

Mommy's Good Boy - A Dark MDLB Age Play Erotica of a Grown Man Kept Small, Good-Boy Rules, and a Mommy in Total Control 

by Polly Bane


Before You Begin

Thank you for picking up one of my stories. You being here means more than you know.

Every book I write is meant to pull you deeper into a world of desire, control, and delicious surrender, and I am thrilled you decided to step inside.

As a thank-you, I have put together something special for you: a free bonus book. If you would like it, you can download it here: pollybane.com/free-book

It is my way of saying thank you for reading, and welcome to the darker, softer, sexier side of my imagination.

Enjoy the story. You are in good hands now.

Polly Bane


Disclaimer

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Age Declaration

All characters depicted in this work are fictional and are intended to be and are represented as being over the age of 24 at all times during the events described and in any referenced past. No character is depicted as a minor at any point in the narrative, including in flashbacks, memories, or backstory. No reference to any real person is intended or should be inferred.

Content Nature

Themes of Mommy Dom maternal dominance, age play, lactation role-play, and caregiver power-exchange depicted in this work occur exclusively between consenting adult characters engaged in fantasy role-play. All age-play and regression elements represent adult kink dynamics between adults aged 24+ and do not depict, suggest, or endorse any sexual interest in actual minors.

Image Disclaimer

All images contained in this book are artificial intelligence (AI) generated or are artistically created and are entirely fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or actual places is purely coincidental and unintentional.

Copyright

Copyright 2026 Polly Bane. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.


Chapter 1: The Brass Hook

The money was twelve hundred for the night. I ran the number again in the dark of the car, then split it the way I always split a job, half for rent and half for the thing I owed Danny, and the math landed clean, and I smiled.

I checked my face in the rearview. The streetlight buzzed somewhere behind me, a low electric hum that leaked through the cracked window with the cold. I tried the open look first, eyebrows up, mouth soft, a little lost. Too much. I pulled it back to something more useful, a half grin, eyes that said I was nervous but game. Harmless. Rich women paid for harmless. That was the whole gig, far as I could tell. Some lonely lady wanted a sweet young man to sit pretty and call her something warm and let her feel powerful for a few hours, and I would take her money and drive home and laugh about it.

The ad had said companion. The agency lady on the phone had said the same word twice, careful, like it mattered. Iris. No last name. The kind of client who pays in full up front and never haggles.

I got out. The air bit at my neck. Her townhouse sat narrow and tall and quiet, brick gone almost black, one warm window up high. I rang the bell and it chimed deep inside, two slow notes, and then her steps coming down, unhurried, like she already knew exactly how long I would wait.

The door opened and the heat of the house rolled out over me. She stood in it like she owned the weather too.

Older than me by a fair stretch, but that was the point. Dark hair pinned up off a long neck. A soft gray sweater, sleeves pushed back. She looked at me the way you look at a delivery you already paid for, checking it matched the picture.

"Theo," she said. Not a question.

"That's me." I gave her the grin I had rehearsed. "Hope I'm not late."

"You're on time. That's a good start." She stepped back to let me in, and her voice stayed even and low, almost kind. "Come in out of the cold."

Inside smelled like clean linen and something under it, warm milk, maybe, or a candle pretending to be it. The door shut behind me and the street noise died all at once. Thick walls. My own pulse got loud in the new quiet.

"Nice place," I said, because the silence wanted filling and I was the kind of guy who filled it.

"Sit." She nodded at a low couch.

I sat. She did not. She crossed to a side table and picked up a folder, and I watched her move and ran my usual read on a client. Money, obviously. Control, the kind that grew from never once in her life being told no. Lonely, I figured, under all that polish. They were always lonely. That was the soft spot. Find the soft spot, press it gentle, let her think she found something real in me.

"You understand what tonight is," she said.

"Companionship." I leaned back, easy. "Keep you company. Be good for you."

Something moved at the corner of her mouth. "Be good for me. Yes." She set the folder in my lap. "Sign first. Then we talk."

I flipped it open. Three pages, small print, the kind of thing nobody reads. My eyes cut straight to the line that mattered, the fee, and there it was, the twelve hundred, bold, with her initial already beside it. The rest was words. Companion agrees. Companion consents. Companion will. I clicked the pen she handed me.

"You should read it," she said.

"I trust you." I signed at the bottom, big and loose, and handed it back. Easiest grand and a bit I ever made. "There. All yours."

She took it from me and looked at the signature for a long moment, and her face did a small private thing, satisfied, the look of a woman watching a door click locked from the inside. She set the folder down out of reach.

"Now," she said. "Stand up."

I stood. I was still running the script in my head, still the guy in charge, still counting the hours till I drove home. She came close. She smelled warm. Up near, her eyes were a flat steady brown that did not blink as much as eyes should.

"Take your clothes off," she said. Calm. Like asking me to wipe my feet.

There it was. I almost laughed with how easy it was going to be. "Straight to it, huh." I pulled my shirt over my head. "You don't waste time."

"I need to measure you." She said it plain, no heat in it at all, and that threw me a little. "Everything you'll wear here is fitted. I don't keep things that don't fit."

"Wear here." I dropped the shirt on the couch. Kicked off my shoes. "What am I gonna be wearing?"

"You'll find out when you've earned it." She stood with her hands folded, patient, while I worked my belt. "Keep going."

I got down to nothing. The room was warm but my skin still tightened, the heat of the house pressing on me everywhere, a little too close, like a bath you are not sure of yet. I stood there bare in the middle of her front room and crossed my arms, then thought better of it and let them hang, going for loose, going for I do this all the time.

She walked a slow circle around me. The soft scuff of her socks crossed the wood, behind me, then beside me. She did not touch me yet. She just looked, and the looking went on long enough that my smirk started to go heavy, like I was holding it up by hand.

"Arms out," she said.

I held them out. A cloth tape appeared from her sweater pocket, and she ran it across my shoulders, then down one arm, reading the numbers under her breath. Her hands were warm and sure. Chest. She pressed the tape flat against my sternum and drew it around, her knuckles grazing my ribs, and my breath went shallow and I told myself it was the temperature.

"Good," she murmured, writing nothing down, keeping it all in her head. "Strong. They always think the strong ones will be the hard ones." She crouched. The tape went around my thigh. "They're the easiest."

"That right." My voice held. Cocky, even. But she was kneeling in front of me now, her face level with my hips, her fingers wrapped high around my leg, and my body had started to make its own decisions without asking me. The blood went where it goes. I willed it back. It did not listen.

She looked up at me, and she saw it, the start of it, my cock thickening right there in front of her, and she did not smile or look away or do any of the things that would have let me keep the upper hand. She just noted it, the way she had noted the door locking.

"There he is," she said.

"Sorry." I gave a little laugh. "Comes with the equipment. Don't read into it."

"I read into everything." She stood. She set one warm palm flat on my chest, over the heart, and pressed, light, and it knocked against her hand and I hated that she could feel it too. "Your heart's going fast."

"It's hot in here."

"It is warm. I keep it warm on purpose." Her thumb moved, one slow stroke across my skin, and a shiver went down me that I could not blame on the cold because there was no cold. "Boys settle when they're warm. They stop fighting."

"I'm not fighting anything." I meant it to land smooth. It came out a half-step too quick.

"No?" Her hand slid down. Off my chest, over my stomach, the muscles there jumping under her touch like I was the one being tested. She took me in her hand, all of me, an easy firm grip, and everything in me locked. "Then this is just the equipment."

I should have stepped back. The math was simple, I could pull away, make a joke, run the night the way I planned. I knew exactly how to do it. I did not do it. Her hand started to move, slow and sure, that same patient pace as her steps on the stairs, and a sound escaped me that I did not give permission for.

"That's it," she said. Low. Warm as the room. "Let it happen. You don't have to do anything but stand there and feel good for me."

"You don't," I started, and lost the rest of it, because she did a thing with her thumb at the head and my hips chased her hand without me, a small ugly buck, eager, and the shame of that hit me right alongside the heat. I was hard as a rock in a stranger's fist and pushing into it like a dog at a door and she had not even taken off her sweater.

"There's my eager one." Her free hand came up and pressed flat on the small of my back, holding me to her, holding me up. "Look how much you want to be good. You haven't even noticed you're trying to be."

"I'm not trying to be anything." My voice cracked on it. Sweat had beaded on me, on my neck, my chest, slick where her sweater brushed me. The front room had gone close and hot and full of the wet sound of her hand working me, steady, never once speeding up no matter how my breath went.

"You signed a page you didn't read because you wanted me to like you," she said, conversational, like we were not doing this. Her grip tightened just enough. "You undressed the second I asked. You're standing in my house with my hand on your cock pushing into it like you've been starving, and you think you came here to fool me." She turned her wrist. I made a noise into the warm air. "Sweet boy. You came here to be handled."

"Stop." I did not mean stop. We both knew I did not mean stop. My thighs had started to shake.

"I'll stop when you've shown me what you do," she said. "Go on. Let go. I want to see it."

It built fast, too fast, way ahead of where I wanted it, climbing in me hot and tight while I tried to hold it back out of pure pride, just to keep one thing of my own. I lost. Her hand did not even speed up. It just kept on, that awful patient rhythm, and the heat broke up through me and I came in her fist with a broken grunt, hips jerking, spilling hot over her fingers in long pulls while she held me steady and watched my face the whole time, reading it, learning it.

"Good boy," she said.

The two words landed somewhere under my ribs and lit up, bright and wrong, while I was still twitching in her hand and still smirking out of habit, still telling myself I had this, and the praise went through me warmer than the orgasm had and my face went hot with something that was not pride at all.

I laughed, ragged, to cover it. "There. Happy?"

"Getting there." She did not let go. Her thumb dragged through the wet on the head, slow, and my whole body flinched, raw already, too soon. "We're not done. I measure everything. How fast you go up. How long you take to come back. How you behave when it's too much."

"Give me a minute," I got out.

"No," she said, kind as ever, and kept her hand moving on me, gentle now, milking the last of it, dragging her slick fingers up and over the oversensitive head while I hissed and tried to pull my hips back and the hand at my spine would not let me go anywhere. "You don't get a minute. You get what I give you."

"That's, ah, that's, " It came out as nothing. My knees had gone soft. She held me up with the one hand at my back like I weighed nothing, like she had done it a hundred times, and worked me through the ache with the other until the ache turned over into heat again, fast, embarrassing, my spent cock filling back up in her slick grip before my breathing had even come down.

"See how quick you are." Her mouth was near my ear now, her breath warm on my wet neck. "So eager. Most of them sulk. You just want the next one. Already." She squeezed, sure and slow. "Ask me."

"Ask you what." Sweat ran down my back. The room hummed with that low house heat and the obscene wet sound of her fist and my own breath sawing.

"Ask me to let you come again." She said it so gently it took a second to feel the iron under it. "Use your words. Be good and you get it."

"I'm not, " Pride again, the last of it, thin. Her hand stopped. Just stopped, holding me, full and aching and right at the edge, and the loss of that motion was so sharp I made a sound I would be ashamed of for a week. "Please." It fell out of me. "Please, let me, "

"Let you what."

"Come. Let me come. Please." My face burned. My hips pushed at her still hand on their own, begging worse than my mouth did.

"There it is." Her hand moved again, and the relief of it was so big it drowned the shame for a second, only a second. "Good boy. That's all you had to do."

She took me over fast and hard this time, all that patience gone, her fist tight and quick, and it ripped up through me before I could even brace, the second one cresting mean and bright while my whole body shook in her grip. I came again, less than the first, my balls aching with how fast she had pulled it out of me, and I sagged forward against her shoulder with a sound that was almost a sob, and her hand stroked up my sweat-slick back, twice, slow, like settling something.

"That's two," she said into my hair, calm, like writing it in a book. "Now I know."

I stood there bent against a woman I had met fifteen minutes ago, naked, shaking, wet in her hand, and I could not find the guy who had counted the money in the car. He had been right here a minute ago.

"Okay," I breathed. "Okay. That was, " I tried for the grin again, got it half up. "You got your money's worth."

"My money's worth." She eased me upright and tipped my chin up with two fingers so I had to look at her, and her face was warm and certain and not even a little impressed by anything I thought I was. "Sweet boy. You think you're leaving when the night's over."

"That's the job."

"You signed the job. You didn't read the job." She wiped her hand without hurry on a cloth from the table, watching me while she did it. "Sit down before you fall down. I'll get you water, and then I'll tell you what you agreed to, and then we'll start your first rule."

"My first rule."

"You'll do exactly as I say," she said. Not loud. Not unkind. Just true, the way she said everything, like it was already done and I was only catching up. "That's the first one. The rest you learn by getting them wrong."

She turned and walked toward the kitchen, sure of her house and sure of me in it, and I sat back down on her couch with my legs still loose and my pulse still loud and the praise still glowing somewhere I could not reach to put out. Twelve hundred for the night, I thought. I tried to make the number feel like mine again.

It would not hold. Down the hall the tap ran, and she hummed, low, pleased, already deciding what came next.


Chapter 2: The Empty Board

Morning came through the tall front windows and laid a yellow stripe across the desk, and the first thing it touched was the page. Iris had it open already. A long ledger, cream paper, ruled in faint blue. Her pen moved before I had said a word. One small gold star, drawn by hand at the top of a column with my name on it. She blew on the ink to set it.

"Sit," she said, not looking up.

I stood in the doorway in the soft grey sweats she had left folded outside my room. No underwear. I had clocked it around three in the morning and called it a power move I would let her have. I crossed the rug and dropped into the low chair across from her, knees up too high, and gave her my best lazy grin.

"Gold stars," I said. "You're serious."

"Very." She turned the ledger so I could read it. My name across the top. THEO in her neat block capitals. Under it, columns. Behaviors. Stars. A line at the bottom in red that said EARNINGS, and a little padlock drawn next to it, careful, almost cute.

I leaned in. The paper smelled of her, that warm powder smell that had been all over the house since I walked in. Beneath that something sharper, coffee and the metal of the pen. I read the red line twice.

"What's the lock for?"

"Your fee." She capped the pen. "Twenty-two hundred a week, as agreed. It goes in here." She tapped EARNINGS. "And it stays in here. You can look at the number any time you like. You can't touch it until graduation."

The grin held but something behind it slipped. "Graduation."

"When I decide you're finished." She said it the way you would tell a child what time dinner was. Settled. Done. "Until then, money is no use to you in this house. There's nothing to buy. No phone, you handed that over. No car keys. No little walks to the shop." She folded her hands. "The only thing worth anything in here is something you earn off this page. One star at a time."

I laughed. I actually laughed, sitting there with my bare feet on her good rug, because it was such a clean little trap and I could see every edge of it and nothing close to fear moved in me. Twenty-two hundred a week, locked up, and a chart of stars instead. A rich woman's game. I had read men like her wrong before and won. I would wait her out, collect, walk away in six weeks with a story.

"And what does a star buy me, exactly?"

She smiled. Warm at the mouth, cold an inch behind the eyes. "Me. Pleased with you. That's the whole economy, sweetheart. You'll find it's the only currency you want by the end of the month."

"Cute," I said. "I'm not really a star chart guy."

"No?" She slid open a drawer in the roll-top desk. The wood ran smooth, oiled, expensive. She set something on the blotter between us. A flat box, white, the size of a hardback book. "Then let's earn your first one and see how you feel."

I should have stood up. I want that on the record, the part of me that knew. There was a clean second where I could have laughed again and walked to the kitchen and made my own coffee and kept the whole thing a job. Instead I looked at the box, and I looked at her hands on it, and I stayed.

She opened it. Folded white cloth, no, thicker than that. She lifted it out and shook it once and it crackled, loud in the quiet room, a fat plastic crinkle that lifted the hair on my arms. A diaper. A real one, adult sized, thick through the middle, the kind of thing that would sit between a man's thighs like a saddle. White with a pink line up the front.

"No," I said. The smile was gone off my face now. "That's, no."

"Hold still." Iris came around the desk with it over her arm like a towel. "This is for your own good."

"I didn't sign up to wear a, " and I stopped, because I had signed. I had signed without reading past the fee. Companion services. Care and discipline at the discretion of the household. I had skimmed it, I had been so busy being charming at her door, and now the discretion of the household was standing over me holding the loudest object I had ever heard.

"You signed a care contract," she said, reading my face like she had written it there. "Care is what I decide it is. Lie back on the rug for me."

"I'm not doing that."

"Then no star." She said it lightly and turned, like she might fold it back into its box. "And the day stays empty. You'll find an empty day is very long here. No praise. No touch. No me. You'll be standing in corners of this house by tonight wishing I'd look at you." She paused. "Or you lie down and we get your first one out of the way, and you find out it isn't the end of the world. Your choice, Theo. It's always your choice. That's what makes it count."

My heart was going hard. I told myself it was anger. I told myself a lot of things, lying down on her rug in the morning light with my own pulse loud in my ears, because telling myself things was the one thing she hadn't taken yet.

She knelt beside me and hooked her thumbs in the waist of the sweats and drew them down. I let her. I keep saying I let her, like the letting was mine, like I wasn't already doing what she said while I built the speech in my head about how I wasn't going to do what she said. The cool air hit me. I was soft, then the first betraying thickening started, low, slow, and the shame of it climbed up my chest faster than the blood went down.

"There," she said, and her voice had warmth in it now, warmth that seemed real, and that was worse than the cold. "That's a good boy, lying still."

The diaper crinkled as she lifted my hips with one hand under the small of my back, strong, easy, and slid it under me. The plastic was cold against my skin. She powdered me. The smell bloomed up, the same one in every room, and all at once the whole house smelled like this on purpose, like she had been priming me through my own nose since the doormat. She worked the front up between my legs and pulled the tapes across, snug, and it closed around me thick and high and obscene, holding my half hard cock pinned to my belly inside a wall of diaper.

"Stand up. Let me look at you."

I stood. The diaper forced my thighs apart. It bulged. It crackled with every small move, announcing me. I had been in this house twelve hours and I was standing in her study in a diaper and nothing else with my face on fire, and the worst part, the part I would have died before saying, was that my cock was hard inside it now, fully, straining against the soft front, and she could see the shape of it pushing the diaper out.

"Oh," Iris said, and she smiled with her whole face this time. "Look at that. You like it."

"I don't." My voice came out wrong.

"Your mouth says one thing." She reached out and pressed her palm flat against the front of the diaper, over the bulge, and rubbed once, slow, the diaper dragging across the head of my cock. The crinkle was loud. A sound broke out of me I had not okayed. "And the rest of you says thank you, Mommy. Which one's lying, do you think?"

"That's not, " I lost the sentence. Her hand kept moving, a steady press and drag, the dry diaper rough enough to be almost too much, my hips chasing it before my head caught up. The shame and the want were the same feeling now, one hot knot under her hand, and I could not get them apart no matter how hard I dug for the anger.

"Say it," she said. Calm. Patient. "Say thank you, Mommy, for putting me in my diaper. And you get your star."

"No."

She took her hand away. Just like that. The cold air rushed back where her heat had been and my hips were still moving at nothing, twitching, and I had to physically stop them, standing there leaking want into thick white diaper while she watched me do it.

"All right," she said pleasantly, and went back behind the desk and sat and picked up her pen. She drew a small neat dash in the column instead of a star. A nothing. A zero, written out. "Empty box for the morning. We'll try again at noon."

I lasted nine minutes. I know because there was a clock on her mantel and I watched it while I stood there in the diaper and she did paperwork and did not look at me, did not speak to me, let me exist in the room like furniture, and every minute the not-looking got heavier until it was the loudest thing in the house, louder than the crinkle, and I understood the trap had teeth after all and they were already in me.

"Fine," I said. My jaw hurt. "Thank you."

She didn't look up. "Thank you for what. Say all of it. Properly."

I closed my eyes. The powder smell. The plastic between my legs. My own hard cock pressing the front of it out where anyone could see.

"Thank you, Mommy." It came out thin. "For putting me in my diaper."

Her pen moved. I opened my eyes and she was drawing the star, slow, like it mattered, like I had done something, and a stupid hot rush went through me when the second point of it came together. Pride. God help me. Pride, over a drawing.

"Good boy," she said, and looked up, and the warmth was back on me like sun through glass, and it landed in my chest and spread and I hated exactly how good it felt. "See? That wasn't so hard."

"Can I take it off now."

"No." She set the pen down and came back around the desk, and there was something different in her walk this time. "You wanted to know what a star buys. Let me show you the rest of the morning's lesson. Sit on the edge of the desk for me. Mind the ledger."

I sat where she pointed, on the cleared edge of the roll-top, the wood cool under the backs of my thighs above the diaper. She stood between my spread knees. Close. The powder and the coffee and under it now something else, her, warm skin, and my mouth went dry and then wet.

"Open." She pressed her thumb to my bottom lip. I opened. She slid the thumb in and pressed down on my tongue, and I tasted salt and a trace of ink, and she watched my face while I closed my lips around it because I did not know what else to do with myself. "There he is. There's the boy under the smart mouth." She drew the thumb out slow, wet. "You want to be good. You've wanted it since the door. You just dressed it up as a paycheck so you wouldn't have to admit it."

"That's not, " but her hand was on the front of it again, and the dry drag of the diaper over my trapped cock turned the words to nothing in my throat.

"Quiet now. You're allowed to feel it. That's the one thing you're always allowed." She worked her hand in a slow rhythm, pressing the thick front against me, the crinkle filling the room, and I gripped the edge of the desk and let my head drop back. "Tell me how it feels. Out loud. Use the plain word."

"It feels, " my hips were going now, openly, fucking up into her palm through the diaper, "it feels good, it feels so fucking good, please."

"Please what."

"Please don't stop."

"Mommy," she corrected, and pressed harder, and the dry friction tipped right over into too much, a bright burning edge that had me making sounds I would never have let out on purpose.

"Please don't stop, Mommy." It poured out of me. The pride from the star was still warm in my chest and now it tangled into this, her hand and her voice and the smell of her, and the two things fused into one drug I had not agreed to take. "Please, Mommy, please."

She kept me right there on the edge, the heel of her hand grinding the diaper into the head of my cock, the burn climbing, my whole body strung up tight, and then she stopped. Took her hand away clean. Stepped back out from between my knees.

I made a noise that shamed me more than the diaper had.

"No," she said, gentle as anything, "not yet. You don't come on the first morning. You haven't earned it." She picked up her pen and added a second star, calm, next to the first. "That one's for taking your diaper so sweetly. You see how it works now? You'll get the rest. When you're good enough for long enough. The number in the locked box keeps climbing and means nothing, and these," she tapped the two little stars, "these are the only thing in the world you'll find yourself wanting by Friday."

I sat on her desk, hard, aching, denied, in a diaper, with two gold stars next to my name and a thank you still wet in my mouth, and the truly frightening thing was not the want. It was the small, sick, glowing pride that I had two and not one. That I had pleased her. That I wanted the third already and would do worse than this to get it.

"There's my clever boy," she said, watching it move across my face. "You're doing the math."

"I'm not doing anything."

"You're working out how to win." She smiled, and for the first time it reached all the way back to her eyes, and that was the only time the whole morning she looked completely honest. "Good. I'd be disappointed if you weren't. The ones who just roll over bore me to tears." She closed the ledger over my two stars and set the pen on top of it, square, final. "Go and stand by the window where I can see you crinkle when you breathe. Lunch is at one. You'll wear it until then, and you'll thank me before you eat."

I slid off the desk. The diaper sagged thick between my legs, loud, holding me. I walked to the window with the morning light on the glass and stood there hard and denied and padded and burning to be told I was good, and somewhere under all of it, very far down, the part of me that had laughed at the trap an hour ago was just now starting to understand it had already lost the first round, and that there were a great many rounds, and that she had been counting them since the door.

Behind me her pen scratched once more. Another mark. I turned to look and she shook her head, one small shake, and I turned back to the window like she'd told me to, and the awful warm flush of having obeyed went all the way down to my padded thighs.

"Friday," she said to my back, almost kind. "Ask me on Friday how badly you want to be my good boy. I want to hear you say it then. We'll see how the smart mouth holds up."


Chapter 3: The Whole Rope

The list was in her handwriting, neat blue ink, taped square to the middle of the mirror so I had to read it while I brushed my teeth.

Things a good boy did not do yesterday. Numbered one through six. Number one: a good boy does not roll his eyes at Mommy. Number two: a good boy does not call the chart "the gold star scam." Number three through six got smaller and meaner, all the way down to a good boy thanks Mommy before he leaves the room.

I spat in the sink and grinned at myself. So this was the game. She wanted me rattled. I could play rattled. I could play anything for a few weeks, smile pretty, earn whatever I needed to, and walk out the door richer than I came in. The locked account had a number in it that made my chest itch. I just had to get her to lift the lid early.

And I knew how to open women like Iris. You flatter them where they think nobody looks.

I found her in the kitchen with coffee going and the morning paper folded into a perfect square. She had her hair up. Her robe was the soft gray one, and it slid when she reached for the mug, and I let myself look on purpose so she would catch me looking.

"Morning, Mommy." I leaned on the counter close to her. "You sleep okay? You look like you slept good. You look really good, actually."

She turned a page. "Did you read your list."

"I read it." I dropped my voice down warm. "You write nice. You ever think about that? Most people scratch like chickens. You write like a teacher who liked her job."

"Mm."

I moved in. Not a lot. Just enough that my arm brushed hers and she could feel the heat off me. "Here's a thought. That earnings thing, the locked one. We're both adults. We both know I'm gonna graduate or whatever you call it. So why not just, you know, advance me a little. Show some faith. I'd make it worth your while." I let the last part hang and put a slow look on it. "I'm very good at making things worth a woman's while."

She set the mug down. She looked at my hand on the counter, then at my face, and her mouth did something small and patient that I did not like.

"You're flirting with me to get to the money," she said.

"I'm being honest about liking you. The money's separate."

"You're not honest yet. That's later." She picked a pen out of the jar by the toaster. "But I appreciate you showing me the shape of you this early. It saves time."

She crossed to the front room where the Behavior Ledger hung, that ugly gold-star chart in its frame, and she took the cap off the pen. I had three stars from the day before. Three little gold stickers she'd pressed down with her thumb while telling me I was learning.

She drew a line through the first one. Slow. The pen dragged and the sticker tore a little under the ink.

"Hey." I came off the counter. "Come on."

She crossed out the second. "Star one was for trying. You used the trying to run a con, so it isn't trying, it's working me." Third star. Crossed. "This one was for honesty. We just covered honesty."

"That's nothing, those are stickers, you can't just."

"I can." She capped the pen. "And the den is closed to you today. No couch, no television, no phone after lunch. You'll sit where I can see you."

My face was hot. Not from shame. From the flat way she did it, no temper, like she was wiping a counter. I had wanted a fight. A fight I could win. You win fights with women by getting them loud, getting them to overreach, and then you're the reasonable one. She would not get loud. She crossed out my stars and told me about the den like she was reading a weather report.

"You're being a baby about this," I said, and I knew the second it left my mouth it was the wrong card.

She looked at me for a long beat. Then she nodded, like I'd agreed to something.

"Yes," she said. "One of us is. Come here."

"No."

"Theo. Come here, or the den is closed tomorrow too, and then we keep going, day after day, and I have nothing else I need to do this week. I have all the time in the world. You're the one with somewhere to be." She sat on the low armless chair by the window and patted her thigh once. "I won't ask in a different voice. The voice stays the same. It's the days that pile up."

That was the thing that got under me. The patience. I'd dealt with angry people my whole life and angry is easy, angry burns out. She was not going to burn out. She was going to sit there being calm at me until I ran out of road. The math of it landed in my gut, ugly and cold, and somewhere under the cold, faster than I wanted, something else turned over.

I told myself I was choosing it. I told myself walking over there was the smart play, take the small loss, keep her happy, get to the money. I walked over.

"Pajamas down," she said.

"You're kidding."

"The seat of them. Down. A correction isn't a correction through a layer." She said it the way you'd explain a recipe.

My hands were not steady when I hooked my thumbs in the waistband. I hated that. I shoved the soft pants down off my hips and the cool air hit my skin and my face burned. She took my wrist. Not hard. Just sure. And she folded me down over her lap like she'd done it a hundred times, like my whole grown body weighed nothing, until my chest was on her thighs and my hands were braced on the rug and my bare ass was up in the daylight from the window.

"Good," she said. "There he is."

"Don't." My voice cracked stupid. "Don't say good like that."

"Why not." Her palm settled flat on my skin, warm, heavy, just resting. "It bothers you more than the spanking will. I noticed that yesterday. You hate the word and you lean into it. We'll come back to that."

Her hand was dry, every line of it against my skin. She wasn't rushing. She rubbed one slow circle, two, like she was finding the spot, and the waiting was worse than anything, the not knowing when, my body strung up listening for it.

The first one landed and it was not gentle. The crack of it filled the room and the sting bloomed hot and sharp across the meat of my ass and I jerked and swore.

"That's one," she said. Calm. "I'm not counting to a number. I'm counting until I see you stop performing. You'll know it before I do, but I'll wait for it."

The second. The third. She had a rhythm and the rhythm was the cruel part, even and slow, enough space between each one that the sting from the last had time to set in before the next broke over it. My skin got hot all over. Hotter than it should. I was braced for pain and the pain came but under it, climbing, was a heat that pooled low and wrong, my cock thickening against her thigh where she'd feel it, and the shame of that was its own slap.

"Mommy." It came out small. I tried to make it sharp and it came out small. "This is. You can't actually."

"I can. I am." Her hand came down. "You keep telling me what I can't do. Look where you are."

She felt me hard against her leg. She felt it, her free hand coming to rest on the small of my back, steadying, and she made a low sound, pleased and quiet.

"There it is," she said. "You walked in here to spank me with your mouth and your pretty face and get to that money, and your body figured out the truth before your mouth caught up." Crack. "Your body likes being told. It likes the chart. It likes me."

"Shut up." My eyes were wet. The sting was a wall of heat now from one side of me to the other and my hips kept trying to grind down against her without my say-so, chasing the friction, and every time I did it she landed the next slap right after, so the pleasure and the burn got stitched into the same beat. "Shut up, it doesn't, that's not."

"It's not what?" Her voice never moved. That was the thing. It never moved. "Finish it. Tell me what it's not. You can't, because it is."

I couldn't finish it. The sentence fell apart in my head. I'd had a whole speech, a whole plan, a guy who comes in and takes the house, and it was dissolving over the knee of a woman in a gray robe who hadn't raised her voice once. My ass was on fire and my cock was leaking against her thigh and my breath was going ragged and wet and I could not have told you the number in the locked account anymore if she'd asked.

She stopped. Her hand rested on the hot skin she'd raised, just holding the heat in.

"Look at you," she said. Soft now. "Shaking. Hard as a rock. You feel that? That's not me forcing anything. I haven't touched your cock. You did all that yourself, lying across my lap, because some part of you has wanted somebody to take the wheel for a long, long time and you found her."

"I want." My voice broke clean in half. "I don't. I don't want."

"You do." She slid her hand down, slow, between my thighs, and wrapped her fingers around me from behind, and I made a sound I have never made in my life, high and broken, my hips bucking forward into her fist. "Say please."

"No."

She squeezed, just held, not a stroke, and I hung there on the edge of it, shaking, the orgasm right there and her hand a wall in front of it. She would not move her hand. She would wait. She had all the time in the world and I had none, and that was the whole war in one fist, and I was losing it in four seconds.

"Please." It tore out of me. "Please, please, Mommy, please."

"Good boy." And she stroked me, finally, slow and tight, her thumb dragging over the wet head of me on every pass, and my whole body seized. "There he is. Let me have it. You don't get to decide when, not anymore, but I'll let you have this one because you asked nice. Come on. For Mommy."

I came so hard the room went white at the edges. It ripped up out of me and I shook over her lap and spilled hot over her fingers and onto the rug, and she stroked me through every spasm, slow, milking, not stopping when it got to be too much, when my hips tried to flinch away from her hand.

"Stay still," she said. "I've got you. All of it."

She wrung the last of it out of me with her thumb working the underside, past the point it felt good, into that raw place where it's almost pain, and I shuddered and whined and could not get away because her other arm was across my back, and she did not stop until she decided, not me. When she finally let go I was a wet, panting mess folded over a stranger's lap with my pants around my thighs and tears drying on my face.

"That's better," she said. She wiped her fingers on a cloth from her pocket like she'd brought it for exactly this. "That's the first true thing you've given me since you walked in."

I couldn't speak. My ass throbbed. My cock was raw and softening against her leg and I was still shaking and I hated her and I wanted to crawl into her lap and stay there, and both of those were so loud at once I thought I might be sick.

"Up," she said, helping me, easing me off her knee and onto the rug at her feet. She tucked the soft pants back up over me herself, careful over the sore skin, and the care of it after the spanking nearly broke me worse than the spanking had. "Now. Because you came on the rug and you can't be trusted today, and because the spankings only tell me you can't decide things, not that you've learned what comes next."

She reached behind the chair and brought up a flat package wrapped in white. Set it in my lap. It crinkled. Loud. The sound went straight through me.

"Open it."

My hands shook worse than before. I pulled the white wrap apart and inside was a diaper. Thick, pale pink, folded in a neat square, and when I lifted it, it crackled and bulged in my grip, heavy, padded, obscene, the kind that would sit fat between a grown man's thighs and crinkle with every step.

"No," I said. "No, absolutely not, that's."

"You wet the rug like a boy who can't hold himself," she said, calm as ever, already reaching for the tabs. "So we'll dress you like one. You've shown me you can't be trusted to decide where things go. That privilege is mine now too." She met my eyes and there was no heat in her face, no triumph, just that flat sureness that was worse than any of it. "You do not get to decide that anymore."

And the worst of it, the thing I carried into the rest of that day with my face on fire and that thick pink bulk crinkling between my legs every time I shifted in the chair where she could see me, was that some wrecked part of me had already stopped saying no out loud and started, very quietly, waiting to be told what came after.


Chapter 4: Good Boy Theo

The steam reached the hallway before she did. I stood outside the bathroom in nothing but the soft cotton shorts she'd put me in after dinner, and I listened to her test the water. The slosh of it. The little tap of her wrist breaking the surface. She did it twice, like the first read hadn't satisfied her, and that small fuss over the temperature did something to my throat I didn't have a name for.

"Too hot scalds," Iris said without turning around. "Too cold and you sulk. There's a window. I find it."

"I can run my own bath." My voice came out thinner than I planned.

"You can." She crouched by the tub, sleeves pushed to her elbows, the water turning her forearms pink. "And yet here we are, and the bath is run, and you are still standing in the doorway like a boy who isn't sure he's allowed in his own house."

It wasn't my house. That was the whole rotten joke of it. I'd come here three weeks ago certain I could play this, certain the locked account at the end of it was real money I could pry loose with charm and patience. Every day the certainty got a little thinner under her hands. I kept telling myself I was running a long con. Standing there, steam curling off the water she'd made warm for me, I couldn't find the seam of the lie anymore.

"Shorts off," she said. "Arms up first. You've been good today, mostly, so I'll do the rest."

I should have said something cutting. My mouth was dry. I lifted my arms.

She peeled the shorts down my legs and I stepped out of them with one hand on her shoulder for balance, which I hated, the way my fingers gripped her without asking me. Her shoulder was warm too. Everything in that room was warm. The cruelty of it hadn't landed yet. I thought I was getting a bath. I thought a bath was the easy part.

"In," she said.

I climbed in. The heat closed over my feet, my shins, and I hissed and she watched my face the whole time, reading me, adjusting nothing because she'd already gotten it right. The water came up to my hips when I sat. She'd put something in it that smelled like milk and almonds, and the smell got into my chest and loosened something I'd been holding clenched all day.

"There," Iris said. "Sit back."

"I'm fine sitting up."

"Theo." Just my name, low, patient. She put her wet hand flat on my chest and pressed me back against the slope of the tub, and my body went where she pushed it like it had been waiting all day to be told. The back of my neck found the folded towel she'd left on the rim. She'd thought of the towel. Three weeks ago I'd have sneered at the towel. Now my eyes were trying to close and I forced them open out of spite.

She washed me.

That was all it was, at first. A cloth, soap worked into it, long slow drags up my arm and across my shoulders and down my back where she made me lean forward so she could reach. She did my hands, each finger, turning my palm up and pressing the cloth into it. Nobody had washed my hands since I was small enough not to remember it. The thought arrived and I shoved it away and it came back wearing different clothes.

"You hold so much tension here," she said, thumb digging into the meat above my collarbone. "All that effort. All that performing. It must be exhausting, being clever every minute of the day."

"I'm not performing."

"No?" She dipped the cup, poured warm water over my hair, shielding my eyes with the side of her hand so it didn't run down my face. "Then this is just you. A boy who lets his Mommy take care of him and goes soft about it. I like that even better. Tip your head back."

I tipped my head back. The water ran warm through my hair, over my scalp, and her fingers followed it, working in slow circles, and a sound came out of me I would have paid money to take back. Low, helpless, almost a groan. Her hands stopped for half a second. Then kept going, like she'd filed it away.

My cock was hard. It had been hard since she pressed me back against the towel and I'd been hoping the water hid it, but the water was clear and she missed nothing and the shame of it crawled up my neck. She didn't comment. That was worse. She kept washing me, down my chest, across my belly, the cloth dragging lower with each pass and never quite arriving, and I started to lift my hips toward it before I caught myself and forced them flat.

"Look at you," Iris said. Her voice had gone quiet and warm, and that warmth was the trap, even as I sank into it. "You want this more than you will admit."

"It's just a bath."

"It's just a bath," she agreed. She set the cloth on the rim. Then she put her bare hand into the water and wrapped it around my cock and I jolted hard enough to send a wave slopping over the side. "And this is just me cleaning my good boy. Hold still."

Her grip was slow and slick and the warm water made everything frictionless, and she didn't stroke me so much as hold me and squeeze in a long pulse, root to tip, milking, patient. I grabbed the edges of the tub. My knuckles went white. The smug thing in me that had a comeback ready for everything had nothing, no words at all, just my hips trying to chase her fist and her other hand pressing flat on my lower belly to keep me down.

"You don't move," she said. "I move you. Say it."

"I'm not going to."

She stopped. Took her hand away. Left me throbbing in the water with the smell of almonds in my throat and the ache spiking up into my gut.

"All right," she said, reaching for the cloth again, like we were done.

"Wait." It came out before my pride could strangle it. "Wait. Don't."

"Don't what."

I closed my eyes. The heat of the room, of the water, of her hand still wet against my belly, all of it pressed in. "You move me," I said. "Don't stop."

"Good boy."

Two words. I'd heard them a hundred times since I got here and laughed at every one of them in my head. This time they went through me like the heat of the water, down into the base of my spine, and my cock jumped in her returning fist and a humiliating bead of want leaked from the tip and dissolved into the bath. The small wet noise of her hand started again, and I hated that I strained toward it. I hated that hate even less than I'd hoped.

She brought me up slow. She knew the exact speed that would make it last and make it unbearable, and she used it, squeezing on the upstroke, thumb circling under the head, the water lapping with every pull of her wrist. When my breath started to break she slowed. When I groaned and tried to thrust she pressed me flat and waited me out. Twice she took me to the trembling edge and held me there with her fist gone still, just gripping, while I shook and swore at her and begged in the same sentence.

"Please. Iris, please, I can't, please let me."

"You can. You can hold it as long as I want you to hold it. That's what good boys do." Her free hand slid down, under the water, under me, and one fingertip found the tight rim of my asshole and pressed against it, slick with bathwater, not in, just there. I went rigid. "Have you ever let anyone here?"

"No." Fast. Reflex. "No, I don't, that's not, no."

"No," she repeated, gentle, like I'd given her a gift. "Then I'll be the first. Not tonight, if you tell me no and mean it. But you won't, will you. You'll let your Mommy because she asked nicely and because you want to be good more than you want to keep saying no."

Her finger pressed. The pad of it, slow, the water easing the way, and the burn of the stretch made me suck air through my teeth and clench around her and that clench shot straight to my cock harder than anything her other hand was doing. She felt it, and caught my face doing something I couldn't stop.

"There he is," she said softly. "Push out. Let me in. Good. That's it. That's my boy."

The first knuckle breached me and I made a sound I'd never heard from myself, broken and high, my hips caught between her finger filling me and her fist on my cock, with nowhere to go that wasn't more of her. She crooked the finger. Found the spot that turned my thighs to water. I lost the thread of every clever thing I'd ever believed about myself.

"That's two things you swore you'd never give me," she said. "Begging. And this. In one bath. Now. Come for me. Let me feel you do it around my finger."

I came so hard I sat up out of the water. Her fist worked me through it, fast now, finally fast, and her finger pressed deep and steady and my whole body clenched down on it in waves I couldn't stop. I spilled over her hand and into the water and onto my own stomach, and she didn't slow, she dragged it out of me, every pulse, until I was shaking and pushing weakly at her wrist.

"That's one," she said. "We're not done."

"Iris, I can't, I just."

"You can. Oversensitive isn't can't. Oversensitive is exactly when good boys learn how much they really had in them." She kept her finger inside me and went back to my cock with a grip that was almost cruel now on the spent, twitching flesh, and I writhed and the water slapped the sides of the tub and she held me down through all of it. "Tell me what you are."

"I don't."

"Tell me." Her finger curled. White heat behind my eyes.

"Yours." The word tore out of me. "I'm yours, I'm your, your good boy, please."

"Yes you are."

The second one came up too fast, too soon, my body wrung out and going again because she wasn't asking it to, she was taking it. It hurt in the way that wasn't really hurt. I sobbed through it. Hardly anything left to spill, just the spasm and the clench and her voice low in my ear telling me how well I was taking it, how proud she was, how she'd known the first day I walked in with my chin up that I'd come apart sweetest of all of them.

"That's two," she said. "Breathe."

She drew her finger out of me, slow, and even that empty drag set me twitching. She pulled the plug. The water sank around me, warm draining to cool against my skin, and she wrapped me in a towel before the cold could really reach me, the way she'd done everything else just before I needed it. I let her lift me to my feet. My legs didn't want the job. She held me up against her, my face in her neck, and I stayed there longer than I meant to, breathing the milk-and-almond smell off her skin, and she let me.

"There," she murmured into my wet hair. "There's my boy. That's the part you fought for three whole weeks. Was it so terrible?"

"Don't," I said. Muffled. Not meaning it.

"I'm not the one who's terrible to you, Theo." She rubbed the towel down my back. "I'm the only one in your whole clever life who's ever been kind to you and meant it. That's why you can't leave. You know it isn't the money."

I didn't answer. There wasn't an answer that kept me safe.

She dried me on the bath mat, brisk and thorough, between my legs and behind, and the casual ownership of it kept me half hard despite everything. Then she walked me to the long table she kept against the wall and lifted me to sit on it, both hands at my waist like I weighed nothing, and I let her, that was all I kept doing, I let her.

The diaper was on the table already. Thick, white, the plastic crinkling loud in the quiet room as she shook it open, far bigger than seemed possible, and the sight of it sent the old reflex of refusal up my spine.

"I'm not." I started to slide off the table. Her hand on my chest, the same flat warm press from the bath, put me back.

"Lie down."

"Iris."

"You let me do everything else tonight. You'll let me finish." She pressed me down onto my back on the towel. "Hips up."

My body lifted my hips. I watched it do it like it belonged to someone else. She slid the diaper under me and lowered me onto it, and it met my skin cool, then warming fast where I touched it, and she powdered me with something that smelled clean and pulled the front up snug and taped it tight at both sides. The crinkle of it as she tugged it into place, the bulk of it spreading my thighs, the soft thick weight pressed against me, all of it landed at once and my face went hot.

"This is humiliating," I said.

"Yes," she agreed, smoothing the tapes flat with her thumbs. "And your cock is hard inside it again. Both things are true. You'll learn to stop being surprised by that." She pressed the heel of her hand against the front of the diaper, over the bulge of me under all that padding, and rubbed, slow, the plastic crinkling obscenely with every pass, and I grabbed the edge of the table and arched into it before I could think.

"That's not fair."

"I never said I was fair. I said I was kind." She ground her palm down harder, the warm bulk of the diaper pressing back against me, and the thick muffled drag of it was nothing like a hand and somehow worse, building slow and relentless while I twisted on the table. "Kind and fair aren't the same animal. You're about to come in your diaper for me, and you're going to thank me after. That's three. Say thank you when it's done."

"I won't."

"You will." She didn't speed up. She let the slow grind do it, the diaper squelching faintly against my slick skin, my hips rolling up to meet her hand on their own, and the third one climbed through me thicker and slower than the first two and broke with a groan I felt in my teeth. I came into the diaper, into the soft warm bulk of it, my body curling up off the table, and she held her hand there through every twitch, pressing, until I went limp.

"Thank you," I said. Wrecked. Hating the relief in it. "Thank you, Mommy."

It slipped out before I'd decided to say it. She went still. Then she smiled, the first real one I'd seen on her all night, and it scared me more than anything she'd done with her hands.

"There it is," she said.

She sat me up, crinkling, boneless, and gathered me against her chest and put the bottle to my lips before I could speak. Warm milk, faintly sweet. I turned my head. She waited, patient, the nipple resting against my mouth, and the warmth of it and the nearness of her and the soaked exhaustion in every muscle wore me down in about four seconds, and I closed my lips around it and drank. The pull of it. The warmth going down. My eyes stinging for a reason I refused to examine.

"Good boy," she said, stroking my damp hair while I drank. "My sweet, clever, ruined boy. You drink your bottle and Mommy will put you to bed."

I drank. I let her. And somewhere under the warm fog, the cold part of me that had walked in three weeks ago with a plan was still awake, taking notes, counting, and it noticed what she'd let slip in the bath without meaning to: it isn't the money. There was no money. She'd told me the truth to keep me, done it on purpose, and that meant the account I'd been digging toward was a story she'd written for me to chase.

I finished the bottle. She laid me down. And under the crinkle and the warmth and the thank-you still wet on my mouth, I started, quietly, to think about what a boy who had nothing left to win might do instead.


Chapter 5: Engine Running

The brass bell rang once, and I was already off the couch and into the hall before my own legs had asked me a question.

That was the part that stopped me cold. Three steps down the runner, sock feet, my heart going like I'd been called for something good. I planted my hand on the wall and made myself slow down. A man does not run when a bell rings. A man finishes his thought, takes his time, makes her wait the way she made him wait. I knew all that. I'd known it for weeks. And still the bell hung in the air and my body leaned toward it like a plant toward a window.

I told myself I was going because I wanted to see what she'd do. That was the angle. Watch her, learn her, use it later. I was good at lying, and most of the people I lied to best were not in the room.

She was in the big chair by the window with the ledger open on her knee. Iris didn't look up right away. She let me stand there in the doorway in the soft cotton shirt she'd put me in, the thick white diaper crinkling between my thighs with every shift of my weight, loud in the quiet room.

"There he is," she said, and turned a page. "Come here, Theo. Closer."

I came closer. My mouth had gone dry on the walk over and I hated that, how my body got ready before I'd decided anything.

She ran her finger down a column of little gold stars stuck to the page. Rows of them. A week of them. I'd watched her press each one down at the end of each day, and each time something stupid in my chest had lifted, and each time I'd told myself it was just paper, it was just a sticker, it meant nothing.

"You had a very good week," she said. Her voice was honey poured slow. "Every day. Not one missed. Do you know how rare that is?"

"I'm a quick study," I said. The smirk came up automatic, my old armor. "Tell me what I won."

She finally looked up at me, and her eyes buckled my knees, a slow pleased crawl from my face down to the bulge of the diaper and back up.

"Tonight you get spent," she said. "Every star. All of them, on you. I'm going to be so good to you that you won't remember why you ever fought me."

The smart thing would have been to laugh. The laugh started, then died, because she set the ledger aside and held out both hands to me, and my body walked into them before my brain finished its objection.

"Knees," she said. Soft. Not a question, none of hers were.

I went down onto the rug in front of the chair. The diaper crinkled and bunched as I knelt, fat and heavy, and my face went hot the way it always did when the sound was that loud. She slid her fingers into my hair and just held my head, looking at me like I was something she'd made.

"Such a good boy," she said.

And there it was. Two words. They went down my spine like warm water and my cock jumped against the front of the diaper, instant, helpless, before I could clamp down on it. The shame came right behind it, hot in my face, and then the worst part, the part I couldn't get my hands around: the shame made it better. The two of them braided together so tight I couldn't tell which one was making me hard.

"You like that," she said, watching me. Not asking. "Look at you. I say two little words and you twitch."

"I don't," I started.

She tightened her hand in my hair, not cruel, just there, and leaned down close to my mouth. "We're past lying tonight, sweetheart. You earned the truth. You can have it as a treat." Her thumb traced my bottom lip. "Open."

I opened. She pressed the pacifier in, the big one on the chain, and I closed my mouth around it before I'd told myself to. It tasted of nothing, clean rubber, and under it I tasted my own spit going thick and the salt where I'd bitten my lip. The sound of my own breath came loud around the thing, wet and steady, a sucking rhythm I couldn't stop once it started.

"There," she said. "Quiet boy. Pretty boy. Stay just like that while I get your reward ready."

She got up. I stayed on my knees on the rug like she'd nailed me there, sucking, my cock aching against the diaper, and she crossed to the dresser and I thought, with the small clear part of me that still ran the con: this is working on you. Stop it. You are pretending. But the pacifier moved in my mouth and the spit ran down and the want sat in my gut like a coal, and pretending and wanting had started to feel like the same muscle.

She came back with a basket. I knew the basket. She set it on the floor beside me and took the pacifier out by its chain, slow, a string of drool stretching from my lip and breaking across my chin.

"Look at that mess," she said, fond. "My messy good boy. Up on the bed. Hands and knees."

The bed was the wide low one in her room, made up soft. I crawled up it the way she liked, the diaper sagging between my thighs, my face burning at how I must look, ass up, padded, waiting. She came up behind me and ran her palm over the seat of the diaper, pressing, and it ground up against me and I made a sound around nothing.

"This stays on for now," she said, patting it once so it crinkled. "You wet it during your nap. You know that. You're soaked, baby, and you didn't even fuss." She leaned over my back, her mouth at my ear. "A week ago you'd have died before you let me see you wet. Now look. You leaked into your diaper in your sleep and you came down to your bell like it was Christmas."

I shut my eyes. She was right, that was the thing, exactly right, and the heat that went through me at hearing it said out loud had nothing in it that I could argue with.

"Say thank you," she said.

"Thank you," I said, muffled, hating it, aching hard.

"Good." She rewarded me with her hand sliding down under the front of the diaper, finding my cock where it strained against the wet padding, and she gripped it and pulled once, slow, and I dropped onto my elbows and groaned.

"That's a star," she said, working me with that slow steady pull, her other hand spread flat on my lower back to keep me still. "You banked this. You earned the right to have me touch you like this. Every good morning, every bottle you took without a fight, every time you held still for your change. All of it bought tonight." Her grip twisted at the head and my hips bucked into her fist on their own. "Feel how much you bought?"

"Yeah," I gasped. "Yeah, I, please."

"Please what?"

"Please don't stop."

She didn't stop. She stripped me with that hand, slow and then faster, the wet diaper shoving against me with every stroke, the squelch of it loud and filthy in the quiet, and the smell rose around me, my own sweat and the soaked diaper and her perfume over all of it. The first one came up on me too fast, the way it always did now, before I was ready, before I'd given permission. I tried to hold it. I always tried to hold it, some last stupid scrap of control.

"Don't you dare hold back from me," she said, low. "I didn't give you permission to hold. I gave you permission to come. Now."

I broke. I came into her hand inside the wet diaper, my whole body locking, and I heard myself making sounds I'd have paid money never to make in front of anyone, high and wrecked, my cock jerking and spilling thick against her fingers and the soaked diaper. She worked me all the way through it, slow, milking it out, murmuring "good boy, good boy, there it is" until I was shaking and empty and red to my ears.

"That's one," she said, like she was counting change.

She let me catch my breath for about four seconds. Then she rolled me onto my back, peeled the diaper open and away, wiped me down with something cool, and before I could even think she had a fresh one under me and was strapping it snug, the dry diaper crinkling crisp and tight around my still-twitching cock. The contrast of it, used and ruined one second, wrapped clean and helpless the next, closed my throat.

"You don't get to be done," she said, climbing over me. She'd taken her own clothes off somewhere in there and I hadn't even seen, that was how far gone I was. She straddled my face, one knee on either side of my head, and lowered herself, and her cunt was already slick and open above my mouth. "You made me proud all week. Now you're going to make me feel good. Mouth open. Tongue out."

I put my tongue out. She sat on it.

The taste of her flooded me, sharp and clean and salt, her wet smearing over my chin and my nose, and she rode my face slow and mean, grinding down, holding the headboard, looking down at me the whole time.

"Look at my good boy work," she breathed. "Look at you. So eager. You used to think you were so smart. You thought you'd come in here and play me." She rolled her hips, dragging her clit over my tongue. "Lick. There. Right there. You thought you were the one running this. And here you are with my cunt on your face, humming for it, your little cock hard in a fresh diaper, begging to be told you did good." She ground down harder and I couldn't breathe and I didn't care. "Whose idea was it to top me, hm? Whose plan? Show me how the plan's going. Make me come."

I went after her like it was the only job I'd ever wanted. I lapped and sucked at her clit, I buried my tongue in her and drank what she gave me, I moaned into her so the sound would shake her, and somewhere under the wet sounds and her thighs tight on my ears the con burned down to nothing and I didn't reach to save it. She was right. The plan was going badly. The plan had become this, my mouth full of her, my chest hot and grateful when her breath caught.

"That's it," she gasped, riding faster, "that's my boy, don't stop, don't you dare." Her thighs started to shake around my head. "I'm going to, on your face, you're going to wear it, that's, oh, good boy, good, GOOD."

She came on my mouth, grinding down so hard I couldn't move, gushing slick over my chin and throat, her cunt clenching against my lips, and she rode it out on my face with her head thrown back, saying good boy good boy good boy in a broken string until she went still. I lay there under her, soaked to the jaw, my own diaper tented and aching, and the thing in my chest that lit up when she said it was so big and so warm and so wrong that my eyes stung.

She climbed off and looked at my wet face and laughed, low and pleased, and wiped my chin with her thumb and pushed the thumb into my mouth so I'd taste her again.

"You see what happens when you're good," she said. "You see how good I am back."

I sucked her thumb and nodded. There was no part of me left that wanted to do anything else, and the small clear voice that used to live in the back of my head, the one that ran the angles, had gone quiet, and I missed it the way you miss a tooth with your tongue, the gap of it. That scared me more than anything she'd done. Money would have been a number. I could have spent a number and felt nothing. This lived in me warm and heavy and I wanted more of it the way you want air.

"Now," she said, settling back against the pillows and reaching into the basket. "Last one. The big spend." She brought out the wand, the white one with the round head, and clicked it on so it hummed in her hand. "On your back, knees up. Hold your own knees. Good boys present."

I rolled onto my back and pulled my knees up and held them, the fresh diaper crinkling, my cock so hard inside it that it hurt. She tugged the front of the diaper down just enough to free me, left the rest strapped around my hips and ass, and set the humming head of the wand right against the underside of my cock.

The first touch of it ripped a shout out of me. I'd already come once, I was raw, and the wand didn't care. She held it there, steady, that deep buzz running all through me, and watched my face while my hips tried to twist away and my hands stayed locked on my knees because she'd said hold.

"Stay," she said. "You don't run from your reward. You take every bit of it."

"It's too much," I got out. "I can't, I just, please, it's too much."

"It's not too much. It's exactly what you earned." She pressed the wand harder, dragged it slow up to the head of my cock, and my spine arched. "You banked a perfect week. I'm spending every star on you. You're going to come for me again on this raw little cock and you're going to thank me for it. Now beg. In your words. Tell me what you are."

The second one was already climbing, too soon, dragged up out of oversensitive flesh, and I was babbling before I knew I'd started. "I'm your good boy, I'm your good boy, please, please let me, I'll be good, I'll be so good, please Mommy."

"There it is," she breathed. "There's my boy. Come on. Give it to me."

I came again and it tore through me like it hurt, because it did hurt, the wand buzzing on my raw cock while I spilled weak over my own stomach, my legs shaking in my hands, my mouth open on no sound at all. And she didn't lift the wand. She kept it there, right on the head, through the spasm and past it, into the part where there's nothing left and the nerves just scream.

"That's three," she said, calm. "One more."

"I can't," I sobbed. Actual wet on my face now, my whole body jerking, trying to climb away up the bed and getting nowhere because I would not let go of my knees, because she'd said hold, because somewhere in the last weeks holding had become the thing I lived for. "I can't, there's nothing, I can't."

"You can. You will. For me." She leaned over me with the wand still working me and put her mouth by my ear, and her voice dropped to that warm low place that owned every cell I had. "One more, baby, and then I'll hold you so good. One more and you're the best boy I've ever had. Give Mommy one more."

And my ruined, twitching, used cock obeyed her like the rest of me had. It came up out of me from somewhere with nothing in it, a dry, shaking, endless thing, my back off the bed, a raw sound scraping out of my throat, the wand buzzing me through all of it while I came apart with no thought left in my head but the one she'd put there. Good. Be good. The best boy. The brain went dark and the body just took it.

She clicked the wand off then. The quiet rushed in. I was a wreck, soaked in sweat and spit and cum, shaking, my knees finally falling open. She gathered me up against her chest the way she'd promised, snugged the fresh diaper back up over me, pulled my head down onto her, and stroked my hair while I came down in pieces.

"Look at that," she murmured into my hair. "Every star spent. Wasn't that better than anything you could have bought?"

It was. That was the horror sitting cold under all the warmth. It was better. I would have torn up a check for this. I lay against her, wrung out, full of a glow I had not earned and could not refuse, and the last of my con went to ash, and the new thing in its place just wanted her to say it one more time.

She tipped my chin up and looked at me, soft, her thumb on my wet cheek, and she smiled like she could see straight through to the empty place where my plan used to be.

"Oh, sweetheart," she said. "Don't look so frightened. We are only just beginning."

And I should have been afraid. I knew I should. But my heart had already leaned toward the words the way my legs had leaned toward the bell, and the only thing in me that was awake at all was wondering what I'd have to do tomorrow to hear them again.


Chapter 6: The Back Pages

The drawer in her desk never locked right. I'd clocked that on day three, the way it sat a finger-width open no matter how hard you shoved it, and I'd been waiting two weeks for a morning when she left me alone in the study long enough to use it.

This was the morning. She'd gone to take a call in the garden, her tea cooling on the saucer, and I sat on the rug in my thick white diaper like a good boy, crinkling every time I shifted, and I counted her footsteps fading down the hall. Then I crawled to the desk.

I told myself this was the smart play. Find the account, screenshot the balance, and I'd have the one thing she couldn't praise her way out of. My money. My out.

The folder was right on top. Cream cardstock, my name in her round handwriting, a little gold star sticker pressed in the corner like I was something on a fridge. Inside, a single sheet. A statement.

THEO. GOOD-BOY EARNINGS.

I read the rows. Stars, dates, little notes in her hand. Tuesday, ate everything, no fuss, two stars. Thursday, asked so nicely, three stars. Columns of them going back to my first week, every gold sticker I'd ground out, every time I'd swallowed my pride and begged for the next bit of approval while telling myself I was acting.

And the balance, at the bottom, in the box where a number should be.

Blank.

Not zero. Blank. There had never been a number. There was no account. There was no graduation date, no cash-out, no week where the stars turned into the cash she'd dangled the first night, the figure she'd let me believe was sitting somewhere with my name on it. The whole ledger added up to nothing because it was never adding up to anything. The currency was the sticker. The currency was her saying good boy and watching my chest go warm and stupid.

I sat back on my heels. The diaper crinkled under me, loud in the quiet, and for once I hated the sound of it.

She'd played me. Two weeks of me thinking I was the one running the con, and the prize at the end of it was a piece of cardstock with a smiley face.

Something cold went through me and then turned hot. My hands were shaking. Good. Let them shake. The actor had been reading the wrong script the whole time, and now he knew it, and a man who's been had can do two things. He can fold. Or he can stop performing the part he was handed and start writing the scene himself.

I chose the second one before I'd even stood up.

I'd give her exactly what she'd built. The eager boy, the hungry one. And while she was busy enjoying it, I'd find where she actually kept the leverage, the real account, whatever let her run a house like this, and I'd take it and walk out the front door in my own clothes. She thought she'd trained a pet. She'd trained an opponent who finally understood the game.

I slid the folder back. Squared the corner. I was smiling when she came in.

"There he is," Iris said from the doorway, and she had her reading glasses pushed up in her hair and a look on her face like she'd caught me mid-thought. "On your knees already. Aren't you keen this morning."

"Missed you," I said, and I let it come out small and soft, the voice she liked. I crawled to her. Pressed my cheek to her thigh through her skirt and looked up. "Can I do something for you, Mommy?"

Her hand dropped into my hair. Slow. "Can you, now."

I'd never offered before. She'd always been the one to decide, to dole it out, to make me earn the right to touch her. So I watched her face when I changed the rule, looking for the flicker, and there it was, a small pleased tightening at the corner of her mouth that she thought I couldn't read.

That was my opening. She liked it when the toy moved on its own, as long as she still thought she held the string.

"On the chaise," I said. Then caught myself, dialled it back to a boy's whine. "I mean. Will you sit down? I want to be good for you. Please."

She sat. Skirt riding up over her knees, those bare strong legs I'd had pressed against my back a dozen times. I went up onto the chaise after her, the diaper bunching thick between my thighs, forcing my knees wide so I had to straddle high on her lap. I got my hands on her, slid them up under the hem.

"Look at you taking charge," she murmured. Not stopping me. Watching. "What's gotten into my boy."

"You did." I meant it as a line. It came out true, and it scared me. I shoved the fear down and kissed her throat instead, the soft place under her jaw, breathing her in. Warm skin and the bitter green of her tea and underneath it something heavier, her, a scent I'd mapped in two weeks the way you learn a room in the dark.

I got her skirt up. Got my hand between her legs and found her through her underwear and she was wet already, hot under the cotton, and the slick of it on my fingers shot straight to my own cock, trapped useless in the diaper. I dragged the fabric aside. Worked two fingers up into her, slow, the way she did to me when she wanted me to lose my mind.

She let out a breath. Rolled her hips down onto my hand.

"There," I said against her ear, and I made my voice low, made it the voice of a man and not a boy, testing how far I could shift the floor under us. "That's it. Let me. I've got you."

For a second it worked. She softened, head tipping back, her cunt clenching tight around my fingers as I curled them up, and the heady stupid rush of it hit me, the con landing, the woman who ran everything coming apart on my hand. I pushed a third finger in. Pressed my thumb to her clit and rubbed and she gasped, thighs jumping, and I thought, there, that's how I win, I just have to take her apart faster than she can think.

"Good," she breathed. "Good boy."

And the two words landed in my gut the way they always did, the dumb helpless flood of pride, and I hated that they still worked even now, even with the blank balance still raw in my chest, even with her on my hand. I fucked her harder to drown it out. Made her ride it. Worked her right up to the edge, her breath ragged, her hand fisting in my hair so tight it stung, and then she came, clenching and gushing, soaking my hand, a low broken sound torn out of her that I'd never heard before.

I'd done that. Me. I pulled her through it, my fingers slick to the knuckle, the wet sound of them obscene in the quiet study, and when she sagged I sat back grinning like I'd robbed a bank.

That was my mistake.

Because she opened her eyes and looked at me, fucked-out and flushed, and she was smiling too. Not the soft smile. The other one. The one that said she'd been somewhere ahead of me the whole time and was only now letting me see the road.

"Oh, sweetheart," she said. She caught my wet hand and brought it to her mouth and licked her own cum off my fingers, slow, eyes on mine. "You did so well. You worked so hard for that. Did it feel like winning?"

The grin died.

"You found the folder," she said. It wasn't a question. "I left the drawer open. I always leave it open the week a boy goes looking. And then he does this." She nodded at my hand, at the mess of her on my skin. "He decides he's going to fuck his way out. They all do. It's the most predictable thing in the world."

The floor I'd been so sure I was tilting went level under me and then tilted the other way, hard.

"Everything you just did," she went on, gentle, terrible, "the eager hands, the offering, the way you wanted so badly to see me come apart so you could feel big about it. That's not you running a con on me, baby. That's the boy I trained, doing exactly what I made him to do. You crave my reaction. You live for it. You just proved it on your own knees and called it a plan."

I tried to pull my hand back. She held it.

"There's no money," she said. "There was never money. You've been working for this." She pressed my own wet fingers to her lips and kissed them, soft, like a reward. "And the worst part, the part you can't stand, is that it's enough. It's been enough for two weeks. Look how hard you've worked for a sticker."

"Get off me," I said, and my voice cracked in the middle, which ruined it.

"No," she said, easy, and she shifted her weight and tipped me, and I went, off-balance and padded and clumsy, onto my back on the chaise with her over me. Strong. Heavier than she looked, all of it bearing down on my chest and hips, pinning me. "You're going to learn the lesson the slow way. Since the fast way didn't take."

She reached down and pressed the flat of her hand against the front of my diaper, over the hard ache trapped in it, and ground. I jerked. The thick diaper rubbed me through the plastic, no relief in it, just pressure, and I'd been hard since I'd had my fingers in her and now my own body turned on me, hips chasing her hand before my head caught up.

"There he is," she said. "There's my good boy."

The study door opened.

I froze. A woman stood in it, older than Iris, silver in her dark hair, a tablet under her arm and a coffee in her hand like she'd walked into a meeting. She took in the chaise, took in me on my back in a soaked-looking diaper with my legs splayed and Iris riding my hips, and she did not blink.

"Diane," Iris said, not getting up. "Early."

"Traffic was kind." The woman, Diane, set her coffee on the desk. Pulled out the chair and sat, crossing her legs, settling in to watch like she'd come for a viewing. "Is this the one you were telling me about? The clever one."

"This is Theo," Iris said. "He found the ledger this morning. He's at the part where he fucks me to get even." She looked down at me, fond, while my face went hot enough to hurt. "Theo, this is Diane. She places boys. When one of mine finishes, or doesn't, she's the one who decides where he goes next."

Places boys. There were others. There was a whole machine behind this house and I was one part in it, and now there were two of them in the room and one of them was grading me with her eyes over the rim of her cup.

"He's pretty," Diane said. "How's the mouth?"

"Filthy," Iris said. "It's the best thing about him. Watch."

She ground down on me again, harder, both hands on my chest now, her full weight, and the diaper dragged thick and hot against my cock and I made a sound I'd have died before making with a stranger watching. Diane's mouth curved. She lifted her tablet and tapped something, and the thought that she was writing it down, writing me down, scoring me, did something to me, hot and wrong, that I couldn't stop.

"He goes red all the way to his chest," Diane noted. "That's nice. You can sell that."

"Please," I got out, and I didn't even know what I was asking for.

"Please what," Iris said. She kept grinding, slow now, mean, keeping me right at the edge of the diaper's friction where there was never quite enough. "Use your words. We have company. Tell Diane what you are."

"I'm not." My hips bucked up into her. Betraying me. "I'm not anything. I was going to walk out, I was going to take your money and walk, I had a plan."

"You had a budget," Iris said. "I set it. The walking-out feeling, the rage, the I'll-show-her, that's a reward I built in for week two. It keeps you interesting." She leaned down close, her hair falling around my face, her scent all over me, that heavy nearness I'd grown to need. "Now tell her what you are, or I get off you and you don't come for three days, and you know I'll do it."

I knew she'd do it.

"I'm yours," I said. The words came out wrecked. "I'm your good boy. I work for the stars. There's no money and I knew it and I'm still hard, I'm still." I couldn't finish it.

"He's still hard," Diane said, "and he said it in front of a stranger. That's a good one, Iris. That's a keeper if you want him."

"I haven't decided," Iris said, watching my face the whole time, reading every twitch of it. "He's got more fight than the last three. He topped me this morning and meant it." She pressed down once more, slow and crushing, and the friction finally undid me, the diaper dragging hot over my swollen cock, and I came like that, on my back, pinned, with two women watching me lose it, my whole body locking and shaking while the warm mess spread inside the diaper and the shame of it crested higher than the pleasure and somehow made the pleasure worse. Better. I couldn't tell anymore.

"There," Iris said. "Good boy. Count it."

"One," I whispered, because she'd taught me to, because some part of me already lived to.

Diane tapped her tablet. "Mark him provisional," she said. "I'll come back next week and see if she's broken the mouth yet. Personally I hope she doesn't. The mouthy ones last longer."

Iris was still looking down at me, both hands flat on my heaving chest, her weight an anchor holding me to the cushions, and there was something in her face I'd never managed to put there in two weeks of acting, something that looked a lot like wanting.

"You belong in this room now," she said.

And the worst thing, the one I carried with me when she finally let me up and Diane wrote her last note and left, was that a small ruined part of me had heard it land like a gift. The rest of me had heard it land like a cell door. Both parts were already thinking about the next move, because if there was a Diane, there was a list, and a list was something a clever boy could get his hands on.

I just had to be very, very good first.


Chapter 7: Praise As Bait

Her wrist was already in my hand before she could set the spoon down. I closed my fingers and held it there, against the counter, and I pitched my voice low the way she always did to me.

"Sit down, Iris."

No title. I dropped it on purpose, watched it land. For ten weeks I had said the word Mommy until it stopped tasting like anything. Tonight I scrubbed it off.

She let her wrist go soft in my grip. That was the first thing. She looked at my hand, then up at my face, and something moved at the corner of her mouth that I read as the start of a crack in her.

"You're feeling brave," she said.

"I'm done feeling anything you scheduled for me."

I pulled. She came off the stool easy, no fight, her bare feet sliding on the kitchen tile, and I told myself that was it, that was the whole war won right there, she moved because I moved her. I had spent six days planning this from the inside out. I knew where she kept her composure, and the one thing she'd never once done in front of me: lose it.

I walked her backward down the hall. She let me steer her by the wrist and the small of the back, and her breath was even, too even, and I was too high on my own pulse to clock what that should have told me.

"Bedroom," I said. "Your bed. Not mine."

My bed had a rail she'd had bolted on. Mine had the plastic sheet under the cotton one. I was never sleeping in it again.

She stopped in her own doorway. Turned under my hand so we were chest to chest, and she looked up at me with that patient face she used right before she took something away.

"You think this is the night you graduate."

"I think this is the night I leave. After."

"After what?"

"After I'm done with you."

I expected her to laugh at me. She didn't. She reached up and laid her palm flat on my chest, over my slamming heart, and she held it there like she was reading a number off it. Her hand was warm. Everything about her ran warm, that was the trap of her, the heat that made you want to crawl into it and be small.

"Then take it," she said. "Let's see what my good boy learned."

The word should have stung. I told myself it didn't. I shoved her back onto the bed instead and that felt like an answer.

She sank onto her elbows, robe falling open at the knee, and watched me strip my shirt over my head. I made her watch. I peeled out of the sweatpants she dressed me in every morning and stood there with my cock already hard and aching, and her eyes went to it and stayed. There. That's hunger. I put that on her face.

"On your back," I said.

She lay back slow. Spread her robe like she was doing me a favor and not following an order, and I climbed over her and shoved the silk off her shoulders and got my mouth on her tit before she could say one more clever thing. I sucked hard. Mean. The way I'd wanted to for weeks while she held my head to her and called me her sweet little thing. I bit down on her nipple and she made a sound, low in her throat, and her hips lifted under me.

"There she is," I said against her skin. "That's all you are under it."

"Keep talking," she breathed. "I like the show."

I got two fingers down between her legs and she was wet. Soaked. Slick coating my fingers the second I touched her, her cunt hot and open, and that wrecked the last of my caution. She wanted it. She'd wanted it all along. I was the one with the leverage now. I had what she couldn't fake.

I worked my fingers into her and she clenched around them, and she got wetter, it ran down to my knuckles, and I curled up into that spot she'd never let me near, and her stomach pulled tight.

"Look at you," I said. "All it took was somebody who'd actually use you."

"Mm." Her eyes were half shut. "Make me come, then. Big strong man."

I fucked her on my fingers, fast and rough, my thumb grinding her clit, and her thighs shook around my arm. She was close. The squeeze of her started to flutter. And right at the edge of it I pulled my hand out, slick to the wrist, and held it up in front of her face so she could see her own want dripping off me.

"No," I said. "Not yet. I say when."

I'd learned that from her. The deny. I threw it back in her teeth and stood taller for it.

She licked her lips. Looked up at me with her cheeks flushed and her chest heaving, and she smiled, and it was warm, and it should have scared me.

"Good boy," she said. "You were paying attention."

"Shut up."

I flipped her. Got a hand in her hair and turned her over onto her belly and dragged her hips up so she was on her knees with her face in the sheets, ass up, and the sight of her like that, her cunt swollen and shining and her tight little asshole right there above it, almost ended me. I gripped myself at the base and squeezed to hold it.

"This is what I wanted," I said. My voice came out rough. "You like this? You like getting used?"

"Tell me what you're going to do," she said into the mattress. Calm. Curious, even. "Say it."

"I'm going to fuck your ass." The word came out of me ugly and good. "I'm going to ruin it and then I'm going to walk out that door and you can run your little nursery for somebody else."

"Then you'll need this." She reached one arm to the nightstand, opened the drawer without looking, and held a small bottle back over her shoulder. Lube. Like she'd known. "I won't have you tearing my new toy's favorite hole. Be smart."

I took it. I told myself she was just being practical. I told myself I'd think about how ready that drawer was some other time.

I slicked my cock and dripped more down her crack and pressed my thumb against her asshole and she opened for it, easy, a slow give, like she did this in her head every night. I worked the slick into her and got one finger in to the knuckle and she moaned and rocked back onto it.

"Greedy," I said.

"You have no idea."

I lined up. Pushed the head against that tight ring and leaned my weight in, and she opened around me, hot and gripping, the stretch of her squeezing the breath out of me. I sank in an inch. Two. She let out a long shaking moan and her hands fisted in the sheets and I gripped her hips and shoved the rest of the way home.

"Fuck," I gritted. "Fuck, that's tight."

"Then move," she said. "If you're so done with me. Move."

I moved. I pulled almost all the way out and slammed back in, and the slap of my hips against her ass cracked through the room, and the slick clench of her dragged on me with each stroke. I set a brutal pace. I fucked her ass like I was burning the house down, and the wet sounds of it filled the room, the slap and the squelch and her breath punching out of her on every thrust.

"That's it," she gasped. "That's my boy. Harder."

"Stop calling me that." I hammered into her. "Say my name."

"Theo." She drew it out, made it sound like praise, and I hated how my hips stuttered at the sound. "Theo, you're doing so well."

I reached under her and found her clit and worked it while I pounded her, and she started to come apart. Her body locked. Her ass clamped down around my cock so hard I saw white, and she cried out into the sheets, shaking, gushing over my fingers, the first one tearing through her while I fucked her open.

"That's one," I panted, drunk on it. "That's one, you're going to give me more."

"Am I." Her voice was wrecked and still, underneath, amused. "Greedy boy."

I didn't slow down. I rode her through it and into the next, my fingers slick and fast on her clit, and she came again before the first had finished, a high broken sound ripping out of her, her thighs jerking, the mess of her running down both my hands. Two. I said it out loud. Two. I had never made her do anything before and now I had her sobbing into her own mattress. I own this. I finally own this.

"Beg me to stop," I said. "Go on. Beg."

She turned her head on the sheet. One eye on me, dark and steady, her mouth open and dragging in air.

"Beg, and I might let you," she said.

It took me a second. The words were aimed the wrong way. They were mine to say, I was the one with my cock buried in her, and she'd handed them back to me upside down, soft, like a gift she'd wrapped weeks ago. My rhythm broke. Just for a beat. Just long enough.

"You don't give the orders right now," I said, and I hated that I said it, because saying it meant it was a question.

"No," she agreed, and pushed her hips back to take me deeper, taking the thrust I hadn't given yet. "You're doing wonderfully. Don't stop. You've earned this."

Earned. The word slid in under my ribs and I shoved it away and fucked her harder to drown it. I dragged her up by the hair so her back was to my chest, both of us upright on our knees, and I had one arm across her tits and the other hand back between her legs, and I bit the side of her neck and growled filth into her ear, every cruel thing I'd swallowed for weeks. Whore. Hole. Look at you taking it. She dropped her head back on my shoulder and let me say all of it, and she came a third time on my fingers, her cunt fluttering and spilling, her ass gripping my cock in waves, and the sound she made was almost gentle.

That was the one that finished me. Three of hers stacked up and her wet weight shaking back against me and her throat under my teeth. I slammed up into her twice more and broke, pumping into her ass, my body seizing, the sound I made nothing like a man who'd won, more like one coming undone. I held her hips down and emptied into her and it leaked back out around my cock while I was still inside.

For a minute neither of us moved. My chest heaved against her back. Her hair stuck to my mouth. She was warm everywhere, the heat of her soaking into me, and some animal part of me wanted to lie down in it and be held.

I pulled out instead. Stood up off the bed. My legs were not steady and I made them be.

"That's it," I said. "That's all you had over me. Now I've had it."

She rolled onto her side, unhurried, and watched me hunt for my sweatpants. There was cum on her thighs and slick on the sheets and she lay in the middle of it like a queen on a low throne, and she did not look used. She looked fed.

"You're going somewhere?" she said.

"I'm packing. Tonight." I yanked the pants on. "You can keep your stars. There's no account, I know there's no account, I read it. Ten weeks of gold stickers for nothing." I got my shirt. "You needed me to think it cashed out. It never did. So this is me cashing out my own way."

She propped her head on her hand. "And what did you win, exactly?"

"You." I pointed at the bed, at the mess of her. "I made you come three times and beg and you couldn't stop it. That's mine. I took it." My voice climbed and I pulled it back down. "I topped you. In your own bed. So whatever this house was, it's over, because I'm not the one on my knees anymore."

"No," she said. "You were behind me. I remember."

I crossed to the door. My hand was on the frame and I was halfway to the hall, riding so high I could barely feel the floor, and I stopped, because she said one more thing in that warm even voice, the one that never once rose, not even while she shook apart underneath me.

"Theo."

I looked back.

She was reaching into the nightstand drawer again. Not for a toy this time. She took out a slim leather book, the kind with a ribbon marker, and she laid it open on her knee and uncapped a pen.

"Before you pack," she said. "Come look at something. So you understand what you actually did tonight."

"I'm not coming back over there."

"I know you're not." She smiled, and for the first time all night it reached all the way up into her eyes, fond and certain and patient as a closed door. "That's why you'll want to see it now."

She turned the book around so the lamp caught it. Rows of dates in her neat hand, weeks of them, each line scored with a small gold star, and down the side a second column I'd never been shown, with headings, with checkmarks, the last one tonight's date, and beside it three words in fresh wet ink that I could read from the doorway.

He topped Mommy.

And under it, a star.

My hand stayed on the frame. I told myself it didn't mean anything. I told myself she'd written it after, scrambling, a sore loser keeping score. But the column went back weeks. The boxes were already drawn. The line for tonight had been ruled and waiting before I ever closed my hand around her wrist in the kitchen.

"Sit down," she said, and patted the warm spot on the bed beside her where I'd left her wet and shaking, and the worst part, the part that turned my stomach cold even as my feet thought about it, was that nothing in her voice was asking.


Chapter 8: Every Key Gone

The kitchen smelled of coffee and the lavender stuff she rubbed into her hands at night. Two cups on the table. Steam off both. Between them, open flat, the ledger.

I walked in like a king. Last night I had her under me. Last night I made Mommy Iris go quiet and shake and grab the headboard, and I walked out of that bedroom owning the house, owning her, owning the whole sick game she ran on me. So I dropped into the chair, picked up my coffee, and let myself smile.

Then I saw the page.

A fresh column of gold stars marched down the right margin. Neat. A whole row of them. Her small tidy handwriting beside each one. The date was today. The note at the top, underlined twice, said FOR LAST NIGHT.

"You gave me stars," I said. "For last night."

"I did." She blew across her cup. "You earned every one."

The coffee turned sour in my mouth. "That's not how that works. I wasn't being a good boy last night. I had you face down telling me to slow down."

"Mm." She turned the ledger so I could read it right way up. "You did. And I wrote it all here. Want me to read it to you?"

My gut did something cold. "Read what."

She put on a pair of reading glasses I had never seen. That little move set my teeth on edge, the calm of it, like a teacher about to mark a test in front of the class. Her finger landed on the first line.

"Subject initiated. Took control of the encounter at eleven-forty. Wanted to be watched doing it." She looked over the rims at me. "You kept checking my face. The whole hour. Every single thing you did, you did it and then you looked to see if it landed. You wanted a reaction. You wanted me to be impressed."

"That's topping someone," I said. "That's what it looks like."

"That's a boy doing a trick for his mother and waiting for the treat." She turned back to the page. "Star. Held eye contact through completion, seeking approval. Star. Repeated the phrase he thought would break me, three times, listening for the result. Star." Her pen tapped each one. "You performed for me, sweetheart. Start to finish. You ran the exact routine I built into you. Eager. Hungry to please. Desperate for me to tell you that you did it right."

The heat climbed up my neck. "Stop."

"And the best part." She slid one finger down to the bottom. "The thing you came in here this morning so proud of. Your big move. You thought you took something from me." She tipped her head. "Tell me what you thought you took, Theo."

I did not want to say it. My jaw locked. The whole plan I had nursed for two weeks was wet paper in my hands.

"The account," I said anyway. Quiet. "The earnings account. The locked one. I figured out the login. I have it. That's leverage. That's the thing that means I can walk whenever I want with what's mine."

She set the pen down.

"There's no money in it," she said.

The fridge hummed. My own breath was loud.

"There never was. It's a savings account I opened the week you moved in, with a hundred dollars in it, and I let you find the login two months ago because a boy who thinks he's planning an escape behaves so beautifully. He's careful. He's sweet. He does extra, so I won't suspect him." She smiled, and it was warm, and that was the worst part. "You've been the best boy in this house for eight weeks because you thought you were robbing me. You weren't earning your freedom, baby. You were earning stars and calling it a heist."

The chair felt far away under me. "You're lying."

"You can log in right now. Hundred dollars and some change." She lifted her cup. "The currency in this house was never money. You've been working for the only thing I actually pay in. And last night you worked harder for it than you ever have. You toppled me to get it. You think a man on top of a woman isn't still asking her did I do good? You asked me with every thrust."

I stood up so fast the chair scraped.

"No." My voice cracked. "No, I had you. You were shaking. I felt it. You don't fake that."

"I didn't fake it." She stayed sitting, looking up, easy. "I let you. There's a difference, and you've never once been able to tell which is which, because you don't want to. You want the win. So I gave you a win. I budgeted for it. A boy needs a rebellion now and then or he stops trying. It keeps him sharp. It keeps him grateful when I take it back." She closed the ledger. Soft snap. "Sit down."

And worst of all, the thing that burned my eyes, was that my knees bent before I told them to. I caught myself halfway down and forced myself back up, gripping the table edge.

"Get up was an option," I said. "I'm leaving."

"There it is." She sounded pleased. "Right on time."

That stopped me cold. "What."

"The flash of fight. You always get one, around now. After I show you the board." She uncrossed her legs. "You'll want to slam something. You'll head for the door. And then you'll feel the leash you can't see and you'll come back to me on your own, because you don't actually want the door, you want me to want you at the door." She stood. She was shorter than me. She always had been. It had never once mattered. "Come here."

"No."

"Theo."

"I said no." My heart was slamming. The defiance had nowhere to go. My hands were in fists and I had nothing to hit. "You don't get to rewrite the one real thing I did. Last night was mine."

She crossed the floor and I did not back up, I told myself I would not back up, and she put one hand flat on my chest, over the pound of my heart, and there it was, the helpless lurch low in my gut, my dick already going stupid in my sweatpants at nothing but her palm and her quiet.

"Feel that?" she murmured. "Your body already knows the fight's over. It always tells the truth before your mouth catches up." Her thumb moved once on my sternum. "You ran the whole game thinking you were the player. You were the ball, sweetheart. Now be a good boy and let Mommy put you back where you go."

"I'm not." My voice had gone thin. "I'm not your good boy."

"You're standing here hard because I called you one." Her hand slid down. Found the front of my sweatpants. Cupped me through the cotton, where I was already thick and aching and betraying every word out of my mouth. "Look at this. All this talk. And you're leaking for me." She squeezed. I made a sound I hated. "Say it again. Tell me you're leaving. Let me feel what your cock does when you lie."

"Iris."

"Mommy." Not a request. Her grip tightened, just shy of too much, and my hips jerked forward into her hand on their own. "You don't get the short name today. You spent it. Try again."

"Mommy." It fell out of me ruined. Heat flooded my face. The shame of it went straight to my balls and I throbbed against her palm, and her smile widened.

"There he is." She walked me backward by the dick, slow, until my spine hit the wall by the pantry. The cool plaster through my shirt. Her hand never let up. "You wanted to top me to prove you could leave. So let's find out what's underneath all that. Let's see the boy when he's got no trick left to do."

She yanked the waistband down. The cold air, then her warm fist, skin on skin, and I groaned, my head falling back against the wall.

"Look at you," she said. "Two minutes ago you were the man of the house." She stroked me slow, mean, her thumb sweeping over the wet head every pass. "Now you're pinned to my pantry whining for it. Which one's real, Theo? The king at the table or this?" Squeeze. "Tell me which one's real."

"This," I gasped. The word punched out of me. "This one. Fuck. This one's real."

"Good boy." Two words and my whole body lit up like she'd flipped a switch wired straight into me, and I hated it, the awful rush of it, the way I strained toward her hand to chase the next one. "See how fast you came back? You didn't even notice you stopped fighting."

She dropped to her knees on the tile.

I looked down at her, the woman who ran me, kneeling, and for one second I had her again, I thought: this is power, she's on the floor. Then she looked up the length of my body with my cock in her fist, and that was the lesson she had put herself there to teach: even her mouth on me would be a star in the book, a reward she was choosing to spend.

"You think this means you won," she said against the head, lips brushing it. "It means I decided you'd been good. Open your mouth when I tell you and thank me. Every time. Or I stop."

She took me down.

Wet heat, all the way, her nose at my belly, and the slick suck of it, the obscene drag of her mouth pulling back up to the tip and sinking again. I planted both hands flat to the wall. The sounds were filthy in the quiet kitchen, the gag and the spit and the slap of my hips when she pulled me into her face by the backs of my thighs.

"Thank you," I choked. "Mommy, thank you, thank you."

She hummed around me, pleased, and the buzz of it nearly took my legs. She worked me like she owned the rhythm of my blood, fast then cruel-slow, dragging me right up to the edge and then flattening her tongue and stopping dead with her lips sealed at the base, holding me deep in her throat while I shook and leaked and begged.

"Please. Please let me. Mommy, please."

She pulled off with a wet pop. Looked up, mouth shining. "No."

"Iris, I'm gonna lose my mind."

"Mommy. And you won't come until you say the thing." She gripped the base of me hard, choking the orgasm back down. "You came in here a king. Tell me what you actually are. Crude as you can. I want to hear my boy say it about himself."

My eyes stung. The need was a fist around my spine. "I'm your good boy," I said.

"More than that."

"I'm your. Fuck. I'm your toy. I do tricks for stars. I thought I was robbing you and I was just." The shame closed my throat and then ripped it open. "I was just being trained. I'm a trained little thing that performs for you and calls it winning."

"That's my boy." She sank back down and swallowed me whole and let me fuck up into her throat, hand cupping my balls, and the praise and the filth and the wet ruin of her mouth all hit at once.

"Now," she pulled off just to say it, fist flying on me slick with her spit, "you come for the woman who's owned you since day one. And you count it, because it's the only one you get today, and you'll thank me for the mercy."

She took me back in.

It tore through me. My knees buckled and her free arm pinned my hips to the wall and I emptied into her throat in long jerking pulses, shouting something, her name, the right name, the word Mommy breaking apart in my mouth. She swallowed every drop and kept her lips locked tight, working me through it past where it turned to too much, past where I tried to twist away, her eyes up on my face the whole time, watching me come undone, until I was hissing and oversensitive and pawing at her shoulder.

"One," she said, finally letting me slip free. Her voice was rough. She wiped her bottom lip with her thumb and looked at it. "Say it."

"One." I was sliding down the wall. "Thank you. Thank you, Mommy."

She let me get to the floor. She sat back on her heels and watched me fall apart there on the cool tile, gutted, sweat cooling on me, my sweatpants caught around one ankle.

"You feel that?" she asked. "The quiet. After. The empty good feeling." She reached out and pushed my damp hair off my forehead. "That's what you've been chasing for eight weeks. Not the money. Not the door. That. Me, telling you that you did well, and meaning it." Her hand was so gentle it made my chest ache. "You can't steal it and you can't top your way into it. You can only earn it. And the only one who decides when you've earned it is me."

I should have had something. A line. A fight. I had nothing. I sat on her kitchen floor with her come-praise still ringing in me and the whole map of the last two months redrew itself, every clever thing I'd done turning into a star in her book, every rebellion something she'd already priced and paid for and filed away.

"Get up," she said, kind now. "Coffee's getting cold. Then I'm putting you back in your morning diaper, because a boy who's had a reveal like this needs to be reminded where he sits, and you'll let me, won't you."

"Yeah," I said. The word came out wrecked and small. "Yeah, I'll let you."

She helped me up. She kissed my temple. And then, with her mouth right against my ear, warm, almost loving, she said the thing that closed the last door I'd been pretending was open.

"Whatever you decide to do next, understand me. There is no version of this where you walk out unchanged."

It landed somewhere I couldn't take back. Because she was right, and I knew it, and the boy who had strutted into this kitchen an hour ago was already gone, swallowed with the rest of me.

She picked up the pen. Pulled the ledger back open between the two cooling cups. And under last night's column of stars, while I stood there shaking and emptied and hers, she wrote one more line in her small neat hand, and turned the page so I could read it, and I understood she was not finished with me. She was just getting to the part she'd been saving.


Chapter 9: The Master Key

The bell rang at seven, the same little brass note that used to put a jump in my chest, and I was already at her door before it stopped. I knocked twice. I waited. I stepped in with my hands folded and my face washed clean of everything.

"Good morning, Mommy Iris."

That was all. No grin. No spark. I gave her the words and kept the rest.

She sat at her vanity in the gray robe, brushing out her hair, and her eyes found mine in the mirror. They held there a second too long. She was looking for what I used to leak all over the room, the hunger, the want-to-please, the little dog watching her hand for a treat. I had turned it off. I had spent the whole night learning how.

"Bring me my tea," she said.

"Yes, Mommy."

I brought it. I set it down at the right angle with the handle toward her hand. I stepped back to the wall and stood the way she liked, chin level, shoulders soft. Perfect. Empty. A good boy with the lights off behind his face.

She drank. She watched me over the rim.

I knew what she had done to me yesterday. She had let me think I was winning. Every clever move I made, every time I pushed her down and made her gasp, she had given to me on purpose, because wanting her reaction so badly was the exact leash she had buckled on me months ago. My big rebellion had been a treat in my bowl. The locked account I thought I was fighting toward had never held a cent. The only money in this house was her saying *good boy*, and I had been spending my soul to earn it.

So I stopped earning it.

"You're quiet," she said.

"You didn't ask me to talk."

Her brush paused. Tiny. Then it kept going.

There. The first crack, so small only I would catch it, because I had spent a hundred mornings studying her the way she studied me.

She wanted my eagerness. She fed on it. The whole machine she built ran on one fuel, my real and stupid devotion, the part of me that lit up when she smiled. She could command my body. She could put me in the thick white diaper that crinkled every time I shifted my weight, she could lock the cuff on my wrist, she could make me kneel and thank her. She could make me hard. She could not make me *mean* it. And meaning it was the only thing she had ever actually craved.

I had finally found the one thing in this house she couldn't take. I had to keep not giving it.

"Come here," she said.

I crossed the room. The diaper bulked between my thighs and crinkled with every step, loud in the quiet, and a week ago that sound alone would have burned my face red. Now I let it crinkle. I stood where she pointed, right at her knee.

She set down the brush and looked up at me from the stool, and for the first time she was the one lifting her chin to find my face.

"Where did you go," she said. Not a question, the way she said it. A test.

"I'm right here, Mommy. What do you need?"

Flat. Polite. Dead.

Her palm came up and pressed flat to the front of the diaper, cupping me through the thick padding, and my cock filled because it always did, because that part of me was hers and we both knew it. But I gave her nothing on my face. No catch in my breath. No grateful little sound. I let her feel me get hard and I looked at the wall behind her head.

She rubbed me slow through the diaper, the crinkle building under her palm, and the heat climbed my spine the way it was trained to.

"You're hard for me," she said.

"My body is."

Her hand stopped.

I had read it right. The cock didn't matter to her. Any toy could make a cock hard. She had a drawer of them. What she wanted was the boy attached to it falling apart with gratitude, and I had just told her the boy wasn't home.

She stood. She was shorter than me by a head, and she stepped in close so I had to smell her, the rosewater on her throat and under it something warmer, her skin, the bed she'd just left. My mouth watered against my will. I swallowed it down.

"You think you've found a clever little trick," she said.

"No, Mommy."

"You're punishing me."

"I'm being good," I said. "Isn't that what you wanted? A good boy who does what he's told and doesn't make a fuss."

Her jaw moved. The smile she put on didn't reach anything.

She walked me to the bed by the wrist and laid me back, and she undid the tapes of the diaper one by one, the rip of each one loud, and folded the front down off me. I was hard against my stomach. She wrapped her hand around my bare cock and stroked, and the slick of her palm and the drag of it had me leaking at the tip in seconds, a clear bead welling up that she smeared down with her thumb.

"Look at me," she said.

I looked at the ceiling.

"I said look at me."

I turned my head and looked at her and made my eyes glass. She could have my eyes. She couldn't have what used to be in them.

She jerked me faster. The wet sound of her fist working my slick cock filled the room, and the pressure built low and tight, and a moan tried to come up my throat. I bit it dead. I let my breath stay even. I let my hips stay still on the sheet when every trained nerve in me wanted to lift up into her hand and chase it and beg.

"Come on," she said, low, coaxing, the voice that used to undo me. "Come for Mommy. Show me how good it feels."

I came. My cock jerked in her fist and I spilled hot over her fingers and my own belly, my balls drawing up tight, the release punching through me whether I wanted it or not. I made no sound. I lay there and let it happen and stared at her with empty eyes while cum striped my stomach and dripped down her wrist.

The orgasm was real. The face I gave her was a closed door.

She knelt over me with my cum on her hand and looked at the nothing in my face, and something moved across hers that I had never put there before. She lifted her fingers to my mouth.

"Clean it," she said.

I opened. I took her fingers and licked them clean, the salt-bitter taste of myself thick on my tongue, sucked them slow and dutiful and gave them back to her with no shine in my eyes, no flush of shame, no gratitude. I swallowed and said, "Thank you, Mommy," in the voice you'd use to thank a stranger for the salt.

She pulled her hand back like the heat had gone out of it.

"That's two ways you've come this week with the lights off," she said. "It used to be a gift you couldn't wait to give me."

"You taught me to do what I'm told."

"I taught you to *want* to."

"You can only have one," I said.

The room went quiet. Outside a car passed. Her fingers were still wet with me and she hadn't wiped them.

She got up off the bed, went to the dresser, and took out the small wooden box. I knew the box. Inside it was a fine chain and a flat gold tag the size of a thumbnail, and a little pot of ink and a needle she used for the marking she did on her boys when she meant to keep them. She had shown it to me once, weeks ago, dangled it in front of my eager face, and I had practically panted for it because back then being kept by her was the only future I could see.

She set the box on the bed beside me and opened it. The chain caught the light. The needle sat in its nest of velvet.

"On your stomach," she said.

I rolled over. This was meant to end it, the mark that made the surrender permanent, the moment she wrote herself into my skin so I could never pretend I had walked in here whole. The old me would have wept for it. I lay flat and offered her my hip and gave her nothing she could see.

She straddled the backs of my thighs. The needle bit, small and hot, low on my hip where the diaper would cover it, and she worked the ink in with steady, patient hands, one letter, then a second, her warm breath on my skin. Rosewater. Sweat. The iron tang of the little beads of blood she wiped away.

It hurt. I let it. I held still and breathed even and gave her the back of an empty boy while she carved her claim into me.

"There," she said when it was done. She pressed her thumb over the raw mark, gold ink under torn skin, *her* mark, and waited.

For what. For me to break. For me to turn over with shining eyes and thank her for keeping me, the way I would have a week ago, the way every boy before me had. For the devotion to come flooding back now that it was real and forever and inked into my body.

I turned over. I looked at the mark on my own hip and then at her face.

"Is it done?" I said. "Can I get dressed?"

I watched it land, watched the thing she fed on simply not arrive. She had made the surrender permanent and gotten back a stranger wearing my skin, and the gold meant nothing if the boy inside it had gone cold.

Her hand closed over the mark. Hard.

"You don't get to do this," she said, and her voice had lost its silk.

"Do what, Mommy?"

"Empty yourself out at me. I made you. Every good thing in you, I put there."

"Then take it back," I said. "Give the order. Tell me to mean it."

She opened her mouth. Nothing came out, because we both knew it was the one command in the world her voice couldn't carry. She could make me kneel. She could make me come. She could ink her name into my hip. She could not reach into my chest and turn the light back on. And standing there with my blood on her thumb, the floor of her own house finally tilted under her.

I sat up. I picked the diaper up off the bed and started taping it back on myself, calm, careful, the crinkle filling the silence she didn't fill. I did it the way she'd taught me, snug, the tapes even, a good boy putting himself back together, and I gave her not one gram of the boy who used to do it for her smile.

She watched me do it. Her arms had come up across her chest. The gray robe had slipped off one shoulder and she hadn't fixed it.

"You're still mine," she said. "It's on your body now. You can't undo it."

"I know," I said. "You can keep the part of me you can touch for as long as you want." I smoothed the last tape down and stood, padded and bulky and hers on the outside, gone on the inside. "The rest of it isn't for sale anymore. You ran out of what you were paying with."

I had never seen her reach for words and not find them. She always had the next line. She'd had the next line for months, ten steps ahead of me, writing my rebellions before I thought of them. Now she stood in her own bedroom and looked at me like the furniture had been moved in the dark.

"Mine," she said, and it cracked down the middle. "Say it."

There it was. The order she had never once had to give, because I used to fall over myself to say it first. She had always ruled by making me beg to belong to her. Now she was the one asking. The woman who never asked for anything had to ask, and we both heard it.

I went to the door. I stopped with my hand on the frame and looked back at her over my shoulder.

"No," I said.

Not cruel. Not loud. Just the plain flat no of a good boy who has finally found the one wall she can't knock down.

Her hand had gone to her own throat. The pulse jumped under her fingers. For one long beat the whole house held still, the bell silent, the tea going cold, the gold mark stinging under my fresh diaper, and the balance of every day I had spent here tipping slow and sure to my side of the room.

"Theo." My name, and her voice did a thing it had never done with it. It bent. "Come back here."

I stood in her doorway, padded and marked and hers on paper, and the want came off her in waves, the one thing she could not order me to hand over. I let her feel me not hand it over.

"I'll be downstairs," I said. "Ring if you need something."

And I left her there, in the quiet where her bell used to do all the work, with the box open on the bed and the needle still wet, knowing now that I had a bag in the closet and two feet that worked, and that the next time she wanted my heart she was going to have to come down those stairs and stand in front of me and say it like she meant it.


Chapter 10: When You've Earned Me

The brass handle was cold under my palm. I had stood there long enough that it should have warmed up by now, and it had not. That told me how long I had been gripping it without turning it.

The bag sat heavy on my shoulder. My own clothes in it. Not the soft things she bought me, not the snaps and the cotton and the rest of the gear she kept folded in the bottom drawer like she was running a shop. My jeans. The jacket I came here in. The shoes that pinched, unworn in months.

Behind me the ledger lay face down on the desk. I had left it like that on purpose. Every other day of my life in this house I had set it square in the middle, spine up, open to the day's page, gold stars facing the light so she could see them when she walked in. Today I had flipped it and walked away. The little book of how good I had been, abandoned, ink to the wood.

She was in the doorway of the front room. I could feel her there the way you feel weather.

"Theo." Just my name. Flat. She had a hundred ways to say it and this was the one with nothing in it.

"I'm going," I said.

"You are not."

I turned the handle. The bolt drew back with a soft thick clunk, metal sliding in metal, and the door swung in toward me and the cold June morning came up the step and touched my cheek. The street was right there. The hedge, the gate, the wet path. The world I had told myself I was only visiting.

I stepped one foot onto the threshold.

She did not move. That was the thing. Every time I had pushed, all these weeks, she had closed the distance, taken my chin, turned the moment into another lesson. Now I had the door open and one foot out and she stayed by the front room wall, arms folded, and watched me do it.

I took the second step. Both feet on the stone now. The bag swung against my hip.

"You will thank me when it is done," she said.

I laughed. It came out ugly. "When what is done, Iris."

Not Mommy. Just the name. I watched it land. A muscle jumped at the corner of her jaw.

"You think this is leverage," she said. "A boy on a doorstep. You think a tantrum at the gate is a new thing under the sun. I have had boys cry on that step. I have had them throw the key into the road." She tipped her head toward the hedge. "One of them is a dentist now, in a nice town, and he still emails me on the anniversary."

"I'm not crying."

"No." She looked at me properly then, and something in her face went still in a way I had not earned before. "You are not."

That was the crack. I had spent a week being hollow. Doing every task with dead eyes. Drinking the warm milk she gave me without the little shiver she liked. Sitting in her lap rigid, present and gone at once, giving her the shape of her good boy with none of the heat inside it. I had found the one thing she could not order up out of me. The wanting. The real wanting, the kind that made me look up for her face before I even knew I was doing it. I had turned it off and watched it cost her.

And here was the cost, finally, plain on her face in the open doorway with the whole street to see.

"Come inside," she said.

"Ask me."

Her mouth thinned. "Theo."

"You never ask." I let the bag slide down my arm and caught the strap in my fist, held it there at knee height, ready. "Eight weeks. You have told me, you have praised me, you have docked me, you have put me in the corner and made me thank the wall. You have never once asked me for a single thing. Because asking means I could say no." I jerked my chin at her. "So ask. Out loud. On your own step, where your dentist can hear you."

The quiet went on too long. A car passed at the end of the road. Somewhere a gull.

"You are cold to me on purpose," she said.

"Yeah."

"You have made yourself dead in my hands to win this."

"Yeah."

"And it is working." She said it like reading a fact off a chart. Her arms unfolded. "Which means you have understood the whole of it, finally, faster than the dentist ever did. The currency was never the account, Theo. There was never money in that account. You broke the lock last week. You saw."

I had. A drawer, a fat envelope, and inside it nothing but a stack of the gold-star sheets, every one I had ever earned, kept like cash. My rebellion's prize. Worthless paper. Her praise, banked, the only coin the house ran on, and I had spent two months chasing it while telling myself I was robbing the till.

"I saw," I said. My throat hurt. "I know what I am. I know you built it. Eager, hungry, always looking for your face, all of it your work. The night I thought I flipped you, when I had you under me and you let me think I won, that was yours too. You let me top you because every move I made to do it was the dog you trained coming to heel." I made myself say the rest. "I'm not pretending I don't know."

"Then you know there is no door," she said softly. "Not really."

"There's a door." I lifted the bag an inch. "I'm standing in it. And you're going to ask me, or I close it from the other side and you keep your nice empty envelope."

Her chest rose. Fell. The certainty that ran through her like a steel rod, the thing I had never once seen bend, bent.

"Stay," she said.

"That's a command."

"It is the closest I have." Her voice dropped, lost its edge, came out rough at the bottom. "Stay. Please."

"Why."

"Because I want you here."

"Any boy. You said it yourself. You've got a list."

"No." She stepped toward the door at last, one stride, and stopped just short of the threshold, on her side of the line, the morning light catching the gray in her hair. "Not any boy. The dentist did everything I asked and meant none of it after the first month. He went smooth. They all go smooth, Theo. Grateful and smooth and empty, and I keep them a while and I let them go and I do not feel it." Her hand rose and did not quite touch my face. "You went smooth this week to spite me. And I have not slept. Do you understand what I am telling you. The mouth on you. The way you fight me with your eyes open the whole time you obey. That. I want that. This one. You." Her hand closed on nothing, fell. "I am asking. Do not make me say it twice."

The bag hit the stone. I do not remember letting it go.

She had me by the collar before I was fully back over the line, both fists in the fabric, walking me backward into the hall, and the door swung shut behind us and the bolt threw itself home under her elbow. Her mouth was on mine, hard, and there was no calm in it now, none of the measured warmth she doled out by the spoonful. She kissed me like she was getting something back that had been taken.

"You little shit," she breathed against my teeth. "You absolute little shit, you nearly did it."

"I did do it," I said.

"You did do it." And she laughed, wet, and bit my lip, and pulled me down the hall.

She put me on the wide low couch, the one I had spent so many afternoons folded into. The bag of my old clothes stayed dead by the door. She pulled my jacket off my shoulders and threw it. Got my shirt over my head. Her hands were not steady, and I had never in eight weeks seen her hands not steady.

"Up," she said, and tugged at my jeans, and I lifted my hips and let her drag them off, the pinching shoes thumping to the floor, and underneath I had on the thick white thing she put me in every morning, the diaper bulky between my thighs, crinkling as she moved me. A week ago it had been a leash. Now I lay back on my elbows and let her look at me in it and did not go hot with shame for once. I watched her instead.

"Still wet from the night," she said, pressing a flat hand to the front of it, and the warmth of it I had ignored all morning pushed back up against me, the diaper heavy and soaked and sagging between my legs. "My good boy in his soaked diaper, walking out the front door like a man." She leaned over me, her face close. "You were going to leave in this. You had it on under your jeans."

"Shut up," I said, and my cock kicked under the wet bulk, and she felt it, and her eyes went bright and mean and glad.

"There he is," she said.

She did not take it off me. She used it. Her palm ground the warm sodden front of the diaper down against me, the swollen bulk mashing into my cock through the wet, the crinkle of it loud and obscene in the quiet room, and the heat and the weight and the slick give of it dragged a sound out of me I did not okay first. The squelch of it as she worked her hand. The smell of it coming up, warm and close. My hips chased her palm before my pride could stop them.

"Look at you," she said. "Two months of this and you still go to pieces the second I press. You are not leaving me. You were never going to make it to the gate."

"I made it past the gate in my head," I got out. "That's more than the dentist."

She laughed and pressed harder, and I jerked under her hand. "Mouthy. To the last." She tore the tapes then, the rip of them sharp, and pulled the soaked weight off me and dropped it to the floor with a sodden slap, and my cock sprang up bare and aching into the cool air. She wrapped her hand around it, no diaper now, skin on skin, slick from the soaked cotton, and stroked once, slow, base to tip.

"That's one rule we change," I said, breath ragged. "If I stay."

"Is it." Another stroke. My stomach tightened.

"I stay your good boy. Fine. I'm done pretending I'm not." Her thumb dragged over the head and I lost the thread and found it again. "But I get my own column in the book. Your gold stars, my notes. And when you're wrong I write it down. And you let me say no out loud and it counts, even when the answer's still yes."

"You drive a hard bargain for a boy about to come in my hand."

"Not yet I'm not," I said, and reached up, and pulled her down by the front of her blouse, and for the first time in this house I moved her where I wanted her instead of waiting to be moved.

She let me. That was all of it. She let me, and we both knew she was letting me, and that it was real anyway. She straddled me, skirt rucked up, and she was wet through her underwear when I dragged it aside, slick on my fingers, and she sank down onto my cock with a long low sound that she did not bother to keep behind her teeth. Every inch of her took me in, the tight hot grip of her cunt sliding down, her weight settling on my hips, the warmth of her closing over me.

"Say it again," I said, hands hard on her hips. "What you said on the step."

She rode me slow, rolling, her hands flat on my chest. "I want you." Down, all the way, a gasp punched out of her. "This one. You." Down again. "My mouthy, ungrateful, perfect boy who tried to leave me." Her nails bit my chest. "There. You have it. Now be a good boy and give me what I came out into the cold for."

I drove up into her. The couch took it, the old frame knocking the wall, and she rode me harder, and the wet slap of us filled the room, her cunt clutching at me each time she came down. She was loud now, all the calm burned off, her hair come loose, sweat at her collar, and I held her down on my cock and made her work for it and watched her break around me the way she had spent two months breaking me.

"That's it," I said, mean, her own tone in my mouth. "Come on. You waited all week. Take it."

"Do not," she gasped, "you do not get to," and then her thighs locked and her cunt clamped down so hard the edge rushed up and she came, shaking, mouth open, her own name strangled in her throat as I said it again, low and filthy, just Iris, no title, while she fell apart on me.

She was still pulsing around me when I flipped us. Got her under me on the couch, her skirt up, my cock still in her, and fucked her through the aftershocks while she clawed at my back and told me I was a brat and a beast and not to stop. I gave her a second one before the first had even ebbed, working her swollen clit with my thumb while I pounded into her, dragging it out of her, her heels digging into my back, her voice gone to broken pieces, too much, too much, do not stop, and I did not stop.

"That's two," I said against her ear. "One more."

"I cannot."

"You can. You'll thank me when it's done." Her own line, fed back to her, and she made a sound that was half a sob and half a laugh and broke for the third time, her cunt milking me so hard I went over with her, buried deep, spilling into her in long pulses while she held my face in both hands and watched me lose it the way she always made me watch myself.

After, we lay tangled and sticky and breathing hard in the wrecked front room, my old clothes still spilling out of the dead bag by the bolted door. She traced a line down my spine with one finger.

"You are filthy," she said. "And there is a wet diaper on my floor."

"You put it there."

"I did." She was quiet a moment. "The book gets two columns. Agreed. You write your notes. I keep my stars." Her finger stopped between my shoulder blades. "But you are mine, Theo. Kept. That part does not move."

"I know." And I did, and the knowing was not a cage anymore, because I had stood in the open door and felt the cold and chosen the warm bolted dark of her hall, and she had had to say the words first. "Kept. And mouthy about it. Forever."

"God help me," she said, and her smile pressed against my shoulder.

That afternoon I righted the ledger on the desk. Turned it face up. Found today's page. She drew her gold star in the corner, neat and gold and certain. Then she slid the pen across to me, and I wrote in the margin beside it, in my own hand, the first note in my own column: she asked. And she read it, and she did not cross it out.

The drawer with the fat envelope of worthless star-paper, I left shut. Somewhere out there a dentist sent his yearly email to a woman who had let him go because he went smooth. There were others before him, names I would never learn, the ones who signed her contract and read the warm clauses and missed the iron in the fine print, and went grateful, and went empty, and went home. They never made it this far. They never found the one door she could not lock, the only thing in the whole house she truly wanted and could not order off a shelf, and so they never got to stand in it and make her ask.

I stayed. Not because I could not leave.

Because she said please, and meant it, and I wrote it down.
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