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I could spend my life in this sweet surrender.

-Aerosmith


Chapter 1
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727.

The brass numbers were winking like they were mocking me. My knuckles hovered inches from the dark wood door surrounding it. I rubbed my left palm down the side of my trousers, leaving a trail of sweat despite the chilled air circulating off the polished floors and the rose-patterned wallpaper in the hallway.

Blowing out a puff of nervous air, I stalled. Again. Downstairs in the marble lobby, the doorman had flashed me a smile that hid a smirk and I’d gone red as a lobster. He knew. He knew why I was here. He knew what lay behind door 727.

Mistress Tatiana.

The name alone sent beads of sweat pricking across my scalp, squeezing my chest tight.

Good afternoon, Mistress Tati. Rick Hayes. Yup, that’s me! Web designer extraordinaire. The best you’ll find around these parts! May I come in?

How many times had I rehearsed that in the mirror? A hundred? A thousand? And it still hadn’t sounded right. Was I supposed to bow when I greeted her? Or curtsy like those men on her website, the ones who wore frou-frou pink-and-black maids’ outfits and frilly white thigh-high stockings? Could I shake her hand or was that considered beneath her station?

There’s no way you can do this.

My reflection in the brass peephole made me sigh. I was pale and as wide-eyed as a baby behind my glasses. My mousy brown hair had been neatened in the taxi ride over, but one thick lock had already escaped and was hanging in a limp-ish curl over my forehead. My cheap suit jacket hung limply off my narrow shoulders. Two sizes too big.

I looked exactly like what I was.

Broke nerd. Desperate as fuck.

There was the ugly truth, fluttering in my gut. Ricky Hayes was miles away from the web designer extraordinaire he was pretending to be. It had been twelve months since the fancy IT company I used to work for laid me off. A whole goddamn year. And in all that time not a single soul had offered even a lick of interest in hiring me.

The economy was as good as dead now. Everyone knew it. Everyone was desperate. Scrambling for scraps like rats on a sinking ship. I couldn’t afford the luxury of bumming around the library browsing job listings all day. Not anymore. Not when my savings had dwindled so much and the credit card debt I’d managed to rack up during the good years was itchy for relief.

Not when my landlord slipped that notice under my door last week.

Three months.

I only had three months.

Then it was either say bye-bye to my apartment or start selling my body parts for rent money.

The thought made me shiver. I raised my hand again, knuckles almost grazing the wood. Now or never, bucko. Clenching my teeth, I tapped the back of my fist against the door.

The door swung inwards instantly without a sound, startling me. It was like something—no, someone—had been waiting there just for me, eager to spring its trap.

My gaze travelled slowly over the figure filling the doorway. Up the long legs, across the impossibly tapered waist, and finally to the chiselled face with its high cheekbones and doll-like skin.

My heart seized. Was I supposed to say something? I couldn’t remember.

“Mr. Hayes.” The voice was a low, velvety purr that sent stars sparking through my veins. “Right on time, I see. Come in.”

My body obeyed her before my brain caught up. A small gasp burst out of me as I stepped over the threshold into a cloud of spicy perfume. The door clicked shut behind me, and my mouth went dry.

There she was.

In the flesh.

She sauntered to her desk without another word. I stared. I couldn’t help it. She was tall, taller than me, those needle-thin stilettos giving her the kind of leg length I’d only seen on Victoria’s Secret models. The dress that clung to her was so shiny it looked painted on. A river of red hair reached the middle of her spine, shining like spilled blood under headlights.

The shock hit me harder than it should’ve.

She was young. Not fifty like I’d pictured. Not forty. Barely in her thirties.

Barely in her thirties and already the queen of an empire.

Um, so yeah.

She isn’t intimidating.

Nope. Not at all.

Mistress Tati’s heels came to a crisp halt and she took a seat, turning and resting one elbow on the velvet armrest. She lifted her gloved hand and gestured to a chair opposite her black lacquered desk.

“Sit.”

I shuffled forward, lowering myself gingerly onto a short, dumpy-looking chair. The one right beside it, a comfy wood-and-cane armchair, had a cushion embroidered with the words ‘DO NOT SIT’. The one I sat on didn’t have any cushions and its edges were sharp as glass, pricking the backs of my thighs. Wincing, I swung my battered laptop bag over and set it on the floor by my feet.

“Don’t slouch in front of me, Mr. Hayes,” she said smoothly.

I swallowed, arching backward at those words. A joint popped. Another cracked. Then I waited.

Tati steepled her fingers, assessing me. Her look felt detached, clinical, like a hunter taking the measure of a dead thing on a dissecting table. My pulse hammered, my throat tightening like there was a hand pressing against it.

Jesus Christ, she’s beautiful.

It was the kind of beauty that took your breath away. the kind of beauty that was dangerous. And those eyes. Oh, her eyes. They were huge. Rimmed with seductive flicks of liquid black eyeliner. Dark blue, like deep ocean trenches, completely devoid of warmth. Watching me with the patience of a predator.

I looked away, a blush heating my face.

Say something. Anything!

“Um.” I cleared my throat. “Hi. So, um. Thank you for meeting with me today, um, Mistress Tati. Is that what I call you? Or is Tati fine? No? Um, okay. Mistress it is then. I’m totally, um, totally cool with that.”

Her eyebrow flicked upward. A subtle but clean curve of amusement touched her crimson lips.

“I really appreciate you taking the time to see me, Mistress Tati. I’m, uh, very interested in working with you.”

Great. Now I’m babbling.

She stayed silent, her mouth not moving, that full bottom lip of hers glistening like the most perfect candy apple. A cold wash of humiliation dripped steadily into my insides.

Was she enjoying this? Was it fun for her, watching men like me struggle?

I cleared my throat again. Maybe she was just waiting. Waiting for me to take the lead on this. I was here for a job, after all.

“Let’s discuss the website design you requested,” I said, straightening both my back and chest a little more, deepening my voice a tad. “I believe you have some ideas you’d like me to explore?”

Mistress Tati leaned forward. Her neckline dipped, gaping at the front as she slid an iPad toward me. One gloved finger swiped the surface and the screen blinked itself to life, displaying a website I’d seen before. Clunky fonts and garish colors assaulted my eyes. An image of a buxom blonde wielding a riding crop, clearly from some cheap stock photo site, bounced around in the background.

Cringing, I quickly averted my gaze.

“Hm.” A dark challenge in her tone. “You think you can do better, Mr. Hayes?”

I blinked.

Considering that’s the worst website I’ve ever seen, I know I can.

“Absolutely,” I said, my voice cracking only slightly.

Her lashes lowered. “Can you, now?”

“Of course! I’ve got a ton of ideas.”

She leaned back, her gaze steady on mine. “You sound confident. Then tell me. Why should I hire you over the other perfectly eligible candidates I’ve seen this week?”

I fidgeted in my seat, my armpits dampening. But at least this was a question I’d been expecting. Surprisingly, this time the rehearsed words rolled off my tongue in a clear, gutsy voice.

“Well, I’ve been at this game for three years. Yeah, I can code, but my real strength is taking a clunky site and giving it a full makeover.” I paused, letting those words sink in. “No offense, Tati—whoops, Mistress Tati—but right now yours looks like it crawled straight out of 2005. We need a total overhaul. A makeover. I’m confident I can take what you’ve got here and turn it into something extraordinary.”

“I see.”

She did a slow blink, like a predator surveying its prey.

“It takes a particular type of person to work with me,” she said. She tapped one gloved finger against her armrest. “Be honest. Are you good at doing what you’re told?”

The question caught me off guard. It felt innocent enough on the surface, but there was something in her tone that made me think twice. What did she mean, exactly?

“I… I mean…yes?” I said. “I’m easy to work with, if that’s what you’re asking?”

I forced a weak grin, hoping it looked somewhat team player-y. That’s what I’d been known for before anyway: the quiet, conscientious team player. The goody-two-shoes who brought in the Starbucks, who smiled and did the work of two people without complaining, who worked well under any manager or supervisor, no matter how rotten they might be.

Mistress Tati leaned back, seemingly amused by my confusion.

“I thought so,” she said cryptically. There was a little twist in her lips that made my heart beat a little faster and made me want to curl up into a ball at the same time.

Then she stood.

I tensed.

She took one step forward, then another.

The points of her heels ticked a slow rhythm as she circled me. I could feel her eyes raking over my body, stripping me bare, peeling away every layer of my skin.

“You may already know,” she said, “that I opened The House of Surrender two years ago.”

I nodded.

“I was working at Redline Capital before that, where they called me The Prodigy.” Her tone was even, almost bored. “I was accepted into Wharton at sixteen. By twenty-five I was the youngest VP in Redline’s history.”

The room felt smaller.

My chair felt smaller.

I felt like a wart on someone’s butt.

She stopped right behind me.

Something dug sharply between my shoulder blades, forcing my spine into alignment. It was her glove. She kept digging until my collarbones strained and my head threatened to pop out of my neck.

“Too much time spent hunched over a computer, Mr. Hayes?” she asked coolly.

“Right,” I croaked.

“Interesting. How a man holds his body says everything about him.”

The pressure eased. I sucked in a breath like I’d been drowning. I’d always been a sloucher, but I was quickly realizing that would have to change.

Mistress Tati moved to my side, her heels ticking some more across the floor.

“When I was at Redline Capital, every man in that building wanted something from me. They either wanted to mentor me, sleep with me, or break me.” She brushed away imaginary dust from the sleeve of her dress. “Money. Sex. Power. Isn’t that what all men want?”

My throat dried up.

“I spent twelve years in those boardrooms studying the psychology of the male mind. And then I left.” Her eyes flicked to me, her lips curling up just a touch. “I opened the doors to the House at my penthouse with a cheap little website, which is what you see. Now I’ve got a sprawling mansion, twenty resident Dominas, and more demand than you could ever imagine. CEOs, neurosurgeons, senators. All of them paying me seven figures a year to kneel where you’re sitting.”

Her gaze sharpened, locking onto my face.

I felt it like a kick to my ribs.

“So yes, Mr. Hayes. My standards are high.”

I nodded, unable to form words.

She continued, almost offhandedly.

“And I pay accordingly.”

I didn’t trust myself to speak now. This was what I’d come here for.

She dropped the number, and my brain practically swooped straight into a black hole.

What?

Three times what I used to make?

Could she be serious? I stared down at my pale clammy hands, the number pounding like a drum inside my head. Three times. That kind of money would be like removing a death sentence. It would be more than enough to get me out of debt. Silence my landlord’s threats. Get me back on my feet again. I’d be standing tall. Breathing easy. Eating something other than boiled potatoes and ramen for a change.

Yes. With that kind of money, I could go back to being normal Rick again, not the desperate, raggedy creature I’d turned into over the past few months.

Hope, bright and dangerous, lit up the shadows inside me.

Mistress Tati saw it.

Of course she saw it. Those dark blue predator eyes missed nothing. The silence mounted for only a second before I felt long gloved fingers trail over the back of my chair, slowly, teasingly. She didn’t touch me, but my skin tingled with electricity as if she had.

There’s a catch.

My stomach dropped. There was always a catch, wasn’t there? I was old enough to know life never handed me lemons.

Mistress Tati stepped into my peripheral vision, standing just close enough that I could feel the energy of her body without touching it. Her perfume was everywhere, making my head swim and my senses reel.

“The pay isn’t for nothing, Mr. Hayes.”

I stiffened, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

Go on, Tati. Just spill it.

What’s the catch?
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Ithrust my glasses up my nose as I waited. A bead of sweat had gathered on the bridge. With a quick swipe I brushed it off as casually as I could, then arched my back up again for good measure.

Mistress Tati was silent for a long time. She sat to my right on a green leather armchair, fingers resting lightly against the curve of her jaw, watching me. A hunter biding her time with a clueless little deer in her sights.

Finally, she exhaled.

“The pay,” she said softly, “reflects what I’m expecting in return.”

I tried to resist the urge to squirm in my seat.

“My clientele,” she continued. “They require absolute discretion. Privacy is mandatory. Silence is mandatory. Nothing about this House, or the men who enter it, leaves these walls.”

I nodded. I had a feeling this wasn’t the catch. Discretion had already been implied, after all, considering many of her clients were part of the elite. I wasn’t stupid enough to go around telling people I was going to be working for a high-end BDSM service. I wanted this job and I wanted that money, and the last thing I would be doing was bragging to anyone.

No, it wasn’t that.

“I know your clients are, um, high profile,” I said quickly. “I’d never blab on anyone. Promise.”

“No. I don’t think you would.” A light smile grazed her mouth as her eyes travelled down, taking me in slowly. “You’re far too frightened of disappointing people, aren’t you?”

My gut lurched at her words, because she was right. I’d disappointed people. A lot of them. But she couldn’t know that. And yet her eyes were glittering as if she knew my darkest secrets.

“This isn’t the kind of cushy, conventional job you’re used to, Mr. Hayes. You won’t get the privilege of keeping yourself separate from the work you do here.”

My skin began to feel prickly. I was suddenly very aware of the door.

I could still run out if I wanted to. It would take one tiny, miniscule second to grab my bag and flee, back down the hallway to the elevator, to the doorman, then outside into the blessed sun.

But was I brave enough to run? Or brave enough to stay?

“I require more than your skill or talent,” Mistress Tati said. “I require your willingness.”

A tremor slid along my bones. Those pupils. They glittered again like she could hear how fast my heart was pounding. I wanted to ask what she meant, but my throat had closed up somehow. What was this, really? It didn’t feel like an interview anymore.

It felt like an audition.

“When you serve my House, you will be expected to do so with the highest level of devotion and under my rules.” Tati slid out of the chair, her eyes still on mine. She was standing now, a gloved finger pressing thoughtfully against her crimson lips, the long fingers of her other hand trailing across the leather back of the armchair. “You will not question me. You will not negotiate. You will not decide what is appropriate. You will follow as I lead.”

Her gaze boxed me in, holding me prisoner. I felt like a mouse. A mouse cornered by a cat who had no real interest in killing me but was instead planning on playing with my primal fears. Which was maybe worse if you thought about it. At least if it killed you, you were dead and that was that.

I kept listening.

“Your work will be on-demand and at all hours, when I require it. I will provide you with a secured laptop, monitors, any equipment you wish.” A sleek eyebrow narrowed, observing me closely. “Your personal devices are not to be brought into the House while you are here. No phones. No iPads. Definitely no personal laptops. These items will be handed in to my security team, powered off, and locked in a cabinet until your work here is done.”

My heart lurched. My phone? “I won’t be able to use my phone?”

“That is what I said.”

“I…I mean, what if there’s an emergency, or—”

And what about my precious headphones?

“Does giving up your phone to work for me sound unreasonable, Mr. Hayes?”

I opened my mouth, panic rising, then shut it again. The number she’d named flashed again, twirling and rotating in my mind like the bouncing blonde with the riding crop, vying for my attention.

The answer breezed out of me without any difficulty. “No, Mistress Tati. Of course it doesn’t.”

Anything.

Yes. I’d do anything.

Mistress Tati took a slow step toward me, then another. The stretch of her dress reflected the lights in her office like liquid midnight. My first instinct was to shrink back but the chair’s frame had me trapped in place. My pulse pattered and I felt this tug in my chest as something came alive inside it, flickering like hummingbird wings.

She stopped right beside me.

Easy there, muchacho, I told myself. My nails dug into the arms of the chair, hard enough to scratch it. Easy. Easy.

“You want my pay, Mr. Hayes.”

She bent down slightly, and then I felt it. A cool, gloved fingertip drifting lightly against the nape of my neck. It was barely a touch. But every muscle in me was turning as rigid as the wood I was sitting on.

“And along with it you want my protection,” she whispered. “You want the life this job gives you. Am I correct?”

I nodded slowly. Her finger was tracing a slow line along my jaw. My face felt like it was on fire. The feathery touch dipped and dipped again, tickling the hollow of my throat, trailing up my chin, and then she lifted it with a sharp flick, forcing me to look up at her.

“Then you give me what I want in return. Simple.”

Her lips parted as she studied my face, then moved down the length of my body in a move that was a million times hotter than any stare she’d given me yet.

A chill spread through me. Those eyes were diamond pools, reflecting my own pale, wide-eyed panic back at me. The pulse at my neck was going wild. I felt the thudding in my head and in my throat and in my cock.

My heart fluttered unsteadily as I tried to process those words. What did she want from me? Why did I suddenly feel like a lamb on a chopping block?

But she was already back to full height, turning back, taking a seat behind her desk.

“If that’s too steep a price,” she said, “you may walk out now, Mr. Hayes. I won’t stop you.” She waved a finger lazily at the exit.

I hesitated, hands clenched over my knees, trying to stop them from trembling.

I wanted that paycheck. I wanted the new start that came with it.

And she knew that. God did she know it.

Damn it.

I shook my head. “I…I’m not going to walk out.”

Her lips curved. “Good. Then the position is yours.”

I fought for composure. What? Had I really done it?

“I accept, Mistress. Thank you.”

A breath escaped from my parted lips as Mistress Tati produced a single sheet of paper from a drawer, then reached into her cleavage to produce a pen.

“Sign it.”

There was no further discussion. My fingers trembled as I picked up the pen, which was very warm to the touch. As I read through the document, I saw Mistress Tati had signed it already: large, confident letters that spelled out the name Tatiana Sting.

My gaze snagged on the pay again, making shivers ripple across my spine.

A lifeline. That was what this was.

Life or death.

I quickly scrawled my name at the bottom. Rick Hayes. My stomach was twisting, churning in a bile-filled slush. That had felt like signing away…something. But what? I wasn’t sure.

I pushed the paper back, not wanting to look at it any longer. Then I waited to feel the relief. The joy. I’d done it! I was Rick Hayes, web designer extraordinaire! I was getting my life back again, after so long! But there was only numbness spreading through my skull, down my spine. And instead of relief, something else was pressing into me. A quietly nagging dread.

“Your residency begins now,” Mistress Tati said, peering down at a set of papers.

“Now?”

“Did you not bring your luggage?” She still didn’t glance at me.

“I did.” I flushed, a little overwhelmed at the thought of moving into this strange house right here, right now. “I, uh, wasn’t sure how long the interview would take, so I booked a motel. I thought I’d spend the night there and—”

“It’s settled then.” She closed the folder she’d been reviewing, fingertips tapping once against the cover. Then her eyes flicked to me. “You’ll be staying here tonight.” There was a pause. “With me.”

The words rolled like a velvet carpet through my bones. With her. A wave of something dark and delicious and dangerous swept through my body. It was sinking in. A week ago, I’d been a jobless mess living in the most run-down part of my city. Now I was going to be stationed in a sprawling, beautifully furnished mansion, in the company of beautiful women while I coded this baby up. And I was being paid a fat sum to do it.

Confidence blossomed in my chest. I wanted to start this off on the right foot. No more mistakes, no more babbling like an idiot. I just couldn’t afford to be the mouse anymore. Not at The House of Surrender. I would take this opportunity, do my very best work, and Tatiana Sting would see how truly dedicated and committed I was to making her business a success.

Closing my eyes, I imagined I was back at my IT firm, talking to one of our top clients. The big kahuna who called all the shots.

“The next step for me, Miss Tati,” I said quickly, “is to understand your clientele. In other words, what makes them tick? What draws them here? What keeps them coming back? You see, that would really be what informs the design decisions I make for your site.”

Mistress Tati had been strolling past her desk toward the back of her office. She paused mid-step, not turning for a good while. Then she faced me again, very slowly.

“You have a lot of questions.”

“Yes, Mistress.” I gave her my best sunshine smile. “It’s a lot, but it would only help me serve you better.”

“Trying to impress me, Mr. Hayes?”

My spine stiffened. Her voice had dropped into a silky, disarming lilt. I stared into the dark deep of those ocean trenches. Maybe I should’ve just shut up.

“It’s admirable,” she added softly. “Misguided, but admirable.”

I flushed, embarrassed. “I guess I just want to do a good job.”

“Good to know,” she murmured.

She glided to the tall windows at the back of the office. Pushing aside the curtain and glass panel, she gazed out at the gardens and fountains and the buildings beyond, her expression hidden. Gold evening light slanted across her cheeks, and a sudden breeze sent a few tendrils of her red hair fluttering.

Hypnotized, I watched as Mistress Tati fished out a cigarette from a silver case on the sill and lit it up, tossing her lighter to the side.

“Luckily for you, it’s all very simple.” She took a long, deep drag, still staring out the window. “My clients seek just one thing. Surrender.”

A cold spike drove itself right between my shoulder blades.

Surrender.

The word sank down through my chest and belly and pooled in my gut.

“Surrender?” I repeated in a whisper.

My gaze raked over her long neck, her strong shoulders, her legs as long and sleek as the polished statues on either side of her. Right then, I wished I could snap a photo with just my bare eyes, because she looked stunning. A goddess in human form.

Who was Tatiana, really? And could I ever make a woman like her happy?

A tendril of smoke rose up around her, blurring her from my vision, and the scent that emanated from it went straight to my groin. It was sweet. Pungent. Hot. I felt the wave of power exuding off her skin. Suddenly all I wanted, no, needed to do was get to know this mysterious woman. I wanted to know her intimately. I wanted to help her in any way I could. And yes, I wanted to make her happy.

She turned towards me, just a little, just enough to pin me with one glittering eye. “Tell me, Mr. Hayes. Do you understand what I mean by surrender?”

My throat closed. “I…I guess?” My stomach was doing somersaults. “It’s like, giving in. Relinquishing control. Right?”

“In a manner of speaking,” she said, still watching me. “But not quite.”

“Oh,” I said.

“But you’ll learn soon enough.” She took a pull before blowing out a slow, relaxed stream of smoke. “For now, I think it’s time you left, Mr. Hayes.”

This time, she didn’t bother looking at me.
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Istood frozen solid for a long time.

Watching her.

She was staring at the sky now, her head tilted backwards. She flicked the ash off the tip of her cigarette into a crystal ashtray and then took another slow pull. Why did this woman have such an effect on me?

Why did she have to be this terrifyingly gorgeous?

I had the sudden urge to reach out to her, run my hands down that silky hair of fire, see if it really felt like a million threads of silk. I ached to feel her hands roving over me, touching every part of me, letting me melt under her powerful embrace.

Quivering, I staggered to the door, my bag strap biting into my palm as I clutched onto it clumsily.

I twisted the doorknob, then frowned when it didn’t budge. I tried again. Nothing. My breath hitched.

It was locked. She’d told me to leave, but I couldn’t.

My stomach cinched tight as I swiveled back, wondering what to do. Mistress Tati still had her back turned to me. Still at the window. Had she forgotten I was here already? Did she forget she’d locked up her office door?

“Miss?” I squeaked. “May I please leave?”

She turned then, a knowing smile on her lips as her eyes landed on mine. She could see the sadness, the desperation, the helplessness. All of it. And something almost unreadable settled behind her expressing. Something a lot like…desire.

CLINK!

I hopped away from the sudden sound like a victim on a prank show. Mouth open, I stared as a section of the wall paneling beside Mistress Tati’s door slid back, revealing a second doorway.

A man filled the gap.

The guy wasn’t just tall, and he wasn’t just big. He seemed to absorb the hallway light like a damn black hole. His shoulders spread like wings, his muscles so corded they threatened to burst free of his black turtleneck.

Eyes like chips of flint scanned me lazily. He didn’t speak. One giant hand gestured at me, ordering me to follow him.

Was this security? It had to be.

With legs that felt like playdough, I clutched harder at my laptop bag and scooted into the lavish hallway after him, flinching at the click of the paneling sliding shut behind me. The man who was as big as a brickhouse ushered me down a dimly lit corridor branching off the main foyer.

It was cooler here. Mustier. Darker. I shivered, gathering my jacket tighter around me. I was pretty sure a mansion like this had plenty of extra luxury suites to house me in. But the glamor of the House seemed to disappear with each step, the carpeted hallways replaced by a concrete floor and plain white walls lined with discreet utility doors.

Where were we going? Was I going to have a room down in the basement dungeon or something? I hoped not. Basements gave me the creeps.

I stared at the back of the giant leading the way, noticing for the first time he had a ponytail. I was going to call him Brickhouse. That seemed like a fitting name for this quiet, looming extension of Tatiana’s authority. Brickhouse didn’t bother making sure I was keeping up with his fast stride, so there was nothing I could do but stumble after him as quickly as I could.

We passed a commercial kitchen, stainless steel gleaming under overly bright fluorescent lights. A laundry room, the mix of steam and detergent briefly overwhelming my nostrils. Finally, after what felt like a fifteen-minute trek, Brickhouse came to a stop before an unmarked steel door. The door unlocked with a heavy thunk. He pushed it open, stepped aside. But just as I attempted to walk in, his heavy palm fell on my shoulder.

“The bag,” he grunted. “And your phone.”

For a second, I considered taking my headphones out of it and keeping those at least. Mistress Tati hadn’t mentioned anything about headphones, after all. What harm could it cause? But I quickly decided against it. Sighing, I handed everything over including my phone, which had been shoved inside my coat pocket. His stone fist closed over them and he pushed me forward, clamping down on a series of switches before he shut me inside the room.

Behind me, the lock turned over with a clink.

Fluorescent lights flickered overhead, then buzzed to life, humming loudly. I blinked, finding myself standing in a small room barely larger than a walk-in closet. Smooth white walls surrounded me, and beneath my feet was an ash-gray epoxy floor that felt like ice even through my worn sneakers. One high, narrow window loomed near the ceiling, made of reinforced glass. Through the window there was only the inky blackness of a well shaft or another building’s wall inches away.

I spun in a slow circle, taking in the furnishings next. There weren’t many: a narrow camp cot with a thin, military-green mattress rolled tight on top, a small, dented locker, a metal desk and a stool that looked like it belonged in a school cafeteria. Next to the desk was another block of metal that could’ve been either a chest of drawers or a filing cabinet, and beside it, a door leading to what must be a bathroom.

A prison cell, that’s what this is, I thought with a sinking heart.

But what choice did I have?

The weight of it all was crashing down on me and I staggered forward, bracing my arms on the desk for support. The chirpy energy I’d been building up all week for the interview was gone now, leaving behind a cold void that sank to the bottom of my belly and seeped its poison in every corner of my body.

Removing my glasses, I closed my eyes, pushing down a swelling lump of tears that threatened to flood up my throat. It was all too much. The eviction notice. The maxed-out cards. The primal fear I’d lose out on this job too, with absolutely nothing for backup.

I’d gotten the job, yes, but nothing about it felt settled or certain. For a moment, I was back in Mistress Tati’s office, seeing the spine-chilling promise in her eyes as my pay rolled off her lips like the sweetest honey. She was going to reward me, yes, but she was going to make me work for it. She was going to make me bend.

Feeling on edge, I grabbed the towel and the tiny bar of soap that sat on the desk and pushed open the bathroom door. I pulled on the light string. The tiles were stained gray and yellow, and the shower stall was barely big enough to turn around in. The biggest thing in there was the mirror above the sink. It was large, merciless, stretching from the crusted shower tap to the cracked toilet bowl.

I avoided that mirror for as long as I could.

Just clean up, Ricky. You’ll feel better.

I fumbled with the shower knobs before I managed to get the water running. The soap smelled a tad chemical-ly and stung, stripping my skin raw. Even though it hurt, I scrubbed and scrubbed, trying to wash away the fear, the empty feeling of being totally adrift and alone in an unknown place.

After what felt like an hour I shut off the water, dried myself off, and wrapped the thin towel around myself.

Finally, inevitably, my eyes lifted upwards to the mirror.

The man staring back at me looked like a ghost. Skin pale and blotched pink. Hazel eyes wide behind steam-smudged lenses. A face lined with exhaustion and anxiety.

When my gaze fell towards my body I winced. My shoulders were slim and narrow, my chest and arms too soft, too thin. My ribs were just faintly visible, hip bones jutting slightly above the towel, the flesh of my hips curving outward like a girl’s. I smoothed a palm down my stomach. I was skinny in places I wasn’t supposed to be and too padded in others. Plus, I’d always had naturally soft skin and barely any body hair to speak of.

Ryan had never let me forget any of that. Pussy skin, he used to sneer at me when we were kids, flicking and pinching the little pouch of fat I had on my arm by the elbow.

Ryan was my older brother. The favorite in my family. He was broad-shouldered and effortlessly athletic and drew people in like metals to a magnet. Especially girls. He’d swaggered through high school, college, life, collecting trophies and admirers while I stayed hunched over keyboards and got progressively thicker glasses.

My dad would always clap him on the shoulder and beam and say, “That’s my boy!”

Dad barely acknowledged me. There was no praise, not even a smile. Ever. It was like if he pretended hard enough I didn’t exist I would disappear slowly from the universe.

I was only twenty-three but life had always left me with the feeling I was falling short somehow. Like I’d been built into the wrong shape, the wrong personality. Like an unfair god had given my brother all the talent and good looks—not to mention the cocky, asshole personality that made girls gush like waterfalls—and dumped me with the scraps.

Pussy skin. Pussy, pussy, pussy!

With a scoff I turned away from the mirror and stepped out of the bathroom, flicking the lights off. Someone had brought in my suitcase from the main foyer and left it by the bathroom door. I unlocked it and dug around, yanked my sleep T-shirt and boxers on as quickly as I could to cover up the body I hated. Then I headed to the cot, flopping onto it with a sigh. I stared up at the high window. All I could see was a rectangle of black. A dark, dreary void.

Somewhere outside I imagined the city lights winking and the traffic flowing, but here it was just silent and still, a hidden world of terror and domination shut away from the real world outside. My crappy old apartment had looked out onto a grimy brick wall and although I’d hated that view suddenly all I wanted to do was be there instead, buried under my sheets.

Yeah, my life had sucked before, but at least I’d known what I was in for.

Dragging my knees to my chest, I squeezed my eyes shut. What was going to happen to me in the next few days? The next few weeks? Months? What was it going to be like working at The House of Surrender, directly under the head dominatrix?

There was no point hoping, no point wishing things would go back to the way they were. I was broke and desperate and trapped within these walls with nowhere to run.

Because of her.


Chapter 4
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BZZZT.

BZZZT.

BZZZZZZZZZZT.

“What the fuck?”

My head thudded as I tried to untangle myself from the shallow, twisted sleep I’d managed to pull myself into.

The buzzing came again, sharper now, making my teeth vibrate.

Glasses, Ricky. Glasses!

Shoving them on, I stumbled forward, squinting at my desk in the near darkness. There was no alarm clock. The noise seemed to come from everywhere at once, a hidden speaker or some private system I hadn’t been introduced to. As soon as I rolled off the cot, though, the buzzing stopped.

Was that some kind of wake-up call?

Groaning, I stretched, joints popping and cracking. I had no idea what time it was.

With a sigh, I began my new morning routine. I used the toilet, then flinched under the shower spray for a few minutes to wake myself up. I dressed myself in yesterday’s clothes—the now slightly crumpled button-down, the same trousers, minus the ridiculously oversized jacket. At least the bathroom had someone else’s deodorant hiding inside one of the cabinets. I used it liberally under my pits.

A packet of protein bars and a bottle of water sat on my desk. Guess that’s breakfast? The foil crinkled as I tore one open. I ate standing up. The bar was dry and gritty and had the texture of sand.

I’d just tossed the half-eaten wrapper into the bin when someone knocked.

Loudly.

With my stomach clenched tight, I opened the door. Mistress Tati’s intimidating security was on the other side, waiting with the same deadpan face, the same black turtleneck. Brickhouse. He jerked his head back down the service corridor. I followed, my sneakers squeaking on the concrete.

This was it. My first official workday at the House of Surrender.

We ended up back near the main entrance, trekking through another hallway lined with a series of heavy oak doors. Unlike the one leading to my quarters, these ones had gold plaques adorned on them and the mahogany floors were so shiny with polish you could see your reflection in them.

There was a strange hush in the air now, making me feel more nervous than I already was. I wondered if Mistress Tati was here somewhere, tucked away behind one of these doors, waiting for me.

As we approached the entrance to what looked like a larger common area, a woman strode past us. My eyes almost bulged out of their sockets to drink in the sight.

She was draped in blood-red latex, her tight black curls cascading over one shoulder. In her gloved hand she held a leash. On the other end, crawling on hands and knees, was a girl. I spotted luminous pink patent heels, fishnet stockings, a frilly black maid’s apron tied over hairless legs. A lace choker circled her neck. Her face was downcast, focused on the floor, but the angle of her nose, the set of her jaw gave the illusion away. She was a he.

My breath caught.

The Mistress didn’t glance our way, her expression cool and seemingly bored as she led her sissy maid towards another doorway. I stared after them, my heart pounding. The jingle of the leash and the sound of knees dragging on hardwood echoed for a few seconds before they vanished behind the menacing click of a door lock.

I swallowed hard, looked down at my own clothes and thanked my lucky stars. They may have been cheap, wrinkled, but at least I was wearing an actual shirt and trousers. At least I still had my dignity.

Keeping my gaze glued to the back of Brickhouse’s turtleneck, I tried to erase the image of the crawling maid, the shiny pink heels.

Further down the hallway, another door opened. Another Mistress stepped out, this one in a tailored black skirt and a crisp white blouse, looking more like a ruthless CEO than a dungeon mistress. Gleaming black leather boots reached up to her knees and a riding crop was tucked casually under her arm. She exchanged a cool nod with Brickhouse, her sharp eyes flicking over me once before she turned away. My cheeks burned. Did she think I was a client too?

A sissy?

My face went practically blue with embarrassment.

I didn’t have time to dwell on it, though, because Brickhouse had finally stopped in front of an oak door. He twisted the gold knob and pushed it open.

I held my breath wondering what was waiting for me on the other side.

It was a small, book-lined study. A mahogany desk accompanied by a leather armchair dominated the space, the walls sporting floor-to-ceiling shelves filled with leather-bound volumes. And in the corner, facing away from the door was a smaller, more modern workstation. A laptop glowed softly on the desk, flanked by two large monitors. An empty chair waited behind it.

I knew who that was for.

My cage within the cage, I thought anxiously.

An older woman sporting a severe grey bun stood by the desk. She was wearing a stiff black dress that looked like a uniform. Her eyes were pale and assessing as they swept over me.

“Good morning, Mr. Hayes,” she said in a clipped, stony voice. “My name is Marcella Langley. I’m one of Mistress Tatiana’s personal assistants.”

I swallowed, not sure if it was appropriate to speak. Behind me, the door clicked shut. Brickhouse had left me.

“Uh, good morning, Marcella.”

Marcella shot me a frosty look. “That’s Miss Langley to you,” she snapped. “Where are your manners, boy?”

With a sick jolt in my belly, I rushed to obey her. “Good morning, Mrs. Langley. I apologize for my mistake.”

“It’s Miss. Not Mrs.” Marcella’s severe nostrils flared, making her nose look like a bird’s beak. “I’m not a married woman, Mr. Hayes. Never been one, and you’d do well not to assume such things again.”

Oh dear. This wasn’t going so well. I rushed to apologize again and she huffed in response.

“Mistress Tati is currently occupied with business matters,” she said. “Your computer and monitors are already in place. You will find her instructions on the screen.” She gestured toward the laptop. “You will be escorted out of the room for meals at precisely twelve noon and six in the evening. Any questions?”

“None at the moment, Miss Langley.”

She gave a stiff nod before turning on her heel and sweeping through the doorway without another word. I heard the sound of heavy locks slamming into place.

I was alone again.

For a minute, I didn’t move. Had I honestly been expecting a trumpet-rolling welcome on my first day? Of course not. At least they weren’t making me work inside Harry Potter’s cupboard under the stairs. This little study was miles better. Right?

My feet carried me towards my workstation. The chair creaked softly as I pulled it out and sat down. My fingers hovered over the keyboard, tingling with nervous energy.

Whatever Mistress Tati had left for me, I couldn’t afford to get it wrong.

Not here.

Not now.


Chapter 5
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The monitors blinked to life as I flicked a finger through the mousepad.

Two documents glowed on the screens. I opened the first file. It looked like feedback of some sort. I’d submitted a rough homepage proposal to Mistress Tati last week, just a draft to show some initiative before my interview. She hadn’t said a word about it at the time.

Taking a deep breath, I started reading.

Mr. Hayes,

Let me make this simple. Your proposed homepage completely misses the mark when it comes to my brand. You’ve designed for people who want choices, who want to steer their own path. But that’s not who our clients are. Far from it.

Our clients do not come to The House of Surrender to steer anything. They come to be steered. They come here to let go, to hand their control over to someone worthy of it, to find comfort and relief in giving up, being led, and being told what to do.

If you are serious about working for me, take note: I expect better. If you intend to serve my House—and serve it well—you will need to dedicate all your time, energy, and brainpower to ensuring my new website mirrors this vision.

Consider this a first correction.

— T.S.

The brutal words swam in front of my eyes, blood roaring in my ears as I read them again. My stomach slipped out, fell to my feet.

Had Mistress Tati just basically called me stupid in like five different ways?

Frustration bubbled within me, and truthfully, I felt more than a little annoyed. If there was one thing I did know, it was building websites. Ask any of my previous managers. I was good at it! I was good at designing things! Or so I thought…

With shivering fingers, I opened the second file.

Mr. Hayes,

You told me yesterday your next step would be getting a feel for my clients. You asked me what makes them tick. Your instincts are in the right place, but it seems you haven’t yet figured out how to do your research, or rather, how to answer your own questions.

No amount of research and study will teach you what my clients crave until you experience it yourself. In the top drawer of your desk, you will find a garment. You are to put this on underneath your clothes and wear it for the entire duration of your work shift.

I expect to see a revised homepage draft when I next check in.

— T.

My mouth felt like sawdust as I read the note twice. A ‘garment’?

To teach me what her clients ‘crave’?

Oh no.

A creeping sense of dread crawled down my spine as I slowly slid the drawer open. Inside lay a single piece of folded silk. Not just any kind of folded silk…

Lingerie.

Panties.

Panties in the palest lavender, with lace trims gathered around the leg openings. Under the study lamps the lace shimmered like moonlight.

No. No. No.

She couldn’t be serious, could she? How the hell did she think it was okay for me to wear lingerie?

Jesus, she knew I wasn’t one of them. Those men who secretly got off on wearing girly bras and stockings and underwear. I wasn’t one of the crawling men I’d seen on the floor just minutes ago.

I was a professional. A web designer. A programmer. A man.

Clapping my hand over my mouth, I lurched backwards. I could refuse. I had to refuse.

Right?

Right. It was ridiculous. Silly. I wasn’t one of her House slaves. There was no way she was really expecting an employee to go to such extreme lengths for a job, to…to humiliate himself like this.

Except…

She was, wasn’t she?

Wasn’t that exactly what she wanted from me?

My throat tightened. The number she’d named yesterday blazed over me again, shimmering like a mirage inside my mind.

I couldn’t afford to lose this job. Couldn’t afford to lose the paycheck. I just couldn’t.

I squared my shoulders and tried to think through it rationally. If the alternative was leaving and getting myself kicked out into the unforgiving streets, it seemed much more sensible to just do what Tati demanded. Besides, she was a famous dominatrix. These were the mind games she played all day. And if I’d been expecting something different coming here, well, maybe that was on me.

Biting my lip, I stared down at the silk panties again. My breath came in panting gasps as I considered what I was about to do.

My fingers reached out, cold and trembling, brushing the silk for just a second.

I yanked my hand back just as quickly. How could anyone enjoy this? How could anyone want this?

Fuck it. Just do it, Ricky.

Snatching up the panties, I fled to the ensuite bathroom at the back of the study and slammed the door shut behind me. The tile was cold against my back. My fingers, icy with sweat, closed around the silk.

It’s just work, chickenshit.

No one else is going to know about it.

Well, no one apart from sexy Mistress Tatiana, that is…

A choked sound escaped my throat, a half-gasp, a half-sob as I unbuttoned my trousers. My zipper gave off an obscenely loud zzzrrrrpp that had my teeth catching onto my lower lip. Thank god I was alone in here. Huffing, I yanked my trousers and boxers down to my hips, sloughed them clumsily off with my feet.

The panties had crumpled up inside my fist. I unfolded it carefully, feeling like I was handling contraband. I was so sure someone was about to bust this door open and drag me away to some sort of high-security prison meant for freaks and perverts.

I waited.

Nothing.

“Fine,” I muttered to myself. “Fine!”

But how? How the fuck do I even get it to go on?

I wasn’t an expert on women, let alone women’s underwear. I awkwardly stepped into the panties, one foot in then the other, one arm holding onto the tiled wall for dear life.

The silk hissed as I hitched it over my hips.

As if it was protesting.

But then, slowly but surely, it took shape, smoothing over the contours of my body like warm butter.

The waistband settled low on my hips, a little tight but not exactly uncomfortable. In fact, the panties felt a tad too comfortable against the base of my spine, against…against…

I couldn’t look down.

Couldn’t bear to see girly silk encased around my cock and balls.

“I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

Because there it was again. A stupid mirror.

A full-length one, mounted on the bathroom wall, framed in gold.

Heart fluttering, I stole a look. My lips parted, my throat clenching.

I wanted to cry.

My bulge was so obvious beneath the panties. Even though my cock was nothing to boast about, you could clearly see the outline of it, angling slightly to the left. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, the panty crotch was also too thin, making my balls spill out lewdly from either side.

Oh, Jesus.

This was fucking wrong! This was fucking pornographic!

Swallowing thickly, I turned around and nearly fainted at the sight of my ass reflected in the silvery glass. My crack was clearly visible through the flimsy cloth, my cheeks pale and round under the overhead light.

I stood there for a long while, chewing on my lip. I didn’t feel like myself. I didn’t look like myself. But she didn’t care, did she?

I was just a pawn in Tati’s world.

With a slip of dread, I understood she’d already decided how this would go. And if she’d already managed to turn me into a panty-wearing boy on my first day, maybe I was already further under her control than I wanted to admit.

What else did she have planned?

What crazy thing would she ask me to do next?

It doesn’t matter, Ricky.

Men like you don’t get a choice.

My heart sank and I buried the thought away. I shimmied back into my trousers at the speed of light and rushed back to my desk. There. It was done. At least I didn’t have to look at it anymore.

Forcing a slow, deep breath, I returned my attention to my screens.

What was I supposed to be doing again? Oh, working on my homepage. Right.

There was no point wallowing or moping. I had a task to do and I was going to kill it, no matter how strange the conditions surrounding it were.

***

Two hours later I still had my old draft of the homepage open in my software and had made zero progress on the new design. I’d started by writing out some ideas, but my mind kept rounding back to what I’d just done.

I can’t believe I’m wearing purple panties. What the hell am I doing wearing purple panties?

They were like a strange second skin, hugging my ass tight. Whenever I shifted, even a little, the material rubbed against my groin and my body heated up, making me feel annoyed and mortified all over again.

At twelve sharp, just like Miss Langley had warned me, Brickhouse entered the study to escort me to lunch. I could’ve sworn he was smirking the whole time, like he knew what was going on inside my pants.

The thought made my gut churn and ruined my appetite.

As soon as I got back from lunch, though, I forced myself to buckle down and get my act together.

But an hour later…I was still shaking.

I slammed my fists down on the keyboard. I felt sick, and useless, and furious at myself for making such a big deal out of this. If my brother Ryan had been in my position, would he have even blinked an eye? No. He would’ve found it hilarious. He would’ve levelled flirty mind games back at Tati too, all sexy and sleazy, and of course she’d fall for it because he was that kind of guy.

A real man. A real man didn’t have to defend his masculinity. A real man didn’t need to prove a damn thing to anybody.

I grimaced.

Thinking about my brother always left a sour taste in my mouth, and yet I was always trying to compare myself to him somehow. Ever since we were teens it was like I couldn’t make up my mind whether or not I was jealous of him. He’d flown so smoothly through life, graduating at the top of his marketing program and going on to become the youngest associate director at a fast-rising fintech company. The last time I’d checked him out on social media, he’d been lounging drunkenly in sunny Bahamas. That would’ve been his third international trip of the year.

With a sneer, I pushed the glasses that were about to slip off the bridge of my nose back up. This was going nowhere. I had to get my head back on straight. Besides, it really wasn’t like me to be so distracted while I was designing.

My eyes drifted sideways to my second screen, the one where I had the stern letter from Mistress Tati open. I wondered if she was thinking about me right now. If she even thought about me at all.

Nah, I decided. She was a busy lady. Why would she give a shit about me, her lowly web designer?

The vision of her at the window flashed through my head again. Butterflies stirred in my belly as the memory dreamed itself back to life—her face lit by sunlight, that sexy midnight-blue latex dress clinging to her shapely legs and hips. Even though she was treating me like crap, the truth was my heart still ached to see her again. I wanted to see those mesmerizing blue eyes again. I imagined holding her close, planting soft kisses all along her neck, taking in the freshly washed scent of her hair.

My lips curved into a hopeful smile. The solution had come to me out of nowhere. It was so simple. All I needed to do was impress her. I needed to build a bangin’ good business website and then Tati would realize what a great employee she had on her hands. She’d see I had actual brains and didn’t need to wear freakin’ lingerie to understand her clientele.

Because goddammit, I didn’t want her to see me as a freak.

I wanted her to see me as a man.

Reaching for my mouse, I hit the buttons to bring up my old layout, saving it as a new file in the corner of the screen. I dragged some elements from the template and stuck them onto the new page, not entirely sure where I was heading with it. But could I make it work? You bet. It’s not like I hadn’t done this a million times before.

Two minutes went by.

Then something weird caught my attention.

It was a soft click. Like metal against wood. Somewhere beyond the locked study door.

Clack…clack…clack.

I froze.

I knew what that was. It was the sound of stilettos crossing a polished floor.

Oh shit.

I sat perfectly still, too scared to even breathe. The footsteps stopped right at the edge of the door.

Was that her?

It had to be.

A rush of panic made me stand up. I could feel her there. Her gaze, her poise, her commanding energy.

My body went red-hot.

Did she know?

Did she know I had her little gift on? Would she think I was a good little boy for following her instructions? Oh god—what if she dragged me to the bathroom to check? Demand to show her?

My armpits dampened as I stared blankly down at my crotch.

Seconds ticked by.

Clack. Clack.

The door didn’t open.

Clack. Clack.

Moving away? Down the corridor?

Clack. Clack.

I waited a little longer. Nothing.

I slumped back in the chair, trembling, drenched in sweat.

That was close.

The relief almost made me dizzy, but I just couldn’t shake the thought away. Mistress Tati could really blast that door open at any moment. Demand to show me what I’d done. And I didn’t even have any excuses lined up to defend my lack of progress.

Swallowing, I turned back to the laptop screen.

I had to give her more.

Something to show her how dedicated and smart I was.

Just as I got settled in, though, another strange sound came through the wall to my right.

A low, repeating thump.

I paused, straining my ears.

It came again, closer this time, heavier, followed by a sound I couldn’t quite place. A sharp inhale. A broken noise or gasp that might’ve been caused by pleasure. Or pain.

My stomach twisted.

Was it from the room next door? One of the House’s private playrooms? Who was in there? Maybe it was one of Tati’s clients.

Shivers skittered down my spine.

The thumping resumed, faster now, layered by drawn-out, stifled groans. Thud. Thud. Thud. Someone—a successful business owner maybe, or a high-profile CEO—had voluntarily walked into that. Paying thousands to submit, to release the burden of leading for a while. I tried to picture him. A balding middle-aged guy clad in shiny pink, bent over a padded bench, writhing under the impact of a flogger. His skin turning pink, then red.

Or maybe there was an even more ruthless mistress in there, busting the balls of some political official with lace-up thigh-high boots. Because he needed her to. Needed to experience a sliver of pure, unconstrained relief before he headed home to his prim wife and kids.

My hands clasped tightly around the sides of the mouse. I had to stop listening, but I couldn’t tear my attention away. Something had lodged in my chest, slow and awful: that sooner or later, whatever was happening over there would happen to me.

I buried that thought too.

Didn’t need to think about that now.

With a painful sigh I dove back into my work. The last thing I wanted was to have Mistress Tati strolling in when I’d hardly begun reworking her website.

I would’ve missed the quiet creak of the study door sliding open if I hadn’t noticed the cool current of air passing across my nape.

The realization of what that meant made my stomach curdle with dread.

My head swung, eyes wide.

Miss Langley, Mistress Tati’s assistant, stood in the doorway. Her bird-face looked triumphant, as if she’d known her timing had been impeccable.

“Mistress Tatiana has summoned you, Mr. Hayes,” she stated, her voice cooler than an arctic blizzard. “Bring your laptop.”

Oh, fuck me.


Chapter 6
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Ten minutes later, Miss Langley was ushering me down a long corridor fitted with a plush crimson carpet. Gilt-framed portraits of women in corsets and latex lined the walls, their severe-looking expressions making my spine tingle.

At the end of the corridor was a set of ornate double doors. They were carved from dark wood and had two golden handles shaped like lion heads. Guarding the doors was a man who could’ve easily been Brickhouse’s cousin. He was just as hefty and wore a black turtleneck, but his head was shiny and bald.

He gave a curt nod to Miss Langley and pushed one door open.

Hesitating, I glanced at her. She gave me a sharp jab with one bony finger. “Get inside, fool. You don’t keep a Mistress waiting!”

The door clicked shut behind me.

The scent of roasting meat and notes of a hearty, fruity wine rose up to greet me. I should’ve been hungry considering how little I’d eaten all day, but instead, I was nauseous. Keeping my head bent I studied the scuffed rubber tips of my sneakers, the pair I’d been hoping to replace as soon as I had some money in my pocket.

A second later her velvet-dark voice sluiced through the silence.

“Look at me, Mr. Hayes.”

Slowly, very slowly, I raised my head. The dining room stretched out in front of me like a cathedral, lit almost entirely by candlelight and the lazy flicker of a fire at the far wall. The dining table, which ran almost the entire length of the room, was a slab of black marble veined with both gold and silver. Crystal pendants from the chandelier above scattered a soft, hazy light over silver platters and ruby-studded goblets.

Mistress Tati sat alone at the head of the table.

“Come closer,” she ordered.

My feet moved, taking one cautious step forward. She was positioned regally on a high-backed chair made of elaborately carved walnut wood. There was no latex or fancy fetish wear this time—just a long black velvet gown that draped over the length of her body like an inky shadow. The bodice hugged her closely and was ruched at the center, the neckline curving into a shape that was both soft and commanding. She was so fucking beautiful it hurt to look at her.

Two maids fussed in silence over her. One was busy refilling her goblet with a deep, red wine. The other placed a small white plate in front of her. The meal looked like seared scallops, sitting atop a bed of bright green puree.

Mistress Tati lifted the stem of her goblet to her lips, taking a slow, thoughtful sip. The movement exposed the lace work on her sleeve, and for a moment it looked like her arms were wrapped in magical spiderwebs. Her eyes slid to me as she set the goblet down, cold and focused.

“I’m not a fan of repeating myself, Mr. Hayes. Come closer.”

Gasping quietly, I shuffled towards her, wishing I could find a cliff to fling myself off of.

“Place the laptop on the table.”

I did as she asked, setting it down with trembling hands.

“Good boy. Now sit.”

Sit? I was relieved she was asking me to sit, because I was pretty sure I was going to pass out if I kept standing. I eyed the massive table and stepped clumsily towards the nearest chair.

“Not there.” Her tone cracked across me like a whip. “Here.”

Mistress Tati was pointing to the floor beside her with one gloved finger.

Heat rushed up my neck. Oh.

She wanted me to get down on my knees.

On the cold, hard marble.

The image of the maid I’d seen yesterday, the one who’d been crawling across the floor in pink heels, flashed through my mind as I assumed my position. My kneecaps groaned under my own weight and the cruel chill of the marble seemed to seep straight to my bones. My body didn’t like it. I was still trembling, and my shoulders and arms folded inward as I tried to hug myself.

“Shoulders back.” The orders came, one after the other. “Chin up. Hands where I can see them.”

I pulled in a breath, tried my best to obey. My shoulders strained, my lower back burning unpleasantly with the forced concave curve.

“No, no. Chin up. I want you to look at me, Mr. Hayes. When you sit, I, your Mistress, should be the only thing in your mind.”

Something stung at the corners of my eyes as I lifted my gaze up to my boss. Was she really giving me permission to do nothing but watch and admire her?

Mistress Tati speared a scallop and took one dainty bite. She wiped her lips before checking in on me. “That’s better,” she said with a curt nod. “As I’m sure you’re aware, we have a lot to discuss. But first, you’re going to learn how to sit properly. Hold that position until I finish my dinner.”

She took a slow sip of wine before spearing another scallop. The knife clinked against her plate. Her fork drifted upwards, the motion exposing her alabaster throat and collarbone. I couldn’t even blink, not wanting to lose even one tiny moment of her beauty. I was being forced to admire her, and now that I was, the pain on my knees and back were fading into the background. The only thing that took up space in my consciousness was her. I meditated on the hem of her dress, her long lashes, her bosom rising, slowly, gently, as she dined.

Something soft stirred under the panties I was still wearing, something wrong and unholy and good all at once. I straightened my spine so hard it threatened to splinter under the strain.

Oh, Jesus. Don’t make me fall in love with you, Tati.

It was another frickin’ annoying quirk of mine. Brenda had been my first boss. And my first love. A busty, wealthy woman in her fifties who always smelled like fresh coffee and expensive leather, who’d given me my first real shot at an IT job. She was married, of course. She had kids and a huge house and an entire life that wasn’t me.

She praised me. A lot. And called me sweetie sometimes.

I had it bad.

It’s a thing, apparently. Harboring crushes on your bosses. Especially if your bosses happen to be older, confident women. And Mistress Tati was Brenda times a thousand. With extra lashings of danger.

Tati took her time eating, and by that time the floor had leached all the warmth from my body and my back had turned into a small trail of fire. She lifted a small brass bell from beside her plate and gave it a shake. A maid appeared from behind a curtain and whisked her plate away.

She finally turned to me, eyes narrowing.

“Your shoulders keep slouching, Mr. Hayes,” she said with a tut. “Too much time with computers or did you think you could hide from me?” Her finger hooked briefly under my chin, lifting my gaze to hers before her next words slipped out in a hush. “No one hides from me, darling.”

Something in my chest went hollow.

“You’ll improve with time,” she continued. “But that was a good effort, and good effort earns a reward. Here, have a sip.”

Mistress Tati thrust her goblet under my nose, tilting it slightly until it was close enough to touch my lips. The scent of sweet ripe plums and dark berries curled up toward me. Rich. Tempting. But as soon as my lips parted, the goblet retreated and tipped. Wine splashed across the marble floor between us, dark and spreading, a thin red pool catching the candlelight.

I almost bit the tip of my tongue, stunned by her vicious action.

What the hell?

Was she expecting me to lick the stuff off the floor like a…like a dog?

My blood ran cold, ice cold.

Her brows arched expectantly, watching me closely.

My attention flicked to the spill, then back to her face. How far was this going to go? What was I supposed to do?

How low was I really willing to stoop for a job? For her?

“Stop fidgeting,” she said quietly.

I froze instantly, my breath shallow, hands clenched on my lap.

The room went still. Silence stretched. A trail of wine crept slowly toward one leg of the table.

I was hyperaware of my posture. Of the heat blooming on my face. Of the fact that she was still looking at me like that. So intensely.

Finally, she spoke.

“What? Did you think I wanted you to drink it?” she probed. “Off the floor, like a kitten?” She smiled. “I never told you what to do, but how quick you are to decide what you’re here for.”

The shame flared inside me, hot and sharp. I’d been an idiot. Why had I even assumed such a horrible thing about her?

“Serving me isn’t complicated, Mr. Hayes. First, you listen. Then you do as you’re told.”

She leaned back slightly in her chair, running a critical eye up and down my body. My heart was beating so fast I was worried she could hear it.

“I understand, Mistress,” I said at last.

“Good.”

She set the goblet aside and picked up her napkin, dabbing her fingers as if nothing unusual had happened. Then she offered me a little wine in a small white bowl. This time, she kept it raised, close to my lips. I managed to sip it without slurping. The wine tasted as deep and delicious as it smelled, like it could take you on a trip.

“We’ll deal with that later,” she said, gesturing to the liquid on the floor. “It’s back to business. Stand up and show me what you’ve done for my website.”

My joints were screaming as I stood up. I felt like my body had been twisted into a pretzel as I booted up the laptop and opened my file. I tried to bury the pain. I had bigger things to worry about now.

Mistress Tati’s lashes lowered for several seconds, peering at the screen. The embarrassingly messy and unfinished version of her website stared back at her. Then a shadow laced over her face, darkening her features.

“The…the feedback you gave me. It was, uh, so enlightening, Mistress,” I scrambled to explain, a cold sweat breaking out on my arms. “Honestly, you made me rethink my entire approach. I was just about to start—”

“And yet you’ve made practically no progress all day, Mr. Hayes.”

My heart sank. What could I even say? She was right. All I’d wanted to do was impress her with my skills, wanted her to think she’d made the right decision hiring me, and now here she was thinking I was an absolute dumbass.

Tati sighed, a deep, dramatic sigh that had my shoulders curling forward even further. “I must say, I’m surprised a programmer of your caliber would have difficulty with something so simple.”

She picked up an embroidered napkin, tapped it at the corners of my mouth. It came away stained with red. My heart did the stupidest flutter. Not a single person of the fairer sex had ever taken care of me like that. It felt nice. Amazing, even.

“Clearly you’re someone who’s going to need a lot of handholding,” she continued. “Unfortunately I’m not a woman who indulges in wasted time. The good news is, of course, I could have a better web designer sitting in your place by sunrise tomorrow. I could get my new website launched within a couple of days! Imagine. Wouldn’t that be so much easier?”

My shoulders slumped. That stung. A lot.

She sighed again. “I guess I just don’t know what to do with you, Mr. Hayes.”

Please don’t give up on me.

“Just give me a chance, Miss,” I said quietly.

For several minutes, she looked deep in thought. I held my breath as my heart beat frantically against my ribcage. I was waiting for her to tell me to pack up and leave.

“They said you were a good programmer…” she murmured. “The company you used to work for, Mr. Hayes. I had an assistant call them the other day. They said you were a bit of a wallflower, but a good programmer nonetheless.” She leaned back, her expression turning thoughtful. “So clearly, there’s a problem here. Would you like to tell me what it is?”

Her voice had sunk lower, turned softer. A dagger wrapped in velvet.

“Did my instructions confuse you? Or did something distract you today? Hmm?”

I flinched, feeling her eyes roving over me like she could see through my clothes, see the feminine silk clinging to my privates. An unfamiliar feeling was itching at my skin, biting it with little pinpricks of heat. Of course she knew what she’d made me do. It was the trashy secret we happened to share. Finding a loose piece of thread on the side seam of my trousers, I started to pull on it so I wouldn’t fidget again. Mistress was waiting for an answer.

“I, uh, I kept hearing things.” Just half the truth wouldn’t hurt, would it? “I could hear people in the hallway. People in the room next to me.”

“Hm. The sounds distracted you?” Blue diamonds held onto me, then shimmered downwards, stopping for a heartbeat just below my waist. “Was it just the sounds, Ricky?”

It was like a bomb had exploded across my cheeks, down my throat. I looked down, away from that piercing gaze, shoving my trembling hands inside my pant pockets. The question was mortifying enough, but she’d just called me Ricky. Not Mr. Hayes, but Ricky, like she was a mother scolding her disobedient son.

“Ricky,” she said again, too softly, like she was speaking to a child. “Were you distracted by the noises? Or were you distracted by yourself?”

“I wore them, Mistress. Like you told me to,” I blurted out. I just couldn’t bring myself to say the ‘P-word’ in front of her. “That’s why I couldn’t…”

I let my voice trail off. I was overwhelmed by the fact she was playing with me like this, overwhelmed with the sudden certainty of where this was heading.

“I’m just not used to this,” I tried again, my voice wobbling.

“Not used to what?” she asked evenly. “You’re allowed to tell me. I’m your boss.”

“Not used to wearing…” I winced. Just spit it out, chicken. “Panties.”

A cold draft gusted in out of nowhere, snuffing out the candles in the sconces and along the table. Shadows flooded the dining room. The chandelier above still burned, but barely, its bulbs shrinking to a ghostly shimmer. My knees started to rattle.

“Ah. Finally. Some honesty.”

“Sorry, Mistress,” I mumbled.

“Don’t be. I had a feeling that was what was going on.”

Mistress Tati rose, her velvet dress hissing and swirling at her feet. In the dark, she looked like a goddess cloaked in fog and smoke.

“You’re a wonderful worker, Ricky,” she said, her tone unusually gentle. Maybe even encouraging. “I know you are. You asked me all the right questions. But right now you’re thinking like an engineer. That’s not what I want. To work for me, you’ll need to learn how to think like one of my boys.”

She motioned for me to take my laptop. I hugged it, my chest heaving, hoping it would give me some warmth. Then her gloved finger met my chin, lifting it slightly to make me look at her. A fever practically broke out across my face. My heart lurched when her smile bloomed again, bright as a rose.

“Come with me,” she said. “I think it’s time for us to pay a visit to The Pink Room.”
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Instead of heading back to the corridors, Mistress Tati steered me through a small archway tucked behind a set of draped curtains. As the drapes fell into place behind us, we were left to navigate a narrow, low-lit corridor that twisted around in circles and felt more like the depths of a castle dungeon than a fancy mansion. Then I saw it.

A baby-pink door, fit for a life-size Barbie house. The doorknob was made of crystal and had tiny flowers embossed on it.

My back slammed against the cold wall of the corridor, making the laptop I was carrying squeak in my clammy palms. I had this horrible, horrible feeling in my stomach. I had no clue what The Pink Room actually was, but I could make a guess and I really, really didn’t want to go in there.

Mistress Tati twisted the knob. The door swung open.

“After you,” she said.

Gulping in a breath, I counted one step, then another, keeping my eyes on the floor as I went in. The pink gaping entrance seemed to swallow me whole. And then, for a long moment, I couldn’t breathe.

I looked around while blood thudded in my ears. The Pink Room was pink, alright. Racks upon racks lined the painted walls, some filled with satin robes and lace-trimmed corsets, others with gowns and dresses and skirts and frilly, feathery, poofy things I couldn’t even name. Things with tassels attached to them and things dusted with sequins and glitter. Glass display cases held mannequin heads showing off expensive wigs and cabinets overflowed with bras and panties in every shade from pearl to plum.

What was this place? I had no idea, but one thing was for sure…it wasn’t the place for someone like me. Someone who read sci-fi novels and played video games and could recite the names of every Star Wars character in alphabetical order.

This place was an alien land whose language I didn’t know and could never learn. And it wasn’t just a land of femininity. It was also a land of luxury, and lust, and taboo temptations.

A shiver skittered down my back.

Mistress Tati was ahead of me now. She was watching me closely, blue fire flashing from her eyes. I just stood there, with a deer-in-headlights look on my face, trying with everything I had in me not to tremble.

“You’re scared, aren’t you?” she whispered. “I’d be surprised if you weren’t. You’re shaking.” She paused. “But fear isn’t the enemy here, Ricky. Not in this room.”

My chest hitched. What did she mean? I stayed very still, afraid that if I moved too quickly, I’d miss whatever she was about to show me.

It was only when I spun to my right that I noticed what had to be the star of The Pink Room.

I stared at it, panic clawing up my insides. Tearing my flesh into pieces.

“No,” I breathed.

The laptop was coerced out of my arms before it smashed to the floor.

This can’t be real.

It just can’t be!

“This is my punishment,” I whispered. “Right?”

Mistress Tati lifted a brow. Incredulous. “Do you think letting me see you is a punishment?”

My throat tightened at the response. No one had ever said it like that before. The thought that she simply wanted to see me…to look at me…felt terrifying. Brutal.

If this isn’t punishing me, then what in the world is it?

Together, we edged toward the far right-hand corner of the room. I tried to rationalize, tried to talk myself out of the ballooning panic that felt like a wrecking ball inside me. I swallowed, hard. At least it wasn’t some kind of medieval torture device. At least it wasn’t one of those scary looking crosses with leather straps designed to hold you down. No, there no pain involved with what lay before me, but somehow I knew it was worse.

Mirrors.

All my life I’d been avoiding them. Hated them. Hated the way they made me feel, spelling out all my insecurities and imperfections. In front of us two tall, three-paneled mirrors stood facing each other, angled to form a circle. Blinding white LED strips framed them, throwing sharp, prismatic lights everywhere, exposing every detail, every shadow, every angle.

We entered the circle and suddenly there were so many of us that my mind whirled. Me, and her, and them, our eerily lifelike replicas. I wanted to bolt, wanted to run far far away from them, but Mistress Tati was here, pinning me with that seductive stare of hers. How could I let her down?

With a subtle smile on her face, she glided toward the velvet chaise lounge that faced one of the panels. She sprawled across it, the skirt of her dress flaring as she draped one leg over the side of the buttoned tufts with her head propped lazily up on one elbow.

It took me too long to realize the angle she’d chosen left me fully exposed to her gaze.

There wasn’t anywhere for me to hide.

Not in the Pink Room.

“On your knees,” she ordered.

I sank to the plush rug before the mirrors. My reflection instantly multiplied into infinity. The fake Rickys stared back at me with their tired but accusing eyes, framed by thick, black-rimmed glasses.

Fear cinched my throat like someone’s fist was trying to choke me. I couldn’t escape them.

She could see how scared I was.

She could see everything.

And she wanted me to know it.

Her stiletto drifted down, tapping the rug beside me. “Come closer to me, pet,” she drawled.

Swallowing thickly, I edged forward on my knees until the pointed toe of her shoe nearly touched my thigh. Desperate to look at anything other than the mirrors, my eyes found hers. Blue ice glittered back at me as her stiletto heel began tracing a line along my trousers, sliding from one thigh to the other.

Moving so slow, slow as a snake ready to strike.

I was getting weaker. My head was spinning, the bend of my knees cramping. The pressure of that thin, vicious heel made my thoughts unravel, made desire streak deep in my bones. The beautiful high arch of her foot, the way I could just barely make out the squeeze of her toes inside the closed tip. I almost couldn’t let myself believe this was real.

Her foot lifted, then settled back firmly at the apex between my legs.

A second stretched into a long, electric line between us. I held my breath.

She sighed, the sound sleepy and knowing, as if she’d liked my reaction a little too much. I got the sense that this wasn’t new to her. She’d witnessed this look on other faces before, and she knew exactly what it meant.

“Open,” she said in a hush.

A feverish heat had begun to roar under my skin. My body was listening. Instinctively I knew what she wanted. Wasn’t it the sight of me, spread open and vulnerable? But how could I give her that now, when what I was wearing inside felt so taboo, so shameful?

Flushing, I adjusted my posture again, then widened my thighs for her. I could still feel the silk stretching over me, hated how revealing it all felt.

“Oh, Ricky, what do we have here…”

A low moan bubbled to the tip of my throat. I was hardening, getting bigger and bigger at the sound of her teasing voice. The toe of her heel dragged across my bulge, not so slow, not so gently this time.

Mistress Tati’s next words made my heart stop.

“Would you like to show me, Ricky?”

No.

No, no, no.

Disbelief thrummed through me, even though I hadn’t been stupid. In the back of my mind somewhere, hadn’t I known all along that this was what was coming?

“Please, Mistress…”

“Why not? I’m sure you look quite pretty with it on.”

Jesus, I’d never wanted anyone to like me so badly. Not even Brenda.

I knew what I was to her, though. And I didn’t want that.

A painful ache bloomed in my heart.

I didn’t want Tati to use me. I didn’t want her to keep me as a joke or a toy to play dress-up with before bed.

I just wanted a girl to want me for me.

Just this once.

Was that too much to ask?

“You’re drifting, Ricky.” Her tone had sharpened and I snapped my eyes up, hating myself for getting distracted. “Let me say it another way then. Remove your clothes. That’s an order.”

My skin iced all over at the cruel authority of her demands.

“Or do I need to use a little force to make you obey?”

A shameful thrill hit straight at the pit of my stomach at the thought of her forcing me to strip, making me display and do whatever she wanted. But I had to ignore these feelings. I had to. To do anything else would ruin me.

I bit the inside of my lip so hard that the coppery taste of blood burst across my tongue. I could feel the muscles of her calf, firm, flexing against my side as she leaned into me, the toe of her stiletto now circling and pressing, circling and pressing into my crotch.

Please don’t make me, Tati.

I don’t want to be something you laugh at when this is over.
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Remove your clothes. That’s an order.

The words were on my mind in a loop, lighting up my nerves, pushing the air from my chest until it was hard to breathe. My pants and boxers were the only defense I had between shame and humiliation and Mistress Tati’s sharp, judgemental eyes. And now she wanted me to surrender that last wall and let it all go.

The thought of it was dizzying.

Especially since I’d never bared my goods in front of a woman before.

She was waiting for me with her body draped over the chaise like a queen. Waiting for me to obey her as any queen would. Behind her, I could see the endless well of reflections going deeper and deeper, dozens of blue eyes and crimson lips, my own frightened face floating somewhere in the haze.

I was completely trapped.

Mistress Tati’s index finger began an impatient beat on the side of the chaise, moving in rhythm with my ragged breaths. She was unhappy with me. I could feel it as clearly as a brand searing across my back.

She uttered her next words in a chillingly cold tone.

“Start with your shirt.”

There’s no escape, not here in this House. My only way forward was to expose myself to her like she’d ordered. Fluttering my eyes closed, I swallowed down the lump in my throat as I stood up, letting the rush of embarrassment pass me by. Maybe if I pretended she wasn’t there, I wouldn’t notice her staring, wouldn’t know how easily that would unravel me.

Taking a deep breath, I took off my shirt and the white crew neck I had on underneath. I laid them down carefully, folded up, next to me. She pointed at my trousers, impatience oozing from her gorgeous features. I tugged on the button, unzipped the fly. As I slid the loose beige fabric over my hips and under, I found myself wondering if I could win a prize for the world’s worst striptease. My fingers shook as I freed up my boxers, the old, scratchy cotton catching against the smooth silk of what lay underneath.

And then there I stood, exposed.

Cruelly exposed.

I couldn’t bear to look at her as she drank in my humiliating state. The heat of her gaze raking over my nearly naked body was making my heart tighten in a way I didn’t know how to handle. I found myself clumsily adjusting the waistband as soon as I noticed how gracefully the lining had tapered across my already girly, slender hips.

But there was the lace. That damn lace. Fluttering around the tops of my thighs like the frills on a ballet dancer’s costume.

Flustered, my fingers attacked the ruffles at my thighs, fiddling with them, as if I could magically make them go away, as if I could make them look any less feminine on me.

“Stop that.”

My hands froze.

“Don’t you ever try to change what I put on you without my permission.”

My ears burned. “Sorry, Mistress.” I let my arms fall to my sides, my pulse beating in my ears.

Then Mistress Tati was watching me again, for a long, long time.

It was excruciating.

“You’ve never done this before,” she mused at last.

My throat dried up. I instantly knew what she meant. “I…n-no,” I managed.

“Not even for someone you cared about?”

I shook my head, unable to speak. Here it was. The moment she learnt I was a pathetic, girlfriend-less loser.

She mulled over my admission, her expression unreadable. “Good. I like that,” she said then, quietly. “That I’m your first.”

Tingles sprang up and down my spine, an unsettling and unfamiliar ache spreading through me. I risked a glance at her face and caught the faintest curve of approval at her lips before I looked away again, overwhelmed.

“You’re wearing them wrong,” she announced.

I blinked, startled.

“Panties aren’t meant to be pulled at like that,” she said bluntly. “You’ve got to let it sit naturally where it lands. That’ll give you more than enough space to tuck your boy bits in.”

I started to adjust myself, my movements a little clumsy at first. There was no instinct in me that really understood where everything went. It was like learning to drive a car for the first time. But I managed. The panties did settle differently once I followed her instructions, giving me a nice smooth line without anything dangling in the wrong direction.

“There,” Mistress Tati said when I finished. “Better.”

Something in my chest loosened at her approval. I hadn’t realized just how horrifically tense I’d been until then. Now I felt like I could almost relax—almost—my muscles letting go, my breath flowing more easily.

Her attention clung to my body for several more seconds. Then she shifted, satisfied.

“Not bad, darling,” she said. “Not bad at all. The lavender was a good choice.”

A fluttery warmth surged down the insides of my thighs. It felt so terrifying but so exhilarating to be standing here before her, showing myself like this. My eyes crept to her face, just long enough to see that sexy, lazy half-smile of pleasure on her lips.

“Turn for me,” she instructed, gesturing with one hand. “Let me admire you.”

My eyes widened. My feet were rooted to the ground as if my legs had just turned to lead. Again, she didn’t like my hesitation. The tap-tap-tapping of her hand on the edge of the chaise had started again.

A tremor passed through me as I slowly turned my back on her and presented the curve of my bottom, hugged by lavender silk.

Oh Jesus, why did it feel wrong, but so good, to expose myself like this? Like I was a stripper showing off my body…

“What a delightful little rump,” I heard her whisper. I met her gaze in the mirror as shivers flew down my spine. “A sweet, vanilla boy like you in panties is a beautiful sight. This is what you should be wearing everyday. In fact, if my other mistresses were here…” She paused, then shook her head. “But today I feel selfish. I want you to myself.”

A dark chuckle slipped from her lips. “Don’t look so frightened, pet. You’re doing exactly what I want.”

She slid off the chaise and I tensed, suddenly terrified she was going to come closer and touch me when I was so fucking vulnerable, so fucking helpless, but instead she exited the circle of mirrors, leaving me alone in this carnival of nightmares.

Now alone, the mirrors silently called to me. Like hounds waiting for a feast.

In the background, I heard crystal knobs turning, drawer runners sliding in and out. Trembling, I looked up. I was surrounded by them. Those ugly, green-tinged Rickys being bred into infinity. I grimaced at their warped faces, their saggy, boyish chests, their pale arms. I looked like a boy pretending to be a man.

But then my focus dipped lower, to the silk, to the soft baby purple curves shaping the most sensitive parts of me.

I practically choked on my own breath. I didn’t even know I could have a shape like that. The panties had smoothed everything out, softened and flattened the awkward angles of me. Plus, it was a relief to see my balls didn’t spill out from either side. Instead, snug inside the folds, they looked smaller, perfectly cupped in place. Even my dick somehow looked different. Curved, framed, maybe even sexy.

This was the first time I was really looking at what Mistress Tati had done to me, and it was a total mind-fuck.

I’d been split into two. A reality and a dream. A boy and his girlfriend. A boy and…someone who wasn’t quite a boy.

As I kept staring at my reflection, the realization rammed straight into me.

It wasn’t some supermodel in the mirror. It was no one special.

It was still me.

And that was the part that hurt the most.

How could I have almost let myself believe I looked pretty?
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[image: ]

The taps of Mistress Tati’s heels announced her return.

Yanking my eyes away from my reflections, I spun around to find her shifting items from her forearm onto a low bench by her velvet chaise. I blinked down, trying to recognize the sheer cloth and stringy bits that lay there. My heart did a triple flip.

Oh. Oh.

“Have you ever seen these on a woman before?” she asked.

“No, Mistress,” I answered, a little skittishly, then decided to correct myself. “I mean, never in person. But I think I know what they are.”

“How would you know what they are, pet?”

“I’ve seen them in…videos. Uh, online streaming videos and such.”

“Videos.” That little twist in her lips came back, the smirk that made my stupid little heart ramp up like a Formula One car.

“Uh…yup.”

“You have a fine education then.” She surveyed me thoughtfully, then the smirk disappeared. “You’ve spent your entire life online, haven’t you, Ricky? In front of screens. Behind them. You’ve never truly connected with another human being before. You’ve never had the pleasure of romancing a woman. I’m afraid the web has kept you well protected from the wonders of real intimacy. Isn’t that a shame?”

I gulped, looking away. It was beyond frustrating. How could she read me so well? It was like there were no secrets with her, like she could see everything and I was just a transparent glass shell.

“Pick them up.” Mistress Tati pointed at the new items.

I could feel her studying my ass from a zillion different angles as I walked past her towards the bench. Tremors raced under my skin as I grasped the first piece of material, then the second, holding them carefully in the air between us. A pair of sheer black stockings and a purple lace garter belt with little silver clasps.

Mistress Tati offered me another twisted smile. “Do you like them on women?”

“I beg your pardon, Mistress?”

“When you look at your entertainment videos,” she said, emphasizing the last word in a husky whisper, “do you like it when women wear lingerie like this? Do you find it sexy? Alluring?”

Heat surged up my throat. Here I was, dressed in just panties, being interrogated about my porn habits by my boss. Who happened to be a dominatrix.

I was suddenly sure I was going to faint.

“Yes, Mistress. I d-do,” I stuttered.

What else I could I say? I mean, I was a guy. Of course I loved lingerie. I loved all kinds of women in all kinds of lingerie. I loved how it played up their best features. Their breasts, their hips, the shape of their legs.

Because I was a man.

“My aim isn’t to embarrass you, pet, or imply anything.” She moved closer. I got a whiff of her perfume and it sent my head spinning. “It is simply to explore your tastes. The tastes and desires no one else knows about. Not even yourself. Do you understand me?”

I nodded. Even though I really didn’t. The way she was talking, I couldn’t help but think she was hinting at something bigger, something that wasn’t just about lingerie.

“S-sure,” I said, clasping a lock of my hair behind my ear. “Uh, I’m a fan of stockings.” I was blushing now and there was nothing I could do to stop it. “When a woman has them on, it’s like an invitation to touch them, you know? Feel the lace or the netting, the way it hugs the line of their legs.” I briefly glanced her way, watching her for a split-second with my heart thudding. “Oh! And I’ve always thought that little bit of thigh she exposes above the stockings, orrr the lower belly and naked hips when she’s got a garter belt on—that little bit of a tease, you know?—is so hot.”

I looked down at the sexy accessories hanging limp from my fingertips, surprised I was actually kind of enjoying being able to say these things to Mistress Tati. And she was really listening. Releasing a soft, hypnotic hum, she smiled, pleased.

“Wonderful! That’s exactly what I wanted to hear. More people should have an appreciation for fine things, Ricky, and I like that you do.” She paused, a sudden blazing light in her eyes. “Let’s see if you have an appreciation for wearing fine things. You’ll start with the stockings.”

My breath caught. This is actually happening. She wanted me to put them on.

Sitting awkwardly on the edge of the low bench, I was clumsier than usual knowing she was assessing my every move. I rolled the first stocking up my leg. It felt odd to have the sheer nylon sitting on my skin. The sensation was soft, like the rustling of a breeze. Then I did the second stocking, paying attention to let it sit naturally too. They both reached up the middle of my thigh. Time for the garter. Mistress Tati coached me from the chaise lounge, murmuring her instructions whenever I froze or fumbled. I managed to clip the first clasp to the top of the stocking. The garter strap strained as I did the second strap, which was harder because it meant tugging the strap over the curve of my butt and letting it snap against the skin there.

“Don’t go so fast,” Mistress Tati commanded. “There’s no rush. Wearing lingerie is a slow and sensual act for women. Show me you’re enjoying this.”

The words stuck with me, strange and prickling as my fingers hovered uselessly for a while. I hesitated, my heart pounding, before I forced myself to slow down, forced myself to feel instead of hoping I could get this over with.

I managed to repeat the agonizing process with my other leg. Goosebumps chased up my arms each time I remembered who was watching me. Why was Mistress Tati’s presence, the knowledge that she was seeing this feminine side of me, so unbearable? Maybe it was because I was so conflicted. One part of me was screaming, fighting not to be seen, but deep inside me there was a secret part that wanted to give in. A part of me that was guilty for being curious, maybe even excited at the idea of being a good girl for her.

“Come here, darling. Let me see you.”

I couldn’t bear to look at her, but I could detect hunger in Tati’s voice. It radiated out to me, singeing my blood, the confusing signals making my head spin. I wasn’t a real woman, so who did she want me to be? A caricature? A cheap girl-toy glued together to entertain a real one?

I didn’t have the answers. I didn’t even know if I was playing the part correctly—or even if there was a correct way to be what she wanted me to do. But even through the confusion, stars were flying through my veins. They were sparking and twinkling, making my heart all trembly.

I didn’t want to like this, but how could I not, when she did?

Mistress Tati laughed when I shimmied closer, my thighs shivering as I stood for her inspection. My silk panties were now framed by the purple lace band and the fine nylon stretching down my legs. I could feel the garter straps crossing the back of my thighs, the silver clips tight but steady, mooring my stockings into place.

“Does this excite you, darling?” she purred. “Does my sissy enjoy wearing my pretty things?”

My sissy. The worst thing was how fast I hardened at that word, at the cloying baby voice she was using to talk to me now, how my body buzzed and throbbed with need even as something at the back of my mind screamed in agony.

I’m not a sissy. I’m a fucking man. Get it right, Tati. Men don’t wear lingerie. And definitely not garter belts and stockings!

“Go look at yourself in the mirror,” she commanded. “Look at what you’ve become.”

Something in me clenched, twisted, then broke open. The hollow space in my chest seemed to expand like a void. I slowly turned my head. Made myself look. Once again, I was trapped in the circle of mirrors. What had I become? My eyes darted from one reflection to the next. And in every single one, there it was. The truth.

Sissy.

Mistress Tati glided to her feet. Her hands fell to my naked shoulders and my flesh jumped. Her reflection stared over the top of my head and I found myself looking directly into the dark-blue sea of her gaze. Could she feel it too, all this electricity pulsing between us? Could she feel how scared I was?

“Look at the way you’re standing now,” she murmured. “With such grace, such poise.”

She was right. I wasn’t slouching anymore, and I hadn’t even been thinking about my posture.

Mistress Tati reached into the pocket of her dress, taking out a slim, black tube. She uncapped it, showing off the color of what looked like a brand-new lipstick. A deep wine red. Then her fingers were on my face, brushing under my chin, guiding it upwards until I had no choice but to face her. My heart tightened. I found myself pricking my nails over my palms behind my back so I wouldn’t pass out.

The lipstick met my lower lip in a slow stroke.

The act felt achingly tender and intimate. Her lips had parted too, her tongue touching her own upper lip in concentration. Every one of my senses had sharpened. I could feel it all so intensely. The new-wax smell of the lipstick. The slide of it against my mouth like butter. The power in her hand. It was too much and not enough all at once.

What are you doing to me?

Mistress Tati traced my upper lip next, taking her time with it. I couldn’t breathe right. I was too close to her. Not close enough. Not close enough to kiss her. To taste her sweet, seductive lips.

The world disappeared except for the huffs of my own shallow breaths and the rhythm of her hand.

She tilted my head to the left, studying her work like an artist. Her thumb brushed the corner of my lips, wiping away a small smudge. The lipstick snapped shut.

“There.” She turned, looking over me from head to toe.

I couldn’t help myself. I followed her lead, peered into the mirror.

What I saw left me in a kind of trance. She started to ruffle my hair, brushing some of the strands behind my ear and letting the rest settle along the sides of my face. It made me look girlier, like a cute anime princess. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a proper haircut and now I was kind of happy I’d let my hair get so long.

“It feels good, doesn’t it?” she said.

I exhaled in response.

“Follow me.”

I quickly collected my belongings. Instead of walking back out the door, Mistress Tati glided towards a wall panel. With a press of a button, it swung open, revealing another dark passage.

The panel shut behind us. We walked in silence. I should’ve been relieved she wasn’t making me walk in public, but somehow it only made me feel more vulnerable. It was like she didn’t want anyone else to see me, didn’t want anyone to witness what she’d done.

I was her secret.

It took us less than a minute to reach a door at the end of the passage. When it slid open, I blinked, immediately recognizing the space before us.

Room 727.

Her office.

As soon as we stepped inside I felt the tension in the room heighten. I knew I was standing at the edge of my old life and at the entrance of a new one, and for the first time ever I was excited about my chances with the opposite sex.

Mistress Tati closed the door and locked it. My belly fluttered with butterflies as I waited for her next instruction, biting my lip. She rapped on the wood of a round table beside a brown-leather sofa.

“Back to work now,” she ordered. “Show me what you can do.”

Shock.

It spasmed through me like an electric jolt to my system. What? How could she expect me to think about the project now?

I looked down at my stockings and for a split second I was overwhelmed at the way they made my thighs look so slender and smooth. She did this to me. I thought she…

I couldn’t let myself finish the sentence. I glanced back up at the beautiful woman who’d so easily kept me where she wanted me, wondering if she could still read my mind. She was arching an eyebrow at me. I desperately wanted to feel her want me, but all that was now coming through was this cold, cold impatience.

My heart plummeted. I tried to quieten the protests from my body, focusing on the low-top table instead, setting it up so the laptop could sit at a comfortable working position. I tried to ignore the urge to wipe the stupid red lipstick away from my mouth and the foreign feeling of having it on my skin.

I didn’t say anything as I sat on the stool with my back facing her. She was typing something up on an iPad while seated on the leather sofa, like she’d already forgotten about me.

I was crushingly disappointed.

I couldn’t believe I’d misread the whole thing. But she’d said it herself, after all. The whole point of turning me into a girl had been so I could learn about her clientele, right? That was the reason. It was the only reason.

But hadn’t she called me her pet? Her darling?

No, I’d definitely read it all wrong.

It didn’t mean anything.

She wasn’t attracted to me.

Why would such a gorgeous, powerful woman like Tatiana Sting ever be interested in an average nerd like me anyway?

The laptop screen burned bright. I squirmed. My thoughts were all tangled together, slipping away before I could make sense of them. What did I really think was going to happen in here? Did I really think she was going to fuck me over her desk or something? Ha! Loser.

My fingers met the keyboard, typing up something for the sake of it.

You’re good at this, I reminded myself. Not just good, great. So fucking show her!

But how could I when I was dressed like this?

It was a different kind of shame now. A different kind of humiliation. Mixed with self-pity and hurt and I fucking hated it. An hour ago I’d been scared of being nothing but a toy to Mistress Tati, but now the thought that I was really nothing at all stung way more.

My brain dragged me back to when I’d been staring into those mirrors, looking at a fantasy girl with my hips and my legs and a stupid, terrible dream of being a different version of me that someone actually liked.

Maybe no matter what I did, I’d never be attractive enough for Mistress Tati.

My glasses were fogging up and that’s when I realized with horror that it was happening.

I tried to force the air down, to make myself stop. My shoulders began to quake.

They were silent sobs, but obvious to anyone sitting behind me what was happening.

I couldn’t stop.

There was the sharp rustle of Mistress Tati’s dress as she rose from her chair. I flinched, curling my arms inwards, ready. But for what? For the slap of a whip? The taste of her anger? For her to fire me on the spot?

None of that happened.

Instead, her gloved fingers swept against my nape, then my chin, turning me slowly towards her. I avoided her eyes, embarrassed and ashamed.

“Look at me,” she hissed.

She slipped my glasses off my face and set them down on the table. Her thumb drifted, tracing the damp path my tears had left behind.

“Your eyes are quite beautiful, Ricky. It’s a shame you hide them with those thick frames.”

I blinked, disoriented for a second with the blurred world in front of me. Without my glasses, everything was fading into shadows except for her long, thick lashes and the sultry dark makeup around her eyes.

She had a white tissue in her palm, bringing it close. She folded it once between her fingers and began wiping away my lipstick, the wine-red lifting slowly but surely, staining the tissue like blood.

When it was done she looked at me. Those diamond eyes burning like she was deciding whether she she wanted to say something else. She exhaled softly after a minute.

“Go back to your room, Mr. Hayes.”

I stared at her. Something weird was going on. Wasn’t she going to fire me?

“Go.” Then she paused, just for a second before she added: “Before I do something that neither of us will be able to come back from.”

Her lips had tightened with sudden anger, but I couldn’t figure out why.

“Mistress?”

“I said go back to your room!” she lashed out. Her fist came down on the table, hard, making the laptop on it wobble.

I froze. Slowly, shakily, I moved down to the floor, then back up again with my shirt and the rest of my clothes. I didn’t dare speak, didn’t dare ask what all this meant.

Mistress Tati didn’t move to stop me as I took one unbalanced step after the other. She didn’t do anything except glare at me until I slunk through her front door and closed it behind me.

The hallway lights had dimmed, a sign that it was getting late. I covered myself with my shirt and then ran and ran until I reached my quarters and was completely out of breath.
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“Eat up, sissy. Ya need to fatten up.” The girl’s voice lowered to a whisper, like she was giving away a secret. “They say the Mistresses ’round here like ’em thick and juicy.”

The bowl landed on my wooden table with a clunk, and the smirking cook’s hand pinched my cheek. Hard. I yowled and she giggled, prancing back to the kitchen with her braids swinging.

Red-faced, I dunked a spoon into my breakfast and gave it a stir, hoping nobody around me had witnessed what had just happened. The bowl steamed. It was porridge of some kind but had the consistency of sludge and looked deeply unappetizing. In any case, I wasn’t hungry.

I brought the hot spoon to my lips, blew on it, and took a sip. Mm. I had another spoonful. Mmmm. It tasted much better than it looked. Sweet and thick and buttery. Delightful. Before I knew it, I’d lapped the entire bowl clean and was smacking my lips.

“Another bowl, sissy?”

I looked up to see the grinning cook’s hand again, bowls piled high on a serving tray.

“Oh. Yes. Thank you.”

I ate that too, more slowly than the first, relishing each creamy bite. When I finished, my stomach was full and happy. It was easily the best meal I’d had in months, almost making up for what had gone down between me and Mistress Tati last night.

Almost.

After I’d run to my room yesterday, I’d taken a torturously cold shower and then sat in bed, naked, with my wrists curled around my knees. I knew I could never go to sleep. Not with the thoughts banging around in my head. Not with the confusion of what Mistress Tati had done, the things she’d said to me.

What the hell was going on? I’d cried like a wimp in front of her. Why hadn’t she punished me for losing control like that? Why hadn’t she fired me? I wouldn’t have even blamed her if she had.

And yet. She’d been furious at something, growing all dark and threatening in a flash. Had I done something wrong? Maybe it was because I’d gotten emotional on her and let that show. Maybe that was what set her off.

I spent the entire night staring at the ceiling, replaying the memories so many times they became almost dream-like. Her telling me I had beautiful eyes. Wiping away my tears. The careful, tender way she’d gotten rid of the lipstick on my mouth, like I was a porcelain doll she didn’t want to break. No matter which way I tried to look at it, my dorky brain just couldn’t understand her. Tatiana was a woman of contradictions, her seductiveness so different from my own raw, messy emotions.

It all left me with this restless feeling that sat beneath my ribs and electrified my heart. I’d never felt anything like it before and didn’t really know how to put it into words. Was I falling for Mistress Tati the same way I always fell for my attractive bosses? Probably. But it was more than that, too. A lot more. What I felt now was sharper, hungrier. It was a need. A need with teeth. The teeth had already sunk deep into my flesh, drawing blood, leaving behind a scar that would probably never heal.

It was only in the morning that I realized I’d left my glasses behind in her office. I couldn’t see jack. Even my walk to breakfast had been nightmarishly disorienting.

An immense shadow loomed across my table, snapping me back into the present.

Luckily I didn’t need my glasses to figure out who this beast was.

“Up,” Brickhouse said in his militaristic grunt.

I shot to my feet. We began our trek to my workstation. The corridors twisted and folded in on themselves, the lights sending out blurry halos. With my nose practically buried in Brickhouse’s ponytail, I tried to work up the nerve to ask for my glasses back. There was no way I could survive the day without them.

But then the big guy pushed me inside the study and clamped the heavy door shut in a flash, leaving me before I could get a single word in.

“Hey!” I yelled, banging on the door. “Can you do me a favor?”

No one answered. No one ever came back.

In a slight panic, I whirled around to face the dreary room. Crap. I’m screwed. My body crumpled onto the chair. Today the study felt darker than the rest of the mansion, a little gloomier, and it didn’t help that everything around me was just blobs and orbs. After adjusting the contrast levels of my screens, I squinted hard at my monitor. My desktop was empty. There were no open documents, no instructions left by Mistress Tati.

I blew out a breath. It didn’t matter. She probably expected me to continue working on the website layout anyway. At least I didn’t have to start the day being called stupid in five different ways.

But maybe…

My attention dragged to the top drawer of my desk. She could have put something in there instead. You know, as a stand-in for instructions.

“God, I hope not,” I mumbled.

My fingers twitched, hovering over the handle of the drawer. What if it was something worse this time? More scandalous? A pink crystal-studded thong…or a butt plug? A shiver skittered down my spine. Please god, no! Maybe it was better if I didn’t look. I didn’t want to know. I could just play dumb if she asked me later.

But of course, there was no way I could not look.

I closed my eyes for a long moment, breathing through my nerves. Finally, I tugged on the handle. The drawer rolled open easily.

The drawer was empty.

I blinked, squinting some more.

The air I’d been holding in my lungs escaped out of me with a whoosh.

“Thank goodness,” I muttered, then checked the rest of the drawers for good measure, burrowing my hands into the hollows to make sure I hadn’t missed anything.

All empty.

The emptiness should’ve made me happy.

And it did. For all of two seconds.

There was no lace, no frills to force me into mind games designed to rob me of my masculinity. No silk panties or stockings to mock me, no skanky secrets she could exploit to bend me into whatever shape she wanted.

And yet…

A traitorous heat was blooming under my skin.

Mistress Tati hadn’t left anything for me.

No letters or a note or a few words to show she’d been thinking of me.

Nothing to prove that what she’d done to me last night was real.

Fuck, that hurts.

Clutching at my chest, I slumped over the desk, my forehead sinking into my forearms. But why? Why did it hurt so much? Wasn’t this what I wanted?

Dragging myself upright, I looked down at my wrinkly shirt, tucked into my frayed, overly baggy trousers. Clothes that had been thrift-store leftovers. Frumpy, boring, safe. Me. I crossed my legs, trying to revel in the fact that I couldn’t feel silk framing my man parts today. I was free. Free to be myself.

In fact, I could be perfectly content not wearing feminine underwear for the rest of my life.

But. I couldn’t deny how good it had felt to have soft lingerie against my skin. How strangely erotic it had been for Mistress Tati to tease me about it, to have been close enough to kiss me while she painted my mouth with her lipstick.

I sat up straight. Well, then I could prove myself the normal way. The sane way. With my fucking hands on a keyboard.

I just needed to do it pronto.

Except I couldn’t, given I was currently blind as a bat.

My head throbbed as I squinted at the blurry screens. Panic nipped at me, and a headache was beginning to form between my eyes. Rubbing my temples, I stood up and scouted out the room, looking for an intercom or a phone or anything else I could use to make contact with the outside world. If only Miss Langley had been waiting for me in here like last time, I could’ve asked her for help. Where was that vile woman when you needed her?

I stopped short.

Remembering the hag had unlocked another memory. The locks, snapping and grinding shut after she’d left me yesterday. Trapping me inside the study.

But not today. Today I could’ve sworn I hadn’t heard anything.

I twisted my head to the study door.

No way. Brickhouse would never…

My palm landed on the knob. I turned it. The door slid open, creaking only slightly despite how heavy it was. The hallway outside was empty, quiet as a church. I swallowed hard before stepping out, peeking left and right like a fidgety cat. Of course I knew exactly where Mistress Tati’s office was. It wasn’t far.

I walked through the hallways, my feet light on the carpet runners.

It didn’t take long for the dark mahogany door to materialize before me. The brass numbers ‘727’, shiny as they could be. And somewhere in the wallpaper beside it, the hidden panel door.

Sweat seeped through my palms, and my heartbeat was edged with a new kind of panic. Could I get into trouble for this? For showing up unannounced at her door? It certainly felt reckless, like I was breaking some sacred House rule.

But did I even care?

The truth struck me low and warm, like someone had lit a match inside me.

God, I just wanted to see her.

The woman who’d torn me up and made me whole again in a single night.

God, I wanted her so bad.

I raised my hand, took a shaky breath.

Knock, knock.

I ran a hand through my hair as I waited. That’s when I heard it.

A laugh. A man.

Brickhouse?

“Like that?”

No.

The voice was rich, deep as a baritone, but less grumbly than Brickhouse’s.

“Want me to go faster, Mistress?”

There was a gasp, sweetened and soaked in pleasure. My heart sank. Tati.

“Oh, Jamal…” She was breathless.

The name sliced through me like a blade. My arm was still in the air, my knuckles frozen. A weird grating sound was drifting through the door. It didn’t take long for me to figure out what the heck that was. It was the sound of bodies on furniture moving together, twisted in euphoria. Skin against skin, grinding slow and hard.

I turned and fled.

In minutes, I was back at the study, hunched over the keyboard. The oatmeal I’d had for breakfast churned in my stomach. My heart felt like a rock. I couldn’t stop the pictures firing through my mind. A man with muscles for days, holding Mistress Tati in his chiseled, chocolate arms. Her thighs spread open, leaking with her arousal. And he was inside her. Fucking her.

Something ugly cracked open inside me. All those stupid feelings from this morning, all that aching and wondering if last night had meant something…I’d been delusional. Why was I even surprised? We were worlds apart. She was a dominatrix, with a never-ending line of men hungering for her attention. But even with her profession aside, she had a personal life. Unlike me. She had men who met her sexual needs. Real men. Strong men. Men who didn’t tremble or cry at the drop of a hat. Tatiana Sting had her own glamorous, exciting world and I was on the outside of it, clawing like a rat for scraps that were never meant for me.

I sank deeper over the keyboard.

What the hell had I been thinking? That she might see something in me? That she might have felt anything close to what I felt? She only smiled at me when I was trussed up in purple panties and red lipstick like some cheap whore. She’d only wiped my tears away because she thought I was a broken little thing she could help fix.

My eyes strained to focus on the screen in front of me. And I still didn’t have my glasses.

You’re a fucking idiot.

I wasn’t Jamal. I could never be like him. I could never touch her like that. I could never make her moan. And maybe somewhere inside me I’d known that all along…

I curled my fingers into the edge of the desk and tried to breathe. God, I needed my fucking glasses. I needed to work. I needed to stop feeling like this.

I slumped deeper in my chair, clapping my palms over my eyes, letting out a breath that sounded too close to a sob. The headache throbbed behind my skull, tiringly hot. I couldn’t work. I could barely think.

Why couldn’t I just disappear?

The air changed suddenly. Only a little, but enough for every hair on my arms to rise. A click sounded somewhere behind me. It was a quiet, polite click, but still completely and unmistakably intimidating.

The study door.

Someone had opened it.

With dread tingling through me, I lifted my head.

Mistress Tatiana stood in the doorway.
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She had her arms folded when she stepped inside the room. The heavy door automatically swung shut behind her with another click.

What was she doing here?

How long had she been there, watching me? How much had she seen?

Her heels made the faintest sound on the floorboards as she took another step forward. Her face was inscrutable. Her perfume began to soak through the air, but along with it there was something else. It was her natural musk. It was sweet and tantalizing, whisking butterflies low in my abdomen.

Why are you here, Tati? To torture me?

She stopped. Just close enough that the heat of her sated body reached me, even through the fog of my panic-stricken vision.

Returning to my senses, I scrambled out of my chair so fast it wobbled behind me. I scrubbed a palm through my face and hair, my throat suddenly thick as I tried to compose my disheveled self.

She looked at me in silence. Eyes flashing.

Shit. Was I slouching? I snapped my spine straight, forcing my hands behind my back. I couldn’t bear to look at her. My jaw locked. I lowered my gaze, but the floor was swimming in and out of focus.

The silence seemed to go on for eons, blood beating in my ears.

“Look at me.”

The dark, smoky command made my heart jump.

“What were you doing outside my office?” she demanded.

The odd quietness in her voice was unnerving. But how the hell had she known it was me?

“I… I’m sorry, Mistress,” I managed. “M-my glasses…”

She kept her arms folded. “What about them?”

“They’re still in your office. My eyesight is, uh, it’s pretty bad. I just need them back so I can see—”

“Fine,” she interrupted, lifting one hand. “I’ll get them sent you shortly.”

Relief washed through me so fast my knees almost buckled. “Thank you, Mistress.”

She was back to all professional now, the stern, all-business domme, like I hadn’t just heard her having sex. The ache in my ribs flared back to life. I wanted to reach out and grab her, pull her closer, confess everything I was feeling.

Last night had felt so special. We’d shared something intimate. It was like she knew me, knew my thoughts and feelings before I did.

But if she could know everything else in me so easily, why couldn’t she read this, my deepest shame?

“You should know there are cameras everywhere here,” she said flatly.

“Oh.” I swallowed. “I didn’t know. I apologize, Mistress. Um, I needed my glasses…I thought I could ask. I shouldn’t have bothered you.”

Her expression didn’t soften. A slight furrow appeared between her eyebrows. She drew closer.

“Why did you run away from me?” she murmured.

My voice barely made it out. “I—I didn’t mean to listen. I only heard…a little. Promise!” I could barely bring myself to look at her. “I left right away.” I clenched and unclenched my fingers, not knowing if she was even buying my story.

“I see.”

Mistress Tati let out a long, heavy exhale, and some of the harsh lines melted from her face.

“Rick,” she said softly, leaning in a little closer, her voice so low it was a hum only the two of us could hear. “Whatever you heard outside my office this morning…you weren’t meant to. I just wanted to make that very clear.”

A blush blazed across my cheeks. I couldn’t look at her without my imagination running wild all over again. Jamal’s naked muscles rippling, his arms, thick as steel cables, wrapped around her as he held her up in his lap. How hard he must have been pounding her with his beastly cock. How she cried and whimpered in ecstasy while her wetness leaked over him, soaking him and the floor.

Good god, I was torturing myself.

“The House of Surrender maintains a strict professional environment,” Mistress Tati added. “My personal affairs are not for employee ears.” She paused, then glanced at me. “I apologize if you were unsettled.”

An apology? Coming from her? It punched the air out of me in a whole new way. It should’ve settled the storm in me, taken away at least a little bit of the sadness. But I was just more confused.

“Oh. I’m okay,” I lied. “I wasn’t upset or anything. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, I swear. It was my fault.”

Another silence. Longer this time. Thornier.

Her shadow shifted in front of me.

“You may look up,” she said.

I lifted my head an inch. One inch was all it took for her gaze to find mine, locking onto the eyes I now knew she found beautiful. They held me completely, calmly, like she was searching for something I’d lost. As if she could see right through whatever little story I was hiding behind.

For a moment, neither of us moved.

The tension throbbed in the air. Getting thicker and thicker. Coiling around my ribs like a fist.

The ache roared back to life.

She leaned in a little. Close enough for her sweet breath to feather over my face. A tremor flickered through me, deepening the hunger. The need to know how those lips tasted, those breasts. The silken softness between her legs.

I forced a breath through my clenched throat. I tried not to notice the way the lines of her black suit framed her powerful arms, her trim waist, and the gentle flare of her hips.

Tati, I need you.

But do you even want me?

Finally, she retreated. Nodded once.

“Very well,” she said smartly. “Return to your work. Someone will bring your glasses shortly.”

I bowed my head, pulse hammering so hard it echoed in my ears. “Thanks again, Mistress.”

She turned and reached for the door, calm as ever. The sharpness of her heel clicks made the back of my neck prickle. Just before she stepped out, she paused.

“Rick. One more thing.”

I froze.

“In the future, if you require something from me, you ask.” Her gaze smoldered. “You do not stand in hallways hoping to be noticed. Is that understood?”

The room suddenly felt too hot, almost suffocating. “Yes, Mistress.”

She turned back to the door. Her glove touched the handle. Then she paused again. I saw her inhale softly. The tense current that had been running through the space between us swelled and swelled, like the air just before a storm. I held my breath.

Mistress Tati tightened her grip on the door handle. I could see her pulse beating along her long, perfect neck. Without looking back, she said quietly, “You will not suffer in silence under my roof. Not while you answer to me.”

The door opened.

Then shut.

The room cooled down.

And I finally bit down on my lip, bit down so damn hard, hoping to crush every crazy fucking feeling fighting its way up my throat.
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The following weeks didn’t really pass by, they bled together.

I sat in the study from morning until late at night, hunched over the keyboard, my hands shaking from caffeine jitters and my eyes twitching from the blue-light of my three monitors. I ate at my usual times in the industrial staff kitchen, always escorted by either Brickhouse or Miss Langley.

The House of Surrender carried on existing, of course. Sometimes I could feel its pulse under the floorboards or hear mystery voices traveling through the air. Sometimes I even felt like the House was watching over my shoulder, like it was a Mistress itself, with its shapely gothic arches and velvet drapes and sharp, secret corners. And every evening, when the lights dimmed, a dark hush fell over the halls, and the mansion waited silently, watching, guarding itself before the next slip of light broke through the windows.

I slept like a dead person.

I was too tired to have any dreams. Then I woke to the staff bells buzzing right in my eardrums and started yet another day of cranking through pages and pages of code.

Mistress Tati hadn’t come looking for me again.

The closest I got to her was catching her voice through a passing hallway or a glimpse of her silhouette gliding across the mezzanine. Always out of reach, but still so damn close. Close enough for my pulse to do an embarrassing skip as I tried to bury the sexual tension of our last meeting.

If I closed my eyes for too long I could see her standing in the study, arms folded over that crisp black silk blouse she’d been wearing. I could hear her voice, cool and terrifyingly patient, telling me I should have asked for help. The way her tone had shed away its strict edges when she apologized.

I told myself to stop thinking about her.

I told myself to focus on the damn website. To focus on the paycheck.

But the memories were too fucking real.

It was on a Friday evening, during my fifth week under contract at the House, that my laptop let out a ding. A notification blinked in the corner of the screen. Tati’s team had configured email access for internal House communications earlier in the week, though I hadn’t really expected anyone to use it for me.

It was an email.

The timestamp read 15:17. The subject was Progress Review.

Mr. Hayes,

Report to the East Wing Business Development Room at 4:00 PM sharp.

Bring your laptop.

-T.S.

My heart did a frantic little stutter as I mouthed the words again. I adjusted my glasses with quivering fingers. So many days. I’d spent so many days cooped up in here, agonizing over every damn pixel until my eyes burned.

While I wasn’t finished with the website, I already had a strong foundation down. Pages. Conversions. Landing pages.

And it was…good.

Really good. Maybe even the best work I’d done in years, if I could say so myself.

My heart lifted before I could stop it.

The door opened, and there was Miss Langley, ready to escort me.

For the first time since arriving at the House of Surrender, I wasn’t drowning in dread. In fact, I felt a different kind of heat rising through me.

Hope.

I smoothed my wrinkled shirt collar, fixed my glasses again, and tried not to vomit.

***

She stood beside the head chair of a long glass conference table in the Business Development room. The minute I saw her, my chest squeezed around an enormous stone fist. She was dressed in a dark burgundy suit, tailored to cling perfectly around the lush curves of her frame. Her hair was pinned up. Devil-red lips drawn to perfection.

God, how could one woman be so devastating? So untouchable?

I was so taken by Mistress Tati I almost didn’t notice the second person in the room. Another woman. She was standing with her back to me by the floor-to-ceiling windows, arms clasped behind her, hips perfectly straight.

My breath hitched.

“Ah, Mr. Hayes,” Mistress Tati said. Her tone was even and professional. She gestured to the stranger. “This is Mistress Maya. She oversees business development here at the House.”

I nodded, wondering why I was suddenly blushing.

“Mistress Maya has been with me for several years now, so I trust her implicitly. She’ll be the person reviewing your progress today.”

Mistress Maya turned.

Jesus.

She looked even younger than Tati. Somewhere in her mid-twenties, I guessed, but that didn’t stop her from radiating the same terrifying intelligence. She smiled, a small, crisp smile, and let her green eyes flick up and down my figure, studying me. Long legs on platform heels strode her way forward until she stood just a few steps away.

“Hello, Mr. Hayes,” she said pleasantly. “Please sit.”

I obeyed, sitting across from her, placing my laptop on the table.

Mistress Maya’s manicured finger tapped on the laptop lid. I tried to steady my breathing as I flipped open the lid and pulled up my project progress.

Your website is fucking awesome, I reminded myself. You are fucking awesome.

A tense moment of silence passed.

“Start presenting,” Mistress Tati said, folding her arms as she stepped back. She didn’t sit.

I cleared my throat and clicked open the homepage layout. “So, um… this is my landing page redesign. I…I think I’ve managed to create an interface that focuses on a customer experience of easy discovery and a low barrier to conversion.” I hoped Mistress Maya understood the techy words I was using. I clicked a little further into the presentation. “And, uh…there’s actually a ton of subtle, creative ways to enhance user engagement on a page. That’s something I’m working on now.”

Mistress Maya studied the screen without blinking. I tried to smile and not let on that I felt like puking.

“Why black and gold?” she asked finally.

I leaned in and clicked the screen a few times, explaining my thought process and the inspiration that had informed the color schemes.

“I see,” she said, lips pursed. “But why did you choose this specific font? It’s a little hard to read, no?”

“Oh. I just felt it was more, I guess, elegant?”

Mistress Maya smiled. A little too nicely. “It might be elegant, but it looks like the kind you’d use for a funeral home. Let’s stick to serifs, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Okay, Mistress,” she corrected, a slight sharpness creeping into her tone.

The heat shot into my cheeks. My heart did a hard slam.

“S-Sorry, Mistress.”

But Maya had already moved on. “Well, at least the buttons are cute,” she mused, zooming in on the screen. “But I’d say our clientele enjoy a bit more of an edge. Something to remind them of who we really are. They come here to surrender themselves to a Mistress, not play around with kiddy toys or have fun. They come here to be pushed into new and exciting sexual boundaries. You need some more research into how they can be redone. Perhaps something with flames. I don’t know. You’re the expert.”

It was brutal. The critique went on and on, with Mistress Maya’s razor-sharp nails scrolling, pausing, tsk-ing. She wanted to know about copy length, paragraph structures, page layouts. The more questions she asked, the more my heart picked up, pumping hot blood to every limb.

My work.

My work that I’d toiled over, stressed, worked myself to death over.

The worst part was she wasn’t being cruel about it, or rude. I found myself agreeing with every point she made. There was nothing I could argue over. Beyond Maya’s critiquing, though, I was so aware of Mistress Tati. Standing there with her arms crossed and a slight pinch in her brow, silent as a shadow, simply watching me being shred to pieces.

I couldn’t even bring myself to glance her way.

After what felt like hours, it was finally over. Maya looked like she’d had enough of me. Turning to Mistress Tati, she smiled softly as she delivered the final verdict.

“Mr. Hayes might be talented, Tatiana, but I’m afraid he’s a bit too vanilla for us.”

Mistress Tati didn’t even blink. “I see.”

My ears felt hot enough to roast marshmallows.

Maya rose and straightened her skirt. “I have a Tier Black arriving at seven. I’ll need ten minutes with you before that.”

Mistress Tati arched a brow. “You’re taking him personally?”

Maya smiled. “You know how prefer to keep my problems close.”

Mistress Tati’s lips curved, just slightly.

“I’m torn between black suede and something with a more luxurious sheen like, say, blue leather? What do you think, Tatiana?”

“Blue. It’s the perfect balance between soft and savage.”

“I’ll need help with the corset too.” Maya glanced my way. “You will be free by then?”

“Of course. This won’t take long to handle.”

Mistress Tati walked her to the door. “Thank you, Maya,” she said softly. “I’ll take it from here.”

Then it was just her and me.

Mistress Tati strode back and stood at the head of the table. Her gaze dropped to me, sharp as knives, but as usual impossible to read.

The seconds stretched thin. Then thinner. It felt like everything was happening in slow motion. I kept my face forward. Staring straight ahead at her, even though I felt small and useless. I’d wanted to impress her but now I felt like the biggest idiot. There was no way she could ever consider keeping me around after what she’d heard Mistress Maya say about me.

Tell me to pack my bags and leave, I dared her. Tell me to get lost and never bother you again.

She unfolded her arms.

“Stand up, Rick.”

Her face didn’t shift as I obeyed, feeling all the energy seep out of me. She wasn’t frowning, or scowling, or even glaring at me. She seemed…oddly relaxed, if anything. I wondered what was going on in that dangerous, beautiful mind of hers.

She closed the gap between us in one long step. My breath caught.

“You’re standing very, very still,” she observed.

Her perfume flooded my senses as she leaned even closer. A rush of dizziness passed over me as she moved her lips toward my ear.

“Good boy,” she whispered. “I’ll need you like that in just a moment.”

She brought a gloved hand to the side of my neck, tracing it from my collar bone down to my shoulder. I was stunned, and I still felt like an idiot because I was never going to understand her.

Her hand retreated, then slapped the laptop lid shut with enough force to make me jump.

“Go to Playroom Eight.”

Her gaze glittered as she uttered the order. And for the first time in weeks I was sure I saw it. The evidence of desire, showing up like the glimmer of a rising sun. For a second I thought she might just push me up against the conference table and ravage me.

“Yes, Mistress,” I breathed.

“Once there you kneel in the center of the room. Hands behind you. Eyes lowered. I’ll join you when I’m ready.”

My pulse raced. She was saying it so casually, like she was asking me to make her a damn cup of coffee. But every syllable slid playfully over my skin like her hand was already on me, sending blood gushing into my groin, making me feel naked all over again.

“Yes, Mistress.” My voice cracked.

Her gaze held me for a second longer, and I knew she could see how overwhelmed I was. She nodded once, and I could’ve sworn she smiled.

“Go,” she said.

Then she swept toward the door. She didn’t turn back to look at me before she left.

My heart thrummed. There’d been no explanation, no indication of what she planned to do to me. I hated how quickly my brain spiraled. My time here had shown me I couldn’t trust my feelings. What if I was wrong again? What if she just wanted to punish me? Or worse, fire me?

The floor suddenly felt unsteady.

Part of me wanted to scream, scream so loud that my vocal cords would snap.

I hated how much I wanted her to care.

I hated how a single look from her could undo me completely.

But most of all, I hated that she knew it.


Chapter 13
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The door slid shut with a hiss as I tiptoed into the dark playroom. My fingers fumbled in the shadows until I found the control panel, flipping one switch, then another.

I swiped my glasses along my shirt sleeve before slipping them back on.

The room came into focus. Still dark, but light enough for me to see.

It wasn’t really anything like what I’d imagined, and I’d been imagining a dungeon like something out of an S&M porn flick. But there were no cages here. No racks. No tight chains or spikes or scary torture contraptions. My hands were still trembling, though, trembling so hard I had to shove them deep into my pockets.

Beneath a low pool of amber light stood a single velvet armchair, almost throne-like and a little ominous in its shape. A padded mat had been placed in front of it.

I took a deep breath. The tang of leather hung in the air, mixing with the scent of incense, and underneath it all, the not-too-subtle notes of lotion and lubes and…sex.

My breath hitched.

My knees cracked against the padding, my creased trousers pulling tight across my thighs. I clasped my hands behind me. Lowered my eyes just like I’d been ordered to do. I focused on the grain in the wood floor so intensely it blurred before me.

One minute passed. I counted the seconds.

Then another.

Time went all gooey. It was too quiet in here, and all I had for company were my thoughts. I kept thinking of Mistress Tati’s face when she dismissed me. The lack of expression. The glitter in her eyes that gave almost nothing away.

I had no idea what she was thinking. Whether or not she still thought I could do the job. Whether I was still worth anything.

Was she disappointed in me?

Was this her way of getting rid of me?

How the hell was I supposed to know?

An hour passed. Maybe more, maybe less. My legs went numb.

I didn’t even hear the door open when it did.

The air stirred behind me and my entire soul stood to attention, instinctively knowing the energy in the room was changing. Like there was a tigress shifting in the tall grass, watching me slyly.

I’m not sure how I managed to stay completely still, in position, without lifting my head. Inside, though, all my emotions and thoughts clashed against each other, spinning into a dust storm so thick it was going to bowl me over.

The velvet throne creaked as Mistress Tati sat on it. My throat dried up. From the corner of my eyes I spotted black biker leather—was she wearing a coat? Yes, she was. A trench coat that reached the floor and was zipped high, with silver epaulets jutting out, giving her this ruthless, masculine presence. Pointed-toe boots adorned her feet, their buckles and chains blinking in the amber light.

I could feel her watching me like she was seeing me for the first time.

The electric charge was sizzling between us. My skin prickled with goosebumps, heat gathering in tight, sensitive places.

Jesus, just having her look at me kneeling like this, when I was so powerless, knowing everything I had was in her hands and her control…

The things she could do to me in this state…

Madness. That’s what this was.

Mistress Tati shifted a little in her seat, something I could only figure out by the light creaking of her coat.

Then I heard her say, “Strip.”

My mouth opened, then closed. I hesitated for a few seconds before unbuttoning my shirt. The rest of my clothes crumpled around my feet. Cool air swept over my chest. My nipples tightened.

I was naked, out in the open for her to see. A part of me couldn’t believe how easily I’d obeyed her.

I tried not to shake, forced myself not to fold my arms over myself for dignity. She just sat languidly on her velvet throne, one leg crossed over the other, her eyes molten as she focused on my body.

To bare myself like this for her, especially when she was fully clothed, protected and shielded by all those layers of fabric, was mortifying. I hated the way I looked. I hated my skinny angles and flabby bits and the awkward, girlish shape I was always trying to hide. I hated that this was the version of me she was seeing, the one I never let anyone look at for too long. Not even myself.

Mistress Tati let every insecurity bubble to the surface.

She let me bathe in my shame.

Made me feel every inch of it.

Every goddamn inch.

I want to hate you, Tati.

But how can I? When every fucking atom in me aches for you?

Minutes passed. Or maybe it was only seconds. Did time really matter in here anyway?

When she finally rose to her feet, something inside me tightened, almost to the point of snapping. She walked past me. Saying nothing, touching nothing, not even glancing in my direction. I finally lifted my head. At the far wall, she’d stopped before a tall, curtained alcove. With a slow flick of her wrist, she drew it open.

I froze.

Behind the curtain was an entire wardrobe.

No, maybe not a wardrobe.

A…perfectly designed dressing room.

A private space where boys like me could get turned into a treat for her.

Mistress Tati finally turned to me. “It’s all yours,” she said softly.

Huh? “Mine to do what with, Mistress?”

“To do whatever you want.”

She gestured for me to walk towards to her. When I did, her attention was glued to the spring of my cock with an almost imperceptible smile. She was enjoying this, even though she tried so hard not to show it. She knew she had all the power to break me.

“Make yourself up like you would if you were trying to seduce a man.” She looked down, at my exposed privates, and there it was. Finally. A real smile. “Surprise me, Rick. You have ten minutes.”

She stepped away from the wardrobe, swinging the curtains close around me before disappearing back into the dark of the room.

For a second I wondered what she’d do if I said no. I totally wanted to be a brat and walk out and slam the door behind me. Let my actions tell her how ridiculous her expectations were. How it was so fucking unfair.

What would she do? Would she yell at me? Chain me up to a whipping post? Threaten to fire me if I didn’t obey her?

It was nice to entertain those thoughts but I knew better than to even try to go there. She knew I was falling in love with her, that some part deep inside me wanted this, for her to dominate me and make me feel so helpless. Maybe that was why she’d hired me in the first place. She saw right through my shoddy exterior and lured me into her House to test the parts of me that were hungry for something dark and unforgiving.

I faced the dressing room, tried get my bearings. There were too many things for me to process, rows upon rows of delicately hung lingerie and other clothing, things that I didn’t even have a name for. I moved fast. I didn’t want to keep her waiting.

I picked up a neon pink bra edged in black lace with bikini style strings for attachments. It looked easy to put on. I placed it around my chest then tied the strings together behind my back and neck. I picked up the matching panties, pulled them up my legs and around my hips. How would a girl go about seducing a man? A man would like stockings for sure. Jewelry? Maybe. Men also went weak for long blonde hair, not mousy brown hair that was neither long nor short. I grabbed the right wig from a porcelain stand and jammed it over my head, letting the sleek blonde strands swing backwards to the middle of my spine. A pearl choker went around my neck.

Jesus Christ. There was make-up in here too.

I decided on a tube of frosty pink lipstick with a glittery finish. Swiped it over my lips.

The only thing missing was…shoes.

My heart sank when I saw my only options. They all had platforms that were thick as bricks, something you’d see on the feet of a hooker or a drag queen. Pink goes with pink. I knew that much designing websites for a living. I snatched a fuchsia pink pair and squished my toes inside them, taking way too long to figure out how the straps around the ankles were supposed to be buckled in.

At last, I studied my transformation in the gilted mirror hung above the makeup station.

A flush crept up my chest.

It was getting stronger. That strange, unmoored feeling. Each time she ordered me to dress up like this. I was sure it was a girl staring back at me in the dim light. Not just any girl. Someone who’d actually turn heads. Someone who’d make your heart skip a beat.

My chest suddenly tightened so hard I almost couldn’t breathe.

Maybe it was the choker. Those pearls made my neck look longer and kind of graceful. Or maybe it was the platinum blonde hair. My glossy pink lips. The bikini-style bra with the kind of delicate strings that could tempt any man to untie them.

Between my legs, a hot pulse throbbed to life.

Jesus.

Was I…enjoying this?

A lump of confusion and panic rose to my throat, so big I could barely swallow it. I glanced around me, feeling the room shift, swaying a little on my heels. I didn’t have time for this. My Mistress was waiting. I could think about this later. Or never. Never sounded so good.

The room spun as I made my way out of the curtains and into the shadowed interior of the playroom.


Chapter 14
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Mistress Tati was sitting in her velvet armchair, legs crossed, a cigarette resting between her fingers. Smoke trailed into the air as she took an elegant puff and exhaled.

Her lashes lifted at the sound of my platform heels. She said nothing, just slowly popped the cigarette back to her mouth.

My legs gave out. Standing in her presence just didn’t feel right. Instinctually, my knees hit the mat with a soft thud. I bowed my head, then remembered.

When you sit, I, your Mistress, should be the only thing in your mind.

I shouldn’t be staring at the floor. It was time to look at her. Admire her.

I dragged my gaze up, past her heeled boots, past the large black leather coat that had now slipped open, revealing a black latex catsuit. The catsuit was cut high at the sides, exposing her thighs and torso all the way to the top of her hip bones. All that skin, just inches away from me. It was like staring at the sun, being blinded by her beauty.

My heart pounded as I wondered if I did the right thing.

Within a minute I saw it. The faintest dip of her chin, making me believe I had. I tried not to feel too satisfied with myself.

“Pull back your wig,” Mistress Tati said. “It’s too far down your forehead.”

“Yes, Mistress.” My hands flew up instantly as I tugged the hair back, the netting shifting over my already sweating scalp.

“Fix your stockings. They should be taut at the top.”

Ah, fuck. Here I’d been, thinking I looked real bonita, and she’d slapped me in the face with reality. I fumbled at my thighs, the nylon hissing as I tugged and twisted them higher above my knees, then began to panic as a run appeared on the right stocking. I prayed she wouldn’t see it in the dark.

“Stand up and turn around.”

Standing on my massive heels was a balancing act in itself, but somehow I managed to do what she told me to without falling flat on my face. Even with my back to her I could feel her eyes tracing every inch of my now feminized body. When I faced her again she said nothing so I continued turning in a circle. She was studying me. Dissecting the shape of my back, my hips, my ass in the pink-and-black panties. The strip of thigh skin between my stocking tops and the panty-line. The platforms that exaggerated the girlish shape of my legs and lifted the curves of my ass.

I wanted to crawl out of my skin. I wanted her to look at me forever.

Do you think I’m pretty enough? Or do I disgust you?

When I faced her again she lifted a gloved finger. I stopped turning. She leaned back slightly.

“I’m impressed,” she said at last.

I stopped breathing. Shock rippled through me.

“With looks like yours you could definitely seduce a man,” she continued thoughtfully. “Perhaps even give him an erection. Yes…” She tapped ash into a crystal tray while her attention continued to blaze a path along my figure. “You look exactly the type who could get a nice cock hard in a truck stop bathroom.”

Bile surged in my throat. How could she even say that? The imagery made me feel sick. Some faceless stranger pushing me against a filthy tile wall, hands groping my tits, my fake blonde hair tangled in his grip. Feeling his nasty dick slip between my ass cheeks, ready to defile me.

How could she want that?

“But why?” The words tore out of me, ragged and hoarse. “Why make me…like this, Mistress?”

Mistress Tati drew slowly on her cigarette, held the smoke then let it curl off her nostrils. For a moment I thought she was going to ignore the question. But she didn’t.

Her answer sent a shard of ice flying through me.

“Because it excites me.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

“That’s h-hard to believe, Mistress,” I said uncomfortably.

Her eyes sharpened. “You think I lie, Rick?”

The floor tilted a little. I had no idea how to answer that. I stared down at the wood, even though I knew I wasn’t supposed to do it. I just couldn’t hold her gaze, not while dressed up like this, half-naked, in a girl’s bra and underwear, and especially not when she’d just admitted it aroused her.

How could anyone like this? I was mortified. Mistress Tati saw me like a cheap whore, a walking hard-on for imaginary men. Was that all I was to her?

She scoffed. “You don’t believe me.”

“No, I—” I started, totally prepared to lie.

A gloved hand shot out and snagged my wrist, yanking me forward. My knees scraped the mat as I stumbled and collapsed at her boots. Mistress Tati’s grip on me tightened as she dragged me higher and shoved my face in between her parting legs.

I smelled leather first. Leather and latex, but it was quickly overpowered by the musk of her sex.

“This is how much it excites me,” she hissed. “Do you believe me now?”

All I could do was moan. Her thigh had clamped over the back of my neck, the thick sole of her boot digging into the crack of my ass, forcing me to breathe her in. I grunted into the dark, swollen heat of her, breathed in so deeply I almost choked. Her musk was sharp and sweet at the same time. It was thick and sultry and real. I began to throb instantly. She wasn’t lying. The woman I loved wanted me like this.

“You should have understood this by now, Rick. The kind of woman I am.”

She sighed and lifted her thigh, allowing me to draw my head up for air. I gasped as the blood rushed to my face. Then she spread her legs wide open for me. Her hands clamped down on my shoulders, burying my nose and mouth back into her sex, pushing me even deeper.

“I like feeling powerful,” she murmured. “I like seeing grown men and boys like you on your knees. In my hands. Looking all pretty and made-up for me or the men of my choosing. So they can be used, touched, fucked.”

My heart pounded. I was so turned on it hurt.

“But you, darling, happen to be special. I like the thought of controlling every single aspect of you. Your actions, your appearance, even the way you feel. And for reasons I don’t yet understand myself, I like the thought of making you mine. Just mine. ” She tangled her fingers in my wig and jerked my head back, hard. Her face filled my vision. Her gorgeous face. “Are you done doubting me?”

Her breath hit my lips, hot and smoky. I could see the vein along her neck pulsing with fury. She wanted to break me, shatter every inch of me. “Yes,” I breathed. “Yes, Mistress!”

Her teeth gleamed. “I’m not calling you Rick anymore. You’re Rose now.”

Then she let go of me. I fell on my side, but even my fall felt feminine and light now, my body bending into openly sexual curves, exposed and vulnerable for her. It took me a minute to catch my breath and then my senses.

Get up. Kneel.

Her order was inside my head. I quickly got my knees under me and my trembling hands behind my back, my chest heaving as I breathed hard.

Look up.

When I worked up the nerve to lift my eyes, Mistress Tati was just as she’d been before. Leaning back lazily. One booted foot crossed over her knee. Cigarette dangling from her fingers. Smoke drifting toward the ceiling.

She looked so calm and terrifyingly composed.

As if she hadn’t just ripped my whole identity away and stuffed another down my throat.


Chapter 15
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“Now that we have that out of the way…” Mistress Tati said, smiling cavalierly. “Tell me, Rose. How do you feel you performed today at your meeting?”

My stomach dropped. Somehow, in the chaos of what had just happened, I’d forgotten all about the stupid meeting.

“I didn’t do well, Mistress,” I muttered.

The smile slipped from her face.

“I see,” she said. “Why do you believe that?”

My hands shook. “Because clearly I disappointed Mistress Maya.” I paused. “And I disappointed you, Mistress.”

She cocked her head a fraction. “Did I say I was disappointed?”

I hesitated. Where was she going with this? “No, Mistress.”

“Then why would you assume that, Rose?”

The question hit me somewhere deep, a spot that was soft and vulnerable and shaking. I had no clue how to answer her. This time I felt exposed in a way that had nothing to do with lingerie and makeup.

“I just thought…” My voice wavered. “I should’ve done better. A lot better.”

“Better for whom?”

“For you.”

Her expressed suddenly softened. It made my chest ache again, my heart clamping in that hard fist, tighter and tighter. She could melt and kill me one day with just one glance of those unblinking eyes, I was pretty fucking sure of it.

“So you believe you failed me,” she said.

“Yes, Mistress.”

“And when you fail,” she said, her voice sinking like a stone in water, “what do you think you deserve?”

I bit my lip. I looked away.

“Rose.”

The sound of my new name from her lips pulled my gaze back instantly.

“Tell me what you believe you deserve.”

“I deserve…” I swallowed, my throat burning as I finally realized what she was getting at. “I deserve to be punished, Mistress.”

“Good,” she said softly.

The word sank into me like the sweetest, darkest poison. Mistress Tati placed her cigarette in the tray and rose to her feet. Her boots tapped against the floor until she reached the far corner of the room, stopping beside a long ottoman. Its surface was a deep cranberry shade, almost the color of blood, with intricately carved feet that curled at the ends into the heads of eagles. She pressed her fingertips lightly to the velvet, smoothing the fabric as if preparing for a ritual.

She motioned me forward with a finger.

“Kneel against it,” she ordered.

I obeyed, my legs feeling like jelly as I lowered myself to the floor, bracing against the edge of the bench. She stepped behind me.

“Lean forward. Hands and elbows on top.”

Resting my forearms on its surface, I folded my torso over the ottoman. The warm velvet cushioned against my bare stomach. My heels knocked together, forcing my ass higher than felt natural. It wasn’t the most comfortable position and everything about it made me feel like a fragile little thing, helplessly waiting to be used.

“You’re wound tight, pet,” Mistress Tati murmured. “I like that.”

The confession rushed through me. I could still smell the salt of her musk, could almost taste it on the tip of my tongue. I believed her—god, I did. That dark, undeniable pleasure in me being displayed like this was written all over her, and it was enough to make me shiver all over. Enough to make me crave her next command.

She retrieved something from a drawer beneath the ottoman. It draped over her fingers.

A long silk ribbon, just as crimson as the ottoman.

My breath quickened.

She lifted one of my wrists, brushing her fingers against my skin before looping the silk around it. She tied it closed, then secured the other wrist, binding them together on top of the ottoman.

One soft tug confirmed that whatever knot she used was unyielding.

She stepped back to observe me.

“Arch your back even more.”

I swallowed down the sudden moan rising in my throat, then pulled my shoulders down and tightened the curve of my spine.

“Tell me, Rose,” she murmured. “Do you know why I tied your wrists?”

My chest squeezed tighter. “So I can’t move, Mistress.”

“No,” she said. “I tied your wrists so you wouldn’t hide from me.”

My breath caught.

“You curl away from yourself,” she said. “From your body. From what you feel. From what you want. That ends today.”

I was struggling to process what she was saying. She was telling me things I didn’t really want to hear. But the knots in my stomach had already tightened into something so unbearably hot that all I could think about was how much I wanted her.

“Your punishment today is about exposing you, Rose. All of you. All that you keep hidden in the shadows.” Her gloved fingers brushed over my damp forehead, stroking down to the base of my skull, combing through my blonde wig. “You’ll no longer lie to yourself. No longer lie to me. The truth is always there, darling. And as they say, it always comes to the light.”

I’ve already given so much of me to you, I wanted to say. What else can you take from me?

The floor creaked as her hands slipped away and she stepped behind me. Her boots tapped as she circled me, one slow step at a time. I couldn’t detect her fury anymore, just her own desire. Desire and excitement.

“I wonder if you even realize how easily you surrender,” she said.

A small sound escaped me. Something that sounded both like a gasp and a plea. She was breaking me, breaking my manhood, with each and every word. And the worst thing was, I couldn’t stop it from happening.

I was hers now.

Totally and completely hers.

I couldn’t run even if I tried.

“Tell me,” she whispered, “what you want from me right now.”

My head dipped as my heart fluttered. That felt like the most terrifying question she’d ever asked me. Because how was I supposed to answer when I was only just realizing I barely understood myself, let alone what I wanted?

“I…I don’t know, Mistress.”

“Yes, you do,” she said softly. “And you’ll say it.”

“I want you to take me, Mistress.”

And there it was, just as she’d said. The truth. Out before I even realized I’d said them. Leaking out of me, now small and hoarse and helpless, like a confession from a sinner kneeling before a saint.

“Good girl. That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

The praise fucking exploded through me. Yes, I was her good girl. The only person she ever saw that way. I secretly loved it but it was also tearing me apart.

My skin turned to ice with the shame.

But underneath the ice, I was on fire.

The blindfold came next. Soothing silk brushed against my neck before she removed my glasses and settled the fabric over my eyes, and then the world vanished.

Total darkness, and along with it came a kind of fear and panic that felt almost paralyzing. Like I was going to lose my vision forever. Or go blind.

Her voice came from millimeters away.

“Now you’ll learn to want without seeing.”

A gloved fingertip trailed down my throat. Over my choker. Over my rapid pulse stuttering beneath the plastic pearls as her next words flowed over me like honey.

“To ache…”

The touch disappeared.

“…without knowing.”


Chapter 16
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With the world cloaked in darkness, Mistress’s presence had become larger and somehow even more powerful. I sensed smoke and sex. Comfort and danger. The thickness of her perfume, and beneath it, the dark musk of her total control.

Mistress, take me.

Mistress, use me.

Every other thought of mine had washed away.

She was shifting around the playroom, picking up things before setting them down. Was she deciding how to punish me? I remembered the chains and whips I’d seen in porn. The torture contraptions that looked like medieval instruments. I didn’t know what to think anymore, and I couldn’t shake the fear of not knowing.

I’d barely taken a breath when a whip-snap sound cracked through the stillness.

Swish.

I flinched so hard I almost dragged the whole damn ottoman with me.

My chest and ass heaved…but nothing struck me.

Swish.

I shivered. It was closer this time. I could feel it. A breeze against my bare shoulder.

Thwack!

This time it made contact. White heat lashed across my shoulders and a moan ripped out of me.

The pain was sharp and clean. Pure, like crystal.

What was it?

Thwack! The second strike came lower, tainting the flesh of my back. My teeth sank into my bottom lip so hard I swallowed the wax of my lipstick.

“Breathe into the pain, Rose.”

I tried to listen. I needed to relax, just let it flow over me like a river. With each strike, tremors wracked my thighs, growing so intense I had to clench them together to keep myself from making any embarrassing noises. But then, a memory popped into my head. I The man I’d heard the first day at the study. The man on the other side of the wall, who’d been groaning and grunting while something thumped hard against his skin.

Mistress Tati hadn’t asked me to shut up, had she? No. Maybe I didn’t need to hold back. Maybe I could express everything I was feeling.

A groan slipped out of me. Then a moan. Inside the darkness of my blindfold, a tear leaked out of one eye. Somehow it all helped. I held on. And the more I held on, something aching and wounded was finally surfacing.

Because then, inexplicably, it happened.

The pain didn’t fade away. But it melted somehow, transforming itself into a low, golden throb. My muscles loosened, my breathing slowing down to almost nothing. And somewhere above my pounding heart, my thoughts came one after the other, slurred and dreamy and euphoric:

Good girl. Good girl. Good girl.

The strikes stopped. Something warm melted over my body. Her gloved palms, trailing over the welts she’d just made. Claiming them. Soothing me.

Then, for a long while, there was silence.

I flinched again when I felt something against my shoulder.

Something cold and spiky.

“Breathe,” Tati ordered, her voice sibilant against my spine. “I won’t hurt you.”

A full-body shudder tore through me. My breath hitched. Rattled.

I realized it was true. My Mistress knew my body’s limits better than I did. Knew how far to push me. The thought was agonizing and liberating at the same time.

Her gloved fingertips trailed over my skin, massaging me in slow, deep circles that released all the tension in my neck and shoulders. Then I felt the spikes again, needle-points rolling slow paths down my arm. Like a wheel. A hundred pinpricks of stop-go-yes.

My knees slid wider on the rug. Unconscious. Needy.

The wheel continued to circle. Up my ribs. Down the dip of my waist. Down my inner thigh, its cool metal teeth raking the tender skin that was so, so close to the heat pooling between my legs.

I was suddenly overwhelmed, thrown off by the uncertainty of it all. Would the next touch be sharp or soft? Warm or cold? Pleasure or torture? What was she even trying to teach me through this?

The tiny spikes continued to spin, teasing me raw.

Mistress Tati’s breath fluttered against the back of my neck. “Your body knows how to surrender, my Rose. Even if your mind’s still fighting.”

The spiked wheel brushed over my panties, its light, fluid circles causing sparks of pleasure to fly everywhere. My hips began to buck instinctively, my toes curling inside the pink leather platforms.

I whimpered, feeling more sensitive than I’ve ever felt in my life.

“See?” There was a dark satisfaction in her whisper.

The wheel left my skin.

The silent void rushed back in.

That’s when I understood.

This wasn’t really about hurting me. Or punishing me.

It was about surrender.

Surrendering my expectations, everything I was sure of.

Surrendering the walls I held around me to feel safe.

My Rose.

Mistress Tati was dismantling me until the only thing that mattered was her next touch.

Until my whole existence was nothing but hers.

***

When another warm, soft surface slid down my back, this time I recognized it instantly. I didn’t need to see it, didn’t even need to guess. It was her hand.

Her bare hand.

Her palm. Her long, beautiful fingers.

My throat locked up. This was the first time she’d touched me without a gloved barrier. Ever.

I had no idea where to place the feeling that surged through me. It was a rush of warmth and light and pure joy. Not just happiness, but joy. And beneath it all, this wild desire to please her, to have her continue to stroke me, to tell me I was hers.

Her palms brushed over my back, against all the tension that had been left behind by the spiked wheel. I whimpered, overwhelmed. I’d been touch starved for years, and to have a woman—and not just any woman—caress me like this, when my nerves were so raw and sensitive and needy, was mind-boggling.

“You’re aroused,” she said quietly.

My entire body flushed. How could I not be? “I’m sorry, Mistress.”

“Don’t be.” Her tone shifted, silken and slow. Her palm flattened between my shoulder blades, pushing me deeper into the bow of submission. “Anything you feel is because I allow it.”

I shuddered.

Her hand drifted across my ribs, then lower, circling my hips. She withdrew, and for a second, I thought she was done. But when she returned, something was different this time. She was still calm, composed, but her presence felt heavy. Charged with power and intent and lust.

She wanted more of me.

Her fingers hooked through the waistband of my panties and tugged them down in one sharp move. Then she touched the curve of one ass cheek, firm and possessive.

“Never apologize for desire, Rose,” she murmured. She was leaning over my bent body now, breathing against my exposed flesh. “Apologize for hiding from your truth.”

My entire body filled with a red-hot throb. Everything began to turn heavy, melting and lifting and melding.

Was this what it felt to lose your sanity?

Mistress Tati squeezed my left buttock twice, as if she was testing its ripeness. For one crazy second I thought I could orgasm. Right here, right now, even though she wasn’t touching me where I actually needed her to. My ass was parted wide open and I hissed out a breath, knowing she was looking directly into my hole.

Cool slickness gathered on my skin. Lube.

She began prepping my opening with one fingertip. Circling the rim with the cold gel. Rubbing around and around, very slowly, until it made me bite back a moan.

Oh my god. She’s gonna finger me.

My body clenched instinctively. Defending. Hiding.

“You can’t hide from me,” she said, and she smacked my ass. Once. It stung. My body jolted. I felt myself opening, offering this special woman my virgin ass.

Her finger breached me.

The first thought to burst inside my head was how weird it felt.

Why would she do this to me?

She pushed deeper. Past my tight ring. Into the clutching, sucking heat inside.

She ordered me to relax. I didn’t know how to. I sucked more air in then dug my face into the hot velvet, burying my nose in so I wouldn’t need to breathe. The stretch hurt. I tightened again and again and again as she worked more of her finger inside me, patiently but firmly. I was giving away the most precious, secret part of myself. Shame made me bite down on my tongue and I tasted a drop of blood.

This is wrong.

The pain was morphing into a deep, strange pressure. Filling me. Claiming me. Her fingers were working harder, pumping inside me faster. Fucking my asshole like it was a pussy. My body was beginning to feel less and less like mine. I felt like I was drifting somewhere far away, even while still inside the darkness of this ottoman. An out-of-body experience.

Her finger curled. Began rubbing quickly against a spot deep inside me.

My hips jerked as electricity zipped up my spine. I made a choked sound of pleasure.

Was it too much?

Or not enough?

“Tati!” I cried out, forgetting all my rules in that one desperate moment.

She drew away slowly, leaving behind an emptiness that settled into a hollow ache. I wanted to reach for her hand. Bring it back to my ass and guide it back inside me. But that wasn’t what this was about, was it?

Anything you feel is because I allow it.

This wasn’t about what I wanted. This was about her making me give her all I could.

I waited, clenching my teeth, my wrists straining against the ribbon ties.

And then, she was back again, with more lube. She pushed back into me with two fingers, stretching my asshole wider than I thought it could go, and when she withdrew this time her fingers were replaced by cold metal. It nudged against my now loosened hole, feeling wider than her fingers. Much wider. A butt plug.

I tensed.

“Shh.” Her palm pressed on my back, steadying me. “Give yourself to me.”

Her seductive whispers floated in the dark. With some force, she gripped and stretched the skin of my left buttock, keeping my ass wide open and my crack visible for her to play with.

She pushed. The plug slipped past my ring of muscles with a wet, sucking sound. My rim closed over the widest part of the toy. Before I knew it I was sealed with a flat metal base, the weight of the plug settling in me like a heavy stone.

“Perfect. Now your lovely fuckhole is mine.” Mistress Tati tapped the metal plug lightly, causing the base to rub against my tender entrance, chuckling a little as I moaned.

Then she was hugging me from behind, holding me as tight as a vice, as if she wanted to hump me. I felt latex and wetness and the muscles of her thighs holding my weight. She yanked down the front of my panties. The air hit my exposed skin and I shuddered. Was she going to touch me there?

I gasped as more cold metal encircled my cock and balls. Hard, rigid curves pressing in, shaping me into something small and helpless. It reminded me of toolboxes and the clank of steel from the hardware store I worked at in high school.

What is this?

A tiny, metallic snap cut the air.

A lock.

That’s when it hit me.

A cage. She’s caging me.

A fingertip tapped the metal, once, making a dull ping vibrate through my trapped flesh. The weight of the cage settled over my balls and I finally realized the predicament I was in. It all felt a little trippy. I was empty and confined on the outside, full and throbbing on the inside.

Because even my pleasure wasn’t mine anymore.

It was owned.

Tati moved around me, silent as a shadow again. My wrists were freed from the silk, and then she untied the blindfold. I blinked as I was handed my glasses and I was treated to the sight of her fully coatless, her sleeveless catsuit leaving so little to the imagination.

I realized my eyelashes were wet the same time she noticed it. She kissed the top of my shoulder. The kiss felt as gentle and fleeting as butterfly wings.

“I will never hear Maya calling you vanilla ever again,” she said. She was slipping on her gloves again. “Is that understood?”

“Yes, Mistress.” My thighs were shivering. “I won’t let you down.”

“Good girl.”

She leaned in, and this time she pecked me on the cheek. Our bodies grew closer. In a surprising move she took off my glasses again, letting it fold and hang between the cups of my bra. Her gloved hand found my cheek. She tilted me back until her gaze burned through mine. I could’ve sworn I saw something different this time. Something like…longing.

“You’re so beautiful like this,” she murmured. Her voice had changed too. She sounded like her age. Young, soft. Unsure. Not the cold head dominatrix I knew.

It all happened very quickly. Her arm wrapped around my waist and then her lips were on mine. I almost lost my footing but she held me, deepening the kiss, her lips parting as her tongue traced the seam of my mouth.

I was taken so off guard at first, but then the need in me won over, and soon I was kissing her back like I was possessed.

My heart was fluttering. And I was pretty sure her heart was beating just as fast.

Yep. This is it. I’ve fallen hopelessly in love.

Our tongues brushed, tangled, the heat between my legs rising and rising. As my arousal met tight metal bars I remembered with a shiver that everything was different now. It was glorious. Dreamy. I could’ve stayed suspended in that moment forever and ever. But just at the point where I was inching towards making a move to take the kissing further, Tati stepped back and all the warmth died along with her.

The heavy biker coat went on, and I watched the transformation of Tati becoming Mistress Tatiana, all stoic and in charge. She strode to the door, twisted the handle.

Don’t leave me like this!

“Don’t leave,” I yelled. “You can’t!”

Tati paused at the threshold. “I have to, Rose.” Then she sighed. Her next words came out too quietly. “But it’s not because I want to.”

“Then why leave?”

“Because I won’t be able to control what happens if I stay.”

She slipped out, the door clicking shut behind her.

I collapsed forward. What the hell had she meant by that? My breaths released in big gulps, the plug shifting inside me with every exhale. My skin buzzed where she’d touched me. My lips tasted like her. I even smelled like her.

I stood up, alone in the quiet playroom. I ached everywhere, sore and stupid from what I’d just let happen to me. I started sobbing when it hit me that behind the entire persona that had been Mistress Tatiana, there was a whole other woman I never got to know.

Eventually, my legs carried me toward the mirror.

The first time in my life I’d ever voluntarily walked towards one.

Mirrors don’t lie.

And it was only then that I saw what she’d really done between my legs.

Both on the front, on the small steel cage, and on the back, on the jewel of the plug winking back at me.

It was etched in rose gold, in deceptively delicate letters.

The mark of my surrender.

T.S.


THE END

(…for now)

Thank you for reading, pretty girl!

Rae <3

Book Two releasing soon! :)

If you’d like to stay updated, be sure to sign up for my newsletter!


My Newsletter

Keep up with Rae Robinson!

Want FREE books, exclusive teasers/content, and writing updates?

Sign up for my newsletter!

P.S. To my pretty readers using Gmail: If you’re already subscribed, my emails can sometimes land in Spam or Promotions. So if you find one there, moving it to your Primary inbox helps a lot and makes sure you don’t miss my updates! :)


Thirsty For More?

Girly For Her
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Five full-length novellas (that’s 100,000+ words!) by best-selling femdom feminization author Rae Robinson, now available in an exclusive bundle for a very pretty discount.

Themes include femdom punishment and sissy training, gentle femdom, cuckolding, chastity, romantic first time feminization, straight to sissy, BDSM/bondage, corporal punishment/spanking, humiliation, degradation, strap-on action, bi-action, and foot worship.

Stories included in this bundle:

No One Has To Know, Professor

Housewife From Hell

Under Her Sinful Veil

My Heartless Ex-Girlfriend

Her Husband, Her Cam Girl

Start reading now!


About The Author

A full-time corporate content writer by day and an erotica and romance writer by night, Rae Robinson writes all kinds of scorching hot stories when the doors are locked and anything can happen. Her main interests include femdom, sissification, and feminization. She particularly loves exploring the intersection between sexuality and self-identity.
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