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Prologue — Out of Sync

Jackson woke, as he had for months, to the half-light of a room that wasn’t truly his. The sky was iron grey, the window wet with a thin, misty rain that streaked the glass and blurred the city beyond. He lay still, feeling the ache of absence before he even opened his eyes, as if some essential part of him had been numbed overnight. The room smelled faintly of someone else’s detergent and old paint—a sublet, short-term, walls still hung with the landlord’s generic watercolours. Even his body felt borrowed.

He checked his phone, thumb moving by habit. A calendar reminder pinged—Submit billable hours by 9—and a couple of work emails waited, dull and predictable. No messages from Maya. He told himself he wasn’t expecting any, that the stretch of silence was normal, that this new form of distance between them was just how things were. But the hollow pang, every time he saw her name absent, still made him flinch.

Jackson padded to the kitchenette, set the kettle boiling, and stood in silence, watching the steam rise. He was halfway through stirring instant coffee when the buzzer startled him. He froze, spoon clinking against the mug. No one visited. The last time he’d had a guest, Maya was still here, curled on his sofa with bare feet tucked under her. That had been months ago—before the long silences, before the fights, before the slow unraveling of everything.

He pressed the intercom. The distorted voice on the other end was only slightly more human than the AI that sometimes called to remind him his bill was overdue.

“Parcel for Jackson Chen?”

He hesitated. “Yeah, that’s me. Come up.”

By the time he opened the door, his pulse was beating in his wrists. The courier—a woman in a bright yellow poncho—handed over a package with barely a glance, already logging her next drop. Jackson signed, shut the door, and found himself staring at the box as if it might detonate.

It was smaller than he’d imagined, but heavy for its size. The return label showed a London depot, but beneath the standard font was a line handwritten in deep blue ink:

For J. — Please deliver by hand.

The handwriting was unmistakable—precise, looping, a hint of pressure where she pressed hardest on her vowels. Maya’s script. Even the smallest details brought her voice back: the way she wrote her name like she was signing off on something vital, something binding.

He set the parcel on the kitchen table and circled it once, as if it might reveal its secrets just by being observed. The box was meticulously taped. There was no scent, at first, except the sharp tang of adhesive and cardboard, but as he pulled the first strip free, he caught a faint undertone—her perfume, maybe, or something she’d tucked in by accident. His fingers tingled, and he shook his head at himself, annoyed by how quickly the hope returned.

Inside, a nest of black tissue paper. He peeled it back and found, arranged with almost ceremonial care, a gleaming steel chastity cage—the KeyLink KLS-02, the model they’d only talked about upgrading to. Next to it, a slim black collar, matte leather, with a gold D-ring. There was also a sealed envelope, her initials embossed in gold on the flap, and beneath it, a small USB drive in the shape of a key.

He touched each item in turn, afraid he might leave fingerprints, as if the act itself was transgressive. The cage was cold, impossibly smooth, and heavier than it looked. Its lock shone like a miniature talisman. The collar was softer, but no less serious. Even the envelope felt heavier than it should, as if Maya’s words inside could tip the scale of their whole relationship.

He turned the envelope over. On the back, a single line in her hand:

Play the video first. Then decide.

Underneath:

M.

Jackson swallowed. The room felt smaller, as if the walls had leaned in, trapping the air between them. He took the key-shaped drive to his laptop, plugging it in with shaking hands. The device whirred, and a file blinked to life on the desktop:

Instructions — Read Me First.mp4.

He hovered for a moment, then double-clicked.

The screen filled with Maya’s face. She wasn’t smiling, exactly, but her eyes were clear, unflinching. She wore no makeup, just a thin black camisole and her hair tied back. The background was unfamiliar—a hotel room, maybe, somewhere she’d gone for work. He realized, with a jolt, that the ache in his chest was not just for her body, but for her gaze—direct, uncompromising, the look she gave him only when she wanted something serious.

“Hi, Jackson,” she said, voice low, almost level. “If you’re watching this, you got my package. I hope it didn’t arrive too early—or too late.”

She looked down, as if searching for her words. “I’m not going to pretend this is what either of us wanted. But I can’t keep doing the same thing, expecting it to feel like enough. We’re drifting, you and I. And I hate it. I hate the space, the half-conversations, the way we pretend things are fine when we both know they’re not. Maybe you feel the same. Maybe you don’t.”

She paused, drawing a breath. “I’m not sending you the cage because I want to hurt you. I’m sending it because I want to find you. Because the only times I ever felt you were truly with me—body and mind—were when you let me lead. When you surrendered. When you let go and let me take everything.”

She leaned in, her gaze sharpening. “So here’s what I’m asking. I need to know if you can really give me everything. Not just the easy parts. I need you to agree—remotely, not as a game, but as a contract. I need you to follow my instructions, to trust me, even when you can’t see me or touch me. Because if you can’t…if you won’t…I think we both need to stop pretending.”

The silence stretched. She blinked, eyes bright but dry. “Here’s what will happen. If you agree, you’ll lock yourself in that cage, right now, while you watch this. You’ll put on the collar. You’ll send me a photo—collared, caged, timestamp visible. That’s your signature. That’s you telling me you’re in, for real. If you can’t do that, you’ll put everything back in the box and send it to the address in the envelope. No explanations needed. I won’t ask for more.”

She lifted her hand, as if to reach for him through the screen. “Jackson, I want you. But only if you want this. All of it. Don’t do it for nostalgia, or guilt, or hope. Do it for us. For the chance that maybe, just maybe, control can bring us back to ourselves. I’ll be waiting for your answer.”

The video ended, the screen freezing on her face—half-hopeful, half-resigned.

Jackson sat back, breath catching. His chest hurt, a dull ache radiating outward. The cage was on the table, catching the morning light; the collar curled beside it like a question. He looked at his hands. They were trembling, just enough to be noticeable. He felt the urge to call her, to break the script, to demand softness. But Maya had always been honest. There was no softness now—only the possibility of something stronger.

He stood and paced the tiny kitchen, mind racing. This was not a flirtation, not a dare, but a crossroads. He remembered, in vivid flashes, the last night they’d touched—her hands threading through his hair, her mouth at his ear, the gentle tug as she locked his wrists behind his back. The feeling of being held, claimed, remade. And then: the months of silence, the pain of reaching for someone who no longer seemed to be reaching back.

He picked up the collar, running his thumb over the stitched edge. He wanted to believe this was a rescue, not a test. But even as doubt pressed in, something deeper called to him—a memory of surrender, of being seen in his rawest, neediest self.

He reached for the envelope, slit it open. Inside, a single sheet:

Instructions for Return:

If you cannot agree to my terms, return the box to the enclosed address. No further contact required. If you agree, do not break this seal until I say.

—Maya

He let the paper fall, his eyes burning. For a moment, he thought of putting everything back in the box, taping it shut, and sending it away. The prospect was almost a relief. No more uncertainty. No more ache.

But as he stood there, the cage glinting in the grey light, he knew he was lying to himself. The idea of letting go felt worse than the pain of holding on.

He booted up his phone camera, fingers clumsy with nerves. He set the device to record, framing the shot so the date and time were visible in the corner. He took a deep breath, slipped the collar around his neck, fastening it with the small gold buckle. The cage was next—cold at first, then warming quickly to his touch, a familiar shock of vulnerability as he locked it shut.

The click was final, echoing in the silent room.

He snapped the photo, his face pale, jaw tight. He attached it to a blank message, sent it to Maya’s private address, and waited.

Seconds ticked by, then minutes. He felt every heartbeat, every drop of rain on the window, every echo of longing.

When the reply came, it was just one word.

Good.

He read it three times, unable to breathe.

Outside, the rain kept falling. Inside, Jackson felt the strange relief of being claimed, even from afar.

He closed his eyes, feeling the cage’s weight, the collar’s gentle pressure, and the distance between them—a gulf he might never cross, but one that, for now, held him more tightly than ever.

In the hush that followed, Jackson opened the video file again, needing to see her face, to believe that what they’d lost could still be found, even if it meant surrendering everything he was.

He watched the screen flicker, the image of Maya steady and sure, and let himself hope—just for a moment—that being out of sync was not the end, but the beginning of something new.


Chapter 1 — “The Instructions”

Maya sat at the edge of her bed, laptop open, camera angled to catch just enough of her, and not a scrap more. The room was small—a converted box room in a north London flat—but tonight she’d scrubbed it into something neutral: bedsheet smoothed flat, lamp adjusted for a warm, soft glow, any hint of clutter pushed out of frame. Only her notebook remained, spine cracked and lined with drafts in her sharp, slanted hand. She ran her finger over the latest entry—a list of rules, some underlined twice, some nearly gouged through the paper.

She took a breath, tried to steady her heart. Outside, traffic hummed, the occasional siren singing through the foggy dark. Maya glanced at her reflection in the laptop screen, searching for cracks. Her jaw was set, mouth unpainted, eyes shadowed from too many late nights spent awake, scrolling through old photos or replaying past arguments in her mind. Her hair was pulled back in a severe knot, practical. She wore a simple black shirt, collar open, nothing overtly provocative. Power, she’d learned, didn’t always need spectacle—it needed conviction.

She checked her phone: no new messages from Jackson. The silence between them had become its own third presence—sometimes oppressive, sometimes oddly clarifying. It forced her to examine every impulse, every need. This—all of this—was supposed to be their rescue mission. But Maya couldn’t help feeling like she was on the edge of something irreversible, where a single misstep might send the last shreds of their intimacy tumbling into oblivion.

She clicked “record,” then immediately hit stop. Swore under her breath. This wasn’t how she wanted to start—not anxious, not apologetic. She stared at the blinking cursor, mind blank, then opened her notebook again and read the words she’d written for herself, the mantra she’d scrawled in capitals:

DO NOT APOLOGIZE FOR WHAT YOU NEED.

She closed her eyes, breathed out. Again. Let the city noise fade, the clamour of second-guessing retreat to the corners of her mind.

She hit “record.”

Her own face appeared onscreen, live and a little too close. She leaned back, squared her shoulders, waited for her voice to steady before speaking. “Hi, Jackson.” Simple. Direct. The way she used to say his name in bed, when she wanted him to pay attention. “If you’re watching this, then you’ve already opened the box.”

She looked down, hand curling tight around her knee, then forced herself to meet her own gaze in the preview window. “I know this isn’t how either of us imagined things turning out. I don’t want to pretend that distance is easy, or that what I’m about to ask is simple.” She paused, letting the words breathe, fighting the urge to soften, to make herself small. “But I can’t keep waiting for things to go back to how they were. I need more. I need you to give me more. And I need to know that you want this as much as I do. Not just the idea of me, or the memory, but the reality—the risk, the surrender.”

She stopped the recording, watched the playback. Her voice wavered in places, but the core was there: need, not apology. She rewound, listened again, caught the little tremor at the end. “No,” she whispered, and deleted the file.

This was the third take tonight. The previous two lived only as faint ghosts in the buffer, each discarded for being too clinical, too brittle, too emotional. She could already hear Jackson’s voice in her head: “You’re overthinking it, May. Just say what you feel.” But what she felt was complicated, layered with old longing and fresh wounds. If she showed too much need, would he read it as weakness? If she showed too little, would he think she no longer cared?

She stood, paced to the window, pressed her palm to the cold pane. The city was a tangle of sodium light and motion, everyone moving on, leaving their stories behind on rain-slick streets. She pressed her forehead to the glass, willing herself to find the boundary between vulnerability and control—the line that had always made their play so electric. It was so much harder now, with no one watching, no body to touch, no eyes to plead with.

Back to the bed. She rolled her shoulders, stretched her neck, let her body find its weight again. The notebook was open, the rules staring up at her. She traced her finger down the list, anchoring herself:

– Daily morning edge, photo proof.

– Lunch denial check.

– Bedtime plug, video required.

– Public task at my instruction—no exceptions.

– Reply to messages within 10 minutes.

– Emergency code: “Red.”

– Contract call: mandatory.

Every rule was a boundary, a lifeline, a promise to herself that she would not settle for less than full presence. She picked up her phone, snapped a photo of the notebook page, sent it to herself—proof, later, that she had not flinched.

She sat, let her gaze soften. The camera was still open, a silent eye. She pressed record again, letting herself lean into the discomfort, to trust that her own need was worth the risk.

“Jackson, I want you to listen carefully,” she began, voice gaining momentum. “Everything I’m asking is so that we can find our way back to each other—not the people we used to be, but the people we need to become. This is the contract I’m offering. My terms. My boundaries. I won’t apologize for needing more. I hope you won’t either.”

She closed the laptop, heart hammering. She’d send the final video after a run, after a shower—after she’d given herself the chance to calm down and trust the words she’d chosen. For now, the room was too quiet, her skin too tight. She needed movement, the rush of blood, the ache in her calves, to remind herself that control was not just about him—it was about her, too.

Maya found her trainers, laced them tight, and slipped out into the hall. The flatmates were gone, or asleep. She let herself out, the London air cold against her cheek. As she ran, each footfall thudded a little of the fear loose from her chest. She wasn’t sure what she would do if Jackson refused. She wasn’t sure what she’d do if he agreed.

All she knew was that this—this act of laying down her needs, of setting the stage for obedience at a distance—was the only way forward that felt true.

Tomorrow, she would send the parcel. Tonight, she let herself feel both powerful and afraid.

Maya sat cross-legged on the bed, hands folded to still the tremor that came from something more than caffeine. The air was thick with the scent of fabric softener and cold air creeping through the cracked window. She had taken her time after her run: hot shower, a mug of chamomile, clean clothes that made her feel more like herself—less armour, more honesty. If she was going to do this, really do this, she needed every part of her to be present.

The camera’s red light blinked back at her, impassive. The last video file sat on the desktop, its thumbnail frozen on her own upturned mouth—mid-sentence, unfinished. She opened her notebook to the page where she’d scribbled, This is not a game. This is the line between us. She underlined it, once, then again, until the pen left a dent.

She pressed record.

Her image flickered to life. She took a breath, felt the words settle in her chest, and began—not soft, but steady, her voice lower than usual, as if speaking secrets meant for only one listener.

“Jackson. Here are my instructions. I need you to listen to all of them before you decide. No shortcuts, no half-measures. If you accept, you accept everything.”

She looked down, briefly. She’d rehearsed the cadence: first, the rituals. The frame of obedience that might, if she was lucky, hold them together.

“Every morning, you will edge for me before work. I want a photo, timestamped, before 8am. This is not about teasing. It’s about presence. I need to know that the first thing you think of, the first urge you allow, is me. Not your phone. Not your deadlines. Me.”

Her pulse thudded, but she pressed on. “Lunchtime—denial check. You will stop what you’re doing, wherever you are, and send me a message. Just three words: Still obeying, Maya. If you can’t say it, you call me, immediately. No matter what. I don’t care if you’re in a café, at the office, on the train. There are no exceptions.”

She paused, gaze hardening as she remembered their old games—how a little risk, a little embarrassment, always made Jackson squirm and blush, made him real to her in ways nothing else did.

“Every night, before bed, I want a short video—one minute. Plug in, show me, look into the camera. I want to see your face. No faking, no shame. I will know if you’re lying.” A trace of heat coloured her words; the authority in her tone surprised her, aroused her, made her ache with a need she’d nearly forgotten.

She shifted, letting her gaze soften. “I will send you tasks—sometimes private, sometimes public. If I say, go to the park and read my message aloud, you do it. If I say, wear the plug to dinner, you obey. Use discretion, but do not refuse. If you need to pause, you use the code. You know what that means.”

She reached for her water, let the silence draw out just long enough for gravity to settle. “You will respond to any message from me within ten minutes—unless you are at work, or asleep. If I don’t hear from you, I will check the logs. The app tracks compliance, but I don’t want to rely on tech. I want your word, your effort.”

Her throat tightened as she continued. “We will have a contract call before you put on the lock or the collar. No play, no power exchange, until you agree, out loud, to every part of this. You will state your safe words. Red for stop, amber for slow, green for yes. We’ll use video—no texts, no voice notes. This is real, and I want to see your face when you say yes.”

She reached for her notebook, reading aloud what she’d written just hours earlier:

— I am not available for you 24/7.

— You will not use this to punish me or as a tool for emotional blackmail.

— You are responsible for your own aftercare if I cannot be there.

— You will check in with your therapist, as agreed, every Thursday, and send me proof.

Maya’s voice trembled only slightly at the last line, but she held her ground. “These are my boundaries. I need to be wanted for this—for who I am as your Domme—not needed as your emotional nurse. I want you to crave control, not rescue. If you can’t do that, then we need to be honest with each other.”

She allowed herself a long pause. Her chest ached. She wished she could reach through the camera and touch his face, smooth the furrow that would appear in his brow as he weighed every rule, every risk. She’d seen that expression so many times—half resistance, half surrender. It had always thrilled her, scared her, made her feel powerful and exposed in the same breath.

She closed the notebook, held it in her lap like a talisman. “You will sign this contract with your actions. If you agree, you will record yourself: collar on, cage locked, timestamp in frame. You will send it to me before midnight, London time. That’s your signature. That’s the proof that this is your choice, not mine alone.”

She swallowed, heart fluttering. The next words were the hardest. “If you can’t do that—if you can’t give me all of this—then you’ll send the parcel back. No explanations needed. I won’t ask, and you don’t need to apologize. But if you agree, you agree to everything. Not just the fun parts, not just the old ways. You agree to trust me, and to let me see you, every day, even when it hurts.”

She let her shoulders fall, tension leaking out of her body, replaced by a raw, restless hope. “This isn’t a game for me. It’s not even about sex, not really. It’s about whether you can let me lead, and whether I can let myself want that without shame or doubt. I want to build something new with you, Jackson. But I need it to be real. I need you to give yourself to this. To me.”

She reached out and turned off the camera.

For a moment, the silence felt absolute. The only sounds were the faint hum of the laptop and her own shallow breaths. She blinked, wiped her eyes, and let the weight of what she’d just done settle into her bones. There was no way to know how he would react. Maybe he’d be angry. Maybe relieved. Maybe quietly grateful that she’d finally put their ache into rules, into ritual, into something he could hold.

She played the video back, listening to the cadence of her own voice—steady, cool, then splintering into something vulnerable. It was imperfect, but honest. She didn’t edit it. She didn’t need to. She saved the file, attached it to a new email, and stared at the screen, her finger hovering over “Send.”

Before she pressed it, she typed a final line into the body of the message:

I need you to be sure. Not for me—for us.

—M.

Then she hit send, and waited, the echo of her own words ricocheting through the too-quiet room.

The cursor blinked in the emptiness of the sent-mail folder, the only proof that something irrevocable had been set in motion. Maya stared at the laptop, her body rigid, unwilling to move. The silence that followed was somehow louder than the city’s midnight chorus outside—a parade of passing sirens, laughter from a late-night bus stop, a fox’s shrill yelp in the alley behind the building. Life moving on, indifferent to the gamble she’d just made with her heart.

She pressed her palms to her knees, forcing herself to breathe. It should have felt like relief—having finally spoken, finally named her needs out loud—but it didn’t. Instead, it was as if she’d stepped onto a ledge, dizzy with the knowledge that there was no way back down except to jump.

She closed her eyes and the present dissolved, replaced by a series of flickering images—memories, both sharp and blurred, that had shaped everything she wanted from him, and everything that now stood in the way.

She remembered the very first time Jackson had let her lock him, their apartment lit by a tangle of fairy lights and the smell of burnt toast from a forgotten midnight snack. He’d been nervous, almost shy, his hands trembling as she threaded the first cuff around his wrist. “You can stop any time,” she’d whispered, more to herself than to him, as if asking permission to become someone new. But he’d nodded, eyes bright with hunger, and given her a shaky, “Yes, Ma’am.” The memory made her ache—not just with longing, but with a nostalgia so fierce it felt like grief.

Other memories surfaced, unbidden: their first argument after he’d missed a check-in, the trust fractured by a careless lie about being “too busy” to obey. The silence that followed, the way he’d slept with his back to her for a week, the anger that simmered just beneath her skin—at him, at herself, at the world for making her want so much. She’d hated how easily her own needs could be twisted into weakness or control-freakery, depending on whose gaze she imagined. There were times she resented the dynamic she’d once adored, times she wished for something softer, simpler—a love without contracts or codes. But even then, the thought of giving up the ritual, the structure, the sharp clarity of being obeyed, filled her with a kind of panic.

She opened her journal, flipping past pages littered with old to-do lists and snippets of half-remembered dreams. She paused at a recent entry, written in a restless, midnight scrawl:

Am I asking too much? Or not enough?

Do I want to save us, or do I just want to win?

What if he agrees, and it still isn’t enough?

What if I am the one who breaks this time?

The questions lingered, heavy as stones. She thought of the friends who’d rolled their eyes at her “kinky phase,” the colleagues who’d gossiped when she took days off for “mental health.” They would never understand the satisfaction, the purpose she found in structure—in building a world where her rules mattered, where her voice was not just heard, but obeyed. She’d spent too many years shrinking herself to fit, too many months erasing needs that felt “too much” or “too complicated.” She’d told herself that love was supposed to be effortless, but the truth was, she craved the effort—the sweat, the planning, the mutual surrender to something bigger than either of them.

Still, tonight, doubt gnawed at her. Was this act a rescue or a punishment? Was she pushing Jackson for his own good, or to soothe her own fear of abandonment? Was dominance, at its core, just another way of asking to be chosen—over and over, every day?

Her phone vibrated—a junk notification, nothing from Jackson. She resisted the urge to send another message, to soften what she’d said. She forced herself to let the silence stand. That, too, was power. That, too, was trust.

She moved to the window, pulling her knees up onto the sill, staring out into the dark. The city glimmered, alive and infinite, but she felt as alone as she’d ever been. She let herself imagine, for a moment, that Jackson was out there somewhere—collared and caged, just as she’d demanded, his mind circling the same worries, the same hopes.

She tried to conjure the taste of his skin, the weight of his body under her hands, the low whine he made when she tightened the collar one notch more. Even the memory was electric. Her own arousal flickered, caught between pleasure and pain. She wanted to touch herself, to chase away the ache with her own hand, but she refused. Not tonight. Tonight, she needed to stay empty, to feel the cost of what she’d risked.

She thought of all the ways dominance had changed for her in the past year—not just about what she could make him do, but what she needed to believe about herself. There had been times, especially in the lonely months after Jackson moved out, when she doubted her right to ask for anything. When she’d considered giving up, letting their story end in silence and shame. But something stubborn in her refused. Control, she’d learned, was not the same as cruelty. Wanting to be obeyed did not make her a monster. Wanting more, needing proof, needing ritual—these things made her real.

Her therapist had once asked, “What does power mean to you?” She’d stammered through an answer about trust, about safety, about not having to ask twice. But now, she knew the truth: power was about being seen. About having her needs met—not despite their difficulty, but because of it.

She checked her phone again. Still nothing. She forced herself to put it face down, resisting the urge to refresh her inbox. She would wait. She would give him the dignity of his own decision, even if it killed her.

Her mind raced: what if he said no? What if he agreed, but couldn’t keep up? What if, after all this, she was left holding nothing but her own demands, too heavy to bear alone?

But then she remembered the look in his eyes that first night—the glimmer of fear and trust, the secret relief of being chosen, of being asked for more. She clung to that memory, let it burn away the shame, the doubt, the ache of loneliness.

Maya rose from the window and slipped back beneath the covers, letting the city sounds lull her into something like rest. For the first time in weeks, she felt not just afraid, but alive—raw, exposed, dangerous. She didn’t know if Jackson would say yes, or if he even could. But tonight, she’d asked for what she wanted, without apology or disguise.

That, she decided, would have to be enough.

She closed her eyes, clutching her phone to her chest, and waited for the world to change.

Sleep was not really sleep, but a slow slide through restless dreams, punctuated by the vibration of Maya’s phone on the pillow. Each time her eyes fluttered open, she checked the screen—once at midnight, again at half two, again just as the first pale slice of dawn touched the city’s skyline. Each time, nothing. The silence was a phantom weight pressing down on her chest, a reminder of how much this night meant, of what might be lost if Jackson could not—or would not—meet her challenge.

Her thoughts wandered through every possible scenario. Maybe he’d fallen asleep, nerves shutting his body down. Maybe he’d spent the night staring at the box, unable to touch it, unable to send it away. Maybe he’d read her instructions, grown angry, and decided—finally—that enough was enough. She wondered if, somewhere across the city, he was pacing a lonely kitchen, pouring coffee he didn’t want, rehearsing a message he couldn’t bring himself to send.

Between her half-waking spells, Maya’s mind replayed the last seconds before she pressed “send.” She wondered if the video had landed the way she intended. Did he hear the steadiness, the resolve, the love woven into every rule? Or just the ache beneath the commands—the trace of desperation she had tried to bury? She thought of all the unsent drafts, the lines she’d deleted—I miss you, I’m scared, I want you to fight for this as much as I am. She wondered if he knew how badly she wanted him to say yes.

By seven, her body gave up on the pretense of sleep. Maya rose, shivering in the thin light, and wrapped herself in an old hoodie, wandering through the flat like a ghost. She boiled water, made tea she hardly tasted, scrolled through her inbox, WhatsApp, Signal—every platform they’d ever used to talk. Nothing new.

She opened their shared drive, half-hoping for a fresh photo, a note, any digital trace of him. She found herself scrolling through old videos—Jackson on his knees, eyes soft with devotion; Jackson laughing, teasing her as she tightened the cuffs; Jackson’s voice, breathless and low, whispering yes, Ma’am against her skin. The memories bit deep, sharpening both the longing and the loneliness. She closed the folder, unable to watch herself want him in ways that felt so distant now.

She tried to distract herself: cleaning, laundry, a too-fast run along the canal. She answered work emails, forced herself to shower and dress, set up her laptop for a meeting she barely registered. Every task was an attempt to keep her hands busy, her mind from wandering to what if, what if, what if—

When her phone finally vibrated—nearly noon—it was not the insistent, needy buzz of a call, but the softer, more menacing chime of an incoming message. She froze, one hand midair, breath suspended.

The notification:

Jackson Chen — Attachment: IMG_3817.jpeg

Her heart stuttered. For a split second, she considered not opening it, letting possibility hang in the air a little longer, preserving the tension between hope and dread. But the need to know was too strong.

She tapped the file.

Jackson’s face appeared onscreen—pale, serious, shadowed with uncertainty but also with something else: resolve. Around his neck, the collar she had chosen, snug and perfectly positioned. She could just make out the small gold buckle, the D-ring glinting in the early light. Below, the cage—locked, unmistakable, cold steel shining against his skin. In one hand, he held a scrap of notepaper, the date and time scrawled in his familiar, rushed hand. His eyes—direct, pleading, challenging her to doubt him now—met hers through the screen.

Maya’s first reaction was a rush of heat, a bolt of arousal that struck so sharply it left her breathless. The second was relief—so sudden and overwhelming she nearly laughed, or sobbed, or both. She ran her finger across the screen, as if she could reach through and touch the pulse at his throat, the line of his jaw, the trembling she imagined in his hands.

But beneath the triumph, a fresh wave of anxiety rose. This was not a win; it was a beginning. Jackson had agreed, but what if the rituals only drove them further apart? What if she had asked too much, or he had said yes just to keep her from leaving? The lock was on, but the real test was only beginning.

She composed herself, smoothed her hair, wiped the tears she hadn’t noticed were there. She typed a simple reply—nothing extravagant, nothing that would reveal just how deeply this moment had unsettled her:

Good.

The word felt small, but anything else would have risked opening a floodgate she wasn’t ready for. She wanted to say, Thank you. I see you. I want you. I’m scared too. Instead, she put the phone aside and let herself breathe, really breathe, for the first time in days.

In the aftermath, Maya paced the flat, unable to settle. She alternated between giddy hope and an almost paralyzing vulnerability. She had wanted power, but it felt like exposure—her demands laid bare, her own needs staring back at her from his surrendered gaze. Was this what she craved? To see herself reflected in his obedience, to feel her strength confirmed by the weight of his trust?

She wondered, briefly, if he was crying. She wondered if she was.

She forced herself to sit at her desk, fingers drumming a nervous pattern. In the notebook, she wrote:

He said yes. Now what?

The question lingered, sharp and unanswerable.

That afternoon, Maya left the flat and walked the city without purpose, letting her thoughts unspool beneath the bright, hard autumn sky. She moved through crowds, anonymous and alert, the lock and collar a secret only she and Jackson shared. She imagined him, wherever he was, moving through his own rituals, checking the rules she’d given, waiting for her next command. The knowledge was dizzying—a heady mix of dread, desire, and a hope she hadn’t let herself feel in months.

By the time dusk fell, Maya stood at her window, looking out at the city’s scattered lights. She pressed her palm to the glass, feeling the world expand and contract around her, every possibility still open, every risk still hers to take.

Jackson was locked. She was waiting. For the first time in a long time, the future felt unwritten—dangerous, but undeniably alive.

Night arrived in layers: city lights blooming one by one, traffic thickening below, the low drone of life swelling and receding like a tide. Maya stood at the window, arms folded, the faint warmth of the radiator at her back and the chill of glass beneath her palm. The sky had deepened to blue-black, and in every pane she saw the double reflection of herself—tall, tense, and a little bit new.

She let herself linger in the silence. For the first time all day, she didn’t check her phone, didn’t refresh her inbox. She breathed in the faint scent of lavender from the potted plant on the sill, allowed her gaze to drift out across rooftops and spires. Below, the city pulsed with its own indifference: lovers arguing under a streetlamp, a dog barking somewhere, a siren slicing through the dark. Ordinary chaos.

But her mind was anything but ordinary. Inside, she felt stretched between contradiction: lighter and heavier, powerful and exposed, the ache of longing shot through with a shimmer of satisfaction. She pictured Jackson, locked for her, feeling that intimate tightness, the slow-building ache that was both punishment and privilege. She wondered if he was as restless as she was now, if the cage made him feel claimed or just contained. She wondered if he was proud, if he was scared, if he hated her a little for demanding so much.

She realized, with a surge of clarity, that she was locked in too. She’d thought of this as a test for him—a challenge for his willpower, his devotion—but it was no less a test for herself. Every rule she set, every message she waited for, was a link in her own chain: a surrender to her own needs, her own courage, her own hope that asking for more didn’t make her impossible to love.

In the glow of the window, Maya straightened, feeling her own pulse in her throat. She pressed her fingers to the glass, as if she could bridge the distance between herself and the scattered lives beyond. She imagined sending a signal out across the city—something invisible but undeniable—connecting her to the one man who had chosen, again, to obey.

She whispered his name to the night, letting the syllables hang between her lips and the city’s noise. No one heard but her, and that was enough.

As the hour grew late, Maya allowed herself to hope, just a little. Maybe this was the beginning of something neither of them could yet name: a new ritual, a new risk, a new way of being together even when they were apart.

She drew the curtain, shut off the lamp, and slipped into bed—alone but not untethered, uncertain but no longer adrift. The rules were set, the contract signed not on paper, but in action and surrender.

Tonight, the lock was not just a barrier. It was a promise.

And Maya, lying in the darkness, finally let herself believe in the possibility of what came next.


Chapter 2 — “Obedience at a Distance”

Jackson woke in increments, as if surfacing through layers of water. The grey light filtering through the slats of the blinds was indistinguishable from the blur of his dreams. He was momentarily disoriented—he’d dreamed of her, he was sure, but already the specifics had slipped away, leaving only a bittersweet tightness in his chest and a tension lower down that was no less persistent for being familiar.

He rolled onto his back. The cage pressed cold and unyielding between his legs, the first sharp reality of every morning now. He ran his hand absently along his stomach, then down, pausing at the unforgiving shape of steel locked in place. A small part of him—the part that had always resisted, always doubted—half-expected it to be gone, for this to have been some long, elaborate test she’d soon abandon. But no: the chill, the weight, the faint pulse of arousal, were all real.

He reached for his phone, not because he wanted to check the time, but because Maya’s instructions were as much a sunrise as the actual dawn. The screen glowed: 06:19. Two hours to obey. Two hours to prove himself.

Jackson lay there for a minute, feeling the ache of anticipation. He remembered when the morning routine had meant lying tangled with her—her breath on his neck, her fingers tracing lazy patterns along his ribs, her body warm and open and close. He used to wake wanting to serve, wanting to please, but always with the reassurance of her skin against his, the promise of reward, or at least of being held. Now, he was alone. Alone, except for the rules.

He sat up, rubbing the sleep from his eyes, and made his way to the bathroom. The flat was cold, the floor gritty with dust he hadn’t bothered to sweep. His world had shrunk, pared down to essentials: his work, his phone, the cage and its key that lived miles away, unreachable. He flicked on the bathroom light, caught his reflection in the mirror—unshaven, eyes bruised by bad sleep, collarbones sharp. He looked smaller, somehow, since she left.

The ritual had become muscle memory: wash face, brush teeth, try not to think about the things he wanted. He pulled out his phone again and opened Maya’s latest message, reading it for the fifth or sixth time:

“Edge for me. Proof before 8. I want to know you’re thinking of me first. No shortcuts.”

He leaned against the cold tile, letting his hand drift down. The cage was a barrier and an invitation both, every touch amplifying the tension rather than offering relief. He slid his fingers along the line of steel, the sensations frustratingly sharp, the ache so much sharper for being forbidden. His breath came short, heart stuttering with both humiliation and heat. For a moment he closed his eyes and pictured Maya—imagined her watching, imagined the arch of her brow, the small satisfied smile that always told him he was exactly where she wanted him.

He edged himself as best he could, body shuddering with the effort to balance right at the precipice without falling over. This was harder now, not just physically but emotionally—a performance without an audience, a sacrifice without the reassurance of her hands, her voice, her touch. It was all for the camera now.

He picked up his phone, thumb trembling as he checked the clock—06:33. He opened the camera app, framed the proof as Maya required: his body, the locked cage, the handwritten note with date and time. His face was out of frame, but he could see himself in the reflection: jaw set, eyes uncertain, a tension in his mouth he couldn’t quite smooth away.

He snapped the photo and paused, thumb hovering over “send.” The urge to add something—a word, a plea, even a joke—flickered and died. That wasn’t part of the ritual now. Maya had been clear: proof, nothing else, unless instructed. He sent the photo in silence, then placed the phone down, exhaling as if the act had emptied him.

The emptiness did not feel clean or freeing. Instead, it felt raw, unresolved, like a question asked in a language he no longer fully understood. Did she want him, or just his obedience? Did the photo, the daily evidence, really bridge the gap, or did it only draw the outline of his absence?

He stood in the silence, listening to the city begin to move outside his window: a distant car alarm, footsteps in the corridor, water running in a neighbour’s flat. He wondered if Maya was awake, if she checked the proof first thing or let it wait until she was ready. He wondered what she felt, seeing him like this—locked, alone, eager to please but more desperate, now, than devoted.

He dressed quickly, every motion reminding him of the cage’s presence—the stretch of his waistband, the brush of denim, the soft pressure whenever he sat. It was impossible to forget, impossible to ignore. This was the new ritual: every moment of the day shaped by Maya’s absence and her rules, every act of obedience an offering to the space where she used to be.

As he poured coffee and watched the milk swirl, Jackson caught himself wishing for a reply. Not just an acknowledgment of proof, but something warmer, softer, something that told him he was not only seen but wanted. He tried not to dwell on the emptiness in the chat, on the way each new morning felt more like a test than a homecoming.

Yet, when the message arrived—three words, same as yesterday—“Received. Good boy.”—his breath caught anyway. The approval stung, sharp and sweet. He clung to it, let it warm him for as long as it could, even as the ache of distance grew behind it.

Jackson finished his coffee, checked the time, and set about the rest of his day. One ritual down, a dozen more to go. This was the deal. This was what he’d agreed to, what they both hoped would keep them close, even as the city and the silence pressed in.

But as he stepped into the cold morning, phone buzzing with reminders and demands, he couldn’t shake the sense that he was performing for a mirror that reflected only what Maya wanted to see.

Jackson checked his phone again as he walked the four blocks to his office—a pointless reflex, but the itch to see Maya’s next instruction was as ingrained as his pulse. The cold air pressed in through his coat, each step jostling the cage under his trousers, a constant, undeniable reminder of her control. He’d always imagined that distance would dull the edge, make everything easier, softer, but it seemed the opposite was true: every small friction, every restriction, was amplified by absence. He could no longer take her presence for granted. The rules were all he had.

He slipped into the anonymous lobby, nodded to the security guard, and caught a glimpse of himself in the lift’s mirrored walls. To anyone else, he looked ordinary—just another tired man with a work bag and unkempt hair, probably late for his first meeting. But he knew. Under the neat shirt, hidden by the fabric of his boxers, the lock was in place. He wondered who would guess, if they saw the set of his jaw or the stiffness of his gait, that he was caged by someone miles away, ruled by her messages and her gaze.

At his desk, he scrolled through emails, fielded pointless calls, and tried to force his mind onto spreadsheets. But every ping from his phone made his heart jump, a split-second of hope or fear—would Maya check in? Would she issue a new order, or just the expected midday denial check? He half-hoped for an extra challenge, something beyond the routine—some sign that she was thinking of him not as a project to manage, but as a lover to torment.

By eleven, the anticipation had curdled into restlessness. The app’s notification blinked: Lunch Denial Check, 12:15. Proof required: Message only. Still obeying, Maya. The wording was unmistakable—hers, clipped and exact. He read it twice, then again, letting the words fill the space where her voice should have been. It was ritual, but it wasn’t touch. It was presence, but not warmth.

The clock crawled toward noon. Jackson ducked out for coffee, navigating the crowded street, the press of bodies, the ordinary chaos of city life. He felt exposed, every step a silent confession. He wondered if anyone could tell how much effort it took not to adjust himself, not to wince when he sat, not to blush at the secret his body carried. He bumped shoulders with a coworker, muttered an apology, and hurried back to his desk, careful not to move too quickly, careful not to draw attention.

At exactly 12:15, Jackson opened a private chat, typed the words: Still obeying, Maya, checked the time-stamp, and hit send. He watched the cursor blink, half-expecting—half-hoping—for an immediate response. None came. Just silence, then the familiar, aching emptiness that came after every act of obedience. Did she check his messages in real time, he wondered, or did she let them pile up, proof of his devotion waiting to be acknowledged? Was his obedience a comfort to her, or just a box to tick?

He sat at his desk, hands idle, mind drifting. He remembered, with sudden intensity, the days when Maya would come by his office unannounced—pressing a key into his palm under the desk, whispering a command in his ear, making the ordinary world electric with the threat of exposure. He missed her physicality: the sharpness of her gaze, the calculated precision of her touch, the way her fingers would linger at his collar when she wanted him on edge all day.

Now, the plug she’d ordered for tonight waited in his bag, silent and accusing. She’d messaged the instruction that morning—You will wear it from dinner until bed. Proof on video, as always. I want you uncomfortable for me. I want you raw. The phrasing was cool, impersonal, but he knew her well enough to read the heat beneath it.

The workday passed in a kind of suspended tension. Every task, every meeting, every polite exchange was coloured by the knowledge of the rules. He double-checked his replies to Maya, never letting more than a few minutes slip by before confirming his obedience. When a colleague stopped by his desk to chat, Jackson felt himself retreat—wary, hyper-aware of every shift in his body, every accidental brush against the cage. He wondered, sometimes, if the entire office was complicit in his secret, or if he was invisible—just another face behind a screen.

During a quiet moment, Jackson ducked into the single-occupancy bathroom, locked the door, and stood with his back to the mirror. He pulled up his shirt, checked the lock, checked for any marks or swelling, the quick, clinical movements of someone who had done this a hundred times before. He took a steadying breath, then snapped a photo—another bit of evidence for Maya, another offering on the altar of distance.

He lingered, staring at his reflection. The man in the glass looked the same, but felt changed. His body had adapted to the routines, the small humiliations and secret victories of submission at a distance. But his heart had not. The rituals tethered him, but they did not fill the ache. They amplified it. The lack of Maya’s hands, her voice, her tangible presence, was like a wound that never quite closed.

Jackson tucked his shirt in, washed his hands, and returned to his desk. The day wore on: emails, phone calls, a long meeting where he forced himself to focus on numbers while his mind replayed the rules, the message, the knowledge of her watching—or not watching—from miles away.

As evening approached, he felt his anticipation sharpen. The public task tonight—the plug—would be different. More humiliating, more real. He wondered if he’d be able to keep his composure in front of his flatmate, if the tension would show on his face, if the act of recording proof would feel like exposure or release.

He felt both pride and shame. The pride was in the obedience, the willingness to endure discomfort for Maya’s pleasure, for the hope of reconnection. The shame was in the secrecy, the sense that he was performing for a distant audience, that his pain might not be seen, or worse—might not matter.

At the end of the day, Jackson packed up, phone buzzing in his pocket: Don’t forget the plug. Video before bed, face visible. I want to see you. The words were a command, but also a kind of promise. He clung to that, to the hope that being seen—even from afar—could close the distance, even for a moment.

As he made his way home, the city lights swimming in puddles beneath his feet, Jackson wondered if Maya felt as exposed as he did. If her need to control him was matched by her need to be believed, to be trusted, to be enough. The rituals linked them, but the ache of absence was theirs to share.

He opened the door to his flat, set down his bag, and began to prepare for the night’s next obedience—body and soul shaped by distance, discipline, and a longing that refused to fade.

By the time Jackson had locked himself in the bathroom for the evening task, the flat was quiet except for the muted drone of the TV from his flatmate’s room and the slow, anxious pulse in his own ears. The day’s instructions circled in his head like a litany: Plug. Video. Face visible. I want to see you. He tried to steady his breathing as he removed the slim, silicone plug from its discreet pouch, wiped it clean, and felt his cheeks heat as he remembered Maya’s command: “I want you uncomfortable for me. I want you raw.”

He wondered, fleetingly, if she realized just how much of his life now revolved around these rituals—not just the physical tasks, but the mental arithmetic of planning, hiding, remembering, double-checking. The awareness was with him everywhere: on the train, in the office, passing strangers on the street. Even here, alone, he could feel her gaze on him—not the real heat of her eyes, but the cold, clinical attention of the app. Device sync: active. Obedience log: pending. New instruction: unread.

Jackson balanced his phone on the narrow shelf above the sink, adjusting the angle so that both his face and the act itself would be visible in the frame. He hesitated, staring at his own expression—a mix of exhaustion, tension, and that raw, nervous anticipation that never seemed to fade. He had grown used to being watched, but never quite comfortable. The knowledge that every flicker of doubt, every wince or shiver, would be captured and sent for her approval or correction made him self-conscious in a way that no in-person scene ever had.

He pressed record.

His voice sounded thin in the small, echoing space. “Evening proof, as ordered.” He steadied himself, followed Maya’s instructions exactly, not allowing himself to speed through or cut corners. As he inserted the plug, body tensing with the familiar discomfort, his mind spun with conflicting emotions—humiliation and pride, the hope that this would please her, the shame at needing her to see him this way, the worry that none of it would ever be enough.

When it was done, he faced the camera and spoke again. “Ready for your review, Ma’am.” He managed a smile, not quite convincing, then ended the recording and reviewed it with a critical eye. Every second was evidence: of his willingness, his obedience, but also his isolation.

Jackson attached the video to an encrypted message and sent it to Maya. For a moment, he hovered over the keyboard, wanting to add something—Miss you, need you, say something back—but the ritual was clear. Obedience, not conversation.

He wiped down the sink, pocketed the plug, and stood for a while just listening to the house. He was so aware of the tech: the phone buzzing with updates, the app logging every task, the quiet pings that told him when a new rule had been set or an old one had been checked off. Sometimes, he half-believed the devices were watching even when Maya wasn’t. It was supposed to feel intimate—a link to her, proof of connection—but tonight, it felt cold, mechanical, a spotlight that highlighted his flaws more than his devotion.

He paced his bedroom, phone in hand, scrolling through the logs:

Morning edge: complete

Lunch denial check: complete

Evening plug: complete

Each entry timestamped, verified, marked green by the app’s indifferent algorithm. There was a log of his messages, photos, videos—a digital diary of submission that could be exported, reviewed, even shared if Maya chose to. He tried to imagine her looking through it, scrolling past the images, watching the proof of his obedience. Did she smile? Did she linger on any one moment, replay a video, feel the ache he felt every day?

But the silence stretched. There were no new replies. The only notification that blinked was from the app itself, a sterile line of text:

Obedience level: 100%. Reward status: pending review.

He tried not to let it get under his skin. He reminded himself that this was what he wanted—or at least what he’d agreed to. He opened Maya’s earlier video, replaying the part where she laid out the rules. Her voice was so steady, so certain, but in her eyes he thought he saw the same ache he felt now—a hunger for reassurance, for proof that this ritual was more than a placeholder for touch.

He caught himself searching for something more than instructions. He wanted warmth, messiness, even argument—anything that would break through the careful choreography of the contract. But the tech didn’t allow for that. The tech was always watching, always logging, always rendering him visible and invisible at the same time. To Maya, he was a collection of proofs; to himself, he was both performer and audience, caught in an endless loop of needing to be seen.

He scrolled back through old messages:

You’re doing well. I’m proud of you.

Miss you today. I want you on edge for me, all afternoon.

Those had been from before, when the distance felt like a challenge, not a chasm. Now, her words were rarer, clipped—approvals or corrections, never comfort.

He thought about reaching out, just to say he missed her. He typed the words, then deleted them. He knew Maya wanted obedience, not emotional leakage. He wondered if she missed the days when he would argue, test the boundaries, fight to be seen as a partner, not just a submissive. Or maybe this was what she wanted all along: a man shaped by her will, his needs reduced to data points, his devotion measured in daily proof.

He set the phone down, climbed into bed, and stared at the ceiling. Even in the dark, the glow of the screen painted patterns across the room—his life, reduced to tasks completed, tasks pending, evidence awaiting review. He wondered what it would take for her to say more than “Good.” He wondered if, in some corner of London, she was watching his videos and wishing for something as messy, as complicated, as lost as he felt now.

The cage was heavy. The plug ached. His body was full of want, his mind full of questions.

He turned over, closed his eyes, and tried to let the hum of the city drown out the tech, the rules, the constant, unrelenting need to be seen.

But the last thing he heard, before sleep finally came, was the soft chime of the app confirming his obedience. And the silence that followed—Maya’s absence, all the more present for being invisible.

Jackson sat on the edge of his bed, phone balanced on his thigh, as the flat’s hush thickened into real night. The rituals of the day—morning edge, lunch denial, evening plug—should have added up to something satisfying, some feeling of accomplishment, but as the day bled out he felt only emptiness and the hum of unmet need. Shadows pooled in the corners of his room, the light from his bedside lamp soft and insufficient. Every detail felt magnified: the clean sheets stretched too tight, the discarded clothes in a heap by the radiator, the untouched book at his elbow that he’d pretended to read.

He checked the time: 11:32 p.m. The app blinked at him from the home screen, an unambiguous reminder. Bedtime plug, proof video, face visible. No excuses. Maya’s words—her rules—lived inside his head now, not just on the screen. The line between her command and his own compulsion was blurring, indistinct as the blue glow that seeped under the door from the corridor.

He reached into his nightstand drawer and withdrew the plug, its silicone shape already familiar, even comforting in a way that defied logic. He glanced at the camera lens on his phone, half-hating how ritualized the process had become, half-grateful for its certainty. He stripped off his boxers, lay back on the bed, and set up the camera on the stack of books beside the lamp. He framed himself as instructed: chest to knees, face fully visible, eyes looking straight into the digital void that led to Maya.

Jackson pressed record, his voice low and matter-of-fact: “Bedtime proof, Ma’am.” He tried to keep his face impassive as he lubed the plug, pressed it in, and let the discomfort ripple through his body. Alone, he would have let out a sound—a hiss, a moan, maybe even a laugh—but tonight the silence was all there was. He held himself still, breathing through the tension, making sure the camera could see everything. He wanted her to notice the effort, the vulnerability, the discipline in every small movement.

He finished, pulled the covers up, and looked into the lens. “Ready for your review.” He managed a faint smile, something between defiance and invitation, then stopped the recording. He watched the video through once, noting the set of his jaw, the way his hand shook, the shadow that passed through his eyes when he thought no one was looking. He attached the file to a message and sent it to Maya, his thumb hovering over the screen. This time he almost typed something more—Miss you. Need you. Please tell me I’m doing this right—but he deleted it, leaving only the proof, only the ritual.

He set the phone aside and lay in the quiet, waiting for a response. None came. He stared up at the ceiling, fingers splayed across his bare stomach, feeling the caged ache between his legs and the dull fullness within him. He had always thought that submission would make him feel closer to her, that the daily proof of obedience would bridge the gap between their bodies. But tonight, the acts themselves felt hollow—meaningful only in that they left him more exposed, more alone.

His mind wandered to earlier scenes: Maya in the doorway, arms crossed, her gaze sharp as she inspected him; the way she would sometimes laugh and pull him in for a kiss after a particularly humiliating task; the warmth of her body beside his, the comfort of hands and lips and mutual exhaustion. Those moments seemed impossibly distant now, flickering like lost footage in a private archive he could never fully access.

He wondered what she saw when she watched his videos now. Did she see him—his need, his devotion, his fear—or just another task completed, another green tick on a virtual scorecard? Was she proud, was she turned on, was she just tired? He pictured her alone in her flat, perhaps watching his proof on a laptop with the volume turned low, her face inscrutable in the blue light. He hoped, irrationally, that she’d notice the small details: the effort he made to hold her gaze through the lens, the way his breath caught on her name.

Jackson pulled the covers up to his chin, feeling suddenly childish and exposed. The room was too quiet. He longed for the weight of her hand, the warmth of her breath against his neck, the simple, reassuring press of her body against his. The rules were meant to be a tether—a way to bind themselves to each other across the miles—but tonight they felt like the only thing standing between him and total absence.

He reached for his phone again, checked for new messages, saw nothing. He stared at the thread, reading and rereading her last reply: Received. Good boy. It felt so small, so distant, so insufficient. He typed out a reply, deleted it, tried again. The words in his head—Are you proud? Do you miss me?—died on his tongue. He put the phone aside and forced himself to lie still, breathing slowly, letting the ache and emptiness pool inside him.

Minutes stretched out. The plug was a constant throb, the cage a steady ache. His body pulsed with denial and with need, but more than anything, he felt tired—tired of being strong, tired of being good, tired of having nothing to hold but rules and absence.

He closed his eyes, letting himself remember the feeling of her hands—cool, certain, real. He promised himself that tomorrow would feel better, that the rituals would bring them closer, that his obedience would mean something more than a checklist on an app.

But as he drifted toward sleep, the only proof he had was the echo of his own voice, recorded and sent, lost somewhere between here and her, waiting for an answer that might never come.

Jackson drifted at the threshold of sleep and waking, neither fully surrendered to rest nor awake enough to call his feelings by name. His body lay still in the quiet, sheets drawn up to his collarbones, every muscle aware of the hard geometry of the cage and the dull pressure of the plug. Shadows shifted on the ceiling, the light outside the window throwing restless shapes that seemed to echo his thoughts—blurred, uncertain, never quite resolving into comfort.

The phone rested on his pillow, dark now, a silent witness to all that he’d given away. He didn’t bother to check it again; he knew there would be nothing from Maya tonight. Her rules had been met, her inbox filled with proof of his devotion, and the world had rolled on as if nothing extraordinary had occurred. He tried to tell himself that this was how it was supposed to work: obedience for its own sake, submission as a ritual offering, a silent bridge built from daily acts. But in the dark, doubts gathered like a storm.

He listened to the small sounds of the flat—the hum of the fridge in the kitchen, his flatmate’s muted laughter through the wall, the distant, rhythmic pulse of a city always moving. He wondered what Maya was doing right now. Was she already asleep, the proof videos lined up for morning review? Was she out with friends, unwinding in a world that didn’t include him? Was she watching his videos, pausing on his face, trying to read in his eyes something she was afraid to name?

A knot formed in his chest, familiar now—a mix of longing and shame, pride and a gnawing loneliness. This was not the pain of denial, but of emptiness. He remembered, with sudden clarity, the times when submission had meant something different: Maya’s hands in his hair, the heat of her mouth on his, the low, secret growl of approval that made his heart hammer. He remembered the satisfaction of being used, of being held after, of seeing in her eyes not just control, but desire and affection, even love. Those moments had been brief, sometimes fleeting, but they had filled him up in ways that obedience alone could not.

He tried to recapture that feeling now—hearing her voice, imagining her approval—but the rituals felt thin without her presence. Each proof he’d sent today had cost him something: a sliver of pride, a little more faith that it would matter, that she would see not just his compliance but his yearning. He wondered if she could sense the truth behind the camera: that his obedience was a way of calling out to her, not just a willingness to be ruled but a desperate attempt to be noticed, to be cherished.

Jackson rolled onto his side, staring at the curtain where city light seeped in. He remembered the contract call, her voice steady and cool, the line between command and care so sharply drawn. “Obedience is not love, Jackson. I want your trust, not your rescue.” He’d agreed, had nodded, eager to please. But now, he wondered if the rituals were enough, if he could keep giving without ever being sure that it was received as anything but duty.

He turned the phone over in his hands, thumb running across the worn edge of the case. The urge to reach out was nearly overwhelming. He wanted to send a message—something small, something true: Are you there? Am I enough? But he stopped himself. The contract was clear: proof, not pleading; rules, not reassurance. Maya wanted to see him obey, to trust in her design, to let her presence fill the spaces where touch and words no longer reached.

He wondered what she felt, on the other side of the screen. Did she ache, too, or did the power sustain her, keep her strong in the absence? Was this what she needed—a lover remade into ritual, his needs reshaped to fit her will? Or was she just as lost as he was, holding herself together with instructions and data, both of them praying that structure could stand in for intimacy?

Sleep eluded him, and so he filled the emptiness with hope. He told himself that being seen would be enough, that one day the daily proofs would accumulate into something more than compliance—a pattern Maya could read, a declaration beyond words or flesh. He imagined her waking to his messages, smiling at his effort, feeling the same pride and sorrow that kept him awake.

In the quiet, Jackson admitted what he hadn’t dared speak: that the rules tethered him, but also isolated him. That being controlled, from a distance, made him feel both more connected to her and more invisible than ever before. The cage and the plug were tangible, inescapable, but it was the silence that bruised the deepest.

He listened to the city, to the hush of the flat, to the echo of his own hope. Maybe tomorrow Maya would say more than “Good.” Maybe tomorrow the rituals would feel like belonging, not exile. Maybe one day, the distance between them would shrink, and the proof of his devotion would be met by the warmth of her arms.

For now, Jackson surrendered to the rules—the ache, the waiting, the uncertain cost of being so thoroughly seen. He let himself believe that somewhere in the dark, Maya was listening, watching, missing him in her own way.

And as sleep finally took him, Jackson clung to the only thing left: the hope that being obedient, being vulnerable, being willing to be seen—even at a distance—might still be enough to keep love alive.


Interlude - Firmware Note — “Surveillance Mode”

LOCKNET™ Secure Devices — Firmware v2.10.7

Release Note: Surveillance Mode (Beta)

Internal Memo: For authorized users and primary device holders only.

Overview:

Surveillance Mode is an experimental feature introduced in Locknet™ Secure Devices as of firmware v2.10.7, designed for couples and “remote pairings” who require real-time monitoring of both device compliance and partner engagement. This update is part of our ongoing mission to foster trust, safety, and accountability across physical distances.

Surveillance Mode enables two key functions:

Expanded Bio-Data Logging: In addition to device metrics (lock status, removal attempts, tamper alerts), firmware now logs user-initiated activities—video proofs, audio check-ins, and message timestamps—with automatic cross-referencing to the controlling partner’s app usage.

Partner Activity Feed: For couples who have enabled mutual consent, the system allows “trusted partners” to view each other’s logs: not only when and how rules are obeyed, but when (and how often) instructions are set, proofs are viewed, and video feeds are played.

How It Works:

	When Surveillance Mode is enabled, all video/photo proofs submitted by the wearer (User A) are time-stamped and flagged as “viewed” once accessed by the controller (User B).

	The firmware records when User B sets or changes a rule, watches a live feed, replays footage, or updates a contract.

	Users can opt in to “Reciprocal Review,” granting User A limited access to User B’s log: “Maya opened your morning proof at 08:41. Maya watched your evening task video twice. Maya updated the rule set at 10:23.”

	For privacy, only aggregate data is shown unless full access is granted.



Philosophy:

At Locknet, we believe “power” is not a one-way channel, but a dynamic flow of visibility, vulnerability, and choice. In Surveillance Mode, obedience is tracked, but so is attention. Who watches whom? Who takes notice, and when? Is submission only about proof, or about the faith that someone is on the other end, truly witnessing you?

Use Cases:

	For Dominant users: Maintain accountability, issue tasks, and observe compliance in real time, even when separated by distance or schedule.

	For Submissive users: Confirm that your effort is seen—every act, every struggle, every silent plea for approval or attention.

	For partners in crisis: Surface the invisible ledger—how often a proof goes unwatched, how often a rule is changed but never explained, how many days pass without anyone logging in at all.



Warning:

Surveillance Mode is not a substitute for communication, aftercare, or genuine emotional presence. Over-reliance on metrics may foster resentment, anxiety, or the illusion of intimacy without substance. Locknet is not responsible for relational drift resulting from neglect, indifference, or the abdication of mutual care.

Beta User Note:

Early testers report a paradox: knowing when a partner has watched (or ignored) your proofs is both exhilarating and excruciating. Some feel closer; some, exposed. For some, Surveillance Mode deepens trust; for others, it lays bare the gaps in attention that were easier to ignore before. Choose to enable this feature with care.

Firmware v2.10.7 changelog:

	Expanded biometric logging (compliance, stress signals, voice emotion markers)

	User-to-user visibility of instruction issuance and proof viewership

	Real-time app notification options (“Your partner is online. Your proof was replayed.”)

	Support for encrypted archiving (7-day auto-delete option available)

	Enhanced privacy toggles for both users

	Bugfix: timestamp accuracy for cross-timezone compliance



Support:

Questions about Surveillance Mode? Visit the Locknet Support Portal, or join the “Remote Control” community on Locknet Forum for peer guidance, tips, and lived-experience stories from users navigating distance, power, and digital intimacy.


Chapter 3 — “System Update — Control Drift”

Maya woke before her alarm, eyes gritty from fractured sleep, body wired with anticipation and a simmering unease. She lay still, the world outside the window pre-dawn blue, and let her thoughts drift to Jackson—wondering if he’d slept, if he’d followed the rules, if the proof would already be waiting in her inbox. Their lives, once built on shared mornings and the warmth of skin, were now tethered by devices, rituals, and the echo of her own commands.

She reached for her phone, not out of hope but habit, and opened the Locknet app. The dashboard glowed with data:

— Edge proof: received at 07:12. Photo attached.

— Denial check: completed 12:14. “Still obeying, Maya.”

— Bedtime plug: video submitted. Face visible. No exceptions.

Each entry logged and cross-referenced, each act of obedience timestamped, catalogued, and—if she chose—archived forever. She scrolled through the images, letting the evidence of Jackson’s devotion settle the ache that had haunted her for days. There he was: caged, collared, jaw set with effort, body raw with tension. His gaze never quite met the camera, but Maya knew he was looking for her, reaching for connection through the screen.

Yet, as she thumbed through the logs, a strange pressure built in her chest. She was both satisfied and hungry, reassured by his compliance but unsettled by the flatness of digital ritual. The app’s new Surveillance Mode promised greater intimacy—every proof he sent marked as “seen” the moment she opened it, every command she issued tracked in her own record, every video watched or replayed noted and time-stamped for him to review. But the more she observed, the more she felt exposed. If she missed a proof, Jackson would know. If she rewound a video, he would see. Power was mutual now, not just a privilege but a responsibility.

She sat up, swung her legs to the floor, and opened her laptop, letting the familiar hum of booting machinery anchor her nerves. The inbox was already crowded: client emails, a handful of spam, and, threaded through it all, the private messages from Jackson—each a breadcrumb trail leading back to her, each proof a question she had to answer. Was this what she wanted? Obedience as currency, ritual as reassurance?

Maya poured coffee, paced the narrow kitchen, and replayed last night’s proofs. Jackson had followed every rule, every instruction. The plug scene was perfect: his face tense with effort, the line of his mouth drawn in concentration, his body obedient and beautiful and distant. She watched twice, unable to resist the flicker of heat it ignited in her, but also a sting of loneliness. She wanted to reach through the screen, to touch him, to reassure him, to demand more. The power was electric, but it left her hands empty.

A new notification pinged. The app:

Jackson viewed: Maya replayed your “bedtime plug” video at 06:51 and 07:01. New task?

She stared at the screen, caught off-guard by the intimacy of the prompt. He knew she was watching. He knew exactly how often, and when. For a moment, she imagined him waiting, breath held, hoping she would send a word—Proud. Good boy. Do it again for me. But she didn’t. Not yet.

Instead, she reviewed the Surveillance tab, checking her own log:

— Issued instruction at 21:08

— Viewed proof at 21:25, 23:49, 06:51, 07:01

— No new comments sent

The system was precise, indifferent to the feelings behind each action. It recorded what she did, not what she felt.

Maya opened a chat window, hesitated, then closed it again. She wanted to write something real—some acknowledgment of the effort Jackson was making, the faith she was asking him to put in her. But words felt risky, almost dangerous; they might open a door she couldn’t close. She needed to stay in control, to let the rituals speak for her.

She issued the next task:

Today: Wear the plug under your work clothes from lunch until you’re home. Proof on video. Message if you need to use the code. I want you thinking of me every time you move. — M.

She hit send, then immediately regretted not adding a softer line—a reassurance, an expression of gratitude, even just a good boy to remind him that she saw the effort, not just the compliance. The screen offered no guidance, no warmth. Only her reflection, faint in the glossy surface, looking back at her with a mix of pride and something harder to name.

Throughout the morning, Maya found herself checking the logs compulsively. Every time Jackson submitted proof or replied to a message, she received an alert. Each digital interaction was a heartbeat in the strange, disembodied rhythm of their new connection. She saw when he opened her instructions, how long he lingered on the chat before responding, even which videos he replayed late at night. The knowledge was intoxicating and uncomfortable—she was both omniscient and laid bare, every choice mapped, every omission a potential wound.

By midday, Maya felt a tremor in her resolve. The power was immense, but so was the pressure. Could she keep him tethered, keep herself whole, with only these rituals and devices? Was she asking too much—or not enough? Did he obey out of desire, or just habit? Was she still the woman he wanted to serve, or just the one who happened to hold the keys?

A pang of fear passed through her, quickly replaced by defiance. She would not let doubt shape her. She had made the rules. She would follow through.

Opening her notebook, she wrote:

Power isn’t just about control. It’s about being seen. About being believed. About the courage to want more, and the nerve to claim it.

She closed the book, straightened her back, and prepared for the next ritual. Today, she would turn the camera on herself. Today, Jackson would see her want—unfiltered, undeniable.

But for now, she watched the logs, fingers tight around her mug, heart pounding with hope and dread. She was the watcher, but she was being watched too. The game was changing—and she could feel the stakes rising with every proof, every command, every unanswered message waiting in the queue.

Maya stood in the center of her bedroom, holding her phone like a talisman, every nerve alight with anticipation and the ache of uncertainty. It had been hours since she issued the latest command—Jackson was at work, his messages clipped, every reply carrying the careful, practiced submission of someone measured by the minute. She could feel his tension in every word. Even more, she felt the tension coiling within herself: the strange, charged cocktail of desire, loneliness, and something close to fear.

She had spent much of the day watching him through the Locknet logs, tracing his acts of obedience, watching proofs arrive and be marked “seen” in her inbox, aware of the mutual gaze that the system had built. He could see her watching; she could see him waiting. It was a feedback loop—each aware of the other, each hoping their effort meant more than just compliance.

Now, in the quiet before dusk, Maya set the phone on her tripod, angled it so her face and upper body filled the frame. She wore a simple black slip, nothing elaborate, but the air was charged with the knowledge of being seen. She checked the lighting, adjusted the focus, then let herself breathe. Her pulse thudded in her ears. She remembered her own command—I want you thinking of me every time you move—and wondered if he was, if her presence echoed inside him as much as his longing echoed inside her.

She opened a new message window, fingers trembling as she typed:

Live in five minutes. No touching. I want you to watch. Obey.

She hit send, waited for the “delivered” tick, and then, after a long breath, pressed the record button.

The camera’s tiny red light stared back at her. Maya let herself move with deliberate grace, letting her breath settle, her shoulders drop, her body shift into the role she had learned to command. She looked directly at the lens, imagining Jackson on the other side—alone, caged, desperate, his whole world shrinking to the size of her screen.

She started to speak, low and controlled, the words flowing from some deeper place. “You’re not allowed to touch. You will watch, and you will remember who you belong to.” She ran her fingers along the line of her collarbone, slow and teasing, feeling the goosebumps rise even as her voice stayed even. “I want you hard for me. I want you aching. I want you thinking of nothing but what you can’t have.”

Her hands moved lower, sliding the straps of the slip down, exposing her breasts to the camera. There was a thrill in it—knowing he was watching, knowing that his desire was locked tight by her will alone. She let her palm brush lightly over her nipple, biting back a moan, keeping her eyes fixed on the camera. “Imagine my hands on you,” she whispered, voice dropping. “But you don’t get my touch. You get this. You get the ache.”

She slid the slip off, standing bare in the golden light, and sank to her knees on the bed. She let one hand slip between her thighs, the other bracing herself against the headboard, back arched for the camera. She let her breath catch, let herself make noise, wanting him to hear every gasp, every low whimper of pleasure that was hers alone. “You’re not allowed,” she repeated, voice sharp with authority. “You don’t even get to ask.”

Maya let herself build slowly, fingers working her clit, hips grinding against her own hand. She imagined Jackson watching, tense, frustrated, desperate. She pictured him caged and silent, forced to witness what was once his alone, now offered as a performance. The thought made her reckless. “You want to beg?” she taunted, her voice a snarl of heat. “Go ahead. Type it. But I won’t read it until I’m finished. Until you’re begging for real.”

The pleasure grew, sharp and aching, her control slipping with every stroke. She knew the app was logging everything: her start time, her audio, the intensity of her moans. She thought about how the record would show she’d watched Jackson’s videos twice, how he would see this session as proof—not just of her dominance, but of her own need. She wondered if he’d resent it. She wondered if he’d see her power or her hunger.

As her orgasm built, Maya let her eyes flutter shut, mouth open in a silent cry, her body bowing with release. The pleasure was intense, threaded through with a wild loneliness. She opened her eyes, looking straight into the lens, letting the last waves wash through her. “You don’t get this,” she whispered, voice rough. “Not tonight. Maybe not ever. But you will watch. And you will remember who controls you.”

She let the silence stretch, her breath slowing, her body trembling in the afterglow. The room felt too bright, too exposed, the camera’s gaze suddenly clinical and unblinking. Maya hit “stop,” and for a moment, she sat frozen, body slack but nerves humming, staring at her own reflection in the black mirror of her phone. She wondered what Jackson was feeling. She wondered if he hated her a little, if he loved her more, if he felt seen or just used.

She replayed the video, watching herself perform. The pleasure was real—the need, the satisfaction, the power—but the aftermath was complicated. Alone, in her room, Maya felt the thrill slip away, replaced by a gnawing ache. She wanted Jackson’s approval, his longing, his worship. But she also wanted comfort, reassurance, some sign that her own need wasn’t a failing but a feature of the dynamic she’d built.

Her phone pinged: a Locknet alert—Jackson is watching. Session started: 19:08. Then another: Message pending. She didn’t open it. She didn’t want to see what he’d written, not yet. She wanted to stay in the bubble of her own authority, to let the proof stand for itself.

Maya got up, drew the curtains, pulled her slip back on, and curled up on the bed. Her skin still tingled, her mind racing. She wondered what it meant that she could feel so powerful and so empty at once, that exhibition for Jackson—once the purest thrill—now left her as exposed as it left him.

The logs would show she had claimed her power tonight. The record would last as long as either of them chose. But the ache inside her, the need for something softer than dominance and obedience, was not so easily catalogued.

She lay back, staring at the ceiling, phone buzzing in her palm. For tonight, that was enough. Tomorrow, she might need more.

The evening air was thick and still, the city humming beyond Maya’s window as she sat cross-legged on her bed, phone in hand, the aftershocks of her earlier performance leaving her restless and hollow. The camming session had started as a high—a rush of power, of being seen, of orchestrating Jackson’s longing with nothing but her voice and the arch of her body. Yet as the hours wore on, satisfaction faded, replaced by a gnawing ache that vibrated at the center of her chest.

Maya scrolled through her notifications. Locknet’s logs flashed a clinical summary:

Session: watched twice by Jackson.

Message pending: unread.

No new rules issued.

She saw her own activity mapped alongside his, a mirrored record of mutual attention and mutual silence. She could track the exact moment he started the video, the timestamp of every desperate message, the gaps where he’d lingered, perhaps hoping for a reply that never came.

She wanted to reach for him, to say something soft—Did you like it? Do you need me?—but she stopped herself. The contract was clear, and so was the ache of pride. To admit need felt like surrender; to demand comfort felt like weakness. So she closed the chat, muted her notifications, and tried to lose herself in the hum of the night.

But need, she knew, could not be muted so easily.

An hour passed. She ran a bath, let the water scald her skin, tried to scrub away the vulnerability that lingered after her performance. She replayed the session in her mind: the sound of her own moans, the way her body had answered to the lens, the knowledge that Jackson was watching, caged and desperate. She felt a pulse of pride—but also shame. Was this connection, or just performance? Did he love her more for what she could do, or did he only crave the ache she forced on him?

Restless, Maya dressed in loose shorts and an old T-shirt and padded barefoot through her flat. The night outside was noisy—laughter rising from the street, music drifting from an open window. She felt herself drifting too, cut loose from the comfort of ritual, floating on the edge of decision.

The thought struck her suddenly—an impulse equal parts wildness and loneliness. She unlocked her phone and opened a chat not with Jackson, but with someone she’d met a few weeks ago: Jamie, a friend of a friend, whose flirting had been easy, whose gaze lingered without the burden of history. Their last exchange had been weeks back—casual, unfinished, a joke about late-night drinks and bad dance music.

Her thumbs hovered over the keyboard. Still up? Want some company?

She hesitated, then hit send.

The reply was quick, simple: Always. Come over?

Maya stared at the screen, pulse racing, the world shrinking to the size of the invitation. She could refuse. She could stay in, order food, bury herself in old movies and the soft tyranny of her own longing. Or she could go—step outside the boundaries she and Jackson had drawn, test the edges of what it meant to be in control.

She texted Jackson a single line:

You are to watch. No touching. You are to listen.

She followed it with a private link, the access code to a live stream—a new Surveillance Mode feature, tested only once before. The rules were implicit: he would see what she allowed, and nothing more.

Minutes later, she was in an Uber, nerves singing. The city blurred past, a ribbon of light and shadow. Jamie’s flat was close, a third-floor walk-up above a shuttered bakery. He answered the door in sweatpants and a T-shirt, the kind of smile that was easy, welcoming, and utterly unburdened by expectation.

Inside, the flat was messy but warm. They shared a drink, the conversation circling the familiar—work, mutual friends, the weather—until Maya’s body could stand it no longer. She reached for Jamie, letting herself fall into the heat of his mouth, the solid weight of his hands. The first kiss was urgent, fueled by the hunger she’d been pretending not to feel. Jamie pulled her closer, and Maya let herself be wanted—let herself be claimed in a way that was less ritual, more chaos.

She caught sight of her phone on the coffee table, the camera lens winking, the live feed running. Jackson would be watching—locked, denied, his ache amplified by every sound, every gasp, every glimpse of her body claimed by someone else. For a moment, guilt spiked, sharp as a blade. But so did power. Wasn’t this the point? To test what control meant, to prove she could be wanted—not just as a Domme, but as a woman, as a body in the world?

Jamie guided her to the bedroom, their bodies tangling, laughter dissolving into need. The sex was messy, eager, imperfect—nothing like the careful choreography of Jackson’s rituals. Maya let herself go, let herself feel, let herself be loud, knowing the camera was capturing everything, that Jackson was being forced to watch, to listen, to endure.

After, as Jamie dozed, Maya sat on the edge of the bed, scrolling through the Locknet logs.

Viewer: active throughout session. No breaks.

Mic: audio stream enabled.

Jackson message: unread.

She hesitated, heart pounding, then opened his chat.

Do you hate me? he’d written.

No, she typed back. But you need to know what I want. What I can have. What I choose.

She didn’t send it. Instead, she took a selfie—hair wild, lips swollen, skin flushed—and uploaded it to the chat.

Remember: you serve me. Even when you can’t touch. Even when you have to watch.

She left the flat just before dawn, air cool and sharp against her skin. The city was quiet, empty except for delivery vans and the occasional jogger. She felt emptied out, both lighter and heavier. The power was real, but so was the cost.

Back in her own room, Maya lay awake, staring at the ceiling. She replayed the night—the pleasure, the transgression, the ache. She wondered if Jackson would forgive her, if she even wanted forgiveness, if the exposure and pain would draw them closer or drive them further apart.

Her phone buzzed: Locknet summary—Session archived. Viewer: Jackson. Proof: received.

Maya closed her eyes, letting herself float on the edge of sleep, the taste of someone else still on her lips, the ache of power still pulsing in her veins. The logs would remember everything. The proof would never fade. But the feeling—the complicated, messy thrill of being wanted and watched—was hers alone.

For now, that had to be enough.

Morning crawled into the flat with a thin, indecisive light. Maya lay on her side, back to the wall, feeling the ache of too little sleep and too many choices. The night with Jamie was still alive in her body—scrapes of stubble against her skin, the echo of hands that weren’t Jackson’s, the heady rush of being wanted for nothing more than herself. She tried to cling to that satisfaction, to convince herself she was whole, full, powerful. But with the hangover of pleasure came a brittle unease—a sense of lines crossed, of something valuable risked.

She reached for her phone, half-hoping for silence, half-dreading what she’d find. Locknet greeted her with its cold precision:

Session archived. Viewer: Jackson. Duration: 02:01:42.

Message: unread.

Proof: delivered at 06:14.

It was all there, every act and every reaction, mapped and measured and stored for both their memories. Maya’s eyes flicked to the Surveillance tab—her own metrics set out like a confession:

Replay: Jamie session (herself): twice.

Replay: Jackson’s morning edge: three times.

Proofs viewed: all, within fifteen minutes of submission.

No new comments.

She closed her eyes, feeling suddenly seen in ways she hadn’t consented to. There was a strange safety in the ritual of power, the familiar cadence of command and response. But this—this transparency—felt like exposure, a nakedness of the soul. She wondered if Jackson had spent the night cycling through her session with Jamie, eyes fixed to the screen, ache building into anger or despair. She wondered what it cost him to obey, to endure, to watch her be wanted and not be able to look away.

A new notification chimed—Jackson: viewed selfie, 06:16. Watched Jamie session, 03:27 and 04:41. Message: unread. She hesitated, then scrolled to the chat.

His message was short, brittle:

Did you want me to see all of that? Or just want me to hurt?

Maya stared at the screen, the words a punch in the gut. She typed a dozen replies—This is what I need. You said you wanted me to lead. Don’t you trust me?—but deleted them all. She didn’t want to explain herself. She didn’t know how to, not in a way that would untangle the guilt from the pride, the thrill from the fear that she’d gone too far.

She tapped back to her own Surveillance log. She saw her weaknesses laid bare—how often she’d replayed Jackson’s proofs, how her fingers hovered over his messages for long, silent minutes before sending anything. There was a comfort in seeing that he, too, watched her over and over, replayed her pleasure, haunted the logs like a ghost. But the comfort soured quickly. This wasn’t intimacy—it was obsession, a mutual haunting, both of them circling the evidence, trying to find love in timestamps and play counts.

Later that day, Maya left her flat for a run, needing to outrun the data, to find the edge of her own body. Her legs burned, lungs ached, but her mind replayed every moment: the guilt in Jackson’s message, the heat in Jamie’s hands, the digital tracks that followed her everywhere.

Back home, showered and shivering, she sat on the bed, Locknet open on her knees. She saw Jackson’s activity spike around dawn—his proofs submitted with mechanical precision, the Jamie session watched in the deepest hours of the night. She wondered what it felt like, watching her be fucked by another, knowing she was both the object of desire and the one holding all the cards. She wondered if he hated her for it, or if he was even more desperate to please.

A ping: Jackson has replayed “Camming Session” at 09:52, 10:04, 10:16.

He was chasing her, through the archive, trying to make sense of her need. She felt a twist of something—pride, that he couldn’t look away; shame, that she wanted him to. The app’s numbers painted a story more honest than either of them would admit. Every act, every viewing, was a confession.

She replied at last, words sharp-edged:

You said you wanted truth. This is mine. You’re not the only one who gets to ache.

Seconds later, another notification:

Jackson: viewed reply. Message: unread.

She imagined him staring at the words, cycling between anger and longing, pride and humiliation. Wasn’t this what she’d always wanted—to be believed, to be powerful enough to shape his pain and his pleasure both?

But the victory felt hollow. The Surveillance Mode that was supposed to bind them closer had become a wall, the illusion of intimacy masking a deeper distance. Maya’s eyes burned. She wanted to call him, to see his face, to demand something real. But she was tired—tired of the game, tired of proof, tired of longing for connection only to find herself drowning in data.

The day drifted by. Maya found herself compulsively checking Locknet: every ping a hope, every new log a disappointment. She watched Jackson’s online status flicker in and out. She watched herself replaying her own session, as if searching for a clue in her own eyes.

That night, as the city’s light faded, Maya lay in the dark, phone against her chest. The last notification blinked:

Jackson: proof submitted. Goodnight.

She wondered who was really watching, and who was seen.

She wondered if this was the beginning of the end, or just another phase of their love’s endless negotiation—exposure, reaction, regret.

Tomorrow would bring more rules, more proofs, more logs. But for now, all that remained was the uneasy certainty that mutual surveillance was not the same as intimacy—and that being observed could be the loneliest feeling in the world.

Dusk crept in almost unnoticed, painting the walls with restless shadows as Maya sat on her unmade bed, Locknet’s familiar glow flickering across her face. For hours, she had watched the logs, every new data point a pinprick: Jackson rewatching, Jackson submitting proof, Jackson silent. She had answered with instructions and short replies, all precision, all control. But inside, she was unraveling. Every act of obedience was a reminder of the gap between them—a distance that no app, no ritual, no proof could truly bridge.

Her phone chimed again—Jackson: message received, 19:41.

She opened it, heart tight. The words were blunt, edged with pain:

I can’t do this.

Not like this.

Not just watching you want someone else. Not when I’m nothing but a log on your screen.

She stared at the message, reading it twice, three times. The familiar urge to stay strong, to answer with more rules, more structure, flared up, but something in her chest gave way. The ache was bigger than pride now. She called him without thinking, thumbs trembling as she hit “video.”

The screen rang twice, then Jackson’s face appeared—pale, drawn, eyes red with the exhaustion of a thousand nights spent waiting for a response that never truly came. He looked like he’d barely slept, jaw unshaven, hair a mess. For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Maya broke the silence, her voice softer than she intended. “You said you wanted the truth.”

Jackson’s mouth twisted. “I wanted to feel wanted. I wanted to feel like I mattered to you—not just as a body to control, but as your partner.” His voice cracked, and he scrubbed a hand over his eyes. “But I’m just… performing. I don’t even know if you see me anymore. Or if you just see the tasks. The proof.”

Maya’s throat tightened. “I do see you. Every day, every proof, every message—”

He cut her off. “You see the evidence. You don’t see me. Not really. And then last night—” He swallowed. “You sent me the stream. You made me watch. I did what you said, but… it broke something, Maya. I thought this was about us. I thought the rules were supposed to keep us close, not punish me for being far away.”

Maya’s eyes stung. She wanted to defend herself, to explain the hunger, the loneliness, the feeling of being untouchable even as she was always in control. But the words tangled in her mouth, heavy and useless. “I needed… I needed to know I could still be wanted. Not just as a Domme. As a woman. And you—Jackson, you always said you wanted me to take what I needed.”

He shook his head. “Not if it means you forget I’m here. Not if you want someone else more. Not if I’m just another watcher, while you get to feel everything.”

The accusation landed hard. Maya felt it in her bones, the shame mixing with fury and fear. “You think I don’t feel?” she whispered, voice suddenly sharp. “You think I don’t lie awake wanting you—aching for you—while you’re locked up and proving yourself and all I get is data and silence?”

He was shaking now, voice rising. “Then why didn’t you say it? Why didn’t you let me in? Why did you make it a fucking show?”

The word—show—stung. Maya’s mask of authority slipped. “Because I was scared, Jackson. Because I didn’t know if you wanted me, or just the control. I needed to know I could still have something real. Something that wasn’t just… obedience.”

They both fell silent, the city noise seeping in through open windows, sirens and laughter from the street below. The screen was a lifeline and a barrier both—every pixel charged with everything unsaid.

Jackson’s voice was quieter now, almost pleading. “I don’t want to be just obedient. I want to be yours. I want to be wanted—messy, difficult, jealous. I want to fight. I want you to need me, not just my proof.”

Maya wiped her face, realizing too late that she was crying. “I do need you,” she whispered. “I need you more than I know how to say. But this distance… it’s killing me. The rules, the tech, the games—they’re supposed to keep us close, but it’s like we’re ghosts. Just watching each other disappear.”

The silence stretched, but it was different now—shared, fragile, honest.

Jackson spoke first, voice raw. “What now?”

Maya didn’t have an answer. “I don’t know. Maybe we stop. Maybe we start over. Maybe we find a way to be together that doesn’t feel like punishment.”

He looked away, wiped his nose, laughed bitterly. “Maybe we just let ourselves be sad for a minute. Not strong. Not perfect. Just… here.”

She nodded, exhaustion washing through her. For the first time in weeks, the roles slipped away—no Domme, no submissive, just two people, wrecked by wanting and failing and trying all over again.

“I’m here,” Maya said quietly. “I’m not going anywhere. But I don’t want to lose you to the game.”

He managed a small, tired smile. “Then maybe we stop playing. For a while.”

She let out a shaky breath, some pressure in her chest easing as she listened to his voice. They sat together in the flickering glow of their screens, not speaking, not watching, just breathing.

No instructions. No proof. No performance. Just presence—imperfect, unresolved, but real.

When they finally said goodnight, it was with a quiet that felt like a new kind of promise. The crisis wasn’t over, and the questions between them still burned. But for now, the rupture had made space for something else—something uncertain, but alive.

Maya shut the laptop, wiped her cheeks, and let herself feel the ache, the loss, the fragile hope that tomorrow they could begin again—not with rules or rituals, but with the simple, difficult act of reaching for each other in the dark.


Chapter 4 — “Breakdown”

Jackson woke with a start, pulse racing, the ghost of Maya’s voice echoing in his head: I don’t want to lose you to the game. The city outside was just beginning to brighten, but his body felt like stone—heavy with exhaustion, skin clammy with sweat. For a moment, he couldn’t remember what day it was, only the sharp ache of something irretrievable slipping through his fingers. He reached for his phone instinctively, then stopped, hand hovering. The urge to check for messages—proof, approval, instruction—was still there, but the anticipation was gone. All that remained was dread.

He rolled onto his back, staring up at the cracked ceiling. His mouth was dry. The room seemed smaller than usual, every shadow stretched and strange. He let his hand fall to his stomach, then lower, fingers brushing the cold steel of the cage. What used to thrill him now felt foreign, an artifact of a different time—a souvenir from a city he no longer belonged to. He pressed against it, searching for sensation, but there was nothing except dull pressure and a low, constant ache.

The phone blinked, finally: a Locknet reminder, chirping its usual demand.

Morning edge: proof required by 08:00. No shortcuts.

He let the notification sit there, unread, as if ignoring it might buy him another hour of peace. But peace was as far away as Maya’s hands. He thought of her face on the video call last night—the tears, the way her voice had trembled. The urge to reach through the screen, to close the distance, to touch her, had almost undone him. Instead, they’d ended the call with silence and a fragile, uncertain promise to “just be here.” But what did that mean, in practice? Did it mean he was free, or more trapped than ever?

He forced himself upright, swinging his legs over the edge of the mattress. His body ached—not with desire, but with fatigue and the low thrum of loss. He padded to the bathroom, splashed water on his face, studied his own reflection. He looked older. He looked tired. The edges of his mouth drooped; his eyes were puffy, ringed with sleeplessness. Even the collarbones that used to excite Maya—sharp, pale, almost delicate—felt meaningless now. What was the point of beauty if there was no one to see it?

He went through the motions of the ritual anyway, setting up his phone on the edge of the sink, camera angled to show the evidence: the cage, the body, the note with the date and time. His hands moved mechanically, as if he were filming a tutorial for someone else, a lesson in how to fake devotion. When he touched himself, it was out of duty, not desire—a dull, unyielding effort that left him aching but untouched. He edged as best he could, body shuddering with frustration rather than pleasure, the cold of the cage cutting through any hope of relief.

He snapped the proof photo and sent it to Maya, not bothering to check the framing or the light. The act felt transactional, a deposit in a bank that no longer paid interest. He didn’t wait for her reply. He knew there would be none—not the way he wanted. No Good boy. No I see you. Just the algorithm, the log, the endless, silent tally of compliance.

Jackson wandered back to his bedroom, slumped on the edge of the bed, and stared at the ceiling again. He wanted to cry, but the tears wouldn’t come. Instead, memories came in waves—flashes of the old days, before Locknet and contracts and all this distance. The night Maya first collared him, the way she’d kissed his forehead afterward, gentle and proud. The slow, careful way she’d undressed him, as if she were unwrapping a gift. The heat of her body against his, the certainty that he was wanted, that he belonged. He replayed those moments now, letting them sting, letting the ache deepen.

His phone vibrated:

Maya: Proof received.

Two words, nothing more. No emoji, no warmth. He stared at the message, numb, then put the phone face down on the bed. It might as well have been an error code.

He dressed for work in silence, every motion dragging. The cage pressed against him with every step, a reminder of the contract that had once felt like a lifeline and now felt like a leash. He made coffee, left it half-finished on the counter, checked his calendar, then checked it again, trying to pretend he cared about meetings and deadlines. He moved through the flat like a ghost, the world muted, everything filtered through a haze of regret and fatigue.

On the walk to the train, Jackson was barely present. The city was waking up around him: dogs barking, a cyclist singing off-key, delivery vans trundling through puddles. He heard none of it, saw none of it, except as background noise. Every face in the crowd was a stranger, every body in motion a reminder of his own inertia.

He checked his phone at red lights, at the station, on the train. He wanted Maya to break the silence, to say something that would make the rituals feel worthwhile again. He wanted her to demand more, to punish him, to forgive him—anything but this slow, choking absence.

He opened her last proof video, watched himself in the mirror: caged, compliant, eyes blank. He tried to see himself as Maya might—obedient, devoted, hers. But all he saw was a man playing a role he no longer understood.

By the time he reached the office, the day was already lost to the ache of not being seen.

The office was already humming by the time Jackson arrived, though he barely noticed the change in rhythm. The familiar sounds—the clack of keyboards, the whir of the copier, the soft hum of distant conversation—might as well have been the static of another planet. He walked to his desk, greeted no one, dropped into his chair with a kind of numb resignation. His body moved, but it was as if something fundamental had gone missing overnight. The cage pressed dully against him, each shift in his seat reminding him that even here, even now, Maya’s rules followed him like a shadow.

He checked his email, flagged a few urgent tasks, and responded to a client with words that meant nothing. The routine was rote: coffee, spreadsheets, forced small talk with the team. Every interaction was a performance, each smile a mask he’d learned to wear so well that it almost felt like his own face. But underneath, his thoughts circled Maya and the empty rituals they now shared. He found himself glancing at his phone every few minutes, hungry for a message that might reignite something—anything.

The Locknet notification pinged at noon, precise as always:

Lunch denial check, proof required by 12:30.

He read it, stared at the blinking cursor, and felt nothing but fatigue. Still, he typed the expected reply:

Still obeying, Maya.

He hit send, the act automatic, transactional, drained of all heat.

His manager poked her head over the partition, voice bright. “You joining us for lunch, Jax?”

He blinked, slow to register. “Maybe in a bit,” he muttered, then watched her disappear into the usual crowd. The idea of joining them—of pretending to care about office gossip and weekend plans—was suddenly intolerable. He slipped out the back stairwell, phone clutched in his hand, walking down to the street. He bought a coffee he didn’t want, sat on a bench beneath a sickly tree, and stared at nothing. The air felt thin, as if the city itself were holding its breath.

He thumbed through his phone, searching for a spark. He scrolled back through old messages from Maya—her teasing commands, her warm, lazy check-ins, the pictures and voice notes she used to send just to remind him he was hers. It felt like another life. He tried to remember the way she used to look at him, the sound of her laugh when she caught him blushing. But memory blurred at the edges; it was as if even the past had lost its color.

He typed a message, hesitated, then deleted it. He tried again:

I miss you. Not just the rules. I miss us.

But he erased it before it could be sent. The act of reaching out felt dangerous, almost humiliating. If she wanted to talk, she would. If she wanted more, she would say so. For now, there was only the contract—the quiet machinery of compliance and control, the rituals that should have bound them together but now felt like a wall.

Back at his desk, he caught a glimpse of himself in the black mirror of his monitor: jaw clenched, eyes dull, posture defensive. He wondered if anyone could tell how much he was unraveling. Did his coworkers sense the tension in his body, the way his attention flickered to his phone as if waiting for a summons? Did they see the way he seemed to disappear into himself, a man haunted by a hunger he couldn’t name?

The afternoon crawled by. Jackson performed every task Maya required—checked in, logged proof, responded to her clipped replies—but each one felt more like penance than play. Even the sensation of the cage, once a source of comfort or arousal, was now just another burden, another layer of distance between what he wanted and what he was allowed.

Late in the day, he tried to connect one last time. He sent Maya a photo—collared, caged, holding a sign with her name. He added a note:

Still here. Still yours. If you want me.

He waited, watching the message status: delivered, seen, no reply. He imagined her at her desk, watching the log fill with proof after proof, his obedience stacking up like bricks. He wondered if she felt powerful, or just tired.

The last meeting of the day dragged on, his mind wandering. He thought of Maya—not the Domme, not the one who set the rules, but the woman who’d once fallen asleep in his arms, who’d whispered dreams into his hair when she thought he was asleep. He missed her laughter, the quicksilver flash of her wit, the way she’d once made him feel like the only man in any room. He missed the way they used to fight, the certainty that love could survive even anger. Now, anger felt impossible; only resignation remained.

He left the office late, the city washed in neon and drizzle. As he walked home, Jackson realized how thoroughly the rituals had failed him: not because they were wrong, but because they were all that was left. The rules were supposed to bring him closer to Maya, to remind him of her presence, her care. But with every proof submitted and every hollow reply, he felt further away.

When he reached his flat, he dropped his bag by the door and slumped onto the sofa, still in his work clothes. He sat there a long time, phone in hand, feeling the emptiness settle deep inside him. The rituals—once sacred—had become just another way to measure the distance between them. The cage was a lock, but it was also a wall.

For the first time in months, Jackson considered what it might mean to stop.

The flat was silent, save for the low hum of the fridge and the distant traffic that drifted in through a cracked kitchen window. Jackson left the lights off as he wandered from room to room, phone in hand, movements aimless. He felt like a ghost haunting the life he used to share with Maya—the life that had been filled with ritual and laughter, yes, but also warmth, chaos, ordinary love.

He stood by the window, the city neon painting thin bars of color across the linoleum. It would have been easy, once, to lose himself in the evening—make dinner, stream a show, text Maya a photo of his meal so she could tease him for being hopeless in the kitchen. That rhythm was gone now. The contract remained, the daily rituals, the mechanical acts of submission. But all the texture had faded. He scrolled his messages, thumb hovering over Maya’s last reply:

Proof received.

It was as cold and empty as the kitchen.

He unlocked an old folder on his phone—one they’d shared in happier times, when distance was a game, not a threat. The screen filled with videos: Maya’s smile, her whispered instructions, her laughter as she told him what to do, her eyes shining as he tried—and sometimes failed—to please her. He watched one at random: Maya, curled in bed, hair a mess, grinning as she directed him to edge again, then again, until his voice shook with need. “You’re mine,” she’d said, playful but unyielding. “Every part of you.” He’d never doubted it.

Now, every video was both a comfort and a wound. He watched himself change—first eager, then tentative, then, slowly, uncertain. In the most recent clips, he hardly recognized his own face: eyes blank, posture defensive, smile forced. The joy had been drained out of the rituals, replaced by something brittle and sharp.

He set the phone down, unable to watch more. The ache was not just sexual, but existential—a sense of being lost inside a structure that no longer fit. His body remembered what devotion felt like, the thrill of giving up control, the safety of being wanted, but the motions now felt hollow. Submission had become a kind of penance: a list of proofs to be submitted, an endless loop of waiting for Maya’s reply, each one smaller and colder than the last.

Jackson slumped onto the sofa, cage biting through layers of clothing. He pressed his palm against it, hoping for some echo of the old feeling—need, heat, anticipation. Instead, there was only the dull awareness of being locked, restrained by an agreement that no longer felt mutual. The rules were clear, the compliance total, but his heart was absent.

He tried again to reach for Maya—not as a Domme, not as a controller, but as the person he missed.

Can we talk?

He sent it, the words feeling childish and raw. For a long while, nothing came back. He saw her “online” icon flicker, then disappear. The silence was worse than anger; it was indifference, or maybe just fatigue.

He opened another video, this one a screen recording of a cam session from the early days: Maya, confident and wild, taunting him, then softening as he stuttered out his gratitude. They’d spent half the night on a call afterward, drifting between flirting and confessions, making plans for the next weekend together. He remembered the feeling of being known, the feeling of being chosen—not just as a submissive, but as her man, her love.

That feeling seemed impossibly distant now, washed out by months of rituals that had become substitutes for affection. Each proof he sent now felt more like a plea—Notice me. Need me. Let me back in. But Maya’s replies, when they came, were administrative:

Rule acknowledged.

Task received. Well done.

Even praise felt hollow, like the “good job” a manager offered at the end of a shift. He craved more than affirmation—he craved recognition, the old sense of being essential.

His chest tightened with a mixture of longing and resentment. He remembered reading once that pain was preferable to numbness, that even the sharp sting of jealousy or heartbreak was better than the slow fade of neglect. Jackson found himself almost wishing for anger—for Maya to break the silence with a fight, to demand more, to remind him that he mattered. But she didn’t. And he couldn’t bring himself to force the issue, not when it felt like he was the only one still trying.

He got up, wandered into the bedroom, and sat on the edge of the bed. The evening routine loomed: the plug, the video, the message. He looked at his phone, saw the scheduled task:

Bedtime proof. Face visible. No exceptions.

He considered ignoring it, just for a moment, just to see what would happen. But the old habit—of wanting to please, of fearing Maya’s disappointment—kicked in. He went through the motions, filmed the proof, voice flat, eyes glassy. He sent the file, then lay back, phone on his chest, waiting for a reply that did not come.

Time slipped by in a blur of silence. Jackson felt himself fragmenting, each act of obedience a thread pulled loose from the fabric of their love. He remembered how proud he’d once been to serve, how deeply he’d craved Maya’s approval. Now, each task completed was just another measure of loss.

He closed his eyes, replaying Maya’s last words from the fight. I need you more than I know how to say. But this distance… it’s killing me. Maybe the distance wasn’t just geography. Maybe it was inside them now, alive in every ritual and every silence. Submission had become exile, not communion.

The realization landed with a cold finality. He didn’t want to keep performing for an empty room, didn’t want to keep asking for affection by way of compliance. What he wanted was connection, forgiveness, a return to the messiness and unpredictability that had made their love feel real.

He opened the Locknet app, thumb hovering over the “compliance log,” watching the list of completed tasks scroll endlessly. He closed the app, shut off his phone, and sat in the darkness.

He was tired—tired of being good, tired of being obedient, tired of being alone.

Something inside him began to shift, slow but inexorable. He was ready, for the first time, to risk breaking the rules.

The house was silent except for the whisper of traffic and the distant sound of a television somewhere above. Jackson sat on the edge of his bed, phone heavy in his hand, staring at the blank screen where the Locknet app usually pulsed with reminders. He scrolled up, saw the log of compliance—proofs, check-ins, every humiliating, dutiful offering lined up in digital succession. For months, this had been his world: the ritual, the performance, the anxious wait for approval that no longer came.

He thought again of Maya’s words—how distance had become more than geography, how love could rot into a contract of small, measurable acts. He felt the ache in his chest sharpen. He could still see her face from the video call: the tears, the brave effort to hold it together. They were both exhausted, both failing in their own ways. Maybe this was what breaking really felt like.

His thumb hovered over the app. The latest task blinked up at him:

Bedtime plug. Proof required. No exceptions.

He felt the old compulsion to obey—body tensing, breath catching, the click into the script she’d written for him. But something in him refused to move. Not tonight. Not anymore. The rituals weren’t bringing her back. They were just keeping him alone.

He opened the settings, scrolled to the app permissions, and tapped “Disable Notifications.” The screen asked, Are you sure you want to silence Locknet? His heart thudded in his ears. He pressed yes. Then, on a reckless impulse, he went one step further: force-quit the app, shut it off entirely, and dropped the phone onto the bed as if it had burned him.

The silence that followed was not relief at first, but confusion—a slow, echoing quiet. He listened for the phantom ping of Maya’s next command, but nothing came. No reminders, no digital heartbeat, no tasks to submit. The quiet settled in layers, thick and strange. He lay back on the bed, staring at the ceiling, hands open at his sides, and let out a long, shuddering breath.

It was only then that he realized what he’d done. A rule, broken—not some minor protocol, but a cardinal law: the channel must always be open, compliance must always be tracked. Maya had written it into the contract, bold and underlined. To cut off the tech was to cut off her, to abandon the game entirely.

For the first few minutes, the absence of orders felt liberating. Jackson flexed his toes, rolled his neck, tried to feel his body without the overlay of her gaze, the expectation of proof. He stretched out, let his hand drift over the cage, daring himself to be present for the sensation—his, not hers, not theirs. The air felt lighter, the world a little wider.

But soon, the space he’d made for himself filled with doubt. What if Maya noticed? What if the system flagged a compliance failure, and she saw his defection for what it was—a betrayal, or worse, a cry for help? Would she be angry? Would she be hurt? Would she even care?

He sat up, panic prickling at the back of his neck. The urge to turn the app back on was overwhelming. He pictured Maya at her own screen, watching the log freeze, the alerts stacking up—No proof submitted. Device offline. Partner unreachable. He imagined her disappointment, her frustration, the flicker of worry that would settle into anger.

He picked up the phone, hands suddenly shaking, and opened Locknet. The app hesitated, loading slowly, as if it too were reluctant to return to duty. The backlog of notifications cascaded down:

Compliance failure detected. Proof overdue.

Device offline: 2 hours, 19 minutes.

Automated alert: Maya notified of non-compliance.

Jackson’s stomach twisted. He scrolled to the message window, half-hoping Maya would have messaged—something angry, something tender, anything to anchor him in the reality of their connection. But there was nothing. Just the automated system, cool and impersonal, reporting his disobedience.

A wave of guilt crashed over him. What had begun as defiance now tasted like defeat. He had wanted to feel free, even for an hour, but the freedom was empty, shadowed by fear. What if this was it—what if Maya saw his absence as abandonment, as a final breach of trust? What if the game was really over, and all that remained was this emptiness?

He thought of apologizing, composing a message that would explain the gap, the exhaustion, the aching need for something more than rules.

I’m sorry. I needed to breathe. I needed to remember what it felt like to choose.

But he couldn’t bring himself to send it. The words felt inadequate, flimsy, too late.

He shut off the lamp, lay back in the dark, and stared at the ceiling until the city lights blurred into formless patterns. The cage weighed heavier than ever, no longer a symbol of belonging, but a relic of a love he was terrified he’d ruined.

Sleep would not come. He closed his eyes and listened to the silence, the absence of Maya’s voice, the emptiness where her approval used to live. He wondered if he’d ever be able to go back—if he wanted to.

And as the night deepened, Jackson realized: breaking the rule had not freed him. It had only revealed how much he still needed to be forgiven.

The flat was heavy with silence, the kind that presses into your chest until each breath feels like work. Jackson sat upright, phone trembling in his hand, fingers hovering over the Locknet app icon. He had left it offline for hours, tasting a brief, illusory freedom, but now the reality of what he’d done was impossible to ignore. Every instinct in him screamed to see the proof logs, to understand the consequences, to face what his disobedience had wrought.

He tapped the screen. The app blinked to life with a soft chime that felt almost accusatory. Notifications poured in, cascading down the display:

Compliance failure detected: Bedtime proof overdue.

Device offline: 3 hours, 42 minutes.

Automated alert sent to primary user.

Emergency code: none entered.

Jackson’s chest tightened. His heart raced, fingers clutching the phone as though it were both anchor and weapon. The data didn’t lie: every act missed, every protocol ignored, every minute he had defied the system was now logged and timestamped, preserved as evidence. His obedience, once a source of pride, had turned against him. The system, impartial and unforgiving, reflected back a truth he had been too scared to face: he had failed.

He scrolled down the feed, eyes skimming the proof timestamps, the automated flags, the silent tally of infractions. He could see the mornings he had gone through the motions without feeling, the lunches completed with hollow fingers, the nights he had submitted proof while yearning for her touch. And now, one more mark: Device offline. He felt each missed beat as a blow. A weight pressed on his shoulders, heavier than the cage he wore.

His mind raced. What would Maya think? Would she understand exhaustion, the aching sense of futility, the need to reclaim a fragment of self in the brief act of rebellion? Or would she see it only as betrayal? The thought of her disappointment—a flicker of anger, maybe even hurt, in her eyes—made his stomach churn. Every rational thought was drowned in panic, self-recrimination, and a deep, pervasive fear.

He opened the chat window, fingers hovering over the keyboard. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to— but even as he typed, the words felt insufficient, hollow. How could he encapsulate the mix of desperation and defiance, the need for reprieve and the recognition that he had crossed a boundary meant to hold them together? How could he convey that his act was not defiance born of rebellion, but a plea for some small measure of agency in the endless rhythm of obligation?

Jackson paused, thumb trembling. He thought of her—the curve of her brow when she watches carefully, the flash of heat in her eyes when he obeys, the whispered encouragements and reprimands that once drew him into her orbit. He had missed the warmth of her hands, the nuanced connection that transcended ritual. And now, with the app back online, he feared he had destroyed the bridge that connected them, replacing intimacy with cold, unfeeling logs.

He tried to breathe, slow himself, let logic cut through the rising tide of panic. The app would report the failure. The logs were there. But Maya was not the app. She was human. And humans, maybe, could forgive. He wanted to believe that—wanted to imagine that her next message would be a balm, an acknowledgment that she knew him, that she understood the strain, the desperation that had led him to this moment.

But the fear lingered, knotting tighter with each passing second. What if she was angry? What if she felt betrayed? What if the chain of trust had been broken irreparably, leaving them stranded in silence, ritual, and resentment? He pictured her, alone in her flat, watching the incoming alert, understanding exactly what he had done. Would her response be measured, cold, a punishment fitting his failure? Or would she retreat, her own hurt folding inward, leaving him abandoned within the hollow structure of their rules?

Jackson’s hands shook as he reopened the compliance feed, staring at the missed timestamps, the backlog of unacknowledged proofs. Every infraction screamed at him, a chorus of failure. He imagined the notifications popping up on her device, her eyes scanning them, piecing together the narrative of his disobedience. Each mark was a testament to his loneliness, his fatigue, his human failure—rendered permanent in the cold glow of the interface.

He tried to distract himself, to breathe, to reach for the rationality he’d abandoned when he disabled the app. He thought about sending a message, a careful apology, an explanation that would convey his remorse and his fear, but his thumb hovered over “send” and then withdrew. Words were inadequate. Words were never enough to bridge the gap between obedience and connection, between his desire to serve and his need to be seen.

Time stretched. Minutes became hours. Each ping of the app, each silent alert, hammered against his nerves. He imagined the app as a wall of glass between them—transparent yet impermeable, showing her every failure, every hesitation, every human flaw. He wanted to smash it, to reclaim a piece of freedom, but knew that any further tampering would only worsen the fracture. The app was both a lifeline and a chain, a mirror of their fractured intimacy.

Exhaustion weighed heavily on him. He slumped on the bed, face in his hands, breathing shallow, body tense. He had broken the rules; he had claimed a fleeting freedom that left him exposed and guilty. The logs, the timestamps, the proofs—they were impartial witnesses to his fracture, reflecting the raw vulnerability he could not voice. And through it all, Maya’s presence loomed: not corporeal, not tangible, but absolute, mediated through the device, insistent, unyielding.

Jackson lay there long into the night, caught between panic and despair, longing for absolution, craving connection, fearing that the bridge he had so carefully built with ritual and obedience might have collapsed entirely. The app was back online, logging, counting, recording—and he was left alone with his thoughts, with the hollow echo of devotion turned bitter, and the dread of the morning’s reckoning.

The city had gone quiet, the way it does in the hour between night and morning, when even the hum of the world seems to hesitate. Jackson lay on his back, eyes open, unable to sleep. The phone glowed faintly beside him, a cold blue heartbeat against the dark. The Locknet icon pulsed with quiet insistence, a reminder that the world he’d tried to escape was still waiting—still watching.

He could feel every inch of his body: the cage pressing against him, the dull ache of muscles locked in tension, the dry sting behind his eyes. Sleep wouldn’t come; it hadn’t in days, not properly. He’d closed his eyes a hundred times tonight, but each attempt collapsed under the weight of thought. The app’s interface haunted him—the unblinking record of his failure, the knowledge that Maya would know by morning.

He tried to tell himself that it didn’t matter, that it was just one night, one breach. But the truth was heavier. It wasn’t about the rule; it was about what the rule meant. The rules were their language. Every command she gave, every proof he sent, was a way of saying I see you. I trust you. I’m here. Disabling the app had silenced that language. He had taken the bond between them and switched it off like a light.

Now the silence roared.

He reached for the phone, thumb hovering over Maya’s chat thread. No new messages. Just the line of text he had typed hours earlier and never sent.

I needed to breathe. I’m sorry.

He stared at it until the words lost meaning. What good were apologies when everything between them existed in proof and data? Words had weight once—spoken in her ear, whispered into the pillow between them, tangled in laughter or argument. Now they were just signals traveling through empty air.

He thought about sending it anyway, if only to feel the illusion of connection, but the idea made him wince. He couldn’t bear to see the read receipt appear and then nothing else. Silence was worse than punishment. Silence was oblivion.

Jackson turned off the phone screen and let it rest on his chest. The small hum of its vibration was like a heartbeat, faint and artificial. He imagined Maya asleep miles away, phone facedown, unaware or unwilling to confront the alert that marked his failure. He wanted to believe she would understand, that she would see the act for what it was—a plea, not rebellion. But he knew better. Maya’s understanding had limits. Control was her comfort, and he had undone it.

He rolled onto his side, staring at the sliver of light creeping in through the blinds. The city outside was just beginning to stir—the distant hiss of buses, a gull crying somewhere down by the river, the metallic whisper of morning. He used to love these hours, when the world felt unguarded and new. Now they only amplified the emptiness.

His thoughts drifted, looping the same questions over and over. When had the rituals stopped feeling like love? When had obedience become exile? He had thought that following her rules would keep them tethered, that the structure would hold them steady while distance gnawed at the edges. But structure without affection was just discipline. It kept him in place, but not connected.

He pressed his hand over the cage, feeling the faint pulse beneath the metal. The device was supposed to remind him of her power, her care, her claim. But tonight it only reminded him of absence. The lock might have been on him, but the key had always been hers—and lately, it felt like she had misplaced it.

He turned onto his stomach, burying his face in the pillow, letting out a low, strangled sound that wasn’t quite a sob. He didn’t want to cry; it felt useless. But his body betrayed him, a single tear slipping down his cheek and disappearing into the fabric. He hadn’t realized until now how lonely obedience could be. Submission had once felt sacred, something chosen and mutual. Now it felt like being trapped in a language only he still spoke.

A vibration startled him—the phone again. He grabbed it, pulse spiking, but it was just the system.

Reminder: morning proof required by 08:00.

He exhaled, a sound halfway between a laugh and a sigh. The machine didn’t care if he was broken. The algorithm didn’t understand regret. It just measured compliance, blind to meaning.

He sat up, ran a hand through his hair, stared at the notification until it blurred. The idea of going through the motions again—of performing the same rituals, capturing the same evidence—felt unbearable. And yet, he knew he would. Not because he wanted to please her, but because the absence of the routine would be worse. The rules had become his compass, even as they lost their purpose. Without them, he was lost entirely.

He opened the chat window again, stared at the blinking cursor, and finally typed:

I turned it off. I shouldn’t have. I just needed to feel something that wasn’t silence.

He hit send before he could stop himself.

The message hung there, a small, fragile act of surrender. He waited, heart pounding. Minutes crawled past. The screen stayed blank. The read receipt didn’t appear.

Jackson let the phone slip from his hand, landing with a soft thud on the sheets. He lay back again, eyes open, watching the first weak light of dawn crawl across the ceiling. The room felt weightless, like he might float away if he moved too suddenly.

For a long time, he didn’t think about rules or punishments or whether Maya would reply. He just let the stillness wash over him. The guilt didn’t fade—it never did—but beneath it, something else stirred. Not relief, not peace, but a kind of exhausted clarity: he was tired of being data in someone else’s experiment. He wanted to be seen again—not logged, not analyzed, not proofed. Just seen.

As the sky brightened, Jackson closed his eyes. The app pulsed again beside him, indifferent and alive, waiting for its next entry. He didn’t touch it. He didn’t look.

He whispered her name once, so quietly it might have been mistaken for a breath, and let the light take him.


Chapter 5 — “Confession / Reset”

Maya woke before her alarm, sunlight seeping in pale and cold across the blinds, and immediately sensed that something was off. The apartment, usually quiet except for the hum of the city waking below, felt too heavy, too sharp with tension. She reached for her phone before fully opening her eyes, thumb hovering over the Locknet app, and the first notification stopped her breath cold.

Device offline: 3 hours, 42 minutes.

Compliance failure detected: Bedtime proof overdue.

Automated alert sent to primary user.

Her heart caught in her throat. The logs flashed in a torrent, timestamps stacked, warnings multiplying faster than she could process. Jackson had disabled the app. He had broken the rules. Her first response was disbelief—a mechanical error, surely. A glitch. But the repeated confirmations, the timestamps, the readouts in her Surveillance Mode dashboard, left no room for excuses. Her mind raced, trying to reconstruct the night: had she missed something? Had she failed to check in, overlooked a ping, allowed the empty hours to stretch into rebellion?

She swiped through the compliance log, eyes scanning the entries: last night’s proof delivered late, video started but not submitted until hours after the scheduled window. Then a blank, then the ominous tag: Device offline. The weight of the breach sank into her chest. Not the cage, not the protocol, but the human behind it—the man she trusted, her partner—had made a choice that she had warned would fracture the system.

Maya felt the first flicker of anger rise, sharp and hot, coiling around her ribs. She thought of him lying there, alone, isolated, possibly feeling abandoned. He had broken her rules, yes, but he had also betrayed the rhythm they had painstakingly built, the fragile connection she had tried to preserve across the miles. Her own hands trembled slightly as she scrolled through the logs, replaying his last proofs. She saw the flatness in his eyes, the tension in his jaw, the faint tremor in his fingers. Proof of obedience, yes—but also proof of isolation, of silent suffering that she had ignored.

Her fingers hovered over the chat window, the urge to demand answers pressing at her throat. Why? Why now? Why like this? She forced herself to breathe, to let the morning sun burn away the immediate heat of fury before it consumed her judgment entirely. For a moment, she considered the simplest course: lock him out, revoke permissions, impose a punishment proportional to the breach. She imagined the click of a command, the flash of the lock confirmation, and the satisfaction of reclaiming authority.

But the anger was tangled with something sharper—an ache that had nothing to do with protocol. She realized, with a sudden clarity, that part of her had been watching too closely, that she had rewatched his proofs obsessively, tracked his every move, and still failed to see him. The system recorded compliance, metrics, timestamps, but it could not capture the human beneath it. She had treated obedience like an equation, forgetting that it contained a person, not just data points.

She sank back against the pillows, hands tightening into fists. The guilt was immediate, powerful. For weeks she had relied on structure to hold them together, believing that control could substitute for presence, that ritual could mask absence. And now, here it was laid bare: the proof of her own failure, mirrored in Jackson’s rebellion, the quiet dismantling of trust she had hoped would survive even distance.

Maya opened the Surveillance tab again, letting the detailed metrics pour over her like ice water. Edge proofs late, denial check submitted with no response, plug video delayed, device offline. Each entry was a heartbeat, a tiny revelation, a pulse of what had been lost in the gap between them. She realized, for the first time fully, that the logs didn’t just measure obedience—they measured the distance, the fractures that ritual alone could not mend.

Her phone chimed softly. She swiped to see a message from Jackson. Her chest tightened as she read it:

I turned it off. I shouldn’t have. I just needed to feel something that wasn’t silence.

The words were simple, brittle, but they cut straight through her armor. His honesty—finally, raw and unguarded—felt like both a balm and a wound. She wanted to respond immediately, to demand explanations, to impose consequences, to reclaim the equilibrium of control. But she couldn’t. Her mind was too tangled with the recognition of what she had failed to provide, what she had ignored in the logs, in the proofs, in the empty spaces between their messages.

She typed a reply almost instinctively:

We talk tonight. No tasks until then.

She hit send and exhaled, leaning back into the pillows. The words were calm, measured—but underneath them, her pulse was rapid, a mix of dread and relief. For the first time in weeks, the system was not dictating their connection. Tonight, they would talk. Tonight, they would either rebuild what had been fractured, or see it shatter irreparably.

Maya sat in the quiet of the apartment, watching the morning light creep across the floorboards, feeling the weight of the choice Jackson had made and the power she held in response. She understood now that dominance was never just a command. It was a responsibility, a delicate balance between authority and empathy. The logs, the timestamps, the surveillance—they were only part of the equation. What mattered most was human: attention, understanding, forgiveness.

Her fingers trembled as she set the phone down, letting the screen go dark. She didn’t know how tonight’s conversation would unfold, or whether they would survive the fracture, but she knew she had to face it—not with fear, but with honesty. The rules could be rewritten; the contract could be revised. But the truth, unspoken until now, could not be avoided.

For the first time in a long while, Maya let herself feel the tension ebb slightly. There would be anger, there would be pain, and perhaps, in the aftermath, there would also be connection. The choice, she realized, was not hers alone. Jackson had made his, and now she had to meet it.

She rose from the bed, stretched, and gazed out the window at the city bathed in morning light. Somewhere across the distance, Jackson waited. Somewhere, he was staring at a phone, feeling the ache of exposure he had chosen. And somewhere, between them, the fragile possibility of rebuilding still flickered.

The afternoon dragged past in a haze of tension and ritualized waiting. Maya sat on her bed, laptop balanced on her knees, hands clasped tight to steady the tremor of nerves and fury coiling in her chest. Jackson’s confession had arrived hours earlier: I turned it off. I shouldn’t have. I just needed to feel something that wasn’t silence.

Simple words, stripped bare, yet weighted with more meaning than the longest, most elaborate proofs. She had read them over and over, each time feeling a spark of fear and longing, guilt and grief. Her first impulse had been to punish—revoke permissions, impose extra tasks, force him into a night of isolation—but the human beneath the logs, beneath the obedience, beneath the cage, called louder. He was exhausted, adrift, vulnerable. She couldn’t punish vulnerability. Not tonight.

She exhaled, bracing herself. She typed the final line she would send before the call:

We talk tonight. No tasks until then.

Minutes later, the laptop chimed with the incoming video call. Jackson’s face appeared on the screen, pale, haggard, eyes rimmed with red, hair unkempt. His gaze held hers immediately, raw and unflinching, and something in her chest clenched. He looked broken, yes, but honest. He had no mask tonight.

“Hi,” she said softly, voice steadier than she felt.

“Hi,” he murmured, shoulders hunched, lips pressed together.

Neither spoke for a moment. The silence was electric, a shared acknowledgment of everything that had gone wrong and yet remained unresolved. Maya’s chest ached. She wanted to reach through the screen and touch him, to demand that he understand, to offer comfort, to reclaim control. Instead, she let the tension stretch.

“Why?” she finally asked, carefully, measured. “Why did you turn it off?” Her tone was calm, but the weight behind it carried both anger and fear.

Jackson swallowed. “I… I couldn’t… the routines… they felt hollow. The proofs, the plugs, the messages… I was doing everything, but I felt nothing. I just needed… something real, not just data, not just logs. I turned it off. I wanted to breathe.”

Her eyes softened, but the anger simmered still. “Do you understand what you risked? The trust, Jackson? The entire structure we’ve built? You can’t just break the rules. Not when they hold us together.”

He nodded, eyes wide. “I know. I see that now. And I hate that I made you worry. I hate that I—” He broke off, voice catching. “I feel like I’m failing you every day, even when I obey.”

Maya’s chest tightened. She had always demanded obedience, yes, but this—seeing him like this, fractured, human—pierced her in ways the logs never could. She realized she had been using the system, the rituals, to feel powerful, to manage distance, to hide her own fear of losing him. Now it was laid bare. “Jackson… you’re not failing me,” she said, voice low. “I’ve been… relying on structure to do what we couldn’t do in person. I watched the logs, yes. I issued instructions. But I wasn’t truly seeing you. Not enough. And that’s on me too.”

He swallowed hard, blinking, and the tension between them pulsed on the screen. “I didn’t want to hurt you. I just… I couldn’t feel the connection through the rules anymore. I obeyed, I followed the protocols—but I wasn’t connected. And maybe that’s worse than failing.”

Maya nodded slowly. “It is. But honesty matters more than perfection. If we can’t admit when we’re lost, when the system isn’t enough… then all the rituals, all the proofs, are meaningless.”

They sat together in silence, listening to each other’s breathing across the digital divide. Neither moved. Neither tried to close the gap; they simply held the shared space of truth. For the first time in days, Maya didn’t feel the need to assert absolute control. She didn’t need to chastise or demand. She only needed to acknowledge, to bear witness to his vulnerability, and to let him witness hers.

“I was scared,” she admitted finally, her voice small. “Scared that control would be all that was left. That the distance, the system… it would replace you, and I’d lose you before I even knew it.”

Jackson’s lips quivered. “I was scared too,” he whispered. “Scared I’d fail the contract. Scared I’d lose you. Scared that even when I obey, it’s not enough. And maybe… maybe it’s not.”

Maya swallowed, realizing she didn’t need to answer immediately. There was no verdict here, no punishment, no reward. Just the raw, honest collision of two people at the edge of distance, desire, and human fragility. She reached for the first compromise, the first act of resetting the game: “We rebuild. We rewrite. We set terms that let us breathe, not just survive. We talk, we submit, but we don’t lose sight of the person behind the rules.”

Jackson exhaled slowly, shoulders sagging, the tension in his jaw easing. “I… I want that,” he said. “I want to follow. I want to obey—but I want to feel it. Not just do it.”

“Then we start again,” Maya said, feeling the first tentative thread of hope. “Tonight we talk, we confess, we reset. No tasks, no rituals. Just… presence. Honest presence. Tomorrow, we rebuild with clarity.”

He nodded, a faint smile breaking through exhaustion. “I can do that. I can try.”

The rest of the evening passed in shared silences, short admissions, and careful listening. No rules, no logs, no demands—just the fragile acknowledgment of what they had broken, and what they might be able to fix. By the time the call ended, Maya felt both exhausted and lighter. They had survived the rupture, if only barely, and the possibility of reconnection flickered in the quiet glow of the laptop.

Maya closed the screen and rested her forehead in her palms. The system still hummed silently in the background, waiting for the next proof, the next command. But for now, it was irrelevant. The human connection—the confession, the honesty—was what mattered.

The call had ended hours ago, but Maya remained seated at her desk, eyes fixed on the soft glow of her laptop screen. The apartment was quiet, the city outside beginning to stir, but inside she felt the residue of adrenaline, fear, and anticipation threading through her veins. She exhaled slowly and opened the Locknet dashboard, scanning the logs once more. Everything had changed. The proof failures, the broken rule, Jackson’s honesty—they were all present now, like lines etched into the digital record.

She opened a new document, blank except for the title: Contract 2.0. This time, she would write not only for obedience but for understanding. Not only for control but for connection. Every line she typed carried both authority and acknowledgment—her voice on the page tempered by the knowledge that he had risked trust, and she had almost failed to notice it.

Rule 1: Daily Check-ins

Each day begins with a brief message acknowledging presence. Not proof, not compliance, but acknowledgment: a word, a phrase, a glance through text or video.

She hesitated as she typed. It felt almost trivial compared to the old rituals, the elaborate proofs, but she knew it was essential. Connection had to come before obedience, or the cage itself would become meaningless.

Rule 2: Edge & Proof Windows

Edge tasks remain, but windows are shortened and flexible. Jackson may indicate when a task feels unsafe or unmanageable; communication is mandatory before deviation.

She paused, fingers hovering over the keyboard. This was a compromise, a concession born of last night’s failure. Obedience mattered, but so did his well-being, his engagement, his willingness to participate without alienation. She typed the words slowly, deliberately, aware that every compromise was also a reinforcement of trust.

Rule 3: Emotional Transparency

Each participant may initiate a brief check-in to express discomfort, doubt, or desire. Responses must be honest, and all logged entries will be treated with care, not judgment.

Maya’s chest tightened as she typed this. For years, she had wielded control like armor, using rules and rituals to manage fear and absence. Now she admitted vulnerability: the rules could no longer shield her, and they could not sustain them alone. The contract needed empathy embedded in its structure.

Rule 4: Surveillance and Reciprocity

Surveillance Mode remains active, but logs will reflect both sides. Each party may request clarifications, pause monitoring, or request explanations. Mutual oversight replaces unilateral command.

This line was harder than the others. She remembered the gnawing ache in Jackson’s messages, the fatigue in his eyes, the subtle resentment she had glimpsed in the proof videos. Power alone had failed them. Transparency had to be built into their rituals—permission layered upon obedience.

Rule 5: Proof and Review

Daily proofs remain as before: morning edge, midday check, evening plug/video. But comments may now include emotion, acknowledgement, or reassurance. Protocols are flexible in cases of genuine distress.

She paused again, staring at the words. Protocols flexible in cases of genuine distress. She had typed it, yes, but it felt like writing a lifeline, a bridge across the distance she and Jackson had been struggling to cross. The cage and the plug were still there, the rituals unchanged, but their meaning was being redefined. The system would log them; the rules would enforce them—but humanity, empathy, and honesty would now underlie every act.

Maya exhaled, shoving back the hair that had fallen into her face. She opened the chat window, fingers hovering. Do you read? she typed. Do you see it?

Moments later, Jackson’s reply appeared:

I see it. I understand. I’ll do my part.

Her chest tightened again, but this time with hope rather than fear. She knew that words alone were insufficient, but this exchange—a declaration of intent, a willingness to participate in rebuilding—was the foundation they needed.

She reached for the cage, lifted it, felt the cold metal bite against her palms. In her hand, it was both a tool and a promise. The key lay beside it, small and waiting. She took a photograph, slipped it into the chat with Jackson:

Key in my hand. Trust reinstated. Obedience begins anew.

Jackson’s response was immediate:

I’m ready. I’m here.

Maya let out a long breath, leaning back in her chair. The tension that had been coiled tight since the discovery this morning loosened slightly. Control had been broken, but trust was not yet lost. They would rebuild. Slowly. Carefully. Together. The rituals would resume, yes—but now layered with transparency, mutual acknowledgment, and the fragile promise of intimacy.

She closed the laptop, the soft glow fading. The apartment was still quiet, the city outside brightening with the first true morning light. Maya stood, moving to the window, looking down at the streets below. Somewhere, Jackson was also watching, obeying, feeling, waiting. Somewhere, the distance that had loomed so large now seemed slightly more bridgeable.

The Locknet logs would hum in the background, a digital heartbeat of accountability and ritual. But now, beneath the mechanical precision, there was understanding. Beneath control, there was care. Beneath the cage and the proofs, there was human connection—a fragile, imperfect, renewed connection.

Maya closed her eyes for a moment and let herself feel it: the small, potent thrill of power intertwined with trust, the quiet satisfaction of having navigated the fracture, and the trembling hope that the next step, the next proof, the next ritual, would no longer be hollow.

The reset was complete. The cage remained, the rules remained, but so did something more important: the acknowledgment that they were navigating the distance together, fully seen, fully accountable, fully alive.

The flat was dark except for the blue wash of Maya’s monitor. Outside, the city had settled into its midnight lull—car lights fading to streaks, a siren passing somewhere far away. She sat cross-legged at her desk, Locknet’s dashboard open before her, the new contract glowing at the top of the screen:

Contract 2.0 — Active.

The metrics that once felt like surveillance now looked different: quieter, steadier. Each entry pulsed with a slow, deliberate rhythm, less a record of control than a conversation resuming.

A single new notification waited at the bottom of the feed.

She clicked it.

Jackson’s message filled the screen—short, unadorned, stripped of performance:

I’m here. Still learning, still listening.

No attachments, no data stamp beyond the timestamp that marked a beginning rather than an audit.

Maya stared at the words, feeling something unclench inside her. For the first time in months, the technology didn’t feel like a cage; it felt like correspondence, like proof that distance could be crossed by intention alone.

She turned the key that rested on her desk between her fingers—a small, weightless thing—and set it beside the screen. It caught the light and held it, a glint of silver against the dark. Control and trust, side by side.

Maya smiled—not triumphant, not finished, but certain enough to breathe again. She closed the laptop and let the room go black, the faint hum of the system lingering like a heartbeat in the quiet.

For tonight, the connection was alive.


Chapter 6 — “Threshold”

Jackson stared at the message one last time before he acted. The screen glowed against the dim light of his flat:

Three days. No contact. No messages, no proofs, no tasks. You will lock yourself. You will surrender entirely. Ritual release on the fourth day. Trust me.

—Maya

He felt every syllable in his chest. Three days of silence: the space between them would stretch wider, then snap back only when Maya chose. He recalled their recent reset, the fragile reconstruction of trust, and knew this was her final test: could he relinquish control completely, even for her?

The oppression of distance had been a constant undercurrent; now it was a deliberate, self-imposed crucible. He traced the words with a trembling finger, then closed the app. The absence that followed was immediate—a hollow echo where Maya’s instructions had lived.

Jackson took a deep breath, feeling the cool air in his lungs. He set his phone aside, far from the bed, and let the silence settle in layers: first the conditioned hush of no pings, then the deeper, more primal quiet of being truly alone. No ritual would puncture these hours; no proof would bridge this gap.

He rose and walked to the dresser where the key to his chastity cage lay. It was the first time in months he’d seen it outside her hand. He picked it up, cold metal cool against his palm, and held it as if letting go and grasping both at once. The lock itself, still in place, waited as a promise and a reminder.

With deliberate care, Jackson opened the top drawer, removed the small envelope Maya had provided when they first began Volume 2, and slipped the key inside. He paused, fingertip grazing the sealed flap. Sealing it was his final act of surrender—entrusting the very means of his release to her hands alone. He pressed the envelope closed, then tucked it back, his breath catching with the gravity of it.

No message would confirm this. No code would signal compliance. He would simply abide the silence. And in that silence, he would find out what distance—and trust—meant.

He dressed slowly for the next three days: light clothes, breathable fabrics, nothing to draw attention or cause discomfort beyond the cage itself. Each motion reminded him of Maya’s gaze, absent yet present, testing him in the hush. He packed a small bag: toiletries, work essentials, his running shoes. He’d need routine to stave off panic, structure to occupy his mind without erasing the ache.

Before he left the flat, Jackson paused at the door, hand on the frame. The hallway beyond was quiet, the building’s usual bustle stilled by the hour. He closed his eyes, imagining Maya across the miles—her living room lamp still on, her form casting a faint silhouette against the window. No check-ins would cross this distance until she decided. He inhaled, and let it out like a confession.

He stepped outside. The city’s morning rush roared back—engines, footsteps, life pressing forward. He merged into it, body moving, mind braced against the silence in his pocket, the empty space where connection used to be.

That evening, at home, he felt the first real tug of loneliness. The clock ticked louder, each second a reminder of the unbroken promise: no contact. He refilled his phone’s battery, powered down Wi-Fi, and placed the device in a shoebox under the bed. It would not tempt him. He would not cheat.

Jackson lit a single candle on the coffee table, its gentle flame a stand-in for Maya’s presence. He sat cross-legged on the floor, journal in hand, and wrote:

Day 1: I am silent. I am waiting. I am learning to breathe in the absence.

He paused, pen poised over the page, then set the journal aside. The candle’s flame flickered, shadows dancing across the walls. The silence that filled the room was no longer empty—it was charged, alive with possibility and fear.

He closed his eyes and surrendered to the threshold he had crossed: the line between service and abandonment, obedience and exile, distance and trust. Tomorrow, the ache would deepen. But tonight, at the edge of silence, Jackson discovered something like strength in simply being still.

And so, with the key out of reach and Maya’s trust wrapped around him like a promise, he let the lock hold him—mind, body, and heart—until she chose to free him again.

Day 1

The world felt too loud. Jackson woke on the first morning of his lockout to a chorus of city sounds—honking horns, distant sirens, the thump of delivery trucks rolling past—and the absence of Maya’s gentle “good morning” message. He lay in bed, chest tight, listening to the traffic like a foreign language he could almost understand.

He poured coffee on autopilot and sat by the window, watching pedestrians thread through rain-slick streets. Normally, he’d have taken a photo—his first daily check-in—and sent it to Maya with a playful caption. Today, the phone lay silent in its shoebox. The ritual was gone. He felt untethered.

Despite the emptiness, Jackson forced himself into routine: a morning run along the canal, feeling his legs burn, inhaling damp air, counting steps instead of seconds. Movement helped—each stride a reminder that he was still here, still alive, still fighting to endure the silence.

At work, he kept busy. Emails, meetings, spreadsheets—each task a barrier between him and the hush at home. But every break, every elevator ride, every bathroom pause was haunted by the question: Did she notice? The duration of his silence registered in his mind like a scoreboard—he was at twelve hours, fifteen, eighteen…

That evening, Jackson returned to the apartment and lit the candle again. Its small flame flickered hope into the gloom. He took up his journal:

Day 1: Silence is heavy. I miss the sound of your voice, even when it told me to obey. I miss the warmth of knowing you were reading, watching. Now I only hear myself.

He closed the notebook, letting the candlelight dance across the walls. The ache in his chest was sharp, but he held it steady. Tomorrow would come.

Day 2

He woke before dawn, mind racing. The silence was familiar now—no message to break through the predawn quiet. He sat on the edge of the bed, heart pounding, imagining Maya’s form in London: making coffee, opening her laptop, wondering why he was silent.

Work was a blur of faces and voices. Jackson answered questions, joined conference calls, yet never spoke Maya’s name. His phone rested face-down beside him, screen dark. Each time it buzzed with other notifications—news alerts, calendar reminders—he flinched, heart skipping.

At lunch, he found himself standing in a crowded café, eyes stinging with unshed tears. He sipped his sandwich and listened to strangers’ laughter, envying their unguarded joy. Back at his desk, he pulled up old videos—just for solace—and watched a clip of Maya laughing during a cam session. The joy in her eyes cut through him. He paused it, resting his head on the desk.

Later, he tried to write in his journal but found only blank stares at the page. Finally, he scrawled:

Day 2: The silence eats at me. I replay your laughter, but it’s just an echo. I obeyed, I stayed silent—yet it feels like I lost you anyway.

He exhaled, closed the book, and let the darkness of evening settle in. The candle burned low. He let the silence cradle him—fragile, aching, real.

Day 3

The final morning arrived like a test he wasn’t sure he could pass. He lay awake for hours, hearing every rumble outside: garbage trucks, early-bird joggers, the distant clang of construction. By the time the sun spilled into the room, Jackson felt hollowed out.

He forced himself to stand, brew coffee, and eat quietly. No photo. No caption. No reply. It was the hardest proof of all—silence as submission.

That afternoon, anticipation made his stomach twist. The ritual release—tentatively scheduled for tonight—loomed ahead, but first he had to be the silence. He paced the flat, noting every sound, every breath. He spoke Maya’s name once, too softly to echo. He wondered if she felt his absence as deeply as he felt hers.

At dusk, he lit the candle for the final time and sat cross-legged with his phone in hand. He reopened the app, letting the blank feed greet him: no new tasks, no missed proofs—just the void. Then a small notification blinked in the corner: Live ritual call at 21:00.

His chest tightened with equal measures of relief and dread. He closed his eyes and exhaled, willing himself to let go. Three days of silence had reshaped him: the ache was now acceptance, the void a vessel for hope.

He opened his laptop, clicked to join the call, and waited in the soft glow of the screen—ready at last to surrender the final piece of distance.

Jackson sat before his laptop as dusk settled into full night, the city lights outside softening into glimmering pools of amber. He felt hollow, an echo of himself after three days of enforced silence. The cage, the plug, the rituals—they had receded into background noise, leaving only this single moment of reckoning: the live ritual call with Maya.

At exactly 21:00, the screen flickered, and her face appeared—eyes clear, composed, framed by the glow of her own room. In her hand, she held the small envelope containing his key. Jackson’s throat tightened.

“Good evening,” Maya said quietly. “You’ve endured.”

Her voice was both praise and acknowledgment. He nodded, though she couldn’t see him in the half-light.

“Tonight,” she continued, “I will guide your release as promised. But I will not unlock you. Not yet.”

Jackson’s heart thudded. He swallowed. “I understand,” he whispered. The rupture of his own making—the rule he’d broken—still stung, but in this moment, surrender felt redemptive.

Maya set the envelope down just out of frame, then shifted so that only her face appeared. “Close your eyes,” she instructed. “And breathe.”

He obeyed. The cage was cold against his skin, familiar and unyielding. He inhaled, letting the anticipation gather in his chest.

“Imagine my hands,” Maya whispered. “Tracing the lock. The warmth of my touch. But remember: you are still mine, even when I am not there.”

Jackson felt himself tremble. She guided him through a slow, deliberate breathing exercise—inhale for four counts, hold, exhale—each breath a thread connecting him to her voice. His muscles unwound, tension loosening in the hollow of his throat, the backs of his knees.

“Now,” she said softly, “edge for me. But don’t release.”

Years of ritual surfaced. He felt the familiar ache build, but this time it was different—infused with trust, with the knowledge that she held the key even as she withheld it. He obeyed, body shuddering at the brink, and Maya counted him down: “Three… two… one… stop. Hold.”

His breath caught. The world narrowed to her voice, the click of her tongue marking each second. He held on until the ache threatened to break him, then exhaled in a single, shuddering release—less of surrender, more of communion.

Maya watched him through the feed, face impassive. When he opened his eyes, her gaze held something raw. “Well done,” she said. “I’m proud of you.”

He felt tears prick at his lids. This was the ritual he had craved—her voice, her presence, her approval—without the final unlocking. It was both more and less: more because it was wholly hers, less because the key remained at a distance.

Maya smiled—a small, genuine curve of her lips. “Rest now,” she told him. “The key is safe. I will mail it myself, as promised.”

Jackson exhaled, mind and body unspooling in the aftermath. “Thank you,” he whispered.

“Thank you for trusting me,” Maya replied. She reached off-screen to lift the envelope, letting the key’s presence echo in the gentle rustle of paper. “We’ll speak tomorrow.”

The feed ended. Jackson sat in darkness for a long moment, chest heaving, the weight of her trust settling in his bones. Though still locked, he felt free—in that paradox of distance and devotion where, for an instant, control and love were the same.

He closed his laptop, lit the candle one last time, and lay back, letting the glow chase shadows from the walls. The lock remained, the key was still hers, and yet he’d touched something deeper: the knowledge that surrender, guided by trust, could be its own release.

And in the hush that followed, Jackson finally slept.

Jackson woke well before dawn, the ritual’s after-glow still warm beneath his skin, yet the cage remained unmoved. His first conscious thought was of Maya, and the envelope that held his freedom, now traveling across half the world. He rolled out of bed, muscles loose from last night’s release yet tingling with anticipation—knowing that the final act of this threshold would be delayed by days of distance and mail.

He dressed quietly, careful not to disturb the sleeping calm of his flatmate, then made coffee and carried it to the window. The sky was pale and shifting, promising a clear morning. He cradled his mug—watching steam coil in the cool air—and imagined the envelope on its journey: from Maya’s hand into a postal clerk’s, stamped and sorted, winging its way through towns and airports.

On his laptop, he reopened the Locknet dashboard. The new Contract 2.0 metrics glowed softly:

	Last ritual: Completed (live call)

	Key status: With primary user until delivery

	Next confirmation: Mail receipt photo



A small button blinked below: “Upload Delivery Confirmation.” It waited for Maya’s scan of the mailing slip, then for Jackson’s photo of the tracking code. Each step would echo their mutual trust—she, entrusting him with her intent; he, trusting the system to reconnect them.

He drafted a quick message to Maya, mindful of the new terms:

When you send the mail, please share the tracking number.

I’ll upload confirmation on my end.

He hit send, then checked the time: 6:47 AM in Dublin, 6:47 PM in London. By now, Maya was likely beginning her evening, preparing that small envelope with care. He pictured her fingers closing the flap, sealing the key within—an act of power mixed with tenderness.

All morning, he moved through his day in a soft blur. The cage pressed against him, now a familiar hum of commitment rather than a torment. He focused on work, but every crinkle of paper in the office, every ring of a phone, made him wonder if a delivery notification had pinged. He told himself patience was part of the test—that control could be reciprocal: hers in withholding the key, his in waiting for it.

At lunchtime, he stepped outside, phone in hand. The sun was warm; he paused on a bench, scrolling the tracking service Maya would soon supply. He thought back to the live ritual—her voice guiding him, her restraint teaching him surrender—and felt the first genuine smile of the week. The trust they’d rebuilt was fragile, but it was real.

Returning home late afternoon, Jackson found a message waiting:

Key mailed at 14:12 BST. Royal Mail tracking #RC123456789GB.

Thank you for holding your end.

—Maya

His heart stuttered. He clicked the link, watching the shipment details load:

	14:12 GMT: Collected, London Sorting Office

	16:30 GMT: In transit to Distribution Hub



Below, a blank field invited his response. He snapped a photo of his empty mailbox, uploaded it with the caption:

Confirmed. Awaiting arrival.

He hit send and closed his eyes, leaning back. The act felt sacred: the envelope would arrive, the key would return, and with it his freedom—though in truth, the lock was now more a symbol than a barrier. It stood for the test they’d endured, the trust they’d renewed, and the distance they’d bridged through ritual and honesty.

That evening, as dusk settled, Jackson lit the candle on his coffee table and opened his journal:

Day 4: The key travels. So does trust. The lock remains, but it no longer confines me. It reminds me of all we’ve rebuilt—and all still waiting to be discovered.

He closed the book and reached for his phone, checking the tracking one last time before bed: “In transit—due tomorrow.” He set the phone aside, letting the candle’s glow fill the room. As sleep claimed him again, he carried the quiet certainty that release, when it came, would be more than physical—it would be a reunion of faith, control, and love.

Morning light filtered through the curtains, pale and steady, as Jackson woke to a world that felt both unchanged and irrevocably shifted. The envelope still hadn’t arrived, but the trust it carried had already been delivered. He lay for a moment in the quiet aftermath of the ritual and the mailing: the cage still fastened, the lock still in place, yet his mind felt unburdened, clear.

He rose and moved through his morning routine almost reverently: gentle stretches to ease the lingering tension in his shoulders, a slow ritual of coffee—measuring grounds, heating water, inhaling the steam. Each step felt deliberate, meaningful, anchored in a present that no longer throbbed with anxiety. He sipped the coffee by the window, watching autumn leaves drift across the lawn below, thinking of Maya preparing that same envelope back in London.

When he finally checked the tracking link again, the status had updated:

“Out for delivery.”

His chest tightened with anticipation, but not with the old dread. Now it was hope—a calm certainty more powerful than fear. He sent Maya a quick note:

It’s on its way. Thank you for your patience.

He paused before sending, remembering Contract 2.0’s new emphasis on emotional transparency. He added:

I’ve learned what silence teaches. I’m ready for what comes next.

Sending it felt like setting a marker in time—a promise that he understood how far they’d come and how far they still would go.

The rest of the day unfolded in a gentle blur. At work, he found clarity in his tasks, not as a shield against loneliness, but as a way to honor his own presence in the world. He answered emails with poise, participated in meetings with genuine engagement, and even smiled at a passing colleague’s joke, feeling grounded rather than scattered.

Back home in the evening, Jackson paused at the door, hand on the handle of the shoebox where his phone had lain for three days. He retrieved it now, letting it light his way through the darkened flat. The envelope lay on the coffee table, its edges worn from its journey. He picked it up reverently, turning it over in his hands. No ceremony, no display—just a private acknowledgment of her care.

He settled onto the sofa, envelope in one hand, phone in the other, and tapped out a final confirmation:

Delivered. My turn next?

Maya’s reply came almost instantly:

Yes. Tonight.

He smiled, heart light. He peeled the envelope open, sliding the key into his palm. The metal was cold but alive, humming with possibility. He closed his fist around it, then set it on the table and reached for the cage’s lock. His hands were steady now—steady with trust, steady with the knowledge that control could be shared, surrendered, reclaimed.

The lock clicked open, and for the first time in nearly a week, Jackson was physically free. Yet he paused, key in hand, and closed his eyes. The real freedom, he realized, had come long before this moment—in the space of silence, in the act of waiting, in the reaffirmation of trust. The physical release was a symbol of a deeper undoing: the release of fear, of rigid protocol, of distance as an insurmountable barrier.

He stood and moved to the window, key slipping into his pocket, gaze on the street below where life moved on in gentle currents. He whispered Maya’s name into the quiet night, a soft promise and a gift.

The lock was off; the distance remained. But in that remaining space, Jackson felt a new kind of closeness—a shared journey of surrender and trust that neither distance nor silence could undo.


Epilogue — “Still Locked”

POV: Maya

London’s late-spring twilight painted the Thames in liquid silver as Maya stepped off the Tube and into the river of commuters spilling onto the South Bank. Her footsteps echoed on the pavement—precise, unhurried—her collar a whisper of leather against bare skin, the faint weight of the key tucked into her pocket.

She and Jackson would meet here, where the city’s hum softened into water’s slow pulse. Three days ago, he surrendered to her remote ritual; two days ago, she mailed the key; yesterday, he unlocked himself and sent her the photo. Tonight, they would stand face to face, no screens between them, the lock still fastened to his body but to her heart.

She paused before a weathered bench beneath a lamppost, watching tide and tides of people flow past. The world carried on—families laughing, friends comparing phones, tourists pausing for photos—unaware of their private covenant. Maya’s phone chimed:

I’m here. By the bench.

She smiled, the tension easing from her shoulders. She tapped back: See you in one minute.

A few strides later, she saw him: Jackson, standing tall despite exhaustion, collar and cage exactly where she had directed, eyes bright with relief and something deeper—recognition, belonging, a shard of joy that no ritual alone could conjure.

He closed the distance between them with a tentative smile. Maya felt the familiar flutter of power—the thrill of control in his obedience—but it was tempered now by tenderness. She reached out, brushing a stray lock of hair from his forehead.

“No keys tonight,” she said, voice soft. “But we stay locked.”

He nodded, understanding the choice. She unbuttoned her coat and draped it around his shoulders, the leather muffling the metal beneath. The collar pressed against her palm, ridged with history and promise.

They stood side by side, the river at their feet, the city alight behind them. Jackson slipped his hand into hers, fingers finding the key in her pocket. He didn’t take it out; he simply held her hand closer, as if that was all the unlocking he needed.

A gentle breeze carried the scent of spring blossoms and brine. Maya leaned her head against his shoulder, listening to the shared rhythm of their breathing—no apps, no logs, no surveillance mode. Just presence.

“This is our lock now,” she murmured. “Not a barrier, but a bond.”

Jackson squeezed her fingers once, then twice. “Still locked,” he whispered. “But together.”

Maya closed her eyes, letting the river’s ripple mirror the pulse in her chest. In that quiet twilight, they were neither free nor imprisoned, but something deeper—bound by trust, by ritual, and by the choice to remain incomplete without each other.

And so they stood, locked in love’s paradox: bound, and yet wholly, irrevocably free.


Also by Roman Vale

Thank you for reading.

If you found meaning, intensity, or pleasure in these pages, I’d be deeply grateful if you left a review. Your words help others discover the story — and ensure it continues to reach those who need it most.

— Roman Vale
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Mira thought she could escape her past by running – but fate leads her to Dominion Farm’s secret hucow barn, where a ritual of transformation awaits. In The New Heifer, a dark initiation unfolds as the 23-year-old is collared, restrained, and prepared to be remade into a yielding “human cow.” Under the stern training of the farm’s head handler, Cain Hart, Mira endures the infamous Bell Rite – a public branding and bell-collar ceremony that marks her as part of the herd. Shame and desire intermingle as she’s milked for the first time by relentless machines and guiding hands, every sensation blurring the line between agony and ecstasy. The air is thick with the scent of straw and warm milk, amplifying her humiliation even as her body betrays her with aching arousal.
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For The One I Love: A Dark Erotic Novel of Sacrifice, Obedience, and the Slow Unraveling of a Shame-Proof Woman

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0G1NBN62T

How far would you go for the one you love?

Lena’s world is small—her teaching assistant job, her aging bulldog Bear, and the quiet ache of being unseen. When Bear collapses and the vet bill spirals beyond reach, Lena refuses to beg for help. She won’t cry. She won’t collapse. She will act.

She is offered a chance: a discreet, elite circle where her body will be trained in obedience. No romance. No promises. Only structure, stillness, and use. In return? Payment. Enough, maybe, to save Bear.
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She said she could take it. He never promised to stop.

Kate wants more than date nights and polite kisses. She wants the tremble that starts in her belly when she kneels; the hush that turns the world soft when he says good girl. One reckless whisper at the kitchen table—do your worst—becomes a contract neither of them can forget.

Sam doesn’t bargain with desire; he builds it. Rules arrive like gifts wrapped in ribbon: how she stands, how she speaks, how she waits. Mornings taste of obedience; evenings taste of consequence. And when he decides her devotion should be worn, not just spoken, Kate feels the first cool brush of metal and understands: this isn’t a phase. It’s a life.
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Becoming Porcelain — Volume 1: Initiation & Conditioning: A dark erotic psychological romance of submission, discipline, and control.

Inside the hidden corridors of the Dollhouse, beauty is engineered, not born.

Madison Cole arrives believing she’s been chosen for an exclusive finishing program—part etiquette school, part luxury retreat. Instead she steps into a world where stillness is worshipped, desire is disciplined, and the body becomes a canvas for perfection.

Under the gaze of the enigmatic Dollmaker Savannah Price and the unseen Benefactor who funds every transformation, Madison learns to trade hesitation for poise, pain for composure, and her own name for silence. The mirrors that once flattered her now instruct her; every posture is scored, every breath measured.
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