not noticeably, but enough to force her weight forward, her back arching in a position more vulnerable, more humiliating. Her dress clings tighter to her curves. The suction cups tug in rhythmic pulses, drawing out yield that glistens under the lights.

A murmur goes through the room.

“She’s beautiful like this.”

“She’s going to faint.”

“No—look how she holds herself. She won’t give them the collapse they want.”

“She will. They all do.”

Elise’s breath trembles. Her knees soften, her vision blurs at the edges. She can hear Matteo’s voice in the distance—calm, measured, discussing odds with a syndicate leader. She hates that she wants him to look at her. She hates how much she wants Costella’s hand on her spine.

Her body’s rhythm becomes less something done to her and more something she is trying to survive.

The second phase of the Ordeal begins.

A deeper, slower pulse.

A heavier suction.

A forced intake of breath, held on command by the adjudicators.

The crowd counts aloud with each pulse.

“One… two… three…”

Their voices fill the hall like a tide.

Elise’s spine bows. Her breath catches. She feels herself sliding toward something she cannot name—a precipice between pleasure and collapse.

Her eyes fill with tears.

Costella steps closer, fingers brushing Elise’s wrist in a gesture invisible to the audience. “You’re all right. I’m here. Don’t let them take your dignity.”

Elise holds herself together with sheer will. She feels the shame of being displayed so openly—and then the deeper, sharper knowledge that she is winning. Her composure holds even as the young man falters and sobs, even as the statuesque woman grits her teeth and sways.

Then the red-haired girl screams—a keening sound of anguish and exhaustion. Her handler signals defeat. She is removed from the platform, trembling.

The crowd roars—some triumphant, some sympathetic, some bored.

Elise is now one of three.

The pressure increases again. Her body shakes. Her jaw trembles. Her wrists ache.

Costella whispers, “You’re almost through this round. Stay with me, Elise. Let them watch you endure.”

A masked judge raises a hand:

“Final cadence for the Ordeal.”

The room stills.

Elise braces.

The rhythm spikes—fast, deep, overwhelming.

Her breath breaks.

Her vision wavers.

Yield flows in a warm surge.

A moan slips from her lips—unbidden, helpless.

The crowd explodes.

“That did it.”

“She’s got the audience.”

“I bet she’ll break.”

“No—she’s rising.”

Elise’s body bows, sweat trickling down her temple. She digs her nails into her palms. She refuses to drop her head. She refuses to give them collapse.

The intensity peaks, holds, holds—

—and then releases.

The apparatus winds down. The crowd exhales collectively.

Elise slumps only a fraction—shoulders trembling, breath ragged. She waits for the world to stop spinning.

Costella’s hand steadies her elbow. Her voice is soft with pride, fear, and something tender. “You did it.”

Across the hall, the statuesque woman holds steady but looks shaken. The young man is barely standing.

The adjudicators tally the results.

“Top composure score: Companion Elise.”

“Highest yield: Companion Elise.”

“Ordeal endurance: Companion Elise.”

The crowd erupts again, half in praise, half in hungry anticipation of her eventual collapse.

Elise barely hears any of it—her body is trembling, her pulse frantic—but she feels it:

She won the round.

And the price of victory is already burning through her veins.

The platform is reset. The crowd, restless and feverish from the Ordeal, swells forward—filling the lower tiers, voices rising in a cacophony of wagers, praise, and whispered cruelty. Lights narrow to two burning circles: one around Elise, one around the statuesque woman—her last remaining rival.

The master of ceremonies steps to the fore, his mask gleaming gold and crimson. “The final round,” he declares. “Direct competition, full yield, no restraint. Only surrender. Only legend.”

Attendants move with choreographed speed, removing the decorative cuffs from both women, replacing them with ceremonial bands marked with the House sigil—red for Elise, black for her rival. The symbolism is lost on no one. The House’s honor, and future, are literally in her body’s keeping.

Costella approaches Elise, hands steady, but her face tight with fear and hope. She leans in, her voice almost a whisper: “This is it. You’re more than a subject now. You’re the standard. But you’re also still yourself. Whatever happens—choose yourself first.”

Elise nods, the words sinking through exhaustion and adrenaline. She stands taller, rolling her shoulders, trying to loosen the knots from the last round. The crowd’s gaze weighs heavy, but she lets it become a shield, not a chain.

Across the way, her rival stares back—stoic, jaw set, eyes unreadable. Her handler, a grim woman in midnight blue, squeezes her shoulder, whispering something Elise can’t hear.

The rules are recited once more:

Full protocol stimulation: simultaneous, escalating, measured and scored.

Verbal commands will be issued—obedience, posture, self-control.

The first to collapse is disqualified; the last standing claims not only victory, but the Gala’s legend.

The crowd hushes as the platforms are elevated side by side. The protocol begins with the soft, ominous hum of the machinery.

Attendants apply the apparatus: suction, vibration, and delicate restraints—enough to hold posture, not to restrict agency. Milk is collected into crystal vessels, monitored by a trio of masked judges.

Costella stands at Elise’s left, Matteo at her right, both silent pillars—one of science, one of power.

“Begin,” the master of ceremonies intones.

The stimulation is immediate—no gentle build. Elise’s body jolts, every nerve ending lit. She fights the urge to gasp. Her rival is silent, motionless, sweat already beading her brow.

Commands are given, first in unison, then in rapid alternation:

“Arch your back.”

“Hold your breath.”

“Present your yield.”

“Speak your devotion.”

“Endure.”

The audience is rapt, some standing, many leaning over the balcony rails. Every sound—every whimper, moan, or breath—echoes tenfold.

Elise focuses inward, finding the thread Costella gave her: You’re more than a subject. Choose yourself first. She lets the sensations flood her, never fighting them, but never letting them own her.

Her rival is formidable—yield steady, face impassive. But as the commands escalate, she begins to falter. Her jaw clenches. Her thighs tremble. She glances—just once—toward her handler, eyes pleading.

A masked judge signals for audience challenge. A dozen hands shoot up, attendants rushing to collect bets and whispered provocations.

“For Companion Elise: increase vibration, add posture strain.”

“For the rival: extended breath hold, double suction.”

Elise’s body bows beneath the new onslaught. She feels every eye on her, every drop of sweat, every tremor a potential loss. But she does not break.

Costella’s hand brushes her elbow—barely a touch, just enough to remind her she is not alone.

Commands accelerate.

“Yield.”

“Present.”

“Climax.”

The crowd counts down, a hypnotic drumbeat.

Elise feels herself nearing the edge—shame and pride, pain and pleasure all knotted tight. She rides it, lets it crest, lets herself be undone on her own terms.

Across the platform, her rival shudders—milk stalling, breath hitching, face going pale.

A judge’s hand hovers over the bell.

Elise closes her eyes, breathes deep, and surrenders—publicly, spectacularly, without shame. Her climax hits in waves, milk pouring into the crystal vessel, body shaking but unbowed. The crowd erupts—a roar of triumph, envy, desire.

Her rival collapses to her knees, arms shaking, head bowed.

A bell rings.

The master of ceremonies announces: “Companion Elise—victor of the Milk Gala!”

Bets are settled in a flurry of gold and notes. Syndicate leaders argue, handlers seethe, but the result is clear: the House has won, and Elise is legend.

Matteo steps onto the platform, lifting Elise’s arm—not in ownership, but in triumph. “This is the future of the House,” he announces. “This is the price of devotion.”

Costella wraps a blanket around Elise’s shoulders, her eyes shining with pride and tears.

The crowd chants her name—her legend already born and burning.

Elise stands at the center of the world, body trembling, but spirit unbroken.

She has won.

But the price of legend, she knows, is never fully paid.

The roar of the crowd hits Elise like a physical force—hot, crushing, ecstatic. Her body is still trembling from the aftermath of the final round, nerves misfiring, muscles quivering uncontrollably beneath the silk of her gown. Her skin is damp, flushed, glittering under the lights. She can hardly hear anything but the echo of her own pulse, frantic and uneven in her ears.

Her rival has collapsed fully onto the marble, attendants lifting her away with urgent efficiency. The judges confirm Elise’s victory, their final verdict displayed above the platforms in shimmering gold text:

COMPANION ELISE –

YIELD: UNPRECEDENTED

COMPOSURE: EXEMPLARY

CLIMAX CONTROL: LEGENDARY

The hall erupts again—cheers, gasps, applause, booming laughter, the clatter of wagers being settled. People jostle for a better view, calling her name, shouting praise or envy or disbelief.

“Elise!”

“The House rises!”

“She did the impossible!”

“I thought she’d break—did you see her hold?”

“I’ve never—never—seen anything like it.”

And then, cutting through the noise, Matteo’s voice.

“Enough.”

The word is not shouted. It does not need to be. It ripples across the room, commanding silence.

He steps onto the platform, black and silver mask gleaming, face unreadable. He moves slowly, deliberate, every step a declaration of ownership, triumph, and warning. When he reaches Elise, he does not touch her immediately. He simply stands before her, studying the woman who has just changed the fate of his House.

Elise’s knees buckle.

He catches her before she hits the marble.

His grip is firm—one arm around her waist, the other bracing her back. Her body, drained and shaking, sinks against him without resistance. Her head tips against his chest. She breathes in the faint scent of cedar and smoke clinging to his clothes.

He murmurs, “You held longer than any companion in recorded history.”

His voice is soft, but the undercurrent is something else entirely—fear, awe, possession, something dangerously close to reverence.

The crowd seems to sense the intimacy of the moment. A hush falls again, more breathless this time.

Matteo raises Elise’s hand into the air.

“Tonight,” he declares, “the House claims victory.

Tonight, our companion proves what devotion and discipline truly are.

Tonight, Elise becomes the legend every other will be measured against.”

The hall erupts, but Elise barely hears it. Her legs give out again; Matteo shifts his hold, pulling her closer, lifting her as easily as if she weighed nothing. Her vision blurs—the lights smear, gold and white streaks across her sight. Her breath hitching, shallow, unsteady.

“Easy,” he murmurs. “I’ve got you.”

Costella appears at Matteo’s side, her mask hiding nothing—the pride, the terror, the clinical alarm at Elise’s instability. She touches Elise’s arm gently, grounding her.

“We need to take her now,” Costella tells Matteo. “Her vitals are all over the place. She’s seconds from collapse.”

Matteo nods. “Move.”

The attendants clear a path through the crowd. People part like water, the sea of masks and jewels receding, forming a corridor to the doors. Some bow their heads. Others reach out as if trying to touch Elise’s robes, to graze the new legend, to witness the cost up close.

“Elise!” someone cries, voice awed.

“She’s a miracle—”

“She’s going to faint—look at her—”

“No, she’s transcending—”

“She’s more asset than human now.”

Every word is a blade.

Elise hears them dimly. Her body sags in Matteo’s arms, limbs heavy and unresponsive. Her heartbeat feels wrong—too fast, then too slow, skipping, shuddering. Her skin is cold in places, burning in others. Her lips part, but no sound comes.

Costella’s voice cuts sharply as she presses fingers to Elise’s throat. “Pulse fragile. Breathing shallow. Don Matteo—she’s in shock. We need to get her out now.”

Matteo tightens his hold, jaw clenched. “Do it.”

They move fast—out of the hall, down a side corridor, into a private lift. Elise feels the world tilt, the lights blur, her head lolling against Matteo’s shoulder. She hears Costella issuing orders, attendants replying, machinery chirping in alarm.

“Elise,” Costella says urgently, “stay with me. Open your eyes.”

Elise tries. Her eyelids flutter but barely lift.

“Breathe, sweetheart. Deep breaths. You’re safe.”

The endearment slips out before Costella can catch it. Matteo notices; his eyes narrow, but he says nothing.

The lift doors open to the private medical suite. Elise is placed on a narrow bed, silk gown loosened instantly, collar unclasped. Tubes, sensors, and warm blankets surround her within moments. Costella’s hands move with both speed and tenderness, checking Elise’s pulse, temperature, skin response.

“Elise,” Costella says again, voice gentler now. “Look at me.”

Elise turns her head, barely. Her eyes find Costella’s. Relief flickers, then fades.

Her body begins to shake violently.

“Severe aftershock,” Costella calls out. “Get warming packs—now. And give her space. Matteo—stay close but let us work.”

Matteo stays at Elise’s side, hand hovering near hers but not touching. He watches every tremor, every flinch, his face stripped of all public mask. Fear hardens into something more desperate.

“Will she recover?” he asks quietly.

Costella meets his eyes, unflinching. “She pushed past her limit. Any further and we would be discussing survival, not recovery.”

Matteo’s jaw locks. “But she won.”

“She nearly died to do it.”

Silence thickens. Elise feels it, heavy and painful, even through the fog.

After long minutes, Elise’s shaking eases slightly. Her breath becomes smoother, though still shallow. Costella lowers the lights and dismisses all staff.

Only she and Matteo remain—each standing guard on opposite sides of the bed.

Elise opens her eyes fully at last. Matteo moves instinctively closer, gripping the bed rail.

“You did it,” he murmurs. “You were magnificent.”

Costella’s touch on Elise’s cheek is feather-light. “You terrified me,” she whispers.

Elise’s throat works, voice thin. “Did… we win?”

Matteo laughs softly—a sound full of both pride and pain. “You didn’t just win. You rewrote the competition.”

Costella adds, “You’ve become the legend the House will cling to for years.”

A pause.

A truth neither can hide.

“And the target every rival will now want to break.”

Elise closes her eyes again, exhausted. Matteo brushes a strand of hair from her cheek—gentle, reverent, but possessive. Costella sees it. Matteo sees her seeing it. The triangle of danger tightens.

“Elise,” Costella says softly, “rest. We’ll stay with you.”

For a moment, Elise tries to respond—to claim herself, or her victory, or her fear—but sleep pulls her under in a sudden, overwhelming wave.

Her last thought is not of triumph.

It is of cost.

Her legend has been born.

But something fragile inside her has cracked.

The suite is quiet but never truly silent. Machines murmur softly; filtered air whispers overhead. Elise lies wrapped in blankets on the private bed, the world outside a blur of laughter, music, and the slow, hungover hush of morning after the Gala. She floats in and out of sleep, each dream vivid with images of gold light and hungry eyes, the ache of strain in her body still blooming into every limb.

Costella sits at her bedside, face haggard, mask gone. She never leaves, except to issue brief orders to the staff: “No visitors. Minimal noise. Hydration and glucose only.” Matteo is rarely present, but when he enters, he is subdued, jaw clenched, voice low.

The House is in uproar. Elise can sense it through the walls—rivals demanding rematches, new offers for alliances, staff whispering about her ordeal, the phrase “The House’s Miracle” passing from mouth to mouth. She hears the word “untouchable” spoken in awe, “ruined” in jealousy, “indispensable” in fear.

Through it all, Costella remains at her side—a sentinel, a penitent, a witness to the price of legend. Her hands are gentle as she checks Elise’s pulse, the bruises on her wrists, the strained muscles in her thighs and shoulders. But guilt laces her every movement.

Elise wakes properly for the first time late that afternoon. Her mouth is dry, her head full of clouds. Costella is there, notebook open but ignored, eyes fixed on Elise as if willing her to return.

“Water,” Elise croaks, and Costella brings it at once, cradling her head, helping her drink.

When Elise lies back, she manages a ghost of a smile. “Did I win?”

Costella’s smile is tremulous. “You didn’t just win. You changed the House.”

A long, quiet moment passes.

Elise’s eyes drift shut again, but she forces them open. “What… happens now?”

Costella sighs. “Matteo is negotiating with the syndicates. You’re the most valuable—and most vulnerable—asset the House has ever had. Some want to honor you. Others want you gone. The staff are in awe, but the companions… they’re afraid, or envious, or both.”

A shadow flickers in the hall—Matteo. He enters, pausing at the foot of the bed.

He studies Elise, gaze softening for the briefest instant. “You will rest. You’ll not be called again until I say so. You’ve done enough for a lifetime.”

Elise’s chest tightens—part relief, part dread. “And then?”

Matteo’s jaw sets. “Then we build. Or we defend. But the House survives.”

He steps closer, lowering his voice. “You’ve made enemies tonight, Elise. You need to be careful. If you need anything—anything—you come to me, not staff, not companions. The cost of legend is always new danger.”

Costella watches this exchange, eyes shadowed. Later, when Matteo is gone, she sits beside Elise, hand resting lightly on her blanket.

“You were magnificent,” she murmurs. “But I’m sorry for what I asked of you.”

Elise shakes her head, weak but clear. “You didn’t ask. I chose.”

Costella’s eyes fill with tears she will not shed. “Even so. The House has never had a legend like you. I’m afraid it will break you before it can ever protect you.”

Elise says nothing. She is too tired, too raw, too aware of how much she has given up and how little she can reclaim.

That night, she dozes, waking to hushed voices outside her suite:

“Should we move her?”

“She’s too valuable.”

“I heard the syndicate wants her for their own.”

“If the House loses her, we’re finished.”

“No—if we keep her, we’ll always be at war.”

She curls in on herself, clutching the blanket, the victory ringing hollow in her bones.

In the quiet hours, Costella checks her once more, then leaves Elise with a note tucked beneath her pillow:

“You are not alone. Not ever again. —C”

Elise reads it by the light of the dawn, her heart heavy with gratitude, fear, and the slow, inescapable knowledge that everything has changed. She is legend, prisoner, proof, and warning. She has survived the Gala, but now the House and all its enemies are watching—and she is more visible, more wanted, and more at risk than ever.

As the estate falls silent and the sun climbs over the garden walls, Elise closes her eyes and dreams not of victory, but of escape.

She knows, with a bone-deep certainty, that the next ordeal is already gathering at the horizon.


Chapter 12 — Matteo’s Confession

The estate is quiet in the wake of the Gala, the corridors muffled and the windows dark, as if the House itself is in recovery. Elise lies in her suite, limbs heavy but mind restless, replaying the fever dream of the contest again and again. She has slept for hours at a time but never deeply; every doze is shallow, haunted by applause, by the burn of lights, by the memory of surrender that was almost ruin.

Her body aches everywhere—deep muscle soreness, the lingering aftershocks of forced arousal and endurance, wrists and thighs still marked by the ceremonial restraints. Yet she feels different now, her skin raw but alive, as if her edges have been sharpened by fire.

It is well after midnight when the summons comes.

At first, it is just a soft knock at her door—no protocol chime, no attendant’s call. Elise sits up, heart stuttering, pulse quickening with a different kind of anticipation. She wraps herself in a robe and answers.

Outside stands one of Matteo’s personal guards, face pale and eyes uncertain in the lamplight. “The Don requests you. Privately. Now.”

No title. No ritual formality. Just a request—almost an invitation.

Elise nods, throat tight, and follows the guard through the sleeping estate. The halls feel longer, wider, as if emptiness has stretched them. At each turn, she expects to see a staff member or companion, but no one else stirs.

They reach Matteo’s suite at the far end of the upper floor—a place of old wood, thick rugs, and deep, shadowed alcoves. The guard knocks once, then withdraws. The door opens on a hush of air.

Matteo stands alone in the center of the room, half in shadow, dressed not in House colors but in a simple shirt and dark trousers, sleeves rolled to his elbows. He looks—Elise thinks—like a man, not a master, not a Don, but simply himself. For the first time, he seems smaller than the room, as if the power he wields has pooled at his feet.

“Come in,” he says quietly.

Elise steps inside. Matteo closes the door behind her, the latch clicking softly. He does not approach her. Instead, he moves to the windows, where the moon casts silver patterns across the floor. For a moment, neither speaks. The silence between them is heavy with the aftermath of everything—the Gala, the months of ritual, the years of all that was forbidden or lost.

Matteo breaks the silence first. His voice is low, raw at the edges. “I wasn’t sure you would come.”

Elise moves closer, letting the robe slip from her shoulders, feeling the night air on her skin. “You asked, not commanded. That makes all the difference.”

He turns then, facing her fully. The fatigue in his face is visible—dark circles beneath his eyes, the tension of a man who has not slept, who has carried too much too long.

“I didn’t know how else to reach you,” Matteo admits, voice almost breaking. “Not as Don. Not as anything except… this.”

Elise nods, holding his gaze. “I’m here now.”

He gestures to the sofa, inviting her to sit. They settle side by side, knees not quite touching. Matteo pours a glass of water, offers it, then sits back, hands folded, studying them as if trying to keep them from shaking.

“I watched you at the Gala,” he says quietly. “Not as a judge. Not as your owner. As a man. And I realized I could lose you—through my own ambition, or the House’s greed, or just… by not seeing you for what you are.”

He rubs his hands together, searching for words. “I’ve never been afraid of losing anything before. Power, money, reputation—none of it mattered until now. Until you.”

Elise listens, heart thudding, waiting for him to go on.

“I know you’re not mine to command anymore,” Matteo says, voice thick with confession. “And that terrifies me. Because I don’t want to command you. I want you to stay—by choice.”

A long silence.

Elise finally speaks, voice gentle but certain. “Why did you call me here, Matteo? What do you need from me now?”

He laughs, quietly, shaking his head. “I don’t know if I need anything from you. I think I just needed to say it. To say… that I see you. Not as the House’s legend. Not as proof. But as the woman who survived, who changed everything. The woman I can’t let go of.”

His hand hesitates, then covers hers. The touch is gentle, almost reverent.

“I want you to tell me what you want tonight,” he says. “Not for the House. Not for me. For you.”

The words hang in the air—a kind of surrender, a confession of need that unravels everything the House has ever demanded of them.

Elise looks at his hand, then at his face. For the first time, she feels not only seen but chosen—not as an asset, but as a woman. The power in the room has shifted, subtle and seismic.

She squeezes his hand, grounding him. “Then listen,” she whispers. “Because tonight, we set the rules together.”

The rest of the world falls away. For the first time, neither is alone in what comes next.

The room is quiet except for the soft hum of the estate at night. Elise sits on the edge of the bed, robe slipping from her shoulders, eyes fixed on Matteo as he paces slowly near the window. The faint moonlight paints shadows over his angular features, highlighting the exhaustion and tension in his face—features Elise has never seen outside the mask of the Don.

He stops abruptly, hands clasped behind his back, shoulders rigid. For a long moment he simply looks at her, his gaze heavy, measured. Then he speaks, voice low, almost a whisper that trembles at the edges.

“I wasn’t sure you would come,” he admits. “Not as Don. Not as… anything other than yourself.”

Elise tilts her head, sensing the rare vulnerability in him. “I came because you asked. That’s enough.”

Matteo runs a hand through his hair, dragging it back as if trying to smooth out more than the strands. “Enough,” he repeats, but the word is hollow. “I need to tell you something… something I could never say in the Hall, never in front of the House.”

Elise waits. Her heart beats fast, her pulse matching the tension in the room. Every instinct screams that what he is about to confess is dangerous, and yet she does not flinch.

“I watched you tonight,” Matteo continues, voice dropping, low and rough. “Not as a Don overseeing performance. Not as the House’s commander. I watched as a man. And I realized… I cannot control you anymore.”

The words hit her like a shockwave. Elise swallows hard, heart skipping. “You… can’t?”

He shakes his head. “No. And for the first time in my life… I do not want to. I don’t want to command you. I don’t want to own your obedience. I want you to stay with me because you choose to.”

The confession is startling in its honesty. Elise’s chest tightens, breath catching. The layers of ritual, protocol, and coercion suddenly seem to fall away, leaving only the raw edge of a man unmoored by desire and fear.

“I saw you at the Gala,” he continues, voice breaking slightly. “And the moment I realized what you had endured, what you had survived… I couldn’t look away. You are not just a companion, not just a vessel for protocol. You are a force. And I… I don’t know what I would do if you walked away.”

Elise swallows, mind racing. “You’re afraid.”

“Yes,” he admits, almost in a groan. “Terrified. Terrified that the House could take you, or that I might fail you, or that… I might lose myself in wanting you too much. And I’ve never been afraid like this before. Not of losing power. Not of losing control. Not of… someone.”

He pauses, finally lowering himself into the armchair near the bed. His hands rest on his knees, and for the first time Elise sees a man stripped of the Don’s armor. Exhaustion and longing collide in his eyes, raw and unmasked.

“You don’t have to say anything,” he murmurs, voice thick. “I just needed to tell you. I couldn’t… I couldn’t remain silent anymore.”

Elise shifts, letting her robe fall further from her shoulders. She reaches for his hand, pressing it gently against hers. “I hear you,” she says softly. “I see you. And I… I need you to know something, too.”

Matteo lifts his gaze to hers, vulnerability flickering into hope. “Tell me.”

“I want… everything we promised,” she whispers. “Not for the House, not as proof, not as spectacle. For us. I want you to touch me because you want to, not because anyone told you to. I want to choose you. And I want you to choose me.”

The words hang in the room like a spark, lighting something invisible but fierce between them. Matteo’s chest rises and falls, breath uneven. His hand tightens over hers, fingers entwined, then releases only to brush her cheek, soft and deliberate.

“You are more… than I ever allowed myself to hope for,” he confesses, voice low, reverent. “And I… I want you. But I want it on your terms. If you will have me.”

Elise leans closer, heart pounding. “I do,” she breathes. “But you must ask, not command. I choose when, how, and why.”

He swallows, a mixture of awe, hunger, and respect in his eyes. “Then… I ask. Elise, may I have you? Not as the Don. Not as the House’s proof. But as Matteo, who… wants only you tonight.”

Her lips curve in a small, cautious smile. “Yes,” she says. “You may. But remember… I will lead this, not you.”

The tension between them shifts, dangerous and delicious. The room, once heavy with protocol and expectation, now feels intimate, private, and alive with possibility. The air is thick with unspoken promises, fear, and desire.

Matteo exhales, finally, and rises from the chair. He moves toward her slowly, deliberately, as if aware of the fragility of the moment. Elise watches him, pulse racing, aware that the next step—physical, emotional, and symbolic—will redefine both of them and the House itself.

She reaches out to take his hand, guiding him to the low couch near the hearth. “This is my choice,” she says softly. “And my rules.”

Matteo kneels beside her, eyes locked on hers. “I understand. I will follow you.”

The boundaries between Don and companion, master and subject, dissolve. For the first time, the power is balanced—dangerous, intimate, and intoxicating. And the night, long and unmeasured, has only just begun.

The low light of Matteo’s private suite wraps the room in shadow and warmth, painting their bodies in softened outlines. The air smells faintly of wax and the lingering scent of the Gala, but there is a sharp edge to it now—a tension born of anticipation, desire, and the unspoken knowledge that nothing between them is routine.

Elise sits on the edge of the low couch, robe slipping from her shoulders, bare feet brushing the floor. Matteo stands near her, tense, eyes locked on her face. His hands flex, then relax, as if testing whether he still commands the room—or whether she does.

“You asked for this,” Elise says softly, voice steady but deliberate. “But it is on my terms. Not protocol. Not obligation. You follow me.”

Matteo blinks, swallowing hard. The weight of her words is almost physical. “I… I understand,” he murmurs. “But you are the companion. You have always… obeyed.”

“Not tonight,” Elise replies, letting the words hang. “Tonight, you follow. You ask. You do not command. Do you understand?”

He nods, a slow, measured movement. “I understand.”

A tremor of power—new and exhilarating—courses through her. For months, she has surrendered, performed, obeyed. Tonight, she feels the first true taste of agency, the thrill of leading someone who has always led her.

She gestures to the cushions. “Sit. Let me show you how this works.”

Matteo obeys, lowering himself to the couch beside her. His hands hover uncertainly, his body tense. Elise reaches out and places her own hand atop his, guiding it to her shoulder. The touch is deliberate, gentle, but commanding. Matteo freezes for a heartbeat, then relaxes, letting her lead.

Her fingers trace lightly along his arm, along the line of his shoulder, then pause to cup his face. His eyes are wide, the tension in his jaw evident. “I’ve never… let anyone…” he begins, voice faltering.

“You will,” Elise interrupts, voice firm but soft. “Because I said so. But you will only move as I permit. Understand?”

“Yes,” he breathes. The word is low, rough, intimate.

She leans forward, brushing her lips to his cheek, trailing kisses along the line of his jaw—not hurried, not demanding, but marking the first real claim of intimacy. Her hand slips into his hair, guiding his head toward her own. Matteo shudders under the contact, chest rising, pupils dilated in the soft light.

“Elise…” he murmurs. “I’ve never…” His sentence falters again. His control, always absolute, is gone. For the first time, he is reacting, not commanding.

“That’s right,” she whispers. “You are mine to guide tonight, not the other way around.”

She shifts slightly, letting her body press against his side, just enough to communicate presence and warmth. Matteo’s hands move instinctively—hesitant, then bolder—but Elise gently redirects them, pressing his fingers to the points she wants touched, releasing the ones she does not. Her control is firm, precise, and intoxicating in its authority.

“You see?” she murmurs. “I choose. You follow.”

Matteo’s breathing quickens. He swallows, lips parted. The shift in dynamics is undeniable: he is still the Don in the world outside these walls, but here, with her, he is no longer the one who holds absolute power. He yields willingly, nervously, and with a strange, thrilling reverence.

Elise trails kisses along his neck, slow and deliberate, letting her hands explore where she wishes. Matteo shivers under her touch, caught between desire, awe, and the sheer novelty of being led. Each movement reinforces the new rules: he can respond, but he cannot command. She sets the pace, decides the intensity, marks the boundaries. Every touch, every shiver, every tremor belongs to her.

She leans back slightly, eyes locked on his. “Tell me what you want,” she says. “Ask me. You cannot assume. You cannot take. You may only request, and I will give as I choose.”

Matteo swallows again, voice low, hoarse with suppressed desire. “I… want you. All of you. But I… I will ask.” He hesitates, then adds, “May I… hold you?”

Elise nods once, sharply, the tiniest command. He moves closer, letting his arms wrap around her without overwhelming her, careful to follow the rhythm she sets. She presses her face to his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart, feeling the warmth of his body against hers.

“Good,” she whispers. “Stay with me like this. Let me lead.”

Matteo closes his eyes, letting himself be guided. Every instinct honed through years of authority—every impulse to dominate—is checked and redirected. He reacts only as she permits, follows only as she guides. Each surrender is a gift; each gasp, a response she has earned, not demanded.

Elise’s hand drifts, brushing lightly across his chest, tracing the lines of muscle, then moving to cup his jaw again, tilting his head as she wishes. The touch is reverent, commanding, intimate. Matteo’s breath hitches; his pupils dilate. He leans into her guidance, swallowing his own pride, trusting completely in her control.

She smiles softly, feeling the shift in power, the thrill of agency. “This is how it feels,” she murmurs. “To choose, to lead, to make someone follow.”

The intimacy grows, a careful, measured build: hands, lips, whispers. Not rushed, not explosive, but electric in its implication. Each motion, each breath, is a lesson, a claim, a mutual confession of desire and trust. Matteo responds, shivering, trembling, caught in a dance where Elise sets the steps.

Time becomes irrelevant. The world outside the suite fades entirely—there is only the bed, the soft light, the heat of skin against skin, and the quiet acknowledgment of mutual surrender and trust.

As the night stretches on, Elise guides Matteo in every way—touch, pause, gaze, breath. She sets the tempo, deciding when to deepen intimacy and when to linger on simple contact, letting both bodies and minds savor the slow, deliberate power exchange.

Finally, after what feels like both an eternity and a heartbeat, she presses a hand to his chest. “You may finish,” she whispers. The permission is absolute—earned, controlled, deliberate.

Matteo exhales, releasing tension in a shudder that reverberates through them both. Elise presses close, anchoring him, grounding him, feeling the shared vulnerability, the mutual devotion. Neither commands; both surrender in tandem, a new kind of intimacy forged through trust and choice.

They collapse together, bodies tangled, breathing ragged, sweat mingling with the faint perfume of the night. For a moment, silence reigns. Only the sound of their pulses, slow and steady, fills the room.

Elise rests her head on Matteo’s chest, feeling his arms tighten around her—not possessively, but protectively. She is exhausted, elated, overwhelmed—but fully herself. For the first time in months, she feels agency, intimacy, and safety all in one.

Costella had been right: surrender could be a choice. But so could power. And tonight, Elise had both.

The suite’s lanterns glow like embers, their soft golden light pooling across the rumpled couch and thick carpets. The world beyond the curtains is hushed, but here the air is alive with heat and promise. Elise and Matteo lie bare-skinned, bodies slick with the aftermath of desire, breathing in sync as dawn’s first hope tugs at the horizon.

Elise shifts until she balances atop Matteo’s thigh, the taut skin of her inner thigh brushing the pulse at his hip. His breath stutters beneath her, a living drum. She lets her fingers trace slow, deliberate paths up his ribs, fingertips pressing in just enough to draw a gasp. Matteo’s chest arches, the delicate flutters of his heartbeat audible under her palm.

She leans forward, capturing his lower lip between hers. Her tongue teases, tasting salt and sweat and something more—vulnerability. Matteo moans into her mouth, lips parting in silent agreement, and his hands tighten on her waist, guiding her movement.

Elise withdraws almost imperceptibly, letting her knees slide forward so she can brush the flat of her palm across the warmth of his belly. She tilts her hips, the moisture she’s already shed gliding against his thigh, and Matteo groans at the slick friction. His hands roam up to cup her breasts, thumbs brushing over swollen peaks, scenting the air with her need.

She arches back, eyes closed, letting herself be carried by the tide of sensation. Her breath comes in soft pants, a rhythm she sets: slow build, sudden pause. Matteo’s eyes open, dark with worship, drinking in the curve of her spine, the swell of her breasts, the flush along her collarbone.

Elise turns, straddling him fully, pressing her belly against his chest. She lowers herself, guiding him inside her warmth—closeness without words. The friction pulses, a deep, frenzied drumbeat that echoes in her core. She rises and falls, slow at first, savoring the sensation of him filling her completely, the delicious stretch and the flood of pleasure that follows.

Matteo’s hands brace against her hips, steadying her as she takes the lead. She leans forward, hands splayed on his chest, hair falling around her face in wild tendrils. Every shift sends ripples of heat through her, every thrust a dialogue of need and control.

The couch creaks beneath them as she picks up speed—an urgent, rolling momentum that ignites her senses. Matteo’s breath hitches in his throat, each exhalation soft against her skin. She feels his pulse pounding beneath her, feel the slick press of their bodies pressing together, skin on skin, wet and electric.

Elise slows, letting the world narrow to the burn between her thighs, the slick tension around them. She dips her head, pressing a slow, deep kiss to Matteo’s collarbone, then his shoulder, then the smooth line of his neck. Her teeth graze the sensitive hollow, eliciting a shudder that vibrates through both of them.

Matteo’s hands lift her, shifting until she can guide him back the way she came—rising into him with a slow, deliberate stroke that builds a delicious tension. Her back arches, the slick echo of their friction sliding up her spine, and her head falls back in a soft moan.

He matches her pace now, hands roaming lower, fingertips brushing the bare curve of her bottom, then pressing into the tender flesh at the tops of her thighs. Each press and release drives another spark of fire through her, and she grips his shoulders, anchoring herself as desire spirals tighter.

Their motion becomes a dance of impulse and restraint: she letting go, then pausing; he pressing in, then waiting for her lead. Each beat is a question, each shudder an answer. The world outside—the House, the Gala, the rituals—falls away.

Elise drops lower, pressing her cheek to Matteo’s chest, breath ragged and intimate. She lifts her head just enough to capture his gaze—eyes dark, glistening with reverence and hunger—and smiles, letting him know she’s ready.

He responds with a surge: quick, deep, enough to send her body rolling into release. The heat builds in her core, unwinds in ripples that cascade through her limbs. Her breath breaks into a stuttering gasp, her nails digging into his shoulders as pleasure unfolds in waves.

Matteo holds her through the tremors, pressing kisses to her hair, murmuring her name against her skin. The rhythm slows, each gentle movement a caress rather than a thrust. Elise lets herself collapse against him, limbs a tangled testament to chosen intimacy.

When the tremors subside, she shifts, turning so that he can feel the warmth of her body pressed against his back. Elise’s fingers work at his belt, freeing him so she can guide him into her again—this time as a shelter, not just a conduit of passion.

He melts into her, every motion tender, reverent. The heat rekindles, slower now but no less intense: a celebration of mutual need, of trust and power exchanged freely. His hands cradle her sides, thumbs brushing over the sensitive rims of her breasts, coaxing a soft moan as she rides him again—this time the pace set by his own quiet urgency.

They move together until release finds them both in a shared breathless wave. Elise tilts her head back, lips parting, as Matteo’s warmth washes through her once more. He collapses behind her, arms wrapping around her waist protectively.

They lie in the afterglow, bodies entwined, hearts still racing. Elise threads her fingers through his hair, pressing him close. Matteo’s fingers trace lazy patterns on her hip, each stroke a silent vow.

No words are needed, but eventually Matteo whispers, voice husky, “You have all of me.”

Elise presses a kiss to his chest, feeling the steady drum of his pulse. “And you have all of me,” she replies. “On my terms.”

They drift into a tender silence, the promise of morning light creeping through the curtains. For one exquisite night, they have claimed intimacy by choice—agency won through vulnerability, love forged in mutual surrender.

The lamp’s glow has softened to a pale halo as the night yields toward dawn. Elise and Matteo lie tangled on the low couch, bodies warm and spent, breaths stilling in the hush between heartbeats. Their skin gleams with a sheen of sweat and the gentle press of shared heat, as though the room itself exalts in the quiet aftermath.

Matteo’s arm drapes protectively across Elise’s waist. She nestles into the crook of his shoulder, her cheek resting against his chest, listening to the rhythmic thrum of his heart—a steady, grounding drum. For the first time in months, she feels both profoundly safe and fiercely alive.

Neither moves for long minutes, savoring the silence. Then Matteo shifts, brushing a damp lock of hair from Elise’s forehead. His fingertips linger, tracing the curve of her brow, the arch of her cheek. “Are you all right?” he asks softly.

Elise closes her eyes, letting the warmth of his hand soothe the tender ache still lingering in her body. “Yes,” she murmurs, voice husky. “Better than I have been in a long time.”

He presses a gentle kiss to her temple. “I’m sorry,” he whispers—an apology heavy with meaning. “For all the times I commanded you, for the House’s demands, for forgetting you were a person, not a prize.”

Elise turns, lifting her head to meet his gaze. Moonlight glints in his eyes, reflecting both his regret and genuine care. “You didn’t know,” she says softly. “I forgive you, Matteo. We both did what we thought was necessary.”

He nods, relief and sorrow mingling on his face. “I want to take care of you now,” he says. “To atone for what I took.”

Elise presses her palm to his chest. “We take care of each other,” she corrects gently. “That’s what matters now.”

For a moment, they simply hold each other, breathing in the afterglow: the echo of their pleasure, the soft rhythm of their recovery, the fragile spark of trust reignited between them.

Matteo shifts, undoing the cushions until they form a comfortable nest. He moves to stretch out, pulling Elise close so she lies across his lap. She looks at him, questioning, and he offers a reassuring smile. “I want to help you rest,” he explains. “Let me hold you.”

She settles into him, chest pressed to chest, feeling the slow cadence of his breathing soothe the tremors that linger in her limbs. His arms circle her, one hand at the small of her back, the other cradling her head. He hums softly—a low, steady vibration that carries neither protocol nor command, only pure, simple care.

Elise’s tired eyelids flutter. “Stay,” she whispers.

He nods, pressing a kiss to her hair. “Always.”

Time drifts. The lamp’s flame gutters, dipping low before stabilizing. The hush envelops them, a cocoon woven from shared vulnerability and renewed devotion.

When Elise stirs again, it is to the sound of a distant bird—morning’s first note. She opens her eyes to find Matteo watching her, expression soft as dawn light. “Morning,” he says quietly, brushing his lips across her temple.

“Elise,” he murmurs after a moment, “I want you to know something.” His thumb traces a light path along her arm. “Tonight wasn’t just about us. It was about reclaiming you—from the Gala, from the House, from every expectation placed on your body and will. You did that for both of us.”

Tears shimmer in Elise’s eyes, not from sorrow, but from the weight and wonder of his words. “And you did it for me, too,” she whispers. “By letting go.”

He squeezes her gently. “Letting go was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.”

She lifts her hand to his face, fingertips brushing away the faintest trace of worry at the corner of his eye. “Thank you for trusting me.”

Their foreheads meet, sharing breath, sharing promise.

Slowly, Matteo rises to gather linens. He tucks them around Elise, fluffing a pillow beneath her head. His movements are precise, careful—a nurse’s touch infused with devotion.

Elise watches him, heart full. “Promise me,” she says softly.

He pauses, looking back. “Anything.”

“That we keep doing this,” she says. “This—us. No roles, no protocol. Just… care. Every time.”

Matteo’s face breaks into a gentle smile. “I promise.”

She relaxes, eyes closing. In the soft cocoon of the morning light and his arms, she drifts back toward sleep, comforted by the knowledge that she is seen, heard, and cherished—no longer an asset, but a partner.

Matteo watches her for a long moment, his promise echoing in his mind. Then he stands to draw the curtains, letting in the first pale beams of sunrise. He takes one last look at Elise—peaceful, restored, glowing—and turns to face the day, the weight of the House’s demands renewed but lightened by the secret vow they now share.

Outside, the estate wakes. Inside, two hearts remain entwined—one offering protection, the other agency—united in an aftercare that heals both body and soul.

The sun’s first pale fingers reach through the high windows of Matteo’s private suite, painting the walls in soft gold. Elise stirs beneath the blankets, her body warm where Matteo’s arms held her. The hush of dawn is a gentle rebuke to last night’s fever, a promise of calm—and yet, the weight of their new covenant lingers in the air between them.

Elise opens her eyes to find Matteo already awake, seated on the edge of the couch, the day’s first light outlining his silhouette. He watches her quietly, as though memorizing this peace. For a heartbeat, they simply look at each other—a man and a woman who have rewritten their roles.

“Good morning,” he says softly, voice low with tenderness.

Elise stretches, muscles pleasantly sore, and offers a sleepy smile. “Morning.”

He rises, pulling back the blankets. “Come with me.” He extends his hand.

She takes it, let’s him help her up. Her legs quiver slightly—lingering echoes of last night’s intimacy—and he steadies her, fingers warm around her waist.

They move as quietly as guests in a cathedral—down the short corridor to a small breakfast room where a tray waits: fresh bread, fruit, mild cheese, and a carafe of golden tea. Two cups steam gently in the morning light.

Elise settles at the small table, robing herself in a loose tunic that Matteo provided. He sits across from her, mask and mantle left behind in the night. For a moment, neither speaks, the silence rich and brimming with unspoken questions.

Finally, Matteo lifts his cup. “To us,” he says, “and to new terms.”

Elise mirrors his gesture. “To us.” She sips the tea—warm, comforting, a balm for both body and soul.

He watches her take another sip, then sets his cup down. “I’ve arranged your schedule for today,” he begins, voice measured. “No obligations until evening. You have the day free.”

Elise’s brow lifts in surprise. “Free?”

Matteo nods. “Use the time as you see fit. Rest, recover, walk the gardens—anything that isn’t dictated by House protocol.”

A thrill of agency pulses through Elise. She feels the memory of the Gala’s chains—silken restraints and public spectacle—falling away with that single word: free.

“Thank you,” she says softly. “I… appreciate that.”

He inclines his head. “And when evening comes, there is a private council meeting. We need your counsel.”

Her smile falters slightly. “My counsel?”

He stands and moves to the window, looking out at the estate’s manicured grounds. “Last night proved what the House can achieve—but also what we risk. The syndicates will not let our victory stand unchallenged. Your insight… your experience… I need it.”

The gravity of his request settles over them. Elise remembers the Gala’s aftermath: rivals scheming, staff whispering, the fragile peace shattered by envy and fear. Now, Matteo asks her not as a vessel, but as a partner.

She meets his gaze, resolve hardening. “I will be there.”

Matteo exhales, relief and pride mingling in his expression. “Good.”

They return to the breakfast, the mood shifting to quieter comfort. They share the bread and fruit, passing the cheese between them, savoring the simplicity of a shared meal—no spectators, no alarms, no competing agendas.

Afterward, Elise stands, smoothing her clothes. She looks at Matteo. “There’s something else I need.”

He nods, attentive. “What is it?”

“I want to keep last night between us,” she says gently. “It must remain a secret—no whispers, no rumors. Can you protect that?”

Matteo places his hand over hers. “I promise. No one will know.”

She feels the weight of that promise—both a comfort and a burden. Secrets in the House can be as dangerous as public spectacle.

“There’s one more thing,” she adds, voice firmer. “If I am part of council, you must speak to me as a partner, not a subordinate.”

Matteo’s eyes flicker, then soften. “Agreed. You will have a voice and a vote.” He stands, offering her his arm. “Shall we?”

Elise takes his arm, leaning into the support. They walk together through silent corridors—two figures moving as equals for the first time. The dawn’s light follows them, casting long shadows that stretch behind, but the path ahead is bright.

They enter the council chamber—a circular room of dark wood and high-backed chairs. Staff and advisors rise as they enter, expectant and deferent. Matteo gestures, seating Elise beside him, shoulder to shoulder.

The advisors take their places. Matteo clears his throat. “Council is in session,” he says. “Elise has insights on last night’s events to share.”

Heads nod; pens scratch. Elise breathes deeply—body still humming from the night’s vulnerability, mind sharpened by the promise of true partnership.

She stands and addresses the advisors, her voice calm and measured. She recounts the Gala’s lessons: how spectacle can unite or inflame, how agency can empower, how secrecy binds. She proposes new protocols—not just for extraction, but for alliance, for defense, for the care of those whose bodies and wills are the House’s greatest assets.

The room listens. When she finishes, Matteo looks at her with pride, then at the council. “Your thoughts?”

The session begins in earnest—no master’s decree, no silent companion. Elise’s terms guide the discussion, her voice respected as every advisor leans in, grappling with the new reality: a companion no longer silent, a House no longer unilaterally led, a future shaped by mutual trust and shared framework.

As the morning sun climbs, Elise realizes the price of last night’s intimacy and agency extends far beyond the bedchamber. She has exchanged spectacle for strategy, surrender for sovereignty.

And in that exchange, she has reshaped the very foundation of the House.


Chapter 13 — The Price of Power

The dawn light of the estate filters softly through high windows, painting the chamber in pale gold. Elise wakes slowly—limbs heavy, skin tender, every breath a reminder of last night’s ordeal and the intimate reclamation that followed. Her body feels simultaneously electric and leaden: a phantom ache in her hips, a dull throb behind her eyes, muscles still quivering long after release and rest have passed. She lies curled in the hush, her hair splayed across the pillow like a dark halo, trying to recall the exact moment when triumph turned into this exhaustion.

Costella enters without announcement—the clinical precision of her steps softened by genuine concern. In her hands, a silver tray holds a steaming bowl of broth, a flask of electrolyte solution, and a small satchel of restorative salves. She sets the tray on the bedside table and crosses to Elise, slipping a hand beneath her shoulders to help her sit.

“Elise,” Costella murmurs, voice gentle but taut with worry. “How are you feeling?”

Elise lifts her hand to cradle the side of her neck, where a faint bruise from the Gala’s ceremonial restraint peeks through. She swallows, tasting metal and salt. “Everywhere,” she says wryly. “Like I ran a marathon in high heels.”

Costella manages the slightest smile before it falters. “You did more than run, dear. You shattered every endurance record the House ever kept.” She perches on the edge of the bed, thumbs brushing gently over Elise’s collarbone, testing for tension. “But at what cost?” Her tone is clinical question, personal question—both.

Elise closes her eyes, leaning into the touch. “I don’t regret it,” she whispers. “But… I feel like I’m made of glass.”

“I’m worried,” Costella admits. She lifts the broth bowl to Elise’s lips. “Drink this. It’s fortified with electrolytes and nutrients. You need to replenish your salts and sugars before we do anything else.”

Elise sips the warm broth, letting it slide down her throat. The heat soothes her throat, but the ache in her body remains. “Will it help the aches?”

“It will help,” Costella replies, spooning a few morsels of soft vegetables into Elise’s mouth. “But the deeper strain…” She hesitates, choosing her words with clinical precision. “Your body was pushed past its natural limits. Dehydration, metabolic fatigue, connective tissue strain—these are not easily undone.”

Elise sets the bowl aside, brow furrowed. “What does that mean?”

Costella reaches for the satchel, withdrawing a small vial of cooling salve and a second tube of warming balm. “It means you need time and care. Your muscles will heal, eventually, but you risk permanent damage if you strain them again too soon. And your hormonal balance—it’s off. You may experience dizziness, mood swings, irregular cycles. We need to monitor you closely.”

Elise’s stomach twists. “Monitor me… how often?”

“For the next week, at least,” Costella says, applying the cooling salve in measured circles over Elise’s thighs and hips—gentle medicine that brings a flash of relief. “Morning and evening vitals, regular hydration, light movement only, and no extraction sessions until you fully recover.”

Elise winces as the salve touches a tender spot, but she doesn’t pull away. “No extraction sessions,” she echoes. The words are a balm and a reprimand—an admission that her body, lauded as legend, is breakable.

Costella continues, blending cooling salve with warming balm on her palms before smoothing the mixture across Elise’s lower back. “You will need to take this seriously. I know you want to prove you’re indestructible, but you are human. And as long as the House depends on you, we need you alive and well.”

Elise lets out a shaky breath. “I… understand.” She closes her eyes at the warmth of Costella’s hands. “I don’t know if I can rest. There’s so much to do—council, receptions, protocol updates…”

Costella presses a hand to Elise’s forehead, checking for fever. “Everything can wait. The House will survive a week without your direct yield. It cannot survive if you collapse under the strain.”

Elise considers the warning, the careful lines in Costella’s face. “Promise me,” she says quietly, “that you’ll stop anyone who tries to push me too soon.”

Costella’s gaze is steady, resolute. “I promise. I will stand between you and any foolish demand. Your health comes first.”

A fragile truce settles over them—an alliance of healer and companion that transcends protocol. Elise leans back against the pillows, letting Costella finish her ministrations.

As Costella packs away the tray, Elise’s thoughts drift to Matteo—his fierce pride, his fear, his own promise to protect her. She wonders if he grasped the depth of her sacrifice. She wonders if she can ever repay more than her body’s yield.

Costella lingers, smoothing the blanket over Elise’s legs. “Try to sleep,” she says. “I’ll stay with you until you doze.”

Elise nods, exhaustion finally claiming her. “Thank you,” she murmurs. “For everything.”

Costella brushes a kiss against Elise’s temple. “Rest now, legend. Tomorrow, we begin the careful work of keeping you whole.”

As Costella dims the lamps and slips from the room, Elise lets the darkness and quiet embrace her. Her body aches, her mind races, but beneath it all burns the fierce ember of agency she has won—and the fragile knowledge that power comes at a price.

The day after the Gala unfolds in a dizzying blur of ceremony and counsel, its aftershocks rippling through every chamber of the estate. Elise, still pale from the night’s exertions, moves through the council halls as both heroine and lightning rod. Advisors greet her with bows that blend admiration and cautious distance, their voices a polite whisper of congratulations—and subtle unease.

In the large circular council chamber, banners bearing House and syndicate sigils flank a broad table of burnished wood. Elise takes her place beside Matteo, Costella at her shoulder. The morning’s agenda is muted beneath the weight of last night’s spectacle: treaties to be ratified, alliances to be re-examined, resources to be apportioned against rival Houses.

The first to rise is Lord Valeri, a veteran seneschal whose stoic courtesy barely masks his calculation. “Companion Elise,” he begins, voice smooth, “your actions have inspired—and unsettled—many. Your role on council is now vital. Yet some among us question whether personal glory should dictate state policy.”

A low murmur ripples through the assembled advisors. Elise meets Valeri’s gaze, calm but firm. “If personal sacrifice guides policy,” she replies evenly, “then my sacrifice proves the House’s strength—and its need to adapt. If glory clouds judgment, let us temper it with wisdom.” Her words land like struck steel; some nod in agreement, others purse their lips.

Valeri inclines his head, diplomatic mask never slipping. “Then let us proceed.” But Elise senses the hesitation behind his courtesy: admiration laced with the fear of her influence.

Across the table, Councilor Domus, a young echo of the old guard, exchanges a glance with his neighbor. After the formal discussions—on resource allocation and border security—he speaks again. “It is not lost on us that your council seat was granted by public acclaim rather than by merit of governance experience.” His tone is polite, but the thrust is clear: Elise’s authority is suspect.

Matteo’s jaw tightens. He stands slowly, the click of his chair’s leg on stone arresting the room. “Every advisor here has earned their place through loyalty and skill,” he says, voice steady. “Last night, it was Elise’s loyalty and skill that saved this House’s standing. Experience is earned, Mr. Domus, in chambers like these and on stages like the Gala.”

A hush follows. Domus bows stiffly; Councilor Lura, a staunch ally, murmurs praise. But Elise catches a flicker of resentment in Domus’s eyes. Influence breeds envy as well as respect.

Later that afternoon, in a hidden sub-chamber beneath the east wing, Valerio of the Crimson Syndicate convenes a clandestine meeting. Flickering torchlight reveals the hardened faces of syndicate leaders and rival House envoys—some wearing masks, others shadows.

Valerio leans forward over a carved obsidian table. “The Don has elevated his companion into power. That gambit secured him temporary ascendancy, but such imbalance cannot stand.” He taps a finger on a map of House territories. “House Milk grows too large, too fast. Elise is both symbol and sword—let us blunt the blade.”

Whispers echo:

“If we spread word of her fragility…”

“…or her dependence on Costella’s care…”

“…we undermine both legend and council authority.”

By the meeting’s end, plans take shape: a covert whisper campaign to question Elise’s health, a covert challenge to her leadership at the next diplomatic summit, even sponsorship of a rival companion’s rise. The syndicate leaders disperse into the labyrinth of service tunnels, their resolve dark and determined.

The sun has slipped low when Matteo summons a delegation of senior advisors—himself arrayed in House regalia, Elise at his side but pale and steady. They gather in the grand hall once more, a semi-circle of concern and ambition.

Councilor Rax, imposing and silver-haired, speaks first. “My lord, several Houses dispute Elise’s dual role as companion and policymaker. They demand her removal from council, arguing it breaches the doctrine separating yield from governance.”

Matteo’s eyes flick to Elise. She steels herself, nodding once. He turns back. “Council service requires wisdom and dedication—qualities Elise has proven. Her personal sacrifice lifts all our burdens.” His voice is resolute. “I will not entertain her removal.”

A heavy silence. Rax bows, constrained. “Your will, as ever, guides us.”

As the delegation disperses, Matteo closes the grand doors. Elise turns to him, voice low. “Do you regret supporting me?”

He takes her hand, thumb brushing her knuckles. “Never. But every ally today is also an adversary tomorrow. You must be prepared.”

Elise draws in a breath, the truth settling: her elevation invites both loyalty and scheming.

That evening, Elise returns to her chambers—elegant solitude marred by the roar of political undercurrents. As the door closes, she catches raised voices in the corridor:

“…Her body’s still failing—Costella’s objections are proof. A weakened icon is a useless one.”

“She’s dangerous if she stays; more dangerous if we let her rule unopposed.”

“The Don’s pride is his undoing.”

Elise’s heart tightens. She opens the door just enough to see Costella stepping away, head bowed. Councilor Vima stands a few steps off, mask lowered, face pale with resolve. Their whispered words sharpen her understanding: admiration has its price, and power is always challenged.

She retreats inside, locks the door, and presses her back against it. The House she fought to elevate now conspires around her. She steadies her breath, recalling Costella’s promise to protect her and Matteo’s vow of partnership.

For all their care, she realizes, the true cost of power is a watchful solitude—surrounded by allies yet never free of their schemes.

The morning’s council meeting begins under heavy banners and heavier expectations. Elise, still pale from her triumph and the night’s intimate aftermath, enters the circular chamber beside Matteo, her steps measured but unsteady. Advisors rise in formal greeting, their eyes carrying both admiration and guarded curiosity. As Elise settles into the carved oak seat beside Matteo, the gravity of her new role presses in—no longer merely a vessel of yield, she is now the heartbeat of policy, and every whisper ricochets like thunder.

Lord Valeri, a veteran seneschal whose courtesy never hides the steel beneath, is the first to speak. “Companion Elise,” he intones, voice smooth as polished marble, “your courage and endurance have inspired the House. Yet some among us question whether the same personal glory that elevates you should eclipse the wisdom of seasoned counsel.” A murmur ripples across the chamber—deference laced with caution. Elise meets Valeri’s gaze. “Strength and wisdom need not be exclusive,” she replies, steady and clear. “If we fear change more than we pursue progress, we doom ourselves to stagnation.” Heads incline, some in assent, some in reluctant concession, but her words land like struck steel.

The formal agenda—border treaties, supply allocations, security reinforcements—gets only token attention before Councilor Domus rises next. Though young, his silver hair and precise bearing mark him as heir to old traditions. “It is unprecedented,” he says, voice polite but edged, “for one whose station was earned by spectacle rather than by tenure to shape the House’s direction. Should not policy be guided by experience, not acclaim?” Matteo’s fingers clench the armrest. Elise leans forward. “Experience is valuable,” she agrees, “but if we do not evolve, experience becomes obsolescence. Last night proved adaptability saves lives.” A hush follows. Councilors exchange wary glances: some nod, others suppress a frown.

By midday, the chamber’s wood-panel walls seem to close in as the delegates disperse. Word of Elise’s council seat spreads through the corridors—some hail it as enlightened, others as blasphemous. In a hidden antechamber beneath the east wing, Valerio of the Crimson Syndicate convenes a gathering of rival leaders. Torchlight flickers over grim faces as he leans over a carved obsidian table. “The Milk House rides high on legend,” he says, voice low and urgent, “but legends break on the rocks of envy and fear. We must strike at the heart.” Over maps and documents, they plot a whisper campaign to question Elise’s health, to sow doubt about Costella’s warnings, even to sponsor a challenger from another House’s companion ranks. Their resolve is cold, borne of calculated necessity rather than malice.

Back in the grand hall, Matteo confronts a delegation demanding Elise’s removal from the council. Councilor Rax, imposing and silver-bearded, cites doctrine: “A companion’s duty is singular. Mixing yield with governance risks both. We request her withdrawal to preserve the House’s integrity.” Elise watches Matteo’s face—his jaw set, eyes dark with rivalry’s sting. “Elise earned this seat by sacrifice and insight,” he replies, voice unwavering. “I will not entertain her removal.” The chamber falls silent; Rax bows stiffly, and aides bustle away with clipped bows.

Later, in the hush of her private chambers, Elise overhears the true measure of her peril. Costella steps into the corridor just as Councilor Vima speaks in a low rush: “Her body’s fragility will be her undoing. We undermine her health, and we unravel the Don’s power.” A sharp intake of Costella’s breath betrays her shock. Elise withdraws into shadow, heart pounding with both anger and dread. Allies by day, conspirators by whisper—her legend has become a target.

Alone, she presses her back to the carved wood door, fingers trembling around the handle. The corridor’s torches flare her breath into the silence. She thinks of Matteo’s promise, Costella’s vow to protect her, and of her own newfound voice. Power, she realizes, invites both allegiance and intrigue. To survive, she must wield her agency not only in the council chamber but in every whispered corner of this empire.

As night falls again over the estate, Elise stands at the edge of her balcony, looking down at the gardens where torchlight flickers in patterns of shadow and promise. The lull before tomorrow’s storm hums beneath her skin—a reminder that every gain demands vigilance. She breathes in the cool air, steel settling in her chest. The price of power is high, and the House’s future hinges on her resilience. She will not be undone. Not yet.

The grand reception begins in the Hall of Silver Pillars, where candles burn high and masked guests drift through clusters of conversation. Elise steps forward beside Matteo, every eye turning as they enter. The House’s chroniclers have already spun her into myth: “The Miracle of Milk,” “The Unbreakable Companion.” Tonight, those tales manifest in her polished posture and gleaming collar—but beneath the silk of her gown, every pulse of her sensor collar reminds her she remains on display.

Guests bow and offer congratulatory murmurs: “Your endurance was extraordinary.” “What next for our legend?” Yet each compliment carries an edge—admiration laced with envy, respect cut through with suspicion. Elise forces herself to smile, to nod, to trade the right words, even as each step aches and her ribs protest beneath the weight of expectation.

A trio of junior companions approaches, faces bright. “Companion Elise, may we learn from your example?” they chorus. Elise inclines her head graciously. “In time, you will discover your own strength,” she replies. Their eyes shine; some whisper that they see hope, others that they sense rivalry. Elise’s smile falters for a heartbeat—she cannot allow herself any slip.

Nearby, a choir of minstrels begins a hymn celebrating House Milk’s renewal under her name. The melody swells and echoes off the marble. At its peak, Elise catches sight of a booth of rival syndicate envoys watching her with thinly veiled calculation. A senator from the Iron Shore nods once, expression inscrutable, then silently calls someone forward. Elise’s heart stutters—her triumph has become a magnet for schemes.

Across the hall, Costella stands sentinel, eyes flicking between Elise and the crowd, ready to intervene if anyone oversteps. Costella’s presence is both comfort and reminder: the cost of her body’s service is infinite vigilance.

As the hymn ends, Matteo steps to Elise’s side, offering his arm. He guides her to the center of the hall, beneath a cascade of silver banners. The guests part as he raises her hand in a gesture of public endorsement. “Behold the heart of our House,” he proclaims. Applause thunders and ripples through the chamber. Elise’s cheeks flush with triumph—and dread.

When the crowd closes in again, whispers swirl like a storm: “She stands too tall.” “She commands too much.” “Can she sustain this?” Elise hears each question as if carved into her skin. She bows politely to a patron offering a diplomatic treaty; she smiles for the chroniclers recording every expression. Still, behind her poised façade, her pulse thrums with the weight of eyes that measure every twitch, every breath.

A servant offers a glass of spiced wine. Elise accepts, pressing the cool glass to her lips. The sweet burn washes away the tension for a moment, but her gaze drifts to the balcony above, where Costella’s notebook lies forgotten on a stone ledge. It holds her vitals, her warnings, her vulnerabilities. Elise wonders how long it will be before someone uses that knowledge against her.

Later, as she exchanges formal bows with visiting dignitaries, Elise senses the growing chasm between her public power and her private isolation. Each handshake, each curtsey, each polite phrase reinforces her legend—and deepens her solitude. These people depend on her, fear her, envy her. Who will stand with her when whispers turn to action?

When at last the reception begins to wane, Elise slips away down a side corridor, guided by Costella’s soft light. In the hush of a small study, she closes the door, the lock clicking like a shield. Her knees tremble, and she leans against the wood, breathing hard.

Costella crosses the room and pulls her into a gentle embrace. “You carried yourself flawlessly,” she murmurs. “But I saw your eyes.”

Elise closes her own lids, tears prickling. “I feel hollow,” she admits. “An icon in the Hall, a stranger in my own skin.”

Costella strokes her hair. “Legends are made of myth, but they are also lonely. You must remember who you are beneath the story.”

Elise leans into the comfort, voice hushed. “I need to be seen as a person, not a symbol.”

Costella’s answer is a whisper: “You will be. But first, you must survive their gaze.”

In the stillness, Elise realizes that visibility is her greatest weapon—and her deepest peril. The Hall’s applause still echoes down the corridor, a distant reminder that power demands presence, even when the soul longs for solitude. And as the lamps gutter in the study, Elise steels herself for the coming days: to lead with both strength and humanity, to guard her heart against both devotion and envy, and to remain true to the woman she has chosen to be.

The extraction chamber controls hum to life as Elise, still marked by yesterday’s triumph and last night’s aftercare, steps forward. Costella stands beside her, tablet in hand, eyes shadowed with concern. This is no gala spectacle—this is meant as a normalized test of endurance, a demonstration that Elise’s body can sustain the House’s new protocols even outside grand contests.

Elise settles into the familiar chair: wrists and ankles secured by soft but firm cuffs, sensors pressed to her shoulders, chest, and inner thighs. The attendants move around her with clinical precision, their eyes flicking to Costella’s tablet for baseline metrics. A new collar adjustment clicks into place, calibrated to measure not only yield but stress response and nervous tension.

Costella places a comforting hand on Elise’s knee. “You’re in control,” she reminds her softly. “Tell me if you need to stop.”

Elise nods, forcing a calm breath. “Ready,” she says.

With a quiet command from Costella, the suction cups engage at Elise’s breasts. The hum is low at first, then grows to a steady pulse, coaxing milk release. Simultaneously, a subtle vibration begins at the small of her back, calibrated to test her composure rather than merely extract yield.

Elise focuses on her breathing—inhale for five counts, exhale for six. The sensors record every tremor. Her milk flows steadily, but the added vibration sends waves of heat through her core. She keeps her back straight, chin lifted, refusing to arch in desperation.

After five minutes, a new challenge begins: the posture test. Soft restraints shift her arms above her head, forcing her shoulders back. The vibration intensifies, switching from gentle oscillation to a pulsating rhythm designed to fatigue her core. Elise’s legs begin to shake; sweat beads at her hairline.

Costella’s voice cuts through the hum. “Check in. How are you?”

Elise’s throat is dry. “Pulling… too hard,” she admits, voice trembling. “I’m… dizzy.”

Costella taps the tablet, but does not halt the session. Instead, she adjusts the vibration down by ten percent. “Hold for two more minutes, then we’ll ease back.”

The room closes in around Elise: the gleam of steel, the whisper of machines, the clinical gazes of attendants. Her body protests—the cold sensors on her skin prick, her muscles quiver, her core burns. But she summons her will: victory demanded this test, her promise to Matteo and the House requires proof.

One minute passes. Her vision flickers. Her knees threaten to buckle. She presses her heels into the footrests, hands gripping the chair’s arms until her knuckles blanch. The vibration intensifies again—Costella has overridden protocol to push the final threshold.

Elise gasps, a tremor ripping through her. Milk beads at her nipples, then flows in a warm stream. Her mouth falls open in a soft moan—half pain, half unwilling surrender to sensation. The sensors spike: yield rate off the charts, stress markers screaming.

Costella watches the tablet, then leaps forward. “Stop!” she orders, voice sharp. The machines ease, suction releases, vibration dies. Attendants rush to release Elise’s restraints and drape a cooling cloth over her shoulders.

Elise collapses forward, head resting on her knees. Her breath comes in ragged pants. Costella supports her, brushing damp hair from her forehead. “You pushed too far,” Costella says, voice both scolding and tender.

Elise manages a shaky laugh. “I needed to show them I’m not… fragile.”

Costella’s eyes glisten. “Your body is remarkable—but it’s still human. Promise me you’ll let me judge when enough is enough.”

Elise nods, though her head feels too heavy. “I promise.”

Costella helps her to stand, guiding her to a recovery cot. As attendants adjust her robe and offer water, Elise realizes that every proof of power risks a fracture of the vessel that contains it.

Matteo’s study is hushed when Elise enters, the late afternoon light slanting through tall windows. Costella stands to one side, her face taut. Matteo is at his desk, head bowed, pressing his palm to his forehead as though warding off a storm.

Elise’s arrival draws both their gazes. Costella’s eyes glimmer with unspoken worry; Matteo’s flicker with restrained frustration. He rises, closing the ledger before him. “Costella,” he says quietly, “explain yourself.”

Costella straightens, turning to Elise first. “I stopped the extraction,” she says steadily. “Her vitals were in dangerous territory. I could not allow further strain.”

Matteo’s jaw tightens. “You overrode my order.”

Costella meets his glare. “I overrode protocol to protect her life. You asked for proof of her strength—” She glances at Elise, then back to Matteo. “—not to break her body.”

Matteo stands, arms folded. “The House demands proof. Her body is our asset. You jeopardized our position.”

Elise steps forward, voice firm though her heart hammers: “Her body is hers. I am not an asset to be expended.” Costella’s relief flickers in her eyes; Matteo’s expression darkens.

Costella echoes gently: “She insisted. Her well-being must come first.”

Matteo’s voice is low, dangerous. “And what of the House? What of our enemies who circle like vultures?” He glances at Elise. “Was your health more important than the stability we fought to win?”

Elise holds his gaze, trembling but resolute. “If my body fails, there is no House to protect. I choose my life over spectacle.” Her words land like a gauntlet.

Costella steps closer, placing a hand lightly on Matteo’s arm. “We stand at a crossroads. Protocol without compassion destroys us from within.” Her voice softens: “Heed her.”

Matteo’s chest heaves; pride wars with love and fear. Finally he exhales, looking away. “Perhaps… I forgot what we risk by demanding too much.” He turns back, eyes meeting Elise’s. “You taught me that. But know this: my duty is to the House. I will not fail it again.”

Elise bows her head. “I will not let you fail me.” Her admission hangs between them—an alliance stronger than protocol.

Costella watches them, hope and caution mingling in her gaze. Matteo steps forward, closing the distance to Elise. He lifts her chin, forcing her eyes to meet his. “Trust is earned,” he murmurs. “You have mine—for the moment.”

Elise nods once, a solemn pact. The tension in the room loosens just enough for hope to flicker.

Elise stands on the wind-swept terrace at the estate’s western edge, the ocean’s salt breeze tangling her hair around her face. Below, the manicured gardens fall away into wild cliffs; beyond, grey waves crash against rock. Here, at the boundary between order and chaos, she seeks clarity. Her body still hums with soreness, her mind heavy with the day’s betrayals and alliances. The House’s grandeur lies behind her—opulent halls, gleaming council chambers, the echo of applause—and ahead, the open sea whispers of danger and escape.

She closes her eyes, letting the wind drown out memory of Council disputes and clandestine plots. In the deep calm, she hears the pulse of her own blood, a steady drum. Power tastes like brine on her tongue, and the House’s future feels as vast and uncertain as the ocean before her.

A sudden red flare arcs across the horizon—a signaling rocket from a rival syndicate vessel patrolling the coast. Its glow stains the twilight sky. Elise’s pulse leaps. That single flare carries an urgent message: they know her location, her value, her vulnerability. The threat is no longer whispered in corridors but broadcast to the world.

Behind her, footsteps approach. Matteo arrives, mask in hand, cloak billowing. His face is set—relief at finding her safe, worry beneath his carefully controlled expression. She does not turn immediately. Instead, she watches the dying embers of the flare, heart hammering.

“It seems they’ve already sent their warning,” she says, voice steady despite the tremor in her chest.

Matteo steps beside her, shoulders square against the wind. “They challenge us at every turn,” he replies softly. “But you—” He pauses, struggling for the right words. “You have reshaped their calculus. They fear what you represent.”

Elise turns to face him, features pale in the flare’s fading glow. “Fear,” she murmurs, “can be as dangerous as ambition.” She reaches up, brushing a stray lock from his forehead. “We’ve rallied the House behind me. We’ve quelled the council’s doubts. But every victory draws fresh fire.”

He nods, absorbing each word with grave intensity. “We will meet it,” he says, voice firm. “Together.”

She studies his face—the man of iron will laying down arms to stand beside her. For a moment, warmth blossoms in her chest. Yet the cliff’s edge feels a step from calamity. “Promise me,” she says slowly, “that you will not let me face it alone.”

Matteo lifts her hand to his lips, pressing a gentle kiss to her knuckles. “I promise,” he murmurs. “Whatever comes.”

They stand in silence as the night deepens, the steady hiss of wind and crash of waves a reminder that the world beyond their fortress is ever turbulent. The flare’s echo drifts downward, a pulse of red light swallowed by dark. Elise inhales, tasting salt and determination.

She knows the days ahead will demand more than courage: they will call for sacrifice, cunning, resilience. And though her body aches and her trust has fractured, her resolve remains unbroken. She steps away from the terrace’s edge, turning back toward the lights of the House—lights that will now burn for both their glory and their defense.

As they walk inside, the wind whips at her cloak, and she hears not only the roar of the sea, but the whispered promise of storms to come. The empire she helped elevate stands on shifting ground, and Elise realizes her greatest battle lies just beyond the horizon.


Chapter 14 — The Breach

The air in the med-suite felt unnaturally still that morning. Cool, scrubbed-clean, and humming faintly with ozone. Elise stood at the edge of the protocol platform, bare feet against the inlaid glass, arms folded loosely over her chest as the attendants moved around her with a quiet efficiency that was almost suspicious in its smoothness. Costella’s voice echoed from a nearby terminal, polite and clipped: “Vitals are within range. Yield protocol will be kept to minimum duration. Ten-minute cycle.”

Elise nodded. Her body ached with the echo of recent strain — not sharp, but tight, as though her muscles remembered being forced to obey and weren’t yet ready to trust her. Still, she wanted this. Needed this. After the Gala, after Matteo’s whispered devotions and the whirlwind of council acclaim, the one thing she still hadn’t reclaimed was her baseline. The rituals. The routine. And that mattered more than any throne.

She climbed onto the padded table and let herself settle, movements careful. The leather cuffs were familiar by now — soft-lined, programmable, and scented faintly with clove and antiseptic. The attendants guided her wrists into place. They clicked into position with a muted hiss of air and magnetic seal. Her ankles followed. Then the collar — snug, humming against her throat. Each sensor warmed as it calibrated. A heartbeat later, her vitals appeared on the overhead display in a clean stream of data: heartrate elevated but stable, hydration low, emotional markers flagged as “anticipation: dominant.”

Costella approached, tablet in hand. “No force-stim. No yield minimum,” she reminded the team. “This is a calibration run, not a test.”

Elise looked up at her, lips parting slightly. “Just milking. No orgasm.” It wasn’t a question.

“No orgasm,” Costella confirmed. She leaned in, brushing a hand gently over Elise’s shoulder. “You’re here to recover, not perform.”

Elise smiled faintly. “Feels like the same thing sometimes.”

Costella didn’t return the smile. Her brow was furrowed, her mouth tight. She was uneasy — Elise could see it now, behind the professionalism.

The session began with the usual low-frequency vibration applied beneath Elise’s hips — enough to stimulate glandular release, not arousal. The suction cups descended, gleaming chrome arms unfolding with precision as they latched onto her breasts. The rhythmic pull began a moment later: soft, deliberate, just enough to coax a warm, slow trickle from her milk ducts. Elise closed her eyes.

The warmth spread, tinged by dull ache. Her body was slower to respond than usual, as though uncertain whether this was safety or manipulation. Still, the let-down began. Her breath evened out. She counted the pulses, the rising numbers on the digital gauge, the soft rustle of movement in the room.

And then she noticed the scent.

Not Costella’s — she wore the same citrus disinfectant, the same neutral makeup. Not the usual attendants, whose colognes she had unconsciously memorized. This was something darker. Spicier. Musk threaded with synthetic antiseptic. She blinked, eyes opening.

To her left, a new attendant stood at the controls. Masked — which wasn’t unusual — but wearing gloves too thick for precision. And they hadn’t spoken yet. Elise frowned.

To her right, another aide. Shorter. Slight build. Their stance was stiff — not nervous. Trained. Holding themselves like a soldier, not a nurse.

“Costella,” Elise said, her voice low. “I don’t recognize these techs.”

Costella didn’t answer immediately. She was absorbed in a tablet, scrolling readings.

“Costella,” Elise repeated, louder.

Costella looked up — and froze. Her lips parted, and a flicker of confusion passed over her features. She moved toward the console.

“I didn’t authorize a rotation,” she said.

The taller attendant turned — not toward her, but subtly, just a few inches. Enough to signal alert. The shorter one stepped backward, hand slipping into the pocket of their coat.

“Security badge, now,” Costella said.

No one moved.

“Elise,” she said more quietly, “ten-count breath. Don’t tense.”

But Elise already was. The suction had stopped. The vibration had too. The room was silent, and yet her pulse thundered in her ears.

A soft click behind her. Not from the restraints. From the door.

She tried to shift her arms — still bound.

“Costella—” she began.

Then the overhead lights dimmed, just a flicker. The screen above her blinked once, then stabilized.

And that’s when Elise knew: this was not a test. This wasn’t protocol.

It was a breach.

Costella lunged toward the panel, but the taller figure moved first — not fast, not frenzied, but with the fluid calm of someone who had done this before. They pressed a thumb to the override panel, and the restraints disengaged.

Only to be replaced, a heartbeat later, by new ones — mechanical cuffs, dropped from a concealed pouch and locked tight around Elise’s wrists.

“Elise!” Costella shouted, rushing forward, but the smaller attendant drew something from their coat — not a scalpel, but a vial. It hissed. Elise felt it sting her neck. The burn was immediate — not sharp, but numbing, a heat that raced to her skull and then down her spine.

She thrashed, tried to kick, but her legs were pinned. The taller captor held her shoulders down with practiced weight.

She looked up and saw Costella being grabbed from behind. A third figure, emerging from the door that should have been sealed, jammed a cloth over her mouth. She fought — gods, she fought — elbowing hard, sending a monitor crashing, but her legs folded. She went down with a sickening thud.

Elise screamed. Or tried. But her mouth wouldn’t move properly. Her tongue felt thick. Her vision swam.

Another mask leaned over her. Voice muffled. “No sound. No fight. You’re worth more alive.”

She bucked once, desperate, as the warm flow of milk continued beneath her — a grotesque mimicry of the calm, clinical process that had defined her power.

And then everything spun.

Gravity dissolved. The restraints pressed tighter. The cold air of the hallway hit her skin. She was being wheeled out. The med suite disappeared behind her, door left ajar.

The last thing she saw was Costella’s outstretched hand on the floor, fingers twitching.

Then black.

Elise is half-conscious when the world slams back into place.

Not clearly. Not cleanly.

Not the way waking usually comes.

It’s like surfacing from the bottom of a deep, choking sea: her lungs burning, her limbs numb, her thoughts separated from her body by a thick pane of fogged glass. But she knows one thing immediately—

She is no longer in the med-suite.

The air is colder. Damper. Thicker. It tastes of earth and metal rather than disinfectant and the faint citrus Costella favored.

She tries to move.

Her arms barely obey.

Her wrists refuse.

There’s a weight there—heavy, metallic, unfamiliar. The soft, warm cuffs of the House are gone. In their place: cold steel, rough-edged and foreign, biting into her skin.

She lifts one arm an inch and hears the chain jolt against stone.

A chain.

Not a magnet lock.

A chain.

Her stomach drops. Whatever sedation they used—it’s not House-grade. It’s brute-force, fast-acting, inconsistent. Half her nerves fire with frantic warning; the other half feel dead.

She forces her eyes open.

Darkness.

Shifting shadows.

A corridor she doesn’t recognize.

The floor is uneven beneath her—stone or concrete—harder, colder than anything inside Matteo’s estate. Somewhere behind her, a door creaks open, letting in a slice of light. Heavy boots scrape against the ground. Three of them? Four?

She tries to orient herself, blinking rapidly as her vision sharpens in thin increments.

She’s on her knees. Hands behind her back, wrists chained to a metal plate bolted to the floor. Her ankles bound separately. No warmth. No padding. Just harsh metal.

Her body arches involuntarily, the cold searing through her skin.

And she remembers.

The session.

The wrong attendants.

The tightening of leather, then steel.

Costella’s cry.

A dart.

Warmth flooding her neck—

Then nothing.

Her breaths quicken. Panic claws up her throat.

Stay conscious. Stay aware.

She repeats the mantra silently, fighting the sedative that drags her back under.

A masked figure steps into the thin band of light.

Tall. Broad shoulders. Black gloves, black uniform, black mask.

No insignia she recognizes—crimson stitching at the wrist, but not the House’s.

He crouches in front of her.

“Elise Gabrielle,” he says, voice cool, precise, and wrong in every way. “You wake faster than expected.”

She glares at him, lips trembling with cold and fury. “Where—” Her throat cracks. She tries again. “Where is Costella?”

The masked man tilts his head. “Alive,” he replies. “For now. Whether that lasts depends on how cooperative you intend to be.”

Her pulse spikes. The room tilts. Fury rushes through her so fiercely she almost spits at him—but another hand clamps onto the chains at her wrists, yanking them taut enough to force her upright.

Agony lances through her shoulders.

“Do not attempt defiance,” a second figure says. This voice is higher, accented, female. “Your body is valuable, but only to a point.”

A third intruder approaches—carrying a medical scanner. Elise instinctively recoils, but rough hands seize her shoulders, holding her still.

A beep.

A flicker of red light across her neck.

Her collar—her safety net, her tracking beacon—is gone.

She jerks against the chains. “You removed my—”

“Yes,” the woman says. “Quite thoroughly. Your Don cannot track you. Your med team cannot stabilize you. Your collar belonged to the House.”

She pauses.

“You do not anymore.”

The scanner beeps again, registering her vital signs. The woman’s eyebrows lift behind the mask.

“She is resisting the sedative. Impressive.”

The tall man rises to his full height. “Prepare her for transport.”

Two more intruders emerge from the shadows, rolling a reinforced medical stretcher—nothing like the House’s soft, ergonomic tables. This one is steel. Brutal. Pure function.

Elise shakes her head violently as they begin to unbolt her ankle shackles.

“No,” she rasps, voice cracking. “No, no—stop—”

A gloved hand clamps her jaw.

“Quiet,” the man says.

“I won’t go with you,” she spits.

“You already have,” he replies.

They haul her onto the stretcher. Her body hits the surface with a sickening jolt. She curses as the cold slices through the thin fabric of her patient gown, straight into her spine.

One captor restrains her wrists above her head, locking the cuffs directly into the stretcher’s frame. Another binds her ankles. Her legs tremble uncontrollably—as much from panic as from the sedative’s aftershocks.

Footsteps echo through the corridor. More voices. More movement.

The man leans close, voice a whisper she feels more than hears.

“You were too important to be left in that House.”

His breath brushes her ear.

“And too powerful to be allowed to remain yourself.”

Fear detonates in her chest.

Her muscles convulse against the restraints.

No one had ever spoken to her like that—not even Matteo’s enemies. Not with that level of possession. Not with that certainty.

They wheel her forward, the stretcher’s metal legs squealing against smooth concrete.

The corridor stretches before her—long, dark, lined with unfamiliar machinery and crates. It feels like an underbelly, a forgotten artery beneath the estate. The world above could be burning and she would never know.

They reach a lift.

The doors open with a groan.

The stretcher enters.

The doors seal behind them.

The descent begins.

A silence settles—a suffocating void broken only by Elise’s ragged breaths and the hum of industrial machinery in the walls.

Then—just as the lift shudders to a halt—the female captor leans over Elise, adjusting the strap at her shoulder.

“Don’t worry,” she murmurs.

“You’ll survive this.”

She pauses.

“Your House? Your Don? I don’t know.”

The doors open onto the harsh brightness of a loading bay.

The cold hits her first.

Then the smell—salt air, diesel, rope.

The sound of gulls.

They are at the docks.

A ship waits.

They wheel her toward it.

Elise fights. Desperately. Furiously.

Despite the sedation. Despite the restraints. Despite the chains cutting into her skin.

She thrashes, twisting her wrists until blood beads at the edge of the cuffs.

One captor hisses. “Hold her—”

Another slams her shoulders down with enough force that the stretcher groans.

“Elise!” someone shouts.

Her heart stops.

For one impossible second, she thinks—

Matteo.

But the voice is wrong. Too rough. Too far away. Too mocking.

“Your Don can’t hear you,” the tall man says, lifting a small black device.

He presses a button.

Pain detonates in her collarbone—white-hot, burning through her chest.

A forced nerve spike.

She screams—raw, unfiltered.

Then collapses.

The world blurs.

The gangway rises in front of her.

The ship looms.

Her last coherent thought before darkness claims her:

Matteo won’t know where to find me.

And that truth is far more terrifying than the chains.

The estate was unusually quiet that morning.

Matteo noticed it first in the hall outside his private quarters—no footsteps. No murmured reports. Even the air seemed thinner. It wasn’t absence that unnerved him. It was the false calm.

He moved briskly, cloak swirling behind him, boots tapping a steady rhythm as he crossed the marble gallery toward the med wing. Elise was scheduled for a protocol reset at dawn. Her request. Her insistence, really. Costella had been hesitant, but Elise was nothing if not resolute when her body was involved.

He smiled at the memory of her the night before: eyes clear, posture strong, milk yielding despite the tension still lingering in her shoulders. She was recovering beautifully.

More than recovering—she was becoming something else entirely.

Matteo was proud.

And still, unease prickled at his collarbone.

He passed two junior attendants near the conservatory. Neither looked him in the eye. That was odd. Matteo was feared, yes—but never ignored. One dropped her gaze too quickly. The other whispered something into her sleeve.

He slowed. “Report.”

They froze.

The younger one spoke. “No sign of Companion Elise’s return to her suite, sir.”

He frowned. “Her session should have concluded forty minutes ago.”

A pause. “We assumed… she remained in recovery. Doctor Costella hasn’t exited the wing.”

His spine straightened. “Has anyone seen her since protocol began?”

Silence.

He turned without another word and strode down the corridor, pace sharp, controlled. But inside—his blood surged.

The entrance to the med wing loomed ahead. Two guards stationed at the threshold were gone. No posted roster. No sound from within.

He waved his ring over the scanner. No response.

The panel blinked red.

Access Denied.

Matteo’s fist crashed against the panel hard enough to crack the display. He turned on his heel. “Override. Now.”

A nearby guard—new, barely trained—fumbled with his comm. Matteo snatched it from his hand and keyed the emergency code.

“Command priority. Matteo della Fonte. Unlock medical sector C. Full override.”

A pause. Then the lock hissed open.

He stepped into the corridor and froze.

The scent hit him first—wrong.

Burnt plastic. Residual sedative gas. The cloying sharpness of panic sweat.

Monitors blinked erratically. Two beds were overturned. One screen still displayed static biometrics, the feed frozen mid-session.

And there—at the far end—was the primary protocol chamber. Its door gaped open.

Matteo stepped inside.

The room had been dismantled.

No Elise. No Costella.

Only a trail of small, unmistakable things:

– A shattered collar casing

– An overturned suction arm

– A crimson drop on the edge of the restraint table

Blood.

Fresh.

He reached for the suction cup that still hung slack from the extraction rig. The tubing had been sliced—clean, deliberate. A surgical cut.

A trail of drag marks led from the platform to the wall panel—then vanished.

Matteo inhaled slowly, forcing his lungs to behave.

He moved to the console. The biometric feed had been wiped, but not well. He tapped through the cached logs, scrolling back through partial data.

Session start: 04:11

Vitals normal.

Session interrupted: 04:17

Collar signal: lost.

Session terminated: 04:19

Elapsed time: 8 minutes.

“Eight minutes,” he whispered.

Then: “Get me Costella. Now.”

But no answer came.

Matteo turned to the door—and found a junior physician standing there, pale as parchment. “Sir—Costella’s biometric tag just reactivated. She’s in Hall D. Disoriented. Injured.”

“Take me.”

They moved through the winding halls, Matteo never slowing. Every corner screamed neglect. Every silence screamed sabotage.

When they reached Hall D, Costella was on the floor—propped against a wall, clutching her head. A deep bruise marred her temple. Her eyes fluttered open as Matteo knelt beside her.

“Elise—” she rasped. “They took her—protocol—overridden—”

His voice dropped to a blade. “Who?”

Costella shook her head, dazed. “Four operatives. Masked. Silent. One tech override. One gas. They bypassed everything. Knew the protocols. One darted me. Elise—” She choked. “They drugged her. Switched her restraints. Carried her out. No alarms.”

He gripped her shoulder. “Did you see where?”

“I—no. I tried. I couldn’t—”

Matteo stood.

“Sound the Red Bell.”

Every physician and attendant in earshot went white. One bolted for the comm station.

The Red Bell had not been rung in years.

It meant only one thing: infiltration with hostile intent.

Matteo turned back to Costella. “You’re going to tell me every detail. You’re going to help me trace the override path. And then—”

He turned toward the nearest guard. “Get me the council. And prepare the war chamber. The Crimson Syndicate has taken something that doesn’t belong to them.”

His voice was ice.

“I intend to take her back.”

The war chamber hissed open as Matteo approached, his cloak dark with sea mist and blood not his own.

Costella followed, paler than usual, lips pressed in a line of silent fury. Her temple bore a gauze patch, stained pink at the edge. Despite the injury, her eyes were steady. Furious. Focused.

They entered a space designed not for diplomacy, but retaliation.

Twelve seats encircled the holo-table. Ten were empty. Only two had the authority to be here now.

Costella slid into her station and activated the table’s interface. Matteo didn’t sit. He stood at the head, arms braced against the steel rim as the chamber dimmed and the map flared to life.

“Show me the breach.” His voice was low, and no less dangerous for it.

Costella nodded once, tapping rapidly. “We traced the override signal to a backdoor I didn’t know existed. Embedded deep in the House’s central medical AI. It was installed… five years ago.”

Matteo’s eyes narrowed. “Pre-Elise.”

“Exactly,” Costella said grimly. “Which means this was never about her, not at the start. It was about the asset class. Elise just happened to become the most valuable version of it.”

The map zoomed to display a neural network — glowing threads of command pathways overlaid with red data trails. One blinked a slow, malevolent pulse.

“Here,” Costella said, pointing. “This is where the breach began. From inside our own monitoring grid. They used House-authorised credentials. Spoofed but authenticated.”

Matteo stared at the point of origin. “Name it.”

Costella’s jaw tightened. “The Crimson Syndicate.”

The name hung in the air like smoke after a gunshot.

Matteo exhaled through his nose, cold fury sharpening every syllable. “I thought we cut them out after the Baltic debacle.”

“We did,” she said. “But they’ve spent years rebuilding. Underground. Quietly. And now, it seems, with help.”

Matteo’s gaze snapped to hers. “Help?”

She nodded. “The override came from a device manufactured not by the Crimson armory, but by—” she tapped the console again “—Delcor Innovations. A House contractor. We’ve been using their signal routing modules in collar interfaces for the past three years.”

Matteo’s hands curled into fists.

Betrayal was one thing.

Betrayal funded by your own supply lines was another.

“Someone inside gave them access,” he said.

“I believe so.”

He paced the chamber, boots echoing off the stone floor. “Then find me that someone. Turn over every contract, every comm trace, every unattended device since last quarter. I want the informant in my hands before sundown.”

Costella hesitated. “There’s something else.”

He stopped.

She brought up a second feed — this one security footage, low-resolution, smuggled through back channels.

“An ally in the Eastern port sent me this an hour ago. A vessel left the private harbor under alias registration. Ship logs falsified. No listed passengers. But—” she zoomed in, frame by frame.

There.

A flash of Elise’s hair.

A blurred image of her profile.

Bound. Slumped. Hooded.

Matteo’s jaw clenched.

“Time of departure?”

“04:29. Eleven minutes after the breach.”

Costella pulled up tide maps, projected wind patterns, and ship speed calculations. “Assuming standard Crimson routes, they’re heading for one of three extraction points along the northern spine. Here, here, or—” she tapped a final point “—the Black Reach inlet.”

“The inlet’s isolated,” Matteo muttered. “No satellites. No patrols.”

“Exactly. Which makes it the most likely.”

He turned from the table, eyes blazing. “I want a launch window in twenty minutes.”

“You’ll never make landfall in time,” Costella said, standing. “We need forward placement.”

He strode to the vault in the back of the war chamber — a sealed compartment requiring biometric clearance. He pressed his palm to the scanner. The light flashed. The lock disengaged. The door hissed open.

Inside sat a locked briefcase marked with the House’s old sigil — predating the current regime. Inside were blacklisted protocols. Obsolete, dangerous, unregulated. Matteo picked it up and turned to Costella.

“No,” she said immediately. “That was buried for a reason.”

He held her gaze. “She is gone. The enemy has her. They removed her collar. Which means if they try to extract without climax, her nervous system may seize.”

“I know that,” Costella snapped. “That’s why I’m coming with you.”

He raised a brow.

“I’ve built this system for years,” she said. “No one knows Elise’s thresholds like I do. You want her alive? You’ll need me.”

Matteo nodded once.

She straightened. “Then we do it my way. I’ll prep the aerial scout units. You prepare the fleet.”

Matteo paused before leaving the chamber. He looked back at the holomap, Elise’s last captured image still suspended mid-frame.

“We do this fast,” he said. “We do this clean.”

Costella tilted her head. “Or?”

He turned away.

“Or I raze every inch of earth they touch.”

The dockyard was near-silent by the time Matteo’s advance team arrived.

A thin mist hung low over the water, coiling between the dark mooring posts like breath from something half asleep, half hunting. Lanterns flickered against the fog, their light dancing across the polished leather of saddles and the soot-black steel of drawn weapons. Every hoofbeat sounded blasphemous. Every voice that dared to speak did so in whispers.

Matteo stood at the edge of the quay, the planks groaning beneath his boots. His eyes scanned the expanse before him — the distant curve of the inlet, the dim profile of vessels moored or mooring, and the one place where a ship should have been, but wasn’t.

A mooring rope lay slack against the pier. Cleats empty. Salt still wet on the wood.

The ship was gone.

And with it — Elise.

He didn’t curse. He didn’t breathe. For a long moment, he simply looked.

Behind him, Costella slid from her mount and approached without speaking. She held a datapad in one hand, a small utility scanner in the other. When she reached Matteo’s side, she activated the scanner and pointed it at the rope.

“Residual tension traces suggest the vessel cast off less than thirty minutes ago. The lines are still warm.”

“Name it,” Matteo said without turning.

She adjusted the lens. “Signature reads as the Bloodwind — Crimson Syndicate registered under false flags in four ports. No declared cargo.”

Matteo knelt slowly and touched the surface of the dock. It was damp. Not just with sea spray — but with something finer. Slipperier.

He rubbed his fingers together.

“Milk,” he said.

Costella crouched beside him, following his gaze. “Yield must’ve triggered en route. Sedative residue would explain a partial letdown. If they induced flow without orgasm…” She trailed off.

Matteo looked at her. “How long until that becomes permanent damage?”

She hesitated. “It depends on what they do next. But Elise isn’t like the others. Her body’s evolved. Even minor interruption can lead to shutdown, or—”

“Or?”

“Seizure. Catatonia. Hormonal collapse.”

Matteo stood abruptly, turning to his guards. “Search the dock. Every crate. Every alley. Every shadow.”

They scattered.

Costella remained by the edge, scanning the planks. “There’s more.” She reached beneath the rope coil and pulled out a small metal ring.

Matteo took it.

It was one of Elise’s collar bolts — the ones used to anchor her monitoring device at the nape of her neck. The ring was twisted. Removed under duress.

“She fought,” he murmured.

“She always fights.”

He slipped the bolt into his coat pocket.

Then a scout emerged from the fog — breathless, wide-eyed. “Sir—scent trace confirmed. A transport sled left this dock bound for the outer inlet. There’s residual blood on the clamps. We found… this.”

The scout handed over a piece of torn fabric.

Silk.

The same ivory silk Elise had worn to the session. It was soaked at one edge.

Matteo took it carefully. His fingers shook.

Then his voice dropped, low and final:

“They bled her.”

Costella looked away. “We need to go.”

He didn’t move.

He stared out at the sea, black and silent under the curling fog, and whispered as if to the waves:

“I wasn’t fast enough.”

The guard captain approached. “We can launch in thirty minutes. The tide’s with us.”

“No,” Matteo said.

“Sir?”

He looked over his shoulder. His eyes were not calm. Not controlled. But burning — not with panic, but resolve.

“We’re not chasing them,” he said. “We’re intercepting.”

“But we don’t know their course—”

“We do,” Costella interrupted. “I’ve triangulated the likely paths. If they’re heading to any Crimson extraction site, they’ll pass the Farwind Narrows in under two hours. We can meet them at the strait.”

Matteo nodded once.

“Prepare the Vanguard,” he ordered. “I want a silent fleet. No flags. No warnings. If any of our assets are still embedded in Crimson channels, activate them now. I want to know every shadow that ship casts.”

The guard captain bowed and ran.

Matteo lingered.

He walked to the edge of the dock and stood alone.

Salt air curled around him.

Seagulls called in the distance.

And across the water, invisible in the mist, a ship carried Elise farther from him with every wave.

He closed his eyes and whispered something too soft for Costella to hear.

But she didn’t need to.

She stepped beside him, rested a gloved hand on his arm, and said, “We’ll bring her back.”

He didn’t answer.

He opened his eyes. Cold. Focused. Unblinking.

Then he turned from the sea.

The war chamber roared with controlled chaos.

Operatives shouted coordinates into linked comms. Navigation techs huddled around glowing interface tables. Red warning glyphs blinked in sequence over a map of the northern coast. The last time the chamber had activated at this level was during the House’s formation war—and even then, the urgency hadn’t tasted this sharp. This personal.

Matteo stood at the center of it all, a stillness at the eye of the storm.

He had not changed clothes. The salt spray still clung to his coat. The trace of Elise’s torn fabric lay folded in his breast pocket.

He didn’t fidget. He didn’t flinch.

He planned.

“Launch window in sixteen minutes,” Costella said, approaching with a holo-pad. Her voice was low, clipped, merciless. “The Bloodwind will hit the Farwind Narrows within seventy-five. That’s our narrowest convergence point. After that, they’ll disappear into the Syndicate’s southern shield grid. If they cross that line—”

“They won’t,” Matteo said. Not an interruption. A promise.

Costella met his eyes. “We need a surgical intercept team. Small, fast, precise.”

“You’ll lead it,” he replied.

She blinked. “I’m not field-certified.”

“You’re Elise’s physician. Her cycle is unstable. If they try extraction without ritual, it’s not just dangerous. It’s—”

“Lethal,” Costella finished. “Yes. I know.” She lowered her voice. “Matteo… her system’s adapted to the pleasure-yield link. If they force milk without allowing release, she could slip into neurogenic shock.”

He didn’t react outwardly.

But his jaw tightened—just enough for her to see the crack in his control.

“She’s not a weapon,” he said quietly. “They think they stole one. They didn’t. They stole my partner.”

Costella held his gaze. “Then we bring her home.”

She handed him a small black case.

“What is this?”

“A prototype,” she said. “Unapproved. Experimental. It uses Elise’s bioelectric signature to override foreign restraints. If you get within three meters of her body, it’ll sync. Could drop every manacle they’ve put on her.”

Matteo opened the case and stared at the slim black band inside. It looked like a bracelet. Harmless. Civilian. But it pulsed faintly—alive, like it remembered Elise’s touch.

He snapped it shut.

“She’ll feel it,” Costella said. “When it activates. Like someone brushing her pulse.”

He nodded once. “I’ll be the one to do it.”

A call went up from the flight deck. “All units to launch positions!”

The chamber darkened as the map condensed to a single line: the Bloodwind’s projected trajectory skimming the coast like a blade.

Matteo strode to the weapons vault at the rear of the chamber and placed his hand on the scanner. It accepted him instantly.

The drawer slid open.

Inside lay a sleek, obsidian-black pistol marked with the House’s seal. Beside it: a single injection ampoule of white serum, capped in silver.

He took both.

Costella’s eyes narrowed. “You’re bringing the regulator serum?”

“If she’s been ruptured,” he said, “we’ll need it to stabilize her long enough to move.”

“But if she hasn’t?” she asked.

He didn’t answer.

Instead, he crossed to the locker marked STRATEGIC RECLAIM – NO ACCESS. He keyed in a code only he knew, withdrew a folded, antique map from its recess, and laid it flat on the table.

“This,” he said, pointing to an unmarked inlet, “is where I would dock if I were Syndicate. The tide hides sound. The cliff overhang jams signal. It’s where I’d vanish.”

Costella smiled faintly. “You’re thinking like a criminal again.”

He returned the smile, humorless. “I never stopped.”

The sirens sounded.

Matteo stepped onto the command lift that would carry him to the air cruiser waiting above.

He turned one last time before the doors closed.

“Bring the House to alert status,” he ordered. “If I fail, they’ll come here next.”

“And if you succeed?” Costella asked.

He paused.

His voice was quiet. Deadly.

“Then no one will ever touch her again.”

The skies above the estate cracked open as the cruisers launched.

Black-winged craft shimmered against the rising sun, slicing west across the sea like arrows loosed from a bow. Below, the ocean hissed and writhed. Fog peeled away from the waves in strips, revealing nothing but the endless stretch of blue.

Within the lead vessel, Matteo stood alone at the prow window, hands clasped behind his back.

In his ear: silence.

In his mind: her.

Elise—bound, cold, afraid, still trying to hold herself together with clenched teeth and dignity they could never take from her.

He imagined her hearing the hum of the House’s fleet approaching.

Imagined her knowing it was him.

Imagined her holding out long enough to feel the first shockwave of the Bloodwind’s hull shatter.

He would come for her.

Not because she was his companion. Not because she was the House’s legend.

But because she was Elise, and she had dared to trust him.

No empire. No enemy. No syndicate would keep her from him now.


Chapter 15 — The Forced Extraction

Elise surfaced from blackness into cold. Not the chilly discomfort of the House’s recovery rooms, but the real, bone-damp cold of steel and sea. She tried to turn, but her limbs wouldn’t obey. Only a sharp, metal ache at her wrists told her she was still tethered to her own body. Everything else was foreign: the slap of waves against hull, the sour stench of engine oil, the subtle tremor of a ship at speed.

For a few heartbeats, she could not remember where she was. Then everything returned in a single, shuddering rush: the breach. The session gone wrong. Costella’s strangled cry. The sting in her neck. The faces—masked, wrong, silent—looming over her as the world went out.

Her first instinct was to check for her collar. She’d worn it for so long—its weight, its hum, the private, comforting pressure at the base of her throat—she felt naked without it. She twisted her neck, lips moving reflexively, but there was nothing there. Just bare skin, cool and vulnerable.

Her heart pounded. She blinked until her vision cleared, and took in her new prison.

She lay on her back atop a hard, narrow table in the corner of what looked like a ship’s lower medical hold. Overhead, dull yellow bulbs cast light that flickered with the ship’s roll. The walls were ribbed steel. The floor was wet beneath her calves. Her feet were bare, ankles strapped to the table by rough leather cuffs. Her wrists were locked in place above her head with a single, unyielding band of iron. She tried to shift, to test the range of motion, and found there was none.

Her body ached. Not just her arms and legs, but her chest—her breasts so swollen it hurt to breathe. Every pulse of the ship seemed to drive a new, throbbing ache through her milk-heavy flesh. Her nipples were exposed, peaked from cold and anticipation, and the fullness within her was almost unbearable.

A surveillance drone hovered in the corner, lenses tracking her every movement. Its red light blinked, recording, sending her image who knew where. Elise closed her eyes, fighting the flush of humiliation. She was stripped down to the thinnest shift, barely covering her thighs, chest bare to the drone, her body displayed as if she were no more than the cattle the House sometimes used for experiments.

She tried to speak. A gag filled her mouth—thick rubber, tasting faintly of antiseptic and bile. Her words became muffled moans. She writhed, but it only made the bands dig deeper into her wrists.

Somewhere to her left, voices murmured. Low, unemotional, clinical.

“…decent yield. She’ll need stimulation to sustain the rate. Prepare the machine.”

A different voice—masculine, bored: “Doesn’t matter. The contract says ‘functional extraction,’ not pleasure.”

A third—female, clipped: “The glands will shut down if we push too hard. It’s not about force. It’s about compliance.”

They were discussing her. Not as a person. Not even as a patient. As a resource.

“The donor is awake,” one of them announced, as if commenting on a change in weather.

Footsteps approached. Two masked attendants came into view, their faces hidden by plastic visors, uniforms the color of wet ash. One tapped a tablet, scrolling through her vitals. The other carried a pair of suction cups—oversized, industrial, nothing like the precisely calibrated chrome of the House.

Elise glared at them, forcing herself to lock eyes with the taller figure.

He ignored her. Set the suction cups aside, then pressed his gloved hand to her breast, squeezing gently but with no warmth. His touch was clinical, detached—searching for swelling, for letdown, for proof of value.

She bucked her hips, tried to break his grip, but he only grunted and pressed her harder against the table.

“She’s overfull. That’s good,” he said.

“Will she cooperate?” the woman asked.

He looked down, his mask impassive. “She’s gagged. She can squirm all she wants.”

Elise’s eyes filled with tears—not from pain, but from a fury she couldn’t release. She thrashed again, but her body had nowhere to go.

The woman leaned in close, her voice almost kind. “Just yield. You’re worth more to us if you cooperate.”

Elise met her gaze and shook her head, mouthing around the gag: Let me finish. Please.

The woman’s lips curled in a faint smile. “You don’t get to choose, donor. The contract doesn’t mention your pleasure. Only your product.”

With that, she turned away.

The man returned, carrying the extraction device. It was bulkier, cruder than the ones Elise was used to, with no soft lining, no care for her comfort. He positioned the cups over her nipples and flicked a switch. A mechanical whine filled the room. The suction began—rough, immediate, a pressure that forced her body to respond even as her mind recoiled.

Elise moaned in distress as milk began to leak, a thin stream that the machine hungrily collected. Her breasts ached—more than from fullness, now from abuse. Her skin tingled, the suction scraping her nerves raw, each pulse designed for speed, not sensation.

She twisted, desperate for the rhythm her body remembered, the careful calibration between arousal and relief. But there was no warmth, no gentle build, no orgasm—only the relentless, cold drag of the pump and the drone’s unblinking eye.

She tried to close her eyes and pretend she was home. That Matteo would come. That Costella would whisper instructions, keep her safe.

But all she heard was the indifferent click of the machine and the impersonal discussion of her output.

“She’s resisting,” the woman said, voice now clinical. “Increase pressure. If the ducts seize, back off.”

The man grunted and did as told. The suction increased, sending a wave of pain through Elise’s chest. She screamed into the gag, her body arching involuntarily. The milk flow increased—hot, wet, shaming. But the ache only deepened. The release never came.

Above her, the drone blinked, lens whirring, her torment recorded in crystal clarity.

She began to cry, tears streaming down her cheeks, pooling in her ears as her captors measured her worth in ounces and ignored her pleas for release.

There was no protocol.

No ritual.

No name.

Only yield.

And in that moment, Elise understood: she had been stripped not just of her collar, her House, and her dignity—but of her very self.

Elise didn’t know how much time had passed—seconds, minutes, hours—only that the cold metal beneath her had grown warmer with the heat of her own body. The suction cups pulled at her relentlessly, each harsh tug drawing a fresh wave of pressure from her swollen breasts. But nothing eased. Nothing fulfilled. Nothing released.

Her body was built for ritual. Calibrated for the rhythm of arousal leading to climax leading to letdown.

Not this.

Not this brutal, mechanical theft that wrung her without giving her the one thing she physically needed to remain sane.

Her moan vibrated against the gag, rising and falling with the machine’s rhythm. Sweat beaded along her hairline. Her thighs trembled uncontrollably.

“Output increasing,” the male attendant observed, voice flat. “She’s responding to the stimulation.”

Stimulation.

What a terrible misuse of the word.

Elise shook her head violently, tears streaking down her temples. She tried to force her breath into a pattern—slow inhale, long exhale—but the suction disrupted her rhythm, yanking at her body every second or two. She felt milk slide beneath her, dripping down her ribs toward her lower back.

A degradation she could not stop, could not choose.

Her breasts throbbed with painful fullness, the ducts begging not just for release, but for the completing arc: the curl of pleasure that opened her, the climax that reset her body. But these masked intruders didn’t understand the necessity of her ritual. They thought extraction was extraction. They thought a pump could replace pleasure.

They were wrong.

Her body spasmed, fighting the incomplete release. Her hips jerked upward, instinctive, helpless.

The woman approached, tapping at a tablet clipped to her belt. “The donor is showing resistance indicators.”

“She always will on the first cycle,” the man replied. “Increase pressure to compensate.”

Elise let out a strangled, terrified noise as the suction cups tightened further, the pull deepening into a painful drag that radiated through her chest.

Her back arched involuntarily. She strained against the restraints until her wrists burned.

The woman sighed. “She’s fighting too much. We need her still.”

The clamp on Elise’s right wrist jerked, then tightened. A similar twist bound her left wrist more securely. It wasn’t enough. Her whole body shook, overwhelmed.

“She’s not going to settle unless we correct her arousal curve,” the woman said.

Arousal curve.

She nearly choked.

They knew enough to name it—but not enough to understand it.

“Give me the stimulant,” the woman ordered.

Elise’s heart stopped for a moment.

No.

No, not that.

Not without—

The man retrieved a syringe from a steel tray. It glinted under the harsh yellow light.

“Adrenal–oxytocin blend,” he said calmly. “Low-grade. Ship-safe.”

Ship-safe.

Not donor-safe.

Elise shook her head frantically, eyes wide, trying to scream don’t through the gag. The movement made her breasts jolt under the suction cups, triggering another wave of painful, unfulfilled ache.

The woman leaned over her. “Relax. This will help.”

Help.

The needle touched Elise’s thigh.

She thrashed—a wild, animal reaction—but a second attendant held her legs down by the cuffs. The injection pushed in. The serum spread instantly: a hot bloom of forced arousal, radiating up her thighs, through her core, straight to her chest.

Her nipples hardened painfully.

Her breasts tightened, swelling further.

Her breath caught in a half-sob, half-moan.

Her body reacted against her will.

“Oh,” the woman whispered, amused. “There. She’s sensitive.”

Elise’s eyes squeezed shut. She felt moisture between her legs—an involuntary slickness borne of the drug, not any desire. Her body jerked under the touch of the machine as it pulled at her with renewed force.

The suction cups vibrated now—cheap, crude stimulation. Her ducts responded, milk flowing more rapidly, but the pain intensified with every pull.

Her hips bucked upward. A helpless plea vibrated behind the gag.

“There it is,” the man murmured. “Yield spike. Thirty percent increase.”

The woman leaned down, almost affectionately brushing Elise’s cheek with a gloved finger. “Good girl. See? You can do this.”

Elise sobbed.

Not with shame, but with agony.

Because her body wanted to climax so badly now it hurt.

Because every nerve screamed for relief that she would never be given.

Her thoughts fractured: Matteo’s face, the warmth of his hands on her, Costella’s calm voice guiding her through her rhythms—gone. All replaced by cold latex, relentless machinery, and strangers who saw her as a biological machine to be dialed up or down.

The suction cups tightened again, dragging a dense ache from the depths of her chest. Milk streamed harder. Every pull coaxed more but satisfied nothing.

And that was the agony.

That was the torture.

Her biology betrayed her, locked her in a cycle spiraling to climax but never reaching it.

She moaned again—louder, broken, desperate.

The woman nodded in approval. “The stimulant is effective. She’s pliant now.”

“Begin full cycle,” the man said.

Elise’s body shook as the machine shifted into its main program: faster pulses, deeper suction, a rhythm meant to maintain output while driving her glands into overproduction. Every second dragged her closer to a breaking point.

Without climax, the urge to finish clawed at her mind.

Her breath came in ragged gasps.

Her thighs clenched involuntarily around nothing, seeking friction.

Her back arched painfully with each mechanical pull.

Her tears soaked the gag.

Yet the machine did not care.

Her captors did not care.

They only watched the numbers rise on their screens.

“She’s nearing threshold,” the woman said calmly. “Keep pressure steady.”

Elise’s eyes rolled back.

She couldn’t think.

She couldn’t breathe.

Her body needed release more than air.

But there would be no relief.

Only yield.

She wasn’t being milked.

She was being emptied.

Like livestock.

Her mind splintered—and the beat ended there.

Elise’s world contracted to three things:

the machine,

the stimulant,

and the terrible, rising need her body did not know how to resolve.

Every pulse of the extraction rig rippled through her chest like a jolt. The crude suction cups tugged with a rhythm that felt off-pattern, wrong in a way her body instinctively resisted. In Matteo’s estate — under ritual — every part of the sequence was controlled. Warm-up, coax, crest, release. Her nervous system understood the order. Trusted it.

This was not order.

This was not trust.

This was disassembly.

She struggled to breathe evenly, but each time she inhaled, a fresh wave of pressure built in her ribs. Her limbs trembled against the restraints. Her heartbeat stuttered. Parts of her too full, others painfully empty. Her thoughts smudged their edges, unable to fit into coherent sequences.

She was slipping.

“There,” the male operator murmured, checking a monitor clipped to the rig. “Stimulant has reached optimum circulation. Her responsiveness is peaking.”

Responsiveness.

He meant her involuntary reactions — the tightening of muscles, the shallow breathing, the way her body tried to brace against each cycle. None of it was desire. None of it was choice. It was physiology turning frantic.

The female operative leaned in, studying Elise’s face. “She’s hitting her resistance threshold. Watch the markers.”

Elise’s eyes flickered open in time to see her own vitals on the small, flickering screen at her periphery — heart rate spiking, glandular output rising, stress hormones climbing sharply.

She shook her head as hard as the restraints allowed, muffled cries rumbling against the gag.

This was the line.

This was where her body normally pivoted — where, under ritual, the pressure tipped into release, and everything softened. Balanced. Aligned.

But here, nothing shifted.

The pressure only mounted.

The ache deepened.

Her chest felt too tight; her breath caught on invisible hooks. The extraction device continued its relentless cadence, unmodified, unfeeling. Each cycle pulled something from her that her body wasn’t ready to give this way. The imbalance intensified until her vision swam, her ears rang, and her spine arched of its own accord, trapped between resistance and involuntary compliance.

“Her muscles are seizing,” the woman said. “Normal. She’ll adapt.”

No.

No, she wouldn’t.

Not without the rest of the ritual.

She tried again to mouth words around the gag — to say she needed release, completion, the thing that made extraction safe. But the gag swallowed her voice, turning her pleas into broken, airless sounds.

Her body jolted in a shudder.

Her fingertips went numb.

The ache in her chest sharpened, a pressure bordering on pain.

“Hold her still,” the man ordered.

A second attendant stepped forward and braced her shoulders. The touch was firm, impersonal. Nothing gentle about it. Nothing grounding. Elise’s mind buckled under the restraint — under the wrongness of this human contact meant only for containment.

A quiet alarm chirped from the monitor.

“Spasms escalating,” the woman noted. “She’s at the threshold.”

“Perfect,” the man replied. “Now increase cycle speed.”

Elise’s eyes flew open. She shook her head wildly. She tried to twist away, to break the hold, to scream.

The machine didn’t care.

It sped up.

A new pattern took over — deeper pulls, faster intervals, more aggressive rhythm. Elise’s breath hitched on each cycle. Her chest tightened past endurance. Her ribs felt as if they might crack under the pressure.

She gasped, gag muffling her voice entirely. Tears streamed unchecked.

Her body surged toward something it needed desperately — something denied with surgical cruelty.

Matteo’s voice flickered in the haze of her mind. Warm. Real. Steady.

Breathe for me, Elise.

You’re safe. You’re in control.

She clung to the hallucination like a rope. She saw him standing at the foot of the table, hands outstretched, eyes alight with fierce devotion.

She imagined his real touch — grounding, commanding, coaxing her body toward relief instead of using it against her.

But then the figure blurred.

Distorted.

Split into fragments of light as the rig tugged harder.

Her mind couldn’t hold him.

She gasped again, body seizing. Her legs trembled violently. The edges of her vision burned white.

The female operative stepped over her. “Monitor’s red-lining. She’s at her denial limit.”

“Keep going,” the man said. “We need full cycle completion.”

Elise shook her head, gagging on her own breath.

She felt it — that impossible cliff edge, that point beyond which her body could not continue without the final step. Without the closing arc. Without the release ritual she had been conditioned into, trained into, broken into.

She felt it—

And the machine kept dragging her past it.

Her spine bowed.

Her wrists strained.

A sob tore through her chest.

She was unraveling.

A primal fear surged through her — deeper than pain, deeper than shame.

They were breaking something inside her that had nothing to do with dignity and everything to do with biology.

Her mind faltered.

Her breath hitched.

She slipped, deeper than before, into a dizzying blur of panic and want and pain and ghostly not-quite-pleasure that offered no relief.

The edges of the world dimmed.

The hallucination returned — Matteo’s silhouette reaching for her.

She reached back with her mind, desperate—

And the beat ends there, right at the precipice.

Elise’s world narrowed to a pinpoint—pressure, pain, the heat and shame of overexposure. The crude suction cups yanked at her, again and again, every cycle more urgent, more violating, less human. Each second felt stretched, elastic and thin, her consciousness held together by desperate threads of breath and memory. Her body was past the threshold now: glands aching, chest heavy, every muscle tense with the need for something her captors would never give her.

The machine’s rhythm lost all connection to her. The crude, clinical pulses only deepened the ache. Her back arched with each forced extraction, her thighs trembled uncontrollably. Milk streamed from her, running in hot, humiliating rivulets down her ribs and pooling beneath her hips, but there was no relief—only mounting agony, each contraction more punishing than the last. Her breath rasped behind the gag. Every gasp was a plea her captors dismissed with a glance at their monitors, not her face.

She could feel her body begin to rebel. Her chest ached with sharp, urgent pain. Her hands curled tight against their bonds, fingernails digging into her palms as she struggled not to cry out. Her face burned, sweat and tears mingling as she shook her head, begging in every way she could for them to stop, to help, to finish her, to let her come and save herself from this endless, pointless torment. She thought of Matteo, of Costella, of the way her body used to obey pleasure and trust—now every nerve was frayed, raw, screaming.

An alarm sounded from the monitor. The lead operator frowned. “Her heart rate’s crashing. Gland output’s dropping off.” His voice was flat, unbothered by the mounting crisis in front of him.

The female attendant stepped closer, jabbing a finger into the flesh of Elise’s breast, watching how the skin flushed and then paled. “She’s non-responsive,” she announced clinically. “Either she’s pretending or she’s about to seize.”

“Keep pulling,” the lead snapped. “The contract is volume, not comfort. She can recover below.”

Elise could hardly hear them over the roaring in her ears. Every part of her felt swollen, engorged, broken open by relentless demand. She tried to squeeze her thighs together—instinct, the urge to finish herself—but her legs wouldn’t obey, strapped wide and useless. Milk kept streaming in fitful pulses, her ducts forced open beyond capacity. The pain was white-hot now, every suction making her vision swim. She sobbed, barely aware of the humiliating wetness on her thighs that was not just milk but urine, her body losing all control as the agony swept her under.

She tried to beg again, but the gag caught every word and turned it into a wet, choking noise. The attendants ignored her. They checked their monitors, reset the suction, whispered about her “stubbornness” and “failure to yield properly.” She saw a flash of movement—one, perhaps both, of the masked figures slapping her thigh, testing her reflexes, as if she were a malfunctioning device rather than a living woman unraveling before them.

Her mind blurred, feverish. Matteo’s voice and Costella’s hands dissolved into static. She saw herself from above: a body strapped to a table, milk and shame puddling beneath her, face twisted with an agony that would not resolve. She wanted to let go. She wanted to scream herself hoarse. She wanted to die, or to come, or simply to disappear.

And then, finally, mercifully, her body shut down. Her vision narrowed to pinpricks of light. The pain faded to a dull, distant throb. She slipped into a half-conscious state, her limbs shuddering, her lips wet with spit and tears. The machine slowed at last; someone, at last, released the suction cups. Cold air hit her skin. Hands unstrapped her wrists, her ankles. She felt herself slumped to the side, one breast leaking milk in weak, uneven pulses, the other too swollen to even flow.

The last thing she heard before blacking out was a voice, bored and far away: “She’s gone non-responsive. Move her to isolation. We’ll try again tomorrow.”

Then there was nothing but darkness and the echo of her own broken need.

When Elise woke again, she was no longer in the glaring ship’s medical hold but in a cell that felt as if it had been carved out of the cold belly of the sea. The space was narrow, the walls slick with condensation and salt. There was a low cot against one wall—a slab of rough canvas stretched tight over welded pipes—and a bucket in the corner, half-filled with stagnant water. There was no blanket. No pillow. Only a stifling, metallic chill that made her muscles cramp.

Her body felt alien. Her breasts throbbed with the aftermath of overextraction, glands still swollen and sore, one painfully engorged and the other so emptied it tingled with a phantom ache. When she shifted, wetness clung to her skin, and the scent of milk and sweat and her own humiliation filled the tiny space. Her wrists bore raw, red grooves where the cuffs had been. Her thighs ached, and when she drew up her knees, she winced at the soreness between her legs.

Above, a narrow strip of yellow light ran the length of the ceiling, buzzing and flickering each time the ship rolled. Somewhere outside her door, footsteps echoed and faded, voices murmured, and the dull roar of engines reminded her how far she was from home, from ritual, from any kind of comfort.

She wanted to curl into herself, to disappear. But her body was a tangle of needs she could not escape. Every movement sent a pang of pressure through her chest. Her hands hovered uselessly above her breasts—there was no way to massage the pain away, no comfort to be had. She thought of Matteo’s warm palms, the careful press of Costella’s fingertips, the precise touch of the House’s machines. All gone. She was alone with the ache.

Time passed in a slow, viscous crawl. Elise drifted in and out of restless sleep, jolted awake by cramps, by the weight of her own longing, by the way her body pulsed with unfinished desire. In the worst moments, her hips rocked against the cot in tiny, desperate motions, but it brought only frustration, never relief.

She tried to distract herself—counted bolts in the wall, traced the lines of rust along the pipes, whispered fragments of protocol under her breath. She recited the pleasure rituals she’d memorized, the mantra Costella had drilled into her: Breathe, surrender, receive, release. But there was no release. Only the echo, the looping need that never reached its end.

Her mind filled with images—fragments of memory and hallucination blended together. Matteo’s voice murmuring her name, his lips at her ear; Costella’s hands at her shoulders, steadying her through a shuddering finish; the warm, careful clamp of chrome, the measured build to climax, the sweetness of yielding by choice. But every time she chased the memory, it twisted into something cold, clinical, unfinished. She woke with her fingers curled and her breath caught in her throat, the ache in her body fiercer for the loss.

At some point, Elise realized she was mumbling aloud—one word, over and over, a childish prayer: “Please.” She pressed her forehead to her knees, rocking on the cot, tears streaking her cheeks. “Please,” she whispered. “Please. Please.” She didn’t know if she was begging for mercy, for release, for rescue, or just for an end to the endless, maddening cycle her body had been trapped in.

Footsteps paused outside her door. She froze, heart thudding. But the sound faded, leaving her alone again.

She lay back, staring at the ceiling, letting the ache and the loneliness and the raw, desperate hunger for release fill her. The ship rocked beneath her, and she imagined, just for a moment, that she could hear the distant hum of a rescue coming. But there was only the endless churn of the engines, and the knowledge that until someone came—or until her body finally broke—she would stay trapped, a vessel of longing with no way out.

Time in the cage became a slow poison—measured in aches, in the rhythmic churn of the ship’s engines, in the endless longing that haunted Elise’s every breath. She drifted between shallow, fractured sleep and restless waking, never sure if hours or minutes had passed. Each time she surfaced, her body felt heavier, her chest throbbing with unresolved pressure, her mind looping the same mantra: Please, just let me finish. Please, just let me finish.

Sometimes she tried to bargain aloud, her voice thin and hoarse, cracking the silence. Other times she retreated so deep inside herself that even the ache faded to numbness, as if her senses were closing ranks to protect what was left of her sanity. She felt emptied in every way except the one that would bring her peace.

Footsteps echoed outside the cell, stopping just beyond her door. Elise’s heart leapt, her whole body tensing in anticipation—hope and dread entwined. The lock scraped and the heavy door swung open, spilling harsh white light across the cot.

A figure entered, silhouetted against the glare. Not one of the crude attendants from before. This one wore a cleaner uniform, his mask different—a softer blue, a strip of linen beneath the eyes, as if meant for comfort, not terror. He paused, just inside the threshold, and closed the door quietly behind him. In the sudden hush, Elise dared to believe—just for a moment—that rescue had finally come.

The man stepped closer, moving with a gentleness she hadn’t known since before her capture. “Elise,” he whispered, using her name for the first time since she’d been taken. “I’m here to help.” His voice was low, oddly soothing. “You’re safe now.”

She shuddered. Tears welled up, unbidden, hot and salt-sticky on her cheeks. “Please,” she rasped. “I need—” The word broke. She could hardly form the sentence; her jaw ached from the gag, her lips from thirst and pleading. “Please… finish me. Please, just let me—”

He crouched beside her cot, close enough that she could see the warmth in his eyes. He reached out, his hand hovering just above her hair. “You’ve been through so much,” he said softly. “Let me make it better.”

Elise sobbed, relief flooding her, fragile as spun sugar. She nodded frantically, eyes squeezing shut as she let herself believe, let herself hope for the first time since the nightmare began. “Thank you,” she whispered, her voice breaking with gratitude. “Thank you, thank you…”

The man’s hand stroked her cheek. His touch was gentle, almost reverent. He brushed a strand of hair from her face, letting his fingers linger along her jaw. For a moment, Elise allowed herself to lean into it, desperate for the smallest scrap of comfort, of recognition, of care.

He leaned in, his lips near her ear. “Tomorrow,” he whispered, his voice shifting—growing colder, thinner, slicing through the haze of hope. “Tomorrow, we open you again. But not for you. For them.”

The words landed like a knife. Elise’s eyes shot open, confusion and terror wrestling for dominance. The man’s gaze had hardened; his smile was a mask, pitying and cruel.

He drew back, standing to leave. “You’re not here to be finished,” he said quietly. “You’re here to be emptied.” He turned to the door, pausing just long enough to let her see how thoroughly hope could be weaponized.

Elise let out a dry, broken sound—a sob that barely escaped her lips. The last ember of her hope guttered out, smothered by humiliation and despair.

The door shut with a hollow finality.

Darkness returned, heavier than before. Elise lay very still, tears sliding unchecked into her hair, breath slow and shallow. She stopped asking for anything, even in her mind. She drifted in the dark, the world narrowed to ache, emptiness, and the echo of her own silenced voice.

By the time footsteps faded and the engine’s rumble swallowed every other sound, Elise had withdrawn so deeply that when the next cycle began, she would not even scream.


Chapter 16 — Matteo’s Descent

The sea at dawn was glassy and indifferent. The inlet that had promised interception and rescue now offered only a mirror for Matteo’s fury. The House’s vanguard patrols scoured the shifting tide and empty docks, but Elise was nowhere. The Bloodwind had vanished with the mist, leaving behind no sign of pursuit—only a trail of echoes, the memory of a signal, and the taste of failure that seethed in every breath Matteo took.

He stood at the very edge of the dock, boots soaking in saltwater, cloak snapping in the wind. The rescue team returned with grim faces, clutching all they had found: a length of slashed silk—the same ivory that had wrapped Elise’s body; a bloodied restraint, the metal twisted as if she had fought it until her wrists bled; and a single, abandoned lifejacket, torn and useless. They offered these relics as if they were talismans, but to Matteo they were reminders of how little remained in his control.

Councilors and guards watched him from a cautious distance, measuring the violence in his stillness. Matteo’s reputation had always been one of precision—never the loudest, never the bloodiest. Now, the tension radiating from him made even his oldest allies keep their distance. He barely heard Costella’s arrival behind him.

“Nothing?” she asked, voice hoarse from fatigue and fear.

He didn’t answer, didn’t trust himself to speak. His hands flexed open and shut, knuckles white, silk and metal clenched so tightly they dug into his palm. The urge to break something—someone—nearly overwhelmed him. But there was no one left to blame except himself.

Costella stepped closer, her gaze falling on the bloodstained metal. “She fought them,” she said softly, as if it could help. “She’ll keep fighting.”

Matteo’s jaw clenched. “And if she can’t?” His voice was low, barely a whisper. “If they break her—before we can get to her?”

A hush answered. Even the gulls seemed to know to stay away.

He turned abruptly and strode back toward the assembled House guards. “I want every ship, every boat, every pilot from here to the next inlet checked,” he ordered. “Check every log, every manifest. I want to know where they refueled, who paid, what the crew ate for breakfast—everything. If there’s a whisper of a Crimson agent on these docks, I want them found.”

The guards scattered, boots pounding the planks.

Costella lingered. “You haven’t slept.”

He rounded on her. “I won’t sleep. Not until she’s back.”

“Matteo—”

He cut her off with a look sharp enough to flay. “She trusted me. She wore my collar. She gave herself to this House—because I promised her she would be safe.” He gestured to the useless relics in his hand. “This is what my promises are worth now.”

Costella shook her head, weary and sad. “You can’t do this alone. The council is fracturing. There are those who blame you already.”

He ignored her, returning his gaze to the horizon. The rising sun was a wound, bleeding gold and red across the water.

All morning he stalked the docks, personally reviewing security feeds, scanning logs, searching faces for any sign of guilt. His rage was quiet but relentless—a grinding, sleepless ache that demanded action, demanded blood, demanded something to fill the void Elise’s absence had left.

When the House’s scouts returned empty-handed, Matteo did not let them rest. He sent them back out, ordered interrogations, searches, blockades. No boat left the harbor without being boarded. No crew left unchecked.

Still—nothing. No trail. No Elise.

By noon, Matteo’s hands were shaking with exhaustion and rage. He smashed a radio against the dock, then forced himself to stillness, to clarity. He would not break—not here, not now, not while she needed him to be strong.

He paced the empty boardwalk, the relics of Elise’s struggle clenched in his fist. He pictured her face, her voice, the fierce spark in her eyes. Fight, he willed her, silently. Hold on just a little longer. I am coming.

And if the House, the council, or the gods themselves tried to stop him—they would learn the full measure of what it meant to take something Matteo loved.

He would not fail her again.

By nightfall, the docks and alleys near the inlet were a battleground in everything but name. Matteo’s commands had become law; his word, an iron lash. The House’s guards, once trained for precision and subtlety, moved through the city like wolves. Crimson Syndicate operatives had hidden themselves well, but there was nowhere they could not be found when Matteo’s wrath was in the wind.

The interrogations began with urgency and ended with terror. Suspects—dockhands, petty smugglers, even a few former House servants—were hauled in, questioned until their voices broke, then questioned again. Some were bribed, many threatened, a few left bruised and bleeding on the floor of the old council cellars. Matteo made no secret of his presence at these interrogations. He prowled the stone halls, his boots echoing like a sentence, pausing to listen to the desperate bargains, the denials, the sobbing pleas for mercy.

He offered no mercy. Not for those who might know where Elise had been taken. Not for himself, either.

Twice he pushed a chair into the shadows and questioned prisoners himself, his tone so cold and precise that even hardened criminals shivered under his gaze. He demanded details: numbers, insignias, secret routes. Every time he received only pieces, half-truths, or silence, his rage deepened. Somewhere, someone knew more, and he was determined to tear it from them.

It was Costella who came to him first, concern clear in her eyes despite the lines of exhaustion carved into her face. “You’re burning the House from both ends,” she warned, her voice low. “We need allies. If you push too far—”

“I am not interested in alliances,” Matteo snapped. “I am interested in Elise. I am interested in results.”

Costella flinched, just a fraction. “You think she’d want you to become like this?”

Matteo rounded on her, the pain in his chest sharper than ever. “What she wants is to live. What I want is to find her before the Crimson Syndicate breaks what’s left.”

His words hung in the silence. Then, in a softer tone—almost pleading: “If you know another way, tell me now.”

She said nothing.

He turned his back on her and strode out into the night.

The next raid came at midnight—a tip-off from a battered informant who claimed to have seen a Crimson officer slip out of a tavern near the southern piers. Matteo led the raid himself. The House’s guards surrounded the building, torches and blades at the ready. When the first shouts rang out, Matteo was already through the door, sword drawn, fury burning in his blood.

The suspect—a wiry man with scars on his neck—tried to run. Matteo caught him, slammed him against the wall, and demanded answers.

“Where is she? Where are they keeping her?”

The man spat blood and curses. “You’re too late. She’s gone. You’ll never see her again.”

Matteo struck him—hard enough to silence the room, hard enough to make his own knuckles ache. “Where?” he demanded again, voice stripped raw. “Where?”

The man broke at last, voice cracking. “A ship—old syndicate colors—headed north. That’s all I know. That’s all any of us know!”

Matteo threw him aside and ordered his guards to search every ship on the northern route.

But still, as the hours passed and reports trickled in, nothing new emerged. Elise’s absence became an ache, then a wound, then a curse. Matteo returned to his chambers, where he pored over maps and manifests, hands shaking from exhaustion, eyes burning from sleeplessness. He scrawled new orders, issued new threats, and cursed the uselessness of loyalty if it could not bring her back.

He tried not to remember Elise’s laughter, the soft surrender of her body in his arms, the trust in her eyes when she had given herself to him. He tried not to recall the last words she’d whispered before the abduction: “I believe in you.”

It was a prayer he repeated with every breath, though each time it sounded less like hope and more like a challenge. He would find her, he promised himself, no matter how much blood it cost. And if he could not—if Elise was truly lost—he would see the world burn around him before he let her become another legend buried in the House’s ruined past.

Costella found him in the war chamber long after the guards had changed shifts twice, long after the council had retreated to their private quarters in uneasy silence. Matteo stood alone at the central table, lit only by the ghostly blue glow of hovering surveillance maps and intercepted transmissions. Dozens of routes spider-webbed across the northern coastline—suspected Crimson corridors, black-market passageways, old pirate channels—but none gave him what he needed.

None led to Elise.

His coat was still damp with sea air. His hair hung in disordered strands. He hadn’t slept in more than thirty hours. But his posture was iron-straight, his face expressionless as he calculated, recalculated, and demolished every hypothesis in his mind.

Costella paused in the doorway, watching him in silence for a long moment. She’d known Matteo for years—known his brilliance, his brutality, his extraordinary discipline.

She had never seen him like this.

“Matteo,” she said quietly.

He didn’t look up. “Not now.”

She stepped further into the room, closing the door softly behind her. “It has to be now.”

He ignored her, fingers sweeping across the holo-display, filtering traffic reports, rerouting tide maps, forcing data to yield answers it didn’t have.

Costella circled to the other side of the table and pressed her hand flat against the projection, interrupting his workflow. “Look at me.”

Matteo’s jaw ticked. “Costella—”

“You’re losing yourself,” she said. “And if you keep going like this, you’ll lose the House next.”

That made him freeze.

He lifted his gaze at last, and the exhaustion in his eyes frightened her more than any fury could have. There was a hollow break behind the fire, a hurricane eye still forming.

He exhaled slowly. “You know what they’re doing to her.”

“Yes,” Costella replied, voice trembling despite her control. “And that is why you cannot lose your mind now. Elise needs you clear. Not wild. Not vengeful. Clear.”

He laughed—hard, sharp, humorless. “Clear? She is somewhere on the water with a group who see her body as machinery to be operated until it breaks. They don’t understand how she works. They don’t understand what she needs. They will not stop.” His hands curled into fists. “Tell me how to be clear in the face of that.”

“By remembering what she trusted you to be.”

That pierced him. She saw it in the way his breath hitched—barely, but enough.

Costella lowered her voice. “Matteo… the council is whispering. Some think you’re unfit to lead right now.”

He stiffened. “Let them.”

“They’re afraid.”

“Good.”

She stepped closer. “No. Not good. You need the House aligned behind you. You need resources, analysts, pilots—everyone working in concert. If you push them away, you’ll have fewer tools to save her.”

Matteo braced his hands against the table as if holding himself upright by force alone. “Every minute I hesitate, they hurt her.”

“And if you act recklessly,” Costella snapped, “you’ll lose the chance to save her at all.”

The room fell silent.

Matteo’s breathing was ragged now, no longer hidden beneath layers of discipline. Costella softened.

“You love her,” she said gently. “I know you do. That’s why you’re breaking. But you cannot let your love be the thing that destroys the House she wanted to belong to. You must lead. Even now.”

He looked away, unable to meet the truth in her eyes.

Costella reached out and set a hand on his arm. “Let me help. Let the House help. Let Elise come home to someone she recognizes.”

Matteo swallowed hard. His voice, when it came, was quieter than she’d ever heard it. “I don’t know if she’ll recognize anyone after what they’re doing.”

“Then we make sure she has the chance,” Costella said, her grip steady. “But we do it together. Strategically. Not like this.”

Matteo closed his eyes.

For a moment, he wasn’t the Don—not the feared leader, not the strategist, not the enforcer.

He was just a man who had failed the one person he could not bear to lose.

When he opened his eyes again, they were still burning—but steadier. Sharper. Purposeful.

“What do you need?” he asked.

Costella let out a long breath of relief. “First, sleep. Two hours. No more. Second, I need your authorization to pull every classified tracking algorithm, not just the ones the council approved. I need your codes, Matteo. All of them.”

He hesitated. Then nodded.

“And third,” she continued, “you stop interrogating prisoners yourself. You’re scaring the entire House.”

“Good,” he muttered.

“Matteo.”

He sighed. “Fine. I’ll stop.”

She released his arm. “Good. Then we can start focusing on the real work.”

He straightened, shoulders squaring, exhaustion momentarily eclipsed by resolve.

“Tomorrow,” he said, “we find their trail.”

“And then?” Costella asked softly.

Matteo’s eyes darkened.

“Then I bring Elise home.”

The war chamber was silent save for the steady hum of surveillance equipment and the frantic tapping of data analysts at the far end of the table. Matteo’s orders had been clear: everything was to be routed through him, no matter how trivial, no matter how late. Costella worked beside him, hair pulled back in a severe knot, dark circles beneath her eyes. Maps flickered, shifting as fresh reports arrived from every outpost, every whisper network, every hired informant in the city.

Then, at last, a break.

It came as a fragment of intercepted comms—a single, coded message smuggled through a half-forgotten merchant’s frequency: “Package moves before dawn. Black hull, south quay. Coordinates attached.” The Crimson Syndicate, arrogant in their encryption, had underestimated how quickly the House could bribe a rival House’s technocrat to share the key. Within the hour, Matteo’s analysts had the location: an old safehouse at the city’s southern edge, and a berth scheduled to host an unlisted vessel—likely the same ship that had spirited Elise away.

Matteo’s hands trembled as he reviewed the data. Every piece of information—the intercepted bribe logs, the hacked shipping manifests, even the payment records for dockmasters—pointed to a midnight transfer. Elise would be moved again within hours.

He didn’t hesitate. He called for the strike teams, his voice cold and clear as glass. “We raid the safehouse before midnight. No survivors if they resist. We take prisoners. We take information. We take her back.”

Costella hesitated, her hand hovering over the activation pad. “You realize what you’re ordering, Matteo? If you move now, there’s no going back. The House’s reputation—”

“Damn the House’s reputation,” he snapped. “The House is nothing without her. I am nothing without her. If we have to break the code, we break it.”

She nodded, jaw tight, and relayed the orders.

The teams moved with merciless efficiency. Black-clad guards fanned out through the shadows of the city’s southern edge. The safehouse was small—a three-room tenement above an abandoned smithy—but it was heavily guarded. Syndicate lookouts perched on every roof; Matteo could see their rifles glinting under the moon.

He led the charge himself, sword drawn, the promise of violence in every measured step. They breached the door with a silent battering ram. The first guards went down quickly—knocked out, restrained, dragged away for interrogation. Matteo moved through the darkness with the certainty of a man who has nothing left to lose.

In the largest room, they found the prize: a senior Crimson operative, gray-haired and cold-eyed, trying to burn a stack of coded shipping manifests. Matteo pinned him to the ground, blade at his throat.

“Where is she?” he hissed.

The operative sneered. “You’re too late. She’s already gone. You’ll never see her again.”

Matteo pressed the blade harder, eyes wild with fury and grief. “You can choose to live, or you can choose to bleed. Tell me. Now.”

The operative spat in his face, bloodied lips curling in a laugh. “You think you’re different from us, Don? You’re not. You’re just another man willing to destroy everything for a single woman.”

Matteo did not blink. “You’re right,” he said quietly. “I am willing.”

He signaled his men. The interrogation was swift and brutal. Costella turned away, unable to watch as Matteo abandoned every pretense of the old House code, every oath that had kept him from the darkness. He broke fingers. He broke teeth. He broke the last restraints he’d held against becoming a monster. In the end, the operative talked—spat out a name, a dock number, a transfer window.

“Black hull. Low waterline. The Caldera. Leaving at dawn.”

Matteo memorized the details, wiped his blade clean, and ordered the guards to take what was left for the analysts. He stood alone in the aftermath, heart pounding, knuckles bleeding, chest heaving with a rage that felt nothing like victory.

Costella met his eyes across the blood-spattered floor. “You got what you wanted,” she said.

Matteo’s voice was hollow. “Not yet.”

He stared out into the night, the city’s lights reflecting off the harbor, knowing that by morning he would either have Elise back—or nothing left at all.

Matteo sat alone in the makeshift cell beneath the war chamber, lit by a single bulb that swung and flickered with each passing vibration from the city above. The Crimson operative—a man called Reznik, now stripped of rank and mask—was chained to an iron chair, sweat soaking his collar despite the chill in the air. Blood ran down his arm, pooling at the elbow where Matteo had broken it with the flat of a sword. The man’s eyes were flat with pain and hatred. But Matteo’s were worse—his gaze was emptied of all things but resolve.

Matteo wiped the blood from his knuckles on a strip of linen and crouched before the prisoner. The silence was deeper than the cell itself. No guards. No council. Not even Costella, who had left hours earlier, her eyes sick with disappointment and worry.

“Again,” Matteo said. His voice was cold, unyielding.

Reznik’s lips curled in a mocking smile. “You’ve heard it all.”

Matteo reached forward and pressed a thumb into the raw joint of Reznik’s broken hand, eliciting a gasp of pain. “We both know you held something back.” His tone was soft, terrifying. “You told me the dock. The ship. The time. But not who’s giving the orders. Not who’s paying for her—what’s coming next.”

The operative spat, missing Matteo’s boot by inches. “I don’t answer to you.”

“You do now,” Matteo said quietly. He held the man’s gaze. “You’re going to tell me everything, Reznik. You’re going to remember every detail, every name, every shadow on that dock. Because you know what happens if you don’t.”

A bitter silence. Then, quietly, “You’re not the man she thinks you are.”

Matteo’s jaw tightened. “I’m what she needs me to be. And right now, that’s the man who gets her back, whatever it takes.”

He stood, pacing a slow circle around the chair. “You know what happens to men the Syndicate leaves behind? They’re not ransomed. They’re erased. You’re already dead to them, Reznik. But you don’t have to be dead to me—unless you choose it.”

Reznik swallowed hard. He looked away, lips trembling, defiance curdling into dread. “I only handle transfer. There’s a contact at the North Quay—Kailo, tall, silver tooth. He takes her from the ship to the warehouse before the next sale.”

“Sale?” Matteo’s voice was low, venomous.

“That’s what she is to them now,” Reznik said. “Not a companion. Not a legend. Just a product, and a threat. They’ll sell her, Don. Or bleed her dry.”

Matteo leaned in close, voice barely audible. “Not if I get there first.” He pressed the thumb harder, until Reznik shuddered. “When? What time?”

Reznik squeezed his eyes shut, tears streaking down his face. “Sunrise. Transfer at sunrise. That’s all I know, I swear on my life.”

Matteo released him, stepping back. He let the silence fill the cell.

He felt a hollowness, not victory. He had crossed every line, surrendered every code that once meant something. But Elise was closer now—an address, a name, a window of time. It was enough. He would let nothing stand in his way.

A knock sounded at the cell door. Costella’s voice, tired and low: “Matteo. You have what you need. The team’s assembled. We’re ready to move.”

Matteo looked at Reznik one last time, seeing only what necessity had made of them both.

“You’re lucky,” he said, voice soft and lethal. “I only needed answers.”

He left the cell, the echo of his boots and the man’s silent sobs following him into the empty corridor.

In the war chamber, Costella waited, pale and resolute. She met his gaze without flinching. “You got the lead?”

Matteo nodded. “Sunrise. North Quay. Warehouse transfer. We hit them hard, no warning, no negotiation.”

She pressed a small packet into his palm—a vial of serum, a code disc, a folded scrap of Elise’s silk. “For her,” she said. “And for you, when it’s over.”

He looked at her, then at the weapons laid out on the table: pistols, knives, maps, comms. A lifetime’s worth of violence, all pointed toward a single goal.

“Thank you, Costella. For standing by me.”

She swallowed. “Just bring her home, Matteo.”

He nodded, feeling the fatigue and fury crystallize into something harder. Purpose. Will.

He strapped on his sword and holster, tucked the vial and the silk close to his heart, and turned toward the waiting strike team.

At last, he was ready to descend into fire and ruin to reclaim what was his.

Midnight draped the House in a shroud of dread, every corridor echoing with tension. Matteo moved like a storm about to break, each step measured, every order final. The council chamber was dark save for a single lamp on the head table. Here, he paused, fingers trailing the polished wood where Elise’s voice had once mingled with his—her laughter, her certainty, the gentle authority that had rallied even their harshest allies.

He reached into his coat and drew out the tokens he’d carried since her abduction: the scrap of silk, still faintly scented with her skin; the bloodied restraint, twisted metal cold in his palm; her collar, its clasp now permanently open. He set them before him, a private ritual to steel himself against regret.

For a long moment, he closed his eyes and listened to the silence. He remembered the promises he’d made—how easily he’d spoken of safety, how confidently he’d pledged his strength. What were those vows worth now, when Elise was gone and the House stood on the brink of civil collapse?

Footsteps sounded in the corridor. Costella entered, eyes rimmed with sleeplessness but unwavering. She saw the tokens, the tension in his frame, and understood.

“It’s time,” she said softly.

Matteo opened his eyes. “If we fail, there is no House left to defend.”

Costella nodded. “I know.”

He took a deep breath, gathering every ounce of discipline, every lesson from a lifetime of leadership. “Tell the strike team: we move at first light. No negotiations. No hesitation. We bring her back—or we do not come back at all.”

She laid a hand on his shoulder—a gesture of friendship, of faith. “We will bring her home.”

Matteo lingered a moment longer, letting the weight of command settle into his bones. He imagined Elise waiting for him in the dark—broken, perhaps, but not beyond hope. He would find her. He would not allow her to be reduced to a memory, to a lesson in failure whispered through the House’s halls.

He turned to Costella. “Take this,” he said, pressing Elise’s collar into her hand. “If I fall, make sure it reaches her. She should know she was never abandoned.”

Costella swallowed hard, accepting the token with trembling fingers. “She’ll see it again. You’ll give it to her yourself.”

A bell tolled somewhere outside—low, ominous, calling the loyalists to arms.

Matteo strode to the war chamber, where his chosen guard waited: a dozen faces set in grim resolve, blades sheathed, eyes alight with purpose. Maps and orders lay ready. The comms crackled with coded reports: Crimson Syndicate forces sighted at the North Quay, activity around the old warehouse, all routes under surveillance.

He addressed them with quiet authority. “This is not a raid. It’s not a show of force. This is a rescue. We do not leave Elise in their hands. We do not let them make an example of us. We go in fast, we go in silent, and we do not stop until she is safe.”

His words settled over the team like armor. They nodded, each one ready to follow him into the abyss.

Before leaving, Matteo returned once more to Elise’s private rooms. He stood in the doorway, absorbing every detail: the way she kept her papers organized, the scent of her skin on the sheets, the lingering presence of her strength. He picked up a letter she’d left him—one he’d never opened, meant for a time when their battles were done. He slipped it inside his coat, next to the vial and silk.

For luck. For hope. For her.

The House waited, silent and holding its breath, as Matteo led the strike team out into the night.

Above, the sky threatened rain, the horizon bruised with storm. The air was sharp with the promise of violence. As they crossed the estate’s threshold, Matteo glanced once at Costella, then at the tokens in his hand, and let go of everything except the mission ahead.

He did not know if they would all return. He did not know what shape Elise would be in—if she would ever be whole again.

But he knew this: he would bring her back, or he would burn the world trying.


Chapter 17 — The Rescue

Fog still hugged the docks when the House’s strike team gathered in silence. It was the hour just before dawn when night’s last chill hung in the air and the world felt unsteady, as if the city itself were unsure whether to let the sun rise on another day of violence. Matteo moved among his loyalists like a shadow stitched to their every motion, cloak trailing, boots muffled by the thick mist rolling in from the water.

Twelve fighters in House black—armed, masked, faces taut with resolve—waited for his word. Each had lost something to the Syndicate. Each owed the House, and Elise, a debt they intended to pay in blood. Costella stood at Matteo’s side, her face pale and drawn, a comm earpiece fitted beneath her cap, portable medical kit slung across her chest. She looked over the faces of the team, then at Matteo. He gave her the faintest nod—nothing spoken aloud. There was no need. Everything worth saying had already been said, sometimes in anger, sometimes in grief.

They made their way along the shadowed pier, keeping close to the warehouses where the wood was slick and the tide slapped quietly against the rotting pilings. Ahead, the Syndicate’s warehouse loomed: three stories of brick and steel, surrounded by a fence topped with razor wire. Floodlights swept the yard in mechanical arcs, slicing pale stripes through the fog. Through a gap in the planks, Matteo watched sentries move—Crimson guards with rifles and radios, their bodies tense, their eyes hungry for threats.

He signaled a halt. The team fanned out, pressed into the shelter of crates and abandoned machinery. Matteo took a knee beside the battered hull of a fishing boat and listened—first for the guards, then for his own fear.

He could feel Elise’s presence like a nerve exposed to the cold: not just the memory of her, but the conviction that somewhere beyond the fences and steel she was fighting for her own survival, holding on for his arrival. Every heartbeat was a reckoning, a reminder of the vows he had made and the agony of their potential failure.

He remembered the first time he had watched her in the milking suite, the quiet determination in her eyes, the impossible vulnerability and pride she carried as if both were sacred burdens. He remembered the night she had asked for the collar, her trust in his promise to protect her. He remembered every whispered secret, every night spent building a future that now hung by a thread.

He would not fail her.

Costella’s voice came over the comm, low and urgent. “Patrols on the east side—two-minute interval. West gate is least guarded. Main entry is locked, coded. I can get you in from the yard if you cover the tech.”

Matteo tapped his mic. “Understood. All teams in position. Wait for the breach.”

He signaled to the flanking units. Two pairs broke off, slipping through the gaps between stacked cargo. Matteo’s group moved to the edge of the yard, hearts pounding, weapons drawn. Costella knelt at the fence, pulling a small device from her kit—an old, battered transmitter, repurposed from House salvage.

As she worked, Matteo counted down in his head, marking every second against the sweep of the floodlights, the measured pace of the guards, the rhythm of his own breath. A dog barked somewhere far away; a gull screeched overhead. He watched for the tiniest sign that the enemy might have noticed them, but the fog was on their side tonight.

A click from Costella’s transmitter. The lock on the gate buzzed, then swung inward a finger’s width. She signaled: ready.

Matteo motioned the team forward. One by one, they slipped through the breach, boots silent on damp concrete. Inside the yard, the smell of oil and sweat was stronger, the sense of danger sharper. Matteo’s senses narrowed—his vision focusing on the warehouse’s main entry, his mind running through every contingency, every threat, every lesson learned in darker times.

They reached the side door. A guard paced nearby, rifle slung over his shoulder, cigarette burning bright in the dark. Matteo waited for the perfect moment, then moved. In three steps, he was behind the guard, hand clamped over his mouth, blade sliding beneath the ribs. The guard sagged, eyes wide, and was lowered gently to the ground. Matteo’s men dragged the body out of sight.

He pressed his back to the wall, feeling the thrum of adrenaline in his blood, and motioned Costella to the keypad. She worked quickly, hands steady despite the stakes. After a moment’s tense silence, the door unlocked with a soft hiss.

They were inside.

The warehouse interior was a labyrinth of crates, catwalks, and shadowed corridors. Red emergency lights glowed along the floor, painting everything in shades of threat. Overhead, the distant thud of boots on steel catwalks marked the presence of more guards. Somewhere deeper in the maze, alarms and radios hummed, punctuated by the bark of orders in Syndicate code.

Matteo led the way, every sense sharpened to a razor’s edge. He moved with the deadly calm of a man who had abandoned every other future except the one in which Elise survived.

They navigated the maze in silence, bypassing two more sentries—one neutralized with a dart to the neck, the other with a swift, silent blow to the head. Costella kept to the center, checking the comm every few steps, updating the team with whispered instructions.

At last, they reached the inner door—the one Costella’s contact had said led to the lower chambers. Matteo signaled a halt, scanning the corridor. He glanced at Costella, who nodded: this was the place.

He closed his eyes for a heartbeat, picturing Elise as he had last seen her: proud, fierce, unbroken. He let that image become his shield, his promise.

Then he drew his sword and stepped into the darkness beyond the door, his team following, each ready to pay whatever price the rescue would demand.

The corridor beyond the inner door was thick with the stench of oil and fear. A siren whined somewhere deep in the building, its pulse quickening with every step Matteo’s team took. They moved through the gloom like predators—shadow after shadow, pressed close to the walls as the first warning alarm finally reached the guards’ radios. Somewhere above, a Crimson captain shouted in Syndicate dialect: “Breach at the west service—lock it down! Double the guard at the lower level!”

Matteo’s hand closed tight around his sword hilt, his vision narrowing to the flash of boots ahead, the glint of gunmetal, the catch in his own breath. There was no more time for subtlety. He signaled to his team—a silent gesture, and they surged forward.

The first exchange was swift and savage. Matteo’s lead fighter took the head guard with a blow from his rifle butt, sending him sprawling across crates. Another guard wheeled, raising his weapon, but Matteo closed the distance, blade striking with surgical speed. The steel bit deep; the guard gasped and fell.

A chorus of gunfire erupted. Bullets sparked against the steel crates as the House’s strike team scattered, returning fire with grim efficiency. Matteo led by example—never hesitating, never flinching, cutting down any who blocked his way. The air thickened with the smell of blood and cordite, shouts echoing from both sides. He heard the distinctive crack of House-issue rifles, the duller thud of Syndicate pistols, and the sickening crunch of hand-to-hand combat as fighters met in the shadows between the stacks.

Matteo pressed on. He felt each wound as his own—a House loyalist crumpling to the ground, clutching a bleeding arm; another dragged behind cover, teeth gritted, refusing to leave the fight. There was no time for regret or second-guessing. Every second wasted was a second lost to Elise, trapped somewhere below.

A guard lunged from the left, knife flashing. Matteo pivoted, letting the blade slide harmlessly along his armored sleeve. He slammed his forearm into the man’s throat, twisting and driving the pommel of his sword into the guard’s temple. The man sagged, eyes rolling up. Matteo kept moving.

Behind him, Costella called out over the comm, her voice taut. “Lower stairway ahead—two more sentries at the landing. I’ll trigger a blackout—stand by.”

The overhead lights flickered, then died, plunging the corridor into darkness broken only by emergency strobes. Matteo and his team adapted instantly, goggles clicking into place. The Syndicate guards, unprepared, fired blindly, their bullets ricocheting off walls. Matteo’s fighters advanced with predatory calm, felling the guards one after another with silenced shots and silent blades.

A sudden explosion rocked the far side of the warehouse. Syndicate reinforcements surged in, rifles blazing, and for a moment the air was filled with chaos—shouts, screams, the harsh clang of metal on metal. Matteo ducked a burst of gunfire, returning two shots that dropped a pair of Crimson soldiers in their tracks.

He pushed forward, breath burning in his lungs, the faces of his team tense with the knowledge that they were running out of time and men.

They reached the central landing: a wide platform, half-choked with crates and spent shell casings, overlooking the extraction labs below. House fighters took up defensive positions, firing on Syndicate reinforcements as they stormed the stairwell. Matteo barked orders—cover fire, leapfrogging, coordinated withdrawal. He would not let anyone be left behind.

At the front of the charge, a Crimson captain squared off with Matteo, sword drawn, face hidden by a red-lacquered mask. The captain’s blade darted forward, fast as lightning, but Matteo met the blow with a parry so swift it sent sparks flying. The duel was brief, brutal. The captain pressed forward, striking at Matteo’s side, but Matteo turned, caught the blade, and twisted, forcing the captain’s sword arm down. With a final, merciless thrust, Matteo’s sword found the captain’s heart. The man collapsed, mask shattering as his head struck the platform.

Matteo did not pause to savor the victory. He cast the broken mask aside, waving his team forward. “Move!” he shouted, voice ragged with adrenaline. “Down the stairs—cover Costella!”

Costella rushed to the controls at the edge of the landing, fingers flying over the keypad. Doors below slid open, and the team charged down the stairs, gunfire and chaos in their wake. Crimson guards fell back, outnumbered and outmatched by the House’s fury. Matteo led from the front, sword and pistol flashing, eyes fixed on the shadowed corridor that led to the lower labs—the place where he knew Elise waited, alive or dead.

The stench of chemicals and fear grew stronger. Gunfire faded behind them, replaced by the pounding of boots, the hiss of smoke grenades, and the last desperate shouts of men fighting for their lives. At the base of the stairwell, Matteo paused, breathing hard. He looked back at Costella, who nodded—she had the map, the code, the route to Elise’s cell.

“Go,” she said. “We’re close.”

Matteo gripped his sword, wiped blood from his eyes, and plunged into the dark, toward the heart of the Syndicate’s hell.

There was no turning back. Not now.

Not ever.

The world narrowed to steel and blood and urgency as Matteo led his team deeper into the bowels of the warehouse. Behind them, the firefight echoed up the stairwell—House rifles barking, Syndicate pistols spitting desperate replies, the clang of blades on armor and the ragged shouts of men giving their last. But Matteo no longer saw the battle as a whole. His focus had tunneled down to a single, inescapable goal: get to Elise. Get to Elise now.

They reached the lower level, a corridor lit only by red emergency bulbs and the flicker of broken screens. The air was thick with chemical stench: antiseptic, sweat, fear, and something sharper, almost metallic—the unmistakable tang of spilled milk, overextracted and left to sour. Matteo’s boots slipped once on a patch of it, and the knowledge of what it meant twisted inside him like a knife.

Costella ran point, consulting the building’s hacked schematic on her tablet. “This way,” she hissed, voice hoarse. “They’ve set the holding cells in the old refrigeration block—past the failed donor pens.”

Failed donor pens.

They passed them in a blur: two glass-fronted rooms, lined with extraction rigs. Three bodies slumped in chairs, wrists raw, faces grey with exhaustion and despair. Machines still blinked above their heads, collecting a last measure of output. Matteo felt the sickness rise—these were not House rituals, not even the crude discipline of the old guard. This was slaughterhouse work, clinical and careless.

One donor, a woman with cropped hair and hollow cheeks, caught Matteo’s eye. She tried to speak, lips moving silently, but her head lolled, eyelids fluttering. Matteo met her gaze, offering the smallest nod, then forced himself onward. There was nothing he could do for these others now. If Elise survived, perhaps there could be justice for all of them. But first—Elise.

The team pressed forward, step by cautious step. Costella muttered codes and bypassed locks, her fingers trembling only once. Two guards rounded a corner ahead, weapons drawn, but they never made it to the alarm; Matteo’s men took them down with swift, silent shots.

Finally, they reached the last door. The lock was more sophisticated than the others—a new biometric plate, still gleaming. Costella knelt, her hands steady now as she extracted a coded disc from her kit. “Thirty seconds,” she whispered, plugging it into the port.

Matteo listened for footsteps, for the telltale whisper of reinforcements—but there was nothing. Just the mechanical whir of the lock, the ragged breathing of his team, the thrum of his own heart.

Costella nodded. “Ready.”

Matteo took his place at the door. “On my mark. Costella, you’re with me. Two on each side, cover the corridor.”

He counted down with his fingers. Three. Two. One.

The lock clicked. The door slid open with a reluctant sigh.

The chamber beyond was cold—colder than the rest of the warehouse, the air biting at exposed skin. Banks of extraction rigs lined the walls, many still occupied by silent, unmoving forms. The lights were harsh and clinical. At the far end, another steel door led deeper—an isolation cell, if the blueprints were right.

Matteo crossed the floor, each step a battle against the terror that this might all be too late. Costella hurried behind him, her eyes flicking over the machines, cataloguing every sign of damage, every anomaly in the data readouts.

A single attendant remained in the chamber—a young man in Crimson livery, wide-eyed and trembling. He reached for a panic button, but Matteo seized his arm and yanked him away, slamming him into the wall. “Where is she?” he demanded.

The attendant sobbed, shaking his head. “Next room! Please—I just keep the records, I never touched them, I swear—”

Matteo tossed him aside, motioned Costella forward.

They reached the final door, heavier than the rest, with a narrow window. Costella wiped away the grime and peered through, then gasped. “She’s in there,” she whispered, hand pressed over her mouth.

Matteo looked. He saw her—a pale figure curled on a cot, hair tangled, gown streaked with milk and tears, body tense with fever and deprivation. She did not stir. For a heartbeat he felt frozen in place, unable to cross the last meter.

Costella forced the lock, her hands expert, her determination like iron. The door shuddered and then opened.

The cell was colder still. The air stank of stale milk and defeat. Elise lay motionless, breath shallow, eyes fixed on the wall as if she were already halfway gone.

Matteo fell to his knees at her side, reaching out but not yet touching her. “Elise,” he whispered, voice breaking. “Elise, it’s me. I’m here. You’re safe.”

Costella moved in behind him, scanning vitals, assessing wounds, but all Matteo could see was Elise—alive, but only just, her body shivering with the force of her unmet need.

He leaned close, letting his warmth reach her. “I’m here,” he repeated, voice shaking. “I’m here. I swear to you—I will never let them take you again.”

For a long, silent moment, he waited for her to speak, to move, to do anything but lie broken in the cold.

Outside, gunfire still echoed in the stairwell, but Matteo did not hear it. His whole world had shrunk to the cage, to the battered body of the woman he had come to save, to the hope that somewhere inside, Elise was still fighting to return to him.

Elise floated between worlds—adrift, weightless, not quite awake and never truly sleeping. The cold had seeped so deep that she could no longer remember warmth except as a concept: a distant dream, unreachable, its contours blurred by the ache in her chest and the endless cycle of wanting and being denied.

Sometimes she thought she heard footsteps, distant voices muffled by stone and pain. At first, hope had stabbed her awake each time, wild and frantic: Matteo? Costella? But the footsteps always faded, or brought only the blue-masked attendant with another false promise, another check of her pulse, another reminder that rescue was for other people, not for the House’s legend gone to seed.

She’d learned not to hope. Instead, she pressed herself into the cot’s corner, curling her knees to her chest, the thin fabric of her gown sticking to her skin, slick with sweat and the sticky remnants of her own milk. Her breasts ached, glands still swollen from abuse, her body thrumming with a need so sharp it felt like a fever.

Sometimes, when she drifted into half-sleep, she dreamed Matteo’s voice. She could hear him calling her name—sometimes angry, sometimes gentle, always a promise. Sometimes she dreamed Costella’s hands at her shoulders, guiding her back from the brink, murmuring the ritual: Breathe. Surrender. Receive. Release. The words were a lifeline, but every time she reached for them, the dream dissolved into static. The ache returned. The cell pressed closer. The darkness weighed more.

Gunfire, real or imagined, echoed down the corridors. At first she flinched at every burst, but the world had grown too distant, too unreal, for her to summon much fear. She wondered if the sounds meant someone was coming, or if this was the moment the walls would collapse and she would be erased, just another body the Syndicate forgot to ransom.

In the worst moments, she hallucinated the bio-band’s touch. It was a phantom caress, a sensation like fingertips brushing her wrist or the inside of her elbow—subtle, familiar, impossible. Her mind clung to it, unsure if it was real or a trick of memory. In those seconds, Elise would gasp, half-believing that Matteo was close, that his promise held.

But reality always closed back in: the cold, the damp, the soreness that never faded. Her voice had gone hoarse from begging. Now, she was mostly silent. But inside, the longing hadn’t left. It had become a silent, burning core—the last thing she would give up.

Now, another noise echoed in the darkness—boots on steel, the grating whine of the cell door being forced. She tensed, eyes squeezed shut, breath caught in her throat. Was this the end? Another trick? Another punishment? The memories overlapped—the false rescuer’s gentle voice turned cruel, the nurse’s hands pressing her down, the shame of being emptied and never allowed to finish.

A new sensation bloomed against her wrist: a pulse, different this time. Warmer. Real. Like someone brushing her skin with purpose, not malice.

She opened her eyes. At first, the world was all shadow and bright, blurry edges. She saw a man kneeling by her cot—dark hair, familiar build, the lines of tension and exhaustion so woven into his frame that she almost didn’t believe it.

“Elise,” he whispered, and the sound was everything. A promise. A command. The word that meant home.

For a moment, she could only stare. Fear and hope warred in her, and she almost turned away—terrified that this was another hallucination, a final cruelty from a mind grown too tired to dream. But his voice came again, closer, firmer. “Elise, it’s me. I’m here.”

He reached for her—slowly, so she wouldn’t startle. His fingers were rough and warm. She flinched at first, then pressed into his palm as the truth washed over her.

“Matteo,” she tried to say, but her voice was a ragged whisper, barely a sound at all.

He pulled her close, wrapping her in his arms, pressing his cheek to her tangled hair. For the first time in forever, she felt safe. Not well, not whole, but safe.

Somewhere, Costella’s hands moved over her body, checking for wounds, for fever, for signs of trauma too deep to heal. Elise hardly registered it—her whole focus was the warmth of Matteo’s embrace, the steady rhythm of his breath, the feeling that she was anchored, at last, to something real.

The ache inside her didn’t fade. It was too deep, too much a part of her now. But she clung to Matteo, her body shaking with sobs that she couldn’t control, letting herself be held. Letting herself believe.

He whispered to her—soft words, private words, things only lovers say in the dark. She let them in, each one a salve against the damage, each one a promise that the nightmare was ending.

And for the first time since the abduction, Elise let herself hope.

Matteo did not let go. Not when the cold of the cell pressed through his knees. Not when Costella moved around them, preparing a field kit, her eyes hard and brilliant with both relief and terror. He kept Elise in his arms, her body trembling against him, his hands cupping the back of her head and her narrow, bruised shoulders, as if he could anchor her to life by touch alone.

At first she was stiff—a body in shock, not a woman in a lover’s embrace. But when he whispered her name again, when she finally heard the catch in his voice, her rigid posture melted. She curled into him, shuddering. The sobs came in broken waves, wracking her small frame, as Matteo rocked her with the gentleness of a man who knew that to squeeze her too tightly might shatter her forever.

“I’m here,” he whispered, over and over, as if repetition would ward off the horrors that clung to her skin. “I’m here, Elise. I’m here. I’ve got you.”

She clung back at last, weak arms wrapping around his neck. Her face was streaked with tears and sweat. She hid her eyes against his collar, pressing so close he could feel the ragged pull of each breath. It was a long time before she spoke, and when she did, it was barely more than a croak: “You came. You came for me.”

He kissed her hair, her forehead, her damp cheek. “Always,” he murmured. “Always.”

The cell’s door hung open now. Costella crouched by Elise’s side, scanning her for fever, testing her reflexes. Her fingers were quick and impersonal but not unkind. “She’s dehydrated,” Costella murmured. “Glands overtaxed. She’s hypothermic, and there are traces of sedative in her blood. But she’s alive.”

Elise didn’t seem to hear. She blinked up at Matteo, as if trying to focus on reality and not the hallucinations she’d learned to distrust. “You’re real?” she whispered, voice raw.

He pulled her tighter, kissing her knuckles. “I’m real. It’s over.”

But her body didn’t seem to believe it. She began to shake harder, a fresh storm of sobs wracking her as the delayed agony of captivity—fear, shame, and a craving that had gone unmet for too long—tore through her in waves.

Matteo stroked her hair, murmuring words he could barely remember saying, words of comfort and praise and promise. “I’m here. I have you. Nothing will ever happen to you again. You’re safe, you’re safe…”

Costella produced a small ampoule of clear fluid. “This will help the pain. I need her lucid for transport.” She offered it to Elise, who tried to pull away, but Matteo nodded. “Let her,” he whispered.

Elise let the medicine touch her tongue. She coughed, grimaced, then collapsed against Matteo again. Her eyelids fluttered; her body went limp with exhaustion, her face softening into a strange, vulnerable openness.

For a while, all three remained there—Matteo holding Elise, Costella monitoring her pulse and breath, the chaos of gunfire and alarms fading behind the thick door. The only sound was Matteo’s steady whisper, Elise’s uneven breathing, and the distant thunder of the House’s loyalists holding the line.

Elise looked up once more, her gaze raw and pleading. “Please,” she mouthed. “Please, Matteo. Finish me. I can’t—I can’t do this anymore—”

Matteo pressed his forehead to hers, his own tears finally breaking free. “Not here. Not while the enemy’s at the door. But I promise, Elise. I will make you whole. I swear it.”

She squeezed his hand, tears slicking her cheeks. “Promise me.”

He nodded, voice hoarse. “On my life.”

Costella glanced at the battered corridor outside. “We have to move. Reinforcements are coming. Matteo—can you carry her?”

He lifted Elise into his arms. She was lighter than he remembered, frail and shivering, but her arms clung to him, her face buried at his throat. “Hold tight,” he whispered. “Just hold tight.”

The team regrouped in the hall, bloodied but unbroken. Costella moved ahead, scouting the way. Matteo followed, cradling Elise against his chest, whispering words she’d remember when she was strong again. The House fighters closed ranks, eyes wide with awe as they saw the legend they’d come to save—alive, battered, but unbowed.

As they hurried through the maze, every shadow seemed to reach for them. Syndicate alarms blared. Somewhere distant, the building shook with the promise of collapse. Elise pressed her face into Matteo’s collarbone, letting herself feel small, letting herself be carried. She breathed in his scent—salt and blood and devotion.

Matteo moved with single-minded fury. For the first time since Elise’s abduction, he let himself believe in hope.

He would get her out.

He would give her everything they’d taken—and more.

They reached a side alcove deep within the burning compound, a narrow space shielded by broken crates and the fallen body of a Syndicate guard. Smoke rolled along the ceiling in lazy, gray coils; alarms wailed further down the hall, and the gunfire in the distance became a dull, rhythmic drumbeat. But in this small pocket of stolen calm, for a few precious minutes, the nightmare thinned enough for Costella to kneel and lay out her portable kit, for Matteo to cradle Elise close and whisper, “You’re safe. I swear it. They can’t reach you now.”

Elise shook in his arms, the trembling no longer just from cold. Her eyes shone fever-bright, her body racked by the aftershocks of agony and a hunger that refused to be sated by anything but the ritual she had been denied for days. “Please,” she begged, voice thready and desperate. “Please, Matteo. Please. I need—please, just finish me. I can’t—please—”

Matteo looked to Costella, who nodded once, grim and determined. “We have the time. This is the safest you’ll be until we get out. But you have to do it now.”

Costella took up station beside the makeshift bed—just an old wool coat and a battered cushion set atop a stack of cargo. She pressed a warming patch against Elise’s wrist, checking pulse, then opened a vial and held it beneath Elise’s nose. The sharp, herbal aroma chased some of the fog from Elise’s mind, enough for her to lock eyes with Matteo.

He cupped her cheek, thumb brushing her tears away. “You tell me what you need,” he said, voice low, fierce. “You are in control. If you want me to stop, I stop. I’ll only ever touch you the way you want.”

Elise let out a broken, grateful sound and nodded.

Matteo gently undid the front of her battered gown, exposing her bruised, swollen breasts. He pressed his palm over her heart. “With me,” he whispered. “Breathe with me.”

He kissed her forehead, her cheek, the salt of her tears. He kissed her lips softly, then moved to her throat. Costella adjusted the makeshift curtain, shielding them from the corridor while still keeping watch. The strike team formed a perimeter—some embarrassed, others in awe, all deeply aware that this was not shame, but salvation.

Matteo’s hands were reverent, slow. He stroked her hair, her arms, coaxing her to breathe in time with him. Each touch was permission: he was here, not to take, but to give back what she had been denied. His words came in a murmur, half prayer, half promise. “You are safe. You are mine. You are whole.”

Elise gasped as his thumb traced the edge of her breast, circling the bruised areola. Her milk had begun to pool again, aching for release. Matteo pressed a kiss to her heart, then cupped her breast gently, kneading with just enough pressure to soothe the ache. Costella knelt behind her, supporting her shoulders, murmuring words of affirmation: “You can do this. You’re strong. Let yourself have it.”

Matteo took Elise’s nipple between his fingers, rolling gently, then lowered his mouth, warm breath ghosting over sensitive skin. When his lips finally closed around her, Elise arched, a sob catching in her throat—not of pain, but desperate relief.

He suckled softly, rhythmically, coaxing her body toward the edge she’d been denied. With every pull, her milk began to flow in earnest, the fullness finally easing, the pain unwinding into pleasure so intense it felt dangerous. She moaned, clutching at his shoulder, her whole world collapsing into sensation.

“Let go,” Matteo whispered against her skin. “Let go for me, Elise. No one can hurt you. No one will ever take this from you again.”

Costella squeezed Elise’s hand, grounding her. “You’re not alone. You’re loved. You’re safe.”

Elise’s hips rocked involuntarily. The pleasure came in waves, building and building, her mind a blur of gratitude and animal need. She cried out, not caring who heard, not caring about shame or consequence. Matteo’s tongue flicked against her nipple; his free hand massaged the other breast, careful, gentle, reverent.

The release, when it came, was not a single crest but a tidal surge. Her body shook with it—climax and milk letting down together, tears streaming down her cheeks, her voice breaking in a ragged wail. Matteo held her through it, never stopping, his hands and mouth orchestrating a ritual that was both healing and raw.

Costella monitored Elise’s pulse, her color, her breathing, murmuring encouragement until the last tremor passed and Elise collapsed against Matteo, utterly spent.

For a few long moments, the world was only the three of them—Matteo holding Elise, Costella checking her vitals, the House fighters standing silent guard in reverent witness.

Elise blinked up at Matteo, tears drying on her cheeks, and managed a hoarse whisper. “You brought me home.”

Matteo kissed her temple, his own eyes wet. “Always. I will always bring you home.”

For the first time in what felt like forever, Elise’s body was calm. The pain was gone, replaced by a deep, peaceful exhaustion. She drifted in Matteo’s arms as Costella pronounced her stable and safe to move.

The alarms rose louder in the distance. The team’s captain poked his head through the curtain: “We have to go. They’re regrouping.”

Matteo wrapped Elise in the wool coat, lifting her into his arms with infinite care. Costella shouldered her kit. The fighters took their places.

Together, they slipped out of the alcove, ready to fight their way back to daylight. Behind them, the ritual lingered—a moment of reclamation and love, fierce and unforgettable, burning bright against the dark.

The return to the surface was chaos. The world beyond the alcove had tilted into open war—alarms shrieked, smoke billowed down the corridors, and every shadow moved with the threat of Syndicate steel. Matteo cradled Elise close, her body wrapped in the wool coat, face pressed to his chest as if the sound of his heartbeat could drown out all the terror she’d endured. Costella led the way, her kit slung across her shoulder, voice steady and low as she relayed commands to the House fighters ahead and behind.

They moved in tight formation, Matteo at the center, House loyalists flanking him on all sides. The team’s captain—an old friend whose scars bore witness to a lifetime of loyalty—signaled for a halt at the first intersection, pressing an ear to the wall. Syndicate boots pounded above, and through the smoke, red-uniformed guards fanned out, searching for any trace of the House’s black-clad rescuers.

“East route is blocked,” the captain hissed. “Back up the service stairs. Fast.”

Matteo nodded, tightening his hold on Elise. She clung to him, dazed and limp, but her breath was steady, her color better now that the ritual had released her body from its cruel, unfinished need. Still, she trembled at every distant gunshot, every shouted order from Syndicate mouths.

They doubled back, the team moving with ruthless discipline—silent hand signals, eyes sweeping every corner, weapons raised. At the landing, a pair of Crimson guards charged from behind a crate, rifles blazing. Matteo’s men responded with cold efficiency: one guard fell to a silenced bullet, the other was tackled and knocked unconscious before he could reach the alarm panel.

They climbed. Each flight of stairs was a gauntlet—gunfire below, the thunder of boots above, smoke choking the narrow passageways. Twice, Costella stopped to check Elise’s pulse, her fingers gentle but urgent. Each time she pronounced her stable, relief flickered over Matteo’s features. He could not bear the thought of losing her now, not after all they’d endured to bring her back.

Halfway to the ground floor, another explosion rocked the warehouse. Syndicate reinforcements had detonated a fuel line in the lower labs, hoping to trap the House team in a ring of fire. The walls shook, dust and debris raining down as the team pushed forward, coughing and blinking against the haze.

Matteo led the charge through the main storeroom, sword in one hand, Elise cradled in the other. The House captain and two others flanked him, laying down suppressive fire as more Crimson guards poured in. The team moved as one, every step timed, every shot counted. No one fell behind.

The escape became a running battle. In the outer corridor, a Syndicate lieutenant barred their way, pistol raised, eyes wild with hatred. Matteo met his gaze, the two men locking eyes in the smoky gloom. The lieutenant sneered. “You think you can steal her back? You’ll never make it out.”

Matteo didn’t answer. He lowered Elise gently to the ground, stepped forward, and in a flash of steel and fury, disarmed the man with a sweeping blow, then dropped him with a single, crushing punch. He retrieved Elise, wrapping her closer as the House fighters pressed the attack, clearing the corridor.

Costella grabbed a smoke grenade from a fallen guard’s belt and tossed it behind them, masking their retreat in a billowing gray cloud. The team burst through the final set of double doors into the yard—the night split by the orange flicker of fire, the air sharp with the scent of burning oil and scorched concrete.

Outside, the rescue boat waited at the end of the ruined dock, engines running, House loyalists waving them forward. Syndicate marksmen fired from the shadows, bullets sparking off the hull and biting into the water. Matteo’s team returned fire, laying down a withering barrage as Costella sprinted for the ramp, Matteo at her side, Elise cradled against his chest.

A bullet grazed Matteo’s arm—pain flaring, blood running warm down his sleeve—but he did not stop. He reached the boat, handed Elise up to Costella, then turned and fired one last shot at a pursuing guard, dropping him before he could take aim.

The team scrambled aboard. The captain hit the throttle, and the boat surged away from the dock just as the warehouse exploded behind them—a sheet of fire rising into the dawn, casting their escape in a flickering, apocalyptic glow.

On deck, Matteo collapsed beside Elise, his arms tight around her. Costella checked them both, then signaled the all clear. The House loyalists cheered, exhaustion and victory mingling in their eyes as the city receded behind them, the flames devouring every trace of the Crimson Syndicate’s stronghold.

Matteo looked down at Elise—bruised, shaken, but alive. He pressed his forehead to hers and let the world fall away, just for a moment.

“We’re going home,” he whispered.

And, for the first time, Elise believed him.

The sun was rising as the boat sped away from the burning docks, the first streaks of gold and crimson breaking through night’s tattered shroud. The city, once so proud and impenetrable, shrank behind them—reduced to smoldering ruins, rising columns of smoke, and the memory of violence that would haunt its streets for years. Matteo sat on the deck, cloak draped around Elise, Costella tending her wounds as the House loyalists slumped, spent and silent, against the gunwales.

Elise lay half-reclined in Matteo’s lap, her face turned to the sunrise. Her eyes were rimmed with exhaustion, but there was a clarity in them—a fierce, defiant spark returning as warmth touched her skin. The ache and humiliation, the endless cycles of need and denial, the terror of never being whole again: none of it had vanished. But something else had returned in its place. Hope.

Costella finished cleaning the shallow cuts on Elise’s wrists and neck, dabbing antiseptic with gentle, methodical care. She tucked a blanket around Elise’s shoulders, checking her pulse and temperature every few minutes, murmuring encouragement that Elise barely needed anymore.

“You did it,” Costella whispered, leaning close. “You held on. You fought.”

Elise managed a faint smile. “I almost didn’t,” she admitted. “But I remembered—what you taught me. Ritual. Breath. That I wasn’t just a machine.”

Matteo brushed a lock of hair from her face, thumb lingering at her temple. His eyes were raw—rimmed with red, glimmering with relief and something like awe. He kissed her forehead, then pressed his lips to her knuckles, as if grounding himself in her presence.

“I thought I’d lost you,” he whispered. “I would have burned the city twice over to bring you home.”

Elise let her head fall back against his arm, closing her eyes. “You did burn it,” she said softly, a hint of humor threading through the rasp of her voice. “But I’m here. You found me.”

The loyalists busied themselves at the bow, keeping watch for any remaining Syndicate pursuit, but their glances toward the stern were filled with reverence and disbelief. They had seen legends built and destroyed in these halls; now they watched one return—wounded, but unbroken, and remade in the fire of her ordeal.

Costella took a seat beside them, exhaustion finally catching up. She met Elise’s gaze, then Matteo’s, her own relief shining out. “It’ll take time,” she said quietly. “But you will heal. Your body will remember what it’s supposed to be. And so will the House.”

Elise nodded, holding Costella’s hand. “We all have to heal,” she murmured. “No more rituals that steal. No more being emptied.”

A hush fell between them—a sacred quiet, weighted with the knowledge that nothing could ever be as it was. Matteo tightened his hold around Elise, his voice thick: “You choose, now. Always. No one owns you but yourself.”

Elise looked up at the sky, the rising sun warm on her skin. “Then take me home,” she said. “Take me somewhere only we know. Start over. Build it for us.”

Matteo nodded. “Anywhere you want.”

As the boat sailed into the growing day, Elise leaned into him. Her body was weak, but her spirit burned fierce and bright. Costella closed her eyes for a rare moment of peace, trusting Matteo to guard them all.

And as the city slipped behind them, Elise whispered a vow—not to the House, not to the legends or the ritual or the power she’d once believed was her fate, but to herself: Never again.

In the safety of Matteo’s arms, under the blessing of the morning sun, Elise allowed herself to imagine a life beyond captivity, beyond legend—a future shaped by her own will, her own desires, and the people who had proven, at last, that love was stronger than empire.


Chapter 18 — Collapse & Aftercare

The boat found its way to land as if by instinct—a battered survivor returning to the world after a long night’s storm. The inlet was a slash of silver in the dunes, the only sign of civilization a weathered boathouse hunched against the wind. Here, the House loyalists disembarked in silence, their boots crunching over sand and shells. For a long moment, none spoke. The only sound was the gentle lap of waves and, distantly, the thunder of a city still burning behind them.

Matteo did not hesitate. He gathered Elise into his arms, feeling the tremble in her frame, the feverish heat of her skin against his own. She was so light now. Gone was the vitality that had filled every room she entered—the living proof of the House’s impossible ambition. What remained was smaller, but still unbroken at her core. He carried her up the low, weathered steps, past peeling paint and sea-bleached windows. Costella was at his side, medical kit in hand, every step purposeful but gentle. The House team fanned out behind them, some securing the building, others watching the road and shore with weapons drawn.

Inside, the boathouse was dim and still, smelling of old salt, oil, and rain. It was nothing like the opulence Elise had known in the estate—there were no soft carpets or gold-gilt mirrors, no marble benches or artful glass. Just rough floorboards, a few battered chairs, and a long wooden table set under a cracked skylight. Dust drifted in the pale beams of light. For Elise, it was more sanctuary than she’d dared hope for.

Matteo eased her onto a bench. She slumped sideways, eyes glazed, hands slack in her lap. Her hair was tangled, her lips dry and cracked. She wore a loose shirt and cloak borrowed from Costella, the coat much too large for her, the fabric swallowing her narrow shoulders. Still, she clung to it—a barrier against the chill of memory.

Costella was already at work, checking pulse, feeling for fever, pressing a water bottle to Elise’s lips. “Small sips,” she murmured. “That’s it. Good.” She tucked a blanket around Elise’s knees, then looked up at Matteo. “Get her shoes off, gently. There are hot packs in my kit. We’ll need to warm her gradually.”

Matteo obeyed, unbuckling the straps and sliding off the battered slippers. Elise’s feet were cold and pale, toes curled inward. He rubbed them softly, willing warmth into her, murmuring her name. She flinched at first, but let him. Her eyes followed him everywhere, dazed and searching, needing the reassurance that he was still here, that none of this was a dream.

Costella knelt beside her, scanning her wrists and neck for injuries. “No deep cuts,” she said, relief in her voice. “Just bruises, some abrasion. No sign of sepsis, but she’s still at risk. We’ll need to watch her temperature, heart rate, output—”

Elise spoke, her voice a thin thread. “No more numbers.”

Matteo’s throat tightened. He caught Costella’s gaze, and they both nodded. Costella squeezed Elise’s hand. “No more numbers, then. Just you. Just now.”

The rest of the House team faded to the corners of the room, giving them privacy. Matteo stripped off his coat, folding it as a pillow for Elise’s head. He pressed a hot pack to her feet, then another to her hands. She made a soft, grateful sound, eyes closing. He stroked her hair, tangled as seaweed, and felt her begin to relax—just a fraction, just enough.

They let the world slow down. No one rushed. Costella moved quietly, lighting a small stove to boil water. She unwrapped a bar of chocolate and pressed a square to Elise’s lips. “You need sugar. Your body’s been in stress too long.” Elise obeyed, sucking at the sweetness, and a faint flush returned to her cheeks.

Matteo found a battered radio and turned the dial until it picked up the faintest sound of music—old jazz, scratchy but kind. It filled the room with the sense of a safer world, one where there was time for gentleness and care. Elise listened, eyes half-lidded, letting the notes settle into her bones.

When Costella was satisfied that Elise could sit upright, she nodded for Matteo to support her. Together, they eased her out of the heavy cloak and into a soft cotton shirt scavenged from a trunk. Costella fetched a basin of warm water and a cloth, gently wiping sweat and grime from Elise’s face and arms. The ritual was almost reverent—each touch a promise that she was not property, not an asset to be “emptied,” but a woman deserving of comfort and care.

The hours blurred. Outside, the House loyalists kept a silent watch, their shadows crossing the windows as the sun rose higher. Inside, Matteo and Costella worked together, their hands never far from Elise. Sometimes Matteo whispered her name, over and over, as if afraid she’d slip away if he stopped. Sometimes Elise clung to his arm, silent but fiercely present.

Eventually, Costella handed her a mug of warm broth. “Sip this. You need salt.” Elise obeyed, though her hands shook, and Matteo steadied her with a gentle palm on her back.

The safety was fragile, but it was real. For the first time since her abduction, Elise was somewhere she could rest.

When the sun reached its peak, Costella moved through the boathouse, gathering supplies and checking on the team. Matteo stayed by Elise’s side, arms around her as she slept—a real sleep, at last, not the fugue of exhaustion and trauma. He watched her breathe, counted every rise and fall of her chest, and let himself believe—if only for a moment—that they had come through the fire.

In the hush of that makeshift sanctuary, Elise dreamed—not of cells and rituals, but of waves, wind, and the unbreakable strength of being held.

For a little while, the quiet inside the boathouse felt almost impossible. Elise’s breaths were soft and even, her body curled against Matteo’s side as sleep finally—finally—claimed her. Costella moved around them with clinical grace, preparing tinctures and warm compresses, her motions steadied by training even as her eyes remained watchful, alert for any sign of distress.

But healing is not linear, and peace never lasts long after trauma.

It began the way storms often do—with a shift so small it was almost invisible. Elise stirred, fingers twitching against Matteo’s arm. Her breath caught on a shallow inhale. A crease formed between her eyebrows. Matteo adjusted himself slightly, thinking she was waking naturally.

But then her entire body jolted.

A strangled sound tore from her throat—half gasp, half sob—and before Matteo could react, Elise was shaking violently. Her hands flew to her chest as if trying to shield herself from invisible hands. Her knees drew to her stomach, and she recoiled as though expecting pain.

“Elise?” Matteo whispered, already moving to steady her. “Elise, look at me—it’s Matteo. You’re safe.”

She didn’t hear him.

Her eyes were wide and unfocused, darting around the room as if she’d woken in the extraction cell again. “Don’t,” she begged, voice frayed. “Please—don’t—don’t touch me—please—don’t empty me—”

Matteo froze.

He had never heard her sound like that. Not even in her worst moments of withdrawal. This was something deeper—fear carved into bone.

Costella was at Elise’s side in seconds. “It’s a flashback,” she said quietly. “She’s not seeing us—she’s seeing them.”

Elise clawed at her own skin, arms shaking, breath spiralling into panic. “Stop—stop—don’t drag me back—I can’t—I can’t—I can’t—”

Matteo reached out—but slowly, deliberately, letting her see every inch of his hand. “Elise,” he whispered again, softer. “I’m here. I won’t touch you unless you want me to. You’re safe. Breathe with me.”

But Elise was too far under.

Her fingers curled around the collar of the oversized shirt, tugging at it desperately. “They’re coming—doors—boots—no, no please—don’t take me back—Matteo—”

She said his name like a question. Like she didn’t believe he was real.

It broke something in him.

He crouched lower, bringing his face into her line of sight without crowding her. “Elise,” he murmured, voice thick. “Look at me. Focus on my voice. You’re not there. You’re here. You’re with me.”

Costella placed a steadying hand on Elise’s shoulder—not restraining, just offering warmth. “Elise, sweetheart, it’s Costella. You’re not trapped. You’re not being touched. You’re not being used. You’re safe. You’re safe.”

Elise’s breathing quickened to near hysteria. Her spine arched as if she were bracing against suction. She whispered apologies that made both Matteo and Costella flinch.

“I tried—I tried to be good—please—just finish me—please—don’t leave me like—like that—”

Tears streamed down her cheeks. Her hands shook so violently that she couldn’t hold them still.

Matteo’s voice cracked. “No one is hurting you. No one is denying you anything. You don’t have to beg. You’re not theirs. You’re not a ritual—”

He caught himself.

She was spiralling too hard to process those words.

Costella stepped in, sliding to Elise’s other side. “Elise, listen to me. Press your palm to mine.” She lifted her hand, slow and steady. “Can you do that? Just your palm to mine.”

It took several seconds. Elise’s gaze darted wildly, uncomprehending. But then—just barely—her trembling hand floated up, hovering, before pressing weakly into Costella’s palm.

“Good,” Costella whispered, grounded and gentle. “That’s it. Feel your hand. Feel mine. You’re here. Now match my breath.”

She inhaled slowly, counting softly. “One… two… three…”

Elise gasped, then choked. A sob caught in her chest.

Matteo moved behind her, not touching her, but close enough that she could feel the warmth of his presence. “I’m right here,” he murmured. “You’re not alone in this.”

It took minutes—long, painful minutes—but Elise’s chest slowly followed the cadence of Costella’s steady breathing. Her trembling began to ease. The panic receded a fraction. But when her eyes finally focused, the devastation in them hollowed Matteo out.

“I thought you weren’t coming,” she whispered, voice barely formed. “I thought I’d die there. Or I’d live, and never be… finished.”

Matteo’s breath faltered. He knelt in front of her, meeting her gaze head-on. “I came,” he said softly. “And I will keep coming. Every time. No matter what.”

She stared at him, uncertain. “I don’t feel safe,” she admitted. “I want to, but I don’t.”

“You don’t have to feel it yet,” Matteo said. “You just have to stay with me.”

Costella wiped a tear from Elise’s cheek. “Safety isn’t a switch. It’s a process. And we’re starting it now.”

Elise sagged forward, body wracked by silent sobs. Matteo caught her—not gripping, but supporting, letting her choose the pressure. She slid into his arms, face buried in his shoulder. He held her, finally, fully, rocking her gently as she cried until the shaking subsided into exhaustion.

Costella covered Elise with another blanket, then pressed a cup of warm tea into Matteo’s hand, knowing he would not drink it.

“You saved her,” Costella whispered. “Now we have to teach her she’s allowed to be saved.”

Matteo looked down at Elise, asleep again from sheer emotional collapse, and nodded.

“I will,” he said. “Even if it takes the rest of my life.”

Outside, the wind shifted, carrying away the last echoes of the pursuit. The boathouse stood, quiet and fragile—a sanctuary built from ruin, where a broken legend could begin to heal.

It was Costella who set the rhythm for recovery. She had always been precise, even stern, in the old days—her reputation for composure unshaken by any House disaster. But now, tending to Elise as dusk softened the world outside, there was something more: a gentle humor, a softness that balanced the edges of her authority.

After Elise’s collapse, Costella let the girl sleep for nearly an hour—her breathing even, pressed between Matteo’s arms and the heap of blankets. During that time, Costella set about transforming the drafty boathouse into a place of quiet healing. She built a fire in the battered iron stove, the first flickers of orange light drawing the cold out of the air. She swept dust from the corners, laid towels and clean cloths over the floorboards, even found a faded curtain to drape over the lone window, muting the harshest beams of evening sun.

When Elise next woke, the room was warm, filled with the scent of broth and woodsmoke. Her body was limp with fatigue, but the terror had faded to something softer—an ache, but not panic. She blinked, groggy, as Costella approached with a bowl of warm water and a cloth.

“Good,” Costella said, voice low and clear. “You’re waking on your own. Let’s get you more comfortable, hm?” She dipped the cloth, wrung it out, then pressed it gently to Elise’s cheek.

Elise flinched, but didn’t pull away. The warmth soothed her; the touch was firm, not controlling. Costella smiled, a rare crinkle at the corner of her eyes. “That’s better. You’re safe. I promise—no one is going to rush you.”

Matteo helped ease Elise upright, supporting her with an arm behind her back. He held her as Costella carefully washed her face, arms, and hands, murmuring gentle encouragement. Elise winced as Costella worked over her wrists, the skin mottled purple with old bruises, but the healer was quick and kind. “You’ll bruise,” Costella said, “but nothing is broken. You survived more than anyone had a right to expect.”

As the cloth passed over Elise’s collarbone, she tensed, her breath catching. Costella paused, eyes meeting hers. “You’re not wearing a collar anymore,” she said softly. “You’re not bound to anything.”

Elise nodded, unable to speak. Matteo squeezed her shoulder, and she leaned against him, tears rising again but not overwhelming this time.

“Let’s try for some water,” Costella suggested. “Just a sip.”

Elise accepted the cup, fingers trembling, but with Matteo steadying her hand she managed a small swallow. The coolness soothed her parched throat, and she even managed a tiny smile.

Next came food—a little at a time. Costella produced a mug of thin broth and a piece of bread, feeding Elise in slow bites. “You need to eat to heal,” she teased lightly, “unless you prefer my cooking to whatever Matteo will make when he tries to play nurse.”

Elise surprised herself by letting out a faint, raspy laugh. Matteo smiled, the lines of worry easing from his brow.

They took it in turns—Costella managing Elise’s care, Matteo offering his presence and warmth. He stroked her hair, murmuring old stories, holding her when she drifted into uneasy naps. He kept his touch soft, never possessive, waiting for her to reach for him.

Between them, they gently coaxed Elise out of her inertia. Costella drew a bath in a battered tin tub near the stove, filling it with water warmed over the fire and drops of fragrant oil she’d brought in her kit. With Matteo’s help, they undressed Elise—careful, never rushed. They averted their eyes when she needed privacy, wrapped her in blankets while her clothes were cleaned, and praised every tiny sign of progress.

Elise lay in the bath as Costella washed her hair, strong fingers massaging away the grime of captivity. “You did it, you know,” Costella murmured, rinsing suds from Elise’s scalp. “You came home. You finished your own story.”

Matteo dried her hair afterward, slow and patient, hands gentle as feathers. He wrapped her in the softest towel he could find, then dressed her in a fresh shirt and old wool socks, both much too large, but warm. Every small act—a mug of tea, a comb through her hair, a blanket tucked under her chin—became a ritual of care, restoring the meaning of touch.

Elise began to relax into these small moments. She started to speak—haltingly at first, then in longer phrases. She asked about the city, about the House, about the team that had rescued her. Costella answered every question, sometimes with hard truth, sometimes with quiet optimism. “You aren’t a legend anymore,” she said once, as Elise dozed against Matteo’s shoulder. “You’re just you. That’s more than enough.”

As darkness fell and the first stars blinked out above the inlet, Elise, Matteo, and Costella settled on the floor together, huddled close for warmth and company. The old House world was gone, but in its place, the new ritual was simple and sacred: hands clasped, breath shared, and the slow, steady return to life.

Elise let herself believe—if only a little—that healing was possible. With every gentle touch, every joke, every cup of tea pressed to her lips, the past faded, and the present grew.

She was not alone, not emptied, not property or legend.

She was Elise.

And for the first time in a long, long while, that was enough.

The wind outside rose as night deepened, rattling the boathouse’s weathered windows and filling the rafters with a song of memory and warning. Inside, the little fire kept burning; the world beyond felt impossibly far away. Costella finished her final checks, confirming that Elise’s fever had broken, then excused herself to fetch more blankets and check the perimeter—giving Matteo and Elise space they hadn’t known to ask for.

Matteo sat cross-legged beside Elise, watching the glow flicker on her face. She was propped up by a heap of pillows, swaddled in warmth, her hands curled in her lap. She looked so different—older, softer, wounded in a way that made her seem both fragile and unbreakable. For a while they said nothing, just listening to the storm and the crackle of the stove.

Finally, Elise spoke, her voice barely above a whisper. “You’re not sleeping.”

Matteo shook his head, forcing a smile. “I’m afraid I’ll wake and you’ll be gone. That this is just a dream, and I’m still on the docks searching for you.”

She reached for his hand, their fingers twining automatically. “I’m here.”

He squeezed gently, but the pain in his eyes didn’t fade. “I nearly lost you. I—” He stopped, then tried again, the words raw as open wounds. “I thought I was strong enough. I promised you safety, control, a place where you could finally belong. And then they took you, and I… I tore the world apart. I would have done anything. I did things I swore I never would.”

Elise watched him, letting the silence draw out. The anger and guilt behind his voice were naked, unguarded. She felt the weight of them, but instead of blame, all she felt was a tired, aching empathy.

She turned his hand over, tracing the fresh scar across his knuckles. “You came for me,” she said. “That’s what matters.”

Matteo shook his head, voice cracking. “But at what cost? The House is fractured. I hurt people—some who deserved it, some who didn’t. I became what I always hated in our enemies. I let rage rule me, not love. I don’t know if you can ever forgive me for that. Or if I can forgive myself.”

Elise was quiet for a long time, staring into the fire. Then she looked up at him, her gaze clear, even through exhaustion. “You don’t get to decide if you’re my redeemer,” she said softly. “That was never what I needed. I didn’t want to be someone’s reason for war, or a legend that other people sacrificed for. I wanted to be myself. I wanted to live.”

Tears stung Matteo’s eyes. “And I made you into an empire.”

Elise gave him a wan, understanding smile. “I was part of it too. I let myself become a symbol, because it felt safer than being a person. Maybe we both needed to be broken, just a little, to remember what actually matters.”

He dropped his head, shoulders shaking, grief and gratitude mingling in equal measure. Elise squeezed his hand tighter, her own voice growing steadier with every word. “You saved me. But now, I save myself. That’s how we move forward. Not as legend and protector, but as two people who choose each other—over and over, even when it hurts.”

Matteo looked up, hope flickering through his guilt. “If you’ll still have me,” he whispered.

She managed a real, weary laugh. “You’re stubborn, Matteo. You’ll always find a way back.”

He shifted closer, pressing a kiss to her fingers, reverent as a prayer. “Whatever comes next, we build it together. No more ritual unless you choose it. No more House unless it’s a home.”

Costella returned then, arms full of blankets, eyes keen. She took in their joined hands, the streaks of dried tears on both their faces, and understood without words. She knelt beside Elise, wrapping another layer around her, then sat at Matteo’s other side. “You two don’t need to carry this alone,” she said. “The world will demand a thousand things from you both, but you only owe it to yourselves to heal. That’s all.”

Elise nodded, letting her head fall onto Costella’s shoulder. “You’re both with me?” she murmured.

Costella’s voice was gentle, but firm. “Always. If you lead, we’ll follow. Or walk beside you. Your choice.”

Matteo echoed, “Always.”

In the hush that followed, the past began to recede—not erased, but less heavy. Elise’s agency and Matteo’s regret could exist together, side by side, making room for something new.

The storm outside faded, leaving only the warmth of three hearts in a small, battered sanctuary—alive, together, and, for the first time in a long while, ready to begin again.

Night deepened and the storm finally passed, leaving the air washed clean and impossibly still. Inside the boathouse, a hush settled—not the fragile silence of shock or exhaustion, but a softer, steadier quiet. The kind that comes only after grief has been witnessed and forgiven, after every raw truth has been spoken aloud.

Elise was nestled between Matteo and Costella on the pile of blankets by the stove, their bodies close enough to share warmth and the simple rhythm of breath. The three of them sat with backs against the wall, legs stretched out, the last embers of the fire painting their faces with flickering gold.

For a time, no one needed to say anything. Matteo’s arm was draped around Elise’s shoulders, Costella’s hand rested gently on her knee. Their touch was protective, but not possessive—an offering of presence, not ownership.

Elise was the first to speak, her voice husky but sure. “I don’t want to go back to the House. Not as it was.”

Matteo nodded. “We don’t have to,” he said. “You never have to return to ritual or legend, unless you want to. I would burn the world again before letting you be anyone’s property. Not even mine.”

Costella nodded, her eyes warm and determined. “We can make something new. Something small, something just for us. If you want that.”

Elise took a long, careful breath. “I want a life where I am more than what they did to me. More than my body. More than yield or power or myth. I want a future where I decide how I’m touched. Where love isn’t a bargain, and pleasure isn’t currency.”

Matteo’s voice was low. “You choose, Elise. Always. From this day forward.”

Elise turned, searching his face. “Even if I want to change? Even if I want to be weak? Or angry, or different than I was?”

He reached for her hand, threading their fingers together. “Especially then. You don’t owe anyone perfection. Not even yourself. You survived, Elise. You can be anything you want.”

Costella smiled, shifting closer so she could hold them both. “We can build a life around that. Not ritual, but care. Not legend, but friendship and love. Whatever you need.”

For the first time since the nightmare began, Elise felt tears prick her eyes—tears that came not from fear or shame, but relief. She let them fall, no longer needing to hide. She pressed her cheek to Matteo’s shoulder, letting the warmth of both of them sink into her bones.

She spoke softly, but every word was clear: “Then I want you both. I want to belong—not to a House or an empire, but to this. To us. I want to start again, somewhere quiet, somewhere new. I want to be Elise. Just Elise.”

Matteo kissed her hair, murmuring, “Just Elise. Always.”

Costella squeezed her hand. “You get to write the story now.”

They sat like that for a long time, letting the new pact settle over them—quiet, unforced, free. The wind outside had gentled, the world beyond the boathouse silent and fresh. In that small sanctuary, the promise of the future shimmered: a life chosen, not imposed; a love rebuilt on agency and trust.

Eventually, Elise fell asleep, nestled between them, her breath deep and even. Costella stayed awake, her watchful eyes soft, Matteo’s hand resting protectively over both their shoulders. Together, they held the space—neither patient nor healer, neither legend nor conqueror, just people remaking the world after ruin.

As dawn crept into the sky, painting the boathouse in pale pink and blue, it seemed to bless their vow: never again a ritual that emptied, never again a love defined by sacrifice alone. From here forward, the story would be theirs to write—equal, gentle, and alive.

Long after the fire burned low, when Elise and Matteo slept in each other’s arms, Costella alone remained awake. She sat against the wall, knees drawn up, a blanket wrapped tight around her shoulders. The moon shone through the high window, limning her sharp features in silver. All was quiet now—no voices, no alarms, only the hush of the tide outside and the steady, reassuring sound of breathing in the room behind her.

Costella watched them for a long time, eyes soft and distant. She let herself marvel—not at the fact that they had survived, but that they had done so together. There had been a moment, not so long ago, when she had doubted any of them would live to see this night: the Empire in ruins, Elise half-broken by ritual and captivity, Matteo fractured by grief and rage. And yet, here they were—changed, yes, but alive and, for the first time in Costella’s memory, truly free.

It was strange, she thought, how quiet heroism looked in the aftermath. No speeches, no cheers, no grand declarations. Just bodies curled together for warmth and comfort, a circle of hands clasped for reassurance, a series of small choices that added up to something immense: survival, and the will to start again.

Outside, the wind shifted. The world beyond the boathouse felt impossibly far away—a different life, a different self. For Costella, that distance was both grief and blessing. She remembered her own role in the House: healer, scientist, the one who had always kept her hands clean, her mind sharp, her heart safely hidden behind duty and discipline. She had watched others take risks, make sacrifices, fall in love and fall apart. She had believed, for so long, that her own life would be a ledger of service and secrets—important, but always peripheral.

Now, as she gazed at the sleeping pair, she felt something shift in her heart—a fragile hope that she, too, could be more than her history. She had watched empires fall and legends rise, but what she witnessed tonight was more powerful: the slow, awkward, deeply human act of choosing each other after everything had gone wrong.

She left her post by the window only once, moving quietly to check the door and peer out into the night. The shoreline was empty, the boat resting in its shadow, loyalists camped in silent vigil beyond. The city’s glow had faded from the horizon; in its place, stars shimmered, cold and bright. The world was changing. Perhaps it was not yet safe, but here, for now, they were beyond pursuit.

Returning to the makeshift bed, Costella knelt and checked Elise’s pulse—strong and regular, sleep finally deep and untroubled. She smoothed the blanket over Elise’s shoulders, tucking it gently beneath her chin. Matteo shifted but did not wake, his hand instinctively moving to cover Elise’s. Costella watched the movement, her lips curving in the faintest smile.

For a moment, she let herself imagine a new future: not as a distant advisor, but as a part of something fragile and growing. She pictured herself teaching Elise to heal, Matteo learning to laugh without fear. She pictured the three of them rebuilding—not an empire, but a life. Simple things: mornings by the water, arguments over chores, long evenings by the fire.

She knew there would be scars, setbacks, moments when the weight of the past would press too hard. But she also knew, now, that love could survive almost anything, if given enough time and care.

As dawn crept into the boathouse, Costella rose and made her rounds—checking the windows, the door, the perimeter outside, exchanging quiet words with the loyalists. She brewed a pot of tea and set it on the stove, ready for when the others would wake.

When she returned to the room, the first light was falling across Elise’s face, illuminating her at rest, no longer legend or victim but simply human, simply loved. Matteo stirred, his arms tightening reflexively around her. Costella sat down beside them, drawing the blanket up around her shoulders.

She would keep watch as long as needed. She would protect this peace, whatever it cost. For tonight, and for the days to come, that was enough.

And in the gentle, patient quiet of the dawn, the future—uncertain and unfinished—felt, at last, possible.


Chapter 19 — The Empire Burns

Dawn broke over the inlet in a wash of bruised gold and bruised smoke, a sky neither clear nor stormy but trembling between memory and warning. For the first time since their escape, Elise woke before Matteo or Costella. She blinked into the gray hush of the boathouse, listening to the slow rhythm of breath around her. Outside, the sand was still cool, the world empty of sirens and alarms.

She shifted carefully, testing the limits of her body. There was soreness—deep and persistent, a constant reminder of what she had endured—but it was manageable, a pain she could own. She sat up and pressed her forehead to her knees, drawing slow, deliberate breaths, waiting for the panic that no longer came. There was only the ache, and the fragile, steady beat of her own heart.

Matteo stirred behind her, murmured her name, his voice hoarse but gentle. Costella was already up, stoking the stove, the scent of broth and salt and distant fire mingling in the air. Elise caught her eye, and Costella nodded in greeting—a look of quiet pride and shared relief. They were still together. They had made it through the dark.

The day’s stillness was broken by the crunch of hurried footsteps. One of the House loyalists—a wiry woman named Mirelle, face streaked with soot—burst through the door, gasping. Her uniform was torn, hair tangled, eyes wide with fear and urgency. Behind her, another man limped into the light, dragging a bloodied arm. The others from the House, battered but alive, trailed in behind them.

“Fire,” Mirelle panted, collapsing onto the nearest chair. “The House… the estate… it’s all burning. The Syndicate—what’s left of them—they struck at dawn. Coastal stronghold is gone. The city’s in chaos. Matteo—”

Matteo was up in an instant, his fatigue forgotten, all the old authority in his posture. “Who led the attack? Who’s alive?”

Mirelle’s voice was a broken whisper. “Gianna’s gone. Some loyalists—maybe half—escaped. The rest…” She shook her head. “We tried to fight. They had firebombs, mercenaries, new weapons from the eastern port. They didn’t want prisoners. They wanted to erase us.”

Another loyalist, cheeks streaked with ash, pressed a rag to his head and said, “The old chapel’s gone. The milk chamber—nothing left but black stone. We lost twenty, maybe more. I barely got Mirelle out before the last wall fell.”

Costella moved immediately to check wounds, her hands steady and practiced, but her eyes darted to Elise and Matteo. She could read the grief settling over them, the weight of memory catching fire at the edges.

Outside, others gathered in small clusters—some weeping, some silent, some carrying what little they had managed to save: a trunk, a ledger, a child’s battered toy. The perimeter was no longer a military watch, but a refugee camp, families and fighters huddled close, listening for more bad news.

Elise moved among them slowly, wrapped in her borrowed cloak, her bare feet tracing the damp boards. She offered water, a gentle hand, a nod of recognition to the survivors. They looked at her not as a myth but as one of their own—a woman who had lost and lived, who could share their pain.

Matteo was at the center of every decision, issuing orders, his voice calm even as his face betrayed the effort it took to hold it together. He organized patrols, checked the wounded, counted supplies. But every time his eyes met Elise’s, his resolve faltered, a question left unspoken in the space between them: Do we fight again? Or do we finally let it all go?

The question spread like wildfire through the survivors. For some, there was no future outside the House—their entire lives had been bound to its rituals, its power, its rules. For others, the burning of the estate was freedom, a painful but necessary erasure. The two sides eyed each other in the cold light of morning, unsure if they would splinter, or if something new might yet be born from the ashes.

As the sun climbed, more loyalists arrived—some bleeding, others carrying news. A small group of children appeared, clutching one another, wide-eyed and silent. Costella knelt to comfort them, wrapping them in blankets, promising safety she herself was only beginning to believe.

News spread that the Syndicate had lost almost as much as they’d won. The fire had raged out of control, consuming their own stores, burning through the old boundaries between enemy and ally. It was a reckoning not only for the House, but for the city—a moment when the power games had collapsed, and all that was left was survival.

Elise found herself at the edge of the inlet, staring at the smoke curling over the horizon. She thought of all she had survived—the milkings, the cages, the rituals, the endless cycles of yielding and denial. She thought of Gianna, vanished into the chaos, her fate now a ghost story for another day. She thought of Matteo, pacing the sand, torn between vengeance and grief.

She thought, too, of freedom—not as a return to innocence, but as a blank page. The empire was burning. The rituals had ended. Her legend was broken. What came next was hers to claim.

Behind her, Matteo approached, silent but solid. He placed a hand on her shoulder, grounding her. They watched the sky together, listening to the distant cries, the murmured prayers of survivors, the hiss of steam as the fire met the sea.

“We can’t go back,” he said softly.

She nodded, voice steady. “I don’t want to.”

He turned, searching her face. “There are those who want revenge. Who want to rebuild, to take back what’s lost.”

Elise shook her head. “There’s nothing left to take. The House was never the stone or the milk or the rituals. It was us. And we’re still here.”

He looked at her then—not as a legend, or a prize, but as a partner, an equal, a survivor. “Then we’ll lead them forward. Whatever that means.”

For a while, they simply stood together, letting the empire burn, feeling the weight of what they’d lost and the uncertain hope of what might come after.

Inside the boathouse, Costella finished tending the wounded, her hands moving with practiced care. She glanced at Elise and Matteo, her eyes shining with the knowledge that she, too, was free of the old bonds. She could choose, at last, what kind of healer, what kind of friend, what kind of future she would build.

As the sun reached its zenith, the inlet became a place of transformation: refugees and legends, leaders and followers, all mourning what was gone but daring to imagine what could be made new.

Elise stepped forward, lifting her voice to the scattered survivors. “You are not alone,” she called, her tone both gentle and commanding. “What was destroyed cannot be rebuilt as it was. But we can make something better—if we do it together.”

A murmur rose among them. Some reached for her hand, others for Matteo’s. The fear did not disappear, but it softened, replaced by a thread of hope, the first that many had felt in months.

Matteo took Elise’s hand. Costella stood at her other side, forming a new trinity where the old empire had fallen.

They faced the fire at the gates together—not to defend the past, but to welcome what came next.

The flames on the horizon had become a fact, not a shock. By midday, the inlet’s battered survivors gathered in silent clusters, nursing wounds and counting losses. Smoke and heat drifted across the sand, touching every breath with the taste of endings. For Costella, the end was not a single moment, but a reckoning—one that had begun long before this fire, and now demanded its own ritual.

She stood apart from the others on the narrow porch, the battered medical kit open at her feet. In her lap were the last vials of ritual serum, their milky liquid glinting softly in the half-light. Two heavy ledgers rested beside them: one containing her original research notes, the other filled with the protocols, records, and secret amendments that had built an empire of yield and control.

Elise joined her first, wrapped in her borrowed cloak, her cheeks flushed with sun and pain. Matteo followed a moment later, eyes ringed with exhaustion, his presence a silent offering of strength.

Costella held up the first vial, turning it so that sunlight fractured through the glass. “This is all that’s left,” she said quietly. “All the science. All the power. All the rules that made us legends. Or monsters.”

Matteo watched her, the lines of guilt and memory stark on his face. Elise knelt beside Costella, her hand covering Costella’s on the vial. “You did what you thought was right,” Elise whispered. “You tried to make us more than just bodies.”

Costella let out a bitter laugh, her shoulders trembling. “I thought I was saving lives. I thought I was saving you. But I built a machine that used pain and pleasure as currency. I thought I could keep you safe if I just made you valuable enough. But all I did was turn you into a symbol—and myself into a warden.”

Matteo crouched beside them, voice low. “You also saved her. And me. And more than you can know. The serum—your ritual—gave us something to believe in when we had nothing else. But it’s over now. You get to choose what it means.”

Costella looked between them, her eyes filled with the grief of a thousand lost nights, and nodded. “We do it together, then. We end it together.”

They gathered the ledgers, the vials, and every last scrap of protocol. Costella called the loyalists and survivors, inviting them to witness the end of the ritual era. One by one, people came: bruised children, old fighters, mothers who had worked the kitchens, guards and refugees alike. Some came to mourn; some, to say goodbye.

In the sand, Costella dug a small pit. Matteo poured in lamp oil, and Elise stacked the ledgers on top, her hands steady now. Costella held up the last vial—white, perfect, everything the House had worshipped—and handed it to Elise.

Elise looked at the liquid, at the way the sun made it shimmer, and thought of all the times she’d begged for it, feared it, hated and needed it in equal measure. She uncorked the vial, letting the scent—sharp, clean, edged with loss—rise into the air. Without hesitation, she poured it over the ledgers, soaking the pages until the words blurred and vanished.

Matteo struck a match and handed it to Costella. She knelt, holding the flame just above the soaked paper. For a moment, the wind threatened to snuff it out, but then the fire caught. Pages curled, blackening and shrinking. The serum bubbled and hissed. A blue-green flame rose for an instant, then flickered into gold.

The crowd watched in silence as the knowledge of a generation—its promises and its chains—burned to nothing. Some cried. Some watched in awe. Some, freed at last from the ritual’s grip, turned their faces to the sun and began, in small ways, to hope.

When the ashes cooled, Costella knelt to gather a handful, letting them slip between her fingers. “It’s over,” she said quietly, more to herself than to the others. “We are no one’s prisoners now.”

Elise squeezed her hand. Matteo, beside her, pressed his forehead to Costella’s shoulder, silent gratitude and absolution passing between them.

As the crowd dispersed, Costella wiped her cheeks, shoulders straightening. She looked at Elise and Matteo—no longer as their keeper, but as their equal. “The science was never the answer,” she said. “It’s time for something better. For all of us.”

Elise nodded, feeling the truth in her bones. “We choose what comes next.”

For a long time, the three of them sat together by the ashes. No one spoke of the past, or of what might have been. There was only the present: the wind, the fire, and the promise that whatever they built now, it would be born of freedom, not fear.

The sky was smeared with smoke as Matteo, Elise, and Costella crossed the dunes toward the ruined estate. Loyalists had begged them not to return—not when the Syndicate might still be lurking, not when every shadow might hide another enemy. But something in each of them knew the journey was necessary. You couldn’t choose what came next until you faced what was left behind.

The path to the House was littered with memories. The old orchard where Elise had once laughed as the children played; the stone walkway Costella had swept every morning, a ritual of pride and discipline; the iron gates that had, for a season, made everyone inside feel untouchable. Now, the orchard was blackened stumps, the stones cracked, the gates hanging from twisted hinges. Even the birdsong was gone, replaced by the far-off crackle of flames and the mournful whistle of wind through broken glass.

As they reached the edge of the courtyard, Elise’s steps slowed. The House itself was a shell: walls scorched and gutted, the great doors split wide. Smoke drifted through empty windows. The once-magnificent roof had collapsed in places, exposing the charred beams like broken bones. Matteo’s heart clenched at the sight—the home he had built, the fortress he had promised would stand for generations, reduced to ruin in a single night of violence.

They moved in silence. Costella checked for traps or lurking Syndicate stragglers, her pistol drawn, but the estate was deserted now—emptied by fear and flame. The loyalists who’d survived had already taken what they could carry: a handful of ledgers, some kitchen knives, a battered House banner. The rest had fled into the hills or the city, searching for new allegiances.

In the main hall, the marble floor was covered in soot and shards of crystal. Elise wandered, fingers trailing over the remnants of furniture, the scorch marks where the House insignia had once glowed in gold. She found the old milking chamber—now a black pit, the beds and rigs twisted, the scent of milk replaced by the stench of chemicals and smoke. She paused at the threshold, staring at the wreckage, and for a moment her breath caught in her throat.

Matteo watched her, remembering every time he had entered that chamber: the pride, the awe, the terror that someday it would be used against her will. He walked to her side, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “You don’t have to go in.”

Elise shook her head. “I want to see it. One last time.”

Inside, the destruction was total. The walls were black with soot. The ceremonial table was split down the center, its velvet covering charred. The House records—years of names, yields, punishments, and rewards—were nothing but drifting ash on the floor. Even the old chain, the one Gianna had once worn with pride, lay broken in the corner.

Elise stepped forward and, with a strength she didn’t know she still had, kicked the chain into the firepit. “It’s done,” she said, her voice steady.

Costella moved to the far wall, where the House’s mural—once a mythic tableau of milk, sacrifice, and power—had blistered and peeled, the faces melted and lost. She traced a finger through the ash, leaving a streak of clean stone. “All the stories end, eventually,” she murmured. “Even ours.”

They gathered what they could salvage: a locket belonging to one of the kitchen staff, a battered diary with its last page intact, a torn House banner that Matteo folded with reverence. Elise found her old collar, half-melted but unmistakable, and slipped it into her pocket. “For memory,” she said. “Not for ritual.”

Matteo led them out into the shattered gardens, where a handful of survivors waited—a gardener with burned hands, a guard missing half his coat, a trio of children clutching each other. He addressed them quietly, promising safety, urging them to take what they needed and leave the rest. “There’s nothing for us here anymore,” he said. “We carry our home with us now.”

They made their way back toward the gates, the House shrinking behind them—a haunted palace, a relic, a warning. As they passed the remains of the old carriage house, Matteo paused, sensing movement. Three Syndicate men crouched by a barrel, their faces streaked with ash and fear. They held no weapons, only the broken insignia of their shattered order.

Matteo’s jaw tightened. He could have killed them—once, he would have, without hesitation. But the sight of them, so small and frightened, changed something in him. He lowered his blade. “Go,” he ordered. “There’s no vengeance left here. If you want to live, leave and never come back.”

The men scrambled away, not daring to look back. Matteo watched them disappear into the smoke. Beside him, Costella let out a long breath, and Elise squeezed his hand. “You made the right choice,” she whispered.

They left the House behind, its towers silhouetted against a sky that was clearing at last. The empire was gone. The ghosts would linger, but the living had chosen mercy.

As they returned to the inlet, Elise glanced back one last time. The House was nothing now but memory and ruin—but as she walked, she felt lighter, as if some piece of herself had been left behind with the ashes.

“Are you ready?” Matteo asked, his voice gentle.

Elise nodded, her eyes bright with something new. “Yes. For whatever comes next.”

Together, the three of them walked into the uncertain morning, no longer haunted, no longer legend, but free.

The sun had long since dipped behind the dunes, leaving only a faint blush of violet in the sky and a cooling hush across the inlet. The loyalists gathered around scattered fires on the beach, voices low, their laughter brittle with exhaustion. Matteo, Costella, and Elise lingered at the threshold of the boathouse, removed from the warmth and noise, caught in the hush that always falls when a great act is being considered.

Elise’s body felt impossibly heavy. After everything—abduction, ritual, rescue, the last journey through the House’s ruins—she was not just tired, she was burdened. Her breasts ached with the fullness that had gone unaddressed since the rescue; each step, each movement, brought a reminder of the old protocols, the old needs she’d learned to obey, and the new need, sharper and more intimate, to end that cycle on her own terms.

Inside the boathouse, Matteo had quietly made the space their own. The battered table had been cleared of supplies. Matteo had gathered a soft wool blanket, a battered candle lantern, a few objects with meaning: Elise’s old locket, a strip of the House banner now repurposed as a scarf, a small pot of Costella’s salve. Everything else—ledgers, House insignia, relics of power—was tucked away in a corner, waiting for one last burning. This room was not for the House, or the legend. It was for them.

As dusk faded, Costella finished tending to a pair of wounded loyalists at the campfire and approached the boathouse, closing the door softly behind her. For a moment, the three simply stood together, looking at each other in the flickering candlelight. The air was thick with the silence of decision.

It was Elise who spoke first. She shrugged off her borrowed cloak, folding it neatly over a chair. “I need to finish this,” she said. Her voice was quiet, but the words carried the kind of gravity only earned by survival. “I want to let go of what’s left—of the House, of the old ritual, of the pain. I want my body back. I want to be empty, but this time, because I chose it.”

Matteo nodded, his eyes never leaving hers. “We do it however you want,” he said. His voice was gentle, but beneath it was a promise, ironclad and tender at once. “No ritual. No rules. Only what you ask for.”

Costella reached out and squeezed Elise’s shoulder. “I’ll be here to watch your health, but only as much as you want. We can stop anytime. Nothing needs to be hidden. You can talk, you can cry, you can tell us to leave. We’re yours—if you want us.”

Elise swallowed. A lifetime’s worth of shame and expectation pressed against her heart, but she pushed through it. “I want both of you here. I want to be touched—gently, for care, not for show or ceremony. If I say stop, you stop. I want you to see me, not just my yield.”

“Always,” Costella said. Matteo echoed it in a whisper.

They began preparing the space together—each movement slow, deliberate, intentional. Matteo rolled out the soft blanket by the hearth and lit the lantern, filling the room with a golden warmth. He fetched an armful of clean towels, arranging them within reach, and set a glass of water by the makeshift bedside. Costella took out her medical kit, but left most of it unopened, placing only a pot of herbal balm and a small bowl of warm water nearby. She washed her hands with ritual care, then asked, “Elise, do you want to wash first, or have us help?”

Elise hesitated, then nodded. “I’d like your help.” There was relief in her voice, and a deep, shivering vulnerability.

Costella guided Elise to sit on the edge of the blanket, unbuttoning her shirt with deft, gentle fingers. Matteo knelt and removed Elise’s boots, massaging each foot, not as ritual, but as care. He helped her out of her shirt, folding the fabric and setting it aside, then wrapped Elise in the House banner scarf—a gesture of both remembrance and reclaiming.

Costella soaked a soft cloth in the warm water, then washed Elise’s shoulders, arms, and chest, moving slowly and narrating each step so Elise would not be startled. “I’m just here, cleaning away the past,” she said. “Only what you allow.” Elise closed her eyes, breathing deeply, and let herself be cared for, trusting that she was seen as whole.

When she was clean and warm, Elise leaned back into Matteo’s waiting arms, her hair brushing his cheek. Costella covered her lap with the blanket for warmth and modesty. The two women shared a long, searching look—a wordless understanding passing between them: this was not the old milking, not extraction, not spectacle. This was an ending that belonged only to Elise.

Before they began, Costella knelt at Elise’s side and placed her hands over Elise’s. “Tell us what you want, and we’ll follow. You set the pace. If you want to stop, just say so. If you want us to change, we will.”

Elise nodded, a small smile trembling on her lips. “Thank you. For letting me choose.”

Matteo pressed his lips to her temple, his breath a silent benediction. “You are loved. You are safe. You are free.”

For the first time, Elise believed it.

They sat together in the circle of lamplight—bodies close, hearts open—waiting for the moment when Elise would signal that she was ready. Outside, the loyalists’ laughter and the crashing tide faded to a distant murmur. The air was filled with the scent of salt and candle wax, the feeling of possibility.

It was not a beginning, nor an ending, but a moment suspended: the last milking, about to become a new memory, shaped only by Elise’s will.

A hush settled over the little boathouse, thick with anticipation and something akin to reverence. Elise felt her pulse in her fingertips, in the hollow of her throat, in every part of her that remembered the old rituals—not with longing, but with a strange, aching clarity. This time, everything would be different.

She glanced at Matteo and Costella, both poised and waiting—not as masters or healers, but as witnesses and companions, their roles dictated by her desire, not by protocol or precedent. For the first time, she realized that true consent wasn’t the absence of force but the presence of trust. She could ask for anything. She could ask for nothing. And both would be honored.

“I want to talk first,” Elise said quietly, breaking the silence. “Not about the House. About… what I’m afraid of.”

Costella moved a little closer, legs crossed, hands folded in her lap, her face open and unhurried. “Say whatever you need,” she encouraged.

Elise drew the blanket around her shoulders, grounding herself in its warmth. “When I was in the ritual chamber—when it was all about the numbers and the output—I sometimes forgot I had a body, not just a function. When they took me, it was even worse. I started to believe I was only yield, only pain or pleasure, depending on what someone wanted from me.” She hesitated, voice trembling. “I’m afraid of being emptied again, of losing myself—even when it’s supposed to be for healing.”

Matteo’s hand found hers, his fingers gentle. “You are not yield. Not to me. Not to Costella. Not to anyone.”

Costella echoed, “You are Elise, whole. You’re allowed to want care. To want pleasure. Or to want nothing but rest. We’ll follow your lead.”

Elise took a long, shaky breath. “I want to be touched, but I want it to be slow. I want to feel every part—so I know it’s mine. I want to cry if I need to, and not have anyone rush me. And if I say stop, you stop. I want to finish for me, not for the House or for a record.”

Matteo nodded solemnly. “You set the rhythm. We just listen.”

Costella reached over, tucking a loose strand of hair behind Elise’s ear. “We’ll talk through every step, if you want. Or just be silent and stay close.”

Elise managed a small, grateful laugh. “You can talk. I think I need to remember I’m here, and you’re here with me.”

With the blanket still draped across her lap, Elise slowly let her shoulders slip free. Her breasts were full and heavy, skin taut with the ache of unreleased milk. In the old days, the sight would have been prelude to a ceremony—her body surrounded by whispers, her pleasure or humiliation calculated for maximum yield.

But here, now, she simply existed. No one stared. No one judged. Matteo looked at her with awe, Costella with care. It made her feel seen—not as a prize, but as a person.

Matteo poured a little herbal oil into his palms and rubbed them together, warming it. “Is this okay?” he asked, voice soft.

Elise nodded, and when he reached out, she inhaled deeply at the first touch. His hands moved slowly, deliberately, circling the top of her chest and then tracing down her sternum. Costella placed her hand over Elise’s, anchoring her. With every stroke, they checked in—“Is this good?” “Too much?” “Do you want us to pause?”—and with every answer Elise gave, her confidence grew.

Matteo massaged the ache from her shoulders, careful not to rush toward her breasts, waiting for her cue. Costella wiped away tears as they came, never hushing Elise’s emotions. Each touch, each word, was a thread woven into the fabric of safety, not control.

As the session continued, memory and present sensation blurred in Elise’s mind. She remembered past rituals—cold chrome, gloved hands, the burning need to climax before the machine would allow milk to flow. She remembered the humiliation and helplessness, the sense that her body had been stolen, repurposed for someone else’s glory.

But with every gentle squeeze, every stroke of Matteo’s warm, oiled hands, every soothing whisper from Costella, that old narrative began to unravel. The House was gone. Its rules, its watchers, its hunger for spectacle—none of it could touch her here.

At one point, Elise began to weep—not from pain, but from the unfamiliar release of being cared for without agenda. She sobbed quietly, her body shuddering, and both Matteo and Costella simply held her, one on each side, murmuring love and pride, patience and safety.

The tears passed. Elise wiped her face, a small smile dawning in the wake of her catharsis. “I feel lighter,” she whispered. “Like I can breathe again.”

Matteo smiled, brushing his lips over her hair. “You’re in charge, always.”

Costella pressed a kiss to Elise’s brow. “There is no script but yours.”

As the touch deepened—Matteo’s hands finally moving to cradle her breasts, Costella’s palm anchoring her hip—Elise closed her eyes and let sensation build, not for output, not for ritual, but for the first true pleasure of belonging wholly to herself.

Outside, the loyalists’ fires burned lower, their laughter drifting into the night. Inside, the boathouse was transformed by consent, by trust, by the act of memory rewritten.

And for the first time, Elise believed she could become more than the sum of her pain.

They were past the point of performance, past ritual, past any echo of the old House. Only the lamp’s golden glow and the hush of night pressed in, as if the world had narrowed to the breath and warmth and trembling bodies inside the boathouse. Elise sat upright, propped on cushions, the soft blanket wrapped around her hips. Matteo knelt at her left, Costella at her right, both poised for her next word. For a moment, none of them moved.

Elise looked down at her own body—at the fullness in her chest, at the pale lines of old bruises fading, at the new marks of survival—and let herself feel all of it, every ache, every pulse of discomfort and anticipation. For so long, she’d lived in fear of her body’s needs: the rhythm of ritual, the pressure to produce, the pain of emptiness when the cycle was denied. Tonight, she chose to listen, not to fight. She would move through the pain, not around it.

“Are you ready?” Costella asked quietly, her voice a low hum.

Elise nodded, but more than that—she breathed. Not the shallow, frightened gasps of her captivity, but a long, deep, deliberate breath. She looked at Matteo. “Start slow,” she whispered. “I want to know every part.”

He nodded. Matteo’s hands were warm from the lamp and the bowl of herbal oil. He began at her shoulders, massaging slow, wide circles. His touch was deliberate, checking her body for tension, for fear. Every movement was a question: Is this good? Is this where you want me? Do you want more, or less? Each time Elise nodded, or squeezed his hand, or murmured, “Yes, that’s right,” she felt herself returning—out of the fog, out of memory, into the bright, solid present.

Matteo traced the line of her collarbone, then the outer curve of her breast, careful not to rush. He lingered at the border of sensation, letting anticipation build, never letting the moment slip back into old ritual. Elise’s head tipped back, her eyelids fluttering closed. Costella’s hands soothed her hair, tucking the strands behind Elise’s ears, keeping her grounded.

With every exhale, Elise let go of a little more fear. She let herself feel the way her skin tingled under Matteo’s touch, the way her body ached for release but was no longer ruled by it. There was still pain—a deep, slow throb in her chest—but it felt different now, the promise of healing instead of the threat of punishment.

Matteo’s touch grew bolder, his hands cupping her breasts, supporting their weight. He asked, “This okay?” and when Elise nodded, he began a slow, rhythmic kneading, spreading the warmth of the oil, coaxing her body to relax. Costella offered steady words of encouragement: “You’re safe. You’re in charge. Let yourself have whatever comes.”

The pressure in Elise’s chest increased, a fullness that had haunted her since the first days of ritual milking. For so long, she had been trained to associate this sensation with shame, with the looming threat of not yielding enough, not performing, not being enough. But now, each pulse was a gentle reminder: her body could serve her own healing.

As the massage continued, Matteo changed rhythm—sometimes slow and sweeping, sometimes gentle circles with his thumbs, sometimes a firmer squeeze when Elise requested it. Costella placed a warm hand on Elise’s thigh, anchoring her in the present. Each point of contact—shoulder, arm, breast, thigh—became a map of safety.

Gradually, Elise felt her body shift. The pain in her breasts softened, became a diffuse warmth. She could feel the first hints of milk rising, her body letting go not just of liquid, but of memory, of old fear. She let herself focus on sensation: the warmth, the scent of herbal oil, the strength in Matteo’s hands, the calm in Costella’s voice.

“Breathe with me,” Costella murmured, syncing her breath to Elise’s, leading her through a slow, rhythmic pattern—four counts in, four counts out. With every cycle, Elise felt herself sinking deeper, letting go of tension, feeling the edge of release draw near.

Matteo shifted, leaning in to press a kiss to Elise’s temple, then her cheek, then, with the lightest touch, to the crest of her breast. He spoke, voice thick with emotion, “You’re perfect. You’re loved. You’re free.”

Elise shuddered—not with fear, but with a release of control. She let herself be guided, let herself receive. For a long while, the three remained in this gentle, looping ritual: touch, breath, encouragement, permission. No one rushed. No one demanded. The only rhythm was the one Elise set.

Slowly, her body yielded. She felt a flush, then a tingling warmth as the fullness in her chest finally began to ease. The first trickle of milk surprised her—there was no suction, no machine, only the warmth of hands and trust. Matteo wiped the small drops away with a warm towel, careful and reverent.

As the massage deepened, Costella coached her through the waves of sensation. “If you want to stop, say so. If you need more, ask. If you just need to cry, that’s allowed.”

Elise did cry, a little—tears of grief, of gratitude, of release. She let them fall, unashamed, feeling the salt on her lips as evidence of her own endurance.

Matteo moved from one breast to the other, repeating the gentle massage, coaxing another flow. With each wave, Elise felt herself growing lighter, the ache fading, replaced by a spreading sense of relief. The pain was gone. The need was gone. In its place was a fullness of another kind—acceptance, belonging, peace.

For a moment, the room was suspended in silence. Elise’s breath came in shallow, trembling gasps. She looked up at Matteo, her eyes shining. “Don’t stop,” she whispered. “Please, don’t stop yet.”

Matteo nodded, redoubling his care. His hands moved in tandem with Costella’s voice, each touch a reaffirmation that Elise was not alone, not object, not legend—just herself, alive and deserving of this healing.

At the crescendo, Elise let out a low, keening moan, her body wracked with shudders, not of pain, but of catharsis. Milk flowed in earnest, soaking the towel, leaving her both emptied and utterly spent. She clung to Matteo’s arm, her fingers digging into his skin. Costella stroked her hair, whispering, “You did it. You’re safe. You’re whole.”

The climax of sensation was not sharp or sudden, but a long, rolling tide. Elise felt it rise and crest and break, leaving her awash in a sweet, exhausted calm. Her limbs were heavy. Her skin tingled. She wept—soft, relieved, almost incredulous.

They did not move her until she signaled. When at last she nodded, Costella wiped her skin clean, massaged a little balm over her chest, wrapped her in a fresh blanket. Matteo kissed her forehead, his own eyes bright with tears.

“Thank you,” Elise whispered, voice hoarse but clear. “Thank you for seeing me. For letting me have this as my own.”

Matteo stroked her cheek, his thumb brushing away the last tears. “Always.”

Costella squeezed Elise’s hand. “You’re not emptied, Elise. You’re released. There’s a difference.”

The three of them sat in a silent embrace, hearts pounding, the world outside forgotten. There were no more rules, no more ritual. Only love, and the healing that comes from being witnessed, from being allowed to be vulnerable without fear.

The fire in the corner burned low. Through the window, the moon rose, silvering the water, the world made new.

For the first time, Elise felt the pain of her body replaced by a sense of fullness, not of milk, but of being—whole, claimed, never owned.

Outside, the last loyalists dozed by the embers. The House, the legend, the rituals—all lay behind them, ashes on the tide.

But inside the boathouse, a new story had begun: one where emptiness was not loss, but choice, and where pleasure was a language of freedom.

For a long time after the final waves of sensation subsided, none of them moved.

The air in the boathouse felt different—lighter somehow, quiet in a way that wasn’t hollow but whole. The lamp’s golden glow softened the harsh edges of the room, turning the patched wood and frayed blankets into something warm, almost sacred. The tide outside whispered against the pilings, a steady, rhythmic sound that seemed to echo Elise’s slow, exhausted breathing.

Matteo and Costella remained close—one on each side, forming a quiet, protective shelter around her. They didn’t touch her at first, not wanting to crowd her. Instead, they waited. Elise’s eyes were half-closed, her chest rising and falling with deep, uneven breaths, her face damp with drying tears. She felt emptied in a way she had never known—peaceful, not used; light, not diminished; free, not taken.

Eventually, she blinked, looked between them, and whispered, “I’m here.”

The two words steadied the entire room.

Matteo exhaled shakily, as though he had been holding his breath since the moment the ritual began. Costella reached for Elise’s hand, her touch feather-light. “You did beautifully,” she said. “More than beautifully. You reclaimed something that was stolen from you for so long.”

Elise let her head fall onto Matteo’s shoulder, her voice soft and rough around the edges. “I thought… when I said I wanted to do this… that it would feel like pretending. Like reenacting something broken. But it didn’t. It felt… right. Like the last thread tying me to the House just snapped.”

Matteo brushed his lips against her hair, careful and reverent. “This was yours,” he murmured. “Every breath, every choice. Not theirs.”

Elise nodded weakly. “Yes. Mine.”

Costella rose for a moment, bringing warm water and a cloth. She bathed Elise’s skin with gentle strokes—care without ceremony, nurture without control. Elise relaxed further beneath the touch, the tension in her limbs unfurling like petals in the sun.

“Tell us how you’re feeling,” Costella urged, her voice steady and clinical only where it soothed.

Elise considered the question. She touched her own chest, fingertips brushing where the ache had been. “Empty,” she said. “But… in a way that belongs to me. I’ve never felt that before. It was always someone else’s decision, someone else’s timing. Now it’s mine.”

“Yours,” Matteo repeated, as if committing the word to memory.

They helped Elise shift to a reclined position, propping her up with pillows and wrapping fresh blankets around her. The aches in her muscles and joints were unavoidable—they had always come after letting down—but tonight they felt natural, earned, no longer tied to fear or duty.

Costella stayed close, her eyes sharp but her hands soft. “Your body will be confused for a few days,” she said gently. “There may be residual fullness, tenderness. But this was the right choice. You’ll heal.”

Elise smiled faintly. “I already am.”

Matteo moved a hand to her jaw, turning her face toward him. “I am so proud of you,” he said. “For choosing yourself. For letting us help you on your terms. For surviving. For staying.”

She touched his wrist, her expression softening. “I didn’t stay for the House,” she whispered. “I stayed for you. For both of you.”

Costella inhaled sharply at that, emotion flickering across her usually composed features. She placed a hand on Elise’s knee and squeezed. “And we stayed for you.”

The fire crackled low in the iron stove, filling the room with the earthy scent of woodsmoke. Outside, laughter murmured along the inlet as loyalists shared food and swapped stories of the old days—but the boathouse was an island of quiet, of tenderness, of something being born in the ashes.

Matteo reached behind him and pulled the House insignia from the table—the final relic. A square of polished bronze, engraved with the emblem of yield and dominion. He held it out toward Elise. “Are you ready to say goodbye?”

Her breath caught. She reached for the insignia, fingers tracing the edges. For years, it had defined her existence. Her identity. Her worth. Now, in her hands, it felt small. Heavy, but meaningless.

“Yes,” she said simply.

Matteo carried the insignia to the stove, opening the grate. Elise nodded once—permission, farewell, reclamation—and Matteo placed the metal inside. It didn’t melt, not immediately. But the fire blackened the engraved symbol, corrupted it, erased the sheen. A long, slow hiss filled the boathouse. When it was done, Matteo closed the stove door with a final, decisive click.

“That chapter is closed,” Costella whispered.

Elise sank deeper into the pillows, breathing the truth in. She had not just ended a ritual. She had ended a story—a myth that had nearly consumed her.

Matteo settled beside her, drawing her into the curve of his arm. Costella lay down on Elise’s other side, resting her head near Elise’s shoulder. The three formed a tangle of limbs and warmth, exhaustion knitting them together.

“What happens now?” Elise murmured, drifting toward sleep.

Matteo answered first. “Whatever you want.”

Costella added, “We rebuild something new. Something human.”

Elise’s voice was threadbare. “Somewhere quiet?”

“Somewhere that’s ours,” Matteo promised.

Outside, the waves kept time with her slowing heartbeat. Smoke rose in thin, purifying curls from the stove. Elise closed her eyes, wrapped in their arms, in the scent of lavender oil and woodsmoke and warmth, and let herself drift.

For the first time in her life, she slept without dreaming of chains or chambers.

For the first time, emptiness felt like freedom.

The night after the last ritual stretched on, strange and endless, as if the world itself was holding its breath between endings and beginnings. Elise slept deeply for a few hours, her body finally claiming the rest it had so long been denied, her mind blissfully empty. Matteo and Costella kept vigil, taking turns at the window and the door, listening to the peaceful hush broken only by the occasional mutter of loyalists by the shore and the distant lap of waves.

It was Costella who first noticed something was wrong. She had slipped outside in the cold predawn, the air full of mist and the tang of ash, intending to walk the perimeter and check on the sentries. She found Mirelle at the water’s edge, her arms wrapped around her knees, watching the horizon.

Mirelle turned as Costella approached, her face pale and drawn. “She’s gone,” Mirelle said softly.

Costella felt a chill ripple up her spine. “Gianna?”

Mirelle nodded, voice trembling. “No one saw her leave. We think she took the skiff. Some say they saw her with a pack just before midnight, down by the breakwater. But the fog was so thick… She could be halfway up the coast by now.”

Costella squatted beside Mirelle, gazing into the dark. “Did she say anything to you?”

Mirelle shook her head. “Just that she couldn’t stay. That she didn’t belong here. That if she was meant to survive, she’d find her own way.” She rubbed her eyes with shaking hands. “She said… tell Elise I’m sorry. Tell her I wasn’t strong enough to fight her battles anymore.”

Costella exhaled slowly, searching the dim outline of the inlet for any sign of the missing woman. “Did she take anything?”

“Just what she brought. And her old jacket from the House. She left her blade, though.” Mirelle gestured to a spot near the stones where a slim dagger lay, its handle wrapped in faded House colors.

Costella picked it up, weighing it in her palm. “Did anyone see her go with Syndicate allies?”

“No. We’re sure she was alone. The Syndicate is shattered. No one’s left who would take her in.” Mirelle’s voice was bleak. “She said she was done with empires. I believe her.”

The sun rose behind a curtain of haze, turning the inlet a dull gold. Costella walked slowly back to the boathouse, the weight of Gianna’s absence pressing on her chest. Inside, Elise was already awake, sitting up on her makeshift bed, blanket wrapped tight around her. Matteo was pouring tea, his face tired but open, a soft relief in his eyes now that the worst was past.

Elise looked up as Costella entered. “Something’s happened.”

Costella crouched beside her, passing her the dagger. “Gianna is gone. She left in the night. Alone.”

Elise accepted the blade, running her thumb along the worn hilt, the insignia nearly rubbed away by years of use. “Did she say why?”

Costella hesitated, then relayed Mirelle’s message.

Elise’s breath caught, but her face was calm—sad, yes, but not surprised. “I knew she couldn’t stay,” Elise said. “Gianna never belonged to anyone, not truly. She was only ever loyal to survival.”

Matteo pulled up a chair, sitting opposite Elise and Costella, his brow furrowed. “Should we send someone after her? The coast is dangerous. There are still Syndicate loyalists out there. She could be captured—or worse.”

Elise shook her head, clutching the dagger. “If she wanted help, she would have asked for it. If we chased her, she’d only run further.” She drew a long, steadying breath. “Gianna always chose her own battles. I have to respect that.”

Matteo studied her, seeing the hard-won wisdom in her face. “You aren’t angry?”

“I’m sad,” Elise admitted. “And worried. But not angry. She saved my life more than once. She also hurt me, and others, out of fear or ambition. I can’t forgive her everything—but I can let her go. I think… I think that’s the real end of the empire: when we stop chasing old debts.”

Costella nodded, adding, “If we become hunters, we’re just repeating the past. Letting her go is a new kind of strength.”

For a while, they sat in the soft golden light, the three of them reflecting on Gianna’s absence. Matteo toyed with a lock of Elise’s hair, his thumb brushing the edge of her jaw, grounding her in the present.

Later, word spread through the loyalists’ camp. Some were relieved—Gianna had always been a figure of awe and fear, her discipline legendary, her ruthlessness never quite softened by the House’s collapse. Others mourned her, recalling small acts of unexpected kindness: a coin pressed into a kitchen worker’s palm, a word of encouragement to a frightened child.

Mirelle organized a small vigil by the water’s edge that evening. A handful of House survivors gathered, lighting a floating lantern and setting it adrift on the tide. Elise stood among them, silent, clutching the dagger, her hair loose around her shoulders. Costella read a short blessing for those who wander—half House tradition, half wish for freedom.

Matteo lingered at Elise’s side, his arm curled around her waist. “Do you think she’ll come back?” he asked softly.

Elise watched the lantern bob across the waves, its light growing small. “No,” she said. “Not for a long time. Maybe not ever. But if she does… I hope she finds peace, somewhere out there. We can’t be her home.”

Matteo squeezed her gently, silent in agreement.

That night, the trio gathered again in the boathouse, the fire burning low, their hearts heavy but unburdened. Gianna’s absence was a presence of its own—a gap in the tapestry of their shared story, a reminder that not every tie could be knotted, not every wrong righted.

As Elise cleaned Gianna’s dagger, she found herself thinking less of revenge and more of mercy—not only for Gianna, but for herself. “We did what we could,” she murmured. “That’s all any of us can promise.”

Costella tucked Elise into her blankets, pressing a gentle kiss to her brow. “You let her go, Elise. That’s more courage than most leaders have ever shown.”

Matteo nodded. “And you let yourself go, too. You’re not her jailer, or anyone’s.”

The trio sat in companionable silence as the embers glowed. Outside, the sea swept the lantern away toward the open horizon, where anything was possible.

At dawn, Elise rose early. She carried the dagger to the highest dune, watched the sunrise set fire to the sky, and drove the blade deep into the sand. A marker. Not a grave, not a curse, but a memory—of survival, and letting go.

When she returned to the boathouse, Matteo and Costella were waiting with bread and tea. There was no fanfare, no solemn announcement. Gianna’s fate would remain unfinished—a story for another time. The only oath now was the one Elise made in her heart: to turn her gaze from vengeance and the past, and toward the small, new world she could build with the people she had chosen.

By midday, the loyalists were packing their remaining things. Some would travel up the coast, others would find families in distant towns, a few would remain in the inlet for another night or two, basking in the fragile sense of peace. Elise, Matteo, and Costella spent the day walking the shoreline, watching the waves reclaim their footprints as quickly as they made them.

That evening, as the sun set and the fires burned lower, Costella spoke. “We’re free, you know. Not just from the House, or the rituals. From the need to chase old ghosts.”

Elise smiled, exhaustion and hope mingling in her eyes. “Then let’s leave them behind.”

And as night fell again over the inlet, the trio drew closer, ready to greet whatever came next—not as fugitives, not as legends, not as hunters, but simply as themselves.

The last morning dawned crisp and clear, the sky over the inlet swept clean by salt wind and promise. Smoke from the ruins of the House drifted away, thin and far, only a faint line on the horizon. The fires on the beach had gone out in the night; the loyalists, after days of vigil, were finally packing what little remained into boats and battered carts, ready to scatter to towns, farms, distant cousins, or the open road. The empire was ending not with a battle cry, but with a collective, weary sigh.

Elise stood at the edge of the dunes, barefoot in the dew, Costella’s scarf wrapped around her shoulders, watching as people embraced, wept, and said their careful goodbyes. Some knelt in the sand for one last prayer. Others tossed House tokens—a badge, a ring, a torn scrap of banner—into the sea. Each gesture was different, but the meaning was the same: an old allegiance dissolving, a legend slipping into the past.

Matteo found her as the sun crested the sea, its light casting their shadows long on the sand. He looked older in the morning gold, his eyes rimmed red, but something in his posture—shoulders eased, hands loose at his sides—spoke of a quiet resolution.

He reached for Elise’s hand, linking their fingers, silent for a long time. Together, they watched Costella move among the people, giving gentle instructions, offering a last check for wounds, pressing dried lavender into the hands of the grieving, one small piece of comfort for the road ahead. Costella smiled when she caught their gaze and made her way up the dunes to join them.

“We should do it now,” she said quietly. “Before the day sweeps us all apart. Say our last words. Burn what’s left.”

Matteo nodded. “No ceremony. Just us. It’s all that matters.”

The three of them walked together down to the water’s edge, trailed by a few curious children and the most loyal of the House’s last survivors. Elise carried the bundle of House relics: the charred remains of the insignia, the last torn House banner, a handful of faded ledgers. Costella bore the pouch of spent vials and a scrap of velvet from the old milking chamber. Matteo’s hands were empty, except for a single, battered locket—a keepsake from the only family he had known in the House, now more symbol than anchor.

On the shore, they built a small fire. No one spoke as Elise laid each relic into the flames: the insignia, the banner, the ledgers, one after the other. She watched the smoke rise, not in grief, but with a strange, buoyant relief. There was no triumph, but no regret either. Just the sense of a weight slipping away, of space opening for something new.

Matteo dropped the locket into the flames last. For a moment, gold glinted among the coals. Then it blackened, curling into itself, joining the rest in ash.

Costella scattered the remnants of her medical kit—spent vials, old notes, a single, unused needle—onto the fire, then knelt in the sand. She drew a line with her finger, marking the boundary between past and present.

Elise looked out at the horizon. The sky was wide and clear, the future as open as the tide. “No more empire,” she said quietly. “No more legends. Just us.”

One by one, others came forward to add their tokens to the fire. Mirelle placed the broken blade of a House dagger in the flames. An old cook left a battered spoon. Even a few children, solemn-eyed, tossed pebbles with House sigils painted on them into the surf.

When the fire had burned down to embers, Matteo scooped a handful of ash and let it drift on the wind. Costella rinsed her hands in the cold water, then wiped them dry, the ritual complete.

“Are you ready?” Matteo asked Elise.

She nodded, tears streaking her cheeks but her smile bright. “I am. I really am.”

Costella glanced between them, her own eyes shining. “Where do we go from here?”

“Anywhere,” Elise said. “Everywhere. Somewhere quiet. Somewhere that isn’t built on pain.”

Matteo put an arm around her shoulders, pulling Costella close as well. “We’ll find it. Together.”

The three stood at the edge of the world they had survived, letting the sun warm their faces and the sound of waves fill the silence. There was no speech, no final command. The House was gone. The empire had burned. What remained were three people, alive and free, and a scattering of loyalists who could choose new names, new futures.

They spent the afternoon packing only what they needed—clothes, a little food, Costella’s medical kit (stripped to the essentials), Matteo’s battered cloak, Elise’s locket. They moved through the inlet without hurry, pausing often to watch birds rise from the marsh, to help a child with a tangled bootlace, to hold each other in brief, wordless embraces.

As dusk approached, Elise wandered back to the site of the final fire. She dug her toes into the cooling sand and closed her eyes. For a moment, memories surged—of the House, of rituals both cherished and endured, of faces lost to fire or to fear. She let the grief wash over her, let herself feel all of it: sorrow, relief, gratitude, hope. Then she opened her eyes and saw only the horizon, streaked with color, the world impossibly wide.

She returned to Matteo and Costella, who stood waiting at the path’s edge, ready to lead her away from the ruins. They did not look back. The House, the empire, the legend—they were behind them now, a chapter burned clean by the flames.

Together, they walked north along the coast, hand in hand, no longer exiles or refugees, no longer defined by what had been taken or what had been given. Only survivors, only companions, only free.

As the stars rose, Elise whispered a final blessing over her shoulder, just loud enough for the waves to carry: “Rest, all you lost souls. We remember you. But we will not be ruled by your stories anymore.”

And with that, they stepped out of the past, into a night that held nothing but the future, and each other.


Chapter 20 — Sanctuary

They left the inlet before dawn, moving by silence and necessity. The last of the loyalists saw them off with hugs and farewells, but also with relief: the trio’s survival had become its own story, and now it was time for everyone to live as more than the embers of a ruined House. Matteo, Costella, and Elise stood for a moment on the shore, their bags packed with only what they could carry—clothes, food, a little medicine, and the battered locket that was all Elise kept of her old life. The sea was flat and black, the sky just beginning to grey. It felt like stepping out of one world and into another.

They took the boat north along the coast, steering into the teeth of the wind. Matteo piloted, eyes set on the horizon, jaw tense with the effort of letting go. Elise huddled between Costella and a pile of canvas, watching the coastline unfurl: jagged cliffs, stunted trees, the wild places where no empire had ever reached. She felt both terrified and weightless, every breath a marvel—she was alive, she was free, she was no longer a legend to be protected or used. Costella, sitting beside her, wrapped an arm around Elise’s shoulders and pointed out landmarks with quiet reverence—a ruined watchtower, a cove that had once sheltered smugglers, a lighthouse on a distant headland.

The hours blurred. The boat creaked, gulls wheeled overhead, and sometimes Elise thought she heard laughter from the sea itself—a low, secret sound, like the world was in on a joke she had never been told. Her body still ached in odd ways: a ghost of fullness in her breasts, a tiredness in her bones that was more about survival than exhaustion. She let the wind tangle her hair, let the cold air clear out the remnants of captivity and fear.

At midday they landed on a narrow shingle beach beneath the cliffs, dragging the boat up past the high tide line. The lighthouse rose above them, perched on the very lip of the headland, its stone whitewashed but pitted by years of storms. Broken windows stared out to sea. The iron weather vane creaked, turning in the wind. There was a wildness here—a sense that the world had always been ending and beginning at the same time.

They made the climb together, each step another layer of the old world falling away. Costella took the lead, steady and determined. Matteo followed with the packs. Elise lagged a few paces behind, savoring the pull in her legs, the thud of her heart, the shock of fresh, unguarded air in her lungs. Once, she stumbled on a loose stone, and Matteo turned back in alarm, but she only laughed, a low, surprised sound. “I’m not made of glass,” she called up to him. “Not anymore.”

The path wound through patches of tough grass and wildflowers, the scent of salt and heather sharp in the air. At the top, the lighthouse was smaller than Elise had expected, squat and battered, with an attached keeper’s cottage clinging to its sheltered side. Ivy climbed the walls. The glass of the lantern was cracked in places, but the building stood, unbroken.

They stood for a moment at the door, wind pulling at their hair and clothes. Costella produced a heavy iron key—gifted by one of the old House’s few friends who wanted nothing in return—and fit it into the rusted lock. The door opened with a protesting shriek, and the three stepped inside.

The cottage was cold, but not unfriendly. Dust motes swirled in the slanted light from narrow windows. There were three small rooms: a kitchen, a cramped bedroom, a sitting room crowded with the relics of another life—old books, a lamp, a battered tin trunk. The lighthouse proper was accessible by a winding stair, its walls smelling of stone and salt. Matteo checked the rooms quickly, ensuring there was no one lurking, no sign of intrusion. When he gave the all clear, the mood shifted. A laugh escaped Costella’s lips, startling them all. “We’re home,” she said simply. “Or something like it.”

Elise wandered the rooms in a slow, deliberate circuit, touching everything. She trailed her fingers over the dusty shelf, pressed her palms to the sun-warmed stone of the windowsill, breathed in the sharp tang of old wood and cold sea. In the kitchen, she found a faded plate and a cup with a painted blue rim—trivial things, yet evidence of another’s life, now abandoned and waiting.

She returned to the sitting room and stood, swaying slightly, letting the silence settle into her bones. Matteo came to her, wrapping an arm around her waist. Costella leaned in on her other side, pressing her head to Elise’s shoulder.

“We did it,” Elise said softly, as if not quite believing it herself. “We really did.”

No one argued. There was nothing left to prove. They built a fire in the ancient iron stove, using the driftwood and old logs they found stacked by the door. The warmth crept slowly into the stone, driving away the chill and leaving a faint scent of pine and salt in the air. Matteo fetched water from the pump in the yard; Costella unpacked a loaf of bread, a wedge of cheese, a handful of dried figs. They ate in companionable silence, the kind that exists only among survivors who know each other’s worst truths.

As evening fell, Elise stood by the lighthouse’s ground-floor window, looking out at the darkening sea. The sky was the color of steel, clouds racing. She could see the path they’d climbed, the battered boat beached on the rocks below. Farther out, she imagined the ruined House, the loyalists scattering, Gianna vanishing into legend. For the first time, those thoughts brought no fear—only a low, humming sorrow and relief, as though something inside her was finally at rest.

Later, after Costella and Matteo cleared the table and swept the hearth, Elise wandered the perimeter of the cottage alone. She stepped outside, bare feet in the cool grass, breathing deeply. The world was silent except for the distant, reassuring crash of waves below. The wind tugged at her hair and dress. She stood for a long time with her face turned to the fading light, arms wrapped around her chest, feeling the old, tight places in her body and spirit start to loosen.

Inside, Matteo pulled the faded curtains and unrolled the beds. Costella found a battered kettle and filled it with water, setting it on the stove for tea. They spoke little, moving around each other in an easy, unpracticed rhythm, like people who have shared enough pain to make silence its own comfort.

When Elise came back inside, she was shivering slightly from the wind, her cheeks flushed. Costella met her in the doorway, pressing a hot mug of tea into her hands. “First night in our own place,” she said softly. “No masters, no rules. Just us.”

Elise cradled the mug, letting the heat seep into her bones. She leaned into Costella’s side, letting herself be held. Matteo wrapped them both in his arms, resting his chin atop Elise’s head.

They stood like that for a long moment, three bodies pressed close in the half-lit room, hearts beating in sync. There was grief there, and fatigue, and the first flicker of hope—the knowledge that survival was not the end of the story, only the beginning.

As night fully fell, they climbed the spiral stair to the lighthouse lantern room, bringing their blankets and tea. The wind howled outside, battering the glass, but inside, the three of them lay in a nest of warmth, watching the beacon spin its slow arc across the sea.

Elise traced her fingers along the curve of Matteo’s arm, then reached for Costella’s hand. “We’re safe here,” she whispered. “I can feel it.”

Matteo nodded. “No more running.”

Costella smiled, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “No more House. No more empire. Just us.”

Elise listened to the wind, the sea, the breath of the two people she loved most in the world. She closed her eyes and let herself rest—truly rest—for the first time since the fire, since the empire, since she’d become anything more than a legend.

Outside, the beam of the lighthouse swept across the waves, over and over, a silent promise: you are seen, you are home, you are free.

Their first day in the lighthouse passed in a blur of small tasks and deep, grounding exhaustion. The trio awoke with the dawn, sun splintering through the salt-streaked windows, turning the battered walls and faded quilt into something bright and warm. Elise lay for a long while in the quiet hush of morning, listening to Matteo’s breath slow and steady beside her, Costella’s gentle movements in the kitchen, the sound of gulls crying far below. She felt every ache in her muscles, every twinge of old hurt in her breast and shoulder and hip—and yet, for the first time in months, none of it felt like a threat. Every sensation was proof: she was here. She had survived.

Matteo was the first to stir, stretching beneath the old wool blanket, his hair tangled and eyes rimmed with fatigue and relief. He greeted Elise with a kiss on the forehead—gentle, unscripted, not an obligation but a gift. “Morning, love,” he murmured, voice rough with sleep. “How do you feel?”

Elise took a moment to answer honestly. “Like myself. And like a stranger. But good. Really good.”

Costella appeared in the doorway with a chipped mug of tea, her own hair wild, her face relaxed in a way Elise had almost forgotten was possible. “Hot water’s on. There’s bread if we’re lucky, and eggs if the old hen next door hasn’t dropped dead yet.”

They laughed, not the tense laughter of survivors sharing gallows humor, but something new—lighter, freer, almost shy. They dressed in clothes still carrying the scent of salt and sun, and set about the day together, no plan but to make this broken place their own.

They opened windows to air out the stuffy rooms, letting brine and wildflower blow through the space. Costella rummaged through the cottage’s trunk and found a handful of old linens, faded but clean, and set about making the beds. Matteo cleared cobwebs from the rafters and swept the stone floors. Elise opened every door and window, not out of duty, but from a childlike desire to see, to touch, to claim every inch of space. She trailed her fingers over the peeling paint and ran her hand along the cool stone of the kitchen counter. She found a packet of dried lavender tucked into a drawer, and pressed it to her face, breathing in memory and promise at once.

At midday, Costella and Matteo took an inventory of supplies. The old pantry had enough for a week: oats, beans, two jars of honey, a tin of tea. There was a battered kettle, a few plates and mugs, an ancient skillet. Costella busied herself in the little patch of garden out back, plucking wild herbs and turning the soil with her bare hands. Matteo fished along the rocky cove, returning with a single small mackerel, grinning sheepishly at the others. “We may not feast tonight,” he said, “but we won’t go hungry, either.”

Elise made the beds, careful with every fold and corner, arranging her small bundle of things on the sill: the old locket, a page torn from Costella’s medical notes with her name scrawled in the margin, a pebble she had carried from the beach at the inlet. She took off her boots and let her feet rest against the sun-warmed boards, savoring the rough texture and the faint echo of the sea.

After lunch—eggs scrambled with wild onion, a slice of bread each, and tea made strong enough to stand a spoon in—the three of them sat in the lantern room and watched the wind chase clouds across the sky. Elise lay with her head in Matteo’s lap, Costella sprawled at her feet, all of them content in the hush. They spoke of nothing serious—no plans, no wounds, no future but the next meal and the way the gulls swooped through the light.

In the afternoon, Costella patched a loose tile on the hearth while Matteo repaired a broken chair. Elise explored the lighthouse tower, climbing the spiral stairs slowly, touching the cold iron rail, letting the echo of her footsteps reassure her. She reached the lantern room and stood for a long time, looking out across the endless, gray-blue sea. She saw the ribbon of path they had climbed, the boat nestled in the cove, the empty world beyond.

It struck her, then, with the clarity of sunlight after rain: the difference between safety and mere survival. Here, she could walk barefoot, sing if she wished, eat or sleep or read with no eyes upon her. No one demanded yield or discipline. Every small act—changing a pillowcase, pouring tea, winding the clock in the kitchen—became a way to declare: I am alive. I am here. I am more than legend, more than victim. I am Elise.

She carried this realization back down the stairs, humming to herself. In the kitchen, Costella greeted her with a soft smile, her hands dusted with flour. “There you are. I was about to send out a search party.”

Elise grinned. “Just claiming my tower. I think I could get used to this place.”

They spent the evening together, washing in warm water from the kettle, sharing the mackerel and a little bread, drinking the last of the tea. Costella mended a tear in Matteo’s sleeve, her hands as deft with needle as with scalpel. Elise watched the two of them, feeling a sense of belonging so fierce and unfamiliar it nearly made her weep.

When darkness fell, they lit a single candle in the window for luck and climbed into the big bed together—no longer for warmth alone, but for comfort, for affirmation. Matteo curled himself around Elise, his breath warm against her neck. Costella nestled in behind, her arm thrown over Elise’s hip. The three of them breathed together, hearts settling into a shared rhythm, the world outside shrinking to the size of a single room.

Elise lay awake for a while, watching the patterns of candlelight flicker on the ceiling. She listened to the sea and the wind, to Costella’s soft snore, to Matteo’s slow, even heartbeat. She felt the ache in her body, the memory of pain and ritual, but she did not flinch from it. Here, every bruise, every scar, every mark was a testament to survival.

Before sleep finally claimed her, Elise whispered into the dark: “Thank you.” She wasn’t sure who she meant—the world, the wind, the people who had brought her here—but the words felt right. She let them carry her into rest, her first true sleep as simply herself.

Elise awoke before dawn, the cottage still shrouded in blue-gray hush, the world outside not yet separated from dreams. Matteo and Costella slept on, limbs tangled with hers in the great old bed, their breathing slow and deep. She lay between them a long moment, savoring the warmth—the newness of not needing to guard her sleep. For the first time, no nightmares roused her. She remembered only a sense of weightless floating, as if the sea itself had held her all night.

She slipped free without waking them, padded on bare feet to the tiny kitchen, and filled her lungs with the scent of baking bread and old wood. The lighthouse was full of gentle shadows, the last embers in the hearth sighing beneath their blanket of ash. Elise drew on a sweater and skirt and, after a moment’s thought, left a scribbled note—“Gone for a walk, don’t worry”—on the kitchen table, just in case the old anxiety in her companions had not quite faded.

Outside, the air was cold and sharp. A haze of mist clung to the grass, turning each blade to crystal. Elise paused on the stone step, closed her eyes, and listened: to gulls wheeling above, the distant surf, the hush of wind over the empty headland. The world felt impossibly wide. For a moment, she was overcome by the simplest, fiercest gratitude—she was here, she could walk out the door alone, no lock or lookout, no need to justify her absence or her desires.

She set out along the clifftop path, boots crunching over frost. Every step stretched her body, her lungs, her mind. She felt the ache of old wounds, the echo of pain in her breasts and hips, but each twinge was a promise: you survived, you are healing, you are real. The grass was slick underfoot, the wind tugged her hair wild, and for the first half-mile she simply walked and breathed, saying nothing even to herself.

The cliffs rolled on, opening new vistas with every curve of the path. Below, the sea hurled itself at black rocks, sending up fountains of spray. Farther out, a single fishing boat drifted in the mist, a tiny answer to the horizon’s endless question. Elise let her gaze follow the waves until her eyes blurred and the chill crept into her bones, driving her onward.

She scrambled over a tumbled stone wall, finding her way onto a little rise where the wind was sharp and the view unbroken. She stood there a long while, arms wrapped around herself, letting old memories surface and fade.

She thought of the House: the way she had once been afraid to walk alone, the careful watch kept over her every movement, the times even her footsteps had been counted. She remembered the ritual walks—the processions, the performances, the stage-managed “freedom” of being led from chamber to garden and back again. The sensation now was entirely different: her muscles were her own, her direction chosen not for display, but for curiosity, for pleasure.

She picked a handful of wildflowers, examining their delicate faces—blue, purple, the color of morning bruise and promise. For a moment, her hands trembled with the intensity of choice. She could go anywhere. She could run, she could sit, she could even lie down and sleep under the open sky if she wished. No one would come for her unless she called.

As the sun rose, painting the sea with molten gold, Elise sat on a patch of grass overlooking a cove where gulls fed and waves broke in slow, shining lines. She dug her toes into the earth, feeling the cool, gritty texture. She watched a hare dart between rocks. The chill in the air began to lift.

She let her mind drift. She spoke aloud, voice hoarse but steady. “You did it,” she told herself. “You got out. You made it.” She laughed—a small, surprised sound—and wiped away sudden tears, letting them fall without shame. “You’re not a legend. You’re just alive.”

She sat a long while, watching the world wake. A flock of starlings flashed overhead. Down in the cove, the sea pulled back and advanced, over and over, never the same shape twice.

When Elise finally rose, her legs were stiff but strong. She walked farther, wandering a sheep trail that wound through gorse and heather, climbing to the lighthouse’s highest outcrop. There, she stopped to catch her breath, hands on her hips, hair wild in the wind.

At the summit, the whole world opened. The sea glimmered to infinity. Behind her, the lighthouse stood sentinel, battered but standing, the cottage a white speck against green. Elise let the view fill her. She closed her eyes and stretched her arms wide, tipping her face to the sun.

A sudden joy swept through her—not triumph, not relief, but a quiet, radical contentment. She was sore, hungry, and unwashed. She was also whole. She felt the fullness in her body—not the ache of yield, but the simple, animal delight of being here, able to feel anything at all.

She whispered into the wind, “This is mine. This is mine.”

The walk back was unhurried. She let herself slow, tasting the air, the salt, the scent of blooming gorse and peat. She stopped to watch a snail crossing a stone, marveled at the clever weave of a spider’s web between two bent reeds. Everything ordinary was charged with newness.

Approaching the lighthouse, she spotted Matteo sitting on the steps, head bent over a mug of tea, Costella standing beside him, arms crossed and face turned toward the sun. They waved as she approached, relief and welcome written in every line of their bodies.

“Missed you,” Matteo called, rising to meet her.

Elise laughed, caught suddenly in a wave of affection. “I was just over the next hill. Hardly vanished.”

Costella pressed her hand to Elise’s cheek, searching her eyes. “You’re well?”

“I’m more than well,” Elise said. “I feel like myself. Or someone I want to know.”

They all went inside, sharing the warmth of the kitchen and the bread Costella had just pulled from the oven. As they ate, Elise described her walk—the cliffs, the cove, the sun, the animals. Matteo listened with quiet awe, watching her hands move as she spoke, the light in her eyes.

After breakfast, Elise wandered through the cottage, touching things again as if they were newly hers. She found a comb and sat on the bed while Costella brushed her hair, the strokes gentle, rhythmic, a different kind of ritual—one chosen, not imposed.

Later, as sunlight poured through the windows, Elise sat with Matteo by the fire, her legs stretched over his lap, her head on his shoulder. He stroked her shin in lazy circles, content to simply be. Costella read in the corner, a mug of tea steaming in her hands.

When afternoon came, Elise took a moment to herself in the bedroom, lying on her back, one hand pressed to her chest. She felt the fullness there, a new sensation—not the old ache, but something hopeful. Her body was still changing. She could feel it: her milk would come again, but on her own terms.

In that moment, she promised herself—out loud, in the privacy of the sunlit room—that she would never again give herself away out of fear. Her pleasure, her yield, her body, her story: all hers, always.

She returned to the others with flowers in her hair and the last remnants of pain slipping away. They met her at the door, arms open, hearts willing.

As dusk fell, Elise walked the perimeter one last time, watching the lighthouse’s slow, patient beam sweep the wild sea. The world was wide, the night was gentle, and her body was entirely her own.

For the first time, the freedom she had dreamed of was not a prize, but a lived reality—wrought from pain, and chosen in joy.

Night had deepened into an almost tangible velvet as Elise and Matteo climbed the narrow spiral staircase to the lighthouse bedroom. Each footfall echoed softly against stone, a steady rhythm that seemed to guide their hearts from the world of dusk into a private realm that belonged only to them. The wind outside buffeted the walls, sending curious drafts through cracks in the windowpanes, but inside, the hush was complete—broken only by their breathing and the faint, steady pulse of longing between them.

Elise paused at the top of the stairs, backlit by the pale lantern glow. She wore only the simplest of linen slips, damp in places with the day’s salt air. Her hair tumbled in loose waves down her back, catching the light like molten bronze. Matteo reached for her, but she held up a hand—a gentle, unhurried invitation to come closer, but clipped with command. “Wait,” she whispered, voice low and certain. “Let me decide.”

He swallowed, yearning in his eyes, and simply waited. The moment stretched—rich with anticipation—until Elise stepped forward, the soft scrape of her bare feet on stone a private lullaby. She turned to face him, eyes bright in the dimness, and reached up to trace the line of his jaw with a single fingertip. His breath caught, a quiver of need and gratitude.

Without haste, Elise peeled off the slip, every movement deliberate and proud. First one shoulder, then the other—her slip sliding down her arms to the floor, pooling at her feet. She stood straight, chest forward, every inch of her illuminated by the flamelight: the pale slope of her collarbones; the full, rounded swell of her breasts, nipples small buds of promise; the gentle curve of her waist; the soft hollow at her navel; the slight dip of her hips. She turned slowly in a half-circle so Matteo could drink in her form, his eyes roaming reverently.

Matteo felt his pulse hammer in his throat. He let his own clothes fall away just as slowly: shirt, trousers, boots—each garment released with a tenderness that felt like worship. When he stood naked before her, Elise reached out and let her hands map his muscles—warm and yielding beneath her palms. She pressed her cheek to his chest, feeling his heart pulse beneath her ear. “I am so glad you’re here,” she murmured.

He kissed her forehead, then her hair, then the nape of her neck, trailing warm breath across her skin. “You’re more beautiful than I ever dared to imagine,” he whispered.

They moved toward the bed—linen soft and cool—linking hands, slipping between sheets that smelled faintly of lavender and salt. Matteo settled her on her back, his fingers splaying across her ribcage, drawing her close, as if he could meld his warmth into her body. Elise wrapped her legs around him, toes brushing the back of his thighs.

His mouth stole kisses across her collarbones, each one a silent promise: “I’m here.” His hands glided over her sides, under her arms, slow and worshipful. When he finally enfolded one breast in his palm, his thumb brushing and circling the tender areola, Elise gasped, arching into his touch. The sensation was electric: the press of his hand, the slick trail of oil, the heat of his palm, the knowledge that this was hers, given freely.

He kissed her, full lips claiming hers in a slow, open-mouthed embrace. Tongues met in a suppleness that spoke of trust and hunger both. Elise’s hands roamed his back, finding every curve, every ridge of muscle to hold. The heat of their shared breath fogged the air between them.

Matteo broke the kiss to whisper, “Are you sure?” His voice was a tremor against her skin.

Elise opened her eyes, lightning in her gaze. “I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

He resumed, hands and lips moving together. His mouth curved around her breast, suckling gently, while one hand cradled the other, kneading the fullness there. Elise’s breath hitched; she clutched his hair, encouraging him, guiding him to the places she needed most. He responded by fanning his fingers wider, kneading deeper, coaxing warmth to flow, coaxing every nerve awake.

She tangled her fingers in his hair, tugging gently, urging him higher, deeper, until he trailed kisses down her chest, across her stomach, leaving a path of heat in his wake. Elise’s hips lifted to meet him, pressing the smooth skin of her belly against his mouth. He paused, looking up at her with awe, before leaning in again, taking her navel between his lips, letting his tongue swirl around the hollow.

At that, something taut within Elise snapped. A cry escaped her throat, a wordless sound of need and release, as pleasure bloomed in her lower core. She arched her back, hips rocking, as Matteo’s mouth worshipped her. He lapped at the tender skin, coaxed her toward release with the same tenderness he’d given every other part of her.

Elise’s body quivered. She wrapped her legs tighter around his waist, pinning him there, her arms aching to hold him close. “Yes… yes…” she moaned, voice thick as summer heat.

He slipped a hand between her thighs, firm yet gentle, seeking the damp warmth there. Elise gasped, her head dropping back. The oval of moonlight on the ceiling wavered, and for a moment, it felt as if the world itself shuddered in time with her breath.

“Tell me,” Matteo murmured, fingers brushing delicate places, “what you want.”

She pulled at his hair, guiding his hand in slow circles, teaching him her body’s new language. “Harder… slower… make me forget who I was.”

He obeyed, pressing in deeper, slowing his strokes until each movement drew out a sweet ache that pooled in her belly and poured through her limbs. Elise’s eyes closed, tears of sensation brimming at the corners. She clung to him, ridiculously grateful for every part of him that touched her.

Matteo paused his hand and instead surged up to capture her lips again, the urgency of their kiss matching the fire in Elise’s veins. Their bodies pressed in full-contact warmth. He slid inside her, not with the measured restraint of rescue or ritual, but with the fierce abandon of two people finally free to love without guard. Elise gasped, arms tightening around his neck, welcoming him fully, and in that instant they became one motion—thrust, retreat, join—every pulse an affirmation of life and agency.

They moved together in the tangled sheets, lost to gravity and to each other. Matteo’s hands roamed from her hips to her thighs to her back, learning her curves, mapping her pleasure. Elise answered each thrust with a grateful arch, her body humming with the pure, unbidden joy of belonging entirely to herself and to him. Neither held back, neither rushed. They found a slow, insistent rhythm—a mutual pace that rose and fell, a tide of motion and pause.

Elise felt tears slip down her cheeks as pleasure coiled in her core and then unfurled in wild blossoms. She cried out Matteo’s name, her voice strong and unashamed. He met her ecstasy with his own, every muscle trembling, every breath ragged, until finally they shattered together in a moment that felt endless: a culmination of fear, pain, healing, love, freedom.

For a long time they lay there, bodies nestled, hearts drumming in tandem. Elise’s cheek rested on Matteo’s chest, listening to the slow, steady sound. His arms held her close, each hand stroking her hair and back in soothing circles. The hush of wind and crashing sea seeped through the walls, a lullaby for the newly free.

Matteo pressed a kiss to her temple, then to her brow, then to her shoulder, placing soft, lingering kisses over every tremor that remained. “I love you,” he whispered again, as if it bore repeating. “I love you so much.”

Elise lifted her head, looking into his eyes—clear, honest, unwavering. “I love you,” she replied. “Thank you for loving me, all of me.”

He paused, eyes soft with wonder. “All of you.”

They rose together, and Matteo gathered a warm cloth from the basin by the door. He washed her skin with gentle strokes, patting her dry, blessing every inch with his care. Elise watched his reflections in the mirror—the way his eyes softened when he saw her, the reverence in his touch. She felt, for the first time, truly cherished in her skin.

When they dressed again, slowly and lovingly, neither feeling shame nor hurry, they returned to the main room and found Costella awake, a single candle flickering beside her chair. She looked up, saw the two of them radiant and spent, and smiled the quiet, knowing smile of someone who had witnessed miracles before.

Elise sat beside her and placed her damp hair over Costella’s lap. Costella stroked it, her fingers weaving through the dark curls. “Welcome back,” Costella said softly.

Elise closed her eyes, letting the comfort seep in. “I am back,” she sighed.

Matteo joined them, wrapping an arm around each of them, forming a circle of warmth and connection. “We are home,” he said.

Outside, the lighthouse beam swept across the black sea, a silent assurance that they were seen, that they belonged, that they were free.

Elise awoke to a world that felt changed. The first fingers of sunlight reached through the small window, spilling gold onto tangled sheets, dust motes drifting in lazy, holy spirals. Matteo slept beside her, his arm heavy over her waist, the lines of his body softened by the quiet joy of spent desire. The storm of the night before had given way to stillness—her own body limp, deliciously sore, warm and strangely weightless, as if her bones had finally remembered the shape of peace.

She took a slow breath and rolled onto her side, studying Matteo’s sleeping face. His lashes rested against his cheeks; his lips were slightly parted, a trace of a smile curving there even in dreams. Elise brushed a lock of hair from his brow, letting her fingers linger. Here, he was not the ruthless heir, not the master of legend, but only the man she loved—open, vulnerable, whole.

For a long time she lay beside him, feeling the echo of their intimacy. The ache between her thighs was a gift. The faint stickiness on her chest—her milk, spilled in passion—was not a humiliation, but a promise. For the first time, her body’s rhythms belonged only to her.

Eventually, Elise slipped from the bed, careful not to wake Matteo. She pulled on a robe, cinching it around her waist, and padded barefoot into the kitchen. The cold flagstones shocked her awake. Costella was already there, grinding herbs at the battered wooden table. She looked up, her expression softening into a smile when she saw Elise’s hair wild and her cheeks flushed with happiness.

“Morning,” Costella greeted, voice gentle, a knowing glimmer in her eyes.

Elise grinned, unable to hide her happiness. “Morning.”

Costella nodded at the kettle, already steaming. “Tea?”

Elise nodded and sat at the table, folding her hands in her lap. For a moment, they shared the hush, the quiet hum of the lighthouse—a world away from the old House, from the watchful eyes and clipped rituals. Here, every movement was slow, unhurried. Costella poured tea, sliding a mug across the table. Elise sipped, savoring the bitterness, the warmth blooming in her chest.

A silence settled, companionable and easy. Then Costella glanced at her, tone shifting to something more clinical, but still warm. “You look… different today. How do you feel?”

Elise hesitated, pressing a hand to her chest. “Full,” she admitted. “But not heavy. My milk… it’s different, somehow. Thicker, maybe. It doesn’t ache. It just… is.”

Costella’s curiosity flickered, but she asked nothing more—just a simple, “May I?”

Elise nodded, trusting. Costella reached across the table, laying gentle fingers over Elise’s robe. “You’re warmer. Color’s good. Your eyes are clearer.” She offered a small, proud smile. “You look healthy. You look alive.”

Elise exhaled, some old fear melting. “I feel alive. For the first time, I want this—my body, my pleasure, everything. And I want to share it, but only if I choose. No more rituals, no more legend. Just this.”

Costella’s eyes glistened. “That’s all I’ve ever hoped for you.”

They heard footsteps on the stairs. Matteo entered, hair mussed, lips swollen from sleep and love. He smiled at both women, his gaze lingering on Elise. “Good morning, beautiful.”

She reached for him, letting him pull her close, his hand splayed over her back, grounding her. “You’re real,” she whispered, half in wonder. “This is real.”

Matteo pressed a kiss to her temple. “All of it.”

They spent the morning together, carving out new rituals from the ordinary. Elise and Costella stripped the bed and carried the linens into the yard, pinning them to the line where the wind could scour them clean. Matteo fetched water and gathered herbs, then stood behind Elise as she washed the breakfast dishes, his hands at her waist, his lips at her neck, murmuring little nonsense phrases that made her giggle.

After the chores, Elise sat with Costella at the old wooden table. Costella, ever the healer, watched her with a careful eye, jotting notes in her journal—no longer secrets, but records for the sake of understanding, of honoring transformation. “You’ll want to express milk at some point,” she said gently. “But only if it’s your wish. I can help, or Matteo can, or you can do it alone. There’s no right or wrong here.”

Elise nodded, feeling no shame, only curiosity. “I think… I’d like you both with me. Not as witnesses, but as companions. This is part of me now, not all of me. I want to choose how to share it.”

Costella smiled, pride and affection mixing in her features. “Then that’s what we’ll do.”

They moved to the warmest spot in the cottage—by the fire, sun spilling through the window. Elise shrugged off her robe, baring her chest without fear. Matteo knelt behind her, his arms a fortress around her body. Costella sat across from them, gentle and focused, her presence a soothing balm.

Elise cupped her own breasts, marveling at their new fullness. She felt no urgency, only a bright, living tenderness. Matteo’s hands slid over her arms, his lips pressed to her shoulder, his voice soft in her ear. “Tell us what you need.”

Elise began, slow and deliberate, massaging her breasts, coaxing milk to the surface. The warmth of her hands, the intimacy of the act, was oddly arousing and deeply comforting. Costella encouraged her with gentle murmurs, and Matteo’s hands anchored her, grounding her in the present.

When the milk began to flow, Elise felt a shiver of pride. She collected it in a clean bowl, watching the creaminess, the color, the richness—different from before. It was hers, and hers alone. When the pressure faded, she leaned back against Matteo, letting him kiss her hair.

Costella jotted a note in her book. “Remarkable,” she said softly. “I’ve never seen anything like it. You’re healthy. Your milk is… it’s not just yield. It’s you.”

Elise laughed, joy flooding her chest. “It’s all me now. No more giving because I must—only because I want.”

They dressed together, a flurry of hands and laughter. The rest of the day passed in a rhythm of new habits: washing hair in the sun-warmed basin, baking bread, reading aloud from an old novel, curled together in the nook. They worked side by side, sharing chores, the old lines of power erased by affection and mutual care.

As afternoon turned to evening, Elise found herself standing at the window, watching the tide roll in. Matteo joined her, his arm draping around her shoulders. “You look different,” he said, a note of wonder in his voice. “Lighter. Stronger.”

Elise turned, pressing a kiss to his lips. “I am. Because I choose this. Because I choose you.”

He cupped her face, holding her gaze. “And I choose you. Forever.”

Costella joined them, wrapping them both in a hug. “And I choose both of you,” she declared. They laughed, the sound filling the cottage with a new kind of music—one made of hope and home.

As dusk settled, the three of them made supper, moving in easy harmony. There was no leader, no legend, only family—chosen, cherished, remade by love.

Afterward, they sat in the lantern room, watching the light sweep across the endless sea. Elise leaned her head on Matteo’s shoulder; Costella braided wildflowers into Elise’s hair. They talked of dreams, of possible futures—of helping others, perhaps, but never at the expense of their sanctuary. “No more empire,” Elise said. “No more being owned.”

Matteo and Costella echoed her, sealing the promise.

As the stars blinked into existence, Costella closed her notebook with a gentle finality. “Whatever happens,” she said, “this is ours.”

Elise nodded, contentment filling her to the brim. “Ours,” she agreed.

They sat in the hush of the lighthouse, hearts entwined, their bodies and stories no longer defined by pain, but by choice. The new ritual was simple: care, laughter, love, the promise of tomorrow.

When they finally went to bed, curled together in the circle of blankets, Elise knew with utter certainty that she was free—not because the world had given her freedom, but because she had claimed it for herself.

Outside, the beam of the lighthouse swept across the water, a signal to anyone lost or wandering: Here, in this place, you are safe. Here, you can begin again.

Dusk painted the lighthouse and its little cottage with gold, then with indigo, then with the luminous silver of approaching night. Elise, Matteo, and Costella lingered at the highest window, sharing the last slice of bread and a pot of tea, the lamp on the table casting their faces in gentle halos. Outside, the sea was glassy and endless; the wind hummed through cracks in the window frame, carrying the calls of distant birds.

There was no ceremony to this night. Their movements were slow, deliberate—the result of a day spent in quiet work and quiet joy, the easy exhaustion of people who knew, for the first time, that nothing was chasing them anymore. The House, the old rituals, the threat of empire—these things had burned away in the light of their choosing. Here, in the lighthouse, the world had shrunk to something intimate and boundless at once.

Elise curled into the window seat, tucking her knees to her chest, arms wrapped around herself in comfort. Costella sprawled beside her, her head resting in Elise’s lap, a strand of wildflowers still woven into her hair. Matteo lounged at their feet, long legs stretched out, the lines of his face softened by dusk.

For a while, they simply watched the sea, listening to the quiet. Every so often, the beam of the lighthouse swept the dark, a silent sentinel marking time.

Matteo broke the silence first. “It feels different now, doesn’t it?” His voice was low, a smile in it. “Like even the past has grown quiet.”

Costella nodded, humming her agreement. “The world is small enough to hold in your hands, and big enough to disappear into. That’s how it should be.”

Elise watched the light arc across the horizon, her heart calm in a way she’d never thought possible. “When I walked the cliffs this morning, I didn’t feel like a legend. Or a prisoner. I felt…” She searched for the word. “Possible.”

Matteo reached for her hand, twining their fingers. “What do you want to be possible now?”

Elise met his gaze, then Costella’s, her voice soft but steady. “Everything. Rest. Joy. Days with nothing but tea and books. Maybe helping others, if we choose. But never because we must. I want to live for us, not for a story.”

Costella sat up, her eyes warm. “You’ll have it. We’ll protect this place together. No one will take it from us—not ever.”

Matteo shifted so he could face them both. “If you ever want to leave, we’ll go. If you ever want to open our doors, we will. If you want to stay and let the world pass by, I’ll make you breakfast every morning until you beg me to stop.” He grinned, and they all laughed, the sound rich and full.

The last embers in the stove flickered. Outside, the wind gathered strength, rattling the old panes. Elise stretched, letting her hair tumble over her shoulders. “I think I’d like to watch the sea until I can’t keep my eyes open. I want to remember what it’s like to feel safe enough to fall asleep without fear.”

Costella squeezed her hand. “Then that’s what we’ll do.”

The three moved through the rest of the evening in easy communion: clearing away dishes, winding up the old clock, tucking blankets around the bed, and, finally, making a nest of pillows and quilts in the lantern room. There was no need for ritual—only the gentle insistence of comfort.

Matteo built a small fire in the old brazier. Costella brewed chamomile tea and massaged Elise’s shoulders, her touch familiar and kind. Elise braided Costella’s hair, laughing at her protests, Matteo humming an old tune as he wiped the last crumbs from the table.

When darkness was complete and only the beam of the lighthouse touched the waves, Costella took out her notebook—a battered thing, pages crammed with careful writing—and opened it for the last time.

“I want to record this,” she said, her voice bright with hope. “Not for the House, or for the world, but for us. So we remember what it’s like to choose.”

She wrote:

This morning, Elise woke strong, her body remade in healing and pleasure. Her milk is changed—richer, not just in color and texture, but in what it means. She is not a vessel for legend or yield. She is herself. And we, all of us, are better for it.

There will be no more reports. No more protocols. Only love and the daily rituals we invent for ourselves.

She closed the book, laying it gently on the sill. Elise blinked back tears—these, too, were not of grief, but of completion.

They stood, arm in arm, watching the slow swing of light. Matteo pressed a kiss to Elise’s forehead, then to Costella’s. “We made it,” he murmured. “Not just out, but home.”

Costella wrapped her arms around them both, her voice muffled in Elise’s hair. “I never thought we’d get here. Not really.”

Elise smiled, exhaustion sweet in her veins. “We’re here. And I’m not going anywhere unless you’re both with me.”

Later, as the fire died down and sleep threatened, Elise found herself standing alone at the highest window. The world outside was all black and silver, the sea a sweep of mystery and invitation. She pressed her palm to the cold glass, breathing in the salt air, the faint tang of ash still lingering from the past.

She closed her eyes and let herself remember—every bruise, every ritual, every longing gaze into the dark, hoping for rescue. She remembered Gianna’s smile, Costella’s steadfast care, Matteo’s unwavering hand. She remembered the empire, and how she had outlived it.

When she opened her eyes again, she saw only the waves and the stars.

Matteo came to her side, wrapping her in his arms, and Costella curled up against them both. “We’ll build a life here,” he promised. “No one will write our story for us again.”

Elise leaned into him, letting Costella’s steady presence anchor her. “Tomorrow, we’ll gather shells on the beach. We’ll eat bread we bake ourselves. Maybe I’ll walk farther along the cliffs. Maybe we’ll just stay in bed.”

Costella snorted, making them all laugh. “Maybe I’ll finally teach Matteo to knit.”

“Please don’t,” Matteo groaned, feigning dread.

The three of them watched the sea until their eyes drooped and their laughter gave way to quiet sighs. Elise let herself doze in their arms, the lighthouse beam sweeping overhead, the hush of the world closing in around them like a blessing.

In the depths of night, as the tide shifted and the wind sang, Elise dreamed not of chains or fire, but of wide water, a sky full of stars, and the simple, shining certainty that she would never again be anything but free.

When dawn arrived, pink and full of promise, the three of them stood at the window, hands clasped. The future was not written, but for the first time, that was a gift, not a threat.

Together, in the lighthouse’s high, sunlit room, they whispered their vow:

“We choose each other. We choose this life. We choose tomorrow.”

And outside, the world turned quietly onward, the waves sweeping the shore, the lighthouse shining—a sanctuary not of legend or empire, but of hope.


Epilogue — Exile

Dawn crept into the cottage with soft fingers, sliding through the threadbare curtains and laying gold stripes on the wooden floor. The lighthouse stood silent just beyond the window—its lens extinguished, the glass glittering in the pale light. The world outside was washed with mist, the sea quiet, its usual roar replaced by the hush of slow, rolling waves and the distant clatter of gulls.

Elise lay awake in bed, staring at the low ceiling, listening to the peace that filled every corner of the room. She could hear Matteo in the kitchen, humming tunelessly as he ground coffee. The rhythm of the hand-crank, the scrape of beans, the low kettle on the old stove—all these sounds spoke of safety, of routine, of a life stripped down to the bones and rebuilt by gentle hands.

She turned on her side, stretching out beneath the faded quilt. The aches in her body were different now—less pain than a satisfying soreness, the echo of effort and love and the work of healing. She pressed her hand to her chest, feeling the familiar fullness there, but it was not the burden it had once been. It was almost a comfort—a reminder of who she was, and what she had become. The swelling was different, softer, and her skin tingled with the warmth of waking.

The air in the cottage was tinged with salt and something sweet: the scent of wildflowers from the window box, the sharp earthiness of peat, and, floating above it all, the aroma of coffee just beginning to bloom. Elise let herself drift in and out of drowsy thought, her mind empty of fear for the first time in memory.

A floorboard creaked, and she smiled to herself, knowing exactly who it was. Costella appeared in the doorway a moment later, barefoot, hair pulled into a loose braid. She wore an old shirt of Matteo’s, sleeves rolled up, her hands already stained with soil from the window garden.

“Up already?” Costella asked, voice low to keep the morning soft.

Elise nodded, stretching like a cat. “Didn’t want to miss it. It’s perfect today.”

Costella smiled, the tiredness in her face chased away by quiet pride. She crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed, her hands gentle on Elise’s ankle. “How do you feel?”

Elise considered this, running her palm over her belly, then her breast. “I feel… full,” she said, meaning more than just the physical. “But good. Rested, even.”

Costella laughed. “That’s new. You should write it down. ‘Day One: Woke up rested in exile.’”

They shared a quiet chuckle. Elise closed her eyes for a moment, listening to the water in the kettle start to simmer. The birds outside grew louder, emboldened by sunrise. Somewhere in the house, Matteo cursed softly—something about a too-tight jar lid—and Elise felt a wave of fondness and gratitude wash over her.

Costella shifted, tucking a strand of hair behind Elise’s ear. “Let’s have a look, shall we? Just to be sure?”

Elise pulled back the blanket, baring her shoulder and the gentle swell of her chest. Costella’s fingers were warm as she traced the line of Elise’s collarbone, pressing lightly, feeling for heat or tenderness. She checked Elise’s pulse, her temperature, the skin at her neck and breast.

“You’re healthy,” Costella murmured, almost to herself. “Your skin’s clear. Color’s good. Heart’s steady.”

Elise smiled, letting her own hand linger over her chest. “Feels different. Like it’s not fighting me anymore.”

They sat together for a moment, neither needing to say much. Costella’s presence was a balm—no longer the vigilant watcher of rituals, but the friend and confidante Elise had always hoped for. Eventually, Costella stood, squeezing Elise’s hand. “Come out when you’re ready. Matteo’s making breakfast, and I promised I’d pick some mint for the tea.”

Elise waited until Costella was gone, then rose, padding to the window. She pushed it open, letting the bracing sea air fill the room. From here, she could see the lighthouse rising above the cottage, its paint weathered but proud. Wild roses clung to the fence, bees already bumbling among the blossoms. Down below, Matteo knelt in the little herb patch, sunlight gilding his hair, his broad back bent in concentration as he wrestled a stubborn root from the earth.

She watched him for a while, drinking in the sight: the ordinariness of his movements, the unhurried grace of a man who no longer needed to guard every moment. There was beauty in his stillness, the promise of a future that did not need to be fought for.

Elise dressed slowly, choosing a soft shift and a cardigan with frayed elbows. The clothes hung loose on her frame—a reminder that, in this new world, she was allowed to grow and change as she wished. She ran a brush through her hair, then wandered into the kitchen, following the scent of coffee and the low, contented murmur of voices.

Matteo straightened as she entered, face splitting into a grin. “Good morning, love. Come here.”

She crossed the room and let him wrap her in his arms, her cheek pressed to his chest. He smelled of earth and salt, his skin still warm from the bed. For a moment, Elise simply breathed him in, letting her pulse slow to match his.

They moved through the morning together: Matteo at the stove, stirring a pot of oats; Elise slicing apples, her hands steady and sure; Costella returning with a handful of mint and a basket of wild strawberries. They worked in harmony, the old urgency gone. Every movement was deliberate—peeling, chopping, pouring—each task a quiet ritual that bound them to the new day.

They ate breakfast at the little table by the window. Sunlight poured across the scarred wood, lighting the steam from their mugs, the sheen of cream in the oats, the blush of strawberries on Elise’s plate. No one hurried. They spoke little, each lost in thought or small pleasures: the taste of sweet fruit, the warmth of a hand at the nape of a neck, the sensation of bare feet tangled beneath the table.

Elise watched the lighthouse through the glass, its shadow stretching across the cottage yard. The world outside was wide, but their lives had shrunk to something manageable—this meal, these companions, the day unfolding with the promise of nothing and everything.

After breakfast, they drifted into their own routines. Costella returned to her plants, humming as she watered the window boxes and checked the new shoots. Matteo pulled on his boots and left to chop kindling, pausing to brush a kiss across Elise’s brow as he passed.

Left alone in the kitchen, Elise stood at the window, mug in hand, and watched the sea. Her body felt alive in a way it never had before—not merely functional, not a vessel for someone else’s design, but a living, changing thing. She pressed her palm to her chest, feeling the gentle weight there. Something was different. Not wrong, not frightening, just new. She would ask Costella about it later, but for now, she simply breathed in the morning, letting it fill her.

A gull screamed overhead, its call cutting the quiet. Elise smiled, feeling the tug of the tide, the pull of the horizon. For the first time, she didn’t long to run. Here, in this cottage beside the lighthouse, she had everything she needed.

Matteo reappeared at the door, hair tousled, cheeks flushed from the cold. “Walk with me?” he asked, offering his hand.

Elise nodded, slipping her fingers into his. They strolled around the cottage, across the grass that was still wet with dew. The world was quiet except for their footsteps and the distant sigh of waves. Matteo squeezed her hand, his thumb tracing slow circles on her skin.

“You look happy,” he said softly.

Elise glanced up at him, sunlight bright in her eyes. “I am. I think I’m finally free.”

He stopped, pulling her close. “You’re more than free, Elise. You’re loved.”

She smiled, her heart aching with gratitude. “So are you.”

They stood in the shadow of the lighthouse, arms wrapped around each other, the whole world held at bay by the steady beat of their hearts. It was not perfect—not without shadow, not without memory—but it was theirs.

When they returned to the cottage, Costella was waiting with tea, the three of them gathering at the doorstep to watch the sun climb higher, the sea glittering in reply.

Elise sipped her tea, feeling the fullness in her body, the warmth in her chest, and knew—deep in her bones—that this was the life she had made, and chosen, and would never give up.

The day stretched ahead, ordinary and precious, a promise written in light.

After breakfast, Elise remained by the window, a sense of quiet anticipation growing inside her as the sunlight streamed over the garden wall. She watched Costella kneeling by the rosemary and thyme, moving with a gentle steadiness, while Matteo split kindling on a flat stone, each swing sure and unhurried. The sea called in the distance, and Elise let herself imagine walking its edge later, letting the water lap her feet—a future without hurry or fear.

She set her mug down, tracing the rim with her finger. The fullness in her chest had been gentle all morning, but now it deepened into a spreading warmth. It was not the sharp, demanding ache she had known for years, but something softer—a living energy, a change stirring in her blood. She drew her robe tight, pressing her palm against her breast. There was a new weight, a richness in her body that felt almost like a secret.

The sensation wasn’t uncomfortable—just different. Curious, Elise moved to the small mirror that hung by the pantry. She slipped off her robe, baring herself to the daylight. Her skin was luminous, flushed with health. When she pressed her hand to her breast, she felt the warmth ripple through her, an almost electric tingle beneath the skin. She cupped herself, gentle, exploratory, and found the milk just beneath the surface—fuller, somehow heavier, almost pulsing with vitality.

Elise dressed again, her hands unhurried, and found Costella at the garden gate, wiping earth from her palms. “Do you have a moment?” Elise asked, her voice softer than she expected.

Costella straightened, concern flickering in her eyes. “Of course. Is something wrong?”

“Not wrong,” Elise said, “just… changed. Would you look?”

Costella nodded, following Elise inside. In the bedroom, the two women stood in the golden light, the world outside a hush of green and blue. Elise bared her chest once more, guiding Costella’s hands to her skin. Costella examined her gently, feeling for heat, tenderness, swelling—her touch clinical, but also full of care.

“Your skin is healthy,” Costella murmured, brow furrowed in concentration. “There’s no fever, no hardness. But you’re… yes, you’re more full. And your milk—look here.” She expressed a small bead of milk onto her finger, examining it in the light. The color was richer, almost opalescent, the texture thick and smooth.

Elise watched, half-wonder, half-nervous pride. “It’s changed, hasn’t it?”

Costella nodded, a smile blooming on her face. “It has. It’s not just health—it’s… you. You’re not depleted or used. Your body’s giving you something new.”

Elise released a shaky breath, her hand fluttering to her heart. “It doesn’t feel like the House. It doesn’t feel like a duty, or like something’s being taken. It feels like… mine. Like a promise, maybe.”

Costella squeezed her shoulder. “That’s exactly what it is.”

Elise pulled on her shirt, feeling relief settle in her bones. She and Costella sat on the edge of the bed, sharing the hush, the intimacy of two women remaking the world. “Do you think it will last?” Elise asked. “This change?”

Costella looked thoughtful. “I don’t know. Bodies are mysteries, especially after trauma and healing. But this—this is a gift, not a burden. If you want, I can take notes, keep track of how you feel, but only if you wish.”

Elise smiled. “Yes. But only if it’s for us. For me. Not for the world, not for legend or empire.”

“Of course,” Costella agreed. “You’re not an experiment, Elise. You’re my friend. This is your story, no one else’s.”

They sat a while longer, talking quietly of nothing—of bread to bake, of a book Costella had found in the attic, of whether the roses would bloom brighter this summer. Outside, Matteo’s axe rang out on the kindling, the sound steady and reassuring.

Later, as Elise walked the cottage’s perimeter, she marveled at the sensation in her body—how each breath felt new, each movement free. She stopped by the wild roses, pressing her nose to their petals, letting the scent fill her. She thought of what Costella had said—a gift, not a burden—and knew it was true. Her milk was different because she was different. She chose this life; she chose herself.

She returned to the cottage as Costella prepared tea. Matteo came in from the yard, cheeks flushed, hands rough from the axe. He looked at Elise, really looked, and something in his expression changed—a deepened awe, a recognition of all she had become.

They gathered around the kitchen table again. Costella poured tea, her hands steady. “Elise’s milk is changing,” she told Matteo, pride and wonder in her tone. “It’s healthier than I’ve ever seen. She’s… well, she’s extraordinary.”

Matteo reached across the table, taking Elise’s hand. “You always were,” he said, voice thick.

Elise blushed, but did not look away. “It’s different this time. I want it. I’m not afraid.”

Costella nodded. “And that’s what matters.”

They shared their tea, their laughter, their quiet certainty that nothing would ever be forced again. Elise leaned into the back of her chair, feeling the new weight in her chest, the freedom in her bones, and knew she had crossed some invisible line—from legend, from survivor, to something wholly her own.

The rest of the morning passed in a series of small, perfect moments. Matteo read aloud from a novel as Costella mended a torn sleeve. Elise wrote in her own notebook—a journal of dreams, not of yield or ceremony, but of sunlight and sea and the small acts that made her life new.

Outside, the lighthouse stood watch, its lens glinting in the sun, its presence no longer one of warning, but of promise.

The sun had climbed high by the time Elise finished her tea and set her mug in the sink. Outside, the waves sang against the rocks, their cadence slow and steady. The world was bright, the day mild and full of promise—a day that felt untouched by the weight of the past, a day made for decisions.

Matteo found her standing by the open window, her hair loose around her shoulders, the shifting air stirring the long, dark strands. He watched her for a moment, not wanting to break the spell of her quiet contemplation. At last, Elise sensed him, turning to meet his gaze. There was laughter in her eyes, and something steadier: a gentle certainty he hadn’t seen in her before.

He came to her, winding his arms around her waist from behind, resting his chin on her shoulder. “What are you thinking?” he murmured.

Elise reached up, threading her fingers through his. “That I’ve never known a morning like this. That I finally get to choose what comes next.”

Matteo pressed a kiss to her neck, his touch light. “You always did, Elise. Even when it felt impossible, you chose to keep going. To believe something else might be out there.”

She turned in his arms to face him. “It’s different now. Before, I made choices out of survival. Now I choose from freedom.” She smiled—a small, unbreakable thing. “It isn’t the same.”

He brushed her cheek with his thumb, eyes shining. “What do you choose now?”

Elise closed her eyes, letting herself feel the fullness in her chest, the strength in her arms, the solid warmth of Matteo pressed close. She felt Costella’s quiet presence nearby, the hum of the kettle on the stove, the steadiness of a life built on gentle care. She took a breath, opened her eyes, and spoke the truth she had carried for so long: “I choose you. Both of you. I choose this—our life, our peace, my own body. I choose to be nobody’s legend but my own.”

Matteo pulled her close, holding her so tightly she laughed and pretended to struggle. “Good,” he whispered into her hair. “Because I’ll never let you go, not unless you ask.”

Elise reached up and traced the line of his jaw, her voice fierce. “You don’t own me. No one does. But I’m here. I’ll stay because I want to, not because I’m bound.”

They stood like that a long moment, swaying gently as the breeze from the sea curled through the window. Costella watched them from the kitchen, a smile on her lips and her hands resting lightly on the counter.

After a time, Elise called her over. “Costella, come here.”

Costella joined them, her eyes curious. Elise extended a hand, palm open—a silent invitation. Costella took it, letting Elise draw her close. The three stood together, a circle of hands and arms, faces bright with hope.

“I choose you, too,” Elise said, voice soft but steady. “You saved me, both of you. But you also taught me to save myself.”

Costella pressed her forehead to Elise’s, tears bright in her eyes. “I would follow you anywhere,” she said simply. “But I’m happy we ended up here.”

Matteo knelt then, not as supplicant or master, but as partner—offering up his devotion not to a legend, but to a woman. “Elise, I am yours because you choose me. And you are free, always.”

She laughed, tugging him back to his feet, and kissed his cheek. “No kneeling,” she teased. “Unless you’re proposing breakfast in bed.”

They all laughed, the sound bright and easy.

Later, they sat at the table and spoke quietly of the future. Matteo was the first to voice the possibility. “If we open our doors, someday, it will be our choice. Not because the world needs us, but because we want to help.”

Costella nodded, twirling a strand of hair around her finger. “There will be others who come looking. People lost, people hurting. But we can say no. Or yes. Or nothing at all.”

Elise nodded. “No empire. No House. If we share what we have, it’s because it’s ours to give. Not because it’s owed.”

She pressed her hands flat on the table, feeling the grain of the wood beneath her palms. “I don’t want to be a legend. I don’t want to be the answer to anyone else’s prayers. I just want to live, and let others live, too.”

They sealed the promise with a toast: mugs clinked, fingers laced, smiles shared. The air between them shimmered with certainty.

After lunch, Matteo slipped away to the workshop at the back of the cottage, intent on repairing a broken window latch. Costella returned to her garden, humming a half-remembered song. Elise remained inside, her heart still thundering from the weight of her own words.

She took a notebook from the shelf—her own, filled with pages that were neither reports nor decrees, but fragments of poetry, dreams, sketches of the lighthouse at dawn. She wrote a single line at the top of a blank page:

“I choose. Today, and every day.”

As she wrote, a breeze curled through the open window, carrying the scent of mint and roses. The day moved on, ordinary and extraordinary all at once.

When the sun dropped low and the shadows stretched, the three of them met again at the garden’s edge. Elise carried a bowl of warm milk, its richness a testament to her new strength. They sat together on the worn stone steps, sharing stories, laughter, and plans for tomorrow.

Elise watched the lighthouse, its silent lens catching the last of the light, and knew with a calm that settled in her bones: she was home. Not in exile. Not in legend. Not as anyone’s property or savior, but as herself—whole, free, and chosen.

She looked at Costella, at Matteo, and smiled. “Let’s never give this up. Not for anything.”

Matteo squeezed her hand. “Never.”

Costella tucked a stray curl behind Elise’s ear. “We’ll remind each other, every day.”

They leaned together, watching the horizon bloom with stars, the lighthouse their witness, the sea their song.

The cottage was quiet as evening settled in, the last warmth of sunlight spilling through the windows, painting golden stripes across the old wood floor. Elise, Matteo, and Costella gathered by the open door, their hands wrapped around mugs of tea, the sea a tapestry of blue and gold stretching to the edge of the world. Every part of the day felt intentional, unhurried—a routine that was not a ritual but a kindness, shaped only by their own needs.

They ate their supper on the doorstep, passing a plate of cheese and still-warm bread between them, laughing as Costella recounted the antics of the local gulls who’d stolen half her strawberries that morning. Matteo had managed to fix the window latch and was inordinately proud, holding up his hand with a grease smudge as a badge of honor. Elise, still flushed from the discoveries of her changing body, leaned her head on Costella’s shoulder and let herself simply exist—her mind quiet, her heart full.

When the meal was done, Costella excused herself for a moment. She returned with her battered notebook, settling beside Elise with a new gravity. “I wrote something,” she said. “Not for a report, not for history—just for us.”

She opened the book and read:

This cottage, once an exile’s refuge, is now a chosen home.

Here, we eat together. Here, we wake to ordinary days—Elise’s laughter at dawn, Matteo humming in the garden, the lighthouse casting its slow, sure sweep across the sea.

Elise’s body has changed, yes. She is stronger than any legend. Her milk is richer; her heart, too. She gives because she chooses, and what she gives is a gift, not a command.

No one here is owned. No one is legend or property. We are family, by our own vows.

If others come—lost, frightened, seeking sanctuary—they will find it not because of myth, but because of the way we have learned to love each other and ourselves.

This is the new empire: not of yield, but of care. Not of House, but of home.

Costella closed the notebook, blinking away the threat of tears. Matteo reached over and squeezed her hand, his own eyes wet. Elise swallowed hard, her throat thick with gratitude. “Keep that forever,” she whispered.

“I will,” Costella promised. “But it’s not just my words. It’s all of ours.”

They sat in a hush, the sound of waves and birds the only company. Elise let herself imagine the future—not the kind she’d once been forced to envision, full of ritual and sacrifice, but the one she could choose: seasons coming and going, wild roses blooming by the fence, new recipes tried and failed, laughter over spilled tea, quiet nights by the fire, perhaps even strangers one day finding their way to the door, needing help and being welcomed—not because of who she once was, but because of who they had all become.

As dusk deepened, Matteo rose and fetched a blanket, draping it around all three of them. He pressed a kiss to Elise’s brow and whispered, “You know, I think you were right. Peace isn’t just surviving. It’s what we choose to build from here.”

Elise smiled, turning her face to the wind. She took Costella’s hand and then Matteo’s, their small circle holding strong against the twilight.

She spoke softly, more to herself than anyone: “No one will take me again. No one will tell our story but us.”

Matteo squeezed her hand. “Not now. Not ever.”

Costella added, “We decide what to give, and what to keep.”

Elise looked out over the water. In the darkness, the old lighthouse blinked to life, casting its beam over the restless sea. She felt a spark inside her chest—not just hope, but certainty.

“We’re not exiles,” she said. “We’re founders. Of something better.”

They watched the stars appear, one by one. The night was quiet, not ominous, but promising—a gentle silence that asked nothing and gave everything.

When the chill crept in, they moved inside. Elise settled onto the sofa, feet tucked beneath her, the blanket draped around her shoulders. Matteo built up the fire, the soft orange light flickering across their faces. Costella poured a little more tea, humming as she moved, her presence a melody that threaded the room together.

Later, Elise slipped away to the window. The sea was a black mirror, the lighthouse’s light sweeping the horizon. She pressed her palm to the glass, feeling the cold, feeling herself anchored in the present, untethered from all that had come before.

She spoke aloud, quietly but with conviction, “Tomorrow, we begin again.”

From the doorway, Matteo called her name. She turned, and he opened his arms. Elise went to him, and together, with Costella, they returned to the warmth of their small home.

Sleep came easily, peace found in the breath of two bodies pressed close on either side. Elise dreamed not of the old empire, not of fire or cages, but of the rhythm of waves and the scent of mint and bread, of laughter and gentle hands.

The cottage beside the lighthouse stood watch—a beacon, yes, but now a sanctuary not just for the lost, but for the chosen.

And as the first light of dawn touched the windows, Elise stirred, smiling before she even opened her eyes, her future unwritten, her life truly her own.
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If you found meaning, intensity, or pleasure in these pages, I’d be deeply grateful if you left a review. Your words help others discover the story — and ensure it continues to reach those who need it most.

— Roman Vale
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Mira thought she could escape her past by running – but fate leads her to Dominion Farm’s secret hucow barn, where a ritual of transformation awaits. In The New Heifer, a dark initiation unfolds as the 23-year-old is collared, restrained, and prepared to be remade into a yielding “human cow.” Under the stern training of the farm’s head handler, Cain Hart, Mira endures the infamous Bell Rite – a public branding and bell-collar ceremony that marks her as part of the herd. Shame and desire intermingle as she’s milked for the first time by relentless machines and guiding hands, every sensation blurring the line between agony and ecstasy. The air is thick with the scent of straw and warm milk, amplifying her humiliation even as her body betrays her with aching arousal.
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For The One I Love: A Dark Erotic Novel of Sacrifice, Obedience, and the Slow Unraveling of a Shame-Proof Woman

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0G1NBN62T

How far would you go for the one you love?

Lena’s world is small—her teaching assistant job, her aging bulldog Bear, and the quiet ache of being unseen. When Bear collapses and the vet bill spirals beyond reach, Lena refuses to beg for help. She won’t cry. She won’t collapse. She will act.

She is offered a chance: a discreet, elite circle where her body will be trained in obedience. No romance. No promises. Only structure, stillness, and use. In return? Payment. Enough, maybe, to save Bear.
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She said she could take it. He never promised to stop.

Kate wants more than date nights and polite kisses. She wants the tremble that starts in her belly when she kneels; the hush that turns the world soft when he says good girl. One reckless whisper at the kitchen table—do your worst—becomes a contract neither of them can forget.

Sam doesn’t bargain with desire; he builds it. Rules arrive like gifts wrapped in ribbon: how she stands, how she speaks, how she waits. Mornings taste of obedience; evenings taste of consequence. And when he decides her devotion should be worn, not just spoken, Kate feels the first cool brush of metal and understands: this isn’t a phase. It’s a life.
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Becoming Porcelain — Volume 1: Initiation & Conditioning: A dark erotic psychological romance of submission, discipline, and control.
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Inside the hidden corridors of the Dollhouse, beauty is engineered, not born.

Madison Cole arrives believing she’s been chosen for an exclusive finishing program—part etiquette school, part luxury retreat. Instead she steps into a world where stillness is worshipped, desire is disciplined, and the body becomes a canvas for perfection.

Under the gaze of the enigmatic Dollmaker Savannah Price and the unseen Benefactor who funds every transformation, Madison learns to trade hesitation for poise, pain for composure, and her own name for silence. The mirrors that once flattered her now instruct her; every posture is scored, every breath measured.
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