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Chapter 1

Tonight, our apartment is a field of chess pieces, the stage set for a dinner party that will, in theory, elevate us both. Or, more specifically, it will elevate me, and Nate will try not to become the punchline.

He’s out there now, a human embodiment of entropy in khakis and a noncommittal button-down, fiddling with LED candles and checking his watch against his phone. From the bathroom, I hear the thud of a chair leg against tile, then the meek shuffle as he tries to right it before I notice.

I finish applying mascara in a single, unbroken sweep. My hand is steady. I look myself in the eyes: green on green, a predator’s gaze.

“Nate?” My voice, through the cracked bathroom door, is warm and a little distracted. It’s how he likes it. I exit and stand in the hallway, letting him come to me.

“Yeah?” He’s there, holding a can of seltzer with a paper towel clutched around it, so it won’t sweat onto the counter. His jaw looks sharp today, nervousness hollowing out the last vestiges of baby fat. He glances at me, then at the floor.

I cross the room, slow enough to let him watch. My new dress is teal. Expensive, because Nate’s bonus was better than expected, and flattering, because he will need the incentive to keep his hands off me until after our guests leave. I stop a foot away from him, angle my hips, and smile.

“Table’s set?” I ask.

He nods, runs a hand through his hair. “Just, uh, checking the, um, ambient lighting. And the playlist.” He gestures weakly to his laptop, where a spreadsheet is open behind the Spotify tab.

“Good,” I say, and rest a palm on his chest, just long enough to feel his heart skitter. “You remembered to chill the dessert?”

A flash of panic. “I… I’ll do that now.”

He moves too quickly, nearly knocking over the seltzer. I watch him open the fridge and slide the glass ramekins onto a shelf. The light from the fridge makes the inside of his ear glow pink. I want to bite it, but I don’t.

“Nate, honey.” I keep my voice at its softest frequency, the one that makes people want to prove themselves to me. “You’ve done enough. Go sit for a minute. I’ll finish up.”

He gives me a look, a mixture of gratitude and wounded pride, then retreats to the couch and starts arranging throw pillows into geometric patterns. I move through the kitchen, double-checking every detail. Forks are set at the precise angle I favor; napkins folded into crisp triangles; lemon water poured, but not so full that condensation will bead onto the tablecloth.

The first guest is early, of course. Hannah, who is always punctual and a little eager, is here, and she is wearing something that looks like she took it from a West Elm display.

“Kelly! God, you look amazing,” she says. She means it, because she always means it, and I accept the compliment like a benediction.

“You too, Hannah. Please come in.” I gesture toward the living room. “Nate’s just decompressing. Rough day at work.”

She slides her shoes off and pads inside, dropping her purse on the shoe rack without looking. Her confidence is a performance, but I respect the effort.

Within ten minutes, the apartment fills: Drew, from Nate’s department, with his fiancée in a clashing floral dress; Lila and Jordan, our neighbors from down the hall, fresh from some trendy ramen place. I orchestrate the introductions, seating arrangements, and preliminary topics like a conductor. Every time Nate tries to contribute, he swerves into the wrong lane. He tells a joke about regional tax codes. Silence. I rescue him with a quip about the IRS being the only government agency that actively tries to ruin Christmas.

It lands. Lila laughs; Jordan snorts seltzer. Nate flashes me a grateful look. I almost winked at him.

After the first course, I gather plates with Hannah. She watches me, curious.

“You always seem so… in control,” she says.

I smile as though someone caught me out. “It’s an illusion. You should see me at 7am. Total chaos.”

She doesn’t believe me, but she wants to.

In the dining room, Nate attempts to pour water for Drew’s fiancée, but his hand slips on the condensation, and a neat stream splashes onto the runner. He freezes, eyes wide, as if someone might grade him on how quickly he reacts.

“Honey, let me help you with that before you drop it again.” I take the pitcher gently, guiding his hand to the glass. The table laughs, thinking it’s a joke. Nate blushes. He nods and sits, folding his hands in his lap.

Between courses, I tell stories. Anecdotes from consulting, tales of client disasters barely disguised enough for plausible deniability. I punctuate my sentences with touches: a hand on Hannah’s forearm, a nudge to Jordan’s shoulder when he exaggerates the size of his new grill. I ignore Nate unless I need to direct attention away from one of his conversational dead ends.

He tries, of course. He tries so hard, and it’s almost sweet. But he overshoots every time: too eager, too eager to please, too… much. When the entrée is served, he brags about how I “tested four versions before settling on this one.” The table turns to me, expecting a laugh, but I just nod, serene.

“He’s not wrong,” I say. “Nate’s the reason I didn’t serve you the prototype with the burnt garlic crust. I’m still learning how to host properly, but he’s a great beta-tester.” I ruffle his hair, just a touch, and the table laughs again.

Nate glances at me, unsure. The joke lands, but he’s not sure on whom.

Dessert is smooth. There’s no way to botch pre-plated panna cotta. Afterward, we linger on the couch, guests clustered in close, drinks in hand. Conversation blurs; Lila tells a story about her childhood ferret; Drew gets animated about a recent audit.

I see Hannah look at Nate, then me, then back. She’s clocking the rhythm.

By eleven, the party fractures and drifts out the door, polite hugs and effusive “Let’s do this again.” The moment the door closes, my smile evaporates. I left the glasses for a minute, letting the residue of laughter dissolve in the silence.

Nate stands by the sink, back to me, rinsing plates. I walk up behind him and touch his shoulder.

“Did I do something wrong?” he says, not turning around.

I lean against the counter, arms folded. “You did fine, Nate. But you need to stop apologizing for yourself. You gave Drew the full audit report, and he still didn’t understand you.”

He sets a plate down. “I just—”

“No, listen.” I tilt his chin up so he has to look me in the eye. “You’re smart, but you don’t know how to be interesting. You need to learn to be memorable.” I pick up a plate, wipe it dry, and set it aside. “Otherwise, you’re just… a placeholder.”

He swallows hard. “I’m trying, Kel.”

“I know.” I kiss him, brief and softly, then step away. “You’re still learning. That’s why I’m here.”

He nods, defeated, and returns to the dishes. I leave him there, surrounded by the detritus of a perfect night, and go to the bedroom to plan my wardrobe for tomorrow.

He’ll stay in the kitchen, replaying every moment until it shines with the possibility of improvement. That’s what I love about him. He never stops trying, even when he’s already lost.

#

The post-party calm is where the performance ends and the actual game begins. The bedroom is quiet except for the soft hum of the humidifier and the drone of traffic twelve floors below. I sit at my vanity, removing the last residue of mascara. The chair holds my folded dress. I stare at my face for a long time, looking for something: a flaw, a new line, a hint of softness. There’s nothing.

Nate slips in behind me, already in his boxers, his shoulders hunched as if trying to fold himself out of existence. He hovers at the edge of the bed, clutching his phone and pretending to check tomorrow’s weather. He glances at me in the mirror, then away.

I unhook my bra and toss it into the hamper, watching him sidelong. He doesn’t make a move, just sits and waits for direction. If he thinks I’m angry, he’s smart enough not to ask. If he thinks I’m not, he’s stupid.

I stand and move to the bed, sliding under the covers. “Are you going to brush your teeth?” I ask, not unkindly.

He startles. “Oh, uh, yeah. I—yeah, right.” He stumbles to the bathroom, and I hear the electric whine of his toothbrush, louder than usual.

When he returns, I’m on my back, staring at the ceiling, the sheet pulled to my ribs. He crawls in next to me, careful not to let his skin touch mine without permission.

“Nate?” I say, still ceilingward.

“Yeah?”

I roll onto my side, facing him. “Come here.”

His relief is obvious. He scoots over, slips an arm around me, and kisses my forehead. The gesture is sweet, so I let it land. Then I turn to him, pull him closer, and kiss him on the lips. He’s surprised, but recovers, his mouth tentative and searching.

“Relax,” I whisper, biting his bottom lip just enough to set the tone.

I push him back, rolling him onto his spine, and slide on top. My hands press his wrists into the mattress, not roughly, but firmly enough that he won’t mistake who’s in charge. He gasps, his cock already hard against my thigh, which is almost pathetic.

I lower myself onto him in one smooth motion. He shudders, eyes wide, hands flexing under my grip.

“Don’t finish yet,” I say, because I know he might.

He nods, sweating already.

I ride him with a precision I honed years ago: slow at first, squeezing at the right intervals, clenching and relaxing to drive a lesser man insane. Nate’s not lesser, but he’s not strong, either. He lasts maybe a minute before I feel him tensing.

“Kel” he gasps, and then it’s over. He jerks, mouth open, head thrown back.

I don’t stop moving right away. I milked it out of him, watching his face turn from rapture to embarrassment in real time. He goes limp, breathing as if he ran a marathon.

I climb off and sit upright, pulling the sheet with me. “Well. That was fast,” I say, flat.

He blinks, struggling to come back to reality. “I’m sorry. I just — you looked so..”

“Don’t.” I raise a hand. “You don’t have to explain. It’s not like it’s the first time.”

He sits up, the sheet pooling at his lap, and looks at me. He looks small. “Does it bother you?”

I laugh, but there’s no humor in it. “Of course it bothers me, Nate. What woman wants to feel like a fleshlight with a heartbeat?”

He opens his mouth to protest, but I wave him off.

“Here’s the thing,” I say, shifting to the edge of the bed. “You’re smart. You’re kind. You’re loyal. But in bed, you’re like a wind-up toy—good for ten seconds, then you fall over.”

His face crumples. He tries to catch my hand, but I slide it away.

“It’s not just tonight,” I continue. “It’s… all the time. You try so hard, but it’s like you’re not even in your body half the time. You just want to get it over with.”

He shakes his head. “No. That’s not.. I want to please you. I do.”

I sigh. “Wanting and doing aren’t the same thing. You finish in under a minute, and then you go straight to guilt mode. You don’t even try to make me come anymore.”

He is quiet for a long moment. Then, quietly: “You never told me. I thought you just weren’t into it.”

I laugh again, this time harsher. “You thought I didn’t want to have sex with you?”

He nods, not meeting my eyes.

I crawl back across the bed, take his chin in my hand, and make him look at me. “I love you, Nate. But I need more.”

He stares at me, searching my face for a reprieve.

“We need to do something about this,” I say. “Because I will not spend the next thirty years faking orgasms for your sake.”

He looks so wounded that, for a split second, I almost soften. Instead, I fold my arms.

“What do you mean?” he whispers.

“I mean, we need to try something else,” I say. “Something outside the box.”

He is silent, processing.

“You want… therapy?” he offers, hopeful.

I smirk. “Therapy can’t fix biology. We’ve read the books, tried the tricks. You aren’t built that way, and I can’t pretend I don’t care.

He closes his eyes. “So what then?”

I take a deep breath. “We open up the marriage.”

He stares at me. “You want to cheat on me?”

I shake my head, patient. “Not cheat. Consensual. Structured. I get what I need, you get to not feel you’re failing me.”

He looks horrified. “I… don’t want to lose you.”

“You won’t,” I say, softer now. “If you say no, I’ll drop it. But I’ll resent you, and you’ll know it, and we’ll rot from the inside out.”

He looks at his hands. “What if you find someone better?”

I laugh, genuinely this time. “There’s no one better than you, Nate. Just… some things you can’t provide. It’s not a contest.”

He is trembling, but not from fear, but from the exhaustion of trying to hold me. I slide closer and kiss his forehead. “You can say no,” I whisper.

He shakes his head. “No. I’ll do it. For you.”

I nod, victorious but not cruelly. “It’ll be okay. I’ll make sure of it.”

He looks at me, a strange mix of relief and shame in his eyes.

“Tomorrow,” I say. “We’ll talk details. For now, just sleep.”

He curls onto my side, desperate for contact. I let him. I even stroked his hair.

I am already making lists, drawing up strategies, searching for the exact right way to win. There is always a way. You just have to look harder than anyone else.

#

I believe in measurement. You can break down every complex problem into units, metrics, and KPIs. You can count even the intangible if you look at it the right way.

Morning sunlight slices the bedroom into two halves: one side in sharp, icy blue, the other washed in gold. I wake before Nate, of course, and lie still for a few minutes, letting my mind run the numbers. Last night, we crossed a threshold. I feel a strange, delicious calm, like the air after a thunderstorm.

Nate is curled away from me, breathing shallowly. His posture, with his fists balled under his chin, makes him look much younger than thirty-two. I watch him for a moment, considering whether to let him sleep or wake him and get this over with.

I slip out of bed and move to the closet, where I keep a shoebox labeled “Vacation Receipts.” Inside are two glass jars, the kind they sell at Target for people who think minimalism is a personality. I dust them off with the hem of my t-shirt and set them on the dresser, precisely aligned.

Nate stirs, groggy. He sits up, hair sticking straight up, eyes squinting at the sunlight.

“Is it time?” he asks, voice hoarse.

I smile, gentle. “Not if you’re not ready.”

He pulls the covers around his waist, staring at the jars. “What’s that for?”

I sit on the edge of the bed and pat the spot beside me. He slides over, tentative, still wary after last night.

“This is how we’ll track progress,” I say. “Every time I’m satisfied by someone, a bead goes in their jar. Every time you satisfy me, a bead goes in yours.”

He stares at the jars, then at me, uncomprehending. “Beads?”

I open the drawer and produce a Ziploc bag of glass beads: half are white, half are a deep sapphire blue. I drop a single white bead into the jar labeled “Nate.” It makes a sharp clink against the glass.

“This is for last night. You get credit for effort.”

He blushes, a flush creeping up his neck. “What about the other jar?”

I look him in the eye, unwavering. “That will be for anyone else. Only if they actually satisfy me.”

He nods, throat working. “Do I get to see?”

“Of course,” I say. “Transparency is key. We’ll review at the end of each month.”

He glances at the beads, then away. I can see the humiliation etched on his face, but also something else - relief. The rules are clear; the contest is defined.

We go through the motions of breakfast in silence. He makes his usual oatmeal, methodical, stirring with small precise movements. I watch him over the rim of my mug.

Afterward, I retrieve my laptop and sit at the kitchen table. “Ready?” I ask.

He hesitates. “For what?”

I tap the keyboard. “Profile creation. Step one.”

He swallows, sits across from me. I open a new incognito window and navigate to the site. My fingers move quickly, filling in name, email, zip code. I pause at “Describe yourself in 200 characters or fewer.”

I look up at him. “How would you describe me?”

He shifts, uncertain. “You’re… smart. Driven. Beautiful.”

I type “Smart, driven, and beautiful,” then delete it. “Not memorable enough,” I say. I type, “Ambitious consultant with a taste for the finer things—and men who know what they want. Looking for a challenge, not charity.”

I glance at him. “Too aggressive?”

He shakes his head. “No. It sounds like you.”

I uploaded a photo. “Which do you like better?” I show him one of me in a power suit, legs crossed at a conference table, and one from a yoga retreat in Bali—tight sports bra, abs sharp as glass.

He considers. “The suit. It’s more you.”

I nod, but use both.

As I fill in preferences and stats, he reads over my shoulder. “Are you really going to -”

“Yes,” I say, not bothering to soften it. “But we’ll go slow. Screening only at first.”

He looks at the jars, the beads, the screen, then at me.

“Do I get to,” he hesitates, “pick, too?”

I shake my head. “You don’t have the same need. You know that.”

He opens his mouth, then closes it again. I can see him weighing the humiliation against the relief of not being required to compete. In the end, he nods.

“Who’s going to be first?” he asks.

I grin, wolfish. “We’ll let the beads decide.”

I finish the profile, double-check for errors, and click “Create.” The confirmation page loads, fireworks animation and all.

I close the laptop with a snap and return to the bedroom. I pick up the jar with Nate’s single bead and shake it gently. The bead jumps into the empty glass, lonely and loud.

I set it back on the dresser, right next to its empty sibling.

Nate stands in the doorway, watching.

I look at him and feel a strange affection, sharper than pity, cleaner than love.

“It’s just math,” I say.

He nods, accepting the equation. An accountant is what he is, after all. He understands numbers.

I kiss his cheek, then walk away.

He stands, staring at the jars, as if waiting for the glass to fill itself.


Chapter 2

In my experience, first impressions are not just a matter of surface; they are architecture. Every angle, every line, every deliberate flaw constructs a narrative that either compels or repels. I build myself tonight with the meticulousness of a watchmaker. My dress is black, geometric, the fabric conforming to my body so closely it could be a dare. I engineered my makeup: precise lines, a single muted sweep of color, and lips the exact shade of arterial red. In the mirror, I see a woman who eats uncertainty for breakfast.

I finish a last pass on my hair: shoulder-length, straight, parted cleanly, not a wisp out of formation. I step back, head to toe, assessing for asymmetry, for softness. There is none. This is not armor; this is artillery.

Out in the living room, Nate hovers near the kitchen island, a drinking glass between his palms. He’s dressed up, but for him that means ironed jeans and a shirt with buttons. His posture is a question mark. He glances up at me, then away, as if the sight of me is more than he signed up for.

I cross the room and take the glass from his hands. “You’re going to break it if you keep squeezing like that,” I say, smiling in a way that’s meant to soothe, not sting. He lets go. His knuckles are white.

“You look amazing,” he says, but his tone is more eulogy than compliment.

I set the glass down and kiss him on the cheek. Soft, maternal, not what he wants. “Remember our deal,” I whisper. “I’ll tell you everything when I get back.”

He nods, but his eyes plead for an escape clause. I straighten his collar. “You’ll be fine,” I say. “We’ll both be fine.”

He gives a small, miserable smile. His hands fidget with the hem of his shirt. I think for a second that he might cry, but Nate’s pathology is to absorb pain, not expel it. He’ll metabolize this into something useful, or at least survivable.

I sling my bag over my shoulder and slip on heels. Three inches, patent, an exact match for the dress. The elevator ride down is an exercise in stillness; I catch my reflection in the brushed steel and try to see myself through Jake Sullivan’s eyes. Would he see the calculation? Or just the effect?

The Uber is on time, which I appreciate, but the driver attempts small talk. I kill it gently, watching the city whip past in blurs of neon and sodium vapor. I arrived at the lounge four minutes early. Never first, never last.

The venue is all dark glass and gold trim, the place that wants to be exclusive but can’t resist showing off. I glide past the hostess - a girl so brittle she might shatter if I looked directly at her, and I scan the bar. Jake is already there.

He is taller than I recall from his profile; tall that recalibrates a room, forces people to orbit him. He’s in a charcoal suit, tieless, shirt open at the throat, with a clean diagonal scar above his right eyebrow. His hair is short, blond, perfectly indifferent. When he sees me, he stands.

I register the stance. With his shoulders back, one hand in his pocket, the other lightly cupping his glass, I know instantly that he’s a problem. Not in the way of most men, who flail and grasp and try to fix you; Jake is a problem like a locked safe, or a loaded gun.

He doesn’t waste time on compliments. “Kelly Greene, as advertised.” He grins, and it’s both a greeting and a challenge.

I match his energy. “Jake Sullivan. You’re punctual.”

“I like to know what I’m getting into.” He gestures to the empty seat beside him. “Drink?”

I slide in, careful to align my knees, ankles crossed, hands visible. I want him to see the composure, but I want him to see the legs, too.

“I went with classic,” he says. “You strike me as a purist.”

“I appreciate decisiveness,” I reply. He clinks his glass against mine.

The conversation is frictionless at first: work, mutual acquaintances, the baroque idiocy of management consulting. Jake is sharper than most men I’ve met in this context; he asks questions that are traps, not invitations, and he listens to my answers as if weighing them for sale by the ounce.

His hand settles on my knee, just above the hem of my dress. He doesn’t squeeze or grope; it’s a claim, not a plea. He watches my face for a reaction. I give him nothing but a slight upward quirk of an eyebrow.

“Do you do this often?” he asks, voice lower now.

I shrug just enough to show my collarbones. “Do what?”

“Test the market.”

I let his hand linger, warmth seeping through the thin fabric. “I’m not looking for a replacement. Just… additive manufacturing.”

He grins, but his eyes don’t smile. “That’s corporate speak for ‘I want to fuck and not get emotionally entangled.’”

I let the silence answer. He takes a sip and leans closer, his mouth inches from my ear.

“Do you always tell your husband before you go out?” he whispers.

This is the actual test, the move most men won’t attempt. “Always,” I say, steadily.

“Does he know what’s going to happen tonight?”

I meet his gaze, unblinking. “He wants details.”

Jake laughs, not unkindly. “You’re full disclosure. I respect that.”

He moves his hand higher, sliding up my thigh. My pulse betrays me as I feel it jump hard in my neck.

I reach down and stop him just before he reaches the split in the dress. I don’t remove his hand, just hold it there. “Not here,” I say.

He leans back, accepting the boundary, but not withdrawing. “You like control,” he observes.

I nod. “I like clarity. Knowing the rules is what I like.

He grins wider. “You’re going to hate me, then. Does he know you’re with someone bigger?”

He says it with a calmness that tells me this is not a question; it’s an assertion.

“Statistically likely,” I say. “But I don’t think he’s obsessed with the metrics.”

Jake laughs, but there’s an edge now, something predatory. “That’s generous. Every man’s obsessed with the metrics.”

I lean in, lowering my voice. “Is this a numbers game for you, Jake? Or do you want to win?”

He smiles, and this time the eyes join in. “Why not both?”

He moves his hand again, this time sliding his fingers between my knees. I let them part just enough. His touch is firm, but not urgent. He’s mapping the terrain.

“I can feel you,” he murmurs, low enough that only I can hear. “You’re already wet.”

He’s not wrong, but I don’t give him the satisfaction of an answer. Instead, I take his wrist and guide his hand higher. “If you’re going to play,” I say, “don’t be subtle about it.”

He moves fast, his fingers pressing through the silk of my underwear. He’s skilled, practiced. I grip the edge of the table, nails digging into the polished wood. The room around us blurs, noise receding.

He leans in. “I want you to get on your knees for me,” he says, clear, as if reciting an agenda item. “Right now.”

I hesitate, not from fear, but because I want to see what he does with resistance.

I glance around. The restaurant is full, but not crowded. No one’s looking directly at us; or, if they are, they’re smart enough to pretend not to.

I turn to face him, legs open under the bar. “Why?”

Jake doesn’t blink. “Because you need it.”

He slides his hand out from under my dress and raises it to his mouth, sucking his own fingers with an exaggerated slowness. Then he stands, motions for me to follow.

I rise, heart thumping in my throat. I want to resist, but I want him more.

He leads the way, casual but purposeful, to the back of the lounge. The restrooms are labeled “His” and “Hers.” He chooses “His” and opens the door, looking back to make sure I follow.

Inside, it’s empty and immaculate. No attendants, no witnesses. He locks the door behind me.

“On your knees,” he repeats, voice absolute.

I kneel; the tile is cold even through the thin layer of my stockings. Jake unbuckles his belt, the metal clink echoing in the small room. He pulls down his pants and boxers in one movement, revealing a cock that matches his personality: big, aggressive, and impossible to ignore.

He strokes it once, slowly, then guides it to my lips. “Open.”

I do. Testing, he slides in but not completely. He tastes of sweat and salt. He grips my hair—easy, just enough to control the pace.

“Good girl,” he says, and something inside me cracks open. I relax my jaw, take him deeper, let him set the rhythm. He fucks my mouth like he means it, but never loses control. He watches my face, my eyes, the whole time.

I reach up and stroke his balls, cupping them gently. He hisses, a quick intake of breath.

“You like this,” he says, and it’s not a question.

I nod, mouth full, tongue working the underside of his cock.

He pulls out suddenly, gripping my chin. “Not yet. Stand up.”

I rise, shaky, and he turns me around, bending me over the sink. He hikes up my dress, tears down my panties, and runs a hand over my ass.

“You’re soaking,” he says, and I can hear the satisfaction in his voice.

With a slow, relentless thrust, he lines up behind me and pushes in. He’s thick, the stretch bordering on painful, but I take it. He fucks me hard, hands braced on my hips, my face pressed against the mirror. I watch my expression as he uses me—mouth open, eyes wild. I look alive.

He lasts, which is impressive, but I suspect he’s holding back. I reach between my legs and rub my clit fast, needing to get there before he does. He notices, and his hand replaces mine—rough, merciless, perfect.

I come with a shudder, knees almost giving way. He finishes seconds after, spilling inside me, biting down on my shoulder hard enough to leave a mark.

We catch our breath in silence. He pulls out, tucks himself away, and helps me straighten my dress. He kisses me softly this time, and I taste myself on his lips.

“Round two next week?” He says, like he’s scheduling a meeting.

I nod, and we leave separately. I walk out first, head high, eyes bright. The hostess gives me a look, but says nothing. I texted Nate a single word: Home.

In the Uber back, I adjust my dress, run fingers through my hair, and check the mirror. There is a smudge of lipstick at the corner of my mouth, a line of red at my collarbone where Jake bit me. I touch it, smiling.

For the first time in years, I feel like I’m not just performing for the world. I’m performing for myself.

#

I let myself into the apartment quietly, not because I expect Nate to be asleep, but because I want to catch him off guard. Shadows fill the entryway. The TV is on mute. He wears the same clothes as before, but his shirt is rumpled and the fly of his jeans tents just enough to notice.

He looks up when I come in, blinking fast as if emerging from anesthesia. His face is pale, but his ears are a violent red. He takes in my appearance: the half-faded lipstick, the line of mascara just barely smeared at the corner of one eye, the black dress now slightly wrinkled across my hips.

“Hey,” he says, voice hoarse.

I slip out of my heels and set my bag on the table. My feet ache, but I savor the pain as it makes the whole evening more tangible, less like a dream I might forget by morning.

Nate stands too quickly and then hesitates in the doorway, like he doesn’t know if he’s allowed to approach me.

I close the distance. “Did you wait up?”

He nods, then shakes his head, then shrugs. “I couldn’t sleep. I tried.”

I move past him, brushing my hand lightly along his arm, and settle onto the edge of the couch. “Sit,” I say, patting the cushion beside me.

He obeys, perching at the edge, hands on his knees. His eyes dart between my face and my legs, as if searching for the story in bruises or fingerprints.

“Do you want to hear about it?” I ask, voice soft.

Nate swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “Yes.”

I cross my legs, letting the hem ride up a little, and turn toward him. Jake’s cologne and something primal, lingers on my skin. I don’t mask it.

“He was waiting for me at the bar. He stood when I walked in.” I keep my eyes on Nate, watching the way his breathing speeds up. “He didn’t compliment me right away. He just… looked at me. Like he was trying to decide what to do first.”

Nate’s hands tighten on his knees, knuckles blanching.

“We talked. He asked about you. I told him the arrangement.” I tilt my head, letting my hair fall to one side. “He asked if you knew he was bigger.”

Nate’s face burns.

I press on. “He touched me under the table. First my knee, then higher. He was confident. He didn’t ask permission.”

Nate’s gaze drops to the floor. I reach out and take his hand, guiding it to my thigh, exactly where Jake’s had been. “You can touch,” I say. “It’s okay.”

He strokes the inside of my leg, trembling.

“Do you want the details?” I ask.

He nods, mute.

I describe the bathroom: the cold tile, the way Jake locked the door behind me, the sound of his belt unbuckling. I tell Nate about the way Jake filled my mouth, the way he took his time, the way he made me kneel and told me exactly what to do.

I watch Nate’s face as I speak. Every word is a blow; every description lands. But he doesn’t look away.

“He fucked me over the sink,” I say, my voice clinical. The question of pain didn’t occur to him. He just did it. And I wanted him to.”

Nate’s eyes are enormous, dark with humiliation and something else.

“He made me come. Twice.” I let that hang in the air.

I slide his hand higher, guiding him between my legs. “You want to feel?”

He nods, and I let him.

After a moment, I pull back, standing. I reach into my purse and extract a single blue bead, heavy and perfect. I walk to the bedroom, with Nate trailing after, and place it into the empty jar on the dresser.

It makes a sound like a sharp, crystalline clink that echoes in the silence.

Nate stands at the threshold, unsure if he’s allowed in.

I turn and face him. “That’s just the beginning,” I say, voice level. I run my fingers along his jaw, gentle but unyielding. “Next time, you’ll get to see for yourself.”

He nods, eyes shining with a mixture of agony and worship.

I undress slowly, letting him watch. Then I climb into bed, pull the covers up, and pat the mattress beside me. When he crawls in, I hold him, stroking his hair until he stops shaking.

He clings to me all night, as if afraid I’ll disappear. In the darkness, I feel his cock pressing against my thigh, hard and desperate, but he doesn’t make a move. He knows he’s not allowed.

He is learning the rules. He is learning to want the wanting.

#

If you want to break a man, start with the little things. Change his breakfast routine, reassign his seat at the dinner table, make him wear something that isn’t his idea of himself. Do it with love, do it with logic, and he’ll never see the cracks forming.

I begin preparations for tonight’s dinner the way a general sets up a siege. Grocery list cross-referenced, table set two hours ahead, wine decanted and labeled for optimal serving temperature. I choose Nate’s outfit with deliberation: the pale blue shirt that washes out his skin, khakis that look pedestrian but have just enough stretch not to split if he bends the wrong way. I iron everything myself, pressing creases with punitive force.

When he emerges from the bedroom, blinking, I hold the clothes up and give him a smile that says there’s no room for negotiation. “Try these,” I say.

He doesn’t argue. Not anymore.

In the kitchen, I review the menu with Nate like a teacher prepping a student for a debate he cannot win. “The beet salad first, then the duck. Remember to sprinkle the micro greens just before serving. Don’t overfill Jake’s glass. He likes to savor.”

Nate nods, absorbing every note, eyes downcast.

I place a hand on his shoulder, steadying him . “You’re the host tonight. But Jake is the guest of honor. We make him feel welcome. Understood?”

Nate mumbles an assent.

I step back, surveying the scene. “Good. Now, set the table.”

I move to the bathroom to check my makeup. The smudges from last night are long gone; tonight, I go for a softer look—nude lips, a hint of blush, hair loose but contained with a tortoiseshell pin. The dress is wine-red, form-fitting, but not vulgar. I want to look expensive, but also edible.

By six, everything is in place. Nate makes sure every beet cube is geometrically arrayed when he arranges the salad. He wipes his hands on a towel compulsively. I watch him, amused.

At 6:07, Jake texts: Early. I let him up. A calculated breach of etiquette, but I admire the move.

The doorbell chimes, and I feel Nate stiffen, all the way from the kitchen. I answer, smiling wide.

Jake stands in the hallway with a bottle of single malt in hand and the casual authority that makes doormen nod without knowing why. His suit is navy, tailored, shirt open just enough to suggest immodesty. He steps in, takes in the apartment, and then me.

He doesn’t hesitate. He kisses me, slow and deeply, one hand at the base of my skull. I let him, opening up just enough for Nate to see from the kitchen.

“Good to see you, Kelly,” Jake says, voice carrying.

“Likewise,” I reply, breathy. “Come in. Let me take your coat.”

Nate hovers, then edges forward, hands wringing the towel. Jake extends a hand, and Nate takes it, almost wincing at the firmness.

“Jake Sullivan,” he says, teeth gleaming. “Thanks for having me.”

Nate mutters something, and can’t hold the gaze.

I usher Jake into the living room, pour him a glass of the whiskey he brought. I sit next to him on the couch, close enough for my thigh to press against his. Nate brings the salad in, arms rigid.

Jake inspects the plate. “Impressive. You do all this yourself, Nate?”

Nate nods.

Jake lifts a forkful, chews thoughtfully. “You’re lucky, Kelly. Most men can’t boil water.”

I laugh, but not at Nate. “He’s a fast learner,” I say, giving Nate a look that could be mistaken for affection.

Nate clears the plates after one course, hands trembling as he stacks them. He returns with the duck, careful not to spill the reduction sauce.

Jake eats with deliberate slowness. “This is excellent,” he says. “My ex couldn’t cook for shit. She burned microwave popcorn.”

Nate smiles, but it’s weak.

Jake sets down his fork, glances at Nate, then me. “So. You guys always do this together?”

“Not always,” I say. “Tonight is special.”

Jake grins. “I feel honored.”

He reaches over and rests a hand on my thigh, fingers splayed possessively. I don’t move away.

Nate catches it, his face tightening.

Jake leans into the discomfort, ramping up. “You know, Kelly’s a hell of a kisser. I mean—wow. Never had anyone set the tone quite like her.”

Nate says nothing. He focuses on pouring more water, but his hand shakes and some dribbles down the side of the glass.

I caught his eye. “It’s okay,” I say, wiping the spill with a napkin. “Accidents happen.”

Jake laughs, then turns to me. “Should I tell him about the bar bathroom?”

I smile, cool and complicit. “Why not? It’s not a secret.”

Jake describes the encounter in lurid detail, but never crass. He talks about the way I knelt, the way I took every inch, how I didn’t gag, how I looked at him the entire time.

I watch Nate as he listens. Nate tries to keep his composure, but his cheeks are mottled, and he breathes shallowly. I see his cock harden under the table, pressing against the cheap khaki.

When Jake finishes the story, he refills his own glass, winking at Nate. “You’re one lucky man, you know. Most guys would kill for a wife like this.”

Nate manages a nod.

Dinner ends and I clear the table, insisting Nate take a break. I lead Jake to the other room and we sit on the couch, talking about business, politics, the kinds of things that make most men peacock but only make Jake more dangerous.

Nate sits in the armchair, across from us, silent.

I reach over and let my hand rest on Jake’s knee, my nails tracing slow lines up his thigh. He leans over and whispers in my ear, low enough that only I hear: “Does he know how wet you are right now?”

I smirk. “He can guess.”

Jake smiles, then louder: “Kelly, why don’t you show your husband how you kiss me?”

I glance at Nate, then lean in and kiss Jake, slow and open, our tongues sliding against each other. I exaggerate it, moaning softly, until Jake pulls me closer and his hand slips under my dress, gripping my ass.

I break the kiss and look at Nate. He’s frozen, eyes locked on us, hands clutching the arms of the chair.

I turn to Jake, whispering, “He’s dying for it.”

Jake grins. “Should we let him watch?”

I nod.

Jake stands and extends a hand to me. I take it. We walk together to the bedroom, leaving Nate in the living room. I pause in the hallway, looking back.

“Nate, come along.”

He obeys.

I open the bedroom door, the lights already set to dim, and Jake pulls me in, spinning me so my back hits the wall. He kisses me hard, his hands roaming everywhere, lifting my dress, exposing my thighs.

I hear Nate enter. He stands uncertain at the edge of the room.

Jake breaks from me and looks at Nate. “Sit,” he commands, gesturing to the ottoman at the foot of the bed.

Nate sits hunched and shaking.

Jake pushes me onto the bed, face down, and yanks my dress over my hips. He spanks me once, hard. I gasp, more in surprise than pain.

“You like that?” he asks.

I nod, cheek pressed to the comforter.

Jake undoes his belt, and I hear the zip of his pants. He pulls my panties down to my knees, exposing my ass, and then thrusts into me, slow at first, then harder. I cry out, arching my back.

I look over my shoulder at Nate. His mouth is open, eyes wide. He can’t look away.

Jake fucks me, relentless, hands gripping my hips like handlebars. Every few thrusts, he slaps my ass, making me yelp. The room fills with the sounds of skin on skin, my ragged breathing, and the creak of the mattress.

Jake pulls out suddenly, flips me onto my back, and pins my wrists above my head. He leans down, biting my collarbone, then slides inside again, deeper this time. I moan, loud, making sure Nate hears every note.

Jake grinds against me, his pelvis mashing my clit with every thrust. I come, legs quivering, toes curling. He fucks me through the orgasm, unrelenting.

Finally, he pulls out and comes across my stomach, the warmth sticky and decadent.

He releases my wrists and stands, breathing hard. He looks at Nate, grinning. “Your turn.”

Nate looks at me, uncertain.

I beckon him. “Come here.”

He crosses to the bed and kneels, not knowing what to do. I take his hand and guide it to my pussy. “Clean me up,” I say.

He bends down and licks me, slowly at first, then more desperately, tasting Jake and me together. I hold his head, grinding against his mouth.

Jake watches from the chair.

When I come again, I'll make sure Jake sees it, hears it.

Afterward, Nate collapses beside me, shuddering. I stroke his hair and whisper, “Good job.”

Jake buttons his pants, and leaves the room with a parting nod. “Same time next week?”

I nod.

He lets himself out.

I hold Nate all night, wiping his tears when they come. In the morning, I’ll dress him in something even less flattering.

He won’t protest. He knows his place now.

And so do I.

#

Dinner is a fait accompli. The air in the apartment is thick with the aftermath of food and anticipation. Jake lounges on the living room couch with one arm stretched along the back, exuding a confidence that is the opposite of showy. Nate floats at the periphery, collecting plates and silverware as if he’s worried one will detonate if not handled properly.

I clear my throat, not to get anyone’s attention, but to assert that I still control the tempo. “Drinks in the living room,” I say, and Jake follows me with a smile that says he already knows the next move.

“Nate,” I call, “can you handle the dishes?”

He nods, eyes on the floor, and retreats to the kitchen. Jake and I settle onto the couch. He’s close but not crowding, his thigh pressed lightly to mine.

Jake’s fingers find my knee and trace lazy circles on the inside of my leg.

“He’s a good guy,” Jake murmurs. “You sure you want to do this to him?”

I look at him, dead in the eye. “He wants this. He just doesn’t know how much yet.”

Jake grins.

Nate finishes his ritual in the kitchen. I hear the clink of plates, the slow, nervous stacking. When he finally appears in the doorway, he’s changed shirts, but the effect is the same: pale, unremarkable, a backdrop for something more interesting.

He hovers, not knowing where to sit.

“Come here,” I say, patting the empty spot next to me.

He obeys, folding himself small. Jake doesn’t move to make room. I watch the chemistry, the repulsion and attraction, the way Nate’s thigh trembles when it brushes against Jake’s.

I rest my hand on Nate’s leg, just above the knee, a familiar gesture. “You know what happens next,” I say, voice low.

He nods, eyes huge and wet.

I lean into Jake and kiss him, slow at first, then urgently. He responds in kind, one hand fisting in my hair, the other sliding under the hem of my dress. He palms my ass, squeezing with proprietary force. I make a point of moaning, loud enough for Nate to hear.

I break the kiss and look at Nate. He’s holding his breath.

I stand straightening my dress. “Bedroom. Both of you.”

Jake rises immediately. Nate hesitates, but when I look back at him, he’s already on his feet.

I led the way, unhurried, letting the tension build with every step.

The bedroom is cool, the sheets freshly laundered. I dim the lights to a level that flatters but reveals everything.

Jake waits at the edge of the bed, watching for a cue. I face Nate and point to the small accent chair in the corner.

“Sit there,” I say. “Don’t move.”

He does, perching on the very edge. He locks his eyes on me, desperate, afraid.

I turn back to Jake, hands at my sides. “Undress me,” I command.

He obliges, starting with the zipper at my back. Slowly, he peels the dress away, letting it slither to the floor. He studies my body, appreciating it in a way Nate never has, as though he’s cataloging assets for future leverage.

He kisses my collarbone, trails his mouth down my chest, takes a nipple between his teeth and bites, hard. I gasp, arching into him.

Jake nuzzles me onto the bed, then kneels, lifting one leg onto his shoulder. He licks me, slow and methodically, holding my hips down as I writhe.

I glance at Nate, who’s transfixed, his hands white-knuckled on the chair arms. He’s so hard it looks painful.

Jake eats me until I’m shaking, then stands, shucking his pants and boxers in one fluid motion. His cock is as thick and intimidating as I remember, and he strokes it slowly, deliberately, making sure Nate sees every inch.

He lines up and pushes inside me, filling me with one brutal thrust. I scream, more for show than from pain, and watch Nate flinch.

Jake fucks me hard, hands gripping my waist, pulling me onto him with each stroke. I lock eyes with Nate as Jake pounds into me, forcing him to watch every second.

“You want to come?” Jake pants.

I nod, and he reaches down, fingers rough against my clit.

I climaxed, shuddering, the orgasm wrenching a sob from my throat.

Jake doesn’t slow. He flips me over, pulls my ass up, and slams back in. I glance over my shoulder at Nate, who is openly touching himself now, unable to resist.

Jake spanks me once, twice, each time harder. I cry out, loving the spectacle, the way it reduces me to sound and sensation.

He pulls out and drags me to the edge of the bed. “Get on your knees,” he orders.

I obey, hands and knees on the mattress, looking back at him. He pushes inside again, deeper this time. He grips my hair, yanking my head back so I have no choice but to look at Nate.

Nate’s eyes are wild. He’s jerking himself off now, frantic.

Jake fucks me, unrelenting, until I come again, this time screaming so loud I know the neighbors will complain.

He pulls out, grips his cock, and comes all over my back, thick ropes spattering my skin. He collapses onto the bed beside me, breathing hard.

I sit up, wiping the cum off my spine with two fingers. I walk over to Nate and kneel between his legs.

“Open your mouth,” I say.

He does. I smear Jake’s cum on his tongue, then kiss him, deep and wet.

Nate moans and comes in his pants, shaking.

I stand, and Jake calls me back to bed with a lazy crook of his finger. I crawl up and curl into his arms, feeling his warmth and the ache between my thighs.

Nate remains in the chair, shivering, spent but unsatisfied.

I let myself drift, my head on Jake’s chest, the sound of his heartbeat a lullaby.

I know this is only the beginning. There are more jars to fill, more nights to orchestrate.

But for now, I am exactly where I want to be: at the center of it all, with every piece in motion.


Chapter 3

Order is not just the skeleton of my life; it is the muscle, sinew, connective tissue. I establish new routines with surgical precision. On the morning of the club visit, I set my alarm for exactly 6:44am—forty-four being a power number, divisible only by itself, two, and eleven. Nate wakes four minutes after me, as he always does, but today I don’t allow him the languor of lying in bed. I want his brain unsettled and twitching with questions.

I shower first. The bathroom is foggy, mirrors beaded, the air sharp with peppermint soap. I leave the door open so he hears the click of the lockbox before he even steps into the hallway.

I’m naked when he enters, towel turbaned around my hair, water running in beads down my back and pooling above the swell of my ass. He hesitates, a study in awkward: pajama shorts tented by morning wood, eyes flinching from my nakedness to the object in my hand.

“Do you know what this is?” I ask, not turning to face him, but letting him see the device from the side.

He swallows. “A… chastity thing?”

I smile. “Very good. It’s called a Vice Mini.” I turn now, holding it out like a rare artifact. “It’s custom-fit. I had to estimate your measurements, but we’ll see how close I got.”

He flinches, but his cock jumps beneath the thin cotton. He isn’t sure whether to be terrified or turned on, and I like him best this way.

“Drop your shorts,” I say, soft, but not gentle.

He does, revealing himself fully. He is already semi-hard, which will make fitting the device more… challenging. I kneel on the bathmat, ignoring the chill, and set about my work.

The Vice is medical-grade polycarbonate, matte black with a nearly obscene attention to ergonomics. I slide the base ring around his balls, stretching the skin until it snaps into place, then guide his cock into the tube. It resists, but I’m persistent.

“Breathe out,” I instruct.

He exhales, and I push the device home. There’s a click as it locks. I palm the small padlock, holding it between thumb and forefinger.

“From now on, you’ll remain locked unless I decide otherwise.” I click the lock closed, then dangle the key from a chain around my neck, letting it rest just above my sternum. “Any questions?”

He shakes his head, but I want him to speak.

“Say it,” I command.

He licks his lips. “I’ll stay locked unless you unlock me.”

“Good boy.”

He is breathing fast, face flushed. I stand, look down at him, and stroke his hair once. The movement is more dominance than affection. His cock tries to harden but can’t, forced downward in a plastic prison.

I dry off, then dress for work—today, a navy sheath dress and nude heels, nothing overt but devastating in the details. Nate dresses, too, but I select his shirt and pants: a pale yellow oxford that makes his skin sallow, and a pair of khakis with no give in the waistband. He looks miserable, but says nothing.

Over breakfast, I set out a folder. The label is “New Rules—Read & Sign.” He stares at it, unmoving.

“Go ahead,” I say, voice even. “We’ll go over each rule, and you’ll repeat them back to me.”

He opens the folder with trembling hands.

Rule 1: No touching yourself without explicit permission.

Rule 2: The chastity device will remain on at all times unless instructed otherwise.

Rule 3: When with others, you will defer to my authority completely.

Rule 4: All infractions will be recorded and reviewed weekly.

Rule 5: At the club, you will address me as ‘Ma’am’ or ‘Mistress’.

Rule 6: You will be present for all encounters unless excused.

I sip my coffee, waiting.

He recites them, voice shaking. “No touching myself without permission. Chastity stays on unless you say. I defer to your authority. Infractions recorded and reviewed. Address you as Ma’am or Mistress at the club. I have to be there for everything.”

“Perfect,” I say, then add, “Initial by each line.”

He does, the pen wobbling slightly in his grasp. When he’s done, I sign the bottom in bold, assertive script.

“You’re getting good at this,” I say, and mean it.

He manages a smile, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. I take his chin and tilt it up, forcing him to meet my gaze.

“Tonight will be hard for you,” I say. “You’ll want to break the rules. But I need you to be strong.”

He nods fiercely.

“Say it.”

“I’ll be strong, Ma’am.”

“There’s my Nate.”

He flushes, the humiliation and pride wrestling for space in his chest.

I finish my coffee and stand. “Let’s review your appearance.”

He follows me to the bedroom, where I’ve set up a full-length mirror. I make him strip to his underwear, then stand hands at his sides while I examine him.

“You look good,” I say. “But you need to lose the body hair. All of it.”

He blanches, but doesn’t argue. I hand him a new razor and a can of shave gel. “Bathroom. Now.”

He goes, and I hear the shower start a moment later.

While he’s busy, I check my own prep in the mirror. I select tonight’s outfit: a black leather bodysuit, zippered front, high-cut at the hips, paired with sheer black stockings and tall boots. Over it, a trench coat to maintain plausible deniability until we get inside the club.

I practice my look: cold, severe, a woman for whom ‘enough’ is never enough. I try a few smiles. They all read as warnings.

Nate returns, red and blotchy but perfectly smooth. I admire the results, then dress him: black jeans, slim-fit, a crisp white tee, and a thin leather collar. Nothing over-the-top—just enough to mark him as belonging to someone.

I adjust the collar, making sure the ring at the front is centered. “Perfect,” I say. “Ready?”

He nods, voice gone.

We pause at the bedroom door. The bead jars are still on the dresser, side-by-side. His is still alone, one small white bead at the bottom, like the first snowflake in a glassy winter. The other jar is empty, but not for long.

He stares at it, then at me.

“You’ll get another chance,” I say. “But only if you earn it.”

I grab my purse, keys, and the evening’s itinerary. I lead him out, heels clicking a warning down the hall.

At the elevator, I see him glance again at my necklace, the key glinting gold against my skin.

He knows what it means. So do I.

We exit to the garage, two predators in a world of sheep, but only one of us knows who holds the leash.

#

The club is buried in an industrial corridor, faceless at street level but alive on the inside. Metal stairs lead down to a reinforced door, the kind you’d expect on a vault. I buzz, and the red light above the handle scans my face. The lock disengages, and we descend into the dark.

Inside, the air is an algorithm of sweat, leather, and ozone. Everything is black or backlit, the edges of the world rendered in neon: magenta along the floors, blue at the bar, acid green tracing the outlines of exposed ductwork. Before you hear the bass, you feel it, a subsonic pulse in the bones.

Nate hesitates at the threshold, blinking at the light, the noise, the bodies in motion. His hand hovers at my elbow, unsure if he’s allowed contact. I keep my stride measured and predatory, each step drawing eyes.

The room’s population is mostly male, mostly masked or at least half-concealed. Leather, latex, the click of boots and the snap of gloves. A trio of women dominates the far corner: one in an electric-blue corset, another in a full latex catsuit, the third in street clothes and a mouth like a razor. I nod to them, and they nod back with coded greetings and mutual respect.

We move through the crowd. I sense Nate falling behind, overwhelmed by the micro-dramas playing out in every corner: a woman pinning a man to the wall with nothing but her voice; two men, both bare-chested, trading slaps that escalate to body blows and laughter; a girl in a school uniform, walking on all fours, leash held by someone young enough to be her son.

I cut through the crowd to the bar. The bartender, a brick-shaped woman with a shaved head and septum ring, pours a sparkling water into a lowball glass without me asking. “On the house, for the Queen,” she says, loud enough for those nearby to hear.

“Thank you, Jax,” I reply, letting the compliment wash over me.

Nate, still shell-shocked, stands beside me. I signal for a club soda for him. Jax grins. “First-timer?”

I nod. “He’s learning.”

Jax sets the glass down, leans in. “Tonight’s a good night for a demo. Shibari in the North Room at nine. You’ll want to take him.”

“Noted,” I say. “Who’s topping?”

Jax shrugs. “Rumor has it, it’s you.”

I smile, lips barely parting. “We’ll see.”

We move deeper into the space, to a lounge area filled with modular furniture and the hum of not-quite-private conversations. I sink into a curved leather settee, legs crossed, posture radiating don’t-even-try. Nate perches beside me, perched on the very edge.

I scan the room, cataloguing the regulars, the hopefuls, the tourists. I spot a man in a blood-red harness, his body a geometry of muscle and restraint. He watches me with interest, but not expectation. That’s how I know he’s a veteran.

A voice at my shoulder: “Kelly Greene.”

I turn. It’s the woman in the latex catsuit, her eyes ringed with black liner, her lips painted a deep, violent purple.

“Selene,” I say.

She smiles, showing teeth. “You going to do the North Room demo?”

I nod, then glance at Nate. “He’s my project tonight.”

She inspects him, eyes running head-to-toe, predatory but not unkind. “Cute,” she says, as if assessing a puppy. “You keep him in line?”

“Trying,” I reply.

She leans closer, voice a conspiratorial whisper. “Break him early, then rebuild him. It’s the only way they learn.”

She straightens, nods once to Nate, and drifts away.

He turns to me, voice tentative. “Is it always like this?”

I sip my drink, savoring the way the bubbles sting my tongue. “No. Sometimes it gets weird.”

He shivers, but I see the way his thighs squeeze together, the way the cage bulges against his jeans.

At nine sharp, I lead him to the North Room, which is a semi-private alcove partitioned by smoked glass and chrome rails. At the center are a bondage frame, low platform, and an array of rope, clamps, and gags arranged with almost medical precision.

The room fills quickly. Selene takes up a place by the door, arms folded. Others form a rough semicircle, waiting for the show.

I motion to Nate. “You stand here. Watch and learn.”

He obeys, moving to the corner. The crowd murmurs, amused.

The harnessed man from earlier is already in the room, waiting. He’s taller up close, a slab of muscle built for taking orders. His hands are behind his back, and he wears an impassive look.

I approach, circling him once, inspecting. I run a finger along his biceps, then up the line of his jaw. “On your knees,” I command.

He drops, not even with a pause.

“Hands behind your head.”

He does, fingers laced.

I address the room. “Demonstration will begin now.”

I select a coil of crimson rope, silken but strong, and start at the shoulders, lacing his arms tightly to his sides. I narrate as I go: “Single-column tie at the wrists. Double overhand at the elbows. Note the tension. You want it snug, not cutting off circulation.”

I can feel the crowd’s attention shifting. Some are here for technique; most are here to see power exchanged, live and unfiltered.

Nate is spellbound, eyes huge, breath coming fast.

I cinch the rope around the man’s chest, accentuating the curve of his pecs, then bring a length between his legs, pulling it tight against his crotch. He winces, but doesn’t break form.

I lean down, voice low. “You ready for the finale?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” he says, eyes flicking up to meet mine.

I tie off the last knot, then produce a small black paddle from the bench. I test the weight in my hand, then deliver a sharp, calculated smack to his ass. The crack echoes. He grunts, the sound muffled by the crowd’s collective gasp.

I do it again, a shade harder. The red deepens. I notice that Nate, who is transfixed, has forgotten his own predicament.

I kneel behind the man, one arm around his waist, and whisper in his ear: “You want to cum?”

He nods, desperate.

“Not tonight,” I say, loud enough for the room to hear.

The crowd laughs, some in sympathy, some in shared cruelty.

I stroke his cheek, almost tender, then stand and address the onlookers. “And that, friends, is how you tie off a demonstration.”

Polite applause, a few wolf whistles. Selene steps forward, helps untie the man, who sags with relief. He looks up at me, gratitude and humiliation wrestling on his face.

I turn to Nate, who is breathing hard, hands fisted at his sides. He avoids my gaze, but I see the glint of sweat at his hairline.

I walk to him, slow, letting the crowd dissolve around us.

“Did you learn anything?” I ask.

He nods, voice almost lost. “You’re… very good at this.”

I lean close, lips at his ear. “You could be too. If you stop resisting.”

He shudders, the meaning hitting him in stages.

I straighten his collar, smoothing the leather against his neck. “Let’s get some air,” I say, and lead him out, leaving the stranger on his knees, still aching for what I’ve denied him.

We exit into the main room, the music a welcome white noise. Nate follows, silent but alert, his body language rewired in twenty minutes.

I glance down at the key glinting on my chest.

We’re only getting started.

#

The main floor is even more crowded now, the club’s energy shifting from predatory to celebratory as the night heats. I stake out a spot at the bar, the synthetic marble cool under my fingers. Nate stands at my shoulder, nervous and silent, his presence so understated it could be mistaken for absence.

I scan the crowd, searching for my next move.

Carlos Ramirez finds me first. I recognize him from his profile: early thirties, solid frame, the kind of body that comes from competitive rec leagues and never skipping upper body day. His hair is artfully messy, his jawline shaded in designer stubble. His eyes are brown, warm but unblinking. He moves with the calm confidence of someone who has never once hesitated to approach a woman, even in a place like this.

He wedges himself into the open spot at the bar beside me, elbows planted wide, posture open. He smiles—real, not rehearsed.

“Hell of a show in the North Room,” he says.

I tilt my head, feigning surprise. “You watched?”

He shrugs. “Couldn’t not. You command a room. Even the regulars were taking notes.”

His compliment is both a challenge and an invitation. I savor it, then reply: “Most men in here watch. Few understand.”

He laughs deeply and genuinely. “I’m a quick study.”

He gestures at Nate with a nod of the chin. “Are you the assistant, or the audience?”

Nate blushes, looks down.

I answer for him. “He’s my husband. Tonight, he’s learning his place.”

Carlos’s eyebrows rise, but he doesn’t blink. “Is that so?” he asks, voice all velvet.

“It’s a process,” I say.

“You train all your men like that?”

Leaning in, I let my lips brush the rim of my glass. “I don’t have men. I have applicants.”

He grins, delight flaring in his eyes. “I like the interview process.”

I feel the tension in Nate, the way he shrinks under the table. I rest my hand on his thigh, an anchor and a warning.

A motion catches my eye. Tim Jackson, lurking two stools down, profile sharp in the neon blue. He’s the opposite of Carlos: wiry, understated, with a darkness to his features that reads as deliberate rather than default. His gaze is analytical, cataloguing more than craving.

I address him directly. “You watching, or waiting?”

He smiles, slow. “Both. I’m fascinated by the social choreography in places like this. The overt power, the silent consent.”

He chooses his words carefully and measures them. I appreciate the care.

I introduce myself to Carlos and Tim with a nod, not bothering with last names. They offer theirs in turn, the names passing like an encrypted handshake.

“Let me ask,” Carlos says, lowering his voice. “How much of that show was for him,” he jerks his thumb at Nate, “and how much was for you?”

“Eighty-twenty,” I admit. “Tonight was his test. Tomorrow, it’s mine.”

Tim nods, approving. “I’ve always admired the discipline it takes to invert the usual order.”

Nate shifts, uncomfortable. I let him twist.

Carlos’s gaze lingers on the key at my neck. “So, what’s the protocol for… advancement in your program?”

“Performance-based,” I say. “Metrics are everything.”

Carlos’s smile is all teeth. “I love measurable KPI.”

I laugh genuinely. “You’d be surprised at how many people don’t.”

Tim’s eyes glint. “Failure is a more honest teacher than success.”

I sip my drink, weighing them. “You both seem eager.”

Carlos: “I like competition.”

Tim: “I like observation.”

I turn to Nate, addressing him for the first time in the conversation. “What do you think of them?”

He flinches. “They’re… impressive.”

“Would you serve them if I ordered it?”

He hesitates, then nods.

“Say it,” I prompt.

He looks Carlos in the eye. “If Kelly orders it, I’ll do it.”

Carlos’s eyes narrow, curious. “What’s in it for you?”

Nate’s voice is small. “I don’t know. I just… want her to be happy.”

Tim interjects, almost gently: “That’s not weakness. That’s purity.”

Carlos laughs, not mocking. “I’m seeing why she keeps you around.”

Kelly—me—smiles, letting the power settle in the space between us.

I change the subject with surgical skill. “You guys want to make things interesting? I have a system.”

Carlos: “I’m listening.”

I pull the bead jars from my purse, setting them on the bar top. “I track performance here.” Each successful session earns a bead. At the end of the month, we compare results.”

Tim studies the jars, then the beads. “Does size matter?”

I shake my head. “Only intensity.”

Carlos picks up a blue bead, turns it over in his palm. “You’re not afraid to put this out in the open.”

“I like clarity,” I reply.

Carlos sets the bead back, deliberate. “When does the next round begin?”

“Tonight, if you want,” I say.

He glances at Tim. “You in?”

Tim shrugs. “I’ll watch.”

I turn to Nate. “Ready to see what genuine effort looks like?”

He nods, eyes wide.

Carlos stands, offering his hand. I take it and let him squeeze my fingers a little too tight.

Tim follows, keeping a respectful distance. We moved to a back alcove, quieter; the world narrowed to just us.

Carlos sits first, spreading his legs, arms draped over the couch. I perch next to him, Nate at my feet, Tim observing from the other end.

Carlos’s hand finds my knee, squeezes it. I didn’t stop him.

He leans in, whispers: “You enjoy being watched?”

I murmur back: “I enjoy being the reason people can’t look away.”

He grins, then turns me in his lap, kissing me hard, tongue insistent. I open up to him, matching pace. His hands roam to my waist, ass, and up under my shirt. I let him. I want Nate to see exactly what I want.

Tim watches, dark eyes alert. He’s aroused, but controlled; I can see the tension in his jaw.

Carlos moves fast, unzipping, freeing himself, the cock thick and eager. He looks to me for permission.

I nod.

He grips my neck, easy, and positions himself at my mouth. “Open,” he says.

I obey. Familiar weight and salt, he slides in, more practiced than Nate. He fucks my mouth slowly, then deep, until I gag and tears spill down my face. He wipes them away softly.

“You’re good,” he says, voice thick.

I glance at Nate, noticing his clenched fists on his knees.

Tim comments, “There’s an art to presence and absence.”

I smile, lips stretched around Carlos’s cock.

Carlos finishes with a gasp, spilling across my tongue. I swallow, licking him clean.

He kisses me after, tasting himself. “Damn,” he whispers.

I turn to Tim. “Want to try?”

He shakes his head. “I want to see you deny your own pleasure.”

I grin. “I can do that.”

I kneel facing Nate. “Undo me,” I say.

He unzips my bodysuit, exposing my breasts, my stomach, my cunt.

“Touch me,” I command.

He does, slow at first, then with desperate energy. I guide his hand, show him what I want, but when I get close, I push him away.

“Not yet,” I say. “You need to earn it.”

I stand, zip up, leave him aching.

Carlos and Tim watch, both hungry, both understanding exactly what I’ve done.

I gather my things, returning the bead jars to my purse. I turn to Carlos, sliding a card into his hand.

“Message me,” I say.

He grins, pocketing it.

I turn to Tim. “You too.”

He nods.

I led Nate out, leaving the men wanting.

As we climb the stairs to the street, I glance back at him.

“You’re doing well,” I say. “But the competition is getting harder.”

He nods, eyes full of longing and shame.

I kiss his cheek, then the tip of his nose.

“Let’s go home,” I say.

He follows, obedient, the imprint of the night burned into both our skins.

#

The drive home is an experiment in controlled silence. I keep the radio off, letting the hum of the engine and the occasional blip of the turn signal fill the space between us. Nate sits in the passenger seat, body twisted slightly toward the window, his hands folded in his lap.

He is raw, the night’s experiences still unprocessed. I can feel the tension rolling off him in waves; the coiled energy of need and shame and something approaching awe.

I keep my eyes on the road, waiting until the city lights thin and we’re alone on the highway before I speak.

“Do you know why I picked Carlos and Tim?” I ask, voice neutral.

He shakes his head, still staring at the darkness outside.

“Because they’re different. Carlos will test the limits. Tim will make you question everything. You need both if you’re going to get better.”

He nods, absorbing this.

I change lanes, accelerating slightly. “We’re escalating, Nate. The rules are changing.”

He glances at me, hesitant. “How?”

I savor the pause. “You’ll remain locked up for at least two weeks. No requests for release. No negotiation.”

He swallows. “Yes, Ma’am.”

“You will observe every encounter I have. No exceptions.”

His breath catches. “Even -”

“Yes. Even if I’m with both at once.”

He nods, eyes wide.

“You will serve them if I instruct it. Without question.”

A shiver runs through him, but he doesn’t object.

“And from now on, every infraction will add another week.”

He closes his eyes, fighting for composure. “I understand.”

“Say it.”

He opens his eyes, voice trembling. “I’ll do everything you say. No exceptions.”

I let the silence settle again, then reach across and rest my hand on his thigh. My gesture is calculated, not comforting.

“You did well tonight,” I say. The moment wasn’t something you tried to dominate. You didn’t beg.”

He exhales, relief and humiliation colliding in the sound.

“But you watched me too much. Next time, you’ll focus on your own performance, not mine.”

He nods, desperate to please.

I pull off the freeway, threading through side streets until we reach our building. I park, kill the engine, and turn to face him.

“I’m proud of you,” I say, and mean it.

He blushes, not knowing what to do with the praise.

We ride the elevator in silence. In the apartment, I slip off my boots and coat, then walk straight to the bedroom.

The jars are exactly as we left them. Nate’s single bead sits at the bottom, solitary and pale. The other jar is empty, a promise unfulfilled.

I call him in. “Stand here,” I say, gesturing to the foot of the bed.

He obeys, hands at his sides.

I take the blue beads from my purse, holding three between my fingers. “Tonight, we add three.”

He watches, lips parted.

“One for the stranger in the North Room,” I say, dropping the bead into the jar.

Clink.

“One for Carlos.”

Clink.

“And one for Tim, even though he only watched.”

Clink.

The jar is no longer empty. The beads pile up, small but heavy, a record of my pleasure and his failure.

I turn to him, the finality of the act settling over the room.

“Tomorrow, I’ll schedule the next session,” I say. “You’ll prepare the guest room. Sheets changed, towels ready. You will greet them at the door, address them by name, and show them to me.”

He nods, a robot running new code.

I step close, taking his face in my hands. I kiss him, soft at first, then hard enough to bruise. I taste the salt of his tears.

“You’re mine,” I whisper.

“Yours,” he replies, barely audible.

I release him, then sit at the edge of the bed, watching as he undresses and kneels at my feet. His cock strains against the plastic, desperate and hopeless. He bows his head, hands flat on his thighs.

We stay that way, unmoving, for a long time.

At last, I reach down, running my fingers through his hair.

“You’re improving,” I say.

He looks up, hope flickering in his eyes.

“But there’s a long way to go.”

He smiles, the first real one in hours.

I let him stay kneeling as I undress, letting him watch as I peel off each layer, folding them neatly on the chair.

When I’m naked, I climb into bed, pulling the covers up to my chin.

“Lights,” I command.

He turns them off, then settles on the floor beside the bed, curling up on the rug.

I fall asleep quickly, the image of the blue beads seared into my mind.

In the morning, I’ll think about Carlos, about Tim, about the endless possibilities.

For now, I dream of being watched, being worshipped, being exactly where I belong—at the center of it all, with every piece exactly where I want it.


Chapter 4

In the right light, my apartment is a laboratory. Stainless surfaces, cut-glass decanters, counters without a single misplaced fleck. Order, even under pressure, is what I do best.

Tonight, I arranged the experiment with less subtlety and more spectacle than before. There are four jars on the bar—one for each man involved, their names written in my clean, unbroken script on white tape beneath the glass. Jake. Carlos. Tim. And, set slightly apart, Nate’s jar, still nearly empty, a monument to lack. Each vessel has a cluster of colored beads already pre-counted beside it, sorted by hue and luster, each with its own small, stainless steel spoon for ceremonial deposit.

I arranged the furniture for optimal field of vision. The main couch faces the action zone, leather, unforgiving, and wide enough for three if they’re willing to touch. I placed the chairs at calculated intervals, and I angled them not for comfort but for lines of sight. I walk the perimeter, testing views from each seat, marking the paths of movement with my eyes. If this is to be a performance, I will direct every glance.

Camera setup is last. One lens above the bar, wide angle to catch the full span of the living room. A second in the hallway, for entries and exits. A third, smaller, clipped to the bookcase, focused precisely on the ottoman in the “waiting” area. I check the battery on each, the angles, the blinking red light that means “recording” and also “confession.” There is no illusion of privacy tonight, only the comfort of well-documented humiliation.

I step back, scanning for symmetry. My mind flicks through the checklist—lighting, seating, temperature, ambient sound (low, wordless electronica). For an instant, I allow myself to feel satisfaction, which I file away for later use.

Nate’s key is still on the chain around my neck, cold against my skin. I twist it once, slowly, before letting it settle back into its place.

He is due home at 6:18. I hear his shoes in the hallway at 6:16, the nervous triple-tap of hesitation before he keys in. I don’t move from the living room; I want him to walk into the constructed world unbuffered.

He enters, sees the jars first, then the cameras, then me. I have positioned myself in the center of the room, arms folded, one hip cocked in silent challenge. His eyes go to the floor, then up, then down again.

“You’re early,” I say. “I like that.”

He sets his bag by the door and stands, waiting.

“Bathroom. Shower. Use the disposable razor in the medicine cabinet. No nicks this time. Towel off and report here.”

He nods, voice lost. He disappears down the hall, already fumbling at his shirt buttons.

I set a timer: twelve minutes, the median of his usual routine plus two for nerves. While he showers, I pace the space, resetting each chair by millimeters, brushing invisible dust from the counter, rehearsing my opening lines. I want to appear effortless, but there’s no margin for improvisation.

When he emerges, towel wrapped tight at his waist, I gesture him to the standing mat in front of the fridge.

“Inspection,” I say, flat.

He drops the towel. His body is pale, hairless, and marked in several places by the faint lines of last week’s lessons. I circle him, hands clasped behind my back, not touching. A black cage confines his cock, the Vice’s seam flush against his skin. I note the way he flexes his thighs, trying to will an erection that will not come.

I squat to examine the device. The lock is secure. No skin caught, no chafing. I stand, then run a hand down his chest, letting my nails graze his ribs just enough to make him shiver.

“You did well,” I say, voice clinical. “Now listen.”

He stands at attention, eyes fixed on a spot behind my head.

“Tonight, you will not speak unless directly addressed. I will summon you by name if I need you. You will serve appetizers at the signal, two minutes after the second guest arrives. You will sit on the floor, here,” I point to a taped X on the tile,“and watch the proceedings, hands visible.”

I pause, waiting for it to settle.

“You will not touch yourself, or anyone else, without explicit instruction. Signaling with two fingers will get you water. If you need the bathroom, three. If you violate these rules, the penalty is an additional week in chastity, per infraction.”

He nods, then realizes and says, “Yes, Ma’am.”

I allow myself a microsecond of pride.

“Now dress,” I command.

On the counter, I’ve laid out his uniform: a black elastic collar with a D-ring, nothing else. He fastens it, skin turning pink at the contact.

“For you, the dress code is minimal,” I say, and walk to the bedroom to prepare myself.

I choose the bodysuit again, but this time I leave the zipper down past the midpoint of my sternum. The fabric hugs me tight, the cut high and unforgiving at the hip. Sheer stockings, then a set of four-inch stilettos that force my calves into a perfect arc. I contour my face with sparing but deliberate makeup. Sharp lines at the cheek, brows like punctuation marks. I pin my hair back in a bun that looks severe, but will come apart with a single deliberate tug.

Before exiting, I check myself in the mirror. The effect is predatory, almost inhuman, and that is exactly what I want. I slip the key back around my neck, letting it rest between my breasts, then return to the living room.

Nate is kneeling on the mat, hands folded on his thighs, eyes glued to the floor. He looks up when I enter, and I see his mouth move, as if he wants to compliment but remembers the rules.

I check the clock. 6:55. The first guest is due at seven. I glide to the bar and pour myself a seltzer, the bubbles an echo of nerves I refuse to acknowledge.

The doorbell rings at exactly 6:59.

I walk to the entryway, heels silent on the tile, and open the door.

Jake stands there, effortless as always, in a midnight suit and a smirk that says he’s read the syllabus and annotated every page. He steps in, brushing past me with a hint of cologne and the suggestion of challenge.

He sees Nate immediately, and his grin widens.

“Evening, boss,” Jake says, eyes on me. “Looks like the party’s already started.”

“Take a seat,” I reply, pointing him to the couch. “We’re expecting two more.”

He nods, strips off his jacket, and lounges with a practiced sprawl that claims territory by default. He watches me with open appreciation, but not surprise; he expects me to escalate.

Carlos arrives next, 7:03, no apology for being late. He’s in a slate-gray shirt, sleeves rolled to show off perfect forearms, and a pair of jeans so artfully distressed they could be a thesis on sexual marketing. He carries himself with a boxer’s looseness, all contained violence and amiable smiles.

“Hey,” he says, then adds, “Damn,” at the sight of me. He walks to the bar, inspects the jars.

“These for us?” he asks, tapping the glass labeled Carlos.

“Performance review,” I say, pouring him a seltzer. “You’ll see.”

He clinks his glass against mine. “Looking forward to it.”

The third guest is Tim. He slips in unnoticed, black hoodie over black tee, jeans so dark they suck up light. He stands near the bookcase, silent, watching the room like it’s a puzzle to solve.

I nod to him. “Glad you could make it.”

He nods back, eyes flicking between the jars and the cameras.

With everyone present, I signal to Nate. He stands, picks up the tray of appetizers from the fridge (crudites, charcuterie, artisanal crackers. Nothing that stains fingers) and brings it to the coffee table. He bows slightly, then returns to his place on the mat.

The three men eye him, then each other. Jake is the first to break the silence.

“Looks like you trained him up nice,” he says.

Carlos grins. “Does he fetch, too?”

Tim just watches, unsmiling, but I see the interest spark behind his eyes.

I sip my seltzer. “He’s learned his place. Haven’t you, Nate?”

He looks up, voice barely above a whisper. “Yes, Ma’am.”

Jake laughs, low and appreciative.

Carlos turns to me. “So, what are the rules for tonight?”

I cross my legs, letting the fabric shift to expose more thigh. “Simple. I’ll go down the line. Each of you gets a turn. After each round, I add beads to the jars based on performance. At the end, we tally results.”

Jake leans forward. “And the prize?”

I let my eyes linger on him. “You’ll see.”

Carlos nods, satisfied. Tim raises an eyebrow, but says nothing.

I stand, cueing the start of the show. “Jake, you’re first. Carlos, you have the next seat. Tim, you observe and provide critique.”

They comply, the choreography seamless.

Jake sits, spreading his knees wide. He pats his lap. “You want to kneel, or should I?”

I smile, move to the couch, and lower myself between his legs. He unzips, confident, and pulls himself free. He is already half-hard. I wrap my hand around the shaft, stroke slowly, then take him in my mouth. He tastes of sweat and anticipation.

He threads his fingers through my hair, guiding but never forcing. I increase speed, using both hands and tongue, making a show of it for the cameras and for Nate, who sits frozen on the mat, unable to look away.

“God, you’re good,” Jake groans. “Better than last time, even.”

I pull back, letting a string of saliva connect us. “We’re just getting started,” I say, then go back down, swallowing him as deep as I can.

He comes with a grunt, hands tightening in my hair. I swallow, then clean him off with my tongue, careful to make eye contact the entire time.

I stand, turn to the bar, and with grand ceremony, add two blue beads to Jake’s jar.

“Performance: above average,” I say, deadpan.

Jake laughs, fixing himself back in his pants.

Carlos claps, slow and mocking. “Tough act to follow,” he says, but stands anyway, unbuckling his belt as he does.

I guide him to the edge of the couch. His cock is thick, uncut, and already leaking at the tip. I lick him from base to crown, savoring the heft, then take him into my mouth, all the way down. He groans, leans back, lets his knees fall open.

I work him hard, hands twisting around the shaft, tongue flicking and curling. He bucks up, losing composure, and I let him. When he twitches, I pull back, milking the head with one hand while I look up at him.

He finishes across my tongue, salty and hot. I swallow, then show my clean mouth to the room.

I stand, depositing three beads into his jar.

“Overachiever,” I say.

Carlos grins, dimples deep.

Tim’s turn. He is the only one who doesn’t undress. Instead, he sits, waiting for me to come to him.

When I do, he places a hand on my jaw, tilting my face up. “What if I want to watch you get off first?” he asks, voice a shade above a whisper.

I pause, considering. Then I unzip the bodysuit, exposing my breasts, and straddle his lap. I grind down, the friction intense through the thin nylon. He cups my ass, lifts me, lets me ride his thigh.

I bring myself to the edge, then slow, denying release. I want to wait. I want to torment Nate, who is squirming now, hands flat and shaking on his knees.

Tim smiles, reading the dynamic. “You like him to watch,” he says.

“Very much,” I reply, grinding again.

He moves his hand between my legs, pressing hard through the stocking. I come, shuddering, biting down on his shoulder to muffle the sound.

When I’m done, I lean back, panting.

He gives a small, satisfied smile.

I add a single bead to his jar. “Subtlety,” I say. “Sometimes less is more.”

The room is quiet now. All eyes are on me.

I stand, smoothing the bodysuit back over my skin, and turn to Nate.

“You may speak,” I say.

He clears his throat, voice thick. “Thank you, Ma’am.”

I nod, then point to the bar. “Come here.”

He stands, walks over, shaky but upright.

“Which jar has the most beads?” I ask.

He scans. “Carlos’s, Ma’am.”

“Which has the least?”

He blushes. “Mine, Ma’am.”

I let that hang in the air.

“Maybe next time you’ll do better,” I say.

He nods, defeated but desperate for approval.

I dismiss the men, one by one, each with a compliment or a promise for the next round.

When the last guest leaves, I turn off the cameras, pour myself a seltzer, and watch Nate as he cleans up, naked but for the collar and the cage.

Order restored. Experiment complete.

For now.

#

The orchestration of the rhythm of arrival produces the maximum psychological effect. Jake arrives first, as planned, never early and never late. The door barely clicks before he’s in the apartment, his energy filling the space faster than his footsteps. He sizes up the set: the bead jars on the bar, the camera lights, the single X of tape marking Nate’s position.

Jake locks eyes with me, and I can tell he’s already analyzing the evening like a game of chess with only two moves left. He flashes a grin, all confidence and no need for approval.

“You always throw parties like this?” he says.

“Only for the best,” I reply, and mean it.

He scans the room, clocks Nate kneeling at attention, then raises an eyebrow at me. “Is he always like that?”

“Conditioning,” I say. “Takes time, but it’s worth it.”

Jake laughs, then takes a seat on the main couch, stretching one arm along the back. He spreads his knees, claiming space. Nate doesn’t even blink, though I see the way his jaw tightens.

Carlos arrives next, bringing with him a draft of aftershave and sunlight. He’s less theatrical in his entrance, but immediately spots the bead jars, steps up, and taps his own with a knuckle.

“Performance review, huh?” Carlos says, then glances at Nate. “Bet mine fills up first.”

I pour him a seltzer. “That’s a safe bet,” I say, “but the night is young.”

Carlos glances at Jake, measuring, then takes the spot next to him on the couch. “Hey, man,” he says, extending a hand.

“Jake,” says Jake, grip firm.

“Carlos,” Carlos answers, all teeth.

They shake, then both look at me, waiting for the next move.

Tim arrives last. Knocking is something he doesn’t even bother with. He just enters, glides to the bookcase, and leans against it, arms crossed. He wears a thin, almost amused smile.

“Didn’t want to interrupt the team meeting,” Tim says.

“You’re right on time,” I reply.

He nods at the jars. “Nice touch,” he says, then studies Nate for a long, silent beat before turning his attention to the rest of the room.

With everyone present, I step to the bar and clear my throat.

“Gentlemen,” I say, holding up a bead between thumb and forefinger. “Tonight, you are here to compete. Each act, each performance, is scored here. At the end, we’ll see who rises to the top.”

Jake smirks. “What do we win?”

I let the bead drop into his jar, the click of glass on glass echoing. “Bragging rights. And another round if you’re lucky.”

Carlos raises his seltzer in a salute. “Sounds like my kind of game.”

Tim nods, inscrutable.

I look at Nate, still kneeling. “Nate, serve the appetizers.”

He stands, shaky but composed, and retrieves the tray from the kitchen. He offers first to Jake, then Carlos, then Tim, who declines with a polite shake of his head. Nate then returns to the mat, sitting cross-legged with his hands on his knees, head bowed.

Jake eyes him, then looks at me. “You really broke him in, huh?”

“It’s a process,” I say, “but he’s coming along.”

Carlos leans forward, staring at Nate like he’s trying to spot a defect. “You ever miss the old days, man?” he says. “When you could just… do what you wanted?”

Nate hesitates, then shakes his head.

“Answer him,” I say.

“No, Ma’am. I like things this way,” Nate says, voice even.

Carlos whistles. “She’s got you good.”

Jake grins. “Guy’s living the dream. All the humiliation, none of the pressure.”

Tim, still at the bookcase, chimes in. “Some people need boundaries. Otherwise, they get lost.”

Jake nods. “Bet you were always the teacher’s pet,” he says to Nate.

Nate manages a small smile. “I try my best.”

I stand, slide onto the arm of the couch between Jake and Carlos. I run my nails down Jake’s forearm, then across Carlos’s thigh, letting the touch linger just long enough to mean something. Both men respond, Jake with a flex, Carlos with a slow exhale.

“He’s learned his place, haven’t you, Nate?” I say, turning to look at him.

“Yes, Ma’am,” Nate says.

“Say it for them.”

“My place is at your feet, Ma’am.”

Jake laughs, not unkindly. “Shit. Maybe I should take notes.”

Carlos leans in. “You hear that, Tim? This is next-level.”

Tim shrugs, but his eyes never leave me.

I tug Nate up from the floor, guide him to kneel at my side as I sit on the couch. I thread my fingers through his hair, petting him like a favorite, slightly dangerous animal.

“He’s well-behaved,” I say to the men. “But you should see him when he’s desperate.”

Jake leans closer. “What’s the threshold?”

“That’s tonight’s experiment,” I say, and smile.

Carlos snorts. “You ever gonna let him off the leash?”

“If he earns it,” I say.

Nate’s eyes flick up, hopeful, then down again.

Tim, finally moving, takes a chair directly across from us. “You ever let him watch?” he asks.

I nod. “That’s most of his job.”

Jake grins. “He gets off on it?”

“I must clarify; he may not leave, but he may watch.”

They all turn to look at Nate. He doesn’t squirm, but his cheeks burn red.

Carlos raises his glass, salutes him. “To Nate, the world’s most patient man.”

Jake and Tim join in, and I do too, the four glasses chiming together.

As the men talk, trading barbs and stories, I pet Nate, keeping him present but silent. Occasionally I make him refill drinks or fetch another tray, always with a wordless signal.

Every time he returns, I make sure he kneels a little closer to the center of the room, more visible, more on display.

The men notice, of course. They make crude jokes, some about me, most about Nate, and I let them. It’s part of the ritual.

By the time the appetizers are gone, the air is thick with anticipation.

I stand, cueing the next phase.

“Ready?” I ask, looking at each man.

Jake: “Always.”

Carlos: “Born ready.”

Tim: “I’ll watch.”

I turn to Nate. “You too?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” he says.

I nod, satisfied, and lead the way.

Everything is proceeding according to plan.

#

The room shifts, or maybe it’s just the air pressure. A palpable thickening as the men settle in, each eyeing the other for the next move. I direct Nate to the ottoman, where he kneels, hands folded behind his back, chin up. He’s perfectly centered, the axis of a humiliating universe.

I turn to Jake, cock my head. “You’re first.”

He stands, rolling his sleeves to the elbow, eyes never leaving mine. He sits on the edge of the couch, knees wide, and pats his lap. “Want to put on a show?”

I don’t hesitate. I straddle him, face to face, and unzip his pants in a single motion. His cock springs up, already hard, and I take it in hand, stroking slowly, teasing.

He kisses me, rough, biting my lip. I let him, savoring the taste of salt and threat. I can feel the heat of Nate’s stare on my back, a hunger so sharp it’s almost physical.

Jake grips my hips and grinds up, cock pressing against the thin fabric of my bodysuit. I reach down, shift the panel aside, and slide him in. He fills me instantly, stretching, thick. I moan, loudly and unselfconsciously.

“Good girl,” Jake whispers, loud enough for Nate to hear. “You always this wet for me?”

I ride him, setting the pace, nails digging crescents into his shoulders. He laughs when I try to slow it down. “Don’t hold back,” he says, hands moving up to cup my breasts, thumbs flicking over my nipples.

I glance at Nate, making direct eye contact. Nate’s jaw is set, and he bites his lower lip so hard that blood is visible.

“Watch closely,” I say to him, arching my back for effect.

Jake fucks up into me, brutal and relentless. I come quickly, the orgasm tight and electric, shaking me from the core. I don’t stop. He fucks me through it, breathing hard, his focus total.

“You want to see how it’s done?” Jake taunts, looking past me to Nate. “Take notes.”

He comes inside me with a growl, pulls me down hard onto his lap, holding me there as he empties. I sit breathing hard, savoring the aftershock.

I stand, wipe the slick from my thighs, and walk to the bar. With a flourish, I add four beads to Jake’s jar.

“New high score,” I say, and Jake bows from the couch, grinning.

Carlos claps, slow. “My turn?”

I nod, motioning him forward.

Carlos stands, all lazy confidence, and strips off his shirt, letting it fall to the floor. His chest is broad, olive skin dusted with dark hair. He beckons me closer, and I oblige, dropping to my knees in front of him.

He’s thick, uncut, and I take him in my mouth, slow at first, then deeper, until I feel him hit the back of my throat. He runs his fingers through my hair, guiding but never forcing.

“Damn,” he mutters, hand gentle but possessive. “You look so fucking good like that.”

I bob up and down, working him with tongue and hand, occasionally glancing up to see the effect. His eyes close, head tipped back in pleasure.

I look over at Nate. “Take a good look,” I say, stroking Carlos with one hand while pointing at Nate with the other. “This is what you’re missing.”

Nate shudders, but keeps watching.

Carlos comes with a shudder, shooting across my tongue. I swallow, then lick him clean, making a show of it for both him and the cameras.

He helps me up, kisses me on the mouth, and tastes himself with a smile. “You’re the best,” he says, and I don’t argue.

At the bar, I deposit three beads into his jar, slow and deliberate.

“Not bad,” I say.

Carlos shrugs. “I’ve got stamina for round two.”

Tim’s turn is next. He never stands, just beckons me to him with a crooked finger. I settle into his lap, and he wraps both arms around my waist, holding me close.

He doesn’t go for the obvious. Instead, he whispers in my ear, voice barely audible.

“Do you like control?” Tim says.

“I am in control,” I whisper back.

He smiles, leans in, and bites my neck, soft at first, then hard enough to bruise.

“I want you to let go,” he says, lips against my skin.

I grind down on him, desperate for friction, but he keeps his hands on my hips, holding me still.

“Beg,” he says.

I hesitate, but do it. “Please, Tim.”

He shakes his head. “That’s not enough.”

I looked him in the eye. “Please, Tim. Please let me come.”

He stills me completely, then lets me grind in small, torturous circles.

“You’re close, aren’t you?” he whispers.

I nod, frantic.

“Not yet,” he says, pulling my hair hard, exposing my throat.

He repeats this over and over, bringing me to the edge, then stopping. I lost count of how many times he denied me.

Behind us, I hear Nate breathing hard, almost panting. I look at him and see that he’s nearly in tears, desperate and undone.

Tim finally relents, fingers finding my clit, rubbing just enough to send me over. I come with a sob, body shaking.

He holds me through it, then releases.

I stagger to the bar, add two beads to his jar.

“Strategic,” I say. “Delayed gratification.”

Tim grins. “Always worth the wait.”

Throughout, Nate has been utterly silent, hands never moving from his thighs.

I turn to him. “Did you enjoy the show?”

He nods, wordless.

“Speak.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” he says, voice shaky.

I walk to him, stand over the kneeling form, and run my fingers through his hair. “You’ve watched all night, but your jar is still empty.”

He swallows, looking up at me.

“Maybe next time you’ll do better.”

Jake and Carlos laugh. Tim just watches, eyes hooded.

I dismissed the men, letting them retire to the kitchen for drinks and post-match banter. Nate remains kneeling, utterly spent by the ordeal of doing nothing at all.

I run my thumb along his jaw, then kiss him lightly on the lips.

“You’re improving,” I say.

He looks at the jars, at his own, then at me.

There’s nothing left to say.

But everything to feel.

#

There’s a silence after the contest, the pregnant pause that only comes from exhaustion and total depletion of desire. Jake and Carlos trade small talk, low and satisfied, while Tim nurses his seltzer and watches me with a look that could be curiosity or contempt.

Nate stays on his knees, eyes fixed on the jars, face slick with sweat and humiliation. I savor the quiet, the calm of a test complete, before resetting the dynamic for the grand finale.

I stand, smoothing the bodysuit back over my skin, and walk to the ottoman where Nate kneels. I squat, resting on my heels, so our faces are level.

Softly, almost kindly, I say, “You did well tonight.” “You followed every rule. You watched everything, even when it hurt.”

He looks up, hope flickering. “Thank you, Ma’am.”

I trace his cheek with the back of my hand, then lean close. “You’ve earned a reward,” I say, loud enough for the others to hear. I snap my fingers at Jake, who tosses me the small, surgical-grade key from the counter. I dangle it in front of Nate’s face.

“Don’t get too excited. You only get what I allow.”

He nods, chastened.

I unlock the device, slow, methodically. It comes away with a click, and his cock is already hard, flushed red from denial and the attention of the room. I glance at the other men, making sure they’re watching.

“Here’s the game,” I say. Two minutes are what you have. You don’t get to touch yourself, not even once. You stay kneeling. We all get to watch. If you finish in time, you get a bead.”

Jake laughs, delighted. “You’re ruthless, Kelly.”

Carlos whistles, low and appreciative. “Man’s got it rough.”

Tim just smiles, eyes narrowed in anticipation.

I set a timer on my phone, place it on the ottoman where Nate can see the countdown. “Ready?”

He takes a deep breath, shoulders squared. “Yes, Ma’am.”

I look at the men. “Offer constructive criticism.”

The countdown begins.

Nate’s cock is already leaking, the strain of weeks of denial making him hypersensitive. He closes his eyes, but I snap my fingers.

“Eyes open, Nate. Look at us.”

He opens them, shame, and desire mingled in his gaze.

Jake: “You gonna make him beg?”

I grin. “That’s up to him.”

Nate’s breathing quickens as the timer slips past thirty seconds. He shifts on his knees, trying to will himself over the edge.

Carlos: “If I were you, I’d picture Kelly riding me.”

Jake: “Nah, he wants to be the one on his knees. Admit it, man.”

Tim: “Or maybe he wants all of us to watch him fail.”

The words hit Nate, and I watch the ripple move down his body. He grits his teeth, cock twitching.

I kneel beside him, brush my lips against his ear. “You enjoy being watched, don’t you? You love the humiliation.”

He moans, nearly losing control.

Jake leans forward. “You think he’s gonna make it?”

Carlos: “Not a chance. He’s too soft.”

I glance at the timer. There is only one minute left.

Nate’s face contorts. He tries to hold out, but I see the moment it breaks him. His cock jerks, and a thin stream of cum arcs onto the floor, pooling on the tile. He bites back a cry, shaking with the force of it.

Jake claps, mocking but not cruel. “He did it. Barely.”

Carlos: “Impressive. Guess the training’s paying off.”

Tim sips his drink, then offers, “Next time, raise the stakes.”

I ruffle Nate’s hair, then stand, restoring order. I pick up a single bead. A sapphire, smaller and more fragile than the ones the men earned, and drop it into his jar.

“Congratulations,” I say. “You’re on the board.”

Jake laughs, “It’s lonely at the bottom, man.”

Carlos adds, “You’ll get there. Eventually.”

Tim just watches, silent.

I kneel, wipe up the mess with a paper towel, and hand it to Nate.

“Clean yourself,” I say, then click the device back into place with practiced ease. The lock snaps shut, and I tuck the key back around my neck.

“You’re done for the night,” I tell him. “But tomorrow, you’ll start over.”

He nods, docile, the flush of orgasm already fading to shame.

I walk to the bar, pour myself another seltzer, and look at the jars. Jake’s is heavy with beads, Carlos just behind. Tim’s is a modest cluster. Nate’s has a single, perfect gem at the bottom.

The men linger, making plans for next time, offering jokes about new positions, new games, the possibility of doubling the stakes.

I escort them out one by one, each with a whispered promise of more. Jake kisses me hard at the door, Carlos holds my waist a shade too long, and Tim merely nods, dark eyes glittering.

When the apartment is finally quiet, I lock up, check the cameras, and walk the perimeter. Nate is in the kitchen, washing glasses, face blank.

I walk up behind him, wrap my arms around his waist, and rest my chin on his shoulder.

“You did well,” I say again.

He leans back into me, just a little.

I squeeze him, then let go. “Go get ready for bed.”

He obeys, silent, padding down the hallway.

I stay behind, staring at the jars. I tap each one, feeling the weight, the difference.

Tomorrow, I’ll reset the board. I’ll come up with new rules, extra punishments, new games.

But for tonight, I just want to remember the look on Nate’s face the moment he realized exactly where he belonged, and how much he wanted to be there.

The beads glint in the dim light, a record of desire and failure.

It’s just math, I think, and smile.

The equation always balances in my favor.
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